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Abstract Developing a socialist moral evaluation system with Chinese characteristics
should be rooted in the dynamic practice and practical needs of building socialism with
Chinese characteristics while drawing on the intellectual resources and philosophical wisdom
from the historical evolution of Chinese society and its rich cultural traditions. Traditional
Chinese society has embraced a pluralistic moral cultural philosophy, creating a multifaceted
moral evaluation system that integrates Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist elements.
This system, marked by distinct Chinese characteristics, recognizes the moral values of
Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism as valid moral standards, applying them in various
contexts to assess people’s moral attitudes towards work, achievements, and other aspects,
thus forming a diverse pattern of traditional Chinese moral evaluations. This pluralistic
moral evaluation system serves as a value beacon for the moral life of the Chinese nation in
traditional society and continues to offer significant moral guidance in present-day Chinese
society. The traditional Chinese moral evaluation system remains a powerful force in shaping
the moral character of the present-day Chinese nation and promoting moral positivity,
providing valuable insights for the development of a socialist moral evaluation system with
Chinese characteristics.
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Establishing socialist moral evaluation system with Chinese characteristics is essential as
the country enters a new era. This effort should be grounded in the practical experiences and
current needs of building socialism in China, as well as drawing from the historical experience
of moral evaluation systems in traditional Chinese society. Traditional Chinese society has
developed a pluralistic moral evaluation framework with unique Chinese characteristics.
Given the pressing need to construct a moral evaluation system for contemporary China, it
is theoretically and practically important to conduct thorough and systematic research on
the pluralistic framework of traditional Chinese moral evaluations and their present-day

relevance.
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1 The Connotation of Moral Evaluation and National Differences

Moral evaluations are a fundamental aspect of human moral life. It involves assessing one’s
moral conduct against specific moral standards or criteria, reflecting an entity’s the ethical
significance and value to both individuals and society.

The basis of moral evaluation lies in acknowledging the reality and objectivity of moral
values. Moral values are a type of value established by humans based on their inherent moral
needs. Within the spectrum of human values, moral values hold a foundational position
due to their stability. Human value systems encompass various forms, such as economic,
political, and moral values. Economic value pertains to the economic significance of an entity
to individuals and society and is subject to change. For instance, a piece of raw wood may
have minimal economic value, but once a carpenter skillfully crafts it, its economic value
can increase substantially. Political value concerns the political significance of an entity to
individuals and society and is also subject to change. According to Aristotle (1932), Man is
by nature a political animal, but people’s political beliefs and identities can be altered. Thus,
political value is often unstable. In contrast, moral values are relatively stable. It is tied to an
individual’s moral identity, which is the most enduring aspect of human identity. Regardless
of circumstances, a person must adhere to moral principles. While a person’s moral beliefs
may evolve, their moral identity remains steadfast. Therefore, among the values humans
possess, moral values are the most lasting and stable.

Different philosophers have varied understandings and interpretations of “moral value.”
Kant asserted, “An action must be performed out of duty to have moral value” (Kant 2006,
17). This implies that moral values are primarily reflected in a person’s moral actions, and
the moral value of human actions results from the assumption of moral duty. By “duty,” Kant
referred to “moral duty,” which he viewed as the source of moral values in human actions.
“An action done from duty derives its moral worth not from the purpose to be attained by it,
but from the maxim by which it is determined” (Kant 2006, 17). This perspective represents
a normative ethical stance, with its core idea being that the moral value of human actions
ultimately stems from universally valid moral principles.

Different ethical theories offer varying answers to the source of moral values. Virtue
ethicists attribute the moral value of human actions to the alignment between actions and
virtues, emphasizing the consistency between external actions and internal virtues. They
regard moral actions as the foundation of moral life and view inner virtues as the root of
external moral behavior. While, they acknowledge the guiding role of “correct principles”
in human moral actions, they focus more on the relationship between virtue and action.
According to Aristotle (1932), moral behavior is essentially “behavior in accordance with
virtue,” and its moral values can only be determined by a person’s inner virtue. Normative
ethics considers moral principles as the ultimate source of moral values, emphasizing that
humans should approach universally valid moral principles with respect and even reverence,
often presenting itself in the form of deontological ethics. Virtue ethics also usually manifests
as deontological ethics but fundamentally differs from normative ethics in its core philosophy.

The key to moral evaluations is the establishment of moral value standards. All moral
evaluations are based on certain moral value standards, which serve as the foundation for
these evaluations. Such standards cannot be determined by an individual or a small group;
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they must be established by societal consensus. To serve as a standard for moral evaluations,
it must possess universal validity, gain broad societal acceptance, and be applicable to
everyone.

