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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate Hegel's 

conception of morality. 

Kantian ethics, or to 

For Hegel, morality refers mainly to 

the "moral world-view." Hegelian 

morality is therefore primarily concerned with Kantian ethics 

and what Hegel considers to be the problems inherent within 

Kant's ethical system. Hegel's position on morality, as 

defined by the moral world-view, is that it is inadequate and 

must be sublimated into the societal norms of ethical life. 

Hegel's dialectical movement to ethical life is based 

upon his criticisms of Kantian ethics. However, if a credible 

Kantian reply can be found to answer Hegel's criticisms, 

Hegel's moral dialectic becomes problematic. In this thesis 

I will clarify Hegel's position on morality and will conclude 

by providing a Kantian reply to Hegel's criticisms. 

This thesis is divided into three chapters. In 

Chapter One, I introduce Hegel's critique of Kantian ethics 

within The Phenomenology of Spirit. In Chapter Two I explore 

He gel 's de fin i t ion 0 f mo r ali t y wit h i nth e Phi los 0 P h y 0 f Rig h t . 

In the third and final chapter I analyze Hegel's critique of 

the moral world-view and provide a Kantian reply to Hegel's 

criticisms. I conclude by arguing that Kantian ethics can be 

defended against Hegel's criticisms, therefore Hegel's attempt 

to sublimate morality into ethical life is problematic. 
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Chapter 1 

The Moral World-View in the Phenomenology of Spirit 

Any investigation of Hegel's ethical system must begin 

with his critique of Kantian ethics. Hegel's criticisms of 

Kant's ethical system provide the foundation of Hegel 's 

ethical thought. The relationship between morality 

(Moralitat) and ethical life (Sittlichkeit) can only be 

understood in the context of Hegel's criticisms of Kantian 

ethics. 

Whi 1 e it is in the Phi losophy of Ri ght that Hegel 

fully develops his unique moral philosophy, it is in the 

Phenomenology of Spirit that Hegel first provides an in-depth 

criticism of Kant's ethical system. Although the 

Phenomenology of Spirit is not primarily concerned with moral 

philosophy, the section on morality provides a strong 

criticism of Kantian ethics and sets the framework of a 

Hegelian ethics which is later developed in the Philosophy of 

Right. 

In the chapter I shall introduce Hegel's critique of 

Kantian ethics in the section on morality in the Phenomenology 

of Spirit. First I shall explore Kant's position and give an 

exposition of Hegel's critique in "The Moral View of the 
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World." I shall then provide a short exposition of Hegel's 

critique of conscience and Romanticism in "The Beautiful 

Soul." 

The Moral View of the World 

Within the section of the Phenomenology of Spirit on 

morality, Spirit attempts to attain self-certainty through 

morality. The moral view of the world can be seen as a higher 

form of spirit than culture as it mediates between objective 

spirit (the social/cultural/historical realm) and absolute 

spirit (the religious/philosophical realm). Within morality 

substance becomes subj ect as the wor 1 d becomes the mora 1 

object or substance for consciousness. (Flay, p. 211) 

Therefore the moral standpoint unites the particular subject 

with the objective world of society or culture through moral 

action. 

Hegel considers Kantian ethics to be the epitome of 

the moral view of the world. Any other moral view is either 

a form of spirit similar to the subject-object relationship of 

culture (Bildung) or custom (Sittlichkeit). (Flay, p. 209) 

The only thing which is truly good or moral within this moral 

world-view is a good will which acts in accordance with a 
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duty i the u 1 t i mate duty bei ng the categori ca 1 i mperat i ve. 

(Kant, GMM, p. 17) 

Hegel considers Kant's moral view to be based on the 

re 1 at i onsh i p between the abso 1 uteness of mora 1 i ty and the 

absoluteness of nature. 

This relation is based, on one hand, on the complete 
indifference and independence of Nature towards moral 
purposes and activity, and, on the other hand, on the 
consci ousness of duty a lone as the essent i a 1 fact, and 
of Nature as completely devoid of independence and 
essential being. The moral view of the world contains 
the development of the moments which are present in 
this relation of such completely conflicting 
presuppositions. (Hegel, PhS, par. 600) 

Davi d Lamb, i n "Te 1 eo 1 ogy and Hege 1 's Di a 1 ect i c of 

Hi story," argues that Kant was attempt i ng to save human 

freedom from the "blind necessity" of the scientific world-

view of the mechanistic materialists of the seventeenth 

century. Lamb argues that while Kant wants to base morality 

inhuman freedom and save it from the necess i ty of causa 1 

relations, he still "reiterates their assumption of an 

unbridgeable gulf between causality and teleology. On the one 

hand Kant presented a natural world, purposeless and subject 

to blind causality. On the other hand he presented a moral 

agent, purposive, free and responsible." (Lamb, p. 3) 

The basis of Kant;an ethics is human freedom, which ;s 

the foundation of morality. For Kant, morality presupposes 

free wi 11 i one can on 1 y be mora 1 i fane i s free to res i st 

desire. Morality equates to responsibility, as one must be 
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free from external causes in order to be held responsible for 

one's actions. Moral praise and blame become meaningless 

without the concept of freedom. 

Kant considered moral freedom to have both positive 

and negative elements. Freedom is negative in that morality 

i s free from empi ri ca 1 causa 1 re 1 at ions. To be free humans 

must be free from the external determinants of the sensible 

world. Morality is also positive as one is free to act in 

accordance with the dictates of the will. Positive freedom 

equates to following the moral law; the ultimate moral law 

being the categorical imperative. "This is precisely the 

formula of the categorical imperative and the principle of 

morality. Thus a free will and a will under moral laws are 

one and the same." (Kant, GMM, p. 97) 

Kant considered everything in nature to be bound by 

causal relations. Everythi ng, therefore, has an empi ri ca 1 

origin or cause, which in turn is the effect of another cause. 

While man has an empirical nature which is determined by 

physical causal relations, he also has a side to his nature 

which is not determined: his reason or his intelligible 

character. The intelligible side of man is free from the 

causal relations of nature. 

The empirical character is a link in the chain of 
things, circumscribed in its treatment by natural 
laws; the intelligible character, on the contrary, is 
uncircumscribed, is free from all change, free from 
becoming or perishing, and is therefore wholly free. 
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This intelligible character is present in all deeds of 
man; and it is determined. (Adams, p. 26) 

A human, therefore, is a combination of the empirical 

and the intelligible. For Kant the divisions of the 

disciplines correspond to the divisions of the empirical and 

intelligible. The natural sciences deal with the empirical 

realm of necessity, while ethics deal with the intelligible 

realm of freedom. This division also corresponds to Kant's 

noumenal/phenomenal distinction, as "freedom comes to man as 

noumenon, necessity as phenomenon." (Adams, p. 26) 

The conflict between freedom and physical determinism 

has been an ongo; ng debate wi thi n the h; story of moral 

philosophy. Kant ian eth i cs, wi th its emphas is on human 

freedom as the foundat i on of mora 1 i ty J can be seen as a 

reaction against the deterministic ethical systems of the 

seventeenth century. The orderly, mechanistic universe of 

Newton left little room for human freedom. Spinoza's ethical 

system, for example, was influenced by the presuppositions of 

Newtonian physics. Spinoza concluded that causal relations of 

the "new science" were incompatible with free will. 

Spinoza's conatus principle, the basis of his ethical 

system, can be seen as a result of the mechanistic, 

deterministic view of seventeenth-century physics. The 

conatus principle states that all things follow their nature 

and will continue to follow their nature unless they are acted 
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upon by an external force. The nature of all things is to 

preserve thei r bei ng and to avoi d dest ruct ion. Spinoza's 

conatus principle is akin to Newton's law of inertia which 

states that a body at rest will stay at rest until acted upon 

by an external force and a body in motion will stay in motion 

unless it is affected by an external force. 

Freedom for Spinoza is acting in accordance to one's 

being or nature; to be free from external forces. A "free" 

man is one whose reason gui des hi m to do what hi s nature 

dictates. To be ethical is to follow one's nature, which is 

to pursue actions which are useful in preserving one's being. 

(Spinoza, p. 346) 

Si nce reason demands nothi ng whi ch is contrary to 
nature, it demands that everyone love himself, seek 
what is really useful to him, desire everything which 
rea 11 y 1 eads man to greater perfect ion, and abso 1 ute 1 y 
that everyone strive, insofar as he can to preserve 
his own being. Indeed this is necessarily 
true ... virtue is nothing but acting according to the 
laws of one's own nature, and one only endeavors to 
conserve his being. (Spinoza, p. 366) 

Spinoza's emphasis on the physical and psychological 

determinants of human behavior results in a moral theory which 

leaves little room for what is commonly understood as 

"freedom. fI For Kant to preserve human freedom as the basi s of 

morality, he had to make a distinction between the realm of 

necessity and freedom. In order to avoid the deterministic, 

egoistic moral theories of the seventeenth-century 

philosophers, Kant had to divorce inclination from duty. If 
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morality is to be "free," it must be based on a free, rational 

choice, not on inclination or desire. The only moral action 

for Kant is one which is derived from an autonomous will which 

is free from inclination and necessity. Therefore, Kant 

concluded that "it is impossible to conceive anything at all 

in the world, or even out of it, which can be taken as good 

wi thout qua 1 i fi cat ion J except a good wi 11 ." (Kant, GMM, p. 61) 

Hegel argues that a central problem within Kantian 

morality is the tension between nature and morality; between 

our inclination and our duty. Hegel defines Kantian duty as 

the "essence of consciousness." (Hegel, PhS, par. 601) Kant's 

moral consciousness is based on the complete moral freedom of 

a rational autonomous agent. While moral consciousness 

experi ences its own freedom, it is faced 

rrpresupposed" freedom of nature. (Ibi d., par. 601) 

that nature is not concerned with providing 

consci ousness wi th a sense of un; ty wi th the 

nature J and "hence that Nature perhaps may 1 et 

happy, or perhaps not." (Ibid., par. 601) 

wi th the 

It learns 

the moral 

real; ty of 

it become 

I n the Cri t i que of Pract i ca 1 Reason, Kant acknowl edges 

that obeying the absolute law may not be in accordance with 

the fulfilment of human happiness. Reason dictates that the 

good wi 11 is in i tsel f the hi ghest good. The ends the will 

seeks are of its own purposes, as determined by the dictates 

of reason. 
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Under these circumstances, there is nothing 
inconsistent with the wisdom of nature in the fact 
that the cultivation of the reason, which is requisite 
for the first and unconditional purpose, does in many 
ways interfere, at least in this life, with the 
atta i nment of the second J wh i ch is a 1 ways cond it i ona 1 , 
name 1 y J happi ness. Nay, it may even reduce it to 
nothing, without nature thereby failing her purpose. 
(Kant, CPR, p. 35) 

The good wi 11 i s good in i tse 1 f, regardl ess of the 

consequences brought about by the good will. Even if the good 

will cannot be realized through action, it is still good. The 

results of the good will are irrelevant; it is only the good 

will itself which is morally pertinent. While the good will 

should be realized through action, the realization of the good 

will is not necessary as it does not affect the purity of the 

wi 11 . Therefore Kant concludes that the consequences of an 

action do not dictate the morality of an action. It is the 

intention of an action, not its fulfilment or its 

consequences, which determines the morality of an action. The 

only unqualified good action is one which stems from a good 

wi 11 . As Kant concluded, the will's "usefulness or 

fruitlessness can neither add to nor take away anything from 

its value." (Kant, CPR, p. 10) 

Hegel takes this element of Kant's position to task, 

as it defeats what Hegel argues to be the purpose of moral 

action: human happiness and fulfilment. The non-moral 

consc i ousness can J by chance, fi nd its rea 1 i zat ion th rough 

action, but the moral consciousness sees only an occasion for 
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action (following the absolute duty of the categorical 

i mperat i ve) , but does not fi nd happi ness or a sense of 

achievement in performing this action, as one must follow the 

absolute law out of a sense of duty only, not out of 

inclination or self-satisfaction. 

To help others where one can is a duty, and besides 
this there are many spirits of so sympathetic a temper 
that, without any further motive of vanity or self
interest J they fi nd an inner pleasure in spreadi ng 
happiness around them and take delight in the 
contentment of others as thei r own work. Yet I 
maintain that in any such case an action of this kind, 
however ri ght and however ami ab 1 e it mi ght be, has 
still no genuinely moral worth. It stands on the same 
footing as other inclinations .... (Kant, GMM, p. 66) 

Hegel argues that the moral consciousness can 

therefore derive no pleasure from being moral, as pleasure is 

perceived to be self-interest. Nature, which dictates 

inc 1 ina t ion, i sin co n t r ad i c t ion wit h rna r ali t y J wh i ch d i c tat e s 

duty. The moral consciousness, therefore, finds itself 

dichotomized between two conflicting dictates. Instead of 

finding happiness, flit finds rather cause for complaint about 

such a state of incompatibility between itself and existence, 

and about the injustice which restricts it to having its 

objects merely as a pure duty, but refuses to let it see the 

objects and itself realized." (Hegel, PhS, par. 601) Hegel 

argues that within the Kantian ethical system there is a 

, tension between nature and morality and between happiness and 

moral duty. For Hegel, moral consciousness must go beyond 
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this contradiction where pure reason and impure inclination 

are perpetually at war. Kantfs dichotomies must be overcome 

as "the moral consciousness cannot forego happiness and leave 

this element out of its absolute purpose." (Ibid, par. 602) 

Hegel's conclusion is that moral consciousness must be 

actualized. "This, however, means that enjoyment is also 

implied in morality as disposition for this does not remain 

d i spos it ion i n cont rast to act ion, but proceeds to rea 1 i ze 

itself." (Ibid., par. 602) 

Hegel is arguing, contrary to Kant, that disposition 

is a necessary component of morality and that happiness must 

be in harmony with duty so that consciousness can find 

absoluteness in moral action. Duty must be fulfilled; it must 

have content as well as form. 

