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Abstract of the thesis entitled “PARADIGM OF MORAL ACTION: A COMPARATIVE 

STUDY BETWEEN KANT AND BHAGAVADGĪTᾹ” 

The concept of moral action plays a significant role in philosophy in general and ethics in 

particular. As a result of that, it has been equally developed both in the West as well as in the 

East. However, the perspectives are altogether different. Therefore, a comparative study remains 

worthy between West and East concerning moral action. The strategy of this thesis is to make a 

comparative study between Kant and Bhagavadgītā. Naturally, when we talk of moral action, it 

is primarily concerned with the self-conscious people. The term ‘self-conscious’ is very 

significant because an action done by a person cannot be evaluated from the perspective of 

morality so long the concerned person is not a self-conscious being. Moreover, every moral 

agent must enjoy the freedom of will and responsibility towards his action. The thesis initially 

begins with a general introduction where the concepts of moral action as well as different types 

of moral action from Western and Indian perspectives have been addressed.  

After that, the thesis deals with the paradigm of moral action regarding Kant. Indeed I do claim 

that Kant actually set up a rigorous and stringent criterion of morality without which it would 

almost impossible to do moral action in the real sense of the term. We know that Kant was the 

proponent of deontological ethics where moral action is performed by a moral agent with the 

background of the moral dictum ‘Duty for duty sake’. As a result of that Kant has set up the 

supreme principles of morality which are extremely needed for moral action. While offering such 

supreme principles of morality, Kant not only enabled to deviate from conventional morality but 

at the same breath, he enabled to ensure moral universalizability as the central issue of 

deontological ethics. He characterizes moral action as unconditional, completely free from self-



 

interest, inclination, and emotion. In this regard, he brings the concept of ‘good-will’. He then 

says that there is only one unconditional good which shines like a jewel and it is ‘good-will’ 

alone. I think that in the case of moral action in Kantian, the motive of duty plays an important 

role. If the motive of duty is violated by any sort of inclination and sympathy, then no action can 

be regarded as moral action. Thus just by way of injecting various moral maxims and rules, Kant 

set up the paradigm of moral action where the moral action would be guided by categorical 

imperative and where duty is the necessity to act out of reverence for the law. For Kant, we need 

the formula of universal law which acts not as a mere means, but as an end in itself. It has to be 

autonomous and with the help of it, every rational being must regard himself as making universal 

law and must seek to judge himself as a member of the kingdom of ends. It is a stage where 

every moral agent must perform moral action with human dignity. I think that for Kant the 

ultimate motive of moral action is the duty for duty sake and there is no need for obedience to 

the commands of God.  

What we term as moral action in Kantian ethics may be termed as desireless action or niṣkāma 

karma in the ethics of Bhagavadgītā. The concept of niṣkāma karma that has been developed in 

the ethics of Bhagavadgītā conforms with various sastras, such as, the Upaniṣads, the 

Rᾱmᾱyaṇas, the Mahᾱbharata, the Purᾱṇas, and so on. However, in my thesis when I talk of 

niṣkāma karma, I am primarily concerned with the ethics of Bhagavadgītā. The whole 

perspective of niṣkāma karma of ethics of Bhagavadgītā is centered round with the story of the 

great battle of two families where Sri kṛṣṇa as the incarnation of God advises Arjuna to perform 

niṣkāma karma. In a nutshell, the story messages us the paradigm of niṣkāma karma in the ethics 

of Bhagavadgītā. In this context, the thesis deeply engages with various perspectives of moral 

action that had been revealed with the conversation of Sri kṛṣṇa and Arjuna. Here Sri kṛṣṇa 



 

represents Arjuna as a moral agent to give the lesson to the world how does a moral agent can 

perform niṣkāma karma. In this regard, the concept of Lokasaṁgraha, the concept of guṇa, 

varṇa system, the subtle distinction between svadharma and śᾱdharana dharma, the concept of 

liberation, etc, have been exemplified in great detail. 

Thus the roadmap of this thesis is very clear. It explicates the view of Kant and the view of the 

ethics of Bhagavadgītā separately in the subsequent sequels. However, the treasure of the thesis 

actually hinges on the comparative studies between them. Indeed what I subscribe is that the 

concept of moral action as used by Kant is the outcome of rational justification based on 

practical reason where there is no role of God. On the other hand, the concept of niṣkāma karma 

that we come to know from the ethics of Bhagavadgītā is based on the dictation of God. The role 

of kṛṣṇa is the role of God who taught Arjuna about how to perform niṣkāma karma. Thus, I do 

raccoon that the Kantian model of moral action is the outcome of the reason that every rational 

agent must follow. On the other hand, the concept of niṣkāma karma is more debatable to me 

because it is purely mystical in nature and the locus of it is based on sheer faith. Having said I 

think the objective of moral action of Kant and niṣkāma karma of the ethics of Bhagavadgītā 

remains the same in the sense that both are directed towards moral life. From this perspective, I 

do believe that the comparison between Kant and Bhagavadgītā about moral action is 

praiseworthy. The role of divinity and myths are the characteristic features of the ethics of 

Bhagavadgītā, which I think, is completely foreign in Kantian ethics. So my single line 

conclusion of the thesis is that the comparison is a philosophical attempt, but in no way it is out 

of begging question. 
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PREFACE 

The main contention of this Ph.D. research work is to make a comparative study between Kant 

and Bhagavadgītā about the paradigm of moral action. Accordingly at the very outset, i.e., in the 

First Chapter the nature of moral and non-moral actions, various senses of moral actions, the 

fundamental distinctions between moral and non-moral actions have been outlined in the context 

of Western philosophy as well as in the context of Indian philosophy. In the Second Chapter of 

the thesis, the concept and the paradigm of moral action have been developed. Here Kant has 

been taken as a deontologist while discussing the nature of moral action. It should be noted here 

that Kant did not mention the term ‘desireless action’, rather we interpret Kant’s moral action as 

desireless to make a fruitful contrast with the concept of niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā. Kant 

developed a systematic account of moral action. His deontological outlook is rationally based on 

the precept of moral universality. He offered us a rigorous and stringent account of moral action 

and in this regard, he put emphasized freedom of the will of moral agent. He sets up a very 

specific criterion of duty as the guidelines of performing moral action by the moral agent. He 

eventually settled by claiming that moral actions in the real sense of the term can be done by 

those moral agents who became the members of the kingdom of ends. In the Third Chapter of the 

thesis, a conscious attempt has been taken to develop the paradigm of niṣkāma Karma regarding 

Bhagavadgītā even though the term of niṣkāma Karma has not been mentioned in  Bhagavadgītā. 

Here special attention has been laid on the role of Sri Kṛṣṇa of Bhagavadgītā. It seems that the 

concept of niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā is paradigmatically different in nature. In the Fourth 

Chapter of the thesis, a comparison has been made between Kant and Bhagavadgītā in terms of 

similarities and differences. In the Fifth Chapter of this thesis, some observations have been 

made based on my rationale. It is concluded by saying that the Kantian paradigm of moral action 
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is purely deontological; whereas the paradigm of niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā is nether 

deontological, nor teleological, but is a unique concept.  
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Chapter One 

General Introduction 

The main contention of this thesis is to outline the paradigm of moral action with special 

reference to Immanuel Kant and Bhagavadgītā. Thus in a sense, the theme of this research work 

is deeply involved in a general comparative study of moral actions between East and West. 

Before delving into the main contention of this thesis, let me specify the paradigm of moral 

action as proposed in the title of this thesis. What is the action? What is a moral action?  What is 

the nature of moral action? In what sense a moral action differs from nonmoral action? Why 

people do engage or involve moral action? These and many more relevant questions need to be 

addressed step by step. 

1.1: The Concept of  Moral Action in Western Ethics 

Generally, an action is something that is done by a self-conscious person. In western philosophy, 

ethics is known as the normative science of conduct. A collective name for voluntary actions is 

called conduct.  It should be noted that conduct includes all voluntary actions, but it does not 

include those activities, like the blood circulation, over which most common persons have no 

control. ―A voluntary action is an action a man could have done differently if he had so chosen.‖
1
 

Voluntary action includes all volitional actions. There is a conscious process of willing 

involuntary actions.  Generally, ethics deals with human actions.  Voluntary action is the object 

of moral judgment.  Habitual action is also the object of moral judgment.  ―Moral judgment is a 

judgment of value as distinguished from a judgment of fact.‖
2
   A judgment of value is a kind of 

judgment of what ought to be, where a judgment of fact is a kind of judgment of what is. A 

                                                             
1
  Lillie, William, An Introduction to Ethics, Allied Publishers Private Limited, New Delhi, 1975, P.3. 

2  Sinha, Jadunath, A Manual of Ethics, New Central Book Agency (P) Ltd, Kolkata, 2009, P. 42. 
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judgment of fact is a descriptive judgment, while the judgment of value is appreciative.  Moral 

judgment is a judgment upon actions regarding moral ideals.  Moral judgment judges what 

human‘s actions ought to be. Thus when we understand voluntary actions then we compare them 

with moral standards. By doing this we can judge whether the actions conform with the moral 

standards or not.  It means that it considers actions‘ moral values, rightness, or wrongness.  It is 

said that the moral quality of action is recognized in this way. Thus there is nothing wrong to say 

that moral judgment is objectively valid.  A person as a  rational being judges an action to be 

right or wrong from an ideal standpoint.  Thus conduct is a collective name of actions 

(voluntary). The business of ethics is to judge conduct either by justifying it or by condemning it. 

According to William Lillie, four antecedent mental processes cause of one‘s action and 

determine one‘s conduct in one‘s mind. These are: 

i) The ideo-motor tendency: For William Lillie, there is a tendency in a few ideas, 

probably in all ideas, to move automatically or directly. This is called the ideo-motor 

tendency. When we do our actions automatically without any conscious desire in our 

minds to do so then they are called the ideomotor actions. They are automatic actions. 

That is why they tend to be involuntary. Lillie remarks, ―In the case of the ideo-motor 

tendency, it is the possibility of desire intervening that alone makes the actions possible 

objects of moral judgments.‖ 
3
 For this reason, the ideo-motor actions can become 

voluntary actions and belong within the sphere of morality.  

ii) Desire: The doer acts most commonly because of his desires. For example, when 

someone is hungry and desires food then he takes food. It is said that desire is itself a 

development mental process. 

                                                             
3  Lillie, William, An Introduction to Ethics, op. cit., P.22. 
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iii) Unconscious mental tendencies: One might act because of one‘s unconscious mental 

tendencies. Sometimes these tendencies are considered as unconscious desires. One has 

difficulty in observing unconscious desires in one‘s mind. However such type of desire 

fully differs from completely conscious desire. It is generally less controlled by the doer. 

It may be treated as half-conscious urges.  Thus if action is produced by unconscious 

mental tendency then it is involuntary.  

iv)  The sense of duty: One as doer might act from a ‗sense of duty‘.
4
 Many psychologists 

assert that the sense of duty is merely one of our many desires. Other psychologists hold 

that in the case of the sense of duty, one has a new determining tendency, which is often 

entitled ‗conscience‘. 

Therefore, voluntary action is a kind of action that is performed by an agent intentionally to 

attain some foreseen ends. It is an action that is performed by the agent with conscious desire. 

That is why in western ethics only voluntary action is treated as moral action. Moral action is a 

kind of action in which moral quality, rightness or wrongness, is presented. That is why it is 

within the sphere of morality and it is the object of moral judgment.  It is distinguished from 

non-moral action. Non-moral action is a kind of action in which moral qualities are not 

presented. It means non-moral action is devoided of moral qualities. That is why it is excluded 

from the sphere of moral judgment. Thus we can say that all actions are not treated as moral 

actions rather it should be right in saying that only voluntary action is moral action and it is an 

object of moral judgment. It is said that any action of an animal is not a moral action. The reason 

for that it is devoided of reason and it cannot discriminate between right and wrong. In animals, 

actions spring out of an actual present feeling of uneasiness, as thirst and hunger. That is why the 

                                                             
4 Ibid., P. 22. 
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animal‘s actions are called non- moral actions. In this regard, it can be said that the actions of 

insane persons and idiots, children are devoided of moral quality. It is so because they are 

devoided of reason. That is why they are not able to determine between rights and wrongs. Their 

actions are called non- voluntary actions. Non- voluntary actions are called non- moral actions. 

There is nothing wrong to say that action under the pressure of irrespective ‗complexes‘ is non-

moral. The reflex actions, instinctive actions, random actions, and accidental actions are also 

known as non- voluntary actions in western ethics. That is why they are treated as non-moral 

actions. It leads us to suppose that they are devoided of moral qualities. The term ‗moral‘ is used 

in western ethics in two senses- i)  wider sense and ii)  narrower sense. 

a)  Moral action in a wider sense 

 In a wider sense, the term ‗moral‘ means in which moral qualities (goodness or 

badness, rightness, or wrongness) are presented.
5
 It means that moral actions may be 

right or wrong. All voluntary actions of rational beings are moral actions in the sense 

of a wider sense. They are opposed to ‗non-moral‘ actions. Non- moral actions are 

devoided of moral qualities. That is why they do not come within the sphere of 

morality, e.g., an animal‘s action is known as non-moral action. 

b) Moral action in a narrower sense 

 In a narrower sense, moral means what is morally good or what is morally right.
6
  It 

is opposed to ‗immoral action‘. Immoral action means what is morally wrong or bad. 

It should be noted that immoral action is moral action in a wider sense. The reason for 

that immoral action expresses the moral qualities of badness or wrongness. In this 

regard, it should also be noted that only human actions can be treated as moral or 

                                                             
5
 Chatterji, Phanibhushan, Principles of Ethics, New Bharatiya a Book Corporation, Delhi, 2001, P. 38. 

6 Ibid., P. 38. 
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immoral, but an animal‘s or an idiot‘s action should be treated as non-moral action. 

There is nothing wrong to say that almost all the western philosophers use the term 

moral action in the narrower sense, not in the wider sense. It is all about what is moral 

action in western ethics.  Now let me explain the concept of moral action in Indian 

ethics.  

1.2: The Concept of Moral Action in Indian Ethics 

Action is known as karma in Indian ethics.  Karma is an important concept in Western as well as 

in Indian ethics.  Karma is an ambiguous concept in Indian ethics. It is used in many ways in the 

different Indian schools of thought.  ‗Karma‟ is a sanskṛt word. It is derived from the sanskṛt root 

kṛ. It means ‗to do‘.
7
 Thus karma means ‗a work‘ or ‗an action‘.  In this sense, in Buddhism, 

karma is classified into three sections. These are i) manokarma (an act of mind), ii) vācikarma 

(an act of speech), and iii) kāyākarma (an act of body). Thinking, imagination, clinging, etc., are 

called manokarmas. Abusing, talking, telling truth, etc., are called vācikarma. Breathing, eating, 

seeing, etc. are called kāyākarma. According to Buddhism, karmas produce results. Sometimes 

the term karma is used as moral, non-moral, spiritual, voluntary, non- voluntary, vedic, good 

karma. When we say about the term ‗karma‟, it incorporates all the above types of actions. For 

example, in the Dharma-Śāstras, karma means ceremonies; in the Vedic literature it means 

sacrifice; in Bhagavadgītā it means dharma (duty); in Mīmāmsā Philosophy, it means vedic 

injunctions. In the sense of vedic injunction karma is classified into three categories: i) obligatory 

actions, ii) kāmya karma, and iii) prohibited actions.
8
  According to Mīmāmsā Philosophy, 

obligatory action is a kind of action that must be performed by an agent. If obligatory actions are 

                                                             
7
 Pal, Jagat,Karma, Dharma and Moksha Conceptual Essays on Indian Ethics, Abhijeet Publications, Delhi, 2004, P.2. 

8 Ibid., P. 2. 
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not performed by an agent then the agent must be incurred in sin.  On the other hand, kāmya 

karma is a kind of action that may or may not be done by the agent. If kāmya karma is done by 

an agent then his performance leads him to merit. However, it should be remembered that if 

kāmya karma is not performed by an agent then he would not be incurred in sin. Prohibited 

action, unlike kāmya karma, is a kind of action that must not be performed.  It is said that if such 

type of action is done then the doer must be incurred sin. In Mīmāmsā philosophy, obligatory 

actions are also classified into two categories, these are nitya and naimittika karma. Besides 

these karmas, Mīmāmsā also said about prāyashchitta karma. In Vaiśeṣika philosophy, karma is 

a kind of substance. It is classified into five categories: utkṣepaṇa (upward movement), 

avakṣepaṇa (downward movement), ākuňcana (contraction), prasāraṇa, and gamana 

(locomotion).  Karma is used in the sense of pudgala (material particle) in Jainism. According to 

Sāṅkhya philosophy, karmas are divided into three categories based on sattva, rajas, and tamas 

guṇas. These are sāttvika, rājasika, and tāmasika karma.  Prakṛti is the source of such karmas.  

Therefore, from the above remarks, we can use, like Western ethics, the above -mentioned 

actions either in a wider sense or in a narrower sense in Indian ethics. In a wider sense, the term 

karma may be used to signify all kinds of voluntary karmas, irrespective of their distinctive 

features. In a narrower sense, it may be used to signify only some specified types of voluntary 

karmas, namely, dharma, sacrifice, śrādha, yagya, etc. However, in either case, the term karma 

is used in the sense of action.  

The term ‗karma‟ is also used in the sense of karmaphala (the result of an action). It is 

mentioned that karmaphala is an integral part of the meaning of the word ‗karma‟.  The 

karmaphala determines the life of the agent. It can be called karmic samskāras. It is known as 

apūrva (unseen potency) in Mīmāmsā philosophy. It is called adṛsta (unseen power) in the 
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Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika philosophy and it is called vāsanā in Buddhism.  Buddhism classifies karma 

into four categories based on phala. These are: dark, bright, dark, and bright, and neither dark 

not bright.   Based on the maturation of karmaphala, karma is classified into three categories in 

Hinduism. These are accumulated impressions (saňcita karma), fructifying impressions 

(prārabdha karma), and current impressions (kriyamāna karma).
9
 Karmas which are performed 

in the past life and whose saṃsakāras have not yet matured for bearing fruits are known as 

saňcita karmas.  Karmas which are performed previously but whose saṃsakāras have matured 

to bear fruits are known as prārabdha karmas.  Kriyamāna karma is a kind of karma that is 

being done for future life. It is also known as saňcīyamāna karma.  It is also mentioned that 

prārabdha karmas are ripe karmas. They are bound to produce their fruits. However, according 

to Hinduism, if one makes genuine efforts by way of doing the nityanaimittika karmas or by 

satya jňāna, he may check saňcita and kriyamāna karmas from bearing fruits.  Here the term 

karma is essentially bound up with the concept of rebirth in the above sense.   

Thus from the above remark, we can say that the term ‗karma‟ is used in different senses. 

Sometimes it is used in the sense of ‗an action‘ or ‗a work‘.  Sometimes it is used in the sense of 

some special types of action. Sometimes it is meant both action and its result (karma-phala). 

Sometimes it is meant dharma or duty or material substance or non- material substance.  Thus 

we can say that the sense in which Jainas used the term ‗karma‟ differs from the sense in which 

Hindus used the same. Thus we can say that the term karma does not bear the same meaning 

even within a particular situation.  Its meaning changes from context to context. Thus we can say 

that it is not a clean concept rather it is an ambiguous concept. However, the term action is used 

as ‗a deed‘ or ‗a work‘ in Western ethics.   

                                                             
9  Ibid., P. 05.  
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According to some Indian thinkers, karma owes its origin either to rāga or to dveṣa. 
10

 

Generally, rāga means desire. It is a desire for conscious selection of the pleasurable objects. 

Dveṣa is a kind of desire of abandoning or avoiding objects, which are regarded to cause of pain 

(duḥkha) and suffering.  In other words, rāga is known as attraction or attachment. It is an 

attachment of pleasurable objects which are regarded to cause of pleasure or happiness.  Dveṣa is 

known as aversion or detachment. It is a detachment of painful objects. In Indian Philosophy, 

actions which are done from rāga or dveṣa are known as aicchika karmas.  Aicchika karmas are 

called voluntary actions in Western ethics.   There is a difference between voluntary action and 

non- voluntary action in Western ethics as well as in Indian ethics.  Generally, voluntary action is 

determined by self- conscious agent‘s thoughts to realize a goal. On the contrary, non- voluntary 

action is not determined by an agent‘s thought. Voluntary actions constitute the proper subject-

matters of ethics.  

