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Topic 2 (Kant)

Everything 1s permitted, cried out Ivan Karamazov in Dostoevsky’s the Karamazov brothers.
And 1t 1s with a sense of 1rony that we see that a line from a novel from a distant world and a
distant time resonate so powerfully 1n our lives. In a world where so many religious, cultural,
political influences are mixed to create a hodgepodge of conflict and disagreement over what
1s morally right or wrong, we cannot help but to question what new justifications for moral
laws can bring new consensus, and sense of shared morality that can harmonize this world.
But can we ever know what qualifies as a moral rule? Once again Ivan provides us with the
problem; ‘A peasant child breaks the leg of a general’s beloved dog by accident. The general,
displeased, demands the culprit and 1s given the boy’s name. It 1s a cold and wretched day in
the forest, and the boy stands still naked and surrounded by hunting dogs. The general yells at
the boy to run and the boy s soon chased and ripped to pieces by the dogs, in front of a
mourning and impotent mother’ The moral implications for this story 1s even more revolting
than the 1mage 1t creates. The general’s actions 1s clearly immoral from any normal person’s
perspective. But 1s ‘clearly’ and ‘normal’ enough? Suppose that the general 1s brought to
court. What justifications can we give for accusing the general of immoral conduct? It may be
easy for the lay person to perch his mouth 1n distate and say that the answer lies either 1n the
breach of basic humane values or the social norm of what 1s accepted morally good, but for
the philosopher, 1t 1s no easy task. Can there ever be a basis for moral law that can be
justified?

Widespread religious conflict provide us with the first question. Religious conflicts ensue
because of various reasons 1n political, economical, and historical contexts but the
justification for every case 1s deeply based on moral laws. Religion 1s a moral code. Religious
people act 1n accordance to what religion teaches that 1t’s morally right, but basic tenets and
rules of religion vary widely and even whether religion can be a justified basis for moral law
1s dubious. In ‘Fear and Trembling’, Kierkegaard defines faith as the teleological suspension
of the ethical. Abraham, the father of faith in the christian, muslim, jewish world 1s given as
an example. Abraham acts 1n accordance to God’s command, kills his son Isaac to prove his
absolute faith. But in doing this he breaches a universal ethical law that the father must love
his son more than himself. If Abraham 1s to be justified universally 1n his act, he must abide
by a higher ethical law 1n order to mediate the breach he made 1n the lower ethical law (law
that the father must love his son more than himself) But since Abraham acts solely according
to God’s will, which cannot be proven or justified in the universal, the all ethical 1s breached,
thus suspended. Kierkegaard says that 1f this 1s not faith then Abraham must be accused of
murder and faith has never existed. Faith cannot be 1n the universal ethical. It 1s a private
relationship with the deity that cannot be justified in worldly terms. Then what religion
teaches as righteous morality 1s not something justified in the divine. It 1s just another human
judgement that 1s imposed upon people and practiced socially and historically in the name of
god. The 1dea of a universal moral law that binds everyone at all times 1s deeply based on the
concept of supreme good, which 1s 1n turn a concept derived from a divinity that knows and
executes good, thus morality. Because the relationship with god 1s a personal one, 1t cannot be
expanded 1nto universal terms, whether 1n social structure or basic humanitarian values. Basic
human values cannot be a binding reason for moral laws, because what basic human values 1s



based on 1s the concept of god and religion which by nature can neither be ethical nor
universal.

Neither 1s Nietzsche version of morality, strongly based on power very helpful. He argues
that what we usually call basic moral laws like kindness, tolerance, or harmony are artificial
values created by the weak to justify their wretched lives. The strong, powerful, able class do
not need moral laws. They create each moment, revel 1n life, freely exert their power. But the
weak, because they feel threatened or opressed, make an artificial sheild for themselves by
naming the characteristics of the superior class, creativity and power, evil. Thus the powereful
and able 1s transformed 1nto evil and wretchedness and impotence 1s transfomed nto good
which 1s shrouded by the hypocracy that they call morality. In this context, morality 1s not
originally based on genuine good and evil, thus consisting of natural values that are ‘just there
for us to find’ but rather made through power relationships, the interaction between different
classes. This implies that moral laws are made 1n social contexts. If moral law 1s something
imposed by the weak and opressed, 1t can vary 1n different places and different times because
the elements that create social classes and the relationships between them can always change.
Finding the justification for moral law 1n social practices or norms 1s thus impossible.
Something that can be created by human will and something that can be so deeply rooted by
repeated practices and indoctrination, thus ‘justified’ in the eyes of the beholder, cannot be the
basis for a moral law for all time and all people.

If neither basic human values nor social norms can be the justification for moral laws, 1t
seems that we are facing a deadlock. Is there no viable basis for moral laws? Is everything
permitted? Kant had a very different idea of moral laws, and sought this by searching the
mner self. He thought that the reason all previous endeavors to find a basis for moral laws had
failed 1s because they all sought external elements for justification. If moral law 1s based on
external elements, 1t impies that the individual must ‘obey’ the rule. Then what the individual
must abide by 1s not pure morality but certain interests, whether they be his own or anyone
elses’s. Then what we call abiding by a moral law 1s no other than following an interest, and
as such a umiversal moral law cannot be created. Kant said that true moral laws are rather
created by the nner self. True moral laws are created freely 1n a process where my 1nner self
1s expressed rationally. Thus moral law 1s justified by the good will, freely and rationally
created and expressed universally without specific interests.

What Kant calls good will 1s certainly not easy to grasp and though admirable, 1ts prcticality
1s questionable. But new implications for the contemporary world can be derived; It 1s the
responsibility of the self. Moral law, though unjustifiable whether 1n universal, or social
contexts 1s nevertheless a force that guides human beings and constitutes society. We can
argue about the basis of moral laws, and dispute over 1its qualification as a binding force of
humanity, but what really 1s needed, 1n this world of urgent conflict that needs repairing 1s to
know the sense mn which we must conduct morally. If moral law 1s constantly emphasized 1n
merely universal, social contexts the responsibility of self 1s dimished. We begin to rely on
mstitutions, religion, or society to tell us and execute what 1s morally required. Moral law
must not be imposed. It must be created freely and rationally by the self, so that the individual
takes the responsibility and concequences of acting according what he thinks 1s right by a
good will. What makes moral law viable 1s a secondary question, and 1t will never be settled
fully. The only consesus we can make about moral law 1s the importance of individual
responsibility, and by dialogue and practice based on this consensus, we may be able to
restore the moral sense that 1s needed to harmonize this new world.



