



Summary of Kant’s argument from the Groundwork
Preface
Kant notes even here that the Moral Law must be based in pure reason and can’t be based empirically; that a good action is not just one done in accordance with moral law, but for the sake of it [ i.e. a good action is one that is done because it is a good action or because it is right].

The moral law does not apply to a person because of any facts about them - not e.g. because of any inclinations or character traits which they happen to have - but applies equally to all rational beings. It can’t therefore turn upon any of these facts about people but must come from reason a priori.
 Chapter 1. Passage from Ordinary Rational Knowledge of Morality to Philosophical
The only unconditionally good thing is a good will - other things, like courage, intelligence etc. can be generally good but can be bad when put to a bad use.

Why do we have reason? Every aspect of natural things have a specific function to which they are most fitted. But instinct would better serve to make us happy - often simple minded people are happier than those who reflect deeply. And so the function of reason can only be to develop the principles of morals.

Kant uses the idea of duty to highlight what is involved in good will. (He notes without much amplification that duty is not good will - because of adverse conditions [he appears to be hinting at the idea that a good will will simply do the right thing without any hesitation or contrary inclination, whereas ordinary people may well be tempted not to follow the dictates of duty - so duty appears to confront them, to require things regardless of their inclinations. A real good will would have no such contrary inclinations.]

The main point here is that a dutiful act is done because it is what duty requires and if that is not the person’s sufficient reason for so acting then what they do is not really a moral act. 

He gives examples: A grocer may refrain from any dishonesty in dealing with his customers and in this his act conforms to duty, but if he is acting on the policy (or maxim, as Kant calls it) that this is best for business then his act is not really moral. 

If a person is benevolent by nature and takes pleasure in the happiness of others, then in showing regard for others happiness he is conforming to duty, but in so far as he is motivated only by the pleasure he gains in making others happy he is not acting out of duty and his act is not moral. [What Kant means is that he is doing the right thing, but he is not doing it because it is right. And that is what a truly moral person - a good will - will do.]

He imagines a person in circumstances where they get no pleasure from being kind to another - perhaps they are not feeling well and have some personal antipathy towards the other person in question - but they are still kind towards them. Kant feels that here we could say that the person was acting from duty [doing what was right because it was right]. [Kant certainly does not mean that benevolence is a bad thing - indeed he says that it should be encouraged and approved - but it is not in itself morally praiseworthy in the way that doing what is right because it is right is morally praiseworthy.]

Kant notes that moral laws command - e.g. ‘Love thy neighbour’ - but we cannot choose how we feel, only how we act. So the love in question here must be ‘practical’ love - i.e. about what we do - and not emotional love - about what we feel. Because we can choose what we do. [As Kant stresses elsewhere morality is all about what we do, about choosing what we do and for the right reasons - and that this presupposes that we are free to choose what we do. Kant believes that it cannot be proved that we are free in this way, but that it is a presupposition of morality that we are. The idea that ‘ought‘ implies ‘can‘ - is associated with Kant. Although I am not sure if Kant actually put it in those terms.]

An good action - an action done from duty - is good in itself: it does not depend for its goodness on its effects. [This seems a strange thing to say. But perhaps we can think how the outcome of a good intention is turned awry but we would still count the action as good.]

Thus the principle upon which the good will acts must not refer to ends or objectives. 

“Duty is necessarily to act out of reverence for the law.” [i.e. the moral law].

Reverence only obtains when objectives and inclinations are set aside - the moral law confronts me apart from my personal objectives or inclinations. 

But what kind of law can this be the thought of which, even without regard to the results expected from it, has to determine the will if this is to be called good absolutely and without qualification? Since I have robbed the will of every inducement that might arise for it as a consequence of obeying any particular law, nothing is left but the conformity of actions to universal law as such, and this alone must serve the will as its principle. That is to say, I ought never to act except in such a way that l can also will that my maxim should become a universal law. Here bare conformity to universal law as such (with​out having as its base any law prescribing particular actions) is what serves the will as its principle, and must so serve it if duty is not to be everywhere an empty delusion and a chimerical concept. The ordin​ary reason of mankind also agrees with this completely in its prac​tical judgements and always has the aforesaid principle before its eyes.

[This does not give any direct guidence, what it does is to rule out certain principles as wrong - and hence make their opposites right.]

