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By the year 1768, Kant claimed to be at work on a system of ethics, under the title “metaphysics of morals” (Ak 10:74).
 During the so-called ‘silent decade’ of the 1770s, when Kant was working on the Critique of  Pure Reason, he promised repeatedly not only that he would soon finish that work but also that he would soon publish a “metaphysics of morals” (Ak 10:97, 132, 144).
 Yet it was not until four years after the first Critique that Kant finally wrote a work on ethics, and even then he merely laid the ground for a metaphysics of morals by identifying and establishing the supreme principle on which a system of duties would be based (G 4:392). Three years later, in the Critique of Practical Reason Kant once again dealt entirely with foundational questions in moral philosophy. Kantian ethics is primarily known, especially among English-speaking philosophers, through these two ethical works of the 1780s, neither of which contains anything like a ‘metaphysics of morals’. 

Many of Kant’s chief works in the early 1790s are devoted to practical philosophy. The Critique of Judgment’s treatment of taste and teleology is concerned both with moral psychology and with the view of the world which a morally disposed person should take. Other works even deal with the application of Kantian principles to political and religious questions. Yet still there is still no systematic presentation of the practical philosophy which Kant had been promising for nearly three decades. It is not until 1797 that Kant published the first part of such a system, under the title  “Doctrine of Right”, and it is only later in the year that the entire system, the long-promised Metaphysics of Morals, finally appears in print, among the very last of Kant’s published works. 

What is a ‘metaphysics of morals’? For thirty years Kant intended to entitle his system of ethics ‘Metaphysics of Morals.’ But owing to his changing conception of ethical theory, and especially of the role of the empirical in a system of ethics, he did not always mean the same thing by this title.  His first use of the term, in about 1768, probably expresses his rejection of the moral sense theory of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson, with which we find  Kant toying in his lectures of the early 1760s and in the prize essay Inquiry Concerning the Distinctness of the Principles of Natural Theology and Morals (1762-64). But it is not clear that at this time his use of the term ‘metaphysics’ means anything beyond the idea that morality must be grounded in the analysis of concepts rather than in the immediacy of feelings.  

By the time of the Critique of Pure Reason, ‘metaphysics’ (when applied to either nature or morals) refers to a body of synthetic a priori principles, and this sense governs Kant’s use of the term in the Groundwork (1785). At this point, Kant conceives of a ‘metaphysics of morals’ as a system of moral principles, or even of moral duties, which would be entirely a priori, and hence could be spelled out entirely independently of any empirical knowledge of human nature. Thus within the domain of moral philosophy, Kant ordains a strict separation between a ‘metaphysics of morals’ and a doctrine of ‘practical anthropology’ to which the principles of such a metaphysics would be applied.
  In the Groundwork, as in the Critique of Practical Reason, the term ‘metaphysics’ again underlines Kant’s insistence on the apriority of the supreme principle of morality and the purity of the moral motive. He is worried that to permit these to be adulterated by anything empirical may be to open moral theory to our human tendency to falsify moral principles by accommodating them to the self-love which biases all human inclinations. Kant requires so sharp a separation of the empirical part of moral philosophy from the moral part that he even suggests they be carried out by entirely different researchers, in order to reap the benefits of a division of intellectual labor (G 4:388-389). 

Yet in the Groundwork and the second Critique it remains quite unclear what Kant intends a purely a priori system of  principles to contain. If he intends anything like the system of duties which eventually emerged in the Metaphysics of Morals, he never hints at what a purely metaphysical system of duties might be like. Obviously the illustrations he gives in both works, and in particular the four famous examples he twice discusses in the Groundwork, involve the application of the pure moral law to the empirical nature of human beings, since they involve conceiving of our maxims as laws belonging to that nature, and they make use of empirical information about the natural purposes of self-love and human talents, as well as about the fact that human beings need sympathetic help from others if they are to have a rational expectation of achieving the contingent ends they actually set. 

In the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant does once again contrast the referent of that title with ‘practical anthropology’. But the sameness of the terminology may cause us to overlook the major change which has occurred in the way the two parts of moral philosophy are conceived. In the Preface to the Groundwork, a ‘metaphysics of morals’ contains only a priori principles; everything empirical is consigned to ‘practical anthropology’. 

A metaphysics of morals is, namely, a “pure moral philosophy, completely cleansed of everything that might be only empirical and that belongs to anthropology’ (G 4:389).  In the Metaphysics of Morals, however, Kant concedes that the system of duties falling under that title consists of pure moral principles insofar as they are applied to human nature: a metaphysics of morals itself, he says, “cannot dispense with principles of application, and we shall often have to take as our object the particular nature of human beings, which is known only by experience” (MS 6:217).
 A metaphysics of morals is bounded, on the empirical end, only  by the fact that it limits itself to duties which can be derived from the pure principle as applied to human nature in general, leaving to a more broadly empirical moral philosophy all duties which involve reference to particular conditions of people and special human relationships (MS 6:468-469).
 As the scope of a metaphysics of morals expands in the direction of the empirical, that of practical anthropology seems correspondingly to contract; for now it concerns itself with “the subjective conditions in human nature that hinder human beings or help them in fulfilling the metaphysics of morals” (MS 6:217), and not, apparently, with the comprehensive treatment of the human nature to which the a priori principle of morality is to be applied.  

Perhaps it deserves emphasis that in the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant is asserting as firmly as ever that the supreme principle of morality itself is wholly a priori and borrows nothing from the empirical nature of human beings. The earlier claim he is withdrawing is only that a metaphysics of morals concerns solely  “the idea and the principles of a possible pure will and not the actions and conditions of human volition generally” (G 4:391). Or to put it in other words, Kant now regards a metaphysics of morals as constituted not by a set of wholly pure moral principles, but instead by the system of duties which results when the pure principle is applied to the empirical nature of  human beings in general. 

