
MORALITY AS A SYSTEM OF 
HYPOTHETICAL IMPERATIVES 

T HERE are many difficulties and obscurities in Kant's moral 
philosophy, and few contemporary moralists will try to 

defend it all; many, for instance, agree in rejecting Kant's 
derivation of duties from the mere form of law expressed in terms 
of a universally legislative will. Nevertheless, it is generally 
supposed, even by those who would not dream of calling 
themselves his followers, that Kant established one thing beyond 
doubt-namely, the necessity of distinguishing moral judgments 
from hypothetical imperatives. That moral judgments cannot 
be hypothetical imperatives has come to seem an unquestionable 
truth. It will be argued here that it is not. 

In discussing so thoroughly Kantian a notion as that of the 
hypothetical imperative, one naturally begins by asking what 
Kant himself meant by a hypothetical imperative, and it may be 
useful to say a little about the idea of an imperative as this 
appears in Kant's works. In writing about imperatives Kant 
seems to be thinking at least as much of statements about what 
ought to be or should be done, as of injunctions expressed in the 
imperative mood. He even describes as an imperative the assertion 
that it would be "good to do or refrain from doing something"' 
and explains that for a will that "does not always do something 
simply because it is presented to it as a good thing to do" this has 
the force of a command of reason. We may therefore think of 
Kant's imperatives as statements to the effect that something 
ought to be done or that it would be good to do it. 

The distinction between hypothetical imperatives and cate- 
gorical imperatives, which plays so important a part in Kant's 
ethics, appears in characteristic form in the following passages 
from the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals: 

All imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The 
former present the practical necessity of a possible action as a means 

1 Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Sec. II, trans. by L. W. Beck. 
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to achieving something else which one desires (or which one may 
possibly desire). The categorical imperative would be one which 
presented an action as of itself objectively necessary, without regard 
to any other end.2 

If the action is good only as a means to something else, the imperative 
is hypothetical; but if it is thought of as good in itself, and hence as 
necessary in a will which of itself conforms to reason as the principle 
of this will, the imperative is categorical.3 

The hypothetical imperative, as Kant defines it, "says only that 
the action is good to some purpose" and the purpose, he explains, 
may be possible or actual. Among imperatives related to actual 
purposes Kant mentions rules of prudence, since he believes that 
all men necessarily desire their own happiness. Without com- 
mitting ourselves to this view it will be useful to follow Kant in 
classing together as "hypothetical imperatives" those telling a man 
what he ought to do because (or if) he wants something and those 
telling him what he ought to do on grounds of self-interest. 
Common opinion agrees with Kant in insisting that a moral man 
must accept a rule of duty whatever his interests or desires.4 

Having given a rough description of the class of Kantian 
hypothetical imperatives it may be useful to point to the hetero- 
geneity within it. Sometimes what a man should do depends 
on his passing inclination, as when he wants his coffee hot and 
should warm the jug. Sometimes it depends on some long-term 
project, when the feelings and inclinations of the moment are 
irrelevant. If one wants to be a respectable philosopher one should 
get up in the mornings and do some work, though just at that 
moment when one should do it the thought of being a respectable 
philosopher leaves one cold. It is true nevertheless to say of one, 
at that moment, that one wants to be a respectable philosopher,5 

2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 According to the position sketched here we have three forms of the 

hypothetical imperative: "If you want x you should doy," "Because you want 
x you should doy," and "Because x is in your interest you should doy." For 
Kant the third would automatically be covered by the second. 

5 To say that at that moment one wants to be a respectable philosopher 
would be another matter. Such a statement requires a special connection 
between the desire and the moment. 
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and this can be the foundation of a desire-dependent hypothetical 
imperative. The term "desire" as used in the original account of 
the hypothetical imperative was meant as a grammatically 
convenient substitute for "want," and was not meant to carry 
any implication of inclination rather than long-term aim or 
project. Even the word "project," taken strictly, introduces 
undesirable restrictions. If someone is devoted to his family 
or his country or to any cause, there are certain things he wants, 
which may then be the basis of hypothetical imperatives, without 
either inclinations or projects being quite what is in question. 
Hypothetical imperatives should already be appearing as 
extremely diverse; a further important distinction is between those 
that concern an individual and those that concern a group. The 
desires on which a hypothetical imperative is dependent may be 
those of one man, or may be taken for granted as belonging to a 
number of people, engaged in some common project or sharing 
common aims. 

