
Chapter - IV 

Virtue Ethics in Kantian Moral Philosophy 

 

4.1 Introduction: 

In this chapter we have tried to discuss what Kant actually says about virtue. He not 

only expresses his high estimation of virtue but also expresses the centrality of 

virtue, in his practical ethics. Generally, Kant’s notion of good will is considered as 

act-centered ethics for which it is criticized by many philosophers. In this chapter, we 

will try to establish that Kant’s notion of good will offers us a clear view of agent-

centered ethics which is contrary to the act-centered ethics, although Kantian 

philosophy is identified with the doctrine of formal duty, not with a judgment like 

what one ought to do. 

We will also try to discuss that how virtue is a central theme in Kantian moral 

philosophy and the foundation of all types of moral judgments. However, this is not 

contradictory to Kantian moral philosophy but is defined in accordance the universal 

moral law. Let us focus how does Kant combines rules and duties concerning 

different acts in his virtue ethics. 

What we need is to reinterpret the Kantian maxim to consider Kant’s position 

as a virtue ethicist. We would also like to discuss the doctrine of morally necessary 

ends in his Doctrine of Virtue clearly establishes the central position of virtue in 

Kant’s ethics. We will show that Kant has succeeded in balancing free choice with 

the obligation to obey the moral rule when he argues that agents have a duty to adopt 

certain ends. Kant is well enough to combine virtue and rule ethics and he sets the 

autonomy within universality. In the final section we will make a connection 

between virtue and the highest good. We will argue that Kant’s conception of Good 

is directly related to virtue and his ethical theory is deeply connected with the agent’s 

character and the ways of life. We will also discuss the unique achievement of 

Kantian ethics in harnessing together both rule and virtue ethics.  

In the previous sections, we have seen that Kant’s deontological rule ethics is 

primarily considered as the abandonment of agent-centred ethics. But there is more 

in Kantian ethics so far as his formal philosophy is concerned. One may be justified 
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in criticizing Kantian ethics only if categorical imperative is introduced in terms of 

the formula of universal law. In fact, Kant is not indifferent to the notion of ends. 

The categorical imperatives always treat humanity as an end, never as a means. 

Kant’s formulation of universalisation is not left adrift but it is deeply attached with 

the duty which imposes upon everyone to treat others with the respect, they expect to 

receive in return from them. It has practical implications and ruling out all those 

institutions and practices which treat human being as a means. In our argument we 

suggest that Kant has been perceived one-sidedly as an act-centered ethicist. But 

Kant has a clear and distinct interest on virtue. We need to remember that Kant has 

also written a substantial work, entitled: The Doctrine of Virtue. 

 4.2 Kant and the Doctrine of Virtue: 

The Doctrine of Virtue is considered as the primary source of Kant’s practical 

ethics. In 1797 Kant published Metaphysics of Morals, The Doctrine of Right and the 

Doctrine of Virtue. The Doctrine of Right expresses his political ideas whereas The 

Doctrine of virtue is concerned with characters. Since 1770 Kant at the University of 

Kӧnigsberg he was very much concerned with the logical and metaphysical questions 

like, what is man? Or who am I? 

Later on, it is seen that Kant’s Doctrine of Virtue has been neglected and 

scholars failed to give critical attention which it deserves. While re-interpreted 

Kantian ethics in his own light, Gary Banham opines, Kantian ethics is a 

combination of both teleology and perfectionism. In the introductory part of the 

Doctrine of Virtue, Kant clearly took his position of viewing ethical ideas in respect 

of teleological value leading towards perfectionism. Kant compares the Doctrine of 

Right with the Doctrine of Virtue and says –  

“The doctrine of Right dealt only with the formal condition of outer freedom (the 

consistency of outer freedom with itself if its maxim were made universal law), that 

is, with Right. But ethics goes beyond this and provides a matter (an object of free 

choice), an end of pure reason that it presents as an end which is also objectively 

necessary, that is, an end which, as far as men are concerned, it is a duty to have.”1 

 

 
1 Gregor, Mary J. (Trans. & Ed.), Groundwork of The Metaphysics of Morals, p. 186, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 2001 
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According to Banham, interpretation expresses the meaning of these lines 

may be summarised as follows;  

“The distinction between the treatment of right and that of virtue involves two 

different elements. First, whilst the treatment of right is concerned only with formal 

conditions, the treatment of virtue concerns matters of choice or objects of choice. 

