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We shall thus have to investigate entirely a priori the possibility of a
categorical imperative, since we do not here have the advantage of its
reality being given in experience, so that the possibility would be neces-
sary not to establish it but merely to explain it.* In the meantime, how-
ever, we can see this much: that the categorical imperative alone has the
tenor of” a practical law; all the others can indeed be called principles of
the will but not laws, since what it is necessary to do merely for achiev-
ing a discretionary purpose can be regarded as in itself contingent and
we can always be released from the precept if we give up the purpose;
on the contrary, the unconditional command leaves the will no discre-
tion® with respect to the opposite, so that it alone brings with it that
necessity which we require of a law.

Second, in the case of this categorical imperative or law of morality the
ground of the difficulty (of insight into its possibility) is also very great. It
is an a priori synthetic practical proposition;* and since it is so difficult to
see the possibility of this kind of proposition in theoretical cognition, it
can be readily gathered that the difficulty will be no less in practical
cognition.

In this task we want first to inquire whether the mere concept of a
categorical imperative may not also provide its formula containing the

*I connect the deed with the will, without a presupposed condition from any inclination, a
priori and hence necessarily (though only objectively, i.e., under the idea of a reason having
complete control over all subjective motives).© This is, therefore, a practical proposition that
does not derive the volition of an action analytically from another volition already presup-
posed (for we have no such perfect will), but connects it immediately with the concept of the
will of a rational being as something that is not contained in it.

* und also die Miglichkeit nicht zur Festsetzung, sondern bloss zur Erklirung nitig ware
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proposition which alone can be a categorical imperative. For, how such an
absolute command is possible, even if we know its tenor, will still require
special and difficult toil, which, however, we postpone to the last section.

When I think of a hypothetical imperative in general I do not know
beforehand what it will contain; I do not know this until I am given the
condition. But when I think of a categorical imperative I know at once what
it contains. For, since the imperative contains, beyond the law, only the
necessity that the maxim* be in conformity with this law, while the law
contains no condition to which it would be limited, nothing is left with
which the maxim of action is to conform but the universality of a law as
such; and this conformity alone is what the imperative properly represents
as necessary.

There is, therefore, only a single categorical imperative and it is this:
act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time
will that it become a universal law.

Now, if all imperatives of duty can be derived from this single impera-
tive as from their principle, then, even though we leave it undecided
whether what is called duty is not as such an empty concept, we shall at
least be able to show what we think by it and what the concept wants to
say.

Since the universality of law in accordance with which effects take
place constitutes what is properly called nature in the most general sense
(as regards its form) — that is, the existence of things insofar as it is
determined in accordance with universal laws — the universal imperative
of duty can also go as follows: act as if the maxim of your action were to become
by your will a universal law of nature.

We shall now enumerate a few duties in accordance with the usual
division of them into duties to ourselves and to other human beings and
into perfect and imperfect duties.t

1) Someone feels sick of life because of a series of troubles that has
grown to the point of despair, but is still so far in possession of his reason
that he can ask himself whether it would not be contrary to his duty to

*A maxim is the subjective principle of acting, and must be distinguished from the objective
principle, namely the practical law. The former contains the practical rule determined by
reason conformably with the conditions of the subject (often his ignorance or also his
inclinations), and is therefore the principle in accordance with which the subject acts; but the
law is the objective principle valid for every rational being, and the principle in accordance
with which he ought t0 act, i.e., an imperative.

Ht must be noted here that I reserve the division of duties entirely for a future Metaphysics of
Morals, so that the division here stands only as one adopted at my discretion (for the sake of
arranging my examples). For the rest, I understand here by a perfect duty one that admits no
exception in favor of inclination, and then I have not merely external but also internal perfect
duties; although this is contrary to the use of the word adopted in the schools, I do not intend
to justify it here, since for my purpose it makes no difference whether or not it is granted me.
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himself to take his own life. Now he inquires whether the maxim of his
action could indeed become a universal law of nature. His maxim, how-
ever, is: from self-love I make it my principle to shorten my life when its
longer duration threatens more troubles than it promises agreeableness.
The only further question is whether this principle of self-love could
become a universal law of nature. It is then seen at once that a nature
whose law it would be to destroy life itself by means of the same feeling
whose destination is to impel toward the furtherance of life would contra-
dict itself and would therefore not subsist’ as nature; thus that maxim
could not possibly be a law of nature and, accordingly, altogether opposes
the supreme principle of all duty.

