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1. Abstract of Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 5, Kantian
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This excerpt from Dr. James S. Spiegel's Christian Ethics session introduces Kantian
ethics, positioning Immanuel Kant as a pivotal Enlightenment philosopher focused on
establishing morality on rational foundations, independent of religious authority. The
lecture explores Kant's critique of consequentialism, emphasizing the importance of the
motive of duty and introducing the categorical imperative as the supreme universal
moral principle. Two key formulations of this imperative are discussed: the
universalizability of maxims and the principle of treating humanity as an end in itself,
never merely as a means. While acknowledging the strengths of Kant's theory, such as its
emphasis on duty, universality, and justice, Spiegel also presents several criticisms,
including its potential overemphasis on duty, the problem of conflicting duties, and the
ambiguity in applying the categorical imperative.

2. 15 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of
Dr. Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 5 — Double click icon to
play in Windows media player or go to the

Biblicalelearning.org [Bel] Site and click the audio podcast link
there (Theology = Apologetics = Christian Ethics).
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3. Briefing Document: Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 5,
Kantian Ethics

Briefing Document: Kantian Ethics

Executive Summary

This briefing document summarizes the key themes and important ideas presented by
Dr. James S. Spiegel in his lecture on Kantian Ethics. Spiegel introduces Immanuel Kant as
a pivotal figure of the Enlightenment, aiming to establish ethics on a firm rational
foundation, independent of religious authority or special revelation. The core of Kant's

ethical theory lies in the concept of the "good will" and the "categorical imperative," a
supreme moral principle derived from reason. While highlighting the strengths of Kant's
emphasis on duty, universality, and justice, Spiegel also critically examines several
significant objections, including the overemphasis on duty, the problem of conflicting
duties, and the ambiguity of the maxim in applying the categorical imperative.

Main Themes and Important Ideas

1. Introduction to Kant and His Philosophical Context

Immanuel Kant (lived his entire life in Konigsberg, Prussia) is considered one of
the "all-time great philosophers," alongside Plato and Aristotle.

Kant was a major figure of the Enlightenment, even writing an influential essay
titled "What Enlightenment is."

A key aim of Kant's ethical project was to "place ethics on a firm philosophical
foundation" and demonstrate that moral duties can be "rationally discovered"
without reliance on church authority or divine revelation.

Kant sought to overcome the limitations of consequentialist moral theories like
utilitarianism, which prioritize outcomes over motives. He believed that "the most
important thing of all is the reason for which you act."

2. The Concept of Good Will

Kant argues that the only "unqualified good" is "goodwill," which is "one that acts
out of a sense of duty rather than just desire or natural inclination."

Moral duties are considered a subset of rational duties, dictated by reason itself,
similar to logical duties.



e Kant posits that "human beings are inherently rational," and morality is a subset
of this rationality.

3. Theoretical Reason vs. Practical Reason

e Spiegel outlines Kant's distinction between theoretical reason (aiming for truth,
guided by the law of non-contradiction) and practical reason (concerned with
conduct and how our will should operate).

e Just as the law of non-contradiction is the ultimate guide for theoretical reason,
practical reason is guided by an "ultimate imperative," a "supreme moral
principle."

4. The Categorical Imperative

e The "ultimate imperative" of practical reason is what Kant calls the "categorical
imperative."

« First Formulation (Universalizability): "Act only on that maxim whereby you can
at the same time will that it should become a universal law."

e This version mandates avoiding contradictions in one's will, similar to avoiding
contradictions in belief under the law of non-contradiction.

o Spiegelillustrates this with the example of a false promise, arguing that one
cannot will the universalization of false promises because we would not want to
be subject to them ourselves. "l can't will something that | don't want to be done,
you know, universally."

e Kant applies this to other scenarios like developing talents, charity, and suicide,
deeming actions contrary to universalizable maxims as wrong.

o Second Formulation (Respect for Persons): "Act so that you treat humanity,
whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and never as
a means only."

e This formulation emphasizes the inherent value and dignity of rational beings,
asserting that they should not be used merely to achieve someone else's goals.
"They are not merely means; they are ends in themselves."

e Making a false promise is again used as an example, demonstrating how it treats
the promisee as a "mere means" to the promisor's end.



o Spiegel notes that Kant believed all formulations of the categorical imperative
lead to the same moral conclusions.

5. Strengths of Kantian Ethics

« Emphasis on Duty and Obligation: Kant's theory is "very deontological," focusing
on inherent rightness or wrongness independent of consequences. "He says that
whatever the consequences, there's right and there's wrong, and we can know
independently of consequences."

e Universality and Objectiveness: The theory posits objective moral truths and
universal duties, aligning with moral common sense.

e Account of Justice: Kant's deontological orientation allows for a coherent
understanding of justice as "giving to each its due," which Spiegel suggests is a
strength compared to consequentialist theories.

