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Dworkin’s Dignity under the Lens of the 
Magician of Königsberg   

   Veronica Rodriguez-Blanco    

   Ronald Dworkin discusses his view on dignity in the context of providing 
an interpretive construction that integrates our moral and ethical responsi-
bilities.   1    In our ordinary lives, moral and ethical conceptions seem to pull us 
in opposite directions. We engage in personal projects, and have values and 
commitments that contradict and clash with our moral judgments or with 
what we ought to do categorically. Personal projects, values, and commit-
ments are subject to conditions, for example, talents, wealth, intelligence, 
socio-economic status, and so on. By contrast, the demands of morality are 
unconditional. We cannot avoid acting according to a moral demand by 
excusing ourselves in terms of our circumstances. We can realize certain proj-
ects and participate in values if we are motivated to do them and if we have 
the talents, resources, or intelligence to be able to do them. Th ey are con-
tingent on our psychological make-up, that is, on our inclinations, desires, 
judgments of value, and circumstances. Th ey do not apply universally and 
we cannot demand categorically their realization. By contrast, moral values 
do not depend on our desires or inclinations, socio-economic status, talents, 
or intelligence. Consequently, every human being can realize and partici-
pate in a moral life. Our personal tragedy as human beings arises from the 
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awareness that a successful life, which entails the realization of our personal 
projects, values, and commitments, does not  necessarily  mean that we have led 
a moral life. We cannot show that morality is essential to having a good life. 
In other words, that having a good life is being moral, or perhaps vice versa, 
that a moral life will ensure a good life. Disintegration of the relationship 
between morality and ethics seems inevitable. In an attempt to swim against 
this current, Dworkin aims to show that integration between morality and 
ethics, that is, having a good life, is possible. According to him integration 
is possible if we seek moral responsibilities that will be construed in terms 
of, and therefore, determined by, our ethical responsibilities. As part of this 
endeavour Dworkin attacks what might be called ‘the independent view’. Th e 
independent view cannot integrate morality and ethics because our moral 
responsibilities are presented as being fi xed. According to this view, morality 
can only be determined by morality itself and therefore ethics is necessarily 
excluded. By contrast, Dworkin advances what we might call the ‘construc-
tivist view’. According to the latter, morality is an interpretive concept and 
the correct interpretation of what it requires involves interpreting our ethical 
responsibilities, that is, personal projects, values, and commitments, within 
certain limiting conditions. However, these limiting conditions cannot be 
formulated in terms of our duties to others. Th e key concept that establishes 
the bridge between our moral and ethical responsibilities is living well. Living 
well ‘means striving to create a good life, but only subject to certain constraints 
essential to human dignity’. We search for personal projects, commitments, 
and values that will give us a good life; there are limiting conditions, however, 
for instance, authenticity and self-respect. Dworkin advances the view that 
the two principles of authenticity and self-respect give content to the  idea of 
dignity . Authenticity entails that you lead a life that suits your situation and 
values and that you live your life according to them. Self-respect requires that 
you take yourself seriously; it requires engagement with the idea of ‘living 
well’ and that you recognize its importance. 

 At fi rst glance one could assert that there is a Kantian theme in Dworkin’s 
construction of the idea of dignity. According to Kant free will in accor-
dance to rational nature, which is the unconditional and ultimate objective 
value, is the source of the dignity of humanity and personality.   2    According 
to Dworkin, living well is manifested in activities and performances. Our 
activities and performances have value because we are the source of them and 
our activities are manifested through our authenticity and self-respect. Th us, 
we strive and we take ourselves seriously. Our dignity is refl ected in our activi-
ties, whose ultimate source is us. Th e problem lies in how to understand the 
‘us’ of the previous sentence. Unlike Kant, Dworkin does not mention that 
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our rational nature is the source of our dignity. On the contrary, he wishes 
to establish a distance between his view and the Kantian one. For example, 
he makes it clear that autonomy and authenticity diff er. Let me quote him 
in full: 

   So authenticity is not autonomy, at least as some philosophers understand the 
protean concept. Th ey suppose that autonomy requires only that some range 
of choices be left open by the sum of circumstances, whether these be natural 
or political. A person’s autonomy is not threatened, on this view, when govern-
ment manipulates its community’s culture so as to remove or make less eligible 
certain disapproved ways of living, if an adequate number of choices remain so 
that he can still exercise the power of choice. Authenticity, on the other hand, 
as this is defi ned by the second principle of dignity, is very much concerned 
with the character as well as the fact of obstacles to choice. (Dworkin 2011: 
212n1)   

 I will argue that Dworkin’s limiting condition of dignity, whose defi ning 
pillars are self-respect and authenticity, cannot establish the required bound-
aries to guarantee a place for morality in the ethical domain. As a result the 
‘constructive model’ does not off er a genuine integration between morality 
and ethics. On the contrary, morality is pushed aside and the remaining space 
is for ethical responsibilities alone. In Dworkinean language what is left is 
‘living well’, that is, striving to have a good life  without  limiting conditions. In 
this paper the core argument that I advance is that under Dworkin’s construc-
tive model, the ‘source’ of the performance and activities in our striving to 
live well is not  necessarily  our rational nature. Th is is why there is  no room  for 
morality in Dworkin’s constructive model. 

