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Mutual Interpretation and Orientation 
between Ethic and Morality
Abstract　Ethic and morality are key concepts for understanding ethics and moral 
philosophy. In previous research, the two notions are often indistinguishable and even 
interchangeable, because they share the same origin in terms of meaning, both referring to 
social customs, habits, protocols, and so forth. However, the development of academic history 
reveals important distinctions between ethics and morality, even regarding which of them 
holds the authority to interpret the other. For example, Hegel elevated morality to ethic, while 
Li Zehou advocated the study of morality from the perspective of ethic. Their studies indicate 
that ethics and morality have synchronic interpretations, meaning that they can be explained 
mutually. An obvious trend in the development of contemporary ethics is the gradual 
departure from the “stereotype” that “ethics is moral philosophy,” moving instead towards 
engaging with and serving the real and new “human relations” world with a broader horizon 
in a unique manner, thus achieving the “free development” characterized by distinction yet 
not separation from moral philosophy. This will propel moral philosophy to be oriented 
towards the shaping of individual virtues, and ethics to the regulation of interest relationships 
over ethical entities. In this context, it may become feasible to conceptualize morality without 
ethical norms and ethics without moral imperatives, and resolve the dispute between so-called 
virtue ethics and normative ethics.
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The fundamental reasons (or characteristics) for the fierce debates on and theoretical differences 
in contemporary moral issues are the conceptional imcommensurability of moral arguments 
or ethical concepts, the quest for so-called rationality of impersonal rational arguments 
and the obvious contradiction with the conceptional imcommensurability, as well as the 
wide variety of historical origins of various moral or ethical conceptions and their mutual 
opposition (MacIntyre 1996, 5-6). British ethicist Zygmunt Bauman stated in the introduction 
to his book Postmodern Ethics: “As signaled in its title, this book is a study of postmodern 
ethics, not of postmodern morality” (Bauman 1993, 1). Does this mean that the traditional 
view we have held for a long time that “ethics is the study of moral issues” has encountered 
unprecedented challenges? Does it mean that morality will withdraw from the field of ethics? 
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Does it also mean that ethics and morality1 will be inevitably “separated”? These concerns 
are rooted in the understanding of the connotations of the two core concepts of ethics and 
morality and the increasingly clear division between the two in contemporary times. In 
Western academic history, although thinkers such as Hegel, Kant, and Moran have made a 
distinction between “ethics” and “morality” and maintained strict boundaries in their use, the 
terms tend to be used “interchangeably.” The vagueness in boundary and ambiguity leads to 
frequent mixing or even equating of the two concepts. When attempts at distinction prove 
difficult, we might simply employ terms like “ethical morality” or “moral ethics.” For one 
thing, this has led to internal confusion in theoretical arguments over ethics and morality (such 
as the long-term dispute between teleology and deontology), and for another, it has narrowed 
down the field of ethics studies, for which we have to highly depend on relevant disciplinary 
knowledge. For example, without relevant knowledge from fields such as philosophy of law, 
political philosophy, economics, sociology, and psychology, ethical knowledge can hardly 
sustain itself, and moral philosophy can hardly see its own independent conceptual system 
built beyond the concepts of “good” and “evil.” In response to the historical confusion 
between the concepts of “ethics” and “morality,” an analytical ethics movement dedicated 
to the refinement of concepts and the logicalization of judgments arose in the Western 
community of ethics in the early 20th century, which helped demarcate and define such 
concepts as “property,” “good,” “evil,” “conscience,” “responsibility,” and “obligation.” 
However, to date, the confusion surrounding the two core concepts of “ethics” and “morality” 
has not been fundamentally resolved in both Western and Chinese academic discourse (Yao 
2006, 21-25). Thus, it is particularly important to analyze and systematically clarify the 
concepts of “ethics” and “morality,” eliminate cognitive confusion regarding the two, and 
enhance the commensurability of the concepts of ethics and morality at the historical moment 
of new developments.

1　Similarities and Differences: The Boundary between Ethic and Morality
In Chinese, ethic means the order of lun 伦 and the distinction of li 礼 / 理. The word  
“ethic” is a combination of lun and li. The character 伦 in ancient times encompassed three main 
meanings (Yao 2006, 21-25): First, lun is composed of ren 人 and lun 仑. In The Analytical 
Dictionary of Chinese Characters 说文解字, Xu Shen interprets lun as “generation,” and 
refers it to the generational relationship among people. From “generation,” the character’s 
meaning can be extended to “category,” “comparison,” “sequence,” and “kind.” “People are 
compared in the same category and sorted out in the same kind, and their living relationship of 
mutual dependence can be seen” (Huang 1998, 21-22). Second, lun is connected with “music.” 
For example, “Record of Music” of The Book of Rites 礼记·乐记 says “music is the one 
who understands ethics,” emphasizing the connection between music and ethic, and beauty 
and goodness. Third, lun is the same as “category.” For example, according to Zheng Xuan’s 
annotation to “ethics”: “lun means category and the division by reason.” He emphasizes that 

1 I advocate the use of “morality” instead of “moral philosophy.” The latter is only a part of the former. Morality is a complete 
academic system that includes moral philosophy, moral psychology, moral sociology, and moral evolution, which will be 
discussed in another article.
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the essence of lun is a “division” of “category.” According to Huang Jianzhong’s study, lun 
indicates a collective relationship, antithesis and affiliation, and refers to various relationships 
among human groups. The original meaning of li is governance and rules. For example, The 
Analytical Dictionary of Chinese Characters states that: “Li 理 means the processing of 
jade.” In modern Chinese, li sees more extensions such as the li of object (texture), the li of 
humanities (reason), the li of science (physics), the li of behavior (management), and so on, 
which enrich their meanings to include order, rules, reason, governance, and arrangement. 
Generally speaking, li refers to the natural laws and principles of things and behavior. Lun 
and li combine to form “ethics,” which refers to the principles or rules for dealing with human 
relations. The earliest use of lun and li together appears in the “Record of Music” of The Book 
of Rites: “Music can be compared with ethics.” It can be seen that the essence of ethics lies in 
harmony and order, and the connection between music theory and ethic lies in harmony and 
unity. Huang Jianzhong thus states that “ethic is rich in meaning, and its purpose is harmony. 
To sum up, it can encompass morality and life” (Huang 1998, 21). The original meaning of 
ethic can be summarized as follows: First, it refers to human relations. Ethic only exists in the 
human world and its order, and has nothing to do with the world outside of humans; second, 
it refers to relationships. Ethic must manifest in the subject-object relation. There is no ethic 
where there is no relation; third, it refers to order. Human relations must be presented in a 
certain order, as the ruler is ruler, the minister is minister, the father is father, and the son is 
son; fourth, it refers to norms. Ethic must be a normative description of what should or should 
not be done.

