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Samuel J. Kerstein

Deriving the Formula of Humanity
(GMS, 427-437)

In.G(oundwork I1, Kant tries to establish that if there is a supreme
prmmplg of morality, then it is (or is equivalent to) the Formula of
Humanity. He offers a “derivation” of the principlef “So act that you
use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any
other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means”
(GMS, 429, emphasis omitted).

' In broad outline, Kant’s derivation (GMS, 427ff.) is not hard to
discern. It takes shape against the background of his fundamental
tenet that the supreme principle of morality would have to be a
categorical imperative. that is, a principle binding on all of us no
matter what our particular inclinations might be. First, Kant con-
tend§ that if there is a supreme principle of morality (and thus a cat-
fagorlcal imperative), then there is an objective end: something that
is unconditionally valuable. A categorical imperative requires an
unconditionally valuable “ground.” Second, Kant claims that this
unconditionally good thing would have to be humanity. In his view
Fherefore, if there is a supreme principle of morality, then humanit);
is unconditionally good. For Kant “humanity” does not refer to the
class of human beings, but rather to a set of capacities. In the Meta-
physics of Morals. Kant tells us that “the capacity to set oneself
an gnd - any end whatsoever - is what characterizes humanity (as
fhstmguished from animality)” (MdST. 392). So at the very least
¥f a being has humanity, then it has the capacity to set ends. Kant’
it seems, uses “humanity” interchangeably with “rational nature’:
(see, for example, GMS, 439). In doing so he suggests that having
humanity involves having certain rational capacities. Among them
are the capacity to act on maxims and hypothetical imperatives, as
well the capacity to act autonomously, that is, (roughly) to conform
to self-given moral imperatives purely out of respect-for these im-
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peratives.! According to the third main claim in the derivation, if
humanity is unconditionally good, then we must always treat it not
merely as a means but also as an end. Therefore, if there is a supreme
principle of morality, then we ought to do just what the Formula of
Humanity says. So the supreme principle of morality, assuming there
is one, must be this formula, or at least something equivalent to it.

This paper focuses on the derivation’s first two steps. especially the

second. Assuming that a categorical imperative would require there
to be something unconditionally good, why must this unconditionally
good thing be humanity, rather than something else? As Part II below
points out, the argument Kant appears to invoke in response to this
question, namely an argument by elimination (GMS, 428), is very dis-
appointing. But Christine Korsgaard (1996. 106-132) and, later, Allen
Wood (1999, 124-132) have claimed that this argument does not rep-
resent Kant’s best effort at a derivation. Kant, they contend, actually
undertakes a “regressive” argument. I concentrate on Wood’s more
recent account of the argument. According to a crucial part of Wood’s
account, Kant claims that whenever an agent sets an end, he must as-
cribe objective goodness to it.? But in ascribing objective goodness to
his ends, Kant contends, the agent commits himself (rationally speak-
ing) to holding his rational nature (that is, his humanity) itself to be
unconditionally good. So, in sum, since a rational agent exercises his
rational nature in setting ends, he must conclude that it is uncondi-
tionally valuable. .

Part 111 questions whether Kant actually makes this argument.
Contrary to Wood, I do not, for example, believe that, according to
Kant’s Groundwork position, whenever an agent sets an end, he is
rationally compelled to ascribe objective goodness to it. I do not deny
that it was open to Kant to appeal to the regressive argument or that

i Here I am following Thomas Hill. Jr. (1992, 38-41). Allen Wood presents a slightly
different account of what Kant means by humanity (1999. 1181f).

* As Allen Wood has pointed out to me, it is not obvious that Korsgaard attributes this
claim to Kant. But I take as some indication that she does her statement that “in the
argument for the Formula of Humanity, as T understand it, Kant uses the premise
that when we act we take ourselves to be acting reasonably and so we suppose that
our end is, in his sense, objectively good™ (1996. 116). In any case, it is worth noting
that Korsgaard’s account of the regressive argument incorporates a robust notion of
an objectively good end. On her account, Kant tries to show that if an agent takes
himself to have objectively good ends. then he is committed to the unconditional
goodness of humanity. But in order for an end to be objectively good in Kant’s sense.
she claims, it must be the object of rational choice, provide “reasons for action that
apply to every rational being” (1996, 115) and be fully justified. Ali three criteria are
apparent in 1996, 114-116.
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the regressive argument is philosophically interesting. It is just not, I
think, an argument that Kant himself unfurls. '

Part IV tries to bolster Kant’s argument by elimination with the
help of material that he presents later in Groundwork 11. Kant points
out that rational nature is that which can possess a good will (GMS,
437). Since it is, he suggests, rational nature alone can be the uncon-
ditionally good “ground” of a categorical imperative. For all other
candidates are such that if they had this status, the good will would
be “subordinate” to them. But, claims Kant, “such a will cannot with-
out contradiction be subordinated to any other object” (GMS, 437).
Suitably interpreted, this reasoning strengthens Kant’s argument by
elimination, I contend. The argument turns out to be stronger than an
isolated reading of GMS, 427-429, makes it appear. Of course, even
if this claim is correct, Kant’s argument is open to challenge. Part V
focuses briefly on one objection to it.

Before exploring Kant’s defense of the view that humanity must
be the unconditionally good ground of any categorical imperative, we
need to examine why he thinks a categorical imperative requires such
a ground in the first place. Why, if there is a categorical imperative,
must there be anything unconditionally good?

L

In his initial step in the derivation of the Formula of Humanity, Kant
claims that if there is a supreme principle of morality (and thus a cat-
egorical imperative), then there is something of absolute (i.e., uncon-
ditional) worth. In something of absolute worth alone “would lie the
ground of a possible categorical imperative,” and “if all worth were
conditional and therefore contingent, then no supreme practical prin-
ciple for reason could be found anywhere” (GMS, 428). But why could
not a principle be unconditionally binding on us if nothing was uncon-
ditionally good?

