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PREFACE.

A

NCIENT GREEK PHILOSOPHY was divided into
three sciences: Physics, Ethics, and Logic. This division is perfectly suitable to the nature of the thing, and the
only improvement that can be made in it is to add the principle
on which it is based, so that we may both satisfy ourselves of
its completeness, and also be able to determine correctly the
necessary subdivisions.
All rational knowledge is either material or .fo1·111al: the
former considers some obj~ct, the latter is concerned cinly with
the form of the understanding and of the reason itself, and with
the universal laws of thought in general without distinction
of its objects. Formal rihilosophy is called Logic. Material
philosophy, however, which has to do with determinate objects
and the laws to which they are subject, is again two-fold; for
these laws are either laws of 11aturc or ofji-tw lom. The science
of the form er is Physics, that of the latter, Etl1ics; they are also
called natural pliilosopliy and moral philosophy respectively.
Logic cannot have any empirical part; that is, a part in
which the universal and necessary laws of thought should rest
on grounds taken from experience ; otherwise it would not be
logic, 1·.e. a canon for the understanding or the 1·eason, valid
for all thought, and capable of demonstration (4). Naturo.l ancl
B
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moral philosophy, on the contrary, can each have their empirical part, since the former has to determine the laws of nature
as an object of experience ; the latter the laws of the human
will, so far as it is affected by nature : the former, however,
being laws according to which everything does happen ; the
latter, laws according to which everything ought to ho.ppen. 1
Ethics, however, must also consider the conditions under which
what ought to happen frequently does not.
We mo.y call all philosophy empirical, so far as it is based
on grounds of experience: on the other hand, that which
delivers its doctrines from d priori principles alone we may
call pure philosophy:

When the latter is merely formal it is

logic; if it is restricted to definite objects of the understanding

it is metaphysic.

In this way there arises the idea of a two-fold metaphysica metaphysic of nature and a metaphysic of morals.

Physics will

thus have an empirical and also a rationo.l part. It is the same
with Ethics; but here the empirical part might have the specio.l
name of practicat anthropology, the name morality being appropriated to the rationo.l part.
All trades, arts, and handiworks ho.ve gained by division of
labour, namely, when, instead of one man doing everything,
each confines himself to a certain kind of work distinct from
others in the treatment ifirequires, so as to be able to perform
it with greater facility and in the greatest perfection.

Where

the different kinds of work are not so distinguished and divided,
where everyone is a jack-of-all-trades, there manufactures remain
still in the greatest barbarism. It might deserve to be considered
1

[The word ''law" is here used in two different senses, on which see

Whately's I.o[!ic, Appendix, Art. '' Law."]
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whether pure philosophy in all its parts does not require a man
specially devoted to it, and whether it would not be better for
the whole business of science if those who, to please the tastes
of the public, are wont to blend the rational and empirical ele-

ments together, mixed in all sorts of proportions unknown to
themselves (5), and who call themselves independent thinkers,
giving the name of minute philosophers to those who apply
themselves to the rational part only-if these, I say, were
warned not to carry on two employments together which differ
widely in the treatment they demand, for each of which perhaps
a special talent is required, and the combination of which in one
person only produces bunglers. But I only ask here whether the
nature of science does not require that we should always carefully separate the empirical from tl.te rational part, and prefix
to Physics proper (or empirical physics) a metaphysic of nature,
and to practical anthropology a metaphysic of morals, which
must be carefully cleared of everything empirical, so that we
may know how much can be accomplished by pure reason in
both cases, and from what sources it dmws this its d pl'iol'i
-teaching, and that whether the latter inquiry is conducted by
all moralists (whose name is legion), or only by some who feel
a calling thereto.
A.s my concern here is with moral philosophy, I limit the
question suggested to this : Whether it is not of the utmost
necessity to construct a pure moral l)hilosophy, perfectly cleared
of everything which is only empirictLl, and which belongs to
anthropology? for that such a philosophy must be possible is
evident from the common idea or duty and of the moral laws.
Every one must admit that if a law is to have moral force, i.e.
to be the basis of an obli7,.tion, it must carry with it absolute

necessity ; that, for exan:'ple, the precept, "Thou shalt not lie,"
B 2
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1s not valid for men alone, as i£ other rational beings had no
need to observe it; and so with all the other moral laws properly
so called; that, therefore, the basis of obligation must not be
sought in the nature of man, or in the circumstances in the

world in which he is placed, but d priori simply in the conceptions of (6) pure reason; and although any other precept which
is founded on principles of mere experience mny be in certain
respects universal, yet in as far as it rests even in the least
degree on an empirical basis, perhaps only as to a motive, such
a precept, while it may be a practical rule, can never be called
a moral law.
Thus not only are moral laws with their principles essentially
distinguished from every othn kind of practical knowledge in
which there is anything em1)irical, but all moral philosophy
rests wholly on its pure part.

When applied to man, it does

not bonow the least thing from the knowledge of man himself
(anthropology), but gives laws d pJ"iori to him as a rational
being.

No doubt these laws require a judgment sharpened by

experience, in order on the one hand to distinguish in what
cases they are applicable, and on the other to procure for them
access to the will of the man, and effectual influence on conduct;
since man i:, acted on by so many inclinations that, though
capable of the 10.~ri. of a practical pure reason, he is not so easily
able to make it effective in cn11creto in his life.
A metaphysic of morals is therefore indispensably necessary,
not merely for speculativi reasons, in order to investigate the
sources of the practical principles which are to be found d priori
in our reason, but also because 11_o_!als themselves are liable to all
sorts of corruption, as long as -ve are without that clue and
supreme canon by which to estimr/e them conectly.

For in

order that an action should be morall) good, it is not enough
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that it co1if'orm to the moral law, but it must also be done for
t!te sake of the law, otherwise that conformity is only very contingent and uucertain ; since a principle which is not moral,
although it may now and then produce actions conformable to
the law, will also often produce actions which contradict it (i ).

Now it is only in a pure philosophy that we can look for the
moral law in its purity and genuineness (and, in a practical
matter, this is of the utmost consequence) : we must, therefore,
begin with pure philosophy (metaphysic), and without it there
-cannot be any mornl philosophy at all.

That which mingles

these pure principles with the empirical does not deserve the
name of philosophy (for what distinguishes philosophy from
common rational knowledge is,· that it treats in separate
sciences what the latter only comprehends confusedly); much
less does it deserve that of moral philosophy, since by this
confusion it even spoils the purity of morals themselves, and
counteracts its own end.
Let it not be thought, however, that what is here demanded
is already extant in the propredeutic prefixed by the celebrated
"\Volf 1 to his moral philosophy, namely, his so-called general
JJractical philosophy, and that, therefore, we have not to strike

into an entirely new field.

Just because it was to be a general

practical philosophy, it has not taken into consideration a will
of any particular kind-say one which should be determined
solely from d priori principles without any empirical motives,
-and which we might call a pure will, but volition in general,
with all the actions and conditions which belong to it in this
1

[Johann Christian Von Wolf (1679-1728) was the author of treatises
on philosophy, mathematics, &c., which were for a long time the standard
t ext-books in the German Universities. His philosophy wns founded on
.that of Leibnitz. J
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general signification.

[s]

By this it is distinguished from a meta-

physic of morals, just as general logic, which treats of the acts
and canons of thought in general, is distinguished from transcendental philosophy, which treats of the particular acts and
canons of pure thought, -i.e. that whose cognitions are altogether d priori.

For the metaphysic of morals has to examine

the idea and the principles of a possible pure will, and not the
acts and conditions of human volition generally, which for the
most part are drawn from.psychology (s).

It is true that moral

laws and duty are spoken of in the general practical philosophy
(contrary indeed to all fitness).

But this is no objection, for in

this respect also the authors of that science remain true to their
idea of it; they do not distinguish the motives which are prescribed as such by reason alone altogether d priori, and which
are properly moral/ from the empirical motives which the
understanding raises to general conceptions merely by comparison of experiences ; but without noticing the difference of
their sources, and looking on them all as homogeneous, they
consider only their greater or less amount. It is in this way they
frame their notion of obhgatio11, which, though anything but
moral, is all that can be asked for in a philosophy which passes
no judgment at all on the 01·igi11 of all possible practical
concepts, whether they are d pi·iori, or only d posteriori.
Intending to publish hereafter a metaphysic of morals, I
issue in the first instance these fundamental principles.

Indeed

there is properly no other foundation for it than the critical
examination ~fa pure practical reason; just as that of metaphy-

sics is the critical examination of the pure speculative reasou,
already published.

But in the first place the former is not so

absolutely necessary as the latter, because in moral concerns
human reason can easily be brought to a high degree of cor-
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rectness and completeness, even in the commonest understanding, while on the contrary in its theoretic but pure use it is
wholly dialectical; and in the second place if the critique of a
pure practical reason is to be complete, it must be possible at
the same time to show its identity with the speculative reason
in a common principle, for it can ultimately be only one and
the same reason which has to be distinguished merely in its application. I could not, however, bring it to such completeness
here, without introducing considerations of a wholly different
kind, which would be perplexing to the reader (9).

On this

account I have adopted the title of Fu11damental Pri11c1jJles of tlw
Mdapliysic of Mora1.s, instead of that of a Critical Examination

qt' the pure practical Reason.

But in the third place, since a metaphysic of morals, iu
spite of the discouraging title, is yet capable of being presented
in a popular form, and one adapted to the common understanding, I find it useful to separate from it this preliminary
treati6on its fundamental principles, in order that I may not
hereafter have need to introduce these necessarily subtle discussions into a book of a more simple character.
The present treatise is, however, nothing more than the investigation and establishment of tl1esupreme priuc1j11e

rf momlity,

and this alone constitutes a study complete in itself, and one
which ought to be kept apart from every other moral investigation.

No doubt my conclusions on this weighty question, which

bas hitherto been very unsatisfactorily examined, would receive
much light from the application of the same principle to the
whole system, and would be greatly confirmed by the adequacy
which it exhibits throughout; but I must forego this advantage,
which indeed would be after all more gratifying than useful,
since the easy applicability of a principle and its apparent

8
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[10]

adequacy give no very certain proof of its soundness, but
rather inspire a certain partiality, which prevents us from
examining and estimating it strictly in itself, and without
regard to consequences.
I have adopted, in this work the method which I think
most suitable, proceeding analytically from common knowledge

to the determination of its ultimate principle, and again descending synthetically from the examination of this principle and its
sources to the common knowledge in which we find it employed.
The division will, therefore, be as follows (10) :1. First · section.-Transition from the common rational

knowledge of morality to the philosophical.
2. Second section.-Transition from popular moral philosophy to the metaphysic of morals.

3. Tl1ird section.-Final step from the metaphysic of morals
to the critique of the pure practical reason.

{12]
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FIRST SECTION.
TRANSITION FROM THE COMMON RATIONAL KNOWLEDGE OF
MORALITY TO THE PHILOSOPHICAL,

NoTHING can possibly be conceived in the world, or even out of
-it, which can be called good without qualification, except a Good
Will. Intelligence, wit, judgment, ~a nd the other talents of the
w.ind, however they may be named, or courage, resolution, perseverance, as qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good
.and desirable in many respects ; but these gifts o-f 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 contentment with one's condition which is called
happiness, inspire 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 acting, arid 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 (12) .
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 always presuppose a good will,
and this qualifies the esteem that we justly have for them, and
d.oes not permit us to regard them as absolutely good. Moderntion in the affections and passions, self-control and calm deliberation are not only good in many respects, but even seem to
-0onstitute part of the intrinsic worth of the person ; but they
are far from deserving to be called good without qualification,
0
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although they have been so unconditionally praised by the
ancients. For without the principles of a good will, they may
become extremely bad, and the coolness of a villain not only
makes him far more dangerom, but also directly makes him
more abominable in our eyes than be 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 volitiou, that is, it is good in
itself, and considered by itself is to be esteemed 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
Rhould wholly lack power to accomplish its purpose, if with its
greatest efforts it should yet achieve nothing, a11d there should
remain only the good will (not, to be sure, a ruere wish, but the
summoning of all means iu our power), then, like a jewel, it
would still shiue by its own light, as a thing which has its
whole value in itself (13). 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 hanclle it the
more convenieutly in common commerce, or to attract to it the
attention of those who are not yet connoisseurs, but not to
recommend it to true connoisseurs, or to determine its value.
There is, however, something so strauge in this idea of the
absolute valne of the mere will, iu which no account is taken
of its utility, that notwithstanding the thorough assent of even
common reason to the idea, yet a suspicion must arise that it
may perhaps really be the product of mere high-flown fancy,
and that we may have misunderstood the purpose of nature in
assig11ing reason as the governor of our will. Therefore we will
examine this idea from this point of view. )
In the physical constitution of an orgdnized being, that is,
a being adapted suitably to the purposes bf life, we assume it as
a fundamental principle that no organ for any purpose will Le
found but what is also the fittest and best adapted for that
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purpose. Now in a being which has reason and a will, if the
proper object of nature were its conserrntion, its ice/fare, in a
word, its happiness, then nature would have hit upon a very bad
arrangement in selecting the reason of the creature to carry out
1 his purpose.
For all t-he actions which the creature has to perform with a view to this purpose, and the whole rule of its conduct, would be far more surely prescribed to it by instinct, and
that end would have been attained thereby much more certainly
than it ever can be by reason. Should reason have been communicated to this favoured creature over and above, it must
only have served it to contemplate the happy coustitution of its
nature (14), to admire it, to congratulate itself th ereon, and
to feel thankful for it to the beneficent cause, but not that it
should subject its desires to that weak and delusive guidance,
and meddle bunglingly with the purpose of natnre. In a word,
nature would have taken care that reason shoulci not break forth
into practirnl aerci.se, nor have the presumption, with its weak
insight, to think out for itself the plan of happiu ess, and of the
means of attaining it. Nature would not only have taken on
herseHJhe choice of the ends, but also of the means, and with
wise 6i:esight would have entrusted both to-instinct.
And, in fact, we find that the more a cultivated reason
applies itself with deliberate purpose to the enjoyment of life
and happiness, so much the more does the man fail of trne
satisfaction. And from this circumstance there arises in many, if
they are candid enough to confess it, a certain degree of 111isolor;!f,
that is, hatred of reason, especially iu the case of those who are
most experienced in the use of it, because after calculating all
the ad vantages they derive,' I <lo not say from the inveution of
all the arts of common luxury, Lut even from the sciences (which
seem to them to be after all only a luxury of the understanding),
they find that they have, in fact, only brought more trouble on
their shoulders, rather thau gained in happiness; and they end
by envying, rather than despising, the more common stamp of
men who keep closer to the guidance of mere instinct, and do
not allow their reason much influence on their conduct. Aud
this we must admit, that the judgment of those who would very
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rnuch lower the lofty eulogies of the advantages which reason
gives us in regard to the happiness and satisfaction of life, or
who would even reduce them below zero, is by no means morose
-0r ungrateful to the goodness with which the world is governed,
but that there lies at the root of these judgments the idea (15)
tliat our existence has a different and far nobler end, for which,
.and not for happiness, reason is properly intended, and which
must, therefore, be regarded as the supreme condition to which
the private ends of man must, for the most part, be postponed.
For as reason is not competent to guide the will with certainty in regard to its objects and tlie satisfaction of all our wants
{which it to some extent even multiplies), this being an end to
which an implanted instinct would have led with much greater
<;ertainty; antl siuce, nevertheless, reason is imparted to us as a
practical faculty, i.e. as one which is to have iufl.ueuce on the
U'i!l, therefore, admitting that nature generally in the distribution of her capacities has adapted the means to the end, its
true destination must be to produce a will, not merely good as
a means to something else, but good in itse(f, for which reasou
was absolutely necessary. This will then, though not indeed
ihe sole and complete good, must be the supreme good_ and the
condition of every other, e,'en of the desire of happiness. Under
these circumstances, there is nothing inconsistent with the wisdom of uature in the fact that the cultivation of the reason,
which is requisite for the first and unconditional purpose, does
in many ways interfere, at least in this life, with the attaiument
<)f the second, which is always conditional, namely, happiness.
Nay, it may even reduce it to nothing, without nature thereby
failiug of her purpose. For reason recognises the establishment
-0£ a good will as its highest 1Jractical destination, and in attainiug this pmpose is capable only of a satisfaction of its owu
proper kind, namely, that from the attainment of an end, whicli
end again is determined by reason only, notwithstanding that
this may involve many a disappointment to the ends of iucli.
nat10n
(16 )'
• ;
We have then to develop the notion of a will whinh deserves
to be highly esteemed for itself, and is good without a view to_

[17]
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anything fort.her, a notion which exists already in the sound
natural understanding, requiring rather to be cleared up than
to be taught, and which in estimating the value of our actions
always takes the first place, and constitutes the condition of all
the rest. In order to d_o this we will take the notion of duty,
which includes that of a good will, although implying certain
subjective restrictions and hindrances. These, however, far
from concealing it, or rendering it unrecognisable, rather
bring it out by contrast, and make it shine forth so much
the brighter.
I omit here all actions which are already recognised as inconsistent with duty, although they may be useful for this or
that purpose, for with these the question whether they are done
from duty cannot arise at all, since they even conflict with it. I
also set aside those actions which really conform to duty, but to
which men have no direct i11cli11atio11, performing them because
they are impelled thereto by some other inclination. For in
this case we can readily distinguish whether the action which
agrees with duty is done from duty, or from a selfish view. It
is much hartler to make this distinction when the action accords
with ~ ' , and the subject has besides a direct inclination to it.
For example, it is always a.matter of duty that a dealer should
not overcharge an inexperienced purchaser, and wherever there
is much commerce the prudent tradesman does not overcharge,
but keeps a fixed price for everyone, so that a child buys of him
as well as any other. Men are thus honestly served; but this is
not enough to make us believe that the tradesman has so acted
from duty and from principles of honesty: his own advantage
required it ; it is out of the question in this case to suppose that
he might besides have a direct inclination in favour of th0
buyers, ~o that (17), as it were, from love he should give no advantnge to one over another. Accordingly the action was done
neither from duty nor from direct inclination, but merely with
a selfish view.
On the other hand, it is a duty to maintain one's life ; and.
in adtlition, everyone has also a direct inclination to do so. Bnt
on this account the often anxious care which most men take for
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it has uo intrinsic worth, and their maxim has no moral import.
They preserve their life as duty Nquires, no doubt, but not
because duty requii·es. On the other hand, if adversity aud
hopeless sorrow have completely taken away the relish for life;
i£ the unfortunate one, strong in mind, indignant at his fate
rather than desponding or dejected, wishes for death, and yet
preserves his life without loving it-not from inclination or
fear, but from duty-then his maxim has a moral worth.
To be beneficeut when we can is a duty ; and Lesides this,
there are many minds so sympathetically constituted that, without any other motive of Yanity or self-interest, they find a
pleasure in spreading joy around them, and can take delight
iu the satisfaction of others so far as it is their own work. But
I maintain that in such a case an action of this kind, howeYer
proper, however amiaLle it may be, has nevertheless no true moral
worth, but is on a level with other inclinations, e.g. the inclination to honour, which, if it is happily directed to that which
is in fact of public utility and accordant wiLh duty, and consequently houourable, deserves praise and encouragement, but not
esteem. For the maxirn lacks the moral import, narneiy, thal
such actions be done from duty, not from inclination. Put the
case that the mind of that philanthropist were clouded by sorrow of his own (1s), extinguishing all sympathy with the lot ol'
others, and that while he still has the power to benefit others ill
distress, he is not touched by their trouble because he is absorbed
with his own; and now suppose that he tears himself out of thi,;
dead insensibility, and performs the action without any inclination to it, but simply from duty, then first has his action its
genuine moral worth. Further still ; if nature has put little
sympathy in the heart of this or that man; if he, supposed to
be an upright man, is by temperament cold and indifferent to
the sufferings of others, perhaps because in respect of his own
he is provided with the special gift of patience and fortitude,
and supposes, or even requires, that others should have the
same-and such a mau would certainly not be the meanest product of nature-but if nature had not specially framed him for
.a philanthropist, would he not still find iu himself a source

