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Abstract: Although the best-known Hegelian objection against Kant’s moral philosophy is the charge that the categorical imperative is an ‘empty formalism’, Hegel’s criticisms also include what we might call the realizability objection. Tentatively stated, the realizability objection says that within the sphere of Kantian morality, the good remains an unrealizable ‘ought’ – in other words, the Kantian moral ‘ought’ can never become an ‘is’. In this paper, I attempt to come to grips with this objection in two steps. In the first section of the paper, I provide an initial reading of the objection, according to which Hegel agrees with Kant’s formulation of the realizability problem but disagrees with the specific Kantian solution, namely, with the Kantian idea of the highest good and the doctrine of the postulates. In the second section, I go on to argue that this reading is potentially too superficial and offer a more far-reaching interpretation whereby Hegel is ultimately targeting fundamental distinctions (between, for instance, reason and sensibility) of Kant’s moral theory. I end by employing these more far-reaching results of Hegel’s objection to sketch some features of Hegel’s alternative ethical view. 

The best-known Hegelian objection against Kant’s practical philosophy is the charge that the categorical imperative is an ‘empty formalism’. Hegel’s criticisms, however, also include what we might call the realizability objection. Tentatively stated, the realizability objection says that within the sphere of Kantian morality, the good remains an unrealizable ‘ought’ – in other words, the Kantian moral ‘ought’ can never become an ‘is’. It is on this objection that I here wish to focus. More specifically, I want to consider why Hegel thinks that Kant is committed to such a view, and why that view is objectionable – that is, why it is problematic that the moral ‘ought’ can never become an ‘is’. 

The choice to focus on this issue is warranted by the following circumstance: Whereas the ‘empty formalism’ charge (as well as other criticisms, such as the so-called ‘Kantian paradox’ of self-legislation) has been the subject of ongoing debate within Kant and Hegel commentary, the realizability objection has received considerably less attention, at least within recent Anglophone scholarship.
 Part of the reason for this diminished attention might be that, in the course of articulating his criticism, Hegel addresses elements of Kant’s practical philosophy (specifically, the practical postulates) that a number of contemporary Kantians (and Hegelians) perhaps regard as theological remnants from which, accordingly, they wish to distance themselves. Whatever the reason for the diminished attention, however, Hegel himself was greatly bothered by the realizability issue throughout his entire career. Hegel voices this complaint, for example, already in his 1798/99 essay ‘The Spirit of Christianity’ and as late as the ‘Encyclopedia Logic’ of 1831 (§234Z).
 Therefore, it seems worthwhile to focus on this objection in order, first, to get clearer on Hegel’s attitude towards Kant and, second, to thereby draw some clues as to what exactly Hegel’s positive alternative looks like.

The paper is divided into two sections. In the first section, I provide an initial reading of Hegel’s realizability objection. On this reading, Hegel is in basic agreement with Kant’s formulation of the realizability problem; Hegel disagrees, however, with the specific Kantian solution to the problem, namely, with the idea of the highest good and the doctrine of the postulates. In the second section, I argue that, insofar as that initial reading is taken to be compatible with the preservation of the basic structure of Kant’s moral theory, such a reading does not get to the bottom of Hegel’s concerns. This is not to say that the reading initially given is altogether wrong; the problem is rather that it risks suggesting a picture of Hegel as attacking only the symptoms but not the causes of the Kantian ills. I thus go on to suggest that if Hegel’s objections against the Kantian idea of the highest good and the practical postulates are sound, then some of the most fundamental tenets of Kant’s moral theory also break down – Hegel’s criticisms, in other words, cannot be taken simply as an attack on some peripheral part of Kant’s philosophy. I end by employing these more far-reaching results of Hegel’s criticisms to sketch some features of Hegel’s alternative ethical view. 

Before getting underway, I should add a final cautionary remark: My focus here is on Hegel’s realizability objection against Kant. I do not, therefore, delve into the question of how the best construal of this and other Hegelian objections might fare against various contemporary positions that fall under the broad label of ‘Kantian ethics’. This would no doubt be a very interesting and worthwhile task. But it is one that goes beyond the scope and aims of the present paper. Thus, although I do attempt to make the case that the realizability problem, as well as Kant’s own solution to it, cannot be easily ignored or overlooked, my focus remains throughout on the Kantian text (and not on contemporary elaborations or revisions of the text).
 Furthermore, even as a criticism of Kant (and not necessarily of any contemporary ‘Kantian’ ethicists), my primary aim in working through Hegel’s realizability objection is not so much to offer any definitive or knock-down argument against Kant, but rather to help motivate and better understand Hegel’s own positive position.
 
I

I.1 

Hegel’s most explicit and condensed mature critique of Kant’s practical philosophy is found in the ‘Morality’ section of the PR. Hegel gestures at the ‘ought’-‘is’ issue when he writes: ‘It [the subjective will] . . . stands in a relationship to the good, a relationship whereby the good ought to be its substantial character, whereby it ought to make the good its end and fulfill it’ (§131). Earlier on in that section Hegel claims that within the standpoint of ‘Morality’ the subjective will ‘should be thought of as sheer restless activity [die reine Unruhe und Tätigkeit] which cannot yet arrive at anything that is’, and accordingly complains that ‘[morality] is the point of view of difference’ (§108Z).

