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F the great contrast in contemporary meta-ethics is between utilitarian

and deontological ptions of how the theory of morality should be
formulated, the major figures in the history of ethics will be Kant and Mill.
However, having died in 1804, two years before Mill was born, Kant him-
self could not have perceived his theory in the light of this contrast. Of
course, he did stress the opposition between his conception of morality as
based on duty for duty's sake and a teleological conception of morality
according to which the purpose of moral action is to maximize human
happiness. Today we typically describe this contrast as that between tele-
ological theory where the morally right is specified through an antecedent
conception of the good, and deontological theory where the right is not
defined in terms of the good.

While this schematic characterization is consistent with Kant's own
attempt to distinguish his conception of morality as duty-based from
“heteronomous,” happiness-based conceptions, it does not capture other
motivations behind his moral theory. For one thing, thinking of a deonto-
logical theory as that which defines the right independently of the good
can be misleading. As John Rawls has pointed out, we might infer that
a deontological theory entirely disregards the consequences of action,
which would be crazy.' Although Kant does think that the moral worth
of an action is determined by the agent’s intention, he is concerned with
the intentions of real actions with determinate consequences, not simply
with empty intentions that are never put to the test in action.

For another thing, our present-day understanding of what makes an
ethical theory deontological can also cause us to distort the historical con-
text influencing Kant's understanding of what is to be included in a com-
plete account of morality. Deontological theories may not start with a
theory of the good, but that does not mean Kant should have completely
ignored the relation of morality and the good. Kant scholars in the past
have maintained that Kant need not have added arguments that the pur-
suit of the moral life entails the supposition of the highest good, and that
these arguments endangered his effort to separate the moral concern for
the right from the prudential hope for reward.? Kant, however, recognizes
that a theory of the right ignoring the good could lead to the formulation
of eccentric principles, or could not rule out a conception of moral worth
and the moral life which would be fanatical.
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Furthermore, Kant’s own understanding of the major alternatives to
his view is different from ours, given our tendency to contrast him with
Mill. Again it is John Rawls who reminds us that Kant was arguing not
only against teleological theory, but also against a rival form of deontolog-
ical theory which Rawls calls rational intuitionism. This tradition runs
from Plato eventually to Moore and Ross, although Kant knew it in the
guise of Leibniz’ and Wolff's perfectionism. The theories contrast with
Kant’s “constructivism”: “The distinctive feature, then, of intuitionistic
views is not their being teleological or deontological, but the especially
prominent place that they give to the appeal to our intuitive capacities
unguided by constructive and recognizably ethical criteria.” Both Mill's
principle of utility and Kant’s construction of the categorical imperative
are intended to provide reflective procedures that substitute for intuition.
Rational intuitionism is still “heteronomous” for Kantians, although in
a less obvious sense than happiness-based theories are. It accepts the
distinction between the natural order and the moral order, and it recog-
nizes that moral concepts are non-natural and cannot be intuited through
the sensory media. But it maintains that the moral principles reflect an
independently given moral order that is grasped through a different intui-
tion, one that is purely rational. Kant’s notion of autonomy would make
the postulation of a prior, independent (and therefore heteronomous)
moral order unnecessary. His theory shows instead how moral principles
are obtained not through intuition but through thought alone, that is,
through the formal procedures of reason.

Too much stress on these formal procedures, however, has also distorted
our perception of Kant's full theory of morality. In addition to the most
general formulation of the categorical imperative, Kant offers four other
versions, without explaining exactly how these are derived from the orig-
inal formula or how they are conceptually connected with one another.
Since Kant himself does more to illustrate and explicate the first two
principles (the law of nature and the end-in-itself formulations) than the
autonomy and kingdom of ends principles, commentators have worked
through these in greater detail, even though the latter two probably have
greater appeal.

These formulations can be characterized roughly as follows. The
categorical imperative is not a specific moral command, but a general
formula to which any specifically moral command would have to conform.
“Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will
that it should become a universal law™ is admittedly formal, since it
does not give me enough content to tell me exactly what I must do in a
particular case. The first step in employing this principle is thus that I
find out what is meant by “universal law,” and I do this by following a
procedure for seeing whether the rule I want to foliow in a particular
action could be a “universal law of nature.” To follow the procedure, 1
ask whether the personal principle or maxim on which I am about to act
in a particular case could be generalized so that anybody could act on it
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in comparable circumstances. I try to see what would happen if the prin-
ciple were a law of human nature, such that everybody could always be
expected to act on the principle. If I could not coherently conceive of
everybody acting consistently on this principle, or could not really want
(or “will”) what would result, I then conclude that the principle is not
one I could include in the set of rationally acceptable reasons on which
everyone could act consistently. While this test might not provide suffi-
cient reason for thinking that I had thereby identified moral as distinct
from other kinds of principles, it would at least establish prima facie a
necessary condition that any moral principle would have to satisfy. On
this conception of morality moral principles are valid universally; that
is, if I find that a type of action is right or wrong for me, I must also
believe it to be right or wrong for anyone.