In the Western context, the term “ethic” etymologically originates from the Greek word 
“ethic,” which originally means a habitual and permanent residence, or a common place 
of residence, which is how it was described in Homer’s epic. Heidegger once noted that 
for Heraclitus, the original meaning of the word “ethic” was “residence.” As the term was 
further interpreted over time, it came to encompass meanings such as custom, character, and 
quality. That said, it did not suggest ethic. Yao Xinyu holds that from a modern point of view, 
the difference between the Western and the traditional Chinese concepts of ethic is that the 
former has been primitively and simply rational from the beginning (Yao 2006, 21-25). The 
concepts of “ethic” and “ethics” were originally created by Aristotle by transforming the word 
“ethos” in the ancient Greek language. Because the word “moral” stems from the Roman 
word “moralis,” after the Romans conquered Greece, they often used moralis to translate the 
Greek word “ethic.” Moral derives from “mores,” which mainly refers to traditional customs 
and habits. Both of the terms are used to explain the habits shaped by human behavior and 
activities, reflecting human recognition and compliance with social culture and lifestyle. This 
is also the main reason for the mutual interpretation and use of ethic and morality. Aristotle 
coined the new term “ethika,” which later became known as ethics. Aristotle believes that 
ethics is the pursuit of personal good and happiness, while politics is that of social good 
and happiness; if we make a strict distinction between ethic and morality, Aristotle’s ethics 
resemble morality more closely, while politics can be understood as ethics. It can be seen that 
in the Western context, ethic also encompasses the order in human relations and norms, but 
because it is interchangeable with morality, it also implies virtue and quality in addition to 
customs. It is only with Hegel that ethic and morality are strictly distinguished, and the latter 
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is regarded as the prerequisite for the former, thereby opening up the ideological pathway 
“from morality to ethic,” but in essence the two are still mutually explained, and the scientific 
understanding of ethic depends entirely on the understanding of morality.

In Chinese, “morality” (daode 道德) is also a compound word. Although A Collection 
of Words 辞海 provides 16 meanings of dao 道, there are three commonly seen of road, 
law and universe ontology (Yao 2006, 21-25). According to The Analytical Dictionary of 
Chinese Characters, “dao means the way to go.” Dao originally referred to the road from 
here to there, with a definite direction and two sides. Only by following the road can one 
avoid getting lost and arrive at the destination. “Explanation on Dao De Jing” of Han Feizi 
韩非子·解老 explained that “Dao is the way of all things and the way of all principles.” 
This concept is extended to the general law for the generation and change of all things in the 
cosmos. Therefore, it is further extended to correct rules. It is described in Dao De Jing (Laozi 
老子) that “There was a chaotic lump that had been formed prior to the Heaven and the Earth. 
It is soundless and shapeless, but it exists independently for long and would never stop. It 
moves in endless cycles, and can be the origin of everything in the universe. I do not know its 
name, and make do with the mark the Dao, or the Way.” Here, dao means “why it is so,” and 
when combined with li it means “reason.” As a philosophical term, dao means the “origin” of 
the universe and the original rules for the movement and evolution of all things. It is divided 
into the “Way of Heaven,” the “Way of Earth,” and the “Way of Man.” The “Way of Heaven” 
is the law of all things in nature, and the “Way of Man” is the rule for human activities and 
dealing with human affairs. If such a rule violates the Way of  Heaven, it is deemed “not  
right.” De 德 carries numerous meanings. During the Shang Dynasty, the character 德 in  
oracle bone script was later written as zhi 徝 and in bronze script as de 惪. The former 
means upright behavior and the latter upright character. Later, the two were unified as de, 
which encompasses both upright behavior and upright character. The earliest known use of 
dao and de in combination can be traced back to Gao Yao about 4,000 years ago, as recorded 
in “Basic Annals of Xia Dynasty” in Historical Records 史记·夏本记: “It is necessary to 
promote morality, make planning fair and honest, and achieve harmony among ministers.” 
It can be seen that dao and de are closely related. The two combined mean “norms for virtue 
and morality” and also “virtue and morality that conform to norms.” In the special context of 
China, de 得 adds a metaphysical nature of Dao and a practical function of utilitarianism to 
morality. Because de 德 and de 得 are interchangeable, morality in the Chinese sense allows 
for more profound interpretations than in the Western context. In this way, we can simply 
summarize the meaning of daode in the Chinese context as follows: First, to obtain and 
abide by the dao is “virtue.” Second, to observe virtue is to obtain, and to obtain, virtue must 
be observed. Third, Dao is the essence of virtue, that is, whether it is morality as virtue or 
morality as norm, it is the embodiment of dao.

In the West, the word “moral” is an adjective translated into the Latin word “móre” by the 
ancient Roman thinker Cicero from “ethos” in Aristotle’s works, which is used to express the 
moral customs of life in a nation and the moral character of people. The two words “mose” 
and “ethos” used by ancient Greek philosophers share similarity with it. However, although 
ancient Greek philosophers often referenced concepts such as etiquette, customs, and habits 
to interpret morality and ethic, they also endowed the latter with meanings like “living close 
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to God,” “happy life,” and “authenticity,” thus defining the study of morality and ethic as that 
of “happiness” (Aristotle) and the question into “ethical order” (Socrates and Plato). Ethic and 
morality in ancient Western countries originated from customs and fashions, and they found 
similarity in interpersonal communication norms in ancient China. The two seem to be quite 
different, but in fact, they are not, because customs contain a large number of interpersonal 
communication norms. Therefore, “ethic” and “morality” in both Chinese and Western 
contexts are interlinked in etymology.

Etymologically, both ethic and morality are used to describe the habits developed by people 
in their behavior and activities. They share three similarities in their original meanings: Both 
are derived from customs and habits; both are certain norms for people’s behavior; and both 
are reflected in people’s qualities or virtues. Notably, customs and habits are the foundation, 
norms the core, and virtues the manifestation. Since the three can hardly be separated and are 
intertwined, it is conceivable that ethic and morality are inseparable. The key to understanding 
the commensurability of the original meanings of ethic and morality is to correctly understand 
their natural customs.

First of all, ethic or morality is derived from natural customs. They represent relatively 
stable qualities or characteristics developed by people in daily lives and various social 
activities. This stability is the source of the effectiveness of norms. In social activities, people 
not only face themselves, but more importantly, they face others and interact with others. 
Over time, certain beneficial outcomes accumulate, that is, “gain” (de 得) in traditional 
Chinese moral culture. The “gain” for each other deepens the understanding and empathy 
among people, and indicates the value of “inner goodness” that is worth pursuing; and 
people’s pursuit of such “goodness” is not for a purpose beyond certain activities, which 
embodies “goodness itself” or “goodness of purpose.”

