Week 8 – Kantian Deontology

Orders of the Day:

1. Kant a la Waluchow

2. Kant a la Kant

1. Kant a la Waluchow, pgs. 173 – 181.

Kant’s two major beefs with the dominant moral theories of his time (1724 – 1804, The Foundations was published in 1785) were their consequentialism, and their non-cognitivism. So for Kant, Bentham’s Utilitarianism is bad because it’s consequentialist, but it’s not nearly as bad as Hume’s moral theory which is both consequentialist and non-cognitive. 

Kant’s big emphasis is on reason, not expressions of emotion; moral actions are chosen using the right reasons. All humans are rational inasmuch as all humans have the capacity to be governed by the three fundamental laws of logic. That is, all humans have a faculty of Practical Reason.

The basis for all moral judgments according to Kant is the Categorical Imperative. Like Utilitarianism, this makes Kant’s philosophy monistic and cognitive. Unlike Utilitarianism, it identifies the moral value of any action with the reason (or ‘maxim’) for which the action was undertaken, instead of the potential consequences of the action.

A ‘Maxim’ according to Kant is “a general rule which specifies (a) what it is I conceive of myself as doing; and (b) my reason for doing it”(W., pg 175). 

Suppose I lie to spare a friend pain. I implicitly accept that for me, sparing my friend pain is a sufficient reason to lie. If this is true, then in order to maintain consistency, I must hold that sparing a friend pain will always be a sufficient reason to justify lying for me. Consider Waluchow’s non-moral illustration of this point with his Blue Jays versus Red Sox example.

What we should see is that if I truly believe that sparing a friend’s feelings justifies lying, I must believe this would be a sufficient reason to justify lying for all rational agents. That is, the very idea of logical consistency in my reasoning commits me to universalizing my reasons across the set of rational beings. (Presumably this follows from the law of Identity).

Hence Kant’s first formulation of the Categorical Imperative, often referred to by commentators as the ‘Formula of Universal Law’: “Act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law”.

An immoral maxim, according to this formula, is one that when universalized to create a possible state of affairs, generates a contradiction or other logical inconsistency.

‘Logical Impossibility’ is the strongest sense of the term ‘impossible’ – it is simply not logically possible to be someone’s father and that same person’s son simultaneously. It is therefore logically impossible to even conceive of a world in which one could be both father and son to the same person. Immoral maxims will, for Kant, produce the same kind of impossibility by means of a contradiction. 

For example, Kant believes I create this sort of impossible situation when I make false-promises. A world where promises are made presupposes a world of trust, but in making my false promise, I create a world of liars where promises cannot exist. This is therefore not logically possible.

So Kant’s moral test requires focusing exclusively on the logical coherence of our reasons for action… but does this test really cover all of our possible moral obligations?

Even if Kant’s test doesn’t work, it still highlights something many accept as a feature of morality; specifically, if I am acting for a moral reason, everyone else should be able to act on that reason. Something like the Golden Rule (though Kant explicitly denies the Golden Rule as a foundation for morality because it is consequentialist, and it relies on the command of God).

Kant – The Foundation (Groundwork) of the Metaphysics of Morals.

My introduction here is taken from C.M. Korsgaard’s introduction to Kant’s text in Mary Gregor’s translation.

The Groundwork is a starting point for a moral theory according to Kant because it seeks to show that there is a set of laws that applies to human conduct, and there is morality. He tries to achieve this goal in three sections.

Section I: Kant’s starting point is to identify the most important aspect of common moral thinking (the unconditionally good will), and determine what principles support this moral ideal.

Section II: Kant’s answer in section I is that the good will is good inasmuch as it adheres to the requirements of duty. So this section is an attempt to lay out a theory of practical reason and show that the supreme principle of practical reason is also the supreme principle of morality.

Section III: All rational beings (including humans) have the sort of autonomy/freedom necessary to be bound by the Categorical Imperative.

In our reading through this text over the next two weeks, we will only be looking at portions of Sections I and II. 

Section I (G&H, pgs, 113 – 117).

Pgs. 113-114. There is only one thing that we all think of as good without qualification in terms of human character traits, and this is the good will. This follows both because you can’t have too much of a good will, and because it keeps the other character traits in check. Also, no measure of success or failure in life can contribute to or detract from the unconditionally good will; “like a jewel, it would still shine by its own light, as a thing which has its whole value in itself”(p. 114). 

But surely it’s a little odd to think the utility of the life lived had no impact on the quality of the will. We can clear this up with a study of the notion of duty (deontology), which includes the idea of a good will because a good will is one that always acts according to duty.

p. 115.

The point Kant is trying to make on this page is that the morally relevant feature of any action is the reason (maxim/principle) for which the action is pursued. So he won't examine actions that are contrary to duty because their reasoning must also be contrary to duty. Actions done ‘from inclination’, i.e., something like ‘instinct’, can also not be dutiful because by definition, no reasoning is involved in these actions. Instead, a moral action is any action done ‘from duty’, i.e., an action performed because I knew I was obligated to act in that way and I chose to follow my obligation.

This means that a good will is unconditionally good because it always does the right thing for the right reason, i.e., because the action was required by duty.

p. 116. 

This in turn means that a dutiful action is a function of the general principle that required the action, not the consequences/goal the action seeks to bring about. Since the laws of reason are presented a priori, and actions are a posteriori, it follows that reason must provide the a priori principles that determine actions in the world of experience.

But what is ‘duty’ in the first place? It is the necessity felt by rational beings to act from respect for the laws of reason, i.e., ‘lawfulness as such’. Respect only applies to causes, not effects. Rational beings are causes inasmuch as they are rational and make choices. So as a rational agent, I can only really have respect for the laws of reason and actions that follow from those laws. Which means that duty is choosing to respect the requirements of the laws of reason in ones actions.

p. 117. 

So moral worth cannot be a function of the effects actions or principles intend to bring about because those same effects could be brought about through other means, making a rational will unnecessary. Morality presupposes a cause independent of nature, a rational chooser, and only this can be cause can be thought of as moral.

So what law could determine the actions of an unconditionally good will? The form of lawfulness as such, i.e., universal consistency. This form limits the character of all other possible motives for action.

Section II (pgs. 117 – 122).

The will just is the faculty of practical reason because only rational beings can act according to laws, which requires deduction to action using reason, which is what it means to have a will. The will allows us to choose those actions required by reason over our inclinations, but it does not always do so. So we have an obligation to follow reason, but may choose not to do so.

pgs.118-119

An ‘Imperative’ is an objective command of reason, expressed by ‘ought’ or ‘shall’ to a subjective will only. Good actions are those determined by an objective command.

Hypothetical Imperatives are those rules of reason that specify the means to realize a subjectively chosen end. There are an infinite number of hypothetical imperatives according to the infinite number of possible chosen ends, and each is equally valuable inasmuch as it specifies the means to achieve a desired end.

There is one common end shared by all rational beings, i.e., happiness. But any imperative for achieving happiness must be hypothetical because it cannot be a law of reason, i.e., objectively true for all rational beings.

p. 120

There is only one Categorical Imperative, i.e., one command of reason that applies to all actions and reasons for action without any specific end in mind. It does not deal with the action itself or the purpose of the action, but the form of the action and the form of the determining principle. I know what this law is, because it is nothing more than the form of law itself.

“act only in accordance…”

pgs 120 – 122.

So let’s apply this formula to some common examples and see how it works.

Perfect Duties    Imperect duties


To           No Suicide       Develop your

Oneself       from                 talents

self-love

To          No False            Be Benificent

Others    Promises

Each of these duties obtains because when the contrary position is universalized, it generates a contradiction.