The distinction between voluntary action and non- voluntary action was recognized by 

Praśastapāda in Indian thought.  He is an ancient Indian philosopher.  He in his commentary 

Guṇagrantha on the Vaiśeṣika sūtras brought about a clear distinction between voluntary actions 

and non- voluntary actions.  However, this distinction is not recognized only by Praśastapāda, 

but also by the Neo- Naiyāyikas.   Here we consider the distinction between them from the 

standpoint of Praśastapāda first. In Praśastapāda‘s philosophy activity or afford is called 

prayatna.  According to Praśastapāda, prayatna or activity is divided into two categories.  These 

are  Jīvanapūrvaka and Icchādveṣapūrvaka prayatna.  Jīvanapūrvaka prayatna means ―having 

the life of the organism as its cause or antecedent condition‖
11

 and the Icchādveṣapūrvaka 

                                                             
10

  Tiwari, Kedar Nath,Classical Indian Ethical Thought, A Philosophical Study of Hindu,Jaina and Bauddha Morals, 
Matilal Banarsidass  Publishers Private Limited, Delhi,2004, P. 188.  
11 Maitra, Susil Kumar, The Ethics of the Hindus, University Calcutta, P. 27. 
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prayatna means having icchā and aversion as the causes.
12

  Jīvanapūrvaka prayatna is treated as 

an automatic or a reflex activity of the organism. It is called anaicchika karma or non- voluntary 

action. Icchādveṣapūrvaka prayatna is a kind of effort which represents action with conscious 

foresight or choice. It is called aicchika karma or voluntary action. Voluntary action is done with 

a conscious will for the fulfillment of some specific goals, i.e., selection of the good and 

rejection of the evil. In other words, it serves a definite purpose that is nothing but the attainment 

of pleasure and avoidance of pain. On the contrary, anaicchika karma or non- voluntary action, 

unlike aicchika karma, follows spontaneously from the agent‘s biological nature.  For 

Praśastapāda, the non- voluntary actions ―Serve certain specific ends (kām arthakriyām karoti), 

i.e., the ends of the organism.‖
13

  It means that there is a purpose behind the non-voluntary 

action, but that purpose is not consciously aimed at. On the contrary, voluntary action like non- 

voluntary action is also purposive. However, the purpose of voluntary action is consciously 

aimed at. It would be noted, according to Praśastapāda, that each of these types of action has its 

specific purpose. Thus the unavoidable character of aicchika karma, like voluntary action of 

western philosophy, is considered as being consciously aimed at and chosen. Following 

Praśastapāda we can say that aicchika karma is moral action and anaicchika karma is non- moral 

action. Aicchika karma may be good or bad. 

The Neo-Naiyāyikas also said about the distinction between voluntary action and non- voluntary 

actions. According to them, pravṛtti and nivṛtti are voluntary actions. The reason for that pravṛtti 

is the volition of the conscious selection of the pleasurable things.  Nivṛtti, unlike pravṛtti, is the 

volition of conscious rejection of the painful things. Besides these, there is another type of action 

which is known as jīvanayoniprayatna in the Neo-Naiyāyikas philosophy.  Jīvanayoniprayatna 

                                                             
12

  Ibid., P. 27.  
13  Ibid., P. 27. 
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means action arising from the life or jivana of the organism. It is also called an automatic or 

reflex action of the organism. There is no volition behind such action. It seems that such kind of 

action is not determined by one‘s free will. The Neo- Naiyāyikas make a distinction between 

voluntary and non- voluntary action more explicitly by adding svecchādhīnatva. It is a necessary 

condition of aicchika karma.  For the Neo-Naiyāyikas, aicchika karma is ―the results of one‘s 

own free will.‖
14

 Based on svecchādhīnatva, it differs not only from the automatic action of the 

organism but also from all karmas which are done by blind impulses. 

According to some Indian thinkers,  voluntary action or aicchika karma produces good or bad 

results for the doer by following his good or bad karma. They also hold that aicchika karma 

produces saṃskāra or potency. It is never destroyed and when it is ripened it produces 

appropriate effects for the agent of the action to experience.  This belief is brightly engrained in 

Hinduism, in the Jaina traditions, and the Buddha traditions.  The famous law of karma owes its 

origin to this belief.  The law of karma is nothing but one of the fundamental postulations of the 

Indian theory of morality. It is said that the law of karma is an extension of the law of causation. 

According to this doctrine, whatever sorrow or happiness one undergoes in this present life are 

the necessary effects of actions in one‘s past life. It means that one‘s present life is determined 

by one‘s past voluntary actions and future life will be determined by the voluntary actions of 

one‘s present life. For the law of karma, aicchika karmas produce good or bad effects for a doer.   

However, such effects may be produced either in the existing life or after a long time. In this 

regard, the law of karma is associated with the doctrine of rebirth.  Thus the law of karma, like 

the physical law of the conservation of energy, might be taken as the law of the conservation of 

moral law. According to the law of the conservation of energy, no energy is ever lost in the 

                                                             
14  Tiwari, Kedar Nath, Classical Indian Ethical Thought, op. cit., P.228. 
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world rather it is merely transformed in some other form. Similarly, the law of karma holds that 

no aicchika karma is ever lost in vain. Every voluntary action is bound to produce its natural 

consequence and the doer of the voluntary action is bound to bear its burden. What is done by 

the doer is never lost in vain. The doer experiences effects only because he deserves them 

through his voluntary actions.   Thus there is nothing wrong to say that in which the connection 

between karmas and fruits is governed by the law of karma is called the moral world. It is the 

world of full justice concerning happiness and suffering. It is the world of complete justice.  The 

doer of good aicchika karma experiences happiness and the doer of bad aicchika karmas 

experiences pain and suffering. Hence, there is nothing wrong to say that there is no deviation 

from the law of karma under any condition. In this connection, Kedar Nath Tiwary says, ―The 

most important presupposition of morality on which the entire Indian ethical system is based is 

called the law of karma.‖
15

 

Thus in Indian ethics, the law of karma is essentially bound up with the concept of rebirth. We 

have seen that one is bound to undergo the effects, because of one‘s karma. It means that if one 

does not exhaust the karmaphalas of one‘s karma in one‘s present life, one has to be reborn for 

enjoying karmaphalas. It is also mentioned that rebirth is nothing but the circle of bondage.  

Thus voluntary action causes rebirth. Voluntary actions of a doer causally determine what he 

would be in future life. It does not mean that the law of karmas is mechanical in Indian ethics. 

The reason for that we have seen that there are mainly three types of karmas based on 

karmaphalas in Indian ethics. These are saňcita karma, prārabdha karma, and kriyamāna karma. 

Saňcita karma and prārabdha karma belong to the past life and kriyamāna karma belongs to the 

present life of the doer. According to the law of karma, we are bound to reap the consequences of 

                                                             
15

  Ibid., P. 66-67.  
 



12 
 

our past karmas. However, one can check kriyamāna karma from producing results by the way 

of doing true karmas or by the way of attaining true knowledge or by the way of true devotion of 

the Supreme Being. Therefore, one may refrain oneself from the circle of rebirth with the help of 

actions that are performed in the spirit of niṣkāma manner or with the help of true knowledge or 

with the help of true devotion of the Supreme Being.  
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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. 
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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 

                                                             
66  Paton, H.J., The Categorical Imperative, A Study in Kant‟s Moral Philosophy, op. cit., P.181. 



50 
 

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 
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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 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 

 

 



61 
 

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 



64 
 

(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 

                                                             
83  Kant, Immanuel, (1788): The Critique of Practical Reason, op. cit., P. 113. 

 
84  Ibid., P.114. 



65 
 

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 
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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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



69 
 

Chapter Three 

The Paradigm of Moral Action or Niṣkāma Karma in the Ethics of Bhagavadgītā 

3.1: Introduction 

The main objective of this Chapter is to explain and examine the paradigm of niṣkāma Karma 

with special reference to Bhagavadgītā. There are many śāstras in Hinduism such as the Vedas, 

the Upaniṣads, the Rāmāyaṇa, the Mahābhārata, the Purāṇas, and so on.  These are known as 

the foundations of Hinduism. Bhagavadgītā is also an important religious treatise as well as a 

philosophical treatise of the Hindus. There is nothing wrong to say that Bhagavadgītā is the most 

popular as well as the sacred book of the Hindus.  It is a part, chapters 23-40, of the Bhīṣma-

Parva of the Mahābhārata.  It contains eighteen chapters. There are eighteen parvas in the 

Mahābhārata. The Bhīṣma-Parva is the sixth out of eighteen parvas of the Mahābhārata.   The 

Mahābhārata is the greatest Sanskrit epic. It is regarded in India as the fifth Veda. The 

authorship of Bhagavadgītā is attributed to Veda Vyᾱsa, who is also known as the legendary 

compiler of the Mahābhārata. Its date may be assigned to the fifth century B.C.  Bhagavadgītā is 

meant ‗The God‘s Song‘, i.e., the philosophical advice of Lord Kṛṣṇa to seduce the reluctant 

Arjuna to perform his duties in the battlefield of righteousness. It is set in a narrative framework 

of dialogues between Lord Kṛṣṇa and his dearest friend Arjuna. 

Bhagavadgītā‟s teaching is not only presented as a metaphysical system. Many scholars regarded 

it as the essence of Upaniṣads.  It is also known as Gītopaniṣad. The spirit of it is mentioned in 

Bhagavadgītā itself.  The messages of Bhagavadgītā are simple and straightforward so that even 

common men, who have not any philosophical background, can grasp it. Bhagavadgītā aims to 

deliver mankind from ignorance of the material world.  Generally, we see that every man is in 
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dilemma in so many ways, as Arjuna was in dilemma in having to fight in kurukṣetra.  After 

getting a dilemma, Arjuna surrenders himself unto Lord Kṛṣṇa. As a result of that Bhagavadgītā 

was spoken. We also see that the general person easily gets worries or anxieties.  It is happened 

because of the material world.  Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to establish the real aim of life through 

Bhagavadgītā which was forgotten by men. He spoke Bhagavadgītā for the benefit of Arjuna 

and the future generation of human beings.  Thus, we can say that one can settle the mission of 

one‘s life with Lord Kṛṣṇa‘s instruction. It seems that Bhagavadgītā has been dealing with 

human problems in a human way.  It has inspired human beings in India as well as in the 

Western. It gives long term solutions with which any human being can face any situations in life 

at any time. These spiritual solutions teach us to look at life as a whole. Bhagavadgītā also 

teaches us how to lead a good life and how to implement it. It provides us with practical 

guidance. It also teaches us how to achieve harmony with God. Thus, we can say that it deals 

with ethics, metaphysics, and religion. It may be called the Gospel of Humanity. 

There are great philosophers like Saṁkarācārya, Rāmānujācārya, Madhvācārya, and so on in the 

past in India. They have been inspired by Bhagavadgītā.  There are also some great philosophers 

in the contemporary period like B.G.Tilak, M.K.Gāndhī, S. Radhakrishnan, Aurobindo, and so 

on in India. They have also been inspired by Bhagavadgītā. Thus, the philosophy of 

Bhagavadgītā is the way of life. It is the basis of life. Many things have been said in praise of 

Bhagavadgītā by Indian scholars. According to S. Radhakrishnan, ―The Bhagavadgītā which 

forms part of the Bhīṣma Parva of the Mahābhārata is the most popular religious poem of 

Sanskrit literature.‖
92

 Lokamānya Tilak calls it ‗ a most luminous and priceless gem which gives 
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peace to effected souls and makes us masters of spiritual wisdom.‘
93

  Another contemporary 

philosopher Mahātmā Gāndhī calls it ―The universal mother whose door is wide open to anyone 

who knocks.‖
94

  He further says, ―A true votary of the Gītā does not know what disappointment 

is. He ever dwells in perennial joy and peace that passeth understanding.‖
95

 

3.2: The Circumstances of the Righteous War and the Initiation of Bhagavadgītā 

The 1
st
 adhyāya (chapter) of Bhagavadgītā introduces the circumstances and the situations of 

righteous war. This war was held between the two clans of brothers- the Kauravas and the 

pāṇḍavas.   This war is known as dharmayudha. The field of war is known as kurukṣetra or field 

of righteousness. It is a ground for a moral struggle.  Before the beginning of the righteousness 

war, Arjuna had no desire to war with his brothers, cousin, and relatives. However, he was 

forced to go to the field of righteousness by Duryodhana‘s obstinacy. Duryodhana never 

accepted any peaceful negotiation with Arjuna. As a result of that Arjuna came in the field of 

righteousness to fight with Duryodhana and after that, he was in anxiety to see the leaders of the 

war. For this reason, in the field of righteousness, he requested Lord Kṛṣṇa to place his chariot 

between the two armies
96

 so that he can observe those who stand here with desire of war and can 

know with whom he has to fight.
97

 Here it would be noted that Arjuna wants to observe enemies 

before beginning the righteous war. It is not indicated that he has a motive for proposing peace 

negotiations with enemies. He just wants to see them for estimating the strength. He was quite 

confident of victory. The reason for that Lord Kṛṣṇa was sitting beside his side.  After Arjun‘s 
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request, Lord Kṛṣṇa placed the chariot between the two armies and after that, he said to Arjuna 

that ―Just behold, Pārtha, all the kurūs assemble here (pārtha paśyaitān samavetān kurūn iti)‖
98

  

in front of Droṇa, Bhīṣma, and all the other warriors of the world.  It should be noted in this 

connection that the term ‗Kurū‟ is used for the sons of both Dhṛitarāshtra and pāṇḍu because they 

belong to the Kurū lineage.   It seems that here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to indicate that they are all 

one (all warriors are Arjuna‘s relatives), whether they are the opposite side or on his side 

(whether they are good or bad). After standing in the middle between two armies Ajuna saw his 

elders, cousins, teachers, friends, and well-wishers engaged as enemies in the battle. They were 

ready to fight to him.  In that situation, Arjuna said to Kṛṣṇa that when he sees his relatives eager 

to the fight to him then his limbs mope, his body trembles, his mouth goes dry, his skin is 

burning, and his bow slips from his hand. That is why he is unable to stand any longer here.
99

  

Thus, it seems that Arjuna wants to say that his mental strength has gone down. It shows his 

weakness and instability. 

 It should be noted that here Arjuna was frustrated with emotional upheavals. He accidentally 

started exhibiting several symptoms of disability both psychologically and physically. He 

pictured his physical symbols or sign in graphic terms. In conversation with Kṛṣṇa, Arjuna said 

that he does not see any good may come from killing his relatives in this war.  As a result of that 

Arjuna denies the desire for victory or kingdom or pleasure. In this regard, he goes on to say that 

he desires kingdom, enjoyments, and pleasure for those, who stand here in the battle for killing 

him. Despite having such a problem, he does not wish to kill them.   He then also claims that he 

does not agree to fight with them and kill them even for the kingdom of the three worlds because 
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of sin, which will overcome him.   He then raises a question to Lord Kṛṣṇa that by killing the 

sons of Dhṛtarāṣṭra, what happiness could be ours?
100

 Soon after being confused, he concludes 

not to fight with his relatives. Thus, it appears that Arjuna was unwilled to kill his relatives. He 

thought that there would be no happiness in his life by killing his relatives. Hence, he did not 

want to fight. It may be noted in that situation that Arjun had an opportunity for gaining a realm 

or a kingdom (which lies in fighting with his relatives) and reclaiming the kingdom or realm 

which inherited from his father. But he did not do it. 

It may also be noted in this connection that Arjuna was not obsessed with fight or war. There he 

was not against a fight. In his life, he fought many wars. He was well trained by teachers as a 

Kṣatriya. His lifelong conditions were with all violence and wars.  Naturally, a question arises:  

why he turned his face against war? In that situation, it may also be noted that as charioteer, Lord 

Kṛṣṇa had to place the chariot between the two armies without uttering any words and it is also 

remarkable that Arjuna would see the assemble fighters anyway. However, Lord Kṛṣṇa 

intentionally used the words ‗the member of the kurū lineage is assembling here (samavetām 

kurūn)‘ to arouse attachment in Arjuna. It is the main reason of Arjuna‘s weakness.  His sense of 

attachment was aroused. He realized good in opposing to the fight and overwhelmed with 

sorrow. This is the main cause that changes the great courage of a hero into anxiety and worry. 

Here we have to realize this paradoxical condition very clearly because ‗this is the true seed for 

all the advice taken in Bhagavadgītā‟. There is nothing wrong to say that if this ironic situation 

had not been there then Bhagavadgītā might not have come into existence.  Dharma and Satya 

(truth) are at stake in the field of righteousness. Thus, preventing adharma from gaining success 

over dharma is the main purpose of Bhagavadgītā. For this reason, as a charioteer or a guider or 
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a good friend of Arjuna, Lord Kṛṣṇa had to do two things: First, he had to present the true nature 

of life to the world with the help of Arjuna, and secondly, he had to conquer the forces that 

threaten social as well as world orders. 

We have seen that at the beginning of the righteous war, warrior Arjuna was filled with sadness 

and compassion when he saw his relatives. After that, he manifested his unwillingness to war. 

Here it may be noted that Arjuna, as a Kṣatriya, was obliged to war for justice and righteous war. 

Arjuna did not think about his relatives before becoming to the dharmakṣetra or the field of 

righteousness. It should be noted in this connection that he had experiences of a large army. 

However, after observing his relatives, friends, and teachers, he thought about the result of the 

war and what good might come out of such a war.  Here his heart filled with sorrow and pity. He 

then became nervous and lost his power. He also overlooked his duty at that important time 

which was nothing but to fight. He saw himself in attachment with others as a grandson of 

Bhīṣma, as a student of Droṇa. In other words, he attached and identified himself with the sense 

of „my‟ ness and „I‟ ness. As a result of that, Arjuna wanted to retire from the war at that crucial 

time and surrendered himself to Lord Kṛṣṇa by saying that he was distracted from his duty. As a 

result of that, he had requested Kṛṣṇa to tell him what is well for him.  In reply, Lord Kṛṣṇa 

instructed Arjuna that he should do his action in a desireless manner or non- attachment manner. 

Desireless action is called niṣkāma karma. In this chapter, we are primarily confined to discuss 

niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā as moral action of Bhagavadgītā.  

3.3: The Meaning of Niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā 

The concept of niṣkāma Karma is a composite concept. It is not a simple concept because it is 

compiled by two different concepts. These are niṣhkāma and karma. Here karma means action. It 
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is already mentioned that something is done by someone is called action. The concept of 

niṣhkāma is also not a simple concept rather it is a composite concept because it is compiled by 

two different concepts.  These are: ‗nih‟ and ‗kāma‟.  Here the concept of ‗nih‟ means negation 

or denial (of desire).
101

 The concept of ‗kāma‟ is generally used in the sense of sensuous desire 

as well as in the sense of the satisfaction of sensuous desire. Here the concept of ‗kāma‟ is used 

in the sense of sensuous desire. The concept of desire is linked with the concept of attachment. 

There is nothing wrong to say that desire always springs from the attachments to the objects of 

joy or pleasure.  Thus the etymological meaning of the concept of niṣhkāma karma is desireless 

action.  Here it seems that niṣhkāma is not an adjective of the karma or action though niṣhkāma 

qualifies karma. The concept of niṣhkāma is an adjective of the doer or kartā. The reason for that 

only doer could be said to be niṣhkāma or desireless and not the action.  Thus niṣhkāma karma is 

a kind of karma which is done by the kartā in niṣhkāma spirit or manner. An action that is done 

with desire is called desireful action or sakāma karma.  According to the sāstras, sakāma karma 

is the cause of bondage. Niṣkāma karma is moral action in Bhagavadgītā. 

