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ciple and its sources back to common knowledge where
finds its application. The division is therefore as follows:
1. First Section. Transition from the Common R

Knowledge of Morals to the PhilosophicaL

First section / Transition from

the common rational knowledge of

2. Second Section. Transition from the Popular

Philosophy to the Metaphysics of Morals.
3. Third Section. Final Step from the Metaphysics
Morals to the Critical Examination of Pure Pr

morals to the philosophical

Reason.

Nothing in the world-indeed nothing even beyond the [393]
world-can possibly be conceived which could be called good
qualification except a good will. Intelligence, wit, judg
and the other talents of the mind, however they may
named, or courage, resoluteness, and perseverance as qual
of temperament, are doubtless in many respects good and
But they can become extremely bad and harmful
if the will, which is to make use of these gifts of nature and
in its special constitution is called character, is not good.
same with the gifts of fortune. Power, riches, honor,
health, general well-being, and the contentment
condition which is called happiness, make for pride and
arrogance if there is not a good will to correct their influ
on the mind and on its principles of action so as to make
11
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it universally conformable to its end. It need hardly be men
tioned that the sight of a being adorned with no featu.re of a
pure and good will, yet enjoying uninterrupted prospenty, can
never give pleasure to a rational impartial observer ..
the
good will seems to constitute the indispensable condItion even

~hus

like a jewel in its own right, as something that had its full
worth in itself. Usefulness or fruitlessness can neither dim innor augment this worth. Its usefulness would be only its
setting, as it were, so as to enable us to handle it more con
veniently in commerce or to attract the attention of those who
are not yet connoisseurs, but not to recommend it to those who
are experts or to determine its worth.
But there is something 50 strange in this idea of the abso
lute worth of the will alone, in which no account is taken of
any use, that, notwithstanding the agreement even of com
mon sense, the suspicion must arise that perhaps only highflown fancy is its hidden basis, and that we may have mis
understood the purpose of nature in its appointment of reason
[395] as the ruler of our will. We shall therefore examine this
idea from this point of view.
In the natural constitution of an organized being, i.e., one
suitably adapted to life, we assume as an axiom that no organ
will be found for any purpose which is not the fittest and best
adapted to that purpose. Now if its preservation, its welfare
~in a word, its happiness-were the real end of nature in a
being having reason and will, then nature would have hit upon
a very poor arrangement in appointing the reason of the crea
ture to be the executor of this purpose. For all the actions
which the creature has to perform with this intention, and
the entire rule of its conduct, would be dictated much more
exactly by instinct, and that end would be far more certainly
attained by instinct than it ever could be by reason. And if,
over and above this, reason should have been granted to the
favored creature, it would have served only to let it contem
plate the happy constitution of its nature, to admire it, to
rejoice in it, and to be grateful for it to its beneficent cause.
But reason would not have been given in order that the being
should subject its faculty of desire to that weak and delusive