Secondly, ethic or morality originates from customs and habits, but this does not mean 
that they can generate (or occur) spontaneously; rather, they must be learned and practiced. 
That is, the established ethic or morality faced by each person or community is “preexisting” 
and can only be acquired through efforts. As a result, the later a priori theory of morality 
has deviated from the original meaning of ethic or morality. Xunzi emphasizes “hiding the 
evil nature with a good cover,” especially noting that the virtue of a sage must be achieved 
through cultivation. “The sage hides the evil nature with a good cover, in order to give rise to 
rituals and righteousness, which give rise to laws and regulations” (Wang 1986, 292). People 
have a natural desire to “group” and possess the ability to “know,” so it is possible for them 
to acquire ethic and morality. “Thoughts and senses are constantly mobilized to establish a 
routine, which is known as an act of man,” with which one can “act for the benefit” and “act 
for justice.” Aristotle also believes that things out of nature cannot be changed, but not all 
immutable things are habits. “Nature gives us” the ability to accept certain qualities, but what 
kind of qualities are formed is based on habits. “Our virtues are neither generated by nature 
nor generated against nature, but are naturally accepted and perfected through habit” (Miao 
1994, 27).

Finally, although any quality born from habit is not against nature, not all such qualities 
are ethical or moral, because qualities can be good or bad. Bad habits are called “evil 
nature,” which are anti-ethical and anti-moral. It can be seen that, in its original sense, ethic 
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or morality refers to the qualities or character out of good habits, not what modern people 
understand as morality itself also includes morality and immorality (evil). In other words, 
ethic or morality in the original sense denotes what is ethical or moral, that is, “good.” This 
is why Aristotle called the good qualities born from habit “moral virtues.” Ethic or morality 
is a synonym for “good.” Good qualities lead to good habits through good behavior. It can 
even be said the other way around that good habits are good qualities shaped through good 
behavior. “We can only be just if we do what is just, we can only be temperate if we exercise 
moderation, and we can only be brave if we show courage” (Miao 1994, 28).

Perhaps the initial state of human moral life is relatively simple, characterized by the 
identity or isomorphism between individual life and community life, which makes no 
substantial difference between moral life and ethical life. Especially in the Chinese language 
context, the terms ethic and morality are often used interchangeably or together. However, 
ethic and morality are two different terms after all. Although the study of the difference 
between the two terms has proven challenging in academic history, it is still necessary to 
make relative distinctions, even if doing so carries certain academic risks.

Although ethic is also rule-based, it focuses on (or mainly refers to) regulating relationships 
between individuals and others, individuals and society, and individuals and their kind. Its 
value attitude and position occur in relationships, aiming for a state of justice and harmony. 
Morality or virtue mainly pertains to the requirements and norms of an individual for himself. 
Questions of “what should be done” or “what is right” represent a dialogue between an 
individual and oneself to make oneself a kind person. Although there is a moral relationship 
with oneself, it is based on the unity of subject and object, unlike the general ethical 
relationship. In the context of ancient Chinese culture, morality suggests more humanistic 
tendencies, such as “epiphany,” and focuses on the inner experience and understanding 
of individual life. Therefore, ethic is a relational concept, and there is no ethic without 
relationship; morality is a concept about individuals. When it appears in social relations, ethic 
needs to intervene. In this sense, ethic is a subordinate or secondary concept to morality (Yao 
2006, 21-25).

It is precisely because morality involves the self and subjectivity that it is subjective 
and non-shareable. Morality only exists in one’s spiritual world. Especially, when one is 
condemned or comforted by conscience, one often reflects on his mistakes solely or “enjoys 
happiness alone.” Conversely, ethic is objective and arises from relationships, as a result 
of the interaction of subjectivity. Its nature will not change due to personal preferences. 
Compared with morality, ethic is commensurable and shareable. Therefore, Hegel regards 
morality as the subjective spirit of free will (Hegel 1991, 111), and ethic as the unity of 
subjective spirit and objective spirit. The unity is the ethical entity of objective existence, 
such as the family, civil society, and country.

Morality is essentially self-disciplined, while ethic is heteronomous. Due to its independent 
nature, morality often acts as a value instruction, with individuals asking themselves, “what 
should I do?” In contrast, ethic, which arises from bilateral or multilateral relationships, needs 
behavioral rules that transcend the interests of any party. It typically provides instructions, 
such as “what you should do” or “what everyone should do,” imposing a certain external 
constraint on the ethical subject. Of course, when the rules are generally accepted and 
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consciously followed, ethic will show characteristics of self-discipline, but its foundation 
is heteronomy. Morality always focuses on the requirements for oneself, but it can also 
become a form of coercion imposed by others when it does not become a need for the self. 
The restraining effect of morality can only be achieved through self-consciousness and 
self-discipline. It is in this sense that Marx said that “the foundation of morality is the self-
discipline of the human spirit” (Marx and Engels 1956, 119).

Morality, as an attitude towards life, always puts oneself and others in light of the 
concept of good and evil. It serves as a value orientation for self-improvement and also 
manifests as purposeful value and practical purpose. For example, in Confucianism, people 
can only improve themselves and society through morality. To become a real person, a 
perfect person, or a sage, one must practice morality. Morality has even become the only 
characteristic of personality and the purpose of social ethics. “Ethic is the path for existence 
of moral personality,” “the standard for morality is the goodness of virtue, and the opposite 
is evil; the standard for ethic is correctness, propriety, and yes, and the opposite is error, 
inappropriateness, and no” (Liao 2009, 22). It can be seen that morality focuses on good (the 
opposite is evil), while ethic concentrates on justice (the opposite is injustice). Even things 
that are morally good may be ethically unjust; for instance, moral loyalty may potentially 
foster political autocracy. Therefore, while morality is more subjective and individual, ethic 
focuses more on the relationship between people and matters. This is why we often say 
“someone is moral” instead of “someone is ethical.”

Morality is often absolutely principle-based, while ethic situation-based. Morality directs 
towards individuals, and moral laws have the attribute of “meta-value” and carry a universal 
binding force. Its requirements will not change with individuals or personalities. For example, 
both the traditional morality of “benevolence, righteousness, propriety, reasonability, and 
trustworthiness” and the current one of “patriotism, dedication, integrity, and amicability” 
are rigid requirements with universal significance. Ethic is relational, and ethical relations are 
field-based and may vary with time, place, and situation. For example, “do not tell lies” is an 
ethical rule that originates from the moral requirement for honesty, but doctors may “lie” in 
good faith, and state secret officers cannot “tell the fact.” American ethician Joseph Fletcher 
cited many examples of ethical situations in Situation Ethics, which fully illustrates the 
situational nature of ethic.

In addition, morality itself contains two levels: the “moral” and the “immoral,” or in 
other words, good and evil, but in daily use, “morality” is often mentioned as the “moral,” 
sidelining the “immoral.” For example, the morality in “moral ideal” refers to the “moral” 
rather than the “immoral” ideal. When we mention “ethic,” we typically refer to the “ethical” 
level, not the “unethical” or “anti-ethical.” For example, the ethic in “ethical subject” is an 
ethical subject, not an anti-ethical subject.

