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Chapter Two 

The Paradigm of Moral Action in Kant‟s Ethics 

2.1: Introduction 

The main objective of this Chapter is to explain and examine the paradigm of moral action with 

special reference to Kant. In the previous sequel, we have outlined the concept of moral action; 

the nature of moral action; the objective of moral action. We have outlined the distinction 

between moral and non-moral action; moral and immoral action from a general perspective. Kant 

offers us an absolute paradigm of moral action which is uncommon in other spheres of morality. 

Kant‘s morality is rule-governed. It is deontological. It is absolute and universal. Therefore, we 

have to outline in what sense Kantian ethics satisfies all these features cited above. While 

outlining the significance and importance of Kantian‘s ethics and morality it is said, ―In moral 

philosophy, it ranks with the Republic of Plato and the Ethics of Aristotle; and perhaps partly no 

doubt through the spread of Christian ideals and through the long experience of the human race 

during the last two thousand years- it shows in some respects a deeper incite even than these.‖
16

 

It introduces the supreme principle of morality in his ethics. For Kant, the supreme principle of 

morality is the hallmark of ethics. Kant delivers us a defense of reasonableness in action. 

According to Paton, Kant reminds us that the applications of morality might vary with varying 

circumstances. A good human being is one who acts on the supposition that there is an 

unconditioned and objective moral standard for all human beings in virtue of their rationality as 

human beings. Paton says, ―His claim to establish this is worth the serious consideration of all 

who are not content to regard themselves as victims of instinctive movements over which they 

                                                             
16 Kant, Immanuel, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, translated and analyzed by H.J.Paton, Harper and 

Row, Publishers, New Years, Hagerstom, San Francisco, London, 1958,  P. 8. 
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have no intelligent control.‖
17

 It seems to us that Kant was doing not mere ethics, but he was 

formulating his morality in favor of pure ethics. In this regard, Kant distinguishes between a 

priori and empirical ethics and if this distinction is taken into account, then the demand for the 

need for pure ethics is justified. Kant insisted on the need for pure ethics. In Kantian ethics, if 

action is to be morally good, it must be done for the sake of duty. This moral demand cannot be 

fulfilled by empirical ethics. Only a priori ethics can show us what the nature of duty is. Kant 

was very careful about philosophers‘ temptation for mixing duty with self- interest.  This 

temptation, according to Kant, leads to confusion. Kant always denies the legitimacy of popular 

philosophy which mixes up the a priori and the empirical. Paton says, ―Such a procedure merits 

condemnation a being intellectually confused; but Kant maintains that it is also morally 

deleterious.‖
18

 For Kant, a morally good must be willed for the sake of duty. As a morally good 

action is based on duty, it is necessary to grasp the nature of duty in its purity. If we fail to grasp 

the nature of duty in the real sense of the term, then we may be tempted to act simply for the sake 

of convenience or pleasure. In Kantian ethics, there is no moral significance of convenience. The 

problem is that action at times might be grounded or accorded with our duty or at times contrary 

to our duty. In a Kantian sense,  action will never be a morally good action if it will proceed from 

a non-moral motive. However, the problems with ordinary good man are that he may be 

unaccustomed to philosophical abstraction. For Kant, men in morals can be set on the right path. 

We can know what our duty is. Thus, we can say with Kant on the view that every human being 

ought to have a pure philosophy of duty. It is nothing other than formulating the moral principle 

at work in our ordinary moral judgment. Pure ethics is needed because the ordinary human being 

might be tempted to let the pure principle of duty be covered or obscured by the attraction of 

                                                             
17  Ibid., P. 8. 
18  Paton, H.J., The Categorical Imperative, A Study in Kant‟s Moral Philosophy, Hutchinston‘s University Library 

47 Princes Gate, London, 1965,P.24. 
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pleasure: he might become sophistical about the strict law of duty, and might seek to cast doubt 

upon its strictness and purity. However, for Kant, this might be corrected only by pure ethics.  It 

thus seems that Kant was voicing in favor of the need for pure ethics. 

Thus the demand for the need for pure ethics would be the first stepping stone to move towards 

moral action. Many would say that duty is nothing but a mere phantom of the mind. Kant denies 

it. In this regard, Kant gives three reasons. First, we as rational beings can have no certain 

examples of moral actions. The reason for that the motives of human actions are always obscure. 

Secondly, the moral law must be valid for all rational agents as such. Thirdly, an example must 

all be judged in the light of a pure principle. Moreover, Kant asserts that morality is not mere 

imitation 

Thus we are in a position to outline the aim of Groundwork. Its main objective is not to give us a 

complete exposition of the a priori or pure part of ethics, i.e., a complete metaphysics of moral; 

rather it aims is to lay the foundation for such metaphysics of moral.  In other words, it aims is to 

establish the supreme principle of morality. Thus the point is that how does Kant establish the 

supreme principle of morality which is needed for moral action (in our sense a short of desireless 

action)? Let me answer it.  

2.2: Call for the Supreme Principle of Morality 

 For Kant, the supreme principle of morality is a prerequisite for moral action. The supreme 

principle of morality can be comprehended by fulfilling the principles of duty.  Since for Kant, 

goodwill alone is good. Kant says, ―A good will is manifested in acting for the sake of duty.‖
19

  

Kant further ponders, ―It is impossible to conceive anything at all in the world, or even out of it, 

                                                             
19 Kant, Immanuel, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, op. cit., P. 18. 
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which can be taken as good without qualification except a good will.‖
20

 Even though Kant 

admits that good will alone is good but he categories different types of good which are good but 

which are not at par with good will. For example, intelligence, judgment, wit, talents of the mind, 

courage, resolution, qualities of temperament, etc. all are good without a doubt. However, at the 

same time, they may also be highly bad when the will is not good. The same is equally true in the 

case of the gift of fortune. Thus it seems to me that Kant conceives two different types of good, 

such as conditional good and unconditional good. There are innumerable goods in the world that 

are conditional. Kant, however, does not regard conditional good as the highest good or absolute 

good. According to Kant, goodwill alone is unconditional good. No other good is unconditional 

good for Kant. Kant‘s understanding of good will is unconditional good will. Such a good will 

seems to constitute ‗the indispensable condition of our very worthiness to be happy.‘
21

 

Kant conceives good will in a strict sense. For Kant, a good will alone must be good irrespective 

of context, irrespective of human desire. According to Kant, a good will must be good in 

whatever context it might be found, i.e., goodwill is not bad in one context and good in another 

context. It is not as good as a means to anyone. It is also not as bad as a means to anyone. Its 

goodness is unconditioned by its relation to an end or a context or a desire. In this sense, good 

will is an absolute and unconditioned good. Thus it seems to me that Kant‘s concept of good will 

stands for the symbol of moral stringiness. It might be considered as the ground of moral 

abstraction. Kant conceives it as the byproduct of practical reason hovering in the intelligible 

world. It is purely unconditional. It is absolute as well. It is not limited to goodness in this or that 

relation. It is good without qualification or restriction or limitation. By the term, ‗a good will‘ 

Kant means, ‗a moral will‘.However, by ‗a moral will‘ Kant does not mean conventional 

                                                             
20 Ibid.,p. 61. 
21  Ibid.,P.,61. 
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morality that we observe in consequentialism or utilitarianism. It might be the case that 

something may be conventionally good in the moral sense but genuinely bad in the strict sense of 

morality. To my mind, Kant denies any moral mishaps while developing his deontological theory 

of morality. Kant‘s main objective is to ensure moral universalizability while developing his 

theory of deontological ethics. He takes an absolute stance for doing so. His main intention is to 

ensure a moral action performed by a moral agent. Thus he sets up the standard of morality on 

the background of the moral principle of duty having the force of fulfilling moral 

universalizability. This actually helps Kant to find out a way to set up an absolute standard of 

morality defers from the conventional sense of morality. When we engage with Kantian morality 

we must be careful about the implication of the conventional sense of morality. This will help us 

to find out the standard or paradigm of how to develop an absolute sense of morality for having a 

sense of absolute good. This is where the concept of absolute and unconditional good hinges on. 

Let me explain a bit of what does Kant means by good without qualification. For Kant,  good 

will is good without qualification.  Good will must have its full worth in itself what he terms as 

good in itself. What is good in itself is something intrinsic in nature that cannot be diminished; 

increased or decreased. It cannot be measured concerning consequences. In this regard, Paton 

says, ―A good will, if it is good without limitation, must have its full worth in itself and that this 

worth cannot be diminished or increased and cannot be outweighed or dimmed, either by any 

consequences or by  varying contents in which it may be found.‖
22

 Thus to ensure moral action 

or action done by without inclination, Kant formulated an absolute standard of morality that 

appears and functions as a moral abstraction. Kant‘s standard of morality is no way associated 

with individual pleasure, inclination, desire, self-interest which are directly associated with 

                                                             
22 Paton, H.J., The Categorical Imperative, A Study in Kant‟s Moral Philosophy, op. cit., P. 37.   
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conventional moral good. In another sense, we can say that Kant makes the distinction between 

prima facie good and absolute good. 

2.3: Deferent Kinds of Goods in Kantian Ethics 

Kant while developing morality illuminated deferent types of goods, such as unconditional good, 

supreme good; complete good, the highest good, unqualified good, prima facie good. Among 

these various kinds of goods, prima facie good is the lowest kind of good because such kind of 

good may not be the outcome of good will. By the term good will, Kant means the highest good. 

Good will also differs from the supreme good in the sense that unlike goodwill, the supreme 

good is the outcome of virtue. What then is virtue? In this regard, Kant says that virtue is the 

efficient cause of happiness. Thus in the sense supreme good leads to accomplishing complete 

good. Goodwill also differs from complete good. A good is called complete good in the Kantian 

sense when there is a harmony between virtue and happiness. Thus in a sense complete good is a 

synthesis of virtue and happiness. Of course, it would not be empirical happiness rather it would 

be happiness arising out of the will of  God. Kant in his Critique of Practical Reason describes 

happiness as ―The condition of a rational being in the world with whom everything goes 

according to his wish and will.‖
23

 

In short, we deny prima facie good as immoral to establish moral action.  Moral will is good will 

which is unconditional, absolute, unqualified. After outlining the concept of good will as 

unconditional goodwill, when Kant says good will alone is good, he thereby engages to extract 

the results of good will. According to Kant, good will is not good because of what it affects. 

Good will is good through its willing alone, i.e., good in itself. It is beyond any sort of 

                                                             
23  Kant, Immanuel, The Critique of Practical Reason, Translated By Thomas Kingsmill    Abbott,  An Electronic 

Classics Classics Series publication, 2010, P.128. 
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comparison. It must never bring about simply to favor some inclination. Good will is fully 

lacking in power to carry out its intention. Thus, in the Kantian sense to have a very sense of 

goodwill, we need rigorous moral abstraction based on duty and moral principles. Such 

abstraction does not hamper the very essence of good will, rather through such abstraction good 

will still ―Shines like a jewel.‖
24

 It shines like a jewel for its own sake. As a result of that, it has 

full value in itself. For Kant, its fruitfulness or usefulness can neither subtract from this value nor 

add to it. It is valuable in itself. Kant also asserts the function of reason while illuminating the 

concept of good will. Kant asserts that good will alone is an unconditional good. What is 

unconditional is unqualified. For Kant, this is the presupposition of all our ordering judgment. 