While the first, or “law of nature,” formula thus readily “derives” in a
certain sense from the most general statement of the categorical impera-
tive, the next formula depends on the apparently unrelated supposition
that every rational being has an absolute value in itself, and ought not
be treated simply as a means to my own ends, but as an end in itself.
However, if I value myself because I can apply the universalization test
and conform to the categorical imperative, but recognize when I perform
the procedure that the implication is that any other person could and
should also perform it, then I should value in them what [ value in myself,
namely, the capacity for self-determination. There is thus a natural con-
nection after all between the first and second formulations. In turn, this
capacity leads me to think of both myself and others as autonomous. This
thought becomes the third formulation, whereby “the will of every
rational being” is acknowledged as a will that “makes universal law” (p.
98). The fourth, or kingdom of ends, formula then posits a systematic
union of these autonomous agents under common principles. These prin-
ciples are laws because they apply to all, but also because the laws are
the same principles each rational being could agree to legislate to itself
and thus to generalize to others.

This last formulation sums up the others and adds the attractive ideal
of a moral community produced by unanimous, uncoerced agreement to
the principles regulating permissible action. Autonomy and agreement
to respect it are central moral and social ideals. If they are only ideals,
however, and can never be realized in moral practice, they become
abstract, and their appeal becomes thin. This abstractness is precisely
what worries Hegel, who is the most notable early critic of Kant in that
he recognizes the attraction of the Kantian notions but thinks they are
inadequate without a fuller, more concrete social-historical philosophy.
Hegel's worries are shared by later critics who have fears in turn about
Hegel's own solutions. To show both why Hegel's response to Kant is
justified, but why Kant’s moral philosophy remains vital, I will continue
my discussion of Kant’s ethics by considering how it looks when viewed
through Hegel's eyes. In this way I will be reconstructing an important
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but frequently ignored chapter in the history of ethics while showing its
pertinence to present-day ethical theory.

I. HEGEL'S SocIAL ETHICS

Commentators disagree markedly about what Hegel's criticisms of
Kant tell us about Hegel’s own conception of ethics. Hegel attacks Kantian
morality in many of his writings, but instead of then stating a different
moral theory, he goes on to discussion of some other topic, for instance,
religion or the state. Herbert Marcuse concludes from this tendency to
change the topic that Hegel does not have a systematic ethics, but T. M.
Knox infers the contrary, namely, that Hegel’s ethics is surreptitiously
Kantian.®* W. H. Walsh thinks that the logical consequence of Hegel's
position is “the dissolution of ethics in sociology” (p. 55), and that his
position appears unsatisfying because it “leaves no room for personal
morality of any kind” (p. 18).° Alan Donagan expresses this dissatisfaction
by inverting Hegel’s argument that Kantian Moralitdt, which allows the
private individual to appeal beyond social mores to universal moral stan-
dards, is empty, and that concrete values come instead from Sittlichkeit,
the social order. Citing a case in Nazi Austria, Donagan argues that what
is empty is Sittlichkeit, not Moralitdt, since individuals need to be able
to dissent in times when the society is manifestly evil.” To charges that
Hegel’s theory is socially relative in dangerous ways, Viggo Rossvaer
responds in turn that Hegel's notion of Sittlichkeit is a “legitimate exten-
sion” of Kant's theory, one that recognizes that social institutions are
themselves designed to make the moral oughts become what actually is
the case.®

So if thinking of morality as a purely private matter of the individual's
conscience seems too abstract, the Hegelian criticisms should show that
moral reflections are vacuous unless they take account of the social world
in which they will be realized as concrete actions. From the Hegelian’s
perspective on morality as seen from the more inclusive context of
Sittlichkeit, social action that is also moral will not need to be analyzed
in terms of Kant's metaphysical dualisms between reason and inclination,
intentions and consequences, or the sensible and the intelligible realms.
Whereas Kant thinks moral theory leads directly to religious and
metaphysical postulates, Hegel deliberately leads it in another direction.
He can be understood historically as going beyond Kant's effort to sec-
ularize moral philosophy. Kant begins this process by grounding moral
philosophy in reason alone, not in religion. Religious postulates may
follow from moral beliefs, says Kant, but morality is not derived from
religious premisses. In going from private moral conscience not to
religious beliefs but to social, political, and historical considerations
(which could include religion seen as a social institution), Hegel extends
the process of secularizing moral philosophy.” Marcuse and Knox could
thus both be right, since Hegel's goal is not to replace Kant’s moral
philosophy with another, competing moral philosophy, but to accept it,
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while recognizing its limitations, as a special case of a larger theory of
social action. In the Hegelian jargon, from a standpoint recognizing
Sittlichkeit, Moralitit is thus aufgehoben, that is, Kant’s formal proce-
dures will be both “negated” (criticized for their limitations) and “pre-
served” (embedded in a more inclusive philosophy).

