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Series Editor’s Preface

To us, the principle of this series of books is clear and simple: what 
readers new to philosophical classics need fi rst and foremost is help 
with reading these key texts. That is to say, help with the often antique 
or artifi cial style, the twists and turns of arguments on the page, as 
well as the vocabulary found in many philosophical works. New 
readers also need help with those fi rst few daunting and disorienting 
sections of these books, the point of which are not at all obvious. The 
books in this series take you through each text step-by-step, explain-
ing complex key terms and diffi cult passages which help to illustrate 
the way a philosopher thinks in prose.
 We have designed each volume in the series to correspond to the 
way the texts are actually taught at universities around the world, 
and have included helpful guidance on writing university-level essays 
or examination answers. Designed to be read alongside the text, our 
aim is to enable you to read philosophical texts with confi dence and 
perception. This will enable you to make your own judgements on 
the texts, and on the variety of opinions to be found concerning them. 
We want you to feel able to join the great dialogue of philosophy, 
rather than remain a well-informed eavesdropper.

Douglas Burnham
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Introduction

This book is a short commentary to accompany Kant’s Groundwork 

of  the Metaphysics of Morals. The Groundwork is a classic work of moral 
philosophy and the purpose of this book is to give students new to the 
study of philosophy an understanding of some of its central themes.

It might help the reader to fi rst point out what things this book 
does not propose to offer: it does not offer a paragraph-by-paragraph 
analysis of the Groundwork (though it does closely follow the structure 
of that book and occasionally focuses on particularly important pas-
sages); nor does it present the reader with an introduction to the 
range of interpretive questions with which Kant scholars have to 
grapple; fi nally, it does not present an overview of Kant’s ‘practi-
cal’ philosophy (i.e. the full range of his moral and political works). 
Instead, this book proposes to assist students who are coming to read 
Kant’s Groundwork for the fi rst time.

Although the Groundwork is a short work, it is thought to capture the 
core of Kant’s moral theory. Kant’s writing in general is notoriously 
diffi cult, and the Groundwork is no exception. Though short, each of its 
paragraphs was carefully composed and many of them are intended 
to convey several different and sometimes subtle points. Moreover, 
Kant’s philosophical project is one that he thought required its own 
precise vocabulary, and this work is similarly full of peculiar technical 
terms. Finally, although the Groundwork contains many memorable 
and evocative phrases, Kant’s overall literary style can be quite off-
putting. Despite all these challenges to understanding the Groundwork, 
the student who does so can discover a work of profound moral com-
mitment, sensitivity and concern for human beings. These features 
risk being lost in translation, and this book is intended to provide a 
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2   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

reader with a clear, non-technical and sympathetic interpretation of 
some of the concerns that are driving Kant’s inquiry.

There is no substitute for the experience of reading the primary 
text of the Groundwork itself, and this book is not meant as a replace-
ment for that experience. Instead, the student should attempt to read 
the relevant section of the Groundwork fi rst, and then turn to this book 
to consider some of the themes that can be found there. Then the 
student can return to the primary text with some of these themes in 
mind. Chapter 2, ‘A Guide to the Text’, will follow the general struc-
ture of the Groundwork itself, which is split into a Preface and three 
Sections:

Preface
First Section – Transition from common to philosophical moral rational 

cognition
Second Section – Transition from popular moral philosophy to the meta-

physics of morals
Third Section – Transition from the metaphysics of morals to the critique of 

pure practical reason

There are numerous translations of the Groundwork available, too 
many to list here. The edition used in this book is the one published 
by Cambridge University Press in 2012, translated by Mary Gregor 
and recently updated by Jens Timmerman. Every edition will include 
small (and sometimes not so small) differences of translation. There 
are many excellent translations, however, and the references in this 
book use the so-called Akademie system (which refers to the German 
edited collection of Kant’s works). The Groundwork begins at page 
387 of the fourth volume of that collected edition, and good editions 
will include the reference ‘4: 387’ in the margin of the text. Students 
should procure a copy that includes this standard pagination.

Finally, there is a study guide at the end of the book, which will 
offer brief analyses of sample essay topics and tips for writing essays 
on Kant’s Groundwork. There is also a glossary of key Kantian terms.

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   2CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   2 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



1. Historical Context

Immanuel Kant was born in Königsberg in East Prussia (now 
Kaliningrad, a Russian exclave) in 1724, to a poor family. Kant 
studied and then worked as an unsalaried lecturer at the University of 
Königsberg, teaching a wide variety of topics, including metaphysics, 
ethics, mathematics and anthropology. He fi nally became a professor 
at the university in 1770.

During the 1770s, Kant’s thinking started to undergo a profound 
change, which culminated in the publication of the Critique of Pure 

Reason (the ‘First Critique’) in 1781. This work marks the beginning of 
Kant’s so called ‘Critical period’, and was followed by a huge range 
of works, including two more critiques, the Critique of Practical Reason 
(1788 – the ‘Second Critique’), which concerns ethics, and the Critique 

of the Power of Judgment (1790 – the ‘Third Critique’), which concerns 
aesthetics and teleology. Kant also produced numerous other impor-
tant works in this period, including the Metaphysical Foundations of 

Natural Science (1786), Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793) 
and the Metaphysics of Morals (1797).

The Groundwork was published in 1785 and thus is a work that 
stems from Kant’s Critical period. In order to understand the 
context within which this work was produced, we must be aware of 
several points. Firstly, Kant’s philosophical work is usually thought 
of as belonging to the ‘Enlightenment’ period in European culture. 
Just what the Enlightenment movement involved is a diffi cult ques-
tion, but one of the key themes that was developed through the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries concerned the relationship 
between science and religion. Many Enlightenment thinkers, such as 
Rousseau, Voltaire and Hume, stressed the importance of the great 
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4   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

strides made by the sciences of the time, and the potential challenge 
science provided to the previously accepted authority of the Church. 
Kant himself was an active participant in the science of the day, and 
explicitly characterised his work as aspiring to pursue philosophy as a 
science. Kant was also a man of deep religious convictions however, 
and many of his works involve an attempt to determine the relation-
ship between the domain of religion and the domains of natural 
science, metaphysics and moral philosophy.

Secondly, Kant’s own philosophy must be placed in relation 
to the philosophical movements of Empiricism and Rationalism 
(though these terms themselves are ambiguous and should be taken 
to offer only a rough guide to the philosophical outlooks of the 
time). Empiricism can be understood as a position that prioritises 
the knowledge that is acquired from experience, especially through 
the input offered by sensation (representatives include Locke and 
Hume). Rationalism can be understood as the position that prioritises 
the knowledge that can be acquired through the use of our rational 
capacities alone, and that does not appear to depend importantly 
on the information gained through the senses (representatives here 
are usually thought to include Descartes and Leibniz). Leibnizian 
philosophy had been dominant during Kant’s so called ‘pre-Critical’ 
period, and the most infl uential philosophers of the time would have 
been those sympathetic to Leibniz’s approach, including Wolff, 
Baumgarten and Mendelssohn.

Thirdly, not all philosophers offered entirely optimistic accounts 
of the possibility of knowledge. Notoriously, Hume’s Empiricism led 
him to claim that many of our core metaphysical concepts – such as 
causation, substance and even the self – are concepts that cannot be 
justifi ed as genuine ones. In the First Critique, Kant’s defence began 
from an acceptance that Hume’s scepticism offered a powerful chal-
lenge to metaphysics as it had previously been conceived by ration-
alists and empiricists alike. His response is to offer a reconception 
of just what metaphysics itself is. Although we will not be able to 
explore the details of this strategy here, there are several aspects of 
this reconceptualisation of metaphysics that are especially pertinent 
for Kant’s picture of moral philosophy presented in the Groundwork. It 
begins with his so-called ‘Copernican Turn’, where Kant states that a 
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Historical Context   5

crucial mistake in the history of philosophy was to think that human 
knowledge needs to conform to objects – rather, he thinks, objects 
must conform to our knowledge (Critique of Pure Reason, Bxvi).

What does this mean? The meaning of the Copernican Turn has 
many different dimensions. In the case of Kant’s theoretical phi-
losophy, it involves the idea that even in perceiving ordinary objects 
through sensation, there is already a huge contribution made by the 
human mind in making sense of that experience. As such, the previ-
ously held distinction between reason on the one hand and sensation 
on the other is mistaken, since both must co-operate with the other in 
order for full perceptual experience even to be possible.

Another aspect to the Copernican Turn concerns Kant’s opposi-
tion to what he refers to as ‘Transcendental Realism’. Transcendental 
Realism is the name for a family of philosophical theories that have 
one feature in common, regarding what it is to give an explanation 
in philosophy. This feature is the claim that in order to give an ade-
quate explanation of something, our representations (our sensations, 
thoughts, etc.) have to ‘match up’ to the essential features of some 
external independent realm. Imagine for example a Platonist who 
thinks that there is a special non-physical reality made up of Forms and 
which can be accessed only with reason’s power to have insight into 
that world; alternatively, imagine a Lockean who thinks that reality is 
made up of physical matter which we can know primarily through our 
sensory capacities. Both of these positions are examples of what Kant 
would call Transcendental Realism, since both think that what it is to 
give a true account of reality is to use our representations to match up 
with some domain of things in themselves (whether a Platonic heaven 
or world of matter) that exist independently of the human mind.

Kant’s Transcendental Idealism represents a rejection of this 
account of what makes a good philosophical explanation. While he 
believes that there is an independent realm of things in themselves 
– it is the explanatory basis of why there is anything that exists at 
all – he does not think that we need to have access to this realm in 
order to access objective truths. Rather, Kant thinks that we can 
refer to the representations that are produced by the mind on its own 
and discover rules and laws that govern what it is to be a rational 
being. Reference to these rules alone, he thinks, can provide us with 
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6   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

access to objective truths. According to Kant, if we think that repre-
sentations must latch on to the world of things in themselves, then 
knowledge itself will be impossible. However, if we think that they 
do not need to do this in order to give a good philosophical explana-
tion of some concepts, and instead restrict ourselves to the domain 
of ‘appearances’, that is the physical world as it is characterised by 
human representations, then we can see a way in which objective 
knowledge, such as mathematical knowledge (and, as we shall see, 
moral knowledge too) might be possible.

Kant’s Transcendental Idealism is controversial, however, since 
one of the claims of the theory is that the realm of things in them-
selves, although real, is not one of which we can know anything 
at all. Moreover, Kant identifi es many fundamental philosophical 
questions that he claims could only be answered if we had access to 
that world. While Kant claims that many philosophical concepts (e.g. 
substance and causation) can be objectively known – since he thinks 
they just concern the ways in which representations relate to each 
other – other fundamental concepts, such as the notions of the self 
and freedom, concern the unknowable realm of things in themselves. 
Human beings themselves have two sides, he suggests: on the one 
hand, there is the human self as it appears in our thoughts and sensa-
tions, and this is something that he thinks we can know; on the other 
hand, there is the self as a thing in itself, which he thinks is the source 
of our ability to act freely, and this is entirely unknowable.

Kant’s conclusion in the First Critique is perhaps less than one 
would have hoped for – ideally, we would surely like a proof that we 

are in fact really free. If our freedom is something that relates to the 
unknowable aspect of human beings, then such a proof will never be 
forthcoming. However, Kant thinks that this is the cost that one must 
accept, especially if one understands the benefi ts Transcendental 
Idealism brings (by explaining how objective knowledge of mathe-
matics, causation, etc. is possible). What is more, by showing that our 
freedom is something that, if possible, relates to the realm of things 
in themselves, Kant shows that neither can it be disproved that we are 
free. There is here then a modest kind of response to the determinist 
or ‘fatalist’ who argues that freedom is defi nitely impossible and that 
all our actions must be entirely determined by physical causes.
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Historical Context   7

Therefore while Transcendental Idealism provides answers to 
some philosophical questions, it takes others off the table for debate. 
Kant famously claims that another benefi t of his theory is that it 
provides the same result for the topic of religious belief. Although 
the scientifi c pursuit of metaphysics shows that we cannot prove the 
existence of God, it does so by showing that God too must belong to 
the realm of things in themselves. Therefore God’s existence or non-
existence is not in fact a proper question for philosophy. Kant is very 
much an Enlightenment scientifi c thinker, and intensely opposed 
to those who would claim that the certainty of their own religious 
beliefs serves as a justifi cation for intolerance of those who lack those 
beliefs. On the other hand though, another part of Kant’s aim is to 
preserve a special dignity for the kind of inquiries that we might make 
in a church, mosque or synagogue, inquiries which he claims do not 
concern questions of knowledge but rather those of faith.

As we shall see, each of these themes emerges in different ways in 
the Groundwork. There is no doubt that this work is meant to fi t into 
Kant’s overall picture of Transcendental Idealism. This raises an 
important and diffi cult issue, which is whether one has to become 
a Transcendental Idealist in order to accept a Kantian moral phi-
losophy. While there are many moral philosophers at work today 
who would identify themselves as Kantians, there are far fewer who 
would identify themselves as Transcendental Idealists. As we shall 
see, much of the Groundwork proceeds without any explicit appeal to 
Transcendental Idealism, which has raised the hopes of many that 
most of Kant’s insights can be preserved even without committing to 
every part of his philosophical system. However, we shall also see that 
Transcendental Idealism returns in a dramatic fashion in the closing 
stages of the Groundwork, and in a way that Kant indicates is crucial 
to the whole project. The reader will then have to consider this ques-
tion for him or herself once the entire picture of the strategy of the 
Groundwork is understood.
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2. A Guide to the Text

The title of the work is Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. The title 
alone indicates several things about the nature of the inquiry Kant 
is undertaking here. While it is obviously an inquiry into the nature 
of morality, it is also clear that Kant holds that morality is an area of 
philosophy that has its own metaphysics. If one thinks that morality 
might be objective, that is, that some of our moral judgements can be 
objectively true, then this is surely the case because there are some 
facts or states of affairs or something in virtue of which moral judge-
ments are objectively true. Kant’s inquiry will involve some kind of 
reference to the type of things that make moral judgements possible 
and as such will be involved in a kind of metaphysical inquiry. On 
the other hand, we can also see that this work is in some sense only 
a preparatory inquiry, since it is merely a ‘groundwork’ for that 
metaphysics. We are to expect then that what will be involved will 
be an investigation into the foundations or basic elements required 
for inquiry into things that can make true moral judgements possible.

Preface

Kant begins the Groundwork in a very formal manner, setting out a 
systematic division of knowledge. This formal division is important, 
however, since it will emerge that it can reveal some things about 
the way Kant conceives of ethics. The system of knowledge is one he 
thinks the Ancient Greek philosophers originally pursued, and which 
distinguishes physics (the study of nature), ethics (the study of morals) 
and logic (the study of reasoning). While Kant agrees that these are 
the main divisions of knowledge, he rearranges them into a kind of 
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A Guide to the Text   9

hierarchy in the following paragraph. It is worth looking at his divi-
sion since it can already give us some insight both into the style of 
Kant’s thinking and also as to the themes that will re-appear later on.

In the next paragraph, Kant states that these areas of study are 
fundamentally all forms of rational cognition. This general family of 
rational cognition splits up into two smaller divisions – those that 
have objects relating to them, which he calls material, and those that 
do not, which he calls formal. If one’s study is merely formal rational 
cognition, one is studying logic. Thus Kant thinks of logic much as we 
do today, as the study of abstract forms of valid and invalid reasoning. 
When we study logic, we do not think that there are any particular 
kinds of things related to it – in fact, we think that one of the features 
of logic is that it is ‘topic-neutral’, as some contemporary logicians 
say – we can plug in any propositions we like and use the same forms 
of reasoning to test whether or not the argument is formally valid.

Some forms of rational cognition are not topic-neutral, however, 
and Kant describes these forms as dealing with material rational cog-
nition. All this means is that these are sciences that have a particular 
set of objects or things with which they are concerned. Kant says a 
bit more than this though – he says that material rational cognition 
is concerned with specifi c objects ‘and the laws to which they are 
subject’ (4: 387). Material rational cognition can be sub-divided into 
two groups again, Kant says, and this depends on the type of law we 
are talking about. If we are concerned with the laws of nature, then 
we are engaged in the study of physics; if we are concerned with the 
laws of freedom, however, we are engaged with the scientifi c study 
of morals.

Kant therefore begins with a somewhat strange defi nition of ethics 
(or the ‘doctrine of morals’) as the science of the laws of freedom. If one 
were asked for a quick defi nition of ethics, this is not the fi rst thing 
that would spring to mind. But it is helpful to ask why it is that Kant 
presents things this way. For example, one might notice straight away 
that Kant (unlike Hume, say) seems to think that knowledge is a quite 
systematic and orderly business, such that it can be organised in this 
way, with all the bodies of knowledge related to each other in a clear 
manner. (For many of us, this tendency to see philosophy as a whole 
interconnected system with a specifi c structure, which is sometimes 
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10   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

referred to as Kant’s architectonic, can seem very optimistic.) Similarly, 
we can see for that reason that ethics for Kant is just one branch of 
rational cognition. So although we will see that Kant is not a straight-
forward rationalist, we know that he will, nevertheless, have reason 
play a very central role in his moral philosophy.

We can see also that morality is deeply tied to freedom for Kant – 
furthermore he thinks of freedom as a kind of ‘object’ (since ethics is 
a form of material rational cognition), though we should not think of 
‘object’ too literally here: Kant just means that ethics is not purely 
formal or topic-neutral – rather, there is a certain type of thing that 
it is concerned with as its special subject matter, that is, freedom. 
More specifi cally, Kant says that it is the laws of freedom that are the 
objects of study when we engage in ethical refl ection. This is surpris-
ing in itself, as one perhaps never thought of freedom as the kind 
of thing that has laws at all. In fact, when we speak of freedom, we 
usually speak of it in exactly the opposite terms, as freedom from being 
constrained by any rules or laws. That is, we think that just what it is to 
be free is just not to be under any particular constraint. What, then, 
can Kant mean by the seemingly contradictory thought that there are 
laws of freedom? This question, although it naturally arises here, will 
not be addressed fully until the third section.

Finally, we see that Kant thinks that the study of the laws of 
freedom, that is, ethics itself, is a science. This is another aspect of 
ethics that we might not have thought to be the case if we were asked 
to defi ne it – we might have even thought of ethics as something 
opposed to science. We think that we can look to biology or neuro-
science or psychology to get a kind of description of why people do 
the things they do, but when we are engaged in ethical refl ection we 
are inquiring as to what people should do or what they ought to do. 
We tend to think that ethics is a normative inquiry, and not a descrip-
tive one. Therefore, when Kant thinks that there can be a practical 
science, he means that there is a type of inquiry through which we 
can fi nd out the rules that govern what we ought to do.

Kant is using the word ‘science’ in a different sense than the way in 
which it is used today. For Kant, any inquiry is a science if it could be 
shown to be one that followed certain core principles that are neces-
sary and absolutely certain, or a priori. Also, Kant thinks that a body 
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A Guide to the Text   11

of knowledge is a science if it is complete – that is, if in laying out all its 
a priori principles we can be sure that we have left none out. We can 
put these elements together and say that when Kant says that ethics 
is a science, what he means is that it is a type of inquiry that is gov-
erned by a limited set of a priori rational principles. We can see then 
that, even from the opening paragraphs, Kant reveals a lot about his 
picture not just of moral philosophy, but of philosophy and science 
in general.

Kant goes on to claim that there are laws that determine what 
ought to happen. Our common sense notion of ‘law’ is that of the legal 
sense, or of the ‘law of nature’ sense, such as in physics and biology. 
In some ways Kant intends the notion of a law of freedom to have 
both these meanings. In one sense, a law of freedom obviously does 
not work upon you in the way that gravity does – whatever the law 
of freedom dictates to you, you are still in a position to disregard it, 
whereas this is not the case with regard to gravity. On the other hand, 
Kant clearly thinks that the laws of freedom are a real ‘object’ and 
that they infl uence our decisions and actions. He certainly does not 
think that they are conventional, by which I mean that Kant does 
not think that the laws of freedom exist just because a government or 
group has decided or agreed at some point in history to adopt those 
laws. Rather, Kant thinks that the laws of freedom, just like the laws 
of nature, are in some sense real and eternal, and exist whether any 
person, group or society endorses them or not.

Kant says that moral philosophy is concerned with the laws of 
freedom as they relate to ‘a human being’s will’ – but what is a human 
being’s will? For now we should not worry too much about the exact 
meaning of the term, but instead think of the will in a very general 
way as the ability to form intentions to act. When I deliberate over 
what to do, that is, when I engage in practical reasoning, the outcome 
of that reasoning is an intention to perform an action. I may decide 
to go shopping, or stay in bed, or give all my money to charity, or 
become a professional thief – all of these are intentions to perform a 
certain action, or a certain set of actions. The will is Kant’s term for 
our general capacity to form intentions to perform actions as a result 
of a piece of practical reasoning. Note that the outcome of one’s 
practical reasoning is not necessarily the action itself – I may form 
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the intention to rob a bank but fail to actually perform that action 
because I am impeded in some way (let us imagine I am arrested for 
tax evasion before I can ever rob any banks) – but I would still have 
formed the intention to rob banks in any case. So Kant is declaring 
an interest here in the possibility of there being a science of the will, 
that is, that there may be necessary rules to be discovered that tell us 
something about the correctness (or incorrectness) of the intentions 
that we form.

Again, one might worry that this is a task for psychology and 
sociology rather than philosophy. However, Kant’s approach here 
is related to yet another meaning of the term ‘a priori’. I said above 
that the study of morals was an a priori science because it involved 
principles that were necessary and certain. Kant also means by ‘a 
priori’, though, that they are non-empirical. ‘Empirical’ means ‘relating 
to knowledge drawn from experience’. So when he claims that ethics 
is an a priori form of knowledge, Kant means that the rules that we 
can discover regarding our intentions and actions are not going to be 
rules that we have learned from our experience. When we are looking 
for the rules regarding how we ought to act, we will not be looking to 
experience from history, or from examining the rules of our culture, 
or from other cultures or from what experts or authority fi gures in 
our society tell us, etc.

Kant does think that ethics has to deal with all the messy detail of 
human interactions – he does acknowledge that it has an ‘empirical 
part’ and this part he calls ‘practical anthropology’. However, Kant is 
clear that in the Groundwork he is not interested in fi lling in the details 
of his ethics, but rather in looking at things in a very basic manner, 
to try and identify the fundamental rules that determine what we 
ought to do. Since Kant thinks these rules are non-empirical, he says 
that we have to pursue a metaphysics that is ‘cleansed of everything 
that might be in some way empirical’ (4: 389), which means that the 
theory that Kant is going to pursue will abstract away from particular 
empirical circumstances, and thus will be very general in its fi ndings.

One might have some lingering scepticism that there even is such 
a thing as a metaphysics of morals in Kant’s sense – that is, one might 
doubt that, once one has taken away everything empirical to do with 
the reasons for which people act, there might be anything left at all. 
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Kant seems to begin the book on the assumption that there is no 
doubt at all that there is such a thing as ‘pure’ laws that govern our 
forming of intentions. He seems to imply this when he talks of ‘the 
common idea of duty and of moral laws’. This is obviously an impor-
tant claim regarding Kant’s very starting point, so it is worthwhile 
taking a moment to consider what he means by it.

Kant says that when anyone considers something to be a moral 
truth we understand it as involving a claim about necessity. He gives 
the example ‘thou shalt not lie’ – which one might not in fact agree 
with, if one believes in the permissibility of lying on occasion. But 
we can imagine many such claims that most people would consent 
to – for example one shall not commit infanticide, or one shall not 
torture another human being for pleasure. Kant claims that when we 
think that judgements like these are true, we think that they are neces-

sarily true, that is, if I think that you should not commit infanticide, 
I mean that you must not commit infanticide. In fact, when one says 
‘you should not commit infanticide’, one means that no one ever ought 
to commit infanticide. Kant is making a strong claim here about our 
intuitions concerning what we think we are doing when we make a 
moral judgement– he is saying that when I think that something is 
morally wrong, I take it that it is wrong not just for me, or for my 
community, or for people of my generation, but that it is wrong for 
all people, in all communities, always. This, Kant thinks, is just what 
we mean when we say that something is morally wrong.

Kant’s claim here is not that he has identifi ed certain moral truths, 
but rather he is making a claim about what moral truths, if there are 
any, must look like. They must be different from judgements of taste 
or preference. If I like to have mayonnaise with my chips, I under-
stand this to be a judgement of taste, as, for example, a preference in 
music, and so on. Someone may, of course, disagree with me, and 
perhaps for effect they might even say ‘putting mayonnaise on your 
chips is just wrong!’, but when they say this we all understand that all 
they are saying is that they really do not share that preference. Things 
are different with moral judgements, though. When I say ‘infanticide 
is wrong’ I do not mean anything like ‘I really don’t have a preference 
for infanticide’ – as if the issue were just a matter of preference, and as 
if it might be acceptable for others to have that preference.
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One certainly does not think that infanticide is a matter of prefer-
ence or taste at all. When I say that infanticide is wrong, Kant thinks 
that I am saying that something holds ‘with absolute necessity’ – it 
holds for all human beings. In fact, Kant goes further than this, and 
says it holds for all rational creatures whatsoever. As he puts it, when 
we say that something is morally wrong, it is not ‘as if other rational 
beings did not have to heed it’ (4: 389). Rather, Kant thinks that if a 
moral judgement is true, then it describes something that every crea-
ture capable of self-consciously forming the intention to act (as I will 
put it from now on, every possible agent) must also recognise as true. 
This is the core of Kant’s concept of obligation – when we recognise a 
moral obligation, we recognise it as something that we (and every pos-

sible agent) are obliged to do (or refrain from doing).
Many readers fi rst approaching Kant’s ethics fi nd his talk of ‘obli-

gation’, and especially his talk of ‘duty’, unattractive. ‘Duty’ is a word 
that is far less common today with regard to discussions of morality. 
The primary association for most students is that of authority. We 
imagine one has to do one’s duty when one has enlisted in the mili-
tary, for example. Occasionally, one hears talk of having to do one’s 
duty to one’s parents, or to one’s country, but this is just as frequently 
thought of as an outmoded notion, referring to more authoritarian 
cultures and periods than our own.

It is crucial to see, though, that this is not what Kant is talking 
about when he talks of doing one’s duty. What Kant is trying to 
highlight with the idea of duty is the notion of obligation, and this is 
tied to the idea that sometimes one recognises that one is bound to 
acknowledge something as true. Compare the case of mathematical 
judgement. When I recognise that 7 + 5 = 12 is true, I recognise that 
it is necessarily true. Just by grasping the concepts that are involved in 
the judgement I understand not only that it is true, but that it cannot 
be false. I want to say that, in grasping this judgement as true at all, 
we recognise that we are bound or obliged to recognise it as neces-
sarily true. It is not like a judgement such as ‘Moscow is the capital 
of Russia’ – I can imagine that, although this is true, it could have 
been false (for a while St Petersburg was the capital of Russia, and I 
can imagine that it could have happened that it stayed the capital). 
It is different, however, with 7 + 5 = 12. Once I understand what 
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it means to say that 7 + 5 = 12, I understand that it always has been 
and always will be true. I can say the words ‘maybe 7 + 5 could have 
equalled 13’ but I cannot really even understand how this could pos-
sibly have been the case.

This is another and important aspect of what Kant means when 
he says that a judgement is a priori – it is a judgement whose truth 
is understood to hold with absolute necessity. But crucially, Kant 
thinks that as well as mathematical a priori truths, there are moral 
judgements that are a priori also. He thinks that it is obvious (and 
that everyone thinks this too) that ‘infanticide is wrong’ looks like an 
a priori truth. When I say that ‘infanticide is wrong’ I do not mean 
that it is true for me now, but that perhaps it could have been the 
case that infanticide is acceptable. Our thoughts about the fact that 
infanticide is wrong are not like the way we think about the fact that 
Moscow is the capital of Russia. The way we think about infanticide 
is more like how we think about 7 + 5 = 12. We think of it as being 
a kind of truth that must be the case and that we respect it as such as 
soon as we understand what the judgement even means. When Kant 
is talking about the ‘common idea of duty’, he means just this feature 
of our moral thinking.

There is another aspect of Kant’s talk of duty that it is worth noting 
now, before we proceed any further. In the examples I gave above, 
I suggested that the more common meaning of duty nowadays is 
tied to the idea of respecting some authority, such as the state, or the 
military or perhaps one’s parents. In all these cases, the authority that 
we have to respect is something other than ourselves. However, as we 
shall see, this kind of respect for authority is entirely opposed to what 
Kant has in mind, since for him, the only duties that one must obey 
are those duties that in some sense come from one’s own self.

What does this mean though? If we hear talk of duty outside of 
these ‘respect for authority’ cases at all these days, it is often when 
someone is explaining a course of action that they feel they have to 
do because they feel they ‘owe it to themselves’ in some way. When 
expressing this thought, they might say ‘I have a duty to myself to 
do this’. What does one mean when one says that one has a duty to 
oneself to pursue some course of action? Usually, the idea one is trying 
to communicate is that pursuing this course of action is necessary in 
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order to be the person that one thinks one is, or to be the person 
one thinks one should be. Someone might say ‘I could stay working 
in this job, but I really think I have a duty to myself to explore this 
other career’ – when the person says this, she means something like ‘I 
wouldn’t really be true to myself if I stayed working in this job’. Note 
here, though, that she is not following a duty that is laid down by the 
state, or the military or her parents. In this case there is a duty, but it 
is one that comes from recognising something about one’s own self. 
When Kant thinks that moral claims have a basis in duty and obliga-
tion, the duty that one is then under is not to any external person or 
organisation, but really is a duty to oneself.

When we are under a moral obligation we are engaged in a process 
of recognising that we must perform a certain action just because we 
would not really be true to some aspect of ourselves if we were not to 
perform that action. This is a radical and complicated idea, and we 
will return to it later on. Kant acknowledges that determining just 
what our true moral obligations in fact are is not an easy task. This 
is because human beings are complex psychological creatures who 
often have a variety of factors at play whenever they engage in practi-
cal reasoning. Pursuing this inquiry is important though, Kant says, 
because if we do not identify the proper method for telling whether 
or not our intentions are morally correct, it could happen that moral 
reasoning becomes ‘corrupted’ – that the reasons that we take to be 
correct are in fact incorrect without our realising it. A crucial aspect 
of moral reasoning, he says, is its self-critical aspect, whereby any 
time we are in possession of a morally good reason for our action, we 
ought to be able to tell exactly why it is that it is a morally good reason.

Kant expresses this with a famous distinction between conforming 

to the moral law and acting for the sake of the moral law (4: 390). My 
behaviour might match up with what is the right thing to do, but I 
could be engaged in that behaviour for entirely incorrect reasons. I 
might give money to charity, say, but only because I see that this is 
what people do, and I want to conform with the habits and customs 
of my community. But one should not give to charity just because it 
is the custom of the community – one should rather give to charity 
simply because it is the right thing to do. In this case, I have done 
the right thing, but only accidentally, because I used as my rule the 

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   16CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   16 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



A Guide to the Text   17

idea of copying the behaviour of others. We can easily imagine how, 
if this were one’s method for identifying morally correct behaviour, 
one could very easily and very quickly go wrong, since so often the 
habits and customs of society have involved pursuing immoral courses 
of action.