 In the second section of this chapter, I discuss Dworkin’s idea of dignity 
and his constructive model with the aim of overcoming the separation 
between morality and ethics. In the third section, I contrast Dworkin’s notion 
of dignity with the Kantian notion of dignity and show that my reading of 
the Kantian conception of dignity provides opportunity for the integration of 
ethics and morality. I also discuss a possible objection to my proposal.  

    Dworkin’s Dignity and the Constructive Model   

  Th e ideas of self-respect and authenticity give content to Dworkin’s concep-
tion of dignity, which is the limiting condition in our striving to live well. 
Self-respect, according to Dworkin, is not a moral claim. It is not the idea 
that every human being has intrinsic value. It is rather a  normative  claim 
about attitudes towards ourselves. We should care about our living well, that 
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our activities and performances have an importance. We recognize our status 
as beings that perform and act, and this is why we feel miserable when we 
think that we have not lived well. We have ideas about how to live and we  try  
to live up to those ideas. Th e value is not in the result but in the performance 
itself. Th us, for example, the value of reading a book is not that the book has 
been read, but in the reading itself.   3    Th e value of love lies not in being loved, 
but in the act of loving. In other words, what counts is the journey rather 
than the result, that is, the process of doing something and the manifestation 
of our capacities and limitations in the doing of the thing. Th e enjoyment is 
not  merely  the state of mind of being satisfi ed by the performance.   4    If it were 
there would be no enjoyment in the doing of thing; we would feel enjoy-
ment only when we succeeded or obtained a result. Th e enjoyment is also in 
the recognition that living our lives according to our ideas is important and 
signifi cant because we value these ideas. Th e importance to me, for example, 
of living well is refl ected in my self-conception as a person who values, and 
disregards, certain things and activities. I value and fi nd it appropriate to eat 
certain foods; to entertain friends in specifi c ways; to educate my child with 
certain values; and to read and study specifi c subjects. I want to do things 
and activities in  this way  rather than  that  and these ways defi ne my personal 
identity. Since the endorsement of these values is from the practical point 
of view,   5    questions about their objectivity or subjectivity, which belong to 
the theoretical domain, are irrelevant to their importance in our engagement 
with the world and values. Authenticity, according to Dworkin, refers to the 
endorsement of who we really are. It is the recognition of our unique indi-
viduality and the values and projects that are our own. It is unfolding your life 
according to what you recognize as your values and appropriate situation. In 
this way, there is no alienation since you recognize yourself in the results and 
product of your activities and performances. Your activities and performances 
are not determined by following conventions, by what ought to be done, or 
by mere tradition. On the contrary, they are determined by the endorsement 
of values and situations as appropriate. 

 Dworkin aspires to integrate morality and ethics by resorting to the idea of 
living well, in other words, to engaging with a performance  in  life that will be 
limited by dignity, that is, self-respect and authenticity. (To help clarify) Let 
us image these two diff erent examples.  

    Gauguin Borrowing Money from a Friend (Gauguin)   

 Gauguin has been asked by his wife and children to leave the family home. 
Th e family feels that he does not share their values anymore. He has decided 
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to become a full-time painter after failing to establish a career as salesman 
in Denmark and provide for his family. He needs money to buy canvasses, 
brushes, and paints, and decides to borrow some money from a friend. He 
knows that he cannot repay the money but despite this he promises his friend 
that he will pay the money back next month. He borrows the money and 
never pays it back.  

    Rousseau Abandoning His Family (Rousseau)   

 Rousseau is living a precarious life and fears that his fi ve children will not have 
a good education. He decides to leave them for good at a Foundling Hospital 
where they will have a better future. Th is gives him the freedom to dedicate 
his life to philosophy and to write important philosophical works. 