Given this sketch of Hegel’s intentions, I will now turn to his criticisms.
The most well-known objections to Kantian ethics are those in the Philos-
ophy of Right (1821) and the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). A complete
summary is found in the entry on Kant in the Lectures on the History of
Philosophy, and somewhat sketchier is the comparable piece in the smal-
ler, “Encyclopedia” Logic (1817). Despite the various purposes of these
different works, the line he takes against Kant is remarkably consistent.
He formulates his line early, as we can see from his notebooks of 1798.
Other than unpublished work, a good indication of his earlier polemics
are the essays he wrote while under Schelling’s influence, particularly
the “Natural Law” essay of 1802-03." There Hegel begins his discussion
of Kant by lauding the great accomplishment of Kant in placing the
Absolute wholly within practical philosophy. What is striking about this
claim is that while this project of giving priority to practical reason was
a principal task of post-Kantian philosophy, for many of us today the
project is mainly of historical interest. Ethics is simply one division of
philosophy, and epistemology another. Clearly neither Hegel nor Kant
would understand the present lack of interest in their connection.

Although Kant was right in Hegel's eyes to give the priority to practical
reason, Hegel believes Kant did so only abstractly, not concretely. What,
however, does he mean by “abstract” and “concrete”” Hegel certainly
cannot mean that Kant speaks too much about the sheerly formal categor-
ical imperative and not enough about real moral issues or the application
of moral rules to concrete situations. Hegel knows Kant's later
Tugendlehre as well as the Grundlegung, and more significantly, Hegel
spends less time than Kant in talking about how abstract moral rules
are to be applied in concrete situations. The terms abstract and concrete
are not coterminous with form and content, but have more to do with
overcoming dualism, and with explaining what Kant thought we could
not, namely, how the dualistic oppositions are really related. To think
abstractly, as the faculty of understanding (or Verstand) does, means to
make artificial distinctions and to ider multiple el 8 not in their
unity (as reason or Vernunft does, concretely) but in their diversity.

The examples in the “Natural Law” essay are intended to bring out
what Hegel calls the “formalism” of the Kantian position. The term is
misleading because it suggests that the form-content and not the abstract-
concrete distinction is at stake. Hegel includes in his critique of formalism
a critique of social contract theory. This critique could extend to more
recent contractarian theories, especially those where the contract is coun-
terfactual, since the point is that a contract to which no one has agreed
is not really a contract at all, and not binding. A theory hypothesizing a
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state of nature and a social contract proceeds by abstracting from human
interaction whatever seems to be possible only in a state of law. Then it
takes what is left (for instance, sympathy, antipathy, or indifference) and
postulates this as human nature. Hegel thinks this operation is simply
a way of presupposing the desired outcome. Abstraction breaks persons
into atomic entities with atomic qualities, and loses their concrete unity.
Or at most this unity is given an empty label, which simply says we do
not know what else to say. As Hegel says, social contract theory has to
call this unity by “the empty name of a formless and external harmony
called ‘society’ and ‘state’ (p. 65). Hegel repeats this criticism in the
Phenomenology where he attacks the Roman conception of the state for
thinking of the state as simply an aggregate of individuals, all of whom
are essentially alike, without differentiation."’ An abstract conception of
society will yield only an abstract conception of its members. Seeing
ourselves from such an external, objective view alienates us from the
desires and interests that most motivate us, and even from the non-egois-
tic, communal projects that transcend individual self-interest.

The thrust of Hegel’s remarks in both texts is that the Kantian kingdom
of ends is not a useful model for understanding the construction of social
norms. A society is a complex unity of diverse elements, not a logical
class or an aggregate of individuals sharing a single essence or aim."
Hegel is opposed to Kant's “cosmopolitan” ideal of a universal history in
which social and cultural differences are gradually dissolved as we try
to produce a society in which everyone is like everyone else. Kant had
in mind, of course, that people would be like one another only in their
rights and obligations. Citing Montesquieu, Hegel in the “Natural Law”
essay prefers an account that will identify the specific characters of dif-
ferent peoples and recognize differences between different times and
places even as it attempts to find the historical unity of these various
configurations. Hegel makes these points again in the later philosophies
of right and of history, but even here he is clearly opposed to Kant’s
cosmopolitan, universal history and to Schelling’s Kantian interest in a
League of Nations, or social union of social unions. For Hegel the Kantian
theory of persons expects too much of philosophy, which can only try to
understand the individuality of past cultures without projecting the neces-
sary outcome of the future. In a passage that anticipates the famous “owl
of Minerva” image in the preface tothe Philosophy of Right, Hegel says,

‘We must look for a time in which the specific feature, fixed in law but now
dead, was a living ethos and in harmony with the rest of the laws. But
beyond precisely this aim to know, the effect of a purely historical explana-
tion of laws and institutions cannot go. It would exceed its function and
truth if it were used to justify, for the present time, the law which had
truth only in a life that is past."”

