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9 
The emptiness of the moral law 

i . The emptiness charge 
In Chapter 7 we reviewed some of Hegel's complaints against the moral 
standpoint from his Frankfurt writings: its alienation of reason from sense, 
its tendency to hypocrisy, its abstraction from the relationships of social life, 
its commitment to an "ought" which can never become an "is." Hegel's best 
known criticism of morality, first appearing in the Jena writings, is the emp
tiness charge. It says that morality is doomed to be an "empty formalism," 
that from the moral standpoint there is no criterion at all of moral right and 
wrong (PR § 135R). 

The emptiness charge is sometimes presented specifically as a criticism of 
Kantian ethics, especially of the first formulation of the moral law in Kant's 
Foundations, the so-called formula of universal lawUFUL): 

FUL: "So act that you can will the maxim of your action to be a universal 
law" (G 421/39). 

The charge is that the test proposed by the FUL draws no real distinction 
between maxims. From one point of view all maxims pass it, whereas from 
another any maxim fails it. 

The emptiness charge is also presented as a more general indictment 
against the moral standpoint as a whole. In this version it claims that no 
"immanent doctrine of duties" can be formulated from the moral standpoint 
at all, because this standpoint provides nothing but an "empty principle of 
subjectivity" (PR § 148R). Morality is the standpoint of the individual moral 
subject who judges actions by a standard of the good, whose content is drawn 
from both right and well-being, taking into account not only the agent's well-
being but also the well-being of others. Thus Hegel might seem to be making 
the highly implausible claim that no principle formulated in terms of human 
rights and welfare could ever draw any distinction at all between good and 
evil or rule out any action whatever as immoral. 

One way to make sense of Hegel's position here might be to distinguish 
also between a weaker and a stronger form of the emptiness charge. To say 
that the FUL, or Kantian moral philosophy, or the moral standpoint gener
ally, cannot give us a completely satisfactory account of our duties is clearly 
weaker than saying that they can make no distinction Between good and evil 
and are unable to exclude any action whatever as morally wrong. Even if the 
FUL shows some actions or maxims to be wrong, it may still fall short of 
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THE EMPTINESS OF THE MORAL LAW 
providing a fully adequate account of duties if there are some cases that it 
fails to cover or in which it yields the wrong results. A similar.weakness 
might belong to every principle adopted from the moral standpoint if this 
standpoint abstracts from important factors in human life that any adequate 
theory of duties must take into account. Hegel did not vigorously pursue any 
argument in favor of this broader but weaker form of the emptiness charge. 
(We will have a little more to say about it, though, in § 11 of this chapter.) 

It is plain that at least in his Jena period, Hegel regards Kantian moral 
philosophy as providing the moral standpoint withes most perfect theoreti
cal expression. Using that as a starting point, we could develop a second 
interpretation cff Hegel's emptiness charge (though it is not inconsistent with 
the first one). Other philosophers may formulate moral principles employing 
the notions of right and universal well-being, and such principles may suc
ceed in being more than empty formalisms. But if Kantian morality is the 
only adequate expression of the moral standpoint, then none of these other 
principles is securely based in the moral standpoint itself. If Kant's principle 
is empto, then that would show that the moral standpoint as a whole is 
empty. fThus Hegel might see the emptiness of Kant's principle as a unique 
strength in Kant's moral philosophy from the standpoint of philosophical 
understanding, even if it is a fatal weakness in it from the standpoint of prac
tical ethics. I n § 6 we will see that this reading of Hegel's emptiness charge 
has at least tnis much confirmation: The emptiness charge is not only a criti
cism of the FUL, but also says that no contentful moral principle is available 
from Kant's philosophical standpoint. 

2. Kant's formula of universal law 
Hegel's emptiness charge against the FUL is also expressed by later philoso
phers, such as Mill: 

When [Kant] begins to deduce from [the formula of universal law] any of the actual 
duties of morality, he fails, almost grotesquely, to show that there would be any 
contradiction, any logical (not to say physical) impossibility, in the adoption by all 
rational beings of the most outrageously immoral rules of conduct. All he shows is 
that the consequences of their universal adoption would be such as ho one would 
choose to incur.1 

The charge was not original with Hegel either. In one of the very first critical 
discussions of Kant's Foundations, Gottlob August Tittel maintained that 
Kant's principle has no content unless interpreted in a utilitarian sense. The 
immorality (for example) of borrowing money with no intent to repay it can 
be derived from the principle only if Kant's argument is that the universaliza-
tion of the agent's maxim would undermine the generally beneficial practice 
of money lending.2 

Similar views were endorsed by Fichte, who insists that Kant's FUL must 
be treated as "merely heuristic," and "by no means constitutive" of morality. 

[The FUL] is not a principle but only a consequence of the true principle, the 
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MORALITY 

command of the absolute self-dependence of reason. The relation is not that because 
something can be a principle of universal legislation, therefore it should be the maxim 
of my will; on the contrary, it is just the opposite, that because something ought to 
be a maxim of my will, therefore it can also be a principle of universal legislation. 
(SL 234/246) 

Fichte's own fundamental principle of morality is unashamedly formalistic: 
"Always act according to the best conviction of your duty, or: Act according 
to your conscience" (SL 156/164, 163/173). Fichte holds that the content of 
duty must be arrived at independently of the fundamental principle, through 
a process of conscientious theoretical inquiry (SL 163-177/173-187; see be
low, Chapter 10, § 2). 

The FUL is Kant's first formulation of the principle of morality in the 
Foundations. He gives it the most extensive deduction, and develops its casu
istical implications in greatest detail. Even so, it is a mistake for Hegel and 
other critics to fasten exclusively on the FUL in their attempts to prove that 
Kantian ethics is empty of content. The FUL is also casuistically the least 
ambitious of Kant's three formulations in tl\e Foundations. As Hegel himself 
seems at times to appreciate (PhG f 429), the FUL does no more than pro
vide us with a permissibility test for isolated individual maxims. If a maxim 
can be willed as universal law, it is permissible to act on it; but if it cannot 
be so willed, then it is impermissible. Though Kant's illustrations of the 
formula are organized according to a taxonomy of positive duties, the FUL 
cannot tell us what any of our positive duties are. Kant's four arguments from 
the FUL, if successful, show that one may not follow the specific maxims 
concerning suicide, false promising, and so on, which he mentions. They 
cannot show that it is always contrary to duty to commit suicide or make 
false promises, since those acts might also be done from quite different max
ims which (for all these arguments show) may pass the FUL test. 

By contrast, Kant's second principle, the "formula of humanity," forbids 
all conduct that treats rational nature as a means only and not at the same 
time as an end. It lays on us the positive (though wide and imperfect) duty 
of furthering the purposes of rational beings (G 428-431/46-49). The third 
principle or "formula of autonomy," though superficially similar to the FUL, 
does not merely forbid us to act on maxims that cannot be willed as universal 
law, but also enjoins us to act on any maxim belonging to a system of maxims 
suitable for universal legislation (G 432/50, 436/55). Thus the formulas of 
humanity and autonomy both provide for positive duties in a way that the 
FUL cannot. Hegel and other critics will not have shown Kantian ethics to 
be empty of content until they have demonstrated the emptiness of these 
other formulas along with that of the FUL. 