Every action is guided by reason. What is guided by reason is good? Good may be conditional or 

unconditional. In the case of conditional good a will is good as a means to happiness, whereas, in 

the case of unconditional good, good will is good in itself. Thus Kant distinguishes between 

means and ends. He then conceives good will about ‗good as an end in itself‘. There are other 

goods which are good as ‗a means to an end‘. Here good will is guided by reason. Kant then says 

that an action has moral worth if it has not been done out of inclination. Motives play an 

important role to decide whether an action is guided either by inclination or by practical reason. 

In this regard, Kant is deeply concerned with the function of reason in action. In human beings 

reason is the organ which controls the action. For Kant, reason, like other organs, must be well 

adapted to its purpose. As a result of that, it produces a will which is good in itself. 

So far what has been developed after Kant is that good will is deeply associated with duty. In this 

regard, Paton tells us, ―Under human conditions, where we have to struggle against unruly 

                                                             
24 Kant, Immanuel, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of  Morals, op. cit., P.62 
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impulses and desires, a good will is manifested in acting for the sake of duty.‖
25

 However, it does 

not mean that there is a necessary connection between goodwill and duty. In other words, it does 

not mean that a good will is necessarily one which acts from duty or for the sake of duty.   This 

clearly suggests that to understand human goodness, we must examine the concept of duty.  

Human goodness is struggling against the obstacles arising out of impulses. However, there is no 

point in saying that goodness as such consists of overcoming obstacles.  For Kant, a perfectly 

good will would have no obstacles to overcome. There the concept of duty must not apply to 

such a perfect will. A perfect will would never act for the sake of duty. The reason is that there is 

the thought of inclinations to be overcome in the very Idea of duty. A perfect will may manifest 

itself in good action without having to restrain natural attachment. As a result of that, it may not 

act from the concept of duty.  According to Kant, a perfect will is called ‗holy will‘. Kant then 

says that the will of God is holy. As the will of God is holy, it must be absurd to speak of Him as 

doing His duty. However, the finite creature, like a human being, there is a certain subjective 

limitation.  Kant claims that human being‘s will is not wholly good because it, in some sense of 

other, is influenced by inclinations and sensuous desires. They (desires and inclinations) may be 

obstacles and hindrances to the good will present in human beings. Hence, for these obstacles the 

good action in which his good will would necessarily be shown to him as a duty as it ought to be 

done in spite of these obstacles. However, it does not mean that a good will is good because it 

overcomes obstacles rather a good will must be good in itself. It is good in itself apart from the 

obstacles it overcomes.  Kant then claims that a good will under human conditions is one ‗which 

                                                             
25 Ibid., P. 18. 
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acts for the sake of duty.‟
26

 Here, our concern is not with the holy will, but with a good will 

under human condition. Therefore, a good will under human condition acts for the sake of duty. 

Thus if we understand human goodness, we ipso-facto must examine the concept of duty. Kant 

does not rule out possible and feasible obstruction towards understanding or conceptualizing 

human goodness. However, Kant says that even though we are struggling against the obstacle, 

but it must not be brought that goodness as such consists of overcoming the obstacle. According 

to Kant, a perfectly good will would have no obstacle to overcome. Even the concept of duty 

which involves overcoming the obstacle would not apply to such a perfect will. Kant also gives 

importance to the motive of duty. 

2.4: Motive of Duty in Kantian Ethics 

According to Kant, the motive of duty plays an important role in conceptualizing moral action. 

For Kant, human action is morally good if it is done from duty or done for the sake of duty. An 

action is not moral if it is done from inclination or self-interest. According to Kant, the motive of 

duty is itself is enough to determine our actions as moral. To make clear it, Kant makes a 

distinction between actions that are done ‗in conformity with duty and which are done ‗from 

duty‘ or ‗from the sake of duty alone.‘ Kant further contends that an action accords or conforms 

to duty if it consents with what duty requires irrespective of our motives for doing it. According 

to Kant, only those actions which are done from duty have true moral worth. Kant then claims 

that action, even if it conforms with duty, is not completely considered as morally good if it is 

done solely out of immediate inclination or self-interest. For Kant, mere motive does not bear 

any sense. We have to attribute moral goodness to the right action done solely from duty or for 

                                                             
26 Paton, H.J., The Categorical Imperative, A Study in Kant‟s Moral Philosophy, op. cit., P.47. 
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the sake of duty. If we violate this and do our moral action solely from some immediate 

inclination, then such a motive does not fulfill the purpose of duty. Thus we need to isolate our 

motive. An action is done out of duty and not out of self-interest or inclination is the action that 

would be treated action done for the sake of duty. Kant also rules out if an action is done solely 

out of natural sympathy, it has no moral worth. For Kant, a human being shows moral worth, not 

in performing good from inclination, but in performing it from duty or for the sake of duty. It is 

the motive of duty. It is not the motive of self-interest or inclination. The motive of duty gives 

moral worth to an action. 

Kant brings the concept of duty to develop his concept of good will. Kant says good will alone is 

good because it is guided by the moral principle of duty. To talk about duty, we have to talk 

about it concerning the motive of duty. When we do ethics and morality, the motive or intention 

of the moral agent plays all-important roles. Kant himself gives importance to individual 

freedom and responsibility while determining the paradigm of morality. According to Kant, a 

moral agent must enjoy the freedom of will. If a moral agent is not free, the action he has done 

cannot be evaluated from a moral perspective. At the same time, the moral agent must be 

responsible for what he is doing. By the term moral responsibility, we mean moral honesty. Kant 

elsewhere amalgamates ethics with morality. The same is reflected in Wittgenstein as well.  Like 

Kant, Wittgenstein also said that ethics is entwined with morality. Without such entwinement, 

moral and ethical commitment on the part of the moral agents cannot be developed. This is how 

we understand the moral commitment and moral responsibility expounded by Kant.  Following 

Kant, we can say that the motive of the duty of a moral agent cannot be developed along with the 

moral principles so long a moral agent would not enjoy moral responsibility and individual 

freedom.  Thus to fulfill the moral dictum duty for the sake of duty, the moral agent must enjoy 
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the freedom of the will and moral responsibility. Immanuel Kant discusses action for the sake of 

duty by the discussion of four examples. To clear the nature of an action for the sake of duty, we 

shall discuss only one out of four examples. This example is about a shopkeeper.  It is the first 

example of four examples. It is that of a shopkeeper who is always careful not to overcharge his 

inexperienced customer. He is serving honestly. For Kant, it is not enough to justify that the 

shopkeeper is acting in this way for the sake of duty.  It is his duty so to do.  He may refrain from 

overcharging of his inexperienced customer simply from self- interest, in order to avoid a bad 

reputation. His behavior is not surely from duty, but it is surely in conformity with duty.  Thus 

the shopkeeper‘s action is done neither from immediate inclination nor from duty. It is done only 

from the purpose of self- interest. As a result of that, his action cannot be treated as moral action. 

For Kant, an action is done from duty is a moral action. 

While talking of the motive of duty, Kant makes the distinction between conformity with duty 

and motive of duty. He then says the stance of the motive of duty. Duty for the sake of duty is 

needed for making an action as moral action. If a moral action is done from duty, then its maxim 

has moral content. While illuminating the motive of duty Kant says, human action is not morally 

good if it is done from immediate inclination or if it is done from self- interest. Here Kant says 

that action, even if it conforms with duty, may not be regarded as morally good if it is done only 

out of self-interest. For Kant, an action that is done solely out of natural sympathy might be right 

and praiseworthy in our society. However, according to Kant, it has no distinctively moral worth. 

For Kant, if it is done solely out of duty then it has distinctively moral worth. For example, a 

man who helps someone solely out of natural sympathy or inclination might be right and 

praiseworthy. However, according to Kant, it has no distinctively moral worth. If he helps 

someone out of duty, then his action has distinctively moral worth. Thus, according to him, a 



24 
 

human being shows moral worth if he does good from duty, not from inclination or natural 

sympathy. Kant‘s main objective is to make an action as moral action in the absolute sense of 

morality. However, some kinds of action done solely out of duty do have distinctively moral 

worth. The goodness shown in helping others is all the more conspicuous if a man does this for 

the sake of duty. Thus the motive of moral agents plays a central role. Kant vehemently claims 

that a man shows moral worth if he does good from duty.  It is the motive of duty, which gives 

moral worth to actions.  It is not the motive of inclination.  It seems from the above that while 

outlining the paradigm of morality, Kant was very much conscious about the subtle distinction 

between the motives of duty done out of inclination and the motive of duty done for the sake of 

duty. Kant then emphasizes the motive of duty as the paradigm of moral action which eventually 

helps us towards moral actions.  In this regard, Paton says, ―Kant‘s assumption on this subject is 

that if an action is to be morally good, the motive of duty, while it may be present at the same 

time as other motives, must by itself be sufficient to determine the action.‖
27

 Thus, according to 

Kant, actions have moral worth only when they are done from duties. 

Based on the above background, Kant then moves into the formal principle of duty. While 

outlining the very nature of the formal principle of duty, Kant brings the second proposition of 

duty.  Kant says, ―An action done from duty has its moral worth, not in the purpose to be attained 

by it, but in the maxim in accordance with which it is decided upon; it depends, therefore, nor on 

the realization of the object of the action, but solely on the principle of volition in accordance 

with which, irrespective of all objects of the faculty of desire, the action has been performed.‖
28

 

The formal principle of duty cannot be comprehended without a prior concept of the motive of 

duty. Thus the motive of duty is the foundation to lead into the formal principle of duty. When 

                                                             
27  Kant, Immanuel, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of  Morals, op. cit., P.19. 
28 Ibid., Pp. 67-68. 
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we talk of the formal principle of duty, after Kant, we understand the term formal principle from 

a theoretical perspective.  It is not a formal principle that would be treated at par with the formal 

principle that we apply in logic. However, the logical principle is formally universalizable in 

nature. The Kantian formal principle also fulfills moral universalizability from a theoretical or 

from a conceptual perspective. What we intend to say here is that the formal principle of duty, in 

some sense or other, restates the motive of duty in a technical sense. It has already been narrated 

after Kant that a good will cannot derive its unconditional goodness from the conditional 

goodness of the outcome at which it aims. This is equally true in case of morally good action 

where a good will is acting for the sake of duty. Kant elsewhere interprets moral principles as 

‗moral maxims‘. According to Kant, a maxim is a principle-based on which we act. It is purely a 

personal principle. It is not a copy-book maxim. It is not a maxim arising from external sources. 

A copybook maxim may be good or maybe bad, whereas a moral maxim is morally sound all 

without exception. Kant calls moral maxim a ‗subjective‘ principle. A subjective principle is a 

principle on which a rational agent acts. It is a principle manifested in action which is performed.  

Kant then outlines the objective principle of morality. In this regard, Kant says ―An objective 

principle (that is, one which would also serve subjectively as a practical principle for all rational 

beings if reason had full control over the faculty of desire) is a practical law.
29

 Further, he claims 

―Only when we act on objective principles do they become also subjective, but they continue to 

be objective whether we act on them or not.”
30

 

When we are talking about the formal principle of duty, we have to keep in mind the concept of 

maxim because it would help us to determine what we are doing. Thus, maxims are always 

general principles under which we as human beings do particular actions. If we conclude to 

                                                             
29 Ibid., P.  69. 
30  Ibid., P.  20. 
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commit suicide in order to avoid unhappiness, we might be set to act on the principle of the 

maxim as we would kill ourselves whenever lives offer more pains than pleasures.
31

 Kant uses 

moral principles as both the subjective principle and the objective principle of the maxims. There 

are maxims or principles actually at work in our actions, principles which are the real ground of 

our actions, and such principles are called subjective principles. According to Kant, subjective 

principles are valid only for the individual subject or agent as the principles on which he chooses 

to perform. Against the subjective principle, we must set objective principles, which are 

principles on which ―Any rational agent would act if reason had full control over his passions.”
32

 

Thus, it can be said after Kant that objective principles or maxims are thus valid for the rational 

agent. That is why they may be called principles of reason.  According to Kant, a subjective 

principle must be acted upon. A principle would be treated as a subjective principle if it is a 

principle on which we perform. We do not always act on objective principles. Objective 

principles are always objective where we perform on them or not. For Kant, we may perform or 

act on an objective principle, and when we act on this, this becomes a subjective principle as 

well as an objective principle. Thus, it seems to us that we can apply a moral maxim as 

subjectively objective or even as objectively subjective. Kant elsewhere takes subjective 

principle as a maxim. However, one thing should be kept in mind that a maxim what Kant 

termed as a subjective principle equally differs from an objective principle in being, qua maxim. 

