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Trajectories of Moral Transformation in Contemporary
Chinese Society

YAN Yunxiang

Abstract: Moral changes in Chinese society over the past four decades can be generalized as a
three—fold transformation process. The first is the shift of ethical values from a collectivist ethics of re—
sponsibility and self—sacrifice to an individualistic ethics of rights and self—development; the second is
the diversification of moral judgement and moral landscape; and the third is marked by the increasing
importance of public morality. The yardstick of examining moral changes contains four important bench—
marks which are in ascending order bottom—line morality individual subjectivity and dignity em—
pathy and social trust and public moralities. Measured by this criterion what has happened in China
since the 1980s constitutes a deep and complex moral transformation ( instead of moral crisis) which
posts both challenges and opportunities for the building of a good society.

Keywords: moral subjectivity individualization diversification public morality moral transfor—

mation.
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