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This paper is intended to focus on the issue of moral obligation in the light of the 
thoughts instituted by Immanuel Kant, Michel Foucault and Michael Zimmerman. 
The term moral obligation is mostly introduced by Immanuel Kant.Kant defines the 
moral obligation as an objective principle of moral action. And he talks about the 
categorical imperative which gives importance on duty rather than the consequence of 
action. According to Kant moral work must be guided by reason than emotion.  But 
post-modernist thinker Michel Foucault opposes Kant’s objective view of morality 
and emphasizes on subjectivity that means feelings of an ethical agent. And Foucault 
calls the ethics as practise of moral agent. But Michael Zimmerman rejects the both of 
two views and introduce a new view, prospective view, as the definition of moral 
obligation . In the paper I want to discuss the possible acceptability of these three 
views.  

KEYWORDS:  Objective approach, Subjective approach , Prospective approach 

Introduction :Ethicsor moral philosophyis a discipline which concerns with what are 
morally good and bad, right and wrong actions. Ethics is also applied to the theory 
of moral values or principles. The concept of morality presents in every person. It is 
the thing which determines the action of an agent. And if it is viewed that an agent 
cannot take his decision properly then it would be understood that he is not the 
member of moral agent. First in the realm of moral responsibility David Shoemaker 
told about the member of moral community, and there he discussed about the 
psychopath who are not the member of that community. Shoemaker also mentioned 
about seven characteristics of such psychopaths. But there are some persons although 
they are not psychopath but they also involve in criminal affairs. So which is the 
thing, provokes us to commit evil. Basically if we want to find the real cause behind 
our wrong motivation then we cannot rectify any one particular cause .Because there 
are many aspirations behind our actions .That’s why when we discuss about morality 
or moral obligation we should not take any one-sided approach about morality. Most 
of the philosophers make this mistake that they judge morality either by objective 
approach or by subjective approach. Here I reflect on the notion of moral obligation. 
In this paper I shall present both of two views objective and subjective approaches of 
moral obligation. I represent the objective view of Immanuel Kant and The subjective 
view of Michel Foucault. And then I emphasize on another view of Michael 
Zimmerman who gives a different aspect of moral obligation which is total different 
from these two views. 

Material 

Reason Based Approach: 

Immanuel Kant: Immanuel Kant is the pioneer of reason based moral theory. 
According to Kant moral judgements are categorical imperatives, that’s why they are 
unconditioned. And the main keystone of his morality is that- follow the imperatives 
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which you want that other must follow. So whatever you perform, reminded, as that 
must be a maxim. Kant advises if you act as that you want nobody follows it thenit is 
not a moral action. So it is an obligation of a rational being to perform actions not for 
the good consequence but the action it -self is a good one so it must be performed. 
Like  perhaps telling lie is sometime good for a particular situation but Kant never 
accept this because he claims that although telling lie is good for that particular 
situation but as it would not be a maxim, so he never permit this for that situation 
also. Kant demands “duty for duty sake”. He gives priority on the means not the end 
of actions. And this means are also guided by agent’s own reason. And Kant wants to 
make these means universalize as every agent follows it.  Follow the norm is termed 
as moral obligation by Kant. And this is Kant’s representation of the view of moral 
obligation. And he claims that a rational being must obey the norms because this is 
followed by his reason. Kant’s moral philosophy has some basic features. These are: 

Good will: 

According to Kanta good will intrinsically good and independent of its external 
relations. Since our practical reasonis the guidance of a good will to the achievement 
of happiness it follows that the value of a good will does not depend even on the 
results it manages to produce as the consequences of human action. 

That’s why Kant's moral theory is deontological one which claims that actions are 
morally right in virtue of their motives, which must derive more from duty than from 
emotion or feelings. The clearest examples of morally right action are precisely those 
in which an individual acts in accordance with duty overcomes her evident self-
interest and obvious desire to do otherwise. But in such a case, Kant argues, the moral 
value of the action can only reside in a formal principle or "maxim," the general 
commitment to act in this way because it is one's duty. So he concludes that "Duty is 
the necessity to act out of reverence for the law."i 

According to Kant, then, the ultimate principle of morality must be a moral law which 
guide us to the right action in application to every possible set of circumstances. So 
the only relevant feature of the moral law is its universibility, by virtue of which it can 
be applied at all times to every moral agent. From this chain of reasoning about our 
ordinary moral concepts, Kant derived as a preliminary statement of moral obligation 
the notion that right actions are those that practical reason would be as universal law. 

