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ABSTRACT 

In the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant gives several formulations of the 

categorical imperative, one being the universal law of nature formulation. One question that can 

be raised is why Kant formulates the categorical imperative in terms of universal laws of nature 

at all. In this paper, I will argue that it is necessary for Kant to formulate the categorical 

imperative in terms of universal laws of nature in order to demonstrate the applicability of the 

moral law to our maxims and hence the possibility of the moral law as a functional practical 

principle. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

In the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant provides four examples of the 

application of the categorical imperative. Before he gets to the four examples, he presents 

another formulation of the first formulation of the categorical imperative, namely one that refers 

to laws of nature: “Act as though the maxim of your action were to become by your will a 

universal law of nature1.” One question that can be raised is why Kant formulates the categorical 

imperative in terms of universal laws of nature at all. In this paper, I will argue that it is 

necessary for Kant to formulate the categorical imperative in terms of universal laws of nature in 

order to demonstrate the applicability of the moral law to our maxims and hence the possibility 

of the moral law as a functional practical principle. In the second chapter, I will give an account 

of the original formulation of the categorical imperative. In the third chapter, I will explain that 

the moral law’s applicability to maxims necessarily depends on the formulation of the 

categorical imperative in terms of universal laws of nature. In the fourth chapter, I will provide a 

brief deduction of two teleological principles that together specify the law that the feeling of self-

love is always aimed toward self-preservation, a law which plays a crucial role in the suicide 

example in the Groundwork. In the fifth chapter, I will provide a detailed explanation of how the 

categorical imperative, understood in terms of universal laws of nature, applies to the suicide 

example. I reserve the sixth and final chapter for concluding remarks. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Groundwork 4:421 
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CHAPTER 2: FORMULATING THE CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE 

Kant explains that all material principles, meaning all practical principles that require an 

object as the determining ground of the will, cannot serve as practical laws2. The moral law 

carries necessity and hence must be established a priori. The only objects that can determine the 

will are those whose existences promise either pleasure or pain. However, it is impossible to 

determine a priori which object promises pain or pleasure; this can only be determined 

empirically and hence such objects are contingent determining grounds of the will. Therefore, all 

practical principles that presuppose an object as the determining ground of the will cannot 

possibly serve as practical laws. As a result, practical reason cannot formulate a categorical 

imperative that is based on an object that can serve as a determining ground of the will. 

Theorem III of the second Critique concerns the first time we think of our maxims as 

practical laws. Kant introduces the thought that the matter of a practical principle need not be the 

determining ground of the will. Since we have established that no practical principle that holds 

an object as the determining ground of the will can serve as an objective practical principle, we 

must search for another aspect of an objective practical principle or law other than an object that 

can serve as its condition, a search which involves stripping an objective practical principle of 

everything material, namely of all objects. We are left with the mere form of giving universal 

law. We must conceive of our maxims as laws only after we realize that the mere form of a law, 

which alone remains once we strip an objective practical principle of any object that could serve 

as its condition, cannot in itself serve as a practical ground and hence cannot serve as the 

condition of an objective practical principle. So, if we must conceive of our maxims as practical 

laws, but cannot do so if we conceive of them as holding an object as the determining ground of 

                                                
2 Practical 5:22 
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the will, we are left with the alternative of conceiving of the condition, or the practical ground, of 

our maxims as the mere form of giving universal law3. For only something that carries objective 

necessity and universality can serve as the condition of an objective practical principle, and the 

mere form of giving universal law carries such necessity and universality. Overall, Theorem III 

explains what we must do in order to conceive of a maxim as a practical law, namely conceiving 

of its condition or practical ground as the mere form of giving universal law. However, Theorem 

III does not explain how exactly the mere form of giving universal law in a maxim can serve as a 

determining ground of the will; for it does not mention how to derive a categorical imperative 

from it and hence does not mention the possible course of action that such a ground can offer to 

the will. 

