You ars sheliering a political dissident whom e renrasnive
ruling vegime has vowad to hunt down and sxsente. The searad
palice bang on your daor and ask i vou know the whersabouls
i the dissident. You are in ao doubt that it you el Hem, vour
arvested and sheb. What should you do? Tell the
fig?

he question hardly seems worth asking. Of course you should lie
~ a very white lie, you may think, given the terrible consequences

& of telling the truth. But it has not seemed so simple to all moral
theorists, at least not to the 18th-century German theorist Immanuel
Kant, one of the most influential philosophers of the past 300 years. In
his view, telling the truth is a duty that is absolute and unconditional:
Iying contravenes a fundamental principle of morality - what he calls a
‘categorical imperative’.

HYPOTHETIDAL AND CATEGDRIZAL IMPERATIVES

Kant explains what a categorical imperative is, first, by contrasting it with
a hypothelical imperative - a non-moral prompting to which you should
respond if you wish to achieve some further end. Suppose I teil you what to
do by issuing an order (an imperative): ‘Stop smoking!’ Implicitly, there is a
string of conditions that I might attach to this command — ‘if you don't want
to risk your health’, for instance, or ‘if you don't want to waste your money’.
Of course, if you don't care about your health or your money, the order carries
no weight and you need not comply.

God detivers Ten Commandments System of rights and duties is
to Moses on Mount Sinai established in the USA by the
American Revolution
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_Tha quecmn of wnetnﬂr 3\/ ngis mcral\y ina{‘cepyablc whatever the
- consequences, was put to Kant in his [fetime, and he un Falteringly stuck
-ii.by his cafegamcal guns, lnszst:rg that it. is indeed one’s moral duty'to %Je '
- truthful on all oceasions, even to @ murderer. But in Fact the situation
o ig.not a8 simple as 1t seems. For is it not inevitable that categorical
oo mpemtnveq will clash? 'Help innocent peosie avoid arbi itrary executi sn _
" looks like a good candidats s a categorical imperative: we could surgly
"3"W\Ii this'to be a universal maxim. And if it is & moral law, it c abhec ~inthe
se of our fictional political d\SSIdEF‘f with the absalute duty not ta lie,
iVYa ara in a moral dilermma in which we have rio choice but to vmh«te one
- or other of what appear to be categarical imparatives. Disquiet, with an
“ethical system that apparently resuits in duties that are both absohute
Cihand contradi ictory has encoursged some to take a more flexi bie, less
'____:-'sbcoiutusv dﬁﬂrﬂm\,h towards the notion of duty [see chmpter 14]

In the case of a categorical imperative, by contrast, there are no ifs attached,
implicit or otherwise. ‘Don’t lie!" and ‘Don't kill people! are injunctions that
are not hypothesized on any aim or desire that you may or may not have;
they must be followed as a matter of duty, unconditionally and without
exception. Indeed, according to Kant, it is only actions performed purely from
a sense of duty that have moral worth. Actions prompted by some external
motivation - a desire to help a friend, for instance, or to achieve a particular
goal - are not distinctively moral actions at all. In contrast to hypothetical
Imperatives, categorical imperatives constitute moral laws.

UHIVERSAL MALIMS

Kantbelieves that beneath every action there is an underiying rule of conduct,
or maxim. Such maxims may have the form of categorical irperatives, but
they do not qualify as moral laws unless they pass the test of universality,

fmmanuel Kant analyses duty in Benjamin Disraell’s novel
Groundwork of the Metaphysics Tancred is published
of Morals




HOW SHOULD WE LiVE?

which is itself a supreme form of
categorical imperative:

= systam of absoiute duti

. ‘ ‘ Actonly in accordance with a
Fauch phifosoph

maxim that you can at the same
time will to become a universal law.

This test ensures that an action is
morally permissible only if it accords
with a rule that you can consistently
and universally apply to yourself and
others. For instance, to test whether
lying qualifies as a universal law, we
might suppose some such maxim
as ‘Lie whenever you feel like it’
What happens when this principle is
universalized? Well, lying is possible
only in a context in which the general
expectation is that people are telling
the truth. But if everyone lied all the
time, nobody would trust anybody else,
and lying would be impossible. The
ideaoflying as a universallaw is thus incoherent and self-defeating, Likewise,
stealing presupposes a culture of property ownesship, but the whole concept
of property would collapse if everybody stole; breaking promises presupposes
a generally accepted institution of promise-keeping; and so on.

=L your neighi

While the requirement of universality rules out certain kinds of conduct on
logical grounds, there seem o be many others that we could universalize,
yet would not wish to count as moral. Always look after your own interests’,
‘Break promises where you can do so without undermining the institution of
promising’~there doesn’t appear to be arything inconsistent or irrational in
willing that these should become universal laws. So how does Kant head off
this danger?
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A50H AND 43

The genius of Kant’s ethical system is how he moves from the purely rational

structure imposed by the categorical irnperative to actual moral content ~ to

explain how ‘pure reason’, stripped of inclination or desire, can inform and

direct the will of a moral agent. The answer lies in the inherent value of moral

agency itself - value based on the ‘single supreme principle of morality’, the

freedom or autonoray of a will that obeys laws that it E

imposes on itself. The supreme importance attached  TWO THINGS MOVE

to autonomous, free-willed agents is mirrored in the THE MIND WITH EVER-

second great formulation of the categorical imperative: INCREASING ADMIRATION

. : AND AWE, THE OFTENER AND

Actin such a way that you always treat humanity, MURE STEAD".V WE REFLE GT
whether in yoyr cwn person or in the person of any ON THEM: THE STARRY
other, never simply as a means, but always at the HEAVENS ABCVE AND THE
same time as an end. MORAL LAW WITHIN.

Once the incomparable value of one’s ownmeralagency  irmmanuel Kant,

is recognized, it is necessary to extend that respect to  Critique of fractical Reason, 1788

the agency of others. Treating others merely as a means to promote one’s

own interests is to destroy their agency, so maxims that are self-serving or

damaging to others contravene this formulation of the categorical imperative

and so do not qualify as moral laws. In essence, there is a recognition here

- that there are basic rights that belong to people by virtue of their humanity

and that may not be overridden - and hence that there are duties that must

be obeyed, come what may.




