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[bookmark: _Toc227987806]Introduction
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is one of the central moral philosophers of the Enlightenment, best known for grounding ethics in reason rather than in sentiment, custom, or consequences. In the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, he argues that morality arises from pure practical reason and is articulated through the Categorical Imperative, according to which moral obligation depends on the rational will’s capacity to legislate universal laws for itself. This essay first outlines the foundations of Kant’s moral theory, focusing on the good will, the concept of duty, and the principal formulations of the Categorical Imperative. It then evaluates the strengths of Kant’s framework in its defence of moral objectivity, human dignity, autonomy, and moral equality. The essay subsequently examines major criticisms of the theory, including the charges of formalism, excessive rigidity, neglect of consequences, limitations in moral psychology, and tensions within Kant’s account of autonomy. It argues that while Kantian ethics provides a powerful and influential account of moral justification, its strict structure makes it less successful as a practical guide to moral decision-making in complex human circumstances. 
[bookmark: _Toc227987807]The Foundations of Kant’s Moral Theory

Kant’s ethical theory forms part of his broader critical philosophy, according to which reason provides a priori principles that determine action. As Kant states, a practical rule is “a product of reason” that prescribes what ought to be done (Kant, 1788/1997, p. 30). In the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (Kant, 1785/1998), he begins with the claim that nothing can properly be called “good without limitation except a good will” (p. 7). Qualities commonly regarded as good, including “understanding,” “courage,” and “perseverance in one’s plans,” do not possess unconditional value because they may become “extremely evil and harmful” if guided by a corrupt will (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 7–8). Their value is therefore conditional upon the moral orientation of the agent who employs them. By contrast, a good will is good “not because of what it effects or accomplishes… but only through its willing” (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 8). The moral worth of an action thus lies not in “the purpose to be attained by it” but in “the maxim in accordance with which it is decided upon,” specifically whether the action is performed “from duty” rather than from inclination (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 13). From this perspective, the foundation of morality cannot lie in consequences or external achievements but must instead be grounded in the rational principle determining the will.
This position sharply distinguishes Kant from other ethical traditions. Consequentialist theories developed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill evaluate actions primarily by their outcomes (Bentham, 1789; Mill, 1861), while Aristotelian virtue ethics centres moral evaluation on character and human flourishing, where the human good consists in “an activity of soul in accord with virtue… in a complete life” (Aristotle, 2011, p. 16). Kant rejects both approaches, arguing that morality must instead be grounded in rational autonomy rather than contingent ends. Only a good will provides an unconditional basis for moral evaluation because it reflects the “autonomy of rational agency” rather than dependence on empirical desire (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 7; pp. 42–44). 
In this sense, morality originates from rational legislation, and the moral law functions as the determining principle of action, since “the moral law is the sole determining ground of the pure will” (Kant, 1788/2002, p. 30). Kant therefore maintains that an action possesses genuine moral worth only when performed from duty rather than merely in accordance with duty. Actions motivated by inclination, sympathy, or prudential self-interest may conform to moral requirements but lack distinctively moral value (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 12–15). His well-known example of the honest shopkeeper illustrates this distinction: if the shopkeeper refrains from overcharging solely to preserve his reputation, the action accords with duty but does not stem from it (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 11).
The supreme principle of Kant’s moral philosophy is the Categorical Imperative (CI), which expresses the rational structure of moral obligation. Its first formulation, the Formula of Universal Law, states that one should act only on maxims that can be willed as universal laws (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 31). A maxim is a subjective principle of action specifying what one intends to do and why. The categorical imperative therefore “declares the action to be of itself objectively necessary without reference to some purpose,” meaning that moral obligation holds independently of any desired outcome (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 25). In applying this principle, agents test whether their maxim could function coherently as a universal rule for all rational beings. Kant identifies two kinds of inconsistency revealed by this test. 
A contradiction of conception arises when universalising a maxim would undermine the practice it presupposes, as in the case of false promising (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 32–33), while a contradiction of will occurs when a maxim can be conceived as universal but cannot be rationally willed because it would frustrate one’s essential ends. Kant develops this principle further in the Formula of Humanity, which requires that rational beings always be treated as ends in themselves and never merely as means (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 37), and in the Formula of Autonomy and the idea of a Kingdom of Ends, where rational agents are conceived as self-legislators of moral law (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 41–43). Although Kant maintains that these formulations express a single underlying principle, it remains contested whether they are fully equivalent or whether the Formula of Humanity introduces substantive moral commitments not obviously derivable from universalisation. This issue becomes central in the critical discussion that follows.
