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‘WHICH Is BAsic IN ETHICS:
HAPPINESS OR OBLIGATION?

18 Immanuel Kant: Duty Is
Prior to Happiness
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Kant says that the only good thing in the world is a good will. By this, he does not mean
- good intentions, but rather a rational will, that is, one that out of duty wills consistently.
This is expressed in terms of the categorical imperative: “Act only according to that
maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.”
Kant believes this is quite different from the Golden Rule.

TO STUDY

1.. According to Kant, what is the only good without qualification?

2. Why are character, gifts of fortune, and happiness not good without quahﬁcanon?
. What is an imperative? By what word are imperatives expressed?
. Distinguish between hypothetical and categorical imperatives.
. What is the one categorical imperative?

. What are the consequences of making a promise when one doesn't intend to keep it?

3
4
5
6. Why can't suicide be advocated as a universal law?
-
8. Why should people necessarily develop their talents?
9

" Why should one assist the poor?

From Immanuel Kant, Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals, 6th ed., trans. T. K. Abbott (London:
Longmans, Green, 1907).
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10.Why can’t the basic principle be deduced from the particular attributes of human
nature?

11.State the practical imperative. Apply it to the four previous examples.

-,

& 12.How did we arrive at the principle? What is the problem of innocence?

13.What are Kant’s criticisms of the Golden Rule?

J7

- 6\ Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world, or even out of it, which can be called
“:J‘ good without qualification, except a Good Will. Intelligence, wit, judgment, and the other
talents of the mind, however they may be named, or courage, resolution, perseverance, -
as qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good and desirable in many respects; but
these gifts of nature may also become extremely bad and mischievous if the will which is
to make use of them, and which, therefore, constitutes what is called character, is not
good. It is the same with the gifis of fortune. Power, riches, honor, even health, and the
general well-being and contentment with one’s condition which is called happiness,
inspire pride, and often presumption, if there is not a good will to correct the influence of
these on the mind, and with this also to rectify the whole principle of acting, and adapt it
to its end. The sight of a being who is not adorned with a single feature of a pure and
good will, enjoying unbroken prosperity, can never give pleasure to an impartial rational
spectator. Thus, a good will appears to constitute the indispensable condition even of
being worthy of happiness.

There are even some qualities which are of service to this good will itself, and
may facilitate its action, yet which have no intrinsic unconditional value, but always
presuppose a good will, and this qualifies the esteem that we justly have for them, and
does not permit us to regard them as absolutely good. Moderation in the affections and
passions, self-control and calm deliberation are not only good in many respects, but
even seem to constitute part of the intrinsic worth of the person; but they are far from
deserving to be called good without qualification, although they have been so uncon-
ditionally praised by the ancients. For without the principles of a good will, they may-
become extremely bad, and the coolness of a villain not only makes him far more
dangerous, but also directly makes him more abommable in our eyes than he would
have been without it. :

A good will is good, not because of what it performs or effects, not by its aptness
for the attainment of some proposed end, but simply by virtue of the volition; that is, it
is good in itself, and considered by itself is to be esteemed much higher than all that can
be brought about by it in favor of any inclination, nay even of the sum total of all
inclinations. Even if it should happen that, owing to special disfavor of fortune, or the
niggardly provision of a stepmotherly nature, this will should wholly lack power to
accomplish its purpose, if with its greatest efforts it should yet achieve nothing, and
there should remain only the good will (not, to be sure, a mere wish, but the summoning
of all means in our power), then, like a jewel, it would still shine by its own light, as a
thing which has its whole value in itself. Its usefulness or fruitlessness can neither add to
nor take away anything from this value. It would be, as it were, only the setting to
enable us to handle it the more conveniently in common commerce or to attract to it the
attention of those who are not yet connoisseurs, but not to recommend it to true
connoisseurs, or to determine its value,
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J There is, however, something so strange in this idea of the absolute value of the
mere will, in which no account is taken of its utility, that notwithstanding the thorough
assent of even common reason to the idea, yet a suspicion must arise that it may perhaps
really be the product of mere high-flown fancy, and that we may have misunderstood the
purpose of nature in assigning reason as the governor of our will. Therefore, we will
examine this idea from this point of view.
... The will is a faculty to choose that only which reason independent of inclination
. recognizes as practically necessary, that is, as good. But if reason of itself does not
sufficiently determine the will, if the latter is subject also to subjective conditions (particular
impulses) which do not always coincide with the objective conditions, in a word, if the
will does not in itself completely accord with reason (which is actually the case with men),
then the actions which objectively are recognized as necessary are subjectively contingent,
~ and the determination of such a will according to objective laws is obligation, that is to
say, the relation of the objective laws to a will that is not thoroughly good is conceived as
 the determination of the will of a rational being by principles of reason, but which the will
~ from its nature does not of necessity follow.

