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Happiness and Freedom:

A Comparison between Chinese and Western Ethics
(An abstract)

Jason H. Yeung
Associate Professor
China Graduate School of Theology

What is goodness? What is badness? This paper
deal s with these two basic concepts of moral philosophy.
Four philosophers are selected to compare Chinese and
western ethical conceptions. Epicurus is sometimes call ed
a hedonist. He identifies happiness with the Good, and
sees virtue as a means to happiness. Kant asserts that
virtue and hgppiness should be detached. Virtue relates
to good will, agood will is goodinall circumstances and
is therefore an absolute or unconditional good. It is
manifested when one acts for the sake of duty. In other
words, a human action is morally good because it is done
for the sake of duty.

Kant points out that an action motivated by duty has
moral worth, not because of the resultsit achievedor is
seeking to achieve, but because of satisfying a formal
principle or maxim, the principle of doing one’ s duty
whatever that duty may be.

Because of the obstacles due to our impulses and
desires, the moral law appears to us as a law that we
ought to obey for its own sake, and so as what Kant calls
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it a categorical imperative. Categorical imperative is our
only source of moral judgement. It comes from our
practical reason andis apriori and universal. Itisrooted
in our free will. We are free to create the moral law and
to obey it.

Mencius, on the other hand, says: “When men
suddenly see a child about to fall into a well, they all
have a feeling of alarm and distress, not to gain friendship
with the child s parents, nor to seek the praise of their
neighbors and friends . . . We see that a man without the
feeling of commiserationis not aman .. . The feeling of
commiseration is the beginning of humanity . . .”

The feeling of commiserationis inborn, that means
the human mind is able to know what is good and evil,
that is, it is capable of value judgment. This value
judgment is not learned from outside but is inborn. We
call this capacity of judgment “conscience.”

Both Kant and Mencius recognize that man is free
to make moral decision. However, they have yet to solve
the problem of evil. Why do human beings commit sin?
Both think that evil is external to free will. Kant makes it
clear that all wrong doings come from human desires.

Kierkegaard traces the foundation of morality to
God’ s will. He declares that “subjectivity is truth,”
meaning that the only way for truth’ s manifestationis
through subj ectivity. The Truth, he said, is the objectivity
of God. The moral man should follow the will of God to
make moral decision; thisdecision is paradoxical because
it transcends human reason. It rootsin our subjectivity.

Compared to Epicurus, Kant, Mencius and
Kierkegaard are each trying to construct a universal
moral law, varyingfrom human subjectivity to the absolute
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Good. Moral judgmernt is to be free from human desires.
Human beings are free — free to make moral judgment.