According to Kant, an agent sets himself to do something, that is,
determines his will, on the basis of his idea that doing this thing will
enable him to secure some end. In Kant’s view, all acting has an end
(KpV, 34). Kant distinguishes between subjective and objective ends.
Objective ends, if there are any, would hold for all rational beings.
The idea of securing them would make available to all rational beings
a sufficient ground (motive) for acting. But subjective ends do not give
all rational beings grounds for securing them. These ends are such
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that their “mere relation to a specially constituted capacity of desire
on the part of the subject gives them their worth” (GMS, 428). Sup-
pose a particular object is a subjective end. If an agent does not value
this object, either in itself or as a means to something else, then it has
no worth to him. And if the object has no worth to him, intimates
Kant, then he does not have a ground to secure it. For him, it is not an
end. Apparently, Kant has the following view: an agent has a sufficient
ground to secure an object only if he values it — or at least is rationally
compelled to value it. In the latter case, the agent is presumably able,
through rational reflection, to come to value the object, thereby gain-
ing a sufficient ground to secure it.

Against the background of this view, we can reconstruct the basis
of Kant’s claim that if there is a categorical imperative, then there must
be an objective end — something absolutely valuable. A categorical
imperative would be necessarily binding on all rational agents. But a
principle could not be necessarily binding on all rational agents unless
each of them necessarily had a sufficient ground (motive) at his/her
disposal for obeying it. Take us, human rational agents. To say that a
principle is binding on us is to say that we ought to (i. e., have an obliga-
tion to) conform to it. Kant, of course, holds that if an agent ought to
do something, then she must be able to do it (e.g., KpV, 125; 159). But
if an agent did not have a sufficient ground available to her for con-
forming to a rule, then she might not be able to conform to it. Thus, if
not all rational agents necessarily have a ground for obeying a princi-
ple, then it cannot be a categorical imperative. As we noted, to have a
ground for doing something an agent must, according to Kant, hold (or
be rationally compelled to hold) the action or its effects to be valuable.
Therefore, Kant seems to conclude, if there is a categorical imperative,
then there must be something that everyone holds (or must hold) to be
valuable: an objective end. There must be something that everyone,
in every context, is rationally committed to valuing: something that is
absolutely valuable or, equivalently, unconditionally good.?

11

In the first step of his argument, Kant tries to show that if there is a
categorical imperative, then there must be some object (or objects) that
all rational agents must hold to be unconditionally good. In the sec-

3 1 am not convinced that this argument is successful. For detailed criticism of it. see
Kerstein (2002, 47-54).



204 Samuel J. Kerstein

ond step, Kant claims that this something is humanity. Kant appears to
pack his defense of this claim into the paragraph which begins: “Now I
say that the human being and in general every rational being exists as
an end in itself” (GMS, 428). For at this paragraph’s end he concludes
that if there is a “supreme practical principle for reason,” then rational
beings are of absolute worth (unconditionally valuable).

On its face, the defense seems inadequate. It appears to amount to
an argument by elimination. Kant quickly dismisses three candidates
for unconditional goodness: objects of inclinations, inclinations them-
selves, and beings “the existence of which rests not on our will but on
nature,” (GMS, 428) such as animals. Then he embraces humanity as
alone suited to be an end in itself, that is, the unconditionally valuable
ground of a categorical imperative.

His dismissal of rival candidates for unconditional goodness seems
precipitate. For example, Kant says simply that “all objects of the in-
clinations have only a conditional worth; for if there were not incli-
nations and the needs based on them, their object would be without
worth” (GMS, 428). But this statement requires defense that Kant
does not here seem to offer. For an opponent might reasonably object
that, regarding some such objects, Kant has things backwards: it is
not the case that they are valuable (just) because we desire them, but
rather the case that we desire them at least partly because they are (in
themselves) valuable

Even if the remarks Kant here makes did eliminate these candi-
dates for absolute goodness, the question would arise as to whether he
is entitled to conclude that it is humanity he is looking for. After all,
might not Kant have overlooked some other candidate for absolute
goodness? What about the state of affairs of all rational agents being
happy? How does Kant dismiss this possibility? This candidate is not
itself an inclination. It need not be considered an object of an inclina-
tion. (We can easily envisage a world in which no one desires everyone
— including his enemies ~ to be happy.) And everyone’s happiness is
not obviously something the existence of which would rest on nature
rather than on our will.

Kant’s argument that only humanity could be the absolutely valu-
able thing needed if there is to be a categorical imperative (supreme
principle of morality) appears to suffer from serious shortcomings.
His arguments against the other candidates he considers seem far too
quick, and he does not explicitly consider at least one candidate that

* For a defense of this sort of objection, see Gaut (1997, 176£.).
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springs quickly to mind, namely everyone’s being happy. On the face
of it, Kant’s argument by elimination does not seem very promising.

I

Although he acknowledges shortcomings in Kant’s argument by elim-
ination, Wood does not despair of Kant’s establishing that humanity
must be the ground of any categorical imperative (1999, 124). For, ac-
cording to Wood (1999, 125), Kant offers a positive argument for this
claim in the very next paragraph. :
A key step in Kant’s positive argument, suggests Wood (1999, 127),
is an attempt to establish the following: each rational agent must (is
rationally compelled to) agree that in setting himself ends, he com-
mits himself to the view that his rational nature is unconditionally
valuable. Wood suggests that Kant’s defense of this key step involves
a “regress on conditions.” Inseparable from an agent’s setting ends for
himself is his holding that they have a certain value. But an agent can,
rationally speaking, place this value on his ends only on condition that
he hold his own rational nature to be unconditionally valuable.
When we look more closely, Wood suggests, we find that this key
step in Kant’s argument rests on three claims. The first has to do with
the kind of value the agent is committed to placing on the ends he
sets. Whenever an agent sets himself an end, goes the claim, he must
ascribe “objective” goodness to it. The second claim is that the agent
must hold the source of the objective goodness of his ends to be his
setting of them. What makes his ends good, he is rationally compelled
to affirm, is that they are the objects of the exercise of a certain capac-
ity, namely his rational choice.® Finally, if the source of the goodness
of objectively good ends is his rational choice (rational nature), then
the agent must hold his rational nature itself to be unconditionally
good.® So, in sum, since a rational agent exercises his rational nature