Kant follows this up with an example. Suppose someone who has promised to do something chooses to break that promise for personal advantage. He will be acting on the maxim or principle, ‘Break promises when it is in your interests to do so.’. Can he will that this should be a universal law? No, because then there would be no custom of promising since everyone would know that they could be broken. Promises would be lying promises, but lying promises can only be the exception, not the rule. So, because it is impossible to will that this maxim of action be a universal law - to universalize it - it is ruled out - and it follows that one must keep ones promises.

Chapter 2: Passage from Popular Moral Philosophy to a Metaphysic of Morals

[Note that in this chapter, as in the last, Kant does not think that he proves the truth - what he calls the ‘possibility’  - of a categorical imperative, in any of the forms given; rather he defends them only as presuppositions of the possibility of duty, or of morals - i.e. of the possibility of their being the kind of unconditional demands which morality makes - regardless of interest or circumstance.]

We cannot derive ethics from empirical facts - [this is what Hume had argued, “no ‘ought’ from an ‘is’”]

“Since moral laws have to hold for every rational being as such, we ought rather to derive our principles from the general concept of a rational being aas such, and on this basis to expound the hwhole of of ethics  - 

Everything in nature works in accordance with laws. Only a rational being has the power to act in accordance with his idea of laws - that is, in accordance with principles - and only so has he a will.

Kant then introduces the idea of an imperative - an statement of what one must do. He distinguishes hypothetical imperatives from categorical imperatives. A hypothetical imperative tells you what you must do if you are to attain some objective. “If you want the goods you must pay the price.” “If you want to draw a straight line you must use a ruler.” These are principles of self-interest or of skill - or even of charity - “If you want to help the people of Haiti you must make a donation.”
Their possibility, as Kant calls it - their truth - is a matter of fact (in effect they spell out a cause and effect relation) and they are to be verified by experience. 

But in contrast a categorical imperative - like “You must not tell lies.” or “You must not steal.” or Kant’s “Act only on that maxim which you can at the same time will to be a universal law.” -  because it does not have such an ’if’ clause, cannot be a matter of fact. These are the kind of imperatives which underlie ethics. 

Unlike hypothetical imperatives they cannot be avoided by simply giving up the objective in question - e.g. “I don’t want to draw a straight line.” “I don’t want to help the people of Haiti.”  The commands of ethics confront us no matter what we want. 

But how then are they to be verified? If they are not empirical they must be derived by reason alone - they must be a priori. But they do not seem to follow from the concepts involved - e.g. they are not like “All bachelors are unmarried.” or “All traingles have three sides.”
Kant does not here actually show how his categorical imperative can be proved, rather what he does is to say that if there is anything which can be called duty then this is what it must be based on. Here is what he says:- 

When I conceive a hypothetical imperative in general, I do not know beforehand what it will contain—until its condition is given. But if I conceive a categorical imperative, I know at once what it contains. For since besides the law this imperative contains only the necessity that our maxim should conform to this law, while the law, as we have seen, contains no condition to limit it, there remains nothing over to which the maxim has to conform except the univer- sality of a law as such; and it is this conformity alone that the imperative properly asserts to be necessary.

There is therefore only a single categorical imperative and it is this: 'Act only on that maxim through1 which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.'
Now if all imperatives of duty can be derived from this one imperative as their principle, then even although we leave it unsettled whether what we call duty may not be an empty concept, we shall still be able to show at least what we understand by it and what the concept means.
Kant goes on to give other examples of how this categorical imperative might serve to derive other more specific categorical principles. He gives the example of a man, short of money, who is considering borrowing money on the promise of repayment, but knowing he could never keep that promise. Here he argues that to make the idea that one should make lying promises is a maxim that cannot be willed as a universal law because it cannot even be conceived as such a law, since that would make all promising and hence lying promises impossible. And because one cannot even conceive of a universal law of lying promises, not making lying promises is a strict duty.

Another example is a little different. Kant imagines a man of good fortune considering if he should help those less fortunate. Could the man will that disregarding those in need should be a universal law? Kant argues he could conceive of such a law, but could not will it - because to do so would deprive him of all hope of being helped himself if he were to fall on hard times. Because the law can be conceived but not willed Kant calls the corresponding duty to help the needy if you’re in a position to do so a meritorious duty, as against a strict duty. But it seems he holds it a duty nontheless. 

In the rest of Chapter 2 Kant mainly derives other forms of his categorical imperative.

1. The formala of the law of nature. 

A universal law could be regarded as a law of nature in a wide sense. Hence Kant says that his categorical imperative could be expressed like this: - 

Act as if the maxim of your action were to become through your will a universal law of nature.