It is valid only for the individual agent, but may not for all rational agents. Further, it also differs 

from a motive in being more general than a motive. That is why it is called a principle. The term 

motive is deceptive. It is a mental phenomenon and an animal might be said to have a motive. An 

animal‘s motive is associated with a particular impulse or hunger or a particular smell of food. 

                                                             
31  Ibid., P.  20. 
32  Paton, H.J., The Categorical Imperative, A Study in Kant‟s Moral Philosophy, op. cit., P.60. 
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However, it could not be said to generalize an animal‘s motive into a maxim.  Animals do have a 

motive but they do not have maxims or moral principles. Only a rational agent must have a 

maxim. For example, if someone concludes to kill himself because his life offers more pain than 

pleasure then his maxim would be as ―If life offers more pain than pleasure, I will commit 

suicide.‖
33

  Here his motive for committing suicide is attached with a maxim in the form of 

generalization. Kant‘s moral maxim or moral principle, I do reckon, is based on moral 

universalizability. This is the genesis of Kant‘s ethics and morality based on which one can 

systematically culture oneself to involve in moral action. Here one‘s motive for committing 

suicide is not disassociated with the general principle of the maxim that one applies in any 

situation whatsoever. Here one‘s maxim generalizes one‘s actions including his motive. A 

maxim is not be confused with what we call ‗a copybook maxim‘.  It is something purely 

personal to me. This is where the relevance of subjective principle actually hinges on. However, 

this subjective principle can be generalized and be equally extended into an objective principle or 

objective maxim that would be equally applicable to all. This is how Kant has been laid down the 

formal principle or objective principle of the maxim. Thus, the subjective principle may be said 

that one‘s maxim, which is subjective, would be treated as the principle which is, in fact, the 

determining ground of one‘s action. However, there is no guarantee that one‘s maxim would be 

valid for anyone else.  It may be good or it may be evil. We cannot rule out this possibility. 

However, Kant reveals and opens up a path that would help one to transform one‘s subjective 

principle into an objective principle by way of abiding the rule and canons laid down by Kant.  

This so happens because one‘s subjective principles or maxims are consciously formulated by a 

rational agent. Here Kant tries to make a real difference between human conduct and animal 

behavior. A human being in more likely cases does not respond blindly to impulse. Animals do. 
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A human being knows what he is doing. He recognizes and also gets a sense of the quality of his 

actions. He cannot do this without the normal principle or maxim on the background of which he 

acts. 

Kant then delves in to find out the distinction between formal and material maxim. At times, 

Kant speaks of maxims that are grounded on sensuous inclinations that he terms later on as 

material maxims. In this regard, he also brings the concept of divine or holy will that is not 

guided by any maxim. Our will is guided by the moral principle of the maxim, but divine will or 

holy will is not guided by any maxim whatsoever. Divine will is self-guided. A divine will, Kant 

opines, has no maxim or objective principle. This does not, however, make sense to say that 

divine will or holy will thus do not match with maxim.  Even though divine or holy will is not 

guided by any objective principle or maxim, but such will is in accordance with or in consonance 

with the maxim, if we interpret ‗maxim‘ to mean principle manifested in action.  For Kant, 

maxims founded on sensuous inclination are called empirical or a posteriori maxims. They 

depend on our experience of results. On the contrary, maxims which are not based on sensuous 

inclinations are a priori maxims. What is designated as an a priori maxim, it does not depend on 

the experience of desire.   A posteriori maxim is called material maxim. Material maxim refers to 

the desired ends which the action attempts to realize. For Kant, such ends are the matter of the 

material maxim. On the other hand, a priori maxim is called a formal maxim. It is characterized 

only negatively, it does not refer to desire ends which the action attempts to realize. Kant then 

says that any action whatsoever must be determined either by material maxim or by formal 

maxim. There is no other alternative way to determine the same. 

After illuminating and enunciating the concept of the maxim, Kant then talks about the maxim of 

duty. We observe that a maxim or a principle is required to act as a moral agent. We have also 
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observed after Kant that there are two dimensions of maxims or principles. Now here we are 

engaging with ―the maxim of duty‖. To us, the term ―of duty‖ is important to understand. It 

means that as a rational moral agent we are obliged to act based on our maxim. Thus to act out of 

obligation is nothing but to act out of duty backed up by maxim of principle.   Maxim without 

―maxim of duty‖ does not bear any sense in Kantian morality. Thus, there is a systematic up-

gradation of human involvement in doing moral action. It begins with a motive. In a stage of 

motive where there is no difference between men and animals. In the next stage, the animal 

impulse may not be formed as maxim whereas human motive eventually may be associated with 

moral maxim. It is a stage where men differ from the animal. Human action then is further 

intended and associated with the duty which is unlikely other than non-human. Thus the maxim 

of duty, I do think, is an attachment of human motives completely influenced, controlled, and 

dominated by practical reason. This is how a man, who engages to act as a moral agent, is bound 

to do an act out of practical reason. This sort of maxim eventually leads him to act based on  

‗duty for duty sake‘. Thus for Kant, a man shows his good will in acting from duty. There is no 

question of doubt that at bottom label one does engage with material maxim and eventually be 

transformed into moral action about formal maxim.  This can be done if the maxim is identified 

as a maxim of duty. It should be noted here, after Kant, that an action done from duty does not 

derive its moral value from the fact that it produces a certain result. If this so happens then in 

such a case the action of a moral agent in the Kantian sense cannot be regarded as a moral action. 

An action would be moral, after Kant, if it is abided and guided by the formal maxim of duty 

where the moral agent fully convinces to engage with such action on the principle of ‗duty for 

duty sake‟. Thus, there is no motive of intention to produce results, impulses, self- interest, 

emotion, volition while doing an action as moral action in Kant‘s deontological ethics.   The 
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value of moral action must be deriving from a formal maxim that may be termed as the maxim of 

duty. Thus, a formal maxim independent of the desire ends which the action seeks to produce 

and the maxim of an action done from duty must be formal.  Thus Kant‘s formal principle of 

maxim has been taken here as negatively. It seems to me that Kant‘s doctrine can be put quite 

simply. It is made clear without complexity. If a man is doing an action on the moral principle 

‗duty for duty sake‘ then his action would be treated as moral action. In such a case, the formal 

maxim of duty, unlike the material maxim of inclination, would play an important role to 

determine his conduct. In this regard, Patton says, ―The maxim which gives moral worth to 

actions is the maxim or principle of doing one‘s duty, whatever one‘s duty may be.‖
34

  It is what 

Kant called a ‗formal maxim‘.  It is empty of any individual matter. It is not a maxim of attaining 

an individual result. For Kant, “To act for the sake of duty is to act on a formal maxim 

‗irrespective of all objects of the faculty of desire‘.”
35

 A good man may accept or reject the 

material maxim but a morally obligatory man must be abided by the formal maxim of duty and 

act accordingly to have moral actions. Only such „dutiful‟ action can be morally good. 

2.5: The Philosophical Impact of the Maxim of Duty 

The formal maxim of duty based on the moral realization „Duty for duty sake‘ has an immense 

philosophical implication. It goes against utilitarianism which is based on individual happiness 

or the greatest good of the greatest number.  Kant‘s formal principle of duty has a moral 

implication of universalisability where any exception is ruled out. The impact of the formal 

principle of duty is no way associated with individual happiness, not it is associated with the 

democratic principle ‗greatest good of the greatest number‘. It is known that Kant‘s formal 
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principle of duty is directed to deontological ethics where everything is determined based on 

universal laws and principles. Thus if we admit the Kantian formal principle of duty, then we 

cannot accommodate utilitarianism or consequentialism under the womb of ethics. Here I can 

refer Mahatma Gandhi who criticized the utilitarian approach or consequentialism based on the 

principle ‗greatest good of the greatest number‘. Gandhian ethics and morality is based on 

Sarvodaya where nobody is excluded but everybody is included while judging a moral action. 

Gandhi thus vehemently criticizes the consequential approach of morality. Side by side we can 

also refer anti- Gandhian approach. Professor Amartya Sen in his book Ethics and Economics 

asserts that there is no ethics and morality without economics and there is no economy without 

ethics and morality. Here Sen talks in favor of consequentialism and denies Kantian deontology. 

Thus from a philosophical perspective, we can say that both deontology of Kant and the 

consequentialism or utilitarianism are complementary with each other. They are not coherent. 

Therefore, they cannot be taken together. However, we don‘t find any philosophical threat of 

virtue ethics with Kantian deontology. We can say that Aristotelian virtue ethics perhaps would 

be treated as the foundation of Kantian deontology. We claim it in the sense that the moral 

principle ―duty for duty sake‖ does not bear any sense so long the moral agent would not be a 

virtuous moral agent beforehand. 

2.6: Reverence for the Law in Kantian Ethics 

We have seen that a good will is manifested in performing for the sake of duty. It is not 

manifested in an action that is done from immediate inclinations or self- interest. However, we 

still require some more positive hint of what is meant by acting from duty or for the sake of duty.  

In this regard, Kant says to us that acting for the sake of duty means acting out of reverence for 

law, i.e., the moral law. It seems to me that the formal principle of duty cannot be comprehended 
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without respect or reverence for the law. That is why Kant gives the third proposition of duty 

which is followed from the two preceding. The third proposition is ‗duty is the necessity to act 

out of reverence for the law‘
36

 Thus to act from duty is to act out of reverence for the law. Even 

though Kant says that the third proposition just cited is a consequence of the two preceding. 

What he intends to say here is that if the maxim of a morally good action is formal, it must be a 

maxim of acting reasonably, i.e., of acting on a law valid for all rational beings independently of 

their particular inclinations or desires. Such a law must appear to us as a law of duty. It is a law 

of duty which commands obedience. For Kant, such a law must excite a feeling analogous to fear 

because it is regarded as imposed upon us. It also must excite a feeling analogous to attraction or 

inclination, since it is imposed by our rational nature. This complex feeling is reverence. It is a 

unique feeling due to the thought that my will is subordinated to a universal law independently of 

any influence of sense. Thus following Kant, we can say that a moral action is one that is acted 

out of reverence for the law. This is how what gives in its unique and unconditional value.  

Further, it is noted after Kant that although reverence is a feeling, it is not a feeling adopted 

through outside influence.  It is self-produced by a rational concept. For Kant, what we recognize 

immediately as laws for us, we recognize with reverence or respect, which means simply 

consciousnesses of the subordination of our wills to laws without the mediation of external 

influences. According to Kant, ―Immediate determination of the will by the law and 

consciousness of this determination is called ‗reverence‘.‖
37

 In this sense, reverence is 

considered as the effect of the law on the subject.  Truly speaking, reverence is a kind of 

awareness of a value which annihilates one‘s self–love. There is something which is neither 

considered as an object of inclination nor an object of fear. For Kant, ―The object of reverence is 
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the law alone -that law which we impose on ourselves but yet as necessary in itself.”
38

 Regarded 

as a law, one as a rational being is subject to the law without any consultation of self- love.  