To be sure, the target of these meager remarks is far from obvious. Hegel appears to complain that the point of view of ‘Morality’ objectionably separates ‘ought’ and ‘is’. But why is such a separation objectionable, anyway? One concern that Hegel seems to be voicing is that the demands of morality cannot be fully met or realized within the realm of the ‘is’. Yet even if we interpret his remarks along these lines, it is unclear what exactly Hegel might be driving at. What is clear, however, is that, despite his criticisms in the PR (and elsewhere), Hegel is indebted in important ways to Kant.
 Therefore, an initial attempt to come to terms with the realizability objection might go as follows: Hegel is troubled by the claim that the good remains an unrealizable ‘ought’ because he sees such a claim as involving a performative contradiction. The contradiction lies in, on the one hand, setting something (namely, the good) as the end of our morally worthy actions, and, on the other hand, at the same time declaring that end to be ultimately unrealizable (at least by finite rational beings like us). The underlying presupposition in this way of interpreting the issue is that the setting of something as an end implies that that end is realizable. And this presupposition certainly seems to have at least some plausibility. For otherwise, that is, if the end of our morally worthy actions were ultimately unattainable, what exactly would we be acting for or towards? If the good is declared unrealizable, what is the point of our even attempting to act morally? Indeed, if the end of our morally worthy actions is unrealizable, then it seems that our actions risk becoming practically absurd or hopeless. 

This first pass at the ‘ought’-‘is’ issue certainly appears to respect Hegel’s debt to Kant. For Kant himself makes much the same point when, throughout the ‘Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason’ of the KpV, he insists that the highest good must be possible or that we must think of the highest good as realizable. Kant introduces the idea of the highest good as that of ‘the whole object . . . of a pure will’ (Ak. V: 109). Such an ‘object’ can be somewhat more concretely described as a state of affairs in which the ends of a fully moral agent are completely satisfied (or, as Kant also more concisely puts it, as happiness proportioned to perfect virtue).
 Against the background of this characterization, he then goes on to write: ‘If . . . the highest good is impossible in accordance with practical rules, then the moral law, which commands us to promote it, must be fantastic and directed to empty imaginary ends and must therefore in itself be false’ (Ak. V: 114).
 Now since Kant has already purportedly shown that the moral law is not ‘fantastic’ (and so ‘directed to empty imaginary ends’), the passage just quoted in effect amounts to the claim that the highest good must be possible. According to the reading so far offered, then, Hegel would seem to be echoing Kant’s formulation of the problem of the possibility of the highest good in the KpV. 
 
I.2

This first construal of the Hegelian ‘ought’-‘is’ objection obviously gives Kant an opening. For the Kantian might immediately reply to this way of presenting the issue in several ways. First, the Kantian might simply wonder what Hegel’s worry is. It is precisely because and insofar as the good remains unrealized – she might claim – that we strive to attain it and thereby become virtuous beings. We might well be unable to attain moral perfection, or the supreme good, but that in no way prevents us from setting that ideal as our goal or from acting morally in particular instances.

Second, if one were to remind the Kantian of the possibility of the highest good, the Kantian might then claim that Kant not only recognizes the realizability problem, but he also offers a solution in keeping with human finitude. To continue to focus on the moral side of the highest good (or the supreme good): Kant’s idea of the highest good requires that it be possible to perfect our virtue or to achieve complete conformity of our inclinations to the moral law. However, as finite rational beings, Kant notes that we are not capable at any moment during our sensible existence of reaching such moral perfection. Therefore, in order to attain the supreme good, we need it to be possible to continue to morally improve in a future life beyond our sensible existence. And such a non-sensible future life presupposes the immortality of the soul. Or so Kant argues. Thus, by ‘postulating’ the immortality of the soul,
 Kant makes room for the complete conformity of our inclinations to the moral law (even if that conformity can only be thought by us in the form of an endless progress).

I.3

It is here, however, that Hegel’s dissatisfaction with Kant comes out. That is, while we might take Hegel to accept Kant’s formulation of the realizability problem in the ‘Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason’, Hegel decidedly rejects Kant’s solution to the problem. In objecting that the moral ‘ought’ can never become an ‘is’, then, Hegel is certainly doing more than simply reiterating the Kantian point about the possibility of the highest good. Kant is right to insist that the good must be possible or realizable. But he cannot, in Hegel’s opinion, deliver the goods. Hegel argues in ‘The Moral Worldview’ and ‘Dissemblance [Die Verstellung]’ sections of the PhG that both the Kantian idea of the highest good and the practical postulates implied by its possibility involve a series of inconsistencies. From amongst this ‘whole nest of thoughtless contradictions [gedankenloser Widersprüche]’ (PhG: 453),
 I here focus on part of Hegel’s discussion and criticism of what he labels the ‘first postulate’ and the ‘second postulate’, namely, first, the idea of the highest good as the ‘harmony of morality and nature’ (445) and, second, the ‘harmony of morality and the sensible will’ (447) and the idea of the immortality of the soul implied by such harmony. Hegel’s criticism of the ‘third postulate’ (namely, the postulate of the existence of God as a ‘holy moral legislator’ [460]) relies on the distinction between ‘pure’ and ‘specific’ duties and the ‘holiness’ of the former but not the latter (and vice versa). Partly because these latter distinctions and claims are not so obviously attributable to Kant, I bracket this Hegelian objection.

What is the main inconsistency that Hegel claims to find in the Kantian idea of the highest good and the practical postulates? We can begin to piece together Hegel’s objection against Kant by recalling how, on Kant’s account, moral action consists in the subordination of sensibility to the dictates of pure practical reason. Our sensible desires or inclinations are the source of immorality – that is, we act immorally just in case we act on the basis of our sensible desires.
 Accordingly, the idea of fully realizing the Kantian highest good must consist in completely subordinating our inclinations to the dictates of reason to the point – Hegel on occasion says – of ‘sublating [aufheben]’ or ‘eliminating [vertilgen]’ those inclinations altogether.
 But to ‘eliminate’ our sensible desires just is to eliminate or undermine morality altogether. For if morality is characterized as the subordination of our inclinations to reason, then the very idea of morality requires that our inclinations be preserved (even if only as that which is to be subordinated to the demands of pure practical reason).
 Thus, whereas the concept of the highest good was meant to represent the final end of moral action, it instead turns out to undermine the very idea of morality itself. 