Absolutely, desireless action is a kind of action that is completely devoid of any desire whether 

the desire is material or spiritual or secular or religious or egoistic or altruistic. However, in 

Bhagavadgītā, the term ‗niṣkāma‟ or ‗desireless‘ is not used in an absolute sense.  It is used in a 

relative sense. The reason for that according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, every man should perform his action 

with ‗non-attachment, absence of clinging to son, wife, home and the like (asaktir 

anabhiṣvaṅgaḥ putra-dāra-gṛhādiṣu).‘
102

 Here it seems that when Lord Kṛṣṇa asserted that non-

attachment from son, wife, home then it does not mean that one must not have any feeling for 
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those rather one must have a feeling for those. However, when they are not helpful to divine 

progress or when they choose the path of injustice then one must not be attached to them.  It 

seems that they are natural perceptible objects of illusion. It is also said that when a man thinks 

that an object is mine, then the ideas of `Mine' ness is produced in his mind.  It happens because 

of his ignorance.  As a result of that, he identifies himself with that object, loves it, and turns 

attached to it.  Here non-attachment means the absence of such identification.  For 

Bhagavadgītā, we should keep the mind away from all such attachments. Lord Kṛṣṇa then 

instructed Arjuna that one who is forsaking false ego, anger, lust, false pride, arrogance, sense of 

possession, and tranquil in mind, he becomes worthy of the state of Brahma.
103

  It seems that 

according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, one should perform one‘s action without egoistic desire. Thus, if one 

does one‘s action with egoistic desire or personal again then one‘s action is not treated as moral 

action. To understand the relation between action and desire for moral action, we can say about 

Durjadhan‘s actions. Durjhadhana was a cousin of Arjuna. He participated in a war against 

Arjuna. However, he performed his action as a kṣatriya with an egoistic desire for getting 

personal gain. He participated in the war for getting the hastenāpura kingdom. That is why, 

according to Bhagavadgītā, his action is not treated as moral or niṣkāma karma. For this reason, 

his action would not help him to attain Mokṣa.  It should also be mentioned in this connection 

that at the beginning of righteous war prince Arjuna did not want to fight with his relatives 

because he thought that if he participates in the war then his relatives would be killed by him. 

Here he thought that enemies or relatives were his.  It seems that he was not raised beyond the 

circle of ‗Mine‟ ness. In this connection, Lord Kṛṣṇa said that one, who acts without any sense of 

„I‟ ness or „Mine‟ ness and egotism, can achieve peace.
104

   Thus, one has to rise beyond the 
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circle of ‗Mine‟ and ‗Thine‟ for achieving divine bliss or higher spiritual goal. It appears that one 

should do one‘s prescribed duties without narrow egoistic desire. Thus, according to 

Bhagavadgītā, egoistic desire i.e., the senses of „I‟ and ‗Mine‘ should be eradicated for 

performing moral action.  An action with narrow egoistic desire is not treated as niṣkāma karma 

or moral action and such type of action is forbidden by Lord Kṛṣṇa. 

In Bhagavadgītā it also seems that an action may be treated as a niṣkāma even when an agent 

does it to promote public welfare. For Bhagavadgītā, kāma (desire) becomes an obstruction only 

when it is ego-centric. However, when it is enveloped with the welfare of a larger section of the 

society then it gathers ethical values. Thus, Arjuna was advised that he should fight as a kṣatriya 

for protecting the higher values without an egocentric desire to his enemies. According to 

Bhagavadgītā, an ignorant person acts zealously for his people or his pleasure, but wise people 

act with the same zeal for the welfare of the world.  The welfare of the world is called 

Lokasaṁgraha.
105

 

For Bhagavadgītā, everyone should act. However, we should not work for personal gain. This 

world was created by God and we should maintain the world‘s order by performing our works. 

In this world, everyone must work as willingly or unwillingly. There are two types of people in 

this world. They are wise and ignorant persons. For Bhagavadgītā, a wise person works in the 

world with the same effort and sincerity as an ignorant person of the community. However, there 

is a difference between their works. As the actions of the ignorant persons are always motivated 

by narrow egoistic desires and anxieties whereas a wise man works without a narrow egoistic 

desire for Lokasaṁgraha or the welfare of the world. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, 
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―As the unlearned act from attachment to their work, so should the learned also act, O Bhārata 

(Arjuna), but without any attachment, with the desire to maintain the world- order.‖
106

  Desire 

binds us when it is ego-centric. However, the desire for the welfare of the world can help us to 

get Mokṣa.  It implies that when we do any work with the motive of the welfare of a larger 

section of society then it gathers moral value.  It seems here that desire is acceptable in 

Bhagavadgītā when it is enveloped with the welfare of the world. 

For Lord Kṛṣṇa, a wise man should control his senses for removing sinful reactions of any 

action. As a result of that, he can know reality properly and can get peace or Mokṣa. As a result 

of that one engages automatically to do well for all beings after knowing the reality.   For some 

sāstras, those who are free from doubt they can easily engage themselves to the welfare of the 

world. As a result of that, they are free from all sinful reactions and can get Mokṣa. In this 

connection, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, ―Those who are beyond the dualities that arise from 

doubts, whose minds are engaged within, who are always busy working for the welfare of all 

living beings, and who are free from all sins achieve liberation in the supreme.”
107

 For Lord 

Kṛṣṇa, we are not asked to reject all the senses rather we are asked to restrain them. Thus, our 

senses are not to be rejected but restrained. According to Lord Kṛṣṇa, those who restrained their 

senses with being even-minded (Sama- buddhayaḥ) in all situations and engage in the welfare of 

all living creatures, they certainly come to Him. 
108

  Therefore, one should do actions with a view 
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to Lokasaṁgraha
109

  (the welfare of the world) for getting Mokṣa. It seems that such types of 

persons always ready to serve others and can get Mokṣa. 

Here it appears that Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say to Arjuna that you belong to a warrior class. One 

as a warrior has the responsibility to protect one‘s people as well as this world by performing 

one‘s duties. One should act one‘s duties without running away from the war. One as a king has 

gotten a greater commitment towards this world.  We have seen that Arjuna is a prince of men. 

That is why people depend on him and his actions. Thus, it is his responsibility to keep his post. 

For this reason, he should discharge his action diligently. Thus, one should fight with one‘s 

enemy for achieving Lokasaṁgraha in spite of one‘s all risks.  It would help one for achieving 

Mokṣa. Here Lokasaṁgraha is used as a means for Mokṣa.  It would be noted here in this 

connection that the senses of ‗Me‟, ‗Mine,‟ and ‗I‘ are the origin for all evils (Pāpas) or 

bondages in this world.  The knowledge of Lokasaṁgraha introduces freedom as well as Mokṣa 

to the agent. Therefore, A wise person is the one who goes beyond the circle of ‗Mine‟ ness and 

‗I‟ ness and knows the secret of Lokasaṁgraha by which he can get Mokṣa from the circle of „I‟ 

ness and ‗Mine‟ ness.  Thus, when we remain selfish then we are caught in the trap of desire and 

the world. As a result of that, we are not able to realize our real nature.   Here, detachment is 

Mokṣa and attachment (in the narrower sense) is bondage.  Hence, Lokasaṁgraha stands for the 

union of the society and the inner connection of all living creatures. 

So, after discussion of Lokasaṁgraha, we can say that the ideal of niṣkāma karma is a counsel 

for enlarging one‘s look in which one does not feel his obligations only limited to father, son, 

wife, husband, etc., but to all, to the entire community or society, to the complete cosmos of 
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countless creatures. It entails that for getting a higher goal, one has to rise beyond the circle of 

‗Mine‟ and ‗Thine‟ and one has to work for the welfare of the world. For Bhagavadgītā, egoistic 

desire or kāma should be conquered. Egoism or the sense of ‗I‘ and ‗Mine‟ should be eradicated.  

Selfish desire ought to be sublimated. Altruistic desires ought to be cultivated. Universal love 

should be cultivated. Here it would be noted that through niṣkāma karma   Bhagavadgītā does 

not inculcation of all desires. It enjoins the sublimation of egoistic desires into altruistic desires. 

According to sāstras, acts done with egoistic passions are attached to action (sakāma karma). 

When someone does his action for only his father, mother, son, wife then his action must be 

treated as sakāma. As a result of that, he would not get peace, perfection, and Mokṣa. As a result 

of that, he will bound with the circle of birth and suffer in this world.  Thus, according to 

Bhagavadgītā, those actions do not concern with narrow egoistic ends, but refer to altruistic 

ends, are not to be interpreted as attached actions (sakāma karmas) even if there are some desires 

or kāmas behind them. Thus niṣkāma karma means, negatively, egoistic desireless action and 

positively, the action is done for the welfare of the others or Lokasaṁgraha. Let me explain, in 

Bhagavadgītā,  what is niṣkāma karma? 

3.4: The Concept of Niṣkāma Karma in Bhagavadgītā 

According to Bhagavadgītā, every one bound to do the action. Action is to be done. Anyone 

cannot remain a moment without acting because of his material mode of nature.
110

 Thus, the 

renunciation of action is not required. Here a question naturally arises as to what is required?  In 

reply, we can say that renunciation of narrow egoistic desire or kāma is required in action i.e., 

one is not to be engaged in the result of action in the sense of egoistic desire. For Bhagavadgītā, 

we should concern only on action and action alone, and never the egoistic result thereof. At the 
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time of counseling Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed to him that ‗one should do one‘s action, but should not 

concern or worry oneself with the fruits‘. It seems that according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, one has the right 

to do one‘s action; the result of one‘s action is not depended only upon one‘s endeavors. It is also 

depended on the place and the situation.  If one is worried about the fruits of one‘s action then 

one would experience worry. As a result of that, the fruits of one‘s action would not happen 

according to one‘s expectation.  Thus, one should give up a worry for the result of action and one 

should focus only on performing one‘s action. The fact is that when one is unworried about the 

result of the action then one can focus on one‘s efforts. As a result of that,   the fruit of action 

would be better than before.  After that Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna that ‗when one is working, one 

should give up kartritwābhimān.  It seems that never considers oneself as the cause of the fruits 

of one‘s actions. Here a question arises:  why should anyone not consider oneself as 

kartritwābhimān?  In reply, we can say through Bhagavadgītā that kartritwābhimān is a kind of 

egoistic desire. If an action is done with kartritwābhimān then it would not be treated as moral 

action. Lord Kṛṣṇa also warns that one should not be attached to inaction by thinking that there is 

no usage for performing works without expecting any results. Here ―inaction means not 

performing one‘s prescribed duties.‖
111

 The famous Bhagavadgītā in this regard says, ―You have 

a right to perform your prescribed duty, but you are not entitled to the fruits of action. Never 

consider yourself the cause of the results of your activities, and never be attached to not doing 

your duty.‖
112

  Thus, we can say that working without becoming egoistic attached to the fruits of 

action is called niṣkāma karma. Niṣkāma karma is a kind of action, which is done without 

egoistic attachment to the result thereof. In other words, we can say that having no egoistic desire 

for the fruit of action is called niṣkāma karma. 
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Therefore, for Bhagavadgītā, every action is not treated as niṣkāma karma.  Lord Kṛṣṇa 

instructed Arjuna to do your activities without egoistic desire, which is called niṣkāma karma. 

However, niṣkāma karma was not the only plea by which Arjuna was invited for killing his 

enemies. It was mixed with the plea of svadharma.  Arjuna was being instructed to follow his 

svadharma or svakarma with an egoistic desireless manner.  Svadarma is varṇadharma. Every 

varṇa‟s duty is called varṇadharma. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, there are four varṇas in society. They are 

created by Him based on the guṇas. 

 3.5: Guṇas and Their Impacts  

It should be noted that Arjuna surrendered himself to Lord Kṛṣṇa by saying that he is distracted 

from his action. As a result of that, he requests Lord Kṛṣṇa for telling him what is well for him? 

In reply, Lord Kṛṣṇa also instructed Arjuna that ―If indulging in self-conceit, thou thinkest ―I will 

not fight,‖ vain is this, thy resolve. Nature will compel thee.‖
113

 Here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say 

to Arjuna that you are a kṣatriya, born with the nature of the warrior. Thus, your natural duty is 

to fight. You are bounded to do your actions helplessly against your will. 
114

 According to 

Bhagavadgītā, men are always under the influence of triple guṇas: sattva guṇas, raja guṇas, and 

tama guṇas. According to Sāṅkya philosophers, these three guṇas represent dormant 

potentialities of individuals.  

i) Sattva guṇa: Sattva literally means existence or real. Sattva guṇa is responsible for the 

exposition or the manifestation of objects in consciousness. It produces happiness. It 

is called goodness. It is light and bright. It is also buoyant and illuminating. The 

power of reflection, luminosity of light, pleasure, upward movement, happiness, bliss, 
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and contentment are its results. It‘s white. Thus, it is of the nature of happiness, light, 

illuminating, or bright. The power of reflection in a mirror is due to the operation of 

the element of sattva. 

ii) Raja guṇa:  Raja literally means foulness. Raja guṇa is the principle of movement. It 

produces restless activity. It also produces pain, feverish effort, and wild stimulation. 

These are its results. It is stimulating. It‘s red. Thus, it is the principle of the activity 

of bodies. It always moves and makes other bodies move.  It is on account of rajas 

that the wind blows and fire spreads. It is also the cause of painful experience. It is 

itself of the nature of duḥkha (pain). 

 

iii) Tama guṇa: Tama literally means darkness. Tama guṇa is the principle of inertia. It 

produces confusion, apathy and indifference, ignorance, passivity and negativity, and 

bewilderment.  These are its results. It‘s dark.  Thus it is the principle of negativity 

and passivity in bodies. It is the cause of confusion, ignorance, and darkness. 

These three guṇas constituted Prakṛti as well as our bodies. According to Bhagavadgītā, we 

always remain under the impact of these three guṇas when we are leading embodied lives. We 

cannot escape from these. For this reason, we cannot escape from actions. It seems that without 

karma our life must not be sustained. We cannot remain without any action even for a single 

time. Even if we remain inactive physically, our minds would always be active. Thus, we can say 

that living is also karma. Thinking is also an action. Action causes many effects. In this regard, 

Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed to Arjuna: ―Everyone is forced to act helplessly according to the qualities 

he has acquired from the modes of material nature; therefore no one can refrain from doing 
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something, not even for a moment.‖
115

 There is no creature either on the world or among the 

gods in the Sarga who is free from the impacts of these three guṇas.
116

 The play of these three 

guṇas is the very manifestation of Prakṛti. They, put together, are the expressions of māyā.  They 

make the individuals differ from each other. 

There are three types of karmas based on guṇas in Bhagavadgītā. These are sāttvika karma, 

rājasika karma, and tāmasika karma.  Sāttvika karma is a kind of karma or action that is done 

without any attachment. It is an obligatory duty towards society. Such type of action is 

performed without love or hate, and desire of reward of it.
117

 It seems that Sāttvika karma is 

performed spontaneously. It is not directed by like or dislike of the performer. It is an act of 

fulfillment in itself. It may be considered as moral action. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, an action ‗which is 

done in great strain by one who seeks to gratify his desires or is impelled by egoism, is said to be 

rājasika.‘
118

   It appears that rājasika karma is a kind of karma, which is scolded by kāma or 

egoistic desire and it is performed in a self- centered vainglorious attitude of ‗I‘ ness or ‗my‘ 

ness. Such type of action is undertaken to satisfy an agent‘s desire in a spirit of egoism, vanity, 

and arrogance. This type of action involves considerable efforts and strain. Tāmasika karma is a 

kind of karma, which is performed in an illusion without consideration of the consequences, loss, 

and injury. Such type of action is done without consideration of one‘s human capacity.
119

  It 

seems that such type of action is done without any consideration for the consequences. For this 

reason, such type of action brings trouble and sorrow to all including the doer. Thus, karma is 

necessary for every varṇa.  For Lord Kṛṣṇa, there are four varṇas in society. They are 
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brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, vaiśyas, and śūdras. They are created by Him based on the guṇas and 

karmas. 

3.6: Varṇa System in Bhagavadgītā 

The term varṇa generally means color, explanation, interpretation, caste, genus, etc.  In some 

Indian sāstras, the term varṇa is used as complexion, form, class, clan, color, etc. Sometimes the 

term is attached with groups of people having the skin of dark or fair color. Those who have dark 

skin are called Dāsas or Dasyus. Those who have white color skin are called Āryas.  Thus, 

according to some sāstras, there are two types of varṇas in a society based on skin color as 

Dasyus and Āryas. However, according to some sāstras, there are four social classes in society. 

These are brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, vaiśyas, and śūdras.  The four classes were found first in Ṛg. 

Veda itself. Besides the Dharmaśāstras and the Ṛg. Veda, Bhagavadgītā also discussed the 

varṇas system.  For Bhagavadgītā, there are four varṇas in society as brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, 

vaiśyas, and śūdras.  Here varṇas do not mean castes as we use in our day to day life rather 

varṇas means classes of society which are determined by guṇas and karmas.  According to Lord 

Kṛṣṇa, ―Brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, vaiśyas and śūdras are distinguished by the qualities born of their 

own natures in accordance with the material modes, O Chastiser of the enemy.‖
120

  It is also 

mentioned that four varṇas was created by Him according to the guṇas and karma 

(cāturvarṇyaṁ mayā sṛṣtaṁ guṇakarmavibhāgaśaḥ).
121

   The classification of varṇas by guṇas is 

as follows: brāhmaṇa who has mostly sattva guṇas with a little raja guṇas and very minimum 

tama guṇas.  It seems that in brāhmaṇa, Sattva guṇas (goodness, purity, etc.) predominates in 

action and thoughts. Kṣatriyas is a kind of varṇa who have mostly raja guṇas and some sattva 
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guṇas with very little tama guṇas. Thus, in kṣatriya, Rajas guṇas (valor, courage, etc.) 

predominate in actions and thought. Vaiśya is a kind of varṇa who has more rajas guṇas, very 

little sattva guṇas, and some tamas guṇas. It also appears that in vaiśya, rajas guṇas and tamas 

guṇas (ignorance, indolence, etc.) predominate. It is also said that śūdra who has mostly tamas 

guṇas, very little rajas guṇas, and negligible sattva guṇas, where tama guṇas alone 

predominates. Thus, all men are not the same because of these three guṇas.  Here we have also 

seen that the varṇa system was not based on birth. However, the term varṇa has been using as 

caste-based on birth in the present era.    It happened because of the misinterpretation of the term 

of varṇa. 

In this connection, it would be noted that Lord Kṛṣṇa is the creator of everything including man. 

Everything including man is born by Him. Everything is sustained by Him. Everything rests in 

Him after annihilation. Thus, He is the maker of the above four divisions of society.  According 

to Bhagavadgītā, everything including man is born by God though He is unborn. He is eternal by 

nature. His embodiment is not as true as the embodiment of other beings. He comes into being 

through His own māyā. He establishes himself in His own transcendental nature.
122

 For this 

reason, a created being in this world is under the control of māyā. God is the controller of māyā. 

The birth and death of the Lord or God depend upon His own will. The lord assumes 

embodiment by His own free will. According to Lord Kṛṣṇa, whenever there is a decline of 

dharma and the rise of adharma - at the time He expresses Himself.
123

  He also said to His friend 

that He is born from age to age for the destruction of adharmas, for a saving of the good, and the 
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establishment of dharma.
124

  He is the ultimate reality. According to Him, ―One who knows the 

transcendental nature of My appearance and activities does not, upon leaving the body, take his 

birth again in this material world, but attains My eternal abode, O Arjuna.‖
125

 As a result of that 

one is not born again. Accordingly, he transcends the birth and death of the sensible world and 

attains Brahman. 

Dhartmasāstras have pictured the duties of the varṇas in detail.  Varṇa system is based on both 

guṇas and the moral principle of karma. According to the theory of karma, every man is born in 

the present time with peculiar temperament, abilities, and leaning due to his past karmas. It is 

also believed that the future birth of one may be changed by practicing the duties of the present 

life. Thus, each varṇa are asked to follow his duties. The duties and privileges of varṇas occupy 

a great place in dharmasāstras. Varṇas‟ duties are called varṇadharmas.  Varṇadharma is 

known as svadharma. Here dharma is used in the sense of duty.  Let me explain in detail what 

does svadharma mean? 