 Can we say that Gauguin and Rousseau satisfy the constructive model 
advanced by Dworkin, where morality and ethics are meshed together by 
the notion of ‘living well’ within the limiting conditions of self-respect and 
authenticity? In the fi rst example, Gauguin takes his life seriously, he gives 
importance to aesthetic values, and he explores new techniques and innova-
tive ideas on what art truly is. Every day he engages in the activity of painting 
and he produces performance-value. He tries to succeed in bringing about a 
new way of representing humans, nature, and our understanding of it. He 
takes himself seriously as a painter and creator of new ways in art. He respects 
himself and his performance. Gauguin is also authentic since he recognizes 
and endorses as unique and true to himself the values and appropriate situa-
tions of his living as a painter. In the second example, Rousseau takes his life 
as a philosopher seriously. He engages in thinking and searching for truth 
and he gives signifi cance and importance to his living well as philosopher. He 
engages in performance-value and tries to succeed in his philosophical work. 
He is also authentic because he lives according to values that he endorses and 
recognizes as unique and true to himself. We see that Rousseau and Gauguin 
satisfy Dworkin’s constructive model, where Gauguin and Rousseau live well 
within the limiting conditions of dignity, whose content is determined by 
self-respect and authenticity. It is arguable, however, that neither Gauguin nor 
Rousseau act morally and in these two cases, therefore, morality and ethics fail 
to be successfully integrated. Th us, the constructive model, in these examples, 
does not succeed. I am not resorting here to the philosophical account of 
morality but to our common conception of morality. When Gauguin makes 
a false promise to a friend, we would say that he has breached the trust that 
his friend has put in him. We would say that Gauguin has used his friend 
for his own purposes without giving his friend the possibility of choosing 
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how to act. Gauguin’s act of lying takes away from his friend the freedom 
of choosing whether to lend the money or not. Rousseau’s abandonment of 
his children is a renunciation of his moral obligations as a father. We would 
say that a father has an obligation to  try  as hard as possible to fulfi l the basic 
needs of his children, for example, by providing education, food, protection, 
care and love, and that Rousseau has failed in his parental obligations. I am 
not arguing that always being truthful and taking our parental responsibili-
ties seriously are the only right possible actions according to a specifi c moral 
philosophy. My argument is that our common sense morality will consider 
the actions of Gauguin and Rousseau immoral. We could say, therefore, that 
Dworkin’s constructive model cannot explain the integration between ethics 
and our common sense morality. Th e puzzle of integration arises precisely at 
the level of common sense morality where we cannot reconcile our ethical 
personal projects, commitments, and values with our common sense moral-
ity. In Dworkin’s constructive model, morality has been pushed aside. 

 Is there an alternative way of making the integration project feasible? In 
the next section I off er a reading of Kant’s idea of dignity that can provide a 
platform for a possible integration between ethics and morality.   

    Acting According to Ends, Freedom, and Dignity in Kant: 
The Integration Project   

  Th e standard discussion of Kant’s moral philosophy and his view on dignity 
aims to understand the relationship between his four key notions, that is, the 
formula of universal law, the formula of autonomy, the formula of humanity, 
and the formula of the kingdom of ends. In recent interpretations, privilege 
has been given to the formula of humanity and the formula of the kingdom of 
ends over the other formulas.   6    However, the discussion is centred on how best 
to understand the idea that good will is the unconditioned value that grounds 
moral action and freedom. Kant distinguishes between the categorical impera-
tive and the hypothetical imperative.   7    In the former case we choose a maxim 
that we are willing to endorse universally and therefore, our empirical concep-
tion of ourselves and the world seems irrelevant for the requirement of univer-
salization. Th e universalization is unconditional, that is, it does not depend on 
our personal projects, commitments, desires, or what we value. Th e categorical 
imperative is the mark of a moral action. By contrast, the hypothetical impera-
tive is characterized by a condition, namely our personal projects, values, and 
desires. Th e idea is that if we aim to pursue an end and we understand that this 
end can only be achieved through certain means, then it is rational to choose 
these means to achieve the desirable end. Th is picture makes more acute the 
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integration problem. A moral action is possible because of the unconditional 
good will that is capable of universalizing a maxim of action. If the good will is 
conditioned empirically, which involves an engagement with personal ends and 
projects, then the good will is unable to universalize subjective maxims of action 
and unable to act morally. Th e possibility of reconciling our moral and ethi-
cal responsibilities within this reading of the Kantian framework seems almost 
impossible. Paradoxically, Kant emphasized our humanity and the  dignity of our 
humanity . For Kant, humanity is our capacity to establish our own ends and act 
according to them. Kant also underscores the  dignity of personality .   8    Personality 
seems to be in continuity with our humanity and therefore, presupposes it. 
When we act according to our personality, we act according to morality. It is, 
therefore, not an action that is determined by our personal projects and values 
only. In  Groundwork    9    Kant refers to both humanity and personality as inter-
changeable; however, in the  Critique of Practical Reason  he advances the view 
that personality is not only about our ends, but about moral action. Th e key 
issue is whether we can reconcile the realization of our ends and personal proj-
ects, our humanity, and our capacity to set our own ends, with the realization 
of actions that have a moral character, that is our personality. I will argue that 
the correct way of integrating morality and ethics is  via  an argument that shows 
that the categorical imperative and the universalization requirement  underpin  
our intentional actions, which involve the pursuing of ends and the commit-
ment to personal projects. Consequently, our dignity lies in our capacity to set 
our own ends, but to set these ends within the limiting conditions of our moral 
judgments according to the categorical imperative. In this way, the Kantian 
theoretical framework can reconcile our ethical and moral responsibilities. For 
a better understanding of this reading of Kant’s moral philosophy we need to 
understand intentional action and the way the categorical imperative underlies 
the structure of both our intentional action and practical reason. 

 Th ere has been a predominant conception of intentional action as a mental 
state that hinders our understanding of the way that  moral requirements can 
underlie intentional action construed as future-directed actions towards an end . I 
now turn to explain the non-standard conception of intentional action which 
illuminates the relationship between the categorical imperative and actions 
that are performed to achieve an end.   