Even against the FUL, however, Hegel's arguments will be seen to fail. 

3. Contradictions and conflicting volitions 
In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant applies the FUL to a case in which 
a man, now deceased, has left a sizable deposit in my care without leaving 

156 



THE EMPTINESS OF THE MORAL LAW 
any record of it. Kant argues that I cannot universalize the maxim of denying 
the deposit and appropriating the money, since then "the principal would 
annihilate itself, because the result would be that no one would make a de
posit" (KpV 27/27). Hegel replies: 

But that there are no deposits - where is the contradiction in this? That there are 
no deposits would contradict other necessary determinacies, just as that a deposit is 
possible fits together with other necessary determinacies and thereby becomes neces
sary. But other ends and material grounds are not to be called upon. (NR 462/77) 

Hegel insists that the test provided by the FUL is nothing beyond the princi
ple of contradiction, and that this is a test that any maxim can pass (EL § 
54; PR § 135R). Kant does speak of a maxim's "contradicting" or "annihilat
ing" itself when considered as a universal law, and he does say that there 
would be a "contradiction" in a system of nature in which some maxims were 
universal laws*(G 422/40). Yet Hegel is surely wrong to say that this is a test 
that any maxim can pass. There definitely are principles that one person can 
follow, but that it would be contradictory to suppose that all follow: For 
example, "I will never work, but always live by exploiting the labor of oth
ers." If everyone followed the principle, there would be no laborers left to 
exploit, and so it would be impossible for anyone to live by exploiting the 
labor of others. One problem for Kant, however, is that some maxims of 
which this seems to be true are morally innocuous: For example, "I will 
occasionally accompany others through a doorway, and on those occasions I 
will always go through the door last." Kant's test seems to yield false nega
tives in the case of maxims like this one. This is a problem that an adequate 
defense of the FUL would have to solve. 

Hegel misunderstands the FUL's test for maxims, at least as it applies to 
the case of the deposit. Kant neither needs to show nor tries to show that 
the maxim would literally result in a self-contradiction if universally fol
lowed. His argument is rather that if my maxim of gaining money through 
the appropriation of the deposit were universalized, then people would not 
trust others with deposits. Consequently, it would be impossible for me to 
gain money by following my maxim, because I would never have been given 
the deposit in the first place.4 This argument employs some empirical claims 
(about how people would behave if my maxim were a universal law of na
ture), but it appeals to no "other ends or material grounds," that is, none 
other than those contained in my maxim itself. The, argument shows that I 
will an impossible or self-contradictory world in the sense that I will both 
(1) that I profit by appropriating the deposit and (2) that circumstances be 
such that I could never gain money in this way. 

We might wonder whether there is any real impossibility in my willing 
here. It seems perfectly possible for me to will two incompatible states of 
affairs (such as having my cake and eating it, too), so why can't I will both 
that my maxim should be a universal law and that I should successfully act 
on it in this case? The answer depends on a more precise understanding of 
Kant's use of the verb "to will" (wollen). Kant distinguishes "willing" from 
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MORALITY 
merely "wishing." "Willing" a state of affairs is not the same as wanting or 
desiring it. To will something, I must employ means to bring it about, or at 
least be prepared to employ some means (G 394/10). To will both that I have 
my cake and that I eat it, I must simultaneously try to eat the cake and try 
to keep myself from eating it. Conflicting volitions, unlike conflicting wants 
or wishes, are mutually incompatible. 

Hegel's theory of ethical life derives our ethical duties from social relation
ships and institutions. Sometimes Hegel misunderstands the FUL because 
he imposes on it the assumptions of his own theory. Thus he interprets the 
example of the deposit as if it turned on the validity of the institution of 
private property. He appears to think that the FUL is applicable to cases like 
the deposit, only if it can be shown that the absence of this institution would 
result in a contradiction (NR 462-464/77-79; cf. PhG MI430-433, PR § 
135R, VGPj: 368-369/460-461). This misconstrues the moral issue at stake 
in the example, which is the sanctity not of private property but of personal 
trust.5 The question is whether I can consistently will that I should profit 
by betraying someone's trust and also will that all should betray the trust of 
another when they stand to profit from it. This issue could certainly arise in 
a society where property did not exist, and in that sense Hegel is quite wrong 
to suggest that Kant's argument about the deposit depends on the institution 
of property. 

4. The universal law test 
In the Foundations Kant distinguishes cases like this one, where the maxim 
as universal law involves an internal self-contradiction, from cases where the 
universalized maxim cannot be willed to be a universal law because such a 
will would necessarily conflict with itself on grounds external to the maxim. 
For example, Kant argues that we cannot will as universal law the cold-
hearted man's maxim of refusing charitable help to those in need. The argu
ment is that if we ourselves were in such need, we could not will that others 
should deny us the help we require. Here Kant plainly does need to call upon 
"other ends and material grounds" beyond what are given in the maxim to 
be tested. He supposes that all rational beings have ends they cannot hope 
to reach without the help of others. He takes for granted that we would not 
choose to deny ourselves that help if it were needed. Like the assumption 
about how people would behave if no one could be trusted with a deposit, 
this is an empirically founded assumption about how rational beings would 
behave under the envisioned counterfactual circumstances. 

It might be objected that the assumption is normative rather than empiri
cal, telling us not how they would behave but how it would be rational for 
them to behave. Even so, it is still an assumption that depends on empirical 
facts about what rational beings need and desire. It might also be possible to 
describe fictional beings whose needs and desires are such that it would not 
be irrational for them to forego all appeal to the charitable aid of others.6 
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THE EMPTINESS OF THE MORAL LAW 
Kant's argument depends on the empirical fact that we humans are not such 
beings. Moreover, if the assumption is normative, it is not morally norma
tive. It deals with the rational pursuit of self-interest, not with moral duty. 

But the result of the argument is moral, not prudential. Since it is a coun-
terfactual circumstance that the cold-hearted man's maxim holds as a law of 
nature, there is no sense in which Kant's argument is based (as Schopen
hauer falsely alleges) on a covert and corrupt appeal to self-interest.7 Kant 
does not reason that I should help others because, if I do, they will help me. 
Kant's argument does rest on a supposition about the structure of our self-
interested desires. It says that no human being could rationally will to sacri
fice all her ends (even survival) whenever achievement of the end requires 
the beneficent assistance of someone else. But nothing in Kant's argument 
involves an "appeal to material grounds" in any sense that would contradict 
Kant's view that the good will acts solely from duty. 

Tittel and Mill both try to portray Kant not as a covert egoist, but as a 
covert consequentialist. Kaiit's arguments never depend on the consequences 
of a maxim's actual adoption, though they do involve claims about the hypo
thetical consequences of its universal adoption. This interest in conse
quences seems properly consequentialist only if we add the premise (as Kant 
never does) that my following a maxim will somehow make it more likely to 
be universally followed. Moreover, the FUL does hot reject a maxim simply 
on the grounds that its universal adoption would be undesirable (as Tittel 
and Mill both claim in Kant's behalf). Instead, the maxim is rejected because 
of a conflict of volitions, because willing the maxim as universal law conflicts 
either with the maxim itself or with something else that the agent wills. 

