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I.   Introduction: Smart’s water rationing example 

 Let’s start with an example given by the philosopher Jack Smart: 

Suppose that during hot weather there is an edict that no water must be used for 

watering gardens. I have a garden and I reason that most people are sure to obey 

the edict, and that as the amount of water that I use will be by itself negligible no 

harm will be done if I use the water secretly….There is a secluded part of the 

garden where I grow flowers which I give away anonymously to a home for old 

ladies. (Smart 1956, 350-51.) 

 Many would say Smart does something wrong. But it’s a bit hard to say why. After all, 

nobody will notice if he uses the water. On the other hand, he enjoys gardening, and the 

flowers make some old ladies happy. So why not do it? 

II. ‘What if everybody behaved that way?’ 

 In cases like this, we often ask, ‘What if everybody behaved that way?’ Yes, it’s true 

that if Smart cheats on water rationing, nobody will be harmed, and he’ll even make some 

people happy, including himself. But if everybody cheated on water rationing, the scheme 

would collapse. So that makes it wrong, doesn’t it? 

 This is the kind of reasoning that underlies Immanuel Kant’s famous Formula of 

Universal Law. Kant was an Enlightenment philosopher—indeed, the Encyclopaedia 

Britannica calls him ‘the foremost thinker of the Enlightenment’. He spent his entire life in 

Königsberg, Prussia—now Kalingrad, Russia—and taught for most of his life at the 

university there. As the Britannica observes, ‘he was the first great modern philosopher to 

spend all of his time and efforts as a university professor of the subject ‘, and you will 

recognize this from his writing style. In the words of Derek Parfit, ‘It is Kant who made 

really bad writing philosophically acceptable. We can no longer point to some atrocious 

sentence by someone else, and say “How can it be worth reading anyone who writes like 

that?” The answer could always be, “What about Kant?”’ (2011a: xli) 

 As an Enlightenment philosopher, Kant believed that moral judgements could and 

should be rationally justifiable. At the same time, in his most famous work on moral 

philosophy, The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, he sought to show that his 

argument was consistent with the moral reasoning of ordinary people. Specifically, just as 

everyday people ask the question ‘What if everyone did that?’, Kant argued that this was 
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indeed the question we should be asking (Kant 1964: 392, 402).
1
 In this lecture, I’m going to 

sketch Kant’s views, point out where I think they go wrong, and propose an alternative. 

III. Kant’s Formula of Universal Law 

 We might think that an action is right if everybody doing it would have good 

consequences, and wrong if everybody doing it would have bad consequences. But Kant 

doesn’t want to go this route. After all, he asks, would we say that it’s good for bad people to 

be happy? Or, to put it another way, is the happiness of bad people good? Kant does not 

believe it is. Rather, the only thing that we can always say is good, without qualification, is a 

good will. A good will involves willing that something should be done or come about, and 

being prepared to bring it about if one can. But having a good will is good regardless of its 

effects. ‘Even if’, Kant observes, ‘…this will is entirely lacking in power to carry out its 

intentions...even then it would still shine like a jewel for its own sake as something which has 

its full value in itself’ (1964: 393-94). 

 How do we know whether a will is good? It can’t be that the person wills actions that 

promote happiness and prevent suffering, since happiness isn’t unconditionally good. Rather, 

Kant concludes, a good will must involve willing whatever rational beings would all agree to 

will to be universally true. He states this in the Formula of Universal Law as ‘Act only on that 

maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law’ 

(Kant 1964: 421; emphasis in original). 

IV. Kantian maxims 

 A Kantian ‘maxim’ is a decision rule that the agent chooses to adopt. Kant gives the 

example of a man who needs money, but realises that if he borrows it he will not be able to 

pay it back. Should he borrow the money on false pretences? In this case, Kant says, his 

maxim would be ‘Whenever I believe myself short of money, I will borrow money and 

promise to pay it back, though I know that this will never be done’. Could the man rationally 

will that everyone should follow this maxim? No, because if everyone made lying promises 

whenever she needed someone’s co-operation, then the whole concept of promising would 

become meaningless—and then lying promises would be pointless!
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 (Kant 1964: 422) 

 To universalize the maxim of making false promises, then, is conceptually 

contradictory—a world in which everybody broke promises is logically impossible, since in 

such a world promising would be meaningless. In another of Kant’s examples, however, a 

man is considering leading a selfish life, refusing to assist any of his fellows in need. His 

maxim is that he won’t harm anyone, but he won’t help anyone either. Kant notes that this 

isn’t conceptually contradictory; a world where everyone behaved this way could exist. Yet 

he argues that the man couldn’t will that everyone should adopt this maxim. After all, he 

                                                 
1
 Here and hereafter my page references refer to the pages in the Royal Prussian Academy edition of Kant, 

which should be given in the margins of any modern translation you use. 
2
 What would actually seem to follow from the maxim as Kant states it being acted on universally is that 

nobody would believe promises to repay money. The maxim must be stated more generally to get to the general 

breakdown of the institution of promising. See Harrison 1957: 55. 
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wants to refuse help to people so as to have more resources for himself, yet someday he may 

need someone else’s help. He would simultaneously be willing that people shouldn’t help 

others in need, and also that people should help others in need (Kant 1964: 423). 