In light of the foregoing remarks, the inconsistency that Hegel discovers in Kant can be succinctly formulated as the conjunction of the two following sets of considerations. On the one hand, at least in the case of finite rational beings, morality consists in the distinction between reason and sensibility (or, more precisely, in the subordination of the latter to the former). Therefore, the very idea of morality (and of ourselves as finite rational beings) requires that our inclinations not be altogether eliminated. On the other hand, the highest good must be practically possible or realizable. Fully realizing the highest good, however, would eliminate the opposition that characterizes both morality (and hence also the highest good as a moral concept) and ourselves as finite rational beings. So the Kantian moral agent – as Hegel puts it – ‘cannot be in earnest’ (456, 457) in her efforts to achieve the highest good. Hegel argues that it is precisely in order to cover up the outlined inconsistency that Kant postulates the immortality of the soul and postpones the full realization of the highest good to ‘the dark remoteness of infinity’ (447) or to ‘a foggy distance in which nothing can any longer be distinguished or comprehended’ (458).

I.4

The interpretation I have so far offered of Hegel’s realizability objection no doubt gives rise to a whole host of Kantian responses. I divide these responses into four possible lines of reply. 

First, the Kantian might reply to the Hegelian objection by denying that postulating the immortality of the soul and indefinitely postponing the complete realization of the good are the result of some sort of confusion or a mere attempt to cover up an inconsistency. It is one thing – the Kantian will say – to improve our virtue (or morally progress) and it is another thing to perfect our virtue (or achieve the supreme good). There is indeed a difference between striving for moral perfection and actually attaining perfection. And Kant’s demand is only that we continue to improve our virtue or morally progress. Analogously, there is a difference between making our inclinations conform to the moral law and completely suppressing or eliminating our inclinations altogether. Kant, again, demands only the former, not the latter. 
But can Kant really require only that we continually improve our virtue or make our inclinations conform to the moral law (as opposed to perfecting our virtue or completely eliminating our inclinations)? This question – I believe – should be answered negatively. For weakening the moral demands on us in the manner suggested is in fact inconsistent with Kant’s own views. If the demand is merely that we improve our virtue, then that is something that can be done in this life (in which case there is no need to postulate the immortality of the soul). And adding that the demand is that we improve our virtue indefinitely will not help either. To improve our virtue indefinitely is to continue to morally progress beyond this life. But a non-sensible existence beyond this life is an existence absent of inclinations. As noted above, however, Kant defines morality precisely as the subordination of our inclinations to reason. Therefore, in an existence absent of inclinations there is no possibility of virtue (and hence no moral improvement).
 

Second, and relatedly, the Kantian might sharpen the previous line of reply by questioning why perfect virtue requires that we rid ourselves of our inclinations in the first place. We might well have sensible desires that possibly conflict with the dictates of reason. But it might be argued that if an agent always subordinated sensibility to reason, and thus never acted on those conflicting desires, then she would be perfectly virtuous without needing to rid herself of those sensible desires altogether. 

The first thing to note in reaction to this reply is that it is once again incompatible with Kant’s own views (and, in particular, with the doctrine of the practical postulates). For the sort of perfect virtue just described is presumably achievable in this worldly life if at all. So why then would Kant feel the need to postulate the immortality of the soul in order to allow for continual moral progress beyond our sensible existence? In other words, what evidence is there that, in Kant’s view, we are indeed capable of achieving the kind of sensible perfect virtue described in the previous paragraph? In addition, we might also note that in claiming that perfect Kantian virtue requires that we rid ourselves of our sensible desires, Hegel is at least rightly making the epistemological point that unless such inclinations are somehow eliminated or destroyed, then we cannot by Kantian lights rest assured that those desires have no motivational efficacy (and thus that we have achieved perfect virtue).
 

Third, at this stage the Kantian might simply concede the main Hegelian point (namely, that if the highest good were attained, morality would somehow be destroyed) but still not see that result as problematic. Upon realizing the highest good, our wills would be holy and, as such, they would necessarily conform to the moral law. To be sure, Kant tells us that in such a case of necessary conformity to the law one can no longer properly speak of duty or virtue.
 But that in no way represents an objection to Kant’s moral philosophy or, more specifically, to his concept of the highest good. For that concept is just an ideal, that is, a concept whose function is merely to guide or direct our moral strivings.  

The Hegelian rejoinder here would consist in continuing to ask whether the Kantian concept of the highest good is plausible even as an ideal or some sort of regulative principle. More precisely, Hegel’s question to Kant – I take it – would be the following: How can one adequately address the realizability issue by appeal to a concept (such as that of the highest good) that turns out to undermine the very presuppositions upon which that concept itself rests (namely, the distinction between reason and inclinations)? Moreover, in order to continually strive to attain the highest good, we need to at least be able to think that the highest good is realizable (or act as if it were). But ex hypothesi the highest good is merely an ideal towards which we strive. Thus, Kant is suggesting that we assuage our worries concerning the hopelessness of our morally worthy actions by telling ourselves that the highest good is somehow possible or thinking that it is realizable. However, given that we are knowingly incapable of ever actually attaining the highest good, it seems that by making such proclamations about its possibility Kant is, if not outright falling into inconsistency, then at least proposing a bad faith teleology or recommending a form of hypocrisy.  

Finally, a fourth line of reply to the Hegelian realizability objection might be to suggest that we adopt a broadly Kantian moral theory that simply leaves out the doctrine of the postulates. For it seems to be the concept of the highest good and the Kantian postulates that are causing all the trouble. The best way to address this reply (and, in general, the best way to dismount from this see-saw of objections, replies and counter-replies) is to show that Hegel’s criticisms are more far-reaching and philosophically deeper than what might have been implied by our discussion so far. This is precisely what I attempt to do in the remainder of the paper.

