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Kant argues that an action is morally worthy only if it is done not from inclination
or self-interest but from duty. In the Groundwork, he provides examples to illustrate
that the presence of motives aligned with duty undermines the moral value of an
action. These viewpoints have sparked significant controversy, particularly in light
of the resurgence of virtue-ethics in recent years. Notably, the work of two famous
Kantian philosophers, Richard Hanson and Barbara Herman, are especially
remarkable as they provide an enlightening interpretation of Kant's perspective and
address the raised concerns. While Hanson outlines two innovative models for the
conditions of action, he also identifies the relevant phenomenon of
overdetermination and states that an action has moral worth when the motive of duty
is sufficient by itself to generate the action. Furthermore, Herman complements
these models by introducing a third one and arguing that an action maintains its
moral value if it necessitates both duty and if its primary motive is the motive of
duty, regardless of whether it reflects the agent's desires or not. In this paper, we
assess the strength and effectiveness of these models by examining Kant's examples.
Consequently, despite shedding light on Kant's intentions, these accounts do not
significantly contribute to resolving the existing ambiguities. Critics can express
concerns regarding the simplification of the overdetermination, the fallacy of
circular and tautology. A thorough examination of Kant's philosophy reveals that
fulfilling one's duty and disregarding other motivations are essential for the
development of an individual's moral character.
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Extended Abstract

In his influential work, The Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), Kant argues that
an action possesses moral value only if it is performed out of duty. He further asserts that actions
driven by motives such as love and friendship has no genuinely moral worth (Kant, 2015, 397). To
support this claim, Kant provides two examples: a shopkeeper and a benefactor. The shopkeeper's
motivation which directs him toward goodness is self-interest, while the benefactor finds pleasure
in kindnesss. According to Kant, neither of these actions hold moral worth since the agents are
indifferent to whether their actions is for the sake of duty or not. The moral outcome of their actions
is merely a fortunate coincidence (Kant, 2015, 398). It is important to note that this argument does
not definitively prove Kant's claim, but rather highlights that actions lacking a sense of duty are
morally unworthy. It is plausible that Kant's concept of moral value and the motivation to act from
duty extend beyond these expressions, which has been a subject of philosophical disagreement.
Some argue that for an action to possess moral value, the agent must solely be concerned with its
moral rightness. In addition, they believe that the moral worth of an action should be separate from
the moral worth of the agent (Simmon, 1989). Some other argue that true moral value requires that
no other motivation, not even love or friendship, cooperate with the motive of duty. Conversely,
others contend that acting out of duty can coexist with non-moral motives or inclinations without
lacking moral value (Johnson and Cureton, 2004).

Some criticizes Kant's mechanistic account of desires and argues that inclinations to violate
moral requirements can reveal a lack of commitment to moral values (Brewer, 2002). Furthermore,
the examination of aligned inclinations in dutiful action presents other plausible arguments which
propose that an action should be performed out of duty only if there is a simultaneous desire strong
enough to generate such an action (Timmerman, 2009). Moreover, several philosophers strongly
oppose Kant's idea that sympathy and benevolence lack moral value if they are not grounded in our
duty to the universal law (McCarthy, 2009). For instance, Bernard Williams, Michael Stocker, and
Justin Oakley claim that certain emotionally infused actions, such as lending a compassionate
helping hand, can only be done from compassion and not from duty and have moral value
(Tannenbaum, 2002).

Allan Wood, a prominent commentator on Kant, asserts that moral value is a distinct state of
good will, differing from other morally valuable aspects such as merit, virtue, and accordance with
duty (Wood, 2014). In the meantime, some Kantian scholars have attempted to elucidate the
ambiguities in Kant's claim by proposing new and justified interpretations. Notably, Richard
Henson and Barbara Herman have initiated a significant scholarly discourse with their accounts.
Henson explores the possibility of acting based on multiple motives, suggesting that one can act
out of duty while simultaneously experiencing sympathy for others. This demonstrates that motive
of duty does not necessarily reflect the agent's sole inclination in performing the action (Henson,
1979).
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Herman, in her highly regarded article "On the value of action based on the motivation of duty,"
builds upon Henson's interpretation and delves into the influence of inclinations on the moral
evaluation of dutiful actions. She argues that cooperative inclinations and motives enhance the
moral value of an action, emphasizing the agent's commitment to fulfilling their moral duty and
elevating the significance of their action (Herman, 1981).

In this paper, we critically examine and evaluate the justification of these philosophers'
interpretations, analyzing their viewpoints to ascertain the extent to which they offer a reliable
understanding from Kant's perspective.
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