Philosophy can try to discern the best features of the past or the present,
but it should not project an ideal world as the measure and goal for the
present. On a note also sounded in the later Philosophy of Right, Hegel
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concludes the “Natural Law” essay with an attack on the separation of
the real and the ideal societies. Philosophy cannot glimpse the absolute
shape of spirit, he says, “by escaping into the shapelessness of cos-
mopolitanism, still less into the void of the Rights of Man, or the like
void of a league of nations or a world republic. These are abstractions
and formalisms filled with exactly the opposite of ethical vitality” (pp.
132-33).

II. THE EMPTINESS OF THE MOST GENERAL MORAL PRINCIPLE

Another way Hegel expresses his dissatisfaction with Kant's formula-
tions of moral laws is to argue that the laws are only analytic and tautolog-
ical. Kant, of course, would have been stung by this charge since his aim
was to explain the possibility of synthetic, not analytic, a priori judgments.
Hegel's charge would also apply against Fichte, whose program is deduce
everything from the formula I=I. Hegel's general point is that Kant
makes a mistake in trying to derive all the details of a moral philosophy
from a single abstract principle, the categorical imperative. Such a prin-
ciple may explain everything, and therefore nothing, since it would be
so general that it could not prevent conflicts arising either between pas-
sions and duties, or between different duties, or between different
moralities. In the Ph logy, for ple, he takes Sophocles’ Anti-
gone as a paradigm of a conflict between two equally compelling moral
frameworks, the public duties to the polis (human law) and the private
duties to the family (divine law). Antigone’s duty is both to bury her
brother and not to bury her brother, and she cannot do her duty without
violating her duty.

Hegel's analysis of Antigone’s plight could be disputed, but his worry
is genuine. He believes that Kant is too sanguine about the prospect of
eliminating conflicts of duties through the construction of a complete
moral theory based on a single principle. Kant's expectations of what
moral theory could accomplish are too inflated as a result of his equally
overconfident meta-philosophical beliefs about what philosophy as such
can accomplish. While Hegel's “absolute idealism” seems to expect much
more of human reason than Kant's “transcendental idealism,” which sets
rigid limits on the use of reason, Hegel’s conception of philosophy is less
absolutist and foundational than Kant’s. Rather than basing philosophy
on a single principle, or on the secure foundation of the transcendental
deduction of the objective validity of the subjective categories, Hegel
thinks there is no single privileged starting point for philosophy, and the
best we can try to do (but will probably never finish) is to show how all
our concepts and principles are tied to all our other concepts and princi-
ples. If there is a single Idea or absolute, it is only the philosophical
hypothesis that all our rational principles are somehow connected, and
we can find out how.

The antecedent for this criticism of Kant's moral philosophy is a point
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like or how it is perceived depends on a particular description, and there
is no general procedure for arbitrating between conflicts of interpretive
descriptions. If I see the situation one way, and you see it another, the most
we can do is try to get each other to see it the other way. But there is no
reason to think conflicting perceptions of what is morally salient can
always be resolved into a single, correct description.

I think that Hegel is most concerned with the Kantian's inference from
the claim that there are procedures for establishing the principles of
conduct to the conclusion that conduct will therefore be regular and har-
monious. Hegel is worried by our hermeneutical capacity to change the
situation by changing its interpretation, and he thinks that the abstract-
ness of the Kantian program makes hermeneutical re-interpretation all
too easy. In the essay on natural law he suggests, for instance, that the
Kantian moralist slides toward a casuistry he typically attributes also
to the Jesuits and the Eudaemonists, whose “perversion and trickery” is
generated by turning “anything specific into a duty” (p. 79). He thinks
that in practice they all generalize the matter rather than the form of
the moral judgment, for example, by making property itself an absolute
duty.” “But when a specific and individual thing is elevated to something
inherently [necessary),” he says, “absurdity and, in the moral sphere,
immorality are posited” (p. 78). Later, in the section on Kantian Moralitdt
m the Phenomenology (Chapter VI, Section C), he will dramatize the
di bl of this logical absurdity to show that in practice it leads to
hypocrisy, or to what Kant himself calls in the Lectures of Philosophical
Theology an absurdum practicum.

Hegel's own approach is to make hermeneutical variability more dif-
ficult (although not impossible) by spelling out in addition to the moral
theory a social and historical theory. Of course, by writing a different
“philosophy of right” another theorist could still change the interpretation
of what is required in a particular situation, but that task is much less
easily done. In sum, Hegel cannot accept the Kantian insistence on the
primacy and autonomy of personal morality vis-a-vis all other practical
(social, political, and historical) considerations.