The distinctions outlined above may not be comprehensive, nor fully accurate, but the 
accurate use of “ethic” or “morality” across different contexts is meaningful and urgent, both 
for the studies of ethics and morality and the specific practice of moral life. Even if making 
definitive distinctions between the two can be challenging, the mutual interpretation based 
on the distinctions offers a different path. This approach also serves as a serious and cautious 
methodology, which has been explored by many thinkers.
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2　Mutual Interpretation and Self-Interpretation: Confusion between Ethic and 
Morality

Judging from the semantics of ancient texts, or the evolution of academic history, the 
synonymy or interchangeable use of “ethic” and “morality” has been quite common. Since 
modern times, many scholars have tried to distinguish the two concepts, normalizing mutual 
interpretation to clarify and rigorize their respective theories. Western ethics scholars, such as 
Hume, Kant, Hegel, Rawls, and MacIntyre, have each contributed to this to varying degrees. 
In traditional Chinese ethical thought, “ethic” and “morality” are quite clearly distinguished. 
For instance, in the “three bonds and the five moral rules” in traditional Chinese morality, 
“bonds” refer to ethic, and “moral rules” refer to morality. However, since “moral rules” 
are often self-regarding, they can only work when situated within specific human relations, 
just as “faith” must be placed in the context of friendships to become a real ethic. Therefore, 
“bonds” and “moral rules” are mutually interpreted and supportive. While respecting the 
commensurability of the etymological meanings of “ethic” and “morality” and their habits of 
use in academic history, we still need to explore the differences in the approach or model for 
interpretation based on their mutual interpretation, realize their self-interpretation, open up a 
new path for the development of ethics, or remove the theoretical confusion about “morality 
without ethical norms” in postmodern ethics. From the perspective of the ethical thought 
history, starting “from ethic to morality” and “from morality to ethic” are the main ideas 
for mutual interpretation of the two, but there are differences in specific points of start and 
mechanisms; it is precisely these differences that make the “self-interpretation” of the two 
possible and the development of ethics and morality necessary.

In the history of ethical thought, Kant stands out as a thinker who pondered the distinction 
between ethic and morality before Hegel. Kant discusses morality from the perspective of 
freedom, asserting that morality does not fall under the category of theoretical reason, but 
that of pure practical reason, because only practical reason can become the basis for the will 
and can be more practical than theoretical reason. Pure free will constitutes the foundation 
of practical reason. Kant contends that in the context of theoretical reason, freedom is only a 
priori a concept. The possibility of a priori freedom in the speculative sense does not equate 
to the substantiality of the concept of freedom. Only by proving that freedom is an a priori 
necessary condition for a type of experience can its substantiality be established. This type of 
experience is human moral experience. Therefore, freedom is the reason for the existence of 
morality, and morality is the cognitive reason for freedom (Li 2002, 130). The realization of 
human morality serves as proof of freedom. Without freedom, there is no morality, because 
freedom is empty and meaningless at the cognitive level. It is only real when it is manifested 
within the practical sphere. Therefore, freedom is the upper limit of moral research. For Kant, 
morality is in the individual sense, and represents the freedom of will and action. However, 
this freedom is limited, whether in the natural state or in social life. It is only through a 
transition to community life that freedom becomes substantial, allowing for the emergence of 
an ethical world before us.

Kant dwells on ethical issues from the perspective of community identity. He believes that 
there are two basic communities for human beings: the political community and the ethical 
community. The former is to get out of the initial natural state of war, and necessitates the 
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entry into the political citizen state through public legislation and political identity in the 
political field to establish a political community; the latter is to get out of the natural state of 
ethic, and entails the entry into the ethical citizen state through ethical identity to establish 
an ethical community. Regarding the ethical community, Kant holds that: According to 
the provisions of this concept, we can call the union of people who only follow the law of 
virtue an ethical society; if these laws are common, it is called an ethical-civil society (as 
opposed to a legal-civil society) or an ethical community ... The ethical community can be 
called an ethical state, that is, a state of virtue (the principle of goodness) (Kant 2007, 94). 
Obviously, the ethical community is different from the concept of “moral world” presented in 
Critique of Pure Reason. Kant posites that in an ethical community, individual good cannot 
be achieved through individual efforts alone, and ethical community cannot be achieved 
even if one fulfills general moral obligations. Its realization requires a certain social system, 
which is a universal church based on rational religion. This is why Kant often claimes the 
goal of ethical community as the “invisible church” in Augustine’s terms. Based on that, Kant 
believes that the ethical community is superior to the political community because the latter 
can only be built by coercive means, and coercive means cannot win people’s hearts but only 
keep human behavior and social laws in a temporary state for adaptation. In contrast, the 
ethical community is built in a different way. It relies on people’s conscience, which enables 
members of the ethical community to be of one heart and one mind, consciously accept 
public laws, achieve harmony in motivation, and strive towards “common good.” It can be 
seen that Kant took a route from morality to ethic, and then through ethic to transcend the 
narrowness of individual morality and move towards common good. Underlying it is a moral 
philosophical form that progresses from moral freedom to ethical identity, which indicates a 
certain ideology that stresses morality over ethic.

Hegel is also a thinker who makes a strict distinction between “ethic” and “morality” 
in use. Slightly different from Kant, he proposes the idea that ethic is superior to morality 
or a starting point for morality. In his expansive spiritual philosophy system, Hegel 
regards subjective spirit, objective spirit and absolute spirit as the three stages of spiritual 
development. This framework provides a holistic historical understanding of human 
consciousness or spirit phenomena. In the “objective spirit” section, he describes the process 
of transitioning to morality from ethic through education. Hegel holds that objective spirit is 
nothing more than the manifestation of the free externalization of subjective spirit, and the 
essence of spirit is “the provision for things themselves” and “in itself and for itself” (Hegel 
1977, 1). Spirit must come from an entity, but an entity itself is not spirit. Only the essence 
that exists in itself and for itself, which recognizes itself as a real consciousness and presents 
itself before it [is aware of itself] is the spirit (Hegel 1977, 2). Due to the contradiction 
between entity and self, ethic is manifested as ethical entity and ethical reality. Although 
ethical entity is universally possible, if it is only manifested as a direct relationship of 
individual nature (such as a family relationship), it does not constitute the essence of ethics. 
Only the relationship from nature is also a kind of spirit in essence, and it is only as a spiritual 
essence that it is ethical (Hegel 1977, 8). Hegel believes ethic is something universal in nature, 
ethical reality (or “living ethical world”), even in its true spirit, must serve to eliminate the 
ethical degradation caused by individualization through education. Although ethical reality 
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is spiritual, the world is divided into the real world and the world of pure consciousness due 
to the alienation of spirit. In the world of pure consciousness, human will is absolutely free, 
or in other words, absolute freedom, as the pure self-identity of the universal will, therefore, 
contains negation itself (Hegel 1977, 121). In this way, the opposition between the universal 
will and the individual will is coordinated with itself, and a new ideology, the moral spirit, 
is generated. Therefore, for Hegel, the ethical world is the first world “arising out of the 
entity,” and the spiritual consciousness of our human in the self-living world. Both the family 
and the country are the ethical entities we experience. “Ethic embodies human substantial 
consciousness, and is the inseparable relationship between individuals and entities constructed 
and expressed through spirit” (Fan 2011, 7-13), which inherits the ideological tradition that 
sees ethics as customs and habits with natural relevance, or the idea of dealing with morality  
from ethics.

If Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit provides a phenomenological description of “ethic-
education-morality” based on spiritual consciousness, then the Elements of the Philosophy 
of Right demonstrates the dialectical movement of “abstract right-morality-ethic” through 
the free will of the spirit. In the Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Hegel proposes that 
freedom is the fundamental stipulation of will, but the free will cannot be subjective in its 
realization; otherwise, it is the caprice of individuals. Objective restrictions on one’s own 
behavior must be established, and these restrictions constitute the law. The essence of law 
is right— “the determination of free will” (Hegel 1991, 36), and the external stipulation of 
freedom, and the basis of all laws is human free will. However, law is not the opposite of 
freedom, but the realization of free will itself. Freedom constitutes the entity and stipulation 
of law. The different development stages of free will give rise to abstract rights, morality, and 
ethics. Abstract right, as a direct manifestation of free will, involves three links: possession 
or ownership of things; freedom and right to transfer ownership; and the notion that free will 
is contrary to itself. Infringing on the rights of others is deemed illegal or criminal. In this 
link, the realization of free will can only rely on external things such as property. Morality 
is the result of sublating abstract formal law. It is the truth of law, and the embodiment 
of freedom in man’s subjective psychology. Moral will is beyond the control of others. 
Moral development experiences three stages: intention and responsibility (morality is only 
responsible for one’s own intentional behavior); intention and welfare (the unity of motivation 
and effect); conscience and good (morality itself is the purpose). In terms of morality, free 
will is realized within the heart. It represents the law of subjective will, but is not completely 
the self-discipline of abstract will that is unrelated to the outside. If abstract right is objective 
and morality is subjective, then only ethic is the unity of the subjective and the objective. 
The unity of subjective good and objective good is ethic, and the provisions of ethic are the 
substantiality or universality of individuals. Therefore, Hegel emphasizes the content of 
ethical behavior must be substantial, in other words, it must be whole and universal (Hegel 
1977, 9). It is very apparent that in Hegel’s view, ethic and morality are at two completely 
different levels. The progress from morality to ethic is the sublimation of freedom from 
subjectivity and particularity to objectivity and universality. Ethic is superior to morality. 
Ethic also has three stages of advancement: family, civil society, and state (the full realization 
of the ethical spirit). The family is a “natural community,” so family ethic is a natural ethical 
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spirit with a limited degree of universalization. Civil society “is a union of individuals,” 
manifested as a “system of needs” and following rational egoism, but such universality can 
only be a “false universality.” Only the state represents the full realization of the ethical spirit, 
because only the state can truly embody the subjectivity of the ethical entity, and in the state 
can individuals seek freedom. In short, when free will realizes itself through external things 
(especially property), it takes the form of abstract right; when free will is realized within 
the heart, it manifests as morality; and when free will is fully realized through both external 
things and the heart, it is expressed as ethic.

Li Zehou proposes the pathway of starting from ethic to morality. He believed it is very 
necessary to distinguish between ethic and morality. First, it is helpful to clarify many ethical 
issues that cannot be addressed; second, it is helpful to clearly express his basic ethical 
views, that is, a route from outside to inside, from ethic to morality. This route is known 
as the “history-education approach” (Li 2017, 333). Li Zehou’s interpretation of “ethic” is 
broad. He believes that ethic “refers to the public norms of human groups or societies from 
small primitive groups to all humankind today, including primitive totems, taboos, sorcery’s 
ceremonies, superstitious laws, religious doctrines, and later legal norms, political religions, 
and various customs and practices” (Li 2019b, 25); while morality “refers to the conscious 
behavior and psychology of individuals, from conscious awareness to unconscious intuition. 
Moreover, morality is more than a concept; it cannot be just ‘good will,’ but must also be ‘good 
deeds’” (Li 2019b, 25-26). In his view, it is very clear that lun refers to external order and de 
the inner heart. Ethic is related to the outside, while morality is the inside. He then pointed 
out that modern ethics faces the issues of “moral generalization” and “ethical narrowing.” 
To be precise, the use of moral concepts exceeds the “original” meaning and breaks with 
the boundaries, without distinguishing levels, meanings, or situations; on the contrary, ethic 
does not maintain its own “territory” properly but “retreats” from all public norms to parallel 
moral norms. The problem is that since ethic includes all norms from primitive totems to 
modern laws, and if morality is excluded, morality is apparently not a norm or not normative, 
which is somewhat inconsistent with his distinction between religious morality and social 
morality. Therefore, he could only assert that morality is the derivation or interpretation of 
ethic. Li Zehou thinks that religious morality embodies the “rationality” and “heavenly will” 
of the moral law that transcends both the individual and the human race, while social morality 
represents the common behavior required in a certain era to maintain common social life. In 
the traditional Chinese context, these two kinds of morality have never been separated, but 
rather mixed up, which can no longer meet the needs of modern society. It is thus necessary 
to establish a modern social morality under a framework of separation. The universality of 
this morality arises from the convergence and integration of economy and life in the modern 
world. Such morality is only about right and wrong, not about good and evil. Obviously, 
the religious morality in Li Zehou’s “two-morality theory” is closer to the commonly said 
“morality,” and social morality to “ethic.” The modern social morality he advocates is a 
“modern kind of ethic” devoid of good and evil, focusing solely on right and wrong. The 
former emphasizes basing morality on private morality, and ethic in public morality (Chen 
2019, 29-41). Although Li Zehou emphasizes the path of starting from ethic to morality, 
the question arises: Where does ethic come from? We have to trace its roots back to “moral 
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legislation,” so we now return to humans themselves and circular reasoning, which causes 
internal confusion in the theory. Of course, ethic prescribes morality, and morality illuminates 
the inherent negativity of ethic, thus breaking with the old ethical entity and setting up new 
ethical relations and new morality through the criticism and inheritance of reform practice. 
This is the historical dialectic of ethic and morality.

