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An answer to Needham’s Grand Question based on political science
GU Chao, LI Jian
(School of Government, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: Why didn’t modern science develop in China? This is the core of Needham’s Grand Question. The
key to this question lies not in the level of scientific and technological development, but in the structural
characteristics of science. Ancient Chinese science had four main structural characteristics: a historically
rational way of thinking, a scientific system of natural history, a unification-style technological system, and a
high degree of institutionalization. These structural characteristics contributed to the continuous development
and flourishment of ancient Chinese science, but was not conducive to scientific revolutions. The historically
rational way of thinking led to the demise of theory, and particularly demise of formal rationality. And the
scientific system of natural history and the unification style technical system prevented ancient Chinese
science from transforming into the controlled experimental approach of Baconian science. The high degree
of institutionalization prevented China from generating a scientific community, as well as eliminating the
social role of scientists and the ideology to justify the devotion to science. The fundamental reason for the
structural characteristics of ancient Chinese science was the power structure of the Confucian-Legalist state:
the state ideology of imperial Confucianism shaped the historically rational way of thinking and the scientific
system of natural history, the integration of political and ideological power reinforced the unification style
technical system, and the crystallization of stable power relations shaped a high degree of
institutionalization.

Key words. Needham’s Grand Question; structural characteristics; scientific revolution; power structure;
Confucian- Legalist state
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