The argument in Problem II, which concerns the idea of a free will, is as follows4. If the 

mere lawgiving form of maxims is the only sufficient determining ground of the will, then the 

will cannot be determined by maxims insofar as they hold an object as the determining ground of 

the will. According to the causality of nature, the determining ground of a cause must be an 

appearance. The form of a law is an idea of reason and is not an appearance. Therefore, if the 

form of a law serves as a determining ground, it is a determining ground that is distinct from 

those that are found in nature. If only the form of giving universal law, as a determining ground 

of the will, can serve as a law for the will, then the will, as a causality, must be thought as 

independent of the law of causality that governs nature. This kind of independence is called 

freedom. Therefore, a free will is a will for which the mere lawgiving form of a maxim can alone 

serve as a law. 

                                                
3 Practical 5:27 
4 Practical 5:29 
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In Problem II, Kant considers a problem or question that arises from an idea that is 

presented in Problem I, namely the idea of a free will, which is a will for which the mere 

lawgiving form of a maxim can alone serve as a determining ground, hence a will whose 

causality is independent from that which governs nature, the question being: If a will is free, then 

what exactly is “the law that alone is competent to determine it necessarily5”? Since we have 

been thinking of maxims that have the form of giving universal law as the determining ground of 

the will as practical laws, and since maxims contain an object of desire, it follows that we have 

been thinking of practical laws as containing an empirical matter. However, given that a free will 

is completely independent of all empirical conditions, a maxim that can serve as a practical law, 

insofar as it has an empirical matter, cannot possibly be the only law that can determine a free 

will, for such a will can never have a practical law that has empirical content. As a result, we 

must take away everything material that belongs to a maxim that is a practical law, and all that is 

left is the lawgiving form of a subjective practical principle or maxim, and only this can serve as 

the determining ground of a free will. At this point, Kant is able to give the first formulation of 

the categorical imperative, which has the lawgiving form of a maxim as its determining ground: 

“So act that the maxim of your will could always hold at the same time as a principle in a giving 

of universal law6.” 

In order to understand how a maxim can serve as a principle in a giving of universal law, 

we must examine Kant’s idea of a law. In “Expanding the Limits of Universalization: Kant’s 

Duties and Kantian Moral Deliberation,” Joshua Glasgow argues that the kind of universalization 

that Kant has in mind in the universal law of nature formulation of the categorical imperative is 

not only interpersonal universalization, but also temporal universalization, meaning something 

                                                
5 Practical 5:29 
6 Practical 5:30 



9 

that holds at all times7. He supports this claim by pointing out the nature of the categorical 

imperative in general, specifically the fact that the categorical imperative is grounded on the 

mere form of a law, which can be understood as universality and necessity. Glasgow claims that 

there is no reason why we ought not to interpret the universality of a law as meaning temporal 

universality in addition to interpersonal universality. I believe that Glasgow is correct when he 

claims that, for Kant, a law carries both temporal and interpersonal universality. However, we 

still need to offer textual support that proves that Kant indeed claims that a law holds both of 

these characteristics. 

In the first Critique, Kant gives the two following definitions of a law: 

(1) Rules, so far as they are objective (and thus necessarily pertain to the cognition of 
objects) are called laws8. 

 
(2) Now, however, the representation of a universal condition in accordance with which a 

certain manifold (of whatever kind) can be posited is called a rule, and, if it must be so 
posited, a law9. 

 

From the definitions above, there appears to be two distinguishing characteristics of a law. First, 

a law is an objective rule, meaning a rule that necessarily refers to the cognition of objects. 