The conception of an objective principle, in so far as it is obligatory for a will, is
called a command (of reason), and the formula of the command is called an Imperative.

All imperatives are expressed by the word ought [or shall], and thereby indicate the
relation of an objective law of reason to a will which from its subjective constitution is not
necessarily determined by it (an obligation). They say that something would be good to
do or to forbear, but they say it to a will which does not always do a thing because it is
conceived to be good to do it. That is practically good, however, which determines the
will by means of the conceptions of reason, and consequently not from subjective causes,
but objectively, that is, on principles which are valid for every rational being as such. It is
distinguished from the pleasant as that which influences the will only by means of
sensation from merely subjective causes, valid only for the sense of this or that one, and
not as a principle of reason which holds for every one.

Now all imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The former

represent the practical necessity of a possible action as means to something else that is
willed (or at least which one might possibly will). The categorical imperative would be
that which represented an action as necessary of itself without reference to another end,
that is, as objectively necessary. . ' '
; Since every practical law represents a possible action as good, and on this account,
for a subject who is practically determinable by reason as necessary, all imperatives are
formulae determining an action which is necessary according to the principle of a will
good in some respects. If now the action is good only as a means fo something else, then
the imperative is hypothetical; if it is conceived as good in itself and consequently as
being necessarily the principle of a will which of itself conforms to reason, then it is
-categorical.

Thus, the imperative declares what action possible. by me would be good, and
‘presents the practical rule in relation to a will which does not forthwith perform an action
simply because it is good, whether because the subject does not always know that it is
-good, or because, even if it know this, yet its maxims might be opposed to the objective
principles of practical reason. ' ‘ '

Accordingly the hypothetical imperative only says that the action is good for some
‘purpose, possible or actual. In the first case it is a problematical, in the second an
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assertorial practical principle. The categorical imperative which declares an action to be
objectively necessary in itself without reference to any purpose, that is, without any other.
end, is valid as an apodictic (practical) principle. : ) s

Whatever is possible only by the power of some rational being may also be
conceived as a possible purpose of some will; and therefore the principles of action as
regards the means necessary to attain some possible purpose are in fact infinitely
numerous. All sciences have a practical part consisting of problems expressing that some
end is possible for us, and of imperatives directing how it may be attained. These may,
therefore, be called in general imperatives of skill. Here there is no question whether the
end is rational and good, but only what one must do in order to attain it. The precepts for
the physician to make his patient thoroughly healthy, and for a poisoner to ensure certain. -
death, are of equal value in this respect, that each serves to effect its purpose perfectly.
Since in early youth it cannot be known what ends are likely to occur to us in the course
of life, parents seek to have their children taught a great many things, and provide for '
their skill in the use of means for all sorts of arbitrary ends, of none of which can they
determine whether it may not perhaps hereafter be an object to their pupil, but which it
is at all events possible that he might aim at; and this anxiety is so great that they
commonly neglect to form and correct their judgment on the value of the things which
may be chosen as ends.