[bookmark: _Toc227987808]Strengths of Kant’s Moral Theory

One of the central strengths of Kant’s moral philosophy lies in its defence of moral objectivity. In the Groundwork, Kant (1785/1998) argues that the moral law arises from pure practical reason and therefore binds all rational agents as such (pp. 24, 6). Moral obligation does not depend on contingent desires, social convention, or cultural practice, but on the structure of rational agency itself (p. 3). In the Critique of Practical Reason, he further maintains that the moral law possesses necessity and universality precisely because it is grounded in reason rather than empirical inclination (Kant, 1788/2015, pp. 30–31). This position directly challenges the sentimentalist account of morality associated with David Hume, who located moral judgement in feeling rather than rational cognition (Hume, 1751/2006, p. 2). By grounding morality in rational legislation, Kant aims to avoid both relativism and emotivism: moral principles are not reducible to subjective attitudes, and moral disagreement reflects failures of rational consistency rather than merely conflicting sentiments.
A second strength of Kant’s theory lies in its account of human dignity and autonomy. The Formula of Humanity requires that rational beings always be treated as ends in themselves and never merely as means (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 38). Kant grounds this requirement in the intrinsic worth of rational nature, maintaining that it possesses dignity rather than mere price and therefore cannot be reduced to instrumental value (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 42–43). Persons are valuable not because of their social status, talents, or utility, but because they are rational agents capable of self-legislation. Closely connected to this is Kant’s conception of autonomy, understood not as mere freedom of choice but as the capacity of the rational will to legislate the moral law for itself (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 42–44). Moral freedom therefore consists in acting according to principles one can rationally endorse rather than being governed by inclination or external authority (Rawls, 1971/1999, p. 222). This conception of self-legislation has had enduring influence in liberal political philosophy, shaping constructivist interpretations of morality in the work of Rawls (1971/1999), Korsgaard (1996), and O’Neill (1989), all of whom develop Kant’s insight that moral principles must be justifiable to all rational agents. 
Finally, Kant’s theory provides a powerful account of moral equality and universality. Because the moral law arises from reason, and because all rational beings share this capacity, all are equally bound by the same universal principles (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 31–33). The universalisability requirement ensures impartiality, since one may not claim an exception for oneself that could not be willed for all. This commitment to moral symmetry is captured in Kant’s idea of a “Kingdom of Ends,” a systematic union of rational agents who legislate common laws while respecting one another as ends in themselves (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 41–44). The influence of this idea extends beyond Kant’s own philosophy, informing modern theories of justice and contemporary human rights discourse, particularly the emphasis on inherent dignity found in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948). For this reason, even critics of Kant often accept the central insight that morality must be universal, impartial, and grounded in reasons that any rational agent could in principle acknowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc227987809]Major Criticisms
Although Kant’s moral theory aims to provide a universal and rational foundation for morality, critics question both its coherence and its practical adequacy. Major objections focus on the alleged formalism of the Categorical Imperative, the rigidity of Kant’s account of duty, the limited role given to consequences, and the claim that moral worth depends entirely on motive. The following section examines these criticisms in order to assess whether they reveal genuine weaknesses in Kant’s framework.
[bookmark: _Toc227987810]A. The Formalism Objection
One of the most influential criticisms of Kant’s moral philosophy is the charge of formalism. Critics argue that the Categorical Imperative (CI), particularly in its Formula of Universal Law, is too abstract to provide concrete moral guidance. According to this objection, the universalisation test requires only that a maxim be capable of being consistently willed as a universal law, which appears to reduce morality to a test of logical consistency rather than a source of substantive moral principles (Hegel, 1821/1991). On this view, the CI operates at a highly formal level and therefore lacks the resources to determine what actions are morally required in practice. The concern, therefore, is that a principle focused solely on universal coherence may fail to generate clear guidance about what duties positively demand in particular situations
This criticism is most famously articulated by Hegel, who characterises Kantian ethics as a form of “empty formalism” (Hegel, 1821/1991, §135, p. 248). Hegel argues that a moral principle defined purely in formal terms cannot generate determinate duties, since the universalisation test merely evaluates whether a maxim contains a contradiction. For example, a maxim such as “I will not help others in need” may be universalised without contradiction, yet it appears morally deficient, suggesting that the test alone cannot capture duties of beneficence. For Hegel, the procedure presupposes that a maxim already contains substantive content, because without such content the principle of non-contradiction becomes “non-productive.” 
