IMMANUEL KANT

Good Will] Duty, and the Catqqon'ca/ Imperative

Although Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) never traveled more than forty miles
outside of his native Kénigsberg (now Kaliningrad, Russia), his writings opened up
many new vistas in philosophy. In his most celebrated work, Critique of Pure Reason,
he argues that the mind is not a passive receiver of sensations but an active shaper
of ideas. So our view of reality is a construct of the human mind. This idea had

a revolutionary impact on subsequent philosophy. No less revolutionary were

Kant’s ideas in ethics. In this selection, taken from his Fundamental Principles of the
Metaphysics of Morals, he defends the notion that the rightness of an action can be

determined by reason alone.

Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world, or
even out of it, which can be called good, without qual-
ification, except a Good Will. Intelligence, wit, judge-
ment, and the other talents of the mind, however they
may be named, or courage, resolution, perseverance, as
qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good and
desirable in many respects; but these gifts of nature may
also become extremely bad and mischievous if the will
which is to make use of them, and which, therefore,
constitutes what is called character, is not good. It is the
same with the gifts of fortune. Power, riches, honour,
even health, and the general well-being and content-
ment with one’s condition which is called happiness, in-
spire pride, and often presumption, if there is not a
good will to correct the influence of these on the mind,
and with this also to rectify the whole principle of act-
ing, and adapt it to its end. The sight of a being who is
not adorned with a single feature of a pure and good
will, enjoying unbroken prosperity, can never give
pleasure to an impartial rational spectator. Thus a good
will appears to constitute the indispensable condition
even of being worthy of happiness.

There are even some qualities which are of service
to this good will itself, and may facilitate its action, yet
which have no intrinsic unconditional value, but al-
ways presuppose a good will, and this qualifies the es-
teem that we justly have for them, and does not permit
us to regard them as absolutely good. Moderation in
the affections and passions, self-control, and calm de-
liberation are not only good in many respects, but even
seem to constitute part of the intrinsic worth of the
person; but they are far from deserving to be called
good without qualification, although they have been so
unconditionally praised by the ancients. For without

the principles of a good will, they may become ex-

. tremely bad; and the coolness of a villain not only

makes him far more dangerous, but also directly makes
him more abominable in our eyes than he would have
been without it.

A good will is good not because of what it performs
or effects, not by its aptness for the attainment of some
proposed end, but simply by virtue of the volition, that
is, it is good in itself, and considered by itself is to be es-
teemed much higher than all that can be brought about
by it in favour of any inclination, nay, even of the sum-
total of all inclinations. Even if it should happen that,
owing to special disfavour of fortune, or the niggardly
provision of a step-motherly nature, this will should
wholly lack power to accomplish its purpose, if with its
greatest efforts it should yet achieve nothing, and there
should remain only the good will (not, to be sure, a
mere wish, but the summoning of all means in our
power), then, like a jewel, it would still shine by its
own light, as a thing which has its whole value in itself.
Its usefulness or fruitlessness can neither add to nor
take away anything from this value. It would be, as it
were, only the setting to enable us to handle it the
more conveniently in common commerce, or to attract
to it the attention of those who are not yet connots-
seurs, but not to recommend it to true connoisseurs, or
to determine its value. . . .

Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in
the effect expected from it, nor in any principle of
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action which requires to borrow its motive from this
expected effect. For all these effects—agreeableness of
one’s condition, and even the promotion of the happi-
ness of others —could have been also brought about by
other causes, 5o that for this there would have been no
need of the will of a rational being; whereas it is in this
alone that the supreme and unconditional good can be
found. The pre-eminent good which we call moral can
therefore consist in nothing else than the conception of
law in itself, which certainly is only possible in a rationdl
being, in so far as this conception, and not the expected
effect, determines the will. This is a good which is al-
ready present in the person who acts accordingly, and
we have not to wait for it to appear first in the result.