[19 J
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from whence to give himself a far higher worth than that of a
good-natured temperament could be? Unquestionably. It is
jud in this that the moral worth of the character is brought out
which is incomparably the highest of all, namely, that he is
beneficent, not from irn:ilination, but from duty.
'l'o secure one's own happiness is a duty, at least indirectly ;
for discontent with one's condition, under a pressure of many
anxieties and amidst unsatisfied wants, might easily become a
great temptation to transgression qf duty. But here again, without looking to duty, all men have already the strongest and most
intimate inclination to happiness, because it is just in this idea
that all inclinations are combined in one total. But the precept
of happiness is often of such a sort that it greatly interferes with
some inclinations, and yet a man cannot form any definite and
certain conception of the sum of satisfaction of all of them
which is called happiness (19). It is not then to be wondered
at that a single inclination, definite both as to what it promises
and as to the time within which it can be gratified, is often able
to overcome such a fluctuating idea, and that a gouty patient,
for instance, can choose to enjoy what he likes, and to suffer
what.6e may, since, according to his calculation, on this occasion at least, he has [ onlyJ not sacrificed the enjoyment of the
present moment to a possibly mistaken expectation of a happiness which is supposed to be found in health. But even in this
case, if the general desire for happiness did not influence his
will, and supposing that in his particular case health was not a
necessary element in this calculation, there yet remains in this,
as in all other cases, this law, namely, that he should promote
his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and by this
would his conduct first acquire true moral worth.
It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand
those passages of Scripture also in which we are commanded to
love our neighbour, even our enemy. For love, as an affection,
cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty's sake may;
even though we are not impelled to it by any inclination-nay,
are even repelled by a natural and unconquerable aversion. This
is practical love, and not JJafftological-a love which is seated in
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the will, and not in the propensions of sense-in principles of
action and not of tender sympathy; and it is this love alone
which can be commanded.
The second' proposition is: That an action done from duty
derives its moral worth, not jl"om the purpose which is to be
attained by it, but from the maxim by which it is determined,
and therefore does not depend on the realization of the object of
the action, but merely 011 the 11rinc1jJle ~f volition by which the
action Las taken place, without reganl to any object of desire (20 J.
It is clear from what precedes that the purposes which we may
have in view in our actions, or their effects regarded as ends and
springs of the will, cannot give to actions any unconditional or
moral worth. In what, then, can their worth lie, if it is not to
consist in the will :1Ud in reference to its expected effect? It
cannot lie anywhere but in the JJrinciple of the n·ill without
regard to the ends which can be attained by the action. For
the will stands between its d priori principle, which is formal,
and its d posteriori spring, which is material, as between two
roads, and as it must be determined by something, it follows
that it must be determined by the formal principle of volition
when an action is done from duty, in which case every material
principle has been withdrawn from it.
The third proposition, which is a consequence of the two
preceding, I would express thus: Duty is the necc8sity qf acting
from nspect for tlw l,uc. I may have incli11atio11 for an object
as the effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have resprct
for it, just for this reason, that it is au effect and not an energy
of will. Similarly, I cannot have respect for inclination, whether
my own or another's; I mm at most, if my own, approve it; if
another's, sometimes even love it; i.e. look on it as fayourable
to my own interest. It is only what is connected with my will
as a principle, by no means as an effect-what does not subserve
my inclination, but overpowers it, or at least in case of choice
excludes it from its calculation -in other words, simply the law
1 [The first proposition was that to have mornl worth an action must Le
done from duty.]
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of itself, which can be an object of resp1:.ct ani hence a command. Now an action done from d1:\~ :U~st vholly exclude
tlie influence of inclination, and wit]h it every o'\::ect of the will,
so that nothing remains which c~lw determine he will except
objec~ively the law, and subject" lvely pure i·es, ;t (21) for this
practical law, and consequently tho maxim' that should follow
this law even to the thwarting of all my .. inclinabs.
Thus the moral worth of an action does not ,''-1 ':n the effect
expected from it, nor in any principle of action which requires
to borrow its mot.ive from this expected effect. For all these
effects-agreeableness of one's condition, and even tl1e promotion of the happiness of others-could have been also brought
about by other causes, so 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 lrul' in itself, 1d1icl1 ccrtai111y
i~ only pos.~ il,/e in a rational being, in so far as this conception,
and not the expected effect, determines the will. This is a
goon
is already present in the person who acts accordingly, and we have not to wait for it to appear first in the
result' (22).
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, iu order that this will may be called

w{ich

1 A maxim is the subjective principle of volit ion.
The objective principle (i.e. thct which would also serve subjectively as a practical principle to
all rational beings if reason had full power over the faculty of desire) is the
practical luw.
2 It might be here objected to me that I take refuge behind the word
res1,tct in an obscure feeling, instead of giving a distinct solution of the
question by a concept of the reason. llut although respect is a feeling, it i,
not a feelmg ,·eceircd through influence, but is selFwrou.r;ht by a rntional
concept, and, therefore, is specifically distinct from all feelings of the former
kind, which may be referred either to inclinution or fear. What I recognise immediately us a law for me, I rec ognise with respect. This merely
8ignifies the con~ciousuess that my will is subonli1udt1 to a law, wi thout the
interv ention of other iuiluences on mY sense. The immediate detcrmiuation
of the will bv the law and the cODsci~usness of this is called ,·espect, so that

.
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good absolutelr and ,7'ithout qualification ? As I have deprived
the will of eve-y impull-se which could arise to it from obedience
to any law, th:re remains~ -othing but the universal conformity
of its actions J law in generfsl, which alone is to serve the will
as a principl• i. e. I am n eve1•f" to act otherwise than so that .I
could also 1cii liat my ma.ri/J/ .<' ·,oulcl ueco!!!.:. a universal law. Here
'1iow;·1t-is ..l!n;tmiile. r-~011formity to law in general, without
assumingJy Xu>pttriicular law applicable to certain actions, that
serves the will as its principle, 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 suggested. Let
the question be, for example: May I when in distress make a
promise with the intention not to keep it ? I readily distinguish here between the two significations which the question
may have: Whether it is prudent (23), 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 cu1111i11g,
the consequences cannot be so easily foreseen but that credit

this is regarded as an effect of the law on the subject, and not as the cause
of it. Respect is properly the (:!2) conception of a worth which thwarts my
self-love. Accordingly it is something which is considered neither as an
object of inclination nor of fear, although it has something analogous to
both. The olu·ect of respect is the law only, and that, the law which we impose on oursefres, and yet recognise as necessary in itself. As a law, we are
subjected to it without consulting self-love; as imposed hy us on ourselves,
it is a result of our will. In the former aspect it has an analogy to fear, in
the latter to inclination. Respect for a pel'Son is properly only respect for
the law (of honesty, &c.), of which he gives us an example. Since we also
look on the improvement of our talents as a dutr, we consider that we see in
a person of talents, as it were, the example ,fa law (viz. to become like him
in this by exercise), and this constitutes our respect. All so-called moral
interest consists ,imply in respect for the law.
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-0nce lost may be much more injurious 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 except
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 to be truthful from
duty, and to be so from apprehension of injurious consequences.
In the first case, the very notion of the action already implies a
law for me; in the second case, I 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 shortest way, however, and an unerring
one, to discover the answer to this question whether a lying
promise is consistent with duty, is to ask myself, Should I be
content that my maxim (to extricate myself from difficulty by
a false y:mise) should hold good as a universal law, for myself
us well as for others? and should I be able to say to myself,
•· Every one may make a deceitful promise when he finds himself iu a difficulty from which he cannot otherwise extricate
himself"? (u) Then I presently become aware that while I
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 iu vain to allege my intention in regard
to my future actions to those who would not believe this allegation, 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.
I do not, therefore, need any far-reaching penetration to
discern what I 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 contingencies, I only ask myself :
Canst thou also will that tLy maxim shonld be a uni Yersal law?
1£ not, then it must be rejected, and that not because of a disadvantage accruing from it to myself or even to others, but
C2
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because it cannot enter as a principle into a possible universal
legislation, and reason extorts from me immediate respect for
such legislation. I do not indeed as yet discern on what this
respect is based (this the philosopher may inquire), but at least
I understand this, that it is an estimation of the worth which
far outweighs all worth of what is recommended by inclination,
and that the necessity 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 itse1}; and the worth of such a will is above everything.
Thus, then, without quitting the moral knowledge of common human reason, we have arrived at its principle. Aud
although, no doubt, common men do not conceive it in such an
abstract and universal form, yet they always have it really
before their eyes, and use it as the standard of their decision. Here it would be easy to show how, with this compass
in hand (25 ), men are well able to distinguish, in every case that
occurs, what is good, what bad, conformably to duty or inconsistent with it, if, without in the least teaching them anything
new, we only, like Socrates, direct their attention to the principle they themselves employ; and that therefore we do uot need
science and philosophy to know what we should do 1.o be hone;:t
and good, yea, even wise and virtuous. Indeed we might well
have conjectured beforehand that the knowledge of what every
man is bound to do, and therefore also to know, would be within
the reach of every man, even the commonest.' Here we cannot
forbear admiration when we see how great an advantage the
practical judgment has over the theoretical in the common understanding of men. In the latter, if common reason ventures
to depart from the laws of experience anJ from the perceptions
of the senses it falls into mere inconceivabilities and self-contradictions, at least into a chaos of uncertainty, obscurity, and
insta1ility. But in the practical sphere it is just when the
[Compare the note to the Preface to the Critique of the Practical ReaA specimen of Kant's prup<i1,ed application of the Socratic
method may be found in lilr. Semple's translation of the JJJ~taphysic of
Ethics, p. :!90.J
1

son, p. 111.
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common understanding excludes all sensible springs from practival laws that its power of judgment begins to show itself to
advantage. It then becomes even subtle, whether it be that it
chicanes with its own conscience or with other claims respecting
wl1at is to be called right, or whether it desires for its own instruction to determine honestly the worth of actions ; and, in
the latter case, it may even have as good a Lope of hitting the
mark as any philosopher wha~ever can promise himself. Nay,
it is almost more sure of doing so, because the philosopher cannot have any other principle, while he may easily perplex Lis
judgment by a multitude of considerations foreign to the
matter, and so turn aside from the right way. Would it not
therefore be wiser in moral concerns to acquiesce in the j udgment of common reason (26), or at most only to call in philosophy
for the purpose of rendering the system of morals more complete
.and intelligible, and its rules more convenient for use (especially
for disputation), but not so as to draw off the common understanding from its happy simplicity, or to bring it by means of
philosopfiy into a new path of inquiry and instruction?
Innocence is indeed a glorious thing, only, on the other
hat'id, it is very sad that it c:mnot well maintain itself, and is
easily seuuced. On this account even wisdom-which otherwise consists more in conduct than in knowledge-yet has need
of science, not in order to lea.rn from it, but to secure for its
precepts admission and permanence. Against all the commands
of duty which reason represents to man as so deserving of respect, he feels in himself a powerful counterpoise in his wauts
and inclinations, the entire satisfaction of which he sums up
under the name of happiness. Now reason issues its commands
unyieldingly, without promising anything to the inclinations,
and, as it were, with disregard and contempt for these claims,
which are so impetuous, and at the same time so plausible, and
which will not allow themselves to be suppressed by any command. Hence there arises a natural dialectic, i. e. a. disposition,
to argue against these strict laws of duty and to question their
validity, or at least lheir purity and strictness; and, if possible,
to make them more accordant with our wishes and inclinations,
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that is to say, to corrupt them at their very source, and entirely
to destroy their worth-a thing which even common practieal
reason cannot ultimately call good.
Thus is the common reason of man compelled to go out of its
sphere, and to take a step into the field of a practical philosopliy,
not to satisfy any speculative want (which never occurs to it as
long as it is content to be mere sound reason), but even on practical grounds (21), in order to attain in it information and clear
instruction respecting the source of its principle, and the correct
determination of it in opposition to the maxims which are based
on wants and inclinations, so that it may escape from the perplexity of opposite claims, and not run the risk of losing all
genuine moral principles through the equivocation into which
it easily falls. Thus, when practical reason cultivates itself,
there insensibly arises in it a dialectic which forces it to seek
aid in philosophy, just as happens to it in its theoretic use; aud
in this case, therefore, as well as in the other, it will find rest
nowhere but in a thorough critical examination of our reason.

[2s]
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SECOND SECTION.
TRANSITION FROM POPULAR MORAL PHILOSOPHY TO THE
METAPHYSIC OF MORALS.

IF we have hitherto drawn our notion of dµty from the common: use of our practical reason, it is by no means to be inferred
that we have treated it as an empirical notion. On the contrary, if we attend to the experience of men's conduct, we
meet frequent and, as we ourselves _ft'llow, just complaints that
one. cannot find a single certain example of the disposition to
act from pure duty. Although many things are done in conformity with what duty prescribes, it is nevertheless always doubtful
whether they are done strictly from duty, so as to have a moral
worth. Hence there have, at all times, been philosophers who
have altogether deniecr that this disposition actually exists at all
in human actions, and have ascribed everything to a more or
less refined self-love. Not that they have on that account
questioned the soundness of the. conception of morality ; on the
contrary, they spoke with sincere regret of the frailty and corruption of human nature, which though noble enough to take
as its rule an idea so worthy of respect, is yet too week to follow it, and employs reason, which ought to give it the law (29)
only for the purpose of providing for the interest of the inclinations, whether singly or at the best in the greatest possible
harmony with on~ another.
In fact, it is ~bsolutely impossible to make out by experience with complete certainty a single case in which the
maxim of an action, however right in itself, rested simply on
moral grounds and on the conception of duty. Sometimes it
happens that with the sharpest self-examination we can find
nothing beside the moral principle of duty which could have
been powerful enough to move us to this or that action and t~
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so great a sacrifice; yet we cannot from this in£er with certainty
that it was not really some secret impulse of self-love, under the
false appearance of duty, that was the actual determining cause
of the will. We like then to flatter ourselves by falsely taking
credit for a more noble motive; whereas in fact we can never,
even by the strictest examination, get completely behind the secret
springs of action ; since, when the question is of moral worth,
it is not with the actions which we see that we are concerned,
but with those inward principles of them which we do not see.
Moreover, we cannot better serve the wishes of those who
ridicule all morality as a mere chimera of human imagination
overstepping itself from vanity, than by conceding to them that
notions of duty must be drawn only from experience (as from
indolence, people are ready to think is also the case with all
other notions); for this is to prepare for them a certain triumph.
I am willing to admit out of love of humanity that even most,
of our actions are correct, but if we look closer at them we everywhere come upon tlie dear self which is always prominent, and
it is this they Lave in view, and not the strict command of duty
which would often require self-denial (so). Without being an
enemy of virtue, a cool observer, one that does not mistake the
wish for good, however lively, for its reality, may sometimes
doubt whether true virtue is actually found anywhere in the
world, and this especially as years increase and the judgment is
partly made wiser by experience, and partly also more acute in
observation. This being so, nothing can secure us from falling
away altogether from our ideas of duty, or maintain in the soul
a well-grounded respect for its law, but the clear conviction that
although there should never have been actions which really
1:,prang from such pure sournes, yet whether this or that takes
place is not at all the question; but that reason of itself, inde~
pendent on all experience, ordains what ought to take place,
that accordingly actions of which perhaps the world has hitherto
never given an example, the feasibility even of which might be
very much doubted by one who founds everything on experience, are nevertheless inflexibly commanded by reason; that,
ex. gr. even though there might never yet have been u sincere
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friend, yet not a whit the less is pure sincerity in friendship
required of every man, because, prior to all experience, thi-s
duty is involved as duty in the idea of a reason determining
the will by d priori principles.
When we add further that, unless we deny that the notion
of morality has any truth or reference to any possible object, we
must admit that its law must be valid, not merely for men, but
for all rational creatures generally, not merely uuder certain contingent conditions or with exceptions, but witlt absolute nece.s.sity,
then it is clear that no experience could enable us to infer even
the possibility of such apodictic laws (31). For with what right
could we bring into unbounded respect as a universal precevt
for every rational nature that which perhaps holds only under
the contingent conditions of humanity ? Or how could laws of
the determination of our w.ill be regarded as laws of the determination of the will of rational beings generally, and for us
only as such, if they were merely empirical, and did not take
their origin wholly d priori from pure but practical reason ?
Nor{ould anything be more fatal to morality than that
we_ should wish to derive it from examples. For every example of
it that is set before me must be first itself tested by principles
of morality, whetlrnr it is worthy to serve as an original example,
i. e. as a pattern, but by no means can it authoritatively furnish
the conception of morality. Even the Holy One of the Gospels
must first be compared with our ideal of moral perfection before
we can recognise Him as such; and so He says of Himself,
·' Why call ye Me (whom you see) good; none is good (the
model of good) but God only (whom ye do not see)?" But
whence have we the conceplion of God as the supreme good?
Simply from the idea of moral perfection, which reason frames
a priori, and connects inseparably with the notion of a free-will.
Imitatiou finds no place at all in morality, and examples servtl
ouly for encouragement, i.e. they put Leyond doubt the feasibility of what the law commands, they ma.ke visible that which
the practical rule expresses more generally, but they can never
antliorise us to set aside the true original which lies in reason,
and to guide ourselves by examples.
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If then there is no genuine supreme principle of morality
but what must rest simply on pure reason, independent on all
experience, I think it is not necessary even to put the question,
whether it is good (32) to exhibit these concepts in their generality (in abstracto) as they are established d JJl'iol'i along with
the principles belonging to them, if our knowledge is to lie
distinguished from the 1 111gar, and to be called philosophical.
In our times indeed this might perhaps be necessary; for if we
collected votes, whether pure rational knowledge separated from
everything empirical, that is to say, metaphysic of morals, or
whether popular practical philosophy is to be preferred, it is
easy to guess which side would preponderate.
'l'his descending to popular notions is certainly very commendable, if the ascent to the principles of pure reason has first
taken place and been satisfactorily accomplished. This implies
that we first .found Ethics on Metaphysics, and then, when it is
firmly established, procure a heari11g for it by giving it a popular
charncter. But it is quite absurd to try to be popular in the
first inquiry, on which the soundness of the principles depends.
It is not only that this proceeding can never lay claim to the
very rare merit of a true philosophical popularif.lJ, since there is
no art in being intelligible if one renounces all thoroughness of
insight; but also it produces a disgusting medley of compiletl
observations and half-reasoned principles. Shallow pates enjoy
this because it can be used for every-day chat, but the sagacious
find in it only confusion, and beiug unsatisfied and unable to
help themselves, they turn away their eyes, while philosophers,
who see quite well through this delusion, are little listened to
when they call men off for a time from this pretended popularity, in order that they might be rightfully popular after they
have attainecl a definite insight.
We need only look at the attempts of moralists in that
favourite fashion, and we shall find at one time the special
constitution of human nature (33) (including, however, the idc:t
of a rational nature generally), at one time perfection, at
another happiness, here moral sense, there fear of God, a little
of this, and a little of that, in manellons mixturf', without its
1
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occurring to them to ask whether the principles of morality are
to be sought in the knowledge of human nature at all (which we
can have only from experiencr,) ; and, if this is not so, if these
principles are to be found altogether a p1·iori free from everything empirical, in pure -rational concepts only, and nowhere
else, not even in the smallest degree ; then rather to adopt the
method of muking this a separate inquiry, as pure practical
philosophy, or (if one may use a name so decried) as metaphysic
of morals,1 to bring it by itself to completeness, and to require
the public, which wishes for popular treatment, to await tl1e
issue of this undertaking.·
Such a metaphysic of morals, completely isolated, not mixed
with any anthropology, theology, pbysics, or hyperphysics, arnl
still less with occult qualities (which we might call hypopbysical:,
is not only an indispensable substratum of a11 sound theoretical
knowledge of duties, but is at the same time a desideratum of
the highest importance to the actual fulfilment of their precepts_
For the v,iue conception of duty, unmixed with :my foreign
addition fof empirical attractions (34), and, in a word, the co11ception of the moral law, exercises on the human l1eart, by way
of reason alone (which first becomes aware with this that it can
of itself be practical), an influence so much more powerful tha11
all other springs' which may be derived from the fi eld of experience, that in the consciousness of its worth, it despises the
latter, and can by degrees become their maRter ; whereas a
mixe(l ethics, compounded partly of motives drawn from feelingi;
and indinations, and partly nlso of conrPptinns of r ear::011 , must
1