IV. KANTIAN REBUTTALS

Has Hegel missed the point of Kant’s procedural tests of moral maxims?
Two lines of response must be considered. One is that Hegel misunder-
stands the Kantian requirement that moral maxims be generalized. An-
other is that Hegel underestimates the constructivist emphasis on proce-
dures for establishing principles, so that even if his objections to Kant were
valid, they are too specific to undercut the more general Kantian point
that generahzable pnnclples will not promulgate doctrine but establish
procedures. The b peal of the Kantian conception of ethics is that
it does not first insist on a particular content, but instead suggests that
agents will act to achieve certain ends only if the ends are determined by
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fair procedures. The second point may well be valid, although to press it
against Hegel would be anachronistic since it involves a present-day inter-
pretation of the Kantian program which Hegel could not have anticipated
in detail. The first point, however, bears close attention.

A good illustration of the first line of response, which I will discuss in
detail in this section, is in Marcus Singer's Generalization in Ethics.
Accusing Hegel’s objection of being “almost incredibly simple-minded,”
Singer believes that it “entirely ignores the fact that the maxim of an
action, which is what the categorical imperative is designed to test, is
itself a ‘determinate principle of conduct’ and ‘already possesses a con-
tent™ (p. 251). If what I have said so far is right, Hegel himself is claiming
precisely that only the given maxims, and not the contradiction or end-in-
itself tests, have content. So what Hegel wants to know is where this
content comes from, and why. Hegel is urging that there is a more basic
question, namely, why the given content and its implied conditions (for
instance, a society with private property) is necessarily desirable.

Singer mentions two corollaries of Hegel’s objections to Kant, but sells
them short. One is the objection that since the categorical imperative is
strictly formal, it can be applied only by presupposing the content of a
determinate maxim. Thus, some might think that they can flout the
practice of keeping promises even though they recognize that if everybody
did so all the time, there could be no promises. The promise-flouter might
assert simply that a society without promising was conceivable, and might
be able to give reasons for preferring such a society. Singer underestimates
the promise-flouter’s potential for sophistry when Singer says, “By the
very fact that one has made a promise . . . , one indicates that he regards
the practice as a useful one, whether he now wishes to break a promise
or not, and thus that he would regard the elimination of the practice as
undesirable” (p. 293). This inference does not ily follow, h "
since the anarchist promise-flouter could simply exploit the gullibility of
bourgeois promise-keepers, perhaps with the intention of bringing about
a society in which people were no longer involved in the kinds of exploita-
tive relations that required promises. So although I think that to believe
promise-making useful only in our society and not in the best one is
seriously mistaken, I do not think the belief is unintelligible.

The second corollary has to do with whether the contradiction test
would preclude apparently immoral or fanatical maxims. Singer expresses
the Hegelian objection as if it said “any conduct can be universalized
provided one does not care what happens” (p. 294). He then slightly
misrepresents the point of the objection by arguing in reply that no one
can really not care about anything at all since no one can be completely
indifferent to outcomes of actions. Even if he were right, and indeed Hegel
could well agree, the crux must lie elsewhere. Hearing the ambiguous
idiom, “one does not care what happens,” in the relevant way would not
rule out a fanatic caring about and wanting to accomplish some outcome
(for instance, the outcome where everybody, including himself, would
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what in Roman law is called res nullius. Kant thinks that this concept
leads to the absurdity of property that is not property. His argument
applies the contradiction-in-willing test, maintaining roughly that the
will cannot place its own objects outside itself by decreeing that they
cannot be used by itself or anybody. Hegel is using Kant's own strategy
of argumentation to show that the same method could be used to prove
that property is contradictory:

What I possess is a Thing, i.e., something which is for others in general
and is only for me in a quite general, undefined way; that I possess it,
contradicts its universal thinghood. Consequently, property is just as much
an all-round contradiction as non-property . . . . [p 259.]

Hegel does think that the absence of property would become problematic
as soon as the question of need and distribution arose. He believes that
an individual cannot settle for taking and using what is needed at the
moment, but must think universally, where universally means at first,
for the sake of one’s own life. So one will want to provide for meeting
one’s basic needs whenever they arise, and one will therefore want to
secure something permanently, by acquiring property. If one is an
anarchist thief, one will not necessarily be self-contradictory. But given
the potentially conflicting needs of others, one will have to explain how
one plans to provide for one’s own needs in a world without the guarantees
provided by property.

The sections on legislating and testing laws in the Phenomenology
make clear that Hegel is objecting not to the idea of moral rules per se,
but to the thought that isolated rules can be constructed and tested by
isolated individuals. Only when we consider what other features we would
want in a society can we decide whether we would want property, and
only then will we see whether we need moral injunctions against stealing.
Hegel's lexical ordering of these reflections thus differs from Kant’s, and
leads to the larger issue of whether morality and legality can be kept
strictly separate, as Kant wants. Hegel is opposed to Kant’s metaphysical
dualisms, and overcomes the separation of legality (or “abstract right™)
and Moralitédt through the more inclusive Sittlichkeit of the modern state.
The abstraction or thinness that results from leaving out the common
social aspirations of a moral community can be seen in the Kantian ideal
of a perfect constitution attainable even by a nation of devils acting solely
on narrow self-interest.

