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Abstract

Immanuel Kant is often regarded as one of the most significant moral
thinkers in Western history due to his profound thoughts on politics
and justice. This is not solely attributable to his substantial
contributions to the field of ethics. Kant’s conviction that political
systems should be based on reason-derived principles of fairness
closely ties his political theory with his moral philosophy. Kant’s
work endeavours to establish a moral framework for politics,
grounded in individual autonomy, the categorical imperative, and the
rule of law. Ultimately, his understanding of human dignity aligns
with his notion of justice, which is all-encompassing, reasonable, and
universally applicable. Kant’s foundation for justice, as articulated in
‘Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals’ and ‘The Metaphysics of
Morals,” exemplifies his deontological ethical framework, which
prioritizes responsibility, rights, and the moral law. Kant’s political
philosophy focuses on the notion of a just society, which requires that
both individuals and states act in accordance with universal principles.
This essay examines the political and judicial framework developed
by Kant. Significant emphasis is placed on Kant’s views concerning
the social compact, republicanism, cosmopolitanism, and the notion
of permanent peace.
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The concepts of autonomy and the categorical imperative constitute the moral
foundation of Immanuel Kant’s understanding of politics and justice. Kant’s
political philosophy and moral theory are inherently interconnected. Kant’s
envisioned political system would embody the intrinsic dignity of human beings
as independent moral agents, upholding justice, freedom, and equality in
accordance with universal rules derived from reason. The essence of Kant’s
political and moral theory lies in the concept of autonomy, which denotes the
capacity of rational persons to establish moral standards for themselves, and the
categorical imperative, which provides the theoretical basis for these moral laws.
Collectively, these concepts establish a framework wherein individuals and
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political institutions are guided by universal moral obligations rather than by
arbitrary preferences or utilitarian assessments. Kant’s ethics and politics are both
centered on the concept of autonomy, which is crucial to each domain. Kant
defines “autonomy” as self-governance in alignment with moral principles that
one rationally selects for oneself, rather than yielding to extraneous influences,
urges, or desires. In the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant
delineates autonomy as the principle that “The will is a law to itself”.! This does
not imply that individuals possess unrestricted freedom; instead, autonomy
necessitates that individuals adhere to moral laws that may be universally
endorsed by all rational agents.

Kant asserts that moral liberty is the foundation of human dignity and legitimizes
the respect humans accord one another. Autonomy is not a license for arbitrary
freedom, but the ability to act in accordance with reasoned ideals that respect the
moral worth of all individuals. This implies that just rules should respect
individual autonomy while being based on principles acceptable to all rational
individuals. Kant asserts that a legitimate political system must recognize
individuals as autonomous agents capable of rational self-governance. This
stands in opposition to political philosophies that justify government through
coercion or deception. Kant asserts that laws are legitimate only when they
respect the autonomy of citizens and are formulated through a process that
acknowledges them as free and equal moral agents. This concept of autonomy
rejects political systems that view individuals merely as instruments for achieving
collective goals or the ambitions of a ruler. Kant asserts:

Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or
in the person of any other, never merely as a means, but always at the
same time as an end."

This formulation of the categorical imperative establishes the ethical foundation
for Kantian political theory. A just political order must regard all individuals as
ends in themselves, requiring that governance be designed to respect the
autonomy and rationality of each person. This philosophy fundamentally opposes
authoritarianism, paternalism, and any political authority that views individuals
just as instruments for achieving societal or governmental goals.

The categorical imperative, central to Kant’s moral philosophy, underlies the
moral principles governing human behaviour and political institutions. The
categorical imperative is absolute and universally applicable to all rational
beings, whereas hypothetical imperatives are conditional and dependent on
desires or specific outcomes. Kant expresses it in its most essential form as
follows:

Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will
that it should become a universal law."

This formulation of the categorical imperative mandates that individuals act
exclusively on principles that can be universally applied without conflict. This
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suggests that laws ought to be designed to achieve universal approval among all
rational citizens. A law is just if it can be universally willed, indicating that it
must be applicable to all individuals in similar circumstances without treating
anybody just as a means to an end. Kant’s moral philosophy rejects utilitarian or
consequential-list frameworks in politics, where the objectives justify the means.
Kant asserts that justice is not aimed at maximizing happiness or achieving the
best society result; instead, it prioritizes the adherence to moral principles that
respect the dignity and freedom of each individual. Therefore, political
institutions must formulate and enforce regulations based on universal principles,
ensuring that individuals are recognized as free and equal moral agents.