Is Kant right to say that moral judgments are categorical, not 
hypothetical, imperatives? It may seem that he is, for we find 
in our language two different uses of words such as "should" 
and "ought," apparently corresponding to Kant's hypothetical 
and categorical imperatives, and we find moral judgments on the 
"categorical" side. Suppose, for instance, we have advised a 
traveler that he should take a certain train, believing him to be 
journeying to his home. If we find that he has decided to go 
elsewhere, we will most likely have to take back what we said: 
the "should" will now be unsupported and in need of support. 
Similarly, we must be prepared to withdraw our statement about 
what he should do if we find that the right relation does not hold 
between the action and the end-that it is either no way of getting 
what he wants (or doing what he wants to do) or not the most 
eligible among possible means. The use of "should" and "ought" 
in moral contexts is, however, quite different. When we say that 
a man should do something and intend a moral judgment we do 
not have to back up what we say by considerations about his 
interests or his desires; if no such connection can be found the 
"should" need not be withdrawn. It follows that the agent cannot 
rebut an assertion about what, morally speaking, he should do by 
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showing that the action is not ancillary to his interests or desires. 
Without such a connection the "should" does not stand unsup- 
ported and in need of support; the support that it requires is of 
another kind.6 

There is, then, one clear difference between moral judgments 
and the class of "hypothetical imperatives" so far discussed. In the 
latter "should" is used "hypothetically," in the sense defined, and 
if Kant were merely drawing attention to this piece of linguistic 
usage his point would be easily proved. But obviously Kant 
meant more than this; in describing moral judgments as non- 
hypothetical-that is, categorical imperatives-he is ascribing 
to them a special dignity and necessity which this usage cannot 
give. Modern philosophers follow Kant in talking, for example, 
about the "unconditional requirement" expressed in moral 
judgments. These tell us what we have to do whatever our 
interests or desires, and by their inescapability they are distin- 
guished from hypothetical imperatives. 

The problem is to find proof for this further feature of moral 
judgments. If anyone fails to see the gap that has to be filled it 
will be useful to point out to him that we find "should" used 
non-hypothetically in some non-moral statements to which no 
one attributes the special dignity and necessity conveyed by the 
description "categorical imperative." For instance, we find this 
non-hypothetical use of "should" in sentences enunciating rules 
of etiquette, as, for example, that an invitation in the third person 
should be answered in the third person, where the rule does not 
fail to apply to someone who has his own good reasons for ignoring 
this piece of nonsense, or who simply does not care about what, 
from the point of view of etiquette, he should do. Similarly, there 
is a non-hypothetical use of "should" in contexts where something 
like a club rule is in question. The club secretary who has told a 
member that he should not bring ladies into the smoking room 
does not say, "Sorry, I was mistaken" when informed that this 
member is resigning tomorrow and cares nothing about his 

6 I am here going back on something I said in an earlier article ("Moral 
Beliefs," Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, I958-i959) where I thought it 
necessary to show that virtue must benefit the agent. I believe the rest of the 
article can stand. 
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reputation in the club. Lacking a connection with the agent's 
desires or interests, this "should" does not stand "unsupported 
and in need of support"; it requires only the backing of the rule. 
The use of "should" is therefore "non-hypothetical" in the sense 
defined. 

It follows that if a hypothetical use of "should" gives a 
hypothetical imperative, and a non-hypothetical use of "should" a 
categorical imperative, then "should" statements based on rules 
of etiquette, or rules of a club, are categorical imperatives. Since 
this would not be accepted by defenders of the categorical 
imperative in ethics, who would insist that these other "should" 
statements give hypothetical imperatives, they must be using this 
expression in some other sense. We must therefore ask what they 
mean when they say that "You should answer . . . in the third 
person" is a hypothetical imperative. Very roughly the idea 
seems to be that one may reasonably ask why anyone should 
bother about what should, (should from the point of view of 
etiquette) be done, and that such considerations deserve no notice 
unless reason is shown. So although people give as their reason 
for doing something the fact that it is required by etiquette, 
we do not take this consideration as in itself giving us reason to act. 
Considerations of etiquette do not have any automatic reason- 
giving force, and a man might be right if he denied that he had 
reason to do "what's done." 