of worthiness to be happy.
Some qualities seem to be conducive to this good will
can facilitate its action, but, in spite of that, they have
intrinsic unconditional worth. They rather presuppose a
good will, which limits the high esteem which one
rightly has for them and prevents their being held to be
lutely good. Moderation in emotions and passions, ~e1f-con-:ff
trol, and calm deliberation not only are good in many
. but even seem to constitute a part of the inner worth of
person. But however unconditionally they were esteemed
the ancients, they are far from being good without qualihl::d
tion. For without the principle of a good will they can become
extremely bad, and the coolness of a villain makes him not
only far more dangerous but also more directly abominable
in our eyes than he would have seemed without it.
T~~~ill i~_x:':.C:!.J2ood because of what it effects or
accomplishes or because of its adequacy to achieve some pro
posed end; it is ~o()~~?!'.IY"1:::.c~us~~.U~~~]' Le., it is good
of itself. And, regarded for itself, it is to be esteemed incom
parably higher than anything which could be brought a
by it in favor of any inclination or even of the sum total of
all inclinations. Even if it should happen that, by a particu
larly unfortunate fate or by the niggardly provision of a 5
motherly nature, this will should be wholly lacking in
to accomplish its purpose, and if even the greatest
should not avail it to achieve anything of its end, and if
remained only the good will (not as a mere wish but as
summoning of all the means in our power), it would SpaIM~E'
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with regard to its objects and the satisfaction of all our needs
it in part multiplies), and to this end an innate in
guidance and to m,ddl, with th' purpose of nature. ln a word.
stinct would have led with far more certainty. But reason is
nature would have taken care that reason did not break forth
given to us as a practical faculty, Le., one which is meant to
into practical use nor have the presumption, with its weak
have an influence on the will. As nature has elsewhere dis
insight, to think out for itself the plan of happiness and
tributed capacities suitable to the functions they are to per
means of attaining it. Nature would have taken over not only
form, reason's proper function must be to produce a will good
the choice of ends but also that of the means, and with wise
in itself and not only good merely as a means, for to the
foresight she would have entrusted both to instinct alone.
And, in fact, we find that the more a cultivated reason/£: former reason is absolutely essential. This will must indeed
not be the sole and complete good but the highest good
deliberately devotes itself to the enjoyment of life and
the condition of all others, even of the desire for happiness.
ness, the more the man faBs short of true contentment. From
In this case it is entirely compatible with the wisdom of nature
this fact there arises in many persons, if only they are
the cultivation of reason, which is required for the former
enough to admit it, a certain degree of misology, hatred
unconditional
purpose, at least in this life restricts in many
reason. This is particularly the case with those who are
ways-indeed
can reduce to less than nothing-the achieve
experienced in its use. After counting aU the advantages
ment of the latter conditional purpose, happiness. For one per
they draw- will not say from the invention of the arts
I
ceives that nature here does not proceed unsuitably to its pur
common luxury-from the sciences (which in the end seem
pose, because reason, which recognizes its highest practical
them to be also a luxury of the understanding), they
vocation in the establishment of a good will, is capable only
theless find that they have actuaUy brought more trouble
a contentment of its own kind, Le., one that springs from
their shoulders instead of gaining in happiness i they (
attainment of a purpose which is determined by reason,
finally envy, rather than despise, the common run of
even though this injures the ends of inclination.
who are better guided by mere natural instinct and who
We have, then, to develop the concept of a will which
not permit their reason much influence on their conduct.
[3971
is to be esteemed as good of itself without regard to
we must at least admit that a morose attitude or ingr
anything else. It dwells already in the natural sound under
to the goodness with which the world is governed is by
standing and does not need so much to be taught as only to
means found always among those who temper or refute
be brought to light. In the estimation of the total worth of our
boasting eulogies which are given of the advantages of
.•. actions it always takes first place and is the condition of every
pin'SS and wnt,ntm",t with which reason is supposed to
else. In order to show this, we shall take the concept of
ply us. Rather their judgment is based on the idea of
It contains that of a good will, though with certain
and far more worthy purpose of their existence for
ve restrictions and hindrances; but these are far from
stead of happiness, their reason is properly intended, this
it and making it unrecognizable, for they rather
pose, th,,,for', b,ing th' suprem' condition to which
out
by contrast and make it shine forth all the brighter.
private purposes of m,n must fO' th' most part d,fer.
Reason is not, however, competent to guide the will
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I here omit all actions which are recognized as opposed
to duty, even though they may be useful in one respect or
another, for with these the question does not arise at all as to
whether they may be carried out from duty, since they conflict
with it. I also pass over the actions which are really in
ance with duty and to which one has no direct
rather executing them because impelled to do so by
inclination. For it is easily decided whether an action in accorUH't
with duty is performed from duty or for some
It is far more difficult to note this difference when
is in accordance with duty and, in addition, the subject has
direct inclination to do it. For example, it is in fact in
ance with duty that a dealer should not overcharge an
rienced customer, and wherever there is much business
prudent merchant does not do 50, having a fixed price
him as cheaply as
everyone, 50 that a child may buy
other. Thus the customer is honestly served. But this is
from sufficient to justify the belief that the merchant has
haved in this way from duty and principles of honesty.
own advantage required this behavior i but it cannot be
sumed that over and above that he had a direct inclination
the purchaser and that, out of love, as it were, he gave
an advantage in price over another. Therefore the action
done neither from duty nor from direct inclination but
for a selfish purpose.
On the other hand, it is a duty to preserve one's
moreover everyone has a direct inclination to do 50. But
that reason the often anxious care which most men take of
has no intrinsic worth, and the maxim of doing so has no
They preserve their lives according to duty, but
not from duty. But if adversities and hopeless sorrow
pletely take away the relish for life, if an unfortunate
strong in soul, is indignant rather than despondent or dej