Hegel develops the conflict between duty and nature as 

"Reason and sensuousness" and identifies the need for reason 

to resolve this conflict, for "only such a unity is actual 

morality." (Hegel, PhS, par. 603) 

Within the moral view of the world, it first seems 

that unity can only be achieved by eliminating sensuousness, 

however, sensuousness is an essent i a 1 moment in the 

dialectical process of producing unity; the actuality of moral 

action. Sensuousness, therefore, must be in conformity with 

morality. 

10 



However, Hegel reveals another contradiction between 

absol ute duty and the actual i zat i on of thi s duty; abstract 

form versus concrete content. Hegel argues that Kant cannot 

achieve unity between duty and sensuousness. The consummation 

of absolute duty must be postponed into the remote future. 

The consummation, therefore, cannot be attained, but 
is simply to be thought of merely as an absolute task, 
i.e. one which simply remains a task. Yet at the same 
time its content has to be thought of something which 
simply must be, and must not remain a task; whether we 
imagine the (moral) consciousness to be altogether 
done away with in this goal or not. (Ibid., par. 603) 

Hegel identifies a major contradiction within Kantian 

ethics: the ought/is distinction. Robert Brandom, in If Freedom 

and Con st ra i nt by Norms I " identifies Kant's is/ought 

distinction with Kant's distinction between the Realm of 

Natu re and the Rea 1 m of Freedom. The Rea 1 m of Nature is 

governed by causal relations, while the Realm of Freedom is 

governed by duty. The Realm of Nature is concerned with facts 

and descriptive claims -- the is -- while the Realm of Freedom 

is concerned with normative claims -- the ought. (Brandom, p. 

187) 

A moral duty must not be a descriptive rule about an 

already existing state of affairs (a fact), but must be a 

prescriptive rule about a potential state of affairs which 

does not yet exist. Our moral obligation is, therefore, not 

to what exists (the is), but to a possible future state of 

affairs (the ought). 
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Brandom argues that Hegel's central criticism of 

Kantian ethics was of Kant's conception of reason and duty. 

Kant's definition of reason and the norms, principles and 

duties derived from reason, are purely formal features of 

conduct. "Hegel regarded any account of freedom defined in 

terms of constraint by duty to be doomed to an empty 

abst ract ion in that it ignored the content of the dut i es 

involved, reducing freedom to merely acting in accordance to 

a universal law: the categorical imperative." (Brandom, p. 

193) 

Consciousness regards many specific duties, but the 

moral consciousness only heeds the pure duty, or pure form, in 

them. However J these many mora 1 dut i es, or the content, "must 

be regarded as possessing an intrinsic being of their own," 

because the Notion of action implies a relationship between 

pure duty "complex actuality" and specific duties. 

(Hegel, PhS, par. 605) 

In moral action, consciousness behaves as a particular 

self, as a complete individual. 

Action is purposeful as it is directed at the world in 
order to achi eve somethi ng. Duty in genera 1 thus 
falls outside of it into another being, which is 
consciousness and the sacred law giver of pure 
duty ... this pure duty is thus the content of another 
consci ousness, and is sacred for the consci ousness 
that acts only mediately viz., through the agency of 
this other consciousness. (Ibid., par. 607) 
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Hegel argues that the moral world-view of Kant is, 

therefore, postulatory, for although it prescribes moral 

act ion, its mora 1 va 1 ue rema ins in the rea 1 m of thought. 

(Lauer, p. 217) Moral consciousness is, therefore, imperfect 

in actuality. It seeks perfection through the idea of pure 

wi 11 and the supreme good (God), "but the absol ute Bei ng is 

just this being that is thought, a being that is postulated 

beyond reality .... " (Hegel, PhS, par. 609) 

The abso 1 ute bei ng i s the thought in wh i ch duty 

(perfection) and action (imperfection) are realized and 

united. Happiness for the imperfect moral consciousness is 

posited within the absolute Being, and is not necessary but 

contingent upon a "gift of Grace" from this absolute Being. 

(Ibid., par. 608) 

The moral view of the world is completed, but results 

in a contradiction. As Hegel scholar Quentin Lauer argues, 

"pure duty" and its "actualization" become moments of a being 

(absolute Being or God) which consciousness presents to 

itself. (Lauer, p. 216) Consciousness reifies this idea of a 

perfect harmonious super-consciousness into an object or 

thing, giving it ontic status. This perfect being, however, 

is not "moral ll in that it does not experience the trials and 

I tribulations which are essential to morality. The absolute 

Being does not face moral dilemmas, moral problems, and moral 

choices. The absolute Being cannot produce moral actions and 

13 



struggl e wi th the consequences of these acti ons, as the 

morality of the absolute Being is perfect and untainted by 

human imperfections. 

The moral world-view, then, does not in fact get 
beyond the concept of a self-consciousness in which 
morality resides, since the object of this moral 
consciousness is not an 'actual reality, I only a 
thought, its being is only 'represented.' (Lauer, p. 
216) 

Morality becomes diverted from self-consciousness and 

is posited into an object, God, which is external to 

consciousness. The being of morality is therefore confined to 

the realm of thought and is not actualized through action. 

Mora 1 i ty becomes pure thought or pure i magi nat ion. Moral 

completion and totality now exists outside the individual. 

This self-consciousness which, qua self-consciousness, 
is other than the object, is thus left with a lack of 
harmony between the consci ousness of duty and rea 1 i ty, 
and that, too, its own reality. (Hegel, PhS, par. 613) 

Hegel identifies the logical conclusions of the 

Kanti an moral vi ew of the worl d as IIthere is no moral J 

perfect, actual self-consciousness" and that "duty is the pure 

unadulterated intrinsic being or in-itself of morality and 

morality is the conformity of this pure in-itself." If pushed 

to its logical extreme, one must admit that "there is no moral 

existence in Reality." (Ibid., par. 613) 

Charles Taylor defines the dichotomy of the Kantian 

worl d-vi ew as fo 11 ows: "mora 1 i ty -- as defi ned by Kant --
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cannot be actual (put into practice) and at the same time it 

must be actual." (Taylor, p. 211) 

Flay identifies the problematic conclusions of the 

moral view of the world, where morality and moral self-

consciousness is reduced to appearance or representation which 

exists in thought only. (Flay, p. 214) 

... either moral perfection is not taken seriously, 
since it is to reside in actuality only in God, or it 
is taken seriously, in which case we are led back to 
the original paradox of the simple truth that such a 
perfection in the actual world of spirit would only 
destroy morality itself. (Ibid., p. 214) 

Hegel concludes that for Kant moral action must 

contradict itself. Individual moral actions performed by 

individual consciousnesses cannot possibly hope to attain the 

absolute of pure duty. "Because the universal best ought to 

be carried out, nothing good is done." (Hegel, PhS, par. 619) 

Hegel questions the purity of the pure sense of duty 

and reveals it as dissemblance, in that "sensuous purpose" 

(inclination or impulse) acts as the mediating element between 

pure consciousness and actual existence so that inclination is 

instrumental in actualizing moral duty. "Mora 1 se 1 f-

consciousness is not, therefore, in earnest with the 

elimination of inclination and impulse, for it is just these 

that are the self-realizing self-consciousness." (Hegel, PhS, 

par. 602) 
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Conscience and the Beautiful Soul 

After exposing the contradictions inherent within the 

Kantian moral world-view, Hegel rejects the moral view of the 

world and places conscience as the foundation of morality. 

Se 1 f-consc i ousness rej ects the idea of an externa 1 supreme 

good or law-giver (the absolute Being) and accepts the 

contradiction of morality; the conflict of duty versus action. 

Duty i s brought from the externa 1 other and i nterna 1 i zed 

through conscience. 

It is a pure conscience which rejects with scorn such 
a moral idea of the world: it is in its own self the 
simple spirit that, certain of itself, acts 
conscientiously regardless of such ideas, and in this 
immediacy possesses the truth. (Hegel, PhS, par. 631) 

Within conscience, self-consciousness becomes its own 

foundation for moral certainty. It overcomes the nature/duty 

distinction by accepting the given (the liS") and acting to 

reform the gi ven in accordance wi th the di ctates of duty. 

Conscience emphasizes action and duty with specific content, 

not an abstract idealized duty, form empty of content. Kant's 

dichotomies are overcome within conscience as moral completion 

becomes actualized within the individual. 

The 'moral view of the world' as the idea that only a 
beyond can mysteri ousl y synthesi ze or resol ve the 
paradox is abandoned for the moral stance of 
conscience: the center and ground of warranted 
certainty is the praxis of the individual himself. 
(Flay, p. 215) 
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Hegel defines conscience as the "third self" which 

goes beyond the self of the legal person whose existence is 

defi ned by acknowl edgement of others, and the se 1 f of the 

world of culture with its claim to absolute freedom. Both of 

these selves are incomplete and without content. Conscience, 

however, has both form and content, self-certainty and 

immediacy. (Hegel, PhS, par. 633) 

Consci ence is absol ute sel f, whi ch does away wi th 
these various moral substances; it is simple action in 
accordance with duty, which fulfills not this or that 
duty, but knows and does what is concretely right. 
(Ibid., par. 636) 

Wi thi n consci ousness the sel f becomes the absol ute 

universal whose self-certainty, defined as conviction, becomes 

duty. (Ibid., par. 639) Duty now exists for consciousness, 

not consciousness for duty, as was the case for Kant. Duty, 

for consciousness, is "actual effective duty," not pure duty. 

This duty is to particular, immediate situations and 

ci rcumstances. As Fl ay argues J "the very nature of conscl ence 

explicitly denies any separation of theory from practice: I do 

what is right, period." (Flay, p. 217) 

Hegel defines the essence of duty as being 

conscience's conviction about it -- the implicitly universal 

self-consciousness which is both recognized and actualized. 

(Hegel, PhS, par. 640) Duty must, therefore, become realized 

in reality. Its foundation is the self-certainty of 

consciousness, which is conviction. When maki ng a moral 
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decision, conscience must choose between a multiplicity of 

duties. 

Self-certain spirit in which the in-itself has 
attained the significance of the self-conscious 'I,' 
knows that the content of the duty is the immediate 
certainty of itself. This, as a determination and 
content, is the natural consciousness, i.e. impulses 
and inclinations ... It determines from its own self; 
but the sphere of the se 1 f into wh i ch fa 11 s the 
determi nateness as such is the so-ca 11 ed sense-nature; 
to have a content taken from the immediate certainty 
of itself means that it has nothing to draw on but 
sense-nature. (Ibid., par. 643) 

The problem with conscience is that it results in 

mo ra 1 so 1 i ps i sm. Duty for consci ousness is based on pure 

conviction, but as Lauer argues, "a pure conviction is 

ultimately as empty as pure duty." (Lauer, p. 223) As 

previously stated, this conviction is reduced to inclination, 

which is essentially subjective. Taylor argues that 

individual inclination is not compatible with the universal 

nature of conscience, and that actions derived from one will 

confl i ct wi th the other. (Taylor, p. 193) 

Conscience, which is its own foundation for morality, 

realizes that it is but one of many individual consciences 

which have an equal sense of self-certainty or conviction. 

Within the universality of conscience, there is a relativity 

of conscience, as every individual conscience is absolute and 

there is a multiplicity of consciences. (Flay, pp. 217-218) 

Because of the absolute freedom of conscience, the 

relationship between individual consciences is one of 
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"complete disparity, as a result of which the consciousness 

which is completely aware of the action finds itself in a 

state of complete uncertainty about the spirit which does the 

action and is certain of itself." (Hegel, PhS, par. 648) 

Consciences are in conflict in both their basis of 

judgement and their claim for universality. (Flay, p. 219) 

The conflicting conscience will either ignore the other 

conscience or automatically declare that its actions are evil 

because they conflict with its own actions. As Lauer argues, 

moral judgement becomes reduced to personal preference. 

Action X is bad because I dislike it; action V is good because 

I like it. (Lauer, p. 224) 

While Hegel identifies the contradictions within 

conscience, it is a higher form of moral spirit than the moral 

spirit of the Kantian moral-view. Vet the problem of pure 

duty devoid of content and specific moral action continues to 

plague Hegel as it resurfaces in the dialectic between pure 

conscience and the "beautiful soul." 

When faced with the dichotomy of pure duty and 

specific action, individual conscience retreats into itself to 

seek expression in its inner convictions through language and 

literature. Conscience retreats from action and loses its 

content and becomes pure duty. (Hegel, PhS, par. 656) 

Taylor i dent i fi es thi s movement wherei n consci ence can 

"never act, out of fear of losing this sense of purity and 
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universality. Thi sis the fi gure of the beauti fU,l soul." 

(Taylor, p. 194) 

Hegel IS criticism of the beautiful soul is a critique 

of the Romantic movement which emphasized emotion, 

subjectivity, and the irrational and tragic nature of 

existence. The beaut i fu 1 sou 1 ret reats into i tse 1 f and 

refuses to act as action distorts pure conviction. Yet this 

purity is, in actuality, empty form which lacks any real moral 

content. 

Refined into this purity, consciousness exists in its 
poorest form, and the poverty which constitutes its 
sole possession is itself vanishing. The absolute 
certainty into which substance has resolved itself is 
the absolute untruth which collapses internally; it is 
the absol ute sel f-consci ousness in whi ch consci ousness 
is submerged. (Hegel, PhS, par. 657) 

Consciousness in the form of the beautiful soul 

retreats into moral sol i psi sm and fl ees contact wi th the 

external world. Yet, "the attempt to hold the universal free 

of the particular in order to maintain its purity, as the 

beaut i fu 1 sou 1 does, i s to condemn it to non-ex i stence . " 

(Taylor, p. 192) 

The beautiful soul, therefore, "vanishes like a 

shapeless vapor that dissolves into thin air." (Hegel, PhS, 

par. 658) 

The beautiful soul, like the moral consciousness of 

the Kantian moral world-view, could not accept the 

contradictions of absolute duty, or pure form, and specific 
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moral action, or content. Through the example of the 

beautiful soul, Hegel once again exposes the problems inherent 

in Kant's formal ethical system. In the Phenomenology of 

Spirit this system is later sublimated through Hegel's 

dialectic and sets the foundation of the religious form of 

spirit and eventual movement to Sittlichkeit. 