3.7: The Concept of Varṇadharma or Svadharma in Bhagavadgītā 

Svadharma is nothing other than varṇadharma. ―Svadharma is ‗one‘s duty; what is dictated by 

one‘s own nature.‖
126

 For Bhagavadgītā, every varṇa is born with particular tendencies and 

predispositions. These tendencies constitute one‘s innate nature (svabhāva) and determine one‘s 

station in society. Every varṇa ought to perform his duties, which are known as svadharmas. It is 

also said that one must attain the Highest personal Good or Mokṣa and can contribute to the 
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social good by one‘s innate nature. The duties of four varṇas are enumerated in Bhagavadgītā. 

First, let me explain the duties of brahmaṇas. The duties of Brahmaṇas are as follow: 

i) Śamo (Serenity): Restraining the mind from running the world of contents in pursuit of 

sensual enjoyment, 

ii)  Damaḥ (self- control): Restraining the sense organ from carrying the external  

inspiration to the mind,  

iii)  Tapaḥ (Austerity): Concentrating to self for saving human energies from sense 

indulgence and directing such energies  towards spiritual  awakening,  

iv)  Śaucaṁ (Purity): Internal purity and external cleanliness,  

v)  Kṣāntiḥ (Tolerance or forgiveness): Forgiving  one  for wrong committing to  oneself 

and to be pure,  

vi)  Ārjavam (Honesty):  A quality that makes one straightforward in all one‘s actions. It 

makes one fearless,  

vii)    Jñānam (Knowledge): A brahmaṇa should know all sāstras, 

viii)   Vijñānam (wisdom): Personal experience of the education. It is kind of knowledge 

which is gained in this world by studies, 

ix)  Āstikyam (Faith):  Faith in religion and faith to live what one has understood from 

sāstras. For Kṛṣṇa, these are the dharmas or duties of the brāhmaṇa, born of his 

nature.
127

  Other dharmasāstras also enumerates some additional duties of a brāhmaṇa. 

These are; 

x)  Study of Veda: A brahmin should study the Veda. The study of Veda was considered as 

highest dharma of a brahmin, 
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xi)  Teaching the Veda: A brahmin should perform his duties as a teacher of Veda. It also 

mentions that a brahmin should not teach without any prior contact about payment,  

xii)  Officiating as a priest:  A brahmin can perform his duties as a priest.  A  brahmin can 

alone perform as a priest. It would be noted here that officiating as a priest was the 

privilege of a brahmin, 

xiii)   Receiving gifts: A brahmin was allowed to receive gifts from a wealthy person of the 

three higher varṇas for his livelihood.  Receiving a gift from a śūdra and unworthy 

person was worse.  For Bhagavadgītā, these are the duties of a kṣatriya, born of his 

nature.
128

 It was also said in Dharmashastras that a brahmin is to be teacher or guru, an 

object of honor to all varṇas by the simple fact of his innate nature. A brahmin should 

illustrate the duties of other varṇas to show to the proper conduct and means of 

livelihood. Brahmins are abided by their direction. A kṣatriya is to rule-following such 

direction.  A king is the ruler of all, except brahmin. It is also said that the rules of the 

roads are to favor of brahmin even as against the king.   A brahmin can remain without a 

kṣatriya or a king, but a king should not be without a brahmin. A brahmin is the half 

soul of a king. 

Some duties are enumerated for a kṣatriy in Bhagavadgītā. These are; i)  Śauryam (heroism): 

Great bravery, ii) Tejaḥ (vigour): Vigor to accept challenges in life, iii) Dhṛtiḥ (determination): 

Urgency and consistency of aim, iv) Dākṣyam (resourcefulness): Discretion and foresight, v) 

Yuddhe apalāyanam ( not fleeing from a  battle), vi) Dānam (generosity): Sympathy to those in 

need of help and vii) Īśvarabhāvaḥ ( leadership): Self-confidence in his own ability and leading 

capacity of his armies although a kṣatriya may not claim to be a spiritual leader.    Other 
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dharmasāstras enumerated some additional duties of a kṣatriya. These are; i) Protecting his 

people from internal disturbances and external aggressions, ii) A kṣatriya should govern on his 

people with peace and prosperity, iii)   Punishing the wicked, iv) Charity: a kṣatriya should help 

his people with money, land, cow. A kṣatriya should give a gift to brahmins for their livelihood. 

Bhagavadgītā also enumerated duties of vaiśya and śūdra. The duties of a vaiśya are i) Kṛṣi 

(agriculture) ii)  Gaurakṣya (cow protection): Breeding and rearing of cow, iii) Vāṇijyam ( 

trade): Buying, that is, procuring merchandises from others after paying their exact price and 

selling, that is, changing merchandises to others after realizing his legal price. These are the 

duties of a vaiśya, born of his nature (kṛṣigourakṣyavāṇijyaṁ vaiśyakarma svabhāvajam), and 

giving service was the duty of a śūdra (paricaryātmakaṁ karma śūdrasyā‟pi svabhāvajam). 
129

  

It seems that śūdras have to service to others (other three varṇas).  It is also said in 

Dharmasāstras that a śūdra was not permitted to study the sāstras. A śūdra was not permitted to 

perform the solemn sāstras sacrifices. A brahmin was not permitted to receive a gift from śūdras. 

It may be noted in this connection that men are divided into four classes in a society based on 

guṇas and karmas, where brahmins were given the highest position based on guṇas and karmas. 

For this reason, they were entrusted with maximum responsibilities. The main dharma of a 

brahmin is to preserve Dharma in society. The next social position was given to the kṣatriyas in 

the varṇas system. A kṣatriya is responsible for defending the society as well as the nation in 

situations of war. He is also responsible for administering laws and orders in the nation.   A 

King, as a kṣatriya, should provide social justice so that people can live peacefully.  It also seems 

that the next social position was given to the vaiśya in the varṇas system. The duties of a vaiśya 

are agriculture, trade, animal husbandry, etc. A śūdra is given the lowest social position along 
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with minimum responsibilities. Thus, brahmins and kṣatriyas are given with heavy 

responsibilities.  It would also be noted in this regard that whatever might be the discussion 

about the nature of a man, one thing has been accepted that a man is not a simple unit rather a 

man is a complex whole consisting of three guṇas. That is why we should act in the harmony of 

these three guṇas. Here, we see a balance among sattva, rajas, and tamas guṇas in 

Bhagavadgītā. For Bhagavadgītā, one should get his due. It means that one should get clear 

dealing in society.  One could be allowed to follow one‘s duties. One must be permitted to live a 

life according to oneself. However, it does not mean that one‘s freedom can be unlimited rather 

one should do one‘s action within the boundary of morality. It is a harmony between rights and 

duties. Thus, we can say that the varṇa system is the moral basis of Hindu society. There is 

nothing wrong to say that the varṇa system was based on scientific principles. Hence, 

Bhagavadgītā has laid down the duties of varṇas, where a brahmin is the most responsible and a 

śūdra is the freest. A brahmin, as a guru or guider, enjoys maximum social respect while no 

respect is shown towards śūdra 

We have seen that the second of the four orders of social class is gone to kṣatriya. A kṣatriya is 

trained for killing. Kṣatriya is trained for killing because hiṃsā is needed for the protection of 

religion. Every kṣatriya should perform his svadharma. Fighting is the natural dharma of a 

kṣatriya.  A kṣatriya‟s svadharma is to protect citizens from all kinds of difficulties.  His duties 

or svadharmas are to engage in war for upholding social order, law, righteousness, and justice.  

For a kṣatriya, nothing is more ennobling than a clear fight. Thus a kṣatriya should fight without 

hesitation and ought not to flee from his svadharma.  In this regard Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed 

Arjuna, ―Considering your specific duty as a Kṣatriya, you should know that there is no better 

engagement for you than fighting on religious principles; and so there is no need for 
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hesitation.‖
130

  After that Lord Kṛṣṇa also said to Arjuna that Kṣatriyas‟ happiness consists in 

fighting for the justice or right.  Such a fighting opportunity comes as unsought for opening the 

door to heaven. 
131

 If a kṣatriyas would die in the war, he would be attained svarga if he would 

win the war then he would enjoy the earthly kingdom. So get up with resolve to fight.
132

 It would 

be noted in this connection that one should perform one‘s svadharma with sincerely and 

enthusiastically. In every circumstance, one should perform one‘s svadharma with one's ability 

because sāstras demand it.   Thus, it (Performing svadharma) leads us to heaven.  It gives us 

peace. 

We know that no action is free from fault just as fire has smoke on top of it naturally. For 

example, we cannot breathe without spoiling thousands of microbes or if we cultivate land then 

we kill countless microorganisms or if we succeed against the competition in business then we 

deprive others of wealth or when we eat then we deprive of food. It seems that every action has 

some defects. For this reason, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, ―Every endeavor is covered by some 

fault, just as fire is covered by smoke. Therefore one should not give up the work born of his 

nature, O son of Kunti, even if such work is full of fault.‖
133

   Here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say 

that every action is curtained by some defect, just as fire is curtained by smoke. So, one should 

not give up one‘s svadharma, which is suited to one‘s nature, even if one‘s svadharma is full of a 

defect.  At the time of counseling, Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed  Arjuna that if you would not perform 

your lawful battle then you would surely incur sins for insulting your svadharma. Thus, you lose 

your reputation as a warrior.
134

 It appears from this śloka that Arjuna was a famous warrior. He 
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earned fame by fighting with many great fighters or demigods. However, if he abandoned the 

war, he neglects his svadharma as well as he loses his fame and good name.   As a result of that 

people would always speak of his infamy, and for a warrior, dishonor is worse than death.
135

 

Here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say to Arjuna that if you leave the field of war before beginning the 

war then people will evoke you as a coward. You should not run away from war for fear; better 

to die in the war.  You should remember that ill fame is worse than death. So, you should die in 

the war as a kṣatriya than getting ill fame.  It also seems that Arjuna refuted to fight with his 

relatives, cousins, and enemies on the battlefield because he might think that by killing his 

enemy he would incur sin. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed Arjuna that does your war for 

the sake of war, without pleasure and pain, gain and loss, defeat, and victory. By doing so you 

may not commit any sin.
136

 He also said to Arjuna, ―Duties prescribed according to one‘s nature 

are never affected by sinful reactions (svabhāva-niyataṁ karma kurvan nāpnoti kilbiṣam)‖
137

 and 

―devoted each to his own duty man attains perfection (sve sve karmaṇy abhirataḥ saṁsiddhiṁ 

labhate naraḥ).‘
138

  It seems that one can attain Mokṣa by performing his svadharma. In other 

words, one can get freedom from bondage by discharging his svadharma. It leads that without 

performing svadharma one cannot get perfection as well as Mokṣa. 

Therefore, we can say that according to Bhagavadgītā, the social dharma of a varṇa is related to 

his innate nature or psychological make- up. Svabhāva or innate nature is the guiding principle of 

a varṇa. It implies that those who, act with innate nature, act spontaneously.  Spontaneity is the 
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fruit of totality. Innate nature gives justice to each part of a varṇa. As a result of that, he gets 

pleasure. Pleasure is the outcome of total satisfaction which involves satisfaction of each aspect. 

It implies that Svadharma should not be imposed from outside. There is nothing wrong to say 

that svadharma and svabhāva are the same. Every varṇa should perform his prescribed duty to 

establish social order. If any varṇa does not want to do his varṇadharma then his innate nature 

will force him to do. For Bhagavadgītā, if any varṇa would think that there are some faults in 

every action that is why he should not do his action then such type of thinking is wrong.  It is 

wrong because Lord Kṛṣṇa created four varṇa based on guṇas and karmas. It implies that man is 

born in particular varṇa due to Lord Kṛṣṇa‘s will. If any varṇa is not doing his prescribed duties 

then it means that he is violating Lord Kṛṣṇa‘s order.  Thus, if any varṇas does his svadharma 

then there is no sinful reaction. It means that one can achieve peace or perfection or Mokṣa by 

doing one‘s svadharma. There is said about Āpad Dharma in the context of varṇa dharma in 

Indian Ethics. Let me explain what is Āpad Dharma? 

3.8: Āpad Dharma 

According to some scholars, the varṇa system allows the redress in emergencies and exceptions. 

We have seen that every varṇa should perform his own prescribed dharma in a normal situation. 

However, some Darmasāstras prescribe dharma or duty in abnormal situations which is suitable 

for following in those situations. Such type of dharma is called Āpad Dharma.  Āpad means 

troublesome circumstances or distress.  Manusmṛti enumerates ten means for maintaining oneself 

in distress.   These are: i) service rearing cattle, ii) agriculture, iii) carrying out other orders, iv)  

contentment, money lending, v) alms, etc. It means that a brahmin or a kṣatriya should not 

engage with any above-mentioned service in normal situations. However, they are allowed for 

doing service, agriculture, rearing cattle, etc., in abnormal situations. It also appears here that a 
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vaiśya should not engage in teaching Veda, or in a war in normal situations. However, he can 

engage in war or teaching of Veda in abnormal situations. According to Sāstras, the brahmin 

alone may be a teacher of a brahmin. However, in distress or an abnormal situation, that is, in the 

absence of a brahmin as a teacher, a brahmin can learn from a kṣatriya or a vaiśya. However, 

after finishing his studies, the Brahmin can go in front of the kṣatriya or the vaiśya.  It would be 

noted in this connection that Āpad Dharma did not mean the license for doing anything at any 

time. It is also said that the concept of svadharma or varṇadharma is not same with the concept 

of sādhāraṇa-dharma in Indian ethics.  

3.09: The Concept of Sādhāraṇa-dharma 

We have seen that according to Bhagavadgītā, every man should perform his prescribed duties 

or svadharmas in a normal situation. Besides svadharma, there is also said about 

sādhāraṇadharma in Indian ethics. Here the term dharma is used as a duty.  Sādhāraṇa-dharma 

is a kind of dharma which is common to all varṇas. It is said that sādhāraṇa-dharmas are ―the 

common duties of man, the duties that are obligatory on all men equally, irrespective of 

individual capacity, social status, nationality, or creed‖ 
139

  It is a universal duty. It is obligatory 

to all men.  It means that every varṇa should perform sādhāraṇa-dharma whatever his capacity, 

social status, creed, etc. Thus, sādhāraṇa-dharma is a universal duty.  According to Indian ethics, 

every varṇa should pay off his debt to his particular varṇa in his way or his capacity. However, 

besides his varṇadharma, he is also indebted in general to mankind.   Thus, every varṇa should 

pay off this larger debt for seeking the common good which is distinguished from svadharma. 

This is the internal significance of the plan of sādhāraṇa-dharma. Furthermore, sādhāraṇa-

dharmas may be considered as the foundation of varṇadharmas. As brahmin should not look 
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another‘s a property for his own intention when he does his svadharma.   In this way, a brahmin 

can do his duties for his community as well as for mankind. It may be noted here that when a 

varṇa performs his svadharma, he performs for the universal good of humanity, which is known 

as sādhāraṇa-dharma. Thus sādhāraṇa-dharma is obligatory to all varṇa, irrespective of their 

capacity or social status.  Manusmṛti enumerates ten sādhāraṇa-dharmas. These are: (i) dhṛti 

(steadfastness), (ii) kṣamā (forgiveness), (iii) dama (application), (iv) indriya–nigraha 

(Repression of the Sensibilities and Sensuous appetites),(v) cauryā bhāva ( non-appropriation, 

i,e., avoidance of theft (vii) dhī (wisdom),(viii) vidyā (learning), (ix) Satya (veracity) and (x) 

akrodha (restraint of Anger).
140

  Sometimes sādhāraṇa-dharma is also known as sāmānya- 

dharma.  Praśastapāda adds some more common duties like (i) dharme-Śraddhā, dharme-

manaḥprasādaḥ (moral Earnestness, Regard for the Spiritual), (ii) ahiṃsā (refraining from injury 

to living beings) (iii) brahmacārya (sexual continence) (iv) asteya (refraining from theft) and so 

on.
141

 Therefore, we can say that svadharma is interrelated with sādhāraṇa-dharma. In the field 

of righteous war, Arjuna got a moral dilemma about svadharma and sādhāraṇa-dharma.  

3.10: Moral Dilemma of Arjuna in the Field of Righteous War 

We have seen that at the beginning of the righteous war or dharmajudha in the kurukṣetra Arjuna 

was not ready to fight against his enemies. He thinks that if he kills them then he would incur 

sin.
142

  It appears that he might think if he obeys his svadharma then he will violate sādhāraṇa-

dharma and if he obeys sādhāraṇa-dharma then he will violate his svadharma. In that situation, 

generally many questions arise: what should he do?  Should he obey his svadharma? Or should 
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he obey sādhāraṇa-dharma? In this way, Arjuna is involved in a moral dilemma. To resolve this 

moral dilemma Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed him that he is bound to do his duty because of his essential 

nature. He is a kṣatriya and as a kṣatriya, he should perform his prescribed duty.  If he does not 

perform his duty then he would incur sin. As a result of that, he would go hell. For Kṛṣṇa, there 

is no better engagement than fighting for upholding justice for a kṣatriya.  It seems that it is the 

highest dharma for a kṣatriya.  It is not bad for a kṣatriya to kill a relative who has performed a 

grave injustice to him or who has taken the side of injustice. We know that in Ramāyāna, Lord 

Rāma killed Rāvaṇa by performing His kṣatriya dharma.  Lord Kṛṣṇa also reminded Arjuna that 

four varṇa was created by His will
143

 and He is the father of this universe, the mother, the 

grandsire, and the supporter of this universe.
144

 It implies that varṇas were divinely determined. 

Varṇa‟s division becomes unalterable and inviolable. It entails that every varṇa should perform 

his varṇadharma. Thus, we can say that varṇadharma was a divine ordered and if a varṇa kills 

someone by performing his svadharma then he would not incur sin. He would go haven because 

he helped to maintained divine order. It would be noted in this connection that Lord Kṛṣṇa 

instructed Arjuna for resorting hiṃsā for the sake of varṇadharma without hesitation. It is the 

appropriate dharma for a kṣatriya for upholding justice in a battlefield. Here in that way, the 

place of sādhāraṇa-dharma is lower than the varṇadharma though in general spirit the universal 

duty or sādhāraṇa-dharma seems to prevail over the svadharma or varṇadharma.  Thus, 

according to Bhagavadgītā, every varṇa should give preference to his svadharma at the time of 

conflicting between sādhāraṇa-dharma and svadharma. Hence, svadharma is to prevail over the 

sādhāraṇa-dharma at the time of conflict between them.  It also seems that if there is no conflict 
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between them then every varṇa should obey sādhāraṇa-dharma.  Thus, an action may be 

regarded as right in one situation and it may be regarded as wrong in another situation. 

Svadharma implies action which may be ordinarily taken as morally wrong. Hence, 

Bhagavadgītā lays the ultimate emphasis on svadharma. According to Bhagavadgītā, any varṇa 

should not act other varṇa‟s prescribe duty. To act against one‘s innate nature is to act in terms 

of paradharma. 