Hegel's scepticism about this ideal is probably justified by reflecting
on the prisoner’s dilemma. If each of two prisoners who are isolated from
each other could be rationally expected to minimize the freedom of the
other by accusing the other of an alleged crime, there is no reason to
think that a self-interested devil would be forced to protect the freedoms
of others so that its own freedoms would also be protected. A civil society
insisting only on legality and rights rather than mutually recognizing
shared obligations and objectives is for Hegel a degenerative form of
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Sittlichkeit. His larger concerns receive support when one tries to explain
why members of a country feel morally distressed or even morally strained
by the actions of that country (for instance, in an unjust war), despite
their individual inability to prevent the repugnant deeds.

Another example that illustrates Hegel’s line and that does not depend
on the arcane issue of res nullius occurs in both the Natural Law and
the Phenomenology. The case concerns the apparent conflict between
one's personal maxim to increase one’s fortune and one’s promise to return
on demand money held in trust. Kant, of course, thinks the personal
maxim could not be universalized without destroying the practice of
entrusting financial deposits. Singer is right to amend Kant's formulation
into the more restricted form, “everyone may keep a deposit of which no
one can produce a proof,” since the case as described by Kant would not
destroy the institution of entrusting funds, but only the practice of
entrusting funds without keeping a tioned receipt. Hegel is willing
to grant that the contradiction of| concepuon test would lead to an inability
to entrust funds. The problem that then emerges is a deeper one, namely,
whether entrusting funds is a desirable practice: “But where is the con-
tradiction if there were not deposits? The non-exist of deposits would
contradict other specific things, just as the possibility of deposits fits
together with other necessary specific things and thereby will itself be
necessary."# Hegel's own approach is to see how certain concepts and
practices are necessary if other ones are, and to construct these intercon-
nections into a complex description of the whole society. But he thinks
that this approach is not open to Kant, because it invokes unrelated
consequences and other material ends instead of settling the rightness
or wrongness of a specific type of conduct across all possible social worlds.

While Hegel's point is well-taken, it raises a problem that his own
overstatement heightens. When dealing with this example, especially in
the Phenomenology, Hegel unfortunately gives the impression to some
readers that the person entrusted with the funds can keep them cavalierly:

If I should keep for myself what is entrusted to me, then according to the
principle I follow in testing laws, which is a tautology, I am not in the least
guilty of contradiction; for then I no longer look upon it as the property of
someone else: to hold on to something which I do not regard as belonging
to someone else is perfectly consistent.”

But Hegel is aware that although consistent, the action would be morally
wrong. So he is not condoning it, but instead suggesting that the Kantian
who insists that the consistency test determines what is permissible would
have to condone it. In present-day parlance, Hegel is showing how the
theory and practice of Kantian morality deconstructs itself.

The further problem is, however, that Hegel himself does not go beyond
deconstruction and identify better grounds for condemning the violation.
To say that the social practices as a whole condemn it is at best problema-
tic. What about a society of thieves? In their own terms are their own
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violations of trust then moral, and the keeping of trust immoral? Can an
evil group consider itself good, and other groups as less clever? That
Hegel is not willing to relativize values to this extent is shown by the
fact that his paradigm case of conflicts of moralities is ancient Greece,
not hypothetical nations of devils or societies of thieves.

He wants to hold on to deontological commitment to the morally right
Jjust because it is right, not because of other extraneous factors. He thinks
the Kantian tests, however, are not enough to block the possibility of
fanatics who start from entirely different premisses. His main point is
thus summed up clearly in the next sentence: “Alteration of the point of
view [Ansicht] is not contradiction” (p. 262). The mistake of the Kantian
procedures is to emphasize too much the standpoint of the individual
practical reasoner. Hegel argues in contrast, “It is not, therefore, because
I find something is not self-contradictory that it is right; on the contrary,
it is right because it is what is right” (p. 262). He is trying to show that
“all such thinking” as is involved in the Kantian universalization of
abstract rules could upset a person’s understanding of what the right
thing to do in a particular situation would be. Too much abstraction from
context, and too much abstract reflection, will lose or destroy the percep-
tion and understanding of the demands of moral obligation in concrete
situations.

V. THE LIMITATIONS OF KANTIAN AUTONOMY

For Hegel Kant's reflective procedures imply the wrong phenomenology
of moral experience. A more adequate phenomenological description of
moral consciousness would have to start from the immediate claims moral
obligations impose on us. Of course, we cannot go back to Antigone’s
Greece, or to a culture in which no reflective procedures are needed to
ascertain one's obligations. Perhaps such a culture never really existed,
and certainly our modern times lack this moral immediacy. The modern
state is for Hegel the attempt of modern consciousness to regain the sense
of social union in a mediated way, through its social institutions.