This seems to take us to the heart of the matter, for, by contrast, 
it is supposed that moral considerations necessarily give reasons 
for acting to any man. The difficulty is, of course, to defend this 
proposition which is more often repeated than explained. Unless 
it is said, implausibly, that all "should" or "ought" statements give 
reasons for acting, which leaves the old problem of assigning a 
special categorical status to moral judgment, we must be told 
what it is that makes the moral "should" relevantly different 
from the "shoulds" appearing in normative statements of other 
kinds.7 Attempts have sometimes been made to show that some 
kind of irrationality is involved in ignoring the "should" of 

7 To say that moral considerations are called reasons is blatantly to ignore 
the problem. 
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morality: in saying "Immoral-so what ?" as one says "Not comme 
ilfaut-so what?" But as far as I can see these have all rested on 
some illegitimate assumption, as, for instance, of thinking that the 
amoral man, who agrees that some piece of conduct is immoral 
but takes no notice of that, is inconsistently disregarding a rule 
of conduct that he has accepted; or again of thinking it inconsis- 
tent to desire that others will not do to one what one proposes to do 
to them. The fact is that the man who rejects morality because he 
sees no reason to obey its rules can be convicted of villainy but not 
of inconsistency. Nor will his action necessarily be irrational. 
Irrational actions are those in which a man in some way defeats 
his own purposes, doing what is calculated to be disadvantageous 
or to frustrate his ends. Immorality does not necessarily involve any 
such thing. 

It is obvious that the normative character of moral judgment 
does not guarantee its reason-giving force. Moral judgments are 
normative, but so are judgments of manners, statements of club 
rules, and many others. Why should the first provide reasons for 
acting as the others do not? In every case it is because there is a 
background of teaching that the non-hypothetical "should" can 
be used. The behavior is required, not simply recommended, but 
the question remains as to why we should do what we are required 
to do. It is true that moral rules are often enforced much more 
strictly than the rules of etiquette, and our reluctance to press the 
non-hypothetical "should" of etiquette may be one reason why we 
think of the rules of etiquette as hypothetical imperatives. But 
are we then to say that there is nothing behind the idea that moral 
judgments are categorical imperatives but the relative stringency 
of our moral teaching? I believe that this may have more to do 
with the matter than the defenders of the categorical imperative 
would like to admit. For if we look at the kind of thing that is said 
in its defense we may find ourselves puzzled about what the words 
can even mean unless we connect them with the feelings that this 
stringent teaching implants. People talk, for instance, about the 
"binding force" of morality, but it is not clear what this means 
if not that we feel ourselves unable to escape. Indeed the "inescap- 
ability" of moral requirements is often cited when they are being 
contrasted with hypothetical imperatives. No one, it is said, 
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escapes the requirements of ethics by having or not having 
particular interests or desires. Taken in one way this only reiterates 
the contrast between the "should" of morality and the hypothet- 
ical "should," and once more places morality alongside of 
etiquette. Both are inescapable in that behavior does not cease 
to offend against either morality or etiquette because the agent 
is indifferent to their purposes and to the disapproval he will 
incur by flouting them. But morality is supposed to be inescapable 
in some special way and this may turn out to be merely the 
reflection of the way morality is taught. Of course, we must try 
other ways of expressing the fugitive thought. It may be said, for 
instance, that moral judgments have a kind of necessity since 
they tell us what we "must do" or "have to do" whatever our 
interests and desires. The sense of this is, again, obscure. Sometimes 
when we use such expressions we are referring to physical or 
mental compulsion. (A man has to go along if he is pulled by 
strong men, and he has to give in if tortured beyond endurance.) But 
it is only in the absence of such conditions that moral judgments 
apply. Another and more common sense of the words is found in 
sentences such as "I caught a bad cold and had to stay in bed" 
where a penalty for acting otherwise is in the offing. The necessity 
of acting morally is not, however, supposed to depend on such 
penalties. Another range of examples, not necessarily having to do 
with penalties, is found where there is an unquestioned acceptance 
of some project or role, as when a nurse tells us that she has to 
make her rounds at a certain time, or we say that we have to run 
for a certain train.8 But these too are irrelevant in the present 
context, since the acceptance condition can always be revoked. 