3.11: The Concept of Paradharma in Bhagavadgītā 

We have seen that Arjuna wanted to take the occupation of a brahmin i.e., begging. For Arjuna, 

begging is better than killing his relatives.
145

 In this context, Lord Kṛṣṇa warned Arjuna that your 

svadharma is to fight for justice and not receiving alms.  You should perform your svadharma 

with your own innate nature even though you may do it imperfectly. It is the right way for your 

inner development or Mokṣa. It is dangerous to subdue one‘s own innate nature and emulate the 

duties of others, however admirable they might be. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, there is more pleasure in 

performing one‘s dharma even without excellence than in performing another‘s dharma with 

excellence.  Dharma of other varṇa is known as paradharma. We must perform our dharma 

bravely.  It would be great or small. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, ―It is far better to discharge one‘s 

prescribed duties, even though faultily, than another‘s duties perfectly. Destruction in the course 

of performing one‘s own duty is better than engaging in another‘s duties, for to follow another‘s 

path is dangerous.‖
146

  It seems that a kṣatriya can do hiṃsā for killing his enemy. Such hiṃsā or 

violence is permitted in Bhagavadgītā. However, a Kṣatriya must not think that his engagement 

for killing the enemy is compulsory and for this reason, he must give up his svadharma and 
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follow the paradharmas or the dharmas of others.  For Lord Kṛṣṇa, performing paradharma is a 

danger to the doer and society.  Thus, performing svadharma is better for a kṣatriya and the 

universe.  For Lord Kṛṣṇa, if any kṣatriya by engaging his svadharma kills his enemy then there 

is no sinful reaction. Every action is covered by some faults.  Every activity contains some 

defects. Thus, doing paradharma as well as svadharma would also be defective. However, for 

Bhagavadgītā, paradharma may be fear-yielding while performing svadharma may not be fear-

yielding.  It seems that in performing svadharma has extra advantages than performing 

paradharma. Thus it is granted that by performing svadharma one cannot incur sin and he will 

get peace, perfection, and liberation. 

Therefore, every varṇa should not perform paradharma, because one cannot get perfection and 

Mokṣa by performing it. Furthermore, one cannot perform moral action, which is the pathway for 

getting Mokṣa, by performing paradharma.  It should also be noted that to understand niṣkāma 

karma properly, one has to understand svadharma, varṇadharma, paradharma properly. In other 

words, one cannot understand moral action or niṣkāma karma properly without understanding 

the distinction between svadharma and paradharma. The reason for that svadharma is an 

integral part of an action. Thus, for Bhagavadgītā, working to the best of one‘s svabhāva without 

becoming egoistic attached to the fruit of action is called niṣkāma karma. In other words, when a 

varṇa performs his prescribe action (svadharma) without an egoistic desire to the fruit of his 

action then his action is treated as niṣkāma or moral; otherwise, his action remains as sakāma 

karma. Sakāma karma will not help the doer to get Mokṣa. Sakāma karma is the cause of 

bondage. Any varṇa can get peace by performing his prescribed duty with an egoistic desireless 

manner.  In Bhagavadgītā desire is accepted. However, narrow egoistic desire is not accepted. 

There is nothing wrong to say that niṣkāma karma is an ideal action. A truly wise person can 
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perform niṣkāma karma.  Niṣkāma karma can help the doer to get a pure heart. After getting pure 

heart the doer can get Mokṣa. Mokṣa is a kind of puruṣārtha in Indian ethics. 

3.12:  The Concept of Puruṣārtha in Indian Ethics 

The concept of puruṣārtha like niṣkāma karma is a composite concept because it is made up of 

two different concepts. These are puruṣa and artha.   Here puruṣa means either God or a human 

being. The concept of puruṣa does not mean male in the general sense, but it means any 

individual soul. Thus, the concept of puruṣārtha applies equally to both men and women. The 

concept of artha means purpose or an object. Thus, puruṣārtha literally means the purpose of an 

individual or God. There are four puruṣārthas in Indian ethics. These are dharma, artha, kāma, 

and Mokṣa The first three puruṣārthas (artha, kāma, and Mokṣa) put together are known as 

trivarga and all four puruṣārthas put together are known as caturvarga. The puruṣārthas are the 

fundamental value system in Indian ethics. 

3.12.1: The Concept of Dharma as a Puruṣārtha 

The first of the four puruṣārtha is dharma. The term dharma comes from the oral root dhṛ. It 

means ‗to hold‘ or ‗to sustain‟ or ‗to support‟. It is said that dharma‟s connotation extends from 

individual objects to the whole universe. Here we can say that dharma is the inner principle that 

holds together the whole universe. In a sense, dharma comes very close to Ṛta. Ṛta is called 

cosmic order. However, besides the cosmic dimension like Ṛta, it has also a moral dimension. 

There is nothing wrong to say that dharma is the moral base of the universe and without which 

the universe would fall apart. Thus in this sense, dharma implies moral virtues or duties, laws, 

the whole set of customs, rules, religious beliefs, rituals, divine law, a path of righteousness,  

natural harmony, and practices recognized as settled in the community for people to follow. 
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Dharma is difficult to translate into English. The term ‗dharma‟ is used in Indian ethics in a very 

broad sense.  Dharma is defined in Tattvārthasūtra, which is a Jaina text penned in Sanskrit, as 

highest forbearance, purity, austerity, etc. It has multiple meanings in Hinduism.  Sometimes it 

would be treated as a set of duties or virtues that man must follow. In a general sense, dharma is 

meant obligations or duties towards human beings and the Godhead.  There is nothing wrong to 

say that under the Indian concept of morality, dharma includes both personal and social morality. 

Dharmas understood in the sense of duty to be carried out by human being, and are divided into 

two sections as sādhārana-dharma and varṇāśrama- dharma. Varṇāśrama- dharma is a kind of 

dharma which is performed according to the social class of varṇa and four āśramas (stages in 

life). There are four āśramas in Indian ethics. These are Brahmacārya, Gṛahastha, Vānaprastha, 

and Sannyāsa. Hinduism divided every varṇa‟s life span into four stages or āśramas except 

śūdra varṇa. We have seen that sādhāraṇa-dharma is universal dharma. It is obligatory to all 

varṇa and varṇadharma is a kind of dharma which is obligatory to an individual varṇa.  

In Indian Tradition ‗Dharma‟ has been taken as merit that one earns due to one‘s good duties. In 

this sense, it refers to the saṇskᾱras that one deposit due to one‘s actions which are ultimately 

liable for one‘s rebirth. In Indian ethics, dharma is given a very eminent place in the scheme of 

puruṣārthas. It is given the utmost place. However, dharma is generally considered as a means of 

Mokṣa. Thus, we can say that dharma is the foundation of human society or the universe. It is 

strengthened by every human being‘s observance of his own dharma with sincerely and 

honestly.  If dharma is suffered then everything is destroyed. Hence, its role is very significant 

for pursuing the purpose of artha and kāma puruṣārthas. 
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3.12.2: The Concept of Artha as a Puruṣārtha 

The second puruṣārtha is known as artha. Artha literally means material wealth. It was placed 

as a puruṣārtha in Indian ethics because it is an important purpose of every normal human being. 

Artha is regarded as puruṣārtha because human beings aim at it.  Hinduism understood the 

importance of artha for the overall pleasure in an individual life e.g., a householder needs artha 

for performing his duties towards his family and for upholding his dharma towards society. For 

this reason, Hinduism supports austerity, detachment, and simplicity, but does not glorify about 

poverty.  In Indian ethics, artha is not an obstacle to Mokṣa, but a selfish desire to artha is an 

obstacle to Mokṣa. It seems here that the desire of artha is different from greed for artha. Here it 

would be noted that artha takes an important place in Indian ethics but it is not an end in itself. 

We can say that it is a means of morality or dharma, which leads to Mokṣa. 

3.12.3: The Concept of Kāma as a Puruṣārtha 

The third of the four puruṣārthas is kāma.  Kāma, in a broad sense, means desire and in a narrow 

sense, it means sexual desire. However, in the scheme of puruṣārthas kāma is used in a narrow 

sense. There is permission for sexual activity up to a limit in Hinduism. Kāma is not conflicted 

with the principle of dharma. It is used for procreation and for maintaining social order within 

the boundaries, which is established by sāstras, society, and tradition. Kāma is a part of the 

obligatory duty. According to sāstras, if anyone uses it for his enjoyment then it would lead him 

to delusion and bondage. It seems that sexual relationship is not permitted outside marriage. 

However, it is permitted in exceptional cases as laid down in the sāstras. The married couple 

symbolizes the eternal pair of Śiva and Śakti in Hinduism. In other words, it symbolizes the 

eternal pair of God and His creative power.  For sāstras, Kāma experienced in married life paves 
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the path towards God or divine love. The reason for that God is love and love is God and to love 

mankind is to love Divine. It leads that if a man who does not experience human love, who 

would not sacrifice his self-interest for his partner. As a result of that, he would not love the 

divine or God. Accordingly, he would not get Mokṣa. In this sense, Kāma is a kind of 

puruṣārtha. It would be noted here in this connection that Kāma is an indirect means for 

attaining Mokṣa.  It is also a means of dharma, that leads to Mokṣa. It is not end in itself. 

3.12.04: The Concept of Mokṣa as a Puruṣārtha 

Mokṣa is considered as the highest puruṣārtha. In other words, Mokṣa is the highest purpose or 

goal of human beings. This is the goal that ought to be purposed by every human being. 

However, in normal life, anybody hardly thinks about this purpose. We have seen that dharma, 

artha, and kāma are regarded as puruṣārthas, but they are not ends in themselves. They are 

means to Mokṣa. Mokṣa is an end in itself.  They (dharma, artha, and kāma) are allowed to help 

human beings to develop normal lives so that human beings may prepare themselves with sound 

bodies and minds for Mokṣa. It would be noted in this regard that for the above reason, artha and 

kāma are advised to be pursued always under the yoke of morality or dharma. It seems that 

following artha and kāma under the yoke of dharma a human being prepares himself for getting 

Mokṣa. Thus, the observance of dharma leads Mokṣa. Mokṣa is the highest goal. We get rid of 

the cycle of birth and rebirth or we get rid of all kinds of sufferings after attainment of Mokṣa. 

By attainment of Mokṣa, we become free from all sorts of desires and passions which bind us. It 

is a negative conception of Mokṣa as freedom from suffering or freedom from the cycle of birth 

and rebirth. However, it is also a positive concept as eternal peace, bliss, etc. In the theory of 

trivarga, dharma is given as the highest place and in the theory of caturvarga, Mokṣa is given as 

the highest place. Mokṣa is known by the various names as Nirvāṇa, Kaivalya, Apavarga, Self- 
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realization, Spiritual freedom, etc. Almost all the Indian schools of philosophy recognize Mokṣa 

as the highest goal of life. However, Cārvāka does not recognize Mokṣa as the highest goal 

because the Cārvāka system is the materialistic system.  There are some general points of view 

about the nature of Mokṣa in Indian philosophical tradition. There are mainly nine schools of 

philosophy in Indian Philosophy. These are the Cārvāka School of Philosophy, the Jaina School 

Philosophy, the Buddha School of Philosophy, the Nyāya School of Philosophy, the Vaiśeṣika 

School of Philosophy, the Sāṅkhya School of philosophy, the Mīmāṁsā School of Philosophy, 

and the Vedānta School of Philosophy. Let me explain the nature of Mokṣa with the help of 

Indian schools of philosophy.  

3.13: The Concept of Mokṣa in Indian Schools of Philosophy and Bhagavadgītā 

We have seen that Mokṣa is a negative concept as freedom from the cycle of birth and death and 

it is also a positive concept as eternal bliss. There are some general points mentioned about the 

nature of liberation in Indian tradition.  To understand the nature of Mokṣa, we need a brief 

survey about the concept of Mokṣa concerning Indian schools of philosophy and Bhagavadgītā. 

Let me discuss the nature of Mokṣa one by one.  

3.13.1: The Concept of Mokṣa in the Jaina Philosophy 

Mokṣa is a positive concept in Jainism. According to the Joina philosophy, a soul realizes its 

nature after getting Mokṣa. The soul possesses fourfold perfection (ananda catuṣttaya), namely 

infinite faith, infinite bliss, infinite power, and infinite knowledge.  In Jainism, Mokṣa means 

―the complete dissociation of the soul from matter.‖
147

   For the Jaina, a suffering individual is a 

jiva or conscious substance. Jiva is called a soul.  This soul is perfect (inherently). The soul falls 
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in bondage only due to its association with the matter.  Thus, the soul is not only free from the 

circle of birth and death, but the soul also achieves its inherent nature after getting Mokṣa. There 

are three gems in Jainism. These are the right faith, right knowledge, and right conduct. These 

three put together are called Triratna in Jaina ethics. These three gems lead to Mokṣa. 

3.13.2: The Concept of Mokṣa in the Bauddha Philosophy 

 Mokṣa is called nirvāṇa in Buddhism. Buddhism is generally known as having a negative 

concept of nirvāṇa though it is a very controversial issue in Buddhism.  Nirvāṇa literally means 

‗blowing out‘. ―Nibbāna is said to be a negative cessation of all earthly miseries.‖
148

  According 

to some Buddhists, nirvāṇa is the cessation of all suffering and all activities. Here, we can say 

that nirvāṇa is a negative concept as a cessation of all suffering. However, according to some 

Buddhists, nirvāṇa is a positive concept as it is identified with positive ānanda or bliss. It is said 

that Nirvāṇa is the highest bliss and the highest state. The highest state is an indestructible state. 

3.13.3: The Concept of Mokṣa in the Nyāya- Vaiśeṣika Schools of Philosophy 

In Nyāya- Vaiśeṣika philosophy, Mokṣa is a negative concept as ―the cessation of all life, all 

consciousness, all bliss, together with all pain and all qualities.‖
149

 According to Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika, an individual soul is an eternal substance, knower, a real active agent, and a real 

enjoyer. It is distinct from the mind, the senses, and the body. The individual soul falls in 

bondage due to ignorance and karmas. To get Mokṣa from bondage the individual soul must stop 

actions‘ results through knowledge. The individual soul knows nothing, does nothing, and feels 
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nothing after getting Mokṣa. Here we can say that it is a state of the negation of all pains. Thus, 

according to the Nyāya- Vaiśeṣika, no positive bliss is attained in Mokṣa. 

3.13.4: The Concept of Mokṣa in Sāṅkya Philosophy 

In Sāṅkya Philosophy, Mokṣa is also a negative concept as ―liberation (Mukti) is just the 

absolute and complete cessation of all pains without a possibility of return.”
150

 It is the summum 

bonum. It is the highest end of our lives (Puruṣārtha). There are three types of duḥkha or pain in 

the Sāṅkhya philosophy. These are ādhyātmika duḥkha, ādhibhautika duḥkha, and ādhidaivika 

duḥkha.  The ādhyātmika pain or duḥkha is due to intra-organic psychophysical cause. It is 

included all bodily and mental sufferings. The ādhibhautika duḥkha or pain is due to extra-

organic natural causes like birds, men, beasts, etc.  The ādhidaivika duḥkha or pain is due to 

supernatural kāraṇas or causes like ghosts, the planets, elemental agencies, demons, etc. For 

Sāṅkya, Mokṣa is absolute freedom from these three kinds of duḥkhas or pains. For Sāṅkya, Soul 

or Puruṣa is always free, pure consciousness, inactive, and indifferent.  It has neither bondage 

nor Mokṣa.  Due to ignorance, it identifies itself wrongly with prakṛti (the intellect, the mind, 

and the ego). It is called bondage. For Sāṅkya, with the help of true knowledge, the soul can 

realize its real nature and in that state, there is no scope of ignorance. Here true Knowledge 

means the knowledge about Puruṣa and prakṛti. Thus the puruṣa a attains its pure consciousness 

after attaining Liberation.   
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3.13.5: The Concept of Mokṣa in Mīmāṁsā Darśana 

In Mīmāṁsā Philosophy, the notion of Mokṣa is a little bit ambiguous and obscure because there 

are many opinions about the exact nature of Liberation in Mīmāṁsā Philosophy. According to 

the Kumārila school of Mīmāṁsā, Liberation is complete freedom from merit- demerit, pleasure-

pain, etc. It is a state of eternal. Thus, we can say that it is a negative concept according to 

Kumarila‘s supporters. On the other hand, according to Pārthasārathi Mishra, Mokṣa is a state in 

which the soul persists in its potency to the existence, cognize, etc.  In other words, it is a state in 

which the freed self abides in it or it is restored to its primitive condition.  For this reason, the 

feeling of pleasure or pain is also absented in it. In Prabhākara school of Mīmāṁsā, Mokṣa is a 

negative concept. For them, Mokṣa is the finale riddance from future births. 

3.13.06: The Concept of Mokṣa in Vedānta Philosophy (Śaṅkara and Rāmānuja) 

In Śaṅkara philosophy, Mokṣa is a positive concept. The reason for that, according to Śaṅkara, 

Mokṣa is the attainment of a positive state of pure existence, pure consciousness, and pure bliss. 

According to Śaṅkara, the ultimate reality is Brahman. Brahman is pure Consciousness. 

Brahman is devoided of all attributes and all categories of the intellect. For this reason, it is 

called nirguṇa and nirvishesa. For him, it is the only Reality. Śaṅkara used the terms real and 

unreal as absolute senses.  Here real means real for all time. In this sense Brahman alone is real. 

Mokṣa is eternal truth, the transcendental truth, part less of the future. Mokṣa is the status of 

identity with Brahman. True knowledge removes ignorance. As a result of that Ātman gets 

Mokṣa. Mokṣa is the Ātman‟s essential nature.  The Ātman is eternal, unchangeable omnipresent, 

disembodied, and non- temporal. However, it is covered by the Māyā and when the Māyā is 

removed by true knowledge, Mokṣa is realized. The liberated Self attains eternal peace and 
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becomes Brahman. Mokṣa is the extinction of the liberated self in the absolute. For Śaṅkara, 

individuality is due to Māyā. However, when Māyā is destroyed by true knowledge, the 

individual feels oneness with Brahman and realizes its absolute nature and intrinsic 

transcendental nature. Ultimate reality must neither be asserted nor be denied by true knowledge. 

Knowledge just removes Māyā which is also called ignorance. Śāstras only generate true 

knowledge.  Liberation is not produced. It is the essential nature of the Ātman. For Śaṅkara, 

liberation does not mean the cessation of the body, but the extinction of Māyā. For this reason, 

he believed in Mokṣa even while living. It is called Jīvanmukti. For him, the final release is 

obtained after the death of the body. It is called Videhmukti.
151

 

 Mokṣa is also a positive concept in Rāmānuja‘s philosophy. The reason for that according to 

Rāmānuja, the soul is a part of Brahman. The soul in the state of Mokṣa attains its pure 

consciousness and bliss. The soul can realize its real mode and it becomes like Brahman by 

attaining Mokṣa. For him, the soul after Mokṣa maintains a separate identity because it becomes 

only similar to Brahman after getting Mokṣa. 
152

   Now, let‘s see, the nature of Mokṣa in 

Bhagavadgītā.  

3.13.07: The Concept of Mokṣa in Bhagavadgītā 

The main purpose of Bhagavadgītā is to explain the paths and means for attaining Mokṣa from 

bondage. For Bhagavadgītā, bondage is caused by the conjunction of the soul with a material 

body. Bondage is beginningless (anādi), but it has an end.  It is said that when the soul is 
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attached to the body then it gets bondage.  As a result of that, it gets the circle of birth for 

suffering the results of its actions. Considering the nature of the Mokṣa, Lord Kṛṣṇa mentions 

that Mokṣa is the state of eternal and indestructible (śāśvataṁ padam avyayam).
 153

 According to 

him, it is a state of Supreme abode. Those who reach this Supreme abode never return to the 

physical world. 
154

  Here it seems that if once this eternal state is attained by the seeker then it is 

assured by Lord Kṛṣṇa that there is no chance of gliding back to the world of material.  In 

connection with the Supreme abode, Lord Kṛṣṇa said, ―From the highest planet in the material 

world down to the lower, all are places of misery wherein repeated birth and death take place. 

But one who attains to My abode, O son of kuntī, never takes birth again.”
155

 

Having reached the supreme abode, the individual self loses contact with the matters of the 

senses and comes into contact with Absolute Being. As a result of that, the individual self 

experiences infinite bliss of contact with Brahman (brahmasaṁsparśam atyantaṁ 

sukham).
156

Consequently, the individual becomes one with Brahman (brahmabhūtaḥ).
157

 In 

connection with the nature of Mokṣa, we can say after Bhagavdgita that Mokṣa is the attainment 

of Lord Kṛṣṇa or the Supreme Being.  In other words, the ultimate goal or Mokṣa is the union of 

the individual self with the Supreme Being.  Thus, one can get freedom from bondage by 

attaining the Supreme Being.  There is nothing wrong to say that Mokṣa is the realization of 

oneself as identical with the Absolute Being. Thus, the concept of Mokṣa is a positive concept in 

Bhagavadgītā.  Now a question arises how does a man get Mokṣa?  In reply to the question, 

Bhagavadgītā mentioned mainly three different ways. These are Karma-yoga, Jñāna-yoga, and 
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Bhakti-yoga.  When karma (niṣkāma karma) is adopted as the means to Mokṣa then it is known 

as Karma-yoga. It is also known as the pathway of niṣkāma karma.  If knowledge or Jñāna is 

adopted as the means to Mokṣa then it is known as Jñāna-yoga.  It is also known as the pathway 

of knowledge. If Bhakti is adopted as the means to achieve the Lord Kṛṣṇa who is the Supreme 

goal, then it is known as Bhakti-yoga. Bhakti-yoga is also known as the pathway of devotion.  