These two tests may often have similar results. The fact that I find a cer
tain practice undesirable often gives me a sufficient reason to refuse to partici
pate in it, and this would be enough to prevent me from willing without 
contradiction that everyone participate in it. Conversely, if I regard every
one's behaving in a certain way as desirable, it appears as if I would be able 
to will without contradiction that everyone behave in that way. But neither 
of these generalizations holds universally, and therefore, the universalizabil-
ity test for maxims is not the same as the consequentialist one. We can see 
this from Kant's own examples. In Kant's argument about the deposit, the 
issue is not whether leaving deposits with others is a desirable practice. 
Kant's argument should prove to those who dislike this practice and want it 
abolished that they must nevertheless deal honestly with any deposits left in 
their charge. In the other argument the issue is not how desirable it is for 
people to give and get charitable help, but whether I can will that they not 
help me when I need it. Kant describes a man who is able for the most part 
to get along without the help of others and who thinks that it would be best 
for everyone to be like himself in this respect; the argument is clearly sup
posed to apply to this man, showing him that he cannot will as a universal 
law the maxim of refusing charitable help to others (G 398/14-15). Kant's 
position is that he may try to abolish the practice of charity by encouraging 
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people to develop self-reliance, but it is not permissible for him to pursue 
his end (as our rugged individualists in politics usually do) simply by refus
ing help to those who need it. 

Hegel claims that anything can pass the test of the formula of universal 
law if it is considered merely in itself, as a "simple determinateness"; but he 
also thinks that nothing can pass the test if resolved into the distinct and 
opposed moments that constitute it (PhG 1f1f 430-431). Thus he argues not 
only that Kant's principle permits immoral conduct, but also that it may 
forbid conduct that is praiseworthy. 

Thus the determinacy of helping the poor expresses abolition of the determinacy 
that is poverty; the maxim whose content is that determinacy, when tested by being 
raised to universal legislation, would prove itself false, for it would annihilate itself. 
If it is thought that the poor should be helped universally, then either there would 
no longer be any poor, or there would be only poor and then there would be no one 
who could help them; and so in both cases the help ceases. (NR 465-466/80) 
This argument purports to show that Kant's principle forbids us to follow 
the principle "Help the poor!" on the ground that if everyone helped the 
poor, there would no longer be any occasion for anyone to help the poor, 
and so the maxim of helping the poor (like the maxim of appropriating the 
deposit) would, if universalized, annihilate itself. 

We can see what is wrong with Hegel's argument as soon as we distinguish 
two different meanings for the maxim "Help the poor!" If my maxim is sim
ply that of trying to abolish poverty as far as possible, then there will be no 
self-annihilation if everyone follows the maxim and poverty is abolished. On 
the other hand, my maxim may be to engage in the activity of helping the 
poor, where the point is not so much to improve their condition as to busy 
myself with helping them. That maxim is threatened with self-contradiction 
if everyone follows it. But that maxim is morally suspect anyway: It is the 
maxim of those who help the poor in order to indulge their feelings of pity 
or because they have some vested interest in the institutions of poor relief.8 

5. Some unsolved problems 

I conclude that Hegel's criticism of the universal law test does not succeed. 
Even so, it might suggest a problem with the universal law test: How do we 
decide how to formulate an agent's maxim in a given case? The problem is 

r not that we have to be able to distinguish between the intent of people who 
help the poor in order to abolish poverty and those who help the poor because 
they have a vested interest in charities; any moral theory must be interested 

• in those distinctions. The problem is that the intentions of an agent often 
admit of distinct but equally correct descriptions from different points of 
view or at different levels of generality. 

Suppose I invite you to dinner. I consider serving you granola and yogurt 
because, although you hate them, I enjoy them and they will be good for 
you. What is my maxim in this case? Is it, "I will serve my guest foods I 
like"? Or, "I will feed my guest foods that I know are good for people"? Or, 
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THE EMPTINESS OF THE MORAL LAW 
"I will feed my guest nourishing food that I like even though I know the 
guest won't like it"? Or is the maxim just "I will feed my guest granola and 
yogurt"? All these maxims seem to be accurate expressions of my intention, 
but some might be universalizable whereas others are not. How do I decide 
which maxim to use when I apply the universal law test to the action I pro
pose? If we answer that the maxim ought to include all and only those things 
that are morally relevant, then this does not solve the problem but just re
states it. For the problem is that the universal law test does not provide us 
with any way of deciding what is morally relevant. 

Suppose I want to become a parent and I make it my maxim to marry and 
impregnate a woman who wants to have a child with me. This maxim seems 
quite innocent, but as stated it is obviously not universalizable. If everyone 
(including, of course, women) followed it, then there would be no women 
left for me to marry or impregnate, since all the women who wanted children 
would be busy trying to marry and impregnate other women.9 Here it looks 
as if the problem is easy to solve by reformulating the maxim in more general 
terms using some such phrase as "marrying and having a child with a person 
of the opposite sex. . . . " But how can we be sure that such reformulations 
do not represent an arbitrary and ad hoc adjustment of the example to our 
moral prejudices? Not every maxim may pass the universal law test, but the 
test might turn out to be too v^gii* and, flexible to provide determinate results 
in many actual cases of moral reasoning. 

There certainly are problems with Kant's universal law test; some of them 
might even turn out to be insoluble. Nothing I have said in this chapter 
should be taken as an endorsement of the FUL or as a denial that it might 
be shown to be empty of content. This is cold comfort to Hegel, who seems 
so far from a correct understanding of the universal law test that he cannot 
be credited with having identified any of the real difficulties with it. To make 
something of Hegel's criticisms of the FUL, we must use them as the occa
sion for raising problems Hegel never thought of. Thus it is not surprising 
that most scholars simply dismiss Hegel's criticisms of the FUL.10 

6. Kant's deduction of the moral law 

Hegel's emptiness charge appears at a disadvantage when it is regarded nar
rowly as an attack on the FUL. To regard it in this way is also partly to 
misunderstand it. Hegel thinks that the FUL is empty, but he never means 
to charge Kant merely with having formulated his principle badly, so that it 
turns out to be empty of content. Instead, Hegel consistently treats this emp
tiness as a necessary feature of the standpoint from which Kant thinks about 
morality. Hegel does not begin with Kant's FUL, interpreting (or misinter
preting) it as setting up noncontradiction as the sole moral criterion. On the 
contrary, he begins with the conception of the moral standpoint as that of 
the abstract subjective ego, founded on the pure concept of analytic unity; 
and then he infers from this that noncontradiction is the only criterion moral
ity has at its disposal (NR 459/75; PhG UK 429-430). 
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Thus the Berlin Encyclopedia derives the emptiness charge from the claim 
that Kant never successfully distinguishes reason from understanding, since 
Kantian reason supplies nothing but a formal unity to an experience whose 
content must come from outside (EL § 52). From this Hegel infers that non
contradiction is the only moral criterion available to Kant: "For that which 
practical thought makes its law . . . there is again nothing to hand except the 
same abstract identity of the understanding, that there is no contradiction in 
the determination" (EL § 54, emphasis added). The Philosophy of Right criti
cizes Kant for remaining at the moral standpoint without going on to the 
standpoint of ethical life, claiming that from this standpoint noncontradic
tion is the only criterion of duty. Only then does Hegel allude to what he 
calls "the further Kantian form, the capacity of the action to be represented 
as a universal maxim," which (Hegel says) contains no principle beyond the 
absence of contradiction (PR § 135R). We have already seen that this last 
claim is based on a misunderstanding of Kant's principle; but Hegel's deeper 
and more interesting thesis is that Kant is not entitled to employ a principle 
with any content beyond the criterion of noncontradictoriness. 