The universal validity of moral value standards is relative to specific societies because
human’s moral systems are predominantly national in nature. While the moral principles
upheld by different nations may share some similarities and commonalities, they
predominantly exhibit distinct national characteristics. For instance, the moral values upheld
by Chinese and Americans differ significantly. Chinese moral values incorporate elements
from Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, emphasizing the integration of heavenly, earthly,
and human virtue. In contrast, American moral values are primarily rooted in pragmatism,
focusing on practical value and immediate benefits. Due to these differences, it is challenging
to establish moral values standards that are universally applicable across the globe.

Moral evaluations are a practice inherent to every nation, but they exhibit national
differences. Various nations have distinct understandings and definitions of “moral
evaluation.” Each nation conducts moral evaluations based on its moral values standards,
leading to the formation of nation-specific modes of moral evaluations. These national modes
are the primary sources of disputes in moral evaluations across different countries.

The immediate purpose of human moral evaluations is to assess adherence to specific moral
values standards, while the indirect purpose is to regulate human behavior according to these
standards. Humans always establish certain moral values standards first and then use them to
perform moral evaluations. Through repeated moral evaluations, human behavior is naturally
incorporated into the framework of established moral values standards.

The Chinese nation is an important member of the global community, possessing a unique
cultural tradition and national spirit. In the continuous development of Chinese civilization,
moral culture holds a central position. The Chinese people have consistently honored, revered,
and adhered to moral values, resulting in a long-standing, rich, and profound tradition of
Chinese moral culture.

From ancient times to the present, Chinese society has been ethical. In traditional society,
morality was regarded as indispensable. The Chinese viewed morality as the foundation
of human existence and considered moral life to be the most fundamental form of social
life, creating a strong tradition of emphasizing moral evaluations. In contemporary Chinese
society, morality still occupies a particularly important foundational position. Surveys
indicate that “Chinese culture still leans towards an ethical culture rather than a legal culture”
(Fan, et al. 2012, 21). The contemporary Chinese nation has yet to fundamentally change its
cultural tradition of prioritizing moral evaluations.

The Chinese people apply moral evaluations to all aspects of life. Chinese society is
permeated with a strong atmosphere of moral evaluations. People are subject to moral evaluations
in their work, labor, and study, when they achieve work, labor, and study accomplishments, and
even when they confront their mistakes. Other nations in the world also attach great importance
to moral evaluations, but their emphasis on moral evaluations is difficult to compare with that of
the Chinese nation. Most importantly, the moral evaluation system used by the Chinese nation is
characterized by distinctive Chinese features and qualities.
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2 The Tradition of Moral Evaluation through the Interplay of Confucianism,
Daoism, and Buddhism

Throughout its long-standing moral life, the Chinese nation has developed a distinctive

tradition of moral evaluations, or a traditional moral evaluation system.

China has always been a multicultural society, particularly evident in moral culture.
Chinese moral culture originated in the pre-Qin era. During this time, the continuous social
upheavals brought immense suffering to people and provided opportunities for the free
expression of ethical thought. Ethical schools such as Confucianism, Daoism, Mohism,
and Legalism emerged on the historical stage of China, creating a vibrant scene of having
a hundred flowers bloom and a hundred schools of thought contend. By the Han Dynasty,
Buddhist ethical thought, introduced into China from India with the spread of Buddhism,
was accepted by many Chinese people and became a significant stream within Chinese
moral culture, further enhancing its pluralistic characteristics. In the subsequent historical
transformations, Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist ethical thoughts emerged as the three most
influential moral value systems and ethical ideologies for the Chinese nation. They provided
the most representative and authoritative moral evaluation standards, exerting strong guiding
influences on the moral life of the Chinese people. The reverence for pluralistic moral values
has been a long-standing tradition of the Chinese nation. The moral life of the Chinese nation
has a long and rich history, but it has never been dominated by a single moral value system.

The main contents of Confucian moral values can be summarized into three aspects: self-
improvement, profound virtues bearing on myriad things, and a sense of responsibility.
Confucianism views the virtues of Heaven and Earth as the foundation and source of human
virtues, and it instructs people to learn from Heaven and Earth. Mencius said, “Sincerity is
the Way of Heaven; thinking about sincerity is the way of humans” (“Li Lou I” of Mencius
T f - #2% ). Sincerity is the Way of Heaven, and aspiring to sincerity is the principle of
being human. According to Confucian ethical thought, people should strive to be as self-
reliant as Heaven and as nurturing as Earth, actively engaging in real life and undertaking
moral responsibilities in regulating the family, governing the state, and stabilizing the world
with their superior moral cultivation. In other words, Confucian moral values call for people
to embody the qualities of mountains—confident, independent, strong, upright, righteous, and
reliable.