2. The formula of persons as ends in themselves. .

Kant left the proof of the ‘possibility’ of a categorical imperative (in its first form) to the final chapter, and so does he with this formulation. Here he states that every rational being sees themselves as an end in itself, and thus there is a kind of objectivity to the idea that every rational being is an end in themselves. Moreover he says that unless there were such ends in themselves there coud be no categorical imperative. 

He concludes that another form of the categorical imperative is this: 

Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.
Kant gives further examples of how this is to apply in practice.  

E.g. lying promises would simply use another person for ones own ends and not treat them with the respect worthy of an end in itself, hence lying promises are out. 

Self development - of ones talents - “To neglect these may be compatible with the maintainance of humanity as an end in itself, but not with the promotion of this end.“ Thus, Kant implies, it is a meritorious, not strict, duty to so promote ones talents -and those of others. 

A similar argument applies to the promotion of the happiness of oneself and others.

3. The formula of Autonomy
Kant does not so much seem to prove this here - not even in the usual way of being a presupposition of morality or duty; rather he shows how a certain dilemma is resolved in his terms. 

The dilemma is this: if morality makes demands, what reason have we to follow them? If there is no reason, then there is no reason to follow them; but if reasons are given in terms of interests - [e.g. being honest helps you to get on with other people so that in the long run you can get more from them and from your life, or if you don’t you will go to Hell]  - then they are no longer the unconditional demans of duty or morality, but only maxims of prudence. 

Kant’s ’way out’ seems to be to say that in following the categorical imperative the will is only complying with rules which it has itself laid down. There is no external command - and hence no need for any incentive to follow it.

[This is the sense in which Kant regards persons as free or autonomous - it is not that there actions are unpredictable or even less random - but they are self-ruled. In fact it would seem that the actions of a truly good will, which Kant would I guess see as most free, would be highly predictable: but they would not be determined by physical causes, but by reason, and being determined by reason they would always and spontaneously follow the categorical imperative and its logical consequences.]

This autonomy Kant contrasts with heteronomy - which is the situation where the will is guided or governed by things outside of its rational self - things like inclinations and desires. 

Thus “every human will is a will which by all its maxims enacts universal law.”
4. The formula of the Kingdom of Ends
By a ‘kingdom’ Kant says that he means “a systematic union of different rational beings under common laws.”  Since each rational being is an end in themselves, and since each makes universal law and each complies with universal law then they are all members of a ‘kingdom of ends’. 

“A rational being belongs to the kingdom of ends as a member, when, although he makes its universal laws, he is also himself subject to these laws. He belongs to it as its head, when as maker of the laws he is subject to the will of no other.”
Thus, says Kant, a person has dignity. 

“Skill and diligence in work have a market price; wit, lively imagination, and humour have a fancy price; but fidelity to promises and kindness based on principle (not on instinct) have an intrinsic worth.”
  Kant reviews the argument, placing the stress on autonomy. Remarking - 

Thus morality lies in the relation of actions to the autonomy of the will—that is, to a possible making of universal laws by means of its maxims. An action which is compatible with the autonomy of the will is permitted; one which does not harmonise with it is forbidden. A will whose maxims necessarily accord with the laws of autonomy is a holy, or absolutely good, will. The dependence of a will not absolutely good on the principle of autonomy (that is, moral necessitation) is obligation. Obligation can thus have no reference to a holy being. The objective necessity to act from obligation is called duty.
Kant thinks that only spurios moral systems can flow from the heteronomy of the will. Their maxims would be of the form, “I ought to do something because I will something else.” whereas moral maxims are of the form, “I ought to will thus or thus, although I have not willed something else.” - i.e. regardless of what else may want.

[Note the even the utilitarian principle is of this sort. It does not say ‘Maximize happiness if you want to be happy.”, but just, “Maximize happiness.” - i.e. it does not make happiness a contingent reason for following its maxim. ]

Kant especially rejects basing morality on personal happiness: being good and being happy are not the same and the former does not always lead to the latter. He also rejects the idea that we derive morality from an idea of perfection, since it would be circular, as would the idea of deriving morality from the perfection of God - since we cannot know God’s perfection, except by the measure of our own concepts of the morally good, which would be circular, and if we try to avoid that the best we have is an idea of God’s power involving ambition and vengefulness which result in an idea quite opposed to morality.

He concludes the chapter by reminding the reader that he has not yet shown the idea of the categorical imperative is ‘possible’, but only that it is involved in our idea of morality and duty. 

Chapter 3. Passage from a Metaphysic of Morals to a Critique of Pure Practical 


Reason

This is the section in which Kant has previously said that he will show that the categorical imperative is true - ‘possible’ - as a sythetic apriori - truth. 