In fact, any issue that involves humans is inseparable from humans themselves and the 
study of human nature. Even the so-called objective social phenomena are the presentation 
of human nature. If we adopt this “humanistic” position, both “humanistic” and “social” 
phenomena can be scientifically explained. Morality is a product of human nature, or say, 
human nature is the “primary breeding ground” of morality. It is certainly not the “goodness 
of human nature” in the sense presented by Mencius, but the sum of all desires based on 
human himself. The so-called good and evil is nothing more than a simple judgment of human 
nature through the lens of “acquired” concepts of them. The question of good and evil of 
human nature is not about “what is human nature,” but about “what should human nature be.” 
We used to mix up the two issues, which led to theoretical confusion. Chinese Confucianism 
distinguishes between humans and animals and links Heaven and Earth through morality, 
finally guiding individuals back to the self. Morality, therefore, ascends to sacred and ultimate 
status, becoming an inner law. Based on the self of human nature, morality can fully interpret 
itself as self-discipline, freedom, self-reflection, and so forth, thus becoming desirable and 
universal. This makes morality “wanted for everyone” and “possible for everyone,” which is 
reflected in the Chinese Confucian views that “If I aspire for humaneness it is right here” and 
“All men may be Yaos and Shuns.” So what does ethic depend on? It can only be interests. 
Interests serve as the foundation of ethic, representing the realization of human desire. When 
people need something, it does not involve interests. Only when their desires are satisfied are 
the interests involved. Ethic consists of a series of behavioral rules generated by regulating 
interest relationships and maintaining the common interest of society. Ethic can interpret itself 
based on interests. Ethic is always adjusting the interest relationship between individuals 
and social communities, always oriented towards others, heteronomy, and other behaviors. 
If we believe that human nature is the foundation of morality, interests are the foundation 
of ethic, and interests are nothing more than the materialization of human nature, then the 
idea of handling ethic from morality can make sense. This provides insight into why ethic 
and morality are always intertwined, as this is the link between human nature and interests. 
Also, the approach to the interpretation of “human nature-morality-interest-ethic” helps 
explain why moral psychology and political philosophy have become hot topics in the ethics 
community. The former is the key to morality, and the latter is the key to modern ethics. If 
morality and ethic do not think or interpret themselves on respective basis, it will inevitably 
lead to theoretical confusion, say, the dispute between virtue ethic and normative ethic. Of 
course, ethic and morality cannot be completely separated like that for human nature and 
society. There is interaction between the two, but this does not mean that the two are identical 
or interchangeable, nor can we simply conclude that “morality is the sum of behavioral 
norms” or “ethics is the study of moral issues.” When ethic and morality evolve from mutual 
interpretation into self-interpretation, it becomes feasible to appropriately separate morality 
from ethics.
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3　Division in Terms of Human Nature and Human Relations: Orientation of 
Ethic and Morality

Zygmunt Bauman (1993) raises a serious question in Postmodern Ethics: Is there morality 
without ethical norms in the postmodern era? Of course, he gives a positive answer on the 
following grounds: First, human nature should be the basis of morality but not that of ethic. 
The basis of ethic is the amplified presentation of legal norms based on moral norms; second, 
the modern society organized on rational principles has caused individuals to suffer from 
uncertainty. Efforts to transform individuals’ moral responsibilities into universal ethic 
through legislation have completely failed, and no solution to the moral dilemma can be 
found; third, only individuals’ moral ability can sustain society and make social happiness 
possible. Learning to live is the foundation for people to maintain friendly and kind relations. 
In fact, rather than looking for reasons for “morality without ethical norms,” Bauman seeks 
a postmodern ethical solution that can free morality from the “shackles” of ethic. The key of 
the solution is to free morality from the hard armor of artificially created ethical norms (or to 
give up the ambition to keep it within ethical norms), which means to re-personalize morality. 
Re-personalizing morality can liberate it from ethic and empower human moral ability to take 
on the mission of human coexistence, because only an individual’s morality can render ethical 
negotiation and consensus possible and enable the “ethical process” to return from the “end” 
to the “start.” It is an ideological approach wherein morality determines ethic, and of course it 
is only a prospect for postmodern ethic, which is profound and far-reaching.

In fact, whether discussing the academic proposition for the unity of ethic and morality 
or the ideological path for their distinction, recognizing their differences is the premise. 
Failure to distinguish between ethic and morality and understand their respective applications 
represents a flaw in contemporary Chinese ethics. Distinguishing between ethic and morality 
has become an academic consensus. So, what is the difference between ethic and morality? 
The difference lies simply in their focus or orientation: Ethic focuses on objective ethical 
relationships and their external restraints, and stresses situational analysis; morality focuses 
on subjective internal pursuits and self-discipline, and emphasizes adherence to principles. 
The fundamental reason for the rupture between modern ethic and morality is not the “dilution 
of original meaning,” but that morality fails to function in the ethical “new space” created by 
social mobility. 

We emphasize the independence of morality and its decisiveness to ethic, indicating that the 
division and distinction between ethic and morality are necessary whether in the traditional 
society or modern society. No matter how complex the relationship between individuals 
and social communities is, individuals are always “unitary.” Even if the significance of 
individual existence in modern society has become negligible under the influence of public 
rationality, human nature is a universal element, which constitutes an atomic structure as the 
basis of moral space. Of course, such human nature is not an abstract or isolated existence but 
suggests “inter-person” (interpersonal) relationships. Morality evolves amid the interaction 
of “human nature” and “inter-person.” The interaction indicates the “division” and “order” 
of ethic at the level of social communities, where the former is the object to be studied in 
morality, and the latter that in ethics. Therefore, ethic and morality are always “side by side,” 
but never “going against each other”; morality is oriented towards “distinction in terms of 



LI Jianhua222

human nature,” and ethic “that in terms of human relations,” but in between there should be 
“distinction in terms of human order.”

Morality is oriented towards “distinction in terms of human nature,” which signifies 
that human nature is the foundation of morality. Human nature, as the basic provisions 
for the subject, contains the pursuit and requirements of morality. Moral level depends 
on human nature. Where does morality originate? Despite many theoretical explanations, 
some believe that morality comes from “divine revelation,” some think that it stems from 
“God’s will,” some consider it “a priori,” and some trace it back to biological “evolution.” 
Nevertheless, only the explanation that morality comes from within the human himself is 
the most scientific. Only humans are the carriers and subjects of morality. Without humans, 
there would be no morality and all cultural phenomena. As for whether morality is derived 
from reason or emotion, and whether it is innate or acquired, it is irrelevant because all of 
them are components or activities of human nature. Human nature is the sum of all human 
desires, which includes the object of desire and the realization of desire. The former does not 
involve good or evil in that “what one wants” is not a moral issue. The latter is, however, 
related to moral good and evil, because the realization of desire is often manifested in the 
increase or decrease of the interest of others or groups and the selection of means to realize 
desires. In this sense, morality is the study of good and evil based philosophically on the 
theory of human nature. This is why Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature is divided into 
three parts: understanding, passion, and morals. This shows that morality is embedded 
within the theory of human nature. Understanding and passion are the premise of morals, 
and morals can only arise from passion. Previous discussions of human nature often focused 
on good and evil, indicating that the question of whether human nature is good or evil has 
been included in the field of moral philosophy rather than being merely a matter of the 
theory of human nature. The “existence” of human nature sees no distinction between good 
and evil, but how it is realized does. Therefore, it is impossible to discuss moral issues 
independently of human nature. Different understandings of human nature result in different  
moral theories.