 An action is wrong on Kant’s account  if the agent acts on a maxim that is either 

logically contradictory when generalized—such as ‘make false promises whenever it’s 

useful’—or contradictory in practice such that, if generalized, it would defeat the purpose of 

the action.
3
 But what about the maxim ‘I will kill my wife if she cheats on me’? The maxim 

isn’t conceptually contradictory; we can imagine a world where everybody kills cheating 

spouses. Nor, if generalized, would it in any way undermine one’s purpose in taking revenge 

(Korsgaard 1985/2013: 508).  

V. Good and bad effects 

 Where has Kant gone wrong? I believe Kant’s mistake has been to think that he could 

judge whether maxims are acceptable or not based purely on their logical consistency. 

Instead, we should accept that there is some good to be promoted, and then examine whether 

maxims, when generalized, promote that good. What could that good be? An obvious reason 

to object to people killing their cheating spouses, it seems to me, is that it causes suffering 

and deprives people of happiness. And it also would if everybody did so. 

 Kant resists basing his test on whether actions lead to happiness or suffering because he 

doesn’t think that happiness and suffering can be unconditionally good. In part, this may be 

because he tends to equate goodness with moral goodness, and happiness isn’t morally good 

in the same sense that we say a person is morally good (Parfit 2011b: 672-77). But his main 

objection appears to be that happiness isn’t good when it’s wicked people that are happy. 

Surely there’s a fairly simple way to overcome this objection. Why should we not say that 

happiness is good when enjoyed by morally good people, or good in proportion to how 

morally good the recipients are (cf. Feldman 1995/1997; Vallentyne 1995: 213)? 

 This seems to give the intuitively right answers (at least, intuitive to me). That most 

people are rationing water is better than if nobody rationed water, so Smart should ration 

water too. Similarly, enough people are fighting the Axis to make it better than if nobody 

fought the Axis, so Yossarian should go on fighting.  

VI. A complication 

 Yossarian, the hero of Joseph Heller’s novel Catch-22, is fighting in the US air force 

during World War II, and he’s decided he’s had enough of it. That is partly because his 

                                                 
3
 A third way that Kant’s account suggests that a maxim might be self-contradictory is if, in Christine 

Korsgaard’s words, the ‘action or instinct is used in a way that is inconsistent with its natural purpose, or is not 

used in a way that its natural purpose calls for’ (1985/2013: 503). Thus Kant considers the maxim ‘From self-

love I make it my principle to shorten my life if its continuance threatens more evil than it promises pleasure’ 

self-contradictory, because, he argues, the purpose of self-love is to preserve life (1964: 422). But, as Korsgaard 

points out, the man willing suicide may not care about whether life is preserved—he could thus will this maxim 

to be an universal law without any contradiction in his will (1985/2013: 504). What is more, as H. J. Paton 

points out, Kant’s argument is based on ‘a purposive (or teleological) view of nature [that] is not readily 

accepted to-day’ (Kant 1964, p. 18 of the introductory notes). 
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commanding officers are insane. But Yossarian also argues that whether or not he goes on 

flying bombing raids won’t make any difference to the outcome of the war.  

 People make the same argument to him as I made in the water rationing case: ‘But 

suppose everybody felt that way?’ But Yossarian has a ready come-back: ‘Then I’d certainly 

be a damned fool to feel any other way, wouldn’t I?’ (Heller, 1961, 470.) 

 In a sense, Yossarian has a point. If everybody refused to fly bombing raids, there 

wouldn’t be any point in his doing so either. The US would lose the war anyway, and he’d 

just get himself killed for no reason. 

 What this example points to is that we typically use ‘What if everybody behaved that 

way?’ as a counterfactual. We ask the question when enough people are co-operating to make 

a difference for the better (Broad 1916). More specifically, we ask it when 

(a) Many people are co-operating in doing something (e.g., flying bombing missions) or 

refraining from doing something (e.g., watering gardens); 

(b) No single person’s action makes a significant difference. 

(c) The collective consequences of their co-operating are better than if they did not co-

operate. (Harrod 1936.) 

If everybody deserted (as in Yossarian’s counterfactual), conditions (a) and (c) would no 

longer be met. Yossarian would no longer be obliged to fight either. 

VII. Conclusion 

 Kant’s Formula of Universal Law, I believe, fails. Nevertheless, it contains a kernel of 

truth. When enough people are co-operating that the outcome is better than if nobody co-

operated, we ought to co-operate too, unless we can point to something that makes us 

relevantly different. When somebody is thinking of departing from a collectively beneficial 

rule, we then ask her, ‘What if everybody did that?’ 
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