



 NOTES ON KANT’S MORAL PHILOSOPHY
It is impossible to conceive anything at all in the world, or even out of it, which can be taken as good without qualification, except a good will. 



- Kant, the opening sentence of Chapter 1 of his Groundwork.

Biographical details: 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Perhaps the most important European philosopher of modern times, Kant was born, spent his entire life, and died in Konigsberg in East  Prussia.  After studying at the University of Konigsberg from 1740 to 1746, he worked for a time as a private tutor. In 1755 he returned to the University, received his master's and began   lecturing.   In   1770  he  was appointed professor and he continued to lecture on a wide variety of subjects, including mathematics, physics, anthropology, pedagogy and physical geography, as well as the central fields in philosophy, until his retirement in 1796. Although he never married or travelled outside of East Prussia, and led a highly regimented existence, he was no recluse. On the contrary, he was known as a bril​liant lecturer and conversationalist, had a wide cir​cle of friends, and was keenly interested in the intellectual and political issues of the day.  (From the entry ‘Kant’ in The Oxford Companion to Philosophy)

His major work, the Critique of Pure Reason, was first published in 1781. His ethical works include the Groundwork to the Metaphysic of Morals, 1785 and the Critique of Practical Reason, 1788.

1.Acknowledgments: 

1. I must acknowledge two things. I have not read all of Kant’s works on ethics and the following is largely based on his Groundwork and on ideas from Christine Korsgaard’s Creating the Kingdom of Ends.  (She is professor of philosophy at Harvard and one of the few contemporary advocates of a broadly Kantian approach to ethics.) 

2. The following is not at all a summary of Kant’s own arguments but rather an explanation of some of his central ideas.

3. Kant is difficult - for two reasons: First he is complicated and Second his approach seems less natural to the modern mind than Utilitarianism  But he has valuable insights - so I will focus on making him plausible rather than on objections. 

2. Deontology

Kant is a Deontologist. The term ’deontology’ derives from the Greek for ’must’ - it suggest the study of what one must do. It is an approach to ethics based on the idea of duty and of moral rules.

One might say that a deontologist is one who believes that the right action is that which conforms to the correct moral rules. An idea borrowed from Rosalind Hursthouse’s Virtue Ethics, but as she notes, the question then is: Which rules are the correct rules? Rule Utilitarian, who is a kind of deontologist, would ask: Does following this rule maximize happiness within society? That is a rule utilitarian’s test of which rules are the correct rules. Kant provides a different test for deciding which rules are the correct rules. In fact Kant has a number of different tests which he regards as equivalent, but arguably there are two which are more fundamental and we shall only look at those. 

3. Kant’s ethics is a priori - derived from reason, not experience

Kant’s test turns on what it is rational to will, and that is related to another major feature of Kant’s moral philosophy. Kant believes that ethics should derived entirely a priori - that is it should not be derived from experience. In this he differs from the rule utilitarian for example since the utilitarian argument in favour of happiness is, more or less, that experience shows that happiness is what everyone ultimately values. Kant would ask: But is happiness what is ultimately valuable? 

Kant argues that you can’t argue from examples of moral behaviour (or examples of what is valuable) before you have a measure of which examples are examples, a measure of what things are truly moral behaviour (or are truly of value). What is right is right for everyone - but by ’everyone’ we mean ‘every rational being’, since it is only rational beings whom we hold to be morally responsible, not for example animals or babies, and so the moral law, as Kant calls it, applies to all and only rational beings. He states - 

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 as such, and on this basis to expound the whole of ethics  - 

Both in his ethics and in his metaphysics Kant can perhaps be seen as drawing out the presuppositions of our rational practices. In his metaphysics he draws out the presuppositions of experience - of factual knowledge. For example he argues that it is an a priori truth that every event has a cause because it is only on this assumption that we can learn anything from experience at all, thus it is true of the world as we make sense of it through experience but is not learned from experience because we can learn nothing from experience without it. And in his moral philosophy he tries in a similar way to draw out the presuppositions of the application of reason to decision making. The moral question after all is how to make the right decisions about what to do.

That Kant saw that we do make such presuppositions is a valuable insight, but Kant believed that the ones he identified were the only ones we could make and the ones we must make and that hence they were in some sense necessary - and that has been questioned.