He begins with freedom. “Will is a kind of causality belonging to living things so far as they are rational.” A free will would be one independent of external causes. But to be a kind of causality is to be subject to law, thus a free will must be subject to its own laws. “Will is in all its actions a law to itself.” And that law can only be “the priniciple of acting on no maxim other than the one which can have for its object itself as at the same time universal law.  But that is precisely the moral law. “Thus a free will and a will under moral laws are one and the same.”
[Perhaps the argument could be this: To be free a will cannot just be random - that would be rather like saying it was determined by chance, which would be independent of the will - and so to be free the will must be determined by itself  - self caused, and to be self caused it must act as cause - and hence it must obey some law. In willing the will must have an object, and to be free that object must be given by the will itself. And in giving itself an object the will must, as above, be acting as both cause and effect - the object of the will must be its own cause and effect. But the relation of cause to effect must be law. But there must be nothing outside the will and its object to serve as cause, and so the cause and effect must be the law itself. So the object of the will can only be the law by which it is determined. But law, by the concept of law, is universal. So the object of the will must be just univerality itself - its object must be to act in accondance this law, with universality - i.e. to act only a maxim which it can at the same time will as universal law. And, since this is the maxim of morality - a free will and a will under moral law are one and the same.] 

We must regard ourselves as free in our ‘rational judgements’ because we cannot see ourselves as reaching conclusions determined by causes and not the rational justifications which we use to support our conclusions. So if we must see oursevles as free here - in theoretical reason - we must alse see ourselves as free in a practical reason. 

[Or so I read this passage - although the reference to theoretical reason is not explicit in Kant. If right this is an interesting point in two ways: First, if we cannot regard ourselves as simply caused when we reason theoretically, why are we so easily tempted to think otherwise in relation to practical reason? Secondly, when we see ourselves as free in this way in theoretical reason we still see ourselves as  subject to the laws of logic. And these are, in a way, laws we give ourselves - as representing what we believe is truth preserving. (There should be a kind of ‘categorical imperative’ of theoretical reason: only believe what you also believe can be accepted into a body of universal truth - or, only draw conclusions on the basis of rules which you at the same time believe are universal truths. ]

Kant stresses how so far, “we do not see how the moral law can be binding.” 

 - that all he has done is tease out conceptual links involved in our notion of morality. 

But why follow the moral law - since it involves ignoring our own interests? We can take an interest in it. We want to be deserving of happiness more than we want happiness itself. But to suppose that following the moral law makes us deserving only assumes the importance of moral law - it does not prove it. 

Similarly 

“Freedom and the will’s enactment of its own laws are indeed both autonomy - and therefore are reciprocal concepts - but for precisely this reason one of them cannot be used to explain the other or to furnish its ground.”
It only serves to show the identity of apparently different concepts - “ - just as two fractions of equal value can be reduced to their simplest expression.“ 

Thus Kant appears to see freedom as the central problem. 

[Is that so? Freewill appears to be necessary to morality - taken as Kant sees it - but even as such, is it sufficient? Is there still the question: Why follow the CI? I suppose Kant’s veiw is that the very idea of freedom involves following the CI - and the only question left is: do we in fact have that sort of freedom, that freedom from natural causes? And hence he next proposes the ‘Two Views’ approach.]

Kant’s ‘Two Views’ -

I will skip over this part briefly. 

Kant appeals to the idea from his theoretical philosophy that the world of appearance and that of things in themselves are distinct. Causes only operate in the world of appearance - [they are the criteria of objectivity in the world of appearance and therefore must be found there]. The apparent contradiction between our being, like all things in nature, subject to causal law, and our having freedom in practical reason is removed if we consider that we are also things in themselves - and in that guise may have freedom. 

But because we have no aquaintance with the world of things in themselves we cannot prove that we have freedom. For practical purposes it is enough that we cannot do without the assumption that we are free. 

The conflict between reason and inclination, which we experience as obligation, results from the tension between ourselves as a part of the world of appearance and ourselves as things in themselves. 

[This is weak because our interpretation of experience is better seen as posits, hypotheses about what is actually there  - i.e. about what is real  - than as a separate realm. And even on Kant’s terms it seems wrong to present the subjective feeling of obligation as a the experinece of a conflict between the two worlds: even on Kant’s view there is really only one world - and one is our construction out of the appearance of the other - it is not as if there are two realities such that they can be in conflict - like two horses pulling against each other.]

THE END


