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Kant was an 18th Century writer and philosopher whose ideas are at the heart of many modern 

beliefs about how to build a good society, how justice should work, what our duties are as human 

beings, and what goodness really is.   He argued, among many things, that perpetual peace could 

be secured through universal democracy and international cooperation. To achieve that, 

humanity must agree on certain moral universals – that is, humanity must exist under universally 

shared ideas of human rights, justice and law, morality and ethics. Human nature, which is the 

set of irrational or animalistic characteristics of humanity – selfishness, greed, lawlessness, 

amorality – are the enemies of good societies and good behavior, and should be rejected and 

suppressed as people try to build this international society of virtue. Humanity is the goal of all 

action, not the means to end.  

 

The only universally good quality that a person can have is a good will, which is the will to do 

what is best for others and the society. For our tribunal, Kant says that individuals who use their 

will for bad purposes, such as lying and harming other people, must be stopped, and that means 

their crimes must be punished: “But whoever has committed murder, must die. There is, in this 

case, no juridical substitute or surrogate that can be given or taken for the satisfaction of justice. 

There is no likeness or proportion between life, however painful, and death; and therefore there 

is no equality between the crime of murder and the retaliation of it but what is judicially 

accomplished by the execution of the criminal.” 
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“Kant says that morality is doing the right thing for the right reason. But what is the right thing? What is 

our duty?  Kant’s claim is that our duty is given by the idea of a law—something that tells us what we must 

do, no matter what. The idea of a law is that it binds everyone, unconditionally. Everyone has to obey it. 

But this means that, for something to be a law, it must be the case that everyone could obey it.” 

 