II

II.1 

In the previous section, I presented an initial interpretation of the Hegelian objection that the moral ‘ought’ can never become an ‘is’. On that interpretation, Hegel agrees with Kant’s formulation of the realizability problem in the ‘Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason’. Kant and Hegel both insist that the good must be practically possible or realizable. Hegel, however, is dissatisfied with Kant’s solution to the problem, namely, with the idea of the highest good and the doctrine of the postulates. The Kantian highest good and the doctrine of the postulates must thus be jettisoned. But, for all I have said so far, it might indeed seem like it is possible to jettison the highest good and practical postulates while preserving the basic structure of the Kantian moral theory. Such a construal of Hegel’s criticism, however, would be too superficial. I will thus go on to argue in this section that the Hegelian realizability objection ultimately calls into question some of the most important assumptions that underpin Kant’s entire moral philosophy.


An initial indication that Hegel is precisely not simply attacking some of the consequences of the Kantian moral theory while leaving the underlying structure of that theory untouched might be found in the first section of the PhG where Hegel addresses the realizability issue, namely, in his discussion of virtue and the way of the world. The two protagonists of Hegel’s discussion there are the ‘knight of virtue’, on the one hand, and the ‘way of the world [Weltlauf]’, on the other. The literal equivalent of the first, metaphorical figure is the moral agent that strives to attain moral perfection. The second term of Hegel’s discussion, the way of the world, insofar as it is conceived as standing in opposition to the knight of virtue, corresponds to the causal-mechanically determined course of events of the natural world. And thus construed, the way of the world appears indeed to stand in opposition to virtue. For, insofar as it is determined exclusively by mechanical causes, the natural world need not (at any moment in time) be in harmony with the ends of morality. Moreover, given the supersensible character of the Kantian highest good, it would seem that the natural (that is, sensible) world can never be in full harmony with the final ends of morality.


This opposition between morality and nature represents the starting point of Hegel’s discussion of virtue and the way of the world. The objective of such a discussion is not to propose a more or less fanciful way of reconciling the two sides in dispute while accepting the terms in which the opposition is framed. Hegel is rather taking aim at the opposition itself by questioning some of the assumptions on which the purported dispute itself rests. Thus, for example, we read:

The virtuous consciousness . . . enters into the conflict with the ‘way of the world’, as if this were something opposed to the good; what the conflict offers to it [to the virtuous consciousness] is the universal, not merely as an abstract universal, but as a universal animated by individuality and existing for an other, in other words, the actual [wirkliche] good. (PhG: 287)

I do not intend to reconstruct Hegel’s intricate discussion in the ‘Virtue and the Way of the World’ section. I simply wish to note how the passage just quoted indicates that there is, in Hegel’s view, something wrong in sharply separating ‘ought’ and ‘is’, morality and nature or, as he more abstractly puts the point here, universality and particularity. Accordingly, one of Hegel’s messages in this section of the PhG would seem to be that the problem of the realizability of the good is itself, under the presupposition of an initial opposition between ‘ought’ and ‘is’, or morality and nature, erroneously framed.
 


This brief look at the ‘Virtue and the Way of the World’ section of the PhG suggests that Hegel believes the Kantian opposition of ‘ought’ and ‘is’ to be somehow ill-conceived or misguided. We now need to consider why the Hegelian ‘ought’-‘is’ criticism might indeed be targeting that fundamental Kantian assumption (rather than just some of the subtler or peripheral details of the Kantian theory).

II.2

The question to which I shall give a negative answer, therefore, is the following: Is it possible to accept Hegel’s criticisms of Kant (and reject the highest good and the postulates) while leaving the basic Kantian framework untouched? In order to better answer this question, let me begin by summarizing some of the main points made in the previous section (and, in particular, in I.3). The Kantian idea of the highest good is that of the satisfaction of the ends of a will that is determined entirely by the categorical imperative (or, as we also saw, happiness in proportion to perfect virtue). Realizing the highest (or, more precisely, supreme) good requires that our inclinations or sensible desires be effectively suppressed or eliminated. But Kant relies on, and therefore needs to hang onto, the distinction between sensibility and reason for his account of morality and of ourselves as finite rational beings. The Kantian idea of the highest good thus involves an inconsistency, which the doctrine of the postulates then attempts (unsuccessfully) to cover up. Or so Hegel in a nutshell argues. 

How are these Hegelian criticisms of the highest good and the practical postulates connected to the Kantian distinction between reason and sensibility and his related account of morality as the subordination of the latter to the former? The thesis that the highest good is practically possible and the doctrine of the postulates constitute Kant’s solution to the realizability problem (as initially articulated in I.1). The Kantian idea of the highest good is built into his moral theory insofar as that idea involves the completion of the demand that our inclinations be subordinated to the dictates of reason. Indeed, that completion just is the idea of perfect virtue or the supreme good. For its part, the immortality postulate is the answer to the question: How is the supreme good attainable while respecting the conception of ourselves as finite rational beings? The shape of the Kantian solution to the realizability problem is thus determined by the basic tenets of Kant’s moral theory. The doctrine of the postulates and the highest good are not theoretical appendices of which we might easily dispose while leaving the basic framework of the theory untouched. 
One possible reaction to the idea of the highest good and the practical postulates is to reject those theoretical constructs on account of a failure to recognize the realizability problem as a source of philosophical anxiety. But both Kant and Hegel do take it that the problem is pressing and so calls for a solution. As we saw at the outset, Kant and Hegel believe that the view that the good remains an unrealizable ‘ought’ implies a performative contradiction between, on the one hand, setting the good as the end of our morally worthy actions and, on the other hand, at the same time declaring that good to be ultimately unrealizable. In light of this common assumption, and given that Kant’s own solution is determined by the basic tenets of his theory, Hegel’s objection must ultimately be targeting precisely those Kantian tenets. More specifically, the source of the unpalatable consequences that Hegel finds in Kant’s solution must lie in the Kantian account of human nature as constituted by a sensible side and a separate intelligible side, and in the related conception of morality as the subordination of the former to the latter. Accordingly, if Hegel’s objection is sound, then pure reason can no longer be conceived as an entirely isolatable faculty capable of setting ends, and issuing commands, independently of that over against which it supposedly stands (namely, sensibility).   