Imperatives for Action 

Kant said that rationality is the baseline of morality. Reason is the guide line of our 
action. Of course, human agents also have subjective impulses—desires and 
inclinations that may contradict the dictates of reason. So the claim of reason isan 
obligation, a command that we act in a determined way, or an imperative. Such 
imperatives may occur in either of two distinct forms, hypothetical or categorical. 

In the realm of moral philosophy Kant discussed about categorical imperatives 
because he mentioned that hypothetical imperative is one of the conditional 
imperative whereas categorical is unconditioned one. Principle of universalizability, 
the practical reason of any rational being understands the categorical imperative to be: 
"Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it 
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should become a universal law." That is, each individual acts according to the 
universal principal. This expression of the moral law defines a concrete, practical 
method for evaluating particular human actions of several distinct varieties. 

Autonomy of the Will 

The actual approach of categorical imperative helps us to reminder the Kant’s notion 
of unconditioned good will. At this point in the argument, Kant can provide a more 
technical statement of its intrinsic moral value by distinguishing between autonomy 
and heteronomyof the will. 

A heteronomous will is determined by external inclination to obey the rules. Such a 
will is always submitting itself to some other end, and the principles of its action will 
hypothetical imperatives urging that it act in such a way as to receive pleasure, 
appease the moral sense, or seek personal perfection. In any case, the moral 
obligations which it proposes cannot be regarded as proper binding principal because 
it is not our internal will it is something external. 

An autonomous will, on the other hand, is entirely internal: The moral obligations by 
which it is perfectly bound are those which it has imposed upon itself while 
simultaneously regarding them as binding upon everyone else by virtue of their 
common possession of the same rational faculties. All genuinely moral action, Kant 
supposed, is one of the freely chosen action which dictates of an autonomous will. So 
in the case of morality, it is presupposed that human agents have free will.  

Human Freedom 

According to Kant the notion of freedom is related to the notion of autonomy. In his, 
philosophy Kant says that moral law is kind of law where person thinks himself as a 
free person.Practical reason makes a law of free beings, or more precisely the 
causality of free beings. Thus, practical reason is based on freedom, it is freedom. The 
phenomenon of man, in the moral rule is free, i.e., it has the power to self-start 
condition. Kant ethics emphasized on the concept of free will and autonomy. 

Post-modernist view of Subjective Approach 

Michel Foucault: Foucault is an post-modernist thinker. Theoretically, Foucault’view 
is quite different than Kant .Kant is an analytical philosopher whereas Foucault is an 
existential one .Foucault claims, the care for selfis the foundational principle of all 
moral rational thought. Foucault claims that freedom means to come out from the 
thought what you are taught by authority. And his objection against modernism is that 
they impose the notion “of the knowledge” on people and from the notion of “the 
knowledge” people infers the notion of “the truth”. And Foucault says this is one kind 
of power of modernity that almost every one accept the approach, given by authority 
and same as the scope of ethics also. This is the power relation, according to Foucault. 
He says modernist tendency is to determine the principle as the ethical principle, and 
they oblige the agent to follow it .Foucault's conception of subjectivity as a product of 
controlling and dominating social bonding of the person as simply responding to 
disciplinary power. In the light of this reading, the main contribution of Foucauldian 
analysis to our understanding of ethics in organizations has been the critical reading 
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of the disciplinary basis of organizational life and the concomitant subjugation of 
morality to power. According to Foucault modernist explains morality as embedded in 
the ‘rules of right’ and ‘hidden norms of appropriate conduct’ that are produced by, 
and constitutive of, the relations of power. The disciplinary power of the ordering, 
categorization and ritualization of daily activities – the regime of truth – rewards 
conformity and penalizes resistance in order to impose and enforce norms of 
behaviour. What is ‘right’ in such contexts is what is ‘normal.’   And what- ever is 
abnormal is immoral like gay sex or homosexuality is immoral according to them 
because it is abnormal. But Foucault refute this orthodox view of morality .He 
presents the view of  ethical  subjection, means not to fit with the set of norms which 
is given by authority .Foucault gives priority on feelings as well as reason. He claims 
that ethics means ethos or practice. And practice to care for own self as well as other. 
And for caring self- one need to come out from the notion of external imposes. And 
for Foucault this is the real notion of moral obligation. The main concepts of 
Foucault’s ethics are- 

