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On Kant’ s Understanding and Critique of Ancient Greek Ethics

LIU Zuo
( Sun Yat — sen University Guangzhou 510275 China)

Abstract: Kant made a systematic exposition on ancient Greek ethics in his Lectures on ethics — Collins in the fall semester of
1784 —1785. He has pointed out that the concern of ancient Greek ethics is the question of the highest good and he has also
made a critical interpretation of the Epicurus the Stoic and the Cynics that exaggerates the connection between human nature
and the highest good while ignoring the artistry of the highest good. Kant agrees that Epicurus and the Stoic regard the highest
good as artistic but does not agree with them treating happiness and virtue as homogeneous so leading to one — sided under—
standing of the highest good. Kant has many discussions on the Stoic praising it for maintaining the purity of virtue but due to
its lack of the concept of free will virtue lacks reality. These interpretations are helpful to understand some texts of Kant’ s
Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Moral. In combination with other texts it can be seen that the core concepts of Kant’ s eth—
ics especially the concept of virtue have inherited from the Stoic. However Kant has added the concept of free will to get rid
of the nature of this world in the Stoic concept of morality so that ethics has a transcendent dimension.

Keywords: Lectures on ethics — Collins; ancient Greek ethics; the Stoic; virtue; free will
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