This deontological viewpoint on politics significantly impacts the nature of
political authority and the role of legislation. Kant asserts that the legitimacy of
laws is not solely contingent upon their enactment by a sovereign authority or
their ability to yield beneficial outcomes. Legislation is valid only if it can be
supported by the categorical imperative, indicating that it must be rationally
justifiable and universally applicable to all citizens without exception. Kant
elucidates this in his Metaphysics of Morals, claiming that:

Every action that affects the rights of others must proceed from a will that
could agree with everyone’s freedom under a universal law."

This principle ensures that political power is exercised in alignment with ethical
legislation. It also restricts governmental authority, preventing political leaders
from enacting legislation based solely on personal preferences or interests.
Legislation ought to be established on principles that all rational persons can
uniformly support. This illustrates Kant’s commitment to the rule of law and his
rejection of arbitrary or coercive power.

Kant’s emphasis on autonomy and the categorical imperative results in a political
theory that advocates for liberty, equality, and justice. The principles are
interconnected, as Kant’s notion of a just political system requires the recognition
of persons as autonomous, rational agents, governed by laws that reflect their
equal moral value. Kant posits that freedom surpasses the simple power to act on
impulses; it includes the capability to act in alignment with rational moral
principles. This concept of freedom is closely associated with autonomy, as
individuals are truly free only when they act in accordance with the moral code.
Political freedom requires that individuals are controlled by laws they can
rationally endorse, which also preserve their moral autonomy. Kant contends that
political liberty must be grounded in universal principles, asserting:

Freedom (independence from being constrained by another’s choice) is
the only original right belonging to every man by virtue of his humanity."

Kant maintains that equality is a fundamental outcome of freedom. Since all
individuals possess the capacity for rational autonomy, they ought to be
considered equals before the law. This requires political institutions to ensure the
impartial enforcement of laws for all citizens, free from bias or discrimination.
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Kant asserts that legal equality is a vital component of justice, as it represents the

moral equality of all rational beings. Kant’s political theory defines justice as the

condition in which individual liberties are protected by a framework of universal

laws. A just society is one in which the rights and liberties of all persons are

protected by laws that conform to the categorical imperative. In this perspective,

justice relates not to achieving particular outcomes but to ensuring that

democratic institutions operate in alignment with universal ideals that preserve
the dignity and autonomy of all individuals.

Kant’s political theory encompasses a social contract framework; however, it
deviates from the empirical or historical social contracts suggested by Hobbes or
Locke. Kant asserts that the validity of political authority originates not from a
concrete agreement among individuals, but from the notion of a logical contract
to which all free and equal persons could hypothetically acquiesce. In The
Metaphysics of Morals, Kant defines the social contract as the ideal condition in
which societal regulations are established based on the collective will of the
people, enabling each individual to rationally endorse the laws as aligned with
their autonomy and the categorical imperative. Kant asserts:

A rightful condition is one in which the freedom of each individual is
compatible with the freedom of everyone else according to a universal
law."!

The concept of the social contract imposes significant ethical constraints on
political authority. Political leaders cannot impose their will on the public
arbitrarily; instead, laws must be based on universal ideals that support the
freedom and equality of all citizens. Kant’s social contract theory provides a
normative standard for assessing the legitimacy of political authority.
Immanuel Kant’s social contract theory presents a distinctive viewpoint on
political power, based on rationality and moral autonomy. Kant’s perspective,
unlike the social contract ideas of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, is based on a
normative, rational foundation rather than historical or hypothetical agreements.
Kant’s social contract theory emphasizes the moral justification of political
authority, asserting that laws must correspond with the freedom and autonomy of
rational agents. Kant asserts that the validity of political authority derives not
from force, coercion, or mere consent, but from its alignment with universal
moral principles. Kant’s thesis emphasizes the importance of laws that are
rational, universal, and consistent with the moral dignity of individuals. Kant’s
conception of the social contract is not a literal agreement between citizens and
their rulers; instead, it is an ideal that rational individuals could endorse as the
foundation of a legitimate political structure. Unlike Hobbes, who viewed the
social contract as crucial for avoiding chaos in the state of nature, and Locke,
who saw it as a means to protect individual rights, Kant considers the social
contract a rational structure that supports the moral basis of political authority.
Kant asserts that a legitimate state is characterized by laws that all citizens could
logically endorse, consistent with their autonomy and moral dignity.
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Kant’s view on the social contract is articulated in his Metaphysics of Morals,
where he defines the ideal state as one that harmonizes individual liberties with
universal laws. He creates compositions:

A rightful condition is one in which the actions of individuals, in
accordance with universal law, can coexist with one another under a
system of public laws.""

This passage highlights the normative nature of Kant’s social contract theory.
Political authority is legitimate only if societal laws are organized in a way that
could, in principle, be endorsed by all rational actors following universal
principles. Kant’s social contract theory is fundamentally connected to his moral
philosophy, especially the categorical imperative. For Kant, the social contract is
not merely a pragmatic solution to political problems; it encapsulates the moral
principle relevant to political existence.

