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The Constant and the Temporary: Confucian Moral Wisdom on Codification
Wu Xianwu

Abstract: Utilitarianism and Deontology advocate for the codification of ethics, asserting ethics should provide a
decision—making procedure and an action guidance with the help of moral principles and rules. In contrast, virtue
ethics insists that ethics is uncodifiable, arguing that codification neglects human character. Confucianism provides a
conciliatory mode to solve the problem of codification through its principle of “following the constant and adopting the
temporary”. The concept of “following the constant” means to formulate systematic moral rules through moral principles
and provide action guidance for people; “adopting the temporary” emphasizes the limitations of moral rules. Instead of
adhering to moral rules, people need to use their subjective initiative and adapt rules to the actual situation, so as to
preserve the freedom for people while codifying morality. “Following the constant” means the steadfastness of the
principle of humanity, which is the defense of human dignity. “Adopting the temporary” emphasizes the complex
diversity of reality, affirming the reality of existence. The integration balances special individual existence and universal
human nature.

Key words: the Constant and the Temporary; codification; principle of humanity; moral rules
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