Reflecting on Antigone, then, leads Hegel to a different phenomenology
of duty. From one perspective, Hegel thinks that Kant underestimates
moral conflict. Antigone's case is modern enough in that it shows that gen-
uine moral conflicts are unlikely to be avoided by the Kantian program of
deriving all moral principles from the categorical imperative. Kant’s Doc-
trine of Virtue could be thought of as representing duties in a hierarchy, or
as lexically ordering duties, so that later duties are not legitimate claims
if a more primary duty is invoked. Hegel thinks that because duties reflect
our social roles, and because these roles are not only multiple but often at
odds with one another, a real conflict of duties cannot be resolved without
some morally undesirable consequences.

From another perspective Hegel thinks that Kant makes too much of
moral conflict. Genuine clashes of duties occur, Hegel believes, only excep-
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To show the problem that would result from ignoring the difference in
scope between “I” and “we,” Hegel considers the obligation to defend one's
country: “So the maxim of honorably defending one’s country against its
enemies, like an infinite number of other maxims, is self-cancelling as
soon as it is thought as a principle of universal legislation; for when so
universalized, for example, the specification of country, enemies, and
defense is cancelled.”” Kant's cosmopolitan world where there was no
war would rule out this example, but Hegel’s point is that there are
maxims that are recognized as duties even though not every rational
being could interpret the duty the same way. So if there is such a duty,
it applies to me not as an ideal rational agent like everyone else, a “we”
that is merely the “I” many times over. Instead, it applies to “us” as
opposed to “them,” that is, to me as a concrete historical person with an
obligation to a particular country. Although Hegel does not explicate the
example any further, the difficulties are easy to imagine. For instance,
if I believe defending one’s country is a duty, do I really want my enemies
to defend their country? To avoid questions about unprovoked aggression,
let’s imagine two nations disputing the same territory. In this case one
side does not really want the other side to defend that part of the country.
So normally “defend your country” is something said by members of one
nation to other members of the same nation, not to members of some
other warring nation.

To challenge the aut y of the isolated ego further, Hegel gives
other illustrations of how the moral reflection appears to be pure and
unconditional, when in reality it is conditioned by implicit background
assumptions. He takes the maxim, “everyone ought to speak the truth,”
which seems like a fine ideal until we reflect on the tacit conditions that
would also be invoked in considering how to apply it.** Of course, Hegel's
example is not a direct counterexample to Kant, since one could think
there is a moral injunction against lying, as Kant does argue, without
thinking this injunction also entailed a moral command always to speak
the truth. Some truths are best left unsaid.

Hegel’s real point is, surely, that understanding an assertion involves
more than simply taking the words in some narrow sense and disregarding
the tacit limitations provided by the context about what is and is not
meant. His ple is similar to Witt in’s, where a parent instructs
a sitter to teach the children a game and is startled on return to find
they have been taught to gamble. The point is that a complex prior
understanding of conditions is always required to understand an utter-
ance. An explicit rule or belief is already nested in a background, and
only against this background does the rule make sense. The point is more
than that there are implicit assumptions about the meaning of the rule
which could never be fully articulated, but without which the rule could
never be understood. The implication for practical reason is that the
concepts, beliefs, and rules are only part of what is involved in morality,
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that since a single person can do little to alleviate poverty, the person
has no obligation to try, but should leave the problem of alleviating
poverty up to the state. This would be a mistaken inference, however,
since the proper conclusion could be that we have an obligation to help
other individuals and an obligation to make sure the state does all that
can be done to assure public welfare. The Philosophy of Right corrects
this impression by recognizing that both private and state beneficence
are needed, although the emphasis is still on what is required in the
public sector (see paragraphs 242 and 245). Apart from Hegel's polemical
uses of the example the significant feature to note, then, is the way his
analysis leads from the moral directly to the social and political. On his
view, to separate the moral and the social entirely is a mistake. While
the freedom of conscience should be protected by society, morality is in
turn a social institution itself. The autonomy of morality should not be
interpreted, therefore, as implying that morality can ignore questions
about its social efficacy.

VI. ETHICS IN HISTORY

While Hegel's demand that the social basis of morality be recognized
is well-taken, the Kantian will not be satisfied with the way the historical
Hegel connects the moral to the social. Today we could point to John
Rawls’s theory of justice as one way the moral and the social could be
connected. Although Rawls himself argues in “The Basic Structure as
Subject” that his theory takes Hegel’s critique of Kantian morality into
account, the Hegelian will still find the theory all-too-Kantian. The
assumption of the original position represents an unhistorical idealization
that abstracts from the concrete interests of particular individuals. Since
the Hegelian believes these concrete interests are most often implicit
features of background practices that could never be fully articulated in
an explicit system of rules, the Hegelian would not be convinced by Rawls’s
claim that the concrete interests could be adequately represented by the
indifferent rational beings behind the veil of ignorance.

