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Kantianism: A Philosophical Examination

Ethical theories provide a framework for making moral decisions, and they are an 

essential tool for individuals and societies to live in accordance with their moral values. Among 

the many ethical theories that have been developed throughout history, Kantianism is one of the 

most influential and widely studied. In this paper, we will examine the key concepts and 

arguments of Kantianism, explore how it views the moral life, and consider a practical example 

of how someone who advocates this theory would address a real-life ethical situation. We will 

also present some reflections on whether we believe the theory succeeds or fails as a coherent 

approach to the situation and to the moral life in general.

Kantianism is a normative ethical theory developed by the German philosopher 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). At its core, Kantianism is based on the idea that moral principles 

should be derived from reason alone, rather than from tradition, culture, or individual 

preferences. According to Kant, there is a universal moral law that applies to all rational beings, 

and this law is expressed through the principle of the categorical imperative. The categorical 

imperative is a rule that applies to all rational beings, regardless of their circumstances or desires.

Kant argues that the categorical imperative is the only valid moral principle, and that all other 

moral theories are flawed because they do not recognize the universal and unconditional nature 

of moral duties.



The key concept in Kantianism is the idea of the categorical imperative. There are 

different formulations of the categorical imperative, but they all express the same basic idea: that

we should act only on those principles that could become a universal law. In other words, we 

should only act in ways that we would be willing to see everyone else act in the same situation. 

This principle is based on the idea that every rational being has inherent dignity and worth, and 

that we should always treat others as ends in themselves, rather than as means to our own ends.

Another important concept in Kantianism is the idea of duty. According to Kant, moral 

actions are those that are performed out of a sense of duty, rather than for any other motive such 

as self-interest or pleasure. Duty is the moral obligation to act in accordance with the categorical 

imperative, and it is based on the inherent dignity and worth of rational beings. Kant 

distinguishes between two types of duties: perfect duties and imperfect duties. Perfect duties are 

those that we are always obligated to perform, such as the duty not to lie or steal. Imperfect 

duties, on the other hand, are duties that we have some discretion in fulfilling, such as the duty to

help others in need.

In order to better understand how Kantianism views the moral life, let us consider a 

practical example. Suppose that a doctor is faced with a patient who is terminally ill and in 

excruciating pain. The doctor has access to a medication that can alleviate the patient's pain, but 

which also has a high risk of causing serious harm or death. According to Kantianism, the doctor

should not administer the medication, as it would violate the categorical imperative. The 

principle of the categorical imperative prohibits actions that treat others merely as means to our 

own ends, and in this case, administering the medication would be using the patient's suffering to

achieve the end of alleviating the pain. 



From a Kantian perspective, the doctor's duty is to respect the patient's inherent dignity 

and worth, and to treat the patient as an end in themselves, rather than to the end of alleviating 

their pain.

However, this view may be challenged by other ethical theories that prioritize the 

patient's autonomy and right to self-determination. From a virtue ethics perspective, for example,

the doctor may have a duty to relieve the patient's suffering as a manifestation of compassion and

benevolence, even if it means taking risks with the medication. Similarly, utilitarianism may 

prioritize the greatest good for the greatest number and argue that administering the medication 

would be morally justified if it leads to the greatest overall happiness.

Reflecting on whether Kantianism succeeds or fails as a coherent approach to the moral 

life, we must consider both its strengths and weaknesses. On the one hand, Kantianism provides 

a clear and consistent framework for moral reasoning, based on the universal principle of the 

categorical imperative. It emphasizes the inherent dignity and worth of rational beings, and the 

importance of treating others as ends in themselves. This provides a strong foundation for 

respecting human rights and promoting justice.

On the other hand, Kantianism has been criticized for being overly abstract and 

disconnected from the realities of human life. It may be difficult to apply the principle of the 

categorical imperative in practice, as situations are often complex and require consideration of 

multiple factors. It may also be too rigid in its insistence on duty and rules, and not allow for the 

flexibility and nuance that is necessary for moral decision-making.



In conclusion, Kantianism is a coherent approach to moral reasoning that emphasizes 

reason, duty, and the universal moral law. It provides a clear and consistent framework for 

making moral decisions based on the principle of the categorical imperative. However, its 

emphasis on duty and rules may be criticized for being too rigid and disconnected from the 

complexities of real-life situations. Ultimately, whether Kantianism is a successful approach to 

the moral life depends on one's perspective and values, and how one balances the competing 

demands of different ethical theories.
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