A Critique of Practicality Concerning Categorical Imperatives

I would like to ask the reader if they have met a person who strictly adheres to any resemblance of Immanuel Kant’s moral philosophy, laid out in The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (FMM). This person would tell us to ‘Act as though the maxim of your action were by your will to become a universal law of nature’[footnoteRef:1]. These individuals are not often found, but when they do exist, they often cause a bit of a stir. In this essay I would like to assess if the system of categorical imperative has any pragmatic utility. I am severely aware of the endless literature discussing Kant, and therefore am likely to have missed key criticism and discussion that may be relevant. I don’t however feel that this revokes any right, for all intents and purposes, to ‘start from scratch’. This essay sets out to discuss why/when a person may enact the categorical imperative.  [1:  Kant, I. (1785). Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (Seventeenth Printing-1976 ed.). Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company.] 

Should we dismiss Kant’s work in the FMM should it fail to hold up against logical or practical objections? I will focus on the point ‘Act as though the maxim of your action were by your will to become a universal law of nature’. I will critically assess this point and draw discussion from it.
Rightly raised elsewhere, formulating your own maxim, and wishing for its uniformity across other rational beings is first-person centric. Where exactly does one derive the authority, humility, and foresight to set out a maxim that all others should follow. My experience and subsequent interpretations reveal that actions are by me & for me.[footnoteRef:2] Otherwise put, I cannot separate myself from any desire for action, moral imperatives, or interpretation of others actions/moral imperatives as there is a subject constant to each of these distinctions[footnoteRef:3]. This is particularly troublesome as it gives no clear foundation of how and where to formulate maxims. It is certainly inconsistent with consequentialism, where the moral consideration of some lives can be disregarded for a ‘greater good’. Without appeal to God, and in absence of any clear and ubiquitous science of morality, formulating universally applied maxims is hugely problematic. In the next section I wish to develop this analysis further to highlight contradictions and limitations of formulating maxims that should apply to all rational beings. [2:  Saunders, J. (2016). Kant and the Problem of Recognition: Freedom, Transcendentalidealism, and the Third-person. International Journal of Philosophical Studies: 24 (2), 164-182.
]  [3:  I am not claiming anything about the consistency of the subject, only that a subject is constant to formulation and interpretation of maxims, moral or otherwise.] 

Every maxim need not be of moral significance. To analyse every action I take closely, to the extent that I would expect the same from everyone else, is extremely overdemanding.  Martin Sticker defiantly points this out in his essay Kant, Moral Overdemandingness and Self-scrutiny:
“Kantian morality supposedly requires agents to act in a metaphysically impossible way, namely, to actualize their pure practical reason in the phenomenal world. This phenomenal world is causally determined and leaves no room for the exercise of pure practical reason in it”. (Sticker 2021)
This quote makes refernce to a seprate work of Kant’s, Critique of Pure Reason. Though this and subsequent works of Kant are unfamiliar to me, I believe Sticker’s contetion to be more than intuitive. The demands of ordianry life and the phenomenonal world leave little time concerning deep analysis in each of our potential actions. With entropy constantly breathing down our necks, endless concerns and tasks to be done, formulating and verifying all our maxims as unviersal maxims is simply too much to ask for a population at large. complexity and conitnuous change leaves the categorical imperative weak if it wishes to tackle every possible maxim. There is a severe lack of simplicity and an overwhelming degree of impracticality.
 If I take my father as an example, he only speaks Welsh to me. Let us put this into the form of a categorical imperative to see if any problems might arise: 
‘I will only speak Welsh to my son’. 
This maxim of course seems unreasonable to expect every other rational being to follow, but an entirely reasonable maxim for my father to adopt. The key point here is practicality. I admit to some bias here, as for most of my life I have found any definite notion of morality dubious, but certainly not unhelpful. The maxim could be changed to: 
	‘I will preserve and promote my culture and traditions.’
This goes further than the first maxim in encompassing more rational beings able to follow it, I will go on to demonstrate that even common and accepted maxims are tumultuous when treated as a categorical imperative.
 Let’s take another example, this time lying, and present it as a categorical imperative (by lying I mean the intentional dissemination of false information): 
                                          ‘I must not lie’.
I must not lie even when life is in danger? Is joking still allowed, considering I will be intentionally disseminating false information? On the other hand, do I want people to lie all the time without restraint or retribution? I prefer a minimum of lying in my environment, but I would never give up my poor ability to tell jokes or lie to protect something I value dearly. In my case I do not and cannot prioritize morality as my central guiding principle. The main features in determining my maxims should be practicality, bearableness, and utility. 
Although I have deemed the categorical so far to be troublesome, I do not think it is necessary to forget of entirely. Similarly with human rights, the categorical imperative is not without shortcomings.  In the case of human rights, there is a set legal of maxims, that are expected to be upheld, without question, within the boundaries of the organisations that have agreed to them. Article 24[footnoteRef:4] in the declaration of human rights gives us the following: ‘Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay’.  This right is expected to be ubiquitous to all who recognise these rights. But this article does not cover all those cases in which one does not have the right to leisure. If that leisure is self-harm or ecological destruction, can we still uphold that right? No, because those forms of leisure are not in the interest of a larger population (at least I hope not). This is a practical example of how the categorical could run into problems in ordinary life.  [4:  https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights <Accessed 14/5/2023>] 

The categorical imperative then cannot be acted without concession or flexibility. Kant recognises the need to draw general principles that act in the interest of other rational beings. What Kant fails to do, at least in FMM, is acknowledge the presence of varying degrees of interpretation, autonomy and self-made paradoxes arising from categorical imperatives.
In conclusion, I believe Kantian morals, as presented in the Foundation of the Metaphysics of Morals, is a useful tool, but not a moral system that can be adhered to in absolution. As in the case of my father speaking Welsh compared with preserving culture and tradition, we can analyse maxims, and polish them to include as many rational beings as possible that could follow these imperatives. In other words, I propose the categorical imperative serve as a means to a never attainable end. A discourse that is able to offer maxims that can be followed practically and bring benevolence to its subjects. Categorical imperatives lose all value if they fail to take into account circumstance into its implications.
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