A system of duties.  In addition to this significant change in the meaning of its title, here are a number of other things in the Metaphysics of Morals which ought to surprise anyone whose image of Kantian ethics is based on the earlier, more foundational works.  In effect, however, this means that the Metaphysics of Morals ought to be both surprising and enlightening to most Anglophone moral philosophers, since their image of Kantian ethics is derived almost exclusively from the Groundwork and the second Critique.  Even those who have dipped into the Metaphysics of Morals have seldom let it shape their conception of  the basic principles and standpoint of  Kantian ethics as they have gotten it especially from the first fifty or so pages of the Groundwork. They have almost never let it significantly influence their interpretation of what they have already read in those pages.  Consequently, the familiar image of Kantian ethics is in serious error on some fairly basic points.

For example, it is almost universally supposed that Kant’s conception of ordinary moral reasoning is that when considering a course of action, we should formulate the appropriate maxim and decide whether it can be universalized.  Kant’s admirers, in fact, as well as his critics, tend almost by reflex to think of the universalizability test as his most (or even his only) significant contribution to moral reasoning. But the universalizability test is used very seldom in the Metaphysics of Morals.  In fact, it is used exclusively in connection with a single duty: the ethical duty of  beneficence to others (MS 6:393, 453).  Perhaps this should not have come as a surprise, since the Metaphysics of Morals is a system of positive duties and the universalizability test is almost exclusively of negative import, used mainly in deciding whether a given maxim is permissible or impermissible rather than in establishing positive duties. The case of beneficence to others is in fact the only one where it can be used to ground a positive duty, since in Kant’s view there is only one end which all human beings have necessarily, namely that of their own happiness. Hence it is only in this one case that we necessarily adopt a maxim (that of self-love) and therefore have a duty to adopt it only in a form which may be universalized – namely, that which includes also having the happiness of others as an end (MS 6: 453). 

In the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant conceives of ordinary moral reasoning instead as the prioritizing, weighing and balancing of duties – and of the obligating reasons (rationes obligandi, Verpflichtungsgründe) based on them (MS 6:224).  Some duties, those which are strict or perfect, require specific actions or omissions; others, the wide or imperfect duties, require only the setting of ends. With wide duties there is consequently considerable latitude for different agents, or for the same agent at different times, to decide how far and by which actions she will promote these ends.  It is only in the case of strict duties that the performance or nonperformance of an action is wrong or blamable; actions in promotion of the ends grounding our wide duties are meritorious, but the omission of any specific action of this kind is not wrong unless it involves the general abandonment of the required end.  Kant’s category of wide duties thus encompasses much of what others prefer to categorize as ‘supererogation’ and regard as falling altogether outside the scope of duty properly speaking. Kant, however, thinks that the concept of duty applies to such actions because we can, and sometimes must, rationally constrain ourselves to perform them.

Right and ethics. The Groundwork, with its examples of  perfect and imperfect duties and duties to oneself and to others, prepares us for the taxonomy of ethical duties found in the Metaphysics of Morals -- even if it has not prepared most of the Groundwork’s readers to think of this taxonomy as central to Kant’s conception of moral reasoning. But the Groundwork does not prepare us at all for a whole new division of duties separate from all ethical duties, with its own fundamental principle. -- I mean, the principle of right and the class of juridical (or coercively enforceable) duties. 

The principle of right is: “Any action is right if it can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with a universal law, or if on its maxim the freedom of choice of each can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with a universal law” (MS 6:230). This principle bears a superficial resemblance to the Formula of Universal Law. Like that formula, it provides us with a test only of the permissibility (in this case, juridical permissibility) of actions, and it does so with reference to some possible universal law. But Kant presents no deduction of this principle, nor does he explain how it applies to examples. The latter task would seem to be redundant in any case, since it turns out later in the Doctrine of Right that which actions accord with right, along with the content of rights of property, is to be determined not by the application of any such procedure but by the external legislation of the general will of a specific civil society, insofar as the legitimacy and rightfulness of this legislation can be derived from a pure theory of right and satisfies its general conditions for rightfulness (MS 6:264-266, 311-314).
 

Discussions of the Doctrine of Right usually take it for granted that the principle of right is somehow to be derived from the fundamental principle of morality in one or another of its formulations.  There are three points in the text of the Metaphysics of Morals which might be read in this way. One is in the Introduction, where Kant seems to present the Formula of Universal Law as an illustration of the general the idea of legislation for freedom, and then proceeds to distinguish juridical from ethical legislation as two species of such legislation (MS 6:214). This might suggest that he intends to derive the principle of right, on the one hand, and the Formula of Universal Law as a  law of ethical duties, on the other hand, from a more general principle grounding both of them.  The second is Kant’s remark that our innate right to freedom (as specified by this principle) “belongs to every human being by virtue of his humanity” (MS 6:237). This might suggest that the principle of right, governing all rights and hence also the innate right to freedom, could be grounded in the Formula of Humanity as End In Itself. The third is Kant’s remark that a doctrine of morals (Sitten) is called a doctrine of duties rather than of rights because our awareness of the concept of right as well as that of duty proceeds from the moral imperative whose command gives us the concept of duty (MS 6:239).

This last passage tells us that we derive the concept of right from the moral imperative, but does not assert that the principle of right is derived from it.  And neither of the other two suggestions is ever developed in the direction of deriving the principle of right from that of morality. Later in the Metaphysics of Morals, in the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant very explicitly discredits the whole idea that the principle of right could be derived from the fundamental principle of morality by declaring that the principle of right, unlike the principle of morality, is analytic (MS 6:396). The analyticity of the principle is clearly the best explanation of Kant’s omission of any deduction of it, and also renders redundant any derivation of the principle from the law of morality, since it would be nonsense to think that we need to derive an analytic proposition from a synthetic one. 