To be sure, Hegel’s rejection of the Kantian highest good and the doctrine of the postulates continues to stand. What has now changed, however, are the implications of that rejection. In light of the initial textual support and systematic considerations provided in favor of the claim that the interpretation offered in section I is potentially too superficial, the lesson to draw from the Hegelian criticism is – I suggest – the following: Hegel’s realizability, or ‘ought’-‘is’, objection against Kant teaches us that we should refrain from demanding of a finite being what it can, even in thought or as an ideal, by definition never hope to achieve, namely, the supersensible highest good. More specifically, we learn from Hegel’s criticisms that only by calling into question the basic Kantian distinction between reason and sensibility can we come to see how the good might be fully realized (or how we might achieve a unity of ‘ought’ and ‘is’).   

Of course, the good that becomes realizable by calling into question such Kantian assumptions will no longer be an a- or trans-historical good. This difference between the Kantian and Hegelian conceptions of the good can perhaps be made somewhat clearer, and also further supported, if framed in terms of the relation between the spheres of ‘Morality’ and ‘Sittlichkeit’ within Hegel’s theory of ‘objective spirit’. If Hegel is ultimately taking aim at the Kantian distinction between reason and sensibility, then it is decidedly wrong to interpret Hegelian Sittlichkeit as some sort of complement or addition to ‘Morality’ that would provide the content that ‘Morality’, as still too ‘formal’, supposedly lacks.
 On this suggested interpretation, the sphere of ‘Sittlichkeit’ would somehow spell out the contextual or empirical (in particular, socio-historical) implications that are overlooked within the sphere of ‘Morality’. The basic structure of the Kantian standpoint of ‘Morality’, however, need not be questioned. But this interpretation cannot possibly be right. For Kant himself admits that we need to take into account empirical circumstances in order, for instance, to evaluate someone’s action on moral grounds or adequately formulate the maxim according to which we act.
 And yet the basic Kantian claim still stands: pure practical reason, conceived as separable from and opposed to sensibility, is alone the source of ethical requirements. Given our discussion so far in this section, I believe we would do much better to interpret Hegelian Sittlichkeit as telling a different story altogether about the source (in the sense both of origin and, more importantly, justification) of ethical norms to the one we find in Kant.


II.3

I now wish to both indicate how the reading of Hegel’s criticism at which we have arrived must be on the right track and also begin to fill in Hegel’s positive alternative to the Kantian account of ethical norms. The main interpretive hypothesis I have put forward is that Hegel’s realizability objection takes aim at the very Kantian separation between ‘ought’ and ‘is’ or reason and sensibility.
 Along these lines, Hegel, already in his 1798/99 essay ‘The Spirit of Christianity’, says:

Since the commands of duty presuppose a separation [between the moral law, or what Hegel here calls the ‘concept’, and our inclinations], and since the domination of the concept declares itself in an ‘ought’ [in einem Sollen], that which is raised above this separation is by contrast an ‘is’, a modification of life (‘The Spirit of Christianity’: 324)
 

 And Hegel, in those same pages, makes it absolutely clear that by ‘life’ he understands just the ‘correspondence of law and inclination’ (327) such that law and inclination are no longer simply opposed to one another from the outset.


If we now turn our attention to Hegel’s mature works, the concept of life seems to appear in §123Z of the PR in the same role as in the passage just quoted from ‘The Spirit of Christianity’, namely, that of both criticizing, and signaling an alternative to, the moral (that is, Kantian) conception of practical normativity. Hegel writes:

We may ask … whether the human being has a right to set himself ends which are not based on freedom, but solely on the fact that the subject is a living being. The fact that he is a living being is not contingent, however, but in accordance with reason, and to that extent he has a right to make his needs his end. There is nothing degrading about being alive, and we do not have the alternative of existing in a higher spirituality.

The importance of the concept of life for both overcoming the deficiencies of ‘Morality’ and understanding the difference between ‘Morality’ and ‘Sittlichkeit’ is again confirmed by the very first sentence of Part Three of the PR: ‘Sittlichkeit is the Idea of freedom as the living good’ (§142; last italics added).
So far, then, we know that the concept of life is meant to somehow help overcome the opposition of ‘ought’ and ‘is’. But what does such a concept of life, more concretely, amount to? The short answer to this question can be found further along in the introductory paragraphs to Part Three of the PR. Hegel there explicitly identifies the ethical (das Sittliche), and hence life in a sense that is not merely biological, with custom or habit, which he in turn characterizes as a ‘second nature’ (§151). And he makes no secret of the importance of these broadly Aristotelian concepts for him when, in §151Z, he claims: ‘Just as nature has its laws . . . so is custom the law appropriate to the spirit of freedom. Custom is what [abstract] right and morality have not yet reached, namely spirit’.