    Understanding the Structure of Intentional Action 
and Practical Reason   

 An intentional action is an action that is directed towards ends. Intention is not 
merely a mental state about the desired end. On the contrary, an intentional 
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action has a future-directed structure that reveals the underlying practical rea-
soning of the agent. For example, Gauguin intends to paint some canvasses 
according to his own understanding of the importance of light, colours, and 
contemporary explorations of human fi gures and expressions. He intends to 
paint some canvasses in Tahiti, where the light is intense and where human 
expression is diff erent. In order to get to Tahiti he needs to make arrangements 
to travel there by boat; and he needs to buy canvasses, brushes, and paints. He 
needs a suitable suitcase for all his painting equipment and so on. However, he 
does not have any money to do what he intends to do. He, therefore, decides 
to borrow money from a friend and goes to visit his friend. Let us imagine the 
following dialogue between a bystander and Gauguin: 

    Enquirer:   Why are you knocking at your friend’s door.  
  Gauguin:   To enter into his house and talk to my friend.  
  Enquirer:   Why do you want to talk to your friend?  
  Gauguin:   To borrow some money.  
  Enquirer:   Why do you want to borrow some money?  
  Gauguin:   In order to buy a boat ticket to travel to Tahiti and to buy brushes, can-

vasses and paints to use there.  
  Enquirer:   Why do you want to travel to Tahiti and paint over there?  
  Gauguin:   Because the light is unique, and I can discover and paint new forms of 

human expression.  
  Enquirer:   Why do you want to discover and paint new forms of expression?  
  Gauguin:   Because I can transcend myself through art.  
  Enquirer:   Why do you want to transcend yourself through art?  
  Gauguin:   Because this gives meaning to my life and art, and aesthetic experience is 

the highest value of human beings.    

 Th e only way to identify the will and whether it is involved in the action 
is to understand the action in terms of the description provided by the agent 
himself. We elicit such a description when we ask ‘ why ’   10    such and such an 
action is performed. Th is way of eliciting the description of the action is 
called the why–question methodology and is Anscombe’s central device in 
 Intention  for elucidating the connections between the diff erent parts of an 
action and (our) practical reasoning.   11    Th ere are a number of considerations 
that need to be taken into account to fully grasp this methodology: 

      1.  An intentional action is, paradigmatically, a successive series of actions 
directed towards the fi nal end of the action.  
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   2.  We know that the explanation fi nishes because the last step is described 
in terms of good-making characteristics that make intelligible and illumi-
nate as a coherent whole the successive steps of the action.  

   3.  We do not have diff erent actions but only one action unifi ed by the fi nal 
intention as a reason for action formulated in terms of good-making 
characteristics.  

   4.  It is a reason that is given to  others  in a genuine way within a framework 
of justifi cation, but it is also the reason that the agent gives to  herself/
himself .     

 Taking these considerations into account, let me now explain the why-ques-
tion methodology. 

 Anscombe begins  Intention  by stating that the subject of the book should 
be studied under three headings: expression of an intention, intentional 
action, and intention in acting   12    and that all these should be understood as 
interdependent. Th us, an expression of an intention cannot be understood as 
a prediction about my future acts nor as an introspective explanation of an 
intention such as desires, wants, etc. Anscombe tells us, however, that people 
formulate expressions of intentions that are about the future and that  they 
turn out to be correct .   13    How is this possible? In order to answer this question 
she tries to understand how we can identify intentional actions and demarcate 
them from non-intentional actions. Th e logical step is to understand what it 
means when a person says, ‘I have acted with an intention’. Anscombe identi-
fi es acting intentionally with acting for a reason or ‘reasons for actions’ and 
such acting involves the view that the question  why  applies.   14    In other words, 
when we act for reasons, we act intentionally and therefore, we are sensitive 
and responsive to a justifi catory framework. If we perform an action ‘’ and 
the answers to the  why  questions are either of the following: ‘I did not know 
I was doing ’; or ‘I was not aware I was doing ’, then we neither have an 
intentional action, nor an action performed and guided by reasons. We might 
have a voluntary action but it is not an intentional one.   15    But if the response 
has, for example, either of the following forms: ‘in order to ’ or ‘because ’, 
then we might have a prima facie case for an intentional action or an action 
done for reasons. In other words, reasons, so to speak, show themselves in 
intentional action and indicate, by ‘showing themselves’, how they are able to 
operate and be part of the agent’s practical reasoning. 

 Do we have any control over the truthfulness of the answer prompted by 
the question ‘Why?’ Anscombe points out that we have a set of contextual 
conditions that enable us to say whether or not the person has expressed his 
genuine intentions.   16    For example, if someone is poisoning a river with toxic 
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substances and we ask him, ‘Why are you doing this?’, his response might be 
‘I am just doing my job’, we can verify whether this is part of his routine job, 
but if it is not we have reason to think that his response is not genuine. 

