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INTRODUCTION:
WHY MORALITY
NEEDS A
FOUNDATION

In the landscape of
moral philosophy, few
works stand as tall or
as demanding as
Immanuel Kant's 1785
masterpiece,

Grounding for the
Metaphysics of Morals.
This relatively short
but dense text is not
merely an exercise in
abstract thought; itis a
radical attempt to
answer one of the most

urgent questions any
human being can ask:
What makes an action
truly good? Kant lived
in an age of
Enlightenment, a time
when tradition and
religious authority
were being questioned
by reason and science.
He saw that morality,
too, needed a secure
foundation—one that
did not rely on shifting
customs, personal
feelings, or the
promises of reward in
an afterlife. His goal in
the Kant Grounding
for the Metaphysics
of Morals was to
discover and articulate


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

a supreme principle of
morality that holds for
all rational beings, at
all times, and in all
places. This project,
known as his
"metaphysics of
morals," seeks to strip
away everything
empirical or contingent
about human nature to
find the pure, a priori
law of reason that
commands us to act.
For anyone seriously
interested in ethics,
understanding this text
is not just an academic
exercise; it is an
engagement with one
of the most powerful
and influential theories
of moral obligation
ever conceived. This
article will guide you

through the key
concepts of this
foundational work,
exploring its

arguments, its famous
Categorical Imperative,
and its lasting impact

on philosophical
thought and everyday
moral reasoning.

THE PROJECT:
WHATIS A
"METAPHYSICS OF
MORALS"?

To understand the
book, we must first
understand its title.
Kant distinguishes
between two domains
of knowledge: the
empirical (based on
observation and
experience) and the a
priori (based on reason
alone, independent of
experience). Physics,
for example, has an

empirical part
(studying specific
falling apples or

moving planets) and a
"metaphysical" part
that deals with the
fundamental laws of
nature that make
experience possible in
the first place.
Similarly, Kant argues
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that morality has an
empirical part—what
he calls "practical
anthropology," which
studies how human
beings actually
behave, their desires,
inclinations, and social
customs.

But the true core of
morality, Kant insists,
cannot be found in this
empirical domain. If
the moral law were
based on something as
changeable as human
happiness or social
approval, it would be
contingent and
unreliable. What holds
true for one person or
culture might not hold
for another. Therefore,
Kant's project in the
Kant Grounding for
the Metaphysics of
Morals is to uncover
the pure, rational core
of morality. He seeks a
moral law that is
necessary (it must hold
without exception) and

universal (it must hold
for all rational beings,
not just humans). This
is the "metaphysics of
morals": a system of
moral principles
derived purely from
the concept of a
rational will, free from
any contamination by
experience or emotion.
It is a search for the
fundamental building
blocks of moral
obligation.

THE STARTING
POINT: THE GOOD
WILL

Kant opens the
Grounding with one of
the most famous lines
in philosophy: "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." This is the
cornerstone of his
entire ethical system.




What does he mean by
"good without
qualification"?

Think about other
things we typically call
"good": intelligence,
wealth, courage,
health. Kant argues
that all of these can be
used for evil purposes.
A clever villain is more
dangerous than a dull
one. Wealth can fund
cruelty. Courage can
be the courage of a
tyrant. Even happiness,
if possessed by an
unworthy person, can
be a bad thing. Only a
good will—the will to
do one's duty for its
own sake—is good in
every circumstance,
regardless of what it
achieves or fails to
achieve. It is good in
itself, like a jewel that
shines by its own light.

This is a deeply
counterintuitive point.
We often judge actions
by their outcomes. Did

you save the drowning
child? Good. Did you
fail? Bad. Kant is
asking us to shift our
focus from the
consequences of an
action to the principle
behind it. For him, the
moral worth of an
action does not depend
on its success or
failure, but on the
maxim (the subjective
principle of volition)
from which it is
performed. An action
has genuine moral
worth only when it is
done from duty, not
merely in accordance
with duty.

DUTY AND THE
MOTIVE OF ACTION

Kant explores this idea
by examining the
concept of duty. He
breaks duty down into
three propositions,
which are central to
the argument of the
Kant Grounding for
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the Metaphysics of
Morals.

First Proposition: An
action has moral worth
only if it is done from
duty, and not from
inclination. Consider a
shopkeeper who gives
fair change to a child.
He does the right
thing, but his motive
might be prudence—he
wants to protect his
reputation and keep
customers. His action
is in accordance with
duty, but it lacks
genuine moral worth
because the motive is
self-interest. Now
consider a person who
is naturally
sympathetic and kind;
helping others brings
them joy. Kant would
say this is admirable,
but it still may not be
fully moral. If their
benevolent nature
were to dry up, and
they helped others
only out of a cold

sense of duty, then
that action would have
true moral worth. The
key is that the action
must be done for the
sake of the law itself.

Second Proposition:
The moral worth of an
action lies not in the
effect expected from it,
but in the maxim or
principle of the will. We
must not ask "What will
this action produce?"
but rather "What is the
rule that | am following
in performing this
action?"

Third Proposition:
This leads to the most
crucial point: Duty is
the necessity of acting
out of respect for the
moral law. This law is
not imposed from
outside (by God or
society) but is a law
that rational beings
give to themselves.
This is the core of
Kant's idea of moral
autonomy.