$ That Wood attributes the first two claims to Kant is manifest in the following pas-
sage: “Thus Kant’s argument is based on the idea that to set an end is to attribute
objective goodness to it and that we can regard this goodness as originating only
in the fact that we have set those ends according to reason. The thought is . . . that
rational choice of ends is the act through which objective goodness enters the world”
(1999, 129). See also (1999, 127 and 1291.).

¢ Wood makes clear that he attributes this claim to Kant when he states that “Kant
does infer from the premise that rational nature is the source or ground of the objec-
tive goodness of all ends to the conclusion that rational nature itself is the underiva-
tive objective good, an end in itself” (1999, 130). See also (1999, 127 and 129).
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in setting ends, he must conclude that it is unconditionally valuable.
Even if we embrace this conclusion, we might wonder how to get from
it to the further point that a rational agent must conclude that every-
one’s rational nature is unconditionally good.” We also might wonder
how the exclusivity of rational nature as a possible ground for a cate-
gorical imperative gets established. That humanity is unconditionally
valuable does not in itself seem to entail that nothing else is. But these
are not issues for us to pursue here. .

Also absent from our agenda is evaluating the philosophical plau-
sibility of the argument that Wood (and Korsgaard before him) at-
tribute to Kant. I find the argument (in both Wood and Korsgaard’s
versions) to be engaging and important, but as I have argued in detail
elsewhere, I think it has serious shortcomings.® Here I concentrate on
the question of whether there are adequate textual grounds for attrib-
uting the argument to Kant in the first place. The regressive argument
may be Kantian in spirit. But I doubt whether he actually employs it
in the Groundwork.

To begin, let us consider the first main claim that, according to
Wood, Kant makes in defending the view that humanity is uncondi-
tionally valuable. For Kant, it seems, all cases of an agent’s setting an
end are cases of his exercising his capacity of rational choice (human-
ity). Kant implies that having humanity involves having the capacity
to set ends.” The first claim is that whenever an agent sets an end, he
must (is rationally compelled to) ascribe objective goodness to it. He
must, says Wood, “regard it as something of value universally for all
rational beings” (1999, 127). Let us assume that in Kant’s view, when
an agent sets an end, he must take it to be good in some sense. Why
should we agree that in the Groundwork Kant embraces the view that
he must take it to be objectively good? According to Wood, at GMS,
412-414, Kant “maintains that goodness, whether moral or nonmoral,
1s that which reason represents as practically necessary, and hence as
an object of volition for all rational beings” (1999, 127). Something is
an object of volition for all rational beings just in case all such beings
must regard it as valuable, Wood implies. So. he suggests, at GMS,
412-414, Kant commits himself to the view that if an agent sets him-
self an end, whether she views the end to be good morally or non-mor-
ally, she is rationally compelled to hold it to be objectively good.

? Korsgaard (1996, 123) and Wood (1999. 131) each discuss this point.
¢ Cf. Kerstein (2002, 46-72),
* Cf. MdST,392.
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I do not see where in the specified pages Kant commits himself to
this view.'” Among the central claims Kant there makes are the follow-
ing: All actions prescribed by an imperative (command of reason) are
in some sense practically necessary. that is, good. Actions prescribed
by a hypothetical imperative are good as means to some end; actions
prescribed by a categorical imperative are good in themselves.!! But it
does not follow from these claims that if an agent sets herself an end,
she is rationally compelled to hold it to be valuable for all rational
beings. Suppose an agent sets herself an end that, she realizes. is an
action commanded by a hypothetical imperative, but not a categorical
imperative. It is a necessary means to some further goal she has. She
would then have to agree that everyone is rationally compelled to hold
the following: if someone, including the agent herself, has this further
goal. then, as a means to this goal, it is good for that person to realize
the end. But the agent would not be rationally compelled to hold that
this end is something of value for each and every rational agent,

Let me illustrate this rather abstract point with an example. Sup-
pose Sally sets herself the end of traveling to New York. This action,
she realizes, is commanded by a hypothetical imperative, but not by
a categorical imperative. Traveling to New York is a necessary means
for visiting the Empire State Building, which is something she has had
an inclination to do for a long time. (The hypothetical imperative at
issue would be something like this: “If you want to visit the Empire
State Building, then you ought to travel to New York.”) If we grant
the claims set out above, Sally would have to agree that everyone,
including her, must hold the following: if a person has the end of visit-
ing the Empire State Building, then it is good as a means to that end
for that person to go to New York. But Sally would not be rationally
compelled to agree that the end of traveling to New York is something
that all rational agents must value.

In GMS, 412-414, Wood suggests, Kant embraces the view that if
an agent sets himself an end he is rationally compelled to hold it to
be objectively good. Some central claims Kant makes there do not
entail this view. If there is a passage in GMS, 412—414. that seems to
license this conclusion, it is perhaps the following: “Practical good,

¥ Thomas Hill, Jr. argues (2002, 244-274) that Kant does not embrace the view that
insetting an end an agent always commits himself to the end’s objective goodness. |
focus more than does Hill on the issue of whether specific texts in the Groundwork
provide evidence that Kant adopts the view in question.