The idea that Kant is trying to get across is that when we form the 
intention to perform an action, for that intention to be of moral value 
the basis for our intention must be the very same thing that makes 
that action good in the fi rst place. It is not good enough to perform 
an action for one reason when the explanation why that action is the 
right thing to do is an entirely different reason – our behaviour simply 
does not count as morally good in such a case. It is because moral 
deliberation works in this special way, where it concerns itself with 
a special kind of ‘object’ – that is the free will of the agent and the 
laws that govern it – that Kant thinks that this kind of inquiry is dif-
ferent from those that try to draw conclusions from assumed general 
 features of human behaviour:

For the metaphysics of morals is to investigate the idea and the principles of 
a possible pure will, and not the actions and conditions of human willing in 
general, which are largely drawn from psychology. (4: 390)

When Kant talks about a ‘pure will’, he has in mind the idea of an 
agent who is being examined not in virtue of the general psychologi-
cal features that explain why she does the things she does – this, Kant 
says, would be more akin to a psychological inquiry. Instead, Kant 
has in mind special cases of when that agent deliberates, cases where 
the agent is motivated to perform an action because, no matter what 
other reasons for performing the action she might have, in this case 
she has formed the intention to perform that act just because she thinks 
it is the right thing to do. The ‘object’ of her practical deliberation 
here is the very idea of ‘doing the right thing’.

Of course, this book is not the one entitled The Metaphysics of Morals 
– Kant wrote that later. The Groundwork is not concerned with spell-
ing out the details of what the particular right and wrong things to do 
are in specifi c types of cases. Rather, it is concerned with something 
more basic and more abstract – it is interested in discovering the 
thing that makes behaviour morally valuable in the fi rst place:
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The present groundwork, however, is nothing more than the identifi cation 
and corroboration of the supreme principle of morality, which by itself constitutes a 
business that is complete in its purpose and to be separated from every other 
moral investigation. (4: 392)

The fi rst thing to mention is that Kant is not denying that there are 
more moral investigations that one could make. So one should not 
expect the Groundwork to deliver everything that is relevant to morality. 
However, the thing that it is concerned with is signifi cant enough: 
the ‘supreme principle of morality’, the account of what moral value 
itself is. A second thing to note is that Kant’s expression here implies 
that there is just one single supreme principle, which is a major claim 
in itself. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, one must note that 
Kant separates out two jobs that the book will complete: it will both 
‘identify’ and ‘corroborate’ the supreme principle of morality.

What is the difference between these two tasks? The fi rst task is that 
of identifying just what the supreme principle of morality might be. 
The second task is showing that there really is such a supreme principle 
of morality. We might understand this in comparison with a distinction 
in the theory of knowledge, where we can distinguish between the ques-

tion of defi nition and the question of possibility. The question of defi nition 
concerns the task of identifying the nature of knowledge, while leaving 
it open how much knowledge we actually have, or even whether we 
have any knowledge at all. The next question, the question of possibil-
ity, asks the question how much knowledge we in fact have. There is a 
logical priority of the question of defi nition over the question of possi-
bility, since in order to answer whether or not we have any knowledge, 
we must fi rst have an idea of what it is that we are looking for.

In a similar way, Kant is going to pursue his inquiry in the 
Groundwork fi rst by trying to isolate the question of a defi nition for 
morality, by identifying just what the supreme principle of morality 
could be, and only then will he address the question of moral pos-
sibility, the question as to whether there really is a supreme principle 
of morality whose authority we must recognise. The fi rst question is 
pursued in the fi rst and second sections of the Groundwork. The ques-
tion of the possibility of the supreme principle of morality is addressed 
in the third section.
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Kant says that he will proceed fi rst in an ‘analytic’ manner, 
whereby he will analyse the common idea of duty and try to discover 
the basic parts that constitute the common understanding that we 
have. Once he has done that, he will switch methodologies, and 
proceed in a ‘synthetic’ manner, whereby he will build up again 
from those constituent parts and show how they can be traced back 
again to the starting point, which was our common understanding of 
morality. We will see as we continue how and where Kant is pursuing 
each of these methods.

First Section – Transition from common to 
philosophical moral rational cognition

Kant starts this section with a famous – even if not entirely clear – 
claim: that there is nothing ‘in the world, or indeed even beyond it, 
that could be taken to be good without limitation, except a good 

will’ (4: 393). In one sense, understanding what this means will be 
the task of understanding the whole book, and it is a phrase that we 
will return to regularly. For now though, we might ask: what is it 
that Kant is looking for? What is it for something to be good without 
limitation? Are there are any goods that are, in Kant’s phrase, ‘good 
without limitation’? To put it another way, are there any unconditional 

goods?
One might ask why anyone would want to know. It is not obvious 

that there is such a thing as an unconditional good or even why we 
would need there to be such a thing. It might seem to us to be a bit 
of a fantasy in the fi rst place to think that morality needs such things 
as ‘unconditional goods’. Recall though Kant’s claim about moral 
judgement in the Preface. There he said that we all know that when 
we say that something is the right or wrong thing to do we recognise 
that it has a kind of necessity about it. The notion that Kant is trying 
to get across is that the idea of morality involves the idea of a kind of 
necessity, and that this is captured in the further idea of something 
being an unconditional good.

It is a little easier to get hold of the notion with regard to actions 
that we judge to be wrong. It is not just that as a matter of fact infan-
ticide is wrong, for example; rather, it is necessarily wrong, in the 

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   19CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   19 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



20   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

sense that nothing could change that fact. This truth holds no matter 
what anyone thinks or whatever opinion someone might have now, 
or whatever views they might have held in the past or will hold in 
the future – nothing anyone might argue, and nothing anyone ever 
will argue, could make infanticide morally acceptable. Furthermore, 
when we say that infanticide is wrong, we do not mean anything like 
‘for civilised societies, infanticide is wrong’ or ‘these days, we think 
that infanticide is a bad thing’ – when we say that infanticide is wrong 
we do not mean it with any qualifying conditions attached (we do not 
need to qualify our judgement with the conditions ‘these days’ or ‘in 
our society’ or ‘for us’); when we say that infanticide is wrong, we just 
mean that it is wrong full stop. Infanticide is unconditionally wrong.

Kant’s thought is that when something is morally right, or morally 
wrong, we can tell by seeing whether it is unconditionally so. This 
idea of something being ‘good without qualifi cation’ is the mark of 
morality for Kant. His aim in this section is to uncover what possible 
candidates for the role of ‘something that is good without qualifi ca-
tion’ are available. He begins the section with his conclusion, that 
there is only one thing that is suitable to play this role, and that thing 
is a good will. His strategy will be a negative one fi rst of all though, 
and in the fi rst two paragraphs he considers some candidates for what 
might be an unconditional good. Kant rejects them all, and this can 
help us understand what he means when he says that, in the end, it is 
only a good will that is an unconditional good.

Kant considers a range of things that we would ordinarily consider 
‘goods’ and claims to show that they are not suitable candidates to 
serve as unconditional goods. Kant does not deny that these things 
are ‘goods’ of some sort, considering merely that they do not possess 
the particular kind of goodness that is distinctive of moral goodness. 
He divides these goods into two broad camps, which he calls ‘talents 
of the mind’ and ‘gifts of fortune’ (4: 393). Talents of the mind are 
things such as confi dence, perseverance and other character traits. 
The argument Kant deploys is a simple one: if something is morally 
good, then there is no context or situation in which that thing might 
be morally bad; however, there are many situations where these char-
acter traits can be put to an immoral purpose; therefore these char-
acter traits are not themselves morally good. For example, someone 
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might show great talents in their aim to engage in a task of genocide 
– they might demonstrate great organisational skill, perseverance 
in overcoming obstacles, perhaps even a kind of strange courage in 
standing up for what they believe in, since someone engaging in a 
genocidal endeavour would no doubt face great challenges to their 
beliefs from others. But that someone might have all these talents 
would not lead us for a moment to think that their course of action 
was a morally good one. The same argument holds with regard to 
gifts of fortune – money, power, celebrity – all of these things can be 
abused by those who have objectives that are not themselves morally 
good. If goods can be used to contribute to the performance of evil 
and the bringing about of harm, then those goods cannot themselves 
be goods ‘without limitation’, since they lack what Kant calls ‘inner 
unconditional worth’ (4: 393–4).

Kant then seems to claim that all the things that we might ordinar-
ily cite as sources of happiness are at best morally irrelevant and at 
worst can be used to undermine moral behaviour. This might strike 
some as unreasonable – what is so wrong with the pursuit of happi-
ness? Similarly, what is wrong with having the talents of mind and gifts 
of fortune that might lead one to happiness? In response, Kant might 
say that there is nothing wrong with happiness per se at all. If we look 
again at the text, what he says is that all these advantages in life can 
contribute to ‘that entire well-being and contentment with one’s con-
dition, under the name of happiness’ (4: 393). Perhaps Kant is speaking 
ironically here in saying that what people call ‘happiness’ they often 
refer to their sense of self-satisfaction with their gifts of fortune. It is a 
question, though, as to whether such a sense of self- satisfaction really 
is what deserves to go ‘under the name of happiness’. We can imagine 
someone being incredibly self-satisfi ed with their celebrity or wealth, 
or perhaps with the state of their physical fi tness – perhaps some of 
these people would describe themselves as happy for these reasons, 
but we can easily imagine those who would claim all of these benefi ts 
but still not claim that they are therefore happy.

Kant says that if we, as an ‘impartial spectator’, consider two 
individuals, both of whom are rich, healthy, well thought of, etc., one 
of whom has got that way through acts that are evil while the other 
has achieved these benefi ts through their morally good conduct, we 
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feel pleased for the latter, though we do not feel the same way for the 
former. Why is this? If these things were themselves ‘goods’ then we 
would think the person who possessed them must therefore be good 
just by virtue of possessing them. But this is not the case – Kant says 
we think that the former person is not ‘worthy’ of their happiness, 
whereas we think of the person with a good will as someone who 
is somehow entitled to all the good fortune the world might throw 
their way and thus ‘a good will seems to constitute the indispensable 
condition even of worthiness to be happy’ (4: 393). Therefore we do 
not think that the trappings of happiness are themselves unqualifi ed 
goods – rather, we think they are things that someone who is pos-
sessed of a good will is due in life.

There is then perhaps a common feature of these conditional 
goods that Kant is trying to point out with regard to these goods, and 
that is their potential to be acquired in a way that is not earned (they 
can be ‘gifts of nature’ or ‘gifts of fortune’, Kant says, i.e. gifts that we 
have been given without our doing anything in particular to deserve 
them). I may be, just by my nature, a confi dent and persistent indi-
vidual, and I may, through some piece of good luck, have acquired 
wealth and power; yet we think that mere possession of these goods 
is not suffi cient for evaluating someone’s moral character. I have not 
done anything to earn these goods – I may have acquired happiness, 
but it does not follow that I have acquired ‘worthiness to be happy’. 
But then it seems that mere possession of these goods is not suffi cient 
for moral evaluation, since what we are interested in when evaluating 
them are the differences between the ways in which those goods are 
used.

Kant has no time for the idea then that having a particular char-
acteristic (courage, integrity, health, wealth, etc.) in abundance is, 
or could be, an unconditional good. However, he similarly has little 
patience with the idea of living one’s life in moderation as the path to 
goodness, for example by following a version of the ‘golden mean’. 
As a quick refutation, Kant offers a counter-example and asks us to 
imagine the ‘cold blood of a scoundrel’ (4: 394). We might imagine 
an assassin calmly and collectedly going about her business. She does 
not get too fl ustered or emotional in the pursuit of her task; neither 
though does she get too relaxed and thereby careless. In short, she has 
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the perfectly balanced level of composure and concentration required 
for the effective performance of her chosen career path. While she 
is defi nitely a paragon of moderation in one sense, all this has done 
is make her a more effective hitwoman. But being a hitwoman still 
involves doing harm to others. So moderation of goods is susceptible 
to the general argument scheme that Kant deploys against other 
goods, namely that it can be used as a means to immoral ends, and 
so cannot itself be something that possesses genuine inner goodness.

A crucial line of thought in Kant’s argumentation against all these 
goods is that when we examine a particular candidate good in order 
to see whether it is a possible unconditional good, we see that it fails 
because that good can be used as a means to an end that refl ects some 
evil purpose or aim that the agent might have. It makes perfect sense 
to us to attribute any or all of these goods to an individual and then ask 
the question whether or not that person is a morally good one. We 
might say ‘Ciaran is very wealthy, but not a morally good person’, 
or ‘Patricia is a very physically fi t person, but not a morally good 
person’, etc. Similarly, we can evaluate particular actions undertaken 
by an individual, and characterise an action as courageous or intel-
ligent, etc., and yet still criticise that action as an immoral one.

Kant’s overarching point here is that whenever we make an evalu-
ation of someone’s moral character, we take it that citing these goods 
is never suffi cient – we always have to look somewhere else in order 
to decide that question. Secondly though, Kant is hinting at a crucial 
claim for his own positive account of moral philosophy, by pointing 
out that when we do make a moral evaluation of someone, we do so 
by looking to the same place every time – we look to what the agent’s 
intentions, objectives or purposes were in performing those actions. If 
an action demonstrated courage and intelligence, but their intention 
was recognisably evil, then we have no problem in making a negative 
moral evaluation of that person. In fact, we do not even bother to 
engage in any act of weighing up or balancing of those other goods 
against the status of the agent’s intentions – it is not as if we say ‘well, 
her intentions were evil, but her action demonstrated a lot perse-
verance and intelligence, and those are good qualities, so therefore 
overall her action was good’. In reality, there is not even a question 
of our performing a calculation or tallying up of non-moral goods. 
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There is a sense in which we recognise – as an ‘impartial spectator’ – 
that once one has identifi ed whether or not the agent’s intention was 
a morally good one, then that settles the question of moral evaluation. 
We do not even need to consider any further goods about the action 
or the agent’s character in order to make that moral evaluation. In 
this way, it looks like not only is reference to these goods not suffi cient 
to decide whether an agent’s action was a morally good one, but that 
referring to such goods is not even necessary to decide the matter of 
moral evaluation.

It is for these reasons that Kant identifi es a human being’s will as 
the target of moral evaluation. The will is just one’s capacity to form 
intentions to perform actions. To be possessed of a good will then is just 
to possess an intention-forming capacity that is good. But what does 
this mean? Kant continues in the following paragraphs to identify 
what he thinks are the features of the good will that make it appropri-
ate for the role of an unconditional good. In doing so though, recall 
that he takes himself still to be arguing in the mode of ‘common 
moral cognition’, that is he takes himself to be making claims here 
that anyone can recognise as an appropriate characterisation of how 
we ordinarily think about morality. Having dismissed some benefi ts 
that might be thought to constitute goodness, Kant claims that a good 
will in fact has nothing to do with any benefi ts such as these. In fact, he 
goes further, and says that having a will that is benefi cial or useful in 
this way is entirely irrelevant to whether or not it is a good will. Kant 
says that if there was a person blessed with a good will, but for some 
bizarre reason – ‘by some particular disfavor of fate’ – that person 
could never realise her good intentions in any benefi ts or usefulness, 
then that person would still be perfectly good (4: 394).

Kant’s claim hinges on the importance of our identifying intentions 
to the ordinary run of everyday life. We must appeal to intentions in 
order to understand the interpretation of most human actions, not 
just the sub-class of actions that are objects of moral evaluation. 
Consider, for instance, watching a silent comedy: here we frequently 
appreciate the humour of the situation because we are capable of 
distinguishing between the intentions of the agent on screen and the 
outcomes or the consequences of his actions. If our hero sees that a 
lady has dropped her purse, and he picks it up to return it to her, only 
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for her to turn around at the last second and, seeing him holding her 
purse, think that he has just stolen it, then our enjoyment of the scene 
as she hits our hero over the head with her umbrella is based on our 
understanding of how the actions that were the result of his morally 
good intentions were misinterpreted.

Suppose for a moment that our hero is stuck in a universe where 
everything he does is destined, through the power of some evil comedy 
demon, to end up being misinterpreted in this way. Every time he 
tries to help someone out, it is interpreted as being an attack. In this 
universe he is cursed with cosmic bad luck. Every time he tries to do 
something good, it turns out badly for him and for others. He tries to 
pick up someone’s purse and ends up bumping heads with the other 
person bending down, and so on. The question is: if this person, from 
the beginning of their unfortunate screen life to the end, has caused 
nothing but these negative consequences, if all they had ever done 
was to generate injury and distress and the condemnation of others, 
would we say then they were an immoral person? Would the will of 
this person be then a morally bad one? On the contrary, Kant thinks 
that we understand in this scenario just how good the person really is. 
In Kant’s evocative image, this unfortunate person’s good intentions 
stand out even more in this context by virtue of their contrast with 
the universally negative consequences of their actions, and his will in 
this universe would ‘like a jewel . . . shine by itself, as something that 
has its full worth in itself’ (4: 394). Even in this thought experiment, 
where it is impossible for a person’s actions to have any positive 
benefi ts for himself or for anyone else, we still somehow understand 
that this would not affect in the slightest our moral evaluation of that 
person. In fact, we have the intuition that the outcomes of his actions 
are somehow irrelevant to this question of whether or not he is a good 
person.

Kant acknowledges that this is a strange picture, since no allow-
ance is made for usefulness either positively or negatively. He suggests 
we can feel more comfortable with it if we consider another argument 
(4: 394–5). The argument goes roughly as follows: nature has picked 
out various aspects of human beings for a purpose, to achieve some 
particular goal or other; amongst these capacities are those for imme-
diate reactions by instinct and refl ective decisions through reason; if 
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happiness were the goal of human beings, then nature would have 
picked out our capacity for instinctual reactions and unrefl ective 
reaching for things, since this would be a very effective way for every 
individual in striving for their goal of happiness. However, we are not 
creatures governed by our instincts. In fact, nature has picked out our 
practical reasoning abilities, that is, our ability to refl ect and reason 
about the best course of action in forming our intentions. But this 
capacity for practical reason is not the best method for achieving hap-
piness. Therefore it must be the case that the goal of human beings’ 
behaviour is not primarily directed just at the securing of happiness.

It is hard to know what to make of this argument – the preceding 
considerations Kant offers seem far more plausible. For example, 
we might be dubious about the very idea of nature selecting reason 
for this purpose or for that – we might think that nature has selected 
features of human beings for evolutionary reasons, that is, simply 
because they are benefi cial for the furthering of the species. Kant 
was not aware of evolutionary theory in his time, of course, and one 
might think that all of this talk of nature selecting human reason for 
the purpose of morality is not very helpful. This is especially so since 
I think that a more characteristically Kantian point to make would 
be the claim that what is good is unconditionally good, and that this 
holds whatever ‘nature’ decides is helpful for the preservation of 
oneself or one’s species. Returning to the example given before, even 
if for some reason it turned out that infanticide was evolutionarily 
benefi cial (e.g. some gorilla males routinely kill young infant males, 
and one theory is that this is because it is evolutionarily advantageous 
to get rid of potential future competitors), this would not change 
anything about the moral status of infanticide for human beings – 
 infanticide, even if originating from practices that could be consid-
ered evolutionarily benefi cial, would still be unconditionally wrong.

In any case, Kant’s claim – that practical reason infl uences the 
human will, so nature must have given us practical reason to infl u-
ence us to be morally good – does not seem to be a particular con-
vincing one here. Fortunately, his whole philosophy does not depend 
on this argument. In the course of giving this argument though, Kant 
outlines a very important point for his system. He thinks that what 
we must recognise about what we are doing when we are engaged 
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in moral reasoning is not producing intentions that are merely good 
for this or that goal, or for this or that purpose. Rather, Kant says, a 
good will is a will that is good in itself, and is not a means to some other 
end (4: 396). The contrast between something that is good as a means 
to an end and something that is good as an end in itself is crucial for 
Kant’s whole system. We can imagine that a hammer is good for 
hammering, and a pen for writing, or that being highly organised 
might be good for charity work. We saw, though, that being highly 
organised might good for genocidal work also. All of these things are 
merely good means to an end. If your end, or goal, is hammering, 
then a hammer is a good means to that end. If your end is writing, 
then a saw is not a good means to that end.

Similarly, being highly organised, which is not an example of a 
physical tool, but rather is a character trait, is still something that is 
good merely as a means to an end. Whether your end is charity work 
or genocide, the character of being highly organised is a good means 
to either of those goals. But it is not a good in itself. Rather, the trait of 
being highly organised is like the saw or pen – it is an effective tool or 
instrument for achieving certain goals. It is not as if being organised 
has no value at all, but rather that its value is relative to the kinds of 
thing one wants to achieve. For some goals, the character trait has 
value as an instrument for achieving those goals while for other goals 
(say, for example, I have a goal of becoming more spontaneous in my 
decision-making) it might be of less value. The general point is that 
what value it has is conditional on what goal one is after. As such, 
we tend to say that the hammer, pen and character trait of being 
highly organised have a merely instrumental value – they have a value 
as instrumental means to various ends.

Kant’s bold claim then is that things that have only instrumental 
value do not have moral value. He says that he is interested only in 
things that are ends in themselves, not in things that are means to 
an end. As such, he is interested in things that have a value in them-
selves, and not because they are effi cient instruments for achieving 
something else. Recall our unfortunate comedy character – for all 
his good intentions, he was never able to bring about anything but 
distress and harm. He was never effi cient at realising in an effective 
way any particular valuable thing. Yet for all this, Kant says, we 
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recognised the person as a good person anyway – we recognised that 
although he had no traits that were of instrumental value to himself 
or anyone else, his actions were nevertheless not of a lower moral 
standing because of it. His rational will was good, and that is what 
counts in the identifi cation of moral value.

One might raise a worry at this point: Kant has identifi ed lots of 
things – instinct, courage, wealth, etc. – and claimed that these are 
not unconditional goods because they could be used instrumentally 
for immoral acts. But could not the same be said of our rationality? 
It is surely possible to use reason for immoral ends – why then should 
reason be tied so tightly to morality? Kant has not said anything 
yet to vindicate the idea that morality and rationality are so tightly 
connected, and at this stage he is only trying to prepare the reader 
for this claim. However, it is worth anticipating now where Kant 
will be going. Specifi cally, we should note now that Kant will allow 
(of course) that rational agents can use their rationality for immoral 
purposes; however, he will claim that it is also the case that rationality 
has a kind of core aspect, one that we can access in order to ask a fun-
damental question – ought I to do this action that I am considering?

I can use my rationality to ask questions quite like this with regard 
to instrumental reasoning. It is raining; I have an umbrella; ought I 
to bring my umbrella with me? The question I am asking myself here 
is whether it is rational to bring one’s umbrella if one has a particular 
desired purpose, i.e. keeping dry. But Kant thinks that there are some 
types of action where we are not asking: ‘should I do this if I want to 
achieve aim x?’ but just simply: ‘should I do this?’ Kant thinks that 
there are some types of action that are ruled out as actions that are 
forbidden, or ruled in as actions that are obligatory, irrespective of 
what desires or purposes one has. The idea is that just as we can see 
that some course of action might be rational in an instrumental sense, 
we can also sometimes see how a proposed course of action might be 
evaluated in a non-instrumental way, and that our rationality might 
have a kind of non-instrumental function that can make a different 
kind of evaluation, i.e. whether or not we should do something irre-
spective of instrumental outcomes.

Thus when we are asking ‘should I take my umbrella?’ we are 
asking whether or not it is instrumentally rational to do so – it is 
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rational if you have the desire to keep dry. If for some reason you 
have the desire to get wet – perhaps you like to get caught in the rain 
– then your instrumental rationality will answer ‘no’ to the question. 
But sometimes there are questions about courses of action that can 
be asked and answered without any special recourse to our further 
objectives or desires. Sometimes we do not ask ‘is it instrumentally 
rational for me to do x?’ but rather simply ‘is it rational for me to do 
x?’ If the question is ‘should I practice torture?’ the question is not 
appropriately responded to by saying ‘well, that depends on what 
further purposes that would realise’.

Rather, we feel that we should be able to answer the question 
not by referring to our instrumental rationality, not by considering 
whether that act might be good for this or that end, but rather we 
should be able to answer that, whatever further ends one might have, 
one is just not allowed to practice torture. And we would hope that 
the answer we will have given is a rational one. So, Kant thinks, it 
must be the case that an aspect of rationality, one that is different 
from the way we use it as an instrument, must be available to us. 
When I ask ‘ought I to do x if I have desire y?’ we can understand this 
question as asking whether it is instrumentally rational for me to do x 
in order to satisfy y; but sometimes we are just asking simply ‘ought I 
to do x?’ In this case, Kant thinks, we are simply asking ‘is it rational 
for me to do x?’

Returning to the text, Kant now turns to the concept of duty (4: 
397). It has already been mentioned that the notion of duty that Kant 
is concerned with is very different from the idea of duty to one’s 
parents, or to military duty, etc. The concept is vital for Kant since 
it allows him to draw a well-known distinction between actions done 
in conformity with duty and actions done from duty. The idea that Kant is 
trying to motivate here is that there are many actions that can end up 
corresponding to what is the right thing to do, but which we would 
be hesitant to praise the agent for doing. Again, Kant is here trying 
to appeal to a distinction that he thinks we all intuitively use in our 
everyday moral reasoning.

Kant points out that our inclinations or desires can match up or 
deviate from our sense of duty in various ways. In order to show this, 
Kant draws a distinction between immediate and non-immediate 
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inclinations (4: 397). An immediate inclination towards an action is 
when one has a natural propensity to want to perform that action 
without any further refl ection being required. A non-immediate 
inclination is when one might not have a natural propensity to do that 
act but one does have an inclination towards other things that action 
might achieve. So while someone might exercise because they enjoy 
the workout, that is, they have an immediate inclination towards it, 
another person might not enjoy the workout itself, but enjoys certain 
consequences exercise can bring, for example being slim, energetic, 
etc.

To illustrate the distinction, he uses three famous examples, 
which I will refer to as the shopkeeper case, the depressive case and the 
philanthropist case. Kant asks us to imagine one person in each of these 
scenarios, but for the purposes of making Kant’s points clearer, I 
will talk about them as if he were discussing scenarios each involving 
two people. In each case we can see that while the actions of the two 
agents can outwardly match up, that is, they can manifest the same 
consequences or effects, there can be great differences in the practi-
cal reasoning procedures that each agent has undergone in order to 
form the intention to perform those actions. Kant’s overall point here 
is that our intuitions regarding moral value do not track the outward 
consequences of the actions, but in fact track the inner delibera-
tions of the agents. The conclusion they are supposed to show is that 
appeal to consequences is irrelevant to moral value and the single 
target of our moral inquiries is in fact the will or intention-forming 
capacity of the agent.

Firstly, imagine two shopkeepers, Joe and Angela. Both of them 
engage in the same practice, which is the practice of maintaining the 
same price for their products for every customer. Both of them have 
considered the following possibility: that a child or a tourist or a dull-
witted person might come into their shop and that one could charge 
them more for their purchases than one charges the normal locals. 
Having considered this possibility, both Joe and Angela have decided 
it is better to keep the same price for everyone.

Are Joe and Angela morally equivalent agents? Kant would say 
that it depends – specifi cally it depends on what kind of reasoning 
they each have used in order to arrive at the rule ‘keep one’s prices 
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the same for everyone’. Imagine that Angela, in reaching her con-
clusion, has reasoned like this: ‘If I charge different prices for dif-
ferent people, and it gets out that I’ve been doing so, I’ll be ruined; 
therefore, I’ll keep my prices the same for everyone.’ Here Angela 
has reasoned through considerations of the consequences of her 
asking for different amounts from different people; she has reasoned 
instrumentally that, if her goal is to make money, then having differ-
ent prices for different people will ultimately not be a prudent way 
to realise that end. Angela did not have an immediate inclination to 
keep her prices the same, but she did have a non-immediate inclina-
tion to do so. By way of contrast, imagine that Joe has reached the 
same conclusion but through a different reasoning process. Imagine 
that Joe has reasoned as follows: ‘I could change my prices for differ-
ent individuals and maybe thereby make more money, but to do so 
would be entirely unfair, since it would not treat everyone as equals; 
therefore I shall keep my prices the same for everyone.’

Now let us assume that it is a moral law that everyone should be 
treated as equals, and that this has a valid application in not ripping 
off customers by setting different prices. We should say, I think, that 
both Angela and Joe acted in conformity with that moral law. The 
moral law says that one should treat everyone as an equal, and that 
is what both of them did. But only Joe did so because of the moral law. 
For Joe, the fact that it was simply unfair to charge different prices 
fi gured centrally in his moral reasoning, whereas that fact was not 
mentioned at all in Angela’s reasoning. Thus, while Angela acted in 

conformity with the law, only Joe acted for the sake of the moral law. Only 
Joe’s action was done from duty, from a sense of respect for what is the 
right thing to do.

We can see several notable things about Angela’s reasoning. 
Firstly, she was concerned with the consequences of her proposed 
action. Secondly, she engaged in a piece of instrumental reason-
ing. Thirdly, we can imagine that the result of her reasoning was 
somehow contingent – it could have been the case that circumstances 
made it very unlikely that word of her price changes would have 
gotten out, and then her instrumental reasoning would have shown 
her that she could have gotten away with it, in which case she would 
have charged different prices for different people.
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It does not seem that Joe looked at things in any kind of similar 
way. He did not consider the consequences of his action at all (there 
is a trivial sense in which he reasoned that the consequence of his 
action would be ‘being unfair’ but that is not really the sense of 
‘consequence’ we are concerned with here). It is not clear that his 
reasoning was a piece of instrumental reasoning either – did he have 
any desire or end in mind when asking whether he should change his 
prices? Finally, it does not look like his reasoning was contingent – if 
it had been the case that no one would have been the wiser had Joe 
changed his prices, he still would not have done it. In fact it seems 
that since Joe was not considering any possible consequences at all 
in his reasoning, it follows that the same conclusion would have been 
reached with regard to all possible consequences. It seems that his 
conclusion was for him a necessary one – it told him what he must do 
in accordance with what is fair.

Imagine a second case, involving two people, Finbar and Liam. 
Both Finbar and Liam live in accordance with the following rule, 
‘take care of one’s self and preserve one’s health’. However, once 
again, imagine that each of these has a very different interior mental 
life, and has reached this conclusion through very different paths 
of reasoning. Imagine that Finbar enjoys life immensely, and fears 
that, were he not to take care of himself, he might put himself in a 
position where he could not indulge in life’s pleasures as much as he 
does. Therefore, he concludes, he ought to take steps to take care of 
himself. Liam on the other hand, is a depressive sort. Unlike Finbar, 
who has an immediate inclination for life, Liam takes no pleasure at 
all in living, and fi nds it diffi cult to get out of bed in the morning, let 
alone take the steps required to maintain his well-being. Nevertheless, 
Liam reasons as follows: ‘I have no desire for the pleasures associated 
with living; however, everyone must always maintain a respect for life 
in general; therefore, I will take steps to take care of myself.’

In both cases, once again, the same conclusion has been reached. 
Here though, Finbar had a natural desire to keep living and to enjoy 
life (one most of us share) and his conclusion was based on a piece of 
instrumental reasoning regarding how to maximise the most positive 
consequences associated with life. Liam, on the other hand, does 
not have this natural positive attitude. For him, a different kind of 
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reasoning was required, one that involved appealing to the idea that 
neglecting one’s life (perhaps to the point of self-harm or suicide) is 
simply wrong, and that therefore one must take steps to preserve and 
protect one’s life.