over his fate and wishes for death, and yet preserves his life
without loving it and from neither inclination nor fear but
from duty-then his maxim has a moral import.
To be kind where one can is duty, and there are, more
over, many persons so sympathetically constituted that with
out any motive of vanity or selfishness they find an inner satis
faction in spreading joy, and rejoice in the contentment of
others which they have made possible. But I say that, however
dutiful and amiable it may be, that kind of action has no true
moral worth. It is on a level with [actions arising from1 other
inclinations, such as the inclination to honor, which, if fortu
nately directed to what in fact accords with duty and is gen
erally useful and thus honorable, deserve praise and encour
agement but no esteem. For the maxim lacks the moral import
of an action done not from inclination but from duty. But
assume that the mind of that friend to mankind was clouded
by a sorrow of his own which extinguished all sympathy
the lot of others and that he still had the power to benefit
others in distress, but that their need left him untouched be
cause he was preoccupied with his own need. And now suppose
hUn to tear himself, unsolicited by inclination, out of this dead
insensibility and to perform this action only from duty
without any inclination-then for the first time his action has
genuine moral worth. Furthermore, if nature has put little
sympathy in the heart of a man, and if he, though an honest
man, is by temperament cold and indifferent to the sufferings
of others, perhaps because he is provided with special gifts
patience and fortitude and expects or even requires that others
have the same-and such a man would certainly not
meanest product of nature-would not he find in him
self a source from which to give himself a far higher
than he could have got by having a good-natured tempera
ment? This is unquestionably true even though nature did not
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make him philanthropic, for it is just here that the worth of
the character is brought out, which is morally and incompara
bly [399] the highest of all: he is beneficent not from inclina
tion but from duty.
To secure one's own happiness is at least indirectly a duty,
for discontent with one's condition under pressure from many
cares and amid unsatisfied wants could easily become a great
temptation to transgress duties. But without any view to duty
all men have the strongest and deepest inclination to
because in this idea all inclinations are summed up. But
precept of happiness is often so formulated that it definitely
thwarts some inclinations, and men can make no definite and
certain concept of the sum of satisfaction of all inclinations:~;:;
which goes under the name of happiness. It is not to be
dered at, therefore, that a single inclination, definite as to
it promises and as to the time at which it can be satisfied,
outweigh a fluctuating idea, and that, for example, a man with
the gout can choose to enjoy what he likes and to suffer what
he may, because according to his calculations at least on this
occasion he has not sacrificed the enjoyment of the
moment to a perhaps groundless expectation of a
supposed to lie in health. But even in this case, if the uni
inclination to happiness did not determine his will, and
health were not at least for him a necessary factor in
calculations, there yet would remain, as in all other cases, a
law that he ought to promote his happiness, not from inclina
tion but from duty. Only from this law would his conduct ha
true moral worth.
It is in this way, undoubtedly, that we should
those passages of Scripture which command us to love
neighbor and even our enemy, for love as an inclination
not be commanded. But beneficence from duty, when no
clination impels it and even when it is opposed by a
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and unconquerable aversion, is practical love, not pathological
love; it resides in the will and not in the propensities of feel
ing, in principles of action and not in tender sympathy; and
it alone can be commanded.
[Thus the first proposition of morality is that to have
moral worth an action must be done from duty.] The second
proposition is: An action performed from duty does not have
its moral worth in the purpose which is to be achieved through
it but in the maxim by which it is determined. Its moral value,
therefore, does not depend on the realization of the object of
the action but merely on the principle of volition by which
action is done without any regard to the objects of [400]
the faculty of desire. From the preceding discussion it is clear
that the purposes we may have for our actions and their effects
as ends and incentives of the will cannot give the actions any
unconditional and moral worth. Wherein, then, can this worth
if it is not in the will in relation to its hoped-for effect?
It can lie nowhere else than in the principle of the will, irre
spective of the ends which can be realized by such action. For
will stands, as it were, at the crossroads halfway between
its a priori principle which is formal and its a posteriori incen
tive which is material. Since it must be determined by some
thing, if it is done from duty it must be determined by the
formal principle of volition as such since every material prin
ciple has been withdrawn from it.
The third principle, as a consequence of the two preced
ing, I would express as follows: Duty is the necessity of an
action executed from respect for law. I can certainly have an
inclination to the object as an effect of the proposed action,
but I can never have respect for it precisely because it is a mere
effect and not an activity of a will. Similarly, I can have no
respect for any inclination whatsoever, whether my own or
that of anotheri in the former case I can at most approve of it
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and in the latter I can even love it, i.e., see it as favorable to my
own advantage. But that which is connected with my
merely as ground and not as consequence, that which does not
serve my inclination but overpowers it or at least excludes it
from being considered in making a choice-in a word, law
itself-can be an object of respect and thus a command. Now
as an act from duty wholly excludes the influence of inclina
tion and therewith every object of the will, nothing remains
which can determine the will objectively except the law, and
nothing subjectively except pure respect for this practical law.
This subjective element is the maxim l that I ought to follow
such a law even if it thwarts all my inclinations. [401]
Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in the
effect which is expected from it or in any principle of action
which has to borrow its motive from this expected effect. For
these effects (agreeableness of my own condition, indeed
even the promotion of the happiness of others) could be
brought about through other causes and would not require the
of a rational being, while the highest and unconditional
good can be found only in such a will. Therefore, the pre
eminent good can consist only in the conception of the law in
itself (which can be present only in a rational being) so far as
this conception and not the hoped-for effect is the determining
ground of the will. This pre-eminent good, which we call moral,
is already present in the person who acts according to this con
2
ception, and we do not have to look for it first in the result.
A maxim is the subjective principle of volition. The objective principle
(i.e., that which would serve all rational beings also subjectively as a prac
tical principle if reason had full power over the faculty of desire) is the