But what sort of law can that be, the conception of
which must determine the will, even without paying
any regard to the effect expected from it, in order that
this will may be called good absolutely and without
qualification? As I have deprived the will of every im-
pulse which could arise to it from obedience to any law,
there remains nothing but the universal conformity of
its actions to law in general, which alone is to serve the
will as a principle, i.e. | am never to act otherwise than
so that I could also will that my maxim should become a uni-
versal law. Here, now, it is the simple conformity to law
in general, without assuming any particular law appli-
cable to certain actions, that serves the will as its prin-
ciple, and must so serve it, if duty is not to be a vain
delusion and a chimerical notion. The common reason
of men in its practical judgments perfectly coincides
with this, and always has in view the principle here sug-
gested. Let the question be, for example: May | when in
distress make a promise with the intention not to keep
it? I readily distinguish here between the two significa-
tions which- the question may have: Whether it is pru-
dent or whether it is right, to make a false promise? The
former may undoubtedly often be the case. I see clearly
indeed that it is not enough to extricate myself from a
present difficulty by means of this subterfuge, but it must
be well considered whether there may not hereafter
spring from this lie much greater inconvenience than
that from which I now free myself, and as, with all my
supposed cunning, the consequences cannot be so easily
foreseen but that credit once lost may be much more in-
jurious to me than any mischief which I seek to avoid at
present, it should be considered whether it would not
be more prudent to act herein according to a universal
maxim, and to make it a habit to promise nothing ex-
cept with the intention of keeping it. But it is soon clear
to me that such a maxim will still only be based on the
fear of consequences. Now it is a wholly different thing
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to be truthful from duty, and to be so from apprehen-
sion of injurious consequences. In the first case, the
very notion of the action already implies a law for me;
in the second case, | must first look about elsewhere to
see what results may be combined with it which would
affect myself. For to deviate from the principle of duty
is beyond all doubt wicked; but to be unfaithful to my
maxim of prudence may often be very advantageous to
me, although to abide by it is certainly safer. The short-
est way, however, and an unerring one, to discover the
answer to this question whether a lying promise is con-
sistent with duty, is to ask myself, Should I be content
that my maxim (to extricate myself from difficulty by a
false promise) should hold good as a universal law, for
myself as well as for others? and should I be able to say
to myself, “Every one may make a deceitful promise
when he finds himself in a difficulty from which he can-
not otherwise extricate himself”? Then [ presently be-
come aware that while [ can will the lie, I can by no
means will that lying should be a universal law. For with
such a law there would be no promises at all, since it
would be in vain to allege my intention in regard to my
future actions to those who would not believe this alle-
gation, or if they over-hastily did so, would pay me back
in my own coin. Hence my maxim, as soon as it should
be made a universal law, would necessarily destroy itself.

1 do not, therefore, need any far-reaching penetra-
tion to discern what 1 have to do in order that my will
may be morally good. Inexperienced in the course of
the world, incapable of being prepared for all its contin-
gencies, [ only ask myself: Canst thou also will that thy
maxim should be a universal law? If not, then it must
be rejected, and that not because of a disadvantage ac-
cruing from it to myself or even to others, but because
it cannot enter as a principle into a possible universal
legislation, and reason extorts from me immediate re-
spect for such legislation. I do not indeed as yet discern
on what this respect is based (this the philosopher may
inquire), but at least | understand this, that it is an esti-
mation of the worth which far outweighs all worth of
what is recommended by inclination, and that the ne-
cessity of acting from pure respect for the practical law
is what constitutes duty, to which every other motive
must give place, because it is the condition of a will
being good in itself, and the worth of such a will is
above everything. . . .

Everything in nature works according to laws. Ra-
tional beings alone have the faculty of acting according
to the conception of laws, that is according to principles,
i.e. have a will. Since the deduction of actions from
principles requires reason, the will is nothing but prac-
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tical reason. If reason infallibly determines the will,
then the actions of such a being which are recognized
as objectively necessary are subjectively necessary also,
i.e. the will is a faculty to choose that only which reason
independent on inclination recognizes as practically
necessary, i.e. as good. But if reason of itself does not
sufficiently determine the will, if the latter is subject
also to subjective conditions (particular impulses)
which do not always coincide with the objective condi-
tions; in a word, if the will does not in itself completely
accord with reason (which is actually the case with
men), then the actions which objectively are recog-
nized as necessary are subjectively contingent, and the
determination of such a will according to objective
laws is obligation, that is to say, the relation of the ob-
jective laws to a will that is not thoroughly good is con-
ceived as the determination of the will of a rational
being by principles of reason, but which the will from
its nature does not of necessity follow.

The conception of an objective principle, in so far
as it is obligatory for a will, is called a command (of
reason), and the formula of the command is called an
imperative. . ..

Now all imperatives command either hypothetically or
categorically. The former represent the practical neces-
sity of a possible action as means to something else that
is willed (or at least which one might possibly will).
The categorical imperative would be that which repre-
sented an action as necessary of itself without reference
to another end, i.e., objectively necessary.

