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ETHICS AND HISTORY IN KANT AND MILL 

ROGER HANCOCK 

T HE purpose of this paper is to show a 
point of agreement between Kant and 

Mill about the relation between ethics and 
history. The agreement is that the act of ac- 
cepting a fundamental ethical principle is 
necessarily connected with accepting a 
theory about history. Further, they agree 
that ethics requires a theory of history 
which is normative and is not therefore an 
ethically neutral hypothesis, inferred from 
and tested by observation of historical facts. 
The problem, then, is to show that there is 
such a theory of history in the philosophies 
of Kant and Mill and to show the kind of 
connection it has with their respective 
ethical theories. 

On the basis of this brief examination of 
Kant and Mill, itself historical, I want to 
suggest an inference about any ethical theo- 
ry. This inference is that no ethical theory 
is able to maintain a sharp and fixed dis- 
tinction between normative and descriptive 
statements, and between human behavior as 
it is and as it ought to be. The reason I have 
chosen Kant and Mill as a basis for this in- 
ference is that the normative-descriptive 
dichotomy seems to underlie both ethical 
theories and serve as a common premise. 
Their disagreement, it appears, lies in the 
dimension in which they choose to locate 
ethics. Kant chooses to make ethics a purely 
normative study, independent of matters of 
fact; while Mill chooses to rule out of ethics 
any value or rule of conduct which does not 
describe what is valued or how values are 
determined. My reason for comparing Kant 
and Mill in terms of the relation between 
ethics and history is to show how they both 
qualify this apparently clear-cut choice, pre- 
cisely by connecting their ethical theories 
with a theory about history.' 

I 

Kant, as everyone knows, is adamant in 
rejecting an appeal to experience in ethical 

theory. "Nothing is more reprehensible," he 
warns us, "than to derive the laws prescrib- 
ing what ought to be done from what is 
done, or impose on them the limits by which 
the latter is circumscribed."' It is not surpris- 
ing to find his rejection of experience as a 
method of ethics reflected in his view of the 
subject matter of ethics. For Kant, ethics 
"is based on the concept of a being as free, 
but precisely thereby as also binding himself 
by his reason to unconditioned laws."3 Just 
as ethical theory is free from empirical evi- 
dence, so is the moral agent free from con- 
ditions of time and place, and so also is the 
decision of the moral agent free from any- 
thing except the moral law itself. "The free 
man requires neither the idea of another 
being over him, or any other motive than 
the law itself, in order to observe it."4 

But Kant is not content with distinguish- 
ing human conduct as it is and as it ought to 
be, and with arguing that the latter can be 
defined independently of the former. For 
him, this is possible only because man as a 
moral agent is actually independent of man 
as an event encountered in experience. The 
descriptive-normative distinction is ground- 
ed on a distinction between the two objects 
of human reason, nature and freedom.5 This 
distinction, Kant concludes, gives rise to 
two standpoints from which he can consider 
himself and recognize the laws of the employ- 
ment of his powers and consequently of all his 
actions; first, as belonging to the world of sense, 
under laws of nature (heteronomy), and, second, 
as belonging to the intelligible world under laws 
which, independent of nature, are not empirical 
but founded only on reason.' 

What, then, does history have to do with 
ethics for Kant? Kant's answer might be 
summarized in this way: the concept of his- 
tory arises in the course of answering the 
question, "What may I hope?" This ques- 
tion is not independent of the underlying 
question of ethical theory, "What ought I 
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to do?" On the contrary, what we may hope, 
for Kant, is that what we are obligated to do 
as moral agents can be achieved in time. 
More exactly, the hope is that moral per- 
fection is approximated in time, thinking of 
moral perfection as a limit to which moral 
progress approximates.7 But what is meant 
by moral progress? And how reasonable is it 
to hope that it exists? The writings Kant 
devoted to history are intended to answer 
these questions, by arguing that the concept 
of moral progress can serve to illuminate 
and explain historical facts and to provide a 
theory of history.8 