Hegel's criticisms of Kantian morality and Hegel's own 

conception of morality, moral responsibility, and evil, will 

be investigated in the following chapter. In the next chapter 

I shall provide a thorough exposition of Hegel's thoughts on 

morality and his criticisms of Kantian ethics within The 

Philosophy of Right. 
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Chapter 2 

Morality in the Philosophy of Right 

The Philosophy of Right, Hegel's major work on law, 

rights, ethics and politics, is divided into three sections: 

Abstract Right, Morality, and Ethical Life. It is the section 

on morality which will be the focus of this chapter. I shall 

provide an in-depth exposition of the second section of the 

Philosophy of Right which develops Hegel IS ethical thought on 

the moral standpoint. Hegel IS development of the moral will, 

the critique of Kantian ethics, and the movement to ethical 

life, are further developed within this section. These themes 

which were introduced in my first chapter will be continued in 

this chapter and shall be analyzed/criticized in my third and 

final chapter. 

The section of the Philosophy of Right on morality is 

a moment in the dialectical process towards ethical life. 

Hegel defi nes moral i ty as "the standpoi nt of the wi 11 whi ch is 

infinite not merely in itself, but for itself." (Hegel, PR, 

par. 105) The will is infinite in that it simultaneously 

embodies the universal or general will and the individual or 

particular will. The will therefore embodies the universal 

and makes the universal its own. It is the freedom of the 

wi 11 where the i ndi vi dua 1 (i ndi vi duated spi ri t) fi nds its 

mora 1 i dent i ty. Mora 1 i ty can be seen as "the refl ect i on of 
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the wi 11 into i tsel f," whi ch "makes the person into the 

subject." (PR, par. 105) 

It is within the subjectivity of the will where the 

concept of freedom becomes concrete. Through morality the 

individual's will, or the subjective will, is made aware of 

itself; its own particularity is the basis of its freedom. 

The freedom of the will's subjectivity and the will's 

awareness of its subj ect i vi ty makes freedom an actua 1 i ty 

through morality. Morality is the embodiment of the will's 

freedom through concrete moral action. "In this way a higher 

ground has been assigned to freedom; the Idea's existential 

aspect, or its moment of reality, is now the subject of the 

will." (PR, par. 106) 

Hegel descri bes the movement of the wi 11 ' s freedom 

within morality as follows: 

The will, which at the start is aware of its 
independence wh i ch befo re i tis med i ated i s on 1 y 
implicitly identical with the universal will or the 
principle of will, is raised beyond its (explicit) 
difference from the universal will, beyond this 
situation in which it sinks deeper and deeper into 
itself, and is established as explicitly identical 
with the principle of the will ... subjectivity, which 
is abstract from the start, i.e. distinct from the 
concept, becomes likened to it, and thereby the Idea 
acquires its genuine realization. The result is that 
the subj ect i ve wi 11 determi nes i tse 1 f as obj ect i ve too 
and truly concrete. (PR, par. 106) 

Hege 1 i dent i fi es the mora 1 standpoi nt as "the right of 

the subjective will." (PR, par. 107) The subj ect i ve wi 11 

identifies its own objects of attention and ends of action. 
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The subjective will makes itself its own foundation and sees 

no reason to go beyond itself to find purpose and definition. 

The subjective will is its own object; it is simultaneously 

both subject and object. It is therefore both particular and 

universal at the same time. Therefore, as the subjective will 

becomes its own object, it becomes the will's "own true 

concept J" and "becomes obj ect i ve as the express i on of the 

will's own universality." (PR, par. 107) 

For Hegel the subjective self-reflection of the will 

through the moral standpoint is a higher form of freedom than 

the legalistic standpoint of abstract right, which is 

developed in the section "Abstract Right" within the 

Philosophy of Right. By being its "own true concept," the 

wi 11 achieves a synthesi s between part i cul ari ty and 

universality. The categories of form and content, and the 

universal and particular, which stand in opposition to each 

other withi n the understandi ng, become united through the 

concept. 

Hege 1 's trans 1 ator T. M. Knox exp 1 a ins that the concept 

(Begriff) for Hegel is "concrete thought." (Knox, PRJ p. vii) 

When the categori es of form and content J and uni versa 1 and 

particular are not synthesized into an organic whole, they 

become abstractions which are fundamentally opposed to each 

other. This is one of the central criticisms Hegel has 

aga i nst Kant i an et h i cs; i t fa i 1 s to become conc rete and 
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DATE: DUE 
ii#-\!g 

itions. Hegel argues that Kant's failure to 

oppositions of form/content, universal/ 

----li-----+-----:J-i objective/subjective within moral action turns 
2003 

system into an empty abst ract ion. Hegel's 

vercome opposition and abstractions by becoming 

------1------+-------- 'the essence of thought is its concreteness." 

-------r-------~--------viii) 

ncept is the thought in so far as the thought 
____ t--___ -I--____ i nes i tse 1 f and gi ves i tse 1 f a content j it is 

ought in its vivacity and activity. Again, the 
-------!r-------~--------t is the universal which particularizes itself, 

hought which actively creates and engenders 
--------It--------I--------- Hence it is not a bare form for a contentj it 
______ I~ __________ i tsel f, gi ves i tsel f a content and determi nes 

to be the form. What is meant by 'concrete' is 
the thought which does not remain empty but which is 
self-determining and self-particularizing ... the 
concept is thus the inward living principle of all 
rea 1 it y . ( Knox, PR J p. vii i ) 

Knox's exp 1 anat i on of the mean i ng of the concept he 1 ps 

clarify Hegel's famous dictum: "what is rational is actual and 

what is actual is rational." (Hegel, PRJ p. 10) The "actual" 

for Hegel is the synthesi s between essence and exi stence. 

(Knox, PR J p. 302) The concept therefore overcomes the 

dichotomies of form and content, the universal and the 

particular and essence and existence. For Hegel these 

dichotomies must be sublimated through the dialectical process 

of overcoming negations. 

Within the standpoint of morality, which Hegel 

identifies as Kantian morality, the subjective moral will has 

25 



not overcome the oppos it ions of form and content J and the 

universal and the particular. When the subjective will first 

becomes aware of i tse 1 f as subj ect i vi ty J it is not yet 

identical with the "concept of the will," as the subjective 

will has yet to overcome its negation and is still "abstract, 

rest ri cted and forma 1 ," therefore, "the mora 1 poi nt of vi ew i s 

that of relation, of ought-to-be, or demand." (Hegel, PR, par. 

108) 

Implied within Hegel's description of the first 

formulation of the subjective will is the moral world-view of 

Kantian ethics which Hegel criticizes in the Phenomenology of 

Spirit. The "ought-to-be" or "demand" of the moral point of 

view can be interpreted as Kant's deontological ethical system 

which is based on obeying the dictates of the will. The moral 

1 aw, as embodi ed by Kant's categor i ca 1 i mperat i ve, i s an 

absolute dictate or command. The categorical imperative is a 

moral "ought-to-be" which is to be willed to create a further 

state of affairs. For Kant "ought implies can," therefore, 

the moral duty must be a categorical demand vs. a hypothetical 

demand. 

Hege 1 argues that the concept of the wi 11, or the 

synthesis between subjectivity and objectivity, must be 

attained through moral action. For Hegel, all willing 

involves the opposition between subjectivity and objectivity, 
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and the process of overcoming this opposition by "establishing 

them as identical." (PR, par. 109) 

Th is tota 1 i ty is momentari 1 y achi eved through the 

standpoi nt of mora 1 i ty wherei n the wi 11 is aware of its 

freedom and its self-awareness provides content (self

identity) for the form of subjectivity. (PR, par. 109)1 

The content as 'mine' has for me this character: by 
vi rtue of its i dent i ty i n subj ect and obj ect it 
enshrines for me my subjectivity, not merely as my 
inner purpose, but also in as much as it has acquired 
outward existence. (PR, par. 110) 

The synthesis achieved within the moral standpoint, 

however, is not total as it is not necessary. The self-aware 

subjective will is still formal and the content it provides is 

"only something demanded," therefore "this entails the 

possi bi 1 i ty that the content may not be adequate to the 

concept." (PR, par. 111) The moral standpoint is therefore 

still an imperative to be willed, not something actualized. 

Through moral action the subjective will objectifies 

its aims (specific content) and superseded its particularity. 

The subjective will therefore finds "external subjectivity" 

wherein the subjective will becomes identical, or identifies, 

wi th the wi 11 of others. "The ach i evement of my aim, 

Th is tota 1 i ty J however, is not actua 11 y ach i eved 
through morality, as Hegel considers any attempt at unity 
within the moral standpoint is doomed to failure. For Hegel 
moral unity and completion can only be achieved within ethical 
life where a synthesis is found through the internalization of 
external societal institutions and practices. 
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therefore, implies this identity of my will with the will of 

others, it has a positive bearing on the will of others." (PR, 

par. 112) 

Hege 1 i dent i fi es the externa 1 i zat i on of the subj ect i ve 

(or moral) will as action. Moral action has three elements: 

it must be i dent i fi ed as bei ng se 1 f-mot i vated, it must be a 

moral imperative, and it must affect or bear upon the will of 

others. (PR, par. 113) 

After defining the essential characteristics of moral 

action, Hegel divides his section into "Purpose and 

Responsibility," "Intention and Welfare," and "Good and 

Consei ence." These subsect ions refer to the three el ements of 

"the right of the moral will." (PR s par. 114) 

Purpose and Responsibility 

For Hege 1 mora 1 act i on must be purposefu 1 . Mora 1 

action presupposes an external state of affairs which 

confronts the subj ect i ve wi 11 and can be affected through 

purposeful action. The moral will must be responsible for its 

actions, as the actions stem from its attempt to create an 

external state of affairs. 

In performing an action, the moral will is responsible 

for the intended consequences of the action. The problem of 

mora 1 respons i bi 1 i ty ari ses when unforeseen consequences ar i se 
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out of acti on. Because of the finite nature of the moral 

wi 11 , the moral wi 11 cannot foresee all the poss i b 1 e 

consequences of its actions. The moral will's action can be 

altered by external factors which can change, distort, or 

corrupt the action's intended purpose. (PR, par. 117) 

The will's right, however, is to recognize as its 
action, and to accept responsibility for, only those 
presuppositions of the deed which it was conscious in 
its aim and those aspects of the deed which were 
contained in its purpose. The deed can be imputed to 
me only if my will is responsible for it -- this is 
the right to know. (PR, par. 117) 

Hegel claims that the moral will cannot be held 

responsible for actions which it is unaware of. 2 In order to 

act upon a state of affairs, the subjective will must first 

have knowledge about this state of affairs. The subjective 

will must also have knowledge about the consequences of its 

action upon the external state of affairs. The moral will can 

only be responsible for what it intends. Hegel defines his 

position as follows: "I am nothing except in relation to my 

freedom, and my will is responsible for the deed only insofar 

as I know what I am doing." (PR, par. 250) Hegel claims that 

Oedipus, for example, is not guilty of parricide because he 

did not know that he killed his father. (PR, par. 250) 

Within the section on morality, Hegel both describes 
and criticizes Kantian ethics and develops his own theory of 
morality. In paragraphs like this one the distinction between 
the two is unclear, 
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The reason why the moral will cannot be held 

responsible for all the possible ramifications of its action 

is because of the essential nature of the action itself. 