Second, a law is the representation of a universal condition in accordance with which a manifold 

must be posited. Insofar as a law is the representation of a universal condition, it follows that 

every law, according to Kant, is a universal law. The pure concepts of the understanding or 

categories are able to serve as laws. For, first of all, they carry objectivity insofar as they are the 

necessary conditions for the cognition of objects of experience in general. Secondly, they each 

serve as a universal condition in accordance with which a certain manifold must be posited, 

                                                
7 Universalization 29 
8 Pure A126 
9 Pure A113 
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namely the manifold of perceptions of experience. At this point, it is still unclear what the 

“objectivity” and “universality” of a universal law amounts to. However, if we examine the 

nature of the categories more closely, we will be able to attain a better grasp of these two 

characteristics. 

 In order to best understand the lawful nature of the categories, we ought to refer to Kant’s 

characterization of them as judgments that agree with objects in the Prolegomena. If a judgment 

agrees with an object, meaning if the connection of various perceptions of an intuition is carried 

out in accordance with the concept of an object, which contains general rules for the combination 

of the manifold of perceptions of an intuition, then all judgments of the same object (meaning all 

acts of combination in accordance with the same concept of the object) agree with one another in 

regard to their combination10. Whenever a judgment agrees with an object, it is an objectively 

valid judgment. Kant is not so clear on what he means by “necessary universal validity” that 

objectively valid judgments carry11, but I offer the following interpretation. Since all judgments 

of the same object necessarily agree with one another, and a judgment is objectively valid insofar 

as it agrees with an object, it follows that all objectively valid judgments also carry necessary 

universal validity. The objectivity of a judgment entails two kinds of universality. First, such a 

judgment is universal in the sense that it gives rise to the same kind of combination in every case 

(i.e. temporal universality). Second, it is universal in the sense that it holds for every rational 

being  with the same concept of the object (i.e. interpersonal universality). Furthermore, the 

objectivity of a judgment entails two kinds of necessity. First, such a judgment is necessary in 

the sense that, due to its combination remaining the same in each and every instance, the way in 

which it combines perceptions in any instance is necessary. Second, it is necessary in the sense 

                                                
10 Prolegomena 4:298 
11 Prolegomena 4:298 
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that, due to its combination being the same for each and every rational being with the concept of 

the object, the way in which it combines for any rational being is necessary. It is important to 

note that the universality of a judgment that agrees with an object is entailed by the objectivity of 

such a judgment, while the necessity of a judgment that agrees with an object is entailed by the 

universality of such a judgment. 

Once we have examined the lawful nature of the categories, we can form a richer 

definition of what Kant means by the mere form of a law. First, a law must be objective in the 

sense that it relates to the cognition of objects, which involves the subsumption of a manifold of 

some kind under a concept. Second, the objectivity of a law entails two kinds of universality, 

namely temporal and interpersonal universality. Third, and lastly, the two kinds of universality 

that a law carries entails two kinds of necessity, specifically temporal necessity and interpersonal 

necessity. Given that the categorical imperative is grounded on the mere form of a law and 

instructs one to only act on maxims that have this form, the categorical imperative holds that 

morally permissible maxims are practical principles that can, in some way, manifest the 

objective, universal, and necessary character that a law in general requires. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE MORAL LAW’S APPLICATION TO MAXIMS 

 As mentioned in Chapter 2, the moral law, which is based solely on the idea of the mere 

form of a law and hence is pure and independent of sensible content, instructs the will to choose 

only those maxims that contain the form of giving universal law, each maxim necessarily 

prescribing action as a means to an object of desire and consequently containing sensible 

content. As a result, the moral law’s application to maxims involves a pure aspect (in the moral 

law) as well as a sensible aspect (in the maxims to which the law applies). In the second 

Critique, Kant highlights this dual aspect of the application of the moral law and claims that 

there must be an agreement between the two aspects in order for the moral law to work: 

However, since actions on the one side indeed belong under a law which is no law of 
nature but a law of freedom, and consequently belong to the conduct of intelligible 
beings, but on the other side as also events in the sensible world yet belong to 
appearances, the determinations of practical reason can take place only with reference to 
the latter and therefore, indeed, conformably with the categories of the understanding12. 
 

