Good Will, Duty, and the Categorical Imperative

IMMANUEL KANT

Immanuel Kant was born in Kénigsberg in East Prussia in 1724, He spent his whole
life there, eventually becoming a professor at the local university. He remained a
bachelor and was reported to have been so regular in his habits that neighbors set
their clocks by his afternoon walks. He died at eighty, by which time he had left a
lasting mark on the world of philosophy. Today he is considered one of the greatest
philosophers of all time.

Kant’s ethical theory has been enormously influential. This excerpt from his clas-
sic work The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals presents Kant’s account of
moral duty. For an action to have moral worth, for it to reflect a good will, Kant

From The Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, translated by T. K. Abbotr (1873). Subheadings
added.
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PART ONE: ETHICAL THEORY

stressed that the action must be undertaken for duty’s sake—and not for some other
reason, such as fear of being caught and punished. Ethics is based on reason alone,
Kant thought, and not—as it was for Aristotle—on human nature. The imperatives
of morality are, in his famous terminology, not hypothetical but categorical. That is,
the moral duty that binds us is unconditional, universally valid, and necessary.

Kant formulated his basic test of right and wrong, his famous categorical impera-
tive, in different ways. But the core idea is that an action is right if and only if we can
will it to become a universal law of conduct. That is, we must never perform an ac-
tion unless we can consistently will that the maxim or principle governing it be one
that everyone can follow. Consider, for example, making a promise that you know
you cannot keep. Kant believed that it is impossible to will the maxim “Make prom-
ises that you know you cannot keep” as a universal law, because if everyone were to
act on this maxim, the institution of promising would be impossible. An alternative
formulation of the categorical imperative Kant offered is that one should always treat

human beings as ends in themselves, never as means alone.

/ Study Questions

1. Why is a good will the only thing that is good without qualification?

2. When does an action have moral worth?

3. What is the difference between a hypothetical imperative and a categorical imperative?
4. What is the second formulation of the categorical imperative?

5. What did Kant mean by the “kingdom of ends™?

The Good Will

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, and the other
talents of the mind, however they may be
named, or courage, resolution, perseverance, as
qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly
good and desirable in many respects; but these
gifts of nature may also become extremely bad
and mischievous if the will which is to make use
of them, and which, therefore, constitutes what
is called character, is not good. It is the same
with the gifis 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 pre-
sumption, 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,
and adapt it to its end. The sight of a being who
is not adorned with a single feature of a pure
and good will, enjoying unbroken prosperity,
can never give pleasure to an impartial rational
spectator. Thus a good will appears to constitute
the indispensable condition even of being wor-
thy 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 uncondi-
tional value, but always presuppose a good will,
and this qualifies the esteem that we justly have
for them, and does not permit us to regard
them as absolutely good. Moderation in the af-
fections and passions, self-control, and calm de-
liberation are not only good in many respects,
but even seem to constitute part of the intrinsic
worth of the person; but they are far from de-
serving to be called good without qualification,
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although they have been so unconditionally
praised by the ancients. For without the prin-
ciples of a good will, they may become ex-
tremely bad; and the coolness of a villain not
only makes him far more dangerous, but also di-
rectly makes him more abominable in our cyes
than he would have been without it.

A good will is good not because of what it[*

performs or effects, not by its aptness for the at-|
tainment of some proposed end, but simply by
virtue of the volition, that is, it is good in itself,
and considered by itself is to be esteemed much
higher than all that can be brought about by it |

in favour of any inclination, nay, even of the |}
i . . ap e {
sum-total of all inclinations. Even if it should li:

happen that, owing to special disfavour of for-
tune, or the niggardly provision of a stepmoth-
erly nature, this will should wholly lack power
to accomplish its purpose, if with its greatest ef-
forts it should yet achieve nothing, and there
should remain only the good will (not, to be
sure, a mere wish, but the summoning of all
means in our power), then, like a jewel, it would
still shine by its own light, as a thing which has
its whole value in itself. Its usefulness or fruit-
lessness can neither add to nor take away any-
thing from this value. It would be, as it were,
only the setting to enable us to handle it the
more conveniently in common comimerce, 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. . . .