While the essence of the subjective moral will is its freedom, 

the essence of the external world is the necessity of causal 

relations. When the moral will goes beyond its own 

subjectivity and exercises its freedom through action, it is 

confronted by external forces which affect and alter the 

consequences of the action. Action, by its very nature, is 

public. It takes on a life of its own and is affected by 

endless external circumstances. These externa 1 forces can 

produce unforeseen and unintended results which were not the 

original intention of the action. "Thus the will has the 

right to repudiate the imputation of all consequences except 

the first, since it alone was purposed." (PR, par. 118) 

Intention and Welfare 

Moral action for Hegel has many complex elements which 

can be subdivided "ad infinitum." (PR, par. 122) The unity of 

these elements is the intention, or the "universal side of the 

action.1t (PR, par. 119) It is this universal element of 

action, the totality or essence of an action, on which Hegel 

places his primary emphasis. For Hegel moral action must be 

understood in its organic totality. 
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In a living thing, the single part is there in its 
immediacy not a mere part, but as an organ in which 
the universal is really present as the universal; 
hence in murder J it i s not the pi ece of fl esh, as 
something isolated, which is injured, but life itself 
which is injured in that piece of flesh. (PR, par. 
119) 

The subjective moral will, conscious of its freedom, 

realizes its particularity through its moral action. This 

act ion defi nes and creates the mora 1 wi 11 ' s subj ect i vi ty 

concretely as "the right of the subject to find his 

satisfaction in the action." (PR, par. 121) 

Moral action must be purposeful and must have some 

ultimate end. It is the end of the action which has specific 

purpose or worth for the moral wi 11 . In relation to the 

speci fi c content of the act ion, or the subj ect i ve end J the 

action itself becomes a means to the end or intention of the 

subjective will. The action's end (which is subjective to the 

mora 1 wi 11 ) J however, i s fi n i te and can become a means to 

other intent ions and ends ad i nfi ni tum. Hegel uses the 

example of murder to explain this point. Mu rder i s not 

committed for murder's sake, it is committed for some specific 

reason or end. The motives of an action, which Hegel 

identifies as "the moral factor" (PR, p. 251), are determined 

by the subjective will IS freedom. Murder implies the twofold 

aspect of action: the purpose and the intent. The purpose is 

the universal element, as the purpose of the murder is to kill 

someone and negate thei r exi stence. The intention is the 
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particular element, as an individual murders someone in order 

to gain a fortune, or for revenge, etc. (PR, p. 251) 

The intention or end of action is subjective as it is 

determi ned by the mora 1 wi 11 's freedom. The ends may be 

natural, as they may be to satisfy a desire or passion, but 

they are never wholly constituted by natural impulses and 

desires. The content of action is based upon the moral will's 

freedom or rationality. This freedom is ultimately its own 

end. "To make my freedom the content of what I wi 11 i s a 

plain goal of my freedom itself." (PR, p. 251) 

While Hegel does not want to forfeit or diminish the 

role of rationality and the freedom involved in rationally 

creating and choosing ends, he does want to acknowledge the 

existence and important role of "natural" or biological and 

emotional drives which contribute to the formation of ends and 

intentions. (PR, par. 123) 

At a primitive moment of the moral dialectic, Hegel 

identifies two forms of content for the ends of moral action: 

the activity itself and natural inclination. The first 

content is the activity of pursuing an end for its own sake in 

order to achieve the intended end. The second content is the 

"natural subjective embodiment" element of the moral will 

wh i ch defi nes the ends of the wi 11; "needs J inc 1 i nat ions, 

passions, opinions, fancies, etc." Hege 1 i dent i fi es the 
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satisfaction of these natural 

happiness." (PR, par. 123) 

desires as "welfare or 

Here Hegel acknowl edges the rol e of happi ness or 

welfare in moral action. Contrary to Kant, Hegel argues that 

the quest and attainment of happiness is an essential 

component of mora 1 i ty. Inc 1 i nat ion i s an essent i ale 1 ement i f 

performing moral actions; we perform moral actions because we 

want to, or because we desi re some speci fi c end. Just as 

concrete and part i cul ar ends must be acknowl edged for the 

completion of moral action, inclination must be acknowledged 

as a necessary element of morality. 

Hegel acknowledges, contra Kant, that "subjective 

satisfaction of the individual" is "part and parcel of the 

achievement of ends of absolute worth." (PR, par. 124) Hegel 

argues that personal gratification is always involved in moral 

action and that recognition of performing moral acts, such as 

"honor and fame," are often by-products of moral action. (PR, 

par. 124) Personal gratification, or happiness, can be seen 

as the subjective or particular end of moral action, while the 

intended end of moral action (altering an external state of 

affairs) can be seen as the objective or universal end. While 

personal satisfaction is a result of moral action, Hegel calls 

it "empty dogmat ism" to assert that the subj ect i ve end --

33 



persona 1 grat i fi cat i on or happi ness 

moral action. (PR, par. 124)3 

is the only end of 

... this dogmatism is more than empty, it is pernicious 
if it passes into the assertion that because 
subjective satisfaction is present, as it always is 
when any task is brought into completion, it is what 
the agent intended in essence to secure and that the 
objective end was in his eyes only a means to that. 
(PR, par. 124) 

While Kant claims that the only thing which is truly 

good in itself is a good will, Hegel argues that it is an 

individual's actions which determine the moral character of 

his will. Hegel defi nes a subj ect as lithe seri es of hi s 

actions." If these actions are "worthless productions," then 

the subject's will will also be worthless. If the subject's 

actions are "of a substantial nature," it follows that his 

inner will is also of a substantial nature. (PR, par. 124) 

For Hegel, the subjective moral will must go beyond 

i tse 1 f th rough act ion in order to be "mora 1 . " Contrary to 

Kant, Hegel does not consider a good will to be good in itself 

if it cannot produce good results through moral action. While 

Hegel thinks it is important to will great things, merely 

willing the good is not enough. Hegel claims that one must 

achieve good results or else willing becomes futile, as lithe 

3 Hegel does not specify who is guilty of this "empty 
dogmatism," but his description sounds 
utilitarianism, which Hegel criticizes in 
Culture within the Phenomenology of Spirit. 
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1 aurel s of mere wi 11 i ng are dry 1 eaves that never were green." 

(PR, p. 252) 

Hegel identifies the "right of the subject's 

particularity," or its right to be satisfied through moral 

actions as a central difference between antiquity and 

modernity. Hegel identifies Christianity as the basis of this 

modern att i tude towards the ri ght of the subj ect to seek 

happiness through its moral actions. (PR, par. 124) 

Amongst the primary shapes which this right assumes 
are love, romant i ci sm, the quest for the externa 1 
salvation of the individual, etc.; next come moral 
convictions and conscience, and, finally, the other 
fo rms J some of wh i ch come into promi nence i n what 
follows af the principle of civil society .... (PR, 
par. 124) 

Hegel's assertion that the individual moral will has 

a right to seek subjective satisfaction or personal happiness 

through moral action is fundamentally opposed to Kant's moral 

position. As previously argued in Chapter one, Kant 

juxtaposes inclination and desire with duty. Hegel argues 

that for Kant, the individual does not have a right to obtain 

happiness through morality. In order for duty to be pure and 

universal, it must be devoid of any subjective desires. Hegel 

considers this dichotomy between inclination and duty to be an 

empty abst ract ion. Hege 1 acknowl edges that the subj ect i ve end 

4 Here Hege 1 is all udi ng to the movement from mora 1 i ty 
to ethical life wherein the moral dialectic is completed 
through the sublimation of subjective moral intuitions into 
objective societal norms and mores. 
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of moral action, happiness or welfare, is a necessary moment 

of the moral dialectic. Hegel claims that it is an 

abstraction for Kant to ignore this subjective element of the 

totality of moral action, as the subjective element is "just 

as much identical with the universal as distinct from it." 

(PR, par. 124) 

Abstract reflection, however, fixes this moment in its 
distinction from and opposition to the universal and 
so produces a vi ew of mora 1 i ty as noth i ng but a 
bitter, unending struggle against self-satisfaction, 
as the command: 'Do with abhorrence what duty 
enjoins. I (PR, par. 124) 

When the content of the subj ect i ve e 1 ement of the wi 11 

(welfare) is related to the universal element of the will, a 

"moment of universality" is achieved. The content of this 

moment is the welfare of others. Therefore, "the welfare of 

many other unspecified particulars is thus also an essential 

end and right of subjectivity." (PR, par. 125) 

Once again, Hegel grounds particularity within 

freedom. liMy particularity, however, like that of others, is 

only a right at all in so far as I am a free entity." (PR, 

par. 126) A particularity cannot perform actions which deny 

its freedom and contradict itself. Therefore, the subjective 

will cannot justify a wrong or immoral action in the name of 

morality. (PR, par. 126) Hegel argues that a subjective will 

cannot conduct immoral acts and cri mes for the wel fare of 

itself or others. He uses the exampl e of St. Cri spi n who 
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sto 1 e 1 eather to make shoes for the poor. St. Crispin's 

intentions might have been "moral," but his action was still 

wrong and therefore unacceptable. (PR, p. 252) 

It is one of the most prominent of the corrupt maxims 
of our time to enter a plea for the so-called 'moral' 
intention behind wrong actions and to imagine bad men 
with well-meaning hearts, i.e. hearts willing their 
own wel fare and perhaps that of others al so. .. The 
result is that crime and the thoughts that lead to it, 
be they fancies however trite and empty, or opinions 
however wild, are to be regarded as right, rational, 
and excellent, simply because they issue from men's 
hearts and enthusiasms. (PR, par. 126) 

Thi s quotation proves that Hegel is by no means a 

moral relativist. Wh i 1 e He gel has de fin i ted e fin i t ion s 0 f 

mora 1 and i mmora 1 conduct, he is not a mora 1 abso 1 ut i st 

either. Hegel acknowl edges that in certai n extreme cases 

abstract or property rights may be overrun if an individual's 

life is threatened. (PR, par. 127) Stea 1 i ng, or denyi ng 

someone's abstract right to property, is wrong, but it can be 

justified in order to save a life. For Hegel the right to 

exist takes precedence over the right to property. 

Hence it is on 1 y the necessi ty of the i mmedi ate 
present which can justify a wrong action, because not 
to do the action would in turn be to commit an 
offence, namely the complete destruction of the 
embodiment of freedom. (PR, p. 253) 

The dialectic of morality now arrives at the stage of 

good and conscience where the subjective will attempts to 

attain both the particular in its subjectivity and the 

universal in its "infinite" relation to itself. Hegel 
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identifies these two moments within moral subjectivity as the 

good and conscience. (PR, par. 128) 

Good and Conscience 

Hegel defines the good as "the idea as the unity of 

the concept of the will and the particularity of the will." 

(PR, par. 129) Within the good, abstract right or welfare are 

sublimated into an organic totality. "The good is thus 

freedom realized, the absolute end and aim of the world." (PRJ 

par. 129) 

Within the Idea of the good, particular welfare is 

valid only as universal welfare. At the same time J the good 

must be actualized through the subjective will, which reflects 

the mutual universality and particularity of the good. The 

good has "absolute right" over the abstract right of property 

and the particular ends of welfare. (PR, par. 130) "If either 

of these moments becomes distinguished from the good, it has 

validity only in so far as it accords with the good and is 

subordinated to it." (PR, par. 130) 

Hegel identifies the good as the "essential" of the 

subjective will. (PR, par. 130) Yet within the moral 

standpoint, the good is still an "abstract idea," as the 

subjective will has not identified itself as the good and made 

the good its own content. Therefore, the subj ect i ve wi 11 

38 



stands in re 1 at i on to the good as a hypothet i ca 1 ought; "i t 

ought to make the good its aim and realize it completely." 

(PRJ par. 131) The good is related to the subjective will as 

an abst ract "to be" wh i ch is dependent upon the subj ect i ve 

will to make it an actuality through moral action. (PRJ par. 

131 ) 

While the subjective will has the "right of insight," 

wherein the subjective will is entitled to "good reasons ll or 

personal conviction for conducting actions, Hegel argues that 

this right does not negate the IIright of subjectivity." (PRJ 

par. 132) The right of subjectivity is the subjective will's 

right to know action as being good or evil, legal or illegal, 

etc. This right takes precedence as the good is externalized 

through moral action. 

Hegel describes the right of objectivity as follows: 

... since action is an alteration which is to take 
place in an actual world and so will have recognition 
in it, it must i n genera 1 accord wi th what has 
validity there. Whoever wills to act in this world of 
actuality has eo ipso submitted himself to its laws 
and recogn i zed the right of subj ect i vi ty. (PR, par. 
132) 

Hegel argues that the right of insight can be used to 

reveal the moral responsibility of the subjective will. This 

right of insight can also be used to ascertain the lack of 

moral responsibility of certain groups, such as "children, 

imbeciles and lunatics." (PRJ par. 132) However, Hegel does 

not accept arguments denying moral responsibility because of 
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uncontrollable rages or passions. Hegel argues that excuses 

of this kind deny manls essential universal and rational 

nature and devalue man to the level of the beasts . 

.. . for the nature of man consists precisely in the 
fact that he is essentially something universal, not 
a being whose knowledge is an abstract momentary and 
piecemeal affair ... as subject, he is neither the 
single existent of this moment of time nor this 
isolated hot feeling of revenge. If he were, he would 
be an animal which would have to be knocked on the 
head as dangerous and unsafe because of its liability 
to fits of madness. (PR, par. 132) 

Within this moment of the moral dialectic, the good is 

the lIuniversal abstract essentialityll of the will which Hegel 

defines as "duty." (PR, par. 133) Here Hegel refers directly 

to Kant I smora 1 ph i 1 osophy, as duty i s both II un i versa 1 and 

abst ract If and II shou 1 d be done for duty I s sake." (PR, par. 133) 

The problem with this level of the dialectic is that 

particularity and subjectivity are considered to be distinct 

from the good. The good, as the abstract universal (duty), 

does not have subjective particularity (specific content), and 

is therefore not complete. Hege 1 argues that every act ion 

must have a concrete content and particular end. The ethical 

quest i on for the mora 1 subj ect i s IIwhat i s my duty? II yet 

because the universal duty is devoid of specific content, no 

answer can be given. Hegel proposes that one should lido the 

right ll and Ifstrive after welfare," both subjective and 

objective, but acknowledges that even these specific duties 

are not entailed by the Kantian motto of following IIduty for 
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duty's sake." The probl em 1 i es in the fai 1 ure of the 

(Kantian) abstract duty to achieve particularity. (PR, par. 

135) 

Duty i tse 1 fin the mora 1 se 1 f-consci ousness is the 
essence or the un i versa 1 i ty of that consc i ousness, the 
way in which it is inwardly related to itself alone; 
all that is left to it, therefore, is abstract 
universality, and for its determinate character it has 
identity without content, or the abstractly positive, 
the indeterminate. (PR, par. 135) 

While Hegel is critical of Kant, he does acknowledge 

the importance of Kant in emphasizing the priority of the will 

as the foundation of morality. Kant's emphasis on 

rationality, freedom, and the role of the will as the basis of 

duty, are all essential elements in Hegel's moral dialectic. 