' In this context Kant is using “imperative” as a success term; he is conceiving of
imperatives as valid.
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however, is that which determines the will by means of representa-
tions of reason, hence not from subjective causes, but objectively, i.e.,
from grounds that are valid for every rational being as such” (GMS,
413). If we identify “practical good™ with any end an agent sets, then
we seem to have evidence that Kant maintained the view in question.
For then Kant appears to be suggesting that what determines an agent
to pursue any end of his is a ground that is “valid for every rational
being as such.” And if what determines an agent to pursue any end of
his is a ground valid for every rational being as such, then it seems that
an agent is rationally compelled to view any end of his as valuable to
every rational being.

But it is questionable whether in the passage cited from GMS, 413,
Kant identifies “practical good” with any (and every) end an agent sets.
There is no straightforward indication that he does. He uses the term
end [Zweck] not once in the paragraph from which the passage is tak-
en. Moreover, there is another interpretation of the passage available.
By “practical good,” I believe, Kant means something like “objective
(practical) principles.” In the two sentences preceding the passage,
Kant is describing imperatives, which are objective practical princi-
ples expressed with the help of an “ought,” since they are addressed
to agents, such as human beings, who might fail to act in accordance
with them. In the passage itself, Kant seems to be maintaining the fol-
lowing: if an agent does something at least partly on the grounds that
an imperative commands it, then the agent is acting from grounds that
are valid for every rational being as such. And that one maintains this
does not require him to embrace the quite distinct view that in set-
ting an end, an agent must take it to be objectively good. Suppose, for
example, that Sally visits New York partly because the hypothetical
imperative “If you want to visit the Empire State Building, then you
ought to travel to New York,” commands this action. (I describe her as
acting “partly” from the imperative because a necessary ingredient of
her acting from it at all is that she have the desire to visit the Empire
State Building.'?) Sally is acting from grounds that are valid for every
rational being as such. For assuming that the principle in quotations is
really an imperative, it is the expression of an objective principle—one
valid for every rational being as such. The imperative is valid for us
(human beings) in that if any of us have the end of visiting the Empire
State Building, then, other things being equal, we ought to travel to

At GMS, 428, Kant calls relative ends, such as Sally’s end to visit the Empire State
Building, grounds of hypothetical imperatives.
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New York. Nothing here implies that in setting herself the end of vis-
iting New York, Sally must embrace the view that the end is valuable
to all rational agents. The interpretation on the table of GMS, 413,
harmonizes well with what follows. In the very next sentence Kant
suggests that practical good is “distinguished from the agreeable, as
that which has influence on the will only by means of sensation from
merely subjective causes, those which are valid only for the senses of
this or that one, and not as a principle of reason, which is valid for
everyone” (GMS, 413). An objective practical principle is, of course, a
“a principle of reason, which is valid for everyone.” It seems a stretch
to claim that in Groundwork, 412-414, Kant endorses the view that in
setting an end, an agent must hold it to be objectively good.

Actually, near the beginning of the derivation of the Formula of
Humanity there is evidence that he does not endorse this view. Kant
says:

“The ends that a rational being proposes as effects of its action at its dis-
cretion (material ends) are all only relative; for only their relation to a
particular kind of capacity of desire of the subject gives them their worth,
which therefore can provide no necessary principles valid universally for

all rational beings and hence valid for every volition, i.e., practical laws.™
(GMS, 4271)

Let us suppose that a particular agent, John, correctly believes these
claims to be true. John has a “material end,” namely that of his at-
tending the Super Bowl. According to Kant, it is only the relation of
his end to the particular kind of capacity of desire he has that gives
it its worth. In other words, it is only his setting it as an object to at-
tend the next Super Bowl that gives his attending it any value. If he
believes this, then why would he believe that everyone is rationally
compelled to view his end as valuable? John would, it seems, be free
to reason as follows: “Those who do not make it their object that I at-
tend the next Super Bowl (and there are surely many) might be ration-
ally compelled to acknowledge that my attending it is valuable to me.
Yet it is not the case that they must take my attending it to be valuable
to them.” Moreover, Kant says that material ends “provide no neces-
sary principles valid universally for all rational beings.” But if ma-
terial ends were, rationally speaking, objectively valuable, then they
would provide at least one principle valid universally for all rational
beings, namely the principle: “A material end is never to be treated
as an object of no value whatsoever.” This principle would have some
practical bite. It would, for example, forbid an agent from failing to
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promote John's end in cases in which doing so would not interfere
with any of the agent’s morally required action or pursuit of his own
material ends. In the passage immediately preceding his derivation of
the Formula of Humanity, not only does Kant fail to embrace the view
that in setting an end, an agent must hold it to be objectively good, he
implies that he rejects it.

The text of the Groundwork fails, I think, to imply that Kant em-
braces the first claim in the regressive argument for humanity as the
ground of a categorical imperative. Kant does not, I contend, adopt
the view that whenever an agent sets himself an end he must ascribe
objective goodness to it."”* If this contention is correct, then it is unsur-
prising that we find little evidence that he makes the second or third
claims. Where does Kant actually make the argument that an agent
must hold that the source™of the objective goodness of his ends is his
exercising his capacity of rational choice (rational nature) in setting
them (claim 2)? Where does he actually make the argument that if
an agent must hold this, then he must also hold his rational nature
itself to be unconditionally good (claim 3)? According to Wood, Kant
makes these arguments in order to defend his contention at GMS, 429,
that each of us necessarily represents his existence as that of an end in
itself, that is, as that of something that is unconditionally valuable. I
believe that it was open to Kant to make the arguments. But I do not
find compelling textual evidence that he actually does.