The role that the related concepts of life and ethical habit play in Hegel’s positive alternative to Kant’s moral philosophy deserves its own, separate treatment. Allow me, nevertheless, to indicate in general terms what I take that role in part to be: If our foregoing discussion has been on the right track, then Hegel’s account of ethical norms presupposes a conception of human animals as creatures who have natural needs and urges but are also capable of reflecting upon and shaping those urges as a result of a process of ethical habituation. Getting clearer on Hegel’s conception of habit as a second nature – I moreover suggest – will help us better understand the importance that various social and historical elements have within his mature theory of Sittlichkeit. Indeed, Aristotle himself, from whom Hegel seems to borrow the idea of second nature, underscores its social component when he claims that the habitual disposition that characterizes possession of the virtues is first inculcated in an agent by parents, teachers and others around her.
 Similarly, for Hegel, in undergoing a process of ethical habituation, an agent is initiated into, and also helps maintain, certain social practices and institutions.
 
II.4

I now conclude by briefly summarizing what I hope to have established in this paper. Hegel’s ‘ought’-‘is’ criticism does not amount simply to the claim that we must, on pain of inconsistency, think of some strategy (other than that of the Kantian postulates) that allows for the moral ‘ought’ to become an ‘is’ while leaving the basic tenets of Kant’s moral theory untouched. The Hegelian objection – I have argued – ultimately targets the entire Kantian framework. Hegel believes that only by thus calling into question the Kantian opposition of ‘ought’ and ‘is’ is it possible to defend the view that the good, no longer conceived as a- or trans-historical, is realizable. I have ended by briefly indicating how Hegel’s attempt at achieving a unity of ‘ought’ and ‘is’ makes important use of the concept of habit as a second nature. How the details of the positive Hegelian story are supposed to be filled out, however, is a task for another occasion.
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� For recent Hegelian defenses of the ‘emptiness’ charge, see Freyenhagen (2011) and Sedgwick (2012). On the issue of the ‘Kantian paradox’, see Pippin (2000) and Pinkard (2002), especially chapters 2 and 9.


� In a passage from ‘The Spirit of Christianity’ to which I will later return, we read: ‘Since the commands of duty presuppose a separation, and since the domination of the concept declares itself in an ‘ought’ [in einem Sollen], that which is raised above this separation is by contrast an ‘is’, a modification of life’ (324). In the ‘Encyclopedia Logic’ Hegel characterizes ‘the standpoint of Kant with regard to human action [in praktischer Beziehung]’, as follows: ‘The good ought to be realized; we have to work at this, to bring it forth [dasselbe hervorzubringen], and the will is simply the good that is self-activating [das sich betätigende Gute]. But then if the world were as it ought to be, the result would be that the activity of willing would disappear. Therefore the will itself also requires that its purpose shall not be realized. This correctly expresses the finitude of willing. But we must not stop at this finitude, of course, and it is through the process of willing itself that this finitude is sublated [aufgehoben], together with the contradiction that it contains’ (§234Z).  The import of these two passages will hopefully become clearer as my discussion unfolds. 


� When I refer to the ‘Kantian’ in the following pages, therefore, I have in mind the Kant commentator that endeavors to respect both the spirit and the letter of the Kantian text. 


� I refer to Hegel’s 1821 Philosophy of Right (PR) and 1831 ‘Encyclopedia Logic’ simply by providing the corresponding paragraph number (followed by ‘A’ or ‘Z’ to denote Anmerkung or Zusatz respectively). References to the 1807 Phenomenology of Spirit (PhG) and the 1798/99 essay ‘The Spirit of Christianity’ are given according to pagination of Suhrkamp’s Werke in zwanzig Bänden. Page references to Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason (KpV), Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (GMS) and the Metaphysics of Morals (MS) are to the Akademie edition. The English translations that I mostly (although not always) follow are listed in the bibliography at the end of the paper.


� The first of the two quotations from §108Z reads in full: ‘In morality, self-determination should be thought of as sheer restless activity which cannot yet arrive at something that is’. Hegel explicitly connects the concept of self-determination with the subjective will in §107. 


� What such a debt exactly consists in is of course a difficult question. However, even in the context of the ‘Good and Conscience’ section of the PR, we read that ‘[t]he merit and exalted viewpoint of Kant’s moral philosophy are that it has emphasized this significance of duty’ (§133Z). This claim seems to suggest that, whatever faults Hegel might find in Kant’s moral theory, he also admits that it marks a progress with regard to previous conceptions of right.


� In the KrV (A810-811/B838-839), Kant distinguishes between the ‘highest original good’ (God) and the ‘highest derived good’. In the KpV (Ak. V: 110), he divides the latter into the ‘highest good in a person’ and the ‘highest good of a possible world’. Kant defines both varieties of the ‘highest derived good’ in terms of the conjunction of virtue and happiness. My focus here will be on the ‘highest good in a person’ and, more specifically, on its moral component (what Kant calls the ‘supreme good’). Accordingly, I will set aside the differences between the two types of the ‘highest derived good’ and, in particular, Kant’s failure to explicitly mention the proportionality condition in the case of the ‘highest good in a person’. On the issue of the proportionality of virtue and happiness, see the helpful discussion in Reath (1988): 610-613.


� Along similar lines, Kant also tells us, in those same pages: ‘the subjective effect of [the moral] law, namely the disposition conformed with it and also made necessary by it to promote the practically possible highest good . . . presupposes at least that the latter [namely, the highest good] is possible; in the contrary case it would be practically impossible to strive for the object of a concept [that of the highest good] that would be, at bottom, empty and without an object’ (Ak. V: 143); ‘we ought to strive to promote the good (which must therefore be possible)’ (Ak. V: 125); ‘it was a duty for us to promote the highest good; hence there is in us not merely the warrant but also the necessity, as a need connected with duty, to presuppose the possibility of this highest good’ (Ibid.)