Moral Worth

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 be-
lieve that the tradesman has so acted from duty
and from principles of honesty: his own advan-
tage required it; it is out of the question in this

|
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case to suppose that he might besides have a di-
rect inclination in favour of the buyers, so that,
as it were, from love he should give no advan-
tage to one over another. Accordingly the ac-
tion 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 addition, everyone has also a
direct inclination to do so. But on this account
the often anxious care which most men take for
it has no intrinsic worth. . . . They preserve their
life as duty requires, no doubt, but not because
duty requires. On the other hand, if adversity
and hopeless sorrow have completely taken
away the relish for life; if 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 beneficent when we can is a duty; and
besides this, there are many minds so sympa-

thetically constituted that, without any other
motive of vanity or self-interest, they find a plea- |

sure in spreading joy around them, and can take |

delight in 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, however proper,
however amiable 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 with duty,
and consequently honourable, deserves praise
and encouragement, but not esteem. For the[

maxim lacks the moral import, namely, that! '

such actions be done from duty, not from 'mcli-} [
nation. Put the case that the mind of that phi-||| 1

lanthropist was clouded by sorrow of his own,
extinguishing all sympathy with the lot of oth-
ers, and that while he still has the power to ben-
efit others in distress, he is not touched by their
trouble because he is absorbed with his own;
and now suppose that he tears himself out of
this dead insensibility, and performs the action
without any inclination to it, but simply from
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duty, then first has his action its genuine moral
worth. Further still; if nature has put little sym-
pathy in the heart of this or that man; if he, sup-
posed 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 man
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
in himself a source from whence to give himself
a far higher worth than that of a good-natured
temperament could be? Unquestionably. It is
just in this that the moral worth of the character
is brought out which is incomparably the high-

est of all, namely, that he is beneficent, not from *

inclination, but from duty. . . .

An action done from duty derives its moral !
worth, not from the purpose which is to be at-

tained 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 on the principle of volition by whlch the

- action has taken place, without regard to any
object of desire. . . . Moral worth . . . cannot lie
anywhere but in the principle of the will. . . . An
action done from duty must wholly exclude the
influence of inclination, and with it every object
of the will, so that nothing remains which can
determine the will except objectively the law
and subjectively pure respect for this practical
law, and consequently the maxim that I should
follow this law even to the thwarting of all my
inclinations.

Thus the moral worth of an action does not
lie in the effect expected from it, nor in any prin-
ciple of action which requires to borrow its mo-
tive from this expected effect. For all these ef-
fects—agreeableness of one’s condition, and

" even the 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

ETHICAL THEORY

e ————y

good can be found. The pre-eminent good
which we call moral can therefore consist in
nothing else than the conception of law in itself,
which certainly is only possible in a rational being,
in so far as this conception, and not the expected
effect, determines the will. . . .

The Supreme Principle of Morality:
The Categorical Imperative

But what sort of law can that be, the conception
of which must determine the will, even without
paying any regard to the effect expected from it,
in order that this will may be called good abso-
lutely and without qualification? As I have de-
prived the will of every impulse which could
arise to it from obedience to any law, there re-
mains nothing but the universal conformity of
its actions to law in general, which alone is to
serve the will as a principle, 7.e. ] am never to act
otherwise than so that I could also will that my
maxim should become a universal law. Here,

" 'now, it is the simple conformity to law in gen-

eral, without assuming any particular law appli-
cable 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 judg-
ments 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, or whether it is right, to.
make a false promise? The former may undoubt-
edly 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 in-
convenience than that from which I now free
myself, and as, with all my supposed cunning,
the consequences cannot be so easily foreseen

‘but that credit once lost may be much more in-

jurious to me than any mischief which I seek to
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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 conse-
quences. In the first case, the very notion of the
action already implies a law for me; in the sec-
ond 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, al-
though 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 prom-
ise) should hold good as a universal law, for my-
self as well as for others? and should I be able to
say to myself, “Every one may make a deceitful
promise when he finds himself in a difficulty
from which he cannot otherwise extricate him-
self”? Then I presently become aware that while
I can will the lie, I can by no means will that ly-
ing should be a universal law. For with such a
law there would be no promises at all, since it
would be in vain to allege my intention in re-
gard 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 or-
der that my will may be morally good. Inexperi-
enced in the course of the world, incapable of
being prepared for all its contingencies, I only
ask myself: Canst thou also will that thy maxim
should be a universal law? If not, then it must
be rejected, and that not because of a disadvan-

0
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tage accruing from myself or even to others, but
because it cannot enter as a principle into a pos-
sible universal legislation, and reason extorts
from me immediate respect for such legislation.
I do not indeed as yet déscern on what this re-
spect is based (this the philosopher may in-
quire), 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 re-
spect for the practical law is what constitutes
duty, to which every other motive must give
place, because it is the condition of a will being’
good in itself, and the worth of such a will is
above everything,.

