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Section I: Good Will, Duty, Happiness 
 
1. Overview and Narrative 
 
The section’s title is ‘Transition from common to philosophical moral rational 
cognition’. This indicates a move from the commonly accepted concept of a 
good will to whatever grounds that concept, or to its conditions. This transition 
proceeds by conceptual analysis (cf. Preface, 392.17–22). Its leading question is: 
what is it for someone (or something) to be morally good in an unqualified way? 

Kant begins with what he sees as a naïve or common, and thus 
uncontroversial, starting point: the good will. After a brief analysis of this 
concept, which includes some ideas about natural instincts and practical reason, 
he finds that the concept of duty includes that of a good will, albeit with certain 
conditions and limitations. Analysing the concept of duty further explicates the 
good will. One central distinction is between acting in accordance with duty, or 
in line with duty (pflichtmäßig handeln), and acting from duty (handeln aus 
Pflicht). The latter is the key to the moral value of agency, and acting that is 
determined by pure practical reason. This is the notion Kant subsequently 
develops in Section II, after touching on what he will call the ‘categorical 
imperative’. He ends the section with remarks on the ‘dialectic’ of practical 
reason, that is, its natural inclination, among other things, to conflate happiness 
and morality.1 
 
2. First Part (393.5–394.31, ¶¶1–3) 
 
Nothing is good without limitation but the good will: the unique unconditional 
goodness of good willing. Examples: it is possible to ‘limit’ what seems good 
(e.g., courage, wealth, happiness) so that its value decreases; the relevant 
condition in cases of good actions is the right constitution of the will: the good 
will is not conditioned by anything, and hence unconditionally good (good 
without limitation). 

Certain qualities are good only conditionally. Consider these statements:2 
 

(1) ‘The burglary is bad, of course. But given that it occurred in full sight, 
it heartening to see the burglar’s courage.’ 

(2) ‘It is bad, of course, that footballers spend all the money on cars and 
watches; but it is great to see how wealthy they are.’ 

(3) ‘Sure, Nazi war criminals are bad. Yet it is nice to see they can live 
happily in Chile.’ 

 
                                                   
1  See Schönecker, D. (2001). What is the ‘First Proposition’ Regarding Duty in Kant’s 

Grundlegung? In (eds.) V. Gerhardt, R.-P. Horstmann & R. Schumacher, Kant und die 
Berliner Aufklärung. Akten des IX. Internationalen Kant Kongresses. Band III. (pp. 89–95). 
Berlin: De Gruyter. 

2  Inspired by T. Henning (2016). Kants Ethik. Eine Einführung. Stuttgart: Reclam (pp. 19–20). 
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These qualities become good only if linked, i.e. relative, to a good will (or a 
good character). The good will is thus the only unconditionally good thing—
good in itself, not related to anything else (i.e. intrinsically good). Hence the 
‘highest’ good (396.24). 

For Kant, the will is the power of self-determination independently of 
sensory factors (cf. KRV A 534/B 562). This is not the same as the capacity for 
choice, which he calls Willkür. 

The will is good as such, or in itself (an sich), not with regard to effects or 
ends. If it were, it would only have instrumental value. The good will is the only 
thing whose value is constant and independent of ‘limiting’ factors. But care is 
needed here: good wills intend good outcomes, so intended (but not actual) 
results matter. The jewel simile (394.21–6): to good will is useful, but it is not 
good because it is useful. The goodness of an action is independent of the effects 
of the agent’s willing—e.g., to bring about happiness or flourishing. 

 
3. Second Part (394.32–396.37, ¶¶4–7) 
 
The ‘absolute worth of a mere will’, unrelated to some sort of utility, may seem 
strange: further examination. A morally good will, not happiness, is the natural 
purpose of reason—a teleological argument: 
 

(1) Fact: we have a will, or practical reason. 
(2) Since everything in nature has a purpose (396.23), the will has a 

purpose. 
(3) Instinct is a better guide for our happiness (Glückseligkeit) than 

practical reason: reason merely ‘meddles’ with natural inclinations and 
desires (395.21). Observations about ‘misology’ (395.32): reason and 
happiness are contraries (or inversely correlated). 

(4) So, the purpose of practical reason is not to promote our happiness. 
(5) So, the true purpose (Bestimmung; function) of practical reason is to 

ground a good will, and thus moral action. 
 
4. Third Part (397.1–401.16, ¶¶8–16) 
 
From good will to duty: the concept of duty includes (enthält) that of a good 
will. The concept of duty implies the concept of a good will (397.8). Compare: 
the concept of ‘cat’ implies the concept of ‘animal’. Certain limitations bring out 
the idea of a good will more clearly and distinctly (397.10): duty is the reserve of 
beings whose will is not maximally congruent with reason; we (often) want 
what we know is not right, or not good for us. Akrasia: ‘many people who 
know what it best to do are not willing to do it, though it is in their power, but 
do something else [...], because they are overcome by pleasures’ (Protagoras 
352d). 

The (human) good will is directed at an obligation, or some demand, i.e. 
duty. This is to express the fact that human agents have to overcome limitations 
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and hindrances (397.8). Acts from duty thus entail a good will (that may 
struggle with these limitations and conditions). Kant’s strategy is to use 
examples to reveal what it means to act from duty, and thus the nature of the 
good will: the shopkeeper (397.22–32), preserve one’s life or the unfortunate 
man (397.33–398.7), the philanthropist (Menschenfreund) in two parts (398.8–
399.2), and securing one’s happiness (399.2–26). 