Daoist moral values primarily advocate modesty, altruism, and non-competition. Laozi
stated, “Because he does not compete, he is without competition in the world” (Dao De Jing,
Ch. 22). Daoism also takes the virtues of Heaven and Earth as the source and foundation
of human virtues, instructing people to learn from Heaven and Earth. Laozi said, “Man
models himself after Earth, Earth models itself after Heaven, Heaven models itself after
the Way, and the Way models itself after nature” (Dao De Jing, Ch. 25). In Laozi’s view,
humans are insignificant in the universe and must follow the Way of Heaven and Earth to
live well. However, Daoist understandings of the virtues of Heaven and Earth differ from
those of Confucianism. Daoism sees these virtues as being unpretentious, selfless, and non-
competitive. Therefore, it requires people to embody the qualities of water—modest and
unpretentious, altruistic without seeking repayment, and content without striving for personal
gain.
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Buddhist moral values can also be summarized into three aspects: enlightenment to
emptiness, selflessness, and universal compassion. “enlightenment to emptiness” means
comprehending the principles of Heaven, nature, and humanity, achieving the state
where “everything is emptiness.” “Selflessness” involves forgetting oneself and being
wholeheartedly devoted to Buddha. “Universal compassion” entails having a compassionate
heart, caring for all living beings, and being willing to dedicate everything to them. Buddhist
ethical thought pursues a moral life of profound enlightenment, opposing a lifestyle enslaved
by material possessions, burdened by worldly concerns, and troubled by trivial matters. In
Buddhist ethical thought, one should be like the bodhi tree, rooted in the soil of reality while
transcending it, demonstrating both an active engagement with the world and a detached,
transcendent attitude.

In its traditional society, the Chinese nation allowed the coexistence of Confucian, Daoist,
and Buddhist moral values and regarded all of them as standards to be followed in moral
evaluations. This indicates, on one hand, that the moral values esteemed in traditional Chinese
society have pluralistic characteristics and, on the other hand, that the Chinese traditional
moral evaluation system is essentially pluralistic and diverse.

Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist moral values indeed profoundly impacted on the Chinese
nation in traditional society. The Chinese nation embraced these moral values, but this does
not mean that our understanding and positioning of them were entirely identical. In accepting
and applying Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist moral values, the Chinese nation often
assigned them different functions and value positions.

The attitude with which a person lives his life affects not only his own well-being but
also the well-being of others and even society as a whole. Life attitudes vary from person
to person but can be summarized into three types: an active engagement with the world, a
passive withdrawal from the world, and a detached, transcendental view of life. The first type
of life attitude is mainly advocated by Confucianism, the second by Daoism, and the third
by Buddhism. Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism represent three distinct moral value
systems and fundamentally different life philosophies.

Philosophy has had a broad and profound impact on the Chinese nation. The Chinese
people have a great love for philosophy and take pride in possessing philosophical wisdom.
However, their recognition, understanding, and grasp of philosophy exhibit a flexibility that
is difficult for other nations to compare with. This means that the Chinese do not treat the
thoughts and theories of philosophers as dogmas. Instead, they always extract useful content
from the philosophical thoughts and theories of different philosophers or philosophical
schools. In the eyes of the Chinese, only philosophical thoughts and theories that are useful
are considered valuable. The Chinese have never blindly revered a single philosophical
thought or theory, but once they identify a philosophical thought or theory as truth, they will
believe in, adhere to, and practice it over the long term.

The reason Confucian moral values have long been favored by the Chinese nation is mainly
because they help cultivate an optimistic attitude toward life. The Chinese nation always
encourages itself to engage in work, labor, and study positively and optimistically, viewing
these activities as important sources of life’s value. “Life spans a hundred years, and it should
not be wasted.” “The universe is eternal, but this life will never come again; life lasts only a
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hundred years, and today will pass easily. To live in such a time, one must know the joy of
life, but also the worry of a wasted life” (Hong 2011, 48).

The Chinese often use Confucian moral values to motivate themselves and others. In
daily work and life, they like to use Confucian moral phrases such as “self-improvement,”

EEINT3

“a gentleman focuses on the fundamentals,” “profound virtues bearing myriad things,”

EEINT3

“selflessness,” “acting with unwavering righteousness,” “following the good,” and “do not
neglect small virtues.” They also draw inspiration from classic moral stories preferred by
Confucianism, like Pangu creating the world, Niiwa mending the sky, Jingwei filling the sea,
Mencius’ mother moving three times, Yue Fei’s mother tattooing his back, and Sima Guang
breaking the water jar. These moral phrases and stories, originating either from ancient
Chinese mythology or Confucian classics such as The Book of Changes %), The Analects
518, and Mencius i F, embody the essence of Confucian moral values and provide moral
solid guidance for the Chinese nation in cultivating a positive and progressive attitude
towards life.