Thus, then, without quitting the moral
knowledge of common human reason, we have
arrived at its principle. And although, no doubt,
common men do not conceive it in such an ab-
stract and universal form, yet they always have it
really before their eyes, and use it as the stan-
dard of their decision. . . .

Imperatives: Hypothetical
and Categorical

Everything in nature works according to laws.
Rational beings alone have the faculty of acting
according to the conception of laws, that is ac-
cording to principles, i.e. have a will, Since the
deduction of actions from principles requires
reason, the will is nothing but practical reason.
If reason infallibly determines the will, then the
actions of such a being which are recognized as
objectively necessary are subjectively necessary
also, z.e. the will is a faculty to choose that only
which reason independent of inclination recog-
nizes as practically necessary, 7.. as good. But if
reason of itself does not sufficiently determine
the will, if the latter is subject also to subjective
conditions (particular impulses) which do not
always coincide with the objective conditions; in
a word, if the will does not in izself completely
accord with reason (which is actually the case
with men), then the actions which objectively
are recognized as necessary are subjectively
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contingent, and the determination of such a will
according to objective laws is obligation, that is
to say, the relation of the objective laws to a will
that is not thoroughly good is 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 obligatory for a will, is called a
command (of reason), and the formula of the
command is called an Imperative. .

i ' Now all imperatives command either Aypo-
|| thetically or categorically. The former represent

|| the practical necessity of a possible action as
,I ' means to something else that is willed (or at least

. which one might possibly will). The categorical
‘ unpcranvc would be that which represented an
action as necessary of itself without reference to

. another end, i.e., as objectively necessary, . .

If now the action is good only as a means zo
sornething else, then the imperative is hypotheti-
eal; if it is conceived as good #n étselfand conse-
quently as being necessarily the principle of a

' - will which of itself conforms to reason, then it is

" categovical. . . .

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 im-
perative contains besides the law only the neces-
sity that the maxims shall conform to this law,
while the law contains no conditions restricting
it, there remains nothing but the general state-
ment that the maxim of the action should con-
form to a universal law, and it is this conformity
alone that the imperative properly represents as
necessary.

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

Now if all imperatives of duty can be de-
duced from this one imperative as from their
principle, then, although it should remain unde-
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cided whether what is called duty is not merely a
vain notion, yet at least we shall be able to show
what we understand by it and what this notion
mearns.

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

Four Illustrations

We shall now enumerate a few duties, adopting
the usual division of them into duties to our-
selves and to others, and into perfect and imper-
fect duries.

1. A man reduced to despair by a series of
misfortunes feels wearied of life, but is still so far
in possession of his reason that he can ask him-
self whether it would not be contrary to his duty
to himself to take his own life. Now he inquires
whether the maxim of his action could become
a universal law of nature. His maxim is: From
self-love I adopt it as a principle to shorten my
life when its longer duration is likely to bring
more evil than satisfaction. It is asked then sim-
ply 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 would contradict it-
self, and therefore could not exist as a system of
nature; hence that maxim cannot possibly exist
as a universal law of nature, and consequently
would be wholly inconsistent with the supreme
principle of all duty.

2. Another finds himself forced by necessity
to 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 re-
pay 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 inconsis-
tent 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 ex-
pressed thus: When I think myself in want of
money, I will borrow money and promise to re-
pay 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: How would it be if my maxim were a uni-
versal law? Then I see at once that it could never
hold as a universal law of nature, but would nec-
essarily contradict itself. For supposing it to be a
universal law that everyone when he thinks him-
self 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 that anything was promised to him,
but would ridicule all such statements as vain
pretences.