The starting point of Kant's theory of 
history is the idea that man, considered as 
one natural fact amoig others, is distin- 
guished by his imagination. It is imagination 
which enables man to remember and antici- 
pate, and in this sense imagination itself 
creates history, as the past-present-future 
ordering of events. But imagination, for 
Kant, also creates the events which happen 
in history. It is imagination which enables 
men artificially to multiply natural needs 
and hence causes concern and preparation 
for the future. In particular, it is the cause 
of social and political relations. But imagi- 
nation is the source of man's self-assertive- 
ness and concern for independence. And the 
conflict between these two expressions of 
imagination is a kind of key to understand- 
ing history. For Kant, the mechanism of his- 
tory is a self-conflict in everyone, expressed 
in a conflicting attitude toward social and 
political institutions. Everyone has an inter- 
est in association, interdependence, and di- 
vision of labor, as a means of realizing 
imagined possibilities. But at the same time 
everyone is aware of his own and everyone 
else's desire for independence and self-asser- 
tiveness, and fears loss of independence. As 
a result, no social or political institution is 
completely pacific and harmonious. Yet, this 
fact is the source and explanation of moral 
progress. The associations men do succeed 
in forming are continually threatened with 
breakdown and disintegration. Hence, the 
very maintaining of associations has to be 
an improving and strengthening of them, as 

a way of counteracting desire for independ- 
ence and the resulting fear and distrust. In 
the course of this effort, man is forced to 
exercise reason in control of desire and 
imagination, as a way of reconciling conflict- 
ing desires at progressively higher levels. 
Political institutions are the latest and most 
"adroit" means to appear in history, and a 
limit to the process emerges, in the idea of 

a society which not only possesses the greatest 
freedom and hence a very general antagonism 
of its members, but also possesses the most 
precise amount of determination and enforce- 
ment of the limit of this freedom so that it can 
co-exist with the freedom of others.9 

How seriously does Kant take this view 
of history? Kant himself is hesitant about it; 
it is described as an "imaginative creation" 
guided by reason.10 One reason for Kant's 
hesitation, perhaps, is that his theory of his- 
tory threatens to break down the barrier 
between ethics and science. Within the con- 
cept of history, scientific knowledge becomes 
nothing but an instrument created by man 
for the purpose of satisfying needs created, 
in turn, by man's imagination. What is de- 
fined as knowable and possible by the scien- 
tist could not, therefore, exhaust human pos- 
sibilities. And ethics, viewed as a discipline 
created by man, becomes nothing but a way 
of stating and realizing reasonable solutions 
to problems created by conflicting desires. 

There is a further reason, I think, for 
Kant's hesitation about history as a philo- 
sophic problem. What I have called Kant's 
theory of history is one part of his answer to 
the question, "What may I hope?" The part 
of Kant's answer I have focused on is an at- 
titude toward history, and an expectation of 
the future course of history. The official 
status of these beliefs about history, then, is 
that of "hope." This is what one looks for 
without assurance of finding it. The hope 
does have a content, however, and can be 
shaken or strengthened by the turns which 
human affairs do in fact take. Even more, 
the hope that moral progress occurs and il- 
luminates and explains the events taking 
place in history is itself a fact and has an 
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effect on history. To assert and defend a 
theory of history, then, is to go beyond the 
bounds of a purely critical philosophy.1" 

What I mean by Kant's theory of history 
might be summarized as a view of the origin, 
mechanism, and purpose of historical events. 
The origin is man's imagination, the mech- 
anism is the conflicting attitude everyone 
has toward everyone else, and the purpose is 
the continuous effort to find a rational solu- 
tion for these conflicts. The connection be- 
tween this theory of history and Kant's ethi- 
cal theory has not been precisely stated, but 
could be put in these terms. Ethics, for Kant, 
asks, "What ought I to do?" In one sense, 
this question can be answered by an analy- 
sis of the meaning of "ought" or "obliga- 
tion." The other side of the question is, 
"What ought to happen?" History as a 
theory about historical events answers this 
question. The concept of history is norma- 
tive, since the pattern of events is not simply 
inferred from the events of history; it is 
descriptive, since it asserts that the events 
do have such a pattern. 

II 

Mill's ethical theory is meant to have a 
much clearer and closer relation to history 
than Kant's. The fundamental principle of 
ethics, for Mill, is the principle that "actions 
are right in proportion as they tend to pro- 
mote happiness, wrong as they tend to pro- 
mote the reverse of happiness."' Facts de- 
scribed by the historian are relevant to this 
principle in the following three ways. (a) 
The thesis that happiness is the only thing 
intrinsically good, and suffering and pain the 
only things intrinsically evil, is a factual 
statement for Mill, not an a priori insight. 
More exactly, it is an inference from a prin- 
ciple of ethical theory, and a factual state- 
ment. The principle of ethical theory as- 
sumed by Mill is not stated explicitly in 
Utilitarianism, but I think it is something 
like this: whatever is asserted to be an ethi- 
cal value must be something, or the general 
kind of thing, that men actually do pursue, 
are capable of attaining, and believe to be 
valuable for its own sake. The factual state- 