1

practical law.
2 It might be objected that I seek to take refuge in an obscure feeling be
hind the word "respect," instead of dearly resolving the question with a
concept of reason. But though respect is a feeling, it is not one received
through any [outer] influence but is self-wrought by a rational concept;.?,
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But what kind of a law can that be, the conception [402]
of which must determine the will without reference to the
expected result? Under this condition alone the will can be
called absolutely good without qualification. Since I have
robbed the will of all impulses which could come to it from
obedience to any law, nothing remains to serve as a principle
of the will except universal conformity of its action to law as
such. That is, I should never act in such a way that I could not
also will that my maxim should be a universal law. Mere con
formity to law as such (without assuming any particular law
applicable to certain actions) serves as the principle of
and it must serve as such a principle if duty is not to be a vain
delusion and chimerical concept. The common reason of man
kind in its practical judgments is in perfect agreement with
this and has this principle constantly in view.
Let the question, for example, be: May I, when in distress,
make a promise with the intention not to keep it? I easily
~"
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thus it differs specifically from all feelings of the former kind which may
be referred to inclination or fear. What I recognize directly as a law for
myself I recognize with respect, which means merely the consciousness of
the submission of my will to a law without the interventio11 of other influ
ences on my mind. The direct determination of the will by the law and
the consciousness of this determination is respect; thus respect can be re
garded as the effect of the law on the subject and not as the cause of the
law. Respect is properly the conception of a worth which thwarts my self
love. Thus it is regarded as an object neither of inclination nor of fear,
though it has something analogous to both. The only object of respect is
the law, and indeed only the law which we impose on ourselves and yet
recognize as necessary in itself. As a law, we are subject to it without con
sulting self-love; as imposed on us by ourselves, it is a consequence of our
will. In the former respect it is analogous to fear and in the latter to
inclination. All respect for a person is only respect for the law (of righ
teousness, etc.) of which the person provides an example. Because we see
the improvement of our talents as a duty, we think of a person of talents
as the example of a law, as it were (the law that we should by practice
become like him in his talents), and that constitutes our respect. All
so-called moral interest consists solely in respect for the law.
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distinguish the two meanings which the question can have,
viz., whether it is prudent to make a false promise, or whether
it conforms to my duty. Undoubtedly the former can often be
the case, though I do see clearly that it is not sufficient merely
to escape from the present difficulty by this expedient, but that
I must consider whether inconveniences much greater than the
present on may not later spring from this lie. Even with all
my supposed cunning, the consequences cannot be so easily
foreseen. Loss of credit might be far more disadvantageous
than the misfortune r now seek to avoid, and it is hard to tell
whether it might not be more prudent to act according to a
universal maxim and to make it a habit not to promise any·
thing without intending to fulfill it. But it is soon clear to me
that such a maxim is based only on an apprehensive concern
with consequences.
To be truthful from duty, however, is an entirely different
thing from being truthful out of fear of disadvantageous con
sequences, for in the former case the concept of the action it
self contains a law for me, while in the latter I must first look
about to see what results for me may be connected with it. For
to deviate from the principle of duty is certainly bad, but to be
unfaithful to my maxim of prudence can sometimes be very!
[403] advantageous to me, though it is certainly safer to abide.,
by it. The shortest but most infallible way to find the answer
to the question as to whether a deceitful promise is consistent
with duty is to ask myself: Would r be content that my maxim
(of extricating myself from difficulty by a false promise)
should hold as a universal law for myself as well as for others?
And could I say to myself that everyone may make a
promise when he is in difficulty from which he otherwise
not escape? I immediately see that I could will the lie but not
universal law to lie. For with such a law there would be
promises at all, inasmuch as it would be futile to make
pretense of my intention in regard to future actions to t

Fit'st Seeliol!