Indeed, Kant’s claim that each of us necessarily represents his ex-
istence as that of an end in itself, as well as the surrounding text, ad-
mits of an interpretation that does not invoke the regressive argument
at all."* In the paragraph at the end of which Kant sets out the Formula
of Humanity, he says:

“The ground of [the moral principle] is: Rational nature exists as end in
itself: The human being necessarily represents his own existence in this
way; thus to that extent it is a subjective principle of human actions. But
every other rational being also represents his existence in this way conse-
quent on just the same rational ground that also holds for me;* thus it is
at the same time an objective principle from which, as a supreme practical
ground, it must be possible to derive all laws of the will.” (GMS, 429)

¥ Both Korsgaard (1996. 115) and Wood (1999, 128£.) appeal to passages outside of
the Groundwork for support of their view that, according to Kant, if an agent sets
an end, he holds it to be objectively valuable. Both invoke, for example, Kant's
discussion of goodness and well-being in The Critigue of Practical Reason (KpV,
58-61). For an interpretation of this discussion according to which Kant is not there
committing himself to the view in question, see Hill (2002, 262 {f)).

4 This contention challenges Korsgaard as well as Wood. See Korsgaard (1996, 122£).
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The note indicated in the second sentence reads as follows: “Here I put
forward this proposition as a postulate. The grounds for it will be found
in the last Section” (GMS, 429). Kant’s claim that the-human being
necessarily represents his own existence as an end in itself might be a
claim about human nature. Kant might be suggesting that it is natural
for human beings to think of themselves as superior to non-rational be-
ings, including other animals." But perhaps Kant wants to leave it open
that non-human rational agents might not, as a rule, act against the
background of such a view. That would explain why Kant calls doing
so a “subjective” principle of acting. In any case, the plausibility of the
claim that human beings do indeed represent themselves as superior to
non-rational beings would not seem to depend on an argument regard-
ing the ultimate source of value in the world.

But what are we then to make of the rest of the passage. in particu-
lar of Kant’s remark that “every other rational being also represents
his existence in this way consequent on just the same rational ground
that also holds for me”? This remark seems to me to contain two dis-
tinct claims. The first is that we, human rational agents, have a rational
ground, thatis, are rationally compelled, to represent all rational agents
as unconditionally valuable. The second is that non-human rational
agents are also rationally compelled to view all rational agents as hav-
ing such a value. But to this point in the Groundwork, Kant has proven
neither of these claims. By his own lights, he has shown merely that if
one assumes there to be a categorical imperative (supreme principle
of morality), then one must hold humanity to be an end in itself. He
has not shown (nor tried to show) that anyone who does not make this
assumption is rationally compelled to hold humanity to be an end in it-
self. In other words, Kant has not proven the validity of the categorical
imperative (Formula of Humanity). That is a task that he puts off until
Groundwork 111. There he tries to show that all agents (rational beings
with a will), not merely human agents, must take themselves to be free
and thus to be bound by the moral law." It is therefore not at all surpris-
ing that, in a note, Kant calls the remark in question a “postulate™ and
suggests that he will defend it in Groundwork 111.

Our reflections thus far have not left us with a good impression
of Kant’s Groundwork derivation of the Formula of Humanity. He
seems to offer a very weak argument by elimination in defense of his
claim that the unconditionally good ground of a categorical impera-

5 See Anth, 127.
% See GMS, 447f.
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tive would have to be humanity. If I am correct, he simply does not
present the more philosophically interesting regressive argument at-
tributed to him by Wood. However, things might be brighter than they
appear. Well after he unfolds his argument by elimination (but still in
Groundwork 1), Kant sets out considerations that supplement and
reinforce it. In particular he appeals to the notion of a good will in
arguing that if there is a supreme principle of morality, then human-
ity, but not anything else, is an end in itself. Reflection on this appeal
will help us to see that Kant’s argument by elimination is stronger and
more interesting than it might seem to be.

IV.

At GMS, 437, Kant begins a summary of a main line of argument he
has developed up to this point in the Groundwork. “Now we can end,”
he announces, “at the place from which we set out at the beginning,
namely with the concept of an unconditionally good will.” In the next
paragraph, he says the following:

“Rational nature is distinguished from the rest of nature by this, that it
sets itself an end. This end would be the matter of every good will [. . ]
Now, this end can be nothing other than the subject of all possible ends
itself, because this subject is also the subject of a possible absolutely good
will; for, such a will cannot without contradiction be subordinated to any
other object.” (GMS, 437)

At GMS, 428, let us recall, Kant seems to dismiss precipitately three
candidates for the unconditionally good ground of a categorical im-
perative: inclinations themselves, the objects of inclinations, and
beings “the existence of which rests not on our will but on nature.”
In the passage just cited, Kant suggests an argument that might bol-
ster his elimination of these candidates. The argument takes shape
against the background of Kant’s view of the value that “common
rational moral cognition” attributes to a good will. In our ordinary
moral thinking, claims Kant, we hold that such a will is uncondition-
ally good. An impartial rational spectator would, we believe, judge
it to be good in every possible context in which it exists.” Moreover,
we believe that a good will is preeminently good.'* That we believe
this presumably implies that, in our view, nothing that is devoid of a

¥ See GMS, 393.
' See GMS, 394 and 401.
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good will is as good as something that has such a will. The argument
unfolds as follows. Whatever constitutes the ground of a categorical
imperative must be compatible with the value we attribute to a good
will (i. e., unconditional and preeminent goodness). But let us suppose
that any of the rivals to humanity were the ground of a categorical
imperative. We would have to acknowledge that a good will would (in
some circumstances) be “subordinated” to the rival and that a good
will would thereby fail to have the value we attribute to it. We would
land in contradiction. Therefore, we have license to dismiss any of the
rivals as possible grounds for a categorical imperative. As is perhaps
already evident, the material that is to supplement Kant’s argument
by elimination is material Kant develops before his presents the argu-
ment. I will not appeal to any positions Kant develops after he does
so—for example his view that humanity has dignity, that is, uncondi-
tional and incomparable value.