Since every practical law represents a possible ac-
tion as good, and on this account, for a subject who is
practically determinable by reason, necessary, all imper-
atives are formulae determining an action which is nec-
essary according to the principle of a will good in some
respects. If now the action is good only as a means to
something else, then the imperative is hypothetical; if it is
conceived as good in itself and consequently as being
necessarily the principle of a will which of itself con-
forms to reason, then it is categoricdl. . . .

When I conceive a hypothetical imperative, in gen-
eral I do not know beforehand what it will contain
until I am given the condition. But when I conceive a
categorical imperative, I know at once what it con-
tains. For as the imperative contains besides the law
only the necessity that the maxims shall conform to
this law, while the law contains no conditions restrict-
ing it, there remains nothing but the general statement
that the maxim of the action should conform to a uni-
versal law, and it is this conformity alone that the im-
perative properly represents as necessary.

There is therefore but one categorical imperative,
namely, this: Act only on that maxim whereby thou canst
at the same time will that it should become a universal law.

Now if all imperatives of duty can be deduced from
this one imperative as from their principle, then, al-
though it should remain undecided whether what is
called duty is not merely a vain notion, yet at least we
shall be able to show what we understand by it and
what this notion means.

Since the universality of the law according to which
effects are produced constitutes what is properly called
nature in the most general sense (as to form), that is the
existence of things so far as it is determined by general
laws, the imperative of duty may be expressed thus: Act
as if the maxim of thy action were to become by thy will a
universal law of nature.

We will now enumerate a few duties, adopting the
usual division of them into duties to ourselves and to
others, and into perfect and imperfect duties.

1. A man reduced to despair by a series of misfor-
tunes feels wearied of life, but is still so far in possession
of his reason that he can ask himself whether it would
not be contrary to his duty to himself to take his own
life. Now he inquires whether the maxim of his action
could become a universal law of nature. His maxim is:
From self-love I adopt it as a principle to shorten my
life when its longer duration is likely to bring more evil
than satisfaction. It is asked then simply whether this
principle founded on self-love can become a universal
law of nature. Now we see at once that a system of na-
ture of which it should be a law to destroy life by means
of the very feeling whose special nature it is to impel to
the improvement of life would contradict itself, and
therefore could not exist as a system of nature; hence
that maxim cannot possibly exist as a universal law of
nature, and consequently would be wholly inconsistent
with the supreme principle of all duty.

2. Another finds himself forced by necessity to bor-
row money. He knows that he will not be able to repay
it, but sees also that nothing will be lent to him, unless
he promises stoutly to repay it in a definite time. He
desires to make this promise, but he has still so much
conscience as to ask himself: Is it not unlawful and in-
consistent with duty to get out of a difficulty in this
way? Suppose, however, that he resolves to do so, then
the maxim of his action would be expressed thus:
When [ think myself in want of money, [ will borrow
money and promise to repay it, although I know that 1
never can do so. Now this principle of self-love or of
one’s own advantage may perhaps be consistent with
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my whole future welfare; but the question now is, Is it
right? I change then the suggestion of self-love into a
universal law, and state the question thus: How would
it be if my maxim were a universal law? Then [ see at
once that it could never hold as a universal law of na-
ture, but would necessarily contradict itself. For suppos-
ing it to be a universal law that everyone when he
thinks himself in a difficulty should be able to promise
whatever he pleases, with the purpose of not keeping
his promise, the promise itself would become impos-
sible, as well as the end that one might have in view in
it, since no one would consider that anything was
promised to him, but would ridicule all such statements
as vain pretences.

3. A third finds in himself a talent which with the
help of some culture might make him a useful man in
many respects. But he finds himself in comfortable cir-
cumstances, and prefers to indulge in pleasure rather
than to take pains in enlarging and improving his
happy natural capacities. He asks, however, whether his
maxim of neglect of his natural gifts, besides agreeing
with his inclination to indulgence, agrees also with
what is called duty. He sees then that a system of nature
could indeed subsist with such a universal law although
men (like the South Sea islanders) should let their tal-
ents rest, and resolve to devote their lives merely to
idleness, amusement, and propagation of their species
—in a word, to enjoyment; but he cannot possibly will
that this should be a universal law of nature, or be im-
planted in us as such by a natural instinct. For, as a ra-
tional being, he necessarily wills that his faculties be
developed, since they serve him, and have been given
him, for all sorts of possible purposes.