3. A third finds in himself a talent which with
the help of some culture might make him a use-
ful man in many respects. But he finds himself
in comfortable circumstances, and prefers to in-
dulge in pleasure rather than to take pains in en-
larging and improving his happy natural capaci-
ties. 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 uni-
versal law although men (like the South Sea is-
landers) should let their talents rest, and resolve
to devote their lives merely to idleness, amuse-
ment, and propagation of their species—in a
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word, to enjoyment; but he cannot possibly will
that this should be a universal law of nature, 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 fourth, who is in prosperity, while he
sees that others have to contend with great
wretchedness and that he could help them,
thinks: What concern is it of mine? Let every-
one be as happy as Heaven pleases, or as he can
make himself; I will take nothing from him nor
even envy him, only I do not wish to contribure
anything to his welfare or to his assistance in
distress! Now no doubrt if such a mode of
thinking were a universal law, the human race
might very well subsist, and doubtless even bet-
ter than in a state in which everyone talks of
sympathy and good-will, or even takes care oc-
casionally to put it into practice, but, on the
other side, also cheats when he can, betrays the
rights of men, or otherwise violates them. But
although it is possible that a universal law of na-
ture 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 others, 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. . . .

Second Formulation of the
Categorical Imperative: Humanity
as an End in Itself

The will is conceived as a faculty of determining
oneself to action in accordance with the concep-
tion of certain laws. And such a faculty can be
found only in rational beings. . . .
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Now I say: man and generally any rational
being exists as an end in himself, not merely 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 always
regarded at the same time as an end. All objects
of the inclinations have only a conditional
worth; for if the inclinations and the wants
founded on them did not exist, then their ob-
ject would be without value. But the inclina-
tions 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 be-
ing 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
nonrational beings, only a relative value as
means, and are therefore called things; rational
beings, on the contrary, are called persons, be-
cause their very nature points them out as ends
in themselves, that is as something which must
not be used merely as means, and so far there-
fore 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 cffect of our action, but objective ends,
that is things whose existence is an end in itself:
an end moreover for which no other can be
substituted, which they should subserve merely
as means, for otherwise nothing whatever
would possess absolute worth; but if all worth
were conditioned and therefore contingent,
then there would be no supreme practical prin-
ciple of reason whatever. -

If then there is a supreme practical principle
or, in respect of the human will, a categorical
imperative, it must be one which, being drawn
from the conception of that which is necessarily
an end for everyone because it is an end in itself,
constitutes an obfective principle of will, and can
therefore serve as a universal practical law. The
foundation of this principle is: rational nature
exists as an end in itself. Man necessarily con-

ceives his own existence as being so: so far then
this is a subjective principle of human actions.
But every other rational being regards its exist-
ence similarly, just on the same rational principle
that holds for me: so that it is at the same time
an objective principle, from which as a supreme
practical law all laws of the will must be capable
of being deduced. Accordingly the practical im-
perative will be as follows: So act as to treat hu-
manity, whether in thine own person o in that of
any other, in every case as an end withal, never as
means only. . . .

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 duty, but it was not
observed that the laws to which he is subject are
only those of his own giving, though at the same
time they are #niversal, and that he is only
bound to act in conformity with his own will; a
will, however, which is designed by nature to
give universal laws. . . .

The Kingdom of Ends

The conception of every rational being as one
which must consider itself as giving in all the
maxims of its will universal laws, so as to judge
itself and its actions from this point of view—
this conception leads to another which depends
on it and is very fruitful, namely, that of a king-
dom of ends.

By a kingdom 1 understand the union of dif-
ferent rational beings in a system by common
laws. Now since it is by laws that ends are deter-
mined as regards their universal validity, hence,
if we abstract from the personal differences of
rational beings, and likewise from all the con-
tent 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 to say, we can
conceive a kingdom of ends, which on the pre-
ceding principles is possible.




For all rational beings come under the law
that each of them must treat itself and all others
never mevely as means, but in every case at the
same time as ends in themselves, Hence results a
systcmatic union of rational beings by common

Review and Discussion Questions
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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.

1. Consider the case of the philanthropist who lacks sympathy for others. Was Kant
correct to maintain that an action has moral worth only if it is done from a sense of duty

(and not from inclination)?

2. How exactly does a hypothetical imperative differ from a categorical imperative? Can
there really be an imperative that is more than hypothetical?
3. Explain how each of Kant's four examples illustrates the categorical imperative. Do you

see any problems with Kant’s reasoning?

4. Kant believed that we should always treat people as ends in themselves, never as a
means only. Whar exactly does this imply? How can one square this duty with normal,
day-to-day business activity—for example, buying a ticket to a movie?

5. How do you see Kant’s approach as differing from that of Aristotle?