2) Another finds himself urged by need to borrow money. He well
knows that he will not be able to repay it but sees also that nothing will be
lent him unless he promises firmly to repay it within a determinate time.
He would like to make such a promise, but he still has enough conscience
to ask himself: is it not forbidden and contrary to duty to help oneself out
of need in such a way? Supposing that he still decided to do so, his maxim
of action would go as follows: when I believe myself to be in need of
money I shall borrow money and promise to repay it, even though I know
that this will never happen. Now this principle of self-love or personal
advantage is perhaps quite consistent with my whole future welfare, but
the question now is whether it is right. I therefore turn the demand of
self-love into a universal law and put the question as follows: how would it
be if my maxim became a universal law? I then see at once that it could
never hold as a universal law of nature and be consistent with itself, but
must necessarily contradict itself. For, the universality of a law that every-
one, when he believes himself to be in need, could promise whatever he
pleases with the intention of not keeping it would make the promise and
the end one might have in it itself impossible, since no one would believe
what was promised him but would laugh at all such expressions as vain
pretenses.

3) A third finds in himself a talent that by means of some cultivation
could make him a human being useful for all sorts of purposes. However,
he finds himself in comfortable circumstances and prefers to give himself
up to pleasure than to trouble himself with enlarging and improving his
fortunate natural predispositions.” But he still asks himself whether his
maxim of neglecting his natural gifts, besides being consistent with his
propensity to amusement, is also consistent with what one calls duty. He
now sees that a nature could indeed always subsist with such a universal
law, although (as with the South Sea Islanders) the human being should
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let his talents rust and be concerned with devoting his life merely to
idleness, amusement, procreation — in a word, to enjoyment; only he can-
not possibly will that this become a universal law or be put in us as such
by means of natural instinct. For, as a rational being he necessarily wills
that all the capacities in him be developed, since they serve him and are
given to him for all sorts of possible purposes.

Yet a fourth, for whom things are going well while he sees that others
(whom he could very well help) have to contend with great hardships,
thinks: what is it to me? let each be as happy as heaven wills or as he can
make himself; I shall take nothing from him nor even envy him; only I do
not care to contribute anything to his welfare or to his assistance in need!
Now, if such a way of thinking were to become a universal law the human
race could admittedly very well subsist, no doubt even better than when
everyone prates about sympathy and benevolence and even exerts himself
to practice them occasionally, but on the other hand also cheats where he
can, sells the right of human beings or otherwise infringes upon it. But
although it is possible that a universal law of nature could very well subsist
in accordance with such a maxim, it is still impossible to will that such a
principle hold everywhere as a law of nature. For, a will that decided this
would conflict with itself, since many cases could occur in which one
would need the love and sympathy? of others and in which, by such a law
of nature arisen from his own will, he would rob himself of all hope of the
assistance he wishes for himself.

These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least of what we take to
be such, whose derivation” from the one principle cited above is clear. We
must be able to will that a maxim of our action become a universal law: this
is the canon of moral appraisal of action in general. Some actions are so
constituted that their maxim cannot even be thought without contradiction
as a universal law of nature, far less could one wil/ that it should become
such. In the case of others that inner impossibility is indeed not to be
found, but it is still impossible to will that their maxim be raised to the
universality of a law of nature because such a will would contradict itself.
It is easy to see that the first is opposed to strict or narrower (unremitting)’
duty, the second only to wide (meritorious) duty; and so all duties, as far as
the kind of obligation (not the object of their action) is concerned, have by
these examples been set out completely in their dependence upon the one
principle.

If we now attend to ourselves in any transgression of a duty, we find
that we do not really will that our maxim should become a universal law,
since that is impossible for us, but that the opposite of our maxim should

8 Teilnehmung
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instead remain a universal law, only we take the liberty of making an
exception to it for ourselves (or just for this once) to the advantage of our
inclination. Consequently, if we weighed all cases from one and the same
point of view, namely that of reason, we would find a contradiction in our
own will, namely that a certain principle be objectively necessary as a
universal law and yet subjectively not hold universally but allow excep-
tions. Since, however, we at one time regard our action from the point of
view of a will wholly conformed with reason but then regard the very same
action from the point of view of a will affected by inclination, there is
really no contradiction here but instead a resistance’ of inclination to the
precept of reason (antagonismus), through which the universality of the
principle (universalitas) is changed into mere generality (generalitas) and
the practical rational principle is to meet the maxim half way. Now, even
though this cannot be justified in our own impartially rendered judgment,
it still shows that we really acknowledge the validity of the categorical
imperative and permit ourselves (with all respect for it) only a few excep-
tions that, as it seems to us, are inconsiderable and wrung from us.