We can see again an important difference in their reasoning. 
Imagine that the contingent circumstances regarding their personali-
ties had been reversed and that Finbar had been born with Liam’s 
negative inclinations with regard to life; had he then engaged in the 
same piece of instrumental reasoning, he would have concluded that 
it was best to cease living. If we assume that preserving one’s life is in 
fact a moral duty, then we can see that Finbar’s instrumental rea-
soning was faulty – it is only good luck that it arrived at the correct 
conclusion, in that here it merely conformed with duty – and he could 
have just as easily reasoned to an immoral course of action. The fault, 
Kant thinks, is that his reasoning never made mention of just what 
the morally right thing to do is, or what one has a duty to oneself to 
do.

Finally, imagine two philanthropists, Therese and Anne. Both 
spend each Saturday working in their local charity shop. However, 
once again, the reasoning each has used in reaching the conclusion 
that ‘one ought to help others where one can’ has been very differ-
ent. Imagine that Therese, like many of us, gets a nice feeling when 
she does something good. She reasons as follows: ‘It makes me feel 
good to help people, therefore I ought to help others where I can.’ In 
contrast, imagine that Anne is a misanthropic type, one who cannot 
stand interaction with other people, and dislikes humanity in general. 
Her reasoning runs as follows: ‘I can’t bear to interact with my fellow 
human beings; however, it is the right thing to do to help those in 
need; therefore I’ll help others where I can.’

Here Kant uses the same style of reasoning to reach a conclusion 
that many have found counterintuitive. He claims that the actions of 
someone like Therese have ‘no true moral worth’ (4: 398). Kant then 
seems to say that it is only through the practical reasoning of someone 
like Anne that the positive moral value of the actions can be attrib-
uted. It has been thought that Kant is putting forward a moral theory 
for repressed types who are naturally suspicious of pleasure, since it 
looks as if he is saying that if I enjoy doing something, then it cannot 
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be that it is morally good! However, Kant clearly does not mean this 
– at this point in the Groundwork, he is just trying to draw out the fea-
tures of the ways in which we characterise moral value, and to point 
out that what counts is primarily the status of the agent’s intentions.

For example, some might think that there is nothing wrong 
with Therese’s reasoning, and that there is nothing wrong in doing 
morally good actions just because it gives you a positive feeling when 
you do so. However, Kant would immediately ask us to imagine 
a different possible scenario: imagine that one day Therese awoke 
to fi nd that her sunny disposition had evaporated, and that she no 
longer took any pleasure in doing good, and that now her natural 
disposition was in fact more like Anne’s. What would Therese do 
then? Well, if she kept to her old rule of reasoning, then she would 
reason instrumentally that helping others would produce no positive 
feelings in her, and that therefore she should not seek to help others. 
She would have then adopted the entirely opposite rule of conduct. 
But, as before, we do not think that what the right thing to do is 
changes every time one’s disposition changes. Kant does not in fact 
think that there is anything wrong in receiving pleasure as a result of 
performing morally good actions – enjoying pleasure is natural and 
healthy – what he is opposed to is basing one’s moral conduct on such 
considerations, that is, using the consequence of receiving pleasure as 
a rule or guide to one’s moral conduct.

There is another aspect to this last example of Kant’s to which we 
should pay attention. It is notable in that in Therese’s case, she bases 
what she thinks is the right thing to do on facts about her disposition, 
on whether she gets a positive feeling from it or not. But these are 
facts over which she has no control whatsoever. It is just a lucky gift of 
nature that she gets pleasure from doing good, just as it is an unlucky 
curse of nature that Anne gets no pleasure from doing good. Isn’t it 
an odd conclusion though to think that someone’s action is morally 
valuable even when it is motivated by something that is not really 
within his or her control? Again, there seems to be nothing earned 
about the morally valuable behaviour here. Therese is in a sense just 
doing whatever it is that she likes to do, and it just happens that what 
she likes to do conforms with the moral law.

Nevertheless, some feel uncomfortable with Kant’s apparent claim 
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that sympathy is a morally irrelevant response. We do normally 
think of sympathetic responses – say to someone’s pain – as morally 
praiseworthy. Furthermore, we can see that sympathetic responses 
frequently do produce positive consequences. However, Kant’s 
point is primarily that it does not reliably do so. We might imagine 
many situations where sympathy can be counterproductive (as with 
relationships such as parenting, for example showing sympathy for 
a child’s punishment for wrongdoing might undermine the child’s 
understanding of their having done wrong in the fi rst place).

Consider the following example. Imagine that Con, who has no 
strong feelings for or against his fellow man, has, unbeknownst to 
him, had a chip implanted in his brain overnight. The chip stimu-
lates his brain every time he does something morally worthwhile 
and produces a feeling of pleasure, not unlike the feeling Therese 
gets naturally. With enough practice, Con learns to fi gure out the 
exact kind of things that will produce the pleasurable feelings, and 
ultimately devotes his life to what we would recognise as morally 
good behaviour. Is Con a morally good person, however? Surely, 
Con’s intentions have been formed without him even asking the fol-
lowing question: ‘what would be the right thing to do?’ Rather, he 
simply asked himself: ‘what will produce pleasurable feelings?’ It is 
just a lucky coincidence that these feelings lined up in the right way 
with what is morally good – indeed we can imagine that the chip 
might malfunction, producing pleasure only when immoral acts were 
performed. If Con then proceeded by the same rule – ‘perform those 
acts that produce pleasure’ – he would then have devoted himself to 
an immoral life.

Kant’s point is that while it is natural and normal to take some 
pleasure in doing good, it cannot be that human beings act morally for 
the sake of the pleasure. We act morally just because we think we should, 
and irrespective of whether it gives us pleasure to do so. Instrumental 
reasoning can take forms whereby we never even ask ourselves the 
question ‘what’s the right thing to do?’ – but that question just is the 
question of morality. Kant’s dramatic examples are directed only at 
bringing out this simple thought, one that he thinks we all already 
understand and believe.

Kant addresses a worry from a religious perspective with this 
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understanding in mind. One might think, he says, that the command 
of the Bible – ‘love one’s neighbour’ – runs counter to Kant’s moral 
philosophy, since love is nothing but a sympathetic response and 
Kant has ruled out sympathetic responses from moral philosophy 
(4: 399). Kant’s reply is that the ‘love’ that the Bible speaks of cannot 
be what he calls ‘pathological love’, i.e. an automatic sympathetic 
response. The reason for this is that the demand to love one’s 
neighbour is supposed to be a command, but this implies that we 
have some power to respond (or not) to that command. However, 
sympathetic love is merely an automatic response, and we have no 
control over how much we can feel. What we can have control over, 
Kant thinks, is how much respect we can show for human beings out 
of moral duty, and irrespective of how much or how little sympathy 
we feel for them – this, he claims, is a kind of ‘practical love’ and is 
something that can be commanded (i.e. demanded by the moral law) 
and so must be the kind of love referred to by Scripture.

Kant now turns to what he calls ‘the second proposition’ of his 
inquiry (4: 399–400). This is confusing, since he has not previously 
made reference to any fi rst proposition! It is a matter of some inter-
pretive diffi culty to reconstruct just what the exact formulation of the 
‘fi rst proposition’ actually should be. It could concern the fi rst line of 
the section, namely that only a good will is good without limitation, 
or it could concern the claims we saw earlier, that morally actions are 
those that are viewed as necessitated by our sense of duty. We will 
not pursue this tricky interpretive issue here, however, and instead 
proceed to Kant’s consideration of the second proposition, which he 
states as follows:

The second proposition is: an action from duty has its moral worth not in the 

purpose that is to be attained by it, but in the maxim according to which it is 
resolved upon, and thus it does not depend on the actuality of the object of 
the action, but merely on the principle of willing according to which – regard-
less of any object of the desiderative faculty – the action is done. (4: 399–400)

So far, Kant has tried to show that all the possible unconditional 
goods that he has looked at and rejected have had the same thing in 
common. This is that the good in question was always something dif-
ferent from the type of action performed in order to secure a specifi c 
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purpose, i.e. to secure that good. Wealth, pleasure, power, positive 
emotions, avoidance of punishment – all of these things are goals or 
ends that we might perform a range of different actions in order to 
attain. As such, what type of practical reasoning – what ‘principle 
of willing’ – we engaged upon was not of any particular importance 
apart from the question of how effective it was at realising those goods 
(or ‘objects’, as Kant calls them) that we wanted to achieve.

Kant is now suggesting in this second proposition that he has 
shown that in fact our common moral understanding is not properly 
captured in terms of our pursuit of these conditional goods at all. It 
is that other thing, the form of practical reasoning engaged upon in 
forming our intentions to act, that is in fact the only thing of moral 
importance. What counts in our moral evaluation of an agent is 
whether the deliberation and practical reasoning that governed their 
behaviour – their ‘principle of willing’ – was of the right sort.

Kant’s position is thus a deontological and non-consequentialist one – it 
opposes a notion of moral evaluation performed through a calcula-
tion of expected consequences and instead claims that morally good 
acts, if they are possible, are ones that are based on considerations of 
duty that can be revealed through non-instrumental practical reason-
ing alone. One of the common features of morality that Kant thinks 
that this deontological picture captures is the thought that when we 
think something has been performed for morally correct reasons 
it seems perfectly appropriate to explain that just by appeal to the 
agent’s recognition that the act was the right thing to do. It does not 
seem to us that we are considering the consequences of endorsing 
(say) infanticide when we reject infanticide as morally wrong. It seems 
to us that we can adjudicate on its wrongness without any appeal to 
the consequences here.

It is one thing to claim that we do not need to appeal to conse-
quences or ‘effects’ in order to form our moral evaluations; however, 
it is another thing to specify exactly what it is that we are appealing 
to when we just recognise that something is, for instance, morally 
prohibited. It is clear that Kant thinks that one is looking to some 
feature or property that one’s will, that is, one’s forming of intentions, 
will manifest in this case – but what is this feature? Kant offers the 
beginning of his answer in his statement of the ‘third proposition’, 
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which he states seems to follow from the consideration of the previous 
two:

The third proposition, as the conclusion from both previous ones, I would 
express as follows: duty is the necessity of an action from respect for the law. (4: 400)

The crucial notion here, it seems, is that of ‘respect’ [Achtung], though 
it is never made entirely clear just what respect for the law actually 
consists in. The notion is a complex one and we will not be able to 
explore it fully here. However, Kant does mention some features that 
might help illuminate what he might mean. Firstly, we have already 
seen the notion of respect at work in Kant’s distinction between 
actions done from duty and those done merely in conformity with it. 
So, respect is just the recognition that one should do something solely 
on the grounds that it is the right thing to do. Secondly, we can see 
that respect involves the recognition that in doing the right thing we 
are responding to some kind of law. When we recognise that x is the 
right thing to do, we recognise its unconditional necessity, i.e. that 
there is nothing that could change the fact that x is the right thing to 
do. A rule that has this feature of unconditional necessity is simply 
what Kant defi nes as a law.

Thirdly, Kant claims that respect differs importantly from inclina-
tions. Perhaps Kant is thinking here of what is nowadays referred to 
as the feature of ‘direction of fi t’ that some think distinguishes beliefs 
from desires. A belief is a kind of representation that, if successful, 
matches up to how the world is – if I believe that Dublin is the capital 
of Ireland, then my belief is a good one just if that is how the world 
really is. If I believe that Cork is the capital of Ireland, then my 
belief is a bad one, and in order to make it successful, I must change 
my belief. A desire, on the other hand, is a representation that does 
not seek to match up to how the world is, but in some ways seeks to 
change the world so that the world matches up with it. If I have a 
desire that Cork replace Dublin as the capital of Ireland, then that 
desire is satisfi ed by my changing certain ways the world is. Thus 
when we satisfy a belief, we do so by fi tting the belief to match the 
world; when we satisfy a desire, we do so by fi tting the world to match 
the desire.

When we consider what it is like to feel respect for the moral law, 
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it is clear that the representation that we are in possession of in such 
cases is more akin to a belief than a desire. We think that we ought to 
do x because we take it that x is simply the right thing to do, and in a 
sense that it is not ‘up to us’. We do not think of ourselves as merely 
declaring that we would like it to be true that refraining from infanti-
cide is the right thing to do – rather, we take ourselves to be responding 
to and saying something that matches up with what objectively is the 
case.

On the other hand, Kant notes that the representation of respect 
is in other ways quite like desire – in fact at one point he claims that 
respect is a ‘feeling’ (4: 401, note). This is possibly because although 
the feeling of respect is like belief with regard to its direction of fi t, it is 
also the case that the feeling of respect can be a source of motivation 
to action, just as desires can be a source of motivation. Just recognis-
ing that something is the right thing to do can be suffi cient, he thinks, 
for us to be motivated to perform that action, and to try and make 
it so that the world is changed for the better. In this way the feeling 
of respect has some comparable features with desires, without itself 
being a desire.

The notion of respect then is a complex one, and not amenable to 
straightforward defi nition. One phenomenon that perhaps resembles 
it is that of conscience (however, one must be careful here: for Kant, 
conscience and respect are in fact different things – the points made 
here are just for illustration). When my conscience is activated, I am 
motivated to perform an action (or to refrain from performing one) 
just by my recognition that there is some fact of the matter that I 
must respect with regard to those actions; however, it also seems that 
when one is responding in that way, the standards of one’s conscience 
somehow come from one’s own self. Kant says that unlike desires, 
which are stimulated by ‘external’ sources (for example a lack of food 
stimulates my hunger), the feeling of respect is ‘self-wrought’ (4: 401, 
note): it does not seem to come from any external source, but rather 
from one’s own capacity to consciously ask oneself the question of 
what one should do. As we shall see, this is a theme that recurs in later 
sections of the Groundwork.

As the fi rst section moves towards its conclusion, Kant presents the 
analysis that has been performed as revealing an initially perplexing 
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situation: on the one hand, he claims to have uncovered that what 
we are recognising when we are aware of our moral responses is an 
awareness of our responding to some kind of law; on the other hand, 
Kant thinks he has shown that what we cannot be responding to is 
the content of any particular rule per se. This is because particular 
laws concern some specifi c content or conditional good with which 
they are concerned, and Kant has shown with his negative arguments 
that morality cannot be tied to some particular object that we might 
desire to pursue. Therefore it appears that morality both must be and 
cannot be essentially concerned with our responses to laws.

Kant uses the Aristotelian distinction between ‘form’ and ‘matter’ 
in order to try and resolve this tension. Imagine an analogy with a 
case from perception. When we see an object – say an apple – we see 
it as having lots of properties: colour, shape, texture, etc. However, 
there are differences in the ways in which these properties are 
perceived. We see the green colour of the apple straightforwardly 
enough, but we do not see the spheroid shape of the apple in the same 
way. It is not as if there is a blueprint ‘shape’ that is seen on top of the 
colour of the apple – rather we somehow perceive the shape of the 
apple through sensing its colours, that is through the act of seeing all 
its colour properties and the contrast with the coloured things around 
it. We might think that the apple both has matter (its colour) as well 
as a kind of spatial form (its shape), and though we can grasp both of 
these things when we see the apple, we grasp them in different ways.

Kant thinks that our moral rules have a certain matter and a form 
also. The matter of these rules concerns the particular ‘objects’ or 
content that the rule might be about (such as keeping one’s prices 
the same, or respecting one’s life, etc.). However, Kant claims that 
each of these rules also has a form, and they each share that form in 
common. As we have seen, each of these rules attempts to articulate 
a moral law, a rule that holds universally (i.e. it holds for all possible 
agents in all possible circumstances) and necessarily (i.e. it says some-
thing that every agent must do or must refrain from doing). Each rule 
involves a command of a kind that says that everyone must always do x, 
or that everyone must always refrain from doing y, etc. In this way, Kant 
thinks that he has uncovered the shared form of our moral responses 
in general – when we recognise that something is morally demanded 
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or prohibited, we take ourselves to be responding to something 
with a lawlike character. The form of morality, Kant claims, is its 
lawlikeness.

This leads Kant to the thought that will allow the transition to the 
next section of the Groundwork. If what we are doing when we recog-
nise the moral content of something is recognising its lawlike quality, 
and if we cannot identify any particular goods or objects upon which 
we might base our practical reasoning, then all we have to go on 
when asking ourselves whether or not something is the right thing to 
do is to ask ourselves whether the action is something that could be 
lawlike, whether it could have the form of a moral law. As Kant puts 
it, human beings are the only creatures that can ask themselves this 
question, and inquire into the ‘representation of the law in itself’ (4: 401), 
and this offers a solution to the tension he introduced previously – 
since we cannot base our moral reasoning on particular objects, we 
can base it on the question of whether our actions could be lawlike 
in general:

But what kind of law can that possibly be, the representation of which – even 
without regard for the effect expected from it – must determine the will for it 
to be called good absolutely and without limitation? Since I have robbed the 
will of all impulses that could arise for it from following some particular law, 
nothing remains but as such the universal conformity of actions with law, 
which alone is to serve the will as its principle, i.e. I ought never to proceed 
except in such a way that I could also will that my maxim should become a universal 

law. (4: 402)

Kant has spent all this section attempting to identify not particular 
moral rules but what he claims most people normally take to be the 
major characteristics of our moral responses in general. He has tried 
to claim that what it is like for something to be morally demanded 
is for it to be thought of as unconditional, for it to serve no other 
purpose than its just being performed, i.e. for it to be done for the 
sake of its being a law. Kant has not started by identifying particular 
moral laws but in identifying rational lawlikeness as the major char-
acteristic of morality per se.

Kant claims then that it is this feature that is the crucial thing to 
focus upon when doing moral philosophy. When we are looking to 
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whether an action has moral worth or not, we must look to the inten-
tions or will of the person performing that action. But when we look 
at their intentions, we should not look for a special object of inten-
tion, i.e. a special class of ‘goods’, but rather should look at whether 
or not the intentions are lawlike. Have these intentions been formed 
in a way such that the act is being done for the sake of the moral law? 
Only if the answer is ‘yes’ are those intentions morally good. Thus 
it is only if someone has a good will that there is an unconditional 
good.

Kant uses the example of never making a false promise, that is, 
of guaranteeing to someone that one will perform a course of action 
(say, paying back a debt or meeting someone in the future, etc.) 
though in fact one has the intention of not doing so. We will look 
more at this example in the second section when Kant returns to it 
again. Kant’s main aim here is to point out the difference between 
asking a prudential and a moral ‘ought’ with regard to the practice of 
false promising. I might ask myself whether I ought to make a false 
promise in the sense of asking myself whether or not it would be 
prudent to do so, and of course the answer here is that there must 
surely be some circumstances where one might gain some advantage 
from doing so. However, Kant claims that the question involving the 
moral ‘ought’ can be quickly answered in the negative. The quick 
test that Kant devises follows from the analysis he has given above: 
in order to fi gure out whether or not a particular course of action is 
morally permissible, one must engage in an experiment where one 
imagines that it is the case that it is a universal law that every rational 
agent performs that course of action – we imagine a world where my 
proposed course of action has been made lawlike.

Kant says that once we do this we see immediately that a course of 
action of the general type we are considering (making a false promise 
whenever it would be to one’s advantage to do so) cannot be make 
lawlike in this way. The claim is that once we engage in this thought 
experiment, we see that we incur a kind of rational incoherence. In 
the world that we have imagined, everyone has the intention to make 
false promises whenever it will be in their interests to do so. Kant then 
says that in this imagined world the very practice of promising would 
be either futile or non-existent:
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Then I soon become aware that I could indeed will the lie, but by no means 
a universal law to lie; for according to such a law there would actually be no 
promise at all, since it would be futile to pretend my will to others with regard 
to my future actions, who would not believe this pretense; or if they rashly 
did so, would pay me back in like coin, and hence my maxim, as soon as it 
were made a universal law, would have to destroy itself. (4: 403)

It might look at fi rst as if Kant is merely offering a more ornate form 
of prudential reasoning here, and claiming that when we make our 
rule of action lawlike (when we ‘universalise’ it) we see that it would 
not be very prudent at all to adopt the false promising rule. However, 
it is important to see that this is not Kant’s intended reasoning here. 
His claim is not that we see in the imagined world that it would not 
be advantageous for us to make a false promise; rather, we are to see 
that in the imagined world it would not be rationally coherent for us to 
do so, because we have imagined a world where that rule just does 
not make any sense. Thus Kant thinks that this quick procedure is a 
way of fi guring out whether something is morally acceptable or not 
by means of an operation or test that reveals whether it is internally 
coherent in accordance with the demands of our practical rationality.

This is Kant’s way of leading us to the concluding thought of the 
fi rst section – what it is for something to be unconditionally good, 
then, is for it to be something where the type of act is performed 
without consideration of the benefi t the act might achieve but 
whether the act is one that can be recommended as a universal law. 
Kant’s argument in this section has been to try and show that this 
unusual thought is actually what best characterises our common 
moral responses. With this conclusion in hand, Kant can move on to 
the next section, which explores the various ways in which the idea of 
moral truths as universal moral laws can be explored. He thinks that 
there is a natural transition from the fi rst to the second section, since 
he has begun by examining only what he takes everyone to accept 
already as general features of our moral thinking. From that starting 
point he has reached this claim regarding the role of universalisa-
tion and practical rationality. Thus in the following section he will 
examine more the claims that are involved with this notion of the 
‘supreme principle of morality’.
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Interestingly, Kant claims that what he has already provided is in 
some sense suffi cient for making our way through the world. We can 
in most cases fi gure out what the right thing to do is through our ordi-
nary capacity to tell right from wrong. As he himself acknowledges, 
this raises the question as to what further use there is for philosophy. 
I may not know exactly how the mechanics of morality work or 
what they are based upon, but I might nevertheless use my ordinary 
grasp of the difference between right and wrong effectively in most 
cases. The reason why more philosophy is required is because Kant 
thinks that human reason has a natural and unavoidable tendency 
to undermine itself and trick itself into thinking that false values are 
valuable. While our ordinary moral responses are on their own suf-
fi cient in most cases, we need to be on guard that our own reason has 
not undermined itself through this habit of ‘natural dialectic’ (4: 405). 
Some philosophical examination of the basis of morality itself and 
how it might be possible is then required in order to act as a kind of 
corrective against reason’s own tendency to mislead itself.

Second Section – Transition from popular moral 
philosophy to the metaphysics of morals

The fi rst section of the Groundwork was directed towards convincing 
the reader (a) that there is a distinct concept of morality conceived 
merely as the right thing to do; (b) that this concept is not properly 
captured by the notion of ‘whatever produces the best consequences’; 
(c) it is captured by the notion of ‘duty’. Kant begins the second 
section by worrying about how much this really shows. One could 
accept all of (a), (b) and (c) but still deny that human beings in reality 
ever manage to act morally. Kant continues his fi rst task of the ‘iden-
tifi cation’ of the supreme principle of morality in the second section, 
leaving the task of its ‘corroboration’ to the fi nal section.

Kant considers the ways in which the concept of morality itself 
might relate to our experience and accepts what some might think of 
as some startling sceptical thoughts. He admits, for example, that it 
is impossible to tell whether in any given example of an agent appar-
ently acting out of duty the agent really is acting out of duty. It might 
be, he concedes, that the agent might be acting out of some other 
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motive and that it is impossible for anyone (even the agent herself ) to 
tell which it is (4: 406–7). Consider an example of someone appear-
ing to perform a charitable act. It is of course possible that the person 
is acting out of what they take to be their moral duty, that is, to help 
those in need; however, we cannot rule out the possibility that they 
might equally be motivated by the psychological desire to be thought 
of as a charitable person. It might be the case that their motivation 
is ultimately about some benefi t they think the charitable act might 
bring themselves, even if the psychological desire is a subconscious 
one of which they cannot even themselves be aware. Although Kant 
does clearly think that acting from duty and out of respect for the 
moral law is in some sense a distinct kind of motivation, he does not 
deny that on any given occasion one might be deceived as to whether 
what one is feeling is in fact respect.

While Kant accepts this pervasive fallibilism concerning correctly 
identifying an agent’s true intentions (even including our own inten-
tions examined through introspection), he does not think this on its 
own generates a further, deeper scepticism about morality in general. 
It does not follow from the fact that we cannot know for sure whether 
any given case is an example of moral action that there is never any 
moral action. Consider a scientifi c analogy – imagine that a hypothe-
sis that something is the case is theoretically demanded by our current 
scientifi c theory. We then proceed to try and prove it by conducting 
some experiments. However, we fi nd that although the results of 
the experiments support the hypothesis, it is always the case that the 
result of the experiment in question could have been produced by 
some other factor (for example, something about the nature of our 
scientifi c equipment means that we will always get the same result, 
etc.). We cannot tell, therefore, from a given experiment whether or 
not it confi rms the hypothesis in question or whether it is the result of 
some other factor. However, it does not follow from the fact that the 
experiments might not confi rm the hypothesis that the hypothesis is 
therefore wrong. It merely shows that looking at particular examples 
will neither prove nor disprove the scientifi c hypothesis.

Some of Kant’s predecessors (such as Hobbes perhaps) would 
have argued that for any particular given example of apparent moral 
action, we cannot tell whether it is in fact done out of a sense of duty 
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or whether it was not done out of some deep self-interested desire, or 
‘self-love’. One might then have concluded that there is no such thing 
as acting out of a special kind of moral motivation and that all our 
actions are simply motivated by self-love. Kant’s point here is that 
even if it is true that we cannot tell whether any particular action is 
done out of morality or self-interest, this does not show that there is 
no such thing as genuine moral motivation. It just shows that looking 
at examples for conclusive evidence of a theory is not the way to do 
moral philosophy.

Furthermore, it is not as if such sceptical philosophers thereby 
denied the coherence of the very concept of morality – on the con-
trary, they acknowledge that the concept of moral motivation out of 
a sense of duty, etc. is coherent. Rather, they make a certain claim 
about human nature, namely that human beings do not live up to this 
standard. Human beings, they claim, are a sort of creature such that 
their motivations are always merely inclinations (such as the inclina-
tion towards self-interest) and that their capacity for reason is only 
ever an instrumental one, a tool for fi guring out the most effective 
way for realising our inclinations. What they thought was impossible, 
and what Kant will try to show is in fact possible, is that deploying a 
concept of specifi cally moral action is an essential part of what it is 
to be a practical rational subject, i.e. an agent capable of practical 
reasoning. Although we will never fi nd any individual example that 
constitutes knockdown evidence that we are moral agents, Kant will 
show that such a conception is theoretically demanded just in order 
to conceive of ourselves as rational practical subjects in general.

One might draw an analogy with Kant’s opposition to Humean 
scepticism here. Hume had argued that only concepts that can 
be traced back to some received sensations are genuine concepts. 
However, he then showed that some fundamental concepts, such 
as the concept of causation, do not have received sensations as their 
origin. He concluded then that the concept of causation is for this 
reason illegitimate. Kant opposed Hume’s analysis, but he did not do 
so by identifying a special kind of sensation that might account for the 
origin of the concept of causation; rather, he denied Hume’s initial 
claim that only concepts that can be traced back to received sensa-
tions are legitimate. If we allow that our minds might legitimately 
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contribute some concepts in order to make experience possible, Kant 
claimed, then we can identify a sense in which the concept cause 
might be legitimate.

Similarly, Kant does not want to fi ght the empiricists’ account of 
our moral concepts on their ground. He accepts that we will not fi nd 
through observation or introspection evidence of any special kind of 
inclination that will account for the concept of morality itself. Rather, 
as we shall see, Kant is rejecting a model of philosophical explanation 
whereby we look to experience (including the inner experience of 
introspection) as the only source of objective and legitimate concepts, 
and is recommending instead that we look to the rational resources of 
the subject as a possible source of such concepts. If morality is a priori 
and objective, as Kant thinks it is, and if this means that we cannot 
prove it to be so through the experience of examples, then it should 
be the case that we cannot fi nd any special experiential evidence of 
the concept of morality. If morality is a priori and objective then we 
will have to show its possibility in some other way.

Another fundamental insight that Kant considers concerns the 
relevance of experiential evidence to our moral concerns. We might, 
he concedes, allow that not only can we not tell whether or not an 
action has been done from moral motivation or not, but it might 
also be the case that no moral action has ever been performed, that 
is, that all the apparently moral actions that were ever performed to 
date were done out of self-interest (4: 407–8). Isn’t this just conced-
ing the point to Hobbes? No, says Kant, and the reason why it is not 
concerns understanding the very nature of moral philosophy. When 
we are asking what the morally correct thing to do is, we are asking 
what ought to happen. It is the case that it is very diffi cult to determine 
in any particular circumstances that someone has done something 
because they thought they ought to do it and not simply because it 
suited their interests to do it. However, not only that, but even if we 
presume that every human being in the history of mankind only ever 
acted out of their own self-interest, it still remains the case that it is a 
distinct question as to what they ought to have done and by extension 
what we ought to do both now and in the future.

Even if all human beings have acted out of self-interest, this 
does not provide an excuse as to whether you ought to act out of 
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 self-interest. Kant uses the example of friendship (4: 408) – even if all 
friendship to date has been merely examples of people co-operating 
with each other for their own benefi t, that fact would not give you 
permission to befriend people just to see what benefi ts befriending 
them might bring you. If you are someone’s friend, you ought to be 
their friend sincerely and for the sake of the value of their friendship, 
and without calculation of what benefi ts or disadvantages it might 
bring.

In general, Kant’s point is against taking any facts gained from 
experience as themselves capable of telling one what ought to be 
done. If through experience one discovered that slavery had always 
been approved of, or that all friendships had always been based on 
self-interest, it would still be the case that one ought not to enslave 
other human beings, or base friendships on what benefi ts friendship 
might bring. Kant thinks that if we think there is any such thing as 
morality at all, then it is clear that facts about what people have done, 
or what they are likely to do, are entirely irrelevant to fi guring out 
the answer to the question ‘what ought I to do?’ When Kant says that 
the notion of ‘duty as such, prior to all experience, lies in the idea of 
a reason determining the will by a priori grounds’ (4: 408), he means 
just that the question of what I ought to do is one that I must try to 
answer by means of my rational capacities and without any appeal 
to what has been done in the past or what is likely to be done in the 
future.

Kant goes on to make a further point about the use of exam-
ples, which follows on from his criticism of experience-based moral 
philosophy in general. Specifi cally, he wants to block the idea that 
there might be one example that does suffi ce as a standard against 
which all other moral actions might be compared, and that is the 
example of God’s goodness (4: 408–9) (this would, of course, be an 
example which most of us only have experience of via the testimony 
of Scripture). Kant wants to block this possibility with a generalised 
argument schema against all attempts to derive a standard or norm 
from an example or set of examples. The argument is simple: in order 
to recognise an example to use as the standard for moral behaviour, 
one must see that it is an example of goodness. Yet in order to do 
that, Kant thinks, we must already compare the example to a stand-
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ard of goodness that we already possess. Therefore, in order to look 
at examples we must already possess a standard of morally correct 
behaviour. Kant says that the very idea of God is nothing but the 
concept of moral perfection added to the idea of an agent, so that 
in looking to the example of God we are already, so to speak, citing 
the idea of moral perfection that we must already possess. Kant is 
here perhaps trying to block a response that this suggestion might 
be heretical – he does not want to say that God must obey the moral 
law because the latter is a higher law, rather he wants to say that God 
must obey the moral law because he is in some sense an inherently 
moral being, that he is of the same nature as the moral law itself.

Kant’s description of the moral law’s ‘purity’ then means nothing 
more than that it does not derive from particular examples that we 
may have experienced, or from theories predicting what we think 
human beings are likely to do. Sociology, psychology, neuroscience, 
evolutionary behavioural studies and economics can all tell us an 
empirical story about why we behave towards each other in the ways 
that we do, but none of them, Kant claims, can tell us whether or not 
we are right in behaving in the ways that we do.

