Notes on Kant
1. Kant’s moral theory is an example of non-consequentialism – the view that the moral rightness and wrongness of actions does not depend solely on their consequences. Unlike consequentialist theories that understand right actions as those that have the best consequences, non-consequentialist theories don't define morally right actions as those that produce the most good. Instead, a non-consequentialist theory must provide some other way of distinguishing right from wrong. Someone who thinks, for example, that some things are just inherently wrong holds a non-consequentialist view, because to say something is inherently wrong is to say it is wrong regardless of its consequences. Or, someone who thinks that what makes wrong actions wrong is that God forbids them holds a non-consequentialist view. As Rawls puts it, for deontologists, rightness is prior to goodness (i.e., rightness is not to be defined in terms of goodness produced). 

2. The fundamental principle of morality, according to Kant, is the Categorical Imperative. Kant gives several different versions of the Categorical Imperative, but the one we’re interested in for present purposes is the so-called Formula of Humanity (FH), or Respect for Persons principle. (Shaw also discusses the Universal Law Formula, pp. 67 – 68, but you may ignore that for present purposes.) It says: “Treat humanity, whether in yourself or others, never merely as a means, but always at the same time as an end in itself.”  To understand this, we need to say something further about what humanity is, and what is meant by treating humanity as a mere means. Humanity, as Kant understands it, is the rational nature in people. People’s humanity is what gives them their dignity – an unconditional worth – a greater value than any mere thing possesses. All people, in other words, have a worth beyond all price; one treats humanity as one should when one respects it for what it is and what it is worth. A common sense way to think about what the formulation is telling us is that we should respect people as people, and not “use” them. However, we need to be a little careful about the idea of using people, or treating people merely as a means. The fact is that a businesses use employees to make profits, students use their teachers to gain knowledge, and we all use doctors to help us get well. Now surely Kant would be saying something outrageous if he were to say that all of these instances of “using” people were morally objectionable, and in fact he's not saying this. What the formulation prohibits is treating people merely as a means. This is the way of using people that fails to treat them as ends in themselves. It's hard to say concisely what the difference between treating as a means vs. treating as a mere means amounts to, but here are some typical examples, 1) What Ford did in the Pinto case, where they figured that they could save money by not fixing the gas tanks and letting people die, because they acted as though the money was worth more than the lives of the victims, is a clear case of treating the victims merely as a means to increase profits. (What they did was also irrational, Kant would say, insofar as it involves confused valuations.) 2) If you disregard the consent of someone, or fail to give her the opportunity to consent to something significant you are doing to her, you are treating her merely as a means. As rational beings, we have the ability to make our own decisions, and if you ignore that ability, you are failing to respect someone fully as a person. If a business owner orders people to work with hazardous and life threatening conditions without telling them of the dangers, he is threatening their lives for profit without giving them the opportunity to decline such dangers. Now, if the business owner is up front about the dangers, and people still choose to work under these conditions, then they're being used but not as a mere means, because they are now voluntary participants. This highlights a further important feature of the Ford Pinto case – it wasn't just that Ford endangered peoples lives, rather, it is that they did so without telling owners of the dangers. Also, virtually any lie will count as using someone as a mere means, because you cannot lie while allowing the person to consent to the lie. 3) The second formulation has a strongly anti-paternalistic message. Paternalism is where you do something for someone's own good contrary to what they choose. Suppose someone has religious objections to taking medication (a Christian Scientist, for example), and yet the doctor forces the person to be medicated for the person's own good.  Now the doctor is treating the patient as a mere means to the patient's own welfare, paradoxical as it might sound, and that is wrong, according to the Respect for Persons principle. As a rational being, the patient should have the right to make up her own mind. Other common examples of treating humanity merely as a means: suicide (especially when one’s situation is not terminally hopeless), coercion (e.g., getting someone to do what you want by threat of physical force), exploitation (taking advantage of someone’s vulnerability), and manipulation (e.g., playing on someone’s irrational fears). 
  