In this sense, the categorical imperative functions primarily as a test of logical consistency rather than a source of moral guidance. Similarly, a carefully framed maxim such as “I will make false promises only when it benefits me and when I can avoid detection” might be formulated in a way that appears to evade contradiction, raising doubts about whether the test reliably excludes immoral conduct. Hegel further argues that it is “mistaken to demand that a legal code should be comprehensive in the sense of absolutely complete and incapable of any further determinations,” since moral and legal reasoning inevitably require substantive content beyond purely formal principles (Hegel, 1821/1991, §135, p. 248). From this perspective, Kant’s procedure cannot by itself determine what moral duties require, and even morally questionable maxims may pass the universalisation test if carefully formulated.
A related objection is advanced by Schopenhauer, who argues that Kant’s universalisation test ultimately relies on prudential considerations rather than establishing an objective moral law. In his view, the categorical imperative amounts to a reformulation of the Golden Rule, “Quod tibi fieri non vis, alteri ne feceris,” since it asks agents to consider how they would be affected if others acted in the same way (Schopenhauer, 1840/2009, pp. 87–88). More broadly, critics argue that if the CI functions only as a test of whether a maxim can be universalised without contradiction (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 31), it may exclude inconsistent principles without positively determining what ought to be done. 
Defenders of Kant respond that other formulations of the CI, particularly the Formula of Humanity, introduce substantive constraints by requiring that rational beings always be treated as ends in themselves (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 38), and that respect for persons follows from the structure of rational agency itself (Korsgaard, 1996, pp. 122–130). Nevertheless, the question of whether substantive moral duties can genuinely be derived from the formal structure of rational consistency remains contested, and the debate continues to revolve around Hegel’s original charge of “empty formalism.”
[bookmark: _Toc227987811]B. The Rigidity Problem and the Question of Conflicting Duties

A central objection to Kant’s moral theory concerns its apparent rigidity, often illustrated by the well-known case of lying to a murderer at the door. Responding to Benjamin Constant in On a Supposed Right to Lie from Philanthropy, Kant argues that truthfulness is an unconditional duty, even when telling the truth may expose an innocent person to harm (Kant, 1797/1996, pp. 1–2). On this view, lying violates a perfect duty and undermines the conditions of trust necessary for moral and juridical relations. Kant further maintains that one who lies bears responsibility for the unforeseen consequences of the lie, whereas one who tells the truth is not responsible for the harm that may follow from another’s actions (Kant, 1797/1996, p. 2). Critics argue that this asymmetry illustrates the excessive rigidity of Kant’s position, since strict adherence to the rule against lying appears to conflict with the moral imperative to protect innocent life (Korsgaard, 1996, pp. 133–135; Wood, 2008, pp. 240, 250–255).
The example also raises a broader structural issue within Kant’s system: the possibility of conflicting duties. Kant maintains that genuine duties cannot conflict because they derive from a single rational principle and therefore form a coherent whole (Kant, 1797/1996, p. 44). If two duties appear incompatible, at least one has been incorrectly specified. On this account, apparent conflicts arise only from imprecise formulation of maxims, and they dissolve once the hierarchy and scope of duties are properly understood. Inferred from Kant’s position, reason cannot command both that an action be performed and not performed under the same description. The coherence of duty is therefore preserved by the unity of the rational moral law.
However, many critics reject this claim that duties cannot genuinely conflict. Ross argues that moral life involves multiple prima facie duties, such as fidelity and beneficence, which may come into conflict in particular situations; when this occurs, the morally correct action depends on which duty is most pressing in the circumstances (Ross, 1930, pp. 18–21). Similarly, Bernard Williams criticises Kantian moral theory for imposing an overly unified rational structure on moral life, arguing that ethical deliberation may involve considerations “important enough to outweigh this obligation on this occasion” (Williams, 1985, p. 187). 
