ethical philosophy of soren
kierkegaard and mencius

The ethical philosophy of Soren Kierkegaard and Mencius offers a profound
exploration of human morality, individual responsibility, and the cultivation
of virtue, albeit from vastly different cultural and historical vantage
points. Kierkegaard, a 19th-century Danish philosopher, grappled with the
subjective nature of faith and the existential dilemmas of choice,
emphasizing the individual's leap of faith and the passionate commitment
required for authentic existence. Mencius, a Confucian sage from ancient
China, championed the inherent goodness of human nature and the importance of
benevolent governance and personal cultivation of virtues like righteousness
and propriety. This article delves into the core tenets of their ethical
systems, examining their views on human nature, the source of ethical
knowledge, the role of the individual, and the practical application of their
philosophies. We will explore the concept of the "stages on life's way" in
Kierkegaard's thought and the "four sprouts" in Mencius's philosophy,
highlighting both their distinctiveness and surprising points of resonance in
understanding what it means to live a good and meaningful life.
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Soren Kierkegaard's Existential Ethics

Soren Kierkegaard's ethical philosophy is intrinsically linked to his broader
existentialist thought, emphasizing the radical freedom and responsibility of
the individual. He rejected abstract philosophical systems that sought to
categorize or generalize human experience, instead focusing on the concrete
realities of human existence. For Kierkegaard, ethical decision-making is not



a matter of following universal rules, but a deeply personal and often
agonizing process of choosing oneself and one's path. This emphasis on the
subjective experience of morality is a cornerstone of his unique contribution
to ethical thought.

The Leap of Faith and Subjectivity

Central to Kierkegaard's ethical framework is the concept of the "leap of
faith." This is not a rational deduction or a logical conclusion, but a
passionate, subjective commitment to a belief or a way of life, particularly
in the realm of religious faith. This leap is essential for authentic
existence, as it requires individuals to move beyond mere convention or
societal expectation and embrace their own personal truth. Ethical choices,
therefore, are not merely about right and wrong in an objective sense, but
about the individual's passionate commitment to a chosen path, even in the
face of uncertainty and absurdity.

Stages on Life's Way: Aesthetic, Ethical, and
Religious

Kierkegaard famously outlined three "stages on life's way," representing
different modes of existence and ethical development. The aesthetic stage is
characterized by the pursuit of pleasure, novelty, and immediate
gratification, often leading to boredom and despair. The ethical stage
involves embracing commitment, responsibility, and adherence to universal
moral principles, as embodied by the married man or the dutiful citizen.
Finally, the religious stage represents the highest and most challenging
stage, requiring a direct, subjective relationship with God, involving a
paradoxical faith that transcends reason. Moving between these stages,
particularly the transition to the ethical and religious, necessitates
profound personal transformation and an awareness of one's own limitations
and possibilities.

Anxiety, Despair, and the Self

For Kierkegaard, anxiety (or dread) is an essential component of human
freedom, representing the dizziness of possibility before a choice is made.
Despair, on the other hand, is the sickness unto death, stemming from a
failure to become one's true self, either by refusing to acknowledge one's
freedom or by becoming too absorbed in the finite. Ethical living, in this
context, involves confronting anxiety, understanding its role in shaping
identity, and striving to overcome despair through passionate self-creation
and commitment. The self, for Kierkegaard, is not a fixed entity but a
process of becoming, constantly forged through choices and commitments.



Mencius's Inherent Goodness and Moral
Cultivation

Mencius, a key figure in Confucianism, presents an ethical philosophy
grounded in the optimistic belief in the inherent goodness of human nature.
Unlike thinkers who viewed morality as imposed from without, Mencius argued
that humans are born with a predisposition towards virtue, which needs to be
nurtured and developed. His philosophy offers a comprehensive approach to
individual moral improvement and societal well-being, emphasizing the
importance of education, benevolent leadership, and the cultivation of
specific virtues.

The Innate Goodness of Human Nature

Mencius's most famous argument for the innate goodness of humans is his
analogy of a child about to fall into a well. He posits that any person, upon
seeing this, would experience a feeling of alarm and compassion, indicating
an innate moral impulse. This natural inclination, he believed, is the
foundation upon which all ethical development is built. While external
factors and poor environments can corrupt this innate goodness, the
fundamental potential for virtue remains within everyone. This contrasts
sharply with views that see human nature as inherently selfish or needing
strong external control.

The Four Sprouts of Virtue

Mencius identified four fundamental virtues, which he called "sprouts," that
grow from this innate goodness. These are:

Benevolence (Ren): The feeling of compassion and empathy for others.