Kant’s concept of the social contract is grounded on his commitment to
autonomy and moral self-determination. In his ethical theory, autonomy denotes
that rational agents have the capacity for self-governance in alignment with moral
ideals they have rationally chosen. This autonomy must be reflected in political
institutions, where laws should be established to respect individuals’ ability to act
freely in accordance with their reasonable will. This autonomy is expressed in the
political realm through the notion of the general will, representing the collective
will of the public as rational agents. Kant’s universal will differ from Rousseau’s
in that it not only signifies the common good or popular sovereignty but also
encapsulates the moral law relevant to political existence. The general will
represent the rational will that all citizens would endorse if they acted in
alignment with reason and moral law. This ensures that political authority aligns
with universal ideals of justice rather than the arbitrary whims of a ruler or the
majority. Kant contends that political freedom surpasses simple non-coercion or
the ability to satisfy individual desires. Kant posits that authentic freedom is the
ability to act in accordance with logical moral principles that one can desire to be
universally applicable. In this perspective, liberty is closely associated with the
rule of law. A legitimate political system is defined by laws that reflect the
logical aspirations of the citizenry and maintain their independence. Kant asserts:

The only constitution that is truly just is one that emerges from the will of
the people, where the laws are made not by a ruler but by the collective
will of the citizens.*"""

Kant contends that valid laws must derive from the general will, reflecting the
moral liberty of people. This differs from previous social contract theories in that
the legitimacy of laws is based not on a concrete agreement or the protection of
specific interests, but on the intellectual and moral endorsement of laws by the
populace.

The categorical imperative is essential to Kant’s social contract theory, as it
provides the logical standard for assessing legislation. According to the
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categorical imperative, individuals ought to act exclusively on maxims that they
can will to become universal laws. In the political context, this indicates that rules
must be created to preserve the moral dignity of all individuals and be universally
acceptable to all rational actors. Kant’s reliance on the categorical imperative as a
standard for political legitimacy ensures that political authority is neither
arbitrary nor coercive. Legislation must be crafted in alignment with values that
respect the autonomy and freedom of all individuals. Kant posits that political
institutions should operate under the rule of law, governed by regulations that are
publicly justifiable and rationally accepted by all citizens. Kant clarifies the
relationship between the categorical imperative and political authority in his
Metaphysics of Morals, asserting:

Every action that affects the rights of others must proceed from a will that
could agree with everyone’s freedom under a universal law.”

This idea asserts that political authority is legitimate only when it conforms to
universal moral principles. Legislation that encroaches upon individual freedom
or autonomy is devoid of legitimacy, as it cannot be rationally supported by all
citizens in accordance with moral law. Kant’s social contract theory provides a
strong moral foundation for assessing the legitimacy of political systems and
laws.

A fundamental aspect of Kant’s social contract theory is its emphasis on the rule
of law. Kant asserts that the rule of law is essential for ensuring that political
authority respects individual freedom and autonomy. In a just political system,
laws must be uniformly applied to all citizens and rooted in universal principles
that reflect the public will. Kant’s focus on the rule of law is rooted in his
deontological view of justice, which values adherence to moral principles over
the achievement of particular outcomes. Kant asserts that the rule of law is
crucial for protecting individual freedom and preventing arbitrary or tyrannical
government. Political authority is legitimate only when it operates in line with
laws that are publicly justifiable and can be rationally approved by all citizens.
The rule of law serves as a safeguard against the abuse of power and ensures that
political institutions comply with universal principles of fairness. Kant links the
rule of law to his concept of the rightful condition. In a suitable condition,
individuals’ actions are regulated by laws that respect their freedom and
autonomy while protecting the rights of others against violation. Kant asserts:

The rightful condition is that condition in which the freedom of each
individual is compatible with the freedom of everyone else according to a
universal law.

This passage illustrates the importance of the rule of law in Kant’s social contract
theory. A just state is achieved when individuals are governed by laws that
respect their freedom and can be universally accepted by all rational agents. This
ensures that political authority operates in alignment with moral law and respects
the autonomy of all citizens.

© 2025 Vidyasagar University Publication Division, Vidyasagar University, Midnapore 147



Volume 27 : 2024-2025

Journal of Philosophy and the Life-world

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.62424/JPLW.2025.27.00.15

Kant’s social contract theory offers a compelling foundation for political
legitimacy based on reason and moral autonomy; however, it faces several
problems. An objection is that Kant’s emphasis on rationality and universality
may overlook the complexities and particularities of political life. Critics argue
that Kant’s focus on abstract principles may inadequately address the concrete
challenges faced by political institutions, such as conflicting interests, cultural
differences, and power discrepancies. Hegel challenges Kant’s moral theory for
its abstract nature, asserting:

Kant’s moral theory provides an empty formalism that lacks the concrete
content needed to guide practical action.”

