
Common Sense



“If x causes y, then there is some universally valid law connecting Xs to Ys. 
So, if my will is the cause of my φing, then Φing is connected to the sort of 
willing I engage in by some universal law. 
But it can’t be a natural law, such as a psychological, physical, chemical or 
biological law. These laws, which Kant thought were universal too, govern the 
movements of my body, the workings of my brain and nervous system and the 
operation of my environment and its effects on me as a material being. But 
they cannot be the laws governing the operation of my will; that, Kant already 
argued, is inconsistent with the freedom of my will in a negative sense…” 



“So, the will operates according to a universal law, though not one 
authored by nature, but one of which I am the origin or author. 
Thus, Kant argues, a rational will, insofar as it is rational, is a will 
conforming itself to those laws valid for any rational will” (Johnson and 
Cureton 2019, Section 10). 



Social psychologist C. Daniel Batson 
(2015) distinguishes between four 
types of motivations: 
● egoism (the motivation is to 

serve one’s own interests),
● altruism (the motivation is to 

serve the interests of another),
● collectivism (the motivation is to 

serve the interests of a group), &
● principalism (the motivation is to 

abide by some moral principle).



If the moral law is to be a law, then it needs to 
apply to everyone, at all times, in any given 
context, just like gravity applies to everyone at 
all times. 
This moral law, then, is a command from 
reason, which Kant called the Categorical 
Imperative...



The Categorical 
Imperative

The Categorical Imperative, 
according to Kant, is a command 
from reason that applies to all 
people at all times in any given 
context. 

He claims that the categorical 
imperative can be formulated in 
three equivalent ways. 



The 
Universal Law 
Formulation

Act only according to that maxim 
by which you can at the same 
time will that it should become a 
universal law.



For Kant, to be immoral is to be 
irrational. 
“Some actions are of such a nature 
that their maxim cannot even be 
thought as a universal law of nature 
without contradiction” (Groundwork 
424: 41-42)



“The test is carried out by imagining, in effect, 
that the action you propose to perform in order 
to carry out your purpose is the standard 
procedure for carrying out that purpose. 
What the test shows to be forbidden are just 
those actions whose efficacy in achieving their 
purposes depends upon their being exceptional. 
If the action no longer works as a way of 
achieving the purpose in question when it is 
universalized, then it is an action of this kind. 
Intuitively speaking, the test reveals unfairness, 
deception, and cheating” (Korsgaard 1996: 92). 



How to Use the Universal Law Formulation: 
Step 1: Consider an action.

Step 2: Consider what principle motivated that action. 

Step 3: Ask yourself– Would willing that everyone act upon this principle 
make it so that I would no longer be able to engage in the action? 

If yes, the action is morally right; if no, the action is wrong. 









Complete the following

Morally Permissible Morally Wrong
Lying

Stealing



Complete the following

Morally Permissible Morally Wrong
Lying

Stealing
Murder
Assault

Drug Abuse



Complete the following

Morally Permissible Morally Wrong
Honesty Lying
Charity Stealing

Protect Life Murder
Self-defense Assault

Developing Your Talents Drug Abuse



The 
Humanity 

Formulation

Act in such a way that you treat 
humanity, whether in your own 
person or in the person of 
another, always at the same time 
as an end and never simply as a 
means.





Complete the following

Morally Permissible Morally Wrong
Honesty Lying
Charity Stealing

Protect Life Murder
Self-defense Assault

Developing Your Talents Drug Abuse



Famous Kantians?



Note: 

We have a perfect duty to not act 
according to maxims which are 
self-contradictory, e.g. stealing. 

We also have imperfect duties  
which are supererogatory, i.e., you 
do not receive moral blame if you 
don’t complete them, but you will 
get moral praise if you do, e.g., 
developing your talents. 



The 
Kingdom of Ends 

Formulation

Every rational being must act as 
if he were by his maxims, at all 
times, a lawgiving member of the 
universal kingdom of ends.





Also… 
This characterization of Kantian 
ethics, although mainstream, does 
have some critics. 
For example, Barbara Herman warns 
that Kant’s views are too often 
characterized as “rule-fetishism,” 
and that we should instead focus on 
how “moral rules give shape to the 
agent’s desire to be a moral person” 
(Herman 1993: 27). 





Problems with Kantian Ethics



Since Kant developed his ethical system 
in the 18th century and tried his best to 

ground it in a transcendental reality, 
advances in mathematics 

(non-Euclidean geometry) and physics 
(relativity) yield various empirical 

problems for his view. 
These problems are banished to 

Appendix A. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d8263ec5119bd45388d3851/1568826353368/Appendix+A_+Kant%27s+Empirical+Problems.pdf


Nonetheless, even for moral anti-realists, 
like John Mackie (pictured right), there is 
something intuitively true about the 
conjecture that moral maxims are 
supposed to be universalizable and 
accessible to everyone (via reason or 
some other faculty). 
Stay tuned. 



Some scholars claim that Kant is too reliant on 
reason...



Around the same time as Kant’s 
writing, there was a strong 
tradition of “sentimentalist 

philosophers” who built their 
moral theories based on moral 

emotions. 



Anthropologist Robin Fox claims that 
academia is currently still being 
harmed by a quasi-divinical 
treatment (i.e., worship) of reason 
that began in the Enlightenment.



“The previous paragraphs are taken, in fact, from a previous book. 
There also I said that any of these diatribes are only contribution to a larger 
project, the aim of which is to free us from the intellectual shackles of the 
Enlightenment faith in reason, the romantic passion for the individual, and 
the nineteenth-century worship of progress. 
But it is worth saying over and over again because no one gets it the first 
time” (Fox 1989, 233-4). 



Kantian ethics appear to be: 
● Too strict

But even if we 
can resolve all 
these issues, 

there’s still the 
fact that...



E.g., lying



Kantian ethics appear to be: 
● Too strict
● Too vague when duties conflict

But even if we 
can resolve all 
these issues, 

there’s still the 
fact that...



E.g., lying to save a life





A modified Kantian ethic?



Tom Regan, 1938-2017 



In his 2013 book, Just Babies, 
psychologist Paul Bloom argues that 
there are two sources of the moral 
sense: one innate which develops 
slowly through childhood into 
adolescence and one that is 
structured by reason which can 
explain moral progress through 
history.



What we want from an ethical theory:
❏ Fit in with our moral intuitions
❏ Reflect how we actually form our moral judgments
❏ Resolve our moral debates
❏ Solve the puzzle of human collective action