Righteousness (Yi): The sense of what is morally right and appropriate.

Propriety (Li): The understanding of proper social conduct and ritual.

Wisdom (Zhi): The ability to distinguish right from wrong and make sound
judgments.

These sprouts, according to Mencius, are present in everyone from birth, but
they require diligent cultivation through education and practice to flourish.
Neglecting these sprouts can lead to moral decay, while nurturing them leads
to a virtuous and harmonious life.



Benevolent Governance and Social Harmony

Mencius extended his ethical philosophy to the realm of politics, arguing
that benevolent governance is essential for social harmony. Rulers, he
believed, have a moral obligation to care for the well-being of their people,
providing for their needs and fostering an environment where virtue can
thrive. A government that prioritizes the welfare of its citizens, acting
with compassion and righteousness, will naturally foster respect and loyalty,
leading to a stable and prosperous society. Conversely, oppressive or self-
serving rule will inevitably lead to discontent and disorder.

Comparative Analysis of Kierkegaard and Mencius

While separated by centuries and cultural contexts, a comparative analysis of
Kierkegaard and Mencius reveals both striking differences and intriguing
commonalities in their approaches to ethics. Both philosophers place a strong
emphasis on the individual's role in moral development, though their
conceptions of that role and the ultimate goals differ significantly.

The Role of the Individual in Ethical Development

Kierkegaard highlights the individual's radical freedom and the burden of
choice. Ethical development is a solitary journey of self-creation, marked by
anxiety and the need for passionate commitment. The individual must confront
their own existence and make subjective choices that define who they become.
Mencius, on the other hand, views the individual as possessing an innate
capacity for goodness that requires cultivation. While the individual is
responsible for this cultivation, the process is also deeply social,
involving learning from others and participating in the broader community.
The individual's growth is nurtured by education and the example of virtuous
leaders.

The Nature of Moral Knowledge

For Kierkegaard, moral knowledge is primarily subjective and experiential. It
arises from passionate engagement with life, from making choices, and from
wrestling with one's own conscience. Objective moral truths, if they exist,
are accessible only through a personal, often paradoxical, leap of faith.
Mencius locates moral knowledge in the inherent moral sense present in all
humans. This sense, expressed through the four sprouts, is intuitive and can
be developed through reflection and education. While reasoned understanding
is important, the foundation is an innate moral feeling that guides
individuals toward virtue.



The Goal of Ethical Living

Kierkegaard's ultimate ethical goal is authentic existence, which for many
involves a relationship with God achieved through a religious leap of faith.
This is a highly individualistic pursuit of a higher spiritual reality.
Mencius's ethical goal is the cultivation of virtue within oneself and the
creation of a harmonious society through benevolent leadership and personal
ethical development. The aim is to live a life of moral excellence,
contributing to the well-being of family, community, and state. While
Kierkegaard looks inward and upward, Mencius looks inward and outward,
seeking balance and harmony.

Key Concepts and Applications

The practical implications of both Kierkegaard's and Mencius's ethical
philosophies offer valuable insights for navigating the complexities of
modern life. Their distinct but complementary approaches underscore the
enduring importance of self-awareness, responsibility, and the pursuit of
virtue.

Kierkegaard: Authenticity and Responsibility

Kierkegaard's emphasis on authenticity calls individuals to live in
accordance with their true selves, rather than conforming to external
pressures or societal expectations. This involves a constant process of self-
examination and a willingness to take responsibility for one's choices, no
matter how difficult. In a world often characterized by mass culture and
social conformity, Kierkegaard's philosophy encourages a courageous embrace
of individual freedom and the often-solitary path of self-discovery and moral
commitment.

Mencius: Ritual, Education, and Compassion

Mencius provides a framework for cultivating ethical character through
education, the practice of ritual (1i), and the exercise of compassion. The
proper education of individuals, from childhood onwards, is crucial for
nurturing the innate sprouts of virtue. Rituals and social customs, when
performed with sincerity, help to refine behavior and reinforce moral
principles. At its heart, Mencius's philosophy calls for a consistent and
active practice of benevolence and righteousness in all interactions,
fostering a society built on mutual respect and care.

In conclusion, the ethical philosophies of Soren Kierkegaard and Mencius,
despite their divergent origins, offer profound insights into the human
condition and the nature of morality. Kierkegaard's focus on subjective



experience, existential choice, and the courageous leap of faith challenges
us to confront our own freedom and responsibility. Mencius, conversely,
grounds ethics in the inherent goodness of human nature and the imperative to
cultivate virtue through education and benevolent action, leading to social
harmony. Exploring their ideas provides a rich landscape for understanding
the diverse paths toward a meaningful and ethically grounded life.