6. Problems and Objections to Kantian Ethics

e Overemphasis on Duty: Critics argue that Kant places "too much emphasis on
duty," suggesting that morally praiseworthy actions should ideally stem from
sincere inclination rather than solely from a sense of obligation. The example of
visiting a sick friend purely out of duty, and stating that explicitly, illustrates this
point: "well, actually, | didn't want to. | was not really inclined in this direction.
But | felt it was the right thing to do."

o Conflicts of Duty: The theory struggles with situations where duties seem to
conflict. The classic example of harboring Jews during WWII and being questioned
by the Gestapo highlights this. Kant's insistence on always telling the truth, even
in such circumstances, is presented as a significant problem: "as Kant deals with
this one, he ends up siding with telling the truth in every case. He's unyielding on
that, which is, that's a problem in itself regarding Kant's theory..."

e Ambiguity of the Maxim: The universalizability test depends on the formulation
of the maxim. Critics argue that one could potentially universalize very specific
maxims to justify actions that would generally be considered wrong. For example,
"steal my neighbor's book when | have no other means of paying for the book
and the neighbor I'm stealing from has enough resources they're really not going
to miss it that much."



Conclusion

Spiegel concludes that while Kantian ethics offers valuable insights, particularly its
emphasis on duty and the rational foundation of morality, it also faces significant
limitations. The overemphasis on duty, the difficulty in resolving conflicts of duty, and
the ambiguity in applying the categorical imperative suggest that Kant's theory, like
utilitarianism and social contract theory, is not sufficient on its own and requires
supplementation to achieve a fully satisfactory moral framework.



4. Study Guide: Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 5, Kantian
Ethics

Kantian Ethics Study Guide

Key Concepts:

Good Will: The only thing good without qualification; a will that acts out of duty.

Duty: Acting out of respect for the moral law, regardless of inclinations or
consequences.

Rationality: The inherent capacity of human beings to reason, which forms the
basis of morality.

Theoretical Reason: The domain of reason concerned with discovering truth,
guided by the law of non-contradiction.

Practical Reason: The domain of reason concerned with guiding conduct and
choice, guided by the categorical imperative.

Law of Non-Contradiction: A fundamental principle of logic stating that one
cannot simultaneously affirm and deny the same proposition.

Categorical Imperative: The supreme moral principle that dictates our duties,
discovered through reason.

Maxim: A subjective principle of action; the rule or intention behind a particular
act.

Universalizability: The first formulation of the categorical imperative, requiring
that one act only according to maxims that can be willed as universal laws.

Respect for Persons (Formula of Humanity as End in Itself): The second
formulation of the categorical imperative, requiring that one treat humanity
(oneself and others) always as an end and never merely as a means.

Deontology: An ethical theory that judges the morality of an action based on
rules or duties, rather than consequences.

Autonomy: The capacity of rational beings to make self-governing decisions
based on reason and the moral law.

Short Answer Quiz:



1. According to Kant, what is the only thing that can be considered good without
qualification? Why does he believe this to be the case?

2. Explain the distinction Kant makes between acting out of duty and acting in
accordance with duty. Why is this distinction important in his ethical theory?

3. What is the law of non-contradiction, and how does Kant draw a parallel between
it and his concept of the categorical imperative?

4. Describe the first formulation of the categorical imperative (the principle of
universalizability). Provide a brief example of how it might be applied.

5. Explain the second formulation of the categorical imperative (respect for persons
or the formula of humanity as an end in itself). What does it mean to treat
someone as a "mere means"?

6. How does Kant's ethical theory differ from consequentialist moral theories like
utilitarianism in its focus and evaluation of actions?

7. What is one of the main strengths of Kant's ethical theory, as highlighted in the
lecture? Explain why this is considered a strength.

8. Describe the criticism that Kant's ethics places too much emphasis on duty. Use
the example of visiting a friend in the hospital to illustrate this point.

9. What is the problem of conflicts of duty that arises within Kantian ethics? Provide
a brief example to illustrate this challenge.

10. Explain the criticism regarding the ambiguity of the maxim when applying the first
formulation of the categorical imperative. How can specifying a maxim potentially
lead to problematic universalizations?

Answer Key:

1. The only thing good without qualification is a good will. Kant believes this
because the goodness of other things, like intelligence or happiness, can be
qualified by how they are used or the context in which they exist. A good will,
however, is good in itself, regardless of its success in achieving its aims.