 Intentional action or an action done for reasons involves a successive num-
ber of steps or actions and subsequently a successive number of reasons that 
explain each step, but when do we know that the explanation provided by the 
agent can stop? Anscombe tells us that the explanation and justifi cation stop 
when the end of the action is described in terms of what is good or desirable. 
Th e fi nal end of the action is something, that is, a state of aff airs, events, facts, 
objects that  seem or appear  to be good or desirable to the agent. Th e state of 
aff airs, event, fact or object is believed to be a good sort of thing by the agent. 
In some ways, this is the most common sense and  naive  explanation of our 
actions. 

 For example, when I collect you at the train station I do not say that I 
collect you because I am in the mental state of desiring to collect you at the 
train station and have the mental state of believing and remembering that 
this is that kind of action. On the contrary,  in order to pick you up at the train 
station  I start my car, drive down the road, park my car at the train station and 
get out of my car and enter the train station. Th e successive steps of action 
fi nd unity and intelligibility in my  reason  as a good-making characteristics 
that, for example, you are my friend and it is good to welcome friends at the 
train station. Gauguin intends to borrow money  in order to  buy tickets to go 
to Tahiti and buy canvasses, brushes, and paints, and he does this  in order to  
discover new ways of human expression, and he intends to discover new ways 
of human expression because he fi nds aesthetic experiences the most valu-
able kind of experiences. Aesthetic experience as a value is the good-making 
characteristic that makes intelligible his successive series of actions. 

 Th e core motivation behind the why-question methodology is to pay 
attention to the structure or articulation of an intentional action.   17    Th e 
action is  not given  and therefore, the issue is not to discover the propositional 
attitudes, that is, beliefs and desires, that will explain the action. Th e issue is 
to unveil the structure of the intentional action to understand whether there 
is an action or not. 

 In Anscombe, evaluation and motivation do not separate. I ask, from the 
deliberative viewpoint, ‘ What  should I truly do?’ and ‘ Why  should I do this 
or that?’ Th e answers to these questions involve both an apprehension and an 
evaluation of the state of aff airs or facts of the world and this entails, so to 
speak, a theoretical engagement with the world. In some way we might say 
that the question is formulated from the deliberative point of view, but the 
answer should be given as if it were a theoretical question. 
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 We also say that the agent knows the reasons for his actions without obser-
vation. Th is means that the reasons for actions are transparent to the agent. 
An expression of an intention, according to Anscombe, is not mainly from 
the third-person perspective.   18    Th e knowledge that we have about our body’s 
position is not known  mainly  by observation; it might be  aided  by observa-
tion, but I do not need to take a theoretical or observational stance to know 
that my legs are crossed whilst I sit typing on my laptop. Anscombe thus, tells 
us that intentional action is a ‘sub-class of non-observational knowledge’.   19    

 Gareth Evans in  Th e Varieties of Reference  refers to the phenomenon of 
‘transparency’ that characterizes beliefs: 

   In making a self-description of belief, one’s eyes are, so to speak, or occasionally 
literally, directed outward—upon the world. If someone asks me ‘Do you think 
there is going to be a Th ird World War?’, I must attend, in answering him, to 
precisely the same outward phenomena as I would attend to if I were answering 
the question ‘Will there be a Th ird World War’? I get myself in a position to 
answer the question whether I believe that  p  by putting into operation whatever 
procedure I have for answering the question whether  p.  (Evans 1982: 225)   20      

 Ludwig Wittgenstein asserts: 

   477 What does it mean to assert that ‘I believe p’ says roughly the same as ‘p’? 
We react in roughly the same way when anyone says the fi rst and when he 
says the second; if I said the fi rst and someone didn’t understand the words ‘I 
believe’, I should repeat the sentence in the second form, and so on. 

 478 Moore’s paradox may be expressed like this: ‘I believe p’ says roughly the 
same as ‘p’; but ‘Suppose I believe that p…’ does not say the same as ‘Suppose 
p…’ 

 490 Th e paradox is this: the  supposition  may be expressed as follows: ‘Suppose 
this went inside me and  that  outside’; but the assertion that this is going on 
inside me asserts: this is going on outside me. As suppositions the two proposi-
tions about the inside and the outside are quite independent, but not as asser-
tions. (1980)   21      

 For both Evans’ and Wittgenstein’s answers about whether I ‘believe p’ 
are outward-looking. I cannot answer the question whether I believe that 
it is raining, for example, without looking through the window, or reading 
the weather forecast. To answer such a question in terms of my introspective 
states seems absurd. We do not need to look inward at our states of mind to 
know whether or not it is raining. 
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 Following in the steps of Evans and Wittgenstein, Richard Moran explains 
transparency as follows: 

