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How Do We Make Moral Decisions?

Kant, in Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, tries to discover where humans derive the concept of morality.  Unlike many other ethical theorists, Kant has a rather unique approach to the determination of where morality comes from.  In this essay I will discuss the connection between the “unconditional good” and the “good will” and explain why Kant uses these as his basis for morality.  I will also explain why happiness does not constitute an “unconditional good”, provide Mill’s view on this subject, and conclude with a personal critique of which analysis is more valid. 


First, it is important to understand what Kant means by the terms “unconditional good” and "good will."  Kant is an absolutist, and uses the term “unconditional” in its strictest sense.  By “unconditional”, Kant means something that will always occur without the chance of deviation and, therefore, the term “unconditional good” refers to something that every time without fail will be good.  Pushing this definition a little further, “unconditional good,” because of its constant nature is something that needs nothing else to satisfy it as being good.  If only once something that was thought to be “unconditionally good” is shown not to be, Kant would claim it was never an “unconditional good”. 


The “good will” involves the character and the action of a rational moral agent, acting according to universalizable maxims.  The “good will” is something that is intrinsically good itself, and whether an action produces a good or bad outcome, it will always “like a jewel, still shine by its own light as something which has its full value in itself” (Kant 394).  Kant stresses the fact that because the “good will" does not depend on the context surrounding it, it does not need qualification because it is always good.  By showing the interconnectedness of these two terms, their role in Kant’s theory will be more apparent.   

The connection between these two concepts is quite important to Kant, for he bases his entire philosophical theory on the premise that the only “unconditional good” is the “good will.”  The “good will” therefore is the sole activity that rational moral agents can engage in, with the assurance that the activity they are performing is good.  To explain this point, Kant portrays traits that are usually associated with being good, and then shows how they can end up being bad.  Kant states that “intelligence, wit, and judgment,” (393) although they appear to be positive characteristics, if used for evil purposes are no longer good.  For example, if one uses one’s intelligence, a trait that most associate as being good, to harm others it cannot still be claimed that intelligence is always good.  Therefore the “good will” alone is unconditional in its consistency to be good every time. These laws can never be broken and therefore are “unconditionally good” in the sense that they are immutable and universal.  Thus, Kant states, “Only the law itself can be an object of respect…” (400) for everything else other than the "good will" can have positive or negative characteristics depending on the context.  By following laws determined by the good will, as opposed to inclinations or feelings, although the consequences may be good or bad, the intentions will be “unconditionally good” and to Kant this is all that matters.

Kant believes that happiness, although it is something that all humans strive for, is not “unconditionally good” because it has the characteristic of other inclinations (i.e. does not always follow moral laws).  Therefore, it cannot be something constantly good and as such, is not acceptable as a basis for morality.  Individuals will have different inclinations and these inclinations are whimsical choices from which to derive happiness.  As has been shown, something that is “unconditional” can be followed every time without exceptions to produce good because of its intrinsically good nature, whereas something involving inclinations can only be followed sporadically.  Further, Kant believes that “men cannot form any definite and certain concept of the sum of satisfaction of all inclinations that is called happiness” (399).  If happiness does not follow set moral rules, then it is impossible for it to be good without fail, and, therefore, cannot be a measure of morality for humans to follow consistently.  Reason alone, which provides the moral laws, can supply a theory on which to base morality with the certainty of the “good will”.  

The example of a morally bad person who is happy illustrates Kant’s point.  Although many people associate happiness with goodness, to Kant, the fact that a bad person can also be happy falsifies the claim for happiness as an “unconditional good.”  If this bad person tells lies, which violates the universal laws, but in doing so obtains much pleasure, Kant, therefore, does not believe that it should be acceptable to simply strive for happiness regardless of how this happiness is derived.  Kant sees that one can be morally bad and yet happy, thus how can morality be based on a principle, which is as easily joined with evil as with good?  The pursuit of happiness may be undertaken with good motives, but is just as likely to be motivated by bad intentions.  In contrast, Kant argues that a man who follows universal laws, regardless of whether he is happy or unhappy, will inevitably be good based solely on his following these laws.  Since Kant believes that a principle on which to base morality can have no exceptions, he remains convinced that only universal maxims should be followed.  In Kant's view, happiness is clearly not one of them. 

In response to the claim that happiness is not an “unconditional good” and therefore should not be followed, John Stuart Mill would maintain that, although motives may differ, the consequences of actions are all-important.  To Mill, even something that has emanated from bad intentions, yet produces a result that others enjoy, is good.  Stemming from the principle of utility, Mill believes all humans strive for pleasure, whether or not the pleasure we receive comes about by good or bad actions.  The only thing that matters is that an action produced more pleasure in the world, and therefore what the action was is not important.  If the outcome is all-important, then the intentions behind that action are irrelevant.  Mill would contend that if something is good in itself but produces only misery, how can it truly be good?  Nothing can be good in itself because if the outcome produced is negative then the entire action is not positive, no matter the intentions behind it.  For example, if a morally lacking man or women lies, but by this lie produces much happiness in the world, it is not important that he or she lied, only that the amount of happiness was increased.  Therefore Mill contends that happiness alone, when actually implemented, should be the basis of rational agents decisions.  

My personal opinion is that neither of these authors has a completely perfect solution to the dilemma of how to make moral decisions.  I believe Kant’s concept of following the “good will” because it is the only “unconditional good” is too idealistic.  To follow laws without exception leads to people acting like robots.  Instead, as rational beings we must look at each situation on an individual basis in order to fully understand how to make the right choices regardless of universal laws.  Although I agree with Kant in that useful rules can be derived from careful analysis of the “good will”, ultimately no rule can cover all situations, and, therefore, contextual factors also must be considered.  For example lying to save a family from a murderer, in my opinion gives one the full right to break the universal law of not lying.  On the other hand, I believe Mill emphasizes the outcome of a situation too much, in that he sees the intentions as playing no role whatsoever.  This position also detracts from the morality of the decision making process by implying that the effort to do good is irrelevant.  Thus, my own beliefs fall somewhere between these two philosophers.  Although there are parts of each of these theories that seem applicable to reality as I know it, I do not believe that either one adequately encompasses how one should base all of his or her moral decisions.  From my perspective, while I am not sure there are any absolutely universal moral laws, as Kant believes, in general I think it is a good idea to follow laws that seem to have been designed to promote the “good will.”  However, I do not think these should or can be followed in every situation.  Thus my conclusion of the origin of moral decisions is based both on the intentions and the outcome produced from the actions taken.
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