Here yoga is used as a means or a upāya for attaining Mokṣa. Yoga stands here for spiritual 

discipline. In Bhgavadgītᾱ yoga is also used as karmasu kauśalam (the art of all activities)
158

 and 

as samatvaṁ (equanimity of mind). 
159

 It may be claimed that the ways for the attainment of 

Mokṣa are not the same, but the ultimate end is the same. It is nothing but the Mokṣa. Now we 

have to discuss that how does moral action or niṣkāma karma lead Mokṣa? Let me answer it.  

3.14:  The Pathway of Niṣkāma Karma (Karma-yoga) for Getting Mokṣa 

We have seen that when karma is performed for Liberation, it is known as Karma- yoga. Action 

is performed to attain personal gain such as prosperity, wealth, progeny and heavenly enjoyment 

is called sakāma karma. Sakāma karma does not lead to Mokṣa from Bondage. On the contrary, 

for Bhagavadgītā, only those actions as advised by Lord Kṛṣṇa are helpful to overcome the 

bondage and they come under the purview of Karma-yoga. According to Bhagavadgītā, one 

should fulfill some conditions for getting Mokṣa through Karma-yoga or the pathway of niṣkāma 

karma. 

 The first and foremost condition for getting Mokṣa through karma-yoga is that a karma-yogin 

should perform his svadharma. A  Karma-yogin is one who is devoted to the path of action. We 
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have seen that one can become perfect by performing one‘s svadharma. We are advised to 

perform svadharma for getting Mokṣa because it is out of defects. One can get spontaneity and 

smoothness in one‘s works by performing svadharmas. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, 

―King such as Janaka attained perfection solely by performance of prescribed duties. Therefore, 

just for the sake of educating the people in general, you should perform your work.‖
160

 It seems 

that King Janaka attained perfection and Mokṣa through the performance of his karmas. That is 

why he is known as a karma yogin. Karma becomes worship by aligning the mind through 

svadharma. For Bhagavadgītā, men are advised to worship Lord by their dharmas or duties. In 

this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said, ―He from whom all the beings arise and by whom all this is 

pervaded- by worshipping Him through the performance of his own duty does man attain 

perfection.‖
161

 According to Bhagavadgītā, a varṇa in devotional worship rids himself from both 

bad and good reaction. It can happen even in existing life. Thus, Bhgavadgita advised us to strive 

for yoga. Here yoga means arts of actions (karma kauśalya).  In connection with devotional 

service, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to him ―A man engaged in devotional service rids himself of both good 

and bad reaction even in this life. Therefore, strive for yoga, which is the art of all work.‖
162

 ―By 

thus engaging in devotional service to the Lord, great sages or devotees free themselves from the 

results of works in the material world. In this way, they become free from the cycle of birth and 

death and attain the state beyond all miseries (by going back to Godhead).‖
163

 

The second condition for getting Mokṣa through the Karma-yoga is that karma –yogin should not 

develop any egoistic desires or attachments to the fruits of his actions. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, those 
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who have to attain Mokṣa, they should not attach with an egoistic desire to the results of their 

actions.  We have seen that one‘s actions without expectation for egoistic rewards are called 

niṣkāma karmas. In connection with the fruits of action, Lord Kṛṣṇa said, ―Better indeed is 

knowledge than the practice (of concentration); better than knowledge is meditation; better than 

meditation is the renunciation of the fruit of action; on renunciation (follow) immediately 

peace.‖
164

  Here it seems that if anyone acts with the egoistic desire to the fruits of action then he 

can get easily anxieties. Anxiety about fruits of action creates agitation in the mind. As a result 

of that, the performer does not perform spiritual practice, cannot get proper knowledge, and 

cannot meditate on spiritual things.  So, renunciation of the fruits of actions is required for 

getting inner calm, perfection, and peace.  We have also seen that a varṇa is bound to do work 

because of its inner- nature.  Thus, total renunciation of action is not possible of a varṇa. In this 

regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna that it is indeed not possible for an embodied person to give up 

all karmas. However, he who renounces the fruits of karmas is called ‗a man of renunciation‘. 
165

 

It may be noted here that those who have abandoned all egoistic concerns for karmas and have 

also renounced all their egoistic attachments to the results of their actions are called perfect 

yogins.  When we are pre-occupied with the expected results of karmas then we are not freed of 

worries. For this reason, we are advised to act for Lokasaṁgraha by sacrificing the egoistic fruits 

of our karmas.  Hence, if we work without attachment to the fruits of actions then we can 

become anxiety free.  It means that we should avoid egoistic attachment to our actions.  There is 

nothing wrong to say that a common man depends on the egoistic results of karmas for his 

livelihood. However, in the case of karma yogin, he has expected no egoistic result of his action, 

and his every action is by itself a reward for him. It seems that a karma-yogin depends on 
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nothing. In connection with attachment, Lord Kṛṣṇa stated to Arjuna: ―Having abandoned 

attachment to the fruit of works, ever content, without any kind of dependence, he does nothing 

though he is ever engaged in work.‖
166

 In another context, He said that when one does one‘s 

prescribed karma only because it ought to be performed, and renounces all attachment to the 

results, one‘s renunciation (tyāgaḥ) is said sāttvikaḥ (in the mode of goodness).
167

  He further 

advised to Arjuna that the yogis (men of action), abandoning attachment, perform works with 

bodies, minds, and intelligence or merely with senses, only for the purification of their souls.
168

  

Therefore, a karma-yogi should perform his action as a matter of duty without any egoistic 

attachment to the results of his actions for attaining the Supreme.
169

 

The third condition for getting Mokṣa through the Karma-yoga is that karma- yogin should offer 

the fruits of his actions to the Supreme Lord. It entails that a karma-yogin should offer the fruits 

of his actions to Lord Kṛṣṇa. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa stated to Arjuna, ―Resigning all thy 

works to Me, with thy consciousness fixed in the self, being free from desire and egoism, fight, 

delivered from thy fever.‖
170

 Here resigning from all actions does not mean inaction or inactivity. 

However, it means acting without egoistic attachment. It indicates that we should give up the 

wrong intention behind our karmas. The above verse also indicates that purification of our mind 

is possible only when our mind is made to concentrate on the self.  We have also seen that for 

Bhagavadgītā, a karma-yogin should give up kartritwābhimān. However, it is difficult to give up 

the sense of kartritwābhimān as a human being. It seems that the total renunciation of attachment 
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is not possible for the human mind because the human being is created with three guṇas.  It 

implies that a human mind has to attach itself with something. Generally attaching with 

something is the human mind‘s nature. In this connection, Arjuna was advised by Lord Kṛṣṇa 

that he should perform his karmas without egoistic attachment to the fruits of his actions and 

should surrender the fruits of his actions unto the Lord Kṛṣṇa for unaffecting by the sinful 

reaction. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, one, who does his karma without attachment and surrenders the fruit of 

his action unto the Supreme Lord, is not affected by sinful karma, as a lotus leaf is not touched 

by water. 
171

  It appears that Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say to Arjuna that, one who disassociates 

one‘s mind from unreal, attaches one‘s mind to the real, performs one‘s works as an agency of 

Lord Kṛṣṇa, performs one‘s actions without egoistic attachment to the results of one‘s actions 

and surrenders the fruits of one‘s actions unto Him,  can qualify for Mokṣa.  Having surrendered 

the fruit of action to Him, a karma- yogin can live in this material world as unaffected by sinful 

karma as a lotus leaf exists in the water without touching by water. It implies that in that 

situation the karma-yogin‘s mind is not affected by likes, dislikes, joys, sorrows, etc., of this 

material world.  As a result of that, the karma yogin becomes a sthitaprajña (stable in 

intelligence). 

For Lord Kṛṣṇa, when a man gives up all the desires of his mind and finds satisfaction in his self 

alone then he is called a sthitaprajña.
172

 Here giving up all the desires does not mean 

desirelessness in an absolute sense. However, it means we should give up all egoistic desires of 

our actions. For Bhagavadgītā, one who maintains equanimity in happiness and pain, and who is 

not disturbed in sorrow and joy, unattached, free from fear and anger is called a sage (muni).  In 
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connection with muni, Lord Kṛṣṇa stated: ―He whose mind is untroubled in the midst of sorrows 

and is free from anger desire amid pleasures, he from whom passion, fear, and rage have passed 

away, he is called a sage of settled intelligence.‖
173

 Here a sthitaprajña is treated as a sage. Thus, 

we have seen that a sthitaprajña is one who is ever satisfied in his self, who lives in ideal 

equanimity in happiness and pain, and who is free from egoistic attachment. In the verse, no 58, 

Chapter 2, Lord Kṛṣṇa also said to Arjuna regarding sthitaprajña that a sthitaprajña is capable to 

withdraw his senses from the objects of senses as a tortoise draws its limbs within its shell.
174

 For 

this reason, a sthitaprajña‟s intelligence is firmly fixed in wisdom. Thus, we can say that a 

sthitaprajña is one who has conquered the mind and the senses.  In this regard, we can say a 

sthitaprajña enjoys mental peace. He is not affected by sorrow and joy. He conquered egoistic 

desire and anger. It means that he is the perfect person to realize the Mokṣa.  In other words, he 

is the fittest person to follow Jñāna-yoga. 

Therefore, we as ordinary persons cannot easily get the true knowledge of the Supreme Being. 

For getting the true knowledge of the Supreme Being, we should perform our prescribed duties.  

In other words, for getting Mokṣa, we should purify our soul by performing niṣkāma karma. 

Here niṣkāma karma is used as a means for getting Mokṣa. Thus,   Mokṣa is not possible without 

getting the true knowledge of Lord Kṛṣṇa. It is said that one can attain the true knowledge of the 

Supreme Lord by performing his svadharma. One can realize oneness with the Supreme Being 

by performing his prescribed actions in a spirit of niṣkāma manner. Hence, we can say that 

niṣkāma karma is not a direct means to the Mokṣa. It implies that niṣkāma karma does not 
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directly lead to the Supreme Lord. Now generally a question arises; Is the concept of niṣkāma 

karma deontological or teleological?   

3.15: The Concept of Niṣkāma Karma: Deotological or Teleological? 

First, let me explain why is the concept of niṣkāma karma not deontological? According to 

Kantian deontological theory, if an action is done for the sake of duty alone then it has moral 

worth. If an action is done with a desire for getting something then it would not be treated as 

moral action. If an action is done with the desire to the fruit of action, love and sympathy then it 

is not a moral action. An action with love or sympathy has no moral worth though it may be 

considered as good in our social life. Thus, there is no place for the desire which is altruistic or 

egoistic in Kantian deontological doctrine. On the other hand, niṣkāma karma is understood in an 

absolute sense as ‗having no kāma to the fruit of karma whatsoever‘. It implies that in an 

absolute sense, niṣkāma karma means complete niṣkāma to the fruits of karma of all kinds, 

negatively and positively. Some scholars interpret niṣkāma karma in the absolute sense. For this 

reason, they say that the concept of niṣkāma karma is a deontological concept like the Kantian 

concept of duty. However, we have seen that the term ‗niṣkāma‟ is used in a relative sense in 

Bhagavadgita, not in an absolute sense. All desires are not eradicated in Bhagavadgītā.  For 

Bhagavadgītā, if a desire is evolved with the welfare of the world by performing one‘s 

svadharma then it gathers moral values. It implies that selfish desire ought to be sublimated. 

Altruistic desire should be cultivated. Universal love should be cultivated. Thus, Bhagavadgītā 

did not eradicate all desires for doing niṣkāma karma. It does not suggest us to do an action for 

the sake of duty alone, but it suggested we should do our action for Lokasaṁgrah. We can 

achieve Mokṣa with the help of doing Lokasaṁgrah. It may also be noted in this connection that 

deontologist Kant did not say about Lokasaṁgrah. For this reason, we can say that those who 
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interpret the concept of niṣkāma karma in a deontological sense and compare it with the Kantian 

doctrine of duty, they do commit a great mistake. Thus, the concept of niṣkāma karma is not 

deontological. 

Let us see, why is the doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā not teleological?  The ethics 

of teleology is opposed to the ethics of deontology.  It focuses mainly on the goal of an action. 

According to the doctrine of teleology, if the result of an action is considered to be benefited then 

that action is treated as morally good. Conversely, we can say that if the fruit of action causes 

harm then it is treated as morally wrong. Thus according to the doctrine of teleology, we should 

judge an action as moral or immoral based on consequences. Thus in teleological theory, an 

action can be treated as moral, if it is rested on some specific benefitted results.  In this 

connection, some scholars claim that the doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is 

teleological because it is rested on some specific ends such as Lokasaṁgraha and Mokṣa. 

However, it is not enough to claim that the doctrine of niṣkāma karma is teleological.  The 

reason for that to understand the doctrine of niṣkāma karma, we must have to understand the 

concept of svadharma of Bhagavadgītā. There is nothing wrong to say that if we interpret the 

doctrine of niṣkāma karma only based on some specific ends then we commit a great mistake.  

According to Bhagavadgītā, if we do our actions for Lokasaṁgraha by performing paradharma 

then our actions are not treated as moral actions. To perform moral action, one should follow 

one‘s svadharma.  Svadharma is an integral part of karma. One can perform moral action by 

performing svadharma. Paradharma is bad for the doer as well as for society.  In this regard, we 

can say after Bhagavadgītā that moral action is purely backed up by the concept of svadharma 

and action can be treated as moral not only based on its specific ends. On the other hand in the 

teleological theory of western ethics, an action can be treated as moral only based on its specific 
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ends. However, the concept of svadharma or paradharma is completely foreign in western 

ethics. That is why we should not treat the doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā as 

teleological. Thus it is neither deontological nor teleological. The concept of niṣkāma karma is 

unique.  It has its own identity.  However, when Lord Krsna said to Arjuna that you are bound to 

do your prescribed actions then what does it mean?  Was Arjuna not free to do his actions? Let 

me make it clear. 

3.16: Freedom of Will and the Niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā 

Some scholars have claimed that according to Bhagavadgītā, human beings are not free for 

doing their actions. This is so because according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, everything belongs to Him and 

human beings are bound to do their actions helplessly by their innate nature. Thus, human beings 

should not be blamed for their bad actions or good actions. Here I want to say that those who 

claimed that human beings are not free for their actions; they have gone in the wrong direction in 

my understanding of the massage of Lord Kṛṣṇa. The reason behind it is that Bhagavadgītā deals 

with the problem of humans beings through niṣkāma karma. We have also seen that Arjuna‘s 

problems are practical problems and these types of problems we mostly face in our normal lives. 

When Arjuna got a practical problem, which is called a moral dilemma, then Lord Kṛṣṇa offered 

a solution for solving his problem. In this regard, we can say that Arjuna was a medium through 

which Lord Kṛṣṇa had circulated the concept of niṣkāma karma, which is nothing other than 

practical philosophy. By solving Arjuna‘s moral dilemma, Lord Krsna wanted to mention that 

humans are the makers of their own destinies. For Bhagavadgītā, past actions determine present 

life and present actions determine future life.  It is called a chain of karmic life, which is going 

on rotationally. It does not logically mean that Bhagavdgita rejects freedom of will of a human 

being within the realm of karma. We have seen that according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, one has a right to 
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perform one‘s prescribed duty consciously, and by performing one‘s prescribe duty one should 

offer the fruits of actions to the Supreme Being for getting Mokṣa. It means that He wanted to 

say that human beings are free to choose their actions. It implies that according to Him, we are 

free to do niṣkāma karma or sakāma karma. We have also seen that all actions are not treated as 

the causes of bondage. Only those karmas which are guided by egoistic desires are treated as the 

causes of bondage. According to Bhagavadgītā, Karmas which are done in the spirit of niṣkāma 

manner are not treated as the causes of bondage. The theory of niṣkāma karma teaches us 

renunciation in action. If we do sakāma karmas then we would definitely go to hell or get 

bondage. For Him, one can refrain oneself from the circle of bondage by doing niṣkāma karma. 

The reason for that doing niṣkāma karma is very much within one‘s power.  It means that one 

can choose the right action or bad action. It must be noted in this connection that in the war of 

righteousness Lord Kṛṣṇa never compels Arjuna to fight. Lord Kṛṣṇa allowed Arjuna to exercise 

his freedom to choose niṣkāma karma or sakāma karma in the war of righteousness.  He just 

enlightened Arjuna with the knowledge of what is niṣkāma karma and what is sakāma karma.   

Therefore, we can say that the doctrine of niṣkāma karma does not reject the freedom of will and 

moral responsibilities of a human being. It may be noted in this connection that for 

Bhagavadgītā, we are free to refrain from sakāma karma. We are free to start doing the action in 

the spirit of niṣkāma manner. As a result of that, we can get Mokṣa. Thus, Bhagavadgītā 

accepted the freedom of will of a human being otherwise the teaching of Bhagavadgītā about 

niṣkāma karma and sakāma karma is meaningless. 
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Chapter Four 

A Comparative Study between Kant‟s Moral Action and the Moral Action of Bhagavadgītā 

The main objective of this Chapter is to make a comparative study between Kant‘s moral action 

and the moral action of Bhagavadgītā. In the previous chapter, we have outlined the concept of 

moral action; the source of action, the aim of moral action from the perspective of Bhagavadgītā. 

We have seen that Kant‘s moral actions differ from the moral actions of Bhagavadgītā. However, 

there are some similarities and dissimilarities between them. To make a comparative study, let 

me spell out the similarities and dissimilarities about moral action concerning Kant and 

Bhagavadgita. 

4.1: Similarities between the moral actions of Kant and Bhagavadgītā 

i) The first similarity between them is that both the ethics of Kant and the ethics of 

Bhagavadgītā on moral actions are based on some presuppositions. In Kantian ethics, 

Kant accepted some postulations such as freedom of will, the immortality of the soul, 

summum bonum, and the existence of God for formulating his moral action.  Kant 

has accepted freedom of will for establishing the possibility of the categorical 

imperative as a synthetic a priori proposition. There is nothing wrong to say that the 

idea of freedom is a fundamental necessary postulation in Kantian ethics. According 

to Kant, a moral agent must be free and he must enjoy freedom. That is why he talks 

in favor of ‗the freedom of the will‘.   It is a condition under which one‘s morality is 

possible. To establish morality, Kant also accepted the immortality of the soul, 

summum bonum, and the existence of God. Here it should be noted after Kant that to 

have moral worth in our action, we should not do our action for getting summum 
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bonum rather we should do our action for the sake of action.  Our ultimate end is the 

duty, but not summum bonum. 

On the other hand, in the case of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā, Lord Kṛṣṇa, like 

Kant, accepted some postulations for formulating the concept of niṣkāma karma. 

These are the freedom of will, svadharma, paradharma, sādhāraṇadharma, bondage, 

Mokṣa, and so on.  We have also seen that there is an important role of svadharma in 

establishing moral action in Bhagavadgītā.  In Bhagavadgītā the freedom of will is 

also accepted as a postulation of moral action. 

ii) Another similarity between Kant‘s moral action and the moral action of Bhagavadgītā 

is that both Kant and Bhagavadgītā emphasize on actions. For them. actions should be 

worshiped for a moral life. For Kant, if we do actions for the sake of actions then our 

actions can be treated as moral actions. One can lead to moral life by doing moral 

actions. On the other hand, Bhagavadgītā, like Kant, also holds that we have the right 

to act alone (karmaṇy evādhikāras te).
175

 We are always bound to do actions because 

we are created by three guṇas. For this reason, we are determined to do our actions. 