Care for the self:Foucault always gives priority on self. He claims that self is prior 
than rules. So at first think about your own self then thinks about others because a 
man could not be a moral being if he cannot do morality with himself. Foucault 
rejects any certain rule in society for being balanced the morality. Because he nothing 
is passive .Everything is in a chain of alteration. That’s why the man who is giving 
vote is different with the man who was giving speech in meeting. Although Foucault 
does not claim that these two position are totally different from each other ,he claims 
there must be a common resemblance but these two states are totally different because 
they don’t occur in same situation .And he thinks man takes decision respected with 
the situation.And he says there should not be guiding principle because if a person 
guided by the authority given rules then he would be mechanized, his ethics would be 
dominated one .But according to Foucault ethics is like an ethos ,a practice of self . 
Basically, Foucault’s ethics was influenced by Greek ethics. And Foucault tells about 
the practice of freedom and he mentions that in the Greek period man was not bound 
by the authority given rules or by the “ truth game” but they practice ethics with their 
own choice. But in the modern period modernist, like Kant, tried to give definitions of 
right and wrong and wanted to mould common man’s thinking capability. And after 
the Christian dominate of medieval period man accepted the scientific approach of 
modern period greatly. But they did not understand that they entered the 
dominationpower relation. That’s why Foucault suggests that when you think about 
morality then at first think about yourself because ignore own self, is not right 
definition of morality and for this at first know about your own interest, own  choice, 
own likings. That’s mean one must get knowledge about one’s thinking because if one 
wants to be moral then he or she must love own self. 

So, Kant and Foucault give two different approaches of morality. Kant emphasizes on 
reason whereas Foucault gives priority on feelings. Kant’s main key word’s is duty 
for duty whereas Foucault tells about free practice of self. So this is a big difficulties 
to a person and it is also a great confusion to us that what should we chose , what 
would be right for us in the scope of morality, should we rational or emotional. Here I 
discuss about a different notion, given by MichaelZimmerman, where he introduces 
the prospective view. 
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A different notion of moral obligation: 

Michael Zimmerman: Michael Zimmerman tries to give such a different notion of 
obligation where he wants to come out from the objective notion and the subjective 
notion of moral obligation. In his book Ignorance and Moral Obligation addresses a 
debate between three views of moral obligation. The first one is subjective view , 
asserting that we ought to do whatever we believe to be morally best, second one is 
objective view, asserting we ought to do what is actually best and third one is what 
Zimmerman calls the prospective view asserting we ought to do what our evidence 
indicates is best. And Zimmerman defends the prospective view. Some philosophers 
have tried to reconcile the three views but this attempts are shown to be failed. Now a 
question arises that which view ought to be accepted and to be rejected. Zimmerman 
rejects objective and subjective view of moral obligation and represents the 
prospective view. He addresses some implication that the prospective view has 
regarding the nature of moral rights. Our retention of moral rights is precarious, being 
dependent on the evidence possessed by others. That’s why he stresses on the 
distinction between rights and deserts and supresses the risk of rights. Basically 
Zimmerman is a thinker who gives priority on moral obligation as well as the human 
rights.  That’s why his view is neither subjective nor objective.  

Zimmerman argues that the subjective view and the objective view about moral 
obligation are subject to fatal problems and the prospective view is the correct 
account of moral obligation. Zimmer explains his view by giving an example. Here he 
refutes the objective view.  

