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Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals
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The Good Will

It is impossible to conceive anything at all in the
world, or even out of it, which can be taken as good
without qualification, except a good will. Intelligence,
wit, judgement, and any other zalents of the mind we
may care to name, or courage, resolution, and con-
stancy of purpose, as qualities of temperament, are
without doubt good and desirable in many respects;
but they can also be extremely bad and hurtful when
the will is not good which has to make use of these
gifts of nature, and which for this reason has the term
“character” applied to its peculiar quality. It is exactly
the same with gifis of fortune. Power, wealth, honour,
even health and that complete well-being and con-
tentment with one’s state which goes by the name of
“happiness,” produce boldness, and as a consequence
often overboldness as well, unless a good will is pres-
ent by which their influence on the mind—and so too
the whole principle of action—may be corrected and
adjusted to universal ends; not to mention that a ra-
tional and impartial spectator can never feel approval
in contemplating the uninterrupted prosperity of a
being graced by no touch of a pure and good will,
and that consequently a good will seems to constitute
the indispensable condition of our very worthiness to
be happy.

A good will is not good because of what it effects or
accomplishes—because of its fitness for attaining
some proposed end: it is good through its willing
alone—that is, good in itself. Considered in itself it is
to be esteemed beyond comparison as far higher than
anything it could ever bring about merely in order to
favour some inclination or, if you like, the sum total
of inclinations. Even if, by some special disfavour of
destiny or by the niggardly endowment of step-
motherly nature, this will is entirely lacking in power
to carry out its intentions; if by its utmost effort it still
accomplishes nothing, and only good will is left (not,
admittedly, as a mere wish, but as the straining of
every means so far as they are in our control); even
then it would still shine like a jewel for its own sake
as something which has its full value in itself. Its use-
fulness or fruitlessness can neither add to, nor sub-
tract from, this value. Its usefulness would be merely,
as it were, the setting which enables us to handle it
better in our ordinary dealings or to attract the at-
tention of those not yet sufficiently expert, but not to
commend it to experts or to determine its value.
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Finally, there is an imperative which, without be-
ing based on, and conditioned by, any further pur-
pose to be attained by a certain line of conduct, en-
joins this conduct immediately. This imperative is
categorical. It is concerned, not with the matter of
the action and its presumed results, but with its form
and with the principle from which it follows; and
what is essentially good in the action consists in the
mental disposition, let the consequences be what
they may. This imperative may be called the im-
perative of morality.

The Formula of Universal Law

In this task we wish first to enquire whether per-
haps the mere concept of a categorical imperative
may not also provide us with the formula contain-
ing the only proposition that can be a categorical im-
perative; for even when we know the purport of
such an absolute command, the question of its pos-
sibility will still require a special and troublesome
effort, which we postpone to the final chapter.

When I conceive a hypothetical imperative in gen-
eral, I do not know beforehand what it will contain—
until its condition is given. But if I conceive a cate-
gorical imperative, I know at once what it contains.
For since besides the law this imperative contains only
the necessity that our maxim® should conform to this
law, while the law, as we have seen, contains no con-
dition to limit it, there remains nothing over to which
the maxim has to conform except the universality of
a law as such; and it is this conformity alone that the
imperative properly asserts to be necessary.

There is therefore only a single categorical im-
perative and it is this: “Act only on that maxim
through which you can at the same time will that it
should become a universal law.”

Now if all imperatives of duty can be derived
from this one imperative as their principle, then
even although we leave it unsettled whether what
we call duty may not be an empty concept, we shall
still be able to show at least what we understand by
it and what the concept means.

Hlustrations

We will now enumerate a few duties, following
their customary division into duties towards self and
duties towards others and into perfect and imper-
fect duties.5

1. A man feels sick of life as the result of a se-
ries of misfortunes that has mounted to the point of
despair, but he is still so far in possession of his rea
son as to ask himself whether taking his own life may
not be contrary to his duty to himself. He now ap-
plies the test “Can the maxim of my action really be-
come a universal law of nature?” His maxim is “From
self-love I make it my principle to shorten my life if
its continuance threatens more evil than it promises
pleasure.” The only further question to ask is whether
this principle of self-love can become a universal law
of nature. It is then seen at once that a system of na-
ture by whose law the very same feeling whose func-
tion (Bestimmung) is to stimulate the furtherance of
life should actually destroy life would contradict it-
self and consequently could not subsist as a system of
nature. Hence this maxim cannot possibly hold as a
universal law of nature and is therefore entirely op-
posed to the supreme principle of all duty.