Just as pure mathemati cs ure distinguished from applied, pure lugi,·
from applied, ,o if we choose we mny also distinguish pure philosi>phy ot
morals (metaphy,ic) from applied (viz. applied to human nature). lly thi ,
designation we are also at once reminded that moral principles are not lm;ed
on properties of human nature, but mmt subsist d 1,i·iori of them~clves.
while from snch principles practical rules must be capable of being deduced
±or every rat10nal nalure, nnd accordingly for that of man.
2
I have a letter from the late excdlent Sulzer, in which he a,ks me what
can be the ren , on that moral imtruction, ulthough con taming murh that is
convincing for the reason, yet uccomplishes so little? My answer was post1ioned in order that I might make it complete. But it is ~imply this, that
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make the mind waver between motives which cannot be brought
under any principle, which lead to good only by mere accident,
and very often also to evil.
From what bas been said, it is clear that all moral conceptions have their seat and origin completely d priori in the reason,
and that, moreover, in the commonest reason just as trnly as in
that which is in the highest degree speculative; that they cannot be obtained by abstraction from any empirical, and therefore
merely contingent knowledge; that it is just this purity of their
origin that makes them worthy to serve as our supreme practical principle (35), and that just in proportion as we add anything
empirical, we detract from their genuine influence, and from the
absolute value of actions; that it is not only of the greatest
necessity, in a purely speculative point of view, but is also of
the greatest practical importance to derive these notions and
laws from pure reason, to present them pure aud unmixed, and
even to determine the compass of this practical or pure rational
knowledge, i.e. to determine the whole faculty of pure practical
reason; and, in doing so, we must not make its principles dependent on the particular nature of human reason, though in
speculative philosophy this may be permitted, or may even at
times be necessary; but since moral laws ought to hold good for
every rational creature, we must derive them from tlie general
concept of a rational being. In this way, although for its
application to man morality has need of antliropology, yet, in
the first instance, we must treat it iudependently as pure philo-

the teachers themselves have not got their own notions clear, and when they
endeavour to make up for this by raking up motives of moral goodness from
ernry quarter, trying to make their physic right strong, they spoil it. For
the commonest understanding shows that if we imagine, on the one hand, an
act of honesty done with steadfast mind, apart from every new to advantage
of any kind in this world or another, and e,en under the grnatest temptations
ot necessity or allurement, and, on the other hand, a similar act which was
affected, inl10wever low a degree, by a foreign motive, the former leaves far
behind and eclipses the second; it elevates the soul, and ins]Jires the wish to be
able to act in like manner oneself. Even moderately young children feel this
impression, and one should never represent duties to them in any other light.
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sophy, i.e. as metaphysic, complete in itself (a thing which in
such distinct branches of science is easily doue) ; knowing well
that unless we are in possession of this, it would not only be vain
to determine the moral element of duty in right actions for
purposes of speculative c:i:iticism, but it would be impossible to
base morals on their genuine principles, even for common practical purposes, especially of moral instruction, so as to produce
pure moral dispositions, and to en graft them on men's minds to
the promotion of the greatest possible good in Lhe world.
But in order that in this study we may not merely aclvn.nce by
the natural steps from the common moral judgment (in this case
very worthy of respect) to the philosophical, as has been already
done, but also from a popular philo/ophy, which goes no further
than it can reach by groping with yiie help of examples, to metaphysic (which does not allow itself to be checked by anything
empirical (36), and as it must measure the whole extent of this
kind of rational knowledge, goes as far as ideal conceptious,
where even examples fail us), we must follow and clearly
describe
practical faculty of reason, from the general rules
of its determination to the point where the notion of duty
springs from it.
Everything in nature works according to laws. Rational
beings alone have the faculty of acting according tu the co11ceptiu11 of laws, that is according to principles, i.e. have a 1cill.
Since the deduction of actions from principles requires rea:,on,
the will is nothing but practical reason. If reason infallibly
determines the will, then the actions of such a being which are
recoguised as objectively necessary are subjectively necessary
also, i.e. t.he will is a faculty to choose that 011111 which reaso11
independent on inclination recognises 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 coi11cide with the objective conditions; iu a word, if the will does not i11 ihl'(l completely accord with r easou (which is actually the case with men),
then the actions which objectively are recoguibed as necessar.r
are subjectively co11ti11gent, ancl the cletermi11atio11 of such a will

fie
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according to objective laws is obligatiou, that is to say, the relation of the objective laws to a will that is not thoroughly good
1s conceived 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
o1ligatory for a will, is called a command (of reason), and the
formula of the command is called an Imperative .
.All imperatives are expressed by the word ougM [ or slwl!J,
an<l thereby indicate the relation of an objective law (37) of
1·eason to a will, which from its subjective constitution is
not necessarily determined by it (an obligation). They say
that something would be good to do or to forbear, but they say
it to a will which does not always do a thing because it is co11ceived to be gootl to do it. That is practically good, however,
which determines the will by means of the conceptions of
reason, and consequently not from subjective causes, but objectively, that is on principles which are valid for every rational
being as such. It is distinguished from the pleasant, as that
which influences the will only by means of sensation from
merely subjective causes, valid only for the sense of this or
that one, and not as a principle of reason, which holds for every
-one.'
1 The dependence of the desires on sensations is called incliuation, and
this accordingiy always indicates a want. The dependence of a contingently
determinable will on principles of reason is called an interest. This therefore is found only in the case of a dependent will, which· does not al waJ s
of itself conform to reasou; in the Divine will we cannot conceive any
interest. But the human will can also take an interest in a thing without
therefore acting.fr0111 interest. The former signifies the 11ractical interest in
the action, the latter the patlwlo!fical in the object of the action. The former
indicates only dependence of the will on principles of reason in themselves ;
the second, dependence on principles of reason for the sake of inclination,
reaoon supplying only the practical rules how the requirement of the inclination may be satisfied. In the first case the action interest,, me: in the
second the object of the action (because it is pleasant to me). We have seen
in the first section that in an action done from duty we must look: not to
the interest in the object, but only to that in the action itself, and in its
ratiunal principle (viz. the law).
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A perfectly good will would therefore be equally subject to
objective laws (viz. laws of good), but could not be conceived as
obliged thereby to act lawfully, because of itself from its subjective conslitution it can only be determined by the conception
of good (3s). Therefore no imperatives hold for the Di,·ine
will, or in general for a holy will; oug!tt is here out of place,
because the volition is already of itself necessarily in uuison
with the law. Therefore imperatives are only formula, to
express the relation of objective laws of all volition Lo the subjective imperfection of the will of this or that rational being,
{'. g. the human will.
Now all imperatives command either hypothetically or categoi·ically.
'.l.'he former representhe practical necessity of a
possible action as means to somet ug else that is willed (or at
least which one might possibly w· 1). The categorical imperative would be that which represented. an action as necessary of
itself without reference to another end., i.e. as objectively
11ecessary.
Sincefevery practical law represents a possible action a1,
good, aJd on this account, for a subject who is practically
det.erminable by reason, necessary, all imperatives are formulm
determining an action which is necessary according to the prin i::iple of a will good in some respects. If now the action i~
good only as a means to somdhi11,q else, then the imperative i,,
liypolhetical; if it is conceived as good in it.,e(f aud consequently
as being necessarily the principle of a will which of itself conforms to reason, then it is categorical.
Thus the imperative declares what action possible by me
would be good, and presents the practical rule in relation to a
will which does not forthwith perform an action simply because it is good, whether because the subject does not always
know that it is good, or because, even if it know this, yet its
maxims might be opposed to the objective priuciples of practical
reason.
Accordingly the hypothetical imperative only says that the
action is good for some purpose, pmsible or actual (39). In the
first case it is a Problematical, in the second au Assertorial

32

FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF THE

practical principle. 'l'he categorical imperative which declares
en action to be objectively necessary in itself without reference
to any purpose, i. e. without any other end, is valid as an
Apodictic (practical) principle.
Wliatever is possible only by the power of some rational
being may also be conceived as a possible purpose of some will;
and therefore the principles of action as regards the means
necessary to attain some possible purpose are in fact infinitely
numerous. All sciences have a practical part, consisting 0£
problems expressing that some end is possible for us, and 0£
imperatives directing how it may be attained. These may,
therefore, be called in general imperatives of Skill. Here there
is no question whether the end is rational and good, but onl_y
what one must do in order' to attain it. The precepts for the
physician to make his patient thoroughly healthy, and for a
poisoner to ensure certain death, are of equal value in this
respect, that each serves to effect its purpose perfectly. Since
in early youth it cannot be known what ends are likely to occur
to us in the course of life, parents seek to have their children
taught a great many tlli11[!8, and provide for their ~kill in the use
of means for all sorts of arbitrary ends, of none of which can
they determine whether it may not perhaps hereafter. be an
object to their pupil, but which it is at all events possible that
he might aim at; and this anxiety is so great that they
commonly neglect to form and correct their judgment on the
value of tlie things which may be chosen as ends (10).
There is one end, however, which may be assumed to be
actually such to all rational beings (so far as imperatives apply
to them, viz. as dependent beings), and therefore, one purpose
which they not merely may have, but which we may with
certainty assume that they all actualJy lwvP- by a natural necessity, and ibis is liappiness. The hypothetical imperative which
expresses the practical necessity of an action as means to the
advancement of happiness is Assertorial. We are not to present
it as necessary for an uncertain and merely possible purpose
but for a purpose which we may presuppose with certainty and
d priori in every man, because it belongs to his beiug. Now
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skill in the choice of means to his own greatest well-being may
be called prudence, 1 in the narrowest sense. A.nd thus the imperative which refers to the choice of means to one's own
happiness, i.e. the precept of prudence, is still always hypothetical; the action is not commanded absolutely, but only as means
to another purpose.
Finally, there is an imperative which commands a certain
conduct immediately, without haviug as its condition any other
purpose to be attained by it. This imperative is Categorical.
It concerns not the matter of the action, or its intended result,
but its form and the principle of which it is itself a'result (.11);
and what is essentially good in it consists in the mental disposition, let the consequence be whit it may. This imperafave
may be called that of MoralitJ. /
There is a marked distinction also between the volitions on
these three sorts, of principles in the dissimilarity of the obligation of the will. In order to mark this di:ffereuce more clearly,
I thiuk t~ey. would be most suitably named in their order if we
said the/ are either rules of skill, or counsels of prudence, or
conunand~ (1mm) of morality. For it is true only that involves
the oonceptiou of au unconditional and objective necessity, which
is consequently universally valid; and commands are laws
which roust be obeyed, that is, must be followed, even iu opposition to inclination. Gouuse!s, indeed, involve necessity, but
one which can only hold under a contiugent subjective condition, viz. they depend on whether this or that man reckons this
or that as part of his happiuess ; the categorical imperative, on
'.l'he word prudence is taken in two senses : in the one it may bear the
uame of knowledge of the world, in the other that of private prudence.
The former is a man's ability to influence others so as to use them for his
own purposes. The latter is the sagacity to combine ull these purposes for
his own lasting benefit. This latter is properly that to which the value
even of the former is reduced, and when a man is prudent in the former
sense, but not in the latter, we might better say of him that he is clever
and cunning, but, on the whole, imprudent. [Compare on the difference
between ]dug and gescheu here alluded to, Antl1ropologie, § :15, ed. Schubert,
p. llO.J
1
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the contrary, is not limited by any condition, and as being
absolutely, although practically, necessary, may be quite properly called a command. We might also call the first kind of
imperatives technical (belonging to art), the second pragmatic1
(to welfare), the third moral (belonging to free conduct generally, that is, to morals).
Now arises the question, how are all these imperatives possible ? This question does not seek to know how we can
conceive the accomplishment of the action which the imperative
ordains, but merely how we can conceive the obligation of the
will (42) which the imperative expresses. No special explanation is needed to show how an imperative of skill is possible.
Whoever wills the end, wills also (so far as reason decides his
conduct) the means in his power which are indispensably
necessary thereto. This proposition is, as rngards the volition,
analytical; for, in willing an object as my effect, there i.s
already thought the causality of myself as an acting cause, that
is to say, the use of the means; and the imperative educes from
the conception of volition of an end the conception of actions
necessary to this end. Synthetical propositions must no doubt
be employed in defining the means to a proposed end; but they
do not concern the principle, the act of the will, but the object
and its realization. E:r. gr., that in order to bisect a line on
au unening principle I must draw from its extremities two
intersecting arcs; this no doubt is taught by mathematics only
in synthetical propositions; but if I know that it is only by this
process that the intended operation can be performed, then to
say that if I fully will the operation, I also will the action
required for it, is an analytical proposition ; for it is one and
the same thing to conceive something as an effect which I can
t It4ms to me that the proper signification of the word pragmatic
may be most accurately defined in this way. For sanctio11s [ see Cr. of
Prnct. Reas., p. 271] are called pragmatic which flow pl"Operly, not from
the law of the states as necessary enactments, but from 1n·ecaution for the
general welfare. A history is composed pragmatically when it teaches
prudence, i. e. instructs the world how it can provide for its interests
better, or at least as well as the men of former time.
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produce in a certain way, and to conceive myself as acting in
this way.
If it were on1y equa1ly easy to give a definite conception of
ha11piness, the imper a.ti ves of prudence would correspond exactly
with those of skill, and would likewise be analytical. For iu
this case as in that, it could be said, whoever wills the end,
wills also (according to the dictate of reason necessarily) the
indispensable means thereto which are in bis power. But,
uufortunately, the notion of happiness is so indefinite that
although every man wishes to attain it, yet he never can say
definitely and consistently what it is that he really wishes and
wills (43), The reason of this is that all the elements whicli
belong to the uotiou of happiness /re altogether empirical, i. e.
they must be borrowed from experience, anu nevertheless the
idea of haJJIJiness requires an absolute whole, a maximum of
welfare in my present and all future circumstances. Now it is
impossible that the most clear-sighted, and at the same time
mostpowrfol being (supposed finite), shoulu frame to himself a
definite ionception of what he really wills in this. Does he
will riches, how much uuxiety, envy, and snares might he not
thereby draw upon his shouldern? Does he will knowledge
and discernment, perhaps it might prove to be only au eye so
much the sharper to show him so much the more fearfully the
~vils that are 110w concealed from him, and that canuot be
avoiJ.ed, or to impose more wants on bis desires, which already
give hiru concern enough. Would he have long life, who
guarantees to Lim that it would not be a long misery? would
he at least have health? how often. has uneasiness of the body
restrained from excesses into which perfect health would have
allowed one to fall? and so on. In short he is unable, .ou any
priuciple, to determine with certainty what would make him
truly happy; because to do so he would need to be omniscient.
We cannot therefore act on any definite pri11ciples to secun,
happi11ess, but only on empirical counsels, e:c. gr. of regimen,
frugality, courtesy, reserve, &c., which experience teaches do,
on the average, most promote well-being. He11ce it follows
that the imperatives of prudence do not, strictly speaking,
D2
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command at all, that is, they cannot present actions objectively
as practically neccssar!J; that they are rather to be regarded as
counsels (consilia) than precepts (praxepta) of reason, that the
problem to determine certainly and universally (H) what action
would promote the happiness of a rational being is completely
insoluble, and consequently no imperative respecting it is possible which should, in the strict sense, command to do what
makes happy; because happiness is not an ideal of reason but
of imagination, resting solely on empirical grounds, aud it is
vain to expect that these should define au action by which one
could attain the totality of a series of consequences which is
really eudless. This imperative of prudence would however
be an analytical propositiou if we assume that the means to
happiness could be certainly assigned; for it is distinguished
from the imperative of skill only by this, that in the latter the
end is merely possible, in the former it is given; as however
both only onlaiu the means to that which we suppose to be
willed as an end, it follows that the imperative which ordains
the willing of the means to him who wills the end is in both
cases analytical. Thus there is no difficulty in regard to the
possibility of an imperative of this kind either.
On the other Land the questiou, how the imperative of
morality is possible, is undoubtedly one, the only oue, demanding a solution, as this is not at all hypothetical, aud the objective necessity which it presents cannot rest on any hypothesis,
as is the case with the hypothetical imperatives. Ouly here we
must never leave out of consideration that we cannot make out
by any example, in other words empirically, whether there is
such an imperative at all; but it is rather to be fearecl that all
those which seem to be categorical may yet be at bottom hypothetical. For instance, when the precept is : Thou shalt not
promise deceitfully; and it is assumed that the necessity of
this is not a mere counsel to avoid some other evil, so that it
should mean : thou shalt uot make a lying promise, lest if it
become known thou shouldst destroy thy credit (45), but that an
action of this kind must be regarded as evil iu itself, so tliat
the impemtive of the prohibition is categorical ; then we cannot
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show with certainty in any example that the will was determined merely by the law, without any other spring of action,
although it may appear to be so. For it is always possible that
fear of disgrace, perhaps also obscure dread of other dangers,
may have a secret influence on the will. Who can prove by
experience the non-existence of a cause when all that experience tells us is that we do not perceive it ? But in such a case
the so-called moral imperative, which as such a1)pears to be
categorical and unconditional, would in reality be only a pragmatic precept, drawing our attention to our own interests, and
merely teaching us to take these into consideration.
We shall therefore have to investigate d 1n·io1·i the possibility of a categorical imperativfas we have not in this case
the ad vanfage of its reality being given in experience, so that
[the elucidation of] its possibility should be requisite only for
its explanation, not for its establishment. In the meantime it
may be discerned beforehand that the categorical imperative
alone haf the purport of a practical law : all the rest may
indeed bi called principles of the will but not laws, since whatever is only necessary for the attainment of some arbitrary
1mrpose may be considered as in itself contingent, and we can
at any time be free from the precept if we give up the purpose:
on the contrary, the unconditional command leaves the will no
liberty to choose the opposite; consequently it alone carries with
it that necessity which we require in a law.
Secondly, in the case of this categorical imperative or law of
morality, the difficulty (of discerning its possibility) is a very
profound one (46). It is an d priori synthetical practical proposition1; and as there is so much difficulty in discerning the
1 I connect the act with the will without presupposing any condition
resulting from any inclination, but d priori, and therefore necessarily
(though only objectively, i.e. assuming the idea of a reason possessing full
power over all subjective motives). This is accordingly a practical proposition which does not deduce the willing of an action by mere auo.l_rsis from
another already presupposed (for we have not such a perfect will), but connects it immediately with the conception of the will of a rational being, as
something not contained in it.
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possibility of speculative propositions of this kind, it may
readily be supposed that the difficulty will be no less with the
practical.
In this problem we will first inquire whether the mere conception of a categorical imperative may not perhaps supply us
also with the formula of it, containing the proposition which
alone can be a categorical imperative; for even if we know the
tenor of such an absolute command, yet how it is possible will
require further special and laborious study, which we postpone
to the last section.
When I conceive a hypothetical imperative in general 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 contains. For as the imperative contains
besides the law only the necessity that the maxims 1 shall conform to this law, while the law contains no conditions restricting it, there remains nothing but the general statement that
the maxim of the action should conform to a universal law (47),
and it is this conformity alone that the imperative properly
represents as necessary.:
There is therefore but one categorical imperntive, n:unely
this: .Act on(IJ 011 tl1at ma.rim icl1ereby thou ca11sl at tile same time
1cill that it .sliould oecome a unirersal lruc.
Now if all imperatives of duty can be deduced from this one
imperative as from their principle, then, although it should
remain undecided whether what is called duty is not merely a