The determinations of practical reason, in particular the judgments that are made in accordance 

with the moral law, insofar as they are judgments that relate to maxims and hence actions that 

belong to the sensible world, can occur only with reference to the sensible world. Furthermore, 

since the categories of the understanding determine the particular laws of nature that govern the 

sensible world13, moral judgments must agree with the laws of nature that are determined by the 

categories. But how can moral judgments agree with the already existing laws of nature if moral 

judgments are carried out in accordance with a pure law that is completely independent from 

sensible content while the particular laws of nature incorporate sensible content? The solution 

must be some kind of mediating idea or law that bridges the gap between the pure and the 

sensible. 

                                                
12 Practical 5:65 
13 Pure A128 
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Before we give the solution to the gap that arises in virtue of the dual aspect of the 

application of the moral law to maxims, it will be helpful to explain how Kant solves the 

problem concerning the application of the categories to sensible intuition, a problem which also 

involves a gap between a pure and sensible aspect. In the first Critique, Kant claims that in order 

for an object to be subsumed under a concept, the concept must be homogeneous with the 

object14. This requirement poses a problem for the categories. For the categories as “mere forms 

of thought15,” meaning only insofar as they correspond to logical functions of judgment and 

represent necessary rules for combination, are pure, whereas the intuitions to which the 

categories apply are sensible. As a result, the categories and intuitions appear to be completely 

heterogeneous, and hence it seems impossible for the former to subsume the latter to produce 

objects of experience. The way that Kant solves this problem is by introducing the idea of a 

“transcendental schema,” which contains both a pure and sensible aspect16. Time is a pure form 

of sensibility and grounds every sensible intuition. Prior to their application to a particular 

sensible intuition, the categories as mere forms of thought, with the crucial help of the 

imagination, apply to the pure form of time, combine its pure manifold, and produce a 

representation of time that serves as the transcendental schema17, a representation which 

becomes part of the categories18. The schema is able to serve as a mediating representation 

between the categories and sensible intuition because it is homogenous with both; on the one 

hand, the schema is homogeneous with the categories to the extent that the combination of its 

manifold manifests the universal and necessary rules of the categories, and on the other hand, the 

                                                
14 Pure B176 
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16 Pure B177 
17 Pure B177 
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schema is homogeneous with sensible intuitions insofar as it is a representation of the form that 

grounds all sensible intuitions, namely time. Overall, despite the complete heterogeneity between 

the categories as mere forms of thought and the sensible intuitions to which they apply, the 

categories are in fact capable of subsuming sensible intuitions due to the transcendental schema’s 

ability to bridge the gap between the pure and the sensible. 

 According to Kant, when solving the problem of the application of the moral law to 

maxims, which can also be understood as the problem of the application of the moral law to the 

natural laws that govern the sensible world (of which maxims are a part), we cannot seek the 

resolution in the form of a schema. In the second Critique, shortly after he states the pure and 

sensible aspect of the application of the moral law to maxims, Kant refers to the categories 

application to sensible intuition and how it depends on the creation of the transcendental 

schema19. He points out that, unlike the categories, the moral law does not have the imagination 

at its disposal to create a schema that will allow it to apply to maxims. Instead, the understanding 

places a law of nature under the moral law so that the moral law can apply to things in the 

sensible world and hence to maxims: 

[W]hat the understanding can put under an idea of reason is not a schema of sensibility 
but a law, such a law, however, as can be presented in concreto in objects of the senses 
and hence a law of nature, though only as to its form; this law is what the understanding 
can put under an idea of reason on behalf of judgment, and we can, accordingly, call it 
the type of the moral law20. 
 

When Kant claims that the moral law has underneath it a law of nature as its type, he means the 

mere idea of a law of nature, which is merely formal and hence has no sensible content. 