From the perspective of Chinese Confucian moral theory, morality does not come from 
“God’s will” nor is it the embodiment of rational will. It is but inspired by the “heavenly 
will” that transcends daily human relations (especially political order), and “obtained 
from Heaven,” which endows it with an ontological meaning and ultimate significance in 
the cosmological sense. The highest Dao is the “Way of Heaven.” “Practicing justice on 
behalf of Heaven” is an unquestionable moral order with natural moral legitimacy. Morality 
connects Heaven, Earth, and Man. In this sense, human morality is passive, or purely “given.” 
However, morality is not only a connecting tool, but also a conscience and ability out of 
human heart. It has the ability to self-motivate, and it is manifested as a kind of moral practice 
ability. It can even “know without thinking” and “enable without learning.” “Benevolence, 
righteousness, propriety, and reasonability are not infused into us from without. We are 
certainly furnished with them. And a different view is simply owing to the want of reflection” 

(Jiang 2018, 247). Morality also has the dimension of human nature, so morality is the result 
of the establishment of subject. This passively given and active formation is reflected in the 
concept of “nature” in “Jin Xin I” of Mencius 孟子·尽心上 (Chen 2019, 29-41). Mencius 
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said: “What belongs by his nature to the superior man are benevolence, righteousness, 
propriety, and knowledge. These are rooted in his heart; their growth and manifestation are 
a mild harmony appearing in the countenance, a rich fullness in the back, and the character 
imparted to the four limbs. Those limbs understand to arrange themselves, without being 
told” (Jiang 2018, 303). It can be seen that the morals like benevolence, righteousness, 
propriety, reasonability, and trustworthiness are not the whole of human nature, nor are 
they the human nature itself. They are but the result of the subject’s conscious efforts. The 
morality of one’s “nature” not only respects and follows human nature, but also activates 
and changes human nature. It is by no means the external norms in modern people’s minds, 
but comes from the needs and efforts of the living body itself. The result of these efforts is 
the achievement of goodness. The degree of effort is different, as is the level of morality. 
The highest level of morality is found in the “sage.” Therefore, basing morality on human 
nature is, first, to distinguish between humans and animals, and second, to distinguish among 
humans. It is a metaphysical inquiry into “what is a human being” that transcends human 
beings themselves, that is, an inquiry into morality. Whether it is the traditional Chinese 
moral norms of benevolence, righteousness, propriety, reasonability, and trustworthiness, 
or the ancient Greek virtues of wisdom, courage, and moderation, they are value units 
without “referents” on the surface, but in fact they are the value pursuit of humans as the 
“signifier,” and the unity of desirability and universality. Morality is “specifically” what  
makes humans.

However, when human nature is used to explain morality, or when morality is used to 
answer the question of “what is human” only, it is completely based on how we view “human 
as individual” and the abstract “human as a whole,” not to mention that this “human” is 
separated from the external world. It is not enough to explain the true existence of human 
beings in a scientific manner, that is, how human beings are the essential embodiment of 
“the sum of all social relations.” Only by situating humans in social relations can we explain 
the essence of human existence, the value of existence, and the way of activities from the 
perspective of ethic. As an existence in relations, humans are naturally “inter-personal”—
there is horizontal “communication” and vertical “inter-generation.” “Division in terms of 
inter-personal relations” is what ethic is oriented to. The mission of ethic is to define their 
respective rights and obligations on an “inter-personal” basis and establish a harmonious 
social order. If morality emphasizes the change of cosmos and humans and the distinction 
between humans and animals, obtaining authority and legitimacy (the root of goodness), 
then ethic emphasizes the distinction among humans, seeking orderliness and justice (the 
expansiveness of goodness). Ethic is oriented to “inter-personal relations,” with the primary 
consideration being how humans deal with various “encounters.” After birth, humans first 
face their parents, family members, relatives, teachers, and classmates. After they enter the 
workforce, they face colleagues, superiors, peers, etc. These are what humans must face in the 
world. The virtue of “I” as the subject alone is not enough. Human relations are an objective 
existence that cannot simply be determined by personal desires or individual actions, such 
as “whether you are willing to do so,” “what you want” or “how well I treat you.” It is but a 
consensus on value out of interaction among “I-you-him” before the formation of mandatory 
norms. Humans’ encounters are not limited to those between individuals, but found between 
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individuals and groups including units as well as industries, countries, nations, societies, the 
world, and humans. This is the relation between individuals and communities, or “I-them,” 
because “I” am dealing with a “plurality” of objects. That the individual should obey the will 
of the majority is the basic ethical requirement, which cannot be explained through the lenses 
of moral autonomy and freedom alone. The ethic of obedience is regulation, which means 
inevitability, externality and compulsion for individuals. Humans are brought together in 
the form of “groups,” which necessitates that ethic also consider the relationships between 
communities, such as those between units, industries, nations, and countries. Handling these 
relationships is much more complicated, and requires negotiation and formulation of action 
rules. With the increasing differentiation of society, negotiation and dialogue have become 
the major means to handle ethical relationships between communities. The relationship 
between humans and nature is originally non-ethical, because an ethical relationship must 
be an “us-it” connection based on conscious awareness. However, “humanized” nature 
holds a decisive significance for human survival and development, and thus human and 
nature will become a larger “ethical community.” Although it is not the “human relations” 
in the traditional sense, nature is endued with a dimension of “human relation” because 
of the “interest” involved. The question of whether artificial intelligence, especially 
robots, can establish an ethical relationship with humans (human-machine relationship), 
or even whether the “machine-machine relationship” for robots that may be seen in the 
future will form an ethical relationship remains to be explored and is highly expected to 
be answered. If nature and robots can completely form a “living body” or a community of 
common interests, then it is possible to become a real ethical entity, which will not be too  
far away.

There is another dimension to “inter-personal relations” in ethic—“inter-generation,” 
because humans are connected not only horizontally, but also vertically, establishing a 
relationship centered on succession. If the “communication” dimension of ethic represents 
its synchronicity, then the “inter-generation” dimension of ethic represents its diachronicity. 
A “generation” generally refers to a group of people of roughly the same age and similar 
social characteristics. It has the attributes of nature and society. The nature of “generation” 
means the natural differences and irreversibility between different generations, while its 
social attribute indicates the cultural differences between different age groups, as illustrated 
by the concepts of “generation gap” or “generational conflict.” When we talk about “inter-
generation,” we mainly focus on the cultural aspect, especially in relation to values. The 
succession between generations is not only biological, but also ethical. A generation is also 
the “yardstick of human relations.” Inter-generational ethic reflects the vertical fluidity 
of human relations and regulates the interest relationship between “this generation,” “last 
generation,” and “next generation.” According to the cross-community theory, we as 
individuals are part of a community. This community embodies a linear, vertical cooperative 
relationship that links contemporary people with previous and subsequent generations. 
Therefore, contemporary people who enjoy certain rights have the obligation to transmit 
the benefits from last generations to future generations, so as to create a “natural flow” of 
inter-generational obligations from the past to the future. This is an indisputable “natural 
obligation” (Liao 2004, 48). On the contrary, Rawls, a proponent of social contract theory, 
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posited that people’s inter-generational obligations are rational, and intra-generational justice 
can be transplanted to inter-generational justice based on the “rule of difference.” Because, 
no one knows which generation they belong to in the “original state,” everyone may belong 
to the future generation, and all agree to treat the next generation fairly. Despite the two 
theories’ different views on the origin of inter-generational obligations, they confirm the 
inter-generational obligations anyway. From the perspective of inter-generational obligations 
or responsibilities, they can be divided into obligations to “last generations” and those to 
“future generations.” Both refer to several generations or even the future, which constitutes 
“unlimited responsibilities.” Therefore, for those of “our generation,” the most fundamental 
ethical requirement is to protect the achievements of their predecessors as much as possible 
while preserving resources for future generations, which is known as the “inter-generational 
justice.”