A ll.U:rn is a subjecth-e principle of action, and must be distinguished
from the oqjecthe principle, namely, practical luw. The former contains 1.he
practical rule set by reason according to the conditions of the subject ( often
its ignorance or its inclinations), so that it is the principle on which the
subject acts; but the law is the objective principle valid for every rational
being, and is the principle on which it ou.rrlit to act that is au imperative.
2 [I ha,'"e no doubt that "den" in the original before "Imperativ" is a
misprint for "der," and have translated accordingly. hlr. Semple has
done the same. The editions that I have seen agree inreo.cling" den," and
JU. Barni so translates. With this reading, it is the conformity tho.t presents the imperative as necessary.]
1
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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
form), that is the existence of things
most general sense (as
so far as it is determined by general laws, the imperative of
duty may be expressed thus : Act as if the 111arim ~f thy action
were to become V!f tliy 1cill tt U11frcrsal L au: of Nature.
We will now enumerate a few duties, adopting the usual
di vision of them into duties t o ourselves and to others, and into
pedect and imperfect duties. 1 (48)
1. A man reduced to despaiy by a series of misfortunes
feels wearied of life, but is still sf 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 Y 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 nature
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 woi1ld contradict itself, aud therefore could not
exist as a system of natnre ; hence that maxim cannot possibly exist as a universal law of nature, and consequently

to

f

It must be noted here th at I reserve th e divi,ion of duties for a future
metaphysic of morals; so that I give it here only as an arbitrary one (iu
order to arrange ill)- examples). For the rest, I understand by a perfect
duty one that admits no exception in favour of inclination, and then I
have not merely external, but also internal perfect duties. Thi, is contrary
t o the use of the word adopted in the schools; but I do not intend to justify
it here, as it is all one for my purpose whether it is ndmitted or not.
[Pe,Jcct duties are usually understood t o l,e those which can uc enforced by
external law ; imperfect, those which cannot be enforced. They are ab o
called res11ectivcly dete1·111i1111{e and imleterminate, oificia J uris and njficiu
't:irtutis .]
1
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would be wholly inconsistent with the supreme principle of all
duty.'
2. Another finds himself forced by necessity to borrow
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 inconsistent 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 I think myself in want of money, I will borrow money
and promise to repay it, although I know that I never can do
so. Now this principle of self-love or of one's own advantage
may perhaps be consistent with 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 (-rn):
How would it be if my maxim were a universal law? Then I
see at once that it could never hold as a universal law of
nature, but would necessarily contradict itself. For supposing
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 impossible, as well as the end that one might
have in view in it, since no one would consider tlrn.t 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 UBeful man in many respects.
But he finds himself in comfortable circumstances, 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
1

[

On suicide cf. furlher J1Ietapltysik der Bitten, p. 274. J
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(like the South Sea islanders) should let their talents rust, and
resolve to devote their lives merely to idleness, amusement, and
propagation of their species-in a word, to enjoyment; but he
cannot possibly n-ifl that this should be a universal law of
na.ture, or be implanted in us as such by a natural instinct.
For, as a rational 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 fou~-th, 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 (5o) as heaven pleases, or as he can make himself;
I will ta.1::e nothing from him. nofeven 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
universal law, the human race might very well subsist, and
doubtless even better than in a state in which everyone talks of
sympathf and good-will, or even takes care occasionally to put
it into p/actice, but on the other side, also cheats when he can,
betrays the rights of men, or otherwise violates them. But
altlrnugh it is 1)0ssible 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 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 otliers, 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.
These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least what
we regard as such, which obviously fall iuto two classes on the
one principle that we have laid down. We must be able to 1rifl
that a maxim of our action should be a universal law. This
is the canon of the moral appreciation of the action generally. Some actions are of such a character that their maxim
cannot without contradiction be even concefred as a universal
law of nature, far from it being possible that we should u:ill
that it slwnld be so. In others this intrinsic impossibility is not
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found, but still it is impossible to 1till that their maxim should
be raised to the universality of a law of nature, since such a
will would contradict itself. It is easily seen that the former
violate strict or rigorous (inflexible) duty (51); the latter only
laxer (meritorious) duty. Thus it bas been completely shown by
these examples how all duties depend as regards the nature of
the obligation (not the object of the action) on the same principle.
If now we attend to ourselves on occasion of any transgression of duty, we shall find that we in fact do not will that our
maxim should be a universal law, for that is impossible for us;
on the contrary we will that the opposite should remain a
universal law, only we assume the liberty of making an exce7Jtio11 in our own fayour or (just for this time ouly) in favour of
our inclination. Consequently if we considered all cases from
one and the same point of view, namely, that of reason, we should
find a contradiction in our own will, namely, that a certain principle should be objectively necessary as a universal law, and yet
subjectively should not be universal, but admit of exceptions.
As however we at one moment regard our action :from the point
of view of a will wholly conformed to reason, and then again
look at the same action from the point of view of a will affected
by indiuation, there is not really any contradiction, but an
antagonism of inclination to the precept of reason, whereby the
universality of the principle is changed into a mere generality,
so that the practical principle of reason shall meet the maxim
half way. Now, although this cannot be justified iu our own
im1iartial judgment, yet it proves that we do really recognise
the validity of the categorical imperative and (with all respect
for it) only allow omselves a few exceptions, which we think
unimportant and forced from us.
· 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 (52), it can only be expressed in categorical, and not at all in hypothetical imperatives. We have
also, which is of great importance, exhib1ted clearly and definitely for eYery practical application the content of the cate'~o~ical imperative, which must contain the principle of all
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duty if there is such a thing at all. We have not yet, however,
ndvanced so far as to prove d 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.
With the view of attaining to this it is of extreme importance to remember that we must not allow ourselves to think of
deducing the reality of this principle from the particular attributeo (!/ human uatui·e. For duty is to be a practical, unconditional necessity of action ; it must therefore hold for all rational
beings (to whom an imperative can apply at all) and .for this
1w1so11 only be also a law for all h~an wills. On the contrary,
whatever is deduced from the p{rticular natural characteristics
of humanity, from certain feelings aIHl propensions,' nay even,
if possible, from any particular tendency proper to human
reason, and which need not necessarily hold for the will of
every rational being; this may indeed sup11ly us with a maxim,
but not fith a law; with a subjective principle on which we
may have a propension and inclination to act, but not with
an objective principle on which we should be enjoined to act,
even though all our propensions, inclinations, and natural dispositions were opposed to it. In fact the sublimity and intrinsic
dignity of the command in duty are so much the more evident,
the less the subjective impulses favour it and the more they
oppose it, without being able in the slightest degree to weaken
the obligation of the law or to diminish its -validity (.:i3).
Here then we see philosophy brought to a critical position.
since it has to be firmly fixed, notwithstanding that it ha~
uothing to support it either in heaven or earth. Here it must
show its purity as absolute dictator of its own laws, not th e
[ 1 Kaut dis1.iugui,hes "Hang (propensio)" from" :Keigung [iucliuatiu)"
ns follows:-" Hang" is a predisposition to the desire of some enj oyment:
in other words, it is the subjectiTe possibility of excitement of a. certain
desire, which precedes the conception of its object. When the enjoyment
has been e:s:perienced, it produces a "Neigung" (inclination) to it, whicl1
accordingly is defined" habitual sensible desire."-.A.11/hropoln.'lie, §§ 72, 79.
Religion, p. 31. J
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herald of those which are whispered to it by an implanted sense
or who knows what tutelary nature. Although these may be
better than nothing, yet they can never afford principles dictated by reason, wliich must have their source wholly d JHiori
and thence their commanding authority, expecting everything
from the supremacy of the law and the due respect for it,
nothing from inclination, or else condemning the man to selfcontempt and inward !Lbhorrence.
Thus every empirical element is not only quite incapable of
being an aid to the principle of morality, but is eveu highly
prejudicial to the purity of morals, for the proper and inestimable worth of an absolutely good will consists just in this, that
the principle of action is free from n.11 influence of c011tingent
grounds, which alone experience can furnish. We cannot too
much or too often repeat our warning against this lax: aud even
ID6an habit of thought which seeks for its principle amongst
empirical motives and laws; for human reason in its weariness
is glad to rest on this pillow, and in a dream of sweet illusions
(in which, instead of Juno, it embraces a cloud) it substitutes
for morality a bastard patched up from limbs of l'arious derivation, which looks like anything one chooses to see iu it; only
not like virtue to one who has once beheld her in her true form.'
(54) T.o.e question then is this: Is it a necessary law for all
rationct? bdngs that they should always judge of their actions by
maxims of which they can themselves will that they should
serve as uuiversal laws? If it is so, then it must be connected
(altogether d priori) with the very conception of the will of a
rational being generally. But in order to discover this connexion we must, however reluctantly, take a step into metaphysic, although into a domain of it which is distinct from
speculative philosophy, namely, the metaphysic of morals. In
' To behold ,irtue in her proper form is nothing else but to contemplate
ruorahty otripped of all admixture of sensible things (54) :md of every
spurious ornament of rewarcl or self-love. How- much she then eclipses
everything else that appears charming to the affections, every one may
readily perceive with the least exertion of liis reason, if it be not wholly
spoiled for abstraction.
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a practical philosophy, whern it is not the reasons of what
liappens that we have to ascertain, but the laws of what OUlJlit
to lwppen, even although it neve1· does, i. e. objective practical
laws, there it is not necessary to inquire into the reasons why
anything pleases or displeases, how the pleasure of mere sensation differs from taste, and whether the latter is distinct from
a general satisfaction of reason; on what the feeling of pleasure
or pain rests, and how from it desires and inclinations arise,
and from these again maxims by the co-operntiun of reason : for
all this belongs to an empirical psychology, which would constitute the second part of physics, if we regard physics as tlrn
phi1o.sophy of nature, so far as it is 9B-sed on empirical la1Cs. But
here we are concerned with obje¢'five practical laws, and consequently with the relation of the will to itself so far as it is
dete1·mined by reason alone, in which case whate,er has reference to anything empirical is necessarily excluded ; since if
reason of' itsdf ctloue determines the conduct (55) (and it is the
possibility of this that we are now investigating), it must necessarily do so d priori.
The will is conceived as a faculty of determining oneself to
action in accorclancr 1citl1 the couception of certaiu hues. An<l such
a faculty can be found only in rational beiugs. Now that which
serves the will as the objective ground of its self-determination
is the ellll, and if this is assigned by reason alone, it must hold
for all rational beings. On the other hand, that which merely
contaius the ground of possibility of the action of which the
effect is the end, this is called the means.
The subjective
grouuJ of the desire is the spring, the objective ground of
the volition is the motit:e; hence the distinction between subjective en<ls which rest on springs, and objpctive ends which
depend ou motives valid for every rational being. Practical
principles are fonnal when they abstract from all subjective
ends, they are material when they assume these, and therefore
particular springs of action. The ends which a mtioual being
proposes t.o himself at pleasure as e!f'ect.s of his actious (material
ends) are all only relative, for it is only their relatiou to the
particular desires of the subject that gives them their wortl1,
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which therefore cannot furnish principles universal and necessary for all rational beings and for every volition, that is to say
practical laws. Ilence all these relative ends can give rise only
to hypothetical imperatives.
Supposing, however, that there were something 1tliose existence has in itse{f an absolute worth, something which, being an
end in itse{f, could be a sou.rce of definite laws, then in this and
this alone would lie the source of a possible categorical imperative, i.e. a practical law (56).
Now I say : man and generally any rational being exists as
an end in himself, not merP1y as a means to be arbitrarily used
by this or that will, but in all his actions, whether they concern
himself or other rational beings, must be al ways 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
conditional. Beings whose existence depends not on our will
but on nature's, have nevertheless, if they are irrational 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, tliat is as
something which must not be used merely as means, and so far
therefore restricts 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,
tbat 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 wvl'tlt ; but if all worth were conditioned and
therefore contingeut, then there would be no supreme practical
principle of reason whatever.
If then there is a supreme practical principle or, in respect of

J\IETAPHYSIC OF MORALS,

47

the human will,a categorical imperative, it must be one which (57),
being drawn from the conception of that which is necessarily
an end for every one 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 11ature exists as an end in itse_1j. Man necessarily conceivesliis own existence as being so: so far then this is a subjective principle of human actions. But every other rational
being regards its existence similarly, just on the same rational
principle that holds for me :1 so that it is at the same time an
objective principle, from which as a supreme practical law all
laws of the will must be capable o;.,being deduced. Accordingly
the practical imperative will Le/as follows: So act as fo treat
lw111a11ity, u1ietlier i"n thine own per8on or in that of any other, in
every case as an end withal, 11ei-er as meani; only. We will now
inquire whether this can be practically carried out.
To abide by the previous examples:
Ftrstly, under the head of necessary duty to oneself : He
who contemplates suicide should ask himself whether his action
can be consistent with the idea of humanity as an end in itse(f.
If he destroys himself in order to escape from painful circumstances, he uses a person merely as a mean to nrniutaiu a tolerable coudition up to the end of Ii£~. But a man is not a thing,
that is to say, something which can be used merely as means,
but must in all his actions be always considered as au end in
himself. I cannot, therefore, dispose in any way of a mau in
my own person so as to mutilate him, to damage or kill him (58).
(It belongs to ethics proper to define this principle more precisely so as to avoid all misunderstanding, e.y. as to the amputation of the limbs in order to preserve myself ; as to exposing
my life to danger with a view to preserve it, &c. This question
is therefore omitted here.)
Secondly, as regards necessary duties, or those of strict obligation, towards others; he who is thinking of making a lying
1
This proposition is here stated as a postulate.
be found in the concluding section.

The grounds of it will
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promise to others will see at once that he would be usiug another
man merely as a mean, without the latter containing at the same
time the end in himself. For he whom I propose by such a
promise to use for my own purposes cannot possibly assent to
my mode of acting towards him, and therefore cannot himself
contain the end of this action. This violation of the principlP
of humanity in other men is more obvious if we take in examples of attacks on the freedom and property of others. For
then it is clear that he who transgresses the rights of men,
intends to use the person of others merely as means, without
considering that as rational beings they ought always to be
esteemed also as ends, that is, as beings who must be capable of
containing in themselves the end of the very same action. 1
Thirdly, as regards contingent (meritorious) duties to oneself; is not enough that the action does not violate humauity
in our own person as an end in itself, it must also harmonise
1citli it (59). Now there are in humanity capacities of greater
perfection which belong to the end that nature has in view in
regard to humanity in ourselves as the subject: to neglect
these might perhaps be consistent with the maintenance of
humanity as an end in itself, but not with the arlcancement of
this end.
Fourt/1!.1;, as regards meritorious duties towards others: the
natural end which all men have is their owu happiness. Now
humanity might indeed subsist, although no one should contribute anything to the happiness of others, provided he did not
intentionally withdraw anything from it; but after all, this
would only harmonise negatively not positively with ltumanity
1 Let it not be thought that the common: qllod tibi 110n visjie, i, ~·c.,
could ~erve here as the rule or principle. For it is only a deduction from
the former, though with several limitations; it cannot be a universal law,
for it does not contain the principle of duties to oneself, nor of the duties of
benevolence to others (for many a one would gladly consent that others
should not benefit him, provided only that he might be excused from showing benevolence to them), nor :finally that of duties of strict obligation tu
one another, for on this principle the criminal might argue against the
judge who punishes him, and so on.
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a.s an end in ilst{f, if everyone does not also endeavour, as far
as in him lies, to forward the ends of others. For the ends of

any subject which is an end in himself, ought as far as possible
to be my ends also, if that conception is to have its jt,lt effect
with me.
'l'his principle, that humanity and generally ernry rational
nature is an ei,d in itself (which is the supreme limiting condition of every man's freedom of action), is not borrowed from
experience, firstl1;, because it is universal, applying as it does to
all rational beings whatever, and experience is not capable of
determining anything about them; second!y, because it does not
present_ humanity as an end to mp (subjectively), that is as an
object which men do of themstlves actually adopt as an end ;
but as an objective end, which must as a law constitute the
supreme limitiug condition of all our subjective ends, let them
be what we will; it must thernfore spring from pure reason.
In fact the objective principle of rull practical legislation lie~
(according to the first principle) in the mlc and its form of
universality which makes it capable of being a law (say, e.g., a
law of nature); but the suQiective principle is in the end; now
by the second principle the subject of all ends is each rational
Leing (60), inasmuch as it is an end in itself. Hence follows
the third practical principle of the will, which is the ultimate
condition of_its harmony with the universal practical reason, viz. :
the idea of tl1e 1cill of Pt·ci·y mtional being as a unfrrna!ly legis!cdice tl"ill.

On this principle all maxims are rejected which are inconsistent with the will being itself universal legislator. TllUs the
will is not suhject simply to the law, but so subject that it
must be regardetl as it~elf gfri11g the lmc, and on this grnund
only, subject to the law (of which it mn regard itself as the
author).
In the previous imperatives, namely, that based on the conception of the couformity of actions to general laws, as in a
physical sydem qf natnrc, and that based on the universal prerugati.re of rational beings as rnd., in themselves-these imperatives just because they were conceived as categorical, excluded
E
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from auy share in their authority all admixture of any interest
as a spring of action ; they were however only ai;sumed to be
categorical, because such an assumption was necessary to explain the conception of duty. But we could not prove independently that there are practical pwpositions which command
categorically, nor can it be proved in this section; one thing
however could be done, namely, to inuicate in the imperative
itself by some determinate expression, that in the case of volition from duty all interest is renounced, which is the specific
criterion of categorical as distinguished from hypothetical imperatives. This is done in the present (third) formula of the
principle, namely, in the idea of the will of every rational being
as a W112"1'1"8rtl1y ley1slati11g 1cill.
(61) For although a will 1c!1ich is su~ject to lcnc8 may be
attached to this law by means of an interest, yet a will which
is itself a supreme lawgiver so far as it is such cannot possibly
depend on any interest, since a will so depeudeut would itself
still need another law restricting the interest of its self-love by
the condition that it should be valiJ as universal law.
Thus the principle that every human will is a n•ill 1c!tic!t in
all it~ maxims gioes univeri;al laics, 1 proviJed it be otherwise
justifieJ, woulJ be very well adapted to be the categorical imperative, in this respect, namely, that just because of the idea
of univers:11 legislatiou it is not based ou any i1tfcre~t, and therefore it alone a1110ng all possible imperatives can be 1111co11ditional.
Or still better, converting the proposition, if there is a categoric:11 imperative (i. e., a law for the will of every rational
being), it can only command that everytliing be done from
maxims of one's will regarded as a will which could at the
same time will that it should itself give universal laws, for
in that case only the practical principle and the imperative
which it obeys are uuconditional, siuce they canuot be based on
any interest.
1 I may be excu1,ed from adducing examples to eluciclate thi, principle,
as thm,e which have already been used to elucidate the categorical imperative and its formula would all serve for the like purpose here.
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Looking back now on all previous attempts to discover the
principle of morality, we need not wonder why they all failed.
It was seen that man was bound to laws by <tuty, but it was
not observed that the laws to which he is subject are 011ly those
of !ti~ own gil'ing, though at the same time they are w1iver.al (62),
and that he is only bound to act in conformity with his own
will; a will, however, which is desigued by nature to give
universal laws. For when one has conceived man only as subject to a law (no matter what), then this law required some
interest, either by way of attraction or coustraint, since it did
not originate as a law from !tis own will, but this will was
according to a law obliged by so)Jfething else to act in a certain
manner. Now by this necessiry consequence all the labour
spent in finding a supreme principle of duty was irrevocably
lost. For men never elicited duty, but only a necessity of
acting from a certain interest. Whether this interest was
private or otherwise, in any case the imperative must be conditiona1, and could not by any means be capable· of being a
moral command. I will therefore call this the principle of
.Autonomy of the will, in contrast with every other which I
accordingly reckon as Hetcronomy.'
The conception 0£ 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 actions from this point of view
-tllis conception leads to another which depends on it and is
very fruitful, namely, that of a kingdom of ends.
By a kingdom I understand the union of different rational
beings in a system by common laws. Now since it is by laws
tbat ends are determined as regards their universal 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 conceive all ends combined in a systematic
whole (including both rational beings as ends in themselves, and
also the special ends which each may propose to himself), that is