Three Mains Ideas in Kant’s Moral Philosophy

In looking at the presuppositions of our moral life Kant focuses on three main areas: Duty, Reason and Freedom. He draws his fundamental test of what is a correct moral rule from the idea of duty, therefore we shall  look at that first, and then at the test that follows from it - and then go onto Reason and Freedom and another test which is related to them.

4. Of Duty. 

Kant argues that a good person (he often uses the term ‘good will’) does what is right because it is right - or does their duty because it is their duty. He gives an example of a shopkeeper. The shop keeper never cheats their costumers even when they could. Thus they do the right thing -  “conform to the moral law” as Kant puts it. But why? If it is because they think that ‘honesty is the best policy‘, that honesty is good for business, then they are not being truly moral. They are being truly moral, are truly good, only if they refrain from cheating because cheating is wrong.

This seems to conform to our moral intuitions: don‘t we feel that a good person will do what is right just because it is right and not for some ulterior motive?

But Kant is famous - or perhaps infamous - for taking this idea even further. He argues that if a person helps another because they are of a benevolent disposition and enjoy making others happy then they too are not truly acting morally - the truly moral person will foster the happiness of others because they know that it is the right thing to do, and not just because they happen to be inclined that way. (After all we could ask: Why value benevolence unless we believed, independently, that it led to right behaviour?)

Kant’s point is that what is right or wrong does not depend upon our inclinations - the “moral law” as Kant calls it, confronts us - what we want and what is our duty are different. The moral law presents us with what Kant calls a “categorical imperative”.

An ‘imperatives’ is a statement saying what you must do. Kant contrasts categorical imperatives with hypothetical imperatives. A hypothetical imperative says what you must do if - hence ’hypothetical’ - if you are to satisfy some inclination, or if you are to achieve some end. E.g. “You must use a ruler if you are to draw a straight line.”, or “You must send her a birthday present if you are not to disappoint your daughter.” Such imperatives only have force in view of the objective. They are conditional upon the objective and can be avoided by giving up the objective in question - “I don’t care if the line is really straight.” or “I don’t mind if my daughter is disappointed.” But categorical imperatives are unconditional and have no ‘if‘ clause. These are the imperatives of duty. If I have a duty to send my daughter a present then I must send a present (period). There is no ’if’ clause. Hence ’categorical’.

Kant argued that it was a presupposition of our notion of duty, or our notion of what is morally right, that it involved such categorical imperatives. A statement like “This is the right thing to do here.”, or, in Kant’s terms, “This is your duty.” imply the categorical imperative, “You must do this.” - and unconditionally - no matter what you may feel inclined to do.

5. Kant’s First Test for a Correct Moral Rule - the Formula of Universal Law

Kant derives his test of what is a correct moral rule from this idea that we should do what is right just because it is right, the idea that moral imperatives are categorical and say what we must do regardless of personal inclinations or objectives. 

In Chapter 1 of his Groundwork  he asks what would guide the ‘good will’  - i.e. a good person, who conforms to duty and does the right thing just because it is the right thing.  Here is how Kant puts it in 

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.

The last sentence here alludes to the fact that one moral question people commonly ask themselves is: What if everybody did that?

And in Chapter 2 he draws on the idea that the moral law must be expressed in a categorical imperative and he puts it like this:- 

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.
The last lines of both quotations show how Kant is here treating this explicitly as only a presupposition of the idea of duty. 

So Kant’s test for a correct moral rule is this fundamental Categorical Imperative: 


Act only on that maxim which you can at the same time will to be a universal law. 

This is known as the Formula of Universal Law because Kant puts forward other formulations the Categorical Imperative. He says these other formulations are equivalent to this one - although this is generally regarded as doubtful. We will look at one other such formula later. 

6. How does the Formula of Unviersal Law work in practice? 

The basic idea of the test is really quite simple. If something is the right action in certain circumstances then it is what everyone should do in those circumstances, so if you are about to act on some principle, or maxim, as Kant calls it, you should ask yourself: Is it rational to will that everyone should act on this principle? If the answer is, No, then the principle is wrong, and its opposite is a correct moral rule.

Kant gives some examples. 

