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The Evolution of the Concept of fa (Law) in

a Century of Legal Historiography
QIN Tao
(Southwest University of Political Scievce and Law, Chongqing 401120, China)

Abstract: What is fa (law)? This question constitutes the foundational inquiry of Chinese legal
historiography. Over more than a century since the emergence of legal history as an academic discipline,
the lexical form of fazhi shi (legal history) has remained stable, yet the conceptual meaning of fazhi (legal
system) has undergone five major transformations. In the late Qing, the notion of fa was rooted in the
traditional administrative discourse of “law — punishment” and progressively shifted toward a transitional
“institution — law” structure through the transplantation of modern legal systems. From the 1930s onward,
with the rise of legal nationalism and the flourishing of sociological jurisprudence, fazhi was
reconceptualized as a layered structure of “state legislation—social institutions. ” After the founding of the
People’s Republic of China, the socialist conception of fazhi took shape as a framework defined by the
relationship between “state institutions” and “legal institutions. ” Following the reform and opening-up),
legal history distinguished itself from political history and consolidated its disciplinary identity, leading to a
reduction of fazhi into a single-centered concept focused narrowly on “legal institutions. ” In recent years,
however, scholars have increasingly sought to move beyond this institutionalist lens, engaging in more
diversified and empirically grounded explorations that align more closely with the complexities of China’s
historical legal practices.

Key words: law; fazhi (legal system) ; legal history; history of law
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