Second, the treatment of right is purely in relation to outer freedom but since the 

treatment of virtue is related to the activity of choice of objects for the will it must 

include within its province inner freedom or the setting of ends. This concentration 

on ends is constitutive of the treatment of virtue. It marks Kant’s ethics as 

teleological.”2 

 

The distinction between right and virtue, as interpreted above rejects some of 

the opinions in Kant’s critiques who think that Kant is just a deontologist and for 

whom ‘the motive of duty’ is primary. It also rejects the view of those who 

interpreted Kant’s view as concerned with right rather than good. But Kantian ethics 

is something more than right and principle. Kant refuses the utilitarian happiness 

principle in order to make a connection between good and virtue. Thus, Kant rejects 

the principle of personal happiness and opines: 

The principle of personal happiness is, however, the most objectionable, not 

merely because it is false and because its pretense that well-being always adjusts 

itself to well-doing is contradicted by experience; it is not because it contributes 

nothing towards establishing morality, to make a man happy is quite different to 

make him good and to make him prudent or astute in seeking his advantage quite 

different from making him virtuous; but because it bases morality on sensuous 

motives which rather undermine it and totally destroy its sublimity, inasmuch as the 

motives of virtue are put in the same class as those of vice and we are instructed only 

to become better at calculation, the specific difference between virtue and vice being 

completely wiped out.3 

Making morality dependent upon personal interests significantly destroys its 

dignity. Here Kant argues that utilitarianism dose not teach us how to make a 

distinction between virtue and vice but “how to become better at calculation”, and 

 
2 Gary Banham, Kant’s practical philosophy From Critique to Doctrine, p. 182, Palgrave MacMillan, 

New York, 2003 
3 Paton, H. J., The Moral Law, pp. 109 - 10, B. I. Publication, New Delhi, 1979 
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makes his view clear that he is basically concerned with virtue that is connected with 

good rather than right. Thus, Kant clearly expresses his views on virtue, not on right. 

Banham attempts to establish the Doctrine of Virtue in closer connection with the 

Doctrine of Right to provide a combined idea of Kant’s practical ethics in relation to 

his critique of morality. 

What we are trying to establish is that Kantian ethics is necessarily concerned 

with purpose, but not any ordinary purpose, only a special type of purpose that it is a 

duty to have. Kant describes ethics as “the system of the ends of pure practical 

reason”4, here Kant talks of ends that are considered as duties within the field of 

virtue. Kant explains that “the treatment of moral philosophy in his critical works is 

no more than a propaedeutic to the discussion of ethics paper, a discussion conducted 

necessarily in terms of ends.”5 But it does not mean that ends are pre-existently given 

that can be expected to be adapted by the categorical imperative. Banham in this 

context opines: 

“…there was such an adaptation of the principles of morality to ends, with an 

allowance for ends to be selected according to whatever principle one wished as 

long as they in execution conformed to a general rule of conduct. But with ethics it 

is quite otherwise as in ethics ‘the concept of duty will lead to ends and will have to 

establish maxims with respect to ends we ought to set ourselves’ (Ak. 6:382). So, 

the categorical imperative has to enable us to think of how to connect the concept of 

duty with that of an end in general.”6 

This is needless to say that Banham’s work is an essential piece of work that 

recovers the practical field of Kantian ethics. It establishes Kant’s deontological rule 

ethics within the teleology of perfectionism and helps us to recover the centrality of 

virtue in Kantian ethics. We know that Kantian virtue ethics is neglected for so many 

years but Kant himself expressed his view on virtue many times in his works.  

For example, Kant in his Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the 

Sublime, says that, “Among moral qualities true virtue alone is sublime”.7 And he 

 
4 Gregor, Mary J. (Trans. & Ed.), Groundwork of The Metaphysics of Morals, p. 187, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 2001 
5 Gary Banham, Kant’s practical philosophy From Critique to Doctrine, p. 182, Palgrave MacMillan, 

New York, 2003 
6 Ibid, p. 182 
7 Kant, Immanuel, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime and Other Writings, 

Patrick Frierson and Paul Guyer (Eds.), p. 22, Cambridge University Press, New York, 2011 
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also expresses in his Critique of Pure Reason, where he says, “…it is only by means 

of this idea (of virtue) that any judgment as to moral worth or its opposite is possible; 

and it therefore serves as an indispensable foundation for every approach to moral 

perfection…”8 A similar view is also presented by Kant in his Idea for a Universal 

History with a Cosmopolitan Aim, when he says, “But everything good that is not 

grafted onto a morally good disposition, is nothing but mere semblance and glittering 

misery.”9Thus it is clear in Kantian thinking that whatever is not based on morally 

good disposition is nothing but glittering misery. 

One point is very clear from the above discussion that it should not be 

difficult for us to argue for the establishment of Kantian ethics as a virtue ethics. And 

if we establish his view regarding virtue then virtue ethics also secured him more 

profoundly. 