There is one end, however, which may be assumed to be actually such to all rational
beings (so far as imperatives apply to them, viz., as dependent beings), and, therefore,
one purpose which they not merely may have, but which we may with certainty assume
that they all actually have by a natural necessity, and this is bappiness. The hypothetical
imperative which expresses the practical necessity of an action as means to the advance-
ment of happiness is assertorial. We are not to present it as necessary for an uncertain
and merely possible purpose, but for a purpose which we may presuppose with certainty
and a priori in every man, because it belongs to his being. Now skill in the choice of
means to his own greatest well-being may be called prudence, in the narrowest sense.
And thus, the imperative which refers to the choice of means to one’s own happiness,
that is, the precept of prudence, is still always hypothetical; the action is not commanded
absolutely, but only as means to another purpose. '

Finally, there is an imperative which commands a certain conduct immediately,
without having as'its condition any other purpose to be attained by it. This imperative is
categorical. It concerns not the matter of the action, or its intended result, but its form
and the principle of which it is itself a result; and what is essentially good in it consists in.
the mental disposition, let the consequence be what it may. This imperativé may be
called that of morality. . ..

When I conceive a hypothetical imperative, in general I do not know beforehand
what it will contain until I am given the condition. But when I conceive a categorical
imperative, I know at once what it contains. For as the imperative contains besides the
law only the necessity that the maxims’ shall conform to this law, while the law contains

1 A “maxim” is a subjective principle of action, and must be distinguished from the objective principle, namely,
practical law. The former contains the practical rule set by reason according to the conditions of the subject (often
its ignorance or its inclinations), so that it is the principle on which the subject acts; but the law is the objective
principle valid for every rational being, and is the principle on which it ought to act—that is an imperative.
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no conditions restricting it, there remains nothing but the general statement that the
maxim of the action should conform to a universal law, and it is this conformity alone
that the imperative properly represents as necessary.

There is therefore but one categorical imperative, namely, this: Act only on that
maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become a universal law.

Now if all imperatives of duty can be deduced from this one imperative as from
their principle, then, although it should remain undecided whether what is called duty is
not merely a vain notion, yet at least we shall be able to show what we understand by it
and what this notion means.

Since the universality of the law according to which effects are produced constitutes
what is properly called nature in the most general sense (as to form)—that is, the exis-
tence of things so far as it is determined by general laws—the imperative of duty may be
expressed thus: Act as if the maxim of thy action were to become by thy will a universal
law of nature, . :

We will now enumerate a few" duties, adopting the usual division of them into
duties to ourselves and to others, and into perfect and imperfect duties,

1. A man reduced to despair by a series of misfortunes feels wearied of life, but
is still so far in possession of his reason that he can ask himself whether it would not
be contrary to his duty to himself to take his own life. Now he inquires whether the
maxim of his action could become a universal law of nature. His maxim is: From self-
love T adopt it as a principle to shorten my life when its longer duration is likely to
bring more evil than satisfaction. It is asked then simply whether this principle founded
on self-love can become a universal law of nature. Now we see at once that a system of

2. Another finds himself forced by necessity to borrow money. He knows that he
will not be able to repay it, but sees also that nothing will be lent to him unless
he promises stoutly to repay it in a definite time. He desires to make this promise, but he
has still so'much conscience as to ask himself: Is it not unlawful and inconsistent with
- duty to get out of a difficulty in this way? Suppose, however, that he resolves to do 50,

then the maxim of his action would be expressed thus: When I think myself in want of
- Money, I will borrow money and promise to repay it, although I know that I never can
do so. Now this principle of self-love or of one’s own advantage may perhaps be consis-
tent with my whole future welfare; but the question now is, Is it right? I change then the
Suggestion of self-love into a universal law, and state the question thus: How would it be
if my maxim were a universal law? Then I see at once that it could never hold as a
Universal law of nature, but would necessarily contradict itself. For supposing it to be a
Universal law that everyone when he thinks himself in a difficulty should be able to
Promise whatever he pleases, with the purpose of not keeping his promise, the promise
itself would become impossible, as well as the end that one might have in view in it
since no one would consider that- anything was promised to him, but would ridicule all
_Such statements as vain pretenses.
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3. A third finds in himself a talent which with the help of some culture might make
him a useful man in many respects. But he finds himself in comfortable circumstances and
prefers to indulge in pleasure rather than to take pains in enlarging and improving his
happy natural capacities. He asks, however, whether his maxim of neglect of his natural
gifts, besides agreeing with his inclination to indulgence, agrees also with what is called
duty. He sees then that a system of nature could indeed subsist with such a universal law,
although men (like the South Sea islanders) should let their talents rest and resolve to
devote their lives merely to idleness, amusement, and propagation of their species—in a
word, to enjoyment; but he cannot possibly will that this should be a universal law of
nature, or be implanted in us as such by a natural instinct. For, as a rational being, he
necessarily wills that his faculties be developed, since they serve him, and have been given
him, for all sorts of possible purposes.