Hege 1 's cent ra 1 argument wi th Kant i s that Kant does not 

complete the moral dialectic and achieve the synthesis of 

ethical life. Kant stops at the antithesis of morality where 

the absolute and particular are not yet united in the concept 

of morality and stand in opposition to each other. Hegel 

argues that Kant fai 1 s to overcome the opposi t i on of the 

universal and the particular, and abstract form (duty) and 

content (specific end). Hegel considers this failure to be 

responsible for reducing Kant's historical accomplishment, the 

role of the free unconditional will, to an "empty formalism" 

and reduci ng the flsci ence of mora 1 s" to the rrpreachi ng of duty 

for duty's sake." (PR, par. 135) 
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Hegel argues that within Kant's ethical system, no 

specific doctrine of particular duties is possible. The only 

criterion for Kant is his conception of duty as logical 

cons i stency and the absence of cont rad i ct ion whi ch Hege 1 

defines as "formal correspondence with itself which is 

nothing but abstract indeterminacy stabilized." (PR, par. 135) 

Hegel argues that Kant provides no criterion for determining 

between good and evil duties. "On the contrary, by this means 

any wrong or immoral line of conduct may be justified." (PR, 

par. 135) 

For Hegel, Kant's absolute duty could be useful if it 

had a concrete content and specific moral principles of 

action, but because Kant's absolute duty is devoid of specific 

content, it is meaningless. Kant's criterion of non

contradiction is also useless for specific moral dilemmas; 

since there is no specific content, there will be no 

contradiction. (PR, p. 245) Kant i an mora 1 i ty cannot get 

beyond the mora 1 "ought-to-be" and i s never actua 1 i zed th rough 

concrete moral action through performing particular duties 

with specific ends. Kantian morality, which Hegel defines as 

one of "re 1 at ion," never gets beyond the "ought-to-be" and 

remains an abstraction without content for moral action. (PR, 

par. 135) 
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Conscience and Evil 

At this moment of the dialectic, Hegel moves from the 

abstract good of Kantian duty to the subjectivity of 

conscience. Hegel describes conscience as "subjectivity in 

its universality reflected into itself." This subjectivity is 

the subjective will IS "absolute inward certainty of himself." 

(PR, par. 136) Conscience acts as the subjective will IS inner 

conviction. 

While conscience is subjective, it is still abstract. 

While the good as duty was abstract outwardness, conscience is 

"abstract inwardness" which stands in relation to the 

universal or "objective content" of the good. The good has 

not been internalized as it is later in ethical life. (PR, p. 

234) Hegel contrasts conscience (formal conscience) with true 

conscience (the conscience of the ethical life) which 

i nterna 1 i zes the good and embodi es the uni versa 1 through 

"objective determinants and duties. 1I At the lIabstract stand 

of mora 1 i ty J II however, consci ence has no obj ect i ve content 

(the good). (PR, par. 137) 

Formal conscience is sure of its inner convictions and 

its subjective knowledge of the good. Yet Hegel argues that 

conscience and its conviction can be judged through the ends 

of its moral action. For Hegel the good is a universal 

element of the will and is not particular to any individual 
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wi 11 as subj ect i ve or pri vate fee 1 i ngs. Hege 1 therefore 

rejects subjective emotivism as the basis of morality. The 

good is embodied by objective universal forms of moral 

reasoning; "the form of laws and principles." (PR, par. 137) 

Because of the private nature of conscience, Hegel argues that 

soci ety cannot acknowl edge inner convi ct i on as a va 1 i d form of 

mo ra 1 and 1 ega 1 reason i ng J "any rna re than sc i ence can grant 

validity to subjective opinion and dogmatism." (PR, par. 137) 

For Hegel, moral i ty cannot be a pri vate internal 

matter. Morality must be public, shared and objective. 

Formal conscience, however, wants its convictions to be 

acknowledged as the good, yet at the same time holds on to its 

claim of absolute sUbjectivity. 

The ambiguity in connexion with conscience lies 
therefore in thi s: it is presupposed to mean the 
identity of subjective knowing and willing with the 
true good, and so is claimed and recognized to be 
something sacrosanct; and yet at the same time, as the 
mere subjective reflection of self-consciousness into 
itself, it still claims for itself the title due, 
solely on the strength of its absolutely valid 
rational content, to that identity alone. (PR, par. 
137) 

Through the subjective self-certainty of conscience, 

the subjective will "readily evaporates" into itself the 

universal character of duty and right, and makes itself the 

absolute judge of its concept; I determine what is right for 

me. ( PR, pa r . 1 38 ) The subjective will therefore retreats 

into i tsel f, content wi th the correctness of its pri vate 
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existence and inner convictions. Hegel states that when the 

subj ect i ve wi 11 has II reduced all otherwi se va 1 i d dut i es to 

emptiness" and reduced itself to "the sheer inwardness of the 

will," the subjective can potentially become evil." (PR, par. 

139) 

Hegel defines evil as the failure of the subjective 

will to attain the universal and the objectivity of the good. 

Evil is the subjective will's opposition to the universal good 

through the subjective will's extreme inwardness. The will 

which retreats into itself finds no objective content, only 

the subjective content of the "natural will." (PR, par. 139) 

The relative content of the natural will is identified by 

natural impulses, inclinations and passions. While Hegel 

acknowledges that these drives are not evil in themselves, as 

the natural will is morally neutral, the failure of the 

subjective will to acknowledge the universal and its freedom 

is evil. 

"When man wills the natural, it is no longer merely 

natural, but the negative opposed to the good, i.e. to the 

concept of the will." (PR, p. 256) Here Hegel implies that 

following one's natural whims, passions and desires, without 

the balance of reason, is to deny one's freedom. Therefore 

denying one's essential character and being a slave to one's 

passi ons is evi 1 . Yet Hege 1 argues that the wi 11 is st i 11 

responsible for its actions, as the essence of will is 
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freedom. The subjective will freely chooses to deny its 

freedom and perform evil actions. Hege 1 descri bes evi 1 as 

being "the individual's own," it is his "subjectivity 

establishing itself purely and simply for itself." (PR, par. 

140) 

It is this opposition that this inwardness of the will 
is evi 1 . Man is therefore evi 1 by a conj unct ion 
between his natural or undeveloped character and his 
reflection into himself; and therefore evil belongs 
neither to nature as such by itself -- unless nature 
were supposed to be the natural character of the will 
wh i ch rests in its part. i cu 1 ar cont.ent nor to 
introverted reflection by itself, i.e. cognition in 
general, unless this were to maintain it.self in t.hat 
opposition to t.he universal. (PR, par. 139) 

Hegel calls the subjective will's attempt. to pass off 

it.s inward convictions to others as the good as "Hypocrisy." 

(PR, par. 140) Hypocrisy is the attempt to disguise evil as 

good by convi nci ng others of the puri ty of the subj ect i ve 

will's intentions. Hegel rejects this form of subjectivism 

which attempts to mislead others and cloud the distinction 

between good and evil. 

Hegel identifies a modern variant of hypocrisy called 

Probabilism, which attempts to justify actions through 

arbitrary reasons and appeals to authority. Within 

Probabilism, any reason or authority is useful in justifying 

an action. An evil action can therefore be argued as being 

good because of an appeal to authority. Yet within 

Probabilism, there exists a plurality of reasons and 
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authority, which are at the same time "numerous and 

contradictory." (PR, par. 140) Morality is therefore not 

determined by the concrete content of moral action, but by 

"bare opinion." (PRJ p. 257) Hegel argues that the appeal to 

reasons and authority within Probabilism leads to moral 

relativism, as there is no absolute method of deciding between 

these competing reasons and appeals to authority. Probabilism 

results in radical moral subjectivity where "caprice and self

will are made the arbiters of good and evil." (PR, par. 140) 

When the appeals to external authority collapse into 

contradictions, the will retreats into its own subjectivity 

and uses its subjective intentions as the basis of morality. 

Within this level of subjectivism, the goodness of the will is 

determined by !twilling the abstract good." (PRJ par. 

Here Hegel criticizes the Romanticists who assert 

intentions alone determine the morality of an action. 

140) 

that 

The 

problem with this form of subjectivism is that good intentions 

can produce evil results. Hege 1 i dent i f i es circumstances 

where "theft, cowardice, and murder" could be justified 

because they were performed with good intentions. (PR, par. 

140) Evil men are forever arguing for their good intentions, 

which under this form of subjectivism, would have to be 

accepted. 

Hegel argues that in morality actions should be judged 

as being good or bad, as one's actions are external, objective 
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and open to evaluation. 

pri vate and subj ect i ve 

Intentions, however, are inherently 

and cannot be judged. Here mora 1 

subjectivism moves into the realm of conviction where private 

subjective conviction determines the goodness of an action. 

Hegel rejects private convictions as the basis of moral action 

because of its radical subjectivity. Evil actions can be 

claimed to be good if the subjective will is convinced of the 

goodness of its inner convi ct ions. The obj ect i vi ty of act ions 

is rejected for subjective feelings, intentions and 

convictions; "my good intention in my action and my conviction 

of its goodness make it good." (PRJ par. 140) 

Hegel argues that the relativism inherent within rtthe 

principle of justification by conviction" devalues morality 

and justice by leading to illogical conclusions. If others 

consider one's actions to be evil, one must agree with their 

judgement as they are equally convinced of their convictions 

as you are of your own. Therefore just ice is reduced to 

"foreign subjective conviction" which acts as an "external 

force" upon the subjective will. ( PR, pa r. 1 40 ) 

Hege 1 i dent i fi es the most advanced form of 

subj ect i vi sm as If irony" wherei n the subj ect i ve wi 11 once aga i n 

retreats into itself and rejects the external conviction of 

others and makes itself the sole "arbiter and judge of truth, 

right and duty." (PRJ par. 140) This inherently solipsistic 

attitude rejects external laws and duties for internal desires 
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and conviction. This is the form of the "beautiful soul" 

which Hegel describes in the Phenomenology of Spirit. 

Conclusion 

Hegel concludes the chapter on morality in the 

Philosophy of Right in a similar manner as his section on 

morality in the Phenomenology of Spirit. In both works, 

spirit, or the subjective will, attempts to find completion 

through morality. While morality is a higher form of spirit 

than culture (Bildung) and abstract right, morality is not the 

final stage of the dialectic. Hegel identifies morality and 

the moral view of the world, as embodied by Kantian ethics, as 

being the antithesis of culture and abstract right. While 

morality seems to be the culmination of the moral will (or 

ethical spirit), Hegel's critique of Kant exposes the 

contradictions within morality. Instead of attaining 

completion, the subjective will retreats into itself (through 

consci ence and the beaut; ful soul) when confronted by the 

subjectivity of others. 

The subjective will attempts to find moral certainty 

th rough duty, but duty i n the form of (Kant ian) mora 1 i ty 

stands outs i de the subj ect as a form of re 1 at i on to the 

subjective will~ the subjective will does not internalize duty 

and make duty its own. Instead of finding moral completion, 
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the subjective will experiences alienation within morality in 

the contradictions between particularity and universality, 

form and content, and inclination and duty. 

In order to find moral certainty and completeness, the 

subjective will must complete the dialectic and arrive at the 

final synthesis of ethical life (Sittlichkeit). Within this 

syntheSis, moral substance becomes subject as absolute 

(society) and the particular (the individual) becomes united 

in ethical life. 

When looking at the larger dialectic of spirit's 

movement to moral certainty, Hegel's definition of morality 

and subsequent criticisms of Kant can be seen as an attempt at 

sublimating morality into ethical life, as Kantian ethics and 

morality become a necessary step in the movement to ethical 

life. This attempt at sublimation will be explored in the 

next chapter. If Kant can defend his position against Hegel's 

criticisms, the move to ethical life might not be as smooth 

and necessary as Hegel would like. Even if Hegel's criticisms 

are convincing, does he have a viable alternative to Kant? 

Could the charges of "empty formalism rr and pragmatic 

use 1 essness be 1 eve 11 ed at Hege 1 's mora 1 a 1 ternat i ve? I sha 11 

address these concerns and attempt to answer these questions 

in my third and final chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Analysis of Hegel's Critique 

Hegel's conclusion within morality is that the moral 

standpoint is inadequate as it fai'ls to unite the 

particularity of the subjective will and the objectivity of 

moral obligation. Within morality the subjective will or 

individuated spirit is alienated from itself as it experiences 

the contradictions of inclination and duty, and absolute duty 

and specific duties. 

Hegel's critique of the moral standpoint reveals the 

tensions within Kantian ethics, which Hegel feels cannot be 

overcome within the abstract moment of morality. Hegel's 

critique of the moral standpoint, however, is not a complete 

rej ect i on of Kant ian eth i cs. The mora 1 standpoi nt is a 

necessary moment in the development of spirit. This moment is 

the antithesis of the abstract right of culture (Bildung) 

which must be sublimated within the synthesis of ethical life 

(Sittlichkeit). Taylor argues that Hegel's main criticism of 

Kant is that Kant defined the highest form of morality as 

being Moralitat and did not move beyond Moralitat to 

Sittlichkeit. (Taylor, Hegel, p. 376) Flay agrees with Taylor 

that in the Kant ian cri t i que and subsequent movement to 

ethical life, Hegel is attempting to achieve the "concreteness 
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of ethical life without destroying the focus on the individual 

and freedom which Kant introduced." (Flay, p. 377) 

Before we can accept Hegel's move to ethical life and 

his rejection of the moral standpoint of Kantian ethics, we 

must ask whether his assessment of morality in general J and 

Kantian morality in particular, is convincing. If Hegel is 

guilty of misreading Kant and developing a straw man argument 

out of Kant's position, Hegel's moral dialectic becomes 

prob 1 emat i c and unconvi nci ng. The move to ethi ca 1 1 i fe 

becomes difficult, and possibly unnecessary, if Kant's moral 

standpoint can overcome contradictions which Hegel attributes 

to Kantian morality. In this chapter I shall analyze Hegel's 

critique of Kantian ethics and provide a defence of Kant's 

ethical system by attempting to answer Hegel's criticisms of 

Kant's mora 1 standpoi nt. I sha 11 cone 1 ude that Hege 1 is 

guilty of misinterpreting Kant, and that Hegel's position is 

as problematic as Kant's position. 