   With respect to belief, the claim of transparency is that from within the fi rst-
person perspective, I treat the question of my belief about P as equivalent to 
the question of the truth of P. What I think we can see now is that the basis for 
this equivalence hinges on the role of deliberative considerations about one’s 
attitudes. For what the ‘logical’ claim of transparency requires is the deferral 
of the theoretical question ‘What do I believe?’ to the deliberative question 
‘What am I to believe?’ And in the case of the attitude of belief, answering a 
deliberative question is a matter of determining what is true. When we unpack 
the idea in this way, we see that the vehicle of transparency in each case lies in 
the requirement that I address myself to the question of my state of mind in a 
 deliberative  spirit, deciding and declaring myself on the matter, and not con-
front the question as a purely psychological one about the beliefs of someone 
who happens also to be me. (2001: 62–3)   22      

 We can take the idea of transparency and see how it applies to reasons for 
actions. If I act intentionally I act according to reasons for actions, therefore I 
 believe    23    that I am acting intentionally for reasons as good-making character-
istics, but if the transparency condition is sound, I do not need to look at my 
mental state to know whether I have the belief in my intentional action for 
reasons that for  me  are good-making characteristics, I just look outward to the 
facts, objects, and state of aff airs of the world. In this way, my belief that I am 
acting intentionally and that I have reasons for acting as good-making charac-
teristics is transparent. Th e idea of transparency in terms of reasons for actions 
can be formulated as follows, ‘I can report on my own reasons for actions, 
not by considering my own mental states or theoretical evidence about them, 
but by considering the reasons themselves which I am immediately aware of.’ 

 When I say that I intend to get up at six o’clock tomorrow morning to 
drive you to the train station because you are my friend and one should always 
help friends even in little ways, I know that I intend to act for such reasons. 
I do not need to look at my mental state to know that I have such reasons, I 
look outward to the world, my car, your presence in my house and the fact 
that it takes ten minutes to drive to the train station from my house. I have 
 groundless  knowledge of my reasons for action. It is not incorrigible.   24    Let us 
suppose that I discover that you are not truly my friend and that, therefore, my 
reason of driving you to the station because you are my friend is a mistaken 
one. However, the way I attain knowledge of my reasons for action does not 
depend on an inference from my observations or other data about myself. Th is 
entails that we have certain capacities, not only conceptual, but also practical. 



212 Dignity in the Legal and Political Philosophy of Ronald Dworkin

 I am also able to exercise control over my actions because I can direct 
myself towards the end of my action as described by the reasons for actions 
as good-making characteristics and I can change the movements of my body 
if I discover, aided by observation, that I am not doing what I intended to do 
(Th eophrastus Principle). Th us, let us suppose that I am making an espresso 
and mistakenly fi nd myself about to pour milk into the cup, then I do not 
say ‘I am not making an espresso after all, I am actually making a latte, that’s 
all right.’ On the contrary, I change my movements and stop my action of 
pouring the milk into the cup. Th e world fi ts my intentions, I transform the 
state of aff airs through my actions to fi t what I intend and am committed to 
perform, whereas in theoretical knowledge my beliefs fi t the world. In this 
way, I do not need observational knowledge to know that I intend to make 
an espresso, but I can be aided by observation to know the results of my 
intention. 

 Groundless knowledge of our reasons entails not only the capacity to act 
for reasons, but also includes  knowing how  to act intentionally according to 
reasons for actions in the specifi c context. Following legal rules entails  know 
how  about how to follow the legal rules because of their grounding reasons. 
But this does not mean that this groundless knowledge is not factual. On the 
contrary, it is knowledge about the world. Anscombe puts this as follows: 

   Say I go over to the window and open it. Someone who hears me moving calls 
out: ‘What are you doing making that noise?’, I reply, ‘Opening the window.’ 
I have called such a statement knowledge all along; and precisely because in 
such a case what I say is true, I do open the window; and that means that the 
window is getting opened by the movements of the body out of whose mouth 
those words come. But I don’t say the words like this, ‘Let me see, what is this 
body bringing about? Ah yes! Th e opening of the window.’   25      

 Our practical knowledge is also factual. When I intend to open the win-
dow and make the necessary movements with my hands, I know that I am 
opening the window and that I am actually opening the window. 

 Can we understand what we are doing  because  we  observe  what we are 
doing? If we take a theoretical stance towards our own actions then we might 
argue that there is a kind of alienation concerning the identity of ourselves 
and our actions;   26    in one sense the action is lost because we do not look at 
the goal or object towards which our actions are directed, but we look at 
ourselves doing the action. We do not look outwards, but inwards and we 
lose the object or goal that we aim to bring about. Imagine that I am making 
an espresso and begin to refl ect on the movements of my hands; I see myself 
putting the coff ee beans into the espresso machine, look at the coff ee fl owing 
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into the cup, and smile at the thought of a fresh coff ee. At some point it 
seems that I will lose the action of ‘making an espresso’. It is impossible to 
be Narcissus. O’Shaughnessy asks whether this impossibility is really about 
the impossibility of doing two things at the same time, rather than a matter 
of the character of practical knowledge because if this is the case, then it is 
a quantitative matter and trivial. O’Shaughnessy argues that it is a matter of 
logic, ‘Just as I cannot be going north and south at the same time, so I cannot 
be reading a book and playing tennis at the same time.’   27    Th us, pathological 
cases are explained as the separation of the acting and the observing self.   28    