If Hegel's emptiness charge says that Kant is unable to provide an ade
quate deduction for a principle with any content and if the FUL is not 
empty, then we might pose Hegel's emptiness charge as a challenge not to 
the FUL but to its derivation. As we shall see in the next section, this is 
something that Hegel himself does at least once. In order to evaluate the 
challenge, we need to see how Kant proposes to derive the FUL. 

Kant's deduction of the FUL, in both the Foundations and the second 
critique, attempts to show that the FUL is one that there is a special sort of 
reason or ground for following: an "objective" ground. An objective ground 
is "valid for every rational being as such" (G 413/30; KpV 19/17). But its 
universal validity cannot be merely a contingent matter of fact; it must be 
an a priori necessary ground for all rational beings. And it must be "valid n̂ 
the same form for all rational beings" - that is, it must be "exactly the same 
determining ground for the will of all rational beings and in all cases" (KpV 
21/20, 25/24). Thus unanimity among rational beings as to what pleases or 
pains them could not constitute the sort of universal validity necessary for 
an objective ground or an objectively grounded principle (a practical law). 
This unanimity would be merely contingent, and although each rational be
ing might have a reason for promoting the universally pleasant, each one's 
reason would be different: My ground for promoting the universally pleasant 
is that it pleases me; your ground is that it pleases you. A genuinely objective 
ground for doing something would have to be something like: "because any 
rational being should do it," or "because it is rational to do it." 

Kant thinks that if we can show that the FUL is objectively grounded, 
then that will show that we always have a sufficient and overriding reason to 
follow it. This is because he thinks that an objective ground is "supreme" 
(oberste) - deserving to prevail over any grounds that derive from "subjective 
differences between human beings" (KpV 32/32). This, in turn, is because 
he agrees with Hegel that we act more rationally when we act universally, 
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THE EMPTINESS OF THE MORAL LAW 
from grounds deriving from our essence as rational beings, than when we act 
from particular grounds that we have only contingently and do not share 
with other rational beings. 

Kant will have established that it is rational to follow the FUL if he can 
show that this formula expresses an objectively grounded principle or practi
cal law. This is exactly what he tries to do. His deduction of the FUL can 
be divided into two stages. First, Kant argues that the FUL can be derived 
from the very concept of an objective ground, and second, he argues that 
there does in fact exist an objective ground. The first stage of Kant's argu
ment is carried out in Part II of the Foundations and in Theorem III of the 
Critique of Practical Reason. Kant introduces the concept of a categorical 
imperative or practical law, a principle involving "an unconditional and ob
jective, and hence universally valid necessity" (G 416/34); and then he pro
ceeds to argue that "the mere concept of a categorical imperative is sufficient 
to provide the formula containing the proposition that alone can be a categor
ical imperative" (G 420/38; cf. KpV 26/26). The argument purports to show 
that the FUL is this formula. 

In Part III of the Foundations, Kant undertakes the second stage of his 
argument, claiming that freedom, which can and must be presupposed as the 
property of every rational will, can belong only to a will that is subject to 
objective principles (G 447-448/65-66). In the second critique, the second 
stage of Kant's argument takes a slightly different form, for instead of ar
guing that there is an objective practical law for rational beings because such 
beings must think of themselves as free, Kant insists that rational beings 
must think of themselves as free only because they are aware of being subject 
to a practical law, which is given to them as a "fact of reason" (7̂ £>V 47/48). 
This difference, however, affects only the second stage of Kant's argument. 
The first stage, equally-necessary to both versions of the argument, is also 
the same in both. It will be the target of Hegel's criticism. 

7, The failure of Kant's deduction 
Kant earns only praise from Hegel for grounding the moral law on freedom, 
"the positive infinity of practical reason," or "the [will's] faculty of determin
ing itself in a universal way, thinkingly" (EL § 54A). Hegel grants that the 
will is free, and that its freedom involves self-legislation according to objec
tive grounds. Thus Hegel agrees with the second stage of Kant's deduction 
of the FUL. He denies, however, that any content to the moral law can be 
arrived at from this starting point: 

Only with the recognition [of the will's freedom] the question of the content of the 
will or of practical reason is still not answered. When it is said that human beings 
ought to make the good the content of their wills, right away there recurs the question 
of the content, i.e., the determinacy of this content; and we get nowhere either with 
the mere principle of the agreement of the will with itself or with the demand to do 
duty for duty's sake. (EL § 54A) 
This passage is not merely a repetition of the claim that the FUL is empty 
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of content; it contains a denial of the first stage of Kant's deduction of the 
FUL, the stage that attempts to deduce the FUL from the concept of a 
categorical imperative, objective law, or objective practical ground. As we 
shall now see, if Hegel's emptiness charge is understood in this way, then it 
turns out to be correct. 

Kant claims that "the mere concept of a categorical imperative . . . pro
vides the formula containing the proposition which alone can be a categorical 
imperative." His argument is this: 

If I think of a categorical imperative, then I know straightway what it contains. 
For since the imperative contains, besides the law, only the necessity that the maxim 
agree with this law, but the law contains no condition which limits it, there remains 
nothing with which the maxim should agree except the universality of law in general, 
and it is this agreement alone which the imperative really represents. Hence the sole 
categorical imperative is this: Act only according to that maxim by which you can at 
the same time will that it should become a universal law. (G 420-421/38-39; cf. G 
402/18, KpV 27/27) 

Kant begins with the concept of an objective ground or objectively grounded 
principle (a categorical imperative). He first points out that the only conceiv
able ground for following such a principle is the agreement of your maxim 
with the concept of lawfulness or universal validity: You follow it because it 
is rational for any rational being to follow it. From this he concludes that 
this agreement, and hence the only possible objective ground, consists in the 
possibility of willing that your maxim be followed by all rational beings. The 
only possible objective ground is the conformity of your maxim to the FUL. 

Kant's argument may be paraphrased as follows: A practical principle is 
objective, or a practical law, only if there is a ground for following it which 
is necessarily valid for every rational being as such. But a ground of this kind 
can consist in nothing but the agreement of the agent's maxim with the con
cept of a principle that is objectively valid. This agreement, however, can 
consist only in the possibility of willing that the maxim be universally fol
lowed. Consequently, the only possible objective principle is: Act according 
to a maxim that you can will to be universally followed. 