Analysis of Hegel's Critique 

Hegel offers many criticisms of the moral standpoint 

as embodi ed by Kant i an mora 1 i ty. How1ever, Hege 1 's most 

sUbstantial criticism of Kant's morality within both the 

Phenomenology of Spirit and the Philosophy of Right is the 

claim that Kantian morality is a rigid empty formalism devoid 
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of content. Hege 1 's charge of empty forma 1 i sm is ei ther 

explicit or implied within all of his criticisms of Kantian 

ethics. This charge underlies Hegel's criticisms of the 

Kant ian di chotomi es and contradi ct ions of form versus content, 

duty versus inclination, absolute duty versus particular 

duties, subjective intentions versus objective consequences, 

and the mora 1 ought versus the concrete is. All of these 

criticisms are variations of the emptiness charge which Hegel 

levels against Kantian duty-based ethics. 

A 1 though the charge of empty forma 1 i sm i s arguab 1 y 

Hegel's central criticism of Kantian morality, there are 

different formulations of this criticism which relate to 

different elements of Kant's moral philosophy. I shall divide 

the emptiness charge into two main criticisms: the purity of 

the good will and the emptiness of duty. The first argument 

is Hegel's criticism of the purity of the good will and Kant's 

conception of moral agency. The second argument is Hegel's 

criticism of Kant's categorical imperative which Hegel claims 

cannot provide content for moral action. 

A. The Purity of the Moral Will 

Perhaps the most original and influential criticism 

Hegel levels against Kantian ethics is against Kant's 

definition of the moral agent and the purity of the good will. 
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Kant's moral agent must abstract its duty without any 

reference to the sensible world and social institutions. In 

order to be truly free, the Kantian moral will must determine 

its duty a priori, independently of natural inclinations. 

(Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, p. 186) Kant's moral agent must 

have a will that is "pure" in that it is devoid of the 

i mpu1 ses of subj ect i ve desi re and the determi nants of the 

sensible world. The Kantian moral agent must derive its moral 

duty from the principles of pure reason, not from natural 

inclinations or specific social obligations. 

It cannot begin with the ends that a man may set for 
hi msel f and in accordance wi th them prescri be the 
maxi ms he is to adopt, that is, hi s duty; for that 
wou 1 d be to adopt max i ms on empi rica 1 grounds J and 
such grounds yi e1 d no concept of duty, si nce thi s 
concept (the categorical ought) has its root in pure 
reason a lone. Consequent 1 y , i f max i ms we re to be 
adopted on the basis of those ends (all of which are 
self-seeking), one could not really speak of the 
concept of duty. Hence in ethics the concepts of duty 
will lead to ends and will have to establish maxims 
wi th respect to ends we ought to set oursel ves, 
grounding them in accordance with moral principles. 
(Kant, ibid. J p. 188) 

Hegel is critical of Kant's formalistic approach to 

the determination of one's duty. Hegel considers Kant's moral 

agent to be an unrealistic ideal which can never be achieved. 

Even if this agent could be realized, Hegel argues that it 

would be undesirable. Hegel claims that in Kant's quest for 

purity and freedom, Kant denies the moral agent any concrete 

identity. Kant's moral agent is an abstract moral will devoid 
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of any specific content: age, sex, background, nationality, 

habits, desires, etc. Hegel charges Kant's moral agent with 

bei ng an empty abstract ion, as "mora 1 autonomy has been 

purchased at the price of vacuity." (Taylor, Hegel and Modern 

Society, p. 77) 

The Kantian moral agent must ignore space, time, and 

sen sat i on to become the "embodi ment of i mpersona 1 1 aw. " 

(White, p. 223) In order to be moral, the Kantian moral agent 

must ignore the phenomenal world and the empirical self of 

nature. Kant t S dual i sm between the absol ute necessi ty of 

nature and the absolute freedom of reason is the basis of the 

dichotomies of Kantian ethics. These dichotomies include the 

form/content distinction, the duty/inclination distinction, 

and the ought/is distinction. 

Hegel is critical of Kant's ahi storical approach which 

ignores concrete social relationships and institutions at the 

expense of universal reason. Kant's moral philosophy, with 

its primacy of freedom, universalism, and rationalism, is 

arguab 1 y the pi nnac 1 e of the En 1 i ghtenment 's quest for a 

rat i ona 1 un i versa 1 eth i ca 1 system wh i ch i s independent of 

subjective individual desires and culturally bound social 

mores and norms. Hegel is critical of this approach as it 

denies adequate moral importance to social institutions such 

as the family, the community and the state. Hegel identifies 

these three social institutions as ethical communities which 
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unite the particular (the individual) and the universal 

(society) into a synthesis wherein specific content for formal 

duty is provided through social praxis and norms of conduct. 

Hegel's historicism, which is embodied by his 

conception of ethical life and its relationship to morality, 

is directly at odds with Kant's universal, ahistorical 

approach. Hegel claims that Kant's moral agent is a pure will 

devoi d of speci fi c content. Wi thout content supp 1 i ed by 

personal desires and social obligations, Hegel concludes that 

Kant's moral agent must remain as an empty abstraction (Hegel, 

PR, par. 135) 

This abstract moral self is supposed to activate pre
established principles for the sake of indeterminate 
'others' of which he himself is actually an 
instance ... the 'paradox' of Kant's mora 1 ph i losophy i s 
that for him the individual can only achieve moral 
sovereignty through the denial of everything that is 
peculiar to himself (White, p. 223) 

Hegel's historicist critique of the Kantian moral 

agent and its emphasi s on the puri ty of the wi 11 has been 

i nfl uenced by the work of many recent moral phi 1 osophers. 

Alasdair MacIntyre, in After Virtue, uses a historicist 

argument aga i nst the Kant ian defi nit i on of the mora 1 agent 

which borrows from the Hegelian tradition. MacIntyre agrees 

with Hegel that the Kantian moral agent is an abstract self 

devoid of any content. This moral agent is without a history, 

nat i ona 1 i ty, gender, and tradi t ion. Kant's moral agent is 

timeless, situationless, and without a social identity. 
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MacIntyre argues that this definition of a moral agent 

ignores and rejects our particularity and the societal roles 

which constitute our identities. These societal roles are 

familial, fraternal, political, tribal, and national roles 

which define us. (MacIntyre, p. 205) 

When making moral decisions, we must choose not as 

abstract, independent moral agents, but as situated spatio-

temporal sel ves who have intentions, obligations and 

commitments. Choices cannot be made by abstract moral agents 

devoid of any content. Choices are made by selves situated in 

roles and traditions. When one makes a moral decision, one 

not only chooses for oneself, as one must ensure that "what is 

good for me has to be good for one who inhabits these roles." 

(Ibid., p. 205) 

MacIntyre defines an agent as both an actor and an 

author. An agent is an actor in that he portrays and embodies 

roles that have been made for him; his gender, background, 

class, race, nationality, and historical setting. An agent, 

however, is not determined as he partially creates his roles 

and actively perpetuates his roles and traditions. Our 

narratives which define us are never created independently; 

they are created "intertextually." (MacIntyre, p. 213) 

We are never more (and sometimes less) than the co
authors of our own narratives ... we enter upon a stage 
which we did not design and we find ourselves part of 
an action that was not of our own making. Each of us 

57 



being a main character is his own drama plays subordi
nate parts in the dramas of others. (Ibid., p. 213) 

MacIntyre argues that moral actions, like moral 

agents, cannot be taken out of their spatio-temporal context. 

The idea of history cannot be di vorced from act i on as "one 

action is a moment in a possible or actual history or in a 

number of such histories." (MacIntyre, p. 214) 

MacIntyre agrees with Hegel that the Kantian 

conception of the moral agent is a misinterpretation of our 

actual moral experience. There is no such thi ng as an 

abstract moral agent wholly devoid of any attachments, 

desires, and history. A moral agent free of past commitments 

and future intentions is not the moral agent of common 

everyday experience who makes moral decisions based on past 

experience, future expectations, and pre-established moral 

traditions. 

MacIntyre's historicist critique of the Kantian moral 

agent is particularly indebted to Hegel. Both consider the 

Kantian conception of morality, with its emphasis on a totally 

autonomous abstract moral agent who follows the dictates of 

its pu re wi 11, to be an inadequate account of mora 1 i ty. 

Kant 's defi nit i on of the mora 1 agent ignores the ro 1 es of 

traditions and social roles within moral development. 

MacIntyre, like Hegel, sees the necessity of sublimating 

Kantian rule-based ethics into societal praxis. 
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Inherent within Hegel rs criticism of Kantrs definition 

of the mora 1 agent is the confl i ct between inc 1 i nat i on and 

duty. Kantrs emphasis on the purity of the will, devoid of 

any sensuous content or i nfl uence, is at odds wi th Hegel r s 

assert i on that mora 1 i ty can on 1 y become an actua 1 i ty when 

abstract duty becomes concrete through moral action. Moral 

act i on mu st have spec i f i c content and ends, wh i ch Hege 1 

identifies as welfare. (Hegel, PRJ par. 123) Hegel wants to 

claim that it is the moral agentrs inclinations and desires 

whi ch provi de the content for duty. The probl em wi thi n 

morality is that duty based solely upon these natural 

inclinations leads to radical subjectivity or moral inaction 

and hypocrisy. The universal Kantian moral perspective falls 

into the radical moral solipsism of conscience and the 

beautiful soul, because the demands of pure practical reason 

leave the moral agent alienated and empty. This emptiness is 

the resul t of the purel y formal demands of duty (duty for 

dutyrs sake) which is perpetually at war with concrete 

inclinations and desires. Therefore, Hegel claims that 

Kantian morality results in a contradiction; moral inaction 

(in the form of the beautiful soul) and moral relativism and 

subjectivism (in the form of conscience and hypocrisy) are the 

logical conclusions of Kantrs demand of the absolute purity of 

the moral will. 
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B. The Emptiness of the Moral Law 

Hegel's charge of "empty formalism" against Kantian 

ethics relates primarily to Kant's conception of duty and 

Kant's criterion of devising and judging specific duties: the 

categorical imperative. Hegel claims that Kant's conception 

of duty is an empty formalism which is devoid of any specific 

content. Kant's insistence that one follow one's duty without 

cons i derat i on of subj ect i ve inc 1 i nat i on and persona 1 happi ness 

results in the "preaching of duty for duty's sake." (Hegel, 

PR, par. 135) 

Hegel's empty formalism charge against the Kantian 

conception of duty involves several elements, the primary ones 

being Kant's conflict between the universal and the 

particular, the dichotomy between duty and inclination, and 

the i mpract i ca 1 i ty of the categor i ca 1 i mperat i ve . All of 

these elements are interrelated and reinforce each other via 

Hegel's dialectical method. 

In Hege 1, Kant, and the St ructu re of the Ob j ect, 

Robert Stern argues that Kant does not try to resolve the 

di chotomy between the uni versal (the absol ute duty of the 

categorical imperative) and the particular (particular duties 

with specific content). Stern argues that Kant cannot 

overcome this opposition, as the individual stands outside the 

60 



universal and opposed to embodying the universal within 

ethical life. 

Within morality, the individual attempts to find unity 

through following the absolute duty, while simultaneously 

hoping to find in that duty a "proper expression of his own 

individuality." (Stern, p. 52) The problem arises in moral 

action where the individual's actions are determined by 

specific individual aims; these aims are subjective and 

conflict with the "purely universal" emphasis of duty. 

Therefore, duty cannot be carried out through specific actions 

and must remain as a postulate or an ought-to-be. (Ibid., p. 

52) . 

Stern's conclusion is that the basic argument Hegel 

has against Kant is the problem of the universal and the 

particular. 

This clash between individual motives and the 
universal standpoint results in a clash between two 
types of moral outlook, one that insists on the 
validity of acting from one's own desires and 
conscience, and another that insists that the only 
good deed is the deed done from purel y abstract 
universal motives. However, this latter consciousness 
is in fact hypocritical, as it is afraid to act, and 
pretends its cowardice is really high morality. 
(Stern, p. 53) 

Kant's di chotomy between duty and i ncl i nati on runs 

throughout Hegel's critique of the moral standpoint. Hegel 

argues that Kant cannot achieve unity between duty and 

inclination and between duty and happiness. Hegel spends a 
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considerable amount of time criticizing this element of 

Kantian moral philosophy in both the Phenomenology of Spirit 

and the Philosophy of Right. Hegel considers the conflict 

between inclination and duty within Kantian ethics to be 

particularly problematic, as Hegel considers attainment of 

personal satisfaction (welfare or happiness) to be one of the 

primary ends of morality. This criticism against Kant shall 

be answered later in this chapter. 

Hegel scholar Philip Moran identifies Kant's dichotomy 

between duty and inclination as being the opposition between 

virtue and prudence. Moran considers Hegelian ethics to be 

superior to Kantian ethics because Hegel attempts to overcome 

the distinction between virtue and prudence. For Kant there 

can be no synthesis between the two opposing categories, as 

prudence and vi rtue stand outsi de each other and do not 

interrelate. Therefore, Moran concludes that this results in 

an "ambivalence" within Kantian morality. (Moran, p. 10) 

Moran argues that Hegel I s central cri t i ci sm of Kanti an 

morality is Kant's failure to overcome contradictions within 

morality. These contradictions can be seen in the opposition 

between abstract or universal duty and concrete or particular 

duti es. Moral consci ousness is confronted by a vari ety of 

spec i fi c dut i es, but must fo 11 ow the abso 1 ute duty of the 

categorical imperative. These two conflicting duties cannot 

be united through moral action, as the universal abstract duty 
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of the categorical imperative must take precedence over 

specific duties. For Kant there is no way of determi ni ng 

which duty one should obey in a given situation. Kant 

attempts to solve the problem by creating a "holy moral 

1 egi sl ator" or dei ty who determi nes whi ch dut i es are to be 

performed and creates a synthesis between abstract duty and 

concrete duties. 

