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Kant’s moral theory is often charged with an excessive formalism that is inca-
pable of yielding any substantive moral judgments, but is in practice compatible
with the grossest immorality. We find one of the earliest statements. of this line of
criticism in Hegel's early work Namural Law. There Hegel argues that Kant pro-
vides only a negative criterion of right in which all content is drained from moral-
ity, leaving us with a barren formalism incapable of specifying any concrete du-
ties.!

In this paper, I shall focus my attention on the crucial transition between the
first and the second formulations of the categorical imperative, for it is clear that
Kant intended the latter to provide the content that critics find so lacking in his
theory. I shall begin by situating the problem within Kant’s own conceptual frame-
work. I shall then examine his doctrine of objective ends and his rather puzzling
use of language in the second formulation. Finally, I shall conclude by explicating

one suggested derivation of the second formulation of the categorical imperative.
It is my contention that the second formulation of the categorical imperative is
grounded on the impossihility of an agent rationally willing that she be treated
only as the object of action and not as a subject.
1.

On the surface, Kant does seem to present us with the impossible task of
deriving substantive moral principles from a purely formal constraint. By formu-
lating the categorical imperative as the requirement that agents “aet only accord-
ing to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become 2
umiversal law,” Kant provides only a negative condition of the acceptability of
maxims. In other words, he specifies a canon of practical reason.

In the Introduction to the «Transcendental Logic” of the First Critique, Kant
distinguishes between a canon and an organon of reason. The canon of under-
standing is concerned with the mere form of judgments and provides only the
negative condition or sine qua non of truth. With respect to theoretical reason, this

role is filled by logic, which states the purely formal conditions required for the
logical possibility of judgments. In contrast o a canon, an organon is an “instru-
ment” capable of generating substantive judgments that extend and enlarge our
knowledge.” We succumb to the “logic of illusion” when we attempt to treat for-
mal logic as an organon for the production of true judgments.® Such a move is
clearly illegitimate, for itis just the content of a judgment that is essential in deter-
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rise to that object. But on the other hand, he needs some object of the law, some
end that we ought to pursue, to provide the moral law with a determinate content
that is capable of generating concrete moral duties. In order to provide such con-
tent, he must provide some account of objective or obligatory ends, i.e., ends that
are valid for all rational agents as such.

In the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant acknowledges the
necessity of providing such an account. There he distinguishes between subjective
and objective ends. Kant recognizes that the “objective ground” determining the
will to action is always an end. Some of these ends are those “which a rational
being arbitrarily proposes to himself as consequences of his action;” these “are
material ends and are without exception only relative, for only their relation to a
particularly constituted faculty of desire in the subject gives them their worth.™ In
contrast to these ends, there are ends that “are given by reason alone” and “depend
on motives valid for every rational being.”® Only objective ends “afford any uni-
versal principles for all rational beings or valid and necessary principles for every
volition,” for such ends themselves possess validity for rational agents as such.’
Kant’s formalism, then, does not prectude a matter or content of morality, only the
specific type of content determined by the subjective constitution of our faculty of
desire.

In the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant pursues this line of thought and elaborates
on his conception of objective ends. There he maintains that:

An end is an object of free choice, the thought of which determines the
power of choice (Willkiir) to an action by which the object is produced.
Every action, therefore, has its end; and since no one can have an end
without himself making the object of choice into an end, it follows that
the adoption of any end of action whatsoever is an act of freedom on the
agent’s part, not an operation of nature. But if this act which determines
an end is a practical principle that prescribes the end itself (and therefore
commands unconditionally), and not the means (and so not condition-
ally), it is, therefore, an imperative which connects a concept of duty with
that of an end as such.*

Kant acknowledges, then, the purposive character of human action. In keeping
with freedom as a precondition of morality, the ends that gnide our actions must be
freely adopted, though their source may iie either in our reason or in our empirical
nature. If that source is the former, those ends are objective or valid for all rational
beings; if in the latter, they are purely subjective, for rational beings may differ
with regard to the contingent make-up of their constitution of desire.

