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Humanistic Ethics and Chinese-style Contract Theory

Li Jianhua (Wuhan University )
Liu Chang (Central South University )

Abstract The ethical transformation from identity to contract indicates that the modern society is fun-
damentally a contractual society based on the foundation of individual rights. Unlike the Western "right-con-
tract" ethical culture, China has a strong humanistic ethical tradition (with a focus on human relationships)
since ancient times. By examining the complexity, inherent tension, and realistic dilemmas in the generation
and evolution of Western contractual ethics to reveal the theoretical core and value proposition of modern con-
tractual ethics, we can explore various possible approaches to building a contract society, an alternative or
multiple contract ethics paths beyond the Western "rights-contract" paradigm, such as the Chinese humanistic
contractual ethics. This possibility lies in the fact that it meets the localized practical needs while combining
the values of freedom, equality, and public rationality to construct a new theory of contract with responsibility
as the value orientation. Unlike the contractual theories that prioritize rights, the responsibility-oriented con-
tractual theory follows the theoretical paradigm of "reciprocity”" between subjects, which emphasizes the
equivalence of obligations to individual rights and focuses on the foundational role of individual emotions in
shaping obligations and responsibilities so as to achieve an ethical balance. In this sense, this Chinese-style
contractualism that emphasizes the coordinated equilibrium between rights and obligations (responsibilities)
instead of solely prioritizing rights, indicates that the modern civilization pioneered by the Chinese nation is a
new contractual civilization based on the unity of righteousness and benefits, and has become a vital part of
the modern civilization of the Chinese nation.

Key words Humanism; identity ethics; contract ethics; coordinated ethics; new Deontology
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