We can get a moral life by performing our prescribed actions. As a result of that, we 

can get a peaceful life. Thus, the ethics of Kant and the ethics of Bhagavadgītā 

intended to say that we should do our moral actions for getting moral life even though 

the criteria of moral actions differ from each other.  That means if we accept either 

the moral action of Kant or the moral action of Bhagavadgītā then we can easily lead 

a moral life. 

iii) Another similarity between them is that according to both Kant and Bhagavadgītā, 

moral action is needed to determine the meaning of life. For Bhagavadgītā, one can 
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lead a good life if he would be a moral agent in the true sense of the term.  This is 

where the relevance of Lokasaṁgraha actually hinges on. On the other hand, Kant 

also said about the meaning of life. However, the meaning of life of Kant is very 

similar to Bhagavadgītā. For Kant, a moral agent would be one who becomes a 

member of the kingdom of ends. He can find the meaning of real life. Therefore, 

according to both Kant and Bhagavadgītā, the genesis of moral action or desireless 

action is to determine the meaning of life and to reveal the reality in the true sense of 

the term.  There are some dissimilarities between Kant‘s ethics and the ethics of 

Bhagavadgītā on moral actions. Let me discuss this. 

 4.2: Dissimilarities between the Ethics of Kant and the Ethics of Bhagavadgītā on 

Moral Actions 

Dissimilarities between them are as follows: 

i) The first dissimilarity between them is about the nature of moral action. According to 

Kant, if an action is done for the sake of duty alone then it would be treated as moral 

action. If an action is done with the desire of getting something then it would not be 

treated as moral action. If we do our action for the sake of some specific ends then 

such kind of action has no moral value. For Kant, such type of action can be treated 

as socially good, but it has no moral value. 

On the other hand, in Bhagavadgītā, if an action is done with the desire for 

lokasaṁgraha then it would be treated as moral action. Bhagavadgītā does not 

suggest us to do the action for the sake of duty alone. If an action is done without any 

egoistic desire to the result thereof then it would be treated as moral action.  
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ii) We have seen after Kant that the highest good is good will.
176

 Good will is 

unconditional good. It is unqualified good. Its goodness is not dependent on any 

context. It has intrinsic value. It is good in itself. Under the human condition, a will is 

acting for the sake of duty is called good will. It should be noted that there is no 

necessary connection between good will and duty.  We have also seen that it is also 

different from complete good or summum bonum. Summum bonum includes both 

virtue and happiness.  In Kantian ethics, it should be noted that Kant did not deny 

happiness. However, according to him, happiness must not be the motive for pursuing 

morality. It means that happiness can be accepted if it is not in conflict with the moral 

law. Good will also differs from the supreme good in Kantian ethics. In Kantian 

ethics, virtue is the supreme good. 

On the other hand, in Bhagavadgītā, Mokṣa is the highest good. One can get infinite 

bliss of contact with the Supreme Being in Liberation.  According to Bhagavadgītā, 

we should do our action for getting the ultimate end, which is nothing other than 

Mokṣa. 

iii) Another difference between them is that Kantian ethics about action is known as 

deontological. For Kant, an action is done from duty has its moral value, not in the 

intention to be attained by it. If an action is done solely from the principle of will then 

it has moral worth. For Kant, if an action is performed irrespective of all objects of 

the faculty of desire then it has moral worth. Kant‘s deontology is called rule 

deontology by some scholars. For them, Kant did not accept any exception in his 

morality. 
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On the other hand, we have seen that the ethics of Bhagavadgītā about moral action is 

neither deontological nor teleological.  First, let me explain why is the concept of 

niṣkāma karma not deontological? According to Bhagavdgītᾱ, we should do our 

actions for Lokasaṁgraha. All desires would not be eradicated in Bhagavdgītᾱ. If 

there is a desire in our action for getting Lokasaṁgraha then it has moral worth. That 

is why such type of action would be treated as moral action. Thus Bhagavadgītā does 

not suggest us to do an action for the sake of duty alone.  On the other hand, for Kant, 

an action should be done for the sake of duty alone. In this regard, we can say that the 

doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is not deontological like Kant‘s theory of 

moral actions.  

Let us see, whether the concept of niṣkāma karma is teleological.  Some scholars 

interpret niṣkāma karma in a relative sense. They claimed that the concept of niṣkāma 

karma is teleological because the concept of niṣkāma karma, like the teleological 

concept, is logically rested on some specific ends and it prescribes karma 

hypothetically. Primarily it seems that their views on niṣkāma karma are right. As we 

have seen that the concept of niṣkāma karma is used in a relative sense and it is 

logically rested on some specific ends, i.e., Lokasaṁgraha, Mokṣa. However, it is not 

enough to justify that the concept of niṣkāma karma is teleological. The reason for 

that if we look carefully then we see that we have to understand the concepts of 

svadharma, paradharma of Bhagavadgītā for interpreting the concept of niṣkāma 

karma. As if one does an action for the welfare of the world (Lokasaṁgraha) by 

performing paradharma then his action is not treated as moral action. Such type of 

action is forbidden in Bhagavadgītā because doing paradharma is bad for the doer 
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and society.  We have also seen that for Bhagavadgītᾱ, an action is done with the 

spirit of paradharma, which binds one to worldliness, however glorious it might be. 

For doing niṣkāma karma we have to do our svadharma. Thus, we can say that we 

cannot understand the concept of niṣkāma karma without understanding the concept 

of svadharma or paradharma. Here nothing is wrong to say that svadharma is an 

integral part of niṣkāma karma. It would also be noted that the concept of niṣkāma 

karma is mixed with the concept of svadharma. On the other hand, we do not see any 

concept like svadharma or paradharma in the doctrine of teleology. In this regard, we 

can say that the concept of niṣkāma karma is not teleological. Therefore, we can say 

that the concept of niṣkāma karma is neither a deontological concept nor a 

teleological concept. The concept of niṣkāma karma is unique.  It has its own identity. 

iv) Another difference between them is that Kant did not recognize the concept of 

svadharma in his ethics. It means that Kant gave his moral theory for all rational 

beings. It is not limited to any varṇa, creed, group, etc. According to him, one as a 

rational being should do an action for the sake of duty. On the other hand, we have 

seen that Lord Kṛṣṇa holds that there are four varṇa in this world and they are created 

by Him based on guṇas and karma. There are some prescribed duties for every varṇa 

in society. These prescribed duties are called svadharmas. For Kṛṣṇa, everyone is 

born in particular varṇa based on the result of actions of one‘s previous birth. So, we 

have to perform our svadharma. It is also noticeable that if an action is granted for a 

brᾱhmana then it would not be granted for a kṣatriya. It means that an action may not 

be valid to all varṇas. A brᾱhmana‘s action is called paradharma for a kṣatriya. 
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Paradharma means duty (dharma) of another person.
177

 For Kṛṣṇa, if any varṇa 

performs paradharmas for Lokasaṁgraha then such type of actions do not lead to 

lokasaṁgraha. It means that such type of effort is gone to vain.  Paradharma is 

forbidden for every varṇa. Paradharma is bad for doer and society. It means that by 

performing paradharma one cannot get Mokṣa.  Thus we should do our svadharma 

for getting Mokṣa. However, there is no reference to the varṇa system in Kantian 

ethics.  Kantian ethics remain completely silent about the varṇa system.  

v) Another difference between them is that there is no place of any desire to the result of 

an action that is either egoistic or altruistic in Kantian ethics for doing moral action, 

except reverence for the law (moral).  According to Kant, if we act based on any 

desire which is either egoistic or altruistic then our maxim about action is to be 

treated as a material maxim. Material maxim is dependent on our sensuous 

inclinations. Such type of material maxim refers to the desires goals. It entails that if 

an action is done with material maxim then it has no moral value. Thus the maxim of 

an action is done for the sake of duty must not be material. However, it should be 

formal.  A formal maxim is a kind of maxim that is not dependent on desire ends. 

On the other hand, we have seen that Lord Kṛṣṇa did not advise to eradicate all 

desires in Bhagavadgītā. He just wanted to say through Arjuna that everyone should 

eradicate his egoistic desire for performing actions. When one can go beyond the 

circle of ‗I‘ ness and ‗My‘ then one can know one‘s real nature.  As a result of that 

one can do lokasaṁgraha. By acting for Lokasaṁgraha one can get Mokṣa.  

According to Bhagavadgītā if any action is enveloped with a desire for the welfare of 

the world (Lokasaṁgraha) then it gathers ethical value. Thus, according to 
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Bhagavadgītā, egoistic desire should be sublimated. Those actions which are not 

concerned with egoistic ends, they should be treated as moral actions even if there are 

some desires behind them. 

vi) Another difference between them is that in Kantian ethics, according to the formula 

of the end of itself, we should always treat humanity as an end; never simply as a 

means.  It means that for Kant, we as rational persons should treat ourselves and also 

other rational beings as ends in themselves. In this regard, Kant remarks, ―I cannot 

dispose of man in my person by maiming, spoiling, or killing.‖
178

 Here Kant may 

desire to say that we cannot kill any rational person for any reason. That is why he did 

not accept any exception in his morality. For Kant, every rational being is an end in 

itself. We should be members of a kingdom of ends.  Every rational being should act 

as a law-making member of a kingdom of ends. It means that if we treat any rational 

being simply as a means then our action is not treated as moral action.  Such type of 

action does not lead summum bonum. Thus the killing of a rational being is not 

granted in Kantian ethics. 

On the contrary, Bhagavadgītā holds that by performing own svadharma if one kills 

someone then it is morally granted. It means that for Lokasaṁgraha one can kill 

someone by performing svadharma. We have also seen that in the righteous battle, 

Lord Kṛṣṇa suggests Arjuna that you should prefer your svadharma. If you kill 

someone by performing your kṣatrya dharma then you would go to heaven and do 

help for the welfare of the world. As a result of that, you would not incur sin and get 

Mokṣa. For Kṛṣṇa, we should do our svadharma. In performing svadharma one can 
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get peace and perfectness.  Thus the killing of a human being is granted in 

Bhagavadgītā. 

vii) We find another difference between Kant‘s ethics and the ethics of Bhagavadgītā.  

According to Kant if an action is performed by influencing senses then it has no 

moral value. According to Kant, ―Duty is the necessity to act out of reverence for the 

law.‖
179

  Kant further says, ―What I recognize immediately as law for me, I recognize 

with reverence, which means merely consciousness of the subordination of my will to 

a law without the mediation of external influences on my senses.‖
180

 Thus if an action 

is done out of reverence for the universal law then it has moral value. In other words, 

if an action is done by influencing senses then it has no moral value. 

On the other hand, Bhagavadgītā holds that one should perform one‘s svadharma by 

way of conquering the senses (Jita- indriyaḥ).
181

 In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa claims 

that the yogins (men of action) act simply with the senses, abandoning attachment, 

only for the motive of purification of their souls.
182

  It means that according to 

Bhagavadgītā if anyone performs his prescribed actions with his senses for 

Lokasaṁgraha or Mokṣa then such types of actions would be treated as moral actions. 

 

viii) Another difference between them is that Kant did not recognize the cycle of birth and 

death of the soul in his ethics. That is why he technically claims that the immortality 

of the soul is ―an endless duration of the existence and personality of the same 
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rational being.‖
183

 On the other hand, Bhagavadgītā accepted the cycle of birth and 

death of the soul. The cycle of birth and death of the soul is called bondage. It 

(bondage) is the fruit of the karma of previous karmas. We can get mokṣa from this 

bondage by performing actions with niṣkāma manner. 

ix) Another noticeable difference between them is that Kant accepted the existence of 

God as a postulate of pure practical reason for protecting his morality. In this regard, 

Kant remarks, ―The realization of summum bonum in the world is the necessary 

object of a will determinable by the moral law.‖
184

 He also claims, ―The summum 

bonum is possible in the world only on the supposition of a Supreme Being having a 

causality corresponding to moral character,‖
185

 and that is God. 

On the other hand, we have seen after Bhagavadgītā that the ultimate end of our 

action is to attain God. For Bhagavadgītā, everything of this universe arises from 

Godly existence. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa asserts, ―I am the father of this universe, 

the mother, the support and the grandsire, I am the object of knowledge, the purifier, 

and the syllable oṁ. I am also Ṛg, the Sāma, and the Yajur Vedas.‖ 
186

 It means that 

we should do our action in niṣkāma manner for attaining the Supreme Being. 

Attaining the Supreme Being is called Mokṣa. 
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      Chapter Five 

Concluding Remarks 

 Based on the above discussion I am now in a position to revisit the outcome of the thesis. The 

title of the thesis suggests a comparative study between Kant and Bhagavadgītā about moral 

action. It is important to note here that the timings of Kant and Bhagavadgītā are different. Kant 

was a German philosopher who appeared during the enlightened period. Bhagavadgītā appeared 

in the fifth century B.C. Thus the difference in timing is huge. Moreover, Kant has been regarded 

as a systematic philosopher who developed philosophy systematically.  In one of his books, out 

of many books, Kant developed the concept of moral action. His book Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Moral shows the paradigm of moral action. On the other hand, the authorship of 

Bhagavadgītā has been attributed to Vyāsa.  According to sᾱstras, Bhagavadgītā contains many 

Chapters out of which the actions of Sri Kṛṣṇa are taken into account as the paradigm of niṣkāma 

karma. So the comparative study here is justified from the perspective of Kantian moral 

philosophy particularly from his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Moral and the moral action 

of Kṛṣṇa, particularly concerning Bhagavadgītā. In this thesis, I  am primarily concerned with the 

systematic study beginning with the paradigm of moral action, followed by the paradigm of 

Kantian moral action, the paradigm of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā, and the comparative 

study between Kant and Bhagavadgītā about moral action. All these are based on theories 

developed in these systems.  

Frankly speaking, we begin with the paradigm that both Kant and Bhagavadgītā developed about 

moral action and niṣkāma karma respectably. It is justified on the basis that the doctrine of moral 

action in Kant‘s ethics is deontological. As far as deontological ethics is concerned, every moral 
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action is determined based on universal rules and principles which are rigorous and more 

importantly which are universalizable. We think all these features are being fulfilled by Kantian 

ethics and that is why his ethics more often has been designated as deontological. The distinction 

between deontological ethics and teleological ethics is very clear and distinct and there should 

not be any confusion between them. However, ironically many contemporary thinkers confuse 

the distinction between deontological and teleological ethics. Even many would conceive 

deontology as virtue ethics. I do reckon that without virtue ethics there cannot be any 

deontological ethics. Thus to me, virtue ethics is the locus of all ethics. This does not, however, 

make sense to say that virtue ethics is at par with deontological ethics. However, what I like to 

mention here whether Kantian ethics is deontological or teleological or both or neither. In my 

sense, Kantian ethics is deontological backed up by virtue ethics. Based on that I have examined 

Kantian ethics as the paradigm of moral actions that are effective to perform desireless action 

(moral action). Such moral action cannot be performed by anybody.  Only moral agent in the 

strict sense of the term can perform moral action and they can become a member of the Kingdom 

of ends. Thus it seems clear that Kantian moral action is guided by an absolute form of duty 

based on practical reason where there is no exception or vacation of violating such rules. That is 

why Kant famously used the philosophical coin ‗duty for duty sake‘.  When we engage ourselves 

in making a comparative study between Kant and Bhagavadgītā, we have to know with critical 

outlook whether the concept of niṣkāma karma is based on deontological rules and principles or 

not.  Let us see, whether the concept niṣkāma karma is based on the deontological concept or 

not.  Many would say that the actions of Sri Kṛṣṇa of Bhagavadgītā are deontological. In this 

regard, I can refer to the great debate between Amartya Sen and John Rowls. According to 

Amartya sen, the role of Sri Kṛṣṇa of Bhagavadgītā of Mahābhārata is deontological and the 
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concept of justice of John Rowls may be compared with the deontological nature of Kṛṣṇa of 

Bhagavadgītā. Beside Amartya Sen, I can assume that the apparent role of Sri Kṛṣṇa of 

Bhagavadgītā is deontological concerning niṣkāma karma. Otherwise, there is no point of 

making a comparative study between the moral action of Kant and niṣkāma karma of 

Bhagavadgītā. The crux of the matter is that if their methodologies are different then there is no 

relevance of making such a philosophically demanding comparison between Kant and 

Bhagavadgītā. However, the point is that Kantian ethics is purely deontological without 

question-begging; whereas the concept of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is supposedly 

deontological by some scholars. Of course, many contemporary thinkers do engage in finding 

out the solution whether the concept of niṣkāma karma is teleological or deontological. 

However, here I have a very specific point to say. According to me, the concept of niṣkāma 

karma of Bhagavadgītā is neither teleological nor deontological and this is one of the important 

findings of this thesis.   

Let me first specify why the concept of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is not deontological. As 

far as deontological ethics is concerned, any action whatsoever is to be performed without a 

desire for the fruits of action. Now the question:  Is the concept of niṣkāma karma of 

Bhagavadgītā fulfilled this criterion? I do not think so. Let me specify why? To me, in 

Bhagavadgītā while doing niṣkāma karma, all kinds of desires are not eradicated. In 

Bhagavadgītā, niṣkāma karma may be used in a relative sense which goes against the pure form 

of deontology. While doing deontological ethics, some scholars used niṣkāma karma in an 

absolute sense. When niṣkāma karma is used in the absolute sense, it is taken as a deontological 

concept like the Kantian concept of duty. For Kant, if an action is done with a desire to the fruit 

of action, love, and sympathy, it is not a moral action. So if we apply the Kantian paradigm of 



133 
 

moral action in Bhagavadgītā then we surely do commit a great mistake. The reason of that 

Unlike Kant, some types of desires are acceptable in Bhagavadgītā. For example, the desire of 

Lokasaṁgraha (welfare of the world), the desire of Mokṣa, etc. Therefore, it seems to me that 

there is a desire in Bhagavadgītā, unlike Kant, as far as the paradigm of niṣkāma karma is 

concerned. The niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is not completely desireless and hence it cannot 

be regarded as deontological. On the contrary, the moral action of Kant is completely desireless.  

 Let me spell out why is the concept of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā not teleological? Many 

would say that the niṣkāma karma is teleological. The entire teaching of Bhagavadgītā rests on 

the notion of dharma. Again the notion of the dharma of Bhagavadgītā logically rests on the 

notion of Lokasaṁgraha and Mokṣa. In other words, it can be said that the individual and social 

well being are structurally in build into Bhagavadgītā‘s conception of svadharma. To me, 

Lokasaṁgraha is a non- personalistic and it has worldly ends. However, there is no conflict 

between Mokṣa and Lokasaṁgraha of Bhagavadgītā. It does not matter whether we relate the 

concept of niṣkāma karma with the notion of Lokasaṁgraha or with the notion of Mokṣa. It rests 

on the notion of an end. To me, the concept of niṣkāma karma cannot be interpreted in the 

absolute sense of the term. Therefore, it cannot be said to be a deontological concept. Neither can 

it be said to a teleological concept.  I have already rejected the view that the concept of niṣkāma 

karma of Bhagavadgītā is deontological. To me, if it is supposed to be deontological then it 

would not be deontological in the Kantian sense. It may perhaps be conceived as relative 

deontology in my own sense.  

 I do claim that the concept of niskāma karma is not teleological unlike many would claim. 

Professor Jagat Pal in his paper ‗The Concept of Niṣkāma karma: Teleological or 

Deontological?‘ arguably claims that the concept of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is 
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teleological. According to Jagat Pal, the concept of niṣkāma karma cannot be interpreted in an 

absolute sense. It cannot be said to be a deontological concept, but it is a teleological concept. 

According to Pal, the doctrine of niṣkāma karma is a doctrine of action which was advocated to 

protect dharma in society. I have already stated that the concept of niṣkāma karma of 

Bhagavdgītᾱ is not deontological like Kantian moral action. However, I certainly disagree with 

the view that the niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is teleological. 