Given the purposive nature of human action, if there are to be obligatory ac-
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tions, there must be obligatory ends (“objects man ought to adopt as ends™):

Now there must be such an end and a categorical imperative correspond-
ing to it. For since there are free actions, there must also be ends to which
as their object, these actions are directed. But among these ends there
must also be those that are at the same time (that is, by their concept)
duties. For were there no such ends, then all ends would be valid for
prgctical reason only as a means to other ends; and since there can be no
action without an end, a categorical imperative would be impossible. And
this would do away with all moral philosophy.*

Since there is a categorical imperative, there must be obligatory ends. If there were
no objective ends, then there could be no morality. But it is a “fact of reason” that
we are morally responsible agents and are subject to moral law.

The difficulty here lies in the derivation of these objective ends. The end or
object of the law must be derived from the law itself, or more specifically the mere
form of universality. Only if we are able to derive the ends of action from the form
of universality can we conclude that these are in fact objectively valid for all ratio-
nal agents. Kant locates such an end in rational nature itself, which leads to the
second formulation of the categorical imperative: “Act so that you treat humanity,
whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and never as a
means only.”"? It is here that Kant provides the basis for fleshing out the formal
skeleton of his ethics.

Kant’s claim that persons are ends in themselves surely involves a rather odd
usage of the term “end.” In what sense of “end” can humanity be described as an
end? When I say that the acquisition of wealth is one of my ends, T have said
something that is easily understood, and the consequences of the adoption of this
end for action are not difficult to grasp. But when I state that I am my own end
none of this is readily apparent. Similar difficulties arise when I apply this notior;
to other individuals. If T state that my child is my end, it is unclear what this could
mean bevond the expression of a desire to sire a child, and for Kant it clearly does
mean more than that.

Now in The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant defines Humanity as “the power to
set an end — any end whatsoever.”!! Thus, the second formulation of the categori-
cal‘ amounts (o saying that we ought to treat the power to set and (I would add)
rationally to pursue ends as an end in itself. In contrast, an object of the will is
defined as “a thing that I have the physical power to use.”"? Consequently, when
Kant states that a person is an end in itself, he means that a person is a subject
capable of forming and pursuing purposes and not just an object to be used as a
means for the attainment of one’s subjective ends. One treats someone as such an
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end by respecting that ability. With regard to oneself, this involves trying to de-
velop and perfect one's natural capacitics, one’s ability to set and pursue ends.
When Kant speaks of treating other persons as ends, he is referring to the ends of
those persons. In this regard, Kant propounds two different but related concep-
tions of petsons as objective ends — a negative one and a positive one. According
to the negative conception of persons as objective ends, treating another person as
an end means not interfering with the pursuit of her morally permissible ends. In
the positive sense, I treat another person as an end when I adopt her ends as my
own and strive to further her efforts to achieve those morally permissible ends.
1L

Unfortunately, Kant provides scant argumentation in the Foundations for the
claim that one ought to treat persons as ends in themselves. In fact, Kant begins by
providing no argument at all for this claim, starting with a supposition and then
immediately afterwards quite dogmatically asserting the truth of that supposition.'?
Finally, when he does get around to arguing for it, there seem to be a variety of
arguments imbedded in the text.* I intend to examine one such argument.

Kant provides this particular piece of argumentation in the following passage:

~ Man necessarily thinks of his own existence in this way: thus faritis a
subjective principle of human actions. Also every other rational being
thinks of his existence by means of the same rational ground which holds
for myself; thus it is at the same time an objective principle from which,
as a supreme practical ground, it must be possible to derive all laws of the
will.¥

This argument is based on the claim that one necessarily considers herself to be an

"end in itself. Further, the reason why one does so in her own case holds for all

other rational beings as well. But from this it follows only that all rational agents
must consider themselves as ends in themselves, a conclusion that is clearly insuf-
ficient for Kant’s purposes. Kant needs to get beyond the subjective validity of this
rational ground for each agent to its objective validity for all agents and does so by
means of the requirement that all maxims be universalizable. In order to see how
Kant accomplishes this, let us first consider the nature of this rational ground.

