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UNDERSTANDING KANT’S VISION
OF MORAL LIFE

When we think about moral philosophy,
few works  stand as  tall  as  Immanuel
Kant  The  Metaphysics  Of  Morals.
Published in 1797, this text represents
the mature culmination of Kant’s ethical
thought. Unlike his earlier Groundwork of
the Metaphysics of Morals, which sought
to  identify  and  establish  the  supreme
principle  of  morality,  this  later  work
applies  that  principle  to  the  concrete
realities of human life. It is divided into
two main parts: the Doctrine of Right
(Rechtslehre)  and  the  Doctrine  of
Virtue  (Tugendlehre).  Together,  they
offer  a  complete  system  of  duties  that
govern both our external actions and our
internal maxims. For anyone seeking to
understand  Kantian  ethics  in  its  full
scope, this book is essential reading. It
moves  beyond  abstract  formulas  and
enters the realm of political philosophy,
legal  theory,  and  personal  ethics,
showing  how  moral  law  shapes  every
dimension of human coexistence.

THE OVERALL STRUCTURE OF
THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS

Before diving into the details, it is helpful
to  grasp the architecture  of  the work.
Kant  divides  the  entire  field  of  morals
into two distinct domains: juridical (or
legal)  and  ethical .  This  division

corresponds  to  the  two  parts  of  the
book.  The  Doctrine  of  Right  concerns
itself with external actions and the laws
that govern them. It deals with what we
owe to others in terms of their external
freedom.  The  Doctrine  of  Virtue,  by
contrast,  concerns  itself  with  internal
maxims and the ends we ought to adopt.
It deals with what we owe to ourselves
and to others in terms of our inner moral
disposition.
Kant  ins ists  that  both  parts  are
necessary for a complete moral system.
A person can be a lawful citizen without
being  a  virtuous  person,  but  a  truly
moral  individual  must  fulfill  both  sets  of
duties. This distinction is one of the most
original  and  enduring  contributions  of
Immanuel Kant The Metaphysics Of
Morals  to the history of philosophy. It
shows  that  morality  is  not  merely  a
matter of obeying external rules but also
of cultivating inner character.

The Categorical
Imperative as
the Foundation
At the foundation of the entire system
lies the Categorical Imperative. In his
earlier Groundwork, Kant formulated this
supreme principle of morality in several
ways.  The most  famous formulation  is
the Formula of Universal Law: "Act only
according to  that  maxim whereby you
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can at the same time will that it should
become a universal law." In Immanuel
Kant The Metaphysics Of Morals, this
principle is not abandoned. Rather, it is
assumed  as  the  ultimate  standard
against which all  duties are measured.
The Categorical Imperative provides the
test  for  whether  a  given  maxim  is
morally permissible. If a maxim cannot
be consistently willed as a universal law,
it is forbidden. If it must be willed as a
universal law, it is obligatory. If it can be
willed but is  not required,  it  is  merely
permissible.
What makes the Categorical Imperative
so powerful is its formal nature. It does
not  tell  us  what  specific  actions  to
perform. Instead, it gives us a procedure
for testing our own reasons for acting.
This procedural approach is what makes
Kantian ethics a deontological system,
meaning that it judges actions based on
their adherence to duty rather than their
consequences. In Immanuel Kant The
Metaphysics  Of  Morals,  this  formal
principle  is  brought  to  bear  on  the
concrete realities  of  human social  and
political life.

THE DOCTRINE OF RIGHT:
EXTERNAL FREEDOM AND LAW

The first major division of the book is the
Doctrine  of  Right .  Here,  Kant
addresses the question of how external
freedom can coexist with the freedom of
others  under  universal  law.  He argues
that the concept of right is precisely the
set  of  conditions  under  which  the
f reedom  of  each  person  can  be
consistent with the freedom of everyone
else. This is the foundation of his political
and legal philosophy.
Kant  distinguishes  between  private
right  and  public  right.  Private  right
concerns the acquisition and possession

of property, contracts, and the status of
persons in relation to each other. Public
right  concerns  the  establishment  of  a
civil condition through a commonwealth,
inc luding  the  const i tut ion,  the
government, and the system of courts.
For Kant, the state is not an end in itself
but a necessary instrument for securing
the external freedom of all citizens. The
state’s role is to create and enforce laws
that protect individual rights.

The Right to
Freedom and
Equality
One of the most striking features of the
Doctrine  of  Right  is  Kant’s  defense  of
innate equality. He argues that every
human being possesses an innate right
to freedom, which includes the right to
be  one’s  own  master  and  to  pursue
one’s own happiness in one’s own way,
so long as one does not infringe upon
the freedom of others. This innate right
is the basis for all other rights. From it,
Kant derives the principle that no person
is born into a status that subordinates
them to another. All  citizens are equal
before  the  law.  This  was  a  radical
position in the context of  18th-century
Europe, where hereditary privilege and
aristocratic hierarchies were still deeply
entrenched.
Kant also insists on the right to own
property as an extension of the right to
freedom.  Property,  for  Kant,  is  not
merely  a  matter  of  possession.  It  is  a
condition for the exercise of freedom in
the external world. Without the ability to
claim something as one’s own, the will
would have no external sphere in which
to act. The state’s role is to guarantee
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this sphere through enforceable laws.

THE DOCTRINE OF VIRTUE: INNER
MORALITY AND ENDS

The second major division of Immanuel
Kant The Metaphysics Of Morals  is
the  Doctrine  of  Virtue.  Here,  Kant
shifts  from external  actions to internal
maxims. The Doctrine of Virtue concerns
the ends that we ought to adopt as a
matter of duty. These are ends that the
moral  law  itself  prescribes.  Kant
identifies  two  such  ends:  one’s  own
perfection and the happiness of others.