4. A fourth, who is in prosperity, while he sees that others have to contend with
great wretchedness and that he could help them, thinks: What concern is it of mine?
Let everyone be as happy as Heaven pleases, or as he can make himself; I will take
nothing from him nor even envy him, only I do not wish to contribute anything to his
welfare or to his assistance in distress! Now no doubt, if such a mode of thinking were
a universal law, the human race might very well subsist, and doubtless even better
than in a state in which everyone talks of sympathy and good-will, or even takes care
_ occasionally to put it into practice, but, on the other side, also cheats when he can,
betrays the rights of men, or otherwise violates them. But although it is possible that a
universal law of nature might exist in accordance with that maxim, it is impossible to
will that such a principle should have the universal validity of a law of nature. For a
will which resolved this would contradict-itself, inasmuch as many cases might occur :
in which one would have need of the love and sympathy of others, and'in which, by
such a law of nature, sprung from his own will, he would deprive himself of all hope
of the aid he desires.

These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least what we regard’as such,

which obviously fall into two classes on the one principle that we have laid down. We
must be able to will that a maxim of our action should be a universal law. This is the
canon of the moral appreciation of the action generally. Some actions are of such a char-
acter that their maxim cannot without contradiction be even conceived as a universal law
of nature, far from it being possible that we should will that it should be so. In others,
this intrinsic impossibility is not found, but still it is impossible to will that their maxim
"> should be raised to the universality of a law of nature, since such a will would contradict
itself. It is easily seen that the former violate strict or rigorous (inflexible) duty; the latter
only laxer (meritorious) duty. Thus it has been completely shown by these examples
how all duties depend as regards the nature of the obligation (not the object of the
action) on the same principle.

If now we attend to ourselves on occasion of any transgression of duty, we shall
find that we in fact do not will that our maxim should be a universal law, for that is-
impossible for us; on the contrary, we will that the opposite should remain a universal
law, only we assume the liberty of making an exception in our own favor or (just for
this time only) in favor of our inclination. Consequently, if we considered all cases from
one and the same point of view, namely, that of reason, we should find a contradiction
in our own will, namely, that a certain principle should be objectively necessary as a
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universal law, and yet subjectively should not be universal, but admit of exceptions.
As, however, we at one moment regard our action from the point of view of a will
wholly conformed to reason, and then again look at the same action from the point of
view of a will affected by inclination, there is not really any contradiction, but an antag-
onism of inclination to the precept of reason, whereby the universality of the principle
is changed into a mere generality, so that the practical principle of reason shall meet
the maxim half way. Now, although this cannot be justified in our own impartial judg-
ment, yet it proves that we do really recognize the validity of the categorical imperative
and (with all respect for it) only allow ourselves a few exceptions which we think
unimportant and forced from us.

We have thus established at least this much—that if duty is a conception which is
to have any import and real legislative authority for our actions, it can only be
expressed in categorical, and not at all in hypothetical, imperatives. We have also,
which is of great importance, exhibited clearly and definitely for every practical appli-
cation the content of the categorical imperative, which must contain the principle of
all duty if there is such a thing at all. We have not yet, however, advanced so far as to
prove a priori that there actually is such an imperative, that there is a practical law
which commands absolutely of itself and without any other impulse, and that the
following of this law is duty.