But how are we to understand the claim that the principle of right is analytic?  Kant says it is analytic because we do not need to go beyond the concept of freedom in order to see that external constraint is rightful if it checks the hindering of outer freedom (MS 6:396).  Even if we grant this point, however, it is hard to see how it shows that in order to do no one wrong, my action must coexist with the freedom of all according to universal laws. In the Doctrine of Right, Kant  declares that the concept of right is not made up of two elements, namely an obligation to act in accordance with universal law and also an authorization to coerce others to fulfill this obligation. Instead, the authorization to coerce is supposed to be included in the concept of right itself. This was the main point Kant had made against Gottlieb Hufeland in his review of the latter’s Essay on the Principle of Natural Right (1785) (Ak 8: 128-129). Hufeland had derived the authorization to coerce those who would violate rights from an alleged natural obligation to increase our own perfection. Kant insisted that this would have the absurd consequence that one may not refrain from enforcing all one’s rights to the full. Instead, he argued that the authorization to coerce another who hinders one’s rightful action is already contained analytically in the concept of the action as rightful.  

As for the principle of right itself, I suggest that Kant intended it merely as an explication of the concept of right, telling us what it means for an action to be juridically right (or not wrong, not a violation of anyone’s right to external freedom).  This is plausible if we accept the idea that right is analytically connected with some notion of legislation, and also that the scope of the duties it imposes is restricted to what may be externally coerced in the name of protecting external freedom. The only claim here Kant thinks we might not concede to be analytic is that we have an authorization or warrant (Befugnis) to coerce anyone whose action violates the principle (since Hufeland had thought this needed to be derived from an independent obligation to promote one’s own perfection).

 Even if we do not question Kant’s analysis of the concept of right, however, we may still think that his principle has to go beyond that concept if it is to provide us with a reason (a moral one) for respecting the external freedom of others. Now there is no question that Kant believes the dignity of humanity provides us with a moral incentive for respecting people’s rights. It might thereby also provide us with strong moral incentives for setting up a just system of right and for trying to reform existing legal and political systems so that they better protect the rights of persons and do not infringe on them. But to confuse all these (quite correct) points with the idea that this moral incentive grounds the principle of right is to miss entirely Kant’s distinction between the juridical and ethical realms and the systems of duty constituting them. That distinction is based on the idea that it is only in the ethical realm that  duty must be the ground or incentive for action; juridical duties are precisely those where the incentive need not be duty –  it may, for example, be the threat of coercion connected to the law by the legislative authority which promulgates it (MS 6:218-219). Thus although it may make a difference to the moral worth of my action of repaying a debt whether I do so only because I fear that my creditor will sue me, this makes no difference at all to whether my act of repayment is just or fulfills a juridical duty. Hence it would be superfluous, and even contradictory to the very concept of the juridical, to include the rational incentive of duty as part of its principle. 

Juridical duties, in other words, are those whose concept contains no specific incentive for doing them, while ethical duties are those connected in their concept with the objective incentive of duty or rational lawfulness, and their principle therefore requires a deduction in order to establish this synthetic connection. Because juridical duties are independent of the incentive for doing them, it is not out of place for Kant to refer at times to the existence of moral incentives for us to respect the right to external freedom which human beings have in virtue of their humanity. But these moral incentives have nothing to do with the principle of juridical duties. In other words, a civil society based on right does requires no moral commitment on the part of its members to respect one another’s rightful freedom. It requires only a system of external legislation, backed by coercive sanctions sufficient to guarantee that rights will not be infringed. “It cannot be required [by right] that this principle of all maxims be itself in turn my maxim, that is, it cannot be required that I make it the maxim of my action, even though I am quite indifferent to his freedom or would like in my heart to infringe upon it. That I make it my maxim is a demand that ethics makes on me” (MS 6:231).

To put it another way, the principle of right merely tells us which actions do and do not infringe external freedom (and therefore count as ‘right’). It does not, however, directly command us to perform those actions (as the moral principle does). Through the principle of right “reason says only that freedom is limited to those conditions in conformity with the idea of it and it may also be actively limited by others; and it says this as a postulate that is incapable of further proof” (MS 6:231).  The principle of right therefore differs from the principle of morality in two crucial ways: First, it tells us, as that principle does not, which actions are ‘right’ – which actions infringe external freedom in general and which do not. But second, the principle of right also lacks one element essential to the principle of morality: its criterion of external rightness, though it refers to what can be consistent with external freedom according to a universal law, makes no mention (as the Formulas of Universal Law and Autonomy do) of what a rational being can or does will to be a universal law. This goes along with the fact that it does not itself directly command or enjoin the conduct whose rightness it defines and specifies. 

Of course, right (Recht) along with ethics (Ethik), in the context of the Metaphysics of Morals, both belong to practical philosophy or ‘morals’ (Sitten). And Kant holds that juridical duties as such are also ethical duties (MS 6:219). Insofar as juridical duties are regarded as ethical duties, they can be brought under the principle of ethics, which can also be used to show that we have good reasons for valuing external freedom (or right) and respecting the institutions which protect right through external coercion. To this extent, it may be correctly said that Kant’s theory of right falls under or can be derived from the principle of morality.  That is, this may be said insofar as juridical duties are regarded not merely as juridical but also as ethical duties. Considered simply as juridical duties, however, they belong to a branch of the metaphysics of morals which is entirely independent of ethics and also of its supreme principle.
“Kantian” treatments of  individual rights, and of other topics related to natural right, law and political authority, have often been inspired by the Groundwork’s formulations of the principle of morality. Whatever their philosophical merits, such accounts necessarily diverge from Kant’s own treatment of such topics, simply because the territory covered by the Doctrine of Right necessarily falls entirely outside that surveyed by both the Groundwork and the second Critique. 