The core focus of the Confucian moral evaluation system is the expectation that individuals
maintain a persistent and proactive moral attitude. Confucius stated: “The gentleman has
neither narrow loves nor narrow hates; what he follows is the Way” (“Li Ren” of The
Analects 115 + B/~ ). This means that a gentleman’s attitude towards the affairs of the
world is neither fixed in doing nor avoiding something; what truly matters is aligning with
righteousness. Confucianism emphasizes benevolence and righteousness, requiring people
to uphold the highest moral standards. Confucius also said: “When you see a worthy person,
think of becoming like him; when you see an unworthy person, examine yourself within”
(“Li Ren” of The Analects 1515 + H.{" ). This implies that one should aspire to emulate the
virtuous and reflect on oneself when encountering the unvirtuous. Confucianism demands
that people respect, uphold, and adhere to moral principles at all times. The Confucian classic
Book of Rites FLiiC’ uses “rites” to regulate people’s moral attitudes, stating at the beginning:
“Be not disrespectful, but ponder deeply; be calm and cautious in speech, and thus bring
peace to the people” (“The Piety Scripture” of Book of Rites #L.it’ + 2 £ ). This instructs
that in dealing with others, one should be respectful, serious, dignified, thoughtful, and speak
cautiously, politely, and appropriately to stabilize the hearts of the people. Confucianism
requires a serious, upright, and proactive moral attitude at all times.

In traditional society, the Chinese nation’s strict adherence to Confucian moral values
essentially treated them as a crucial moral evaluation standard. This standard was primarily
used to evaluate people’s moral attitudes towards work, labor, and study, urging them to
actively engage in real life and courageously shoulder moral responsibilities. In this regard,
the Chinese nation has generally been a steadfast believer in and strict adherent of Confucian
moral values. This stringent Confucian moral evaluation system’s general requirement is
that in work, labor, and study, everyone should exhibit a diligent and responsible attitude,
avoiding laziness, shirking responsibilities, or being content with the status quo. Instead,
they should continuously strive, advance proactively, and take on responsibilities without
hesitation; otherwise, they should face moral condemnation.

Similarly, the Chinese people often use Daoist moral values to evaluate a person’s life
attitude. From the perspective of Daoist philosophers, Daoist moral values are meant to
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assess a person’s overall life attitude. However, when applied by the Chinese populace, these
values are often restricted to evaluating one’s attitude towards achievements. After diligently
working, laboring, and studying according to Confucian moral values, people inevitably
achieve certain “achievements.” When it comes to evaluating these achievements, the Chinese
tend to shift from Confucian to Daoist moral values, emphasizing the need for humility,
modesty, and a low-key attitude in the face of success.

The Chinese nation has a long-standing tradition of encouraging humility and caution in
the face of achievements. During work, labor, and study, a person should be as proactive,
responsible, and accomplished as possible. However, once achievements are made, especially
exceptional ones, one should become more humble, modest, and unassuming. In the Chinese
society, if a person becomes arrogant, high-profile, or boastful after achieving success in
work, labor, or study, they are likely to face moral condemnation. This method of moral
evaluation is primarily influenced by Daoist moral values.

Laozi said: “Great accomplishment seems imperfect, yet its use is not impaired. Great
fullness seems empty, yet its use is inexhaustible. Great straightness seems bent; great skill
seems clumsy, great eloquence seems tongue-tied, great gain seems deficient” (Dao De Jing,
Ch. 45). This means that the most beautiful things may appear flawed, but their function
never ceases; the most abundant things seem empty, but their utility is endless; the straightest
things appear bent; the most skillful things appear clumsy; the most eloquent speakers seem
inarticulate, and the greatest profit appears insufficient. Daoism holds that when one achieves
great success, completeness, smoothness, eloquence, or profit, one should not become
complacent, arrogant, or overconfident. Instead, one should remain humble, cautious, and
low-key, avoiding pride and boastfulness.

The focus of the Daoist moral evaluation system is to encourage individuals to maintain a
humble, low-key, and non-competitive moral attitude. Laozi said: “Heaven and Earth can last
for a long time because they do not live for themselves thus they can endure” (Dao De Jing,
Ch. 7). This means that Heaven and Earth are able to last a long because they do not exist for
themselves, which is the fundamental reason for their enduring existence. Daoism holds that
Heaven and Earth are great, but they are not proud of their greatness, which allows them to
exist perpetually. Laozi also said: “Therefore, the sage puts himself last and finds himself in
the foremost place; he treats his body as extraneous and finds his body preserved. Because
he is selfless, he achieves his own goals” (Dao De Jing, Ch. 7). This means that the sage
places himself behind others but ultimately stands out; he considers himself unimportant but
preserves himself; he is selfless and thus achieves his own goals. Daoism opposes living with
ostentation and competition, advocating instead that one should achieve greatness through
modesty and non-action.