We have therefore shown at least this much: that if duty is a concept
that is to contain significance and real lawgiving for our actions it can be
expressed only in categorical imperatives and by no means in hypothetical
ones; we have also — and this is already a great deal — set forth distinctly
and as determined for every use the content of the categorical imperative,
which must contain the principle of all duty (if there is such a thing at all).
But we have not yet advanced so far as to prove a priori that there really is
such an imperative, that there is a practical law, which commands abso-
lutely of itself and without any incentives, and that the observance of this
law is duty.

For the purpose of achieving this it is of the utmost importance to take
warning that we must not let ourselves think of wanting to derive the
reality of this principle from the special property of human nature. For, duty
is to be practical unconditional necessity of action and it must therefore
hold for all rational beings (to which alone an imperative can apply at all)
and only because of this be also a law for all human wills. On the other hand,
what is derived from the special natural constitution of humanity — what is
derived from certain feelings and propensities and even, if possible, from
a special tendency that would be peculiar to human reason and would not
have to hold necessarily for the will of every rational being — that can
indeed yield a maxim for us but not a law; it can yield a subjective
principle on which we might act if we have the propensity and inclination,*
but not an objective principle on which we would be directed to act even
though every propensity, inclination, and natural tendency of ours were

! Widerstand
* nach welchem wir handein zu diirfen Hang und Neigung haben

34



FROM POPULAR PHILOSOPHY TO METAPHYSICS

against it — so much so that the sublimity and inner dignity of the com-
mand in a duty is all the more manifest the fewer are the subjective causes
in favor of it and the more there are against it, without thereby weakening
in the least the necessitation by the law or taking anything away from its
validity.

Here, then, we see philosophy put in fact in a precarious position,
which is to be firm even though there is nothing in heaven or on earth
from which it depends or on which it is based. Here philosophy is to
manifest its purity as sustainer of its own laws, not as herald of laws that an
implanted sense or who knows what tutelary nature whispers to it, all of
which - though they may always be better than nothing at all — can still
never yield basic principles that reason dictates and that must have their
source entirely and completely a priori and, at the same time, must have
their commanding authority from this: that they expect nothing from the
inclination of human beings but everything from the supremacy of the law
and the respect owed it or, failing this, condemn the human being to
contempt for himself and inner abhorrence.

Hence everything empirical, as an addition’ to the principle of morality,
is not only quite inept for this; it is also highly prejudicial to the purity of
morals, where the proper worth of an absolutely good will — a worth raised
above all price — consists just in the principle of action being free from all
influences of contingent grounds, which only experience can furnish. One
cannot give too many or too frequent warnings against this laxity, or even
mean cast of mind, which seeks its principle among empirical motives and
laws; for, human reason in its weariness gladly rests on this pillow and in a
dream of sweet illusions (which allow it to embrace a cloud instead of
Juno) it substitutes for morality a bastard patched up from limbs of quite
diverse ancestry, which looks like whatever one wants to see in it but not
like virtue for him who has once seen virtue in her true form.*

The question is therefore this: is it a necessary law for all rational beings
always to appraise their actions in accordance with such maxims as they
themselves could will to serve as universal laws? If there is such a law, then
it must already be connected (completely a priori) with the concept of the
will of a rational being as such. But in order to discover this connection we
must, however reluctantly, step forth, namely into metaphysics, although
into a domain” of it that is distinct from speculative philosophy, namely

*To behold virtue in her proper form is nothing other than to present morality stripped of
any admixture of the sensible and of any spurious adornments of reward or self-love. By
means of the least effort of his reason everyone can easily become aware of how much virtue
then eclipses everything else that appears charming to the inclinations, provided his reason is
not altogether spoiled for abstraction.