Defenders of Kant respond that the murderer case is often misunderstood. Onora O’Neill emphasises that Kant’s universality test evaluates the maxims guiding action rather than outcomes or preferences (O’Neill, 1989, pp. 81–86). On this view, the relevant question is not whether lying produces good consequences, but whether the maxim of deception can be consistently willed as a universal law; a properly specified maxim, such as one permitting deception to protect innocent life, may avoid contradiction without undermining the general practice of truthfulness. Similarly, Christine Korsgaard argues that moral concepts arise from the reflective activity of rational agents seeking principles they can justify to one another (Korsgaard, 1992, pp. 47–48). From this perspective, apparent conflicts of duty are resolved through rational reflection on which principles can be mutually endorsed, rather than by appealing to competing outcomes or intuitions.
Nevertheless, critics maintain that these responses do not fully resolve the problem of tragic dilemmas. Even if maxims are more carefully specified, situations may arise in which any available action involves a genuine moral loss, such as choosing between saving one person at the cost of another, or breaking a promise in order to prevent serious harm. In such cases, it is not clear that rational reflection can eliminate the conflict rather than merely redescribing it. The persistence of moral remainder, feelings of regret or guilt even after the “right” action is chosen, suggests that competing obligations retain their force rather than being fully reconciled within a single coherent principle. This raises doubts about whether Kant’s commitment to the unity and consistency of duty adequately captures the complexity of moral reasoning, or whether moral life sometimes involves irreducible conflicts that cannot be resolved through universalisation alone.
[bookmark: _Toc227987812]C. Neglect of Consequences

A further criticism of Kant’s moral theory is that it appears to neglect the moral significance of consequences. By grounding moral worth entirely in the motive of duty, Kant argues that the value of an action lies not in its effects but in the maxim from which it is performed (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 13). This sharply contrasts with consequentialist theories developed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, both of whom maintain that the rightness of actions depends on their outcomes. Bentham defines utility in terms of the production of pleasure or pain (Bentham, 1789, p. 7), while Mill holds that actions are right insofar as they promote happiness (Mill, 1861, p. 14). From this perspective, a theory that downplays outcomes risks moral blindness, particularly in cases of preventable suffering. As Thomas Nagel argues, moral judgement is shaped in significant ways by factors beyond an agent’s control (Nagel, 1979, p. 26).
However, this criticism may oversimplify Kant’s position. Although Kant denies that consequences determine the moral worth of an action, he does not deny their relevance altogether (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 12-13). In applying the CI, agents must consider the foreseeable effects of universalising a maxim, since contradictions of conception or will arise partly from reflection on the practical implications of general adoption (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 31–33). Moreover, Kant recognises duties of beneficence, which require agents to promote the happiness of others within the limits of moral law (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 33-36). 
The distinction, therefore, is not between relevance and irrelevance of consequences, but between consequences as criteria of rightness and consequences as contextual considerations within rational deliberation. The force of the objection depends on whether this distinction is sustainable. If moral evaluation must ultimately account for outcomes in determining right action, Kant’s restriction of consequences to a secondary role may appear inadequate. If, however, moral law must remain independent of contingent results in order to preserve its universality, then Kant’s resistance to consequentialism may be understood as a principled defence of moral integrity rather than an indifference to suffering.
In my view, while Kant is right to resist reducing morality to outcomes, his sharp separation between rightness and consequences is difficult to sustain. Moral deliberation often requires attention to foreseeable effects, especially in cases of harm, and treating consequences as merely secondary risks overlooking morally relevant factors. At the same time, Kant is correct that morality cannot be wholly contingent on outcomes, or it risks collapsing into expediency. The most plausible position lies between these extremes: consequences should not determine rightness alone, but neither can they be peripheral. Kant’s framework remains normatively powerful, yet too restrictive to serve as a complete account of moral reasoning.
[bookmark: _Toc227987813]D. The Moral Psychology Objection
A further challenge to Kant’s moral theory concerns moral motivation. Kant maintains that an action has genuine moral worth only when performed from duty, that is, from reverence for the moral law rather than inclination (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 11–14). This conflicts with the sentimentalism of David Hume, who argues that reason alone cannot motivate action and serves only the passions (Hume, 1751/2006, p. 415). Critics therefore claim that Kant misrepresents ordinary moral motivation. Bernard Williams illustrates this with his example of a man choosing between saving his wife or a stranger: appealing to a moral rule suggests “one thought too many,” since the appropriate motive should simply be that she is his wife (Williams, 1985, p. 18).
