
Kant’s Ethics- non-consequentialist theory 
 
German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) sought moral principles that 
define actions as inherently right or wrong, irrespective of any consequences. 
He believed that moral rules can, in principle, be known as a result of reason 
alone and are not based on observation (as are, for example, scientific 
judgements). Kant’s ethical theory holds that we do not have to know anything 
about the likely results of an action or decision in order to know that is moral 
or immoral. ‘The basis of obligation,’ Kant wrote, ‘must not be sought in 
human nature, nor in the circumstances of the world’. Rather it is a priori, by 
which he meant that moral reasoning is not based on factual knowledge and 
that reason by itself can reveal the basic principles of morality. 
 
The categorical imperative 
 
Kant believed that reason alone can yield a moral law and we need not rely on 
empirical evidence relating to consequences and similar situations. For Kant, 
an absolute moral truth must be logically consistent, that is, free from internal 
contradiction. If he could formulate such a rule, he maintained, everyone 
would be obliged to follow it without exception.  
 
Categorical imperative: a moral obligation or command that is unconditionally 
or universally binding. 
 
Kant believed that there is just one command (imperative) that is categorical 
(necessarily binding on all rational agents, regardless of any other 
considerations), and from this one command we can all derive all commands of 
duty. Kant’s categorical imperative says that we should always act in such a 
way that we can ‘will’ the maxim of our action to become a universal law. An 
act is only morally right if we can will it to become a universal law of conduct.  
 
By maxim, Kant meant the subjective principle of an action, the principle (or 
rule) that people formulate in determining their conduct. E.g. I will make 
promises that I will break whenever keeping them no longer suits my 
purposes’. This is the subjective principle: the maxim that drives someone’s 
action. This can’t be universally willed as if a promise can be broken, then 
there is no purpose of a promise. Same with serious conversation and lying, 
you can’t have both. 
 



Kant thinks, in willing promise-keeping to be a universal law since any rational 
person would agree that promise-keeping could be universalised because we 
would all be happy to live by a rule that ensured that we could rely on any 
promises made to us.  
 
Note: Kant believed that moral reasoning is not based on factual knowledge 
and that the results of our actions do not determine whether they are right or 
wrong. If you make a promise that you don’t intend to keep, it is impossible to 
will the maxim governing your action as a universal law. 
 
 
Universal acceptability 
 Another way of looking at the categorical imperative, is that each person, 
through their acts of will, legislates the moral law. They are self-imposed and 
self-recognised, fully internalised principles. The sense of duty that we obey 
comes from within; it is an expression of our own higher selves. If the law is 
valid for you, it must be valid for all rational human beings.  
 
To determine whether a rule or principle could be made a universal law, we 
should ask whether all rational human beings would accept living according to 
that rule. Must consider whether all rational beings think impartially and 
rationally would accept it regardless of whether they are the perpetrators or 
the recipients of actions. The test of universality can be failed if you want to do 
something selfish, but wouldn’t want the negative effects done to you.  
 
 
 
 
 
Human beings as an end, never as merely a means 
 
In addition to the principle of universal acceptability, Kant explicitly offered 
another way of formulating the core idea of his categorical imperative. 
According to this formulation, rational creatures should always treat other 
rational creatures as ends in themselves and never as only means to ends. 
Simply that we should not use others to achieve our own aims.  
 
As rational beings, humans would act inconsistently if they did not treat 
everyone else the way they themselves would want to be treated. Rational 
beings know their self worth so they don’t want to be merely a means to an 



end. E.g. Kant would reject to using patients in a medical experiment without 
their consent.  
 
Kant maintained that an action is morally right if and only if we can will it to be 
a universal law. We now have two ways of reformulating his categorical 
imperative that may be easier to grasp and apply: 
-First reformulation: An action that is right only if the agent would be willing to 
be treated in the same way if the positions of the parties were reversed. 
-Second reformulation: One must always act so as to treat other people as 
ends in themselves. 
 
Good will 
 
Kant’s theory is an important example of a purely non-consequentialist 
approach to ethics. Kant held that only when we act from duty does our action 
have moral worth (not just coincide, like giving someone back correct change 
after they left to avoid legal trouble). Good will is the only thing that is good in 
itself.  
 
Applying Kantian theory: We can apply Kant’s concepts of universal 
acceptability, treating others as an end (not as a means to an end) and good 
will.  
 