4. A fourth, who is in prosperity, while he sees that
others have to contend with great wretchedness and
that he could help them, thinks: What concern is it of
mine? Let everyone be as happy as Heaven pleases, or
as he can make himself; I will take nothing from him
nor even envy him, only I do not wish to contribute
anything to his welfare or to his assistance in distress!
Now no doubt if such a mode of thinking were a uni-
versal law, the human race might very well subsist, and
doubtless even better than in a state in which everyone
talks of sympathy and good-will, or even takes care oc-
casionally to put it into practice, but, on the other side,
also cheats when he can, betrays the rights of men, or
otherwise violates them. But although it is possible that
a universal law of nature might exist in accordance
with that maxim, it is impossible to will that such a
principle should have the universal validity of a law of
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nature. For a will which resolved this would contradict
itself, inasmuch as many cases might occur in which
one would have need of the love and sympathy of oth-
ers, and in which, by such a law of nature, sprung from
his own will, he would deprive himself of all hope of
the aid he desires. . . .

We have thus established at least this much, that if
duty is a conception which is to have any import and
real legislative authority for our actions, it can only be
expressed in categorical, and not at all in hypothetical
imperatives. We have also, which is of great impor-
tance, exhibited clearly and definitely for every practi-
cal application the content of the categorical impera-
tive, which must contain the principle of all duty if
there is such a thing at all. We have not yet, however,
advanced so far as to prove a priori that there actually is
such an imperative, that there is a practical law which
commands absolutely of itself, and without any other
impulse, and that the following of this law is duty. . ..

Now [ say: man and generally any rational being ex-
ists as an end in himself, not merely as a means to be ar-
bitrarily used by this or that will, but in all his actions,
whether they concern himself or other rational beings,
must be always regarded at the same time as an end. All
objects of the inclinations have only a conditional
worth; for if the inclinations and the wants founded on
them did not exist, then their object would be without
value. But the inclinations themselves being sources of
want are so far from having an absolute worth for
which they should be desired, that, on the contrary, it
must be the universal wish of every rational being to be
wholly free from them. Thus the worth of any object
which is to be acquired by our action is always condi-
tional. Beings whose existence depends not on our will
but on nature’s, have nevertheless, if they are rational
beings, only a relative value as means, and are therefore
called things; rational beings, on the contrary, are called
persons, because their very nature points them out as
ends in themselves, that is as something which must
not be used merely as means, and so far therefore re-
stricts freedom of action (and is an object of respect).
These, therefore, are not merely subjective ends whose
existence has a worth for us as an effect of our action,
but objective ends, that is things whose existence is an
end in itself: an end moreover for which no other can
be substituted, which they should subserve merely as
means, for otherwise nothing whatever would possess
absolute worth; but if all worth were conditioned and
therefore contingent, then there would be no supreme
practical principle of reason whatever.
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If then there is a supreme practical principle or, in
respect of the human will, a categorical imperative, it
must be one which, being drawn from the conception
of that which is necessarily an end for everyone because
it is an end in itself, constitutes an objective principle of
will, and can therefore serve as a universal practical law.
The foundation of this principle is: rational nature exists
as an end in itself. Man necessarily conceives his own
existence as being so: so far then this is a subjective prin-
ciple of human actions. But every other rational being
regards its existence similarly, just on the same rational
principle that holds for me: so that it is at the same time
an objective principle, from which as a supreme practi-
cal law all laws of the will must be capable of being
deduced. Accordingly the practical imperative will be
as follows: So act as to treat humanity, whether in thine
own person or in that of any other, in every case as an end
withal, never as means only. . . .

The conception of every rational being as one
which must consider itself as giving in all the maxims
of its will universal laws, so as to judge itself and its ac-
tions from this point of view—this conception leads to

another which depends on it and is very fruitful,
namely, that of a kingdom of ends.

By a kingdom 1 understand the union of different ra-
tional beings in a system by common laws. Now since it
is by laws that ends are determined as regards their uni-
versal validity, hence, if we abstract from the personal
differences of rational beings, and likewise from all the
content of their private ends, we shall be able to con-
ceive all ends combined in a systematic whole (includ-
ing both rational beings as ends in themselves, and also
the special ends which each may propose to himself),
that is to say, we can conceive a kingdom of ends,
which on the preceding principles is possible.

For all rational beings come under the law that each
of them must treat itself and all others never merely as
means, but in every case at the same time as ends in them-
selves. Hence results a systematic union of rational be-
ings by common objective laws, i.e., a kingdom which
may be called a kingdom of ends, since what these laws
have in view is just the relation of these beings to one
another as ends and means. It is certainly only an ideal.
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