Such treatments of external right can also infect the understanding of Kantian ethics proper, because they may involve some deeply un-Kantian assumptions about morality itself. Perhaps the commonest such assumption in Anglophone philosophy is the idea (found in Chapter Three of Mill’s Utilitarianism), that morality, like right, is a mechanism of social coercion, differing only in the degree of heavyhandedness of the sanctions  it employs.  Kantian morality, however -- though the content of its duties may be socially oriented -- is never about the social regulation of individual conduct. It is entirely about enlightened individuals autonomously directing their own lives.  From a Kantian standpoint, any use whatever of social coercion in any form to enforce ethical duties (whether through private blame, or public opinion, or the associations of moral education to shape people’s feelings) must be regarded as a wrongful violation of individual freedom by corrupt social customs. 

Another important philosophical point is contained in the claim that right is independent of ethics. Kant’s theory of ethics requires conduct to conform to and be motivated by the considerations cited in Kant’s own moral theory if it is to be regarded as virtuous or meritorious. (Conduct which is motivated solely by self-interest, or concern for the greatest aggregate happiness, or obedience to the divine will, and not by respect for rational nature or the universal law of one’s own autonomous reason, does not count as meritorious according to Kant’s theory). But conformity to right, and the institution of systems of right, as long as they do in fact protect right or external freedom, may be motivated entirely by non-Kantian considerations – such as rational self-interest, the Hobbesian quest for peace, or obedience to the divine will. This means that Kant’s practical philosophy can ground and endorse any set of political institutions that is substantively just, even if others accept and participate in those institutions on the basis of values and motivations which are quite alien to anything in Kant’s practical philosophy. This is a large advantage of Kant’s theory of right, as applied to a society in which many people are not Kantians. This advantage would be forfeited by Kantians who want to hold that the principle of right requires the moral law as its foundation.

Applying the moral law. The common picture of Kantian moral reasoning is one of agents fastidiously  testing their maxims for universalizability and confining themselves to the straight and narrow path allowed them by a strict and demanding set of duties.  In contrast to this picture, the Metaphysics of Morals is anything but a system of unexceptionable rules dictating a single determinate action on each occasion and forbidding all others.  Kant even explicitly condemns any theory of that type, saying that it “would turn the government of virtue into a tyranny” (MS 6: 409). It would be equally misleading, however, to think of strict or narrow duties act as mere side-constraints on our pursuit of a set of private ends and projects with whose content morality has nothing to do. As Kant sees it, morality ought always to have a role in shaping our ends. Ethical duties are based on the principle that human ends ought to include both one’s own perfection and the happiness of others. Of course any given agent will specify these moral ends in ways which are suited to her individual situation, talents, resources, and temperament. If  you are virtuous, the content of your life, the projects which give it meaning and direction, will prominently include the development of your particular capacities, talents or virtues, and the promotion of the ends of people you know or choose to help. The only limits here are that both these ends and the means chosen toward them should violate neither your perfect duties to yourself nor your duties of respect to others.
 Within these constraints, Kantian ethics encourages human beings to set their own ends and devise their own plan of life, commanding them only to include among their ends some whose pursuit is morally meritorious. 

When we appreciate how broadly the ends of morality are conceived, we should find it highly implausible that a person could decently choose anything as what Bernard Williams calls a ‘ground project’ which would not fall somewhere within the scope of  our ethical duties to promote our own perfection and the happiness of others. Kant’s ethical theory thus not only permits moral agents to pursue such projects, but it even underwrites that pursuit, claiming that it has moral merit. Of course the complexities of human life are such that sometimes our pursuit of ends which are meritorious in the abstract may involve us in a morally impermissible course. Leni Riefenstahl,  for example, may have found that that in order to pursue her career as a filmmaker she had to put her talents at the service of an evil political regime, and even to become complicit in its crimes against humanity. We can agree that there is something tragic in a case where in order to comply with strict duties, an artist would have to abandon a career which constituted the meaning of her life. For there is nothing inherently evil about that career, and in less unlucky circumstances its pursuit would even constitute a determinate way of fulfilling the wide duties to promote her perfections and benefit others. Yet in the circumstances we are supposing, it would be far from evident that morality is subversive of personal integrity in any sense that ought to make us worry about the reasonableness of its demands. On the contrary, what should worry us are the theories (or antitheories) that seem to make it easier to rationalize complicity with evil on the ground that morality’s demands are too strict, and which suggest that we must sacrifice our integrity unless we are prepared to pursue our projects in defiance of morality. 

The primacy of the Formula of Humanity. In the Groundwork, Kant proposes to identify and establish -- though not to apply -- the supreme principle of morality. If asked what formulation of the moral principle Kant does propose in that work, I venture to say that most people would immediately cite the first one Kant provides – the Formula of Universal Law:  “Act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law” (G 4:421; cf. G 4:402).  Kant in fact offers a system of three formulas, the first identifying the principle by the form of universal law, second by the motive of the end in itself, and the third by the complete determination of maxims contained in the idea of autonomy or the rational will as universally legislative for a realm of ends (G 4:437). In the Groundwork itself it is only the third formulation, which is presented as derived from the first two, that is used  to establish the principle in the Third Section. And since the Groundwork’s aim is only to formulate and establish the principle, the question is left open which formulation is most suitable for deriving duties from the law or applying it in particular cases. 

The common impression that this role is assigned to the Formula of Universal Law is possibly strengthened by Kant’s procedure in the Critique of Practical Reason. For although he does not actually engage in applying the law, his favorite examples in that work seems to involve use of the universalizability test for maxims, and the procedure of application  he identifies as the ‘typic of pure practical judgment’ consists in envisioning what would happen if one’s maxim were made a universal law of nature (KpV 5:67-71).  Further, Kant’s emphasis in this work on the moral law as an exclusively formal principle of the will, abstracting from all ends whatsoever (KpV 5:21-23), and his omission of the idea of an objective end as the motive of the will (which was associated in the Groundwork with the Formula of Humanity as End in Itself, G 4:427-429) might even arouse the suspicion that Kant has abandoned the latter formula, or at least sees it as playing no significant role henceforth in the ethical theory he proposes. 

