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Ego and Society in the History of the Western Concept of Morality

Chen Lai
( Department of Philosophy Tsinghua University Beijing 100084)

Abstract: If we say Aristotle established the concept of civil morality then Bentham founded the
concept of private ethics. Hume made a distinction between “natural virtues” and “artificial virtues”
which implied the difference between personal virtue and social morality. Kant also talked about
obligations to oneself and obligations to others but the latter did not involve public morality. Mill
established the concepts of private morality and social morality and in his view the obligation to
others is social morality and the obligation to oneself is private morality. And Durkheim defined
everyone’ s relationship with themselves as individual morality and divided the morality of the
relationship beyond oneself into several levels. In terms of public morality and private morality
individual morality is a private morality and the concept of public morality is wide in range. Slote in
his view of morality pointed out that “self regarding virtue” was more important than “other regarding
virtue”  and they were asymmetrical; he attached importance to virtues related to one’ s own which
was “non—moral virtue” and believed that private morality was mostly non—moral virtue. In the era of
Japan’ s Meiji Restoration the provisions of the Customs Reform Movement were intended to establish
a standard in public places for daily life. It is not exact to say that in ancient China they only
emphasized the private morality while public morality was ignored; in the ancient society public
morality which existed in the system of rites could be transformed into the morality of modern life.
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