 
5. The Three Propositions 
 
Kant abruptly introduces the second proposition and then claims that the third 
one follows from the two first ones. But what is the first proposition? 

The first proposition [selected suggestions]:  
– ‘Classic’: the first sentence of Section I. 
– ‘Standard’: An action has moral worth if and only if it is performed from 

duty alone. (Pro: captures central ideas of ¶¶9–13; Con: incompatible with 
the other propositions, which motivates the following alternatives.) 

– ‘Alternative T’: Acting from duty has moral value only if its maxim 
produces it by necessity, independently of, or contradictory to, any 
inclinations.3 Or: A good will acts from duty, not inclination.4 

– ‘Alternative S’: An action from duty is an action done out of respect for 
the law.5 The thought is that this expresses the subjective aspect of acting 
from duty (see 400.30–7, incl. note); but the problem is that respect 
presupposes the concept of a practical law, which Kant introduces only in 
¶14 (400.2). 

– ‘Alternative A’: A good will under human conditions is one whose 
maxims have moral content.6 (Pro: textual support, link to P2.) 

The second proposition (399.35–400.3): The moral value of an action does 
not lie in the intended effect, and thus not in certain desires, but rather in its 
maxim (i.e. its value does not depend on the actuality of the willed object). 

Interlude. A glimpse at Kantian action theory: maxims are practical rules 
that give us reasons to act in a certain way, the what and why of our actions 
(the subjective principles of willing, 400n); wishes and desires, i.e. Triebfedern 
give us motivation, but only insofar as they combine with maxims. Maxims ≠ 
laws, so the transition from subjective principles (maxims) to objective 
principles (laws) is central: it involves the difference between reasons for 
actions, and good reasons for actions. This is what it means to act ‘according to 
a representation of laws’ (412.27), to conceive of our own maxims as if they 

                                                   
3  Cf. Timmermann, J. (2007). Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. A 

Commentary. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (p. 26). 
4  Sedgwick, S. (2008). Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. An Introduction. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (p. 70). 
5  Cf. Schönecker, D. and Wood, A. W. (2015). Immanuel Kant’s Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Morals. A Commentary. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (p. 57). 
6  Allison, H. E. (2011). Kant’s Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. A Commentary. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press (p. 125). 
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were maxims for any practically rational being; or to see in our maxims not 
merely subjective rules of thumb for specific ends, but also objective and 
rational principles for anyone. Hence, our maxims must articulate good reasons 
for actions; and this is what gives action their moral value. 

The third proposition: Duty is the necessity of an action from respect (or 
regard, Achtung) for the law. To explicate: What duty demands of agents acting 
from duty is what they regard as a good reason or criterion for that action. 
Given the formal nature of Kant’s discussion, this means that this criterion is 
whether the maxim in play is also a law. So, in acting from duty good agents 
recognise the nomological, and thus universally binding, character of their 
maxims. In a sense, this is hence a meta-maxim: duty commands that we act on 
maxims that are, or can be, laws. Hence the first formulation of the Sittengesetz 
(moral law). 
 
6. Fourth Part (402.1–403.33, ¶¶17–9) 
 
The categorical imperative is mentioned for the 
first time (402.8–9). The analysis of duty shows 
that a good will is determined in two ways. 
Objectively, it is determined or necessitated by 
the moral law. Subjectively, it is motivated by 
Achtung (reverence, regard) for the moral law. 
The two grounds are thus importantly 
independent of certain objects of our 
inclinations: they are unconditioned. A will thus 
determined is unconditionally good. But now we 
need to know that this moral law actually is: so 
far, this has been merely a place-holder. We know that a morally good action is 
not done for the sake of some end, or some objects of our inclination, or 
anything that we intend to bring about. So, morally good actions are not based 
on specific commands or maxims that aim at some end. In other words, 
material laws need to excluded from finding the motivation for morally good 
action. Yet, since willing is causal, and all causality is subject to laws, the will is 
subject to a law after all. But such a law can only be formal. Excluding all 
empirical impulses leaves only the possibility that this law is ‘the universal 
conformity to law as such’ (402.6). This is a sort of meta-law, or at least a law 
that is devoid of any material connotation—and thus formal; and thus 
unconditional; and thus a priori; and thus pure. (More on these notions as we 
go.) The moral law then says that we morally ought to act so that we can also 
will that the principle (maxim) of our action could become a universal law.7 

The Fifth Part (403.34–405.35, ¶¶ 20–2) concerns the dialectic of common 
practical reason, and the consequences of conflating morality and happiness. 

                                                   
7  Cf. Timmermann, J. (2007). Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. A 

Commentary. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (pp. 44–5). 

Section I as a tentative argument: 
 
(1)  It is possible to conceive of moral worth only in 

those cases where human agents reveal a good will 
(¶¶1–3). 

(2)  A good will, or good willing, is linked to acting from 
duty—agents who act from duty have a good will 
(¶¶8–16). 

(3)  Insofar as moral agents act from duty (and thus 
show a good will), duty necessarily exemplifies the 
moral law (¶¶17–9). 

(4)  Therefore, it is possible to conceive of moral worth 
only in those cases where agents act in line with 
the moral law. (See Note 2). 