1
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to say, we can conceive a kingdom of ends, wl1ich on the preceding principles is possible.
( 63) For all rational beings come under the law that each of
them must treat itself and all others near mere1y as means, but in
every case at the same time as ends in tfu,111sehes. Hence results a
systematic union of rational beings 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.
A rational being belongs as a member to the kingdom of ends
when, although giving universal laws in it, he is also himself
subject to these laws.
He belongs to it as socereign when,
while giving laws, he is not subject to the will of any other.
A rational being must always regard himself as giving laws
either as member or as sovereign in a kingdom of ends which is
rendered possible by the freedom of will. He cannot, however,
maintain the latter position merely by the maxims of his will,
but only in case he is a completely independent beiug without
wants and with unrestricted power adequate to his will.
Morality consists then in the referrnce of all action to the
legielation which alone can render a kingdom of ends possible.
This legislation must be capable of existing in every rational
beiug, aud of emanating from his will, so that the principle of
this will is, never to act on any maxim which could not without
contradiction be also a universal law, and accordingly always so
to act that the u-ill cuuld at the same time regard itse1f as gfring in
it~ maxims un ii"ersal lait1;. If now the maxims of rational beings
are not by their own nature coincident with this objective principle, then the necessity of acting on it is called practical
necessitation (u), i.e., duty. Duty does not apply to the sovereign in the kingdom of ends, but it does to every member of
it and to all in the same degree.
The practical necessity of acting on this principle, i.e., duty,
does not rest at all on feelings, impulses, or inclinations, but
solely on tlie J'e]ation of rational beings "to one another, a relation in which the will of a rational being must always be
regarded as legislat1ce, since otherwise it could not be conceived
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as an end in itse{f. Reason then refers every maxim of the will,
regarding it as legislating universally, to every other will and
also to every action towards oneself ; and this not on account
of any other practical motive or auy future advantage, but from
the idea of the dig11ify of a rational being, obeying no law but
that which he l1imself also gives.
In the kingdom of ends everything has either Value or
Dignity. Whatever has a value can be replaced by something
else which is equirn1ent; whatever, on the other hand, is above
all value, and therefore admits of no equivalent, has a dignity.
Whatever has reference to 9ie general inclinations and
wants of mankind has a markefralue; whatever, without presupposing a want, corresponds to a certain taste, that is to a
satisfaction in the mere purposeless play of our faculties, has a
fancy z,alue ; but that which constitutes the condition under
which alone anything can be an end in itself, this has not
merely a relative worth, i.e., value, but an intrinsic worth, that
is dignity.
Now morality is the condition under which alone a rational
being can be au end in himself, since by this alone it is possible
that he should be a legislating member in the kingdom of ends.
Thus morality, and humanity as capable of it, is that which
alone has dignity (G5). Skill and diligence in lab om have a
market value; wit, lively imagination, and humour, have fancy
value ; on the other hand, fidelity to promises, benevolence
from principle (uot from instinct), have an intrinsic worth.
Neither nature nor art contains anything which in default of
these it could put in their place, for their worth consists not
in the effects which spring from them, not in the use and ad·r nntage which they secure, but in the disposition of mind, that
is, the maxims of the will which are ready to manifest themselves iu such actions, even though they should not have the
desired effect. These actions also need no recommendation
from any subjective taste or sentiment, that they may be
looked on with immediate favour and satisfaction: they need
no immediate propension or feeling for them ; they exhibit the
will that performs them as an object of an immediate respect,
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and nothing but reason is required to impo8e them on tLe will;
not to jlattel' it into them, which, in the case of duties, would be
a contradiction. This estimation therefore shows that the worth
of such a disposition is dignity, and places it infinitely above
all value, with which it cannot for a moment be brought into
comparison or competition without as it were violating its
sanctity.
What then is it which justifies virtue or the morally good
disposition , in making such lofty claims? It is nothing less
than the privilege it securns to the rational being of participat
ing in the giving of universal laws, by which it qualifies him to
be a member of a possible kingdom of ends, a privilege to which
he was already destin ed by his own nature as being an end in
himself, and on that account legislating in the kingdom of ends;
free as regards all laws of physical nature, and obeying those
only which he himself gives, and by which his maxims can
belong to a system of universal law, to which at the same time
he submits himself. For nothing has any worth except (1i6) what
the law assigns it. Now the legislation itself which assigns the
worth of everything, must for that very reason posse~s dignity,
that is an unconditional incomparable worth, and the word
respect alone supplies a becoming expression for the esteem
wl1ich a rational being must have for it. Autonomy then
is the basis of the dignity of human and of every rational
nature.
The three modes of presenting the principle of morality that
have been adduced are at bottom only so many formulro of the
very same law, and each of itself involves the other two. There
is, however, a difference in them, but it is rather subjectively
than objectively practical, intended namely to bring an
idea of the reason nearer to intuition (by means of a certain
analogy), and thereby nearer to feeling. All maxims, in fact,
have1. A form, consisting in universality~ and in this view the
formula of the moral imperative is expressed thus, that the
maxims must be so chosen as if they were to serve as universal
laws of nature.
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2. A matter, 1 namely, au end, and here the formula says
that the rational being, as it is an end by its own nature and
therefore an end in itself, must in every maxim serve as the
condition limiting all merely relative and arbitrary ends.
3. A cmnplete characterisation of all maxims by means of
that formula, namely, that all maxims ought by their own
legislation to harmonise with a possible kingdom of ends as
with a kingdom of nature' (6i). There is a progress here in the
order of the categories of unity of the form of the will (its
universality), pl11mlity of the matter (the objects, i.e., the ends),
and totality of the system of t}~e. In forming our moral
j11dg111e11t of actions it is better.to proceed always on the strict
method, and start from the general formula of the categorical
imperative: Act accordi1rg to a 111a:dm 1chich can at tl1e same time
make itself a unicersa1 lr11t. If, however, we wish to gain an
eidra11ce for the moral la"·, it is very useful to bring one and
the same action under the three specified conceptions, and
thereby as far as possible to bring it nearer to intuition.
We can now eud where we started at the beginning, namely,
with the conception of a will unconditionally good. That 1cill
is ab.wlutely good which cannot be evil, in other words, whose
maxim, if made a universal law, could never contraclict itself.
This principle then is its supreme law: Act always on such a
maxim as thou canst at the same time will to be a universal
law; this is the sole condition under which a will can never
contradict itself; and such an imperative is categorical. Since
the validity of the will as a universal law for possible actions is
analogous to the universal connexion of the existence of things
by gcueral laws, which is the formal notion of nature in genern1,
[The reading- "Maxime," which is that both of Hosenkranz and Hartenstein, is obviously an error for ":\Iaterie."J
2
Teleology considers nature as n kingdom of ends; Ethics regards a
possible kingdom of ends as a kingdom of nature. In the first case, the
kingdom of ends is a theoretical idea, adopted to explain what actually is.
In the latter it is a practical idea, adopted to bring about that which is not
yet, but which can be realised by our conduct, namely, if it conforms to
this idea.
1
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the categorical imperative can also be expressed thus : Act 011
maxims w!ticlt can at the same time ltrwe for their object t!1e111sell'es
ws uuiversal law~ (ll nature.
Such theu is the formula of an
absolutely good will.
Rational nature is distinguished from the rest of nature by
this, that it sets before itself an end. This end would be the
matter of every good will (68). But since in the idea of a will
that is absolutely good without being limited by any condition
(of attaining this or that end) we must abstract wholly from
every end to be ~ffected (since this would make every will only
relatively good), it follows that in this case th.e end must be
conceived, not as an end to be effected, but as au i11depe11de11tly
existing end. Consequently it is conceived only negatively,
i.e., as that which we must never act against, and whieh, therefore, must never be regarded merely as means, but must i11
every volition be esteemed as an end likewise. Now this end
can be nothing but the subject of all possible ends, since this is
also the subject of a possible absolutely good will; for such a
will cannot without contradiction be postponeJ to 1;1,uy other
object. The principle: So act in regard to every rational
being (thyself and others\ that he may always have place in
thy maxim as an end in himself, is accordingly essentially
identical with this other : A.ct upon a maxim which, at the
same time, involves its own universal validity for every rational
being. For that in using means for every end I should limit
my maxim by the condition of its holding good as a law for
every subject, this comes to the same thing as that the fundamental principle of all maxims of action must be that the
subject of all ends, i.e., the rational being himself, be neve1·
employed merely as means, but as the supreme condition restricting the use of all means, that is in every case as an end
likewise.
It follows incontestably that, to whatever laws any rational
being may be subject, he being an end in himself must be able
to regard himself as also legislating universally in respect of
these same laws, since it is just this fitness of his maxims for
universal legislation that distinguishes him as an end in him-
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self ; also it follows that this implies his dignity (prerogative)
above all mere physir.al beings, that he must always fake his (69)
maxims from the point of view which regards himself, and likewise every other rational being, as lawgiving beings (on which
account they are called persons) . In this way a world of
rational beings (111u1,dus intelligibilis) is possible as a kingdom
of ends, and lhis by virtue of the legislation proper to all persons as members. Therefore every rational being must so act
as if h e were by his maxims in every case a legislating member
in the universal kingdom of ends. The formal principle of
these maxims is: So act as if thy ;aaxim were to serve likewise
as the universal law (of all rati6nal beings). A. kingdom of
ends is thus only possible on the analogy of a kingdom of
nature, the former however only by maxims, that is selfimposed rules, the latter only by the laws of efficient causes
acting under necessitation from without. Nevertheless, alLhough
the system of nature is looked upon as a machine, yet so far as
it has reference to rational beings as its ends, it is given on
this account the name of a kingdom of nature. Now such a
kingdom of ends woulu be actually realised by means of
maxims conforming to the canon which the categorical imperative prescribes to all rational beings, if the!J 1cere 1111ii'crsall!J fol/01ced. But although a rational being, even if he puuctually
follows this maxim lJimself, cannot reckon upon all others being
there fore true to the same, nor expect that the kingdom of
nature and its orderly arrangements shall be iu harmony with
him as a fitting member, so as to form a kingdom of ends to
which he himself contrilmtes, that is to say, that it shall fa,our
Lis expectation of happiness, still that law : Act according to
the maxims of a member of a merely possible kingdom of ends
legislating in it universally, remains in its full force, inasmu ch
as it commands categorically. A.nd it is just in this that the
paradox lies; that the mere dignity of man as a rational creature (;o), without any othe1· end or advantage to be attained
thereby, in other words, respect for a mere id ea, should yet
serve as au iuflexible precept of the will, a11d that it is precisely iu this indepeudeuce of the maxim on all such spriugs of
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action that its sublimity consists ; and it is this that makes
every rational subject worthy to be a legislative member in the
kingdom of ends: for otherwise he would have to be conceived
only as subject to the physical law of his wants. And although
we should suppose the kingdom of nature and the kingdom of
ends to be united under one sovereign, so that the latter kingdom thereby ceased to be a mere idea and acquired true reality,
then it would no doubt gain the accession of a strong spring,
but by no means any increase of its intrinsic worth. For this
sole absolute lawgiver must, notwithstanding this, be always
conceived as estimating the worth of rational beings only by
their disinterested behaviour, as prescribed to themselves from
that idea [the dignity of man] alone. The essence of things
is not altered by their external relations, and thal wliieh
abstracting from these, alone constitutes the absolute worth of
man, is also that by which he must be judged, whoever the
judge may be, and even by the Supreme Being. l1Ioralit11
then is the relation of actions to the autonomy of the will, that
is, to the potential univernal legislation by ita maxims. A.n
action that is consistent with the autonomy of the will is permit/eel; one that does not agree therewith is forbidde11. A will
whose maxims necessarily coincide with the laws of autonomy
is a holy will, good absolutely. The dependence of a will not
absolutely good on the principle of autonomy (moral necessitation) is obligation. This then cannot be applied to a holy
being. The objective necessity of actions from obligation is
called duty.
(n) From what has j nst been said, it is easy to see how it
hnppfms t.lint although th e conception of rlnty implies 1mbjA<1tion to the law, we yet ascribe a certain diy11d1; and sublimity
to the person who fulfils all his duties. 'l'here is not, indeed,
any sublimity in him, so far as he is 8117!fect to the moral law;
but inasmuch as in regard to that very law he is likewise a
legislator, and on that account alone subject to it, he has sublimity. We have also shown above that neither fear nor inclination, but simply respect for the law, is the spring which can
give actio11s a moral worth. Our own will, so far a:; we sup-
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pose it to act only under the condition that its maxims are
potentially universal laws, this ideal will which is possible to us
is the proper object of respect, and the dignity of humanity
,·onsists just in this cap!J.city of being universally legislative,
Lhough with the condition that it is itself subject to this same
legislation.
Tile Autonomy of the Will as the Supreme Principle of Morality.

Autonomy of the will is that property of it by which it is a
ln.w to itself (independently on any property of the objects of
volition). The principle of aut~my then is: Always so to
choose that the same volition shall comprehend the maxims of
our choice as a univer;;al law. We cannot prove that this
practical rule is an imperative, i.e. that the will of every rational being is necessarily bound to it as a condition, by a
mere analysis of the conceptions which occur in it, since it is
a synthetical proposition (72); we must advance beyond the
cognition of the objects to a critical examination of the subject,
!.hat is of the pure practical reason, for this synthetic proposition which commands apodictically must be capable of being
t!ognised wholly a priori. This matter, however, does not
belong to the present section. But that the principle of autonomy in question is the sole principle of morals can be readily
shown by mere analysis of the conceptions of morality . For
by this analysis we fiud that its principle must be a categorical
imperative, and that what this commands is neither more nor
less than this very autonomy.
Hetero11omy of the Will as the Source
Mora/it y.

qf all

spurious Pri11c111les qt'

I£ the will seeks the law which is to determine it a11yn-!1cre
e1.~e than in the fitness of its maxims to be universal laws of its
own dictation, consequently if it goes out of itself and seeks this
law in the character of any of its objects, there always results
ltetero110111y. The will in that case does not give itself the law,
but it is given by the object through its relation to the will.
This relation whether it rests on indinntion or on conceptions ot
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reason only adruits of l1ypothetical imperatives: I ought to <lo
,;omething brcause I icisli for something else. On the contrary,
the moral, and therefore categorical, imperative says : I ought
to do so and so, even though I should not wish for anything
else. E.r. gr., the former says: I ought not to lie if I would
retain my reputation; the latter says : I ought not to lie
although it should not bring me the least discredit. The
latter therefore must so far abstract from all objects that they
shall have no i1(fi11ence on the will, in order that practical reason
(will) may not be restricted to administering au interest not
belonging to it (73), but may simply show its own commanding
authoritJ as the supreme legislation. Thus, ex. gr., I ought to
endeavour to promote the happiness of others, uot as if its
realization involved any concern of mine (whether by immediate
inclination or by any satisfaction indirectly gained through
reason), bnt simply because a maxim which excludes it cannot
be comprehended as a universal law' in one and the same
volition.
CLASSIFICATION.

Of' all Principles ~f Morality wliic!t can bn fuuuded
tion of Heterouomy.

011

the Concep-

Here as elsewhere human reason in its pure use, so long as
it was not critically examined, has first tried all possible wrong
ways before it succeeded in finding the one true _way.
All principles which can be taken from this point of view
are either empirical or rational. The former, drawn from the
principle of lwppiness, are built on 11hysical or moral feelings;
the latter, drawn from the principle of pe1'fectio11, are built either
on the rational conception of perfection as a possible effect, or on
that of an independent perfection (the will of God) as the determining cause of our will.
Empirical principles are wholly incapable of serving as a
foundation for moral laws. For the universality with wl1icl1
1

[l rmtl alfr;e111ei11es irn,tead of 11llr;emeine111. J
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these should hold for all rational beings without distinction, thl'
unconditional practical necessity which is thereby imposed ou
them is lost when their foundation is taken from the particular
constitution of human nature, or the accidental (74) circumstauces
in which it is placed. The principle of prirnte happiness, however, is the most objectionable, not merely because it is false,
and exp6rience contradicts the supposition that prosperity is
always prop~rtioned to good conduct, nor yet merely because
it contributes nothing to the establishment of morality-since
it is quite a different thing to make a prosperous ma11 and
a good man, or to make one prud;Pt and sharp-sighted for bis
own interests, and to make hi}6 virtuous-but because the
spriugs it provides for morality are such as rather undermine
it and destroy its sublimity, since they put the motives to virtue
and to vice in the same class, and only teach ns to make a
better calculation, the specific diffe:i;ence between virtn e and
vice being entirely extinguished. On the other hand, as to
moral feeling, this supposed special sense,1 the appeal to it is
indeed superficial when those who cannot think believe that
feeli11r1 will help them out, even in what concerns general laws:
and besides, feelings which naturally differ infinitely in degree
cannot furnish a uniform standard of good and eYil, nor has
anyone a right to form judgments for others by his own feelings : nevertheless this moral feeling is nearer to morality uud
its dignity in this respect, that it pays Yirtue the honour of
ascribing to her immediately the satisfaction and esteem we have
for her, and does not, as it were, tell her to her face that we are
not attached to her by her beauty but by profit.
(75) Amougst foe ratio11al principles of morality, the ontological conception of pe1:fi,tfio11, notwitlistanuiug its <lefects, is
better tlian the theological conception which derive~ morality
1 I class the principle o± moral feeliug uncler tbat of happims;, bcca us~
every empirical interest promises to contribute to our well-being hy the
agreeableness that a tliing- affords, whether it be immediately and withuur
a ,icw to profit, er whether profit be r egarded. We must likcwi;c, with
Hutcheson, class the priuciple of i.ympathy with the happiness of others
under his assumed moral ;ense.