2. Acting out of duty means performing an action solely because it is the morally
right thing to do, motivated by respect for the moral law. Acting in accordance
with duty means doing what is right, but with an ulterior motive, such as personal
gain or inclination. For Kant, only actions done out of duty have true moral worth.



. The law of non-contradiction, in theoretical reason, states that you cannot
simultaneously believe contradictory statements without undermining the pursuit
of truth. Kant parallels this with the categorical imperative in practical reason,
arguing that a moral will should not contain contradictions, meaning one should
not will something that would be self-defeating if everyone did it.

. The first formulation of the categorical imperative states that one should act only
according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should
become a universal law. For example, the maxim "l will make a false promise to
get money | need" cannot be universalized because if everyone made false
promises, the very concept of a promise would lose its meaning and become
ineffective.

. The second formulation of the categorical imperative states that one should act
so as to treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always
as an end and never merely as a means. To treat someone as a "mere means" is
to use them solely to achieve your own goals without respecting their autonomy
or inherent worth as a rational being.

Kant's ethical theory is deontological, focusing on duty and the inherent rightness
or wrongness of actions based on moral rules, regardless of their consequences.
Utilitarianism, a consequentialist theory, judges the morality of an action based
on its outcomes, aiming for the greatest happiness for the greatest number.

One strength of Kant's theory is its strong emphasis on duty and obligation. This is
considered a strength because it aligns with the intuitive moral understanding
that certain actions are inherently right or wrong, and that we have
responsibilities regardless of potential outcomes.

. The criticism that Kant places too much emphasis on duty suggests that his
theory devalues the role of emotions, inclinations, and genuine care in moral
actions. The hospital visit example illustrates this: if one visits a friend solely out
of duty and explicitly states a lack of genuine desire to be there, the act, though
fulfilling a duty, may lack the moral warmth and sincerity we typically value in
such gestures.

. The problem of conflicts of duty arises when applying the categorical imperative
seems to lead to contradictory moral obligations in specific situations. The classic
example is whether to lie to the Gestapo to protect innocent lives, when there is
a duty to tell the truth and a duty to protect life, and these duties appear to
conflict.



10. The criticism regarding the ambiguity of the maxim suggests that one can often
formulate maxims in very specific ways that could be universalized without
leading to obviously immoral outcomes. For example, "steal my wealthy
neighbor's book when | am poor and cannot afford it" might be universalizable
under very specific conditions, even though stealing in general is not.

Essay Format Questions:

1. Critically evaluate Kant's attempt to establish ethics on a purely rational
foundation, independent of religious authority or special revelation. What are the
strengths and weaknesses of this approach?

2. Compare and contrast the first and second formulations of the categorical
imperative. In what ways do they lead to similar moral conclusions, and are there
situations where they might seem to offer different guidance?

3. Discuss the strengths of Kantian ethics as a moral framework, particularly in its
emphasis on duty, universality, and respect for persons. How do these strengths
contribute to our understanding of morality?

4. Analyze the major criticisms leveled against Kantian ethics, such as its alleged
overemphasis on duty, the problem of conflicting duties, and the ambiguity of
maxims. Are these criticisms persuasive, and do they undermine the overall value
of Kant's theory?

5. Explore the relevance and limitations of Kantian ethics in addressing
contemporary moral dilemmas. Can the categorical imperative provide adequate
guidance in complex issues such as technological advancements, global justice, or
environmental ethics?

Glossary of Key Terms:
e Aesthetics: The branch of philosophy dealing with the nature of beauty and taste.

e Autonomy: Self-governance or the ability to make decisions based on one's own
reason and will.

e Categorical: Unconditional or absolute; in Kantian ethics, a categorical imperative
is a command that applies to all rational beings regardless of their desires or
goals.
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Consequentialism: An ethical theory that judges the morality of an action based
on its consequences.

Deontological: An ethical theory that judges the morality of an action based on
its adherence to rules or duties.

Ecclesial: Relating to the church or its affairs.

Epistemology: The branch of philosophy concerned with the nature and scope of
knowledge.

Good Will: In Kantian ethics, the unique human capacity to act morally and out of
a sense of duty.

Imperative: A command or obligation.
Maxim: A subjective principle or rule that guides an individual's actions.
Means: Something used to achieve an end or purpose.

Objective: Existing independently of individual thought or perception; universally
valid.

Perpetual Peace: A philosophical ideal, notably discussed by Kant, envisioning a
state of lasting peace among nations.

Practical Reason: The capacity for reasoning about what to do; concerned with
action and choice.

Prussia: A former prominent German state.
Rational Being: A being capable of reason and autonomous thought.

Special Revelation: Knowledge of God or divine will that is revealed through
supernatural means, such as scriptures or miracles.

