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The Construction of Laozi’s New Morality from the Perspective of the Transition between the
Zhou and Qin Dynasties

Li Youguang

Abstract: During the Eastern Zhou period, as the power of the King of Zhou declined and the feudal lords rose,
the old political structure and power system characterized by the co-governance of the King of Zhou and the feudal
lords, alongside the integration of family and state, became unsustainable. Consequently the old morality, deeply
imbued with patriarchal ethical connotations, gradually lost relevance. To adapt to these changes, Laozi abstracted the
concept of “Dao” from the rule of the natural world, adopting the method of “viewing things through the Dao” to
reflect on the flaws of the old morality and the failures of contemporary politics. Through this, he constructed a new
morality with universal significance and elements of impartial value. On the one hand, this new morality emphasizes
humanity s participation in the nature and characteristics of the Dao, reflecting respect for the natural and authentic
inherent qualities of all things (including humans). On the other hand, it channels the influence of Dao on the
politics, exemplified by the Sage’s political qualities and actions. Thus, his new morality also presupposes the Sage’s
political qualities of compliance, humility, retreat, and non-action (wuwei). However, this idealized morality was
incompatible with the politics of rulers caught in political struggles. Consequently, later thinkers such as Xunzi, the
Huang-TLao Daoists, and Han Fei, while absorbing the rational elements of Laozi’s thought, also reflected upon and
criticized the political and religious traditions of the Xia, Shang and Zhou Dynasties. They not only revised Laozi’ s
moral concept but also reconstructed political theories to better aligned with the historical trend of revering the ruler
and centralizing power during the transition between the Zhou and Qin Dynasties.

Key words: transition between the Zhou and Qin Dynasties; family—state relationship; Laozi; old morality; new

morality
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