Regarded as self- imposed such a law is a consequence of one‘s will. Thus we conclude by 

saying that all moral interests consist solely in reverence for the law. 

The question then arises what does Kant mean by the term ‗law‘ as used in the sentence 

‗reverence for the law‘? In this regard, we can say after Kant that universality is the unavoidable 

characteristic of law.  In the strict sense of law, a law must hold for all cases and it must admit no 

exception. A law of nature, for example, must hold for all events in time without exception as 

every event must have a cause.  There must be no exception to it. Hereby the term law, Kant of 

course, does not mean a ‗law of nature‘, rather he means ‗the law of freedom‘. According to 

Paton, ―A law of freedom—that is, the law in accordance with which a rational agent would act 

if reason had full control over his inclinations.‖
39

 This law of freedom can‘t have an exception 

without ceasing to be law. Law is not subjective.  For Kant, moral law is also one that cannot 

have an exception. The moral law must be the same for all rational beings. Thus it seems to us 

that the Kantian concept of universality is the ‗form of law‘. Thus, law, in the Kantian sense, has 

the form of universality. If it is not universal, it cannot be regarded as a law. Both laws of 

freedom as well as laws of nature share in the common form of universality. If there is such a 

thing as morality, there must be an objective moral standard.  According to Kant, an objective 

moral standard is conceived as a universal standard. It is valid for all rational agents 

independently of their hopes for special ends. For Kant, morality must have the form of universal 

law and it is valid for rational agents as such. So far we are engaged to talk about one 

fundamental moral law of duty. 
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2.7: Categorical Imperative in Kantian Ethics 

We are yet to know what hidden force compels us to give reverence or respect for the law. We 

have so far explained the concept of law and also the concept for the reverence for the law.   We 

have seen that by the term law, we mean universal law. Universality is the hallmark of law. All 

these things are explained. However, what remains to explain is the force or command of the 

law, which may be terminated as the categorical imperative by Kant. Thus it is only for 

categorical imperative for which a moral agent is inferred to reverence and obey the law. It is a 

law that does not depend on his desire for individual results. It is a law that does not in itself 

prescribes any individual action. It is a law that we impose on ourselves. It is a law which alone 

must serve the will as its maxim or principle as ‗the conformity of actions to a universal law as 

such.‘
40

  It is a law that is an empty form of universal law. It is common to all genuine morality. 

We as rational beings have to consider the matters which have to be fitted into this empty form. 

The matters consist of our ordinary material maxims,  which are based on particular desires or 

inclinations. Here we as rational beings have to accept or reject these material maxims by the 

principle of universality. In this regard, Kant says, ―I ought never to act except in such a way that 

I can also will that my maxim should become a universal law.‖
41

  This is the formulation of what 

Immanuel Kant calls the categorical imperative though in a negative form. Here the ‗word‘ 

maxim must be taken as a material maxim. For Kant, material maxims should not be accepted as 

moral maxims. The reason for that reverence for law gives rise to the formal maxim or a priori 

maxim of acting in obedience to the law as such. This demands that we should bring our maxims 

under the form of universal law as such and our material maxims cannot assume the form of 
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universal law. To clear this formulation, Kant gives an example. Suppose a man in distress, who 

can liberate himself from his pledge only by making a promise which he has no motive of 

fulfilling. It means that he wants to get relief only by lying. Here if he is doing in this way to get 

relief from a distressful situation, then his maxim must be that ‗he is entitled to make a promise 

with no motive of fulfilling‘. In this situation, he can examine his maxim as moral or not, as by 

asking himself that ‗could my maxim assume the form of universal law?‘ Here when his maxim 

is universalized, it would state that ‗one should make a promise with no motive of keeping it 

when one finds oneself in a distress situation from which one can get relief in this way‘.  It 

entails that willing of lie must become a universal law. As a result of that, no promise would 

believe. However, we know that our maxims postulate belief in promise. According to Kant, 

such type of universalization must not be willed.  Thus, the above maxim cannot assume the 

form of universal law. That is why it is a material maxim. For Kant, we cannot adopt such a type 

of maxim as a moral maxim. Thus, this formulation of the supreme principle of morality is taken 

as the absolute condition of all individual moral laws as well as all ordinary moral judgments. 

Most specifically, it is the supreme principle of morality from which all moral laws must be 

derived. Many would say that if the supreme principle of morality is nothing but abstraction and 

hence empty, then the question of deducing particular moral law from the supreme principle of 

morality does not bear any sense. What we have to show here is that there is a moral law valid 

for all rational beings and all men in virtue of their rationality. It is a moral law that every 

rational being as such ought to follow. This cannot be established or experienced by any 

experience of actual human behavior.  Thus we can say that a morally good action can never be a 

substitute for moral principles.  Rather it is only if we already possess moral principles that we 

can judge an action to be an example of moral goodness. In a Kantian sense, morality is not a 
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matter of blind imitation rather it can help us to engage in doing the right action based on 

universal law. 

2.8: Nature of Imperative in Kantian Ethics 

According to Kant, in nature, everything works in accordance with laws. The uniformity of the 

law of nature is a case in point. Only a rational being can perform following his idea of laws 

because he reveals a will arising from within. Here reason (practical) plays an important role 

because it is required to derive actions from laws. Thus the moral will of a moral agent is nothing 

but practical reason. Thus in a sense, Kantian moral agents will act out of practical reason.  For 

Kant, ―If reason infallibly determines the will, then in a being of this kind the actions which are 

recognized to be objectively necessary are also subjectively necessary-that is to say, the will is 

then a power to choose only that which reasons independently of inclination recognizes to be 

practically necessary, that is, to be good.”
42

  However, if reason only by itself is not sufficient to 

determine the will, then in such a case the will may be exposed to the subjective condition which 

does not always harmonize with the objective ones. It means that the will is not in itself perfectly 

following practical reason. As a result of that action which is recognized to be objectively 

necessary is subjectively contingent. Therefore, determining such a will in accordance with an 

objective law is necessitation. Kant says ―The conception of an objective principle so far as this 

principle is necessitating for a will is called a command (or reason), and the formula of this 

command is called an Imperative.”
43

 Thus it seems after Kant that it is a command of reason. It 

is associated with an objective principle of morality. It is a command or imperative that is fully 

controlled by practical reason. As it is a moral command of reason or in short imperative, it is 
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always expressed in the form of ‗ought‘ (Sollen). It is the mark of the relation of an objective law 

of reason to a will. It is valid for all rational being and is distinguished from the pleasure which 

influences the will. 

We have seen that Kant talks in favor of a perfectly good will guided by objective laws or laws 

of the good. However, it could not be conceived as necessitated to act in conformity with the 

law. According to Kant, in the case of the holy will of a perfect being, the moral law would not 

appear as an imperative or a command. The reason for that the holy will would necessarily 

follow the moral law because of its essential rationality. In this regard, Kant says, ―Hence for the 

divine will, and in general for a holy will, there are no imperatives: ‗I ought‘ is here out of place, 

because ‗I will‘ is already of itself necessarily in harmony with the law.‖
44

 It should be noted that 

the moral law is appeared to us under the human condition as an imperative when we had not full 

control over the inclination.  Thus, we can say that the moral law is not always imperative.  For 

holy will, the moral law is a law of holiness. However, for the will of an impartial rational being 

the moral law is a law of duty.  Thus we can say that the term ‗ought‘ (Sollen) is relevant to 

human will, but is not relevant to the divine will. 

2.9: Classification of Imperative in Kantian Ethics 

So far we have outlined the nature of imperative after Kant. Kant then categorizes imperatives 

into two different types, such as hypothetical and categorical. A hypothetical imperative is 

conditional; whereas a categorical imperative is unconditional. We have explained the concept of 

‗duty for duty sake‘. This concept is deeply associated with the categorical imperative. 

Hypothetical imperative, according to Kant, declares a possible action to be practically requisite 
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or necessary ‗As a means to the attainment of something else that one wills (or that one may 

will).‟
45

 On the contrary, a categorical imperative is one that represented an action as ‗objectively 

necessary in itself apart from its relation to a further end.‟
46

  Kant here brings the concept ‗means 

to an end‘ and ‗end in itself‘. In the case of the hypothetical imperative, Kant uses the phrase 

‗means to an end‘ whereas in the case of categorical imperative he uses the phrase ‗ends in 

itself‘. All imperatives are formulae. They are formulae for determining an action that is 

necessary following the principle of a will in some good senses. In this regard, Kant remarks, ―If 

the action would be good solely as a means to something else, the imperatives are hypothetical; 

if the action is represented as good in itself and therefore as necessary, in virtue of its principle, 

for a will which of  itself  accords with reason then the imperative is categorical.‖
47

 Thus,   

imperative tells us which of our possible actions would be good. 

Thus, for Kant, a hypothetical imperative holds only that an action is good for some purpose. An 

action under the realm of hypothetical imperative would be possible or actual.  In the first case, it 

is a problematic practical principle; whereas in the second case it is an assertoric principle.  On 

the contrary, a categorical imperative ranks as an apodeictic practical principle. A categorical 

imperative thus declares an action to be objectively necessary for itself; whereas a hypothetical 

imperative declares an action not to be objectively necessary for itself. Thus Kant reveals two 

different kinds of hypothetical imperative, such as problematic imperative and pragmatic 

imperative. A problematic imperative is an imperative of skill; whereas a pragmatic imperative is 

based on rational self-love. This is where we find the distinction between ‗means‘ and ‗end‘. 

According to Kant, under the womb of categorical imperative action is done by the moral agent 
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not as a means to an end; but ‗as an end in itself‘. On the contrary, under the realm of 

hypothetical imperative, an action is performed by a moral agent merely based on means to an 

end. Such actions are conditional and vitiated by the subjective condition of morality. Unlike the 

hypothetical imperative, Kant in his deontological ethics talks in favor of categorical imperative 

for making his moral principle objective and universalizable in nature. Here the action is 

enjoined for its own sake and good in itself without reference to further any end. It is not 

conditioned by the hypothesis that some individual end is desired. It takes the general form 

―Every rational agent ought to will the action good in itself.‖
48

 That means we must not forget 

that an action that is good in itself is one which is done for the sake of universal law as such. 

That is why Kant attributes the categorical imperative as an ‗apodeictic imperative‟. He 

conceived it as the „imperative of morality‟. Contrary to that, in the case of hypothetical 

imperative, we cannot meet with apodeictic judgment; rather here we meet with a problematic 

judgment which is contradictory. It is supposed to be a form of hypothetical imperative based on 

skill. Kant occasionally attributes such imperative as ‗technical imperative‘. Thus various forms 

of hypothetical imperatives are anticipated which are either based on skill or self-love. Each of 

them is subjective as well as conditional based on merely as a means to an end. Unlike a 

categorical imperative, a hypothetical imperative is associated with self-love or skill. Kant says, 

―A hypothetical imperative which affirms the practical necessity of an action as a means to the 

furtherance of happiness is assertoric”
49

. Thus for Kant, an imperative related to the choice to 

one‘s happiness remains hypothetical. In contrast to that Kant also acknowledges the imperative 

that may be called the imperative of morality. An imperative of morality has been desired by 

Kant at par with the categorical imperative to have moral action. Being the imperative of 
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morality, categorical imperative, according to Kant, is unconditional because it is functioning 

under the stringent moral rules and principles. It is concerned with its form. It is also concerned 

with the principle from which it follows. In other words, it is concerned with free conduct as 

such, i.e., with morals.  It must be followed without inclination. Thus a categorical imperative is 

the imperative of morality. It is limited by no condition, and can quite precisely be called 

command. It is necessary, a priori and apodeictic, in nature. 