Contemporary research in moral psychology has reinforced this concern by suggesting that moral judgement frequently arises from intuitive and affective processes rather than detached rational deliberation. Jonathan Haidt’s social intuitionist model argues that moral evaluations are typically generated by rapid emotional intuitions, with reasoning often occurring only afterward as justification (Haidt, 2001). Similarly, neuroscientific work by Joshua Greene indicates that emotional responses play a central role in moral decision-making, particularly in cases involving personal harm or moral dilemmas (Greene, 2013). These findings appear to challenge the rationalist picture of moral agency presupposed by Kantian ethics. However, Kant’s position is more nuanced than a purely cold rationalism suggests. 
Although he denies that actions motivated solely by inclination possess distinctively moral worth, he does not claim that moral action excludes feeling altogether. Rather, he identifies a distinctive moral feeling—respect (Achtung)—which arises from recognition of the moral law itself (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 13–14; 1788/2015, p. 97). Respect is therefore not an empirical emotion but a rationally grounded response accompanying the consciousness of obligation. The strength of the moral psychology objection thus depends on whether such rationally generated respect provides a plausible account of moral motivation or whether moral agency is more deeply rooted in pre-rational affect than Kant’s framework allows.
[bookmark: _Toc227987814]E. The Autonomy Problem
Kant presents his moral philosophy as a defence of autonomy, understood as the capacity of the rational will to legislate the moral law for itself (Kant, 1785/1998, pp. 42–44). Autonomy, on this account, is not mere freedom of choice but obedience to a law one gives to oneself as a rational agent (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 42). Heteronomy arises when the will is determined by inclination, desire, or external authority rather than by principles it can rationally endorse (Kant, 1785/1998, p. 41). Kant therefore insists that submission to the moral law is not subjection to an alien force but the highest expression of freedom, since the agent acts according to reason rather than impulse.
Critics argue that Kant’s conception of autonomy risks becoming merely formal obedience to an abstract law. As Hegel famously argues, Kantian morality reduces duty to “the conformity of action with universal law,” producing an empty formalism detached from concrete ethical life (Hegel, 1821/1991, §135, p 162). Williams challenges the Kantian emphasis on universal moral obligation by arguing that moral theories risk demanding that agents justify or subordinate the personal commitments that give their lives meaning. As he observes, certain projects are “closely related to one’s existence and… give meaning to one’s life,” and moral obligation should not be allowed to override these commitments (Williams, 1985). 
In summary, these criticisms raise an important difference within Kant’s conception of autonomy. While Kant presents moral autonomy as the self-legislation of rational agents, critics argue that the strict universality and authority of the moral law risk transforming autonomy into a form of rational obedience rather than genuine self-direction. From this perspective, the demand that inclination and personal projects be subordinated to universal duty can appear overly austere and disconnected from the motivational structure of human life. The debate therefore turns on whether Kant successfully shows that obedience to the moral law is truly self-imposed by rational agents, or whether his account ultimately constrains freedom within an impersonal framework of rational necessity.
[bookmark: _Toc227987815]Conclusion
Kant’s moral philosophy remains one of the most rigorous attempts to ground ethics in reason, offering a powerful defence of objectivity, autonomy, and the intrinsic worth of persons. His categorical imperative provides a universal framework that resists moral relativism and insists that individuals must never be treated merely as means. However, key criticisms, most notably from Hegel, Ross, and Williams, highlight persistent difficulties. The charge of formalism questions whether Kant can generate substantive duties, while the denial of genuine moral conflict and the limited role granted to consequences suggest that the theory may struggle to capture the complexity of ethical life.
In my view, Kant’s ethics is most compelling as a theory of moral justification rather than a complete guide to action. Its emphasis on rational consistency and respect for persons remains indispensable, yet its strict separation of duty from consequences and inclination is difficult to sustain in practice. Moral reasoning often requires balancing competing obligations and attending to outcomes in ways Kant’s framework resists. Kant therefore provides a foundational account of morality, but one that must be moderated and supplemented to address the realities of moral decision-making.
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