In the attempt to recogni ze opposi ng si des of an 
antimony, mutually exclusive ideas, Kant is said to 
introduce some third force, external to history, which 
deci des the si de of the ant i mony to be uphel d or 
applied to a given case. The shifting consists in the 
a 1 ternat i ng from affi rmi ng one si de of the ant i mony to 
the other. This resolution is a false one, according 
to Hegel, because Kant fails to reveal how the 
opposing sides can be true and merely resorts to some 
ahistorical mediator who knows when to uphold the 
thesis and when to uphold the antithesis. (Moran, p. 
35) 

Hegel rejects Kant's solution, as Hegel considers the 

synthesi s between abstract duty and concrete dut i es to be 

found in society itself, through the concrete rational social 

system of ethi ca 1 1 i fe. Hege 1 rej ects Kant' 5 ah i stori ca 1 

moral legislator, or "absolute being" as being a fiction. 

(Hegel, PhS, par. 608) Hegel argues that the dichotomies of 

abstract duty and specific duties must be resolved through the 

rational society of ethical life. 

Hegel's charge that Kantian ethics is an empty 

formal i sm is most rel evant when appl i ed to the categori cal 

imperative itself. Hegel's main criticism of Kant's 

63 



categorical imperative is that it is too abstract and does not 

provide specific moral duties for one to perform. Hegel 

concludes that the categorical imperative is an empty 

formalism which is devoid of content and is therefore useless. 

Hegel also has a problem with the formulation of the 

categorical imperative and its criterion of 

universalizability. Moran identifies two versions of the 

categorical imperative's universalizability test. The first 

is the "psychological version" wherein the lawmaker must make 

a maxim which the lawmaker himself is subject to. By making 

the categorical imperative universal and reciprocal, a 

1 awmaker cou 1 d not wi 11 an evi 1 or unfa i r maxi m, 1 est the 

lawmaker be treated unfairly because he is on the receiving 

end of the maxim. Moran uses the example of an anti-semite 

who wills that Jews be persecuted. This evil maxim could not 

be universalized, as the anti-semite could not consistently 

will that Jews be persecuted if he himself was Jewish. (Moran, 

p. 91) 

Moran identifies the second formulation of the 

universa1izability criterion as the "logical version." This 

is Kant's test of avoiding logical contradictions when willing 

a maxim. When formulating a maxim, the rule-maker must ask 

whether universalizing the maxim would result in an illogical 

state of affairs which would contradict one of the premises or 

purposes of the maxim. Kant uses the example of a maxim 
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justifying stealing to illustrate how an immoral maxim is 

ultimately contradictory and self-defeating. A maxim which 

justifies stealing presupposes the existence of private 

property. The purpose of stealing and formulating a maxim 

justifying stealing is therefore contradictory and self-

defeating. For Kant, immoral maxims cannot be universalized 

because they are self-defeating and contradictory. 

Mo ran c 1 aim s t hat He gel ' sma inc r i tic ism 0 f the 

categorical imperative is of the logical version of the 

principle of universalizability. Hegel argues, contra Kant, 

that immoral actions can be willed without contradiction. In 

Kant's example of stealing, Hegel argues that what is at issue 

is not the existence of private property, but the value or 

desi rabi 1 i ty of pri vate property. "One must assume that 

private property deserves to exist before one can say that 

stealing results in an unacceptable contradiction." (Moran, p. 

92) 

The absence of property contains in itself just as 
little contradiction as the non-existence of this or 
that nation, family, etc., or the death of the whole 
human race. But if it is already established on other 
grounds and presupposed that property and human life 
are to exist and be respected, then indeed it is a 
contradiction to commit theft or murder; a 
contradiction must be a contradiction of something, 
i.e. of some content presupposed from the start as a 
fixed principle. It is to a principle of that kind 
alone, therefore, that an action can be related either 
by correspondence or contradiction. (Hegel, PR, par. 
135) 
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Hegel's argument is that it is not the existence of 

private property or life that is implied within Kant's 

criterion of non-contradiction, it is the value placed upon 

property and life that is relevant. A thief may not care 

whether his actions, if universalized, would result in the 

negat i on of pr i vate property. Moran uses the examp 1 e of a 

thief who is a marxist and steals for the purpose of 

eradicating private property. Therefore a marxist thief could 

universalize stealing without contradiction. (Moran, p. 93) 

In Hegel's Ethical Thought, Allen Wood identifies two 

central claims within Hegel's charge that the categorical 

imperative is an empty formalism. The first criticism is a 

weak claim in which Hegel argues that the categorical 

i mperat i ve cannot provi de concrete content i n the form of 

spec i fi c dut i es for mora 1 agents to fo 11 ow. The second 

criticism is a strong claim in which Hegel argues that the 

categorical imperative cannot provide adequate criteria for 

determining between moral and immoral maxims. The conclusion 

of both claims is that the categorical imperative is useless. 

(Wood, p. 154) 

Wood argues that it is Hegel's weak claim which is the 

more serious criticism, as his strong claim can be refuted by 

appealing to the second and third formulations of the 

categorical imperative where Kant provides specific criteria 

for formulating and judging maxims. Hegel's strong claim can 
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also be refuted by the fact that certain maxims could 

obviously not become universalized without resulting in 

contradiction. Hegel's weak claim against the categorical 

imperative, however, cannot be easily refuted, as the 

categorical imperative cannot instruct the moral agent in 

deciding which maxim he must follow. The categorical 

i mperat i ve cannot di st i ngui sh between compet i ng max i ms and 

duties and provides no method of deciding which factors are 

morally relevant in a particular moral dilemma. Wood 

concludes that "not every maxim may pass the universal law 

test, but the test might turn out to be too vague and flexible 

to provide determinate results in many actual cases of moral 

reasoni n9." (Wood, p. 161) 

Kant Revisited 

Of the criticisms Hegel levels against Kant, it is the 

claim that Kantian morality is incompatible with the 

attainment of happiness and that the categorical imperative is 

an empty formalism which are the most important to 

investigate. If Hegel is correct, Kantian morality is at best 

problematic, and at worst worthless. However, i f Kant can 

answer these criticisms, Hegel is guilty of having problematic 

premises and a hasty conclusion. Hegel's project, which is to 

undermine the moral standpoint and sublimate it into ethical 

67 



life, becomes fraught with 

standpoi nt of Kant ian ethi cs 

claims. 

difficulties if the moral 

can be defended agai nst hi s 

A. The Dichotomy of Duty and Inclination 

Hegel's claim that Kantian morality is caught within 

the contradiction between inclination and duty wherein 

personal happiness becomes improbable or impossible within 

morality is by no means an original criticism. Within Kant's 

lifetime, Kant had many critics who claimed that his concept 

of duty left no room for personal happiness and condemned the 

moral man to a life of misery. One of Kant's harshest critics 

was Christian Garve who preceded Hegel's criticisms of Kant by 

claiming that Kant's duty-based ethics was unapplicable within 

concrete moral dilemmas and that Kant's tensions between duty 

and inclination denied human happiness as a moral norm within 

morality. 

The best reply to Hegel's and Garve's criticisms 

aga i nst Kant i an mora 1 i ty is prov; ded by Kant hi mse 1 f . Kant 

replies to Garve's criticisms directly within his popular work 

On the Old Saw: That May Be Right In Practice But It Won't 

Work In Theory. This book is Kant's reply to critics who 

claim that his theory is impractical and cannot reconcile 

personal happiness with duty. 
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Implied within both Garve's and Hegel's critique of 

Kantian ethics is the premise that human happiness and 

fulfilment is an integral element of morality. Hegel 

i dent i fi es happi ness or we 1 fare as a necessary element of 

moral action, as personal satisfaction through the recognition 

of performing good deeds is "part and parcel of the 

achievement of ends of absolute worth." (Hegel, PR, par. 124) 

Kant I s repl y to Garve can be used to respond to 

Hegel's criticism of the incompatibility of subjective 

happiness and moral obligation within Kantian ethics. Kant 

clarifies that his definition of ethics is of a "science that 

teaches, not how we are to achieve happiness, but how we are 

to become worthy of happiness." (Kant, Old Saw, p. 278) Kant 

argues that the goal of ethics must not simply be the 

attainment of personal happiness and subjective satisfaction. 

This hedonistic attitude is not befitting morality, as it 

fails to acknowledge the intricate nature of morality which 

often involves struggle and sacrifice. Following one's duty 

does not always equate to happiness, as duties often conflict 

with subjective desires and inclinations. 

Kant makes the distinction between achieving happiness 

and being worthy of happiness, a distinction which both Garve 

and Hegel fail to make. For Kant, being worthy of happiness 

is a "personal quality" based upon the will. (Ibid., p. 278) 

It is a quality of the will which is shared with legislating 
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and following the moral law. The persona 1 qua 1 i ty whi ch 

enables an individual to be worthy of happiness is therefore 

harmonious with morality. It is, however, not the same thing 

as the skill involved ;n seeking personal satisfaction and 

happiness. Kant goes as far as to say that seeking personal 

satisfaction is "not worthy even of this skill" of pursuing 

happi ness if hi s wi 11 does not follow or conform to the 

" un i ve r salle g i s 1 at ion 0 f rea son," 0 r mo r ali t y . ( I bid., p . 

278) 

Kant argues that his definition of ethics does not 

mean that individuals should renounce their "natural goal of 

happi ness," as thi sis an i mpossi bi 1 i ty for humans. (Ibi d., p. 

278) Kant describes his position on the relationship between 

the consideration of seeking happiness and following duty as 

follows: 

... when duty calls, he must completely abstract from 
this consideration. Under no circumstances must he 
turn it into a condition of obeying the law prescribed 
to him by reasonj indeed, he must seek as best he can 
to be conscious that no motive derived from it has 
imperceptibly mingled with his definition of his duty, 
as will happen because we tend to conceive duty as 
linked with sacrifices exacted by its observance (by 
virtue) rather than with the benefit it confers. The 
poi nt i s to bri ng the ca 11 of duty to mi nd in its 
totality, as demanding unconditional obedience, as 
self-sufficient, and as requiring no further 
influence. (Kant, Old Saw, p. 279) 

Kant argues that his conception of duty is not 

dependent upon any specific end, such as happiness. For Kant 

the morality of following duty cannot be determined by any 
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particular end or content. If the morality of the action were 

determined by a specific content or end, morality would become 

dependent upon subjective desire and inclination. For Kant 

the "universal moral standpoint" of following duty for duty's 

sake must a 1 ways take precedence over any part i cul ar end. 

(Ibid., p. 280) 

Morality must be objective and pure, for if morality 

is tainted by subjective inclination (such as personal 

happi ness), it i s no longer "mora 1" is any recogn i zab 1 e sense. 

Kant argues that particular ends and contents are not always 

moral, and that the quest for happiness can often conflict 

wi th mora 1 i ty. It is too easy to reduce the quest for 

happiness to the selfish quest for pleasure. It must be 

noted, however, that Kant acknowledges that happiness may be 

a content or end of duty, but duty is not dependent upon 

happi ness or any other part i cul ar end. Happi ness, 1 ike any 

other end, must be in accordance with the dictates of duty in 

order to be moral. (Ibid., p. 280) 

Kant considers his critics to be gui lty of placing too 

much emphasis on the attainment of happiness within morality. 

Kant argues that morality is its own end, independent of any 

specific content such as happiness. For Kant a virtuous man 

who acts in accordance to the di ctates of a good wi 11 (by 

foll owi ng the absol ute duty) wi 11 be worthy of happi ness. 
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However, the virtuous man must not actively seek happiness if 

happiness is not in accordance with duty. (Ibid., p. 281) 

Kant also rejects the claim that his demand of the 

puri ty of duty wi 11 1 ead to mora 1 i nact ion. Kant refutes 

criticisms about the impracticality of his duty-based ethics 

by pointing out that doing one's duty is usually immediately 

understood while following one's inclination is often fraught 

with long deliberations and counter arguments. Kant uses the 

example of a trust to prove this point. 

Suppose, for instance, that someone is holding 
another's property intrust (a deposi t) whose owner is 
dead, and that the owner's heirs do not know and can 
never hear about it. Present thi s case to even a 
child of eight or nine, and add that, through no fault 
of his, the trustee's fortunes are at a lowest ebb, 
that he sees a sad fami 1 y around hi m, a wi fe and 
children disheartened by want. From all of this he 
would be instantly delivered by appropriating the 
deposit. Add further that the man is kind and 
charitable, while those heirs are rich, loveless, 
extravagant spendthri fts, so that thi s add; t; on to 
their wealth might as well be thrown into the sea. 
(Ibid., p. 286) 

Kant asks whether these circumstances would alow one 

to use the trust for one's own purposes. Kant's answer is a 

resounding "NO!" because it would conflict with duty and is 

therefore immoral. In this example one's duty is clear and 

simple, as contrasted to following one's inclinations. 