He imagines a man deeply in debt who borrows money on the promise that the will repay it, but knowing at the same time that he will not be able to do so. Kant says that the maxim - perhaps we could say ‘intention’ or ‘principle’ - upon which the man is proposing to act is, ‘Make a false promise when it is in your interests to do so.’ Now Kant says the man should ask himself, ‘Can I will that to be a universal law?’ And Kant’s answer is that he could not. Because if everyone made false promises when it was in their interest, no one would believe promises and promising would become a defunct practice.  So this shows that the rule, ‘Do not make false promises.’ is a correct moral rule. A similar argument goes for lying - supporting the moral rule, ‘Do not tell lies.’ 

Another example of Kant’s is that of a man of means asking if he should help someone in need. Suppose he decides not to. Then he is acting on the maxim that we should not offer help to another when we are able to give it. But if the man were to ask himself if he could will that that maxim should become a universal law, Kant says that the man would see that that would rule out his ever getting help if ever he should need it - which is not something the man could will.  Hence not helping when you can is wrong and so helping those in need is a correct moral rule - or as Kant would put it, it is our duty to help those in need.

Objections:  One main objection here is that Kant’s tests is said to yeild both false positives and false negatives - that is it rules in things that should be ruled out and rules out things that should be permitted.  
The Oxford Companion gives two such examples:- 

False positive: “I shall smother infants who keep me awake at night by crying.”

False negative: “I shall play tennis on Sunday mornings when courts are available because most people are in church.” 

I will only comment that this seems right: If it is a correct moral rule then it will be universalizable. And it follows from this that if it is not universalizable, then it is not a correct moral rule.

But this is more questionable: If it is universalizable then it is a correct moral rule.

7. A Second Test: the Formula of Humanity
The above Formula makes Kant seem very dry and abstract. But he has another formulation - perhaps less famous, but also fundamental to his overall view - 

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.
This makes respect for persons central in ethics and seems much more congeniel. 

How does Kant derive this test and what does he mean by it? 

To look at this we need to return to the two other ‘main threads’ I mentioned above - reason and freedom.

8. Of Reason

We have noted above that Kant argues that moral philosophy should be entirely a priori,  that rather than being drawn from experience it should be drawn from reason. 

But Kant distinguishes two kinds of reason: theoretical reason, which is concerned with deciding what is true, and practical reason, which is concerned with deciding what to do. These two do appear to be different - just as reasons for believing something differ from reasons for doing something. 

And it is arguable that Kant considered that there were different kinds of contradiction and implication involved in practical reason as against theoretical reason. In theoretical reason, which is concerned with what we should believe, it would be irrational to believe the premises and yet not to believe the conclusion that followed from them. Analogously in practical reason, which is concerned with what we should decide to do, with what we should ’will’ as Kant puts it, it would be irrational to will an end and yet not also will the only means to that end.

It is this kind of contradiction upon which the test of the Formula of Universal Law relies. In the case of false promises and the case of the man denying help there is no contradiction in the maxim itself - not until we try to universalize it. Then we see that we are would be willing away the means to one of our ends - either the end involved in the maxim itself - as in the promising case - or another end which any rational being would have - like getting help when they needed it. To so will the end and not the means would involve a contradiction in practical reason, and hence be irrational.

When Kant says that morality should follow from reason alone it is practical reason he is thinking of. Perhaps one could say that for Kant morality and practical reason, at least when at its best, are one and the same - both are concerned with deciding what to do, with what’s best or right to do. 

9. Of Freedom. 

For Kant freedom and reason - that is practical reason, and therefore morality - are closely connected. This seems odd at first for two reasons: Firstly, as we noted above, Kant believes that every event has a cause - and that therefore human behaviour, like everything else is determined, and secondly because Kant believes that morality issues categorical imperatives that are binding regardless of our wishes and inclinations. So, how can practical reason and morality lead to freedom? 

How can we make sense of this? There seem to be three possibilities: the first, taken from what Kant actually says, but which seems the least plausible; the second, which is still close to what Kant actually writes and another, suggested by Christine Korsgaard, which is closer to the idea of Kant drawing out the suppositions of practical reason. 

First Interpretation: Kant says that everything in the world as we experience it is determined, but that of the world as it is in itself we can know nothing - hence in so far as we are things within the world as we experience we are determined, but it is possible that as things in ourselves we are free - and this must be so if morality is possible. 

Second Interpretation: Kant says: - 

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.