Kant thinks that all genuine moral judgements include an ‘ought’ 
and that the proper way to think of this ‘ought’ is as kind of ‘must’ – 
it involves ‘necessitation’ (4: 413). When I say that I ought to visit my 
mother in hospital, if I really think I should then I view myself as 
being under a kind of obligation. It is not just that it would be a nice 
thing to do – if it is a moral matter, then it is something that I think 
that I must do. For Kant, any rule that determines what must happen 
is properly described as a law. Therefore it follows that if there is any 
such thing as genuine moral judgement at all, then we have to think 
of there being something like moral laws. Rational agents are the only 
creatures who can obey these laws, he thinks, because rational agents 
are the only creatures who can become self-consciously aware of 
them, and becoming aware of them is all that is required in order to 
be able to see them as binding upon oneself. He expresses this in a 
well-known passage:

Every thing in nature works according to laws. Only a rational being has the 
capacity to act according to the representation of laws, i.e. according to principles, 
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or a will. Since reason is required for deriving actions from laws, the will is 
nothing other than practical reason. (4: 412)

There is a sense then in which human beings, as rational agents, exist 
in two worlds (Kant will use this kind of talk explicitly in the third 
section of the Groundwork). As physical beings, we exist in accordance 
with laws of nature (such as gravity, for example) with which we have 
no option but to comply. On the other hand, as self-conscious and 
free rational agents, we are subject to the laws that determine what 
we ought to do. These laws, unlike gravity, only affect us insofar as we 
are capable of thinking about them – thus we can only act in accord-
ance with the ‘representation’ of moral laws. Another difference 
between natural and moral laws is that while we cannot help but act 
in accordance with natural laws, we can in fact fail to act in accord-
ance with moral laws – we can fail to do the right thing. This is a 
crucial feature of morality, since part of what we value about doing the 
right thing stems from its diffi culty, from the constant possibility of 
one’s failing to do the right thing. In contrast, we do not think there is 
any special value in consistently managing to obey the law of gravity.

Kant’s talk of laws is crucial since he thinks only this can capture 
the proper account of obligation that moral philosophy requires. As 
already mentioned, when one recognises that one has an obligation, 
there is a natural inclination to talk about that moral responsibility in 
terms of necessitation – we speak of it being something that we had to 
do, or say that we had no option but to do that thing. When we speak 
in this way though we are obviously not talking about physical neces-
sitation – when one says that one had to visit one’s sick mother, one 
does not mean that there was a physical force compelling one to do 
so. Rather, we think of ourselves as compelled by some non-physical 
source of necessitation. Furthermore, we would not fi nd it strange if 
someone were to state ‘I must visit my sick mother, but it might not 
happen’. When someone says something like this we can understand 
them as saying that they have a moral obligation to do something, but 
that there are causal factors that might prevent this event from occur-
ring. As Kant pointed out when introducing the topic of moral phi-
losophy, it is the study of rules determining what ought to happen but 
which frequently does not happen (4: 388). So Kant’s account is one 
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that will ultimately be about how human beings are the kind of crea-
ture that can respond to the rules that govern one domain (the moral) 
which demands that something must happen, while at the same time 
also belonging to another domain (the physical) where the rules that 
govern that latter domain can make it so that thing does not happen.

Kant then will have to offer us a story about how this is possible, 
about what it is that goes wrong when we fail to act in accordance with 
moral laws. His story is that human beings are not perfectly rational 
agents, in that we are creatures with more than one source of motiva-
tion. We can be motivated to act purely from our rational capacities, 
which if done correctly will guarantee that we are acting morally. 
However are also motivated to act out of our desires and inclinations, 
and when we follow this source of motivation, it is not at all guaran-
teed that we will do the right thing (as we saw in the previous section, 
desires might sometimes motivate us to do the right thing, but then 
only accidentally, and we then merely ‘conform to the moral law’). So 
Kant’s account of moral failure is that we are failing to pay attention 
to the rational side of our moral motivations and allowing our desires 
and inclinations to be the source of motivating what we decide to do.

When we recognise that a representation is telling us something 
that we must do, we recognise what Kant calls an imperative (4: 413). 
Imperatives though can come in two fundamentally different forms, 
and these forms correspond to the two sources of motivation that 
make up human beings’ ability to act. He calls these categorical and 
hypothetical imperatives (4: 414). When we are following our rational 
nature alone, it can issue commands to act in a certain way – these 
are categorical imperatives. When we are following our inclinations, 
we do so by following commands that tell us the best way to satisfy 
those inclinations, and these he calls hypothetical imperatives:

Now, all imperatives command either hypothetically, or categorically. The former 
represent the practical necessity of a possible action as a means of achieving 
something else that one wants (or that at least is possible for one to want). 
The categorical imperative would be the one that represented an action as 
objectively necessary by itself, without reference to another end. (4: 414)

There are some things to note here. Firstly, just because we are some-
times motivated by inclinations does not mean that reason is entirely 
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out of the picture. On the contrary, human beings are the kind of 
creature that can always use their rational capacities as a means to an 
end, namely, the end of satisfying those inclinations.

We are, however, also creatures that can act just by considering 
what our rational capacities for practical reasoning on its own tell us 
to do, and when we do this we are not using reason in a means-end 
kind of way (we are not using reason instrumentally) but are using 
reason in a way whereby it does not have any particular end or goal 
in mind. When reason is functioning like this it does not produce rules 
such as ‘if you want to achieve goal x, then pursue course of action y’; 
it produces simpler rules, such as ‘always pursue course of action y’. 
When our rational capacities are functioning in this way, Kant says 
that they produce categorical imperatives. (From here on, I will follow a 
common convention in talking about Kant’s moral philosophy and 
draw a distinction between ‘categorical imperatives’ which are the 
individual moral commands that we might realise through acting 
from duty – such as ‘never make a false promise’, ‘help those in need 
where possible’, and so on – from the ‘Categorical Imperative’ which 
refers to the procedure or test that we have already seen introduced at 
the end of the fi rst section and which concerns the process of seeing if 
our rule for a course of action is universalisable. This latter meaning 
of the Categorical Imperative sometimes gets shortened to the ‘CI-
test’ and I will use this abbreviation also. Therefore, the CI-test is 
a procedure or operation, the outputs of which can be individual 
categorical imperatives.)

We can fi nally note one further aspect of Kant’s way of talking of 
imperatives. As we have seen, Kant allows that there are all kinds of 
‘goods’ but that these goods can ultimately be similarly classifi ed into 
two broad categories. There are the goods that attach to hypothetical 
imperatives, which I will call instrumental goods, and which are identifi -
able by being something that is good for something else (e.g. a knife can 
be good for cutting, being generous can be good for the purpose of 
getting people to like you, etc.). He holds that the rules attached to the 
realisation of these kinds of goods do not even involve the question 
of their moral value – Kant says that the rule a doctor might adopt in 
order to cure someone and the rule a poisoner might adopt in order 
to kill someone can be equally ‘good’ in this ‘good for’ sense (4: 415). 
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But neither of these rules is thereby evaluated in terms of their moral 

content.
Not even happiness, Kant thinks, can serve as a guide to moral 

conduct. Although he holds that it is a universal truth that all human 
beings strive for their own happiness, the rules that they adopt are 
adopted instrumentally, as a means to the end of securing happiness. 
As such, rules regarding happiness can only generate hypotheti-
cal imperatives. Alternatively, Kant thinks that there are rule-like 
imperatives that are not to be understood as instrumental rules, but 
that there are things that we recognise as worth doing without con-
sidering any question of whether they have any further instrumental 
value. We can recognise the rule that is expressed by a categorical 
imperative as good in itself. Only this imperative, he claims, ‘may be 
called that of morality’ (4: 416).

Kant has a further argument here, one that harks back to his dis-
cussion of happiness in the fi rst section. He claims that the concept of 
happiness is indeterminate, and that one cannot offer a specifi cation 
of exactly what we mean by the concept of happiness such that we 
might then generate some hypothetical imperatives that would tell us 
how to go about achieving it. He claims that if one thought that some-
thing such as ‘being rich’ or ‘living a long life’ were offered, it might 
turn out that the path one took in order to become rich or to live for 
a long time ended up bringing about unhappiness. If the concept of 
happiness were specifi c enough for us to formulate an imperative 
concerning how to achieve it, then – perhaps – that imperative would 
have the categorical status of what Kant calls a ‘command’ (4: 418), 
i.e. it would tell us that we must do that thing.

This seems to make sense – we all desire our own happiness, and 
if we were faced with a specifi c rule that would guarantee that we 
would acquire that happiness, then it would surely seem to us that 
we have to obey that rule. But Kant thinks that ‘happiness’ is just not 
a specifi c concept at all, and so there will never be any set of specifi c 
imperatives that we have to obey in order to achieve happiness, and 
so no specifi c categorical imperative involving happiness as an end 
can ever be formulated. But since morality just concerns categori-
cal imperatives, then it seems that the concept of happiness has little 
to do with the question of what we ought to do. (It should be noted 
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that Kant has a complex account of the relation between morality, 
happiness and religious belief, one that he returns to in later practi-
cal works, such as the Critique of Practical Reason and Religion within the 

Boundaries of Mere Reason. For the purposes of the Groundwork though, 
as the inquiry into the basic foundations of morality, Kant is willing 
to put the positive role of happiness to one side.)

We can perhaps reconstruct a quick argument along these lines. 
Morality is a system of either hypothetical or categorical impera-
tives. If it is a system of hypothetical imperatives then there must be 
some goal or end to which those imperatives refer. That end cannot 
be happiness, for the reasons outlined above. Neither, however, can 
it be anything else – there are no other goals or ends that everyone 
will universally strive after. Human beings have various desires and 
do not all share the same specifi c ones. A hypothetical imperative 
will only be binding on a person so long as they have the desire for 
that specifi ed end. Alternatively, we might have the desire for that 
end, but decide that it is not worth following the rule in order to get 
it – as Kant puts it ‘we can always be rid of the prescription if we 
give up the purpose’ (4: 420). But morality is not like that. By moral 
imperatives, we mean just the ones that we cannot give up whenever 
we feel like it. Therefore, morality cannot be a system of hypotheti-
cal imperatives that refers to a general end, such as happiness, or 
any more specifi c end. It must therefore be a system of categorical 
imperatives.

It was mentioned earlier that for Kant moral obligations will turn 
out to be ones that one recognises by virtue of exercising or operating 
one’s own reason, and that this contrasts with the idea of duties to 
some external thing, be it a person or community or organisation or 
institution. One aspect of this thought is that Kant needs to explain 
how moral demands can be absolutely or unconditionally necessary. We 
need a way of explaining how moral demands can be understood by 
the agent as categorically binding. Imagine that one joins a club whose 
rules state that one has to attend a meeting every Tuesday evening. 
It is binding then on all members that they attend the Tuesday meet-
ings. Of course there is always a sense left over in which attending 
the meetings is not binding: I could simply decide to stop being a 
member of the club. For non-members, the rules of the club are non-
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binding. So there is a sense in which the necessity of the rules is not 
absolute but conditional – if one is a member of the club, then one 
must attend the Tuesday meetings, but if one is not, then one need 
not attend. We can see also that this is refl ected in how an agent 
who is a member might go about explaining why the rule is binding 
upon them. If someone were to ask them ‘why must you go to the 
Tuesday meeting?’ the reply would be ‘because it is one of the rules 
of the club’. If they were to persist and ask ‘but do you have to go?’ the 
appropriate response would be ‘yes, if I want to remain a member 
of the club’. So there is a sense in which one does not see oneself as 
having to follow the rule – one only has to follow the rule if one has the 
desire to remain a member of the club.

But we can see now that this means that the explanation of why 
the rule is binding upon the person, and why they see it as binding, 
involves making an appeal to their desires. It is only because the 
person has the relevant desire, that is, to be a member of the club, 
that they view themselves as being under the sway of the club rules. 
However, just because the authority of the rules is conditional on 
having the relevant desires, we can make sense of the idea that the 
rules are no longer binding upon one if one decides to opt out from 
the club – if the person no longer has the desire, then they are no 
longer bound by the rules.

This is one of the reasons why Kant thinks that all real obligations 
– that is, all genuine moral obligations – must come from oneself. 
Any obligation that one has to an external authority, whether it be a 
club, a social group or an institution, and so on, will only ever be able 
to generate rules as hypothetical imperatives, because the necessity 
involved will always be a conditional necessity. An obligation to some 
external ‘ground’ will always involve merely conditional necessity, 
Kant thinks, because seeing oneself as under the authority of that 
external ground will always contingently depend on one’s desiring to 
be under the authority of that external ground. I might think that I 
should pay my taxes because I wish to be a good citizen, or because 
I wish to avoid the punishments that can accompany not paying tax, 
but then the reason why I pay my taxes really comes down to the fact 
that I want to be a functioning member of society, and paying one’s 
taxes is one of the rules involved in being a member of this particular 
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club. One might respond that one is born into a particular society, 
and to that extent has no choice as to whether or not one is a member 
of that society. Of course this is true, but that is really just a matter of 
practicality. It might not be easy to opt out of society altogether, but 
one nevertheless can make the free choice to try and do so if one has 
that desire.

The important point to note is that Kant believes that there are 
aspects of one’s existence that one cannot choose to opt out of, such 
as one’s humanity, and more generally, one’s freedom and practical 
rationality. Whatever I choose to do or not do, I must always view 
myself as a free agent with the power to deliberate and form inten-
tions to pursue certain actions. There is then a very basic type of club, 
the club of free rational agents, which no one can opt out of. I might 
moreover claim that if I am opting out of anything, that activity itself 
is one that is the result of a piece of practical reasoning, as an inten-
tion to act that I freely formed. But what one cannot do is opt out of 
being a freely choosing agent altogether.

What Kant is trying to show is that there are rules that govern 
being a member of the club of free rational agents, and these rules 
are the ones that we can and must look to in order to discover what 
our genuine moral obligations are. The duties that we have are not 
to some external authority, but rather are in one sense duties to our-
selves, since they are arrived at just by our recognition that we fun-
damentally belong to the club of free rational agents. In identifying 
the rules of that club, we are really just following the rules that decide 
what it is to be a free rational agent. Thus, Kant thinks, in being 
moral, we are engaged in the activity of expressing just what kind of 
creatures we in fact are.

In my using the analogy of following the rules of a club, and sug-
gesting that Kant wants to identify the club that we cannot help but 
be members of, it might be thought that the fundamental club of 
which we are members is the club of human beings. Yet Kant care-
fully denies this. Our fundamental club is not actually that of human 
beings, but that of rational beings (4: 408), i.e. agents with the free will 
to perform actions as a result of some rational deliberation. It is of 
course possible that there could be some rational agents other than 
human beings. If our moral rules attached to us simply by virtue of 
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our humanity, then we might imagine that aliens, for example, are 
not obliged to follow those same rules. If, as is the case with so many 
science fi ction books and fi lms, aliens decide to follow a course of the 
enslavement or genocide of the human species, it would be the case 
that we would not be able to condemn that behaviour as wrong, since 
the aliens are only breaking the rules of the club of human beings, a 
club to which they do not belong.

For Kant, this kind of reasoning would be absurd (not that he 
imagined such science fi ction scenarios!). As we have seen, the very 
idea of morality, he thinks, is that it is objective: there cannot be 
one rule for you and one rule for me, or different rules for different 
cultures or generations. Similarly, there cannot be one set of rules of 
behaviour for human beings and another set for non-human rational 
beings. The rules of morality do not hold merely on condition of 
belonging to one species of rational agent rather than another. They 
do not have conditional necessity but rather they possess absolute 
necessity, since when I am talking about moral rules then there is a 
sense in which it would be incorrect to put my rules in the form of an 
‘if . . . then’ formula. The rule is simply ‘murder is wrong’ and this 
holds for all possible rational beings, in all possible circumstances.

One might resist this line of thought and ask whether we might not 
still put such rules into an ‘if . . . then’ formulation. Might we not say 
something very general, such as ‘if I am a rational agent, then mur-
dering is wrong’? I think Kant would in some sense allow that we can 
do this. But Kant has set the discussion at such a high level of general-
ity that it is unclear who we might be referring to when we consider 
possible agents who are not rational free agents and yet are still moral 

subjects. I can imagine that I might be an alien, but I am still an agent 
capable of free will and self-conscious rational deliberation. I might 
imagine myself to be another kind of animal, one that is not capable 
of self-conscious rational deliberation, but in that case I would not 
be a creature even capable of asking myself the question ‘what ought 
I to do?’ We do not hold such animals to be morally responsible for 
their actions just because we do not think that they are the kinds of 
creatures that are capable of self-conscious refl ection on what the 
correct course of action might be. Kant’s strategy then is to ask about 
the most general characterisation of the club that we fi nd ourselves 
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in, which is the club of agents who are capable of asking themselves 
the question, ‘what ought I to do?’ – this club is more fundamental 
than the club of human beings, so the answer to the question cannot 
be based on any particular facts about what it is to be a human being. 
(As we shall see, Kant will return later on to discuss our ‘humanity’ 
in a positive sense, but then he will mean it to refer to this general 
nature of being a free rational agent, and not to the biological species 
of human beings.)

Returning to the text, Kant here returns to a crucial distinction, 
that between maxims and objective principles (4: 420, note; Kant briefl y 
alluded to this distinction in the fi rst section also, see 4: 400, note). It 
is a matter of some debate as to what exactly Kant thinks maxims are, 
but here he distinguishes them as rules that are the basis upon which 
an agent acts, as distinguished from an objective principle, which 
is the basis upon which an agent ought to act. Perhaps one way of 
thinking about the relation between them is that an agent’s behaviour 
is moral if the maxim which she adopted (‘I ought to perform action 
x’) is in fact identical with what the moral law commands (that is, the 
maxim she has adopted for her action is in fact what she ought to be 
doing). Of course, as we have seen, it is possible that one’s maxim 
might by good fortune simply conform with what the moral law com-
mands, and this is not suffi cient.

Kant thinks that he can answer the question of defi nition, that is, 
what a supreme principle of morality might be, just from considering 
‘the mere concept of a categorical imperative’ (4: 420). We will have 
to see what it means to fi gure out a principle (Kant here refers to it 
as a ‘formula’) just from the concept of a categorical imperative. We 
have already seen some features of what it is for something to be a 
categorical imperative: it must be a command to perform (or refrain 
from performing) some action; it must apply with unconditional 
necessity; it must not be referred to any particular end or purpose 
or goal; it must be objective, etc. Kant thinks that just by refl ecting 
on what it would be for a maxim (i.e. a rule expressing some plan of 
action) to be adopted out of respect for the moral law, we can identify 
a defi nite procedure that one would have to adopt.

It is likely that Kant feels that his analysis of the CI-test should 
be able to convince an opponent, one who might initially have held 
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that all apparently moral maxims are nothing but hypothetical 
 imperatives – rational rules for achieving some desired end or purpose 
– in disguise. How does Kant hope to win over such an opponent? A 
fi rst aspect of his strategy is the recognition that even the opponent 
must acknowledge what we might call the authority of rationality. The 
opponent might think that morality is in fact nothing but a system 
of hypothetical imperatives, but she would at least acknowledge that 
on such a conception of morality and reason, she must hold that 
those hypothetical imperatives are regarded as adequate rules, i.e. 
good instruments for achieving one’s purposes, just because they are 
rational ways of realising one’s desires. The opponent does not think 
that rationality per se is irrelevant or unreliable – on the contrary, she 
must hold that rationality is in some sense decisive here in determin-
ing the tools for realising one’s desires. Reason has a kind of authority 
that is manifested even within our use of hypothetical imperatives.

The second aspect of Kant’s strategy against his opponent is that 
she must acknowledge what I will call the universality of rationality. This 
claim amounts to nothing more than the idea that if agents take them-
selves to be acting rationally, then they take it that their reasons for 
acting in the way they do could be recommended to anyone in similar 
circumstances. If I think that I ought to bring an umbrella in order 
to stay dry, I must take it that this reasoning could make sense to any 
possible agent. Of course, someone might not want to keep dry, and 
so then that person might then not want to adopt that hypothetical 
imperative, but in that case one would at least acknowledge the follow-
ing as correct: if I had wanted to stay dry, then bringing an umbrella 
would have been a good way of going about it. When a hypothetical 
imperative is a genuine one everyone, irrespective of his or her desires, 
must recognise it as such. Reason then also has a kind of universality 
that is also manifested even within our use of hypothetical imperatives.

Alternatively, one might disagree with the hypothetical imperative 
because (say) one thinks that in certain circumstances it is too windy 
for an umbrella to be effective against the rain. But notice here that 
if one wanted to deny that the hypothetical imperative is a good 
one, this is only because one thinks that there are good reasons not to 
bring an umbrella. One would not deny the hypothetical imperative 
because one is not rational, but because one thinks that there might 
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be a more rationally acceptable hypothetical imperative to put in its 
place (e.g. ‘If I want to stay dry, then I ought to wear a raincoat’, or 
some such alternative). But when one thinks of such an alternative 
hypothetical imperative as better, one thinks that this replacement 
ought to be acknowledged by anyone as a better hypothetical impera-
tive then the one regarding bringing an umbrella.

The general point is that, even if one thinks that morality is nothing 
but a set of hypothetical imperatives, one is nonetheless committed to 
the idea that if a reason for action is a good reason, it is a reason that 
is universally recognisable as such. If I think my hypothetical impera-
tive is a good way of achieving my purpose, I think that every possible 
rational agent ought to be able to recognise that too. We might in fact 
think that just what it is for a reason to be a good reason is for me to 
think that no one would deny it. If someone did deny it, it must be 
either because they are mistaken or because I am mistaken about the 
matter.

Could one really believe that my reason for performing an action 
was a good reason, but that if someone disagreed with me, they would 
be correct too? Could it really be that I could be both correct and 
incorrect in thinking that an umbrella is a good way of keeping dry? 
One might say, ‘well in some circumstances it is a good way, e.g. in a 
light shower, but in other circumstances, e.g. a storm, it is not’; here 
though it is really the case that we are talking about two different 
hypothetical imperatives (‘if I want to keep dry in a light shower, then 
I ought to bring my umbrella’ and ‘if I want to keep dry in a storm, 
I ought to bring my umbrella’). The question is whether it is coher-
ent to think that two people could be correct in thinking that a single 
hypothetical imperative gives an agent both a good reason and bad 
reason. Kant thinks (and he thinks any opponent must agree) that this 
is incoherent.

Thus I would suggest that in trying to motivate the idea of the 
power of the CI-test, Kant will be starting from commitments that 
he thinks any opponent must share, those of the authority of ration-
ality and the universality of rationality. When Kant suggests that a 
‘formula’ might be discovered from the ‘mere concept of a categori-
cal imperative’ (4: 420), we can take him to be beginning from this 
starting point. If any agent is committed to these two claims about 
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rationality, just by virtue of being a self-conscious rational agent who 
can adopt different hypothetical imperatives (and we all think that 
we are at least rational to this degree), then Kant thinks he can show 
that we are committed to more than this. We can, he thinks, focus 
just on those two commitments, to the authority and universality of 
rationality, and see that they alone – without any appeal to specifi c 
hypothetical imperatives – can provide us with a guide as to how we 
ought to act.

Kant thinks that by focusing on these commitments, we can make 
sense of there being two different questions that I can ask myself: 
fi rstly, I can ask myself ‘what am I rationally committed to doing, 
given that I am a rational agent and that I have this desire?’ but also 
the simpler question ‘what am I rationally committed to doing (or not 
doing), given just that I am a rational agent?’ We can see the outlines 
of Kant’s strategy now – he has observed that one way to identify a 
genuinely moral principle is that it does not involve asking what it is 
good for, but is just when we recognise that something is a good in itself. 
Now Kant is suggesting that we can devise courses of action based 
on what is rationally required for realising this or that desire, but also 
based on what is rational in itself. The move that Kant is making is to 
say that moral actions are those that we recognise as demanded just 
by recognising that they are rational in themselves.

Kant is therefore drawing an extremely close connection between 
the moral and the rational. Does this then make him a moral ration-
alist? As a very rough defi nition, we might think of a rationalist as 
one who holds that our rational faculties could themselves uncover 
and justify specifi c truths that our non-rational capacities could not. 
Natural Law theorists (such as Aquinas for example) are arguably 
thought to have held that we could use our rational faculties to see 
what moral truths are contained therein. Such a theorist often held 
that our rational faculties are themselves guaranteed by God to be 
reliable, so that we could then use reason both to discover and to 
justify moral truths.

It is important to note though that Kant’s rationalism will not 
be of this kind. Kant does share with the Natural Law theorists the 
belief that the moral and the rational are intimately connected. 
However, he does not hold the further rationalist claim that we are 
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able to engage in some simple act of introspection (such as Descartes’ 
method of meditation, for example), and just see what is contained 
within that rational faculty. Kant’s conception of reason is not that of 
a storeroom of rational truths. We will not discover new moral truths 
in this way, Kant thinks; instead, he holds that our rational capacity, 
while it does not itself contain moral truths, can be used as a test or 
a procedure for seeing whether some maxim that we already possess 
is in fact a rationally and morally justifi ed truth. To use a different 
metaphor, one should not think of our rational faculty as a kind of 
database containing a list of moral truths but instead as a kind of 
software testing program, whereby one can input a maxim at one end 
and receive as output at the other end a verdict as to whether that 
maxim is morally acceptable. Sometimes Kant’s approach is called 
a kind of rational proceduralism in order to make distinct this difference 
between his approach and that of other moral rationalists.

As we have seen, Kant suggests that refl ecting just on the very 
concept of a moral law or categorical imperative we can identify a 
formulation of the supreme moral principle. Kant in fact maintains 
that the supreme principle of morality can be given in several different 
formulations. He holds that all of these formulations are in one sense 
equivalent, while in another sense they are each supposed to reveal 
importantly different aspects of the supreme principle of morality. It 
is a matter of some controversy as to how Kant can maintain that all 
the formulations are distinct in one sense yet equivalent in another. 
There is a temptation also to think that there might be a single 
pre-eminent formulation that counts as the ‘real’ or ‘fundamental’ 
formulation. If that were the case, then the other formulations would 
be merely derivations or sub-formulations of that fundamental for-
mulation. However, if this were a correct interpretation (and it is 
not obvious that it is), it is unclear as to which  formulation is to be 
 identifi ed as the fundamental one.

The fi rst formulation is commonly referred to as the universal law 

formulation (FUL):

There is therefore only a single categorical imperative, and it is this: act only 

according to that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a 

universal law. (4: 421)
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Despite having just said that this is the ‘only’ categorical imperative, 
Kant immediately offers a reformulation of FUL, which is known as 
the universal law of nature formulation (FULN):

[S]o act as if the maxim of your action were to become by your will a universal law 

of nature. (4: 421)

Kant does not mean by this formulation that we will that our maxim 
become a natural law such as gravity (i.e. a law which we cannot help 
but obey), but rather that we are willing that our maxim be adopted 
as universally such that it is always voluntarily followed (i.e. so that 
it is as commonly followed a phenomenon as a law such as gravity 
or causation, etc.). It is unclear just how FUL and FULN are sup-
posed to differ, or what extra point is being made when Kant gives 
us the formulation as FULN (as we shall see, he will presently offer 
two more formulations of the moral law, yet later on refer to having 
offered only three, suggesting that he perhaps did not see FUL and 
FULN as signifi cantly different).

Kant now proceeds to offer a series of famous examples that dem-
onstrate how the CI-test can be used in practice to decide whether 
or not something is a moral law. In each case, an imagined agent 
is in a particular situation where they are considering whether a 
certain course of action is morally acceptable or not. In each case, the 
imagined subject puts their maxim through the CI-test and in each 
case it fails. From this result they can infer that the course of action 
was not permissible and that a rule concerning its converse can be 
inferred. (For example, the fi rst example concerns someone consider-
ing whether suicide is permissible. Their maxim fails the CI-test, from 
which one can infer that suicide is impermissible or that one must 
always respect one’s life.)

This is what Kant means when he talks about proceeding just 
through consideration of the form of the moral law. The distinction 
that Kant is using here is the Aristotelian distinction between form 
and matter that we saw before. We do not, Kant thinks, have access 
to the matter of the moral law. This would be possible if we were 
the kind of creatures that could just identify, through pure reason or 
some other capacity, the specifi c list of things that are morally good 
or not (‘x is good, y, is good, z is bad’, etc.). It is just our fate that we 
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do not have these kinds of intellectual powers, whereby we might just 
be able to ‘see’ rationally the fact that false promising (for instance) 
is morally wrong. Instead we have to try and fi gure out whether or 
not false promising is right or wrong by putting it through a more 
elaborate procedure. The form of universality is the mark of morality, 
as we have seen, so the procedure is one that tries to test a candidate 
maxim’s moral status by appealing to considerations of its possible 
universalisation.

Kant seems to think that one frequently knows immediately when 
one has done something wrong – he earlier seemed to indicate that 
in most cases what he calls ‘common human judging’ (4: 412) is quite 
adequate for our needs with regard to fi guring out what is the right 
and what is the wrong thing to do. But this effect is just one of good 
judgement, and it does not help us at all in answering the question: 
why is it that the thing that you can immediately recognise as morally 
wrong is morally wrong? It does not help much just to say ‘well, 
because I just see that it’s wrong’. Even though this is a common 
feature of our individual experiences, we would not want to take this 
as a standard account for identifying value in general – i.e. to say that 
‘x is morally valuable if an agent sees x as morally valuable’. Apart 
from the fact that is does not explain anything about what it is that 
the agent is seeing as valuable, it is a hopelessly vague and general 
criterion to use, one that is open to abuse in obvious ways.

So instead Kant thinks that one can appeal to the form of the moral 
law, the feature of universality, and he devises a test using nothing 
but the idea that one’s maxims ought to be universal in order to see if 
one can gain guidance from that alone. The fact that we are merely 
appealing to the form of the moral law does not mean that our refl ec-
tions do not have any content, though. On the contrary, as we shall 
see, it is the very content of certain concepts, such as the meaning of 
the concepts like ‘promising’, that play an essential role when we try 
to develop universal maxims involving those concepts.

Before considering each of Kant’s examples, a fi rst thing to note 
is that Kant clearly meant for this test to be one that is used not in 
the idle consideration of some abstract question (‘is lying wrong?’, 
etc.) but rather when people fi nd themselves in a particular situation 
where the moral acceptability of a specifi c course of action is in ques-
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tion (‘is it acceptable in this situation for me to lie?’). What is more, 
Kant often seems to ascribe to his imagined subjects a standing moral 
belief that in usual circumstances something is in fact permissible or 
impermissible or obligatory – their only question is whether or not 
this particular case is one of those normal circumstances. Although it 
is somewhat unclear, it can look as if Kant is attributing to his sub-
jects moral beliefs that are not in doubt for them at all (e.g. ‘normally 
one shouldn’t lie but is it acceptable in this situation for me to lie?’). 
Perhaps he thinks that we do not need to deploy any special philo-
sophical machinery in order to fi gure out that normally one should 
not lie, but only need to do so in unusual or tricky cases (however, the 
reader should note that these are all controversial and diffi cult claims 
that are typical of the challenges one faces in attempting to provide 
an interpretation of Kant’s approach).

There are several important distinctions that must be understood 
with regard to Kant’s examples. The fi rst distinction is between 
duties to oneself and duties to others. This distinction is clear enough. 
Kant uses the examples of suicide and the act of refraining from 
developing one’s one natural talents as examples of duties that are 
primarily to oneself; as examples of duties to others, he discusses 
the cases of making a lying promise to someone in order to borrow 
money and of deciding not to help others in need when such an 
occasion arises. Since each maxim fails the CI-test, the inferred 
results are that respecting one’s life, developing one’s natural gifts, 
promising sincerely and helping others in need are all categorical 
imperatives.