Furthermore, in order to properly mediate between the pure moral law and the empirical laws of 

nature, Kant must mean that the understanding places the idea of a possible law of nature under 

                                                
19 Practical 5:69 
20 Practical 5:69 
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the moral law. The idea of a possible law of nature serves as a mediating idea, similar to the 

transcendental schema, in the following way. First, the idea of a possible law of nature is 

homogeneous with the moral law because both, insofar as both are laws, contain objective 

validity and universal necessity. Second, the idea of a possible law of nature is homogeneous 

with the sensible laws of nature because anything that can be conceived of as a possible law of 

nature must be conceived as consistent with the sensible laws of nature that already exist. As a 

result, the idea of a possible law of nature creates a link between the moral law and the natural 

laws of the world of which maxims are a part that allows for the applicability of the moral law to 

particular maxims. 

 At this point, we can explain the specific way in which the moral law applies to maxims 

and how it determines whether or not a maxim is morally permissible. The only way to 

determine whether or not our proposed maxim is morally permissible is to determine if it can 

possibly be subsumed under the moral law. Furthermore, in order to determine whether or not 

our proposed maxim can be subsumed under the moral law, which in turn has under it the idea of 

a possible law of nature, is to determine whether or not the maxim can serve as a possible law of 

nature. In order for a maxim to possibly serve as a law of nature, it be able to not only hold 

objective validity and universal necessity, but it must also be consistent with the already existing 

empirical laws of nature. If the maxim satisfies these requirements, then it is morally 

permissible. If it fails these requirements, then it is a maxim on which it is morally impermissible 

to act. 
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CHAPTER 4: SPECIFYING THE LAW OF SELF-LOVE 

 Before we examine the suicide example, it is important to provide an explanation for our 

knowledge of two teleological principles, namely (1) everything in nature is best adapted for its 

purpose and (2) the purpose of self-love in a human being is his own preservation. Kant provides 

a deduction of both of these principles in the third Critique. He points out that nature possesses 

an infinite number of causal rules, each of which must be understood as laws. These rules, as 

laws, must be understood as carrying strict necessity and universality, despite the fact that we 

have no “insight” into this kind of necessity, which would require cognition of the laws’ 

objective necessity from a priori grounds21. Due to the infinitude of natural laws, not only can we 

not specify all of the laws, but we cannot specify the unity of these laws, meaning the general 

form that all of the laws possess and by which they are united. However, the understanding has a 

need to make a systematic unity of the manifold of things in experience22, and it cannot provide 

such a unity to the manifold of particular natural laws by means of the categories. As a result, the 

power of judgment, which is under an obligation of the understanding to subsume the particular 

(manifold) under the universal (concept)23, has particular a priori and hence necessary maxims 

that instruct it to create concepts in order for there to be a systematic unity of the particular laws 

of nature. One of these maxims claims that 

since it seems initially unavoidable for our understanding to have to assume as many 
different kinds of causality as there are specific differences of natural effects, they may 
nevertheless stand under a small number of principles with the discovery of which we 
have to occupy ourselves24. 

                                                
21 Power 5:183 
22 Power 5:184 
23 Power 5:180 
24 Power 5:185 
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One of the general principles that governs the form of the particular laws of nature is the best 

adapted to its purpose principle, or the BAP principle, which Kant presents in the first chapter of 

the Groundwork: 

In the natural constitution of an organized being—that is, a being properly equipped for 
life—we take it as a principle that no instrument for any purpose will be found in that 
being unless it is also the most appropriate and best adapted for that purpose25. 
 