Kant presses his claim by arguing that the trustee 

would not be seeking his own happiness if he helped his poor 

family. If his own happiness were the determining end of his 
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action, the trustee would be faced with many competing 

possibilities. If he spent the money on himself all at once, 

he might raise the suspicion of others because of his newly 

found wealth. He could slowly and discretely spend his money, 

but it mi ght not be enough to offset hi s di re fi nanci al 

situation. Or the trustee could deliver the money to the 

ri ghtful hei rs in hope of a substanti al reward and a good 

reputation for honesty. All of these options conflict with 

each other, and none of them are moral. (Ibid., p. 288) 

Kant is 

following one's 

arguing, contra 

inclinations and 

Garve and Hegel, 

desires is often 

that 

more 

difficult than following one's duty. Kant argues against 

Garve's claim that following one's duty is easy in theory yet 

di ffi cu 1 tin pract ice. Kant a 1 so rej ects Hege 1 's argument 

that within Kantian duty-based ethics, the moral will cannot 

decide which specific duty it must follow, as its duties often 

conflict. Implied within both Hegel's and Garve's arguments 

is the premise that following one's inclinations and desires 

is somehow easier to determine and more practical than 

following one's duty. Kant rejects this premise, as 

calculating and following one's desires to make one happy is 

often more problematic than following one's duty. "The will 

thus pursuant to the maxim of happiness vacillates between 

motivations, wondering what it should resolve upon." (Ibid., 

p. 287) Indeed, Kant argues that following one's inclinations 

73 



is easier in theory than in practice, "for it considers the 

outcome, and that is most uncertain; one must have a good head 

on his shoulders to disentangle himself from the jumble of 

arguments and counterarguments and not to deceive himself in 

the ta 11 y." (I bi d., p. 287) 

Kant therefore dismisses criticisms that his ethical 

theory is impractical and that subjective inclinations are 

part and parcel of morality. Following one's desires is often 

more difficult than following one's duty, as the egoistic 

calculations necessary to decide what one wants to do can be 

infinite and immeasurable. Within Kant's ethics of duty, 

however, the mora 1 agent is" instant 1 y certa in of what he must 

do." (Ibid., p. 287) This certainty is to follow one's duty. 

B. The Empty Formalism of Duty 

Hegel's charge of empty formalism against Kant's 

conception of duty is based primarily upon Kant's formulation 

of the categorical imperative. Hegel considers the 

categorical imperative to have inadequate criteria for 

determining specific moral duties. As previously argued, 

Hegel also considers the categorical imperative to be a 

useless formalism which cannot even distinguish between moral 

and immoral maxims. 
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A 1 though these cri t i ci sms seem to have substant i a 1 

merit, upon closer reflection Hegel's charge of "empty 

formalism" is guilty of confusing Kant's position. A careful 

reading of Kant's moral philosophy shows that Kant is indeed 

concerned about providing concrete moral duties for his formal 

ethical system. 

A unique defense of Kantian morality is provided by 

Ping-Cheung Lo in his paper "A Critical Reevaluation of the 

Alleged 'Empty Formalism' of Kantian Ethics." Lo argues that 

Hegel 's criticisms of Kantian ethics being an empty formalism 

can be refuted by appealing to the second formulation of the 

categorical imperative. Lo argues that Hegel's criticisms of 

the categorical imperative is limited to the first 

formulation, which is purely formal. However, it is the 

second formulation of the categorical imperative which 

provides specific content for moral action and therefore 

avoids the emptiness charge. 

Kant defi nes the second formu 1 at i on of the categori ca 1 

imperative as follows: "Act in such a way that you always 

treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of 

any other, never simply as a means but always at the same time 

as the end." 

Lo acknowledges that the second formulation of the 

categorical imperative is "teleological in the literal sense." 

(Lo, p. 183) Lo defends his teleological interpretation of 
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Kant by appeal; ng to the sect; on ; n the Groundwor k of the 

Metaphysics of Morals where Kant distinguishes between 

subjective and objective ends. 

Th i s di st i nct; on between subj ect i ve and obj ect i ve ends 

allows Kant to provide content for his formalistic categorical 

duties. Subjective ends are those ends which individuals 

pursue in their every day lives. These ends are subjective 

and are based upon inclination or desire; "they are the ends 

of those who desi re them only." (Ibid., p. 185) Subjective 

ends are brought about as an effect of a certain action; they 

are a means to an end, not an end in themselves. Objective 

ends, as contrasted to subjective ends, are universal, 

obj ect ; ve and based upon reason. Obj ect i ve ends are pre-

existing ends which exist in nature independently of human 

interests; they are ends in themselves and are valuable in 

themselves by their very nature. (Ibid., p. 185) 

La argues that both categorical and hypothetical 

imperatives have "ends;" categorical ends have objective ends 

and hypothetical imperatives have subjective ends. The 

distinction between the two is the "binding force" behind the 

imperatives. Categorical imperatives are unconditional, as 

they seek objective pre-existing ends. Hypothetical 

imperatives are conditional, as they seek subjective, 

producible ends. Objective ends are ends in themselves or 

sel f-exi stent ends whi ch do not have to be brought into 
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exi stence through act ion, but must be respected as ends 

existing independently of subjective human interests. 

Subjective ends are ends that are the product of human desire 

and are dependent upon subjective human intentions. They are 

not self-existent ends as they do not exist in nature 

independently of subjective human interests. (Lo, p. 186) 

Lo argues that Hegel's charge of empty forma 1 ism 

against Kantian ethics is based upon a misinterpretation of 

Kant's definition of "formal." 

For Kant formal is not equivalent to empty. A formal 
moral law is only empty of subjective ends, but not of 
obj ect i ve ends. The idea of forma 1 by no means 
excludes any content at all .... the crucial point is 
the distinction between a subjective, producible end 
and an objective, self-existent end. (Ibid., p. 187) 

By appealing to the second formulation of the 

categorical imperative, Lo attempts to give content and an end 

to Kant's ethical theory. The objective end of the second 

formulation of the categorical imperative is to respect the 

autonomy and intrinsic value of persons. Thi s categori cal 

imperative will, therefore, promote actions and duties which 

promote these ends and wi 11 act as a gui de for concrete 

ethical conduct. 

The empty formalism charge may be a legitimate claim 

against the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, however, 

Kant transl ator Mary Gregor argues that it is not Kant's 

primary goal to provide a list of moral duties within the 
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Groundwork. Gregor argues that Kant's purpose within this 

work is to lay the foundation of an ethical system by 

investigating the difference between willing actions that are 

moral versus actions that are merely lawful. It is in Kant's 

later workJ the Metaphysics of Morals, where Kant attempts to 

provide specific content to his formal ethical system. 

By referri ng to the sect i on on "The Doctri ne of 

Virtue J " within the Metaphysics of Morals, one can refute 

Hegel's claim that Kant provides no specific duties for his 

moral philosophy. Kant argues that some ends can at the same 

time be duties. He identifies an end which ;s also a duty as 

a "duty of virtue." (Kant, Metaphysics, p. 197) Kant 

acknowl edges that a 11 act ions must have ends J but moral 

actions must be ends in themselves. Therefore ends of moral 

act ions are a 1 so dut i es in that mora 1 dut i es are ends in 

themselves. 

Kant i dent i fi es one's own perfect i on and the happi ness 

of others as two ends wh i ch are a 1 so dut i es. The duty to 

one's own perfect ion i s a duty to cu 1 t i vate one's wi 11 or 

"moral cast of mind" and one's capacities or "natural 

dispositions" to a level of near perfection. (Kant J 

Metaphysi cs J p. 191) One I s hi ghest capaci ty is understandi ng J 

or the capacity to recognize concepts, particularly moral 

concepts of duty. The highly developed will is one which 

fulfils these concepts of duty. 
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moral perfection, therefore, involves the twofold requirement 

of striving to raise oneself from the "crude state of his 

nature" toward humani ty, and deve 1 opi ng mora 1 di sposi t ions 

wherein the will internalizes duty and makes duty the will's 

own end. (Ibid., p. 191) Seeki ng the happi ness of others 

features the positive duty of benevolence and the negative 

duty of protecting others' moral well-being by refraining from 

tempting others into immoral behavior. Kant describes how 

actively seeking the happiness of others can be both an end 

and a duty: 

Since our self-love cannot be separated from our need 
to be loved (he 1 ped incase of need) by others as 
well, we therefore make ourselves an end for others; 
and the only way this maxim can be binding is through 
its qualifications as a universal law, hence through 
our wi 11 to make others our ends as well. The 
happiness of others is therefore an end that is also 
a duty. (Kant, Metaphysics, p. 197) 

By defining basic duties to oneself and others, Kant 

is ab 1 e to gi ve speci fi c content to hi s forma 1 eth; ca 1 

framework. Kant divides one's duties of virtue to oneself 

into perfect or "limiting" duties and imperfect or "widening" 

duties. (Ibid., p. 215) Limiting or negative duties relate to 

man's "moral self-preservation" and command man to avoid ends 

that are contrary to his nature. Widening or positive duties 

relate to man's "moral perfection" and command man to seek 

ends which cultivate and perfect man's moral nature. Kant 

defines negative duties to oneself as relating to the "moral 
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hea 1 th" of man as a mora 1 creature. Positive duties to 

oneself are related to man's "moral prosperity,1I or his 

ability to cultivate moral dispositions. (Ibid., p. 216) 

Kant subdivides man's perfect duties to himself into 

duties to his animal or natural being and to his moral being. 

Man's duties to himself as an animal being are to self-

preservation, preservation of the species, and "the 

preservation of his capacity to enjoy life." (Ibid., p. 216) 

The vices which are contrary to these specific duties are 

suicide, excessive or unnatural sexual drives, and excessive 

consumption of food and alcohol. (Ibid., p. 216) Man's 

per f e c t d uti est 0 him s elf a sarno r alb e i n g r e 1 ate tot h e 

purely formal element of willing maxims, which are consistent 

with man's intrinsic freedom and dignity. These duties are to 

avoid actions which may deny man's intrinsic worth as a moral 

being. Kant identifies the virtue of this negative duty as 

the "love of honor," while the vices which oppose this duty 

are lying, avarice, and excessive humility. (Ibid., p. 216) 

These (vices) adopt principles that are directly 
contrary to man's character as a moral being (;n terms 
of its very form), that is, to inner freedom, the 
innate dignity of man, which ;s tantamount to saying 
that they make it one's basic principle to have no 
basic principles, and hence no particular character, 
that is, to throw oneself away and make oneself an 
object of contempt. (Ibid., pp. 216-217) 

Kant also subdivides man's imperfect duties to himself 

into duties to develop man's natural perfection and duties to 

80 



deve lop man's mora 1 perfect ion. Out i es to increase man's 

natural perfection involve the cultivation of the spirit, mind 

and body. The ends of these duties are pragmatic purposes 

which are arrived at through developing one's reason, taste, 

and phys i ca 1 endu rance. The imperfect dut i es to increase 

man's moral perfection relate to moral purposes and the 

"puri ty of one's di sposi t i on to puri ty." (Ibi d., p. 241) Thi s 

duty involves both acting in accordance with duty from a sense 

of duty, and fulfilling one's duties and attaining one's moral 

end of act ion. Kant i dent i fi es the two commands of these 

dut i es to mora 1 perfect i on as "be ho 1 y" and "be perfect. II 

(Ibid., p. 241) 

Kant's dut i es of vi rtue to others pri mari 1 y fa 11 under 

the specific duties of love and respect. Kant clarifies the 

duty to love humanity as the duty of benevolence which Kant 

defines as "practical love." (Ibid., p. 241) This is not to 

be confused with the emotion of love or subjective feelings 

which accompany close personal relations, as "others cannot 

put one under obligation to have feelings." (Ibid., p. 214) 

Duties of love are divided into the duties of beneficence, 

gratitude and sympathy. All of these actions must arise out 

of a sense of duty, not prudence or inclination, in order to 

be moral actions. The vices which are opposed to the duties 

of love to others are the vices of hatred: envy, ingratitude, 

and malice. 
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Kant identifies the duties to respect others as 

arising out of a recognition of the intrinsic dignity of 

humanity. These duties of respect for others are duties of 

modesty and honor. They are duties in that "every man has a 

legitimate claim to respect from his fellow men and is in turn 

bound to respect every other." (Ibid., p. 255) Outi es to 

respect others are primarily negative duties as they involve 

avoi di ng the vi ces wh i ch oppose dut i es of respect. These 

vices are arrogance, defamation, and ridicule. (Ibid., p. 257) 

Kant distinguishes between failure to fulfil one's 

dut i es of love to others and dut i es to respect others. 

Failure to fulfil one's duties of love is a lack of moral 

virtue, while a failure to fulfil one's duties of respect is 

a vice. Kant describes the distinction as follows: 

For no one is wronged if duties of love are neglected; 
but a failure in the duty of respect infringes upon a 
man's lawful claim. The first violation is opposed to 
duty as its contrary. But what not only adds nothing 
moral but even abolishes the worth of what would 
otherwise be the subject's good is vice. (Ibid., p. 
256) 

Conclusion 

By referring to the Metaphysics of Morals, and the 

second formulation of the categorical imperative, Kantian 

ethics can be defended against Hegel's charge of empty 

formalism. The Metaphysi cs of Moral s prov; des a thorough 

82 



investigation of concrete moral duties both to oneself and 

others. It is both useful and instructive, as it develops an 

ethical theory which places primacy on individual rights and 

autonomy. Hegel's ethics, however, does not provide a strong 

defence of the i ntri nsi c worth of the i ndi vi dua 1 J as the 

individual can easily become swallowed in the organic totality 

of ethical life. 

Kant's di st i nct i on between seeki ng happi ness and bei n9 

worthy of happi ness can al so defl ect Hegel's cl ai m that 

Kantian morality ignores human happiness and is incompatible 

with subjective satisfaction. Kant's distinction allows room 

for personal happiness within morality without devaluing 

morality or limiting the moral imperative of following one's 

duty. Hegel is guilty of placing too much emphasis on the 

pursuit of personal pleasure within morality and at times 

sounds like a utilitarian in his depiction of the role of 

welfare or happiness within morality. 

A 1 though Kant I smora 1 framework is not wi thout its 

flaws and difficulties, Hegel fails to refute the Kantian 

pOSition. If the moral standpoint is not deeply flawed or 

fraught with contradictions J it can provide an adequate 

framework for moral action. Hegel's move to ethical life no 

longer becomes obviously "necessary" if his criticisms of the 

moral standpoint are unconvincing. If the moral standpoint of 

Kantian ethics is not inherently flawed J a stronger Hegelian 

83 



argument wi 11 

ethical life 

have to be provi ded in order to exp1 ai n why 

is a higher form of ethical development than 

morality. Until then, the moral standpoint of Kantian ethics 

is the closest form of moral certainty we can achieve. 
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