ment is that happiness is the only thing 
which meets these requirements. (b) Histori- 
cal facts are relevant to Mill's view that 
some kinds of pleasure are better than 
others. This notion makes sense for Mill be- 
cause there is an empirical test for better 
pleasures. The test is simply what in fact 
tends to be pursued and valued for its own 
sake by those with wide experience. (c) Mill 
appeals to history to decide what kinds of 
actions should be called right and wrong, 
since this means the tendency of the action 
to produce pleasure or pain, and this tenden- 
cy can be known from experience. Thus, Mill 
appeals to history in On Liberty in order to 
prove the rightness of tolerance and free 
speech.' 

Mill's ethical theory, then, seems to de- 
pend simply on the results of the historian, 
or, in general, on the results of an ethically 
neutral inquiry. I think it can be shown, 
though, that the relation between matters of 
fact and ethical standards is not and cannot 
be, for Mill, a simple dependence of the lat- 
ter on the former. In order to show this, I 
would like to consider the following passage 
from Utilitarianism: 

In an improving state of the human mind, the 
influences are constantly on the increase which 
tend to generate in each individual a feeling of 
unity with all the rest; which if perfect, would 
make him never think of, or desire, any bene- 
ficial condition for himself, in the benefits of 
which they are not included.'4 

What is meant by calling an increasing 
feeling of unity an improving state of the 
human mind? Presumably Mill means a bet- 
ter state of mind-"better" in an ethical 
sense. It is ethically better, then, to have a 
state of mind in which my happiness is felt 
to depend on whether others are happy; bet- 
ter than to be unconcerned with how others 
feel. Why is it better? Why, in particular, is 
it better in terms of Mill's own ethical 
theory? It could be the case that the greatest 
happiness occurs in a society where everyone 
pursues his own happiness independently of 
anyone else. Is it even possible, moreover, to 
think of a society characterized by a perfect 
feeling of unity?"5 
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Mill's answer to these questions would 
probably begin by pointing to the context of 
the above passage. The context is chapter 
iii of Utilitarianism, entitled "Of the Ulti- 
mate Sanction of the Principle of Utility." 
The problem of the chapter is to answer the 
critic who asks, "Why be a Utilitarian?" in 
the sense of actually doing those things 
which will produce the greatest amount of 
happiness. For Mill, this is equivalent to 
asking, "What motives are there which are 
capable of causing me to act as a Utilitarian 
ought to act?" The passage I have quoted 
from this chapter asserts that only influ- 
ences causing me to have a feeling of unity 
with everyone else are capable of causing me 
to act in accordance with the principle of 
utility. The influences Mill has in mind are 
presumably what the historian would inves- 
tigate as general historical trends or forces. 
Hence, the answer to the question, "Why act 
as a Utilitarian?" is the assertion that there 
is a historical trend toward unity; in par- 
ticular, there is a historical trend toward a 
perfect feeling of unity among all men. In 
the course of defending his ethical theory, 
then, Mill finds himself forced into the posi- 
tion of making a statement about history 
which does not seem to be the result of an eth- 
ically neutral inquiry into history. Further, 
Mill finds himself forced to refer to an end of 
history which does not seem to be anything 
that could be known to exist on the basis of 
experience, namely, a perfect feeling of 
unity among all members of society. 

Mill might object, perhaps, that the truth 
of the principle of utility in no way depends 
on whether anyone acts in accordance with 
the principle. Only a progressively increas- 
ing community of feeling can produce the 
latter. But the question whether there is 
such an increasing community of feeling 
seems to be a purely factual question. As 
such, Mill might say that the answer to it is 
irrelevant to the strictly ethical question, 
"Is Utilitarianism a defensible and reason- 
able ethical theory?" 

The above objection is valid only if there 
is nothing in common between reasons for 
accepting the principle of utility, and causes 

producing action in accordance with the 
principle. More exactly, it is valid only to 
the extent that there is a sharp and clear-cut 
distinction between two questions that can 
be asked about any ethical principle: "Why 
accept it as true?" and "Why act according 
to it?" I cannot see how these questions can 
be separated. Mill himself does not try to 
separate them. His proof of the principle of 
utility, in contrast to his discussion of sanc- 
tions, argues that since everyone values his 
own happiness for its own sake, the general 
happiness is something valuable for its own 
sake.16 Mill would be the first to point out 
that this argument is not ethically neutral. 
It makes sense only for one who is prepared 
to admit that the standard for measuring 
what is valuable for an individual can and 
should be used to measure what is valuable 
for the society to which that individual be- 
longs. It only makes sense, in other words, 
to someone who is already something of a 
Utilitarian. Similarly, to show anyone that 
there is a historical trend toward community 
of feeling is simply to say that history itself 
is a continuous and increasingly stronger 
argument for the principle of utility. 