Given this principle and the observation that the feeling of self-love in human beings, as well as 

that of any other animal, is directed toward the purpose of the furtherance of life, we can 

conclude that the feeling of self-love in human beings is directed toward the furtherance of their 

lives and is best adapted for this purpose, and that such a characteristic of self-love holds as a 

law of nature. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE LAW OF SELF-LOVE AND THE SUICIDE EXAMPLE 

Now we can move on to the suicide example. In this example, Kant first considers a 

person who wishes to kill himself out of self-love because his future “threatens more evil than it 

promises advantage,” meaning his future promises a greater amount of pain than it does pleasure: 

His maxim, however, is: ‘I make it my principle out of self-love to shorten my life if its 
continuance threatens more evil than it promises advantage.’ The only further question is 
whether this principle of self-love can become a universal law of nature. But one sees at 
once that a nature whose law was that the very same feeling meant to promote life should 
actually destroy life would contradict itself, and hence would not endure as nature. The 
maxim therefore could not possibly be a general law of nature and thus it wholly 
contradicts the supreme principle of all duty26. 
 

The course of action that is prescribed by the maxim in this example is to kill oneself, out of self-

love, when one’s future promises more pain than pleasure. Kant claims that, in order to 

determine whether or not the proposed maxim is morally permissible under the categorical 

imperative, the only question that needs to be answered is whether or not this particular principle 

or function of self-love, namely the function of leading one to kill oneself when one’s future 

promises more pain than pleasure, can become a universal law of nature. In terms of the 

universal law of nature formulation of the categorical imperative, which places the idea of a 

possible law of nature under the moral law, the question that needs to be answered is the 

following: Can the function of self-love that leads one to kill oneself when one’s future promises 

more pain than pleasure become a natural law that is consistent with the other already existing 

laws of nature? As mentioned in the previous chapter, necessary maxims of our reflecting power 

of judgment allow us to specify a particular law of nature that directly corresponds to human 

beings, namely that not only is the feeling of self-love in human beings directed toward their 

self-preservation, but the feeling is also best suited to achieve this purpose. However, our 
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proposed maxim, conceived of as a law of nature, contradicts this already existing law of self-

love. For insofar as it would make it would make it the case that self-love leads to self-

destruction in certain circumstances, it would consequently make it the case that self-love is not 

best adapted for its purpose of self-preservation; in order for self-love to be best adapted for its 

purpose, it must always aim toward self-preservation. Hence Kant claims that willing our 

proposed maxim to end our lives when our future promises more pain than pleasure would result 

in a contradictory nature, specifically “a nature whose law was that the very same feeling meant 

to promote life should actually destroy life,” and a nature that possesses this kind of 

contradiction would be inconsistent and could not endure as nature at all. Since our proposed 

maxim, when conceived of as a natural law, is inconsistent with an already existing natural law, 

it follows that it is morally impermissible to act on the maxim. 

 In his paper “Ends of Reason and Ends of Nature: The Place of Teleology in Kant’s 

Ethics,” Paul Guyer presents two reasons why Kant does not have any justification for using the 

BAP principle in the suicide example. First, Kant himself claimed that such a principle can be 

used only in regard to the reflecting power of judgment and hence cannot determine anything27. 

Therefore, the BAP principle ought to be viewed as a merely heuristic principle and not 

something that should be used to determine what is moral and immoral. Second, and most 

important, Kant is not justified in using the BAP principle in the suicide example because it 

wrongly attributes moral weight to ends that are set by nature. Kant applies the BAP principle to 

the feeling of self-love in a human being and determines that such a feeling has the end of self-

preservation. In the suicide example, Guyer interprets Kant as arguing that it is immoral to kill 

oneself from self-love because it goes against an end that nature has determined for a human 
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being, namely the preservation of his life, and “it is immoral to adopt an end other than that 

which nature intends for us28.” However, Guyer claims that Kant ultimately holds that we cannot 

determine any morally relevant ends until we refer to something that has unconditional worth, 

which is nothing other than humanity understood as the power to freely choose ends29. As a 

result, only our capacity to freely choose ends, in accordance with the moral law, can turn an end 

that is suggested by nature into a moral end; the mere fact that nature has determined a specific 

end for us does not make it morally obligatory for us to respect or promote that end. 