No doubt it will be suggested that it is in some other sense of 
the words "have to" or "must" that one has to or must do what 
morality demands. But why should one insist that there must be 
such a sense when it proves so difficult to say what it is? Suppose 
that what we take for a puzzling thought were really no thought 
at all but only the reflection of our feelings about morality? 
Perhaps it makes no sense to say that we "have to" submit to the 

8 I am grateful to Rogers Albritton for drawing my attention to this 
interesting use of expressions such as "have to" or "must." 
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moral law, or that morality is "inescapable" in some special way. 
For just as one may feel as if one is falling without believing that 
one is moving downward, so one may feel as if one has to do what 
is morally required without believing oneself to be under physical 
or psychological compulsion, or about to incur a penalty if one 
does not comply. No one thinks that if the word "falling" is used 
in a statement reporting one's sensations it must be used in a 
special sense. But this kind of mistake may be involved in looking 
for the special sense in which one "has to" do what morality 
demands. There is no difficulty about the idea that we feel we 
have to behave morally, and given the psychological conditions 
of the learning of moral behavior it is natural that we should have 
such feelings. What we cannot do is quote them in support of the 
doctrine of the categorical imperative. It seems, then, that in so 
far as it is backed up by statements to the effect that the moral 
is inescapable, or that we do have to do what is morally required of 
us, it is uncertain whether the doctrine of the categorical impera- 
tive even makes sense. 

The conclusion we should draw is that moral judgments have no 
better claim to be categorical imperatives than do statements about 
matters of etiquette. People may indeed follow either morality or 
etiquette without asking why they should do so, but equally well 
they may not. They may ask for reasons and may reasonably 
refuse to follow either if reasons are not to be found. 

It will be said that this way of viewing moral considerations 
must be totally destructive of morality, because no one could ever 
act morally unless he accepted such considerations as in themselves 
sufficient reason for action. Actions that are truly moral must be 
done "for their own sake," "because they are right," and not for 
some ulterior purpose. This argument we must examine with care, 
for the doctrine of the categorical imperative has owed much to its 
persuasion. 

Is there anything to be said for the thesis that a truly moral 
man acts "out of respect for the moral law" or that he does what is 
morally right because it is morally right? That such propositions 
are not prima facie absurd depends on the fact that moral 
judgment concerns itself with a man's reasons for acting as well 
as with what he does. Law and etiquette require only that certain 
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things are done or left undone, but no one is counted as charitable 
if he gives alms "for the praise of men," and one who is honest 
only because it pays him to be honest does not have the virtue of 
honesty. This kind of consideration was crucial in shaping Kant's 
moral philosophy. He many times contrasts acting out of respect 
for the moral law with acting from an ulterior motive, and what 
is more from one that is self-interested. In the early Lectures on 
Ethics he gave the principle of truth-telling under a system of 
hypothetical imperatives as that of not lying if it harms one to lie. 
In the Metaphysics of Morals he says that ethics cannot start 
from the ends which a man may propose to himself, since these 
are all "selfish."9 In the Critique of Practical Reason he argues 
explicitly that when acting not out of respect for the moral law 
but "on a material maxim" men do what they do for the sake of 
pleasure or happiness. 

All material practical principles are, as such, of one and the same 
kind and belong under the general principle of self love or one's own 
happiness.10 

Kant, in fact, was a psychological hedonist in respect of all 
actions except those done for the sake of the moral law, and this 
faulty theory of human nature was one of the things preventing 
him from seeing that moral virtue might be compatible with the 
rejection of the categorical imperative. 

If we put this theory of human action aside, and allow as ends. 
the things that seem to be ends, the picture changes. It will surely 
be allowed that quite apart from thoughts of duty a man may care 
about the suffering of others, having a sense of identification with 
them, and wanting to help if he can. Of course he must want not 
the reputation of charity, nor even a gratifying role helping others, 
but, quite simply, their good. If this is what he does care about, 
then he will be attached to the end proper to the virtue of charity 
and a comparison with someone acting from an ulterior motive 
(even a respectable ulterior motive) is out of place. Nor will the 
conformity of his action to the rule of charity be merely contingent. 

9 Pt. II, Introduction, sec. II. 
10 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. by L. W. Beck, p. 133. 
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Honest action may happen to further a man's career; charitable 
actions do not happen to further the good of others. 