62

FUND.UlEN'.l'AL PlllNCIPJ,ES OF 'l'HE

[76]

from a Di viue absolutely perfect will. The former is, no doubt,
empty and iudefiuite, and consequently useless for finding in
the boundless field of possible reality the greatest amount suitable for us; moreover, in attempting to distinguish specifically
the reality of which we are now speaking from every other, it
inevitably tends to turu in a circle, and cannot avoid tacitly
presupposing the morality which it is to explain; it is nevertheless preferable to the theologicn.l view, first, because we have no
intuition of the Divine perfection, and can only deduce it from
our own conceptions, the most important of which is that of
morality, and our explanation would thus be in volveJ in a gross
circle; and, in the next place, if we avoid this, the only notion
of the Di ,,ine will remaining to us is a conceptiou made up of
the attributes of desire of glory and dominion, combined willt
the awful conceptions of might and vengeance, and any system
of morals erected 011 this foundation would be directly opposed
to morality.
However, if I had to choose between the notiou of the moral
sense and that of perfection in general (two systerns which at
least do not weaken morality, although they are totally incapable of serving as its foundation), then I should decide for the
latter, because it at least withdraws the decision of the questiou
from the sensibility and brings it to the court of pure reason ;
and although even h ere it decides nothing, it at all events
preserves the indefinite idea (of a will good in itself) free from
corruption, until it shall be more precisely defined .
For the rest I think I may be excused here from a detailed
refutation of all these doctrines; that would only be superfluous
labour, since it is so easy, and is probably so well seen even by
those whose office requires them to deoide for one of these
theories (because their hearers would not tolerate suspension o:f
judgment) (1G). But what interests us more here is to know that
the prime foundation of morality laid down by all these principles is nothing but heteronomy of the will, and for this reason
they must necessarily miss their aim.
In every case where an object of the will has to be supposed, in order that the rule may be prescribed which is to
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determine the will, there the rule is simply beteronomy; the
imperative is conditiono,l, namely, if or because one wishes for
this object, one should act so and so : hence it can never
command morally, that is categorically. Whether the object
<l.etermines the will by means of inclination, as in the principle
of private happiness, or by means of reason directed to objects
of our possible volition generally, as in the principle of perfection, in either case the will never determines itself immediately
by the conception of the action, but only by the influence
which the foreseen effect of the action has on the will ; I ouy!tt
to do :,;omethi11g, 011 this acco111d, becay,se I wid1 for so111etl1i11y cl:,;e;
and here there must be yet anoH(er law assumed in me as its
subject, by which I necessarily will this other thiug, and this
law again requires an imperative to restrict this maxim. For
the influence which the conception of au object within the reach
of our faculties can exercise on the will of the subject in consequence of its natural properties, depends on the nature of the
subject, either the sensibility (incliuation and taste), or the
understanding and reason, the employment of which is by the
peculiar coustitution of their 11ature attended with satisfaction.
It follows that the law would be, properly speakiug, giYen by
uature, and as such, it must be known aud proved by experieuce, and woultl cousequeutly be contiugent, and therefore
iucapable of being an apodictic practical rule, such as the moral
rule must be. Not only so, but it is i11erit11{;/!I 0111!! heteronomy (,i); the will does not give itself the law, but it is gi mu
by a foreign impulse by meaus of a particular natural constitution of ihe subject adapted to receive it. An absolutely good
will, then, the priuciple of which must be a categorical imperative, will Le inueterminate as regards all objects, aud will
coulain merely the furm of rolition generally, aucl that as
autouomy, that is to say, the capability of the maxims of every
good will to make themselves a universal law, is itself the
ouly law which the will of every ratioual beiug imposes on
itself, without ueeding to assume auy spring or interest as a
foundation.
Hon· suc!t a 8y11thdirn1 practical a priori p1·opo.sitia11 1",,; po~:,;ible
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and why it is necessary, is a problem whose solution does not
lie within the bounds of the metaphysic of morals ; and we
have not here affirmed its truth, much less professed to huve a
proof of it in our power. We simply showed by the development of the universally received notion of morality that an
autonomy of the will is inevitably connected with it, or rather
is its fouudation. Whoever then holds morality to be anything
real, and not a chimerical idea without any truth, must likewise admit the principle of it that is here assigned. This
section then, like the first, was merely analytical.
Now to
prove that morality is no creation of the brain, which it cannot
be if the categorical imperative and with it the autonomy of
the will is true, and as an d p1·iori pt·inoiple absolutely necessary, this supposes the pos.sibihty of a syJ1tlwtic u.,e of' pun,
pmcticat teason, which however we cunnot venture on without
first giving a critical examinution of this faculty of reason. In
the couelurling section we shall give the principal outlines of
tliis critical examination as far as is sufficient for 011r purpose.

Immanuel Kant
On a Supposed Right to Tell Lies from
Benevolent Motives

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical
Reason and Other Works on the Theory of
Ethics. Translated by Thomas Kingsmill
Abbott, B.D., Fellow and Tutor of Trinity
College, Dublin, 4th revised ed. London:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1889

APPENDIX.

I.-ON A SUPPOSED RIGHT TO TELL LIES FROM
BENEVOLENT MOTIVES. 1
IN the work called France, for the year 1797, Part VI. No. 1, on
Political Reactions, by Berijamin Constant, the following passage
occurs, p. 123 : " The moral principle that it is one's duty to speak the truth, if
it were taken singly and unconditionally, would make all society
impossible. We have the proof of this in the very direct consequences which have been drawn from this principle by a German
philosopher, who goes so far as to affirm that to tell a falsehood to a
murderer who asked us whether our friend, of whom he was in
pursuit, bad not taken refuge in our house, would be a crime.'"
The French philosopher opposes this principle in the following
manner, p. 124 :-" It is a duty to tell the truth. The notion of
duty is inseparable from the notion of right. A duty is what in one
being conesponds to the right of another. Where there are no rights
there are no duties. To tell the truth then is a duty, but only
towards him who has a right to the truth. But no man has a right
to a truth that injures others.'' The npw-rov ,frEvilo, here lies in the
statement that " To toll the truth is a duty, but only towards ltim who
has a right to the trutli."

It is to be remarked, first, that the expression "to have a right
to the truth" is unmeaning. We should rather say, a man has a
1 [Rozenkranz, vol. vii., p. 295.
This Essay was published in a Beilin
periodice.l in 1797.]
2 " J. D. Michaelis, in Giittingen, propounded the same strange opinion even
before Knnt. That Kant is the philosopher here refe1Ted to, I hnve been informed
by the author of this work himself."-K. F. CnAMEn.*

• I hereby admit that I have really said this in some place which I cannot now recollect.]. KANT.
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right to his own truthfulnbss (veracitas), that is, to subjective truth
in his own person. For to have a right objectively to truth would
mean that, as in meum and tuum generally, it depends on his will
whether a given statement shall be true or false, which would produce a singular logic.
Now, the first question is whether a man-in cases where he
cannot a,oid answering Yes or No-has the right to be untruthful.
The second question is whether, in order to prevent a misdeed that
threatens him or some one else, he is not actually bound to be
untruthful in a certain statement to which an unjust compulsion
forces him.
Truth in utterances that cannot be avoided is the formal duty of
a man to everyone,1 however great the disadvantage that may arise
from it to him or any other ; and although by making a false statement I do no wrong to him who unjustly compels me to speak, yet I
do wrong to men in general in the most essential point of duty, so
that it may be called a lie (though not in the jurist's sense), that is,
so far as in me lies I cause that declarations in general find no credit,
and hence that all rights founded on contract should lose their force ;
and this is a wrong which is done to mankind.
lf, then, we define a lie merely as an intentionally false declaration towards another man, we need not add that it must injure
another; as the jurists think proper to put in their definition (me11dacimn e~t falsi"loquium in praJudicium alterius). For it always
injures another; if not another individual, yet mankind generally,
since it vitiates the source of justice. This benevolent lie may, however, by accident (casus) become punishable even by civil laws; and
that which escapes liability to punishment only by accident may be
condemned as a wrong even by external laws. For instance, if you
have by a li"e hindered a man who is even now planning a murder,
you are legally responsible for all the consequences. But if you
have strictly adhered to the truth, public justice co.n find no fault
with you, be the unforeseen consequence what it may. It is possible
that whilst you have honestly answered Yes to the murderer's
question, whether his intended victim is in the house, the latter may
have gone out unobserved, and so not have come in the way of the
1 I do not wish here to press this principle so for as to say that " falsehood is a
violation of duty to one's self." For this principle belongs to Ethics, and here we
are speaking only of a duty of justice. Ethics look in this transgression only to
the worthlessness, the reproach of which the liar draws on himself.
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murderer, and the deed therefore have not been done; whereas, if
you lied and said he was not in the house, and he had really gone
out (though unknown to you) so that the murderer met him as he
went, and executed his purpose on him, then you might with justice
be accused as the cause of his death. For, if you had spoken the
truth as well as you knew it, perhaps the murderer while seeking
for his enemy in the house might have been caught by neighbours
coming up and the deed been prevented. Whoever then tells a lie,
however good his intentions may be, must answer for the consequences of it, even before the civil tribunal, and must pay the
penalty for them, however unforeseen they may have been ; because
truthfulness is a duty that must be regarded as the basis of all duties
founded on contract, the laws of which would be rendered uncertain
and useless if even the least exception to them were admitted.
To be truthful (honest) in all declarations is therefore a sacred
unconditional command of reason, and not to be limited by any
expediency.
M. Constant makes a thoughtful and sound remark on the
decrying of such strict principles, which it is alleged lose themselves
in impracticable ideas, and are therefore to be rejected (p. 123) : " In every case in which a principle proved to be true seems to be
inapplicable, it is because we do not know the middle principle which
contains the medium of its application." Re adduces (p. 121) the
doctrine of equality as the first link forming the social chain (p. 121);
" namely that no man can be bound by any laws except those to the
formation of which he has contributed. In a very contracted society
this principle may be directly applied and become the ordinary rule
without requiring any middle principle. nut in a very numerous
society we must add a new 11rinciple to that which we here state.
This middle principle is, that the individuals may contribute to the
formation of the laws either in their own person or by representatives.
Whoever would try to apply the first principle to a numerous society
without taking in the middle principle would infallibly bring about
its destruction. Dut this circumstance, which would only show the
ignorance or incompetence of the lawgiver, would prove nothing
against the principle itself." He concludes (p. 125) thus: "A
principle recognised as truth must, therefore, never be abandoned,
however obviously danger may seem to be involved in it." (And
yet the good man himself abandoned the unconditional principle of
veracity on account of the danger to society, because he could not
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discover any middle principle which would serve to prevent this
danger; and, in fact, no such principle is to be interpolated here.)
Retaining the names of the persons as they have been here
brought forward, " the French philosopher " confounds the action
by which one does harm (nocet) to another by telling the truth, the
admission of which he cannot avoid, with the action by which he
does him wrong (lmdit). It was merely an accident ( ca8U8) that the
truth of the statement did harm to the inhabitant of the house; it
was not a free deed (in the juridical sense). For to admit his right
to require another to tell a lie for his benefit would be to admit a
claim opposed to all law. Every man has not only a right, but the
strictest duty to truthfulness in statements which he cannot avoid,
whether they do harm to himself or others. He himself, properly
speaking, does not do harm to him who suffers thereby ; but this
h= is caused by accident. For the man is not free to choose, since
(if he must speak at all) veracity is un unconditional duty. The
" German philosopher " will therefore not adopt as l1is principle the
proposition (p. 124): "It is a duty to speak the truth, but only to
him who has a rig lit to the trutli," first on account of the obscurity of
the expression, for truth is not a possession, the right to which can
be granted to one, and refused to another; and next and chiefly,
because the duty of veracity (of which alone we are speaking here)
makes no distinction between persons towards whom we have this
duty, and towards whom we may be free from it; but is an unconditional duty which holds in all circumstances.
Now, in order to proceed from a metaphysic of Right (which
abstracts from all conditions of experience) to a principle of politic8
(which applies these notions to cases of experience), und by means of
this to the solution of a problem of the latter in accordance with the
general principle of right, the philosopher will enunciate :-1. An
Axiom, that is, an apodictically certain proposition, which follows
directly from the definition of external right (harmony of the freedom
of each with the freedom of all by a universal law). 2. A Po8tulate
of external public law as the united will of all on the principle of
equali'ty, without which there could not exist the freedom of all.
3. A Problem; how it is to be arranged thut harmony may be maintained in a society, however large,, on principles of freedom and
equality (namely by means of a representative system); and this will
then become a principle of the political aysteni, the establishment and
arrangement of which will contain enactments which, drawn from
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practical knowledge 0£ men, have in view only the mechanism 0£
administration 0£ justice, and how this is to be suitably carried out.
Justice must never be accommodated to the political system, but
always the political system to justice.
'! A principle recognised as true (I add, recognised ci priori, and
therefore apodictic) must ne,er be abandoned, however obnously
danger may seem to be involved in it," says the author. Only here
we must not understand the danger of doing harm (accidentally), but
0£ doing wrong; and this would happen if the duty 0£ veracity, which
is quite unconditional, and constitutes the supreme condition of
justice in utterances, were made conditional and subordinate to other
considerations; and, although by a certain lie I in fact do no wrong
to any person, yet I infringe the principle 0£ justice in regard to all
indispensably necessary statements generally (I do wrong formally,
though not materially) ; and this is much worse than to commit an
injustice to any individual, because such a deed does not presuppose
any principle leading to it in the subject. The man who, when
asked whether in the statement he is about to make he intends to
speak truth or not, does not r ecei.e the question with indignation at
the suspicion thus expressed towards him that he might be a liar,
but who asks permission first to consider possible exceptions, is
already a liar ("in poteiitia), since he shows that he does not recognize
veracity as a duty in itself, but reserves exceptions from a rule which
in its nature does not admit 0£ exceptions, since to do so would be
self-contradictory .
.A.11 practical principles 0£ justice must contain strict truths, and
the principles here called middle principles can only contain the closer
definition of their application to actual cases (according to the rules
of politics), and never exceptions from them, since exceptions destroy
the universality, on account 0£ which alone they bear the name of
principles.

IL-ON THE SAYING "NECESSITY HAS NO LAW."
There is no caws necessitahs except in the case where an unconditional duty conflicts with a duty which, though perhaps great, is yet
conditional; e.g. i£ the question is about preserving the State from
disaster by betraying a person who stands towards another in a
relation such as, for example, that of father and son. To save the

Immanuel Kant
An Answer to the Question: What is
Enlightenment?

The Cambridge Edition of the Works of
Immanuel Kant: Practical Philosophy.
Translated and Edited by Mary J. Gregor.
Cambridge University Press, 1996

Enlightenment is the human being's emergence from his self-incurred minority.•
Minority is inability to make use of one's own understanding without
direction from another. This minority is self-incurred when its cause lies
not in lack of understanding but in lack of resolution and courage to use it
without direction from another. Sapere aude/b Have courage to make use of
your own understanding! is thus the motto of enlightenment.
It is because of laziness and cowardice that so great a part of human kind, after nature has long since emancipated them from other people's
direction (naturaliter maiorennes), nevertheless gladly remains minors for
life, and that it becomes so easy for others to set themselves up as their
guardians. It is so comfortable to be a minor! If I have a book that
understands for me, a spiritual advisor who has a conscience for me, a
doctor who decides· upon a regimen for me, and so forth, I need not
trouble myself at aU. I need not think, if only I can pay; others will readily
undertake the irksome business for me. That by far the greatest part of
humankind (including the entire fair sex) should hold the step toward
majority to be not only troublesome but also highly dangerous will soon be
seen to by those guardians who have kindly taken it upon themselves to
supervise them; after they have made their domesticated animals dumb
and carefully prevented these placid creatures from daring to take a single
step without the walking cart' in which they have confined them, they then
show them the danger that threatens them if they try to walk alone. Now
this danger is not in fact so great, for by a few falls they would eventually
learn to walk; but an example of this kind makes them timid and usually
frightens them away from any further attempt.
Thus it is difficult for any single individual to extricate himself from
the minority that has become almost nature to him. He has even grown
fond of it and is really unable for the time being to make use of his own
understanding, because he was never allowed to make the attempt. Precepts and formulas, those mechanical instruments of a rational use, or
rather misuse, of his natural endowments, are the ball and chain of an
everlasting minority. And anyone who did throw them off would still make
only an uncertain leap over even the narrowest ditch, since he would not
be accustomed to free movement of this kind. Hence there are only a few
who have succeeded, by their own cultivation of their spirit, in extricating
themselves from minority and yet walking confidently.
But that a public should enlighten itself is more possible; indeed this is
almost inevitable, if only it is left its freedom. For there will always be a
few independent thinkers, even among the established guardians of the
great masses, who, after having themselves cast off the yoke of minority,
• Unmundigkeit
b Horace Epodes r.2, 40. Literally, "dare to be wise."
' A Giingelwagen was a device used by parents and nurses to provide support for young
children while they were learning to walk.
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will disseminate the spirit of a rational valuing of one's own worth and of
the calling of each individual to think for himself. What should be noted
here is that the public, which was previously put under this yoke by the
guardians, may subsequently itself compel them to remain under it, if the
public is suitably stir.red up by some of its guardians who are themselves
incapable of any enlightenment; so harmful is it to implant prejudices,
because they finally take their revenge on the very people who, or whose
predecessors, were their authors. Tihus a public can achieve enlightenment only slowly. A revolution may well bring about a falling off of personal d espotism and of avaricious or tyrannical oppression, but never a
true reform in one's way of thinking; instead new prejudices will serve just
as well as old ones to harness the great unthinking masses.
For this enlightenment, however, nothing is required butfreedom, and
indeed the least harmful of anything that could even be called freedom:
namely, freedom to make public use of one's reason in all matters. But I
hear from all sides the cry: Do not argue! The officer says: Do not argue
but drill! The tax official: Do not argue but pay! The dergyman: Do not
argue but believe! (Only one ruler in the world says: Argue as much as you
will and about whatever you will, but obey.0 Everywhere there are restric~
tions on freedom. But what sort of restriction hinders enlightenment, and
what sort does not hinder but instead promotes it? - I reply: The public
use of one's reason must always be free, and it alone can bring about
enlightenment among human beings; the private use of one's r eason may,
however, often be very narrowly restricted without this particularly hindering the progress of enlightenment. But by the public use of one's own
reason I understand that use which someone makes of it as a scholar before
the entire public of the world of readers. What I call the private use of
r eason is that which one may make of it in a certain civil post or office with
which he is entrusted. Now, for many affairs conducted in the interest of a
commonwealth a certain mechanism is necessary, by means of which
some members of the commonwealth must behave merely passively, so as
to be directed by the government, through an artfufd unanimity, to public
ends (or at least prevented from destroying such ends). Here it is, certainly, impermissible to argue; instead, one must obey. But insofar as this
part of the machine also regards himself as a member of a whole commonwealth, even of the society of citizens of the world, and so in his capacity
of a scholar who by his writings addresses a public in the proper sense of
the word, he can certainly argue without thereby harming the affairs
assigned to him in part as a passive member. Thus it would be ruinous if
an officer, receiving an order from his superiors, wanted while on duty to
engage openly in subtle reasoning about its appropriateness' or utility; he
' leunstlid,e
'Zweclema/Jigkeit
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must obey. But he cannot fairly' be prevented, as a scholar, from making
remarks about errors in the military service and from putting these before
his public for appraisal. A citizen cannot refuse to pay the taxes imposed
upon him; an impertinent censure of such levies when he is to pay them
may even be punished as a scandal (which could occasion general insubordination). But the same citizen does not act against the duty of a citizen
when, as a scholar, he publicly expresses his thoughts about the inappropriateness or even injustice of such decrees. So too, a clergyman is bound to
deliver his discourse to the pupils in his catechism class and to his congregation in accordance with the creed of the church he serves, for he was
employed by it on that condition. But as a scholar he has complete freedom and is even called upon to communicate to the public all his carefully
examined and well-intentioned thoughts about what is erroneous in that
creed and his suggestions for a better arrangement of the religious and
ecclesiastical body. And there is nothing in this that could be laid as a
burden on his conscience. For what he teaches in consequence of his
office as carrying out the business of the church, he represents as something with respect to which he does not have free power to teach as he
thinks best, but which he is appointed to deliver as prescribed and in the
name of another. He will say: Our church teaches this or that; here are the
arguments it uses. H e then extracts all practical uses for his congregation
from precepts to which he would not himself subscribe with full conviction but which he can nevertheless undertake to deliver because it is still
not altogether impossible that truth may lie concealed in them, and in any
case there is at least nothing contradictory to inner religion present in
them. For if he believed he had found the latter in them, he could not in
conscience hold his office; he would have to resign from it. Thus the use
that an appointed teacher makes of his reason before his congregation is
merely a private use; for a congregation, however large a gathering it may
be, is still only a domestic gathering; and with respect to it he, as a priest,
is not and cannot be free, since he is carrying out another's commission.
On the other hand as a :scholar, who by his writings speaks to the public in
the strict sense, that is, the world - hence a clergyman in the public use of
his reason - he enjoys an unrestricted freedom to make use of his own
reason and to speak in his own person. For that the guardians of the
people (in spiritual matters) should themselves be minors is an absurdity
that amounts to the perpetuation of absurdities.
But should not a society of clergymen, such as an ecclesiastical synod
or a venerable classis (as it calls itself among the Dutch), be authorized to
bind itself by oath to a certain unalterable creed, in order to carry on an
unceasing guardianship over each of its members and by means of them
over the people, and even to perpetuate this? I say that this is quite
1 billigermaflen
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impossible. Such a contract, concluded to keep all further enlightenment
away from the human race forever, is absolutely null and void, even if it
were ratified by the supreme power, by imperial diets and by the most
solemn peace treaties. One age cannot bind itself and conspire to put the
following one into such a condition that it would be impossible for it to
enlarge its cognitions (especially in such ur gent matters) and to purify
them of errors, and generally to make further progress in enlightenment.
This would be a crime against human nature, whose original vocation lies
precisely in such progress; and succeeding generations are therefore perfecdy authorized to reject such decisions as unauthorized and made sacrilegiously. The touchstone of whatever can be decided upon as law for a
people lies in the question: whether a people could impose such a law
upon itself. Now this might indeed be possible for a determinate short
time, in expectation as it were of a better .one, in order to introduce a
certain order; during that time each citizen, particularly a clergyman,
would be left free, in his capacity as a scholar, to make his remarks
publicly, that is, through writings, about defects in the present institution;
meanwhile, the order introduced would last until public insight into the
nature of these things had become so widespread and confirmed that by
the union of their voices (even if not all of them) it could submit a proposal
to the crown, to take under its protection those congregations that have,
perhaps in accordance with their concepts of better insight, agreed to an
altered religious institution, but without hindering those that wanted to
acquiesce in the old one. But it is absolutely impermissible to agree, even
for a single lifetime, to a permanent religious constitution not to be
doubted publicly by anyone and thereby, as it were, to nullify a period of
time in the progress of humanity toward improvement and make it fruitless and hence detrimental to posterity. One can indeed, for his own
person and even then only for some time, postpone enlightenment in what
it is incumbent upon him to know; but to renounce enlightenment,
whether for his own person or even more so for posterity, is to violate the
sacred right of humanity and trample it underfoot. But what a people may
never decide upon for itself, a monarch may still less decide upon for a
people;' for his legislative authority rests precisely on this, that he unites in
his will the collective will of the people. As long as he sees to it that any
true or supposed improvement is con:sistent with civil order, he can for the
rest leave it to his subjects to do what they find it necessary to do for the
sake of their salvation;• that is no concern of his, but it is indeed his
concern to prevent any one of them from forcibly hindering others from
working to the best of their ability to determine and promote their salvation. It even infringes upon his majesty if he meddles in these affairs by
honoring with governmental inspection the writings in which his subjects
attempt to clarify their insight, as well as if he does this from his own
supreme insight, in which case he exposes himself to the reproach Caesar
20
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non est super grammaticos, 8 but much more so if he demeans his supreme
authority so far as to support the spiritual despotism of a few tyrants
within his state against the rest of his s ubjects.
If it is now asked whether we at present live in an enlightened age, the
answer is: No, but we do live in an age of enlightenment. As matters now
stand, a good deal more is required for people on the whole to be in the
position, or even able to be put into the position, of using their own
understanding confidently and well in religious matters, without another's
guidance. But we do have distinct intimations that the field is now being
opened for them to work freely in this direction and that the hindrances to
universal enlightenment or to humank~nd's emergence from its selfincurred minority are gradually becoming fewer. In this regard this age is
the age of enlightenment or the century of Frederick.
A prince who does not find it beneath himself to say that he considers it
his duty not to prescribe anything to hu man beings in religious matters but
to leave them complete freedom, who thus even dedines the arrogant
name of tolerance, is himself enlightened and deserves to be praised by a
grateful world and by posterity as the one who first released the human
race from minority, at least from the side of government,, and left each free
to make use of his own reason in all matters of conscience. Under him,
venerab,le clergymen, notwithstanding their official duties, may in their
capacity as scholars freely and publicly lay before the world for examination their judgments and insights deviating here and there from the creed
adopted, and still more may any other who is not restricted by any official
duties. T his spirit of freedom is also spreading abroad, even where it has
to struggle with external obstacles of a government which misunderstands
itself. For it shines as an example to such a government that in freedom
there is not the least cause for anxiety about public concord and the unity
of the commonwealth. People graduallly work their way out of barbarism
of their own accord if only one does not intentionally contrive to keep
them in it.
I have put the main point of enlightenment, of people's emergence
from their self-incurred minority, chiefly in matters ofreligion because our
rulers have no interest in playing guardian over their subjects with respect
to the arts and sciences and also because that minority, being the most
harmful, is also the most disgraceful of all. But the frame of mind of a
head of state who favors the first goes still further and sees that even with
respect to his legislation there is no danger in allowing his subjects to make
public use of their own. reason and to publish to the world their thoughts
about a better way of formulating it, even with candid criticism of that
already given; we have a shining example of this, in which no monarch has
yet surpassed the one whom we honor.
' Caesar is not above the graimma.r ians
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But only one who, himself enlightened, is not afraid of phantoms, but
at the same time has a well-disciplined and numerous army ready to
guarantee public peace, can say what a free stateh may not dare to say:
Argue as much as you will and about what you will; only obey! Here a strange,
unexpected course is revealed in human affairs, as happens elsewhere too
if it is considered in the large, where almost everything is paradoxical. A
greater degree of civil freedom seems advantageous to a people's freedom
of spirit and nevertheless puts up insurmountable barriers to it; a lesser
degree of the former, on the other hand, provides a space for the latter co
expand to its full capacity. Thus when nature has unwrapped, from under
this hard shell, the seed for which she cares most tenderly, namely the
propensity and calling to think freely, the latter gradually works back upon
the mentality; of the people (which thereby gradually becomes capable of
freedom in acting) and eventually even upon the principles of government,
which finds it profitable to itself to treat the human being, who is now more
than a machine, i in keeping with his dignity.*
Konigsberg in Prussia, 30th September, 1784
•Today, on September 30th, I read in 8iischings1 Wiichentliche Nachrichten of 13th September
a notice concerning this month's Berlinische Monatsschrift, which mentions Mendelssohn's
answer to the same question. I have not yet seen this journal; otherwise I should have held
back the present essay, which may now stand only in order to find out to what extent chance
may bring about agreement in thoughts.
1
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For all this experience does not help him at all to escape the precept of
theory, but at most only helps him to learn how theory could be better and
more generally put to work, after one has adopted it into one's principles;
but we are not speaking here of such pragmatic skill but only of principles.
II.
ON THE RELATION OF THEORY TO PRACTICE
IN THE RIGHT OF A STATE