A second distinction is between perfect and imperfect duties (4: 421). 
This distinction is less clear, though one initial characterisation 
that one could make follows from Kant’s claim that a perfect duty 
is ‘one that allows of no exception to the advantage of inclination’ 
(4: 421, note). This is an initially confusing claim, since it implies 
that imperfect duties can allow exceptions when inclination pushes 
us another way, and this would seem to oppose everything Kant has 
said before about inclination and duty. However, a plausible way 
of understanding them is to note fi rstly that perfect duties refer to a 
particular type of action that is strictly either prohibited or demanded 
in all possible cases. For example, Kant holds that I can never, in any 
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circumstances, perform the specifi c actions of committing suicide or 
of making a false promise.

His examples of imperfect duties – those of developing one’s 
talents and helping others in need – are more vague action-types 
than the specifi c actions mentioned as perfect duties. There are 
many different ways in which one might develop one’s talents or help 
others in need. Furthermore, it can be that in order to follow these 
action-types sometimes we might have to perform actions that look 
like they run against them. For example, if I were a talented doctor 
or professional golfer or some such, it might be that I have a duty not 
to neglect those gifts but to practise and develop them. It can often 
be the case, though, that I must not over-practise, that I must take 
breaks, and sometimes very extended ones, so that I do not burn 
out and can pursue my goals more effectively in the long run. In this 
way, if we think of imperfect duties as a kind of action that indicate a 
general policy for one’s life, we can see that it is perfectly consistent 
that one might be engaged in different actions as a way of fulfi lling 
that general policy. Someone might ask me whether I might not be 
neglecting my golfi ng talents in taking a year off to go backpacking, 
but it may well be the case that one has reasoned that this is in fact 
necessary for one’s overall pursuit of that exact general policy.

This is perhaps more compelling still in considering the imperfect 
duty to help others in need. It would be a severe moral system indeed 
that demanded that one could never adopt a short-term policy of 
not helping those in need. It is surely the case that there is nothing 
wrong in people pursuing their own ends and following their own 
inclinations and desires on occasion. All Kant means when he says 
that helping others in need is an imperfect duty is that we must live 
our lives under this general policy, and that we cannot live our lives 
under a general policy of living one’s life solely in the pursuit of one’s 
own desired ends. This contrasts sharply with perfect duties – here 
there is no wriggle room as to how we implement the policy, since the 
policy refers to a very specifi c action-type. One can never make a false 
promise, not even as a means to some further virtuous end. Similarly, 
one can never commit suicide, even if one has some reasoning 
pattern whereby in a bigger picture it is morally acceptable to do 
so.
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Thus from Kant’s fi rst two distinctions we can make out the duties 
shown in Table 1:

Table 1

Type of duty To oneself To others

Perfect Suicide False promises
Imperfect Neglecting talents Non-assistance

The distinction between perfect and imperfect duties corresponds to 
a third and fi nal distinction, that between the two stages of the CI-test. 
The test is supposed to proceed through an initial formulation of 
some maxim indicating a desired course of action. Next, one puts that 
maxim through a process of universalisation, whereby one imagines a 
world wherein everyone always acts in accordance with that maxim. 
In some cases, Kant holds, we can see straightaway that the maxim is 
incoherent in that imagined world. If the CI-test produces that result, 
then we know that we have identifi ed the opposed course of action as 
a perfect duty. This part of the CI-test is often referred to as the con-

tradiction in conception test, since Kant claims that when a maxim fails at 
this fi rst stage it is because that ‘maxim cannot even be thought without 
contradiction as a law of nature’ (4: 424).

Some maxims, however, can pass the contradiction in conception 
test but nevertheless fail at a second stage. It might be, Kant claims, 
that we can conceive of a maxim in its universalised form but that we 
cannot subsequently will that it become a universal law. This second 
stage of the CI-test is known as the contradiction in the will test. Kant 
argues that the maxims of neglecting one’s talents and refraining 
from helping those in need are conceivable in their universal form 
(i.e. we can imagine a world where everyone adopted and lived by 
those maxims) but we cannot will that such a world be the case.

The notion of what it is to will, or to be unable to will, that some-
thing be a universal law is left unclear in Kant’s writing. On the one 
hand it seems to be something weaker than the strict logical contra-
diction, e.g. the assertion that both p and not p, that Kant seems to 
be appealing to in his characterisation of the fi rst stage of the test. On 
the other hand, it seems that Kant needs it to be stronger than merely 
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wishing that a maxim be a universal law, since wishing it to be so 
would be merely a statement of wanting it to be so or liking if it were 
so, and Kant is clear that at no stage of the CI-test is any work done 
by appeal to inclinations – it is still supposed to be a purely rational 

test, even at the second step of identifying contradictions.
Perhaps one way of thinking of the notion of being incapable to 

will that something is a universal law is in terms of rational incoherence 
rather than strict logical contradiction. To use an analogy from epis-
temology, it is notable that what is referred to as ‘Moore’s paradox’ 
is not in fact a strict logical paradox. Moore’s paradox concerns the 
imagined example of a subject making the following assertion: ‘It is 
raining but I do not believe that it is.’ There is defi nitely something 
strange about someone who would make an assertion like this, but the 
strangeness is not that she would have said something logically con-
tradictory. The assertion is made up of two distinct propositions – ‘it 
is raining’ and ‘I don’t believe it is raining’. If we consider these two 
in isolation there is nothing logically contradictory about them – it is 
certainly logically possible that I might believe that something is the 
case while in fact it is not the case.

Instead the strangeness comes from the situation whereby someone 
might combine both these propositions in a single sentence and 
perform the action of asserting that whole sentence. Although there is 
not a logical contradiction there is perhaps what is sometimes called 
a performative contradiction: in asserting ‘it is raining but I don’t 
believe that it is’ I have committed myself to the truth of something in 
the fi rst part of the sentence and withdrawn that commitment in the 
second part of the sentence. I have not committed a logical fallacy but 
I have perhaps incurred some kind of rational incoherence in terms 
of my commitments as to what is the case. Perhaps in the case of 
imperfect duties, with maxims that fail the second step of the CI-test, 
we can consider the failure to be related to the failure incurred by the 
subject of Moore’s paradox. It is not that the maxim is logically self-
contradictory but rather that I cannot commit myself to the thought 
that it be adopted by all possible agents without incurring some kind 
of rational incoherence in how that maxim relates to my other com-
mitments.

We will return to this topic presently, but before we do so, it is 
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worth examining in general what might be going on at the fi rst step 
of the CI-test, where some maxims fail just in the act of thinking of 
them as universal laws. (It should be noted that in what follows I will 
present just one kind of interpretation of Kant’s CI-test, but there 
are many others, and too many to survey in this book. Many of the 
diffi culties in interpreting the CI-test concern how to understand 
what exactly is going on when one is imagining a world where the 
candidate maxim has been universalised. Some prefer what is called 
a ‘logical reading’ – here the failure to universalise is brought about 
because some kind of strict logical contradiction has been realised. 
Other readings include ‘practical’ and ‘teleological’ readings, which 
claim that the stages of the CI-test should not be understood in terms 
of strict logical contradiction but rather in terms of overall rational 
coherence in the adoption of one’s practical goals or aims. In what 
follows I will present a more ‘logical’ interpretation of the CI-test, 
though the reader should be aware that there are other competing 
readings to be explored.)

It might be helpful in approaching Kant’s daunting apparatus to 
consider fi rst a non-philosophical case from ordinary life, in order 
to understand the general style of thinking that the CI-test might 
involve. There is a phenomenon frequently reported in the media 
called ‘Nimbyism’. ‘Nimby’ stands for ‘not in my back yard’, and is 
usually intended as a somewhat pejorative term for someone who 
opposes national political policies being implemented in their own 
local area. One might note fi rst of all that there is nothing at all 
wrong with objecting to some policy being enacted that will damage 
or otherwise harm one’s own area. So why then is it considered a bad 
thing to be a Nimby? The term is used because sometimes objections 
to potentially harmful changes in one’s own local area can refl ect 
a certain kind of hypocrisy, one that might even indicate a kind of 
irrationality. The hypocrisy arises if a person is on one the hand in 

favour of a policy at the state level (imagine, for example, that it is a 
policy suggesting the need to build more prisons nationally) but the 
person also opposes the implementation of that policy in their own 
local area (‘no prisons in my neighbourhood!’). So the Nimby holds 
something like
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(1) φ ought to be implemented in the state (except in area k)

where φ stands for the policy, and k stands for a local area. So far 
there is nothing inconsistent, irrational or hypocritical about holding 
(1) as it is formulated: it might be correct to think that, although the 
policy ought to be implemented for the benefi t of the state as a whole, 
there is some particular reason for thinking that it should not be imple-
mented in area k. So let us assume that our Nimby has some reason, 
R, for this idea:

(1*) φ ought to be implemented in the state (except in area k on the 
grounds that R)

The accusation of Nimbyism depends on the nature of reason R. The 
reason for the policy not being implemented in area k has to be special, 
such that it suggests that although the policy is fi ne for everyone else, 
there are special reasons why it should not be implemented in area k 
in particular. Perhaps on occasion someone does have such reasons, 
but someone is accused of being a Nimby when it is thought that R 
does not constitute a special reason for making an exception of k.

Why would it be a problem if R does not constitute a special reason 
for making an exception of k? If this were the case, it might be that 
anyone could claim that R gives them just as good a reason for claiming 
that the policy should not be implemented in their area either. We 
can see a kind of logical inconsistency in our Nimby’s reasoning if we 
follow the thinking along, because it seems that the Nimby must hold 
that all of the following are true:

(1*) φ ought to be implemented in the state (except in area k on the 
grounds that R)
(2) R holds equally well for any other of the given areas (l, m, n, o, p 
. . . etc.) of the state.
Therefore,
(3) For any given area of the state (l, m, n, o, p . . . etc.), φ ought to be 
implemented, except in the given areas l, m, n, o, p . . . etc.

We can see that the Nimby holds: fi rstly, that the policy should be 
implemented nationally; secondly, that it should not be implemented 
in his local area for a reason that holds validly for that area; thirdly, 
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that the reasoning works just as well to make an exception of every area 
of the nation. But in this case the reasoning follows that if there is a 
good reason for thinking that the policy should not be implemented 
in one area, there is a good reason for thinking that the policy should 
not be implemented in every area. Thus it seems that the Nimby 
thinks that the policy should be implemented in the state but that there 
are good rational grounds for claiming that it should not be imple-
mented in any of the areas that go to make up the state! Therefore, 
the Nimby is committed to the idea that the policy both should and 
should not be implemented in the state. This is a kind of logical con-
tradiction and the Nimby must give up his endorsement of (1*).

This example can perhaps shed some light about how Kant thinks 
that just by appealing to the authority and universality of reason we 
can sometimes see that certain courses of action commit one to a 
kind of contradiction. The kind of contradiction is one that we see 
brought about in a world where we have imagined that everyone has 
adopted or could adopt the same reason for his or her actions as we 
are considering for the justifi cation of our maxim. As we saw with the 
discussion of the universality of rationality, if I think x is rational for 
me, then there must be a sense in which I can understand that x is 
rational for any agent.

It is important to point out fi rst of all what universalisability is 
not – universalisability is not a process whereby one imagines that 
everyone has adopted a rule and then calculates what the consequences 
of that would be. Were Kant to do this, he would be falling back into 
a consequentialist way of looking at things, and we have seen from 
the fi rst section that Kant is opposed to consequentialist reasoning as 
a means of moral evaluation. Instead, what Kant is suggesting is a 
process whereby one imagines that everyone has adopted a rule and 
then one imagines whether that society would be properly described 
as rationally consistent or coherent in the way they behave. Kant thinks 
that when we put some maxims to this test, we see that the society 
that we have imagined involves various kinds of rational breakdown.

As I have already suggested, Kant thinks that all these maxims 
have a certain structure. He thinks that they are all cases where an 
agent is seeking to justify their action by making an exception for their 
own particular circumstance. Kant claims more that this in fact, and 
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that his analysis will reveal that when we are sometimes advocating a 
certain action to ourselves we are not in fact saying

that our maxim should become a universal law, since that is impossible for 
us, but that its opposite should rather generally remain a law; we just take the 
liberty of making an exception to it for ourselves, or ( just for this once) to the 
advantage of our inclination. (4: 424)

This is itself a controversial move, since it seems to commit Kant to 
thinking that these maxims can be analysed in these terms – however, 
for the purposes of this analysis we will grant him this thought. We 
can think of the maxims under consideration as being made up of two 
clauses. The fi rst clause, which I will call the norm clause, states how 
things ought to be in normal or regular circumstances. The second 
clause, which I will call the exception clause, states the conditions when 
it is acceptable to deviate from those regular circumstances and to 
make an exception (recall the case of the Nimby, who held both a 
norm clause that the policy should be implemented nationally and an 
exception clause that an exception should be made of his own area).

Kant’s fi rst example is in the category of perfect duties to oneself, 
and concerns that of an agent considering the possibility of ending 
their life on the grounds that he judges that the future strongly sug-
gests hardship (4: 421–2). Kant is clear that the reasoning that the 
agent is suggesting is whether in this particular circumstance it might 
be acceptable to end one’s life:

Now he tries out: whether the maxim of his action could possibly become a 
universal law of nature. But his maxim is: from self-love I make it my prin-
ciple to shorten my life if, when protracted any longer, it threatens more ill 
than it promises agreeableness. (4: 422)

One of the most diffi cult tasks in interpreting Kant’s examples is 
to identify exactly how the maxim under consideration should be 
formulated before one puts it through the CI-test. I am presenting 
an account where in each case an agent is considering whether in a 
certain particular circumstance one can deviate from one’s normal 
course of behaviour. Here Kant holds that the subject is motivated 
by ‘self-love’, i.e. self-interest, to consider ending his life. The implica-
tion is that there is a normal circumstance where it is part of human 
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nature’s normal self-interested function to prolong one’s life – he says 
that human beings’ disposition to self-interest is a proper part of their 
nature, ‘the function of which it is to impel towards the advancement 
of life’. The agent in this case is considering whether, despite this 
being the normal function of human beings’ nature that we normally 
respect, there might be a case where we can disregard that normal 
function and make an exception. I would suggest then that the agent 
is considering the following maxim:

(Suicide) One ought to follow human nature’s disposition to prolong life, 
except if one perceives an advantage (in avoiding ill) by ending it.

Now Kant suggests that if we submit this maxim to the CI-test, we 
can immediately see that it fails at the fi rst stage, in that we cannot 
even conceive clearly of a world where this maxim was adopted uni-
versally. Why is this world conceptually incoherent? My suggestion 
is that there is a sense in which in that imagined world we lose a grip 
on the meaning of one of the concepts involved in the maxim. The 
question is: can we still make sense of the idea that human nature’s 
proper function is to prolong life if we imagine that everyone’s nature 
now allows them to end it on any occasion? One way of thinking of 
the function of self-interest is that it is a function that stirs the agent 
to prolong their life in the hope of gaining some future benefi t for 
themselves. But then one might think that the purpose of self-interest 
as a means of prolonging life is that it can motivate the agent to keep 
going in the face of temporary hardship. The thought then is that, even 

if the agent perceives the risk of some future disadvantage to himself, 
the function of self-interest will keep him in the pursuit of life in the 
face of that risk.

If this is the case though, then we can see that a strange result 
emerges in the imagined world where everyone holds the (Suicide) 
maxim. In this world anyone can chose to shorten their lives whenever 
they perceive that there might be some future ill avoided by doing so. 
But in this world then it is simply not the case that human nature’s 
inherent instinct is to prolong its life in the face of challenges, since in 
this world it is in human beings’ nature to offer themselves the option 
of ending their life on any occasion whatsoever in which they per-
ceive a challenge. In the imagined world that the agent is considering, 
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he is claiming that it is both in human beings’ nature to prolong their 
life in the face of challenges (as stated in the norm clause: ‘one ought 
to follow human nature’s disposition to prolong life) and that it is in 
human beings’ nature to end their life in the face of any challenge (as 
stated in the exception clause: ‘except if one perceives an advantage 
(in avoiding ill) by ending it’).

The result is that in this world we do not even have a concept of 
human nature’s normal disposition for prolonging life at all anymore, 
so cannot coherently imagine any maxim involving that concept. 
Thus the (Suicide) maxim fails the fi rst contradiction in conception 
test:

But then one soon sees that a nature whose law it were to destroy itself by 
means of the same sensation the function of which it is to impel towards the 
advancement of life, would contradict itself and would thus not subsist as a 
nature, hence that that maxim could not possibly take the place of a uni-
versal law of nature, and consequently confl icts entirely with the supreme 
principle of all duty. (4: 422)

The conclusion is that one is never permitted to shorten one’s life on 
the grounds of avoiding disadvantage, and so one must always respect 
one’s own life in the face of such temptations.

We can perhaps see Kant’s strategy most clearly by looking in 
detail at his second example, that of the prohibition upon making a 
false promise (a perfect duty to others). When one states to oneself ‘I’ll 
take Richard’s money, but I don’t really think I’ll be in a position to 
pay it back easily by the time we’ve agreed’, one is in fact implicitly 
endorsing for oneself a more general maxim (call it the False Promises 
maxim) with the following structure:

(False Promises) One ought not make false promises, except when to do so 
would avoid a diffi culty.

Here the diffi culty being avoided is that, were one to tell Richard the 
truth, and say that one does not expect to be in a position to pay him 
back, he might not give the loan at all.

It is certainly the case that Richard and you are only interacting 
upon the assumption that you both sincerely endorse the idea that 
one ought not make false promises – there is a standing assumption 
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of sincerity by both parties in order for any arrangement of this kind 
to take place. However, I take it that Kant’s point here is far stronger 
– he is claiming that when one is justifying one’s own behaviour to 
oneself (unbeknownst to Richard) one is in fact endorsing the idea 
that in general, one ought not to make false promises, but adding on a 
proviso that, despite this being a good rule in general, there are cases 
where it does not apply, and that this instance is one of those cases. 
If we look above we see that the false promises maxim is phrased 
as an endorsement of the norm clause (‘one ought not make false 
promises’) while also endorsing what is expressed in the exception 
clause, the idea of there being a special circumstance that consti-
tutes an exception to the norm (‘except when to do so would avoid a 
diffi culty’).

Is this plausible? When I falsely promise to pay back Tom’s money, 
am I really endorsing a claim that a rule should hold normally but 
just not in this case? Well, we might ask the following question – if 
one takes oneself to be morally justifi ed in making a lying promise 
here, just what form would the rule take? One might take oneself to 
be endorsing the claim that one ought always to make false promises 
whenever one wishes. But surely this is not correct. In endorsing 
(False Promises) above I am taking myself to be justifi ed only in this 
exceptional case. I do not take myself to be part of that crowd that 
expresses whatever lie they think will get them whatever they happen 
to want at the time. One is not claiming that there is no moral differ-
ence between promising truly and promising falsely or that the issue 
of lying to get what you want is not a moral issue. The person who 
promises falsely is not a moral nihilist – they do not think that there is 
no such thing as the right or the wrong thing to do here – rather they 
are claiming that the issue is a moral one, and the correct attitude to 
take is that there are certain cases where it is morally acceptable to 
make a false promise.

I take Kant to be making a plausible psychological claim here, 
which is that when we are justifying to ourselves a certain type of 
action, our justifi cation story can often take on a what we might 
think of as a kind of ‘yeah, but’ structure. If someone, hearing that 
we have done something that would normally be considered wrong, 
challenges us about it, our justifi cation takes the form of a defence: 
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‘yeah, normally I wouldn’t have done that, but on this occasion . . .’. 
One says to one’s challenger: ‘Of course I endorse the general rule of 
action that you endorse, but think there are sometimes circumstances 
where it is acceptable to deviate from the rule, such as . . . etc.’ We 
hear this kind of challenge and response all the time, though it is 
usually implied in our ordinary conversation:

‘Didn’t you tell your mother that you were going to visit her on Saturday?’
‘Yeah, but I came down with the fl u.’

Or,

‘Didn’t you tell your mother that you were going to visit her on Saturday?’
‘Yeah, but I preferred to stay in and watch the Sopranos marathon.’

Notice the difference in these cases. In both questions, there is the 
assumption that one normally ought to visit one’s mother. The fi rst 
response states that, while one ought to have visited one’s mother, 
in this circumstance sickness made it impossible to do so. Here we 
would take this as a valid excuse. In the second response though, we 
would be rather generous to the person to think that the TV show 
marathon constituted a factor that made it impossible for them to 
visit their mother. Instead it is more natural to take it that they are 
saying that their preference for staying in justifi ed their not going to 
visit their mother.

In order to see how the CI-test might handle a case like this, we 
must fi rst consider what it is that we understand by the concept of 
‘promising’. Analysing the nature of promising is a philosophical task 
in itself, but for our purposes we can just note that there is a difference 
between expressing to someone one’s intention to perform a certain 
action (‘I’m going to go to the party this Saturday’) and promising to that 

someone that you will do that action (‘I promise you that I’m going to 
go to the party this Saturday’). When one promises someone that one 
is going to go to a party, the promisor (the person making the promise) 
is saying to the promisee (the person to whom the promise is made) 
that they can rely upon our performing that action – the promisor is 
making a kind of commitment to the promisee. When one promises 
something one is saying both that the one intends to do that thing and 
that the other person can rely upon us to do it (i.e. the promisee can 
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plan and co-ordinate their future actions along the assumption that we 
will be performing that action).

We can see this by imagining what would be the consequences if 
we ended up not going to the party. If we had merely expressed to 
someone an intention to go to the party, it would be perfectly appro-
priate to justify one’s not going by saying ‘oh, I changed my mind. I 
decided I’d prefer to stay in and watch TV’. But imagine that we had 
promised to someone that we would go to the party. It is no excuse then 
to say in that case that we merely changed our mind because we had 
a change in our preferences. The person might reasonably complain 
that when we promise someone that we will do something, what we 
mean is that we will do it even if we have a change of preference in 
the meantime. They might complain that when we realised that our 
preferences had changed and that we would rather stay in, we should 
have reasoned ‘oh, I don’t really want to go to the party anymore, 
but I promised that I would, so I will’. We can see then that one of 
the features of the very concept of promising is that it involves some-
thing like the sincere expression of an intention to follow through on 
a course of action irrespective of one’s possible later changing desires 
regarding that course of action. Although this is a slightly abstract 
way of putting it, it is something that we all intuitively understand to 
be involved with the concept of promising.

With this idea in mind, we can reconstruct a possible reading 
of why Kant thinks the CI-procedure shows that we must always 
keep our promises. The question we must ask ourselves, he thinks, is 
whether it is possible to universalise the maxim that it is acceptable 
to makes a false promise whenever one perceives that it would be 
advantageous to do so. Keeping with the analysis suggested above, 
we might imagine that the formula would have to be phrased in terms 
of a norm clause and an exception clause. We begin with a situation 
whereby one is considering whether it is morally acceptable for one 
to make a lying promise in this case. I might try and justify it to myself 
with the following general rule (which is an equivalent expression of 
the version given above):

(False Promises) One should always make one’s promises sincerely, except 
when one judges that it would be to one’s advantage not to do so.
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Now we attempt to run that maxim through the CI-procedure, by 
imagining a world whereby everyone endorsed that maxim. Does the 
maxim make sense when universalised like this? One might say at fi rst 
glance that it does – there is nothing immediately incoherent in this 
formulation. Consider though the meaning of the concept of promis-
ing that was discussed above. It is not just that when we imagine this 
possible world we are imagining a world where, when one indicates 
that one is making a promise to someone, the promisee can never 
tell whether or not the promise made is a sincere or a lying one (that 
is the case in this world!). Rather, it is that in the imagined world the 
promisee never takes the promisor’s act of expressing a promise to 
actually entail that she has in fact made any kind of commitment to act 
in a certain way, since the act of expressing a promise is compatible 
with the possibility that no real promise has been made, because in 
this imagined world making a false promise, i.e. a promise to perform 
actions to which you are not in fact committed, is just normal prac-
tice.

But now it seems that in this world we are losing our grip on the 
notion of promising altogether. Imagine someone asking whether 
another individual intends to perform an action. The response comes 
‘yes, she expressed to me her intention to do that’. Imagine that then 
the person asks whether we are sure that she will do it. In this world 
responding ‘well, she has promised to me that she will do it’ means 
nothing, because in this world, where false promises are normal prac-
tice, saying that ‘I promise to do x’ does not offer any greater commit-
ment than saying ‘I intend to do x’. But the basic notion of promising 
with which we started was just that it does involve more than merely 
expressing one’s intention to perform an action.

Thus in the world imagined by the fi rst step of the CI-test the 
concept of promising has lost the particular conceptual content that 
makes it a distinct concept in the fi rst place. In willing (False Promises), 
Kant says, I am committed to a possible world in which both (a) I can 
make a false promise (and so where there have to be promisees and 
promisors, i.e. agents who understand the distinct concept of prom-
ising) and (b) there is no distinct concept of promising. If this is the 
universalised maxim regarding false promising, then we can see why 
Kant would think that it involves a kind of rational self-contradiction. 
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If everyone thought that this maxim was acceptable, then we really 
would not think there was any difference between someone promis-
ing us something and someone merely stating their intention to do 
something. Thus there is a kind of logical contradiction that can be 
revealed just by examining the rational implications of one’s maxim. 
I cannot conceive of a world where I can both promise (sincerely or 
insincerely) to do something but where promising itself as a distinct 
practice does not exist. (Again, readers should be aware that this is 
just one among many possible readings of how Kant’s method is 
supposed to work; for example, a ‘practical reading’ of the CI-test 
explains the false promising maxim as failing because in universalis-
ing the maxim an agent is both willing an end – getting a loan, for 
example – but also willing that conditions obtain that deny her the 
practical means to realise that end – i.e. there being people who are 
disposed to believe a promise to pay back a loan – and in that way 
a kind of practical contradiction is incurred. Readers can determine 
for themselves which of the interpretations better suit Kant’s overall 
strategy here.)

In putting the false promising maxim though the CI-test, we 
come to see that it fails the test, and that we cannot adopt it as a rule 
to guide our behaviour. In fact we can derive the converse rule to 
guide our behaviour (‘never make false promises → always promise 
sincerely’, etc.). But we have not arrived at this point by virtue of any 
kind of super intellectual power that allows us to ‘see’ the goodness of 
promising truthfully. We did not get here because we have access to 
the matter of the moral law. Instead we simply tried to appeal to the 
rational form of the moral law – the idea that, if anything is moral, 
then it is something that should hold equally and universally for all. 
Just by appealing to the form of the moral law, Kant thinks that we 
are able to devise a test that functions as the best moral methodology 
one can have.

The third example, that of an imperfect duty to oneself, concerns 
an agent who is considering the possibility of not developing their 
natural abilities, and instead devoting their life to idleness and pleas-
ure. The agent now wonders whether this general policy for living his 
life is morally acceptable and ‘whether his maxim of neglecting his 
natural gifts, besides its agreement with his propensity to amusement, 
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also agrees with what one calls duty’ (4: 423). The maxim I would 
suggest the agent is considering is as follows:

(Neglecting Talents) One ought to develop one’s natural gifts, except when one 
perceives an advantage in neglecting them for the sake of pleasure.

Again, I would suggest that Kant sees the agent in question as grasp-
ing that in the normal run of things, developing one’s talents can 
bring one all kinds of advantages, including many particular occa-
sions of advantage that one cannot foresee. The agent is considering 
whether, despite this, there might be more advantage to be had in 
neglecting those talents and maximising one’s idle enjoyment instead. 
Kant concedes that in this case, the maxim does pass the fi rst step of 
the CI-test: we could imagine, he thinks, a world where every agent 
held this maxim without us thereby losing grasp of the very concept 
of developing one’s talents. Perhaps this is due to the fact that ‘devel-
opment of talents’ is a much more vague concept than the concepts of 
‘suicide’ or ‘promising’. As I suggested before, one can develop one’s 
talents in many different ways on particular occasions (for example by 
taking time off, etc.), and perhaps then the concept lacks the specifi c-
ity required to generate a strict logical contradiction.

As such, Kant now considers whether (Neglecting Talents) might pass 
the second stage of the CI-test, the contradiction in the will test. Here 
he says that we can see that the maxim fails, since ‘as a rational being 
he necessarily wills that all capacities in him be developed, because 
they serve him and are given to him for all sorts of possible purposes’ 
(4: 423). It is not clear exactly how this failure has arisen. A diffi culty 
is to see how the reasoning here is different from the prudential 
reasoning that Kant opposes. It certainly looks like the agent here is 
making a calculation of what it would be prudent for him to do with 
regard to realising his ends, yet we know that this cannot be Kant’s 
meaning here.

One possible reading is as follows: in imagining a world where 
everyone at any time can opt to neglect their own talents whenever 
they perceive an advantage in doing so, then we would have willed a 
world where talents would in fact go undeveloped, since developing 
talents is at least sometimes bothersome, and thus everyone would 
at some point inevitably see some advantage in not doing so. Now 
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though the thought is that the agent has willed a world where he 
himself does not have the possible means available to him to pursue 
even his life of enjoyment. Since the pursuit of enjoyment is itself a 
vague concept refl ecting a general policy, there are many ways of 
pursuing that end, and the agent himself might need to fall back on 
some of his own talents (and perhaps the talents of others) on particu-
lar occasions in order to achieve this general policy. Therefore there 
is a kind of rational incoherence that the agent endorsing (Neglecting 

Talents) encounters, which is that even in order to pursue the general 
policy expressed in the exception clause, the agent must also pursue 
the general policy expressed in the norm clause. While these general 
policies are not logically contradictory (since they are too vague for 
us to say exactly how they would contradict each other in practice), 
they are nevertheless clearly rationally incompatible long-term policy 
commitments. Thus this maxim too must be rejected and the general 
policy expressed in the norm clause, that of developing one’s talents, 
must be adopted.

As an example of an imperfect duty towards others, Kant fi nally 
considers the example of an agent who is considering a radical policy 
change in their lifestyle. In effect they are considering whether, 
although people should normally help each other when one of them 
is in need and the other is in a position to offer assistance, it is accept-
able that someone might adopt a policy of complete independence 
from others. The person is considering whether it is morally accept-
able that an agent might choose to live their life on the basis of a 
calculation that in the long run, they will be better off without being 
either the donor or the benefi ciary in these kinds of social interac-
tions. That is, they consider the possibility of living independently of 
both the practices of helping or being helped, without either giving or 
accepting aid from any other agent (4: 423). The maxim here might 
be as follows:

(Non-Assistance) One ought to help others in need, unless I perceive an advan-
tage in the policy of living independently from the practice of giving aid.