Anyone who thinks along these lines ought to find Kant’s system of duties in the Metaphysics of Morals something of a shock.  For there, as we have seen, the Formula of Universal Law is employed in the derivation of only one duty, the duty of beneficence.  By contrast, the Formula of Humanity as End In Itself (or the related idea of the dignity of humanity or rational nature) is explicitly mentioned in connection not only with the right to freedom involved in all juridical duties (MS 6:237), but also in justifying no fewer than nine of the sixteen ethical duties Kant lists (MS 6:423, 425, 427, 429, 436, 444, 454, 456, 459, 462). Four others are based on this formula by implication, since they are derived from the imperfect duty of acting from the motive of duty, which is based on the dignity of humanity (MS 6:392, 444). Kant’s practice, then, overwhelmingly prefers the Formula of Humanity as the formula in terms of which the moral law is to be applied. 

Ends and virtues. It is probably no accident that Kant makes most frequent use in the Doctrine of Virtue of that formulation of the moral law which most stresses the ends of actions.  For in the Doctrine of Virtue, the entire organization of ethical duties, and even the concept of a “duty of virtue”, is teleological: a duty of virtue is an end which it is our duty to have (MS 6:394-395). This fact too ought to surprise readers of the Groundwork and Critique of Practical Reason, who know (if they know nothing else) that Kant is the archenemy of all teleological systems of ethics.  Of course the teleology of the Doctrine of  Virtue is based not on a material end – an end the desire for which grounds our choice of actions, which are valued simply as means to it – but is rather derived from a formal principle, which tells us which ends are objectively worth pursuing and hence gives rise to a rational desire for them (MS 6:211). But the centrality of ends in the Doctrine of Virtue is such that one should not say that Kant is opposed to an ethical theory oriented to the pursuit of ends.  His position is rather that such theories cannot be grounded on any end (such as happiness) which is represented simply as a natural object of  desire; the ends of morality must instead be grounded on rational principle, which must in turn be grounded on an end in itself, or a value possessing objective worth for reason.  In Kant’s theory, of course, such a principle is a categorical imperative, and the corresponding end or value is the dignity of humanity. This is not a relative end to be brought about -- a not yet exising object to be pursued just because we desire it. It is something already existing which is an end in the sense that we are to act for the sake of its worth, which is to be respected in all our actions.  The ends we do desire and pursue according to reason are those whose pursuit expresses our respect for the dignity of rational nature. We respect our own worth as rational beings when we perfect our rational powers, and we show respect for the rational nature of others by promoting the ends they have set according to reason (whose sum total is their happiness). 

The other great prejudice about Kantian ethical theory is that it is an ethics of rules rather than of virtues – or, as it is sometimes put, of moral doing rather than ethical being. But the very title ‘Doctrine of Virtue’ ought at least to make us stop and think about this prejudice before accepting it.  Kant’s ethical theory is explicitly oriented to the promotion of virtue, as the capacity or strength of the will to overcome the obstacles in our nature to doing our duty (MS 6:380). Kant also recognizes a plurality of virtues, each corresponding to a duty of virtue, or an end which it is our duty to have (MS 6:382).  A virtue, in other words, is the strength of our commitment to an end adopted from moral considerations. I can have one virtue and lack another if my commitment to one such end or set of ends (e.g. my commitment to respecting the rights of others) is strong (and capable of overcoming inner obstacles to pursuing the end), but my commitment to another end (e.g. to the happiness of others, and to voluntarily promoting it through acts of charity) is weak and usually incapable of overcoming the corresponding obstacles. 

Because Kant bases all specific ethical duties on our virtuous commitment to ends, within the system of ethical duties he grounds the duty to act in certain ways exclusively on the promotion of ends. In the language of twentieth century Anglophone ethical theory, this means that within the system of duties he holds to the priority of the “good” over the “right”, and is therefore a “consequentialist” rather than a “deontologist” in the main senses those terms now have for moral philosophers. But of course the fundamental principle on which Kant grounds ethics is not consequentialist. This points to the importance of distinguishing the fundamental principle of an ethical theory from the style of reasoning it recommends in ordinary deliberation. We may (as Kant does) advocate consequentialist reasoning in moral deliberation without accepting a consequentialist foundation for morality. 

Kant’s way of thinking about moral ends also differs in important ways from standard versions of consequentialism. It recognizes no principles of summing, averaging, maximizing or satisficing as essential to moral reasoning. When Kant says that the happiness of others is an end which is also a duty, he means that it is meritorious for me to promote any permissible part of anyone’s happiness, but he does not think it is required (or even meritorious) for me to strive to maximize the happiness of others. He thinks it is more meritorious to promote your happiness if I must make sacrifices to do so than if I do not, but it would not have been more meritorious for me to make two people happy instead of you, or even more meritorious to have made you even happier than I do make you. 