This argument is fallacious. An objective ground is universally valid, and 
likewise an objective principle is one that every rational being has a reason 
(the same reason) for following. The universal validity of an objective princi
ple thus consists in what we earlier called its "universality of applicability." 
But it does not consist, as Kant seems to infer, in the rational desirability 
(for someone, perhaps for anyone) of the state of affairs that would result if 
everyone followed the principle. Kant is arguing from the premise that it is 
rational for each person to follow a certain principle to the conclusion that it 
is rational (for someone, or anyone) to will that everyone follow the principle. 
But that inference is not valid. From the fact that it is rational for each of us 
to do something, we cannot derive any conclusion about the rational desir
ability of the state of affairs that would result if we all did that thing. 

Suppose I am an egoist, who thinks that one objective principle is the 
principle of self-love: "Always seek your own happiness." In the second cri-
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tique, Kant claims that if everyone followed this principle, the result would 
be a conflict between people's ends and the destruction of everyone's happi
ness. Let us suppose that Kant is right and that I (the egoist) agree with 
him. I admit I cannot will that everyone should follow the principle of self-
love, since this would destroy my own happiness (along with everyone else's). 
But does this tend in the least to show that the principle of self-love is not 
an objective principle? No, it does not. Kant successfully refutes one argu
ment in favor of the principle of self-love, an argument drawn from the uni
versality of the desire for happiness. He points out that this desire is only 
contingently universal, and that it fails to provide a reason that is identical 
for all rational beings (KpV 26/25). But in my defense of the claim that the 
principle of self-love is an objective principle, I need not make the mistake 
of relying on this argument. To refute one bad argument for a view is not to 
show that the view itself is mistaken. 

Yet if the first stage of Kant's deduction of the FUL were valid, then I 
could not even claim that the principle of self-love is an objective principle 
without falling into self-contradiction, for Kant's argument purports to show 
that the only principle consistent with the concept of an objective ground is 
the FUL. If Kant's argument were valid, it would be impossible to maintain 
without contradiction that a principle is objectively grounded and also that 
one cannot will that that principle be universally followed. But though it is 
doubtless false that the principle of self-love is an objective principle, the 
supposition that it is one leads to no contradiction. Hence Kant's argument 
is not valid. 

8. Universal applicability and collective rationality 
In framing his argument Kant seems to have been misled by the connotations 
of his terms "practicallaw" and "universal law." When conscientious legisla
tors make laws for a community, they normally have in mind that the laws 
should have what we earlier called "universality of applicability" (Chapter 7, 
§ 5): Everyone should be equally subject to them. Good legislators are also 
guided by what life will be like for the community if the laws are universally 
followed; they make the laws they do because they think that everyone's fol
lowing those laws will result in a system of collective behavior that is rational 
and generally beneficial. Let us call this second feature of a good law "collec
tive benefit." As we noted earlier in this chapter (§4), collective benefit in 
this sense is not identical with Kant's FUL test, which says that it must be 
possible to will without contradiction that the law will be universally fol
lowed. Let us call this feature of a law "collective rationality." For our pres
ent purposes, collective rationality is similar to collective benefit, since both 
have to do with the relation of the rational agent's will to the hypothetical 
situation in which a maxim is universally followed. 

Now although Kant's conception of a practical law contains universality of 
applicability, it does not contain anything like collective benefit or collective 
rationality. The concept of a practical law involves the idea that taking each 
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rational being individually, it is rational for that being to follow that law; but 
this leaves entirely open the question whether the result of everyone's follow
ing the law would be (collectively) desirable, or whether it would be some
thing that a rational agent could will without contradiction. A priori we have 
no way of ruling out the possibility that a principle with universal applicabil
ity might dictate to each individual a course of action which she cannot will 
that others should follow too. 

The mistake is an easy one to make because terms like "universally valid" 
and "universally rational" can be taken either individually or collectively. If 
I say that a principle is "universally valid," that might mean that for each 
individual, without exception, it would be rational for that individual to fol
low that principle. But it might also mean that any group of people all of 
whom followed the principle would behave in a way that is collectively bene
ficial or collectively rational. The phrase "what it is rational for everyone to 
do" contains a similar ambiguity. Of course, it might turn out that the refer
ents of the phrase taken in the two senses are exactly the same: that the 
course which it is rational for each individual to take is identical with the 
course which, if universally followed, would result in a collectively beneficial 
or collectively rational system of action. To the extent that we can reasonably 
expect others to behave as we ourselves do, we have grounds for thinking 
that only collectively rational principles will turn out to have universal appli
cability. For if each of us can foresee that the consequences of following a 
certain maxim will be something we cannot consistently will, then that might 
provide us with a reason not to follow the maxim, and hence preclude its 
universal applicability. But it is only under certain contingent, empirical con
ditions that this would happen. We cannot infer (as Kant does) that a princi
ple with universality of applicability is eo ipso a principle with collective 
rationality. Such an inference is simply invalid. 

Someone might think that Kant could be saved from these objections by 
insisting that the concept of an objective ground should have been interpre
ted all along as containing both universality of applicability and collective 
rationality. Let us call this the "stronger" concept of objectivity, in contrast 
to the "weaker" concept that involves universality of applicability alone. If 
we employ this new concept of objectivity, then it will certainly be true that 
only a principle that can be willed as universal law can be objectively 
grounded, and hence that the FUL will follow from the very concept of an 
objective ground. This would, of course, trivialize the first stage of Kant's 
deduction of the FUL, but perhaps that is no reason to object to it: Kant 
himself seems to regard the point he is making as a trivial one: "A practical 
law which I recognize as such must qualify for universal legislation: this is 
an identical proposition and therefore self-evident" (KpV 27/27). 

This is not a satisfactory way out of Kant's difficulties, however. The rea
son is that the first stage of Kant's deduction, which derives the FUL from 
the concept of an objective ground, needs to be combined with the second 
stage, which shows that there are objectively grounded principles. The de
duction as a whole will not succeed if the stronger concept of objective 
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ground is used in the first stage of the argument while the weaker concept is 
used in the second stage, for it will still be an open question whether the 
weakly objective principles established in the second stage are strongly objec
tive too; indeed, it will be an open question whether there are any strongly 
objective principles at all. 

Kant's arguments never attempt to establish the existence of strongly ob
jective principles, but only the existence of weakly objective ones. The Foun
dations claims that a free will is subject to objective principles because an 
objective ground arises from the rational self rather than from inclinations 
for external objects (G 446-447/65, 457/76). Such an argument might show 
that a free will is subject to weakly objective principles (principles having 
universality of applicability), but it cannot show that the will is subject to 
strongly objective principles (having collective rationality as well). Even.in 
The Critique of Practical Reason, where Kant treats the existence of objective 
principles as a "fact of reason," he maintains that the practical law that is 
such a fact is "reciprocally implied by" freedom and even "identical" with it 
(KpV 29/29, 42/43). The law that is given as a fact of reason is therefore only 
weakly objective. If we employ the stronger concept of objectivity in the first 
stage of Kant's deduction of the FUL, then we save that stage by trivializing 
it, but we only doom the deduction as a whole to failure. 