Theoretical Reason: The capacity for reasoning about what is true; concerned
with knowledge and understanding.

Universal: Applying to all persons in all situations.

Universalizability: The principle that a moral rule should be applicable to
everyone in relevantly similar situations.

Utilitarianism: A consequentialist ethical theory that holds that the morally right
action is the one that produces the greatest overall happiness or pleasure.
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5. FAQs on Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 5, Kantian Ethics,
Biblicalelearning.org (Bel)

Frequently Asked Questions: Kantian Ethics

1. Who was Immanuel Kant and why is he considered a significant figure in philosophy,
particularly ethics? Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was a highly influential Enlightenment
philosopher who lived his entire life in Konigsberg, Prussia. He is considered one of the
three greatest philosophers in Western history, alongside Plato and Aristotle, due to his
original and landmark work across various philosophical domains, including
epistemology, ethics, aesthetics, and political philosophy. In ethics, Kant aimed to
establish a firm rational foundation for morality, independent of religious authority or
special revelation, and sought to overcome the limitations of consequentialist theories
like utilitarianism by emphasizing the importance of the motives behind our actions.

2. What is the central focus of Kant's ethical theory, and how does it differ from
consequentialist theories like utilitarianism? The central focus of Kant's ethical theory is
the idea that the morality of an action is determined by the reason or motive behind it,
specifically whether it is done out of a sense of duty. This contrasts sharply with
consequentialist theories like utilitarianism, which judge the morality of an action based
solely on its consequences, regardless of intentions. Kant believed that a good will,
which acts out of duty rather than inclination or desire, is the only unqualified good.

3. What is the Categorical Imperative, and what are its two main formulations
discussed in the source? The Categorical Imperative is Kant's supreme moral principle, a
universal and necessary law of reason that guides our conduct. It is analogous to the law
of non-contradiction in theoretical reason. The source discusses two main formulations:
* The Formula of Universal Law: "Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same
time will that it should become a universal law." This emphasizes the principle of
universalizability and avoiding contradictions in one's will. * The Formula of Humanity
as an End: "Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of
another, always as an end and never as a means only." This highlights the inherent
dignity and autonomy of rational beings, requiring us to respect them as ends in
themselves and not merely use them to achieve our own purposes.
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4. How does Kant use the example of a false promise to illustrate the Categorical
Imperative? Kant argues that making a false promise violates both formulations of the
Categorical Imperative. Under the Formula of Universal Law, one cannot will that
everyone should make false promises because this would undermine the very institution
of promising; no one would trust promises anymore. Under the Formula of Humanity as
an End, making a false promise uses the person being promised to as a mere means to
one's own end (e.g., obtaining money), without respecting their rationality and
autonomy.

5. What are some of the strengths of Kant's ethical theory highlighted in the source?
The source points out several strengths of Kant's theory: * It places a strong emphasis on
duty and obligation, which aligns with our moral intuitions. * It is universal and
objective, suggesting that there are at least some moral truths that apply to all rational
beings. * It provides a decent account of justice, particularly in contrast to
consequentialist theories, due to its deontological orientation.

6. What are some of the major criticisms or problems associated with Kant's ethical
theory, according to the source? The source discusses several significant criticisms: *
Overemphasis on Duty: Critics argue that Kant places too much weight on acting solely
out of duty, suggesting that actions motivated by sincere inclination or affection are
somehow morally inferior or less respectable. * Conflicts of Duty: The theory struggles
to provide clear guidance in situations where duties seem to conflict (e.g., the dilemma
of lying to protect innocent lives), with Kant himself taking a rigid stance on truth-telling.
* Ambiguity of Maxims: The principle of universalizability can be undermined by
formulating maxims in overly specific ways, potentially allowing for actions that seem
intuitively wrong to be universalized under narrow conditions.

7. How does Kant differentiate between theoretical and practical reason, and what is
the guiding principle for each? Kant distinguishes between two domains of reason: *
Theoretical Reason: This aims to discover truth, and its ultimate guiding principle is the
law of non-contradiction, which dictates that one should not hold contradictory beliefs.
* Practical Reason: This concerns conduct and how we ought to choose and act. Its
guiding principle is the Categorical Imperative, a universal law of reason that dictates
how our will should operate morally.
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8. According to Kant, what is the role of reason in determining our moral duties? Kant
believed that reason alone is sufficient to discover our basic moral duties. He argued
that morality is a subset of rationality, and that a truly rational person will recognize
their moral obligations just as they recognize their logical obligations. The Categorical
Imperative, as the ultimate principle of practical reason, is discoverable through reason
and does not require external authorities like the church or special divine revelation.