It is sufficient for an action to accord with a duty of virtue if it sets the right end and sufficient for it to conflict with a duty of virtue if it sets an end end contrary to this. Hence Kant’s consequentialism about moral duties does not entail certain problems and paradoxes of self-defeat that typically plague consequentialist theories that incorporate assumptions about summing and maximizing. I act contrary to duty in setting a bad end (such as the deception or the unhappiness of another), even if  setting that bad end turns out ironically to be the best way of maximizing it (if, for example, trying to deceive people turns out, ironically, to maximize their believing what is true, or trying to make them unhappy turns out to maximize their happiness). 
Duty and love. When people criticize Kant for not having an ethics of virtue, the thought they probably most often have in mind is that Kant fails to recognize the moral importance of having feelings, emotions or desires which are spontaneously in harmony with morality. Probably nothing in Kant’s ethical writings has earned him more hostility than his attempt to appeal to moral common sense on behalf of the claim that the man whose sympathetic feelings have been eclipsed by the weight of his own sorrows, displays a good will and performs acts with moral worth when he is beneficent from duty, even though his earlier beneficent acts performed from sympathy had no such worth. Many people’s hostility to Kantian ethics seems to resemble an allergic reaction, and for most of them it was probably this passage in the Groundwork which occasioned their first sneeze. Even those of us who are sympathetic to Kant’s position usually have the sense that he has left out something important at this point.  We can’t help thinking that we would always rather be helped by someone who feels something for us than by one who acts charitably merely from the thought of duty. Because sympathy is a mode of perception of others’ needs as well as a motive of action, we may reflect that beneficence from cold duty may actually result in worse actions than beneficence from sympathy. We think that help given from mere duty will in any case be grudging help and therefore damaging to the self-esteem of those helped in ways that it would not if the help came from someone who enjoyed helping.

Kant does describe the case as one in which the man of warm temperament, now rendered unsympathetic by his own sorrows, “tears himself out of this deadly insensibility and does the action without any inclination, simply from duty” (G 4:398).  He clearly misjudges the intuitions of  ordinary rational morality if he thinks that this description is going to inspire all his readers with esteem for the agent whose motivations for a beneficent action are described in these terms. But Kant’s presentation of this case is often mistaken for a general account of what his theory takes the ‘motive of duty’ to be. From what Kant tells us right in this passage itself, however, we should know that generalizations based on this example are apt to mislead. First, in reading the example there is a temptation to overlook Kant’s remark that actions done from duty are difficult to distinguish from actions done from an immediate inclination (G 4:397). This presumably means that both are actions we want to do. They are not actions done grudgingly (though in the case of duty they may involve a measure of self-constraint, such that the moral reason why we want to do them will often have to overcome other motives we have for not doing them). Kant’s example of the man weighed down by sorrows is an attempt to construct a case in which action on the moral motive of duty can (for once) be easily distinguished from immediate inclination. It should not be supposed that such cases will be typical of actions motivated by duty, but on the contrary, that the more typical case is one where this motive is found alongside empirical inclinations from which it is hard to distinguish it. Even in the case Kant describes, there is no opposing motive (no desire not to help those in need), but only an absence of an inclination to act – out of which, however, the agent is moved by the thought of duty, which makes him want to help. 

What we are told about the motive of duty in Section Two of the Groundwork helps further to correct the impression we may have formed on the basis of Kant’s discussion of this example.  For there Kant identifies the “motive” (Bewegungsgrund) proper to morality with the dignity of humanity as an end in itself (G 4: 427-428). This means that according to Kant’s theory the sorrowful man who acts from duty is not moved merely by the stony thought “it is my duty to help”. He acts instead out of a recognition that those in need of his help are ends in themselves. Their dignity gives him a reason to care about them, and gives them a claim on his help whether or not he feels like helping them. This will make him more and not less sensitive both to their needs and to the dangers his helping may present to their self-respect than he would be if his motive were sympathy or some other contingent liking. 

Like any sympathetic interpretation of this passage from the Groundwork, however, the above remarks are necessarily an exercise in damage control. Moreover, they leave untouched one unpleasant and seemingly unbudgeable fact: that in the Groundwork, the properly moral motive for benefiting others apparently can have nothing to do with any sort of affective or emotional involvement with them or their needs. This makes it all he more significant, however, that we get a very different kind of supplement to Kant’s account of moral motivation if we look at what he says in the Metaphysics of Morals about what the mind’s receptiveness to duty presupposes as regards the feelings of the moral agent. In the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant lists four feelings which “lie at the ground of morality as subjective conditions of receptiveness to the concept of duty” (MS 6:399). It cannot be a duty to have these feelings, Kant insists, because they are presuppositions of moral agency, since it is only “by virtue of them that [one] can be put under obligation. -- Consciousness of them is not of empirical origin; it can, instead only follow from consciousness of a moral law, as the effect this has on the mind” (MS 6:399). Respect (for the law, and for rational nature in the person of a rational being) is the only one of the four feelings which Kant has discussed in any detail in earlier writings (G 4:401n; KpV 5:71-89). The other three are “moral feeling,” “conscience” and “love of human beings” (MS 6:399-403). “Moral feeling” is “the susceptibility to feel pleasure or displeasure merely from being aware that our actions are consistent with or contrary to the law of duty” (MS 6:399), while “conscience” is “not directed to an object but merely to the subject (to affect moral feeling by its act)” (MS 6:400). Moral feeling is a feeling of pleasure or displeasure, produced by rational concepts rather than by empirical causes, and directed to actions; “conscience” (regarded here as a capacity for a certain kind of feeling) is moral feeling when it is directed not to actions but to the subject’s own self. It is a disposition to feelings of contentment with oneself when one is aware of having done one’s duty, but to feelings of displeasure with oneself when one is aware of having transgressed duty. 

The feeling on which I want to concentrate our attention is “love of human beings”. In his discussion of this feeling, Kant again makes the distinction, familiar to readers of the Groundwork, between pathological love (a liking for and disposition to benefit another other based on pleasure in the other or in her perfections) from practical love, which is a desire to benefit another in response to a command of duty (G 4:399). In the Metaphysics of Morals he makes the same point about the two sorts of love which he made there, namely that only practical love, not pathological love, can be a duty (G 4:399, MS 6:401). When Kant makes this point in the Groundwork, we usually tend to think that Kant regards practical love as the only sort of love that is relevant to morality, and infer that he thinks we should ascribe no moral significance at all to pathological love. This is probably because we combine the idea that pathological love cannot be commanded with the idea that actions done from sympathy are lacking in moral worth, and conclude that Kant regards love (insofar as it involves feelings) as part of what is being distinguished from (and thereby excluded from) the motive of duty.  