With the view of attaining to this it is of extreme importance to remember that
we must not allow ourselves to think of deducing the reality of this principle from the
particular attributes of buman nature. For duty is to be a practical, unconditional

" necessity of action; it must therefore hold for all rational beings (to whom an imperative
can apply at all), and for this reason only be also a law for all human wills. On the
contrary, whatever is deduced from the particular natural characteristics of humanity,
from certain feelings and propensions, nay, even, if possible, from any particular
tendency proper to human reason, and which need not necessarily hold for the will of
every rational being—this may indeed supply us with a maxim but not with a law;

- with a subjective principle on which we may have a propension and inclination to act,
but not with an objective principle on which we should be enjoined to act, even
though all our propensions, inclinations, and natural dispositions were opposed to it.
In fact, the sublimity and intrinsic dignity of the command in duty are so much the
more evident, the less the subjective impulses favor it and the more they oppose it,
without being able in the slightest degree to weaken the obligation of the law or to
diminish its validity. .

Here then we see philosophy brought to a critical position, since it has to be firmly
fixed, notwithstanding that it has nothing to support it in heaven or earth. Here it must
show its purity as absolute director of its own laws, not the herald of those which are
whispered to it by an implanted sense or who knows what tutelary nature. Although

_these may be better than nothing, yet they can never afford principles dictated by
“reason, which must have their source wholly a priori and thence their commanding

_ authority, expecting everything from the supremacy of the law and the due respect for

it, nothing from inclination, or else condemning the man to self-contempt and inward
abhorrence.

Thus every empirical element is not only quite incapable of being an aid to the
principle of morality, but is even highly prejudicial to the purity of morals; for
the proper and inestimable worth of an absolutely good will consists just in this that the
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principle of action is free from all influence of contingent grounds, which alone
experience can furnish. We cannot too much or too often repeat our warning against
this lax and even mean habit of thought which seeks for its principle among empirical
motives and laws; for human reason in its weariness is glad to rest on this pillow, and
in a dream of sweet illusions (in which, instead of Juno, it embraces a cloud) it substitutes
for morality a bastard patched up from limbs of various derivation, which looks like
anything one chooses to see in it; only not like virtue to one who has once beheld her
in her true form.?

The question then is this: Is it a necessary law for all rational beings that they should
always judge of their actions by maxims of which they can themselves will that they
should serve as universal laws? If it is so, then it must be connected (altogether a priori)
with the very conception of the will of a rational being generally. . ..

The will is conceived as a faculty of determining oneself to action in accordance
with the conception of certain laws. And such a faculty can be found only in rational
beings. Now that which serves the will as the objective ground of its self-determination
is the end, and if this is assigned by reason alone, it must hold for all rational beings. On
the other hand, that which merely contains the ground of possibility of the action of
which the effect is the end, this is called the means. The subjective ground of the desire
is the spring, the objective ground of the volition is the motive; hence the distinction
between subjective ends which rest on springs, and objective ends which depend on
motives valid for every rational being. Practical principles are formal when they abstract
from all subjective ends; they are material when they assume these, and therefore
particular, springs of action. The ends which a rational being proposes to himself -at
pleasure as gffects of his actions (material ends) are all only relative, for it is only their
relation to the particular desires of the subject that gives them their worth, which there-
fore cannot furnish principles universal and necessary for all rational beings and for
every volition, that is to say, practical laws. Hence, all these relative ends can give rise
only to hypothetical imperatives. '

Supposing, however, that there were something whose existence has in itself an
absolute worth, something which, being an end in itself, could be a source of definite
laws, then in this and this alone would lie the source of a possible categorical imperative,
that is, a practical law. - ‘

Now I say: man and generally any rational being exists as an end in himself, not
merely as a means to be arbitrarily used by this or that will, but in all his actions, whether
they concern himself or other rational beings, must be always regarded at the same time
as an end. All objects of the inclinations have only 2 conditional worth; for if the inclina-
tions and the wants founded on them did not exist, then their object would be without
value. But the inclinations themselves, being sources of want, are so far from having an
absolute worth for which they should be desired that, on the contrary, it must be the
universal wish of every rational being to be wholly free from them. Thus, the worth of
any object which is o be acquired by our action is always conditional. Beings whose
existence depends not on our will but on nature’s, have nevertheless, if they are irrational