Hegel may be mistaken in thinking that the FUL is empty, tu t he is not 
mistaken in thinking that Kant's starting point (in the idea of a free will and 
a categorical imperative) is purely formal, and incapable of leading to any 
determinate moral principles. Kant tries to derive a substantive moral princi
ple merely from the concepts of an objective ground for acting and a principle 
that is objectively grounded. But we'cannot tell, given these concepts alone, 
which .principles, if any, are objectively grounded, are categorical impera
tives. If Kant's FUL is not empty, that is because it does not follow from 
his starting point; this starting point is empty. 

9. The emptiness of the moral will 
A categorical imperative or practical law is an objectively grounded principle. 
Following such a principle because it is objectively grounded or acting from. 
an objective ground is the same as acting from respect for law, or acting from 
duty (G 400/16). Thus Kant's attempt to provide a deduction of the FUL 
from the concept of a practical law or objectively grounded principle is the 
same as attempting to deduce the FUL from the idea of acting purely from 
duty. This is the way the deduction is in fact first presented in the Founda
tions (G 402/18). If Hegel's emptiness charge may be interpreted as the de
nial that any contentful moral principles may be derivedvfrom the mere con
cept of a categorical imperative or objective ground, then it might also be 
interpreted as the denial that any contentful moral principles may be derived 
from the idea of acting from duty. 

Hegel's writings contain such denials. They go further, taking the position 
that the will that acts from duty is committed to act on a principle that is 

167 



MORALITY 
purely formal and empty of content. In Chapter 8 we saw how Hegel rejects 
the Kantian conception of the good will as the will that acts from duty. Now 
we will see that at the root of the emptiness charge, as Hegel himself con
ceived it, lies the idea that if you embrace the Kantian conception of the 
good will, you are not merely unable to deduce contentful moral principles 
from it, but are also doomed only to empty principles. In short, the moral 
law is empty because the moral will is empty. 

In Hegel's texts the emptiness charge is usually associated with an attack 
on the Kantian conception of the good will. The Philosophy of Right says that 
Kant's adherence to the moral standpoint without a conception of ethical life 
reduces his ethics of autonomy to "an empty formalism and the moral science 
to a prating about duty for duty's sake" (PR § 135R). In the Lectures on the 
History of Philosophy, Hegel puts it this way: "This is the defect of the Kan-
tian-Fichtean principle, that it is simply formal. Cold duty is the last undi
gested lump in the stomach, the revelation given of reason" (VGP j : 369/ 
461). But in both these passages, it is unclear just how the emptiness charge 
and the Kantian conception of the good will are connected. 

The emptiness charge came to articulation in Hegel's writings during the 
first years of his Jena period. It is first adumbrated in The Difference Be-
tween Fichte's and Schelling's System of Philosophy (1801) and developed 
further in Hegel's critique of Fichte in Faith and Knowledge (1802). Later 
presentations of the charge in the Phenomenology, Encyclopedia, Philosophy 
of Right, and the lectures are in fact only echoes and summaries of Hegel's 
most extensive exposition of the emptiness charge in the Natural Right 
(1802). It is in the early Jena writings that we must look for Hegel's clearest 
statements of the motivation behind the charge. 

Faith and Knowledge is most explicit about the connection between the 
emptiness charge and his critique of the good will as the will that acts from 
duty. From the moral standpoint, Hegel says that "the content of the concept 
is some reality posited in an idea form as end and intention, some empirical 
given; only the empty form is the a priori." In morality there is a separation 
between the concrete action, whose content is contingent and empirical, and 
the pure form of duty, for whose sake alone the action is supposed to be 
done. 

Because the emptiness of the pure will and the universal is the truly a priori, the 
particular is something absolutely empirical. What right and duty are in and for 
themselves - to give a determination of this would be contradictory. For the content 
at once cancels the pure will or duty for duty's sake, and makes duty into something 
material. The emptiness of the pure feeling of duty and the content continually cross 
each other up. . . . So we are free to elevate every moral contingency into the form 
of the concept and procure a justification and a good conscience for what is unethical. 
(GW 426-427/183-184) 

Hegel claims that if the pure moral disposition consists in acting from the 
pure thought of duty, then any "content" would destroy the moral purity of 
the will. Or, as Hegel more succinctly puts the point later in the Phenomenol
ogy of Spirit: "Since the determinate duty is an end, it has a content, its 
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content is a part of the end, and so morality is not pure" (PhG f 630). Sup
pose, for instance, that I try to think of a certain kind of action, such as 
keeping a promise or helping another in need, as my duty. To do this specific 
duty, Hegel seems to be saying, would be to act not from duty alone, but 
also from a more particular motive, that of keeping this promise or helping 
this person. But this more particular motive would cancel what Kant regards 
as the purity of my will. Hegel's contention is that to apply any determinate 
criterion of duty is to think of one's action as one's duty because it has certain 
determinate empirical features; and to perform it because it is a fulfillment 
of that duty is to perform it because it has those features. 

The point could also be put by saying that if there are to be determinate 
duties, then to act from duty is to act from those particular duties under the 
empirical circumstances where they arise; but that means to act from empiri
cal motives, and not solely from the pure motive of duty. This entails that 
Kantians must not apply any substantive criterion of duty, since to use such 
a criterion is to do the action not only from duty but also because it has 
whatever features satisfy the criterion. Hence the moral standpoint precludes 
any objective criterion for moral action; it is capable of procuring a good 
conscience for even the most unethical actions. 

To this argument there seems a very natural Kantian reply. To act from 
duty is to perform the action because it satisfies the categorical imperative in 
one or another of its formulations. If promise keeping is entailed by some 
formulation of the categorical imperative, then to act from duty entails keep
ing promises. Thus in order to act from duty it is not only possible but even 
necessary to perform actions with the empirical features that make them acts 
of promise keeping. These empirical features should not motivate the acts, 
but it is a corollary of acting from the categorical imperative that one should 
perform acts with those features. 

This reply, however, misses the point of Hegel's criticism. Hegel thinks 
that in order to do one's duty as this particular duty, even if one derives the 
empirical features of that duty from some moral principle, one must act from 
those empirical features, and that to act from the empirical features of the 
act in this way is also to act from something that has the stamp of "particular
ity" on it; it is to act from empirical inclinations, interests, drives, passions. 
Hegel's thesis is that to act from a contentful principle is always to act from 
empirical motives; therefore, the only way to avoid acting from empirical 
motives would be either not to act at all or else to act in a determinate way 
while abstracting entirely from the empirical content of what one is doing -
and so any determinate way of acting will do. In other words, to act from 
pure duty is to act from a principle with no content. The motive of pure 
duty thus attaches just as easily to the unethical as to the right and good. 

io« Ends and empirical motivation 
Hegel's argument is perhaps most explicitly stated in the Phenomenology. 
According to the moral world-view: 
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I act morally insofar as I am conscious of performing duty only, and not something 
else, and this means in fact when I do not act. When I actually act, I am conscious of 
an other, an actuality'that is at hand, and of an actuality I will to produce; I have a 
determinate end and fulfill a determinate duty. There is something in it that i&other 
than pure duty, which alone ought to be intended. (PhG % 637) 
The crucial thesis here is that to act on a contentful principle is to pursue an 
end, and that to pursue, an end is necessarily to act from something other 
than pure duty; it is to act from empirical desires. Hegel often makes this 
point in a very abstract way by insisting that the universal and the particular 
are identical (EL §§163-164), or that the universal is actualized only in the 
particular (VG 85/72). As applied to mor l̂ psychology, this means that duty 
or the moral law ("the universal") can be carried out or actualized only 
through the medium of "the particular" - through the agent's empirical de
sires, drives, and inclinations (PhG H 622). 

