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For a long time the Metaphysics of Morals has - within Kant scholarship - probably been
one of the most neglected works, standing in the shadow of works such as the Critique of Pure
Reason, the Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason. Recently, however, there has
been a renewed interest in the Doctrine of Right/Law, which constitutes the first part of the
Metaphysics of Morals. Partly, this was due to a new text edition by Bernd Ludwig, which
modified the sequence of many paragraphs and suppressed some of them (Kant 1986). This
provoked sharp debates and contributed to putting this work back on the map of Kant
scholarship, as testified by the long list of monographs and collections of essays dedicated to it
(e.g. Busch 1979, Sianger 1982, Maus 1992, Hoffe 1999, Kersting 2004 and 2007, Ludwig 2005,
Byrd, Hruschka and Joerden 2008, Byrd and Hruschka 2010). Unfortunately this did not happen
with the second part of Kant’s book, the Doctrine of Virtue, which still receives less attention.
Since Gregor’s 1963 book no renowned Kantian interpreter dedicated a monograph to the
Doctrine of Virtue. Only very recently, some commentaries came out (e.g. Betzler 2008,
Trampota, Sensen and Timmermann 2013) and one notices that a certain interest in this work
1s rising among Kant interpreters.

What is still lacking in Kant scholarship, however, is twofold. First, very few scholars
consider the Metaphysics of Morals as a single work, viewing it instead as composed of two
completely separate works. Even the essays collected in Timmons 2004 do not dispel this
impression, since only Wood’s introduction attempts to establish a connection between the two
parts, although it ends up discussing mostly the connection between the Doctrine of Virtue and

the Groundwork and the second Critique. The same can be said for the essays contained in
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Euler and Tuschling 2013, with the exception of the essay by Euler. Second, Kant’s views on
law and virtue are rarely being discussed with an eye to pressing contemporary issues. While
some works try to “actualize” some of Kant’s central legal and ethical concepts such as
autonomy (Sensen 2013, Korsgaard 2008 and 2009) or dignity (Sensen 2011), almost no
attempt has be made to establish whether and to what extent the Doctrine of Right/Law and the
Doctrine of Virtue can still contribute to our understanding of actual debates on issues in legal
and moral philosophy such as: property rights, suicide and euthanasia, criminal law, addiction
to intoxicating drugs, civic virtues or even friendship.

In 2013, we started a common project sponsored by Capes, Brazil (in particular the
philosophy department of UFSC, Florianopolis) and Nuffic, The Netherlands (in particular the
philosophy of law department at Radboud University Nijmegen), aiming at doing exactly that:
examining the possibility of a fruitful contemporary reading and interpreting of Kant’s Doctrine
of Right/Law and Doctrine of Virtue, considered as a single work: the Metaphysics of Morals.
Our hypothesis was that in this work Kant tried to apply the abstract moral principles developed
in his ‘pure’ moral philosophy to reality and that it is our task to do the same in our
contemporary world. In other words, to understand the human being as a phenomenal being
confronted with present day legal and moral challenges. In the Doctrine of Right/Law Kant
discusses a human being’s contingent goals such as: acquiring property, exercising a certain
profession, marrying and having children, writing books, being a merchant in another county,
establishing a legal system etc., to the attainment of which one needs external freedom. In the
Doctrine of Virtue Kant speaks of the human being’s non-contingent goals, such as the moral
duties to attain one’s own moral perfection and to enhance the happiness of others. In this
context, virtue is defined precisely as the effort that a human being — as a phenomenal being —
must make in order to follow the same moral law that she or he — as a noumenal being — has
established. Such an effort needs “herculean strength” (TL 6: 376) and is connected with the
self-constraint that one has to exercise and which shows once more how difficult it is, according
to Kant, to act morally and to be a morally flawless individual. At the same time, the Doctrine
of Virtue aims precisely at showing us that this task is realizable by every single individual,
provided that she or he is willing to make the necessary effort.

From this perspective, the Metaphysics of Morals as a whole can be seen as a guide on
how to apply in the best possible way moral principles to phenomenal reality, i.e. to our peculiar
legal and moral problems. In this sense, we understand the Metaphysics of Morals indeed as a
guidebook on how to construct a good theory of applied ethics. We hold that Kant offers us a

repertoire of arguments that can be used when discussing legal and moral issues. The following
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papers are the result of our project: some still focus on separate aspects of Kant’s Metaphysics
of Morals, while others discuss issues present both in the Doctrine of Right/Law and the
Doctrine of Virtue. Some of the papers aim at showing that a few of Kant’s positions, which
have puzzled so many interpreters, may and probably ought to be read in a different light. Others
aim at showing the historical limits of some of Kant’s arguments. Still, all these papers have in
common the acknowledgement that Kant’s work represents a valuable philosophical guide in a
world that has grown increasingly complex, both from a moral and from a legal point of view.
We thank Capes and Nuffic for supporting us to bring this rich project to fruition with this

special issue of ethic@.
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