! Zutat, literally “an ornament”
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into metaphysics of morals. In a practical philosophy, where we have to do
not with assuming” grounds for what happens but rather laws for what
ought to happen even if it never does, that is, objective practical laws, we do
not need to undertake an investigation into the grounds on account of
which something pleases or displeases; how the satisfaction of mere sensa-
tion differs from taste, and whether the latter differs from a general
satisfaction of reason; upon what the feeling of pleasure or displeasure
rests, and how from it desires and inclinations arise, and from them, with
the cooperation of reason, maxims; for all that belongs to an empirical
doctrine of the soul,” which would constitute the second part of the doc-
trine of nature when this is regarded as philosophy of nature insofar as it is
based on empirical laws. Here, however, it is a question of objective practi-
cal laws and hence of the relation of a will to itself insofar as it determines
itself only by reason; for then everything that has reference to the empiri-
cal falls away of itself, since if reason entirely by itself determines conduct
(and the possibility of this is just what we want now to investigate), it must
necessarily do so a priori.

The will is thought as a capacity to determine itself to acting in confor-
mity with the representation of certain laws. And such a capacity can be
found only in rational beings. Now, what serves the will as the objective
ground of its self-determination is an end, and this, if it is given by reason
alone, must hold equally for all rational beings. What, on the other hand,
contains merely the ground of the possibility of an action the effect of
which is an end is called a means. The subjective ground of desire is an
incentive; the objective ground of volition is a motive; hence the distinction
between subjective ends, which rest on incentives, and objective ends,
which depend on motives, which hold for every rational being. Practical
principles are formal if they abstract from all subjective ends, whereas they
are material if they have put these, and consequently certain incentives, at
their basis. The ends that a rational being proposes at his discretion as
effects of his actions (material ends) are all only relative; for only their mere
relation to a specially constituted” faculty of desire on the part of the
subject gives them their worth, which can therefore furnish no universal
principles, no principles valid and necessary for all rational beings and
also for every volition, that is, no practical laws. Hence all these relative
ends are only the ground of hypothetical imperatives.

But suppose there were something the existence of which in itself has an
absolute worth, something which as an end in itself could be a ground of
determinate laws; then in it, and in it alone, would lie the ground of a
possible categorical imperative, that is, of a practical law.

" anzunehmen
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Now I say that the human being and in general every rational being
exists as an end in itself, not merely as a means to be used by this or that will
at its discretion; instead he must in all his actions, whether directed to
himself or also to other rational beings, always be regarded at the same time
as an end. All objects of the inclinations have only a conditional worth; for,
if there were not inclinations and the needs based on them, their object
would be without worth. But the inclinations themselves, as sources of
needs, are so far from having an absolute worth, so as to make one wish to
have them,? that it must instead be the universal wish of every rational
being to be altogether free from them. Thus the worth of any object to be
acquired by our action is always conditional. Beings the existence of which
rests not on our will but on nature, if they are beings without reason, still
have only a relative worth, as means, and are therefore called things,”
whereas rational beings are called persons because their nature already
marks them out as an end in itself] that is, as something that may not be
used merely as a means, and hence so far limits all choice (and is an object
of respect). These, therefore, are not merely subjective ends, the exis-
tence of which as an effect of our action has a worth for us, but rather
objective ends, that is, beings’ the existence of which is in itself an end, and
indeed one such that no other end, to which they would serve merely as
means, can be put in its place, since without it nothing of absolute worth
would be found anywhere; but if all worth were conditional and therefore
contingent, then no supreme practical principle for reason could be found
anywhere.

If, then, there is to be a supreme practical principle and, with respect to
the human will, a categorical imperative, it must be one such that, from
the representation of what is necessarily an end for everyone because it is
an end in itself; it constitutes an objective principle of the will and thus can
serve as a universal practical law.’ The ground of this principle is: rational
nature exists as an end in itself. The human being necessarily represents his
own existence in this way; so far it is thus a subjective principle of human
actions. But every other rational being also represents his existence in this
way consequent on” just the same rational ground that also holds for me;*
thus it is at the same time an objective principle from which, as a supreme

*Here I put forward this proposition as a postulate. The grounds for it will be found in the
last Section.

¢ um sie selbst zu wiinschen
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¢ Dinge. Although both Sache and Ding would usually be translated as “thing,” Sache has the
technical sense of something usable that does not have free choice, i.e., “Sache ist ein Ding”
to which nothing can be imputed (The Metaphysics of Morals 6:223).