Duties to Oneself
Kant’s discussion of duties to oneself is
detailed  and  sometimes  surprising.  He
argues that we have a duty to cultivate
our  natural  powers,  including  our
intellectual,  physical,  and  moral
capacities. We also have a duty to avoid
self-harm,  which  includes  not  only
physical  harm  but  also  vices  such  as
lying, avarice, and servility. For Kant,
lying is a violation of one’s own dignity
because it undermines the very capacity
for  rational  agency.  A person who lies
treats themselves as a mere means to
an end, which is a profound form of self-
corruption.
Kant also discusses the duty to respect
one’s  own  moral  worth.  This  means
avoiding actions that would degrade the
dignity of one’s own rational nature. For
example,  he  condemns  drunkenness,
gluttony,  and  other  forms  of  self-
indulgence that impair our ability to act
rationally. These are not just imprudent
behaviors;  they  are  moral  violations
because they compromise our capacity
to act according to duty.

Duties to Others
The Doctrine  of  Virtue also  includes  a
detailed  account  of  duties  to  others.
Kant  distinguishes  between  duties  of
love  and duties of  respect.  Duties of
love  include  beneficence,  gratitude,  and
sympathy. These are duties to promote
the  happiness  of  others  by  adopting
their ends as our own. Duties of respect
include  the  duty  to  refrain  from
arrogance,  defamation,  and  ridicule.
These  are  duties  to  acknowledge  the
inherent dignity of other persons.
One  of  the  most  striking  features  of
Kant’s  account  is  his  insistence  that
duties  of  love  are  imperfect  duties.
This means that while we must adopt the
general  maxim  of  promoting  others’
happiness,  we  have  some  latitude  in
deciding  how  and  when  to  fulfill  it.  We
are  not  required  to  help  everyone  in
need  at  every  moment.  But  we  are
required  to  make  the  happiness  of
others  a  guiding  end  in  our  lives.  By
contrast, duties of respect are perfect
duties. They admit of no exception. We
must  never  treat  another  person  with
contempt or arrogance, regardless of the
circumstances.

THE FORMULA OF HUMANITY
AND ITS APPLICATION

Another  central  concept  in  Immanuel
Kant The Metaphysics Of Morals  is
the  Formula  of  Humanity.  In  the
Groundwork, Kant stated this formula as:
"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." This
principle  is  applied  throughout  the
Doctrine of  Virtue.  It  explains  why we
have duties to ourselves and to others.
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To treat someone merely as a means is
to use them to achieve our own ends
without respecting their own capacity to
choose. To treat someone as an end is to
recognize  that  they  have  their  own
legitimate purposes  and that  we must
respect those purposes.
Kant’s application of this principle in the
Doctrine  of  Virtue  is  rigorous.  For
example,  he  argues  that  lying  to
someone  is  always  a  violation  of  the
Formula  of  Humanity  because  it
manipulates  their  rational  agency.
Similarly,  coercion  is  a  violation
because it substitutes our will for theirs.
These  applications  show  how  the
abstract principle of humanity translates
into concrete moral rules.

THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN
JURIDICAL AND ETHICAL DUTIES

One of the most important contributions
of Immanuel Kant The Metaphysics
Of  Morals  is  the  clear  distinction
between juridical  duties  and ethical
duties.  Juridical  duties  are  those  that
can  be  enforced  by  external  coercion.
They concern external  actions and are
governed by the law. Ethical duties, by
contrast, cannot be enforced externally
because  they  concern  the  internal
adoption  of  maxims.  A  person can be
forced to perform a lawful action, but no
one  can  force  a  person  to  adopt  a
virtuous  maxim.  Virtue  must  be  freely
chosen.
Th i s  d i s t i nc t i on  has  p ro found
implications  for  political  philosophy.  It
implies  that  the state  can legitimately
enforce compliance with the law, but it
cannot legitimately enforce virtue.  The
state’s  role  is  limited  to  securing
external  freedom.  It  cannot  require
citizens  to  have  good  motives  or  to
adopt virtuous ends. This is a powerful

argument  for  liberal  neutrality  and
limited government.  It  also  explains
why  Kant’s  political  philosophy  is
compatible with modern conceptions of
human rights and the rule of law.

CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE OF
THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS

Though written more than two centuries
a g o ,  I m m a n u e l  K a n t  T h e
Metaphysics  Of  Morals  remains
deeply relevant to contemporary ethical
and  political  debates.  Its  emphasis  on
human  dignity ,  autonomy ,  and
universal rights has influenced modern
human  rights  discourse,  international
law,  and  theories  of  justice.  The
distinction between juridical and ethical
duties continues to inform debates about
the limits of state power and the nature
of civic obligation.
In bioethics, Kant’s Formula of Humanity
is  often  invoked  in  discussions  about
informed consent,  end-of-life  care,  and
the treatment of vulnerable populations.
In  business  ethics,  his  emphasis  on
honesty and respect for others provides
a foundation for corporate responsibility.
In  political  theory,  his  defense  of
republican  government  and  perpetual
peace remains a touchstone for debates
about  global  justice  and  international
cooperation.
Moreover, Kant’s insistence that morality
is rooted in rational nature rather than
in religious authority or social convention
makes his system especially relevant for
pluralistic societies. It offers a framework
for  moral  reasoning  that  does  not
depend  on  any  particular  religious
tradition  or  cultural  heritage.  This
universality is  one of  the reasons why
Immanuel Kant The Metaphysics Of
Morals  continues  to  be  studied  and
debated by philosophers, legal scholars,
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and political theorists around the world.

Criticisms and Ongoing Debates


