Reading Guide for Kant’s Grounding
Good and Evil: Winter, 2007

Kant, even at his clearest, is challenging. Some of his terms are unusual, and sometimes he uses common words in an unusual sense. Pay attention to the footnotes. Footnotes in brackets are the editor’s; those not in brackets are Kant’s. Also, on the website there is a link to the Philosophy Pages’ article on Kant’s ethics. You may want to consult it to help you understand Kant.

(The ¶ numbers below aren’t in the margins; they come from mundane counting.)

First Section:
¶’s 1-4 (pp. 8-9): Kant explains the concept of the good will.
Key concept: 

will: the part of the person that has the capacity to choose to act. 

¶’s 5-7 (pp. 9-10): Kant discusses the connection between the will and reason.

Key concepts: 

reason:  the part of the person that is capable of conceiving of general concepts, and of perceiving events as governed by universal laws
practical reason: the capacity to act in accord with universal laws

¶’s 8-13 (pp. 9-12): Kant draws several distinctions about duty and gives examples.
Key concepts: 

acting in accord with duty: to do what duty requires

acting from duty: to do what duty requires because duty requires it

inclination: whatever a person has a desire to do

¶’s 14-16 (pp. 12-14): Kant connects duty to maxims and law.
Key concepts: 

maxim: Kant’s note says this is “the subjective principle of volition” (maybe not too helpfully). What this means is that whenever people act, they act according to some general law that describes, first, the circumstances of action, and second, the general type of action to take. For example: “Whenever I want money, I’ll call my parents.” [It might work for some people, anyway.]

a priori formal principle: a principle without any particular content, one that can be known prior to any particular experience

a posteriori material inclination: a desire you actually feel in experience

the law: the supreme principle of action that applies to all rational beings, just because they are rational

¶ 17-18 (p. 14): Kant introduces the Categorical Imperative and gives an example. 

¶ 19-22 (pp. 14-17): Kant closes his treatment of popular morality and concludes that a more philosophical approach is needed.
Second Section:
¶’s 1-10 (pp. 18-23): Kant argues for the claims that experience alone cannot ground morality and that therefore an a priori metaphysics of morals is needed.
a priori (again): something is a priori just in case knowledge of it doesn’t depend on experience.  (E.g., you needn’t examine every square in order to know that all squares have four sides.)
¶’s 11-18 (pp. 23-25): Kant argues from acting according to the conception of law (practical reason) to the role of imperatives in action.
Key concepts: 

imperative:  a command of a universal form that the will gives itself. It isn’t just a maxim, which applies just to the subject (e.g., “Whenever I want…”). Instead, it applies to all rational beings (“Whenever anyone wants…”).

hypothetical imperative: a command that holds on the hypothesis of some inclination. (E.g., “Whenever anyone wants to learn something well, then they ought to study it carefully.”) 

categorical imperative: a command that holds independently of any inclination

¶’s 19-25 (pp. 25-29): Kant makes a lot of distinctions about hypothetical imperatives and shows that such imperatives are possible. (You can skim this section; the effort required to grasp Kant’s distinctions here isn’t necessary for our purposes.)
¶’s 26-29 (pp. 29-30): Kant turns to focus on the categorical imperative, argues for the claim that it alone demands unconditional obedience, and derives its formal a priori structure.

¶’s 30-32 (p. 30): Kant states the Categorical Imperative, and then restates it in a slightly different form. 

Pay close attention to this section, and to the two ways Kant states the CI.

¶’s 33-37 (pp. 30-32): Kant gives four examples of how the Categorical Imperative applies. These follow two distinctions: (1) duties to oneself vs. duties to others; (2) perfect duties (i.e., duties that are owed in all cases) vs. imperfect duties (duties that you must fulfill sometimes but not in every case — e.g., you have a duty to be generous, but not all the time). 

If you’re reading on… 

Pay attention to another way Kant states the Categorical Imperative: 

¶ 48 (p. 36): The Practical Imperative. Kant’s argument for this is largely contained in ¶’s 45-48 (pp. 35-36).