FAQ

Q: How does Kierkegaard's emphasis on subjectivity
in ethics differ from Mencius's focus on innate
human goodness?

A: Kierkegaard's ethics are fundamentally subjective, meaning that moral
truth is found in the individual's passionate commitment and personal
experience, particularly in the "leap of faith." Moral knowledge is not
derived from objective principles but from an individual's existential
choices. Mencius, on the other hand, posits that moral knowledge and capacity
are innate, like an inherent goodness present in all humans from birth. This
innate goodness, he argues, can be cultivated through education and practice,
making ethics a process of nurturing what is already present, rather than a
radical invention of the self.

Q: What is the role of "Anxiety" in Kierkegaard's
ethical philosophy, and how might it relate to
Mencius's concept of moral cultivation?

A: For Kierkegaard, anxiety is the dizziness of freedom, the awareness of
infinite possibilities that precede a choice. It is an essential part of
being human and an unavoidable companion to ethical decision-making. While
Mencius doesn't focus on anxiety in the same existential sense, the process
of moral cultivation can involve internal struggle and the effort to overcome
selfish inclinations. One might argue that the deliberate and sometimes
difficult work of nurturing the "four sprouts" requires a conscious effort
that could evoke a sense of challenge or unease, akin to Kierkegaard's
anxiety, as individuals strive to align their actions with virtue.

Q: Can Kierkegaard's "Stages on Life's Way" be seen
as having any parallels with Mencius's view of moral
development?

A: While not a direct one-to-one correspondence, there are thematic
resonances. Kierkegaard's aesthetic stage, focused on immediate pleasure,
could be loosely compared to a state where one's innate goodness is



undeveloped or suppressed by superficial desires, as Mencius might suggest
can happen if virtue is not cultivated. The ethical stage in Kierkegaard,
with its commitment to universal principles and responsibility, aligns more
closely with Mencius's emphasis on righteous action and propriety. The
religious stage for Kierkegaard, however, represents a unique existential and
faith-based commitment that has no direct counterpart in Mencius's more
socially and humanistically oriented ethics.

Q: What practical advice can be drawn from Mencius's
"four sprouts" for contemporary ethical challenges?

A: Mencius's "four sprouts" — benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and
wisdom — offer timeless guidance. For contemporary challenges, fostering
benevolence means cultivating empathy and compassion for others, especially
those with different backgrounds or views. Righteousness calls for acting
justly and upholding moral principles even when difficult. Propriety
encourages respectful social interactions and adherence to ethical norms that
promote harmony. Wisdom is crucial for discernment, enabling us to make sound
moral judgments amidst complex situations. Together, these sprouts provide a
framework for personal integrity and responsible engagement with the world.

Q: How does Mencius's concept of benevolent
governance inform our understanding of leadership
ethics today?

A: Mencius's philosophy strongly advocates for leaders to prioritize the
welfare of their people above all else. Benevolent governance means ruling
with compassion, ensuring basic needs are met, and creating an environment
where citizens can thrive. This principle is highly relevant to modern
leadership ethics, urging leaders to be accountable, transparent, and to act
with a genuine concern for the public good. It suggests that legitimate
authority stems not from power alone, but from the ruler's moral character
and commitment to serving the populace.

Q: What does Kierkegaard mean by the "self" and how
is its development an ethical project?

A: For Kierkegaard, the "self" is not a fixed entity but a dynamic process of
becoming. It is created through individual choices and passionate
commitments. The ethical project of developing the self involves taking
responsibility for one's freedom, confronting anxiety, and making choices
that lead to authenticity, often by striving to relate to something absolute
(God). It is about actively choosing who one wants to be, rather than
passively being shaped by external forces or succumbing to despair.



Q: Are there any common grounds between
Kierkegaard's emphasis on individual struggle and
Mencius's vision of social harmony?

A: While their ultimate goals differ, both philosophies recognize the crucial
role of the individual in achieving a desired outcome. Kierkegaard emphasizes
individual struggle as the path to authentic selfhood and faith. Mencius,
while aiming for social harmony, understands that this harmony is built upon
the ethical cultivation of each individual. Therefore, both acknowledge that
a transformed individual is essential, whether for personal salvation or for
contributing to a well-ordered society. The individual's internal state and
choices are paramount in both ethical systems.
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