From John Rawls, “Kant II: The Categorical Imperative, First Formulation,” in Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy, Barbara Herman (ed), Harvard University Press, 2000. 

“It is a serious misconception to think of the CI-procedure as an algorithm intended to yield, more or less mechanically, a correct judgement. There is no such algorithm, and Kant knows this.” (p165)

The categorical imperative:

“Act only on the maxim through which you can at the same time will that it be a unversal law.”
CI procedure:

1. Formulate the maxim:  I am to do x in circumstances y in order to promote z

I am to promise to repay a debt when I need money, even though I have no intention of doing so.
 
2. Generalize the maxim:  Everyone is to do x in circumstances y in order to promote z

Everyone is to promise to repay a debt when they need money, even though they have no intention of doing so.
 
3. Transform the generalized maxim into a law of nature:  Everyone always does x in circumstances y in order to promote z

Everyone always promises to repay a debt when they need money, even though they have no intention of doing so.
 
4. Determine the revised world:  In the revised world, it will be common knowledge that people do x in circumstances y in order to promote z. We don’t know what role we will play in the revised world.

In the revised world, it is common knowledge that everyone always promises to repay a debt when they need money, even though they have no intention of doing so. I don’t know whether I will be a borrower or lender in that revised world.

Now, ask two questions:  

1. Could I rationally act on my maxim in the new world? ("Contradiction in conception" test) 

Could I rationally make a false promise in this revised world? No, because if everyone makes false promises, and everyone knows they are false, then the idea of a “false promise” becomes logically impossible. The idea of a “promise” ceases to exist.

2. Ask, would I rationally choose the new world as one in which I would be a member? ("Contradiction in the will test") 

Would I rationally choose to be a member of a world in which false promises are the norm? _________________________________________________________________

Finally, apply the Evaluation Rule: we must be able to answer yes to both questions for the maxim to be acceptable. If we get a no answer to either, we must reject the maxim. 


Because the answers to questions 5 and 6 are both “no”, I must reject the maxim that I am to make a false promise when it is convenient so that people will like me.

Case Study 1:

Joe is a junior programmer working for the Bank of Washington. Joe has a wife and three children. His youngest daughter has a serious heart condition, and needs surgery. Joe also supports his mother, who lives in a nursing home. Joe is struggling to make ends meet, and the stress is beginning to take a toll on his marriage. Joe decides to make a subtle change to the bank’s accounting system to redirect fractions of pennies from each customer account into his own account. All together, these minor amounts add up to enough to cover the cost of the nursing home, with a little extra to put aside for his daughter’s surgery. Joe is certain that he won’t be caught, and that the bank’s customers will never know the difference.

1. I am to take redirect funds from others to myself when they won’t notice a difference, in order to help my family.

2. Everyone is to redirect funds from others to themselves in order to help their families when the others won’t notice.

3. Everyone always redirects funds from others to themselves to help their own families, when the others won’t notice.

4. In the revised world, it will be common knowledge that people always redirect funds from others to themselves to help their own families when the others won’t notice.

5. Would it be rational to redirect funds in this revised world? 

a. Since everyone expects it, there would be measures in place to prevent it. 

b. Since I don’t know my role, I might be one of the banking officers or a customer, in which case I would not want to redirect funds.

6. Would I rationally choose this revised world? 

No, because if everyone redirected funds from everyone, I would not have financial stability.

Case Study 2:

Sam is a software developer for a major software corporation. He has been closely involved in the development of an upgrade for an accounting system, which is about to go live. He knows that the system has a major bug, which, while less than obvious, could cause significant errors in program operation. He takes the information to his supervisor, but the supervisor insists that the deadline must be met. Sam decides to go ahead with the software release in order to please his supervisor.  
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