This suggests the idea that although everything is determined in that it is subject to law, rational beings are not subject to causal law, but are rather subject to their own law -the law of reason. This implies that rationality - practical reason, and morality is pure practical reason - actually frees us from the determination of nature; it frees us from being ruled by our own nature - in the way that animals are ruled by their instincts and inclinations - and allows us, by the application of practical reason, to rule ourselves. 

Much of what Kant says suggests this interpretation. For Kant the capacity for practical reason leads to what he calls autonomy - which is not just unpredicatable behaviour, but is rather self-rule. This he says gives people dignity. 
Third Interpretation: Christine Korsgaard proposes something along these lines as a way of making sense of the above interpretations. The idea here is that exercising practical reason presupposes seeing ourselves as free - that freedom is a presupposition of practical reason. 

If we are rational - in the sense that we have a language and conceptual system whereby we can see that statements have implications and can be negated - then we can see that if we are inclined to do this then not doing this is also an option. If it seems to us that doing this is the best thing to do, then we can also entertain the idea that not doing this might be better. In this way, as rational beings, we can stand back from our immediate inclinations and think about what it is best to do. And when we reason like this about what we should do, we must see ourselves as free to decide. We must see the options as living options and we must see our decision as what will result in out doing one rather than another. Of course there will be limitations - I am not free to choose to fly unaided, and at any time the available option will be limited by the situation and my own abilities. But when I try to decide between the available options I cannot regard my choice as predetermined  - not as predetermined by my character for example - or there would be nothing for me to decide. if I am trying to decide what to do I must regard what I do as depending on my decision. In this sense freedom of will is a presupposition of practical reason - something we must presuppose when we engage in decision making - when we exercise practical reason. 

If we engage in a different activity, if we try to understand why we made some decision in the past, then we will be looking at ourselves from the perspective of theoretical reason - understanding why we did it will involve seeing what made us make that decision, what caused us to decide like that. So when we see ourselves from the perspective of theoretical reason we will see ourselves as subject to causal law, but when we are engaged in practical reason, decision making, we must see ourselves from the perspective of practical reason, and see ourselves as free.

But what about other people? How do we see them? Well, perhaps its like this: If we are trying to understand the behaviour of people - in the way that a psychologist or sociologist is trying to do - then we will see them from the perspective of theoretical reason and look for the causes of their behaviour - and the fact that a person was well brought up, had a university education in philosophy and saw themselves as a Kantian could be part of such an explanation. But if we live with people, engage in shared activities, work with them, vote for them and so on, as we do with others in our society, then arguable we must see them as having this same freedom in their decisions, the same autonomy and dignity as ourselves. That is what Kant would say. A C20th Oxford philosopher, Peter Strawson, in an essay called ‘Freedom and Resentment’ identified what he called ‘reactive attitudes’ like gratitude and resentment, praise and blame, and argued that the reason we harbour these attitudes towards other people - and not for instance towards animals or the weather or babies - is just that we hold them responsible for their decisions about what to do, and hence for their actions, just as we see ourselves as responsible for ours. 

What ever the interpretation, Kant holds that we should respect the autonomy and dignity of others. 

So these three ideas  - Duty, Reason and Freedom - are closely linked in Kant: We must see ourselves as free to decide what to do, and as rational beings our decision will be based on reasons, reason will tell us what is right, because what is right is unconditionally so for any rational being, regardless of any particular inclinations or objectives.. 

10. Back to the Formula of Humanity

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.
This does not seem equivalent to the Formula of Universal Law, as Kant say it is, but in a loose way at least it is not hard to see how it is related to the three ideas of duty, reason and freedom. It is reason which gives autonomy, which is a kind of freedom, and which gives people dignity. People are worthy of respect since they have a capacity for practical reason. They therefore have value in themselves - and in that sense should be seen as ends.

Another way of looking at it is this: Humanity has a capacity for practical reason and practical reason has the potential to choose right actions - that is when it is pure practical reason, as is the case with the good will. So people, humanity, are potentially good wills, although Kant realises they are not always actually so, and good wills are the source of good actions and therefore a source of value. (Christine Korsgaard argues that perhaps saw what the pure rational will choose as good just because it was so chosen.) And thus it is specifically the capacity for practical reason in humanity which is an end in itself since it is potentially the source of all value.

This formula sounds more immediately appealing than that of Universal Law - and Kant seems to have seen it as such himself. This side of Kant’s reasoning is the basis of a morality of respect for persons. 