2.10: Categorical Imperative as Synthetic A Priori Proposition 

The question then arises if categorical imperative is the imperative of morality, and is required to 

perform moral action, then how are such imperatives possible? We have observed that 

imperatives are guided by moral rules and principles. Thus to examine the possibility of 

imperative, we have to examine the possibility of moral rules and principles. This question is not 

a psychological one. It is not concerned with how the consciousness of obligation gradually 

develops in the individual. It is not even concerned with how an imperative gives rise to emotion 

and so affect action. It is not even a question of metaphysical issues. It does not ask how to 

reason, particularly pure reason can be causing the events in the phenomenal world of 

experience.  All these questions raised here, according to Kant, are answerable while examining 

the possibility of the categorical imperative. Even though imperatives are propositions, they are 

practical. In this regard, Kant finds the distinction between synthetic and synthetic a priori 

propositions, and after that, he attributes the imperative of skill under the preview of the analytic 

proposition. Kant then says that synthetic propositions are presupposed whereas the imperative 

of prudence is an analytic proposition.  Kant eventually concludes that categorical imperative is a 

synthetic a priori proposition. It is not conditioned by an end already presupposed. It is 

unconditional and absolute. It states that „every rational agent ought to act only on that maxim 
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which he can at the same time will to  be a universal law.‘ It states an obligation. Thus while 

illuminating the possibility of the categorical imperative, Kant insists that we cannot establish 

categorical imperative by an appeal of a motive of personal interest or by an appeal to 

experience. Since experience cannot tell us what ought to be but only what is. Thus the 

possibility of categorical imperative can be substantiated only based on moral principle 

functioning under the realm of ‗what ought to be‘ but not ‗only what is‘.  A categorical 

imperative, according to Kant, is not an empirical but a priori, practical proposition. However, 

the problem of categorical imperative faces with the question arises from the question that if it is 

an a priori proposition, then does it lead us to assume that it is analytic? In this regard, Kant has 

said that although a categorical imperative is a priori proposition, it is not analytic. It is not 

analytic simply because the obligation cannot be obtained by analyzing the concept of a rational 

will. In other words, this obligation is not contained in the concept of a rational will. That is why, 

after Kant, a categorical imperative is a practical synthetic a priori proposition and to explain 

how synthetic a priori propositions are possible is always an undertaking the greatest difficulty. 

The difficulty hinges on how to relate or how to connect between a subject and a predicate when 

the concept of the predicate is not contained in the concept of the subject while calling is a 

categorical imperative. To call a synthetic a priori proposition as the categorical imperative, we 

have to connect between a subject and a predicate of the same. This is where the problem hinges 

on. To overcome this problem, Kant brings the ‗third term‘ the Idea of freedom besides a subject 

term and a predicate term. To clear the concept of moral action, we shall have to discuss the Idea 

of freedom in more detail later. 
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2.11. The Formula of Universal Law in Kantian Ethics 

So far we have outlined various types of imperatives and also explained, in brief, the possibility 

of the categorical imperative.  In this process, we came to know that there are various types of 

hypothetical imperatives and there is one and only one categorical imperative. We have also 

noticed, after Kant, that categorical imperative is necessary for his deontological ethics. Its main 

objective is to help a moral agent to perform moral action. There is only one  categorical 

imperative or moral imperative and it is this: ―Act only on that maxim through which you can at 

the same time will that it should become a universal law.”
50

  It is called the formula of universal 

law. This moral injunction is already familiar with us and if we carefully go through this 

principle we come to know that here we as moral agents are mainly concerned with the question 

of what is a categorical imperative and what is an unconditional objective principle.
51

 According 

to Kant, an unconditional objective principle is one which rational agents irrespective of their 

particular desires for particular ends would necessarily obey if reason had full control over their 

passions and one which they ought to obey if they are irrational enough to be tempted to do 

otherwise. It is a formal principle. It is a universal law as such.  The categorical imperative 

formulates the command to obey the above principle.  It compels us to do act as moral agents for 

the sake of moral law as such. It means that the maxim of our action should be to obey universal 

law as such. As a result of that, there is thus only one categorical imperative. Here Kant intends 

to say that the categorical imperative bids us to perform the action which is moral in itself. For 

him, an action moral in itself is one which every rational agent as such would act if reason had 

full control over his passions. Thus, the unconditional principle is the principle of moral action in 
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itself. The categorical imperative formulates the unconditional principle as a principle of 

obligation. A principle of obligation is one which in our imperfect rationality we as moral agents 

ought to obey.  Thus, it is a principle of moral action. It is embodied in the moral action and in 

virtue of which the action is moral. The formula of universal law proposes a test to practice on 

given maxims to determine whether those maxims conform to this universal law. In this regard, 

Allen W. Wood in his book Kant‟s Ethical Thought remarked about the formula of universal law 

as: ―The test is that a maxim is consistent with universal law only if a rational being can will that 

maxim itself to be a universal law. If this cannot be willed, then the maxim is contrary to 

universal law and hence impermissible.‖ 
52

 Thus following Allen W. Wood, we can say that 

imperative, if it would be categorical, must conform to universal law. 

It seems to us from the above that what we can will is nothing but the maxim of our action 

should become at the same time a universal law as such. Here we can will our action as an 

instance of a principle valid for all rational beings and not simply adopted arbitrarily for 

ourselves. Thus, in the formula of universal law, we are told by Kant that our maxims ought to 

conform to the universality of law as such. After that Kant informs us that the universality of law 

governs on nature and it constitutes the form of nature. Nature is characterized essentially by the 

fact that in nature all events take place following universal law. It is nothing but the law of cause 

and effects. Thus, in this regard, we can say that nature and moral action in a sense have the 

same form, namely the form of universal law. That is why Kant assumes that the moral 

imperative of duty may also run as follows: ―Act as if the maxim of your action were to become 

through your will a universal law of nature.‖
53

   It is known as ‗the formula of the law of nature‘. 
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According to Paton, Kant introduces ‗the formula of the law of nature‘ as a supplement to the 

formula of universal law.
54

 Thus, Kant by the universal law wanted to pass from the formula of 

universal law to the formula of the law of nature. It is nothing wrong to say that there is some 

sort of analogy between the formula of universal law and the formula of the law of nature. In 

Kant‘s ethics, a universal law of freedom is one on which any rational agent would act if reason 

had complete control over passions. Thus, there is some sort of analogy between the universal 

law of freedom and the universal law of nature. That is why one can substitute the ‗universal law 

of nature in our formula for ‗universal law.  While using ‗the formula of the law of nature‘ in 

one‘s imagination one may think oneself as the creator and accordingly one is making a world of 

nature of which one oneself is a part. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant puts ‗the formula 

of the law of nature‘ in a more elaborate way: ―Ask yourself whether you could regard your 

proposed action as a possible object of your will of it were to take place in accordance with a law 

of nature in a system of nature of which you were yourself a part.”
55

 

To explain the formula of universal law, Kant attempts to make it clear about a universal law of 

nature. In this regard, Kant cites four examples. We shall discuss only one example out of four 

examples. Let us imagine ‗A man feels sick of life as the result of a series of misfortunes that 

have mounted to the point of despair.‘
56

 So, he is in serious despair. He does not find any 

meaning to extend his life. However, he is still in possession of his reason so far. He can ask by 

reason to himself that whether taking his own life may be contrary to his duty to himself or not. 

In this regard, from self-love, he makes a maxim to shorten his life ‗if its continuance threatens 
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more evil than it promises pleasure.‟
57

 Now he applies the test for judging his maxim as ‗can this 

maxim of my action truly becomes a universal law of nature?‘  For Kant, if any maxim becomes 

a universal law of nature then it is accepted as moral otherwise it should be rejected. The above 

maxim about suicide is not moral because if suicide is committed by all human beings in order to 

avoid evil then there would soon be no human being left to commit suicide. Here, the term ‗self-

love‘ is contradictory to the concerned moral agent.  It would contradict itself. Thus, this maxim 

does not become a universal law of nature. That is why it is entirely opposed to the supreme 

principle of all duty. Thus, for Kant, committing suicide is not a moral action. From the above 

illustration, it is clear that in applying this formula we assume a posteriori or empirical 

knowledge of nature, particularly of human nature and its general law. According to Kant, moral 

law remains a priori even when it applies to men. It would be noted that the above illustration 

applies the formula of universal law using the formula of the law of nature. Kant asserts in the 

Critique of Practical Reason that the formula of universal law can be applied only through the 

formula of the law of nature- ―Just as a pure category can be applied only through a 

transcendental schema.‖
58

 The example discussed above actually does not hamper the moral 

principle of Kant. In this regard, Kant makes a passing remark about perfect and imperfect 

duties. Kant perhaps would say those perfect duties may be duties to others and us. Perfect duty, 

Kant opines, admits of no exception in favor of inclination. For Kant, imperfect duty does admit 

of such an exception.  Thus maxim opposed to perfect duty cannot even be conceived as a law of 

nature without contradiction. However, maxim opposes to imperfect duty can be conceived as a 

law of nature. Now let me clear the formula of the end in itself to get a clearer concept about 

moral action. 
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2.12: The Formula of the End in itself in Kantian Ethics  

The distinction between ends and means is very vital in Kantian ethics and morality. Kant makes 

the distinction between ‗ends‘ and ‗means‘ in a calibrated fashion while distinguishing between 

hypothetical and categorical imperatives. He then has chosen the principle‘ the end in itself‘ as 

the basic formula of pure ethics. For Kant, ―The will is conceived as a power of determining 

oneself to action in accordance with the idea of certain laws.‖
59

  Such a power may be found 

only in rational beings. Kant then claims that ―What serves the will as a subjective ground of its 

self-determination is an end.”
60

 If it is assigned by reason alone then this must be equally valid 

for all.  Thus, it will serve as the ground for a categorical imperative binding the will of all 

rational agents. This end is not a relative. It must be an end in itself. It is possessing absolute 

value.  On the other hand, according to Kant, what contains simply ‗the ground of the possibility 

of an action whose effect is an end is called a means.‘
61

   Kant postulates that every rational 

being exists as an end in itself.  Rational beings are called persons. Their natures mark them as 

ends in themselves. Rational nature exists not merely as a means to an end, but as an end in 

itself. That is why rational being, for Kant, is the ground of supreme practical law and we should 

not treat any rational being simply as a means. In this regard, Kant says, ―Act in such a way that 

you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never 

simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.‖
62

 This formula of Kant ensures the 

principle of moral universalizability. This formula of Kant enjoins respect for personality. This 

formula of Kant also ensures moral justice which forbids any sort of moral discrimination. This 

formula rules out any sort of unfairness. This formula envelops all rational beings under the 
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realm of rational beings. We are bidden by this formula to respect human beings as human 

beings. The term humanity, as used in this formula, bears the essential virtue of human beings. In 

this regard, Paton says, ―This is implied in the use of the term ‗humanity‘- the essential human 

characteristic of possessing reason, and in particular of possessing a rational will. It is in virtue of 

this characteristic that we are bound to treat ourselves and others, never simply as a means, but 

always at the same time as ends.”
63

 When we talk of moral universalizability after Kant, we 

cannot set aside the words ‗at the same time‘ and ‗simply‘. These two play a significant role to 

conceptualize the formula of the end in itself. According to Kant, they are necessary. We can 

clearly understand the term ‗simply‘  regarding the example given by Paton: like every time we 

post letters, we use post office officials as a means But do not use them simply or merely as a 

means. We believe them at the time of posting letters.  We believe to be in accordance with their 

duties. It means that we are treating them ‗at the same time‘ as an end, not merely as a means 

like a thing, though we use them as a means.  According to Kant, we can use a man not merely as 

a means to an end, but as a ‗means to an end‘ subject to the condition that we can also use the 

man as an end in itself.  Thus, Kant finds the subtle distinction between ‗merely as a means to an 

end‘ and ‗means to an end‘ and then takes notes of ‗means to an end‘ instead of ‗merely means 

to an end‘. What we intend to say here is that the  Kantian concept of moral universalizability 

does not exclude the concerned moral agent. Thus the nature of ends is vital in Kantian 

deontological ethics. The term ends used in the phrase ‗an end in itself‘ is familiar to us but its 

application through moral action is hard to come by.  We have also seen that according to Kant 

‗what serves the will as a subjective ground of its self-determination is an end.‘
64

 Here Kant 
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attempts to connect ends with principles.  We will the end freely, but while willing this particular 

end we must will in accordance with an individual maxim for which the end may be said to be 

the ground of our maxim or principle. Accordingly, we can say, after Kant, that the ground 

determines our wills in accordance with maxims or principles. 

