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“Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe…The starry heavens above and the moral law within.”  This is one of the most well-known quotes from philosopher Immanuel Kant, perhaps because it is one that summarizes simply the foundation of his philosophy.

Kant is recognized for his work reconciling the differences between rationalism and empiricism, the two main conflicting ideas of the 18th century.  Kant theorized that knowledge of the world outside the human mind is gathered using both reason and sensation.  He stated that human knowledge is based on not only experience, but a priori concepts as well.  The external world provides things for us to sense, but our mind processes this information in a way that is comprehendible to us.  Information gathered by knowledge and experience are sorted into ideas called categories.  This Kant called his “Copernican Revolution” and is known as Kantian formalism, Kantian idealism, or transcendental idealism.

By establishing transcendental idealism, Kant agreed with and criticized both Rene Descartes and David Hume, two philosophers with dramatically opposing views.  Descartes focused too much on the rationality of the mind, Kant believed, while Hume and other British empiricists overemphasized the importance of experience.  Both the rationalists and the empiricists treated the mind as passive, either because it already possesses ideas ready for processing, or because it lets ideas into a blank slate.  Kant argues against both of these ideas, stating that our minds aren’t a “tabula rasa,” as Hume suggested, nor are they filled only with a priori knowledge—as stated by Descartes—but that the human mind is a working, functioning object that uses a priori data to help study and identify the data coming into our minds through empirical experience.  This is summarized in the statement, “Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind.”

Kant believes that everything consists of two parts: the phenomena and the noumena.  The phenomena is reality as we experience it; in other words, things we can know, or the surface of things.  The noumena, on the other hand, is a bit more difficult to explain.  It is the essence of things, or the things we cannot know.  The noumena is independent of our perceptions.  
There are three transcendental ideas, as Kant calls them, that help connect the phenomena and the noumena.  Without these ideas, the mind would not be able to gather and process data as it does.  These three ideas are: the self, the universe, and God.  The existence of these ideas cannot be proven.  However, they give us an idea or guess of the noumena and help regulate human understanding, therefore, they must exist.
Another aspect of the noumena is freedom.  Our phenomenal bodies are slaves to physical laws of nature and desire, but our souls are free.  This also means that we are free to make our own decisions in regards to what is right and what is wrong.

Perhaps partly due to his upbringing in a strongly religious household, Kant had very firm opinions about what it means to be moral.  He said, “We do not need science and philosophy to know what we should do to be honest and good, yea, even wise and virtuous.” As a result, Kant contributed much to deontological ethics.  Kant created what he called imperatives, which give us guidance and tell us what to do under certain circumstances.  Imperatives are based largely on the concept of duty and fulfilling one’s duty even if others don’t fulfill their duty to you.  They also favor intentions over the results of actions taken.  If a person meant to help someone, but ended up harming them instead, then their initial intentions—not the outcome of the actions—will be rewarded either here or in a next life.  

Kant broke these imperatives down into very specific rules for virtually every situation, every individual, and under every condition.  Hypothetical imperatives give us direction under certain variable conditions in the form of an “if this, then this” statement.  Kant believed that empirical and factual imperatives are hypothetical because they are only true under certain conditions.  When conditions change, so do the hypothetical imperatives.

The categorical imperative is a bit different from the hypothetical imperative.  The categorical imperative states that we should act as if the maxim of our actions were to become a universal law, or in other words, if it would be substantial and acceptable if everyone in the entire world were to act in the same way all the time.  The categorical imperative separates what is right from what is good.  This puts everyone in charge of their own morality, and leaves the individual responsible only for himself.  Even if the actions of others may be potentially harmful to us or our loved ones, we should continue to act in accordance with the categorical imperative.  
This idea has been widely criticized, as it frees an individual from consequences of his actions.  If the outcome isn’t the concern, then quick and potentially harmful decisions could be made with complete disregard for what might happen.  This has been refuted by the idea that any individual with a strong sense of moral duty wouldn’t simply ignore the outcome of their actions or the effect those actions might have on other people. 
The categorical imperative is split into two duties: perfect and imperfect.  Perfect duties are basic requirements for human beings. These requirements are blameworthy if not met.  Not deceiving others and not committing suicide are two such perfect duties.
Imperfect duties are a bit more subjective and although they are not as strong as perfect duties, they are still morally binding.  But rather than being blamed for not completing them, one is rewarded for taking upon them the extra duty.  Imperfect duties are never fully completed, however, and one cannot be in a constant state of doing such duties.  One example of an imperfect duty is developing one’s talents. 

Not only are we responsible for our actions under the categorical imperative, but we are responsible first and foremost for our motives.  Our intentions weigh much more heavily than their outcome.  This means that our actions are moral only if our duty is the sole reason, and personal benefit is completely ignored.  The more pleasure one sacrifices to fulfill their unconditional duty, the more moral that individual is. 
 A third kind of imperative is the practical imperative, which could be considered a sort of starting point for the categorical imperative.  The practical imperative states that we should treat others not only as a means of our actions, but an end as well.  This means we must treat all other human beings—and all beings in general—with the utmost respect and dignity.  This is not to say that other humans are not a means.  It is impossible to argue that they are not.  Rather, we should recognize that others are both means and ends, and we should treat them like the latter rather than the former.  
Immanuel Kant, like all philosophers, has faced harsh criticism for many aspects of his philosophy, and his moral philosophy is no exception.  Kant’s moral philosophy has proven vastly influential even outside the philosophical realm.  The idea that moral conditions vary from person to person is completely logical.  But what about extremists or those who are mentally unstable?  According to Kant, they too are their own moral judges just as everyone else is.  So are rational, functional criminals.  Kant’s definition of reasonable is one that is undoubtedly biased by his own moral background, as is everyone else’s.  He states in the hypothetical imperative that moral conditions change depending on the person, but the categorical imperative is “universal” law which should be accepted by everyone.  Kant believed there were no gray areas in morality, only black and white.  But I believe it is very difficult to find a complete wrong and a complete right choice in every situation.  And what I would choose might be different that what someone else might choose, even in very similar circumstances coming from very similar backgrounds.  

I believe that although Kant’s moral philosophy is very specific and structured, it is at the same time very one-sided.  What at first seemed to me as a very perfect system of morality became more flawed the more I thought about it.  It seems to me that his maxims have so many variables, that they fail to hold any sort of sound, definite law applicable to every individual on earth.  There is no way to lay down such a moral law that will function as both universal as well as specific.

I realize I was first drawn to Immanuel Kant because of our similarities.  We are both German, and we both grew up in strong religious households that heavily influenced our moral beliefs.  Like Kant, I have traveled very little in my life.  So it is natural to say that everything Kant said made perfect sense to me.  Someone tried to explain why categorical imperative wasn’t as flawless as I believed, and I barely even listened because it was too cognitively dissonant to me.  But the more I thought, the more I wondered about different situations and how impossible it would be to judge even for myself what a definite right and wrong would be under every circumstance, because it is impossible to comprehend all the variables in any given situation.  The difference between what is right and what is good is not always going to be clear.
It is said that Kant never traveled more than sixty miles from his birthplace. Despite this, he managed to change the entirety of Western philosophy.  I can’t help but wonder what would have happened if he had traveled.  What if he had met different types of people from different walks of life?  Would his ideas be different in any way?  And to see Immanuel Kant observing all the diverse cultures we have today would be very interesting, to say the least.  
Kant was a brilliant man who understood and respected the individual as something to be valued, not used or manipulated.  I think even though it may have been beneficial to his moral philosophy if he had traveled more in his life, he created a sturdy foundation on which philosophers were able to build on for centuries to come. 