(Against Hobbes)

8:290

Among all the contracts by which a multitude of people unites into a
society (pactum soaale), the contract establishing a civil constitution among
them (pactum unionis civilis) is of such a distinctive kind that, although with
respect to its applicatiun"' it has much in common with any other (which is
likewise directed to some discretionaryx end to be promoted by common
effort), it is essentially different from every other in the principle of its
institution (constitutionis civilis). The union of many for some (common)
end (that all of them have) is to be found in any social contract; but that
union which is in itself an end (that each ought to have) and which is
therefore the unconditional and first duty in any external relation of people in general, who cannot help mutually affecting one another, is to be
found in a society only insofar as it is in the civil condition/ that is,
constitutes a commonwealth. Now the end that, in such an external relation, is in itself duty and even the supreme formal condition' (conditio sine
qua non) of all other external duties is the right of human beings under
public coercive laws, by which what belongs to each can be determined for
him and secured against encroachment by any other.
But the concept of an external right as such proceeds entirely from the
concept of freedom in the external relation of people to one another and
has nothing at all to do with the end that all of them naturally have (their
aim of happiness) and with the prescribing of means for attaining it; hence
too the latter absolutely must not intrude in the laws of the former as their
determining ground. Right is the limitation of the freedom of each to the
condition of its harmony with the freedom of everyone insofar as this is
possible in accordance with a universal law; and public right is the sum of
external laws which make such a thoroughgoing harmony possible. Now,
since any limitation of free dom through another's choice" is called coercion, it follows that a civil constitution is a relation of free human beings
"'Ausfohrung
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who (without prejudice to their freedom within the whole of their union
with one another) are nevertheless subject to coercive laws; for reason
itself wills it so, and indeed pure reason giving laws a priori, which has no
regard for any empirical ends (all of which are comprehended under the
general name happiness); for, since people differ in their thinking about
happiness and how each would have it constituted, their wills with respect
to it cannot be brought under any common principle and so under any
external law harmonizing with everyone's freedom .
Thus the civil condition, regarded merely as a rightful condition, is
based a priori on the following principles:
The freedom of every member of the society as a human being.
His equality with every other as a subjea;
3. The independence of every member of a commonwealth as a citizen.
I.

2.

These principles are not so much laws given by a state already established as rather principles in accordance with which alone the establishment of a state is possible in conformity with pure rational principles of
external human right. Accordingly,
1. As for the freedom [of every member of a state] as a human being I
express its principle for the constitution of a commonwealth in the following formula: N o one can coerce me to be happy in his way (as he thinks of
the welfare b of other human beings); instead, each may seek his happiness
in the way that seems good to him, provided he does not infringe upon
that freedom of others to strive for a like end which can coexist with the
freedom of everyone in accordance with a possible universal law (i.e ., does
not infringe upon this right of another). A government established on the
principle of benevolence toward the people like that of a father toward his
children - that is, a paternalistic g(ll)ernment (imperium patemale), in which
the subjects, like minor children who cannot distinguish between what is
truly useful or harmful to them, are constrained to behave only passively,
so as to wait only upon the judgment of the head of state as to how they
should be happy and, as for his also willing their happiness only upon his
kindness - is the greatest despotism thinkable (a constitution that abrogates
all the freedom of the subjects, who in that case have no rights at all). Not
a paternalistic but a patriotic government (imperium non paternale, sed patrioticum) is the only one that can be thought for human beings, who are
capable' of rights, and also with reference to the benevolence of the ruler.
In a patriotic way of thinking everyone in a state (its head not excepted)
regards the commonwealth as the maternal womb, or the country as the
paternal land, from which and on which he has arisen and which he must
also leave behind as a cherished pledge, only so as to consider himself
"Wohlsein
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authorized to protect its rights by laws of the common will but not to
subject the use of it to his unconditional discretion. This right of freedom
belongs to him, a member of a commonwealth, as a human being namely
insofar as he is a being that is, as such, capable of rights.
2. The equality [of each member of a state] as a subject, the formula of
which can read: Each member of a commonwealth has coercive rights
against every other, the only exception being the head of state (since he is
not a member of the commonwealth but its creator or preserver), who
alone is authorized to coerce without himself being subject to a coercive
law. But whoever is subject to lawsJ is a subject' within a state and is thus
subjected1 to coercive right equally with all the other members of the
commonwealth; only one (physical or moral person), the head of state, by
whom alone any rightful coercion can be exercised, is excepted. For if he
could also be coerced he would not be the head of state and the sequence
·of subordination would ascend to infinity. But if there were two of them
(uncoercible persons), neither would be subject to coercive laws and one
could do the other no wrong; and that is impossible.
But this thoroughgoing equality of individuals within a state, as its
subjects, it quite consistent with the greatest inequality in terms of the
quantity and degree of their possessions, whether in physical or mental
superiority over others or in external goodsg and in rights generally (of
which there can be many) relatively to others; thus the welfare of one is
very much dependent upon the will of another (that of the poor on the
rich); thus one must obey (as a child its elders or a wife her husband) and
the other directs; thus one serves (a day laborer) and the other pays him,
and so forth. But in terms of right (which, as the expression of the general
will, can be only one and which concerns the form of what is laid down as
righth not the matter or the object in which I have a right), they are
nevertheless all equal to one another as subjects; for, no one of them can
coerce any other except through public law (and its executor, the head of
state), through which every other also resists him in like measure; but no
one can lose this authorization to coerce (and so to have a right against
others) except by his own crime, and he cannot give it away of his own
accord, that is, by a contract, and so bring it about by a rightful action ; that
he has no rights but only duties; for he would thereby deprive himself of
the right to make a contract and thus the contract would nullify itself.
From this idea of the equality of human beings as subjects within a
' imter
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commonwealth there also issues the following formula: Every member of
a commonwealth must be allowed to attain any level of rank within it (that
can belong to a subject) to which his talent, his industry and his luck can
take him; and his fellow subjects may not stand in his way by means of a
hereditary prerogative (privileges [reserved] for a certain rank), so as to
keep him and his descendants forever beneath the rank.
For all right consists merely in the limitation of the freedom of every
other to the condition' that it can coexist with my freedom in accordance
with a universal law, and public right (within a commonwealth) is merely
the conditionk of an actual legislation in conformity with this principle and
joined with power, by virtue of which all those belonging to a people as
subjects are in a rightful condition (status iuridicus) as such, namely a
condition of equality of action and reaction of a choice limiting one another' in conformity with a universal law of freedom (which is called the
civil condition); hence the innate right of each in this condition (i.e., his
right prior to any rightful deed) is altogether equal with respect to the
authorization to coerce every other to remain always within the bounds of
the consistency of the use of his freedom with mine. Now since birth is
not a deed of the one who is born, he cannot incur by it any inequality of
rightful condition and any other subjection to coercive laws than merely
that which is common to him along with all others, as subj ects of the sole
supreme legislative power; hence there can be no innate prerogative of
one member of a commonwealth over another as fellow subjects, and no
one can bequeath to his descendants the prerogative of the rank which he
has within a commonwealth and so also cannot, as if qualified by birth for
the ruling rank, coercively prevent others from attaining by their own
merit the higher levels of subordination (of superior and inferior, in which
no one, however, is imperans and the other subiectus). He may bequeath
anything else, whatever is a thing (not pertaining to personality) and can
be acquired as property and also alienated by him, and so in a series of
generations produce a considerable inequality of financial circumstances
among the members of a commonwealth (of hireling and hirer, landownersm and agricultural laborers, and so forth); but he may not prevent their
being authorized to raise themselves to like circumstances if their talent,
their industry, and their luck make this possible for them. For otherwise
he could coerce without others in turn being able to coerce him by their
reaction, and would rise above the level of a fellow subject. Again, no one
living in a rightful condition of a commonwealth can fall from this equality
otherwise than by his own crime, never by a contract or by military force
j
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(occupatio bellica); for he cannot, by means of any rightful deed (whether
his own or another's) cease to be in rightful possession of himself" and
enter the class of domestic animals, which are used for any service as one
wants and arc kept in it without their consent as long as one wants, even
though with the restriction (sometimes sanctioned by religion, as with the
Indians) not to maim or kill them. He can be considered happy in that
condition provided he is aware that, if he does not reach the same level as
others, the fault lies only in himself ([his lack of] ability or earnest will) or
in circumstances for which he cannot blame any other, but not in the
irresistible will of others who, as his fellow subjects in this condition, have
no advantage over him as far as right is concerned.•
3. The independence (sibisufficientia) of a member of a state as a citizen,
that is, as a colegislator. As for legislation itself, it is not the case that all
who are free and equal under already existing public laws are to be held
equal with regard to the right co give these laws. T hose who are not
qualified' for this right are still, as members of the commonwealth, subject
to compliance with these laws and thereby enjoy protection in accordance
with them, not, however, as citizens but as cobeneficiaries of this proteaion. u
All right, that is to say, depends upon laws. But a public Law that determines for everyone what is to be rightfully permitted or forbidden him is
0
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"If we want to connect with the word gracious a determinate concept (distinct from kind,
beneficent, protective and the like), ir can be assigned only to him against whom there is no

coercive right. Hence only the head of p11blic administration' who brings about and bestows
whatever good is pos ible in accordance with public laws (for the sl!llereign, which gives laws,
is, as it were invisible; it is the personified law itself, nor its agent) can be entitled gracious
lord, as the only one agains I whom there is no coercive right. So even in an aristocracy, as in
Venice, for example, the Senate is the only gracious lord; all the nobles who comprise it, not
excluding the Doge himself, are subjects (for only the Grand Council is the sovereign) and, as
far as the exercise of rightf is concerned, are equal to all others, that is a coercive right
against each of them belongs to a subject. Princes (i.e., persons to whom there belongs a
hereditary right to government) are, however, called gracious lords (by courtly etiquette, par
courtoisie) only prospectively and because of that claim; but in terms of their status of
possession' they arc still fellow subjects, and even the least of their servants must have a
coercive right against them by means of the head of state. Thus there can be no more than a
single gracious lord within a state. But as or gracious (strictly speaking, distinguished)
ladies, they can be regarded as justified [in their claim to) this title by their rank together with
their sex (thus only against the male sex), and this by virtue of a refinement of manners' (called
gallantry) by which the male sex believes that it honors itself in proportion _as it grants the fair
sex precedence over itself.
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the act of a public will, from which all right proceeds and which must
therefore itself be incapable of doing wrong to anyone. But this is possible
through no other will than that of the entire people (since alJ decide about
all, hence each about himself); for it is only to oneself that one can never
do wrong. But if it is another, then the mere will of one distinct from him
can decide nothing about him that could not be wrong, and the law of this
will would, accordingly, require yet another law that would limit its legislation; hence no particular will can be legislative for a commonwealth.
(Strictly speaking, the concepts of external freedom, equality, and the
unity of the will of all come together in order to constitute this concept,
and if the first two are taken together, independence is the condition of
the last where voting is required.)" This basic law, which can arise only
from the general (united) will of the people, is called the original contract.
He who has the right to vote in this legislation is called a citizen (citoyen,
i.e., dtizen ofa state, not of a town, bourgeois). The quality requisite to this,
apart from the natural one (of not being a child or a woman), is only that of
being one's own master (sui iuris), hence having some property (and any art,
craft, fine art, or science can be counted as property) that supports him that is, if he must acquire from others in order to live, he does so only by
alienating what is his* and not by giving others permission to make use of
his powers - and hence [the requisite quality is] that, in the strict sense of
the word, he serves no one other than the commonwealth. Here craftsmen
and large (or small) landowners are all equal, namely each is entitled to
only one vote. For in regard to the latter - without even raising the question, how it could with right have come about that someone received as his
own more land than he could himself make use of with his own hands (for
acquisition by military seizure is not first acquisition), and how it came
about that many human beings who could otherwise have acquired a
lasting status of possession were thereby reduced merely to serving him in
order to be able to live? - it would already conflict with the above principle
of equality if a law were to grant them such a privileged rank that either
•Someone who makes an opus can convey it to someone else by alienating it, just as if it were
his prop en y. But praestutio l>j!l!Tru< is not alienating something. A domestic servant, a shop
clerk, a day laborer, or even a barber are merely opl!Tarii, not artifices (in the wider sense of
the word) and not members of the state, and are thus also not qualified to be citizens.
Although a man to whom I give my firewood to chop and a tailor to whom I give my cloth to
make into clothes both seem to be in a quite similar relation to me, still the former differs
from the latter, as a b arber from a wigmaker (even if I have given him the hair for the wig)
and hence as a day laborer from an artist or craftsman, who makes a work that belongs to him
until he is paid for it) . The latter, in pursuing his trade, thus exchanges his property with
another (opus), the fonner, the use of his powers, which he grants" to another (opl!Tam). It is, I
admit, somewhat difficult to determine what is required in order to be able to claim the rank
of a human being who is his own master.
" zu 11Jel&her ktzteren, da Stimmgebung e,fordm 11Jird . . . Selhststiindigknt die Bedingung ist
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their descendants should always remain large (feudal) landowners, whose
estates could not be sold or divided by inheritance and thus be used by
more of the people, or else that, if there were such a division, no one other
than those belonging to a certain class of people decreed at wiW could
acquire something of it. That is to say, a great landownerYeliminates as
many smaller owners and their votes as could take his place; thus he does
not vote in their name and accordingly has only one vote. Since it must
therefore be left dependent only upon the ability, industry, and good
fortune of each member of a commonwealth for each at some time to
acquire a part of it and all to acquire the whole, but this distinction cannot
be taken into account in the universal legislation, the number of those
qualified to vote in legislation must be appraised by the number of those
in the status of possession, not by the size of their possessions.
But all who have this right to vote must agree to this law of public
justice; for otherwise there would be a dispute about rightsz between those
who do not agree to it and the first, and yet another higher principle of
right would be needed to decide it. Thus if the first cannot be expected of
an entire people, so that a majority of votes - and indeed not of those
voting directly (in a large people) but only of those delegated to do so as
representatives of the people - is all that can be foreseen as attainable, the
very principle of letting such a majority be sufficient, adopted as with
universal agreement and so by a contract, must be the ultimate basis on
which a civil constitution is established.