� The literature on Kant’s idea of the highest good is vast. I here want to make only the following two points. First, a good deal of the literature has focused on whether the highest good supplies a material content to the moral law (and is thus to be regarded as an important part of Kant’s moral theory) or whether, on the contrary, it does not add any such content (and so is peripheral and unimportant). Two classic representatives of each of these camps are Silber (1963) and Beck (1960) respectively. However, the dispute itself seems to rely on a false dilemma. Thus, I am in general agreement with Friedman (1984) and Mariña (2000) on this point. Both commentators argue that the highest good is important. Nevertheless, its role – they claim – does not lie in its supplying a material content to the moral law but rather in serving as a necessary condition of moral experience. Second, Silber (1959) has distinguished between an immanent and a transcendent sense of the highest good. Kant claims that we are obligated only to attain that part of ‘the highest good that is possible through our collaboration’ (Silber [1959]: 478). And this means – Silber argues – that ‘[e]ach person is obligated to attain his own virtue’ but is not obligated to attain ‘the virtue of others nor the happiness . . . of himself or others’ (Ibid.), for the former but not the latter is within each person’s power. By thus qualifying our obligation to achieve the highest good, ‘Kant succeeds in making the idea of the highest good immanent in the life of man’ (479). When it comes to the degree of virtue that each person is obligated to attain, however, Silber tells us that the highest good serves as an ideal standard that exceeds any person’s actual performances and is, in this sense, transcendent. (See 481-482.) By the end of this section I hope to have made a case that the claim that we ought to perfect our virtue, or attain the supreme good, is problematic even as an ideal or a merely regulative principle of moral action. (See especially 489ff.)


� Within the context of his practical philosophy, Kant defines ‘postulate’ as a ‘theoretical proposition, though one not demonstrable as such [i.e. theoretically], insofar as it is attached inseparably to an a priori unconditionally valid practical law’ (KpV, Ak. V: 122).


� A cognizer who, unlike finite rational beings, was capable of an intellectual intuition, would not be subject to this restriction, since, for such a cognizer – Kant says – ‘the temporal condition is nothing’ (Ak. V: 123). 


� See KrV, B637, where Kant dismissively refers to the cosmological argument in favor of the existence of God in similar terms. All quotes in this subsection are from Chapter VI, C, a-b of the PhG.


� I here restrict my attention to the class of morally evaluable actions. I therefore bracket so-called morally neutral actions. 


� Hegel’s claim that the complete realization of the highest good requires that we eliminate or rid ourselves of our sensible desires deserves some comment. Why should complete conformity to the moral law – the Kantian might wonder – eliminate our inclinations altogether? Here is how a reply to this question in line with the letter of the Kantian text might go: Kant argues that the moral law takes on an imperatival form just in case the rational being to whom it applies has a conflicting (sensible) source of desire. (See, for instance, KpV, Ak. V, 32 and GMS, Ak. IV, 414.) This claim implies that a rational being to whom the law no longer appears in imperatival form is such that it is unaffected by inclinations or sensible desires (and so purely rational). Moreover, since Kant tells us that only for a perfectly virtuous (or holy) being the law no longer appears in the form of an imperative (see Ibid.), to become perfectly virtuous would indeed require that we rid ourselves of sensibility altogether. This line of thought presupposes that at least some of our sensible desires or inclinations are opposed to the dictates of reason. (See MS, Ak. VI, 379, 386.) Thus, so long as we are so much as affected by sensible desires, the possibility of acting immorally remains. And such a possibility in turn implies that the moral law will continue to appear to us in the form of an imperative and, therefore, that perfect virtue (or the supreme good) has not yet been attained. Of course, one might continue to ask: Nevermind what Kant actually tells us, why should perfect virtue and the absence of sensible desires be connected in the manner described? That is, why is perfect virtue incompatible with the presence of sensible desires? I address this line of reply to Hegel’s criticism in section I.4.


� Hegel makes an additional (and arguably stronger) claim here. He tells us that our inclinations or sensible desires are on this account in fact the ‘organ’ or ‘instrument for [the] realization’ of the demands of pure practical reason (PhG: 457). 


� Hegel’s criticisms of Kant, as presented in this subsection, presuppose that the highest good functions as an end towards which our moral endeavors are directed. Friedman (1986) disputes such a construal of the highest good. Friedman (to my mind persuasively) argues that Hegel is right to characterize the harmony of morality and nature (that is, the highest good) as a postulate. Indeed, unlike the moral law, which is ‘immediately present to [us]’ (508) and thus a ‘fact of reason’, and just like freedom, immortality and God, the idea of the highest good is a condition of the possibility of morality. However, the implication that Friedman then goes on to draw from the highest good’s role as a necessary condition of morality seems to me to be misguided. He writes: ‘The postulates are conditions of the possibility of moral experience, not ends of moral action. Hegel presents what are conditions in Kant as if they were ends . . . The connection between virtue and happiness, the highest good, is likewise . . . a condition of the possibility of moral experience’ (508). But why should we assume, as Friedman does in this passage, that a condition of the possibility and an end of moral experience must be mutually exclusive? The highest good just is the idea of the end of a will determined entirely by the moral law. Moreover, Kant insists throughout the ‘Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason’, that the highest good must be realizable and, therefore, at the very least an end towards which our moral efforts are directed. So the idea of the highest good seems to play in Kant the role of both a condition and an end of moral experience. 