Onora O’Neill a Kantian scholar, responded to MacIntyre’s criticism10 of 

Kant in her book Kant After Virtue. Even Robert B. Louden in his Kant’s Virtue 

Ethics, opines: 

“Some readers of Kant feel that the conceptual shape of his ethical theory has been 

distorted by defender and critic alike, that his ethics is not rule ethics but virtue 

ethics. This reading of Kant has had its defenders in the past (he did after all write 

The Doctrine of Virtue), but Onora O'Neill has recently placed it in the context of the 

contemporary virtue ethics debate. In Kant After Virtue (a reply to MacIntyre's 

book), she states confidently that 'what is not in doubt . . . is that Kant offers 

primarily an ethic of virtue rather than an ethic of rules'11.”12 

Warner Wick presents an earlier interpretation about the prominence of virtue 

in Kantian ethics. But he did not use such strong term like Onora O’Neill.13 

In fact, we think that a rule ethics and a virtue ethics are opposed to each 

other and they are mutually exclusive alternatives. But Kantian ethics is not 

 
8 Kant, Immanuel, Critique of Pure reason, Smith, N. K. (Ed.), p. 311, Macmillan & Co. Ltd., New 

York, 1968 
9 Kant, Immanuel, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim, A. O. Rorty and James 

Schmidt (Eds.), p. 19, Cambridge University Press, New York, 2009 
10MacIntyre criticizes Kant in his After Virtue 
11 Onora O’Neil, Kant After Virtue, p. 397, 1984 
12 Louden, Robert B., Kant’s Virtue Ethics, appeared in Immanuel Kant: Critical Assessments, Vol. 3, 

Ruth F. Chadwick, Routledge, London, 2002 
13 ‘Kant’s Moral Philosophy’ in Kant’s Ethical Philosophy, James Ellington (Trans.), Hackett 

Publishing Company, Indianapolis, 1983 
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considered in this line, as Kantian ethics emphasizes on both. In a reply to Garve, 

Kant make his position and identifies duty in terms of virtue. According to him –  

“I had provisionally designated the study of morals as the introduction to a discipline 

which would teach us not how to be happy, but how we should become worthy of 

happiness.14 Nor had I omitted to point out at the same time that man is not thereby 

expected to renounce his natural aim of attaining happiness as soon as the question 

of following his duty arises; for like any finite rational being, he simply cannot do so. 

Instead, he must completely abstract from such considerations as soon as the 

imperative of duty supervenes, and must on no account make them a condition of his 

obeying the law prescribed to him by reason. He must indeed make every possible 

conscious effort to ensure that no motive derived from the desire for happiness 

imperceptibly infiltrates his conceptions of duty. To do this, he should think rather of 

the sacrifices which obedience to duty (i.e., virtue) entails than of the benefits he 

might reap from it, so that he will comprehend the imperative of duty in its full 

authority as a self-sufficient law, independent of all other influences, which requires 

unconditional obedience.”15 

What we want to establish is that it is not necessary to choose between rule 

ethics and virtue ethics, because Kant’s ethics is able to combine both equally. We 

want to develop Kant’s ethical theory as an agent centered ethics by making 

reference to good will, maxims, morally necessary ends and the relation between 

virtues and good. Let us discuss the concept of goodwill as a foundation of human 

character. 

4.3 The Good Will as a Foundation of Human Character: 

Kant develops his ethical theory on an idea of ‘character’ in reference to the 

need for ‘the good will’ –  

“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. Intelligence, wit, 

judgment, and any other talents of the mind we may care to name, or courage, 

resolution, and constancy of purpose, as qualities of temperament, are without doubt 

 
14 Being worthy of happiness is that quality of a person which depends upon the subject's own 

individual free will and in accordance with which a universal reason, legislating both to nature and 

to the free will, would agree with all the aims of that person. It is thus entirely different from any 

aptitude for attaining happiness itself. For if a person's will does not harmonize with the only form 

of will which is fit to legislate universally to the reason, and thus cannot be contained within the 

latter (in other words, if his will conflicts with morality), he is not worthy of happiness and of that 

gift of attaining happiness with which nature endowed him. (Collected from Kant: Political 

Writings, p. 64, footnote) 
15 Reiss, H. S., Kant: Political Writings, p. 64, Cambridge University Press, New York, 1991 
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good and desirable in many respects; but they can also be extremely bad and hurtful 

when the will is not good which has to make use of these gifts of nature, and which 

for this reason has the term 'character’ applied to its peculiar quality.”16 

Kant says that, “Power, wealth, honour, even health and that complete well-

being and contentment with one's state which goes by the name of 'happiness', 

produce boldness, and as a consequence often over-boldness as well, unless a good 

will is present by which their influence on the mind and so too die whole principle of 

action may be corrected and adjusted to universal ends.”17Thus, Kant concludes that 