Once a person has acted, the outcome cannot be altered. In dealing with irreversible
situations, the Chinese nation also engages in moral evaluation. Confucian moral evaluations
emphasize the principle of “do not blame what is done.” Confucius stated, “Do not discuss
what has been achieved; do not reprimand what is past; do not blame what is done” (“Ba
Yi” of The Analects 115 - /\{F ). Actions that have already been carried out require no further
explanation; completed deeds need no additional advice; and past occurrences warrant
no further blame. For matters that cannot be changed, extensive discussion is futile; their
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meaning and value must rely on the self-reflection of the individuals involved. When
confronting situations that have already transpired, Confucianism often promotes an attitude
of tolerance.

Buddhism, in its moral evaluation of past events, also often advocates for an attitude of
tolerance. Both Confucianism and Buddhism recognize that, for events that have already
transpired and cannot be changed, the best attitude is one of acceptance. Tolerance does not
imply indulgence; rather, it means enduring things that one might wish to oppose or reject.
Throughout history, tolerance has been regarded as a virtue. Often, people’s opinions, views,
thoughts, and theories are sharply opposed, making it impossible for one side to persuade the
other to accept its perspective. In such cases, the only viable approach is to adopt an attitude
of tolerance towards these differences. Enduring what one desires to oppose and reject is the
core essence of tolerance.

The core focus of the Buddhist moral evaluation system is on cultivating attitudes of

EEINT3

“enlightenment to emptiness,” “selflessness,” and “universal compassion.” “Enlightenment
to emptiness” refers to one’s ethical stance toward the universe and all things within it.
“Selflessness” is about one’s attitude toward oneself, and “universal compassion” concerns
one’s attitude toward all living beings. In Buddhist ethical thought, the individual is both
insignificant and wise; through understanding the emptiness of the physical world, seeing
through worldly illusions, practicing selflessness, and having compassion for all beings, one
can achieve greatness. Nan Huaijin noted, “Worldly fame and wealth are fleeting illusions,
and so are attaining Buddhahood or becoming a demon. True liberation in Buddhism means
not even becoming a Buddha. There is neither Buddha nor demon; everything is realized and
liberated in the present moment” (Nan 2016, 3). Buddhist ethical thought emphasizes that one
should maintain a respectful yet detached attitude toward people, things, and the concept of
Buddhahood itself.

The Chinese nation is characterized by confidence, independence, and resilience while
also embodying humility, modesty, and a lack of ostentation. Moreover, it is a nation
that venerates the virtue of tolerance. We concurrently embrace the moral value systems
of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, applying them to specific practices of moral
evaluation. Within the traditional Chinese moral evaluation system, it is challenging
to identify a primary or secondary system, as these frameworks are established to suit
different contexts. Utilizing various moral value systems to evaluate actions across different
moral contexts not only imparts strong contextuality and plurality to the traditional moral
evaluations of the Chinese nation but also endows the tradition with an overall characteristic
of flexibility and adaptability.

3 The Contemporary Influence and Value Guidance of the Pluralistic Traditional
Moral Evaluation System

We must consider whether the pluralistic moral evaluation system of traditional Chinese

society can influence and provide value guidance to contemporary Chinese society. The

answer is affirmative.

Over more than forty years of reform and opening up, Chinese society has undergone
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profound changes. However, this does not imply a disruptive developmental pattern. On one
hand, driven by the powerful engines of “reform” and “opening up,” the ways of thinking,
ideologies, values, and spiritual states of contemporary Chinese people differ significantly
from those of traditional society, and even from those of the planned economy period.
Especially since the advent of the new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics, China’s
economic strength has shown a promising trend. The prospect of “becoming stronger” has
become increasingly clear, the pace of the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation has accelerated,
and the confidence in the path, theory, system, and culture of socialism with Chinese
characteristics has reached unprecedented heights. On the other hand, the ways of thinking,
ideologies, values, and spiritual state of contemporary Chinese people continue to exhibit
strong continuity and traditionalism. Particularly since the 18th National Congress of the
Communist Party of China (CPC), under the leadership of Xi Jinping, the call to vigorously
promote China’s fine traditional culture has resonated strongly, with the contemporary
Chinese people demonstrating a robust desire to return to traditional thinking, traditional
ideas, traditional values, and traditional spirit.

The current state of Chinese society is merely a microcosm of the overall development
of human society. Historically, human society has always evolved through inheritance and
advanced through development. The development of any society cannot follow a disruptive
or segmented model but rather follows a pattern of “unbroken continuity” or “sublation.”
In other words, the development of every society always maintains a certain degree of
inheritance and continuity. In the cultural domain, the inheritance and continuity of human
society are most evident.