Here again Kant says that this maxim is in fact conceptually coher-
ent when universalised, i.e. it passes the fi rst stage of the CI-test. Thus 
Kant thinks there is no logical contradiction in there being a world 
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where (Non-Assistance) is universally held. However, Kant now claims 
that although conceiving of this world is possible (the very concept of 
aiding others has not disappeared in this imagined world), it is nev-
ertheless the case that (Non-Assistance) is still rationally unacceptable. 
The maxim passes the contradiction is conception test but fails the 
contradiction in will test. Kant puts it as follows:

But even though it is possible that a universal law of nature could very well 
subsist according to that maxim, it is still impossible to will that such a 
principle hold everywhere as a law of nature. For a will that resolved upon 
this would confl ict with itself, as many cases can yet come to pass in which 
one needs the love and compassion of others, and in which, by such a law 
of nature sprung from his own will, he would rob himself of all hope of the 
assistance he wishes for himself. (4: 423)

The argument here is again very obscure and one has to be cau-
tious in its interpretation. Firstly, we can see that Kant seems again 
to phrase things in a curiously consequentialist way, whereby the 
problem is supposed to be that in this imagined world there would 
be negative consequences for the individual. As before though, this 
cannot be Kant’s reasoning, since it reduces the CI-test to a piece of 
elaborate prudential reasoning. Secondly, there is the already men-
tioned obscurity of the notion of willing. It is not clear as to just what 
it is to be unable to will this maxim, despite being able to conceive of 
it clearly – Kant claims there is ‘confl ict’ within one’s own rational 
will even if that confl ict is not one of straight-out self-contradiction. 
It is diffi cult, though, to see how this ‘confl ict’ is supposed to make it 
impossible to will the maxim as a universal law.

One possible interpretation is that by ‘willing’ here Kant means 
something like rationally endorsing or rationally committing to a plan of 
action. It might be, as we saw with Moore’s paradox, that I can con-
ceive of an endorsement which is logically coherent in one sense but 
which is nevertheless not coherent with regard to the performance 
of rationally committing to that policy. Perhaps then Kant is saying 
that while it is logically possible that we can imagine a world where 
everyone endorsed the maxim, we cannot imagine that in that world 
they would be living lives that are coherent in terms of their capacity 
for practical rationality more generally.
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It is still unclear why this must be the case, however, even on this 
reading. Kant seems to indicate that the source of the confl ict is that 
the agent considering the maxim cannot rule out the possibility that 
they will be in need of assistance at some future point. Of course, 
the agent might accept that claim, but just re-assert that nevertheless 
they are willing to forego the assistance they might need in the future. 
The whole point of considering the maxim was to consider a life that 
might not be easier even taking into account that one would not be 
able to benefi t from the assistance of others.

Perhaps though Kant’s point here is that it is hard to imagine 
what a world where everyone adopted this maxim would be like in 
terms of the rational commitments and coherence of its agents. For 
example, there is a question as to whether the imagined world would 
even count as a community of agents at all in this case. We might think 
that part of what makes up the concept of a community is more than 
merely a collection of agents but of a collection of agents who take 
themselves to be connected through their interactions. Furthermore, 
one of the universal truths about human agents is their fi nitude – they 
are not limitless in their powers or abilities. So one might think that 
part of just what it is to be a member of a community is to be part of a 
collection of agents who can rely on each other in reaction to the con-
dition of their individual fi nitude – in other words, to be a member of 
a community is to view oneself as a member of a collection of agents 
that are at least capable of helping each other out.

If this is the case (and it is only one possible reading of Kant’s strat-
egy here) then there is something practically incoherent in imagining 
oneself both as a member of a community and as someone endors-
ing the maxim to live independently of the practice of giving aid. If 
we universalise that maxim and imagine a world where everyone 
adopted that same course of action, we would have imagined some-
thing where the universal practice of living independently is conceiv-
able, but only at the cost of no longer having a grip on how that the 
agents in that world constitute a community of rational agents. The 
agent considering (Non-Assistance) was not considering opting out of 
a community altogether, rather he was only considering opting out 
of a particular practice within that community, namely the practice 
of giving and receiving aid when it is needed. The maxim fails at the 
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second step because the agent generates a contradiction in his will, 
in that he cannot coherently endorse both the practice of being a 
member of a community and that of living independently of aid at 
the same time.

Kant’s examples of FUL and FULN in action are themselves con-
troversial and diffi cult to interpret, and scores of philosophers since 
have wondered whether the test can be extended to every possible 
morally relevant case, or whether counterexamples can be produced. 
To evaluate this question though is beyond the scope of this book – 
for present purposes we can see the general tenor of Kant’s approach, 
which is the appeal to features of rationality itself as an actual source 
of instruction about what we ought to do in particular cases of moral 
indecision. Kant did not think that the CI-test or the Groundwork itself 
was a complete account of what is involved in living a moral life, 
though he did think that it was an essential part of that story.

Kant continues his analysis with the claim that his methodology 
has been entirely opposed to an empirical one and has instead pro-
ceeded not by any empirical claims about human beings but just by 
consideration of ‘the concept of the will of a rational being as such’ (4: 
426). He returns here to a claim that we have seen already, namely 
that such a will ‘is thought as a capacity to determine itself to action 
in conformity with the representation of certain laws’ (4: 427). While we act 
in conformity with laws of nature, such as cause and effect, we also 
can understand ourselves as creatures that can act in conformity 
with what we self-consciously identify as a law, even if it does not 
impose itself physically upon us. Our nature as both physical and self- 
conscious agents allows us to describe ourselves in accordance with 
two very different descriptions that explain our actions.

Imagine that you witness one person slapping another, and you ask 
a third person why they think that person did what they did. It would 
be a strange answer if they were to say ‘well, certain neurons fi red 
in his brain which sent signals to his nerve endings, which in turn 
stimulated his muscles and which then generated motion in his hand 
such that it made contact with the other person’s face’. This descrip-
tion of their action is perfectly normal insofar as it aspires to give an 
account of the chain of physical causes that brought about the action. 
But the response would still be a strange one, since what we normally 
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mean when we ask ‘why did that happen?’ is not ‘what are the rel-
evant laws of nature that were in operation here?’ but rather ‘what 
was their reason for performing that action?’ In fact we intuitively take 
it that one might give a complete and exhaustive story of the physi-
cal causal processes that underlie the action without even asking, let 
alone answering, the question regarding the reason why someone 
performed that action.

Thus we naturally take there to be two distinct domains for the 
explanation of action, the physical and the rational. Kant has two 
important claims here: fi rstly, he is claiming that human beings are 
peculiar in that we can and must see ourselves as beings who occupy 
both domains coterminously; secondly, we see each domain as gov-
erned by laws that each carry a kind of necessity. We can ask a person 
‘did he have to do that?’ As before, we can understand this question in 
relation to either the physical or the rational domains of explanation. 
We might be asking the question (though it would be a strange philo-
sophical reaction to the scene) whether the physical causal events 
were necessitated by laws of nature and the general principle of cause 
and effect, i.e. we might have meant by the question ‘was there a 
deterministic causal chain that led to that event?’

More often, though, when we ask whether someone had to do 
some action, we are asking whether it was rationally required of them 
to perform that act. Someone might answer that they did have to 
slap the other person, say in order to prevent them from commit-
ting a terrible crime. Here they would be appealing to your sense of 
instrumental reason (it was a good strategy for achieving their end) 
but also to your sense of one’s having to obey a necessary demand 
set by a normative standard. They might say ‘I could not allow that 
person to commit that terrible crime, so I had to slap them in order 
to prevent that happening’. When they say that they ‘could not allow’ 
the event to happen, they are saying that there was a moral necessity 
that imposed a rational norm or standard upon them.

The norm, though not itself a law of nature, is similar to a law of 
nature in that it sets out what must happen within a certain domain 
of explanation – in this case the domain of rational moral action. 
An obvious difference, one that Kant repeatedly points out, is that 
while a physical law of nature stipulates what must and so in fact does 

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   85CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   85 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



86   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

always happen, a law of reason stipulates what must happen (in the 
sense of a moral ‘must’) but does not in fact always happen. In Kant’s 
terminology, we would say that with regard to the will’s action, it can 
act in accordance not with physical laws, but with laws it represents 
to itself as holding within the rational domain. Just because we are 
self-conscious agents capable of acting freely and for reasons, we are 
agents who can represent to ourselves things that we take it that we 
and any rational agent must do.

Kant distinguishes between different types of ground of the will’s 
‘self-determination’ (4: 427), by which he means something like the 
basis of that which moves us to act. These bases are goal-directed: 
they indicate some achievement or ‘end’ towards which the action 
is targeted. On the one hand, we can have ends that are based on 
our desires, which Kant calls subjective ends; on the other we can have 
ends that are based upon our moral reasons, which are called objective 

ends (since they hold for every possible agent, unlike subjective ends, 
which are conditional on an agent having the relevant desires). If we 
are motivated to a subjective end, Kant says that we have an incen-

tive; if we have an objective end, we have a motive. Clearly, this is not 
our common understanding of these words – some might think that 
‘incentive’ and ‘motive’ are largely interchangeable in our ordinary 
use – and so we will have to recall that Kant is using these words in a 
restricted technical sense.

Kant is attempting to link up several different concepts together, 
for example desire with hypothetical imperatives and ‘material’ 
principles (i.e. principles that are directed towards some particular 
subject matter). We can get a sense of the divisions and groupings 
from Table 2:

Table 2

Ground of the will’s self-determination Desire  Reason
Type of end Subjective Objective
Type of basis of action Incentive Motive
Relation to the agent Relative Universal
Type of practical principal  Material  Formal 
Type of imperative  Hypothetical Categorical
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The attempt so far has been to show that what we are concerned with 
when we are concerned with morality is everything on the column on 
the right-hand side of the table. By showing us these links Kant can 
transfer to a further distinction. A hypothetical imperative is one that 
identifi es a course of action as an adequate means to an end – it says 
that we ought to do some course of action in order to achieve some 
end. The ‘goodness’ of the course of action in such imperatives is 
only relative to the goodness of the end. If an agent does not desire 
the end then the course of action will not be good for them. So there 
is nothing inherently good about the course of action in hypothetical 
imperatives.

Kant wants to suggest that with categorical imperatives of moral-
ity, on the other hand, we understand that since the end is objective 
it is something that it is just good to do for its own sake. Any course 
of action essentially attached to the achievement of that end will be 
good then he thinks, not only as a means to an end but also for its 
own sake. Pursuing that categorical imperative is good, Kant thinks, 
not for what the desired end might achieve, but because it is an end 

in itself (4: 428).
Kant now makes a crucial move. If there is such a thing as morality 

at all, he claims, there must be something which can serve the role of 
an end in itself. The appropriate candidate for this thing which could 
be the source of why we must obey the necessary laws of morality is, 
he argues, the human being:

But suppose there were something the existence of which in itself has an absolute 
worth, that, as an end in itself, could be a ground of determinate laws, then the 
ground of a possible categorical imperative, i.e. of a practical law, would lie 
in it, and only in it alone.
 Now I say: a human being and generally every rational being exists as an 
end in itself, not merely as a means for the discretionary use of this or that will, 
but must in all its actions, whether directed towards itself or to other rational 
beings, always be considered at the same time as an end. (4: 428)

Arguably, it is this simple thought – that human beings should be 
valued as ends in themselves and not used merely as means to an 
end – that has proven to be one of Kant’s most infl uential and widely 
accepted claims. There is a clarity to the thought that if we use a 
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person just in order to achieve some goal or end of our own, we are in 
that case in some sense not really treating them as a person at all. The 
value of that person for us in such a case is only insofar as they can 
be used to reach our desired goals. But in that case the value of the 
person is comparable to anything that would help us achieve those 
goals. In so doing, I reduce the value of the other person to the status 
of a mechanism or an instrument.

Imagine that someone wishes to open a locked door to which they 
lack the key. They have before them a crowbar and also a friend they 
know to be easily manipulated. Imagine they lie and tell the person 
that someone they love is behind the door and in need of their help, 
so they must break down the door. In such a case the person would 
have regarded their friend no differently than they regarded the 
crowbar, that is, as something that could be used to help them open 
the locked door. In treating one’s friend in this way, one does not 
even engage in consideration about whether it is right to tell a person 
a lie in order to achieve a desired end – one is instead just considering 
the instrumental value of that person.

When Kant says that a human being is an end in themselves, he 
means that the value of a self-conscious and free agent is independent 
of whatever instrumental value they might have for the achievement 
of some desire. Kant argues that if this were not the case, then the 
only value human beings have to each other would be conditional on 
whether they could serve well as instruments or tools for the realisa-
tion of another’s desires. However, it is a contingent matter what 
desires human beings have, in which case it would be a contingent 
matter whether a human being has any value at all – if the person 
could not be used as a tool for the satisfaction of any subjective end, 
then that person would have no value as a person.

Kant thinks that this is clearly not the case. We recognise that a 
person’s value is absolute – it is not conditional on what effective use 
that person can realise. Furthermore, what we recognise when we 
recognise the absolute value of human beings as ends in themselves 
is their ability to engage freely and rationally in courses of action that 
they determine for themselves. When someone uses someone else as 
a means to an end, they do not respect that person’s ability to deter-
mine for themselves what they ought to do, but rather they ignore 
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that aspect of his nature and set him to work in an instrumental 
fashion.

Kant thinks that what is of absolute value in the human being as an 
end in itself is the human being’s rational nature. It is this rational nature 
that we are referring to when we are referring to a human beings’ 
intrinsic and non-instrumental value. Kant phrases the so-called 
Humanity Formulation (FH) of the Categorical Imperative as follows:

So act that you use humanity, in your own person as well as in the person of any other, 

always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means. (4: 429)

It is important to note exactly what Kant is claiming here. It is obvious 
that in most of our personal interactions we do in fact treat persons as 
a means to an end. When I ask someone I encounter on the street for 
directions, I have used that person as the means to my end of getting 
directions. There is of course nothing wrong with this. What would 
be wrong, Kant claims, is if the use of a person as a means to an end 
were incompatible with treating them as an end in themselves. He 
says that we must not ‘merely’ treat a person as a means to an end 
but be capable of ‘at the same time’ treating them as an end in them-
selves. To put it in the context of the claim about rational nature, I 
must not treat someone as a means to an end if by doing so I do not 
respect their ability to choose freely and deliberately or to determine 
their own actions. Thus, were I to grab a person and threaten them 
into giving me directions, I would have used them as a means to the 
same end as I would had I merely asked them for directions, but in 
this case I have not respected their right to rationally decide their own 
course of action in responding to me. By merely asking the person 
for directions I afford them the right to decline to give them to me, 
and though it would be strange and rude of them (and so perhaps a 
breach of etiquette), it would not be immoral of them to do so.

Imagine also a scenario where for some reason there was a moral 
dimension to the situation (say that I explain the life or death situa-
tion upon which getting directions depends). Were I to threaten the 
directions out of the person in this case, I would not give them the 
opportunity to either agree or refuse to give me the directions. In 
such a case, I have taken the issue of that person’s moral agency off 
the table, since by forcing them to give me directions I have not even 
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given them the opportunity to succeed – or perhaps fail – to do the right 
thing.

Secondly, one should note that Kant claims that one can treat one’s 
own self as a mere means to an end and thereby fail to respect one’s 
own rational nature. How this is so becomes clear as Kant returns 
to the previous four examples. Since the Humanity Formulation is 
supposed to be just an equivalent expression of the Universal Law 
Formulation, it must be the case that it can provide the same answer 
to each of the cases that we saw before. With regard to the perfect 
duty to oneself, i.e. the duty to preserve one’s own life, Kant claims 
that the suicidal person’s maxim of ‘self-love’ in effect amounts to 
them using their own living body as a tool to achieve a certain sub-
jective end, namely that of ending their life. In so doing one would 
deprive one’s future self of the capacity for self-determination but also 
use one’s own self as a means to realising a contingently-held desired 
end. The human being though, Kant claims, ‘is not a thing, hence 
not something that can be used merely as a means’ (4: 429).

We can get a sense of how the Humanity Formulation provides 
similar results for each of the further examples. With regard to the 
false promise case, one is clearly using the person to whom one is 
promising falsely merely as means to the end of getting what one 
wants. In so doing, one deliberately neglects the other person’s ability 
to determine for themselves what they ought to do (i.e. by granting 
them the choice to act on the basis of the knowledge that you might 
not consider your promise to be binding). Kant is similarly brief with 
regard to the imperfect duties to oneself and to others. With regard 
to the duty to cultivate one’s talents, he claims that in not doing so, 
one fails to respect one’s own rational capacity to enable the ‘advance-

ment’ of one’s own humanity. With regard to the duty of benevolence 
to others, Kant claims again that although it is not contradictory to 
respecting humanity as an end in itself that I do not help others where 
necessary, it is not compatible with that demand insofar as I am com-
mitted to positively and actively allowing for the full fl ourishing of 
humanity as an end in itself.

The next move that Kant makes in his analysis is to claim that 
insofar as a practical principle expresses a genuine categorical imper-
ative at all (and remember that he has still not claimed to have proven 
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yet that there really are such imperatives), it must be thought of as a 
moral law that the subject has somehow brought into being herself. 
This is a new connotation of Kant’s moral philosophy, and frequently 
referred to in terms of the autonomy of morality. ‘Autonomy’ has many 
connotations, but here it means something like ‘that which one makes 
binding upon oneself’. This contrasts with heteronomy, which we can 
understand as meaning ‘those rules that are made binding upon 
oneself by something other than oneself’.

What does it mean to claim the morality must be autonomous? 
One might start by considering the common phrase ‘he is a law 
unto himself’. When we say something like this we mean to say that 
the person is unpredictable and cannot be relied upon to follow the 
normal expected rules of behaviour. We might mean that for any 
given circumstance, that person will primarily decide for themselves 
what they want to do in that scenario, and only secondarily (if at 
all) consider what some set of rules or norms that others set down 
dictate that he should do. A second phrase we might consider – and 
one I mentioned before – is the notion of ‘being true to oneself’. The 
context in which a phrase like this can make sense is when we are 
considering cases of struggles of conscience. A person might say ‘the 
situation called for me to perform a certain action, but my conscience 
wouldn’t allow it – I couldn’t remain true to myself had I performed 
that act’. Here we have an intuitive understanding of what is being 
claimed here – while the standards set from others were relevant as 
guidelines for what the person should do, the primary authority was 
what that person deemed for themselves to be the correct course of 
behaviour.

Note also the previously mentioned phenomenon of the rational 
authority brought about by one’s conscience. Once one has recognised 
what is the right thing to do according to one’s conscience, only one’s 
own conscience can change that opinion. If one thinks that x is not 
the right thing to do, nothing – no force whatsoever – can convince 
one otherwise. In these matters, one’s own rational conscience has a 
kind of decisive trumping power over all other forces, including phys-
ical ones. Of course one can be threatened or cajoled into performing 
x, since we are all fallible creatures who frequently fail to do what we 
think is the right thing, but none of these can change our mind about 
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what is just the right thing to do, even if we fail to do it. Recognition 
of a moral truth is like the recognition of a mathematical truth: once 
you understand that two plus three equals fi ve, someone may subse-
quently put a gun to your head and demand that you deny it – and it 
might be reasonable do so, in the interest of self-preservation – but no 
threat in the world can make you believe that two plus three do not 
equal fi ve or that infanticide is morally acceptable.

When Kant talks of the autonomy of morality, he means to 
capture some of these features. The domain of conscience has a kind 
of dignity and authority of its own, in that it has the power to be resist-
ant to even the most powerful of the forces belonging to the physical 
domain – the rational domain is autonomous from the physical domain. 
One can, for example, sacrifi ce one’s livelihood and even one’s life on 
the grounds of conscience. When we engage in the CI-test, and rec-
ognise that a maxim is (say) demanded in accordance with the moral 
law, we view that result as binding upon us just because we view it as 
something that our own rational capacities have recognised as true. 
The result has this authority just because we ourselves have given it that 
authority, and once we have given it that authority, no ‘external’ 
power is capable of overthrowing it.

There is here a clear connection with Kant’s methodology in his 
theoretical philosophy. In the Critique of Pure Reason Kant had advo-
cated what is called his ‘Copernican Turn’, whereby he claimed that 
– although it initially sounds counterintuitive – the correct methodol-
ogy for fi guring out fundamental questions about the nature of the 
world must be pursued fi rst by examining the basic contributions that 
the subject’s own cognitive capacities make to the task of understand-
ing that world. Thus, in order to understand how objective knowl-
edge of the world is possible, we must fi rst investigate the nature of 
the subject. Here too in the Groundwork we can see a similar strategy. 
Kant is what we might call an objectivist about morality: he thinks 
that there are such things as objective moral truths. However, he 
rejects what he would call Transcendental Realism: he would reject the 
claim that in order to access those objective truths we have to look to 
some external mind-independent domain (whether it be a theological 
domain, or a biological one, or whatever). Rather, we can – in fact 
we must – look only to the outputs of our own rational capacities in 
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order to access those truths. Only then, Kant thinks, can we access 
a genuinely autonomous morality – looking to external domains as 
the source of moral truths will only ever produce a heteronomous 
morality.

We do not take the authority of categorical imperatives maxim 
to follow from any source other than what our own rational capaci-
ties demand of us to recognise as true. Note that were we to do so, 
the imperatives that result would not have the categorical quality 
that Kant has shown is the mark of the moral. If I performed an 
act because it was demanded by some external basis, such as the 
state’s laws, or society’s conventions, or the pushes of biological or 
psychological impulses, etc., I would express the demands that arose 
as follows: ‘I must do x because it is demanded by y’. But if this were 
the case then the imperative produced would be merely hypothetical. 
As Kant puts it, ‘the imperative always had to be conditional, and 
could not be fi t to be a moral command at all’ (4: 433). I would only 

have to perform x if I recognised the authority of y. Yet any of these 
candidates for the source of rational authority are dispensable – I 
can rationally determine that according to my own best judgement 
of what the right thing to do is, the demands of society or the state or 
even the behaviour that has naturally evolved in the development of 
mankind do not have any moral authority over my actions.

Were we to accept any of these demands we would be engaged 
in an attempt to justify a heteronomous morality, one where the 
authority of morality is explained from a source other than one’s 
own rational will. Kant’s claim ultimately is that the very idea of a 
heteronomous morality is a contradiction in terms. What it is to be 
engaged in moral thinking at all is to recognise the source of the right 
thing to do, and that source, Kant claims, must be an autonomous 
one. Kant expresses this claim by saying that only the rational will 
of the human being (with the capacity to respect the lawlikeness of 
demands of morality and considered as an end in herself ) can provide 
this source of autonomy. It does so insofar as the human rational 
capacities do not merely recognise but in some sense set up or ‘legis-
late’ the moral law. It is, as Kant puts it, the ‘idea of the will of every 
rational being, as a universally legislating will’ (4: 431).

This leads Kant to outline a thought that can look paradoxical. On 
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the one hand, morality’s dictates are dictates that we view ourselves 
to be bound by – they tell us what we must do, and when we recognise 
them, we recognise that we have no option but to live by them if we 
are to act as genuine rational agents. On the other hand, if we want 
to view those dictates as genuinely moral dictates, it turns out that we 
must view them as laws that we ourselves have deemed to be binding. 
How can this be? When we say that someone is a ‘law unto himself’ 
we generally take it to mean that they tend to do whatever they want 
because they set the rules of behaviour for themselves. Here though 
it seems that Kant is claiming something similar – that agents set the 
rules of behaviour for themselves – yet the result is supposed to be the 
opposite. In the Kantian case we are supposed to see that because we 
set the rules for ourselves, we see that we are not able to do whatever 
we want.

Returning to the comparison with the recognition of mathematical 
truths, we can imagine that someone could choose to live their life by 
constantly denying the simple truths of arithmetic, however unwise 
that would be. But what he could not do is choose to think that those 
simple rules of arithmetic are false, no matter how much he wanted it 
to be the case. If he understands what the concepts in the judgement 
‘two plus three equal fi ve’ mean, then he must recognise the truth 
of the judgement irrespective of whatever course of behaviour he 
subsequently adopts with regard to them. The reason why he must 
recognise their truth is because his own rationality demands it of him. 
He cannot coherently deny to himself that two plus three equal fi ve 
without denying that rationality has any hold on him at all.

With regard to the dictates of morality therefore, Kant is pointing 
to the phenomenon that the ultimate arbiter or judge of the correct-
ness of a maxim is our own rational authority. We are bound by the 
nature of our own rationality to recognise the things that it says are 
the right thing to do as actually being the right thing to do. There is a 
sense then in which we are bound by ourselves to recognise what is right 
and similarly we bind ourselves to reject the things that are recog-
nised as wrong, no matter how much we might like it to be otherwise. 
This, Kant thinks, points to another formulation of the Categorical 
Imperative, known as the Autonomy Formulation (FA). As Kant puts 
it:

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   94CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   94 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



A Guide to the Text   95

According to this principle, all maxims are rejected that are not consistent 
with the will’s own universal legislation. Thus the will is not just subject to 
the law, but subject in such a way that it must also be viewed as self-legislating, 
and just on account of this as subject to the law (of which it can consider itself 
author) in the fi rst place. (4: 431)

The analogy drawn by Kant himself is with the political notion of 
self-legislation, of the setting up of laws for oneself. What does this 
mean though? We can imagine that when a state comes into being, it 
might declare its independence and bring itself into existence through 
the act of setting up a constitution. The constitution will defi ne what 
the nature of the state is, who its citizens are, and so forth. In declar-
ing their independence from other states, they will deem that the 
citizens of this state are subject only to the laws of that state and to no 
other external authority. The only legal authority they recognise is 
their own. Yet it is also the case that they will create for themselves 
their own governments, legislation, court systems, etc. Therefore, in 
setting up a constitution they declare that the citizens of the state will 
be subject to no laws except the laws that they themselves legislate. 
Therefore while they are in one sense ‘a law unto themselves’, in 
another sense they are also completely bound by those laws.

In fact, it is just because they themselves brought the laws in ques-
tion into existence that they are in any way subject to those laws. 
Moreover, the citizens may cite the capacity for self-legislation as 
part of just what it is to be true to themselves, since it is this autonomy 
of self-legislation that defi nes what it is for them to be citizens of 
that state – it is part of what constitutes their political identity. Thus 
we can see that the concept of autonomous self-legislating agents is 
required by Kant to capture many of the features that he has already 
picked out as marks of what it is to be moral agent (i.e. the notion of 
the authority of rationality and conscience and the categorical bind-
ingness of moral commands). As we shall see, however, autonomy 
has a further dimension, one concerning the notion of autonomous 
agents as free agents, which Kant will return to and which is crucial 
for the fi nal stages of his inquiry in the Groundwork.

Finally, Kant turns to what is known as the Kingdom of Ends 

Formulation (FKE) of the Categorical Imperative. There is a sense in 
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which this formulation must be presented by Kant last of all, since it 
can be understood as arising from a combination of the Autonomy 
Formulation and the Humanity Formulation. Each human being is 
an individual legislator of the universal law, and each human being 
is also an end in themselves. How then are we to think of a moral 
society of such beings? Kant thinks that the proper concept is that of 
a kingdom, by which he means ‘a systematic union of several rational 
beings through common laws’ (4: 433).

The vision Kant is asking us to imagine is one whereby each of 
our individual acts of legislation is performed in such a way that the 
rules produced are compatible with the rules produced by every other 
rational agent. Furthermore, the rules produced by any rational 
agent are such that they allow for every other agent to be treated 
always as ends in themselves and never as means to an end. A pos-
sible way of understanding the idea of a kingdom of ends is that of 
a kind of rational ideal of a perfect and harmonious system, where 
all the wrinkles that might stem from a person’s individual circum-
stances have been ironed out, and where everyone’s moral principles 
mesh seamlessly. The claim is that we cannot understand ourselves as 
moral agents in the way Kant has already described, i.e. as giving uni-
versal laws and as showing respect for persons as ends in themselves, 
without also committing to this ideal target of a complete system of 
harmonious rules.

Returning to the apparent paradox regarding self-legislation, we 
can see how Kant holds that in such a kingdom, any given agent 
would be properly described in two different ways:

A rational being, however, belongs to the kingdom of ends as a member if it 
is universally legislating in it, but also itself subject to these laws. It belongs 
to it as its head if as legislating it is not subject to the will of another. (4: 433)

Since one views oneself as bound by the moral laws one has self-
legislated, then in the kingdom of ends, one would view oneself as just 
another member of the kingdom, whose will would have to accord 
with the will of every other member. On the other hand, if it is really 
a genuine kingdom of ends, then one’s own rights as an end in itself 
would never be violated there, and it is then as if one would be the 
leader or ruler of that domain, since all the laws that hold there are 
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the laws that one has inaugurated oneself. The vision of a kingdom of 
ends is one whereby every agent is a subject of the realm but also the 
ruler of the realm, since there is no law there stemming from some 
source other than one’s own rational capacities, and thus no external 
authority that any agent must recognise.

Kant explicates the notion of a kingdom of ends by appeal to the 
distinction between something having a price and something having a 
dignity. Kant understands the former by saying that what ‘has a price 
can be replaced with something else as its equivalent’ (4: 434). It is not 
hard to see examples of what it would be to think of human beings 
in this way. If one thought that the value of a human being could 
be translated into something else and given a measurement, then 
one would have afforded humanity a mere price. This is of course 
literally so with the case of slavery and human traffi cking. In viewing 
human beings as capable of being enslaved, we are in fact saying 
that their value as human beings can be adequately given in terms 
of (for instance) a cash value. In less literal cases though, we can see 
that when one treats a person as a means to an end in any situation, 
one is in effect affording them a price, albeit not a monetary one. If I 
use a person merely to achieve some further end, then I am giving a 
particular value to that person – their value in that case is translated 
into terms of their effectiveness as an instrument for the achievement 
of my ends.

When we afford something a dignity on the other hand, Kant 
claims that we are in fact denying that any such translation of its 
value into something else is possible. When something has a dignity 
it cannot be understood as valuable in any terms other than what it 
is. Kant says that something with a dignity is valuable in itself and as 
such incomparable with other valued things – it ‘is elevated above 
any price and hence allows of no equivalent’ (4: 434). We can see here 
the close connection Kant draws between the Humanity Formulation 
and the Kingdom of Ends Formulation, since what it is to treat 
someone as having an inner dignity is really just what it is to value 
someone as an end in themselves. Imagine the case of someone refus-
ing to sell a family member. The potential buyer responds by offering 
more money. The person responds by saying that the family member 
is not for sale. The buyer then asks whether the family member might 
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be for sale at a later date. The person at this point has to explain to 
the potential buyer that the reason why the offer of more money was 
refused is the same reason why the family member will never be for 
sale at any later date. The family member is a human being and has 
a value in itself, and that value cannot be compared to any amount of 
money whatsoever. The potential buyer has mistakenly taken human 
beings, beings that have an inner dignity, for things that have a mere 
price.

Of course there are many aspects of human beings that do have 
a price. As Kant acknowledges, any human being can have certain 
skills or abilities that he can trade in exchange for some recompense – 
we can and do treat people as a means to an end and allow ourselves 
to be treated as a means to others people’s ends. We can do so in a 
professional capacity, of course, but we can also understand this in 
more simple ways. A particular person might be good company, and 
someone might value that person for their entertaining conversation. 
In such a case, one person values the other, but does not value the 
inner worth of that person – they do not thereby value that person in 
themselves. Why not? In this case one has valued the other only for 
something the person has that another person might provide as its 
equivalent – I might get good conversation elsewhere from another 
person. If all I valued the friend for was the enjoyment I got from 
their conversation, then the source of my valuing is really just the 
instrumental value there is for me in treating that person as a means 
to that end.

When one recognises another’s fundamental dignity, it is because 
one recognises a quality in them that cannot be replaced by any 
other. This quality is simply that of their being a particular human 
being with their own rational will. Their own particular rational and 
free will is something that they themselves have alone, and it cannot 
be replaced by the rational and free will of any other. In the kingdom 
of ends therefore, every human being would afford each other a 
dignity based on a recognition of and respect for each other’s inner 
worth as rational agents.