The discussion of love of human beings in the Metaphysics of Morals, however,  shows us that such an understanding of the Groundwork must be seriously mistaken. For what we have been told there is that there is a certain kind of pathological love for other human beings which is not of empirical origin but is an effect which the moral law has on the mind.
 This pathological love cannot be commanded, and it cannot be a duty to have it; however, this is not because it is irrelevant to moral motivation. On the contrary, it is because this pathological love is presupposed by morality in such a way that if we had no susceptibility to such feelings, we would not be moral agents at all. The love of human beings must be pathological love, and not practical love. For he is expliclity discussing feelings which cannot be commanded or obligatory. Pathological love is the only love that cannot be commanded or obligatory, while practical love is not a feeling, and it can be commanded. Kant reinforces the point that it is pathological rather than practical love that he is talking about when he notes that practical love is only “very inappropriately”called ‘love’ (love, properly speaking, is a feeling).  

 Kant’s discussion of love of human beings in the Metaphysics of Morals forces us to revise many of the conclusions we are likely to form based on Kant’s more famous discussion of beneficence in the first section of the Groundwork. Although Kant describes the sorrowful man who acts beneficently from duty as “tearing himself out of his deadly insensibility” and acting “without any inclination,” in the Metaphysics of Morals it cannot be his view that beneficent action done from duty is done in the absence of feelings of love for those to whom one is beneficent. On the contrary, his position now is that the very possibility of our being under a duty to be beneficent to others presupposes that we have a predisposition to pathological love for them, a love which is not of empirical origin but an effect of the moral law on our mind. 

Of course, there is no reason to think that the love for human beings, which arises from the effect of the moral law on the mind, is the only kind of pathological love there is. Kant tells us that love in general is a pleasure taken in another (or in another’s perfections), leading to a desire to benefit the other for her own sake (MS 6:401-402; Ak 27:417-418). In the case of the love which lies at the ground of morality, this is presumably a pleasure taken in the rational representation of the dignity of the rational nature of the other, which prompts us to treat the other as an end in itself. But since there are many other perfections in people besides their rational nature which may prompt us to love them, there are clearly many sorts of love which are grounded on empirical inclinations and have nothing to do with moral conduct or motivation.  

Moreover, there is presumably no obvious way to tell, in a given case, which sort of love we are feeling just by feeling it. This is clearly one reason why Kant says that actions done from duty are difficult to distinguish from those done from an immediate (empirical) inclination.  It is, in consequence of this, also why he had to devise an atypical case – in which sympathy (or other forms of love as empirical inclination) plays a minimal part in motivation -- when he wanted us to experience clearly the difference between our intuitive evaluation of beneficent action done from duty and our evaluation of such actions when they are motivated by contingent inclinations deriving from a sympathetic temperament.  

Readers of the Groundwork miss the point when they conclude from Kant’s discussion of these cases that he accords no moral value to beneficence done from love.  The point is instead that he wants to distinguish motivations arising from our temperament (from what is placed in us contingently by nature) from properly moral motivations arising in us  necessarily from moral reason and our awareness of duty.  Owing to the difficulty of distinguishing the pathological love presupposed by morality from pathological love arising from inclination, it would not have been to Kant’s purpose in the Groundwork to mention that, at least in the case of beneficent actions, acting from duty as he understands it not only does not exclude a feeling of love for those we benefit, but in fact actually presupposes such a feeling as a condition of our receptiveness to the motive of duty. All the same, by mentioning this Kant could surely have prevented much of the pernicious misunderstanding to which his doctrines have been subject. 


According to the Metaphysics of Morals, in fact, it is not clear that there could be a beneficent action done from duty that was not also done from a feeling of love for human beings. For Kant says that our very receptivity to concepts of duty depends on our having certain feelings which follow from our consciousness of the moral law (MS 6:399). One of these feelings – the one apparently most pertinent to beneficent actions – is love of human beings. If Kant’s famous example in the Groundwork is to be consistent with this at all, then it cannot be read as saying that the sorrowful man feels no love for those he helps. Instead, his “tearing himself out of dead insensibility” would have to consist in his making himself actively susceptible to the feelings of love for those he helps which lie at the ground of his moral predisposition.
 His generous acts, though performed from pathological love, are performed “without inclination” only in the sense that the pathological love from which they are performed is not an empirical inclination, but a feeling (like respect, or conscience, or moral feeling) which is a direct effect of the moral law on the mind.
  The man acts virtuously in acting from duty in helping others only if he is strongly committed to their happiness as an end, and this commitment is strong enough to overcome the various obstacles to helping them he might find in himself (his own self-love, for example, or moral lethargy, or simply the deadly insensibility into which his sorrows have plunged him). The man’s good will, in the sense of his virtue, is expressed through the strength of his love for those he helps.
In this way, I think, it is possible to interpret the Groundwork’s description of this example in such a way that it is consistent with the later doctrine of the Metaphysics of Morals.  But this is an interpretation very different from the one most readers  spontaneously give to the Groundwork; and I think we must admit it is also one they could not be blamed for not reaching based on that text alone.  