2 T behold virtue in her proper form is nothing else but to contemplate morality stripped of all admixture of
sensible things and of every spurious ornament of reward or self-love. How much she then eclipses every-
thing else that appears charming to the affections, every one may readily perceive with the least exertion of
his reason, if it be not wholly spoiled for abstraction.
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beings, only a relative value as means, and are therefore called: things; rational beings, on
the contrary, are called persons, because their very nature points them out as ends in
themselves, that is, as something which must not be used merely as means, and so far
therefore restricts freedom of action (and is an object of respect). These, therefore, are
not merely subjective ends whose existence has a worth for us as an effect of our action,
but objective ends, that is, things whose existence is an end in itself—an end, moreover,
for which no other can be substituted, which they should subserve merely as means, for
otherwise nothing whatever would possess absolute worth; but if all worth were condi-
tioned and therefore contingent, then there would be no supreme practical principle of
reason whatever,

If then there is a supreme practical principle or, in respect of the human will, a
categorical imperative, it must be one which, being drawn from the conception of that
which is necessarily an end for everyone because it is an end in itself, constitutes an
objective principle of will, and can thérefore serve as a universal practical law. The
foundation of this principle is: rational nature exists as an end in itself. Man necessarily
conceives his own existence as being so; so far then this is a subjective principle of
human actions. But every other rational being regards its existence similarly, just on
the same rational principle that holds for me; so that it is at the same time an objective
principle from which as a supreme practical law all laws of the will must be capable of
being deduced. Accordingly the practical imperative will be as follows: So act as to
treat bumanity, whether in thine own person or in that of any other, in every case as
an end withal, never as means only. We will now inquire whether this can be practi-
cally carried out.

To abide by the previous examples:

First, under the head of necessary duty to oneself: He who contemplates
suicide should ask himself whether his action can be consistent with the idea of
humanity as an end in itself. If he destroys himself in order to escape from
painful circumstances, he uses a person merely as @ mean to maintain a tolerable
condition up to the end of life. But a man is not a thing, that is to say, something
which can be used merely as means, but must in all his actions be always consid-
ered as an end in himself. I cannot, therefore, dispose in any way of a man in my
own person so as to mutilate him, to damage or kill him. (It belongs to ethics
proper to define this principle more precisely, so as to avoid all misunderstanding,
for example, as to the amputation of the limbs in order to preserve myself; as to
exposing my life to danger with a view to preserve it, etc. This question is there-
fore omitted here.)

Secondly, as regards necessary duties, or those of strict obligation, towards others:
He who is thinking of making a lying promise to others will see at once that he.
would be using another man merely as a mean, without the latter containing at
the same time the end in himself. For he whom I propose by such a promise to
use for my own purposes cannot possibly assent to my mode of acting towards
him, and therefore cannot himself contain the end of this action. This violation of
the principle of humanity in other men is more obvious if we take in examples of
attacks on the freedom and property of others. For then it is clear that he who
transgresses the rights of men intends to use the person of others merely as
means, without considering that as rational beings they ought always to be




144

Part 3 « Which Is Basic in Ethics: Happiness or Obligation?

esteemed also as ends, that is, as beings who must be capable of containing in
themselves the end of the very same action. .

Thirdly, as regards contingent (meritorious) duties to oneself: It is not enough that
the action does not violate humanity in our own person as an end in itself, it must
also harmonize with it. Now there are in humanity capacities of greater perfection
which belong to the end that nature has in view in regard to humanity in ourselves
as the subject; to neglect these might perhaps be consistent with the maintenance
of humanity as an end in itself, but not with the advancement of this end.
Fourthly, as regards meritorious duties towards others: The natural end which all
men have is their own happiness. Now humanity might indeed subsist although no
one should contribute anything to the happiness of others, provided he did not
intentionally withdraw anything from it; but after all, this would only harmonize
negatively, not positively, with humanity as an end in itself, if everyone does not
also endeavor, as far as in him lies, to forward the ends of others. For the ends of
any subject which is an end in himself ought as far as possible to be my ends also,
if that conception is to have its full effect with me.