As was mentioned, Kant himself seems to recognise only three 
distinct versions of the supreme principle of morality – the Universal 
Law formulation, the Humanity formulation, and the Kingdom of 
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Ends formulation. When explaining the ultimate value of the dignity 
of a good will, he claims:

It is nothing less than the share it obtains for a rational being in universal legisla-

tion, by which it makes it fi t to be a member of a possible kingdom of ends, 
which it was already destined to be by its own nature, as an end in itself and 
precisely in virtue of this as legislating in the kingdom of ends . . . (4: 435)

Following this, Kant claims that the ‘above three ways of represent-
ing the principle of morality are fundamentally only so many formu-
lae of the selfsame law, one of which itself unites the other two within 
it’ (4: 436). Why exactly the Autonomy Formulation is excluded from 
this list and why it is supposed to be that one formulation is supposed 
to unite the other two within it are somewhat unclear.

Kant returns to the topics of autonomy and heteronomy that he 
introduced earlier towards the end of the second section. Here he 
says again that autonomy is that feature of the will that makes it ‘a law 
to itself’ (4: 440). Another expression of the Autonomy Formulation 
is offered here:

The principle of autonomy is thus: not to choose in any other way than that 
the maxims of one’s choice are also comprised as universal law in the same 
willing. (4: 440)

As we have seen, it is only if the will gives itself its own laws that 
we can achieve autonomy of the will, and with it an autonomous 
ethics. If we take the moral law from anywhere else, Kant says, we 
will inevitably conclude with a heteronomy of the will, and a moral 
system of merely hypothetical imperatives. Kant puts the problem 
with a system of hypothetical imperatives quite forcefully – with such 
imperatives it is always the case that one expresses oneself as follows: 
‘I ought to do something because I want something else’ (4: 441).

As Kant has repeatedly pointed out though, this is not how we 
think of moral commands – they present themselves as things worth 
doing not because they might afford one something else that one 
might want but just as worth doing for their own sake. If I understand 
that I ought not to torture because torture is morally wrong, then I 
cannot capture this thought in the form of a hypothetical imperative. 
I might say ‘I ought not to torture because I will not to be punished 
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by the law’ or ‘I ought not to torture because I will not to incur the 
disapproval of others’, etc. But in expressing in this way I am not even 
attempting to express what I think is the moral status of torture. Here I 
am merely recommending a course of action one might take if one 
wills other things, such as avoiding disapproval or punishment. To 
see this, we can imagine someone who – for some bizarre reason – 
wanted to incur punishment from the law. In this scenario, the person 
might take the above hypothetical imperative as expressing the claim 
that torture is something that he ought to do, since it recommends 
that one should avoid it only because one wants to avoid legal pun-
ishment. Thus whether the hypothetical imperative is one one will 
follow depends entirely on whether the agent in question wills the 
relevant end.

This is plainly not how we think of morality. The ‘oughts’ in hypo-
thetical imperatives just do not seem to be the same kind of moral 
‘oughts’ that we are interested in when we are asking whether or not 
something is the right thing to do. Imagine a conversation where 
one person is asking another whether or not they should withhold 
some important information. Person A asks ‘should I withhold the 
information?’ and person B responds with: ‘well, if you want x to 
happen, then you ought to withhold the information; if you want y 
to happen then you ought not to withhold the information’. In such 
a case we can imagine our initial questioner complaining as follows: 
‘you’re telling me what I ought to do relative to what I desire with 
regard to this or that outcome. But I’m not asking for that kind of 
pragmatic advice – I’m simply asking whether or not I should do it.’ 
The miscommunication here concerns the respondent thinking that 
the questioner had asked for a piece of practical advice on what the 
consequences of their action might be, when what the questioner was 
interested in was whether or not the action was morally demanded. 
That the respondent missed that the question concerned the moral 
status of the act is seen by his expressing his response in terms of 
hypothetical imperatives. Had the questioner accepted the advice 
given she would have failed to consider the matter’s moral status, and 
would be merely forming her intentions to act in accordance with 
whatever further ends she desired. In Kant’s terms, she would be 
acting in accordance with a heteronomy of the will.
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One achieves autonomy of the will when one forms one’s inten-
tions towards an action without any regard to whatever further ends 
might be achieved by that action, but instead considers only whether 
some end in itself might be achieved just by the very performance 
of that action. If I ask myself ‘ought I to torture’ and I respond that 
I ought not to torture because torture is morally wrong, then I have 
not referred to any advantage or disadvantage that may be accrued 
by performing the act – I have instead just considered the question of 
whether the type of action is in itself the kind of thing that is morally 
permissible.

As Kant comes to the end of the second section he examines some 
examples of heteronomous ethics, by dividing them into the class 
of ethics that have their values determined by empirical means and 
those that have them dictated by rational means. One might have 
thought that moral values that are determined by rational means 
are what Kant himself has been offering throughout the section; 
however, as we shall see, there are signifi cantly different ways in 
which one can use reason in order to determine one’s moral values.

Within the camp of empirical heteronomous ethics, Kant claims 
– unsurprisingly – that they cannot possibly serve as the basis for 
morality. It is important to see that Kant considers within this 
group so-called ‘moral sense’ philosophers (such as Hutcheson, for 
example). Very roughly, a moral sense philosopher might hold that 
one’s morally correct behaviour can be determined by appeal to an 
innate sense that points one in the right direction without appeal 
to rationalisation or any particular calculation. In short they might 
claim that the capacity to sense the morally right thing to do is no 
more mysterious a capacity than any of the other capacities for sensa-
tion or judgement.

Kant acknowledges that such a sense would capture one of the 
intuitive aspects of moral judgement, namely its immediate character. 
Unlike a consequentialist, a moral sense theorist would have it that 
the correct apprehension of the moral state of affairs can just strike 
one as immediately as do the objects of vision. We might see in the 
visual sense that someone is attacking another person and also ‘see’ 
– in the moral sense – just as immediately that the act being per-
formed is morally wrong. This feature – the immediacy of our moral 
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 judgement – is something that Kant thinks he has accommodated 
for with his characterisation of respect, which though immediate, is 
a kind of immediate rational recognition that something is the case, 
rather than a moral sensation of some mysterious kind.

He objects to moral sense theory, however, on the grounds of its 
failure to capture other different essential aspects of moral judge-
ment, namely its objectivity and normativity. If we were to model our 
moral reactions on sensory feelings, they would have the character, 
Kant thinks, of only allowing for us to report as to how we feel with 
regard to a scenario. Grasping that something is morally wrong might 
be as immediate a phenomenon as, say, feeling that we are tired, but 
in other respects it is obviously different. When I immediately grasp 
that something is morally wrong I take myself as entitled to tell you 
that you too should appreciate the moral wrongness of the situation. 
I take my grasp of the scenario to be a grasping of an objective fact 
about morality with which I can make a normative demand of you – 
i.e. demand that you ought to act in accordance with a recognition of 
that objective fact. Plainly, though, I do not take this to be the case 
on any normal understanding of ‘feeling’. I do not take it that I have 
grasped a normative truth about the world if I feel tired, for example. 
Similarly it would be very odd if someone were to say to another 
person that there is a normative demand that they ought to feel cold 
just because I do so. Yet these are reactions that we do take ourselves 
to be able to make off the back of our moral reactions.

Furthermore, even with more diffi cult cases, such as the feeling of 
disgust, which we do sometimes raise in regard to cases to which we 
have a moral response, we still take there to be an intuitive difference 
between reporting that feeling and reporting our moral response to 
the same situation. For example, one might think that it would make 
sense to us were someone to say of some state of affairs: ‘I fi nd it 
disgusting, and what’s more, morally wrong.’ Here we immediately 
understand that in saying that a state of affairs is disgusting we can 
be merely reporting the reaction of our feelings to the subject matter, 
and that more needs to be said with regard to the question of the 
moral status of that subject matter. More obviously perhaps, we can 
imagine someone saying: ‘Personally, I fi nd it disgusting, but morally 
permissible’ – again, the status of our disgust reaction is frequently 
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understood as irrelevant to the question of the moral status of the 
matter in question.

With regard to rational heteronomous ethics, Kant considers the 
notion of a system of moral values that hinges on a particular rational 
concept, that of perfection. Such a system might claim that we ought 
to behave in accordance with the characteristics of a perfectly virtu-
ous agent. He mentions two criticisms of such rational heteronomous 
ethics. On the one hand, the system fails for the same reason that 
a system based on achieving happiness would that we saw earlier 
– the concept is just too vague or indeterminate to offer us any par-
ticular guidelines on just how to behave in order to achieve perfec-
tion. Secondly, Kant claims that if someone tried to thicken up the 
concept of perfection so that it might offer some specifi c guidelines, 
they would only do so by smuggling in some already accepted moral 
notions. For example, one might claim that in becoming perfect one 
must become perfectly virtuous, but again this is only a suggestion 
one might accept so long as one already had a concept of virtue and 
already thought that becoming virtuous was something worthwhile. 
In such a case therefore, we would already know what morality is – i.e. 
becoming virtuous – and thus the concept of perfection would be 
doing no extra work in our understanding of morality.

Kant rejects another version of rational heteronomous ethics, 
namely that of theological ethics. One might base a system of moral 
values based upon whatever is the output of God’s will. Kant provides 
a dilemma for such a conception. On the one hand, we might judge 
that we ought to do God’s will because God’s will is good. In this case 
we would be in the same situation as before, in that we would already 
require a notion of the morally good to apply to God’s will in the fi rst 
place. But if we already know what is good from other means then 
we do not require the idea of its being endorsed by God in order to 
recognise it as such. On the other hand, if we do not assume that 
God’s will is good, then we would be advocating that one should 
follow God’s will just because it is God’s will and that one ought not 
disobey God. But, as Kant points out, this gets our moral motivation 
all wrong: we would in that case be performing an act not because it 
is morally good but because it is the kind of thing that God approves 
of, and that might benefi t us with his good favour in an afterlife; 
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similarly, we might refrain from performing an action not because it 
is wrong but because it is the kind of thing God disapproves of, and 
might punish us for doing. This kind of reasoning, i.e. prudential 
reasoning, is precisely what we do not do when we reason morally. We 
recognise things as right or wrong independently of what we think 
anyone – even God – might judge about them. To base our moral 
system on divine approval would, Kant thinks, ‘be directly opposed 
to morality’ (4: 443). (We must remember here though that Kant 
himself was a man of deep personal religious conviction and his views 
on the relation between morality, faith and happiness are in fact more 
complicated than those that are just indicated in the critique of theo-
logical ethics in the Groundwork).

In all of these cases Kant holds that the resulting heteronomy 
can be explained by the fact that the human will has allowed itself 
to be determined by some ‘object’ or target – whether it be happi-
ness, perfection, God’s will, society’s conventions, etc. As he points 
out though, if we attempt to reason to moral values in this way, then 
the universal status of our conclusions will always be conditional 
on whether or not the ‘objects’ we have in mind are the universal 
targets of human beings and specifi c enough to offer guidance. But 
in each of these cases then we would need more rules telling us why 
everyone ought to have just these targets as the correct objects of the 
will. Someone might ask ‘should everyone do x?’ and a reply might 
come ‘well, it’s God’s will/society’s convention/etc.’, but all this does 
is say that if everyone wills to respect God’s will or society’s conven-
tions, then everyone should do x. As such, the commands of morality 
would be reduced to mere hypothetical imperatives, and if they are to 
be raised to a higher status then we will need a new story about why 
everyone must respect God’s will or society’s conventions, etc.

Kant thinks that what we are really looking for when we ask 
‘should everyone do x?’ is the mark of the moral as the universal and 
necessary law, i.e. as categorical. It is this abstract feature that is the 
only valid thing we have to go on when trying to determine what is 
the right thing to do, and cannot be achieved by the identifi cation of 
any hopeful moral ‘objects’. Kant returns to the form/matter distinc-
tion in explaining this notion. When trying to determine the morally 
correct thing to do, we must ignore the ‘matter’ of our maxims – that 
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is, the particular ‘objects’ that our maxims might be concerned with 
– and instead focus exclusively on their categorical form. Is my maxim 
the kind of thing that I can coherently demand that every free and 
rational agent ought to do? Does my maxim have the form of the 
moral law? This, it turns out, is what Kant thinks we are really asking 
ourselves when we ask ourselves what we ought to do.

Third Section – Transition from the metaphysics 
of morals to the critique of pure practical reason

As Kant has repeatedly stated, everything that has come so far in 
the Groundwork has been directed at answering the question of the 
defi nition of morality: of unpacking or revealing what the very idea 
of morality involves. As such, he has so far only been committed to 
establishing the conditional claim: if there is such a thing as moral-
ity, then it must be a system of categorical imperatives. What he says 
he has not even attempted to do yet is to show that there even could 

be such a thing as morality – to show that morality is in fact possible. 
(I have suggested earlier that Kant sometimes talks as if there is no 
question as to whether or not morality exists, since ‘common moral 
judging’ in fact reliably shows it to be the case – this may be Kant’s 
own personal belief, but he certainly does not think that he has 
established or proven this to be the case.) In the third section of the 
Groundwork, Kant fi nally turns to this question. We saw at the end of 
the second section that the notion of an agent having an autonomous 
will is supposed to be bound up with the possibility for that agent to 
act morally. Kant begins the third section with a sub-section entitled 
‘The concept of freedom is the key to the explanation of the auton-
omy of the will’ and this states exactly the essential part of his strategy 
for showing that morality is genuinely possible.

As we have seen, Kant has contrasted two domains of explanation, 
the rational and the natural or physical. While all physical beings 
must obey the laws that govern the domain of natural explanation, 
some of these beings must also obey different laws, ones that govern 
the domain of rational explanation. We can imagine a creature 
lacking the capacity for explicit self-consciousness (such as a fi sh, for 
example) engaging in all sorts of actions, but when we characterise 
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those actions we characterise them exclusively as actions that come 
about just by virtue of their being different kinds of physical responses 
to causal stimuli. The fi sh does not deliberate as to what it ought to do, 
but rather merely reacts to the sensations that are stimulated in it by 
its environment. As such, the fi sh is an agent that acts by virtue of 
‘alien causes determining it’ (4: 446). By ‘alien causes’ Kant means that 
the actions that are brought about by causes outside of the fi sh’s own 
will (if the fi sh has a ‘will’ at all).

We have also seen that if there is such a thing as morality, it must 
involve autonomy of the will, where that is understood as involving 
the possibility of actions that are brought about not by the pushes 
and pulls of desire or inclination for some external ‘object’, but rather 
because there is some standard that we may set for ourselves and that 
can serve as the basis for a different kind of action. At the beginning 
of the third section, Kant defi nes what it is for an agent to have a free 
will in terms of these two domains of explanation and the different 
kinds of causality that belong to each. When I act unfreely, it is because 
I act on account of the forces of ‘alien causes’ determined by nature; 
when I act freely, it is because my actions are brought about indepen-
dently of any infl uences of the laws of nature.

As he admits, this defi nition is negative: it says that I act freely 
when I bring about results without any outside physical infl uences. 
Nevertheless, Kant has already noted some crucial points, not least 
of which is that he holds that our free will is to be characterised as a 
kind of causality. We intuitively think of the law of cause and effect as 
something that pertains exclusively to the physical domain. However, 
the concept of causality is in fact much broader, in that one can 
think that effects can be brought about without any special appeal to 
laws of nature. In a court of law, for instance, a judge may decide in 
favour of one of the applicants, and in so doing bring about a judge-
ment. We would intuitively think that the cause of the judgement was 
the judge’s simply deciding it so, without saying that there was an 
especially relevant law of nature in operation here. Similarly, as we 
saw, when one asks ‘why did you do that?’ we are not asking for the 
identifi cation of the physical cause but rather what we are looking for 
involves an account of what reason brought that event about.

Although the power of free will is then for Kant a kind of non-
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natural causality, this does not mean that it is merely another way of 
describing things that happen. For Kant, the causality of the will is 
a power human beings have literally to bring about events without 
there being any law of nature that determined that it must happen or 
must not happen. Moreover, Kant thinks that any kind of causality, 
if it is to be a genuine kind of causality at all, must be one that acts in 
accordance with necessary laws. Therefore, while natural causality 
operates in accordance with the laws of nature, since free will is itself 
a form of causality, it too must act in accordance with necessary laws.

This is at fi rst a quite counterintuitive notion of freedom. We 
often think of freedom negatively, as the capacity to perform actions 
without the presence of any constraints. If asked what it means to 
be free, many of us would describe it as a capacity to act without 
being held back by this or that force. Kant is clear that this is not 
the notion of freedom that he is arguing for. Freedom is not the 
ability to be completely unconstrained by any rules whatsoever – it 
is not to be ‘lawless’ altogether, but rather it is only the state of being 
unconstrained by alien laws, that is, from laws from outside the will 
itself. Since the will is a kind of causality, and all causality involves 
necessary laws, it must be that to have a free will is to act in accord-
ance with the necessary laws that a will sets for itself. (In a sense it is 
only now that one can appreciate Kant’s initial characterisation of 
ethics as the ‘science of the laws of freedom’ with which he began the 
Groundwork.)

Thus Kant has identifi ed the capacity of a will to be autonomous 
– that is, to be capable of acting as a ‘law unto itself’ with the very 
capacity of free will. The capacity to exercise our free will therefore is 
realised when we act autonomously, and we act autonomously only 
when we act in accordance with the moral law:

Thus if freedom of the will is presupposed, morality along with its principle 
follows from it, by mere analysis of its concept. (4: 447)

In the second section Kant argued that the concept of morality 
could be examined to show that the concept of a good will involved 
the notion of a will whose maxims could be willed as universal laws. 
This involved showing that these two notions – that of a good will on 
the one hand, and that of universalised maxims on the other – were 
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 connected together. However, the manner in which those notions are 
connected was not through a strict procedure of logical deduction. 
Kant does not think that we can start with a premise about the defi -
nitions of the concept of a good will and, through a series of simple 
deductive steps, show that this notion entails the notion of morality as 
a system of categorical imperatives.

Had he done so, he would have been able to establish the moral 
law analytically, in that he would have followed the methodology of a 
traditional rationalist, who simply tries to unpack or analyse what is 
logically entailed within the defi nition of a given concept. While Kant 
has been engaged in an examination of the concept of morality, and 
while he has appealed essentially to reason as the means of perform-
ing this examination, his method has been different from traditional 
rationalism in important respects. Kant holds that although there 
are genuine connections between concepts (for example between the 
concepts morality and freedom), he does not think that these connections 
can be discovered just through the process of analysing the defi nitions 
of either of these concepts into their constituent parts.

Instead, Kant is engaged in what I have called procedural ration-
alism. The idea regarding procedural rationalism is that there are 
essential features of concepts that can be discovered by reason only 
through an examination of how those concepts are used in procedures 
of reasoning, and not through a mere analysis of their defi nitions. 
Therefore Kant has tried to show connections between the common 
notion of morality, and the idea of the form of a law, of a person as 
an end in itself, of the idea of autonomy, etc., by examining the ways 
in which we use or operate with the concept of morality. The CI-test 
is a procedure for uncovering properties of a maxim that are not 
evident to reason at fi rst glance, but are only revealed when we put 
them through that test.

For this reason Kant claims that the connection that he has estab-
lished between the concepts of a good will and the concept of a uni-
versal maxim is not analytic but a synthetic one. For Kant, a synthetic 
connection is one that is made when we see that two concepts are 
properly joined together in virtue of some further explanation of that 
connection. In effect then, for all genuine synthetic connections, we 
require three elements, and in the case of the concepts of a good will 
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and the supreme principle of morality, Kant has already indicated 
what that third element must be:

Such synthetic propositions are possible only by this, that both cognitions 
are bound together by their connection with a third thing in which they are 
both to be found. The positive concept of freedom provides this third  thing 
. . . (4: 447)

As Kant goes on to explain, if freedom in this positive sense (i.e. as 
a type of causal power to bring about actions) is the essential con-
necting thing for these concepts, then it must be the case that we can 
attribute this conception of freedom to all possible rational agents, 
since morality is supposed to hold for all possible rational agents. 
As he puts it, freedom ‘must prove it as belonging to the activity of 
rational beings endowed with a will as such’ (4: 448).

Kant’s analysis has brought him to a crucial point. He has 
attempted to show that the concept of morality is in fact essentially 
connected with the concept of freedom in this positive sense. What 
this means is that if one wishes to show that morality is in fact pos-
sible, one must address the metaphysical question of whether or not 
human beings are genuinely free. The question of the relationship 
between freedom and morality has a long history in philosophy, but 
here Kant brings that relationship to the fore. Nowadays the philo-
sophical problem is a familiar one, and we can express it in Kant’s 
terms: if we are creatures whose actions are always determined exclu-
sively by the physical laws of nature, such that no free self-conscious 
deliberation is ever the primary cause of our actions, then how can we 
ever be genuinely morally responsible for those actions? By charac-
terising our practical reasoning as a mere response to physical stimuli, 
we threaten to render our moral values as entirely heteronomous, as 
merely automatic mechanical responses to some external ‘object’. As 
such, if we lack genuine freedom of the will, it seems that the reason-
ing produced by our will always shall always take the form of hypo-
thetical imperatives, which fail to characterise the essential features 
of morality entirely.

We would expect at this point in the Groundwork a shift from 
moral philosophy to metaphysics, since Kant has seem to argue that 
what is required to ground a system of categorical imperatives is a 
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 metaphysics of freedom. However, that is precisely what we do not 
get. In fact, at this crucial point of the Groundwork, Kant expresses his 
commitment to the idea that proving a metaphysics of freedom is 
not in fact possible. So far, very little of what Kant has been arguing 
has relied upon any of the claims regarding Transcendental Idealism 
made previously in the Critique of Pure Reason, but now it is important to 
return to those claims. Recall that Kant had argued there that while 
we can know necessary truths about the world of appearances, there 
is a further domain of explanation, that of things in themselves, about 
which we cannot know anything at all. Secondly, Kant argued in the 

Critique that while every human person has an empirical self that is 
perfectly knowable, each person is also a thing in itself that is entirely 
unknowable. Thirdly, Kant argued that the power of freedom is a 
power that ultimately is a feature of the person as a thing in itself. 
Kant is therefore already committed to the claim that the capacity 
of human beings to bring about actions through a causal power of 
freedom is not something that we can ever know or prove to be the 
case. He does say, however, that we can at least think that freedom is 
possible. Freedom, if it is possible, must be entirely special, since on 
this model it is a power whose causes originate in one domain – the 
unknowable domain of things in themselves – while its effects, i.e. 
actions themselves, are manifested in the physical domain of appear-
ances. As such, the idea of a transcendental power of freedom is one 
that crosses over between two otherwise entirely distinct and separate 
domains or worlds.

It might seem that the Groundwork has argued itself to a disappoint-
ing anti-climax, since the book has moved towards showing that 
for the possibility of morality to be established, the causal power of 
freedom must be established, only to conclude that this conception 
of freedom cannot in fact be established. The worry might be that 
the Groundwork’s aim of establishing morality is destined to fail on 
its own terms. At this point though, Kant makes a vital (and con-
troversial) move that he claims avoids this consequence. He claims 
that, although we cannot prove that we are in fact free in this posi-
tive sense, it is still the case that we must act as if we are free in this 
 positive sense, and that this necessity of acting as if we are free in 
this positive sense is in fact suffi cient to establish morality:
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Now I say: every being that cannot act otherwise than under the idea of freedom 
is actually free, in a practical respect, precisely because of that; i.e. all laws 
that are inseparably bound up with freedom hold for it just as if its will had 
also been declared free in itself, and in a way that is valid in theoretical 
 philosophy. (4: 448)

What is it to act ‘under the idea of freedom’? We can get some grip on 
this notion by thinking of just the common practice of describing the 
psychology of our actions. Could it be the case that we can coherently 
ascribe a moral action to ourselves as chosen by our will and yet at 
the same time deny that we are free? Could I really say for instance: ‘I 
choose to help others when they are in need (but my choice is not one 
I freely undertake)’? What would I mean when I say ‘I choose to help 
others’ if I in fact think that I am not free in this positive sense to do 
so? Of course, someone might have a gun to my head, or I may have 
a compulsive disorder that forces me to perform such actions, and I 
might for some reason say ‘I choose to help others’, etc., but in such 
scenarios it would surely be the case that I understand that what I am 
doing here is in an important respect not a real choice for me.

Kant’s claim is that it is a matter of a kind of practical necessity 
that in order to understand our actions as genuine actions at all, we 
must characterise them as actions resulting from genuine acts of choice, 
and to understand the latter, we must understand them as the results 
of a free will. This, of course, is not a proof that we are free wills – if 
sound, it only secures a weaker conclusion to the effect that we must 
think of ourselves as free if we are to think of ourselves as agents. 
Kant’s next step is to claim that for the purposes of the possibility 
of moral behaviour there is no difference between the claim that we 
know that we are genuinely free and the claim that we must think of 
ourselves as genuinely free. Both, Kant claims, are equally suffi cient 
to establish morality, and as such the fact that we lack a proof that we 
are  genuinely free does not undermine the project of the Groundwork:

I follow this route – of assuming freedom only, suffi cient for our purpose, as 
made the foundation by human beings in their actions merely in the idea – so 
that I may not incur the obligation of proving freedom in its theoretical 
respect as well. For even if this latter point is left unsettled, the same laws that 
would bind a being that was actually free yet hold for a being that cannot act 
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 otherwise than under the idea of its own freedom. Here we can thus liberate 
ourselves from the burden that weighs upon theory. (4: 448, note)

Kant acknowledges the limitation of this conclusion. He had 
promised that in the third section he would ‘corroborate’ the supreme 
principle of morality, having only examined the concept in the pre-
ceding sections. Yet here it can look like he has to admit that he 
cannot in fact corroborate the moral law, if that were to mean what 
we intuitively think it means, i.e. to prove it to be true. Instead, all 
Kant has shown is that the concept of morality is inextricably linked 
with the concept of freedom, or, as he puts it, that they are ‘reciprocal 
concepts’ (4: 450). As such they stand or fall together: if the concept of 
morality is a genuine one (by which I mean if it is possible that there 
is actually something to which the concept refers) then it must be the 
case because the concept of freedom is a genuine one. We must at 
least assume that the concept of freedom refers to something possible, 
and so we must at least assume that the concept of morality refers to 
something possible.

In a sense then, Kant’s conclusion can seem like a merely condi-
tional one, in that it is only if we are committed to the genuineness of 
one concept that we can defend the genuineness of the other. Kant 
describes the situation as being committed to an argumentative circle:

There appears at this point, one must freely admit, a kind of circle from 
which, as it seems, there is no escape. We take ourselves to be free in the 
order of effi cient causes so as to think ourselves under moral laws in the 
order of ends, and we afterwards think ourselves as subject to these laws 
because we have ascribed to ourselves freedom of will; for freedom and the 
will’s own legislation are both autonomy, and hence reciprocal concepts; but 
precisely because of this one of them cannot be used to explicate the other or 
to state its ground, but at most only to reduce to a single concept, for logical 
purposes, representations of just the same object that appear dissimilar . . . 
(4: 450)

Again, one might be concerned that at this crucial fi nal stage of the 
inquiry, the claim is being made that not only can we not establish 
that we are free, but that we do not need to do so.

Kant’s reasoning is somewhat obscure again here, but it is at 
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least clear that he thinks that the fact that the proper explanation of 
morality requires something like Transcendental Idealism, with its 
distinction between appearances and things in themselves, and the 
claim that we can only know the former, to be an actual advantage of 
the analysis that he has given of the relationship between freedom 
and morality. Kant goes on to elucidate the distinction between 
the domain of appearances and the domain of things in themselves. 
He claims that the distinction is an intuitive one, since it means just 
the distinction between how things appear to us and how they are 
‘behind’ those appearances (Kant is not here offering an argument 
for Transcendental Idealism, but rather just making an appeal to the 
intuitiveness of some of the basic notions behind the theory).

One way of thinking of the distinction is that appearances relate 
to how our cognitive capacities are affected, and things in themselves 
are the ultimate explanatory ground that bring it about that we are 
affected in the ways that we are. When we think of the distinction in 
this way, Kant claims, we already have a sense as to how and why the 
human person might also be both an appearance and a thing in itself, 
since the human person has the capacity not just to be affected but 
also to bring about certain things. The human agent has the causal 
capacity (or at least the agent must think of herself as having this 
capacity) to bring about actions beyond the infl uence of the effects of 
external physical causes. If we think of ‘appearances’ as correspond-
ing to ‘that which is affected’ and ‘thing in itself’ as ‘that which brings 
about effects’ then we can see that the notion of the self as a thing in 
itself provides a plausible model for the source of the capacity for the 
autonomy of the will.

All we can know about the self is the empirical self, the self that is 
affected, has sensations, etc. In this way the self belongs to what Kant 
calls ‘the world of sense’, i.e. the domain of appearances. However, we 
can also experience the power that the self has to bring about actions 
through its own causal capacity of freedom, and there must be, he 
claims, some aspect of the self corresponding to the source of this 
power. That aspect of the self must exist in the domain of things 
in themselves, or as Kant puts it, the ‘world of understanding’ (4: 451). 
Since the domain of things in themselves is unknowable according to 
Transcendental Idealism, and since there is an aspect of every free 
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self that is a thing in itself, it must be the case that there is an aspect 
of the self that is unknowable.

Kant thinks that this Transcendental Idealist picture in fact suits 
our ordinary picture of the spontaneity of our free wills in action. 
When we decide to pursue a course of action freely, we are not, it 
seems, in any conscious contact with the source of our metaphysical 
freedom. Rather, we become aware of our freedom only through the 
outputs or results of our exercising that power in producing actions. 
Thus I am aware of my freedom only through my awareness of my 
free actions, e.g. I freely choose to raise my hand, and I am aware of 
my exercise of my freedom through my sensory awareness of how my 
body is affected by my power of freedom. This is just an awareness 
of the effects of that causal power, however – what I never have any 
direct awareness of is the causal power of freedom itself.

The claim then is that a philosophical system whereby the power 
of freedom originates in the domain of things in themselves, but 
whose outputs or effects are realised in the domain of appearances, is 
just what is required in order to explain the ordinary phenomenon of 
free action. This is the kind of system that Transcendental Idealism 
in fact offers. Given that we are never directly aware of the origin of 
our free will, we might conclude one of two things. On the one hand, 
we might conclude that we have no awareness of our actual causal 
power of free will because there is no actual causal power of our free 
will, and that the notion that we choose freely is in fact an illusion. If 
this is the case, and if Kant’s analysis of the reciprocal nature of the 
concepts of freedom and morality is correct, then it follows that the 
concept of morality is an illusion also.

On the other hand, we might conclude that the reason why we 
have no knowledge or even awareness of the causal power of our 
freedom is not because there is no such thing, but rather because 
there is such a thing, only that it is the kind of thing that lies in a 
domain beyond the human capacity for knowledge. Kant’s system of 
Transcendental Idealism shows how it is possible that, despite our lack 
of awareness of the causal power of freedom, this does not entail that 
it is a mere fi ction, since it can be that our free will is in fact an actual 
but unknowable thing in itself. As such, we do not have to infer from 
the unknowability of freedom to the fi ctional nature of morality.
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In Kant’s view, only Transcendental Idealism can still explain how 
morality is still possible. It does this by offering the human being two 
different perspectives or ‘standpoints’ from which he can understand 
the nature of his actions:

On account of this a rational being must view itself as an intelligence . . . as 
belonging not to the world of sense, but to that of understanding; and hence 
it has two standpoints from which it can consider itself, and recognise laws 
for the use of its powers, and consequently for all its actions; fi rst, in so far as 
it belongs to the world of sense, under laws of nature (heteronomy); secondly, 
as belonging to the intelligible world, under laws that, independent of nature, 
are not empirical, but have their foundation merely in reason. (4: 452)

Kant concludes that this Transcendental Idealist picture of the self 
removes the worry he himself raised earlier regarding the possible 
circular reasoning. He does not assume the idea of freedom just so 
that we may suppose the idea of morality; instead, he claims that 
we must think of ourselves as creatures belonging to a completely 
different domain than the empirical world of sense if we are to think 
of ourselves as rational agents with a will at all; it then follows, he 
claims, that if we think of ourselves as creatures of that domain of the 
understanding we must think of ourselves as autonomous and hence 
moral agents.