THE CATEGORICAL
IMPERATIVE: THE
SUPREME
PRINCIPLE OF
MORALITY

If the moral law cannot
be based on
consequences,
happiness, or divine
commands, what is it
based on? Kant's
answer is the
Categorical Imperative.
He contrasts this with a
hypothetical
imperative. A
hypothetical
imperative says, "If you
want X, then do Y." For
example, "If you want

to be healthy,
exercise." The
command is

conditional on your
desire. A categorical
imperative, however,
commands

unconditionally: "Do Y,"
regardless of your
desires or goals. It is a
command of reason

itself. The Kant
Grounding for the
Metaphysics of
Morals is, in large
part, a systematic
search for the
formulation of this
unconditional
command.

Kant offers several
formulations of the
Categorical Imperative,
which he argues are all
ultimately expressions
of the same
fundamental law. The
first and most famous
is the Formula of
Universal Law:

Formula
of
Universal
Law

"Act only according to
that maxim whereby
you can at the same
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time will that it should
become a universal
law."

This is the test. Before
you act, formulate the
personal rule (maxim)
of your action. Then
ask yourself: Could |
rationally will that this
rule become a
universal law of nature,
binding on everyone? If
the answer is no, then
the action is morally
forbidden.

Example 1: False
Promises. You need
money and consider
making a promise to
repay it, knowing you
cannot. Your maxim
might be: "When |
need money, | will
make a false promise
to get it." Can you will
this to become a
universal law? No,
because if everyone
made false promises,
the institution of
promising would
collapse. No one would

believe a promise, and
the very concept would
become meaningless.
Your maxim, when
universalized,
contradicts itself. It is
therefore morally
impermissible.

Example 2: Refusing
to Help Others. You
see someone in need
but decide not to help,
because it is
inconvenient. Your
maxim: "When | see
someone in distress, |
will not help them, as it
interferes with my own
projects." Can you will
this to be a universal
law? Kant says yes,
you could conceive of a
world where no one
helps anyone. But
could you will it? No,
because as a rational
being, you know that
you will inevitably be in
a situation where you
need the help of
others. To will a world
where help is never



given is to will a world
that contradicts your
own rational needs.
This is a contradiction
in the will, not a logical
contradiction, but it
still renders the action
impermissible.

This is not a
consequentialist
calculation. It is a

logical test of the
rational consistency of
your will.

Formula
of
Humanity

The second major
formulation is the
Formula of Humanity:
"Act in such a way that
you treat humanity,
whether in your own
person or in the person
of any other, never
merely as a means to
an end, but always at

the same time as an
end."

This formulation shifts
the focus from logic to
respect for persons. It
forbids using people as
mere tools for your
own purposes. Lying to
someone, manipulating
them, or exploiting
them are clear
violations. However,
Kant acknowledges
that we often use
others as means—we
use the baker to get
bread, the taxi driver
to get to the airport.
The key word is
"merely." We treat
people as ends by
respecting their
rational autonomy and
their capacity to
consent to the actions
we take that affect
them. We must never
treat them as things
whose value is only
instrumental. This
formulation gives
moral content to our
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daily interactions and
is arguably the most
intuitive part of Kant's
ethics. It is central to
the enduring relevance
of the Kant
Grounding for the
Metaphysics of
Morals in modern
bioethics, business
ethics, and human
rights discourse.

Formula
of
Autonom
y and the
Kingdom
of Ends

Kant synthesizes these
ideas in the concept of
autonomy and the
"Kingdom of Ends." A
rational being, as a

member of this
kingdom, gives the
moral law to itself
(autonomy, from Greek
autos "self" and nomos
"law"). We are not
subject to an alien will.
This is the source of
human dignity. The
Kingdom of Ends is an
ideal community of
rational beings who all
treat each other as
ends and who all give
and follow universal
laws. It is a vision of a
moral world, a
regulative ideal that
we can strive to bring
into reality through our
actions.

FREEDOM,
IMMORTALITY,
AND GOD: THE
POSTULATES OF
PRACTICAL
REASON

Kant's project in the
Grounding leads to a
crucial paradox. We



experience ourselves
as belonging to two
worlds. First, there is
the world of nature
(the phenomenal
world), which s
governed by
deterministic causal
laws. Our actions,
feelings, and desires
are all part of this
natural chain of cause
and effect. From this
perspective, freedom
seems impossible. But
Kant argues that we
also belong to a
"noumenal" world—the
world of things as they
are in themselves,
which we can think
about through reason
but cannot experience
through our senses. As
rational beings, we are
members of this
intelligible world. It is
from this perspective
that we are free. The
moral law, the
Categorical Imperative,
is the very law of this
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free, rational world.

In his later work, the
Critique of Practical
Reason, Kant argues
that while we cannot
prove freedom,
immortality, or God,
they are "postulates of
practical reason." We
must assume them to
make sense of
morality. We must
assume we are free to
obey the moral law. We
must assume the soul
is immortal so that the
infinite task of
perfecting our will can
be completed (the
"highest good" requires
a perfect match
between virtue and
happiness, which we
cannot achieve in this
life). And we must
assume a God who will
eventually bring about
this perfect harmony.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTEMPORARY
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RELEVANCE

No philosophical work
is without its critics.
The Kant Grounding
for the Metaphysics
of Morals has faced
several powerful
objections.

e Rigorousness:
The theory
seems too rigid.
It appears to
forbid lying even
to save a life, as
lying cannot be
universalized.
Many find this
morally
repugnant.

e Conflict of
Duties: The

11

Categorical
Imperative does
not provide a
clear way to
resolve conflicts
between duties
(e.g., the duty to
tell the truth vs.
the duty to save
a life).
Emptiness: The
test of
universalizability
can be
manipulated. A
clever person
can formulate a
maxim so
specific that it
passes the test
while still being
morally dubious.