“a good will seems to constitute the indispensable condition of our very worthiness 

to be happy.”18 

Here Kant’s ethical position on good will is very clear. He clearly talks about 

an agent-centered ethics rather than an act-centered ethics. This view is definitely 

contradicting the view that Kantian ethics is rule-centered and deontological. Robert 

Paul Wolff in The Autonomy of Reason, remarks that it is “noteworthy that the 

philosopher most completely identified with the doctrine of stern duty should begin, 

not with a statement about what we ought to do, but rather with a judgment of what 

is unqualifiedly good.”19 So, it is clear that what Kant understands by the concept of 

unqualifiedly good is not some end-state like pleasure or some particular acts in 

accordance to rules, but a state of character which is the foundation for all actions 

performed by one person. For good will it is necessary to look beyond some 

particular acts and decisions and to observe the lives that agents live. Kant personally 

believes that ‘it is not possible for someone to be morally good in some ways and at 

the same time morally evil in others.’20 A steadfastness of character must be present 

in the agent at all times. 

Kant’s conception of unqualified goodness helps us to conclude that he 

emphasizes more on agents rather than acts in his ethical theories. This assertion 

from Kant demands the relationship between good will and virtue. In the Doctrine of 

Virtue (Tugendlehre), Kant defines virtue (Tugend) as “fortitude in relation to the 

 
16 Paton, H. J., The Moral Law, p. 59, B. I. Publication, New Delhi, 1979 
17 Ibid, p. 59 
18 Ibid, p. 59 
19 Wolff, Robert Paul, The Autonomy of Reason, pp. 56 – 7, Harper & Row, New York, 1973 
20 Kant, Immanuel, Religion Within the Bounds of Bare Reason, Trans. By Werner S. Pluhar, Hackett 

Publishing Company, Cambridge, 2009 
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forces opposing a moral attitude of will in us.”21 For Kant, a good will must be an act 

consistent with the motive of respect for the moral rule. Human beings generally 

possess their natural urges and inclinations, sometimes contrary to reason. But a 

virtuous person is one whose fortitude is able to rise above those natural urges and 

inclinations. This fortitude is strength of force of will,22 not as an ability to achieve 

goal but to achieve mastery over one’s natural urges and inclinations. (Foundations, 

p. 10) As because some wills are better than others and only a holy will possess an 

absolutely good will, Kant thus concludes that, “human morality in its highest stages 

can still be nothing more than virtue.”23 

For Kant, virtue is only an approximation of the good will and the virtuous 

agent is a human approximation of a good will, which is effected and through the 

strength of mind and acting out of reverence for the law. After establishing the good 

will as the unqualified good and defining virtue as the human approximation of a 

good will one can conclude that virtue is foundational for Kant. We have seen earlier 

that Kant expresses his view in favor of morally good character as – “But all good 

enterprises which are not grafted on to a morally good attitude of mind are nothing 

but illusion and outwardly glittering misery.”24 According to this, “the essence of 

[Kant’s] moral philosophy is quite different from what it has commonly been 

supposed to be, for on the basis of this enquiry one must conclude that it is the 

concept of the good will that lies at its foundation.”25 

4.4 Maxims as Underlying Intentions: 

According to Robert B. Louden the second argument to establish Kant as a 

virtue ethicist we need to re-interpret Kantian maxim as underlying intention.26 Kant 

 
21 “Now the capacity and considered resolve to withstand a strong but unjust opponent is fortitude 

(fortitudo) and, with respect to what opposes the moral disposition within us, virtue (virtus, 

fortitudomoralis)”. (Immanuel Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, p. 186, Ak. 380) 
22aKant, Immanuel, Doctrine of Virtue, p. 49 – 50; b Kant, Immanuel, Lecture on Ethics, Trans. By 

Peter Heath and Ed. By Peter Heath and J. B. Schneewind, p. 73, Cambridge University Press, UK, 

1997; c Kant, Immanuel, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, Trans. By Mary J.  Gregor, 

pp. 26 – 7, Martinus, Nijhoff, The Hague, 1974 
23 (Doctrine of Virtue – 41, Critique of Practical Reason – 86 – 7, Foundations of the Metaphysics of 

Morals – 30 – 31) 
24 Peter Critchley, Kant and Virtue, p. 16 
25 Ibid, p. 16 
26 This strategy is adopted by Onora O’Neill in her book Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of 

Kant’s Practical Philosophy 
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defines the maxim as a ‘subjective principle of volition’.27Here one may infer that a 

maxim is a course of action which is adopted by a particular agent at a particular 

time and place. Because, the principle or maxim is subjective rather than objective, it 

must be tie in with the agent's own intentions and interests. So, one may ask that 