Mao Zedong pointed out as early as 1940, “China’s current new politics and new economy
have developed from ancient politics and economy, and China’s current new culture has also
developed from ancient culture. Therefore, we must respect our own history and never sever
our historical ties” (Publicity Department of the CPC Central Committee 2001, 56). Opposing
the severance of history and tradition was a consistent stance of Mao Zedong. He emphasized,
“Our adherence to Marxism as a correct ideological method does not mean we ignore the
value of China’s cultural heritage and non-Marxist foreign ideas” (Publicity Department of
the CPC Central Committee 2001, 57). Therefore, the pluralistic moral evaluation system
that the Chinese nation adhered to for a long time in traditional society cannot completely
disappear in contemporary Chinese society simply because of the passage of time.

The pluralistic moral evaluation system has become a model in traditional Chinese society,
and it cannot be easily changed. This is an objective fact that the contemporary Chinese
nation must deeply understand. It not only deeply ingrains itself in the collective memory
and moral cultural tradition of the Chinese nation, but also plays an extremely important role
in shaping the spiritual independence of the Chinese nation. General Secretary Xi Jinping
stated, “If our people cannot adhere to the moral values formed and developed in our land
and instead blindly echo Western moral values without discernment, it truly raises whether
our country and nation will lose their spiritual independence” (Literature Research Office of
the CPC Central Committee 2017, 139). Clearly, in Xi Jinping’s view, the ability to use the
moral value standards that the nation has long adhered to for moral evaluations concerns the
spiritual independence of the Chinese nation, and it should be given high importance.
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The pluralistic moral evaluation system long upheld by the Chinese nation in traditional
society continues to have undeniable practical value in contemporary Chinese society. This is
evident in at least five aspects:

Firstly, the contemporary Chinese nation still extensively employs a pluralistic moral
evaluation system.

The CPC is a political party that embodies both Confucian and Daoist ethical wisdom. In
conducting moral evaluations of itself, the CPC often utilizes moral value standards from both
Confucianism and Daoism. For example, in the communiqué of the Sixth Plenary Session of
the 19th CPC Central Committee, the CPC employed the pluralistic moral evaluation system
and traditional moral evaluation methods of the Chinese nation to evaluate its centennial
endeavor. On the one hand, it highly affirmed the significant achievements it had made over
the past hundred years, stating that “the Party has delivered an excellent answer to the people
and history over the past century” (The Book Writing Team 2021, 10). On the other hand, it
emphasized that the entire CPC must “remain modest and prudent, guard against arrogance
and rashness, work hard, fear no risks, be impervious to distractions, avoid fundamental
errors, strive with tenacity to achieve established goals, and advance the great rejuvenation
of the Chinese nation with a clear mind” (The Book Writing Team 2021, 11). Clearly, the
CPC uses Confucian moral evaluation methods to assess its attitude towards striving and
Daoist moral evaluation methods to assess its attitude towards achievements. Only by deeply
understanding the pluralistic moral evaluation system and methods long upheld by the
Chinese nation can we comprehend the CPC’s approach to self-moral evaluation.

General Secretary Xi Jinping’s self-expectations and self-assessments reflect the integration
of traditional Chinese ethical wisdom and moral evaluations. In 2019, during a meeting
with Roberto Fico, President of the Italian Chamber of Deputies, Xi Jinping stated, “For
such a large country, the responsibilities are enormous and the work is arduous. I will be
selfless and live up to the people. I am willing to dedicate myself in a state of ‘selflessness’
to China’s development” (Xi 2020, 144). This statement illustrates that Xi Jinping embodies
the high moral values of Confucianism, which emphasize a commitment to the world, public
service, and care for the people, along with the confidence to take on responsibilities and
pioneer progress. Simultaneously, he embraces the Buddhist ideal of “selflessness” and
the spirit of willing self-sacrifice. Moreover, Xi Jinping consistently urges himself and
the entire CPC to maintain humility, caution, and modesty, attributing the CPC’s and the
country’s achievements to the “people.” He remarked that the people are the greatest source
of confidence for the CPC’s governance, the solid foundation of the nation, and the root of
strengthening the nation and revitalizing the CPC (Xi 2020, 137). Here, Xi Jinping clearly
draws on Daoist moral values to remind himself and the CPC to remain humble, low-key, and
unpretentious when acknowledging their achievements, recognizing the people’s significant
role in creating history.

