
Immanuel Kant

❖What is freedom? How can we act freely?

❖What is the supreme principle of morality?



Immanuel Kant: Contrasts
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Reason
Imperatives
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Autonomous vs heteronomous

Categorical vs Hypothetical
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Categorical Imperatives

“Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a 
universal law”

The formula of universal law:





Categorical Imperatives

“Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a 
universal law”

The formula of universal law:

This is the test for your action, not the reason for acting.



Categorical Imperatives

“But suppose, however, there were 
somethings whose existence has in 
itself an absolute value…. an end in 

itself… then in it, and in it alone, 
would there be the ground of a 

possible categorical imperative.”



Categorical Imperatives

“But suppose, however, there were 
somethings whose existence has in 
itself an absolute value…. an end in 
itself… then in it, and in it alone, 
would there be the ground of a 
possible categorical imperative.” “I say that man, and in general 

every rational being, exists as 
an end in himself, not merely as 
a means for arbitrary use by this 
or that will.”



Categorical Imperatives
The formula of humanity as an end:

“Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the 
person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time, as an end”



Categorical Imperatives
The formula of humanity as an end:

“Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the 
person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time, as an end”

It is OK to use someone (even ourselves) as a means, AS LONG AS we treat in a 
way that is consistent with respect to their dignity 



Perfect and Imperfect Duties

Four classes of duty: 

❖ Perfect duties to oneself, such as the prohibition of suicide; 
❖ Perfect duties to others, such as the prohibition of deceitful promises; 

❖ Imperfect duties to oneself, such as the prescription to cultivate one’s talents;
❖ Imperfect duties to others, such as the prescription of benevolence

A perfect duty is one which one must always do and an imperfect duty is a duty which one must not 
ignore







“Above all, don't lie to yourself. The man who lies to himself and 
listens to his own lie comes to a point that he cannot distinguish the 
truth within him, or around him, and so loses all respect for himself 
and for others. And having no respect he ceases to love.”

Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov (1879)



Immanuel Kant: Questions

1. How can we reconcile duty and autonomy?

Acting out of duty is to follow a moral law that you impose on yourself

2. How many moral laws are there?

The moral law I choose is based on the same reason than someone else’s moral law

3. How is a categorical imperative possible?

The idea of freedom makes me a member of an intelligible world



Immanuel Kant

Is Kant’s definition of morality too stringent?

It is fine to have emotions and inclinations when thinking about an action, 
as long as they do not provide the reasons for acting.





You promise to take your nephew to the park on Saturday. But on Wednesday your friend  
calls up with tickets to a gig your favorite band are playing on Saturday.  
Do you break your promise or not?



The Kantian Analysis:
For Kant, the answer would be clear: You must keep your promise to your nephew.
Here's why:
Testing the Maxim: If you break the promise, your maxim might be: "I'll break promises when 
something I prefer more comes along."
Now universalize this:
• What if everyone broke promises whenever a better opportunity arose?
• Promises would become meaningless - no one could rely on anyone's word
• The very institution of promising depends on people keeping their commitments even when it's 

inconvenient
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You promise to take your nephew to the park on Saturday. But on Wednesday your friend  
calls up with tickets to a gig your favorite band are playing on Saturday.  
Do you break your promise or not?

The utilitarian perspective:

Breaking the promise:
• Pleasure: You get to see your favorite band (potentially intense, memorable pleasure)
• Pain: Your nephew's disappointment; possible damage to his trust in you; your own guilt
• Broader effects: If breaking promises becomes habitual, it undermines the general social utility of promise-keeping

Keeping the promise:
• Pleasure: Your nephew's joy; satisfaction of being trustworthy; maintaining the relationship
• Pain: Your disappointment at missing the concert; possible regret

Mill's Likely Conclusion:
Mill would probably say you should keep the promise,



You are helping out your auntie by taking her dog Rex for a walk to the newsagents. Suddenly 
the dogs fur catches fire from the flick of someone's cigarette butt. Rex is in pain but no water is 
available, only 2 pints of milk on No.5's doorstep.

Do you steal the milk or leave it?



You are helping out your auntie by taking her dog Rex for a walk to the newsagents. Suddenly 
the dogs fur catches fire from the flick of someone's cigarette butt. Rex is in pain but no water is 
available, only 2 pints of milk on No.5's doorstep.

Do you steal the milk or leave it?

Utilitarian Answer: Take the Milk Immediately
For Mill, this is actually an easy case. Here's why:

Taking the milk:
• Pleasure/Prevention of Pain: Rex's intense suffering stops immediately; your 

auntie avoids the anguish of her injured pet; you avoid the guilt and distress of 
watching an animal burn

• Pain: The homeowner loses 2 pints of milk (minor inconvenience, easily replaced)
• Net result: Massively positive - severe suffering prevented at minimal cost

Not taking the milk:
• Pleasure: The homeowner keeps their milk (which they don't even know is at risk)
• Pain: Rex experiences severe pain and possibly permanent injury or death; you 

suffer psychological trauma from witnessing this; your auntie suffers; potentially 
expensive vet bills

• Net result: Enormously negative - catastrophic harm for trivial benefit



You are helping out your auntie by taking her dog Rex for a walk to the newsagents. Suddenly 
the dogs fur catches fire from the flick of someone's cigarette butt. Rex is in pain but no water is 
available, only 2 pints of milk on No.5's doorstep.

Do you steal the milk or leave it?

Testing the Maxim: If you take the milk, your maxim might be: "I'll take others' property without 
permission when it's necessary to prevent harm.”

Universalizing this:
• If everyone took property whenever they judged it necessary to prevent harm, property rights 

would become meaningless
• People couldn't rely on their possessions being where they left them
• The institution of private property would collapse
• This fails the universalizability test

The Kantian Analysis:
For Kant, the answer would be clear: You should not take the milk