 Let me specify the concept of teleology as understood by western thinkers. There would be 

some specific ends in every action under teleological ethics. The term teleology comes from the 

Greek terms ‗telos‘ and ‗logos‘. ‗Telos‘ means ‗end‘ and ‗logos‗means ‗science‘. Thus 

teleological ethics is a theory of morality that derives duty or moral obligation from what is good 

or desirable as an end to be achieved. It is opposed to deontological ethics based on duty. 

Teleological ethics often be conceived as utilitarianism and hence very close to consequentialism 

as well. Thus teleological ethics is not free from end or desire. We have already stated that 

niṣkāma karma is not free from desires or ends. It consists of the desires of Lokasaṁgraha and 

Mokṣa. In this sense, one may say that niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is not deontological but 

teleological.  

However, I do not think that the niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is teleological. This is another 

important finding in my thesis. Let me specify in what sense I deny the teleological aspect of 

niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā. In my sense, Western teleological ethics rests on some specific 

ends.  That means the goodness of an action is judged based on its specific ends and nothing else. 

On the other hand, if we look at the concept of niṣkāma karma, we find that even though some 

specific ends of action referred but it states more than that besides specific ends. It says that 

besides specific ends, one should observe or strictly follow his own svadharma.  Svadharma is 
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an integral part of niṣkāma karma according to Bhagavadgītā. Therefore, if anybody violates 

svadharma and engages with paraharma then in such a situation his karma cannot be accepted 

as niṣkāma karma.  The concept of svadharma and paradharma are completely foreign in 

western philosophy or western teleological ethics. Therefore, I presume that what is teleological 

in western ethics may not be teleological in Bhagavadgītā while doing niṣkāma karma. The 

question, of course, is: Can the very perception of svadharma be revealed in some sense of others 

in western ethics? The answer is no. The reason for that the concept of svadharma is based on 

guṇas. The concept of guṇas is not accepted in western ethics. There we cannot apply some 

western teleological concept in the concept of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā. Therefore, my 

point is that the concept of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is not teleological with regard to the 

western teleological concept or with regard to only some specific ends.  

 The question then is: What would it be at the end? In this regard, I can say that the concept of 

niṣkāma karma is a very unique concept that cannot be attributed or characterized as either a 

deontological concept or a teleological concept. However, I do prefer this unique concept of 

niṣkāma karma as the byproduct of neither of these systems because of its very nature. However, 

at the same time, I have a different perception when I am engaging with Kantian deontology. To 

me the nature of Kantian deontology is not based on svadharma, rather it is based on duty backed 

up by practical reason. Even though svadharma, as used in Bhagavadgītā while developing 

niṣkāma karma, maybe comparable at par with duty as used by Kant, but I find an insightful 

difference between them.  

The other point which I find between Kant and Bhagavdgītᾱ is that both are directed to make our 

life meaningful. According to Kant, a moral agent can perform moral action if and only if he 

would become a member of the Kingdom of ends.   Only the members of the kingdom of ends 
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can perform moral action and by way of becoming the member of the kingdom of ends, one can 

treat himself and others as an end, never simply as a means. In this regard, Kant does not 

mention the concept of Mokṣa or the concept of Lokasaṁgraha. The concept of Lokasaṁgraha 

means the welfare of the world. Only niṣkāma karmis do perform for Lokasaṁgraha. Now the 

question is: can the member of the kingdom of ends be treated as niṣkāma karmi from the 

perspective of Lokasaṁgraha?  To me, it needs clarification and amplification. According to 

Kant, any member of the Kingdom of ends cannot treat humanity simply as a means. This is the 

genesis of the member of the kingdom of ends. However, if we go through the concept of 

niṣkāma karma; we find that a niṣkāma karmi can use anybody simply as a means for protecting 

dharma or doing lokasaṁgraha. The phrase such as ‗simply as a means‘ is adequately justified 

in Bhagavadgītā. It is said that even a niṣkāma karmi for the sake of Lokasaṁgraha kills 

anybody by performing svadharma then his action cannot be morally condemned; rather it would 

be treated as morally worthy as it was the case in the case of the great battle of kurukṣetra, where 

Arjuna with the advice of Sri Kṛṣṇa killed so many relatives as enemies.  

In summing up I would like to add one more point from my own rational. A question may be 

raised from a practical point of view in favor of Kant and against Bhagavadgītā. The point is that 

the niṣkāma karma is based on varṇa systems. The concept of the varṇa system was promulgated 

at the time of kurukṣetra war. It was before the fifth century B.C. At that time the society was 

divided based on the varṇa system. The concept of varṇa was much pronounced and accepted 

within sanātana dharma. While characterizing varṇa, Sri Kṛṣṇa remarked that the fourfold 

varṇas was created by him according to the divisions of guṇas and karmas.  At that time, 

everyone within the society had to accept the varṇa system.  However, throughout history, the 

fourfold division which was originally based on guṇas and karmas eventually is misleadingly 
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linked with birth misleadingly. As a result of that, the society within the sanātana dharma faced 

conflicts in the name of varṇa systems.  This actually vitiates the sanctity of the original varṇa 

system based on guṇas and karmas. Now the point is that if the concept of niṣkāma karma of 

Bhagavadgītā is accepted then what would be the hidden status of the varṇa systems? Is niṣkāma 

karmi would be a karmi of any varṇa based on the varṇa system?  

 According to Bhagavadgītā, if the varṇa system is based on guṇas and karma then any human 

being can be a niṣkāma karmi. However, if the varṇa system is misleadingly linked with birth 

then there is a problem that we face in our society in our day to day life. Moreover, Hinduism is 

a series of the jungle. It is very difficult to know who would be the real Hindus.  In the present 

society, there is a legal system of becoming a brᾱhmin varṇa from other varṇa. Through the 

system affidavit, one can change one‘s surname. Even in a true sense, a śudra can use a 

brahmin‘s surname with the help of an affidavit. Does it lead us to say that a śudra varṇa 

according to the varṇa system be acquired the upper varṇa by the way of transforming his 

surname?  These are some vital issues we keep in mind while dealing with the concept of 

niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā. Frankly speaking, I do presume that we do not find the same 

problem while dealing with the paradigm of moral action in Kantian ethics. Moreover, we can 

say there are many religions, such as Jainism, Buddhism Sikhism, etc where there is no concept 

of varṇa system. Does it lead us to say that Bhagavadgītā is not relevant to these religions? We 

cannot say this. My point is that if Bhagavdgītᾱ is predominantly concerned only with the so-

called varṇa system then Bhagavadgītā perhaps may not be relevant to other religions. I do not 

think so. In summing up I can say that the comparison between Kant and Bhagavadgītā about the 

paradigm of moral action is desirable as well as praiseworthy, but at the same time, we need to 
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take a bit caution from the perspective of Philosophy. The role of divinity and myths are 

dominating factors in Bhagavadgītā and it is very much unlikely in Kant. 
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Kant on Moral Action: A Quest

Arun Kr. Chowdhury

[ Abstract: Moral actions are voluntary actions. Voluntary actions are used in

two senses in western ethics. In wider sense, all voluntary actions which are

done by self conscious agents are moral actions. They may be right or wrong.

But in narrower sense, only morally good and right actions of voluntary actions

are treated as moral actions. Kant accepted the word ‘moral’ in the narrower

sense. According to Kant, the motive of duty is sufficient to determine our

actions as moral.  For Kant, an action is moral by its motive and it is also moral

by its maxim.  He also claims that an action has moral worth if it is done out of

reverence for the law.  The essential form of law is universality.

Keywords: Motive, Principle, universality, reverence, good will, maxim, law,

reason, utilitarianism, etc.]

Introduction

Something is done by a sensuous human being or an animal is

called action. In moral philosophy, only human being’s action would be

a moral action as well as an object of moral judgment because of his

rational nature. Human beings, as rational beings, can judge their actions

as right or wrong from the standpoint of an ideal standard. An action

would be treated as object of moral judgment if that action is done by

a human being consciously.  On the other hand, an animal’s action is

not moral. An animal’s action is not moral because an animal cannot
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discriminate between right and wrong as usual. Animals cannot judge an

action as right or wrong because animals are generally devoid of reason.

According to Western ethics, an action which has moral significant is

known as voluntary action. There is considerable distinction between

voluntary and non- voluntary actions in western ethics. According to

western ethics, only a voluntary action is performed knowingly by self-

conscious free agent with desires and choice of ends. Here, the word

‘moral’ is used in both the wider and the narrower senses.

In the wider sense, the word ‘moral’ means that in which moral

qualities (rightness, wrongness, goodness, badness, etc.) are presented

.In this sense, it is opposed to non- moral action. Here, non- moral

means that in which moral qualities are not present or which is devoid

of moral qualities.  An action of an animal is non- moral action because

an animal is devoid of reason. Thus, action under the pressure of

unavoidable ‘complexes’ is non- moral. Thus, in this wider sense, we

can say that any action of a self- conscious rational being is called

moral action which may be right action or wrong action. In the narrower

sense, moral means what is right or morally good. In this sense,

moral is opposed to ‘immoral’. Here, ‘immoral’ means what is wrong

or morally bad. When an action is done by a self- conscious person

with a bad intention for bad purpose, then it is called immoral action.

 It would be noted here that any kind of voluntary action of a

human being is called moral action, in wider sense. But the word ‘moral’

is also used in narrower sense and in this sense, only good and right

actions can be treated as moral actions. Morally wrong action is not

come within the circle of moral in narrower sense. Immanuel Kant used

the word ‘moral’ in narrower sense.

Motive Involved in Moral Action

Kantian ethics is philosophically known as deontological ethics.

Kant, in his philosophy makes a distinction between actions which are
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in conformity with duties and actions which are done from duties or for

the sake of duties.  For Kant, in order to have moral worth actions

must be done for the sake of duties. All actions that conform to duties

have values from general moral standpoint. But, for Kant, when we say

about ‘moral worth’ then it should refer to a special degree of value

that goes beyond such (general moral standpoint) mere moral approval.

Here, we can say that it must be elicited by recognition of the

unconditional worth as it reserves only for a good will. According to

Kant, if actions are done simply from inclinations then they have no

moral worth. In holding this, Kant also claimed that if actions are done

with the motives of desires for happiness then they have no moral worth.

Hence, for Kant, actions are not called moral if they are done with

desires of getting something. Thus, he considered that action is done

only from inclination without any motive of duty. It has no moral worth.

Similarly, he also considered that if an action is done for the sake of

duty or from duty without any inclination, emotion, love, sympathy,

etc., it has moral worth. Here it would be noted that according to Kant,

if an inclination is presented in an action then that action has no moral

worth.

In order to make clear the nature of a moral action, Kant gives

examples. Kant’s own four examples serve to make clear the nature of

a moral action. We will discuss only the first example out of four examples

to know the nature of a moral action. The first is that suppose a

tradesman is always careful about not overcharging his experienced

customers, in order to avoid a bad reputation. Here, his action is,

according to Kant, is not done for sake of duty or from duty rather his

action is ‘in conformity with duty’ out of self – interest, for avoiding a

bad reputation. Here the action is done neither from duty, nor from

immediate inclination, but it is done solely from purposes of self- interest.

For Kant, actions are done from immediate inclination or from self-

interest are not moral actions. For this reason, the tradesman’s action is
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not moral action or his action has no moral worth.  Kant also holds that

action is done with love, sympathy and allurement, is not moral action.

Thus, for him, action is performed for the sake of duty has moral worth.

This type of action is called moral action.

Moral Action and Good-will

In order to clear the nature of Kant’s moral action, we should

discuss Kant’s good will. According to Kant, a good will is one which

acts under human conditions for the sake of duty. For Kant, “It is

impossible to conceive anything at all in the world, or even out of it,

which can be taken as good without qualification, except a good will.”1

For him, a good will can be good in itself. A good will can be an absolute,

and it can be unconditioned good. It alone must be good in every context.

Here it would be noted that a good will is not good in one context and

it is bad in another context. It is not as means to any end. It is an

unconditioned and an absolute good because its goodness is not

conditioned by its relation to an end. It is good in itself. It is good

without qualification or limitation. It must be the highest good, but it

differs from perfect good. The perfect good includes happiness, in

addition to virtue. The perfect good includes both virtue and happiness.

Kant also points out that intelligence, judgment, courage are good

without doubt, but they can be harmful when the will is bad. In this

regard, Kant also holds that wealth, power,  health, etc., can be treated

as good when they are used by a good will otherwise they can be

treated as bad  when they are used by a bad will. For Kant, a good will

is itself an intrinsically good. It is good even when it exists quite alone.

It is good in itself by virtue of its intrinsic value. It would shine like a

jewel. In this connection Kant holds that “If by its almost effort it still

accomplishes nothing, and only good will is left (not, admittedly, as a

mere wish, but as the straining of every means so far as they are in our

control); even then it would still shine like a jewel for its own sake as



183

something which has its full value in itself.”2 For Kant, we must examine

the concept of duty if we are to understand the nature of a good will.

Good-will and Holy-will

In order to clear the nature of a good will, Kant compared good

will with a holy will. For him, a good will acts for the sake of duty, but

a holy will would never act for the sake of duty.   For making a

comparison between good will and holy will, he said about duty.

According to him, there are the thoughts of desires and inclinations to

be overcome in the very ideas of duties. We may suppose that holy

will is God’s will and it would not act from a concept of duty. It would

be absurd to speak of as doing His duty. But in the case of a human

being, there is certain ‘inclination’ or ‘subjective inclination’. For Kant,

Human being’s will is influenced by sensuous desire that is why it is not

wholly good. This sensuous desire may be obstacle to the good will

present in a human being. For this obstacle, the good actions in which

his good will might necessarily be appeared to him as duties as, in spite

of this obstacle, actions that ought to be done. But a good will must be

good in itself apart from this obstacle or ‘subjective limitation’.  Here,

Kant wants to say that there is no necessary connection between good

will and duty.  Thus, a will which acts under human conditions for the

sake of duty is called a good will. It does not mean that a good will is

one (necessarily) which acts for the sake of duty.

Moral Action and Moral Maxim

Kant further claims that “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, not 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.”3 Here, we have seen
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both: negative and positive points.  Negatively it indicates that moral

good actions do not depend for their moral values either on the results

they produce or even on the results they seek to produce. By holding

this, Kant refuses all forms of utilitarianism. For utilitarianism, an action

is good if it produces greatest good for the greatest number. An action

has moral worth if it is produced greatest good for the greatest number.

Here ‘utility’ is the main criteria for judging an action as good or bad in

utilitarianism theory.  But according to Kant, an action is not moral if it

is judged on the basis of its utility or result.   For Kant, the positive

point of the above proposition indicates that actions could be moral

from their maxims. The moral worth of an action is located in the ‘maxim’

or ‘principle of volition’.  According to Kant, “a maxim is the subjective

principle of a volition.”4 A principle is a fundamental objective moral

law, which is grounded in the pure practical reason. Pure practical reason

is a special kind of practical reason. It determines action independently

of desire. It acts in accordance with an unconditioned objective principle,

which is valid for every rational being.

For Kant, a maxim is principle. It is a subjective principle of action

or volition.   It is a purely personal principle. Thus, a maxim is a kind of

principle on which a rational being does act. For Paton, “A principle is

in general a universal proposition which has under it other propositions

of which it is the ground: for this reason it is also called a ‘ground

proposition’ (Grundsatz).”5  In a strict sense a principle may be used

as supreme principle. In a relative sense, it may be used for universal

proposition, not for supreme principle.  In this relative sense, major

premise   of a syllogism might be called a principle.  On the other hand,

it may be used as a law of non- contradiction in the strict sense.  But,

here, we are concerned only with a principle of action or a practical

principle. A practical principle is a universal proposition.  It is the ground

of other propositions. It is also a ground of an action. For Kant, all

principle which are the real ground of our actions are called subjective

184
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principle. A subjective principle is valid only for the individual agent as

the principle on which he chooses to act. Subjective principle is

opposed to objective principle. According to Kant, “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 the practical law.”6 It is valid for every rational agent. It

may be called principle of reason. An objective principle is always

objective whether we act on it or not.  For Kant, we may act on a

principle and when we do, this principle becomes a subjective principle

as well as an objective one.

Thus, for Kant, a ‘maxim’ is called subjective principle.  It differs

from an objective principle. Subjective principle is valid only for the

individual agent. Only a rational being can have a maxim. Here Kant

wants to indicate that our maxim generalize our action including our

motive. Maxims are two types, such as, material maxim and formal

maxim. According to Kant, material maxim is called empirical maxim.

It is based on sensuous inclination. It is depended on our experience of

desire. It is opposed to formal maxim.  For Kant, a formal maxim is

called a priori maxim. It does not depend on our experience of desire.

It is not based on sensuous inclinations. It does not refer to desired

ends which the actions attempt to realize. But a material maxim refers

to the desired ends. It would be noted here that if a man, who is acting

for the sake of duty, is acting on a formal maxim and not on a material.

Hence, Moral actions do not derive their values from the fact that they

produce certain results. It also can be said that moral actions do not

derive their values from material maxim, i.e., from maxims of producing

such results.  For Kant, moral actions’ values must be derived from

formal maxims, which are independent of the desired ends. Thus, a

maxim of an action is done for the sake of duty must be formal. The

formal maxim of duty is what determines one’s conduct and motive.

Thus an action can be moral by its maxim.

185
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Moral Action and Reverence for the Law

For more positive indication of what is meant by a moral action

Kant discussed on ‘reverence for the law’.  According to Kant, “Duty

is the necessary to act out of reverence for the law.”7 Kant deduced

this proposition from the two preceding (moral action: acting for the

sake of duty and acting on formal maxim). Here reverence is a feeling,

which is self-produced by a rational concept. Immediate determination

of the will by the universal law and consciousness of the subordination

of this determination is called reverence. Thus, reverence is considered

as the effect of the law on the subject (rational agent). It is not regarded

as the cause of the law. Reverence is awareness of a value which

destroys our self-love.  The object of reverence is the law alone. For

Kant “All moral interest, so-called, consists solely in reverence for the

law.”8By law Kant intended law as such.

According to Kant, to act out of duty is to act out of reverence

for law as such. The fundamental characteristic of law as such is

universality, i.e., strict universality. It does not admit of exception.

As we know physical laws are universal and these laws must hold of

all events, including men, in time without exception.  According to

Kant, all physical things, including men, conform unconsciously and

necessarily to physical law, but only rational agents are capable of

acting in accordance with the idea of law. Universality is the essential

form of law. Whatever may be law’s matter- it must have the essential

form of universality. For Kant, man’s actions can be treated as moral

actions if they must be done out of reverence for the law. Thus, for

Kant, moral worth of actions is derived from the maxims of the agents.

These maxims must be that of abiding by law, out of reverence for the

law.  These are formal maxims. For Kant, a formal maxim is a kind of

maxim of following universal law. Thus, law of nature and law of moral

action, in spite of basic differences, share in the common essential

form of universality.
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According to Kant, the will must serve the conformity of action to

universal law as its principle. In this regard, Kant said that “I ought
never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim

should become a universal law.”9 It can be treated as the ultimate
principle of duty. This formula is a negative form of the categorical
imperative. Here, the word maxim is taken as material maxim. But in
the discussion ‘reverence for the law’, we have observed that only
formal maxim of action would be universal. For Kant, maxims must be
rejected if these maxims would not become universal laws. Hence, for
Kant, if our maxim, which is subjective principles of volition, is become
universal laws then we must accept it otherwise we must reject it.  It
would also be noted that a maxim of an action can be accepted or
rejected by virtue of our reverence for law as such. Thus, according to
Kant, a moral maxim must be formal maxim valid for all rational agents.

Conclusion

In the conclusion, we can say that according to Kant, an action is
done from duty or for the sake of duty, it has moral worth. It is moral
action. He then claims that only the action, in which a good will is
manifested, is called moral action. Moral values of moral actions must
be derived from formal maxims. A formal maxim is independent of the
desired end. It is valid to all. It is universal. He also claimed that actions
must be moral if they are done out of reverence for the laws. Thus, for
Kant, an action can be treated as moral action if it is done out of reverence

for the law or it is done from duty or it is done for the sake of duty or it

is done for the sake of the law itself.
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