The meaning of Hegel's thesis is ambiguous. Sometimes it seems to be a 
point about human nature, the point that people are not disposed to carry 
out substantial projects unless they are driven to do so by "interest," or "self-
satisfaction," or moved at the level of their sensuous nature by elemental 
drives or passions: "Nothing great," he says, "has ever been accomplished 
without passion" (VG 85/73; EG §§ 474-475; PR § 121). Such statements 
have an air of worldly wisdom about them, and they may even be true, but 
they do not pose a serious ̂ challenge to Kantian morality. They only confirm 
Kant's own suspicions, in his more cynical moods, that perhaps even the best 
human will is impure in its*motivation, so that maybe none of our actions 
possesses true moral worth. 

Sometimes, however, Hegel suggests something different: that all action 
is mediated by inclination because every action has an end and the setting 
and pursuing of any particular end necessarily involves acting from empirical 
drives and inclinations. Recall the passage quoted earlier from the Phenome
nology: "Since the determinate duty is an end, it has a content, its content is 
a part of the end, and so morality is not pure" (PhG H 630). Or, as he puts 
it much later in the Berlin Encyclopedia: 

An action is an end of the subject, just as [the subject] is its activity of carrying 
out this end. There is an action at all only through the fact that the subject is in it, 
i.e. through its interest, even in the most unselfish action. . . . [According to some 
people] drives and passions are opposed as a whole to duty for duty's sake, to moral
ity. But drive and1 passion is nothing but the vitality of the subject, through which 
[the subject] is in its ends and their execution. (EG § 475R) 

Every action is itself one of the agent's ends, since in our actionswe seek-to 
vindicate our own agency through the accomplishment of our other ends. 
But the vindication of my agency is always an aspect df my particular good, 
my subjective interest or "self-satisfaction." From this Hegel-concludes that 
the ethical worth of an action is not in the least diminished by the fact that 
it is performed from inclination or passion, since it is an inevitable fact about 
agency that this should be so. Instead, "the ethical has to do with the content, 
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which as a universal is something inactive, and has its activation in the sub
ject. The fact that this content is immanent in the subject is interest, and 
when it lays claim to the whole of the effective subjectivity, it is passion" 
(EG § 475R). 

Kantians must take this argument more seriously. Kant himself holds that 
every action has an end, acts done from duty every bit as much as acts done 
from immediate impulse or prudential calculation (G 436/54-55). Kant even 
maintains that ends that are duties (ends that it is my duty to have) play the 
chief role in determining our ethical duties as distinct from our duties of 
right (TL 381/38). Kant agrees with Hegel that there can be no application 
of the moral law, no specification of what our duties are, without the specifi
cation of the determinate ends of dutiful actions. Kant also holds that an act 
is devoid of moral worth if its motive consists in the agent's desire for the 
end of the action; acts so motivated are done from what Kant calls a "material 
principle"; such principles, he says, are without exception empirical and fall 
under the principle of self-love or one's own happiness (KpV 21-22/19-20). 
An act whose motive coincides with its end is heteronomous, done from incli
nation and not from duty. If all acts were necessarily of this kind, then the 
whole of morality (as Kant understands it) would be nothing but a cobweb 
of the brain. 

Kant thinks it is a mistake to suppose that the motive of an action inevita
bly coincides with its end. An act done from duty has an end, which some
times even includes the satisfaction of the agent's inclinations or particular 
interests. Kant never claims that the agent has to forego this self-satisfaction 
in order for the action to have moral worth. But this end, which Kant calls 
the "matter" of the agent's maxim, is not the motive of an action done from 
duty; rather, the motive in this case is the "legislative form" of the maxim, 
the fact that the maxim can be willed as a universal law (KpV 26-29/26-29).u 

One meaning of Kant's thesis that freedom of the will means that pure reason 
can of itself be practical is that an action can be performed directly by legisla
tive reason, without the assistance of inclinations (KpV 41-42/43). 

Chapter 8 expounded Hegel's reasons for rejecting Kant's view on this 
point. For Hegel, the relevant question of moral psychology is not about an 
act's psychic causes but about the intentional descriptions that provide the 
agent with the (internal) reasons for doing it. Since Hegel agrees with Kant 
that the act must be done for duty's sake, the intention of an act done by a 
good will must include its promotion of the good. Since every successful act 
also appeals to the agent because of the self-satisfaction it provides, this self-
satisfaction will also belong to the intention. So equally might other empirical 
or self-interested motives without taking anything away from the goodness 
of the agent's will. 

In the context of Hegel's moral psychology, to try to act solely from duty 
is to attempt to bring your action under no intentional description at all ex
cept that it is your duty to do it. This means abstracting yourself from the 
self-satisfaction necessary to every action. Such a view of oneself is incompat
ible with acting according to any determinate or contentful principles, since 
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such principles will always supply further intentional descriptions ("keeping 
that promise," "helping this person") under which the act is sure to be 
brought by an agent engaged in fulfilling a concrete duty. "Pure duty consists 
in the empty abstraction of pure thinking, and has its reality and content 
only in a determinate actuality - an actuality that is the actuality of conscious
ness itself, and this not as a mere thought-entity but as an individual" (PhG 
n 63 7) . 

Kantians may object that abstracting from self-satisfaction with respect to 
motivation is not the same thing as ignoring the existence of these desires or 
trying to extirpate them - a course to which Kant is opposed every bit as 
much as Hegel (R 57/50). The morally relevant question is only whether our 
action is motivated by the desire for that benefit or by the thought of duty. 
If Hegel is correct, though, then this is not a morally relevant question at 
«U; it may not even be a meaningful question. In practice, Kant's criterion 
of moral worth estranges moral worth from self-satisfaction. It encourages 
us to think that we cannot esteem ourselves unless we act from an outlandish 
supernatural motive which no one ever really has. 

«■* 

i i . Emptiness and Hegelian morality 
Kantians might take some comfort from a brief review of the history of the 
emptiness charge, because it reveals an ironic tension in Hegel's views. Hegel 
developed the emptiness charge in the Jena period, when "morality" was 
little more than a nickname for an erroneous standpoint, typified by the 
moral philosophies of Kant and Fichte, and firmly committed to the un
healthy idea that the good will acts solely from duty. The moral psychology 
that enables Hegel to defend the emptiness charge was made explicit only in 
the writings after 1816 - as part of a revised conception of morality that 
attempts to integrate it positively within a modern ethical life. 