Conclusion
Now this is an on'ginal contract, on which alone a civil and hence thoroughly rightful constitution among human beings can be based and a
commonwealth established. But it is by no means necessary that this
contract (called contractus originarius or pactum sociale), as a coalition of
every particular and private will within a people into a common and public
will (for the sake of a merely rightful legislation), be presupposed as a fact
(as a fact it is indeed not possible) - as if it would first have to be proved
from history that a people, into whose rights and obligations we have
entered as descendants, once actually carried out such an act, and that it
must have left some sure record or instrument of it, orally or in writing, if
one is to hold oneself bound to an already existing civil constitution. It is
instead only an idea of reason, which, however, has its undoubted practical
reality, namely to bind every legislator to give his laws in such a way that
they could have arisen from the united will of a whole people and to regard
wil/kurlich
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each subject, insofar as he wants to be a citizen, as if he has joined in
voting for such a will. For this is the touchstone of any public law's
conformity with right. In other words, if a public law is so constituted that
a whole people could not possibly give its consent to it (as, e.g., that a certain
class of subjeas should have the hereditary privilege of ruling rank), it is
unjust;• but if it is only possible that a people could agree to it, it is a duty to
consider the law just, even if the people is at present in such a situation or
frame of mind that, if consulted about it, it would probably refuse its
consent.*
But this limitation obviously holds only for the judgment of the legislator, not that of a subject. Thus if a people now subject to a certain actual
legislation were to judge that in all probability this is detrimental to its
happiness, what is to be done about it? Should the people not resist it?
The answer can only be that, on the part of the people, there is nothing to
be done about it but to obey. For what is under discussion here is not the
happiness that a subject may expect from the institution or administration
of a commonwealth but above all merely the right that is to be secured for
each by means of it, which is the supreme principle for which all maxims
having to do with a commonwealth must proceed and which is limited by
no other principle. With respect to the former (happiness) no universally
valid principle for laws can be given. For both the circumstances of the
times and the highly conflicting but always changing illusionh in which
someone places his happiness (though no one can prescribe to him in
what he should place it) make any fixed principle impossible and [happiness] in itself unfit to be a principle oflegislation. The saying Salus publica
suprema civitatis lex est' remains undiminished in its worth and authority;
but the public well-beingd that mustfir;t be taken into account is precisely
that lawful constitution which secures everyone his freedom by laws,
whereby each remains at liberty to seek hls happiness in whatever way
seems best to him, provided he does not infringe upon that universal
freedom in conformity with law and hence upon the right of other fellow
subjects.

"If, e.g., a war tax were imposed proportionately on all subjects, they could not, because they
found it oppressive, say that it is unjust because in their opinion the war may be unnecessary;
for they arc not entitled to appraise this but instead, because it is still always possible that the
war is unavoidable and the tax indispensable, the tax must hold in a subject's judgment as i.n
conformity with righr. Bur if, during such a war, certain landowners were burdened with
levies while others of the same rank were exempted, it is easily seen that a whole people
could not agTee to a law of this kind, and it is authorized at least to make representations
against it, since it cannot take this unequal distribution of burdens to be just.

• nic/11 gerechz
• Wahn

' The public well-being is the supreme law of the state
'Hril
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If the supreme power gives laws that are directed chiefly to happiness
(the prosperity of the citizens, increased population and the like), this is
not done as the end for which a civil constitution is established but merely
as means for securing a rightful condition, especially against a people's
external enemies. A head of state must be authorized to judge for himself
and alone whether such laws pertain to the commonwealth's flourishing,
which is required to secure its strength and stability both internally and
against external enemies, not in order, as it were, to make the people
happy against its will but only to make it exist as a commonwealth.* Now
the legislator can indeed err in his appraisal of whether those measures
are adopted prudently, but not when he asks himself whether the law also
harmonizes with the principle of right; for there he has that idea of the
original contract at hand as an infallible standard, and indeed has it a
priori (and need not, as with the principle of happiness, wait for experience that would first have to teach him whether his means are suitable).
For, provided it is not self-contradictory that an entire people should
agree to such a law, however bitter they might find it, the law · is in
conformity with right. But if a public law is in conformity with this, and so
beyond reproach (irresprehensibel) with regard to right, then there is also
joined with it authorization to coerce and, on the other's part, a prohibition against actively resisting the will of the legislator; that is, the power
within a state that gives effect to the law is also unopposable (irresistibel),
and there exists no rightful commonwealth that can hold its own without a
force of this kind that puts down all internal resistance, since each resistance would take place in conformity with a maxim that, made universal,
would annihilate any civil constitution and eradicate the condition in
which alone people can be in possession of rights generally.
From this it follows that any resistance to the supreme legislative
power, any incitement to have the subjects' dissatisfaction become active,
any insurrection that breaks out in rebellion, is the highest and most
punishable crime within a commonwealth, because it destroys its fou ndation. And this prohibition is unconditional, so that even if that power or its
agent, the head of state, has gone so far as to violate the original contract
and has thereby, according to the subjects' concept, forfeited the right to
be legislator inasmuch as he has empowered the government to proceed

8:300

quite violently (tyrannically), a subject is still not permitted any resistance
by way of counteracting force. The ground of this is that in an already
existing civil constitution the people's judgment to determine how the
•certain restrictions on impons are included among these Jaws, so that the means of
acquiring livelihood will promote the subjects' interests and not the advantage of foreigners
or encouragement of others' industry, since a state, without the prosperity of the people,
would not possess enough strength to resist foreign enemies or to maintain itself as a
commonwealth.
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constitution should be administered is no longer valid.' For suppose that
the people can so judge, and indeed contrary to the judgment of the actual
head of state; who is to decide on which side the right is? Neither can
make the decision as judge in its own suit. Hence there would have to be
another head above the head of state, that would decide between him and
the people; and this is self-contradictory. Nor could a right of necessity
(ius in casu necessitatis), which, as a supposed right to do wrong when in
extreme (physical) need, is in any case an absurdity,* enter here and
provide a way to raise the barrier limiting the people's despotic power.h
For, the head of state can as well urge that his harsh behavior toward his
subjects is justified by their recalcitrance as they can urge that their
rebellion is justified by their complaints against him of their undeserved
suffering; and who is to decide the issue? Only he who possesses the
supreme administration of public right can do so, and that is precisely the
head of state; and no one within a commonwealth can, accordingly, have a
right to contest his possession of it.
Yet I find estimable men who maintain that under certain circumstances a subject is authorized to use force against his superiors; the only
one of them I want to cite here is Achenwall, ts who is very cautious,
definite, and modest in his teachings on natural right. He says: "If the
danger that threatens a commonwealth as a result of continuing to endure
the injustice of the head of state is greater than the danger to be feared
from taking up arms against him, then the people can resist him, for the
sake of this right ' withdraw from its contract of subjection, and dethrone
"There is no casus necessitatis except in a case wh ere duties, namely an unconditional duty and
a (p erhaps very important yet) conditional duty, conflict with each other, e.g., if it is a matter of
preventing some catastrophe to the state by betraying a man who might stand in the relationship to another of father and son. This prevention of trouble to the former is an unconditional duty, whereas preventing misfortune to the latter is only a conditional duty (namely,
insofar as he has not made himself guilty of a crime against the state). One of the relatives
might report the other's plans to the authorities with the uunost reluctance, but he is
compelled by necessity (namely, moral necessity) - but if it is said of someone who, in order
to preserve his own life, pushes anot her survivor of a shipwreck from his plank, that he has a
right to do so by his (physical) necessity, that is quite false. For to preserve my life is only a
conditional duty (if it can be done without a crime); but not to take the life of another who is
committing no offense against me-' and does not even lead me into the danger of losing my
life is an unconditiona l duty. Yet teachers of general civil right proceed quite consistently in
conceding rightful authorization for such extreme measures.6 for the authorities can connect no punishmetlt with the prohibition, since this punishment would have to be death. But it
would be an absurd law to threaten someone with death if he did not voluntarily deliver
himself up to death in dangerous circumstances.
t/1,s Nat11rae. Editio Vta. Par! posterior, §203-6.
'das Volk kein ::u Recht bestiindiges Urteil mehr hat
f der midi 11ich1 beleidigt
6
Nothulfe
' die Eigenmaclu des Vo/ks
1
:w 111 Beh uf dieses Rechts
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him as a tyrant." From this he concludes: "In this way the people (in
relation to its previous ruler) returns to the state of nature."
I readily believe that neither Achenwall nor any of the worthy men who
have reasoned subtly in agreement with him on this would ever have given
their advice or assent to such a dangerous undertaking in any case at
hand ; and it is hardly to be doubted that if those uprisings by which
Switzerland or the United Netherlands or even Great Britain won its
constitution, now considered so fortunate, had failed, those who read the
history of them would see in the execution of their now celebrated authors
nothing but the deserved punishment of great political criminals. For the
outcome usually mingles in our appraisal of the rightful grounds/ though
the former was uncertain and the latter certain. But it is clear that, as far
as the latter is concerned - even if it is granted that by such an uprising no
wrong is done to a ruler (perhaps one who had violated ajoyeuse entree,6 an
actual basic contractkwith the people - nevertheless the people did wrong
in the highest degree by seeking their rights in this way; for this way of
doing it (adopted as a maxim) would make every rightful constitution
insecure and introduce a condition of complete lawlessness (status naturalis), in which all rights cease, at least to have effect. In view of this
propensity of so many well-meaning authors to take the people's part (to
its own ruin), I want to remark only that the cause of their doing so is in
part the common mistake, when the principle of right is under discussion,
of substituting the principle of happiness for it in their judgments, and in
part that, where there is to be found no instrument of an actual contract
submitted to the commonwealth, accepted by its head, and sanctioned by
both, they take the idea of an original contract, which is always present in
reason as the basis [of a commonwealth], as something that must actually
have taken place, and so think they can always save for the people authorization to withdraw from the contract as it sees fit if, though by its own
appraisal, the contract has been grossly violated.*
Here it is obvious what evil the principle of happiness (which is really
not fit fo r any detenninate principle at all) gives rise to in the right of a
"'Even if an actual contract of the people with the ruler has been violated, the people cannot
react at once as a commonwealth but only as a mob. 1 for the previously existing constitution
has been tom up by the people, while their organization into a new commonwealth has not
yet taken place. It is here that the condition of anarchy arises with all the horrors that are at
least possible by means of it; and the wrong that is done here is that which each faction in the
people inilicts on the other, as is also clear from the example cited, where the rebellious
subjects of that state finally wanted to thrust upon one another by force a constitution which
would have been far more oppressive than the one they abandoned: they would, namely,
have been devoured by ecclesiastics and aristocrats, instead of being able to expect greater
equality in the distribution of political burdens under one head of state ruling over all.
i Rechtsgrunde
• zum Gru11de lii!genden Verrrag
1
durch Rouierung
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state, just as it does in morals, despite the best intentions of those who
teach it. The sovereign wants to make the people happy in accordance
with his concepts and becomes a despot; the people are not willing to give
up their universal human claim to their own happiness and become rebels.
Had it first been asked what is laid down as right (where principles stand
firm a priori and no empiricist can bungle them), then the idea of the
social contract would remain in its incontestable authority, not however as
a fact (as Danton would have it, apart from which he declares null and
void all rights and all property to be found in the actually existing civil
constitution1) but only as a rational principle for appraising any public
rightful constitution. And it would then be seen that before the general
will exists the people possesses no coercive right at all against its commander"' since it can rightfully use coercion only through him; but if the
general will exists, there is likewise no coerion to be exercised by it against
him, since otherwise the people itself would be the supreme commander;
hence the people never has a coercive right against the head of state
(insubordination in word or deed).
We also see this theory adequately confirmed in practice. In the constitution of Great Britain - where the people carry on about their constitution as if it were the model for the whole world - we nevertheless find that
it is quite silent about the authorization belonging to the people in case the
monarch should transgress the contract of 1 688,8 so that if he wanted to
violate the constitution, there being no law about such a case, the people
secretly reserves to itself rebellion against him. For, that the constitution
should contain a law fo r such a case authorizing the overthrow of the
existing constitution, from which all particular laws proceed (even supposing the contract violated) is an obvious contradiction; for then it would
also have to contain a publicly constituted* opposing power, so that there
would have to be a second head of state to protect the people's rights
against the first, and then yet a third to decide between the two, which of
them had right on its side. Moreover, those leaders (or, if you will, guardians) of the people, being concerned about such an accusation should
their undertaking fail, preferred to attribute a voluntary abdication of government to the monarch they frightened away than to claim the right to
depose him, whereby they would have put the constitution in obvious
contradiction with itself.
I will surely not be reproached, because of these assertions, with flatter-

*No right within a state can be concealed, treacherously as it were, by a secret reservation,
least of all the right that the people claims for itself as one belonging to the constitution; for
all laws of the constitution must be thought as arising out of a public will. Thus if the
constitution permitted insurrection, it would have to declare publicly the right to it and in
what way use is to be made of it.
'"Gebieter

301

IMMANUEL KANT

ing monarchs too much by such inviolability; so, I hope, I will also be
spared the reproach of overstating the case in favor of the people when I
say that the people too has its inalienable rights against the head of state,
although these cannot be coercive rights.
Hobbes is of the opposite opinion. According to him (de Cive, Chap.
7, § 14), a head of state has no obligation to the people by the contract
and cannot do a citizen any wrong (he may make what arrangements he
wants about him). This proposition would be quite correct if a wrong
8:304 were taken to mean an injury that gives the injured party a coertive right
against the one who wronged him; but stated so generally, the proposition is appalling.
A nonrecalcitrant subject must be able to assume that his ruler does
not want to do him any wrong. Accordingly, since every human being still
has his inalienable rights, which he can never give up even if he wanted to
and about which he is authorized to judge for himself, while, on that
assumption, the wrong that in his opinion is done to him occurs only from
the supreme power's error or ignorance of certain consequences of his
laws, a citizen must have, with the approval of the ruler himself, the
authorization to make known publicly his opinions about what it is in the
ruler's arrangements that seems to him to be a wrong against the commonwealth. For, to assume that the head of state could never err or be ignorant
of something would be to represent him as favored with divine inspiration
and raised above humanity. Thus.freedom ofthe pen - kept within the limits
of esteem and love for the constitution within which one lives by the
subjects' liberal way of thinking, which the constitution itself instills in
them (and pens themselves also keep one another within these limits, so
that they do not lose their freedom) - is the sole palladium of the people's
rights. For to want to deny them this freedom is not only tantamount to
taking from them any claim to a right with respect to the supreme commander (according to Hobbes), but is also to withhold from the latter whose will gives order to the subjects as citizens only by representing the
general will of the people - all knowledge of matters that he himself
would change if he knew about them and to put him in contradiction with
himself. But to instill in a head of state concern that unrest in the state
might be aroused by [the subjects'] thinking independently and aloud is
tantamount to awakening in him mistrust of his own power or even hatred
of his people.
But the universal principle by which a people has to appraise its rights
negatively - that is, appraise merely what may be regarded as not ordained
by the supreme legislation, as with its best will - is contained in the
proposition: What a people cannot decree for itself, a legislator also cannot decree
for a people.
Thus if the question is, for example: Can a law prescribing that a
8:305 certain ecclesiastical constitution, once arranged, is to continue perma302
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nently, be regarded as issuing from the real" will of the legislator (his
intention)? then it will first be asked: May a people itself make it a law that
certain articles of faith and forms of external religion, once adopted, are to
remain forever? And so: May a people hinder itself, in its posterity, from
making further progress in religious insight or from at some time correcting old errors? It then becomes clear that an original contract of the
people that made this a law would in itself be null and void because it
conflicts with the vocation and end of humanity; hence a law given about
this is not to be regarded as the real will of the monarch, to whom
counterrepresentations can accordingly be made. In all cases, however,
where something of this sort was nevertheless arranged by the supreme
legislation, general and public judgments could be passed on it, but resistance to it in word or deed could never be summoned.
In every commonwealth there must be obedience under the mechanism
of the state constitution to coercive laws (applying to the whole), but there
must also be a spirit of freedom, since each, in what has to do with universal
human duties, requires to be convinced by reason that this coercion is in
conformity with right, lest he fall into contradiction with himself. The
former without the latter is the occasioning cause' of all secret societies. For
it is a natural calling of humanity to communicate with one another,
especially in what concerns people generally; hence those societies would
disappear if such freedom were favored . And how else, again, could the
government get the knowledge it requires for its own essential purpose
than by letting the spirit of freedom, so worthy of respect in its origin and
in its effects, express itself?

Nowhere does a practice that ignores all pure rational principles deny
theory so arrogantly as in the question of what is required for a good
constitution of a state. The cause is that a lawful constitution of long
standing gradually accustoms the people to a rule of appraising its happiness as well as its rights in terms of the conditionP in which everything up
to now has followed its quiet course, but not, conversely, to evaluate that
condition in terms of the concepts of both provided by reason; instead [it
leads the people] always to prefer that passive condition to the dangerous
situation of seeking a better one (what H ippocrates told physicians to take
to heart holds here: iudicium anceps, experimentum periculosum). 4 Now, all
constitutions of sufficiently long standing, whatever deficiencies they may
have and for all their differences, give the same result, namely being
" eigentlichen
• verar1/assende Ursadu
P Zustand

• judgment is uncertain and experiments are dangerous

303

8:306

IMMANUEL KANT

8:307

satisfied with the constitution one is in; so, if one looks to the people's
welfare, no theory at all is really valid, but everything rests on a practice
docile to experience.
Ilut if there is in reason something that can be expressed by the words
right ofa state, and if this concept has binding force for people opposed to
one another in the antagonism of their freedom, and hence has objective
(practical) reality irrespective of the well-being or ill-being that may arise
from it (knowledge of which rests only on experience), then the right of a
state is based on a priori principles (for experience cannot teach what right
is),' and there is a theory of the right of a state, no practice being valid
unless it accords with this.
The only objection that can be raised to this is that, although people
have in their heads the idea of rights belonging to them, they would still be
unqualified and unworthy to be treated in accord with them because of
the hardness of their hearts, so that a supreme power proceeding merely
in accordance with rules of prudence may and must keep them in order.
But this desperate leap (salto mortale) is of such a kind that, once th e issue
is not that of right but only of force, the people may also try out its own
force and thus make every lawful constitution insecure. If there is not
something that through reason compels immediate respect (such as the
rights of human beings), then all influences on the choice of human
beings are incapable of restraining their' freedom; but if, alongside benevolence, right speaks out loudly, human nature does not show itself too
depraved to listen deferentially to its voice. (Tum pietate gravem meritisque si
forte virum quern Conspexere, silent arrectisque auribus adstant. Virgil.}'
III.

ON THE RELATION OF THEORY TO PRACTICE IN
THE RIGHT OF NATIONS CONSIDERED FROM A
UNIVERSALLY PHILANTHROPIC, THAT IS,
COSMOPOLITAN POINT OF VIEW*

(Against Moses Mendelssohn)9
Is the human race as a whole to be loved, or is it an object such that one
must regard it with vexation, for which one indeed wishes everything good

"ft is not at once obvious how a universally philanthropic presupposition can point the way to a
cosmopoli1an constitution, and this in turn to the foundation of a riglzl of nalions as a condition in
which alone the predispositions belonging to humanity that make our species worthy of love
can be developed. But the conclusion of this part will make this connection clear.
'was Recht sei
' Or perhaps "its fr eedom," derselben referring to Willkiir
' If they catch sight of a man respected for his virtue and services, they are silent and stand
close with ears alert. Virgil Aeneid 1.151-2.
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