‘why Kantian maxims are not consider as agent’s specific maxims for their discrete 

acts?’ Though this is the general understanding of maxim, but at the same time it 

leads itself towards the rule interpretation of maxim, because here a maxim becomes 

a rule which prescribes a specific act.28O'Neill opposed this rule interpretation of 

maxim and argues that “it seems most convincing to understand by an agent's maxim 

the underlying principle by which the agent orchestrates his numerous more specific 

intentions.”29 O'Neill takes an example to discuss this in a more lucid way ⸻ 

“Suppose I have invited a guest to my house, and that my underlying intention is to 

make him feel welcome. On most such occasions, I will have numerous specific 

intentions by means of which I carry out the underlying intention: I may offer him a 

beer, invite him to put a record on the stereo, show him my vegetable garden, etc.”30 

O'Neill offers two arguments in favour of the formulation of maxims as 

underlying intention.  

 

i. Naturally we must aware of our specific intentions for the future, but 

Kant insists that “agents are not always aware of, nor ever infallible 

about, what their maxims are”31 (G, 4, 398-9; DV, 6, 446). This first 

argument suggests that maxims and specific intentions are not the same. 

ii. The second argument “why maxims cannot be understood as conscious 

decisions or intentions for the future is that not every act is preceded by 

any such intention.”32Sometimes, when we act absentmindedly, we act 

without a specific intention, but Kant holds that we always act on some 

maxim. All action, even unplanned and negligent action also is 

 
27 Kant, Immanuel, Foundations of The Metaphysic of Morals, Trans. by L. W. Beck, p. 17, The 

Liberal Arts Press, New York, 1959 
28 Louden, Robert B., “Kant’s Virtue Ethics” in Philosophy, Vol. 61, No. 238 (Oct., 1986), pp. 473-

489     
29 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, 

Cambridge University Press, New York, 1995, p. 151 
30 Louden, Robert B., “Kant’s Virtue Ethics” in Philosophy, Vol. 61, No. 238 (Oct., 1986), pp. 473-

489    
31 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, 

Cambridge University Press, New York, 1995, p. 151 
32 Ibid, p. 151 
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performed on some action and thus, opens to moral assessment. And 

again, the second argument also suggests a difference between maxims 

and specific intentions.33 

So, it is clear enough for us that if Kantian maxims can interpret as 

underlying intentions rather considering them as specific intentions, then we do have 

a strong argument to claim that Kant's ethics can be interpreted as virtue ethics. We 

know that our underlying intentions directly connected with the type of persons we 

are and with the type of lives we lead. And what the type of person one is depends 

upon what virtues or vices one holds. On the other hand, one's specific intentions, do 

not always guide accurately about the sort of person one is 'deep down inside'. Both 

O'Neill and Höffe stressed on this particular connection between ‘underlying 

intentions’ and ‘being a sort of person one is’.34 So what we can see here is that if we 

understand Kantian maxim as underlying intentions then it will redirect us to the 

ethics of virtue. 

So, if we follow O’Neil and interpret Kant’s maxim as underlying intentions 

then we can interpret Kant’s ethics as a virtue ethics. Underlying intentions of an 

agent is inseparable with the character of a person and the kind of life he lives. And 

what kind of a person is, depends upon the virtues and vices he possesses.35 

If maxims are underlying intentions that gives sense to agent’s different 

specific intentions, then it may be wrong to consider them merely as adoptions of 

moral rules with the sense that rules prescribe specific actions. It will be better, if we 

consider maxims as indeterminate guidelines that can be acted specially when it will 

be supplemented by more specific intentions. O’Neill takes an example to express 

her thought, “For example, if a maxim were as indeterminate as “don’t deceive 

others”, then in a certain modern context it might be reflected in matters such as ‘not 

writing false checks’ or ‘becoming a spy’ or ‘manipulating public opinion, but in 

other traditional contexts these actions might be unavailable, indeed 

 
33 Louden, Robert B., “Kant’s Virtue Ethics” in Philosophy, Vol. 61, No. 238 (Oct., 1986), pp. 473-

489 
34 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1995, p. 395; Hoffe, 91. Louden 480 
35 Ibid, p. 395 



84 

 

 
 

incomprehensible.”36 So, from the above passages, one might think that our specific 

intentions, e.g. ‘not concealing weapons and arms from others’ might be important to 

implement a maxim of no deception. 