General Secretary Xi Jinping places great emphasis on moral evaluations as a crucial
element of CPC building in the new era. He asserted that the way of governance starts with
self-cultivation. The moral cultivation and ethical level of Party members in leadership
positions will not naturally improve with the length of party membership or work experience,
nor will it naturally improve with promotion in position; it must be strengthened through self-
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discipline, self-restraint, and self-transformation (Xi 2020, 521). This indicates that the moral
cultivation of leaders is fundamental to effective governance. Therefore, a primary focus
of the CPC’s efforts in Party building is to cultivate the moral conduct of Party members
in leadership roles. Xi Jinping further emphasized that to conduct oneself with propriety
and integrity, leaders must cultivate moral conduct, be courteous and honest, cherish virtue
and maintain self-respect, keep a serious lifestyle, and foster healthy interests, particularly
enhancing self-control to act with caution in solitude and discretion in minor matters (Xi
2020, 521). Clearly, Xi Jinping considers the quality of moral conduct to be a vital criterion
for evaluating and judging the effectiveness and integrity of Party members in leadership
positions.

Secondly, the pluralistic moral evaluation system remains a powerful force in shaping the
moral character of the Chinese nation in contemporary society.

Moral evaluations are a critical constructor of human moral character, playing a significant
role in its formation and development. Humans always live within a particular system of
moral evaluation. The functioning of this system subtly influences individuals, shaping and
developing their moral character through the process of moral evaluation.

In contemporary Chinese society, the moral character of the Chinese nation is still largely
shaped by the pluralistic moral evaluation system established in traditional society. Today,
Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist moral value systems continue to evaluate people’s behavior
from multiple perspectives and in various forms. This inevitably endows our moral character
with multiple dimensions. In work, labor, and study, we strive to display a moral character of
confidence, self-reliance, and strength. When our performance is evaluated, we aim to show
humility, modesty, and restraint. When facing someone who has made a mistake, we often
adopt the Buddhist moral character, showing them a tolerant attitude.

Thirdly, the pluralistic moral evaluation system remains a vital means for contemporary
Chinese society to promote positive moral values.

Moral evaluations serve as a crucial guide for human moral life, playing an essential role
in directing moral values. It instructs people on what moral values to pursue and which to
oppose.

An important source of positive moral values in contemporary China is the traditional
virtues of the Chinese nation. General Secretary Xi Jinping emphasized, “We must
confidently inherit and carry forward the traditional virtues of the Chinese nation” (Literature
Research Office of the CPC Central Committee 2017, 139), because they “are the essence of
Chinese culture and are praised and respected by the international community” (Literature
Research Office of the CPC Central Committee 2017, 140). What are these traditional
virtues? Where do they reside? They are found in the ethical thoughts, moral values, and
moral norms advocated by Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. Chinese traditional ethical
thought is both historical and transcends history. Many of its ideas and moral norms have
timeless value and should be passed down through generations.

The traditional virtues of the Chinese nation are shaped collectively by the ethical thoughts
of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, as well as by the moral practices of the Chinese
people in traditional society. Consequently, they exhibit both composite and integrative
characteristics in content and form. For example, while emphasizing “self-improvement,” the
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Chinese people also advocate for “modesty and caution,” as neither inferiority nor arrogance
is a traditional virtue of the Chinese nation. Only “self-improvement coupled with modesty
and caution” constitutes the traditional virtue endorsed by the Chinese nation. Historically,
the Chinese nation has emphasized self-confidence, self-reliance, and self-improvement while
opposing conceit, arrogance, and hubris. It promotes self-confidence, self-reliance, and self-
improvement while demanding modesty and a low profile in conduct. This traditional virtue
of “self-improvement and modesty” is a composite of Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist moral
values, reflecting the influence of these ethical thoughts. When promoting traditional virtues,
we must adopt a comprehensive perspective, integrating elements from Confucian, Daoist,
and Buddhist ethical thoughts rather than selectively choosing from them in isolation.

Maurice Halbwachs (1992) argued that memory needs continuous feeding from collective
sources and is sustained by social and moral props. The moral life of contemporary Chinese
society continues to be guided by the pluralistic moral evaluation system established in
traditional society. Like the moral life of all nations, the moral life of the Chinese nation is
not directionless. We guide our moral life with specific moral values, steering it towards
desired value orientations. In other words, our moral life is always aimed at specific moral
value goals. Traditional moral values from Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism provide
beneficial guidance for the moral life of contemporary Chinese society. We should regard
them as moral evaluation standards and consciously accept their assessments.

Fourthly, the traditional Chinese moral evaluation system is a crucial basis for promoting
the strategy of combining moral and legal governance in the new era of socialism with
Chinese characteristics.

Traditional Chinese society highly emphasized on moral evaluations and long adopted
a pluralistic moral evaluation system. This approach highlighted the importance of moral
evaluations in traditional Chinese society and the significant role of moral governance
in traditional state governance. However, it also led to the problem of moral governance
dominance, where excessive emphasis was placed on moral evaluations in state governance.
Influenced by moral governance, traditional Chinese society adopted a governance model
where moral governance was primary and legal governance was supplementary, forming a
cultural tradition dominated by moral evaluations.