Even if this criticism of present-day contractarian theory is potentially
right, Kantians will charge in turn that Hegel’s theory is inadequate if
it fails to explain the problem of moral and social conflict. Advocates of
Hegel’s theory may reply that its advantage over Kantian abstraction is
that it recognizes that there will be moral and social conflict, and describes
why this must be the case. But Hegelians may also admit that as a guide
for action the theory is not obviously helpful. Of course, perhaps philos-
ophy should not be expected to produce a theory with algorithms to decide
the outcome of every particular practical action. Kant’s theory is mis-
leading in implying that philosophy could generate such algorithms. But
the Kantian will object further that Hegel's theory often seems to imply
that the moral considerations can be disregarded in the name of social
and historical progress. If that were a necessary consequence of his theory,
his view could be accused of sanctioning the immoral.
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a means to other, unanticipatable ends. So a single individual or group
could never justify immoral conduct for the sake of future ends. Only the
historian looking back can say what was gained and what was sacrificed.
The historian is not excusing the moral sacrifice, but only explaining the
historical consequences. In another apparently immoral passage Hegel
discusses the difference between the moralist’s and the historian’s points
of view: “[Nlo representations should be made against world-historical
deeds and those who perform them by moral circles to which such indi-
viduals do not belong. The litany of private virtues—modesty, humility,
charity, liberality, etc.—must not be raised against them” (p. 141). He is
certainly overstating the case, since the historian might well need to note
the character of the individuals to understand the deeds. But the lack of
the virtues Hegel lists is not exactly the same as a moral crime, and he
is not suggesting that the historian should excuse the world-historical
agent from moral assessment. The historian will have other criteria for
assessing the significance of the action seen from its relation to the social,
political, or historical spheres.

‘We must remember that Hegel is describing the methods of the historian
of world history, not the “ordinary” historian who portrays smaller slices
of history, or who looks at special, restricted kinds of history. For the
world historian the private moral worth of the world-historical agent is
not the exclusive subject of concern. Hegel suggests that the particular
agent as a private, particular person may be ignored altogether because
the scale of the historian’s focus will need to be much broader:

World history might well disregard completely t,he sphere to which morality
and the much di d and y between morality
and politics belong—and not merely by refraining fmm jndgements (for the
principles of world history and the necessary relntlonshlp of men’s actions
to these principles th Ives i the j t), but by ignoring
individuals altogether and leaving them unmentioned; for what it has to
record is the activity of the spirit of nations, and the individual forms which
the spirit has assumed in the sphere of external reality could well be left
to the attention of ordinary historians. (p. 90.)

In order not to misunderstand Hegel, one must not take these passages
as justifying immoral means to historical ends, but as describing the
scale and methods of world history, with its goal of seeing patterns in
events that the historical agents themselves would not have been likely
to anticipate.

Hegel thinks that the historian’s point of view is thus of a different
order than that of a present political agent who needs to act and cannot
avoid getting what Sartre calls “dirty hands.” Hegel is often accused of
being a conservative precisely because he thinks political philosophy
should explain only the present social and political structure. Unlike
Sartre’s revolutionary who wrestles with the tension between unjust pre-
sent actions and the ideal society the actions might promote, Hegel con-
demns political reasoning based on an allegedly ideal model because of
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His political theory, he admits, seems to force him to use language that
is counterintuitive: “The state does not exist for the sake of the citizens;
it might rather be said that the state is the end, and the citizens are its
instruments” (pp. 94-95). But he qualifies this way of speaking
immediately, and adds,

But this relation of end and means is not at all appropriate in the present
context. For the state is not an abstraction which stands in opposition to
the citizens; on the contrary, they are distinct moments like these of organic
life, in which no one member is either a means or an end. (p. 95.)

The state and the individuals are not really different, even though there
will be differences between one individual and others (p. 52). So finally
the relation of the individual to the state is just one of several relations
of the individual to other aspects of him- or herself. The state has no
right to jeopardize these other aspects of the self:

This inner centre, this simple source of the rights of subjective freedom,
the seat of volition, resolution, and action, the abstract content of conscience,
that in which the responmblllty and worth of the mdmdual and his eternal
court of jud, t are d—all this r touched and {pro-
tected) from the noisy clamour of world history . . .. (p. 92.)

So the state must preserve the freedoms of conscience, and must enhance
the Sittlichkeit of the community: “The essence of the state is ethical life”
(p. 95). The state is not the government, or even the political structure
and power, but is itself a function of the ethical force that holds the
community together and enables a given political structure to work.

So while Hegel may not have illuminated completely the relation of
morality and pelitics, he should not be accused of forgetting the role of
moral reflection in public life. On the contrary, he wanted to describe
the social place of morality in such a way that moral theory would be
neither overestimated nor underestimated. If he does not solve the
problem of the relation of the individual and the society, nevertheless he
does force us to understand the complexity of the problem. A positive
result of wrestling with the Hegelian difficulties is that we will be less
likely to rely too easily on the overly optimistic and abstract Kantian
hopes for inevitable progress.
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