But, if this is true, then we have to admit that maxims play a very little role 

with the rightness and wrongness of a specific type of action, though plays a much 

more important role with the underlying moral quality of one’s life. Adopting a sort 

of morally appropriate maxims do not mean that one adopting a set of moral rules 

rather it is a much more general guidelines for living. That means, to have a morally 

appropriate maxims are actually a matter of leading certain sort of life or what sort of 

person is. For O’Neill, then our core of morality lies in appropriate underlying 

intentions rather conforming our actions to specific moral rules. 

The above-mentioned criteria of ‘morally appropriate maxim ‘are actually 

holding the Kant’s view on morality. Kant differentiates between morally appropriate 

maxim, which is according to him is the heart of morality and acting in accordance 

with those maxims, which is an outward conformity rather than morality of action. 

According to Kant, the action that meets the inner standard is morally valuable or 

virtuous actions; and actions that meets the outward standard is morally right. Thus, 

we can see that, the morally worthy or the virtuous actions and the morally unworthy 

or the vicious actions are more fundamental to Kant than that of the morally right 

actions, that are obligatory or merely permissible actions and the forbidden actions. 

In both Groundwork and Metaphysics of Morals, Kant share his idea that, the 

definition of right action is that conforms at least outward action that done out of 

virtuous or morally worthy maxim. 

In spite of focusing on the clear textual evidences that Kant approves virtue 

or moral worth as much more fundamental than that of merely morally rightness, 

there is too many interpreters who claims that Kant is a philosopher who gives the 

central position to the notion of rightness and wrongness of an action in his moral 

discourse. Here O’Neill assumes that perhaps this interpretation of Kant was made 

because “Kant asserts that he is concerned above all with duty – and duty for modern 

 
36 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1995, p. 151 
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thinkers is concerned with the external aspects of action.”37 But O’Neill thinks that 

Kant has “wrought a change in our understanding of duty” by attaching them to 

rational being as such but not any particular position or role. One thing that 

established very strongly is that, “I suggest, is that Kant offers primarily an ethic of 

virtue rather than an ethic of virtue.”38 

In the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant explains virtue as a ‘mere aptitude (Fertigkeif) 

or …a long-standing habit (Gewohnheit) of morally good actions’.39 For Kant, 

human virtue is valuable but uncertain. To give certainty and preserve this virtue we 

need to constantly guard this from empirical inclinations. Because for Kant virtue is 

more than a mechanical habit or something which can be the reason. Thus, Kant 

defines virtue as a moral disposition ‘armed for all situations’ and ‘insured against 

changes that new temptations can bring about’.40 

4.5 Practical Reasoning: 

 What we have just establish is that Kantian ethics is not primarily an ethic of 

rules thus it is not vulnerable to the serious charge of rigoristic ethics. And similarly 

in the charge of formalism against Kant claimed that Kant has failed in showing that 

how reason could be practical. The Categorical Imperative, which is supposed to be 

the supreme principle of practical reason is also alleged to bear no fruitful outcome. 

So, it our responsibility to show that the allegation just made against Kant is not right 

at all, and to do this it is necessary to introduce an interpretation of the Categorical 

Imperative that also bear fruitful conclusions. O’Neill offers a sketch that how it 

should be done and also give some reasons to accept that the Categorical Imperative 

is a purely rational principle. 

 To make it possible that the Categorical Imperative is a purely rational 

principle, O’Neill initially focuses on the Formula of Universal Law. The Formula of 

Universal Law runs as “act only that maxim through which you can at the same time 

will that it should become a universal law (4:421).”41 Here the Categorical 

Imperative suggests that ‘the maxim by which we propose to guide our action is the 

 
37 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, 

Cambridge University Press, New York, 1995, p. 153 
38 Ibid, p. 153 
39 Kant, Immanuel, Doctrine of Virtue, p. 41 - 2 
40 Ibid, p. 42 
41 Paton, H. J., The Moral Law, B. I. Publication, New Delhi, 1979, p. 29 
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one that at the same time we will can that all others should act on.’ Though it does 

not mean that ‘what would want all others to do, or what others might want done’, 

rather it means that ‘what we can consistently done, will be done not only by 

ourselves but also by others.’ The reason behind the moral significance of a universal 

law is that it does not any special treatment to ourselves (Groundwork, 4:404).  By 

accepting the Categorical Imperative, we actually accept the moral reality of others 

and moreover accept the possibility of a moral community. So, the Formula of 

Universal Law clearly speaks that ‘we act only those maxims that are open to others 

(or everyone) also. Thus, once again we have found the ample evidences to consider 

maxim as underlying principles rather than as specific intention of action.42 

4.6 The Doctrine of Morally Necessary Ends: 

Another evidence for considering Kantian ethics as based upon virtue theory 

is given by his doctrine of morally necessary Ends in the Doctrine of Virtue. Kant 

opines that every action must have an end because they all are goal-directed 

processes. Ends are objects of free choice. Kant argues that human beings have many 

desires and inclinations which are imposed upon them. Since we cannot be forced to 

make an end of an action but it is ultimately chosen by us. Even one can and does 

refuse the biological desire for life in extreme condition. 