 In response to the first objection raised by Guyer, it is important to note the a priori 

foundations of the BAP principle as well as Kant’s view toward incorporating teleological 

principles in our practical or moral reasoning. Guyer is correct when he claims that the BAP 

principle does not determine anything in nature. For only the categories constitute the 

determining power of judgment that gives rise to the particular causal laws that exist in nature, 

whereas the BAP principle does not follow from any of the categories but rather is based on an a 

priori concept that has been put into place by the mere reflecting power of judgment. Although 

the BAP principle can only be understood as an instance of mere reflection, it is nevertheless 

based on necessary maxims that carry the same necessity as the categories, namely a priori 

necessity. Therefore, the BAP principle ought not to be interpreted as a mere “heuristic” that 

guides our investigation of nature, but rather a necessary principle with an a priori origin and 

hence one that is valid for all human beings, given that the constitution of the consciousness of 

all human beings is the same. Furthermore, Kant finds it acceptable to use principles or 

propositions that arise from the necessary maxims of our reflecting power of judgment in our 
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moral or practical reasoning. In the third Critique, Kant says the following concerning the 

proposition that the world is the product of an intelligent being: 

Now if this proposition, grounded on an indispensably necessary maxim of our power of 
judgment, is completely sufficient for every speculative as well as practical use of our 
reason in every human respect, I would like to know what we lose by being unable to 
prove it valid for higher beings, on purely objective grounds (which unfortunately exceed 
our capacity)30? 
 

In this passage, Kant claims that at least some of the principles that arise from the necessary 

maxims of our reflecting power of judgment are completely sufficient for our moral or practical 

reasoning. As a result, it seems unreasonable to treat the BAP principle as a mere heuristic that 

cannot be incorporated in our ethics simply because it is the product of reflection and not 

determination. 

 Guyer’s second objection is stronger and more important than the first. Granted that the 

BAP principle is more than a mere heuristic and can legitimately be used in our moral reasoning, 

Guyer can still claim that Kant is not justified in using the BAP principle in the suicide example 

because it incorrectly attributes moral weight to the ends that nature sets up for us, namely our 

self-preservation. For only our freedom of choice, which is the only thing that has absolute 

worth, can determine what ends are morally relevant. Nature may suggest ends to us, but only 

we, through our free choice, have the power to make them moral ends. However, Guyer is 

misunderstanding the role that is being played by the BAP principle in the suicide example. If we 

consider the maxim to kill ourselves out of self-love, we determine its moral possibility by 

subsuming it under the moral law that has the idea of a possible law of nature under it, which in 

turn requires us to determine whether or not the maxim is consistent with the laws of nature that 

already exist. It turns out that our maxim is inconsistent with one already existing natural law, 
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namely that self-love always aims toward self-preservation. Due to this inconsistency, our 

maxim is morally impermissible. In this chain of moral reasoning, we do not claim that it is 

morally impermissible to kill oneself simply because nature sets up for us the end of our self-

preservation via the BAP principle and how it applies to the feeling of self-love. Instead, we are 

claiming that killing oneself out of self-love is morally impermissible because there already 

exists a law of nature that makes it the case that self-love is directed toward a different end, 

namely self-preservation. The only reason why Kant incorporates the natural law that self-love is 

always directed toward self-preservation in the suicide example is because it functions as part of 

the conceivability test of the moral law. For the moral law, given that it has a possible law of 

nature as its mediating idea, requires us to take into consideration all of the already existing 

natural laws in order to test our maxims. Overall, Guyer’s second objection to the use of the BAP 

principle is misplaced. For it is not the case, as Guyer thinks, that self-preservation is a morally 

relevant end simply because it is one established by nature. Instead, the conceivability test, 

which is an fundamental part of the moral law, requires us to take into account all existing 

natural laws, one of which is the law that self-love is always directed toward self-preservation. 

Our proposed maxim fails the conceivability test not because self-preservation itself is a moral 

end, but rather because it instructs us to use the feeling of self-love in a way contrary to nature. 