" ausmacht, mithin zum allgemeinen praktischen Gesetz dienen kann. It is not clear, grammatically,
whether the subject of “can serve” is “end in itself” or “objective principle.”
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practical ground, it must be possible to derive all laws of the will. The
practical imperative will therefore be the following: So act that you use
humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, always at
the same time as an end, never merely as a means. We shall see whether this
can be carried out.

To keep to the preceding examples:

First, as regards the concept of necessary duty to oneself, someone who
has suicide? in mind will ask himself whether his action can be consistent
with the idea of humanity as an end in itself. 1f he destroys himself in order to
escape from a trying condition he makes use of a person merely as a means to
maintain a tolerable condition up to the end of life. A human being, how-
ever, is not a thing and hence not something that can be used merely as a
means, but must in all his actions always be regarded as an end in itself. I
cannot, therefore, dispose of a human being in my own person by maiming,
damaging or killing him. (I must here pass over a closer determination of
this principle that would prevent any misinterpretation, e.g., as to having
limbs amputated in order to preserve myself, or putting my life in danger in
order to preserve my life, and so forth; that belongs to morals proper.)

Second, as regards necessary duty to others or duty owed” them, he who
has it in mind to make a false promise to others sees at once that he wants to
make use of another human being merely as a means, without the other at the
same time containing in himself the end. For, he whom I want to use for my
purposes by such a promise cannot possibly agree to my way of behaving
toward him, and so himself contain the end of this action. This conflict with
the principle of other human beings is seen more distinctly if examples of
assaults on the freedom and property of others are brought forward. For
then it is obvious that he who transgresses the rights of human beings
intends to make use of the person of others merely as means, without taking
into consideration that, as rational beings, they are always to be valued at the
same time as ends, that is, only as beings who must also be able to contain in
themselves the end of the very same action.*

Third, with respect to contingent (meritorious) duty to oneself, it is not
enough that the action does not conflict with humanity in our person as an

*Let it not be thought that the trite guod tibi non vis fieri etc.” can serve as norm or principle
here. For it is, though with various limitations, only derived from the latter. It can be no
universal law because it contains the ground neither of duties to oneself nor of duties of love
to others (for many a man would gladly agree that others should not benefit him if only he
might be excused from showing them beneficence), and finally it does not contain the
ground of duties owed to others; for a criminal would argue on this ground against the judge
punishing him, and so forth.

v Selbstmorde, perhaps “murdering himself.” In The Metaphysics of Morals, Selbstmord
(homicidium dolosum) is carefully distinguished from Selbstentleibung (suicidium) (6:421—4).
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end in itself; it must also harmonize with it. Now there are in humanity
predispositions’ to greater perfection, which belong to the end of nature
with respect to humanity in our subject; to neglect these might admittedly
be consistent with the preservation of humanity as an end in itself but not
with the furtherance of this end.

Fourth, concerning meritorious duty to others, the natural end that all
human beings have is their own happiness. Now, humanity might indeed
subsist if no one contributed to the happiness of others but yet did not
intentionally withdraw anything from it; but there is still only a negative
and not a positive agreement with humanity as an end in itself unless
everyone also tries, as far as he can, to further the ends of others. For, the
ends of a subject who is an end in itself must as far as possible be also my
ends, if that representation is to have its full effect in me.

This principle of humanity, and in general of every rational nature, as an
end in itself (which is the supreme limiting condition of the freedom of action
of every human being) is not borrowed from experience; first because of its
universality, since it applies to all rational beings as such and no experience
is sufficient to determine anything about them; second because in it human-
ity is represented not as an end of human beings (subjectively), that is, not
as an object that we of ourselves actually make our end, but as an objective
end that, whatever ends we may have, ought as law to constitute the
supreme limiting condition of all subjective ends, so that the principle must
arise from pure reason. That is to say, the ground of all practical lawgiving
lies (in accordance with the first principle) objectively in the rule and the form
of universality which makes it fit to be a law (possibly® a law of nature);
subjectively, however, it lies in the end; but the subject of all ends is every
rational being as an end in itself (in accordance with the second principle);
from this there follows now the third practical principle of the will, as
supreme condition of its harmony with universal practical reason, the idea
of the will of every rational being as a will giving universal law.
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