Jill’s Case: Jill, physician has a patient, John, who is suffering from minor but not 
trivial skin complaint. To treat John, Jill has three drugs from which she has to choose 
the Drugs A, B, C or do nothing. Drug B would cure him partially, where Drug A 
would cure him but also would kill him whereas Drug C is a poison. But although he 
knows about Drug B , but does not know about A and C. A conscious doctor Jill’s 
predicament will give Drug B, and there is a powerful inclination to say that that’s 
what she ought to do. But the proponent  of objective view claims that as the result of 
giving drug B is not the best one or the as the evidence does not prove that it would 
cure John so they do not opt drug B.  The difference is in this case, the objective view 
must represent conscientious agent as choosing an act she knows to be wrong. And 
this violates the main constraint on the relevant notion of moral obligation.   

Zimmerman gives another explanation about the refutation of subjective view. 

Nazi Doctor: Consider the case of Nazi doctor who treats on prisoner. Now when he 
treats a prisoner and believes that he is the cause of his misery and it is better to do 
nothing for him then it would be immoral whereas the subjectivist says act which you 
believe as the best. But according to prospective view all the evidence stands that the 
suffering of a man is the first concern so the doctor morally obligated to do so. 

So Zimmerman demands that do the thing which is proved justifiably. And he calls it 
the prospective view, introduced by him in the scope of moral  obligation. And this is 
the right obligation of a moral agent to do the action which has the projected value. 
And Zimmerman names the obligation as Z – obligation. 

Comments- From this above discussion it has been proved that these three 
philosopher analysis their opinion with their own perspective views. But among this 
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three Zimmerman’s view is much more justifiable because when we are going to do 
morality then we think about the strong evidences. For an example we know killing is 
a crime. But think about apposition when you are a girl, kidnapped by a guy who 
would be harmful for that girl. In that position if the girl would get the opportunity to 
kill the guy then what would she do? If we think about Kant’s position then Kant’s 
moral philosophy would state that killing would never be a maxim that’s why the girl 
should not kill him. So if we support Kant then the girl would sacrifice her life. But 
practically it could not be accepted because no one can save the life of her murderer. 

Another refutation is against Foucault. Basically Foucault talks very much about 
sexuality. And he remarks that moral-immoral, normal-abnormal these terms come 
from one sided conservative attitude. He argues that modern period wants to bound 
the society with rules and principals which are guided by reason .That’s why there is 
no place for emotion in modern period. So the people who want to lead their sexual 
life differently are blamed as they are abnormal. And Foucault’s main refutation is 
that it is wrong to come overevery one under one norm because every person is 
different than other .So fixing a universal rule which is obligatory to all, is not a 
correct method because everyone has his own choice and he practices morality with 
his own inclination. 

But if Foucault is correct and if we are not bother about any rule and think always 
own preference then , for an example, if a person, whose spouse really loves him,is 
going to another girl, is also be right because here he thinks only for one self not to 
other person or any  norm.But according to Foucault ethics means thinks about 
yourselves as well as others self also But in this case what does the man do? 

These kinds of questions do not arise in the scope of Zimmerman’s interpretation. 
Because he always tells about the sufficient evidence. And if we take the first 
example then according to Zimmerman, if she does not kill the guy then she would be 
murdered then evidences support to kill the guy and here the right choice to kill him. 
Such kind of interpretation we can see also in the Bhagabat Gita where Shree Krishna 
advised Arjuna to kill his kin otherwise they would attack him. So safe own self is 
also an ethical practice. We cannot always lead our life according to norm.  

And in the case of Foucault, Zimmerman’s answer would be that, here we must see 
that is the spouse having any mistake in the relationship? If the spouse has no fault 
and she is really a pure loving wife then it must be immoral to betray her. Because 
without any fault just fulfil own inclination betrayed with other, would not be practise 
of ethics. Ethics means practise freedom not doing mischievous. 

This is a brief presentation of Zimmerman’s view. Here I want to answer the 
refutation against Kant and Foucault by Zimmerman’s Style basically in ethics we 
cannot suggest any process, as actual. And there must be many defaults in 
Zimmerman’s interpretation also, but as Zimmerman discuss both reason and emotion 
that’s why his view is less defective than the other two. 
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