This principle that humanity and generally every rational nature is an end in ifself
(which is the supreme limiting condition of every man’s freedom of action), is not
borrowed from experience, first, because it is universal, applying as it does to all rational
beings whatever, and experience is not capable of determining anything about them;
secondly, because it does not present humanity as an end to men (subjectively), that is, as
an object which men do of themselves actually adopt as an end; but as an objective end
which must as a law constitute the supreme limiting condition of all our subjective ends,
let them be what we will; it must therefore spring from pure reason. In fact the objective
principle of all practical legislation lies (according to the first principle) in the rule and its
form of universality which makes it capable of being a law (say, for example, a law of
nature); but the subjective principle is in the end; now by the second principle, the
subject of all ends is each rational being inasmuch as it is an end in itself. Hence follows
the third practical principle of the will, which is the ultimate condition of its harmony
with the universal practical reason, viz., the idea of the will of every rational being as a
universally legislative will.

On this principle all maxims are re]ected Wthh are inconsistent with the will being
itself universal legislator. Thus the will is not subject to the law, but so subject that it must
be regarded as itself giving the law, and on this ground only subject to the law (of which
it can regard itself as the author). {

Thus, then, without quitting the moral knowledge of common human reason, we
have arrived at its principle. And although, no doubt, common men do not conceive it in
such an abstract and universal form, yet they always have it really before their eyes, and use
it as the standard of their decision. Here it would be easy to show how, with this compass
in hand, men are well able to distinguish, in every case that occurs, what is good, what bad,
conformably to duty or inconsistent with it, if, without in the least teaching them anything
new, we only, like Socrates, direct their attention to the principle they themselves employ;
and that, therefore, we do not need science and philosophy to know what we should do to
be honest and good, yea, even wise and virtuous. Indeed, we might well have conjectured
beforehand that the knowledge of what every man is bound to do, and therefore also to
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know, would be within the reach of every man, even the commonest, Here we cannot
forbear admiration when we see how great an advantage the practical judgment has over
the theoretical in the common understanding of men. In the latter, if common reason
ventures to depart from the laws of experience and from the perceptions of the senses it
falls into mere inconceivabilities and self-contradictions, at least into a chaos of uncertainty,
obscurity, and instability. But in the practical sphere, it is just when the common under-
standing excludes all sensible springs from practical laws that its power of judgment begins
to show itself to advantage. It then becomes even subtle, whether it be that it chicanes with
its own conscience or with other claims respecting what is to be called right, or whether it
desires for its own instruction to determine honestly the worth of actions; and, in the latter
case, it may even have as good a hope of hitting the mark as any philosopher whatever can
promise himself. Nay, it is almost more sure of doing so, because the philosopher cannot
have any other principle, while he may easily perplex his judgment by a multitude of
considerations foreign to the ‘matter, and so turn aside from the right way. Would it not,
therefore, be wiser in moral concerns to acquiesce in the judgment of common reason, or
at most, only to call in philosophy for the purpose of rendering the system of morals more
complete and intelligible, and its rules more convenient for use (especially for disputation),
but not so as to draw off the common understanding from its happy simplicity, or to bring
it by means of philosophy into a new path of inquiry and instruction?

Innocence is indeed a glorious thing, only, on the other hand, it is very sad that
it cannot well maintain itself, and is easily seduced. On this account even wisdom—
which otherwise consists more in conduct than in knowledge—yet has need of
science, not in order to learn from it, but to secure for its precepts admission and
permanence. Against all the commands of duty which reason represents to man as so
deserving of respect, he feels in himself a powerful counterpoise in his wants and
inclinations, the entire satisfaction of which he sums up under the name of happiness.
Now reason issues its commands unyieldingly, without promising anything to the
inclinations, and, as it were, with disregard and contempt for these claims, which are
So impetuous, and at the same time so plausible, and which will not allow themselves
to be suppressed by any command. Hence there arises a natural dialectic, that is, a
disposition to argue against these strict laws of duty and to question their validity, or
at least their purity and strictness; and, if possible, to make them more accordant with
our wishes and inclinations, that is to say, to corrupt them at their very source, and
entirely to destroy their worth—a thing which even common practical reason cannot
ultimately call good.