An additional issue with Kant’s social contract theory is its stringent nature.
Kant’s requirement that laws be universally accepted by all rational agents may
be difficult to realize due to the variety of human viewpoints and motivations.
Critics argue that Kant’s philosophy creates an ideal standard that is unfeasible in
politics, where compromise and pragmatism are often necessary. Despite these
criticisms, Kant’s social contract theory remains profoundly influential in
contemporary discussions over political legitimacy and equity. His emphasis on
autonomy, liberty, and the rule of law creates a solid foundation for examining
the ethical principles of political authority.

Kant’s vision of a just political system is republican, distinguished by its
emphasis on liberty and commitment to the rule of law. Kant posits that a
republican constitution is characterized by the state’s protection of citizens’
freedom and equality through a universally applicable legal framework. In his
paper ‘On the Common Saying: That May Be True in Theory, But It Does Not
Apply in Practice’, Kant asserts that the rule of law must be based on universally
applicable and logically defensible principles of justice.

The only constitution that is truly just is one that emerges from the will of
the people, where the laws are made not by a ruler but by the collective
will of the citizens."

Kant rejects absolutism and authoritarianism when rulers arbitrarily impose laws.
Kant posits that a true republic is defined by democratically established rules
grounded in principles to which all citizens can logically assent. This
republicanism entails a separation of powers, incorporating an independent court
to ensure the fair and impartial enforcement of laws. Moreover, Kant’s emphasis
on the rule of law includes his idea of justice. Kant asserts that justice basically
pertains to the fair treatment of individuals within the legal system. His
deontological view of justice asserts that legal systems must prioritize
compliance with moral principles over outcomes or consequences. Therefore,
legislation must protect individual rights and freedoms, ensuring that no
individual is used only as a means to an end.

Kant’s political philosophy surpasses the limitations of individual nations. In his
article ‘Perpetual Peace’, he articulates a vision of global justice based on
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cosmopolitanism-the belief that all persons, regardless of nationality, form a
unified moral community. Kant’s cosmopolitanism is based on his moral theory,
which asserts that all rational beings need equal moral consideration. He creates
compositions:

Since the earth’s surface belongs to all humanity, it is possible to restrict
an individual’s will to a particular region only insofar as there is a
common agreement on its use. "

Kant’s cosmopolitanism is associated with his idea of perpetual peace, asserting
that lasting peace among nations can only be achieved via the establishment of a
federation of autonomous republics regulated by international law. This notion of
global justice requires that states respect each other’s sovereignty while adhering
to globally applicable standards of fairness. Kant asserts that the only method to
prevent war and ensure global justice is through a system of international
cooperation founded on shared moral principles. Kant is often considered a
precursor to modern perspectives on international law and human rights. His
claim that all individuals have a right to hospitality and that states must respect
these rights reflects a deep moral comprehension of global justice. Kant’s
cosmopolitanism transcends the narrow interests of particular states and promotes
a more inclusive and equitable global order.

Kant’s framework for politics and justice offers a compelling and coherent
vision, while it is not devoid of challenges. A prominent criticism of Kant’s
political philosophy is its abstraction. Kant’s grounding of justice in the moral
law makes his political philosophy appear detached from the realities of political
life, where compromise, power dynamics, and conflicting interests are essential.
Critics argue that Kant’s emphasis on universal principles confuses the
recognition of the complexity involved in practical political decision-making.
Moreover, Kant’s reliance on the categorical imperative as the basis for justice
has been criticized for its undue inflexibility. Critics such as Hegel argue that
Kant’s moral law is overly formalistic, overlooking the complexities of specific
situations. Hegel asserts:

Kant’s moral philosophy provides an empty formalism that lacks the
concrete content needed to guide practical action.*"

Kant’s political philosophy remains profoundly influential, particularly in
contemporary discussions regarding human rights, democracy, and international
law, despite encountering obstacles. His emphasis on autonomy, the rule of law,
and global justice continues to shape modern discourse regarding the nature of a
just society.

Immanuel Kant’s ethical framework for politics and justice delineates a rigorous
and principled vision of a decent society. Kant’s political theory, based on
individual moral autonomy and the universal tenets of the categorical imperative,
promotes a republican government where the rule of law ensures that citizens are
treated as moral equals. His notion of cosmopolitanism and lasting peace expands
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the boundaries of justice beyond national limits, promoting a global framework
based on shared ethical principles. Kant’s political theory, notwithstanding
criticisms of its abstraction and inflexibility, provides valuable insights into
justice, human rights, and global governance.
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