 Aristotle in  De Anima    29    points out ‘it is always the object of desire which 
produces movement, [and] this is either good or the apparent good’ (433 
a27–9), and in the  Eudemian Ethics  he establishes: 

   Th e end is by nature always a good and one about which people deliberate in 
particular, as a doctor may deliberate whether he is to give a drug, or the gen-
eral where he is to pitch his camp; in these there is a good, an end, which is the 
best without qualifi cation; but contrary to nature, and by perversion, not the 
good but only an apparent good may be the end. (1227a19–22)   30      

 How can values actualized in particulars provide reasons for actions? When 
we begin to deliberate about what to do, we begin by judging whether some-
thing, that is, an object, state of aff airs or event, is good or not. We engage in 
the process of valuing things and we start to desire that this particular thing 
obtains. Values are instantiated by the good-making characteristics of objects 
and states of aff airs and they become reasons for actions. Pure desires, by 
contrast, are passive and are not tied to our valuing processes. Pure desires 
are a pure state of the mind without object. For example, the pure desire 
for pleasure does not aim at a specifi c object, but at its own satisfaction or 
fulfi lment and also at  eliminating  itself. When making valuations we have in 
our minds the object and the satisfaction of attaining the object. Th erefore, as 
Watson has said,  desires are mute on the question of what is good.    31    Values and 
pure desires are, hence, two independent sources of motivation.   32     

    The Integration Problem under the Kantian View: 
Re-enacting Dignity   

 Our ethical responsibilities are shaped by what we value and our intentional 
actions are connected to our chosen values that provide the good-making 
characteristics of our actions. However, our moral responsibilities cannot be 
determined by our values. What we value is contingent upon who we are and 
what we care about. It is dependent on whether we endorse the valued thing 
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wholeheartedly and on our constitution and character. By contrast, morality 
has an unconditional character. So, how we can make room for the high 
demands of the categorical imperative and the universalization requirement 
within the domains of the contingent self that values and pursues personal 
projects? Th e core idea that I aim to advance is that the notion of intentional 
action as construed in the previous section enables us to accommodate the 
integration of ethics with morality. We intend ends as good-making char-
acteristics and these ends are the reasons that ground our actions. Th ey are 
transparent to us and we engage in their realization in the world. However, 
 morality and ethics can be integrated  if the realization of these ends presupposes 
that we engage with maxims that we are willing to endorse in a universal 
way. We do not intend the maxims since we can only intend ends. Th us, 
the maxims operate as the  grounding  of the relevant practical judgment and 
are present and  manifested  in the execution of the intentional action. Let me 
illustrate this point using the examples of Gauguin and Rousseau. Gauguin 
intends to become a painter by profession, to buy a boat ticket to travel to 
Tahiti, and to buy canvasses, brushes, and paints. Th e limiting condition of 
the categorical imperative underlies his intentional action. He cannot lie to 
his friend about being able to repay the loan because ‘lying to a friend’ is 
not a maxim that he would be willing to endorse universally. If he lies to 
his friend he takes away his friend’s freedom to choose. Th us, he  does not 
intend  the universal moral law but when he acts according to his intentional 
action and brings about the intended state of aff airs, for example, a career as a 
painter and travelling to Tahiti, he performs his actions  in respect of  the moral 
law. Similarly, Rousseau intends to become a philosopher, he intends to write 
important books and in order to do this he needs to dedicate most of his time 
to thinking and writing. He cannot intend this by acting against a maxim that 
he is not willing to endorse universally. By abandoning his children he will 
breach his parental obligations and infl ict emotional harm on his children. 
He should  try  to pursue his end of becoming a philosopher but, at the same 
time, act according to the underlying maxims that he is willing to endorse 
universally. Th us, for example, he should provide for his children’s needs and, 
when he is not reading or writing, aim to spend time with his children. 

 Th e general idea is that we act intentionally, (that is, we have a future-
directed intention that aims at an end which is transparent to us and is pre-
sented as having good-making characteristics) and underlying this structure 
of an intentional action are maxims of conduct that we should be willing to 
endorse universally. Th e latter provide the limiting conditions of the action. 