Kant offers what he calls a ‘deduction’ (4: 454) of the moral 
law. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant offered a ‘Transcendental 
Deduction’ of the concepts of the understanding (such as substance 
and causation), called the Categories, and he claims here that the 
deduction of the moral law is in some ways analogous to that argu-
ment. The Transcendental Deduction is itself a notoriously diffi cult 
and obscure argument, making it diffi cult to determine what exactly 
the analogy that Kant is drawing here is. A very rough description 
of the Transcendental Deduction is that it attempts to show that 
the concepts of the understanding, i.e., the Categories, are valid by 
showing that they are necessary conditions of the possibility of experi-
ence. The argument claims that if the Categories did not apply, then 
experience as we know it would not be possible. So for Kant we can 
start with a very simple observation – for instance, that experience of 
a world of apparent objects in time is possible (something that even a 
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sceptic would accept) – and show that in order for this to be possible, it 
must also be the case that certain concepts, such as those of substance 
and causation, etc. must already be presupposed as applying validly. 
Thus the sceptic is committed to the validity of these concepts if she 
is to accept the coherence of ordinary experience, since the former is 
a necessary condition of the possibility of the latter.

Considering the analogy in this way suggests one possible way of 
reconstructing Kant’s argument here (once again, there are many 
competing interpretations with regard to this part of the Groundwork). 
Here he seems to be arguing fi rstly that there is an ordinary type of 
experience that everyone – even a sceptic – must accept; secondly, 
he is arguing that in order for that ordinary type of experience to be 
possible, we must assume that we are free agents capable of acting 
in accordance with laws of morality. Kant claims that the ordinary 
type of experience that anyone must accept is the capacity to express 
to oneself that something ought to be the case. What is it to think that 
something ought to be the case? What are the necessary conditions of 
this kind of thought making sense?

In answering this, Kant asks us to think of two possible situations. 
In the fi rst case, we imagine that we are purely rational agents, beings 
who only existed in the world of understanding, without any aspect of 
our existence belonging to the world of sense. What would it be like 
to be such a being? We would have no desires or inclinations that 
would threaten to disrupt what the laws of freedom determine for 
us to do. In such a case we would not be capable of ever failing to do 
the right thing, since it is only the interruption of desires and inclina-
tions that lead us astray from the laws of reason in the fi rst place. 
But it is clear that we are beings who are capable of failing to do the 
right thing – we think that when we express a moral ‘ought’ we are 
describing something that should happen, but not that it is something 
that necessarily will happen. If we were only beings belonging to the 
world of understanding then laws of freedom would rule completely 
and would determine everything that will happen (4: 454). Human 
beings are physically embodied, fi nite and fallible moral agents and 
as such clearly are not agents who belong completely to the world of 
understanding, just by virtue of the fact that the possibility of moral 
failure is a real possibility for us.

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   116CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   116 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



A Guide to the Text   117

On the other hand, we might imagine what it would be like if we 
were beings who existed only in the world of sense. What would this 
existence be like? We can see that the situation would in fact be quite 
similar to the one that arises if we were beings who existed only in the 
world of understanding. Since the world of sense is determined com-

pletely by the physical laws of nature, if we were creatures who existed 
only in this domain, we would then be creatures whose actions were 
entirely determined by those physical laws. If we were to think of 
ourselves only as beings in such a world, we would think that every-
thing that we do is determined only in accordance with the laws of 
nature. But in this imagined scenario, we would always obey the laws 
of nature and again would not even have the very idea of there being 
any laws that we might on occasion fail to obey.

When we say to ourselves that something ought to happen – for 
example, when I say that I ought always to tell the truth – I am 
describing myself as a being whose actions are not completely deter-
mined by laws of nature, for in that case I would think of all my 
actions as simply happening necessarily in accordance with laws of 
nature. Neither, however, am I describing myself as a being whose 
actions are completely determined by laws of the understanding, 
because in that case all my actions would happen necessarily in 
accordance with laws of freedom. Rather, when I say that I ought to 
do something, I take it that in accordance with one set of laws – the 
laws of morality – that thing must happen, but in accordance with 
another set of rules – the laws of nature – it might not in fact happen. 
This is exactly how Kant described the difference between natural 
and moral philosophy back in the Preface:

[Natural philosophy describes] laws according to which everything happens, 
[moral philosophy describes laws] according to which everything ought to 
happen, while still taking into consideration the conditions under which 
quite often it does not happen. (4: 388)

Kant’s claim is that the very meaning of the moral ‘ought’ depends 
on a very specifi c necessary condition, namely that we must take our-
selves to be beings that exist both in the world of sense and the world 
of understanding. If the meaning of the ‘ought’ is that something in 
one sense must happen but in another sense need not happen, then 

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   117CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   117 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



118   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

we require, Kant thinks, a distinction between two different domains 
to explain how the ‘ought’ gets this specifi c meaning.

Kant’s ‘deduction’ of the principle of morality might then be 
reconstructed as follows. Even the sceptic must at least acknowledge 
the initial coherence and distinctness of our ordinary idea of the 
moral ‘ought’. This ‘ought’ has two distinctively normative features. 
The fi rst of these is what we might call its necessitation condition – it 
makes some kind of demand upon us and in so doing tells us that 
something must occur. The second is that it allows what we might call 
a failure condition – I ought to do x in this moral sense only if it is pos-
sible that I might actually fail to do x. Kant’s claims is that in order to 
explain both these normative features we have to presuppose that the 
agent belongs to two different domains at the same time: the exist-
ence of the self as a rational thing in itself in the world of the under-
standing is necessary to explain how we are affected by the demand 
of the moral ought; the existence of the self as a physical being in the 
world of sense is necessary to explain how there is sometimes failure 
to meet those demands (i.e. when the demands of freedom’s laws 
are interrupted by the sway of desires and inclinations). Therefore, 
the moral ‘ought’, and with it the categorical imperative, is possible 
only if we are agents both of the world of sense and of the world of 
understanding.

Kant thinks – controversially perhaps – that we cannot deny to 
ourselves the appeal of being a good person or recognition of the pos-
sibility of moral self-improvement. Even ‘the most hardened scoun-
drel’ (4: 454), he claims, can recognise the appeal of moral goodness, 
despite their ingrained resistance to pursuing it. The only way to 
understand this recognition, Kant claims, is to imagine the behaviour 
that we would engage in if we were purely rational beings existing in 
the world of understanding. Of course, as we have seen above, this is 
not something that is in fact possible for us if the moral ‘ought’ is to 
make sense, but it is, Kant claims, what we think of when we think of 
becoming a morally better person. When we ask ourselves – of course 
from the perspective of beings who in reality exist at least partially 
in the world of sense – what it would be for us to do what we ought 
to do, we are in one sense trying to imagine what we would do if we 
were beings only inhabiting the world of the understanding:
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The moral ought is thus one’s own necessary willing as a member of an intel-
ligible world, and he thinks of it as an ought only in so far as he considers 
himself at the same time as a member of the world of sense. (4: 455)

Kant’s claim here is the same as in the deduction described above: 
the moral ought gains its meaning only under the condition that we 
think of ourselves as being members of two domains or worlds at the 
same time. The Transcendental Idealist picture of the human being, 
as existing both as appearance and as thing in itself, offers a meta-
physical account that satisfi es this demand.

Kant also uses this claim to resolve what he takes to be an apparent 
contradiction. This contradiction lies in the fact that it is our single 
capacity of human reason that pushes us to think of pictures of our 
existence that are in straightforward tension with each other. Reason 
can be used for what Kant calls ‘speculative purposes’ (by which he means 
for the purposes of our various inquiries into the structure of nature) 
but also for ‘practical purposes’ (by which he means for the purposes of 
our moral inquiries). It is the same single capacity of human reason 
that tells us that as human beings our actions are entirely determined 
by the physical laws of nature and at the same time that as human 
beings our actions are independent of the determination of the physi-
cal laws of nature. This tension Kant calls the risk of a ‘dialectic of 
reason’ (4: 455). How is it possible that reason’s compelling us to both 
these contradictory claims can be acceptable? Kant says that one’s 
philosophy must offer a means of resolving or defusing this tension:

It must therefore presuppose: that no true contradiction can be found 
between freedom and natural necessity of just the same human actions, for it 
cannot give up the concept of nature, any more than that of freedom. (4: 456)

The situation is a diffi cult one, since Kant must claim (a) that the 
possibility of freedom is required for the possibility of morality, (b) 
that the possibility of freedom cannot be comprehended and (c) that 
the concept of freedom is in straightforward tension with the concept 
of natural necessity. As he acknowledges, the risk is that one would 
simply abandon the very idea of freedom, and with it the substantial 
kind of morality attached to it. Kant takes himself thus far to have 
resolved the tension by showing that we can avoid a contradiction 

CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   119CALLANAN 9780748647262 PRINT.indd   119 01/02/2013   14:5601/02/2013   14:56



120   Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

between the possibility of freedom and the possibility of natural 
necessity if they are thought of as concepts properly referring to two 
different domains or worlds. The contradiction arises only if we are 
to think of them as referring to a single world.

Yet the absence of a contradiction is not a positive reason to accept 
it (4: 456). The task of resolving this apparent contradiction is not a 
task of moral or practical philosophy, Kant claims, but instead one of 
theoretical or speculative philosophy, and to make room, so to speak, 
for the possibility of moral philosophy. The resolution of the tension 
is based on elements Kant has already presented and relates to the 
claim about the necessity of acting under the idea of freedom. It is a 
universal and necessary feature of a human agent – that is, an agent 
capable of conscious deliberation on her ability to act – that she must 
represent herself as an agent that can be moved by two different types 
of causes that correspond to two different aspects of her nature (that 
are nevertheless tied together in her being). In order to represent 
oneself self-consciously as an agent, therefore, one must represent 
oneself as an agent existing with a foot in each of two worlds:

A human being who considers himself in this way as an intelligence thereby 
puts himself in a different order of things and in a relation to determining 
grounds of an entirely different kind, when he thinks of himself as an intel-
ligence endowed with a will, and consequently with causality, than when he 
perceives himself as a phenomenon in the world of sense (which he actually 
is as well) and subjects his causality, according to external determination, to 
laws of nature. (4: 457)

If we accept Kant’s claim that what it is to be a being in the world of 
sense is to be merely a self as it appears, then we can understand his 
further claim that when the self is conscious of itself as ‘an intelligence 
endowed with a will’ then she is aware of herself as a possible thing 
in itself (even if this awareness does not constitute knowledge of oneself 
as a thing in itself ). Thus Kant claims that a metaphysical division 
of the world into appearances and things in themselves is required if 
we are to make sense of the two aspects of our being – as physically 
determined and as rational and free – of which we are capable of 
being conscious.

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant had introduced a distinction 
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that is crucial to the feasibility of his Transcendental Idealist project. 
Kant holds that all knowledge claims are made possible through the 
combination of both concepts – which are the basic elements of acts 
of thinking – and intuitions, by which he means particular represen-
tations of individual objects. Only if we have both in combination can 
we have knowledge. However, things in themselves are, according to 
Kant, things of which we can have no possible intuition, in which case 
it follows that we cannot make any knowledge claims about them. For 
Kant a knowledge claim is one that must target some object, and for 
an object to be latched on to by our minds, we require both concepts 
and intuitions. We are unable to have an intuition of any object as 
a thing in itself and so lack one of the vital components required for 
knowledge claims about them. Kant does hold though that we can 
nevertheless make many claims about things in themselves, which, 
although not meeting the standard of knowledge, can count as impor-
tant and perhaps necessary judgements for us. Admittedly, it is a dif-
fi cult question as to just what kind of status these claims are supposed 
to have, but Kant is clear that we are capable of thinking certain claims 
about things in themselves, i.e. just through our use of concepts alone, 
even if we are not capable of knowing those claims to be true.

We can see then that Kant’s solution here turns on a knife-edge. 
It is part of his Critical Philosophy that we must assume that there 
is a world of things in themselves as well as a world of appearances; 
however, he also claims that the world of things in themselves is 
unknowable. It might appear here, though, that in claiming that 
awareness of our rationality and freedom makes available a sense of 
ourselves as things in themselves, he is thereby breaking his own rule 
regarding knowledge of things in themselves. However, Kant is clear 
that throughout this section he is not making any knowledge claims 
about things in themselves. He is arguing here that human beings 
must represent or think of themselves as things in themselves if they are 
to make sense of themselves as even rational agents at all. He thinks 
this is enough to respond to the sceptical character who might want 
to deny that we are in fact genuinely free. Kant’s strategy is to claim 
that we can never know that we are in fact genuinely free but that 
even the sceptic – who surely thinks of herself as a rational agent – is 
at least committed to representing herself as genuinely free if she is 
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thinking of herself as a rational agent at all. So while in one sense 
Kant is accepting a severe limitation to our knowledge, he thinks 
that not only are the ideas of a domain of freedom and a domain of 
natural necessity non-contradictory, but we are rationally committed 
to thinking of ourselves as having a foot in each domain. This, Kant 
concludes, is both the most and the least we should expect for the 
practice of moral philosophy.

At this point of the Groundwork, Kant appears to return to this 
important distinction between thinking of things in themselves and 
knowing them in order to explain what occurs when one considers 
one’s own self as a thing in itself:

By thinking itself into a world of understanding practical reason does not at 
all overstep its boundaries; but it would if it wanted to look or sense itself into 

it. (4: 458)

Kant returns to the themes of the Critique here, stating that practical 
reason would overstep its bounds if it attempted to target a particular 
‘object of the will’ from the domain of the understanding. As we have 
seen, Kant is clear that our practical reason does not attend to any 
particular ‘matter’ when considering moral action but rather can 
only consider the form of the moral law. This is not to say that there 
might not be an ‘object’ of the will – in the form of one of the laws 
of freedom that govern morality – merely that those laws, if real, 
must reside in a domain that is beyond the reach of our capacity for 
knowledge.

Kant then concludes that it is the proper understanding of both the 
nature of our practical reason and morality that on the one hand we 
must presuppose the concept of this different world, but that this pre-
supposition is limited to being a necessary thought rather than a neces-
sary knowledge claim. Thinking that we partially belong to a world 
of understanding is an unavoidable and indispensable thought, but 
it can only ever retain the epistemic status of a thought to which we 
are committed and as ‘a standpoint that reason sees itself necessitated 
to take outside appearances, in order to think of itself as practical’ (4: 458).

Since the possibility of the moral law has been identifi ed with the 
possibility of freedom, it follows that the attempt to know about the 
fundamental basis of why and how the moral law is possible is iden-
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tical with the attempt in metaphysics to establish why and how the 
power of free will is possible. In the Critique of Pure Reason, this had 
been one of the several metaphysical concepts that Kant claimed 
to have shown not to be impossible but merely unknowable. While 
we cannot prove that our metaphysical freedom is real, he thinks, it 
is also the case that for the same reasons we cannot disprove that our 
 metaphysical freedom is real.

This conclusion alone might not hold much sway with the oppo-
nent Kant calls the fatalist, i.e. someone who holds that determinism 
is true and free will impossible, with the consequence that there is no 
genuine individual moral responsibility for their actions. However, 
we must recall that Kant holds that the idea of freedom is inescap-
able even for the fatalist. Thus Kant’s position maintains that we 
cannot know that freedom is possible, but neither can we know it to 
be impossible, and we must in practice think as if it is possible. This 
combination of claims is enough, he thinks, to rebut the sceptic or 
fatalist, and proceeds without attempting to make knowledge claims 
about the domain of things in themselves.

Kant thinks that the only area where human beings are capable of 
providing any kind of explanation is the domain of appearance and 
with the laws of physical nature that govern it. Therefore we should 
not even attempt to explain something whose origin lies in the domain 
of things in themselves, since this is in effect an attempt to go beyond 
the proper domain of explanation itself. As a result, someone who 
wishes to defend Kant’s moral theory is always in a position whereby 
they must argue their case not by providing a proof that explains how 
the moral law is actually objectively real, but instead has to act as a 
kind of border guard against those who try to claim that freedom is 
impossible or that the moral law is not objectively real:

But where determination by laws of nature ceases, there all explanation ceases 
as well, and nothing is left but defense, i.e. warding off the objections of those 
who pretend to have looked deeper into the essence of things, and therefore 
boldly declare freedom to be impossible. (4: 459)

This kind of position is arguably what makes Kant’s practical philos-
ophy ‘Critical’ – it is directed not just towards substantiating certain 
philosophical claims and refuting others but also in identifying what 
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kinds of philosophical claim are capable of being substantiated or 
being refuted and which kinds of claim are beyond the realm of pos-
sible substantiation or refutation. The fundamental basis of the moral 
law – the explanation of how freedom itself is possible – is in Kant’s 
view one of those philosophical claims that is beyond the realm of 
defi nitive substantiation or refutation.

Kant also feels the need to clarify the status of his original claims 
about the centrality of the feeling of respect for the moral law. Here 
he argues that the phenomenon of ‘taking an interest’ in the moral 
law is also itself impossible to explain. It will follow from the fact that 
the origin of the feeling of taking an interest in the moral law is related 
to the domain of things in themselves that it too cannot be explained. 
However, as with the moral law itself, the phenomenon of taking an 
interest in the moral law, i.e. being motivated to act in accordance 
with it, can be defended from those who would try to deny its reality 
or claim that its origin lies elsewhere than in the domain of things in 
themselves.

Kant provides this defence by characterising some of the features 
of rational understanding on the one hand and feeling on the other 
and pointing out that neither can alone suffi ce to characterise what it 
is like to take an interest in the moral law. On the one hand, it cannot 
be a matter of simply having reason recognise that something is the 
case, on the basis that it is just not within the capacity of our rational 
faculty to generate feelings as a source of motivation. The recognition 
of an ‘ought’, Kant thinks, is the recognition of a kind of causality 
upon ourselves such that we feel motivated to act just by virtue of that 
recognition. Kant has already argued in the fi rst Critique though (and 
here he is in agreement with empiricists such as Hume) that causal-
ity is not something that can be explained by appeal to reason alone. 
Therefore, if the feeling of taking an interest is the experience of a 
kind of causality, it cannot be a causality that is accounted for solely 
by our reason.

On the other hand, neither can experience account for the char-
acteristic features of interest in the moral law. Kant denies that our 
rational understanding can fully explain the phenomenon but there is 
an aspect of the phenomenon that is entirely rational, and that is (as we 
have already seen) the order of explanation or direction of fi t between 
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the recognition that the moral law is valid and its being a source of 
motivation for action. We could imagine that an empirically minded 
moral sense theorist might hold that we ought to act in accordance 
with whatever the output our feeling of moral sense indicates. This, 
according to Kant, gets things the wrong way around: when we act 
out of a sense of obligation, we do not think that something is made 
true by virtue of our having a sense of obligation about it, but rather 
that we have a sense of obligation generated by our rational recog-
nition that something is true. This rational recognition must come 
from some other source than the reasonings of our self as appearance, 
however, since as we have seen above, that aspect of our reason is also 
incapable of explaining the interest that we take in morality:

Just this much is certain: it is not because the law interests us that it has validity 
for us . . . but the law interests because it is valid for us as human beings, 
since it arose from our will as an intelligence, hence from our actual self; but 

what belongs to mere appearance is necessarily subordinated by reason to the constitution of 

the thing in itself. (4: 460–1)

By the concluding paragraphs of the Groundwork, Kant has brought 
us to what he calls ‘the supreme boundary of all moral inquiry’ 
(4: 462). He has attempted to show that, while we can determine 
what we ought to do in particular cases of moral unclarity by appeal-
ing to the CI-test, with regard to a more general question, namely 
‘how is morality itself even possible?’, he has shown that its answer 
lies beyond the limits of human explanation. The questions ‘how is 
morality possible?’, ‘how can pure reason be practical?’ and ‘how 
is free will possible?’ are all shown to be in fact equivalent, and the 
impossibility of providing an answer to one entails the impossibility of 
providing an answer to the others.

This conclusion – of showing that a kind of answer to moral 
inquiry is impossible – should not be thought of as a negative result, 
Kant thinks. The real damage that human beings have done to each 
other throughout history has not infrequently been precipitated by 
an assumption that one or the other (or both of them) has gained 
genuine insight into the ‘inner essence of things’ and has thereby 
acquired a kind of moral authority for their actions. The appeals 
to purely empirical considerations or to some kind of supreme 
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yet  comprehensible rational authority are not only futile searches, 
but can often generate consequences that are, as he gently puts it, 
‘harmful to morals’. Kant’s aims are always motivated by his aware-
ness of human beings’ capacity for cruelty and intolerance on the one 
hand, but on the other lies his optimism that their inherent rational-
ity can provide a corrective power of benevolence and fairness in the 
face of that threat.

It is just as much the case though that although reliance upon our 
rational capacities is part of the solution in moral philosophy, the 
diffi culty of achieving results has in the past stemmed from our over-
confi dence in our own intellectual capacities. It is a mistake to think 
a certain special type of inquirer might have privileged access to the 
fundamental and eternal truths of morality. Human beings are all 
fi nite and fallible creatures, and our method for determining how we 
ought to treat one another has to respect that fact. Kant’s moral phil-
osophy is ultimately directed towards the aspiration of goodness that 
human beings can show to one another while maintaining a sense of 
humility about our capacity to understand even our own nature. He 
claims that he has shown that we cannot comprehend the origin of 
the moral law, but he has shown why this is the case – he has shown 
that we can ‘comprehend its incomprehensibility, and this is all that can 
reasonably be required of a philosophy that in its principles strives up 
to the boundary of human reason’ (4: 463).

A moral philosophy that claims to reveal insights about the very 
nature of things in themselves is perhaps not the kind of moral phi-
losophy we ought to be endorsing. Were we to claim such insights we 
perhaps would not be living in a world where it is even possible that 
we could ever fail to do the right thing; but the value that the moral 
‘ought’ has for us is that it designates something that we think should 
happen but that is capable of not happening. The importance of 
moral action for us, and the reason why we value those who manage 
against the odds to live a morally good life, both stem from the con-
stant threat that we might fail to live up to our own moral standards. 
In a world where we had infallible access to all the moral answers, 
the risk of failure would disappear and with it that special dignity we 
put upon the task of living one’s life with sensitivity to the questions of 
morality.
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Kant has attempted to do what he thinks is the most that any 
moral philosophy can, which is to show what it is that we are in fact 
valuing when we recognise someone’s actions as morally worthy. 
What we are in fact valuing is their acting out of a sense of duty and 
obligation towards what their own rational consciousness demands of 
them. Similarly, what we are recognising is someone’s refusal to treat 
another merely as a means to some end; we are recognising instead 
their insistence on respecting that other person as an end in himself or 
herself. We are recognising persons as having a dignity in their own 
right, simply by virtue of their existence as human beings. We are 
recognising that what a person is holding to be the right thing to do 
is simply a result of what their own rational conscience demands of 
them, and as refusing to allow that understanding to be bullied by any 
other external standard. Ultimately we are recognising the hopeful 
possibility that a person’s moral actions might be of a kind that can 
be incorporated into a world where every human being can coexist 
with every other in accordance with shared standards of decency and 
respect.
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3. Study Aids

Glossary

Analysis The method whereby concepts are inves-
tigated through decomposition into their 
constituent parts.

Analytic A judgement is analytic if the subject concept 
already contains the concept in the predicate 
position as part of its defi nition.

A posteriori A representation is a posteriori when it is 
acquired or justifi ed exclusively by appeal 
to the evidence of experience. For Kant, a 
posteriori representations only ever offer the 
basis for knowledge of contingent truths.

Appearance That which concerns the representations of 
the subject. Kant defi nes empirical reality 
relative to appearances, and so ‘appearance’ 
does not have the connotation of indicating 
something false (e.g. as when one says ‘it 
merely appears that way’).

A priori A representation is a priori when it can be 
justifi ed or known independently of experi-
ence. A priori claims always involve claims 
to necessary truths and are those that are 
known with certainty.

Autonomy The capacity of a will to determine itself 
independently of external infl uences. An 
agent acts autonomously when she acts in 
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accordance only with the rules that she has 
freely set for herself as morally demanded.

Categorical That which is concerned with absolute or 
unconditional necessity.

Category A type of concept whose function it is to 
make experience possible. In Kant’s theoreti-
cal philosophy, substance and causation are 
two fundamental Categories.

Cognition [Erkenntnis] Cognition is the knowledge human beings 
can have of the world by virtue of their ability 
to combine both concepts and intuitions in 
judgement.

Critical That which concerns the possibility of knowl-
edge through an examination of the powers 
and limitations of the subject’s own cognitive 
capacities.

Deduction A justifi cation of a concept through the dem-
onstration of its role as a necessary condition 
of the possibility of some form of experience.

Duty  The obligation to perform or not perform a 
task on the basis of one’s recognition of prin-
ciple alone.

Form The element within our maxims that con-
cerns its potential to be formulated in a 
lawlike way.

Freedom The causal power of the will to determine its 
own actions for itself autonomously.

Heteronomy The feature of a demand that is set by stand-
ards or sources of authority other than an 
agent’s own rational capacities.

Hypothetical The form of reasoning that characterises 
a rational means to achieve a particular 
desired end.

Humanity  The feature of individuals that characterises 
their absolute value and worth indepen-
dently of any instrumental value they may 
have.
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Imperative A rule that expresses a necessary course of 
action.

Inclination Motivations afforded by appeal to the needs 
generated by our desires.

Intuition An immediate representation of a single indi-
vidual object.

Kingdom of Ends A formulation of the Categorical Imperative 
that envisions a community of agents co-
existing harmoniously, with the character-
istic of each member of the community 
having also the status of the sovereign of that 
community.

Law A rule that holds necessarily and universally 
(i.e. without exception) for an entire domain.

Matter The particular content of a maxim as it 
relates to some particular circumstances or 
conditions.

Maxim A subjective rule or plan adopted for a course 
of action.

Practical That which relates to the ethical or political. 
In general, Kant’s practical writings concern 
different ways in which human beings’ free 
nature is managed.

Respect [Achtung]  A recognition of the truth of the moral law 
combined with the motivation to act in 
accordance with it.

Self-legislation The act of setting a rule, standard or law as 
binding upon oneself by virtue of the fact that 
it has originated only from oneself and not 
from any external source of authority.

Synthesis The act of combining two representations 
through the identifi cation of some third 
common element that can be seen to connect 
the two.

Synthetic A judgement that concerns the connection 
of two concepts where their connection is 
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understood as being based on some other 
ground than mere defi nition.

Theoretical That which concerns the possibility of knowl-
edge of the world.

Thing in itself  The source or explanation of things in the 
world insofar as that explanation lies beyond 
the capacity for human cognition.

Will  The practical reasoning capacity of the agent 
and her ability to form intentions to act.

Types of Question You will Encounter

1. Exposition
Interpreting Kant’s position can be a challenge in itself, and fre-
quently students will be asked simply to make clear some central 
notion within his thought. In so doing, one should be able to consider 
a range of contexts in Kant’s primary texts where that notion is to be 
found, and to offer an analysis of those references. An ability to con-
sider the relationship between Kant’s understanding of that notion 
and the way it is understood by other philosophers (e.g. Descartes, 
Hume, etc.) will often be required.

2. Issues in Kant Interpretation
As we have seen, many of Kant’s notions are diffi cult to interpret, 
and frequently complicated disputes arise. An essay may concern the 
question of how to adjudicate such disputes (e.g. ‘How ought we to 
interpret Kant’s notion of self-legislation?’).

3. Modern Philosophy Problems
As with nearly all great works within the history of philosophy, Kant’s 
are written in the context of – and sometimes in direct response to 
– the works of other great philosophers. Students may be asked to 
situate Kant’s thought with regard to that of philosophers such as 
Hobbes, Hume, Hutcheson, Rousseau, Shaftesbury and others.
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4. Philosophical Problems
The Groundwork addresses many contemporary philosophical issues in 
both ethics and metaethics. Students may be asked to abstract from 
the specifi c context of the Groundwork and to examine questions from 
a ‘Kantian’ perspective (even if not exactly from Kant’s own perspec-
tive).

Common Assessment Criteria

The quality of your essay will be judged according to criteria that 
may include some of the following:

1. The clarity of the writing. Pay special attention to the construc-
tion of a clear structure for the essay. Most importantly perhaps, 
indicate at the beginning of the essay exactly what the thesis (the 
claim you will be arguing for) is and how you will proceed to argue 
for that thesis.

2. Demonstration of the student’s broader understanding of the 
issues, and manifestation of a grasp of the connections between 
Kant’s views and those of other philosophers, both historical and 
contemporary.

3. Evidence of engagement with the primary material. The 
Groundwork is a classic in the history of philosophy, and the essay 
must show evidence of the student’s familiarity with the text itself.

4. Ability to use secondary sources. The challenge for one’s use of 
secondary sources is to use them in a judicious way. This means 
identifying the central points made by those sources and reporting 
their views clearly and concisely. The stronger essays will be those 
where the student shows both understanding and independence of 
thought with regard to that secondary material.

Tips for Writing about Kant

1. References to the Groundwork frequently take the form that have 
been used in this book, with the Akademie reference system – e.g. 
4: 406 – being given after quotes or references. References to the 
Critique of Pure Reason are usually made with the ‘A/B’ references 
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– e.g. A248/B304 (‘A’ refers to the fi rst edition of the Critique, 
and ‘B’ refers to the second edition. All good translations of the 
First Critique will use this system). Most of Kant’s other works are 
usually referenced with the standard Akademie reference.

2. Pay close attention to the nature of the essay question asked. 
Frequently questions will be phrased in such a way as to require 
both an exposition of a particular aspect of Kant’s thinking and a 
critical portion, where you will be invited to offer an evaluation of 
that topic and to offer reasons in favour of your view. Be careful to 
structure your essay to allow suffi cient space for both tasks.

3. Take care when deploying Kant’s terminology. ‘Idea’, ‘concept’, 
‘motive’, ‘incentive’ etc. all have technical meanings. Try to avoid 
using these words in their ordinary meaning so as to avoid confu-
sion for the reader.

4. Try and approach Kant’s writings charitably. Kant is a phi-
losopher who frequently challenges the reader with the obscurity 
and demanding nature of his writing. His views can also appear 
counterintuitive on fi rst encounter and thus invites disagreement. 
However, one of the reasons why Kant is one of the acknowledged 
great philosophers is because there is always potential to fi nd some 
reasonable motivation for each claim that he makes – one should 
always approach the text with the ambition of discovering the 
most plausible reasons that Kant may have had for his views.

5. Having said that, it is important to always keep in mind where you 
might disagree with Kant’s position. A good essay on Kant will 
always refl ect a student’s personal engagement with the material 
and a good way of doing this is attempting to clarify exactly one’s 
own point of disagreement or departure from that material, even 
if it ultimately constitutes a relatively minor issue.
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