 Question may be raised how does Kant balance free choice with the 

obligation to obey the moral rule? Kant speaks of freely chosen ends which are 

morally necessary. Therefore, an agent must have a duty to adopt certain ends. Kant 

might have a problem with neo-Kantian philosopher, such as, John Rawls, who 

argues for the priority of right over the priority of good. The neo-Kantian position 

which gives priority to the right over the good is far away from the Kantian position. 

Kantian morality establishes the space for freedom but neo-Kantian morality is only 

instrumental. Kant allows us both the right and the good, rules and virtue. He is 

concerned   with the moral dispositions and the kinds of lives lived by the agent. 

Whatever the contemporary neo-Kantian attempts to reinterpret Kant as 

neutral on the good, but Kant clearly mentioned that, the morally necessary ends are 

very crucial to moral philosophy and these morally necessary ends do really exist. 

 
42 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, Cambridge 
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Our good life depends on choosing these ends as a matter of free choice in terms of 

reason. The elimination of morally necessary ends ‘would do away with all moral 

philosophy’.43 All necessary ends are categorical. And if all ends are contingent 

instead of necessary then all imperatives are also hypothetical instead of categorical, 

this would be the end of moral philosophy. 

In the Doctrine of Virtue Kant expresses that the moral agents have two ends 

in respect of their duty. One is duty to their own perfection and the another is duty to 

the happiness of others. Duty to their own perfection is most fundamental and 

directly connected with moral character. Duties of self-perfection include the 

cultivation of mind, body and soul. But the most important thing is the obligation to 

cultivate one’s own will ‘to the purest attitude of virtue’.44 It is also argued that, 

according to Kant, virtue is a human approximation to the good will. Human beings 

are always subject to inclinations by their biological and cultural sentiments which 

are contrary to the moral law. Here reason guides towards the morally necessary ends 

in accordance with moral law. 

4.7 Virtue and the Highest Good: 

So far, we have seen that virtue plays a greater importance in Kantian ethics 

than what merely rule-ethics does. It does not mean that, Kantian ethics talks only 

about virtues rather it combines both rule and virtue to develop an ethical position 

which is better than others. In Kantian moral philosophy both the agent and his act 

have their own significant parts to play. In fact, we have tried to rectify the 

predominant interpretation of Kant as a rule deontologist. In Rawlsian ethical theory, 

it is right that prevails over good, but Kant disagrees with this view. Kant talks about 

the moral requirement to transform the whole society to experience the highest good. 

In his Critique of Judgment, he says –  

“The moral law… determines for us… a final purpose toward which it obliges us to 

strive and this purpose is the highest good in the world possible through freedom.”45 

For Kant, human beings “are a priori determined by reason to promote with all our 

powers the summum bonum [Weltbeste], which consists in the combination of the 

 
43 Kant, Immanuel, Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. 384 
44 Ibid, Ak. 386 
45 Kant, Immanuel, Critique of Judgment, Bernard, John H. (Trans.), p. 225, Cosimo Classics, New 
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greatest welfare of rational beings with the highest condition of good itself, i.e., in 

universal happiness conjoined with morality most accordant to law.”46 

 

Thus, one may say that Kant’s conception of the good is directly concerned 

with virtue and thus his ethical theory does not consider merely particular acts but 

agents’ characters and the lives they live. 

4.8 Virtue as a Structured Composite: 

Kant in his Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone says that, virtue is a 

composition of cultivated emotions. Virtue has a regulative structure and it is an 

ordered composition in which inclinations are not criticized. According to Kant there 

are three types of dispositional property of good that characterize human nature; A) 

“the predisposition to animality (as a mere living being), B) the predisposition to 

humanity (as a living and rational being), and C) the predisposition to personality (as 

a living and rational being who is accountable).”47 In the first case, predisposition 

about animality is about one’s self-love, increasing one’s species and basic sociality. 