11. How does the Formula of Humanity work in practice?

Kant holds that we should respect and foster the capacity for practical reason in ourselves and in others. Although this seems very different from the Formula of Universal Law we can nonetheless see how it leads to the same conclusions in many cases.

Take the false promise example: How does that not treat the other person as an end? In a sense it is obviously not respecting the other party. It is exploiting there trust. But more specifically, it is denying them the chance to make a reasoned choice over the matter because it is denying them the information they need to do so, denying them the chance to join with you as two rational people acting together. And the same would go for all lying or deceit. 

And take the other example of denying help to another who needs it: Since we are all rational decision makers who freely choose our objectives based on reasons, Kant feels that we should respect the decisions of others - in so far as that would not violate the moral law - thus if follows that, with that proviso, we should help others in achieving their ends - i.e. we should foster the happiness of others, and should help others in need. 

Comparing the two formulas
That the Formula of Humanity and the Formula of Universal Law are not equivalent is suggested by the fact that it appears that they could result in different decisions in practice.

One rather notorious contention of Kant’s is that one should never lie, not even to prevent harm to another - not even to the potential murderer whose potential victim you are hiding in your home: if the potential murderer comes to the door and asks if the man is there you should tell him the truth. (Kant’s attitude seems to be this: I should do what is right and I should leave others to make their own decisions. The consequences of their decisions are their responsibility, not mine.) 

Now arguably this doesn’t follow from the Formula of Universal Law since we could reason that our maxim was, “Never give a potential murderer information regarding the whereabouts of their potential victim.” And if that were ‘universalized’ then potential murderers would no longer believe what they would be told about the whereabouts of their potential victims - but that would only mean that, whatever you said you not in effect be giving them any information - which is what we want.  But arguably the Formula of Humanity would still urge that this is treating the potential murderer with disrespect - denying him the information on which he can exercise his capacity for practical reason - and would therefore still insist on truth telling. . 

However this does not seem clear cut. Wouldn’t it perhaps be consistent with Kant’s principles, if not with his own conclusions from them, to say that in lying to the murderer we are respecting the humanity of the potential vicitim? But perhaps from a Kantian point of view it would still be said that what we were doing in lying to the potential murderer was wrong - only that it was excusable as preventing a greater wrong. 

An Example Contrasting Kantian and Utilitarian Ethics
This is an example from medical ethics. Beauchamp, an authority on medical ethics (in a paper of 1999) quoted Thomas Percival, an earlier physician whom he says “furnished the first developed modern account of health-care ethics” with regard to the value of ‘non- maleficence', which is here weighed against autonomy and the patient’s right to be kept informed -  

To a patient - - who makes inquiries which, if faithfully answered, might prove fatal to him, it would be a gross and unfeeling wrong to reveal the truth. His right to it is suspended, and even annihilated; because - - - it would be deeply injurious to himself, to his family, and to the public. And he has the strongest claim, from the trust reposed in his physician, as well as from the common principles of humanity, to be guarded against whatever would be detrimental to him.  

Percival’s position seems predominantly utilitarian. It is notable how his argument here slips from withholding information which “might prove fatal” to the conclusion that we should withhold “whatever” information “would be detrimental”. Now that conclusion seems warranted on utilitarian principles, but it could be used to justify not to telling the patient anything which might be even worrying
And who decides here what is best for the patient - what maximizes happiness or minimimizes suffering? The doctor of course. This would be a plausible utilitarian stance. The doctor after all is the one who is in possession of the relevant information.

But Kantian ethics would ask quite different questions. Is the information in question relevant to the patient making any decisions? Is the patient able to make decisions? If the answer to these sort of questions is Yes,  then Kantian ethics would point to the patient’s right to know. 

The Moral Ideal and the Kingdom of Ends
Finally I should note for completeness that Kant sees his ethics as leading in priinciple towards a moral ideal  where happiness and virtue are harmonized  - where conflicts in the ways different people seek happiness are removed by application of Kant’s categorical imperative.  And perhaps related to this he has another well known formulation of his categorical imperative: the Formula of the Kingdom of Ends - which also illustrates how Kant sees freedom and constraint in a kind of balance: - 

So act as if you were through your maxims you were a legislating member of a Kingdom of Ends.  

And of this he says, 

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.