What this shows, however, is once again that if the Groundwork and the second Critique are to be properly understood, then it needs to be read in light of the Metaphysics of Morals. Our conclusion about the common image of  Kant’s moral psychology, therefore, must be the same as that about the other aspects of Kant’s practical philosophy we have been examining. It is a mistake to think that rights and juridical duties for Kant rest on the moral imperative, or that  Kant’s chief moral principle is the formula of universal law and the associated belief that ordinary moral reasoning for Kant consists in the testing of maxims for universalizability, or that Kantian ethics has no place for ends or virtues. The Metaphysics of Morals represents the final form of Kant’s practical philosophy not only in the sense that it was literally his last work on the subject, but also in the far deeper sense that it was the system of duties for which all his earlier ethical writings were always intended as  mere groundings, propaedeutics or preparatory fragments.
Notes

1. Kant’s writings will be cited according to the system of abbreviations used in this volume. Writings not covered by those abbreviations will cite volume:page number in the Berlin Akademie edition, abbreviated as ‘Ak’. Kant had clearly been thinking already about such a work for several years before 1768. By 1765 Kant had a written a short manuscript entitled Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der praktischen Weltweisheit (‘Metaphysical First Principles of Practical Philosophy’) (Ak 20:54-57). In a letter of 16 February, 1767 Hamann reported to Herder that “Mr. Kant is working on a metaphysics of morals (Metaphysik der Moral), which in contrast to the ones up to now will investigate more what the human being is than what he ought to be” (Karl Vorländer, “Einleitung”, Kant, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten  (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1906), p. vi. From this account, however, it would seem either that Hamann badly garbled Kant’s intentions at that time or else that these intentions were very much at odds with what he later understood by a ‘metaphysics of morals’.

2. See Lewis White Beck, A Commentary on Kant’s ‘Critique of Practical Reason’ (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), pp. 7-9.
   3.  In the Mrongovius transcription of his lectures on moral philosophy, which is probably contemporaneous with the Groundwork, he remarks that the second part of moral philosophy may be called 

“Philosophia moralis applicata, moral anthropology… Moral anthropology is morals that are applied to men. Moralia pura is built on necessary laws, and hence it cannot base itself on the particular constitution of a rational being, of the human being. The particular constitution of the human being, as well as the laws which are based on it, appear in moral anthropology under the name of ‘ethics’” (Ak 29: 599). 
4. See Ludwig Siep, “Wozu Metaphysik der Sitten?” in O. Höffe (ed.) Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten: ein kooperativer Kommentar (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1989), pp. 31-44. 

5. It is doubtful that Kant holds consistently even to this restriction, since in the Metaphysics of Morals he deals with juridical duties arising out of family relationships, and ethical duties pertaining to friendship, as well as the relationship between benefactors and beneficiaries

6. The best treatment of this topic is found in Marcia  W. Baron, Kantian Ethics (Almost) Without Apology (Ithaca: Cornell, 1995), pp. 21-110. 

7. This last clause is important, because Kant is by no means a legal positivist. He shares with the natural law tradition the idea that laws are not juridically valid unless they are consistent with what is right in itself, and his theory of right includes a derivation of these conditions of rightness from other principles, such as the innate right to freedom (MS 6:237), juridical postulate of property (MS 6:250) and the idea of an original contract (MS 6:340; Cf. MS 8:297-298, 304-305). 

8. Kant’s objection to considering your own happiness as a duty is that it makes no sense to constrain yourself to promote an end when you have it spontaneously without constraint. Against considering the perfection of others our end, Kant argues that we must not paternalistically impose our concepts of  virtue or perfection on them, but rather assist them in achieving their own ends whenever these are not immoral. Consistently with this, Kant allows that we may (“indirectly”) have a duties to promote our own happiness when we must constrain ourselves to do so in the course of promoting perfection, and to promote the perfection of others, whenever this so harmonizes with their ends that it can be brought under the heading of promoting their happiness (MS 6:386-388).  Kant’s categorization of duties of virtue should not be seen as excluding our own happiness or the virtue of others from the ends of morality, but rather as specifying the right headings under which these goods have to be brought if their pursuit is to be morally meritorious.
9. Kant never explicitly describes Menschenliebe as a species of ‘pathological’ love, and Daniel Guevara has suggested to me that ‘pathological love’ in Kant’s vocabulary must refer to a feeling which is of empirical origin (for textual support of this suggestion, see KrV A802/B830). In that case, however, the dichotomy between ‘pathological’ and ‘practical’ love, which Kant seems to treat as exhaustive, cannot be so, because then Menschenliebe would fall into neither category. From the Groundwork onward, Kant clearly recognizes the feeling of respect as one which is not of empirical origin but is “self-wrought by a rational concept” (G 4:401n). But it is not until the Metaphysics of Morals that he explicitly holds that there can be other feelings of non-empirical origin, and in particular that there are feelings of love which originate in pure reason rather than in sensibility or in reason as sensibly affected.  My point in describing Menschenliebe as ‘pathological’ is merely that it is love as a feeling, not love as a practical disposition in response to the command of duty.  
10. Tearing himself out of insensibility is, of course, the exact opposite of remaining in this unfeeling state. So no reader of the Groundwork may be excused from error who thought that the man in Kant’s example helps others while continuing to feel nothing for them. Such errors might, however, be explained (not excused) by the widespread influence of the empiricist prejudice that all volition must arise from the passive experience of desire, and hence that neither desire itself nor practical feelings could never arise from an active volition. It is fundamental to Kant’s moral psychology, however, that action done from duty always involves desires and feelings of the latter kind)(see MS 6:212-213). See next note.

11. This points to a common misunderstanding of Kant, based on a failure to observe the precise meaning of his terminology. When philosophers read about ‘inclination’ in Kant, they frequently translate this into the more common philosophical talk about desire. But for Kant ‘inclination’ (Neigung) is significantly narrower in its meaning than ‘desire’ (Begehren, Begierde).  Kant defines ‘inclination’ as “habitual sensible desire” (MS 6:212, A 7: 251, 265). It is crucial for Kant, who holds that pure reason can of itself be practical, that not all desire is empirical or sensible in origin. So when Kant says that the man acts without inclination, this does not entail that he acts without desire (which Kant, along with the rest of us, would regard as certainly unappealing and perhaps even impossible). 
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