2.13: The Formula of Autonomy 

The formula of the end in itself is nothing but the principle of humanity. According to the 

principle of humanity, every human being should be treated as an end in itself. It does not come 

from experience. It is valid for all rational beings. It is universal and a priori. The reason for that 

no empirical knowledge is adequate to determine universality. For Kant, in this principle 

humanity is conceived as an objective end. For Kant, we as human beings are bound to obey the 

practical law in virtue of its universality. Rational being as a subject is the ground of this 

practical law. The rational being will make practical principles. In this regard, Kant holds that 

‗the Idea of the will of every rational being as a will which makes universal law.‘
65

 Here, the 

rational will can regard itself as the author.  Therefore, the will of every rational being is not 

simply subject to the practical laws, but it must also be regarded as making the practical law for 

itself.  Thus, for Kant, rational beings must be the authors of the practical laws which they are 

bound to obey. This is the principle of autonomy.  Thus it seems to us that the concept of 

autonomy of will of a moral agent is the central concern of Kantian morality. 

The will of every rational being makes the practical law. In other words, a rational will is its own 

law-giver or lawmaker.  According to Kant, autonomy is the source of absolute worth. It belongs 

to a moral person as making practical laws and not simply obeying them. Kant suggests that the 
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formula of autonomy is derived from the earlier formulas. Thus, in one sense it can be said that 

there underlies the principle of entailment from ‗the formula of universal law‘ to ‗the formula of 

the end in itself‘ and from ‗the formula of the end in itself‘ to ‗the formula of autonomy‘. It is 

just like the logical principle: if p entails q and q entail r then p entails r. Here we can say that 

while enjoining respect for rational wills, the moral law must originate in rational wills. In this 

regard, Kant says that a rational will is the ground of the categorical imperative. In this regard, 

Paton says, ―If I make anything my end, I do so of my own free will; and if duty or the law 

enjoins, as it does, the adoption of certain ends, and in particular if it enjoins the treating of all 

rational persons as ends in themselves, then the compulsion or necessitation always present in 

duty must spring from my own free and rational will. I must be the source and author of the law 

to which I am subject.‖
66

 According to the formula of the end in itself, Kant implicitly asserts the 

autonomy of the will in making the practical laws that it ought to obey.  In this regard, we can 

say that it is the combination of the Idea of law expressed by the formula of universal law and 

the principle of humanity which gives rise to the idea of autonomy.  Thus, through the principle 

of autonomy, we can say that we as rational beings must be regarded as making the universal law 

for ourselves whereby we impose ends on ourselves.  It thus seems that Kant‘s principle of 

autonomy paves the way one to realize the essence of the categorical imperative which is 

designated as moral imperative and unconditioned. Every formula of categorical, according to 

Kant, must implicitly exclude pathological interest. For Kant, it is not conditioned by the 

presence of a pathological interest like a hypothetical imperative.  Kant‘s formula of autonomy 

explicitly excludes pathological interest. According to Kant, to say that a moral will is 

autonomous is to say that it makes its law. It is no way determined by any interest, pathological, 

or hypothetical. Anything that would be determined by pathological or hypothetical interest is to 
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be heteronymous. It is subject to a law not of its own making. It is ultimately to be a law of 

nature, the law of our own needs. It must be a law of empirical psychological. Thus following 

Kant, we may conclude by saying that if there is a categorical imperative, the moral will which 

obeys it must not be determined by pathological interest. As a result of that, it must make itself 

the universal law i.e. unconditionally bound to obey. This is the essence of how Kantian morality 

is deeply associated with the formula of autonomy. It thus seems that the formula of autonomy 

can thus be established by analysis of the concept of morality as well as the concept of the 

categorical imperative. It cannot be, according to Kant, established by analysis of the concept of 

a rational being or rational will. In this regard, Paton says, ―A rational agent ought to act in such 

a way that he can regard himself at the same time as making universal law through his 

maxims.‖
67

 This brings out the Kantian view of freedom or spontaneity of mind. Thus freedom 

of will, in the Kantian sense, may alternatively be termed as the spontaneity of will. It ensures 

that free autonomous moral will must be influence by no needs, no pathological interest, and no 

desire, in determining its duty. Kant does not forget that if we as rational beings are to have 

moral actions, our maxims must be taken up into our rational volition of law as such. The reason 

for that moral beings can make moral law through its maxims. According to Kant, the idea of 

law as such has its origin in rational being‘s pure practical reason.   It is this which gives rational 

beings their dignities and supreme values. Many would fail to understand Kant and they 

criticized Kant by claiming that his ethics are purely formal as he ignores the empirical and 

sensuous element in ethics. However, this is not true in Kantian ethics. It springs from curious 

blindness to this side of his doctrine. Once we resort to the hypothesis that Kant means what he 

says and that he is involved in analyzing the formal side of moral action which has always both a 
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form and a matter, then in such a case his whole doctrine becomes reasonable and intelligible. In 

such a case the traditional difficulties begin with Kant will disappear. 

What we have observed so far in the formula of autonomy is that Kant‘s view of the application 

of categorical imperative must be applied not by thinking in abstraction, but by actions. What 

Kant asserts here is that in technical language we cannot directly exhibit instances of the 

categorical imperative, but we as rational beings can exhibit such instances synthetically in 

action so far we perform upon maxim through which we may consider ourselves at the same time 

as making universal law.  According to Paton, this maxim can be regarded as what he calls ‗type‘ 

of the formal law. Here we freely and spontaneously resort such maxim in actions on the ground 

of its fitness to be a universal law. This particular law is not derived by deduction from an empty 

formula. It is rather enacted in the living of a good life.  This clearly reflects in what sense 

Kantian moral actions that are moral would help us to lead a good living life. This is the main 

objective of Kantian moral action. It is directly associated with leading a good life. This is where 

the real meaning of life hinges on. The main objective of human as such is to determine the 

meaning of life by performing moral action because only through moral action one can have the 

sense of a good life.    On the foothold of the formula of autonomy, Kant enables us to convey 

another formula that he terms as The Formula of the Kingdom of Ends. 

2.14: The Formula of the Kingdom of Ends 

According to Kant, the formula of the kingdom of ends states, ―The concept of every rational 

being as one who must regard himself as making universal law by all the maxims of his will, and 

must seek to judge himself and his actions from this point of view, leads to a closely connected 
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and very fruitful concept- namely, that of a kingdom of ends.‖
68

 For him, a kingdom is a 

synthetic union of different rational agents under common laws.  All rational beings stand under 

the practical law that each of them should not treat himself and all others simply as a means, but 

always as an end in himself at the same time. For Kant, by so performing there arises a synthetic 

union of rational agents under common practical laws, i.e., a kingdom.  Since these objective 

laws directed exactly to the relation of such agents to one another as ends and means, this 

kingdom may be called a kingdom of ends, which is admittedly only an Ideal.  Thus, the Kantian 

formula of the kingdom of the ends is a synthesis of his earlier formulas.  Kant then claims that a 

rational agent can belong to the kingdom of ends in either of two ways. He belongs to the 

kingdom of ends as a member when he is himself subject to universal laws although he makes its 

laws. He belongs to the kingdom of ends as its head, ―when as the maker of laws he is himself 

subject to the will of no other.”
69

 For Kant, the kingdom ends would have a supreme head. He 

then says that the supreme head would be the author of the moral law. It would be possible when 

a being is holy. The reason for that a holy being would necessarily act rationally for his rational 

nature. He is perfectly rational. The power of the holy being would be adequate to his holy will.  

As a result of that, he is above duty and obligation, and in this sense, he is not subject to the 

practical law. It would be noted that for Kant every rational being is both member and head, but 

no rational being as a maker of laws is subject to the will of another.  A rational agent must 

always consider himself as making laws in a kingdom of ends, but it is possible only through the 

freedom of the rational will- whether it be as head or as a  member. Kant says that a rational 

being can maintain the position of the head only if he is a perfectly independent being with an 
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unlimited power adequate to his will.‘
70

  Thus, morality consists in a kingdom of ends in the 

relation of all actions to the making of laws.  Here the will of a rational agent is regarded as 

making universal law because he exists as an end in himself. According to Kant, duties do not 

apply to the head in a kingdom, but they do apply to members.  For Kant, the kingdom of ends 

may be realized only if all human beings obey the categorical imperative. 

For Kant, the action enjoined by morality must be done for its own sake as embodiments of the 

universal law. From previous moral formulas, we can say that an action is morally good not in 

virtue of its results rather in virtue of its motive.  Here Kant goes on to say that the moral law 

enjoins the pursuit of certain ends. However, still, he mentions that a human being is not morally 

good simply in virtue of pursuing these ends. If he is to be morally good, Kant opines, then he 

must have a motive other than self-interest. Thus, under the formula of autonomy, every moral 

agent is enjoyed to look upon himself as the maker of moral law through his maxim. This 

eventually leads the moral agent straight to the concept of the kingdom, i.e., a kingdom is a self-

governing society. It is a connected system of moral agents under self-imposed, common, and 

universal or objective law. It leads to the concept of a kingdom of ends where every member 

should treat himself as well as others, never simply as a means, but at the same time as an end. 

Thus, for Kant, the kingdom of ends is the byproduct of the principle of moral law or universal 

law with the principle of ends in themselves. Thus, one may conceive a kingdom of ends. Such a 

kingdom is unlikely to our actual society rather it is admittedly conceived only as an Ideal. For 

Kant, an Ideal is a whole conceived by an Ideal of reason. The kingdom of ends is a system of all 

the ends which we ought to seek. These ends are rational beings as ends in themselves. These 
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ends are also ‗the individual ends which each rational agent may set before himself.‘
71

 For Kant, 

when we as rational agents are acting as law-making members of a kingdom of ends then our 

actions must not be determined by personal private ends. However, there is nothing wrong to say 

that the kingdom of ends is concerned with private end only so far as it is compatible with the 

moral law or universal law. Thus, it seems to us that a kingdom of ends is governed by self- 

imposed universal laws. 

