Immanuel Kant's "Categorical Imperative" 

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

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

(Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, 1785)

At first sight, the two famous formulations of Kant's Categorical Imperative look like plausible and useful meta-ethical theories. Something like these are the basis of widely accepted, if not universally implemented, declarations of human rights, and of ideas about equality and justice such as those in John Rawls' Theory of Justice. They would not permit, e g, slavery or torture.
But they have been widely criticised and it is not too difficult to think of situations where applying Kantian principles would permit or encourage actions that are intuitively, or according to other meta-ethical theories, wrong. We will discuss the flaws in the theory and also whether even a flawed theory can be useful (though possibly not "categorical").
A bit of background 

Immanuel Kant (1724 -1804) was a German philosopher who had a quiet life in Königsberg (today Kaliningrad, Russia), researching, lecturing and writing on philosophy and anthropology. He was very much part of the 18thC Enlightenment, though not necessarily agreeing with his contemporaries.

Like most philosophers, Kant sought a foundation for ethics in reason(s). He argued that experience is purely subjective unless modified by pure reason, and also that using reason without applying it to experience could only lead to theoretical illusions. The free and proper exercise and application of reason to the real world was a theme of the Enlightenment. 

The Categorical Imperative 
Kant offered a critique of the moral philosophy of his day, e g, believing that Utilitarianism relied too much on subjectivity and gave only a hypothetical imperative – if you want outcome Y, then do X – with no objective reason for preferring outcome Y over other outcomes. Religion, on the other hand, provided plenty of imperatives, duties and commandments, but relied too much on faith, too little on reason (or experience). 
Essentially, the Categorical Imperative is an attempt to provide an objective moral formula, without contradictions, irrationalities or exceptions (even for oneself or in exceptional situations), against which moral principles or laws can be tested.
According to Kant's reasoning, we have an absolute duty not to act by maxims that would result in logical contradictions when we try to universalise them, that is, to apply them to everyone, everywhere. For example, "It is permissible to steal" would result in a logical contradiction – stealing presupposes the existence of property, yet if stealing were universalised, then there could be no property, and so the proposition has logically negated itself. Similarly with promises – "It is permissible to break a promise" negates the very concept of a promise. Lying would logically contradict the reliability of language – if it were universally acceptable to lie, language would be undermined as all statements could be lies. 
Stealing, promise-breaking and lying also contravene the status of persons as ends in themselves. 

The basis of the Categorical Imperative is not outcomes or consequences – the effects on our relationships or on society if everyone stole or lied or broke promises – or feelings or inclinations, but logical consistency, or "practical reason", without recourse to empirical experience.

The best known challenge to the Categorical Imperative uses Kant's own example of the "inquiring murderer": "Where is your friend, I want to kill him?" Do we really have a moral duty never to lie, and not to treat the murderer as a means to an end by lying to him? 
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Questions to discuss

· These statements are often presented in introductory texts as different formulations of the same principle – are they? Or are they complementary statements, which taken together make up a moral imperative?

· Can you think of moral dilemmas where Kant's imperative(s), obeyed either singly or together, would be helpful in bringing about a good/right action? How would you know it was good/right?
Or instances where Kant's imperative(s) would bring about an indisputably bad/wrong action or outcome (though Kant was concerned only with duties and intentions, not outcomes or consequences)? How would you know it was bad/wrong?

· Is universaliseability too tough a test for every action? Is it possible that some actions are right, or at least permissible or neutral, if just a few people engage in them, but wrong if everyone does? Can you think of innocuous actions or "maxims" that you would not wish to universalise?

· Can you think of relationships or transactions where you do treat yourself or other people as "means to an end"? Do you think that is necessarily wrong? Why, or why not?

· Are moral principles that cannot anticipate or apply in every possible situation, completely useless? Can you think of a moral principle that would apply in every possible situation?
Or is it sufficient that a principle is useful in many/most situations– is "good in some situations" good enough?
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