In the footnote to the above passage, we are referred to the final section of the
Foundations. Following Paton, I take it that this reference is to the passage entitled
“Breedom Must Be Presupposed As The Property Of The Will Of All Rational
Beings.”'® There Kant argues that, on whatever basis we ascribe freedom to our
own will, we must also attribute freedom to all rational beings. This claim rests on
the moral law itself, which is valid “for us only as rational beings.” Since the
moral law as valid for all rational beings “must be derived from the property of
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freedom,” freedom must be ascribed to such beings. Kant concludes this sub-sec-
tion by maintaining that “the will of a rational being can be a will of its own only
under the idea of freedom, and therefore in a practical point of view such must be
ascribed to all rational beings.””” Freedom, then, provides the ratiopal ground' on
which each agent copsiders herself to be an end in itself,

Kant elaborates and expands upon this line of thought in sections 82 to 87 of
the Critique of Judgment.™ In what might seem to be an old-fashioned appeal to
teleology, Kant argues that only in human beings as rational agents do we find a
being “who can form a concept of purposes and use his reason to turn an aggregate
of purposively structured things into a system of purposes.”™” This establishes bu-
Imanity as the “ultimate purpose of creation,” “the purpose by reference to which
all other natural things constifute a system of purposes.” Humans, through the use
of their reason, are able to order and systematize all natural entities into a coherent,
structured whole of purposes and thereby introduce purpose into the natural world.
But this activity is “always subject to a condition: he must have the understanding
and the will to give both nature and himself reference to a purpose independent of
pature, self-sufficient, and a final purpose.”?® We find intimated here an important
distinction between ultimate and final purposes, though one that is not clearly
drawn.

The ultimate purpose of nature is immanent within nature and lies in the de-
velopment of a rational being who possesses an aptitude for setting purposes for
himself and using nature for their attainment, i.e., who possesses what Kant calls
“culture.” It is here in this concept that we find a rather old-fashioned teleclogy at

‘work. But Kant goes on to distinguish a final purpose from the ultimate purpose of

nature. A final purpose is defined as “a purpose that requires no other purpose as a
condition of its possibility.”* Since it depends on no other condition, a final pur-
pose is unconditioned. But within nature, the unconditioned is nowhere to be found,
for here we are confronted only with an unending series of conditions. The final
purpose of creation, then, must not be sought “within nature at ali;”" it is transcen-
dent. Now only rational agents as noumena fit this description:

Now in this world of ours there is only one kind of being with a causality
that is teleclogical, i.e., directed to purposes, but also so constituted that
the law in terms of which these beings must determine their purposes is
presented as unconditioned and independent of conditions in nature and
yet necessarily in itself. That being is man, but man considered as
noumenon. Man is the only natural being in whom we can recognize, as
part of his own constitution, a supersensible ability (freedom), and even
recognize the law and the object of this causality, the object that this being
can set before itself as its highest purpose (the highest good in the world).”
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As moral beings, rational beings under moral iaws, humans serve no other put-
pose.

Without such beings, Kant argues, the world would lack all value. If there
were no rational beings in the world, there would exist no entity that could imbue
the world with value. Thus, the existence of the world and everything in it would
be without vatue. Further, it there were only instrumentally rational beings, the
world would also lack value, for there would be no final point of attachment for
“the chain of mutually subordinated purposes.” Under such conditions, this chain
would remain forever incomplete. It is, then, the power of desire determined by
laws of freedom, 1.c., practical principles, that gives human existence absolute
value. This argument is similar to Aristotle’s reasoning in Book I, Chapter 2 of the
Nicomachean Ethics with regard to the highest good, though Kant lacks the anti-
quated teleological underderpinnings provided by the Aristotelian science.