Can a man accepting only hypothetical imperatives possess 
other virtues besides that of charity? Could he be just or honest? 
This problem is more complex because there is no one end related 
to such virtues as the good of others is related to charity. But what 
reason could there be for refusing to call a man a just man if he 
acted justly because he loved truth and liberty, and wanted every 
man to be treated with a certain minimum respect? And why 
should the truly honest man not follow honesty for the sake of the 
good that honest dealing brings to men? Of course, the usual 
difficulties can be raised about the rare case in which no good 
is foreseen from an individual act of honesty. But it is not evident 
that a man's desires could not give him reason to act honestly 
even here. He wants to live openly and in good faith with his 
neighbors; it is not all the same to him to lie and conceal. 

If one wants to know whether there could be a truly moral man 
who accepted moral principles as hypothetical rules of conduct, 
as many people accept rules of etiquette as hypothetical rules of 
conduct, one must consider the right kind of example. A man who 
demanded that morality should be brought under the heading of 
self-interest would not be a good candidate, nor would anyone 
who was ready to be charitable or honest only so long as he felt 
inclined. A cause such as justice makes strenuous demands, but 
this is not peculiar to morality, and men are prepared to toil to 
achieve many ends not endorsed by morality. That they are 
prepared to fight so hard for moral ends-for example, for liberty 
and justice-depends on the fact that these are the kinds of ends 
that arouse devotion. To sacrifice a great deal for the sake of 
etiquette one would need to be under the spell of the emphatic 

"ought,." One could hardly be devoted to behaving comme ilfaut. 
In spite of all that has been urged in favor of the hypothetical 

imperative in ethics, I am sure that many people will be uncon- 
vinced and will argue that one element essential to moral virtue 
is still missing. This missing feature is the recognition of a duty to 
adopt those ends which we have attributed to the moral man. We 
have said that he does care about others, and about causes such as 
liberty and justice; that it is on this account that he will accept 
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a system of morality. But what if he never cared about such things, 
or what if he ceased to care ? Is it not the case that he ought to care ? 
This is exactly what Kant would say, for though at times he sounds 
as if he thought that morality is not concerned with ends, at others 
he insists that the adoption of ends such as the happiness of others 
is itself dictated by morality." How is this proposition to be 
regarded by one who rejects all talk about the binding force of the 
moral law? He will agree that a moral man has moral ends and 
cannot be indifferent to matters such as suffering and injustice. 
Further, he will recognize in the statement that one ought to care 
about these things a correct application of the non-hypothetical 
moral "ought" by which society is apt to voice its demands. He 
will not, however, take the fact that he ought to have certain 
ends as in itself reason to adopt them. If he himself is a moral 
man then he cares about such things, but not "because he ought." 
If he is an amoral man he may deny that he has any reason to 
trouble his head over this or any other moral demand. Of course 
he may be mistaken, and his life as well as others' lives may be most 
sadly spoiled by his selfishness. But this is not what is urged by 
those who think they can close the matter by an emphatic use of 
"ought." My argument is that they are relying on an illusion, as 
if trying to give the moral "ought" a magic force.12 

This conclusion may, as I said, appear dangerous and subver- 
sive of morality. We are apt to panic at the thought that we 
ourselves, or other people, might stop caring about the things we 
do care about, and we feel that the categorical imperative gives 
us some control over the situation. But it is interesting that the 
people of Leningrad were not similarly struck by the thought 
that only the contingent fact that other citizens shared their 
loyalty and devotion to the city stood between them and the 
Germans during the terrible years of the siege. Perhaps we should 
be less troubled than we are by fear of defection from the moral 
cause; perhaps we should even have less reason to fear it if 
people thought of themselves as volunteers banded together to 
fight for liberty and justice and against inhumanity and oppres- 

11 See, e.g., The Metaphysics qf Morals, pt. 11, sec. 30. 
12 See G. E. M. Anscombe, "Modern Moral Philosophy," Philosophy (1958). 

My view is different from Miss Anscombe's, but I have learned from her. 
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sion. It is often felt, even if obscurely, that there is an element 
of deception in the official line about morality. And while some 
have been persuaded by talk about the authority of the moral 
law, others have turned away with a sense of distrust.13 

PHILIPPA FOOT 

Somerville College, Oxford 

13 So many people have made useful comments on drafts of this article 
that I despair of thanking them all. Derek Parfit's help has been sustained 
and invaluable, and special thanks are also due to Barry Stroud. 

An earlier version of this paper was read at the Center for Philosophical 
Exchange, Brockport, N.Y., and published in Philosophical Exchange (Summer 
'97'). 
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