� Westphal (1991), 151-153, offers an interpretation of the Hegelian objection to the immortality postulate along the lines that I have here sketched. (See also Yovel [1980], 113, for similar criticism.) Kantians have replied to this kind of objection against the immortality postulate by arguing that it relies on a much too determinate picture of our future life and the conditions of moral agency. But Kant – they have argued – need not (indeed cannot) have any such determinate picture. Wood (1970) for example writes: ‘Kant tells us very little about our future life because he finds it possible to know only very little about it. Such a life is quite beyond our powers to conceive or describe in any concrete way’ (124). To this Kantian reply we might respond by again insisting that Kant characterizes morality as the subordination of our inclinations to reason. And inclinations require a sensible existence. If the Kantian then rejoins by noting that that characterization applies only in the case of a rational being that also has a sensible nature (but it need not apply to any future life), then the Kantian begins to paint herself into a corner. By requiring that we assume no determinate picture whatsoever of a future life or the conditions of moral agency that hold (or fail to hold) in such a non-sensible world, would Kant’s own argument for the immortality postulate also not be thereby undermined? Indeed, Kant’s argument presupposes that morally worthy action involves some kind of effort or struggle on the part of the agent. But – we might ask – why should we assume that in a future life morally worthy action will involve any effort or struggle and so that the task of perfecting our virtue will require an endless progress? 


� Given Kant’s own views about the opacity of moral motives, it seems this is a point that Kantians would be hard-pressed to dispute. See GMS, Ak. IV: 406-407, where Kant argues that we cannot affirm that there has been even a single case of morally worthy action.


� See, for example, GMS, Ak. IV: 414.


� Hegel’s contrast of ancient virtue and ‘the virtue we are now considering’ (that is, modern, roughly Kantian virtue), and his claim to the superiority of the former, seems to me to also point in the same direction. (See PhG: 290.)


� I have considered the Hegelian reply to the natural Kantian rejoinder that the highest good functions merely as a regulative ideal, and thus involves no inconsistency whatsoever, in I.4.


� For a paradigmatic example of the general interpretation of Hegel’s theory of Sittlichkeit as merely a supplement or addition to ‘Morality’, see Knox (1957/58). Knox programmatically writes: ‘The general impression that Hegel was not a Kantian in ethics arises from concentrating too much attention on his commoner criticisms of Kant and too little on their context and drift. He usually indicates that his criticisms are secondary by going out of his way to pay a tribute to Kant’s undying merit in ethics. The criticisms often do not affect the substance of Kant´s doctrine, but only details, and more frequently still the object of Kant’s attack is the insufficiency of morality as such, not of Kant’s view of morality . . . Hegel’s quarrel with Kant was not that Kant was mistaken about morality but that he did not clearly supplement his teaching with a doctrine of Sittlichkeit’ (70). See also Siep (1983): 146-147. 


� See, for example, GMS, Ak. IV: 389.


� Although he does not work out the details of Hegel’s criticisms of the Kantian highest good and the postulates (or of Kant’s practical philosophy more generally), Marquard (1973) offers an account of both the basic motivation and the upshot of Hegel’s Sollenskritik that coincides with the interpretive position that I have here reached. (See especially Marquard [1973]: 44-46.)


� In a similar vein, Hegel also tells us that virtue ‘is a synthesis in which the law (which, because it is universal, Kant always calls something ‘objective’) loses its universality and the subject its particularity; both lose their opposition, while in the Kantian conception of virtue the opposition remains, and the universal becomes the master and the particular the mastered. The correspondence of inclination with law is such that law and inclination are no longer different; and the expression ‘correspondence of inclination with the law’ is therefore wholly unsatisfactory because it implies that law and inclination are still particulars, still opposites’ (‘The Spirit of Christianity’, 326). 


� My use of the essay ‘The Spirit of Christianity’ commits me to the claim that the core of Hegel’s disagreement with Kant (and the basic motivation for his own positive alternative) remains relatively constant throughout most of his career. I believe this is not an implausible claim, and, in any case, it is compatible with the thesis that Hegel’s positive views changed in important ways between 1798-99 and 1807, and between 1807 and 1821. It might be argued, for example, that Hegel’s position during his Frankfurt years is not clearly distinguished from that of the Romantics, which he so vehemently dismisses in all of his mature works. But, although there may be some truth to this suggestion, one should not jump to conclusions upon reading claims such as that, in unifying our inclinations with the law, ‘the latter loses its form as law’ (‘The Spirit of Christianity’, 326). For Hegel himself tells us in the previous paragraph that, within the alternative to the Kantian conception that he is suggesting, laws do not disappear but are preserved ‘through a righteousness of a new kind’ (Ibid.). For a useful overview of the development of Hegel’s ethical thought, see Wood (1990), 127ff. For a detailed discussion of Hegel’s even earlier (1792/93-1796/97) endorsement of the Kantian practical postulates, see Düsing (1973), especially 68ff.


� See also PR, §§126-27


� It is important to insist that the role here assigned to the concept of life in no way warrants classifying Hegel as a positivist of some kind or reading the PR as a work in positive right. See for example PR, §3.


� See especially Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Books II and VI.


� Hegel indicates this social component of virtue in the introductory paragraphs to Part Three of the PR (especially  §§150-151). For instance, after characterizing virtue as ‘[t]he ethical insofar as it is reflected in the naturally determined character of the individual as such’ (§150), he goes on to write: ‘In an ethical community [Gemeinwesen], it is easy to say what someone must do and what the duties are which he has to fulfill in order to be virtuous. He must simply do what is prescribed, expressly stated and known to him within his situation’ (§150A).


� For discussing this material with me, I wish to thank Mark Alznauer, Sam Fleischacker, Reza Hadisi, Tony Laden, Nader Shoaibi, Saniye Vatansever and Marcus Willaschek. I am also grateful to the audiences at the Kant and German Idealism Postgraduate Workshop at the University of Warwick (and particularly to David James for his comments) and at the 30th International Hegel Congress, where I presented earlier versions of this paper. A special thanks is due to Sally Sedgwick, who read multiple drafts and provided helpful and encouraging feedback throughout. 





21