Filling in the supplemented argument’s details requires elabora-
tion of the concept of a good will as well as of the notion of one thing’s
being subordinated to another. The latter task is in a sense easier,
since Kant simply does not tell us precisely what this notion amounts
to. But I think it reasonable to assume that he would endorse the fol-
lowing claim: If x is subordinated to y, then x is less valuable than y
and we thereby have sufficient grounds to use x in whatever way is
necessary in order to maintain y. So for example, if plants are subor-
dinated to rational beings, then they are less valuable than rational
beings, and we have sufficient reason to harvest the former in order to
preserve the latter.

Regarding a good will, it suffices for our purposes to take note of
two ways in which Kant seems to employ the notion as it applies to us,
agents who can indulge their inclinations and thereby act contrary to
the moral law. According to the first usage, a good will is a particular
sort of willing or, what for him amounts to the same thing, of acting.
Kant writes of “the unqualified [uneingeschrinkten] worth of actions”
(GMS, 411), presumably of actions done from duty, which he has pre-
viously stated to have “unconditional and moral worth™ (GMS, 400).
Since, according to Kant, the good will is good without qualification
[ohne Einschrinkung], it appears that sometimes “good will” refers to
a certain kind of action, that is, action done from duty.” According to

19 This reading of “good will” would have to be broadened to accommodate Kant’s
view that perfectly rational beings such as God cannot act from duty. To them the
“ought” of duty does not apply, since their willing is necessarily in accord with the
law. See GMS, 414. We might attribute to Kant the view that these beings have a
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a second usage of “good will,” it refers not to a particular kind of ac-
tion an agent might perform but rather to a kind of character she might
have. An agent has a good will on this usage just in case she is com-
mitted to doing what duty requires, not just in this or that particular
action, but overall. Presumably if an agent has this commitment, then
she will sometimes act from duty. (For example, she will invoke duty
as her incentive to do what is morally required in cases in which she is
tempted by her inclinations to act contrary to what morality demands.)
Kant intimates that having a good will amounts to having a certain
kind of character in the first paragraph of Groundwork 1. Right after
suggesting that a good will is good without qualification, he tells us that
certain qualities of temperament, for example, courage or resolution,
“are undoubtedly good and desirable for many purposes, but they can
also be extremely evil and harmful if the will which is to make use of
these gifts of nature, and whose distinctive constitution is therefore
called character, is not good™ (GMS, 393).20 Sometimes Kant employs
what we might, following Karl Ameriks (1989, 54-59), call the “whole
character” conception of a good will. I believe Kant to be employing
the whole character conception of a good will in the passage we are
discussing (GMS. 437). In any case, it is that conception of a good will
that might help him to bolster his argument by elimination.

Let us now return to our (GMS, 437-based) supplement to Kant’s
argument by elimination. Suppose that beings “the existence of which
rests not on our will but on nature.” say, species of wild animals, were
the ground of a categorical imperative, namely one commanding us
never to eradicate currently existing species of such animals. We would
be committed to the view that such beings were not only uncondition-
ally but also preeminently valuable. Otherwise, we might sometimes
lack sufficient grounds to abide by the principle not to eradicate them.
And if we might lack such grounds, we cannot take the principle to be
a categorical imperative.

We would presumably lack sufficient grounds to abide by the prin-
ciple in question when doing so would conflict with maintainin g some-

good will (engage in unconditionally good willing) just in case they act “for the sake
of the law.” Presumably such beings are capable of doing this. And Kant does not
seem averse to the idea that acting from duty is a species of acting for the sake of
the law.

Later Kant is discussing a man who is by temperament cold and indifferent to oth-
ers. but who, from duty. acts beneficently. “It is just then,” says Kant, “that the
worth of character comes out, which is moral and incomparably the highest” (GMS,
398£.). This passage suggests that “good will” refers not merely to a particular kind
of action, but to a kind of character that can be expressed in action.

0
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thing that was also unconditionally valuable, but more valuable than a
wild animal species. That something might, for example. be a person.
Say that the only way to save someone’s life was to kill the last two re-
maining representatives of a bird species in order to make a medicine
for him. If we believe correctly that persons are more valuable than
species of wild animals, then, in these circumstances, we do not have
sufficient reason to act in accordance with a principle commanding us
never to eradicate the latter. It seems plausible to grant the possibiliry
that more than one kind of thing is unconditionally good as well as
that one unconditionally good thing is better than another. A fter all,
what basis do we have for denving it? Yet if we grant this possibility,
we find that preeminent as well as unconditional goodness is neces-
sary to ground a categorical imperative.

Getting back to our example, if species of wild animals can serve
as the ground of a categorical imperative, then they must be uncondi-
tionally and preeminently good. Their being preeminently good im-
plies that nothing that is not a species of wild animals is as good as
something that is. But if species of wild animals have this value, then
a good will’s value is subordinate to their value. They are worth more
than it is, and so we have sufficient reason to abandon it in order to
preserve them. As Kant suggests it would at GMS, 437, this subordi-
nation of a good will to species of wild animals results in a contradic-
tion. For we have been assuming that a good will is unconditionally
and preeminently good. But a good will cannot both be less valuable
than species of wild animals and, as the notion of preeminence im-
plies here, more valuable than they are.

It would, I believe, be unproblematic to illustrate via an analogous
chain of reasoning how Kant might eliminate other candidates for the
ground of a categorical imperative, including inclinations and the ob-
jects of inclinations. Even a candidate Kant does not seem to consider
in his argument by elimination. namely evervone’s being happy. is vul-
nerable to this reasoning.