2. Another finds himself driven to borrowing
money because of need. He well knows that he will
not be able to pay it back; but he sees too that he will
get no loan unless he gives a firm promise to pay it
back within a fixed time. He is inclined to make
such a promise; but he has still enough conscience
to ask “Is it not unlawful and contrary to duty to
get out of difficulties in this way?” Supposing, how-
ever, he did resolve to do so, the maxim of his ac-

tion would run thus: “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.” Now this principle of self-love or personal
advantage is perhaps quite compatible with my own
entire future welfare; only there remains the ques-
tion “Is it right?” I therefore transform the demand
of self-love into a universal law and frame my ques-
tion thus: “How would things stand if my maxim
became a universal law?” [ then see straight away
that this maxim can never rank as a universal law
and be self-consistent, but must necessarily contra-
dict itself. For the universality of a law that every
one believing himself to be in need may make any
promise he pleases with the intention not to keep it
would make promising, and the very purpose of
promising, itself impossible, since no one would be-
lieve he was being promised anything, but would
laugh at utterances of this kind as empty shams.
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The Formula of the End in Itself

Suppose, however, there were something whose
existence has in itself an absolute value, something
which as an end in itself could be a ground of deter-
minate laws; then in it, and in it alone, would there
be the ground of a possible categorical imperative—
that is, of a practical law.

Now I say that man, and in general every ratio-
nal being, exists as an end in himself, noz merely as a
means for arbitrary use by this or that will: he must
in all his actions, whether they are directed to him-
self or to other rational beings, always be viewed az
the same time as an end. All the objects of inclination
have only a conditioned value; for if there were not
these inclinations and the needs grounded on them,
their object would be valueless. Inclinations them-
selves, as sources of needs, are so far from having an
absolute value to make them desirable for their own
sake that it must rather be the universal wish of
every rational being to be wholly free from them,
Thus the value of all objects that can be produced by
our action is always conditioned. Beings whose ex-
istence depends, not on our will, but on nature, have

none the less, if they are non-rational beings, only a
relative value as means and are consequently called
things. Rational beings, on the other hand, are called
persons because their nature already marks them out
as ends in themselves—that is, as something which
ought not to be used merely as a means—and con-
sequently imposes to that extent a limit on all arbi-
trary treatment of them (and is an object of rever-
ence). Persons, therefore, are not merely subjective
ends whose existence as an effect of our actions has
a value for us: they are objective ends—that is, things
whose existence is in itself an end, and indeed an
end such that in its place we can put no other end
to which they should serve simply as means; for un-
less this is so, nothing at all of gbsolute value would
be found anywhere. But if all value were condi-
tioned—that is, contingent—then no supreme prin-
ciple could be found for reason at all.

If then there is to be a supreme practical princi-
ple and—so far as the human will is concerned-—a
categorical imperative, it must be such that from the
idea of something which is necessarily an end for
every one because it is an end in izself it forms an ob-
jective principle of the will and consequently can
serve as a practical law. The ground of this princi-
ple is: Rational nature exists as an end in itself. This
is the way in which a man necessarily conceives his
own existence: it is therefore so far a subjective prin-
ciple of human actions. But it is also the way in
which every other rational being conceives his exis-
tence on the same rational ground which is valid
also for me;” hence it is at the same time an objec-
tive principle, from which, as a supreme practical
ground, it must be possible to derive all laws for the
will. The practical imperative will therefore be as
follows: Act in such a way that you always treat hu-
manity, whether in your own person or in the person of
any other, never simply as a means, but always at the
same time as an end. We will now consider whether
this can be carried out in practice.

Hllustrations

Let us keep to our previous examples.

First, as regards the concept of necessary duty to
oneself, the man who contemplates suicide will ask
“Can my action be compatible with the Idea of hu-
manity as an end in itself ?” If he does away with
himself in order to escape from a painful situation,
he is making use of a person merely as a means to
maintain a tolerable state of affairs till the end of his
life. But man is not a thing—not something to be
used merely as a means: he must always in all his ac-
tions be regarded as an end in himself. Hence I can-
not dispose of man in my person by maiming, spoil-
ing, or killing. (A more precise determination of this
principle in order to avoid all misunderstanding—
for example, about having limbs amputated to save
myself or about exposing my life to danger in order
to preserve it, and so on—I must here forego: this
question belongs to morals proper.)

Secondly, so far as necessary or strict duty to oth-
ers is concerned, the man who has a mind to make
a false promise to others will see at once that he is
intending to make use of another man merely as a
means to an end he does not share. For the man
whom I seek to use for my own purposes by such
a promise cannot possibly agree with my way of
behaving to him, and so cannot himself share the
end of the action. This incompatibility with the
principle of duty to others leaps to the eye more
obviously when we bring in examples of attempts
on the freedom and property of others. For then it
is manifest that a violator of the rights of man in-
tends to use the person of others merely as a means
without taking into consideration that, as rational
beings, they ought always at the same time to be
rated as ends—that is, only as beings who must
themselves be able to share in the end of the very

same action.?
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Review of the Whole Argument

We can now end at the point from which we started
out at the beginning—namely, the concept of an un-
conditionally good will. The will is absolutely good
if it cannot be evil-—that is, if its maxim, when made
into a universal law, can never be at variance with
itself. This principle is therefore also its supreme
law: “Act always on that maxim whose universality
as a law you can at the same time will.” This is the
one principle on which a will can never be at vari-
ance with itself, and such an imperative is categor-
ical. Because the validity of the will as a universal
law for possible actions is analogous to the univer-
sal interconnexion of existent things in accordance
with universal laws—which constitutes the formal
aspect of nature as such—we can also express the
categorical imperative as tollows: “Act on that maxim
which can at the same time have for its object itself as
a universal law of nature.” In this way we provide
the formula for an absolutely good will.