2.15: Dignity and Price in Kantian Ethics 

We have seen that the members of the kingdom of ends are subject to the moral law. They are 

themselves subjects to moral laws imposed by their own rational will. The realm or kingdom of 

ends is possible only through the autonomy of wills of its members.  This autonomy is the 

ground of their ultimate value, their dignity, and their inner worthiness. Dignity is a technical 

term borrowed from the Stoics. It is opposed to price.  Price is value in barter or exchange. Kant 

says ―If it has a price, something else can be put in its place as an equivalent; if it is exacted 

above all price and so admits of no equivalent, then it has a dignity.‖
72

Kant here distinguishes 

between ‗market price‘ and what we may call a ‗fancy price‘ (Affektionspreis). For Kant, the 

market price is determined by the universal inclination of human beings and the fancy price 

depends on taste.  Kant elsewhere makes the distinction among aesthetic value, economic value, 

and moral value. For Kant, aesthetic value is a relative value. Music has no value for an earless 

man and painting has no value for an eyeless person. Thus, music and painting have aesthetic 

values, but these are relatives. For Kant, moral value is absolute and unique. It is valid for all 

rational agents. It is incomparable with any other value. For Kant, it is only through morality that 
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a rational agent can be a law-making member of the kingdom of ends. Consequently, they can be 

ends in themselves. While putting everything into perspective, Kant concludes by saying that 

only morality and humanity, so far as it is capable of morality, can have worthiness or dignity.   

According to Paton, “All other things, even our aesthetic activities, are only conditionally good- 

that is, good under the condition that their employment is not contrary to the moral law.‖
73

  Here, 

Kant is conceived with the value of human activities.  The value of human activities is associated 

with moral law for its own sake. In this regard, Kant brings the concept of the kingdom of nature 

– through which one comes to realize a harmonious system of ends.  A good human being has to 

act as a law-making member. In this regard, Kant tells us that the maxim of a good human being 

ought to accord with such a kingdom of ends. When we think of a world of rational agents, we 

are thinking ipso facto of a moral world very different from the world of nature and the world of 

human beings as we know it inexperience.  For Kant, it is an intelligible world. The concept of 

an intelligible world is a practical Idea that influences the world of experience.  Kant identifies 

this concept with the concept of the kingdom of ends.  Here Kant tells us in virtue of the 

autonomy of rational wills a world of rational agents is ‗possible‘ or conceivable as a kingdom of 

ends.  Thus, the kingdom of ends is possible only by self- imposed laws of its members, while 

the kingdom of nature is governed by mechanical law and external law.  These mechanical laws 

are the laws of cause and effect. 

2.16: Realization of the Kingdom of Ends 

Thus, for Kant, the realization of the kingdom of ends is the hallmark of moral action.  

Realization of the kingdom of ends would become real only if the maxims prescribed to rational 
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agents by the categorical imperative were objectively or universally followed.  It becomes actual 

or real only if rational agents always acted following such maxims. Kant demands moral 

progress. Moral progress would be regarded as the road map of the moral journey which 

eventually be rested as the last destination when the moral agent reveals himself as the sole 

member of the kingdom of ends. For Kant, the supreme principle of morality is the main 

objective of moral progress and it is different from a mere classification of particular duties. 

Without such a supreme principle of morality, morality may be reduced to dogmatic legalism. 

However, one grand merit of Kant‘s system is that it puts into a true standpoint of the spirit of 

the moral law.   When we are talking about moral progress regarding Kantian morality we are 

not talking of the same about empirical perspective or concerning individual happiness or 

individual utility or consequence. Rather, we are dealing with a rigoristic interpretation of moral 

progress whose sole and the whole objective are to make a man or to reveal a man as a member 

of the kingdom of ends.  Thus, in a sense, Kantian moral progress might be taken as a 

methodology, and Kant both in his Metaphysics of Morals and in the Critique of Practical 

Reason offers us some clues of his doctrines.  Thus, the Kantian demand for moral progress 

based on a pure form of autonomy makes him miles ahead to others.  According to Prof. 

Collingwood, “Kant‘s views on the philosophy of history were the soundest he knew on that 

subject.”
74

 

2.17: Concepts of Freedom and Autonomy in Kant‟s ethics 

It has already been claimed after Kant that a moral agent must enjoy freedom and autonomy. In 

short, freedom or autonomy of the will is a great virtue of a moral agent, without it, the Kantian 
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concept of morality does not bear any sense. For Kant, freedom is the key to the moral problem. 

In this regard, he favors justification of the principle of autonomy. If we justify the concept of 

freedom originated in practical reason, we thereby come to know how a categorical imperative as 

expressed in the Formula of Autonomy is possible. For Kant, a free will is equivalent to an 

autonomous will. It is also equivalent to a will under the moral law.  This equivalence must be 

established concerning freedom or of a free will.  An autonomous will may be established by 

analysis of the concept of free will. Kant conceives Will as causality. Here, he begins with a new 

definition of ‗Will‘. By the term ‗will‘ Kant means ―The power of a rational being to act in 

accordance with its conception of law, i.e. in accordance with principles‖
75

  It thus indicates that 

Kant here subscribe the term ‗will‘ is a kind of causality belonging to moral agents if they are 

rational. Thus, ‗will‘ is considered as the power of a rational being.  It is the power to act and to 

produce effects in the phenomenal world. For Kant, our will can also produce changes in our 

mental world. Kant here considers our judgment not simply an action in the ordinary sense rather 

taking as a place under the Idea of Freedom. While defining the ‗will‘ Kant says that it is a 

power to act and is the power to determine oneself in accordance with our conception of certain 

moral laws.  To think of a rational being as endowed with a will is to think of him as possessing 

an awareness of his causality regarding an action. 

For Kant, freedom is a quality to a unique kind of causality or a special or unique kind of causal 

action opposite to the necessity of nature or natural necessity. This is how we can simply contrast 

after Kant, between freedom and necessity keeping in mind that there can be other kinds of 

necessity as a logical necessity.  In this regard, Kant distinguishes logical necessity from the 

transcendental ‗Idea‘ of freedom, which is a purely theoretical concept and by its very nature in 

                                                             
75   Ibid., P. 208. 



58 
 

itself empty.  Kant also brings the concept of freedom, which is positive and is beyond the 

negative sense of freedom where freedom is conceived as equivalent to autonomy.  For Kant, the 

concept of causality entails the concept of universal law determined by natural necessity. 

However, in the case of morality causality as characterized not by necessity, but by freedom, 

cannot be lawless, but must accord with unchanging universal laws of a unique or special kind. 

Kant‘s doctrine of morality rests on inside into the necessary activity of practical reason. In this 

regard, Kant attempts to entangle freedom with autonomy. Here Kant compares freedom of 

autonomy with the concept of heteronomy. For Kant, causal action like an efficient cause is not 

spontaneous rather it is itself caused by something else. Thus for Kant, in nature that the law 

governing causal action is imposed by something else, but is not self- imposed.  This is what 

Kant calls heteronomy. On the other hand, Kant holds that the law of freedom is self-imposed.  

The causal action of a free will must take place spontaneously by self- imposed universal law. 

This is what Kant calls autonomy. A free-will must be supposed as acting under the principle of 

autonomy.  A free-will is capable of acting on the maxim which may at the same time be willed 

as a universal law.  This is to be the principle of moral action where free will and a will under 

moral laws are the same.  From the above remark, we can say that: i) free will must have its own 

unique or special kind of law; ii) the law of freedom is self- imposed; iii) that self-imposed law 

must be only the law of the following the law as such.  For Paton, ―If we could show that 

practical reason must assume itself to be capable of acting in accordance with its own rational 

principle, we might be justified in holding that it must be free and also autonomous in the sense 

required.‖
76

  Kant eventually takes freedom as a necessary pre-supposition as the fundamental 

formulate of moral action. 
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2.18: Freedom as a Necessary Presupposition 

According to Kant, freedom of the will of a moral agent is enormous.  A rational agent must be 

free. For Kant, we may be able to show that rational agents as such may act only on the 

presupposition that they are free only under the Idea of freedom. In this context Paton says, ―For 

the law which would hold for a being known theoretically to be free must – for purposes of 

action- hold also for a being who must act on the presupposition that he is free.‖
77

  For Kant, if a 

moral agent can act on the presupposition that he is free then he can act on the presupposition 

that he is under the principle of autonomy.  This is how Kant entwined the concept of freedom 

with the concept of autonomy and conceives freedom as a necessary presupposition of 

autonomy.  For Kant, the reason must regard itself as the author of it maxims independently of 

external impacts or influences.  Kant seems to be corrected in saying that any reason which is 

conscious of itself as a reason in accordance with its objective principles. It is no way associated 

with external bias. Here reason must consider itself as the author of its laws. Reason must 

consider itself as free in the act of reasoning. It seems that a rational agent‘s rational will must be 

presupposed as the source of its principle of action. In other words, we can say that a rational 

agent is free both negatively and positively, i.e., he is free from determination by external 

impacts and he is free to obey his rational will‘s principles.  He is to be capable of functioning in 

accordance with these maxims or principles. Thus, it entails that if a rational agent must act only 

on the presupposition that he is free then he must act under the Idea of freedom.  Thus, it seems 

that a rational agent must be presupposed by itself as free for moral action. For Kant, ―The will 

of a rational being can be a will of his own only under the Idea of freedom.‖
78

 According to him, 
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such a will must be attributed to all rational beings from a practical point of view.  Therefore, we 

can say that we as rational agents can act moral action on the presupposition that we are free. It 

implies that the presupposition of freedom of will is a necessary presupposition for moral action 

of moral agents. 

2.19: Member of the Intelligible World 

For Kant, the presupposition of freedom considers human beings as members of the intelligible 

world. A human being can consider himself from two points of view.  From one point of view, 

according to Kant, a human being may consider himself as belonging to the sensible world. As a 

member of the sensible world, he considers himself as under the law of nature. It means he is 

sensuous.  For Kant, when a human being is known to himself through means of inner sense then 

he must consider himself as belonging to the world which is ruled by causality or the sensible 

world. In this sensible world, he must consider himself as subject to the laws of nature. Here he 

must consider himself as phenomenal self because he knows himself by inner sense only as a 

succession of appearances.  From another point of view, he may consider himself as belonging to 

the intelligible world. Here he considers himself as under the idea of freedom.  In virtue of the 

idea of freedom, human beings must conceive themselves as belonging to the intelligible world 

(qua intelligence). In the intelligible world, he must consider himself as subject to laws of 

practical reason. Here his will is free from determination by external impacts and he must 

conceive his will as obedient to laws that have their ground in reason alone.  There is nothing 

wrong to say that these laws are nor empirical and being independent of nature.  For Kant ―As a 

rational being, and consequently, as belonging to the intelligible world, man can never conceive 
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the causality of his own will except under the Idea of freedom.‖
79

 He is free as a member of the 

intelligible world to obey his rational will‘s principles. Thus there is nothing wrong to say that 

the idea of freedom is inseparably attached to the concept of autonomy. The law of reason is 

identical to the principle of autonomy. Thus, we can say that a rational being must act only on 

the presupposition of freedom.  For Kant, when a human being thinks to himself as free, he 

transfers himself into the intelligible world as a member and recognizes the autonomy of the 

rational will with its consequence. Whereas when he thinks of himself as under obligation, he 

looks upon himself as belonging to both the sensible world and the intelligible world at the same 

time. 
80

  It implies that when one thinks of himself as a member of both the intelligible world and 

the sensible world then he has to recognize the principle of autonomy as a categorical imperative. 