23

who would not believe this pretense or-if they overhastily did
so-who would pay me back in my own coin. Thus my maxim
would necessarily destroy itself as soon as it was made a uni
versa I law.
I do not, therefore, need any penetrating acuteness in
order to discern what I have to do in order that my volition may
be morally good. Inexperienced in the course of the world, in
capable of being prepared for all its contingencies, I ask my
self only; Can I will that my maxim becomes a universal law?
If not, it must be rejected, not because of any disadvantage
accruing to myself or even to others, but because it cannot
enter as a principle into a possible universal legislation, and
reason extorts from me an immediate respect for such legisla
tion. I do not as yet discern on what it is grounded (a question
the philosopher may investigate), but I at least understand that
it is an estimation of the worth which far outweighs all the
worth of whatever is recommended by the inclinations, and
that the necessity of my actions from pure respect for the
practical law constitutes duty. To duty every other motive
must give place, because duty is the condition of a will good
in itself, whose worth transcends everything.
Thus within the moral knowledge of common human
reason we have attained its principle. To be sure, common
human reason does not think of it abstractly in such a univer~
sal form, but it always has it in view and uses it as the standard
of its judgments. It would be easy to show how common hu
man [404] reason, with this compass, knows well how to dis
tinguish what is good, what is bad, and what is consistent or
inconsistent with duty. Without in the least teaching common
reason anything new, we need only to draw its attention to its
own principle, in the manner of Socrates, thus showing that
neither science nor philosophy is needed in order to know what
one has to do in order to be honest and good, and even wise
and virtuous. We might have conjectured beforehand that the
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knowledge of what everyone is obliged to do and thus also to
know would be within the reach of everyone, even the most
ordinary man. Here we cannot but admire the great advan
tages which the practical faculty of judgment has over
theoretical in ordinary human understanding. In the theo
retical, if ordinary reason ventures to go beyond the laws of
experience and perceptions of the senses, it falls into sheer
inconceivabilities and self-contradictions, or at least into a
chaos of uncertainty, obscurity, and instability. In the practi
cal, on the other hand, the power of judgment first shows itself
to advantage when common understanding excludes all sensu
ous incentives from practical laws. It then becomes even subtle,
quibbling with its own conscience or with other claims to
should be called right, or wishing to determine correctly
for its own instruction the worth of certain actions. But
most remarkable thing about ordinary reason in its p
concern is that it may have as much hope as any philosopher
hitting the mark. In fact, it is almost more certain to do so
than the philosopher, because he has no principle which the
common understanding lacks, while his judgment is easily
confused by a mass of irrelevant considerations, so that it
easily turns aside from the correct way. Would it not, there
fore, be wiser in moral matters to acquiesce in the common
judgment, or at most to call in philosophy in order to
make the system of morals more complete and comprehen
sible and its rules more convenient for use (especially in dispu
tation) than to steer the common understanding from its happy
simplicity in practical matters and to lead it through philos- '
ophy into a new path of inquiry and instruction?
Innocence is indeed a glorious thing, but, on the other
hand, it is very sad that it cannot well maintain itself, being
[405] easily led astray. For this reason, even wisdom-which"
consists more in acting than in knowing-needs science, not to
learn from it but to secure admission and permanence to its
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precepts. Man feels in himself a powerful counterpoise against
commands of duty which reason presents to him as so
deserving of respect; this counterpoise is
needs and incli
nations, the complete satisfaction of which he sums up
the name of happiness. Now reason issues inexorable com
mands without promising anything to the inclinations. It dis
regards, as it were, and holds in contempt those claims which
are 50 impetuous and yet 50 plausible, and which will not
themselves to be abolished by any command. From this a
natural dialectic arises, i.e., a propensity to argue against the
stern laws of duty and their validity, or at least to place their
purity and strictness in doubt and, where possible, to make
them more accordant with our wishes and inclinations. This
is equivalent to corrupting them in their very foundations and
destroying their dignity-a thing which even common practi
cal reason cannot ultimately call good.
In this way common human reason is impelled to go out
side its sphere and to take a step into the field of practical
philosophy. But it is forced to do so not by any speculative
need, which never occurs to it 50 long as it is satisfied to remain
merely healthy reason; rather, it is so impelled on practical
grounds in order to obtain information and clear instruction
respecting the source of its principle and the correct determi
nation of this principle in its opposition to the maxims which
are based on need and inclination. It seeks this information
inorder to escape from the perplexity of opposing claims and
to avoid the danger of losing all genuine moral principles
through the equivocation in which it is easily involved. Thus,
when practical common reason cultivates itself, a dialectic sur
reptitiously ensues which forces it to seek aid in philosophy,
just as the same thing happens in the theoretical use of reason.
In this case, as in the theoretical, it will find rest onlv in a
thorough critical examination of our reason.