Thus is the common reason of man compelled to go out of its sphere, and to take a
- Step into the field of a practical philosophy, not to satisfy any speculative want (which never
. occurs to it as long as it is content to be mere sound reason), but even on practical grounds,
in order to attain in it information and clear instruction respecting the source of its
principle, and the correct determination of it in opposition to the maxims which are based
on wants and inclinations, so that it may escape from the perplexity of opposite claims, and
Not run the risk of losing all genuine moral principles through the equivocation into which
it easily falls. Thus, when practical reason cultivates itself, there insensibly arises in it a
dialectic which forces it to seek aid in philosophy, just as happens to it in its theoretic use;
and in this case, therefore, 4s well as in the other, it will find rest nowhere but in a thorough
 Critical examination of our reason.




Part 3 » Which Is Basic in Ethics: Happiness or Obligation?

KANT’S CRITICISM OF THE GOLDEN RULE

Let it not be thought that the common: quod tibi non vis fieri,? etc. could serve here as the
rule of principle . . . it cannot be a universal law, for it does not contain the principle of
duties to oneself, nor of the duties of benevolence to others (for many a one would
gladly consent that others should not benefit him, provided only that they might be
excused from showing benevolence to them), nor finally that of duties of strict obligation
to one another, for on this principle the criminal might argue against the judge who

punishes him, etc.*

To Think About

1. “To have a law conception of ethics is to hold
that what is needed for conformity with the
virtues—failure in which is the mark of being bad
qua man (and not merely, say, qua craftsman or
logician)—that what is needed for this, is
required by divine law. Naturally it is not possible
to have such a conception unless you believe
in God as a law-giver, like Jews, Stoics, and
Christians. But if such a conception is dominant
for many centuries, and then is given up, it is a
natural result that the concepts of ‘obligation,’ of
being bound or required as by a law, should
remain though they had lost their root; and if the
word ‘ought’ has become invested in certain
contexts with the sense of ‘obligation’ it too will
remain to be spoken with a special emphasis and
a special feeling in these contexts. ... It is as if
the notion ‘criminal’ were to remain when crimi-
nal law and criminal courts had been abolished
and forgotten.” E. Anscombe
. “I take it that the central feature of a morality is
not that there are some (self-evident) beliefs
about obligations but that there is in an indi-
vidual, or group, a system of intrinsic aver-
sions to types of actions.”  Richard Brandt
“If I were ever to find, as I luckily never have, a
man who assured me that he really believed
Kant's metaphysical morals, and that he modeled
his own conduct and his relations with others
after those principles, then my incredulity and
distrust of him as a human being could not be

greater than if he told me he regularly drowned
children just to see them squirm.”
Richard Taylor
“Kant abolished God and made man God in
His stead. We are still living in the age of the
Kantian man, or Kantian man-god.”
E. Anscombe

. “Think of our attempts to live responsibly

when we cannot prove why we should be

ethical at all, or of what we believe in a funda-"

mental order is reality which allows scientific
inquiry. Or of the nature of the universe open °
to us by the new astronomies and cosmolo-
gies, stranger than we imagine and stranger
than we can imagine.” E. Anscombe

. “Was Gauguin ‘justified’ in deserting his family

in order to paint in the South Pacific? After all,
we think his paintings a great addition to
human well-being.” James Gould
“Power and separation secure the man in an
identity achieved through work. .. . Women
define their identity through relationships of
intimacy and care [home], the moral problems
they encounter pertain to issues of a different
sort. . . . One is the morality of rights, while the
other is the ethics of responsibility.”

Carol Gilligan

. “Morality is not properly the doctrine how we

should make ourselves happy, but how we
should become worthy of happiness.”
Immanuel Kant

3 “Do not do unto others what you would not have them do to you.”
4T, K. Abbott, Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, 6th ed. (London: Longmans, Green, 1909): 48.