 The most troublesome aspect about Kant’s use of the natural law that self-love always 

aims towards self-preservation is that one can easily imagine exceptions to such a law. In the 

third Critique, Kant provides us with an account of how we can specify the particular laws of 

nature from a priori concepts that are based on necessary maxims of the reflecting power of 

judgment. Although the specific laws of nature are grounded on a priori concepts and hence 

manifest a degree of strict necessity and universality, one must still use one’s observation of 



23 

events in the empirical world in order to specify particular causal laws. This need for empirical 

observation poses a problem, namely that it may turn out that we are failing to appropriately 

specify certain causal laws. In his work The Categorical Imperative, H.J. Paton recognizes this 

problem of wrongly specifying a law of nature when it comes to the principle of self-love: 

Kant is right in saying that there can be no arbitrary exceptions either to a moral law or to 
a law of nature: but it is manifestly impossible to find, by this method, breaches of a law 
of nature from which we are entitled to infer breaches of a moral law. We assert no 
breach of a law of nature if we say food, which ordinarily causes life, may in special 
circumstances—for example, in certain kinds of illness—cause death. Nor need there be 
any breach of causal law in self-love, which ordinarily causes life, should in special 
circumstances cause death. Indeed we may say generally that any attempt to make the 
causal law of nature a test of moral law is foredoomed to failure31. 
 

Paton raises the argument that for any law of nature that we may specify, it seems possible that 

there can be exceptions to the rule that require us to revise the law. In the case of self-love, it 

may be the case that we notice that, in all the cases we have so far observed, it is a feeling that 

leads to one’s self-preservation, and hence we specify the law that the feeling of self-love is 

always aimed at self-preservation. However, there may be exceptions to the rule, and we can in 

fact cite many cases in which people have committed suicide out of self-love when their future 

promised great misfortune. Therefore, we ought to revise our law concerning self-love and 

instead claim that self-love aims toward self-preservation except in cases in which the person’s 

future promises more pain than pleasure. But if we can clearly see that our revised version of the 

law of self-love is more accurate than our original version, then why does Kant fail to use this 

version in the suicide example? Kant may have though that, in order for the necessary maxims of 

our reflecting power of judgment to be effective in determining the specific laws of nature, it can 

only specify laws in a very general matter, and since it is generally the case that self-love is 

directed toward self-preservation, we ought to claim that such a feeling is always so directed. 

                                                
31 Imperative 149 
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However, this is just a possible defense of Kant’s use of particular version of the law of self-love 

in the suicide case, and for the purposes of this paper I will not delve into the problem any 

further. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, in order for the moral to apply to maxims and hence serve as a functional 

practical principle, it must be formulated in terms of a universal law of nature. The original 

formulation of the categorical imperative determines the general form that maxims must possess 

in order to be morally permissible, namely the form of giving universal law. However, in order 

for the moral law to apply to any maxim, it must be able to properly relate to the sensible laws of 

the world in which the maxims are found, which is possible only when the understanding places 

the idea of a possible law of nature under the moral law. Kant’s formulation of the categorical 

imperative in terms of universal laws of nature in the Groundwork is nothing but the formulation 

of the moral law with the idea of a possible law of nature underneath it. The suicide example, 

through its use of the natural law that self-love in human beings is necessarily aimed towards 

their self-preservation, demonstrates a key requirement that a maxim must satisfy in order to be 

morally possible under the law of nature formulation of the categorical imperative, namely that 

the maxim, conceived of as a law of nature, must be consistent with the already existing laws of 

nature. Overall, the formulation of the categorical imperative in terms of universal laws of nature 

is a crucial aspect of Kant’s ethics because without such a formulation, it would be impossible to 

prove the applicability of the moral law to maxims, which is necessarily required to prove that 

the moral law is indeed a legitimate and functional practical principle. 
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