 So far I have argued in favour of a reading of Kant’s moral philosophy that 
integrates our ethical and moral responsibilities. When we act intentionally 
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we set our own ends and personal projects but their underlying maxims are 
under the scrutiny of a limiting condition, that is, a universalizing require-
ment. Dworkin might object that there is no genuine integration in this 
model that combines intentional action as future-directed actions towards 
good-making characteristics shaped by the categorical imperative. Th us, the 
concept of morality, Dworkin could object, remains fi xed and therefore our 
ethical responsibilities, that is, our personal projects, values, and commit-
ments, are determined by what is right. Th erefore, the ‘right’ action trumps 
the ‘good’ action. In other words, what we want, that is, personal projects, 
personal commitments, values, is determined by what is morally correct. But 
this objection misunderstands the connection between underlying maxims 
of the structure of intentional action, the nature of intentional actions and 
its connections to our personal projects, values, and commitments. First, the 
limiting condition is a  formal  limiting condition and therefore it is not a 
substantively fi xed moral judgment. Th e categorical imperative is not telling 
us what to do in any substantive form. On the contrary, it regulates our inten-
tional actions and their ends, that is, personal projects, values and commit-
ments. Th e categorical imperative  underlies and therefore regulates or grounds 
the maxims of conduct  of the structure of intentional action and practical 
reason. Second, it is misleading to present our moral requirements as clashing 
with our values, personal projects, and commitments. We intend the latter 
but we do not intend the categorical imperative. Th e categorical imperative 
as a limiting condition establishes the boundaries of what  is permissible  to 
intend. On my reading of Kant, the categorical imperative is a way of execut-
ing and realizing an intention and therefore, an end.   33    For example, imagine 
the moral dilemma of Gauguin. Gauguin is facing a dilemma between staying 
with his family and fulfi lling his duty as a father, or travelling to Tahiti and 
becoming a painter. Fulfi lling his duty as a father might involve renouncing 
his beliefs and convictions as a painter and would probably also involve trying 
to become a successful businessman in order to provide for his family. In the 
dilemma his personal project of becoming a painter clashes with his moral 
duty of providing for his children. For some critics of Kantianism, Gauguin 
needs to choose between either his ethical or moral duties. By contrast, on 
the reading of Kant that I have advanced, Gauguin can fully develop his 
personal project as a painter, but in his intentional actions he is limited by the 
categorical imperative. He needs to keep trying to experiment with painting 
(that is, through exploring new concepts of human expressions), but within 
the limitation of fulfi lling his parental duties. Perhaps he could travel alone 
to Tahiti for few months while ensuring that the basic needs of his children 
are satisfi ed. His parental duties would involve communication, caring, and 
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loving. He might need to convey to his family the importance of his new 
identity in art and his transformation as an artist. As Williams has clearly 
argued,   34    we cannot imagine a  human and rich  life without personal projects. 
It does not make sense to say that your intention is to be moral and that in all 
your actions you  intend to  follow the categorical imperative. Th is way of pre-
senting the categorical imperative makes human agency poor and formalistic. 
Th e categorical imperative is a  form  and in the case of Gauguin, it would have 
no subject matter. It would be the conduct of a moral fetishist: an intention 
of the form  because of  the form itself. Th is cannot be what Kant was trying 
to convey. In my interpretation our intentions are multiple and varied. Our 
personal projects and therefore intentions might be to teach, to learn, to love, 
to paint, to think. In general, to have a good life which can only be defi ned 
by our chosen ends. For rational and free creatures such as human beings are, 
all these ends need to presuppose a limiting condition which is best formu-
lated as the categorical imperative. Th e integration project is fully achieved 
under this reading of Kant because we can lead good lives that are limited by 
formal moral requirements. Th e formality of the moral requirements instead 
of being empty achieves a new force and appeal. Th e moral permissibility is 
constructed around our conception of good life. Human dignity is achieved 
because we set our own ends and in their realization we impose on ourselves 
limiting conditions. Individual dignity lies in the fact that individuals have 
the capacity to pursue personal projects respecting the moral law, and respect 
for the dignity of others is achieved through the recognition that others set 
their own personal projects that respect the categorical imperative. You also 
recognize the dignity of others who also have the capacity to set their own 
personal projects in ways that would respect the categorical imperative, that 
is, no degrading themselves to immoral acts. Th e dignity of humanity and 
personality is the corollary of recognizing our capacity to have a good life 
according to limiting moral conditions. 

 *** 

 In chapter 9 of  Justice for Hedgehogs , Dworkin sets himself the diffi  cult task 
of showing that the integration of our ethical responsibilities, that is, values, 
personal projects, commitments, with our moral responsibilities is possible. 
Th e idea that we can live well within the limits of a conception of dignity 
that focuses on self-respect and authenticity is the key argument advanced 
by Dworkin to demonstrate the integration between ethics and morality. I 
have argued that Dworkin’s conception of dignity is not suffi  ciently robust to 
guarantee the desired integration. Self-respect and authenticity cannot ensure 
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that our rational nature will set the limits of our ethical actions in living 
well. Th erefore, in Dworkin’s ‘constructive model’, morality collapses into 
ethics. I have shown that there is a plausible Kantian reading of the relation-
ship between action that pursues ends and the categorical imperative that can 
guarantee the integration of morality and ethics. However, the success of this 
reading of Kant requires a better understanding of the non-standard concep-
tion of intentional action. Intentional action is construed as a future-directed 
process that unfolds within time and manifests the structure of practical 
reason. It has been argued that when we integrate our ethical and moral lives, 
the categorical imperative underlies the process of intentional action and also 
manifests itself in the structure of practical reason. In this way, we recognize 
the dignity of our humanity and personality in our living well within moral 
conditions.   
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