Suppose that everyone's being happy were the ground of a categor-
ical imperative, namely one commanding us to maximize the aggre-
gate welfare. We would then be committed to the view that everyone’s
being happy was both unconditionally and preeminently valuable. If
it were merely unconditionally valuable, we might sometimes lack
sufficient grounds (i. e., rational justification and thus motivation) to
abide by the principle to maximize aggregate welfare. For example,
we might lack sufficient grounds for abiding by this principle when
doing so would prevent us from securing something more valuable
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such as, perhaps, the existence of persons. And if we might be without
adequate reason to conform to a principle, then we cannot take it to
be a categorical imperative. But if everyone’s being happy has both
unconditional and preeminent value, then a good will’s value is obvi-
ously subordinate to it. (For Kant, of course, not everyone who has a
good will is happy and not everyone who is happy has a good will. See,
for example, GMS, 442.) The object constituted by everyone’s being
happy is worth more than a good will, and so we have sufficient reason
to destroy the latter in order to promote the former. But this conclu-
sion forces us into a contradiction. We are assuming along with Kant
that a good will is unconditionally and preeminently good. Yet a good
will cannot both be less valuable than everyone’s being happy and, as
the notion of its preeminence implies here, more valuable than it is.

Of course, the supplemented argument by elimination just brought
to bear against a version of utilitarianism is far from invulnerable to
attack. It is obviously open to philosophers to disagree with Kant’s
view that, according to ordinary moral thinking, a good will is un-
conditionally and preeminently good. Moreover, it remains to be seen
how the supplemented argument avoids dismissing Kant’s own candi-
date for the ground of a categorical imperative. How is it that human-
ity itself does not get eliminated from contention?

Initially, it seems that it would. After all, if humanity is to be the
ground of a categorical imperative, then we must hold it to be not
only unconditionally good, but also preeminently good. Otherwise we
leave open the possibility of there being other, better, uncondition-
ally good things-things that we would, rationally speaking, have to
preserve even at the cost of disobeying the principle grounded by the
value of humanity. But if we hold humanity to be preeminently as well
as unconditionally good, then we must, it seems, conclude that a good
will is subordinate to it, contradicting our assumption that the good
will is preeminently good.

Fortunately, this argument ignores the special relationship that ob-
tains between humanity and a good will. Every being who has a good
will necessarily has humanity. For having a good will entails having
capacities constitutive of humanity, for example, the capacity to act on
categorical imperatives. An agent cannot have an overall commitment
to do what duty requires according to Kant unless she has the capacity
to act on principles that specify what it requires, namely moral rules.
Much as it would be impossible to be an excellent classical pianist
without being a pianist, so it would be impossible to have a good will
without having humanity. With this point in view, we are able to see
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that the supplemented argument by eliminat.ion does not, in the way
the objection alleges, throw the baby (humanlty} out‘w1th th(? bath wa-
ter (rival candidates for the ground of a categorical 1mperat1ve). If.we
hold humanity to be preeminently good, then we believe thz.at nothing
that is devoid of humanity is as good as something that has it. A good
will, of course, is not devoid of humanity. So holding humanity tf) b.e
preeminently good does not force us to conclude that a good will is
subordinate to it, that is, has less value than it does. o

Here it makes sense to object that, even if this last point is correct,
humanity would get eliminated as a candidat.e f9r the gm}xpd of a cat-
egorical imperative. For the idea that humanity is unconfilt}onally an_d
preeminently good contradicts the notion that a gpod will is uncondi-
tionally and preeminently good. Two different things cannot both be
preeminently valuable. ‘

Given the notion of preeminence that (at least on my readmg)' Kant
employs, it turns out that two different fhings can bo.th be pree_mmf:nt-
ly good. Humanity and a good will are indeed two filfferent things; for
one can have humanity without having a good W1}l. Not every being
possessed of rational nature (humanity) is committed overall to do-
ing what moral principle requires. Some of us dc.) got have excellgnt
character. But there is no contradiction in maintaining that hurpamty
is preeminently good and all the while hold.ing thqt a good w1l! 1s..Ac—
cording to the former claim, nothing that is devoid of humz.anlty is as
good as something that has it. According to the latter, n(?thlng that is
devoid of a good will is as good as somethlng tl}at has it. The latter
claim implies that humanity without a good w1ll_1s not as goqd as pu—
manity with a good will. But there is no contradiction in maintaining
both that nothing devoid of humanity is as good as sometlfun_g with it
and, at the same time, that humanity devoid of a gqoq will is not as
good as humanity with one. In much the same way. it is not sc?lf—con—
tradictory (though it may be false) to maintain both tbat no frying paq
that is not copper is as good as any frying pan that is copper and,’ at

the same time, to hold that every copper frying pan that is 3mm thick
is better than any copper frying pan that is less thick.

V.
Even when supplemented as I suggest. Kant’s argument by elimination

appears to be closer to Kant's intentions concerning the Groundwork
derivation of the Formula of Humanity than the regressive argument
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attributed to him by Korsgaard and Wood. For not only does Kant ex-
plicitly embrace the reasoning that bolsters the argument (namely at
GMS, 437), but this reasoning itself relies only on concepts that Kant
develops before the derivation is complete.

Of course, the supplemented argument from elimination and thus
the derivation as a whole is, at best, only as convincing as Kant’s view
that a good will is unconditionally and preeminently valuable. This
view is surely in need of defense.?!

But et me conclude by considering a further challenge to the sup-
plemented argument. If the reasoning in Part IV is sound, the argu-
ment avoids two pitfalls. It does not descend into self-contradiction;
for there is nothing inconsistent in maintaining as the argument does
that both humanity and a good will are unconditionally and preemi-
nently good. Moreover, the argument does not imply that a good will
is subordinated to humanity. So it avoids thereby eliminatiné human-
ity as a possible ground for a categorical imperative.