According to Kant, if we are simply a member of the intelligible world, our actions would 

necessarily conform to the principle of autonomy. In such a case when we would conform to the 

heteronomy of nature, provided that we are simply a part of the sensible world. In this regard, 

Kant says, ―The intelligible world contains the ground of the sensible world and therefore also of 

its laws‖
81

  The law of the intelligible world is identical with the principle of autonomy. 

However, consider rational being as also a member of the world of sense and so as hampered by 

inclination and desire. It follows that he must consider the principles of autonomy as imperatives 

for him. That is why he must regard all his actions which accord with the principle of autonomy 

as duties.  For Kant, in this way categorical imperative is possible. The reason for that according 

to Kant, this being so, if a rational being solely a member of the non- sensible world, all his 

actions would invariably accord with the autonomy of the will. However, when he intuits himself 

at the same time as a member of the world of sense, his actions ought so to an accord. This 
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categorical ‗ought‘ presents him with a synthetic a priori proposition.
82

 Here the categorical ‗he 

ought‘ is a synthetic a priori proposition. The idea of freedom connects this ought with the will 

of an impartial rational being like himself which is affected by desires. Therefore, the moral ‗he 

ought‘ is ‗he will‘ for him as a member of the non-sensible world and it is conceived by him as 

‗he ought‘ only so much as he considers himself at the same time to be a member of the world of 

sense. Thus, from the above remark, we can say that on the presupposition of freedom 

categorical imperative is possible. For Kant, one can discern the necessity of presupposition of 

freedom, which is sufficient for the conviction of the validity of categorical imperative or the 

practical use of reason. For Kant, no human reason can ever know how the presupposition of 

freedom itself is possible. We cannot prove freedom. We cannot explain freedom. It is simply an 

idea. We cannot prove the possibility of an imperative which is categorical. There is no 

experience or knowledge of the intelligible world. Thus, we can say that the impossibility of 

proving freedom or no knowledge of the intelligible world indicates the limitation of our 

theoretical knowledge. 

We have outlined the practical necessity of the idea of freedom, which naturally brings us to the 

theory of the postulates of pure practical reason in Kantian ethics. By ‗postulates of morality‘ 

Kant means necessary conditions for doing moral actions or for fulfilling morality. Freedom of 

will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God, these are the postulates of pure 

practical reason of morality in Kant‘s Philosophy. Let me explain one by one.  
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2.20: Freedom of the Will as a Postulation of Morality 

We have seen that in Kant‘s philosophy freedom of the will is a fundamental postulate of moral 

action or morality. For Kant, when we regard ourselves as members of an intelligible world then 

we act under the Idea of freedom. As a member of the intelligible world, we are free and we can 

regard ourselves as determinable only by laws which we give ourselves through reason. Thus, a 

rational agent can act moral actions on the presupposition that he is free. It implies that freedom 

of the will is implied by morality. There is nothing wrong to say that if a moral agent‘s will is not 

free then morality becomes impossible. Freedom is presupposed by moral obligation. That is 

why Kant considered freedom of the will as a postulate of morality. 

2.21: The Immortality of the Soul as a Postulate of Pure Practical Reason 

The immortality of the soul, in Kant‘s morality, is another postulate of morality.  To understand 

the immortality of the soul as a postulate we should discuss Kant‘s conception of the summum 

bonum. The reason for that without understanding the concept of the summum bonum we cannot 

understand properly the immortality of the soul and the existence of God as postulates of pure 

practical reason. Kant‘s conception of the summum bonum is literally meant the highest good or 

supreme good though Kant used it as Perfect good or Complete good. In Kant‘s Philosophy,  

good will is the highest good and virtue is the supreme good. According to Kant, practical reason 

in its practical function seeks an unconditioned totality of the object of the will or practical 

reason, to which the name of summum bonum is given as object. However, this term is 

ambiguous. It might mean the supreme good in the sense of unconditional good or it might mean 

the perfect good in the sense of a “whole which is not a part of greater whole of the same kind 
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(perfectissimum).‖
83

For Kant, virtue is the supreme good and it is unconditioned. However, it is 

not enough to say that virtue is the perfect good. For Kant, summum bonum is perfect good. 

Summum bonum includes both virtue and happiness. 

Now, we need to understand Kant‘s view about the relation between virtue and happiness of the 

perfect good.  Here a question naturally arises: Is the relation between them logical? In reply, we 

can say after Kant that the relation between them is not logical. The reason for that if the relation 

between them is logical then it would be the same as the rational being should pursuit happiness. 

It means that if it is logical then Kant must be contradicting with his conviction that happiness 

cannot be the ground of morality.  According to Kant, the relation between them of the complete 

good is synthetic. It is synthetic in the sense that virtue necessarily produces happiness as cause 

necessarily produces its effect. According to Kant, the ―Summum bonum expresses the whole, 

the perfect good, in which, however, virtue as the condition is always the supreme good, since it 

has no condition above it: whereas happiness, while it is pleasant to the possessor of it, is not of 

itself absolutely and in all respects good, but always presupposes morally right behaviour as its 

condition.”
84

 For Kant, the relation between virtue and happiness is synthetic.  They are distinct. 

The relation between them is practically necessary. It is claimed in the sense that we as rational 

beings recognize that virtue ought to produce happiness. However, we cannot say the desire of 

happiness should be the motive for pursuing virtue.  If we claim it then it would be contradicted 

with the whole idea of morality. According to Kant, we as rational beings must recognize virtue 

as the cause of happiness. The moral law commands us to promote the summum bonum, in which 

virtue and happiness are connected as cause and effect. However, how is it possible that virtue 
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produces happiness? On the one hand, the reason demands a necessary relation between virtue 

and happiness. On the other hand, the empirical proof shows that there is no such necessary 

relation or connection between them though sometimes we show that virtue and happiness are 

found together, it is a fully contingent fact. Thus, we seem to arrive at an antinomy.  Kant gives a 

solution to this problem.  For Kant, virtue necessarily produces happiness is conditionally false. 

It is conditionally false in the sense that if we suppose existence in this world to be the only sort 

of existence of rational beings and if we accept that virtue necessarily produces happiness in this 

sensible world.   In this regard, Kant says if we claim that happiness produces virtue then it is 

absolutely false. However, the assertion that virtue necessarily produces happiness is not 

absolutely false rather it is false conditionally. The reason for that one can think that one also 

exists as noumenon in the world of intelligible and the moral laws demand that one should 

believe this. In this connection, Kant holds that ―It is not impossible that morality of mind should 

have a connection as cause with happiness (as an effect in the sensible world) if not immediate 

yet mediate (viz., through an intelligent author of nature).‖
85

  Now let me explain the immortality 

of the soul as a postulate of pure practical reason. 

Immanuel Kant approaches the immortality of the soul as a postulate by a consideration of virtue 

of the perfect good. We have seen that virtue is the first element of the perfect good or summum 

bonum. For Kant, the moral laws command us to promote the perfect good. It is the necessary 

object of the rational will, which is determinable by the moral law. ―But in this will the perfect 

accordance of the mind with the moral law is the supreme condition of the summum bonum.”
86

 

He then claims that the perfect or complete accordance of the will with the law is called holiness 

and this is „A perfection of which no rational being of the sensible world is capable at any 

                                                             
85  Ibid., P.  118. 
86  Ibid., P.  126. 



66 
 

moment of this existence.‟
87

 If the complete accordance of the will with the moral law is not 

possible in the sensible world then it leads that the complete accordance between them must be 

realized in the form of unending progress towards the ideal.  In other words, it can be found in 

infinite progress towards the perfect accordance. It is a practical necessity in Kantian morality. 

According to Kant, ―This endless progress is only possible on the supposition of an endless 

duration of the existence and personality of the same rational being (which is called the 

immortality of the soul).”
88

 Thus, in Kant‘s Philosophy, the complete accordance of the will with 

the moral law is possible only on the supposition that the soul is immortal. Thus, we can say with 

Kant‘s view that inclination cannot be eliminated in this sensible world as a finite being. It 

requires an infinite life of the same rational being. It would be noted that Kant‘s soul is not the 

same as the soul of the Bhagavadgītā. There is a concept of rebirth in the Bhagavadgītā. On the 

other hand, Kant does not claim rebirth in his morality. We can say from the above discussion 

that in Kantian ethics the immortality of the soul is inseparably connected with the moral law. It 

means that to deny the immortality of the soul is to deny morality itself. 

2.22: The Existence of God as a Postulate of Pure Practical Reason 

We have seen that the first element of the perfect good or summum bonum is virtue or morality. 

In Kantian ethics, the problem of virtue can be perfectly solved only in eternity or in the 

postulate of the immortality of the soul. In other words,  moral law leads us to the immortality of 

the soul. For Kant, the same moral law also leads us to affirm the possibility of happiness 

proportioned to that morality. It is nothing, but the second element of the summum bonum. It 

necessarily leads us to postulate the existence of God. The existence of God is the necessary 
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condition for the possibility of the perfect good or summum bonum. In other words, it is a 

necessary condition of the essential synthetic connection between virtue or morality and 

happiness. According to Kant, ―Happiness is the condition of a rational being in the world with 

whom everything goes according to his wish and will.”
89

  Here it is mentioned that happiness 

depends on the harmony of physical nature with human being‘s wishes and will. However, the 

rationale being is neither the author of the world nor he is in a position to govern nature so that a 

necessary connection can be established between virtue and happiness. However, happiness 

proportioned to that morality. That is why to establish a necessary connection between them 

Kant postulates the existence of God. In Kant‘s language, ―The existence of a cause of all nature, 

distinct from nature itself and containing the principle of this connection, namely, of the exact 

harmony of happiness with morality is also postulated.‖ 
90

 For Kant, this supreme cause must 

hold the principle of the harmony of nature with the conception of law.  Thus, the perfect good is 

possible on the presumption of a Supreme Being, which ‗having a causality corresponding to 

moral character.‘
91

 For Kant, this supreme cause is Being. It is the cause of nature by intelligence 

and will. In other words, it must be conceived as God. It should be noted that the admission of 

God‘s existence is an admission by practical reason and this admission is an act of practical faith. 

It is connected with duty. We as rational beings have a duty to promote the perfect good or 

summum bonum. However, the moral laws do not directly enjoin practical faith in God. For 

Kant, the ultimate end is the duty for a human being, not summum bonum. We should do our 

duty for the sake of duty. there is nothing wrong to say that Kant accepted God in his morality 

for protecting his moral philosophy. 
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Therefore, according to Kant, an action must be treated as moral if it is done out of duty or out of 

reverence for the law or for the sake of the law (moral law) itself.  Moral law leads us to 

postulate the existence of God. We have also seen that the existence of God is the condition for 

an essential synthetic connection between virtue (morality) and happiness.  Here it should be 

noted that Kant accepted the existence of God through Practical reason, but this acceptance is an 

act of practical faith. It is connected with duty. We as rational beings have a duty to promote the 

perfect good. However, there is nothing wrong to say that we cannot conceive the possibility of 

summum bonum without accepting the existence of God. However, it does not mean that the 

moral law directly enjoins practical faith in God rather it lies at the basis of practical faith.  Here 

we have also seen that Kant accepted metaphysics which is based on obligation and moral 

consciousness. It would also be noted that according to Kant, morality does not presuppose a 

religion.  It means that we do not need the idea of God to be able to recognize our duties. 

However, in Kantian ethics, morality leads to religion through the idea of the complete good.  It 

is a kind of religion that is rationalistic and moralistic because the ultimate motive of moral 

action is the duty for the sake of duty and not obedience to the commands of God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