Although ethic and morality have different emphases, there is an element for transition or 
conversion, which is “position.” “Position” actually refers to the specific status and identity 
of an individual in social life. It features certain boundaries that cannot be confused or 
switched. From it specific obligation rules arise. The moral “what should be done” is directly 
generated from “what it is.” For example, that “the ruler is ruler, the minister is minister, 
the father is father, and the son is son” advocated by Chinese Confucianism, or that “a man 
should behave like a man,” or “a father should behave like a father” in the daily life, is what 
we call “identity morality.” Identity morality also implies that identity should be where 
morality applies. The so-called identity, in a general sense, refers to family background 
and social status, as seen in “Biography of Wang Sengda” of History of Song 宋书·王僧 

达传: “Although I have retired from my official position without taking a high status any  
longer, I am grateful for your kindness, but I don’t know when to repay you.” There are 
generally two types of identity: assigned identity and self-shaped identity. The former is 
beyond individuals’ choice, such as family background and gender; the latter is chosen and 
shaped by the subject, such as professional identity. In traditional society, the identity of all 
is basically assigned, and individuals cannot change or resist it. For example, a peasant’s son 
will always be a peasant. Although identity is a symbol, it is the only basis for sharing social 
rights and interests and obtaining social resources. Theoretically, identity is the most basic 
component of the social system and the structural symbol of a specific social class, stratus, 
group or occupation. If identity is the only object under social management, an identity 
system will be developed. The identity system is a product of “social reproduction” based on 
identity. They are constantly constituting and evolving over time. Like Giddens’ concept of 
“duality of structure,” identity and identity system are both conditions and results. Identity 
under the identity system is also an ideological positioning, which reflects the correspondence 
between the ruling ideology and the social subject as described by Althusser. Therefore, the 
development of society and the change of social structure make it impossible for any ideology 
to maintain a certain identity system forever. The identity solidification and change under 
this identity system have spawned identity politics. The family identity system is related 
to family politics as well as the parenting style and farming mode of traditional Chinese 
families. Allowing more time for breastfeeding women to take care of their children and too 
much time on raising children can foster dependency in children on their mothers, which can 
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lead to authority. The importance of the biological mother led to that attached to maternal 
uncles and aunts, which persisted even when society came to the patriarchal stage. Therefore, 
the clan members and relatives within the nine clans were all given great importance. This 
kinship system has contributed to the formation of the human relations system and the 
identity system of Chinese society, serving as a cradle for the early development of ancient 
Chinese society. Later, it became formalized as part of China’s “ritual system,” “clan 
system” and the long-lasting ethical system of ideology. With them as carriers, the Chinese 
identity system has persisted for thousands of years, constituting a profound component of  
Chinese culture.

It can be seen that identity emerges in between ethic and morality. For those who recognize 
their identities, identity responsibilities or obligations are “self-disciplined,” giving rise to 
the moral instruction of “I should be like this”; for others’ recognition of identity, identity 
responsibilities or obligations may become “discipline for others,” hence the ethical 
instruction of “he should do this.” “Position” is characterized by “who I am” as well as 
“who he is,” which leads to the suture or difference between self-positioning and other-
positioning. When there is suture, a high degree of moral self will appear; when there is a 
difference, an individual’s ethical confusion will appear, because after all, self-cognition and 
expectations from others are inconsistent. As modern society becomes increasingly public, 
identities also take on a more public dimension, and “position” gradually shifts to ethic 
from morality. This is why postmodern ethics emphasizes the need for “saving morality.” 
Also, it is precisely because of identity that people become aware of “boundary.” “From 
what perspective does the distance between people serve to explain morality, or more 
precisely, various kinds of morality? Let us be clear: It is not to prescribe behavioral norms, 
but to explain how individuals are guided to make ethical judgments about their behavior 
in each situation” (Meyer 2015, 1). According to Michel Meyer, distance can well explain 
the good and evil in facts and their variables. Meanwhile, at a given distance, everyone 
can perceive expectations of others through intuition, habit, education, etc. based on the 
affinity between people. Such mutual expectations are ethic. So, “the problem of all kinds 
of moral philosophy is that the supposed absolute principle is subsequently revealed to be 
a point of view that is valid only at a certain distance” (Meyer 2015, 1). Michel Meyer used 
distance to explain morality and treated it as a “bridge” to connect ethic and morality, which 
coincides with the identity “position” in traditional Chinese culture. In particular, modern 
morality is no longer confined to the private sphere. Its public space is constantly expanding 
and even overlaps with that of ethic. Therefore, the distinction between modern ethic and 
morality will not be “thorough” at the level of social life, but only different in orientation and 
emphasis. However, it is very meaningful to eliminate theoretical confusions in academic and  
disciplinary terms.

It should be particularly noted that with the expansion of public space in modern society, 
the transitional function of identities from morality to ethic will show dual attributes. When 
we need to gain more “fans” by “exposing” our identities, the disclosure aims to acquire 
fame and fortune. For example, stars and “internet celebrities” nowadays try every means 
to increase their popularity, with the purpose of gaining fame and fortune, but their pursuit 
comes with corresponding responsibilities and obligations, which often entail sacrificing 
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the freedom enjoyed by “ordinary people.” Thus, the celebrity effect is dual. The reason 
why many celebrities incite aversion is that they simply attempt to leverage the celebrity 
effect for fame and gain without undertaking social responsibilities or demonstrating moral 
personality. At the same time, as people become more aware of “identity” through “position,” 
the burden of social responsibilities increases, even exceeding their capacity to manage. 
Therefore, individuals may try to “hide” or “reduce” their identities to “escape” social 
responsibilities. For example, many businessmen once liked to “show off their wealth” to 
satisfy their vanity, but increasingly, nowadays rich people have learned to “pretend to be 
poor” to avoid attracting “trouble” as much as possible. Similarly, many “unmarried people” 
may seek to evade the responsibilities associated with raising children by “obscuring” 
their identities. Therefore, it is essential to fully consider the crisis in social ethic incurred 
by simplifying people’s identities in modern society. Meyer’s distance theory considers 
only the issue of affinity due to distance, but overlooks the issue of “estrangement” due to 
distance and the absence of norms thus incurred. One of the main tasks of modern ethics, 
therefore, is to endow people with sound identities based on the division of social functions, 
improve people’s ability to break down and coordinate roles, and enhance the affinity among 
identities. Only in this way can the ethical order under which “each does one’s own job,” 
“each fulfills one’s own responsibility,” and “each completes one’s own part” in the whole 
society be established, so as to evade the “void” of social functions and the “deformation” of 
individual functions.
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