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INTRODUCTORY NOTE



Any account of Kant’s ideas must involve interpretation. At some points my interpretation is inevitably controversial; some different views may be found in the Further Reading listed at the end. For help in clarifying my own thoughts I am grateful to many people, particularly my pupils, and especially Angus Ritchie.


The standard edition of Kant’s work is the one published by the Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaften as Kant’s gesammelte Schriften (Berlin, 1900– ), often abbreviated ‘Ak’. English translations of Kant’s works usually carry its page references in their margins. In what follows, references are to this edition, except in two cases. Following convention, references to the Critique of Pure Reason are to the pages of the first and second editions; and references to Kant’s private notes (Reflexionen) are by note number as set out in the Akademie edition.


References to Kant’s works are abbreviated as follows. Where they are to the Akademie edition, the relevant volume is shown.






	A/B


	First (1781)/second (1787) edition of the Critique of Pure Reason.












	G



	Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785; Ak. IV)












	M


	Metaphysics of Morals (1797; Ak. VI)












	P


	Critique of Practical Reason (1788; Ak. V)












	Pr


	Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics (1783; Ak. IV)












	R


	Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793; Ak. VI)












	Rf


	Reflexionen (Ak. XIX)








The translations I have used are my own, but authoritative translations of Kant’s works are appearing in the Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1993– ); the volume entitled Practical Philosophy is particularly good, and contains translations by Mary Gregor of most of Kant’s moral works. There are also excellent translations of the Groundwork by H. J. Paton, under the title The Moral Law (Hutchinson, London, 3rd edn, 1956), and by L. W. Beck, under the title Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (Liberal Arts, New York, 1959). Beck’s translation is included with his translations of other works of Kant’s in his Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason and Other Writings in Moral Philosophy (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1949).


The best translation of the Critique of Pure Reason currently available is the one by Norman Kemp Smith (Macmillan, London, 1929).





THE MORAL LAW



Kant holds there is an objective moral law. It is known to us not from experience, but by reason. It binds us to act, or to abstain from acting, simply on the grounds that the action is required by the law or forbidden by it. It is a ‘categorical imperative’: neither its authority, nor its power to motivate us, is derived from anything but itself.


Then as now, most philosophers viewed morality very differently. Some thought there was an objective moral law, but that it depended on God’s will. Others thought morality was to do with reason, but that the reasoning was all about how to promote some objective, like one’s own happiness or the welfare of society. These ideas Kant rejected, because they make morality depend on something outside itself: God’s will, or the desire to promote welfare. He rejected equally the idea that morality is the natural development of certain feelings which belong to our human nature, and nothing more. That would not be compatible with its inherently rational character.


Let us add that unless you want to deny to the concept of morality all truth, and any relationship between it and any possible object, you cannot deny that its law is of such broad significance that it holds not only for human beings, but for all rational beings in general; and not just under contingent conditions and with exceptions, but absolutely necessarily. It is clear that no experience could give us occasion to infer even the possibility of such apodeictic [i.e. necessary] laws. For by what right can we make something an object of unlimited respect, as a universal prescription for every rational nature, if it may perhaps only be valid under the contingent conditions of humanity? And why should laws of the determination of our will be held to be laws of the determination of the will of a rational being in general – and only as such laws for our will too – if these laws were merely empirical, instead of having their origin entirely a priori in pure, yet practical, reason? (G 408)


By ‘a priori’ Kant means ‘independent of experience’: knowledge is a priori if it is ‘independent of experience and even of all impressions of the senses’ (B 2). The truths known by pure reason are a priori. They include logical laws, and certain other truths about the world set out in The Critique of Pure Reason. They include also the moral law. Truths knowable only by experience are called a posteriori.


The law claims obedience in its own right. I would have a moral reason to obey God’s commands only if I knew he had issued the right commands.


Even the Holy One of the Gospel must first be compared with our ideal of moral perfection, before one can recognize him as such; indeed he says of himself: Why do you call me (whom you see) good? No one is good (the archetype of the good) except only God (whom you do not see). But from where do we have the concept of God as the highest good? Simply from the idea of moral perfection which reason draws up a priori. (G 408–9)


Likewise morality cannot depend on our desires. It does not derive its value from its usefulness in promoting happiness, or any other objective we find attractive. It has its value in itself, and if happiness has a value – as opposed to just being something we seek – it can get it only from the moral law, which is the source of moral value. The moral law does not, therefore, get its binding force from its ability to promote some objective of ours. It just tells us what we ought to do. This is what Kant means by calling it ‘categorical’.


All imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically … If the action [commanded] would be good simply as a means to something else, then the imperative is hypothetical; but if the action is represented as good in itself, and thus as a necessary principle for a will which is in itself in accordance with reason, then the imperative is categorical. (G 414)


By ‘imperatives’ Kant does not just mean ‘commands’: he means ‘commands of reason’. An imperative is ‘a rule which is indicated by an “ought” … and which signifies that, if reason completely determined the will, the action would infallibly take place in accordance with this rule’ (P 20).


Many people think an action can be rational only as the rational means to some desired end. They agree there are hypothetical imperatives, but deny that any action can be rational in its own right, independently of its tendency to fulfil the agent’s goals. Thus Hume thought reason could only be ‘the slave of the passions’.1 Our ‘passions’, our desires and preferences, determine our objectives, and reason only works out how to achieve them. Kant thinks reason prescribes categorical imperatives as well. Certain actions are obligatory just because reason demands them.


The difference between categorical and hypothetical imperatives does not lie in whether they are expressed by using an ‘if’. The categorical imperatives of morality are often very sensitive to the details of particular cases, as Kant was well aware. They can therefore often best be formulated ‘If you are in circumstances X, you ought to do Y’. The contrast is rather that a hypothetical imperative says that an action is rational as the means of achieving some objective; nothing is implied about the rationality of having that objective. A categorical imperative tells us what is rational in its own right, and therefore, according to Kant, moral.


This may suggest Kant sees morality as a matter of rigid rules. He has often been interpreted in that way, but wrongly. The interpretation derives mainly from his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, but that was written as a popular book, in which Kant attempted simplifications that gave rise to misunderstandings. Other works, particularly The Metaphysics of Morals, make it clear that the moral law is not a set of rigid rules. He repeatedly shows himself sensitive to the complexities of difficult cases, and raises a series of ‘casuistical questions’ – questions about concrete moral issues, where he does not think the answers are at all obvious. They cannot be resolved by any simple appeal to rules. (He uses ‘casuistical’ in its proper sense – to do with the moral assessment of specific cases; it carries no pejorative overtone.) Kant talks about ‘the moral law’ to stress the imperative character of morality; he does not mean it can be neatly codified.
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