In predisposition to humanity self-love is expressed in our cultural striving and the 

social dependence upon others. Predisposition to personality is to hold ourselves 

morally accountable by our actions in terms of our moral principles. All of these are 

part of our human nature that composes the conception of good character. Kant 

opines: 

“All of these predispositions are not only good in negative fashion (in that they do 

not contradict the moral law); they are also predispositions toward good (they enjoin 

the observance of the law). They are original, for they are bound up with the 

possibility of human nature. Man can indeed use the first two contrary to their ends, 

but he can extirpate (vertilgen) none of these. By the predispositions of a being we 

understand not only its constituent elements which are necessary to it 

(Bestandstucke, die dazuerforderlichsind), but also the forms of their combination, 

by which the being is what it is.”48 

 

For Kant, our cultivated natural and social powers are not necessary 

conditions of moral agency, it is a hierarchically structured component of the overall 

 
46Kant, Immanuel, Critique of Judgment, Bernard, John H. (Trans.), Cosimo Classics, New York, 

2007, p. 227  
47 Sherman, Nancy, Making a necessity of virtue: Aristotle and Kant on Virtue, p. 159, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1997 
48 Kant, Immanuel, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, p. 28 
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character of a human being to achieve moral good. He believes that, if natural 

powers and capacities are properly habituated and ordered then it can be a supportive 

part of moral character. For Kant “‘only in continuous labor and growth’ (Religion 

Within the Limits of Reason Alone, p. 47 - 48) one can be able to become a good 

person.”49 

“This change can be regarded as a revolution. But in the judgment of men, who can 

appraise themselves and the strength of their maxims only by the ascendancy which 

they win over their sensuous nature in time, this change must be regarded as nothing 

but an ever-during struggle toward the better, hence as a gradual reformation.”50 

In fact, Kant argues that virtue requires not choosing character but the course 

of habituation. In criticising Aristotle’s view, Kant sometimes thinks that habituation 

as producing mindless states will lack the practical, “But virtue is not to be defined 

[zuerklären] and valued merely as an aptitude and … a long-standing habit of 

morally good actions acquired by practice. Unless this aptitude results from 

considered, firm, and continually purified principles, like any other mechanism of 

technically practical reason, it is neither armed for all situations nor adequately 

secured against the changes that new temptations could bring about.”51(Doctrine of 

Virtue 383 - 384) 

But it is wrong to conclude that reliable and stable habituated states always 

lack the practical reason. And even Aristotle does not say that the habituation takes 

place or that the training of emotions implies the absence of practical reason. There 

are many commentators including Kant, who have badly misinterpreted Aristotle’s 

conception of habituation or ethismos. 

Coming back to our discussion, what can we say about the praiseworthiness 

of Kantian virtue? In a passage from the conclusion of the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant 

says that ‘duty …emphasizes earlier’.52 

If we interpret that a cheerful frame of mind as not just of acting from duty in 

the absence of contrary inclination, but acting from context specific emotions, then 

 
49 Sherman, Nancy, Making a necessity of virtue: Aristotle and Kant on Virtue, p. 60, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1997 
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51 Mary Gregor, Metaphysics of Morals, p. 189 
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the presence of these emotions also required for the action to be “meritorious and 

exemplary.”53Even Kant has some conception of moral praiseworthiness and the 

moral agent with a structured conception of character that cultivates the emotions 

that is responsive to the states of the moral law. Action done from duty without 

emotions from a structured conception of character is simply not morally 

praiseworthy. 

Conclusion: 

 By the help of above discussion, we have found that the possibility for 

developing a theory of practical reasoning that does not depend on teleological 

foundation. Kant has criticized the teleological foundation for ethics in his Critique 

of Practical Reason. The attempt/project to build a heteronomous ethical system that 

derives moral rules directly from the wants of human beings is rejected by both Kant 

and MacIntyre. Kant rejects the possibility of teleological ethics in perfectionism 

while MacIntyre adopts it. Kant’s conception of human rationality also inherited an 

indeterminate conception of the good for human being. The conception of the good 

for human being that can be read in Kant’s conception of human nature is no more 

determinate than one’s way of life that is guided by universal and rational maxims. 

The good life for someone is that invite the collaboration of others and never exclude 

them. Leaving a particular life in a certain context, we must say that, the possibility 

of moral community is to be maintained. 

And again, the less determinate, though formal and rational conception of 

human nature on which Kant depends is sufficient to establish at least some 

fundamental maxims of virtue. Kant introduces a form of rationalism in ethics that 

does not produce any unique moral code, although it provides both fundamental 

guidelines and suggests the form of reasoning that introduces these guidelines into 

the way of life we are leading. O’Neill’s suggestion is that “if we are on a quest for 

the good for a man, and so in the process of debating, weighing, and considering the 

constituents practices and virtues of our own traditions, it would be a good idea to set 

aside some of the most venerable criticism made of Kant’s ethics and to look at his 
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actual account of reason in action.”54 And at the end we can claim similarly with 

Onora O’Neill that “Kant offers us primarily an ethic of virtue rather than of rules,” 

and Kant never treats the conception of human nature as merely calculative. 

 
54 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reasons: Explorations of Kant’s Practical Philosophy, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1995, p. 161 