However, a serious question remains: What justification does Kant
have for holding that it is beings with rational nature who constitute
the ground of a categorical imperative, rather than maintaining that
it is merely beings with a good will who do so? What, for example,
permits Kant to reject the view that it is not all of us, but rather only
those of us with a good will. who never ought to be treated merely as
means? Consider a principle that Kant does not discuss, namely what
I call the Formula of the Good Will: “So act that you treat a good will,
whether in your own person or in the person of any other, always at
the same time as an end, never merely as a means.” It makes sense to
stipulate that, according to this formula, having a good will necessar-

ily involves having an overall commitment to doing what Kant’s For-
mula of Universal Law requires. For Kant’s derivation of the Formula
of Universal Law takes place well before the argument by elimination.
The supplemented argument by elimination seems to leave open the
possibility that a good will serves as a ground for the Formula of the
Good Will. So why must we say that it is humanity rather than a good
will that remains viable as a ground for a categorical imperative?22

* But the supplemented argument does not depend on a further controversial view
N Kant holds (GMS, 393), namely that only a good will is good without qualification.
* In reply, one might focus attention on the fact that Kant’s derivation of the For-
mgla of Humanity occurs after his derivation of the Formula of Universal Law. One
might then argue that Kant implicitly holds the following: whatever is to serve as the
ground of a categorical imperative must serve as the ground of a principle equiva-
lent to the Formula of Universal Law, that is. a principle that requires or permits
Just those actions that are required or permitted by the Formula of Universal Law.
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Our response to this objection depends on our interpretation of
a thorny issue concerning a good will. According to Kant, an agent
can never be sure that he (or anyone else) has a good will.2? A com-
mitment to morality over the fulfillment of inclinations is constitutive
of a good will; but introspection cannot reveal the presence of any
such commitment, he implies. Even if one has never violated his duty,
one might nevertheless lack a good will. For one’s conformity to duty
might result from a fortunate harmony in his case between the dic-
tates of prudence and the requirements of morality, rather than from
a genuine commitment to the moral law.?* But can we ever be sure that
an agent lacks a good will? The answer to this question is not obvi-
ous. What if, for example, Sue has manifested, and continues to this
moment to exhibit, a pattern of breaking promises, apparently just for
her own financial gain? In Kant’s view the Formula of Universal Law
forbids acting on maxims of false promising for financial gain (GMS,
422). Moreover, Kant assumes that it is a simple matter for all of us to
determine what morality demands.? So can we rest assured that Sue
(or anyone else) does not currently have a good will?

This is not the occasion to try to answer this question. But much
depends on which answer turns out to be correct. Suppose that we
can be sure that an individual, say Sue, now lacks a good will. In this
case, the Formula of Humanity and the Formula of the Good Will
would not, for practical purposes, be equivalent. The former but not
the latter would forbid treating Sue merely as a means.? Humanity

But the good will would serve as the ground of a principle, namely the Formula of
the Good Will, that is not equivalent to the Formula of Universal Law. Therefore,
concludes the argument. the good will is not the ground of a categorical imperative.
Perhaps Kant would embrace this argument, but I do not find it philosophically
promising. Kant. of course, suggests that the Formula of Humanity is equivalent to
the Formula of Universal Law (GMS, 436). But I know of no substantive interpre-
tation of the two principles according to which they turn out to be equivalent. So
I fear that this sort of argument would likely not only eliminate the good will as a
possible ground of a categorical imperative, but humanity as well.

3 See GMS, 4071,

2 See RGV, 361

% See, for example, GMS, 404, and KpV, 36. This view seems to me to be unpersua-
sive, as | explain in Kerstein (2002, 119-129).

¥ At this point, it might be tempting to make the following argument. “Even if we are
sure that Sue does not have a good will now, it is open to her to develop one in the
future. On the basis of this potential she has. the Formula of the Good Will would
forbid us from treating her merely as a means.” But this argument misses the mark.
For the Formula of the Good Will does not forbid us from treating beings with the
potential for having a good will merely as means. but rather from treating beings
with a good will merely as means. And here we are assuming that we know Sue not
to have a good will.
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and a good will would constitute competing grounds for categorical
imperatives, and the supplemented argument by elimination would
be incomplete.

Actually, if we can know that an individual lacks a good will, then
the argument would be worse than incomplete. It would discount
humanity as a possible ground for a categorical imperative, namely
for the Formula of Humanity itself. It is easy to imagine situations in
which this principle and the Formula of the Good Will would deliver
incompatible moral verdicts. As we just noted, the latter would imply
that treating Sue merely as a means is morally permissible while the
former would entail that it is not. But in such a case an agent would
find herself without sufficient grounds to abide by the Formula of Hu-
manity. Why should she privilege the dictates of the Formula of Hu-
manity over those of the Formula of the Good Will? It is true that the
Formula of Humanity is (supposedly) grounded on something uncon-
ditionally and preeminently valuable, but the Formula of the Good
Will is grounded on something that has this value and is (supposedly)
even better.”” Of course, if there is a possible situation in which an
agent would lack sufficient grounds to abide by a principle, then this
principle is not a viable candidate for a categorical imperative.

But suppose that we cannot be sure that any particular person cur-
rently lacks a good will. In order to abide by the Formula of the Good
Will, it seems, we would then treat as ends in themselves all beings
with humanity. For all such beings might have a good will. Humanity,
- says Kant, is “the subject of a possible absolutely good will” (GMS,
437). In order to insure our compliance with the Formula of the Good
Will, we would have, therefore, to treat everyone with humanity as if
he/she had a good will. So in reply to the objection, one might say that
the Formula of the Good Will is for practical purposes equivalent to
the Formula of Humanity. Since it is, a good will and humanity are
not really competing grounds for a categorical imperative.

If Kant’s considered view is that we can never know whether an
individual lacks a good will, his supplemented argument by elimina-
tion avoids a significant obstacle.*® In any case, this argument deserves
further attention, I believe. It is not only philosophically interesting,
but also well-grounded in Kant’s text.

77 See IV above.
* T would like to thank the other contributors to this volume for very helpful discus-
sion of this paper.
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