Hegel's mature conception of morality seems to open up the possibility of 
a morality based on the good (the right united with universal well-being) 
yielding contentful principles from which a doctrine of duties might be de
rived. But even in his later thought Hegel continues to hold that there can 
be no doctrine of duties from the moral standpoint, that this standpoint 
yields no criterion except noncontradiction, and that a contentful theory of 
duties requires the standpoint of ethical life (PR § 148R). This seems to be 
the emptiness charge in the weak form, wl^id^^lJriJv that morality cannot 
provide an "adequate doctrine of dutiesTYPR § M ^ / . At the same time, it 
would be a very broad form of the emptm^shclTarge7 since it applies even to 
the standpoint of morality as Hegel accepts it. 

How might Hegel try to justify the emptiness charge in this form? If the 
moral standpoint is limited to considering nothing but the rights and welfare 
of individuals, then it might not be able to deal with the value we accord to 
social institutions, and that might prevent it from giving an adequate doc
trine of duties. Hegel holds, for example, that the state is a higher end than 
individual well-being as such (PR § 258), and that we value the "leading of 
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a universal life" in the state for its own sake (PR § 258R). He might argue 
that these purely collective values have a role to play in determining the sub
stance of our duties. They might, for instance, impose on us duties to show 
respect for due process of law (PR § 221) or the person of the monarch, who 
represents the free personality of the state (PR § 279), even when these acts 
of respect are not really necessary for the state's institutions to fulfill their 
end of securing the right and well-being of individuals. Such duties could be 
comprehended from the standpoint of ethical life, but not from the stand
point of morality, even on Hegel's most sympathetic understanding of the 
latter. 

This may be a promising line of thought, but nowhere does Hegel devote 
himself to a sustained defense of it. To make his case, Hegel would have to 
argue that the value of rational institutions is both genuine and irreducible 
to individual right and well-being. He would have to show how the higher 
end of the state and other institutions actually does shape our duties, and he 
would have to show how the standpoint of ethical life can give an adequate 
account of the matters for which the moral standpoint is insufficient.12 It is 
the emptiness charge in this broad but weak form that poses the most serious 
threat to the moral standpoint. In Chapters 11 and 12 we will examine some 
features of Hegelian ethical life which may lend further support to the empti
ness charge in this form (see especially Chapter 12, §§ 2-3). 
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8. See Paul Dietrichson, "What Does Kant Mean by 'Acting from Duty'?" in R. P. 
Wolff (ed.), Kant: A Collection of Critical Essays (Garden City: Doubleday, 
1967); and Allen Wood, Kant's Moral Religion (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1970), pp. 245-247. 

9. See Herman, "On the Value of Acting from the Motive of Duty," pp. 376-382. 
10. See Richard Schacht, "Hegel on Freedom," in A. Maclntyre (ed.), Hegel: A Col-

lection of Critical Essays (Garden City: Doubleday, 1972), p. 309; and G. H. R. 
Parkinson, "Hegel's Concept of Freedom," in M. In wood (ed.), Hegel (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 156. 

Chapter 9 

1. J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism, ed. George Sher (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1979), p. 4. 
2. Gottlob August Tittel, UberHerrKants Moralreform (Frankfurt: Pfahler, 1786), 
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pp. 14-15, 32-36. Cf. Fred Beiser, The Fate of Reason (Cambridge, MA: Har
vard University Press, 1987), pp. 185-186. 

3. See Thomas Pogge, "The Categorical Imperative," in Otfried Hoffe (ed.), Grund-
legung zur Metaphysik derSitten: Ein kooperativer Kommentar (Frankfurt: Vit-
torio Kostermann, 1989). 

4. Here I follow the interpretation of the formula of universal law developed by 
Onora Nell (O'Neill), Acting on Principle: An Essay on Kantian Ethics (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1975), Chapters 1-5. 

5. I owe this point to the text of an unpublished lecture on Hegelian ethics by Ernst 
Tugendhat. 

6. The novels of Ayn Rand sometimes provide moderately persuasive fictional ac
counts of such fantastic beings. 

7. Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. E. F. J. 
Payne (New York: Dover, 1969), / : 525. 

8. Hegel may also intend slyly to suggest that the latter has to be the real maxim of 
those who help others. He may intend to call our intention to the hypocrisy 
of those who engage in charitable deeds in order to exercise power over those 
they "help" - or at least to feel superior to them. Or he may have in mind the 
point that those who give real, effective help to others on a regular basis must 
take on that task as a concrete vocation, and find self-satisfaction in it. He is 
certainly right to be suspicious of moralists who exhort us to help others without 
explaining how our efforts are to be rationally integrated into our own lives or 
the larger life of society. These points may all be well-taken, but they do not 
show that the maxim "Help the poor!" (taken in the sense Kant means it) contra
dicts itself. 

9. This example is from Bruce Aune, Kant's Moral Philosophy (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1978), pp. 123-125. 

10. See Marcus Singer, Generalization in Ethics (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1961), 
pp. 292-295; Dieter Henrich, "Das Problem der Grundlegung der Ethik 
bei Kant und im spekulativen Idealismus," in P. Engelhardt (ed.), Sein und 
Ethos (Mainz, 1963); Andreas Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung (Stuttgart: 
Klett-Cotta Verlag, 1982), pp. 84-96; Christine Korsgaard, "Kant's Formu
la of Universal Law," Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 66 (1985); and Onora 
Nell (O'Neill), Acting on Principle, especially Chapter 5. An exception to the 
rule is Michael Hardimon, Individual Morality and Rational Social Life: A 
Study of Hegel's Ethics (University of Chicago, Ph.D. dissertation j 1985), 
Chapter 1. 

11. See my book Kant's Moral Religion (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 19)70), pp. 
4<>-52-

12. Later, however, we will explore the possibility that ethical life deals more satisfac
torily with duties to others involving "differential pull"7 (see Chapter 12, § 3). 

Chapter 10 

1. See E. Hirsch, "Die Beisetzung der Romantiker in Hegels Phanbmenologie," 
Deutsche Vierteljahrschrift fur Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte 2 
(1924), 516-522; Otto Poggeler, Hegels Kritik der Romantik (Bonn: Abhand-
lungen zur Philosophic, Psychologie und Padagogik: Bd. 4, 1956). 

2* Richard Pregizer, Die politischen Ideen des Karl Follen (Tubigen: Mbhr, 1912), 
p. 70; and K. G. Faber, "Student und Politik in er ersten deutschen BurscKen-
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its right is supreme, 101, 223-30; see also 
ethical life, ancient Greek; Germanic 
realm; Oriental realm; Roman realm; 
spirit 

wrong (Unrecht), 169-10, 253; see also crime; 
punishment 

Yack, Bernard, 266, 283 

Zufalligkeit, see contingency 
Zurechnung, see imputability; responsibility 
Zwang, see coercion 
Zweck, see end 
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