Utilitarianism, then, demands something 
from the historian, and is not simply de- 
pendent on the results of an ethically neu- 
tral study of history. First, it gives a mean- 
ing to the idea of history as progress toward 
an end. Second, the principle of utility re- 
quires proof, that is, reasons for accepting 
it. The idea of history which in a sense is 
created by Utilitarianism is also a reason for 
accepting it, and is therefore something the 
historian is obligated to look for in his study 
of history. 

III 

In conclusion, I would like to say some- 
thing about the inference I mentioned at the 
beginning. The inference was that no ethical 
theory is willing or able to maintain a sharp 
and fixed distinction between normative and 
descriptive statements-between human ac- 
tions as they ought to be and as they are. A 
way of clarifying this inference would be to 
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say that any ethical theory ends with a theo- 
ry of history. A concept of history must be 
defined and thought of as a normative con- 
cept, so that it is possible to think of some 
events as nonhistorical or as antihistorical. 
History as used in a normative way is obvi- 
ously not meant to refer to something inde- 
pendent of events which actually happen. It 
refers to the direction and meaning of the 

events which happen. My suggestion, there, 
amounts to saying that no matter how hard 
and fast one draws a line between normative 
and descriptive concepts, it becomes neces- 
sary to introduce history as a concept which 
is neither purely normative nor purely de- 
scriptive. 

OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY 

NOTES 

1. What I mean by the "normative-descriptive 
dichotomy" is illustrated by Broad's distinction 
between non-naturalistic and naturalistic ethical 
theories. Broad agrees that this distinction is not 
always helpful in understanding ethical theorists: 
"With many writers it is extremely hard to be cer- 
tain whether they are naturalists or not." In par- 
ticular, he agrees that the distinction is not very 
rewarding when applied to Kant and Mill, although 
Broad tends to describe this as unclarity and con- 
fusion in Kant's and Mill's thinking (C. D. Broad, 
Five Types of Ethical Theory [London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1951], pp. 257-59). 

2. Immanuel Kants Werke, ed. Ernst Cassirer 
(Berlin: Bruno Cassirer, 1922-23), III, 259. 

3. Ibid., VI, 141. 
4. Loc. cit. 
5. Werke, III, 562. 
6. Ibid., IV, 312. 
7. The ethical problem behind Kant's writings 

about history is the problem of avoiding total pessi- 
mism about the existence of moral progress, on the 
basis of what we know about history. Kant sepa- 
rates this from the question of whether the greatest 
good for man, happiness in accordance with virtue, 
is actually attainable. The latter problem leads to 
the postulates of God and immortality. But it leaves 
unsolved the problem about history. 

8. Kant's ideas about history appear in all three 
Critiques, but especially in the Critique of Teleo- 

logical Judgment. They also appear in two short 
essays, "Conjectural Origins of Human History" 
(Werke, IV, 32542) and "Idea for a Universal 
History in the Interest of World Citizenship" (ibid., 
pp. 149-76). 

9. Ibid., p. 156. 
10. Ibid., p. 327. 
11. Kant distinguishes (but does not oppose) 

technical and popular philosophies; his ideas about 
history might be seen as a way of bringing these 
into contact. 

12. J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism (New York: Liberal 
Arts Press, 1953), p. 7. 

13. J. S. Mill, On Liberty (New York: Appleton- 
Century-Crofts, 1947). The essay begins, in fact, by 
viewing the problem of freedom in a political 
democracy as the outcome of a historical process. 

14. Utilitarianism, pp. 34-35. 
15. The idea of society as a perfectly organic 

community of feeling which Mill asks us to visualize 
in this passage is meant, I think, to be an actually 
unattainable ideal. Otherwise, it is open to the argu- 
ments Aristotle gives against the idea of having an 
unlimited number of friends, such as the argument 
that "it is difficult to share intimately in the joys 
and sorrows of many people; for one may very likely 
be called upon to rejoice with one and to mourn 
with another at the same time" (Nichomachean 
Ethics, 1170b-1171a). 

16. Utilitarianism, pp. 37-38. 
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