Kant’s point here is a simple one: each human being must consider himself to
be a subject of purpesive action and not solely as its object. This consideration
rests on his freedom as a rational agent, as an agent who can set himself ends, and
is not dependent on any teleological interpretation of humanity as the ultimate
purpose of creation. The positing of an end must be considered an act of freedom,
undetermined by natural necessity, which is purely mechanistic. This is why hu-
man freedom is teleological. Since one must consider oneself as such a subject,
one cannot will that one should be used solely as an object to be used in the attain-
ment of another’s ends. Consequently, [ cannot will that the maxim “Always treat
others solely as a means to my ends” be a universal law. Thus, in one’s relation-
ships with others, one must respect them as subjects with their own ends, and this
requires that, in the pursuit of one’s own ends, one not use others in such a manner

as to prevent them from attaining their own ends. Thus, the obligatory end here is
not a specific end defined for us by some telos inherent in nature, but is provided
by the end-setting capacity of rational agency itself.

Now this reasoning is insufficient for a full understanding of what it means to
be an end-in-itself. Kant argues that our conception of others as ends must be

positive as well as negative:

.. but this harmony with humanity as an end-in-itself is only negative
rather than positive if everyone does not also endeavor, so far as he can,
to further the ends of others. For the ends of any person, who is an end in
himself, must as far as possible also be my end, if that conception of an
end in itself is to have its full effect on me.”

Thus, we are required by the positive conception of humanity as an end in itself to
adopt the ends of others as our own. But now we need some sense of how Kant
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right be able 1o derive this stronger conception of an end in itself from the formu-
lation of the categorical imperative as fitness for universal law. This is provided by
Kant’s reasoning in the fourth example, in which he attacks rational egoiém as a
possible principle of morality. Here Kant argues that, given the type of being we
are, we can not consistently will that all rational agents act solely out of self-
interest. There are times in which each of us may need the aid of others, even
though the provision of that aid by others would run counter to their own self-
interest. More generally, it is always in my self-interest that others suspend their
own self-interest when it conflicts with mine. My own self-interest, then, dernands
that others not always act according to their own self-interest, and hence, I cannot
consistently will that the maxim of rationally self-interested action become a uni-
versal law of action

Let me conclude by pointing out the limitations of the second formulation, for
they are significant. The concept of persons as objective ends provides only the
foundation for determining the content of our obligations, but it does not actually
provide a complete specification of those concrete duties. Such a task is beyond
the capacity of pure practical reason for it requires a general empirical knowledge
of human capability and potential as well as an understanding of the particular
ends of those we encounter, and to that extent, there is an open-endedness to the
application of Kant’s moral theory. This result is of a piece with those of the first
Critique: pure reason is able to provide us with a knowledge of the structure of the
world we experience, but is incapable of filling in the details. For example, we
know a priori that every event will succeed another in accordance with a rule, but
we can only know a posteriori what those specific rules are, the determination of
which is the task of empirical research in science. Similarly, Kant provides us with
an account of the structural constraints that govern the operations of practical rea-
son, in itself no small feat. Thus, the situation with respect to practical reason is the
same one that Kant sought to express about theoretical reason with his famous

dictum that “thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are
blind.”2

Notes
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24, ‘There is one special set of circumstances under which we can derive an obligation from the
permissibility and impermissibility of maxims, i.e., when a canon functions as an organon, Such a
situation exists when there is a finite set of possible maxims and all but ene of them fails to meet the test
of the categorical imperative. Under such circumstances, the adoption of all but one maxim is imper-
missible, Further, an agent cannot abstain from acting. Since acting follows analytically from the con-
cept of agency, it is necessarily the casc that agents act. Consequently, rather than being just permis-
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‘We can express the maxim of rational self-interest and its contrary in the language of means and
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