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The Change Form Heaven To Human Being
——Modern Transformation of Traditional
Morality and Ethics in China
(Abstract)

This treatise describes modern transformation of traditional
morality and ethics in China, explains the essence, content and
characteristics of the transformation, inquries the theoretical and
practical meanings of it, and argues for its rationality.

In middle ancient China, the idea about unity between hu-
man being and Heaven appeared with agricultural condition of so-
ciety in which people’s lives was restricted by the external neces-
sity of nature. The theoretical system of traditional morality and
ethics was constructed within the framework of the ideas about
unity between Heaven and human being, presupposed moral
noumenon or ethical entity as somewhat absolutely transcenden-
tal and external reality, and Heaven as the ultimate resource of
rationality and values , for which the social morality originated
and existed. Modern industrial society was not restricted by the
external necessity as agricultural society was, therefore in indus-
trial society ,human subjective activity, independence, autonomy
and creativity was affirmed greatly in production and social lives.
Hence the role of Heaven as transcendental moral noumenon was
repudiated in the ethics, and new ethical ideas developed, which
took human being itself as its reason and fundamentals. The
change from Heaven to human being is just the basic characteris-

tic of the transformation from traditional morality and ethics to

1



modern one.

The narration and argument for the Change from Heaven to
Human being is unfolded out of three Perspectives, according to
theoretical forms . I . Revolution of moral spirits of the times.
Chinese traditional morality and ethics had a strong humanist
spirit supported by family virtues in middle ancient China, and it
always took human being as the centre of moral practices, and at
the same time rejected transcendental religious morality. In the
one hand, unity between human being and Heaven means human
being’s recognition, expansion and perfecting of the Way of
Heaven, in the other hand, human morality and its perfecting
means coming finally back to the ethical spirit of entity of Heav-
en. While modern morality and ethics took human being as it fun-
dament, therefore rejected the Way of Heaven and developed an
entirely new humanist spirit.

I . The Change of moral principles. Traditional morality and
ethics generalized moral principles, which took “the three cardi-
nal guides and five constant virtues” as its core, as the reasons of
Heaven, in order to prove their absoluteness, necessity and ra-
tionality. Serving the industrial society, modern morality and
ethics established its basic moral principles with the core of ‘ideas
about liberty, equality and fraternity, and proclaimed that these
principles were just reasons. The rationality of the reasons of
Heaven was drawn from the absolute ethical spirit of heaven
noumenon, and the moral principles from the reasons of Heaven
were absolute, while rationality of just reason was derived from
existence of human being, therefore the value standards from
just reason were relative.

M. The advance of subjective consciousness. Emphasizing



the subjective consciousness, Chinese traditional morality and
ethics greatly improved human virtues with its deontological the-
ory, but the very deontological ethics postulated subjective con-
sciousness as self-consciousness of absolute ethical spirits, and
limited severely self-consciousness of human subject. On the
contrary, modern morality and ethics postulated human being as
natural being of perception. It claimed that virtues are not prior
norms, but the extension of human lives and needs, human be-
ing is first a real individual, but not just a value sign of absolute
relationship, and independency and autonomy is the essential
mark of self-consciousness of human subject. Hence, modern
morality and ethics encouraged dramatically development and
fulfillment of individuals, and rose the moral level of subjective
consciousness especially.

The transformation from traditional morality and ethics to
modern one means only the reconstruction of theoretical frame-
work, but not a thorough revolution of social ideas about morali-
ty and ethics, because the ideas put forward by modern ethics
have not internalized in the consciousness of public yet, the sys-
tem of rules and norms of itself is far from perfection, and it
hasn’t absorbed enough reasonable ideas from modern western
ethics, according to the need of social lives in China. In this
sense, we can say that the transformation from Chinese tradi-

tional morality and ethics to modern one has not completed yet.
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