History is a mirror that reflects truth. As socialism with Chinese characteristics enters a
new era, the Chinese nation should rationally recognize and judge the value of the traditional
Chinese moral evaluation system. On the one hand, we should acknowledge the historical
rationality of the pluralistic traditional moral evaluation system and its significant value as
a legitimate historical resource for constructing the socialist moral evaluation system with
Chinese characteristics. On the other hand, we should also recognize its historical limitations
to avoid repeating the mistakes associated with moral governance ideology.

Today, China has surpassed the development stage where moral governance is primary
and legal governance is supplementary. Adhering to a governance strategy that combines
moral and legal governance has become the trend of the times. The governance philosophy of
Xi Jinping fully reflects the unity of moral and legal governance. He stated, “To govern the
country and society, we must grasp both legal governance and moral governance, valuing both
the normative role of laws and the educative role of morality, achieving the complementarity
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of law and morality, and the mutual enhancement of legal and moral governance” (Literature
Research Office of the CPC Central Committee 2017, 144-145). Xi Jinping insightfully
observes the dialectical relationship between law and morality. He noted, “Law is codified
morality, and morality is internalized law. Both law and morality regulate social behavior and
maintain social order” (Literature Research Office of the CPC Central Committee 2017, 144).
In the context of the trend towards combining moral and legal governance, the contemporary
Chinese nation should draw wisdom from our predecessors, continue to emphasize the role
of moral evaluations, and simultaneously set clear value boundaries for them. An important
hallmark of socialism with Chinese characteristics entering a new era is that moral evaluation
is strictly confined to an “appropriate” scope, while legal system evaluation is given
unprecedented importance, being elevated to a status at least equal to that of moral evaluation.

Fifthly, the historical fact that a pluralistic moral evaluation system has long existed in
traditional Chinese society holds certain inspirational values for constructing a socialist moral
evaluation system with Chinese characteristics today.

The long-term use of a pluralistic moral evaluation system in traditional Chinese society
demonstrated at least the historical rationality of a comprehensive moral evaluation system
formed by integrating Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist values. This system played a positive
role in guiding the Chinese nation towards virtue, the pursuit of goodness, and the practice
of benevolence. It can also provide beneficial insights for the contemporary construction of a
socialist moral evaluation system with Chinese characteristics.

The new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics is a period of profound interplay
and intersection between the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation and global changes of a
magnitude not seen in a century. It is an era marked by deepening economic globalization,
expanding cyberspace, rapid advancements in artificial intelligence technology, and
increasing population mobility. It is also a time that necessitates the restructuring of
relationships between people and objects, people and people, and people and nature. Such
a context inevitably calls for a new moral evaluation system that aligns with these evolving
conditions. To closely align with the intrinsic requirements of the new era of socialism with
Chinese characteristics, contemporary China should construct a moral evaluation system with
Chinese characteristics. This system should be comprehensive enough to integrate both unity
and diversity, and its moral standards should encompass the various ethical values needed for
the construction of socialism with Chinese characteristics. Specifically, modern China should
utilize the core socialist values, civic moral norms, and other principles to integrate, unify,
and evaluate the moral thoughts, understandings, emotions, will, beliefs, language, behaviors,
and memories across all sectors of society. Additionally, it should allow ample space for the
application of traditional Chinese virtues, as well as new moral values and norms related to
environmental ethics, cyber ethics, artificial intelligence ethics, and international ethics, in
moral evaluations.

“Only by remembering the past can we open up the future, and only by being good
at inheritance can we better innovate” (Literature Research Office of the CPC Central
Committee 2017, 140). The fundamental purpose of moral evaluations is to guide people
to respect, revere, and uphold virtues. Constructing a socialist moral evaluation system
with Chinese characteristics is an urgent task in the new era, and its fundamental aim is “to

XIANG Yugiao



Pluralistic Framework of Traditional Chinese Moral Evaluation and Its Present-Day Relevance 285

continuously deepen the construction of socialist ideological and moral standards, to promote
traditional Chinese virtues, to foster new social trends, to consolidate and gather strength
with core socialist values, and to better build the Chinese spirit, Chinese values, and Chinese
strength, providing a continuous stream of spiritual motivation and moral nourishment
for the cause of socialism with Chinese characteristics” (Literature Research Office of the
CPC Central Committee 2017, 146). To effectively implement and complete the immense
project of constructing this moral evaluation system, we should draw from the traditional
moral evaluation wisdom of the Chinese nation. The ethical wisdom of the pluralistic moral
evaluation system that the Chinese nation has adhered to for a long time in traditional society
enlightens us that the moral evaluation system with Chinese characteristics should maintain a
certain degree of plurality and diversity.
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