
Groundwork: Second Section (4:424–430)
Immanuel Kant

October 14. Book pages 36-43; Akademie 4:424-430. Required and recommended passages are marked.

Source: Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Cambridge University Press, revised edition, 2012. Translation by
Mary Gregor, revised by Jens Timmermann; introduction by Christine M. Korsgaard.

This text and its PDF are converted from the supplied ebook. PDF page numbers are not the printed book page numbers.
Kant’s Akademie references are retained. The wording, emphasis, and notes come from the book.

Ak. 4:424-427 (recommended)

If we now attend to ourselves in every transgression of a duty, we find that we actually do not will
that our maxim should become a universal law, since that is impossible for us, but that its opposite
should rather generally remain a law; we just take the liberty of making an exception to it for
ourselves, or r  (just for this once) to the advantage of our inclination. Consequently, if we
considered everything 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 should not hold universally, but allow of exceptions. But since we
consider our action at one time from the point of view of a will that entirely conforms with reason,
but then just the same action also from the point of view of a will affected by inclination, there is
actually no contradiction here, but rather a resistance of inclination to the prescription of reason
(antagonismus), by which the universality of the principle (universalitas) is transformed into a
mere general validity (generalitas), and by this the practical rational principle is meant to meet the
maxim halfway. Now, even though this cannot be justified in our own impartially employed
judgment, it still proves that we actually acknowledge the validity of the categorical imperative, and
permit ourselves (with all respect for it) just a few exceptions that, as it seems to us, are immaterial
and wrenched from us.

4:425 We have thus established at least this much, that if duty is a concept that is to contain
significance and actual legislation for our actions it can be expressed only in categorical
imperatives, but by no means in hypothetical ones; likewise we have – and this is already a lot –
presented distinctly and determined for every use the content of the categorical imperative, which
would have to contain the principle of all duty (if there were such a thing at all). But we are not yet
ready to prove a priori that such an imperative is actually in place, that there is a practical law,
which commands of itself, absolutely and without any incentives, and that following this law is
one’s duty.

For the purpose of achieving this, it is of the utmost importance to let this serve as a warning, that
one must put the thought right out of one’s mind that the reality of this principle can be derived
from some particular property of human nature. For duty is to be practical unconditional
necessity of action; it must thus hold for all rational beings (to which an imperative can at all
apply), and only in virtue of this be a law also for every human will. By contrast, whatever is
derived from the special natural predisposition of humanity, from certain feelings and propensity,
and indeed even, possibly, from a special tendency peculiar to human reason, and would not have
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to hold necessarily for the will of every rational being – that can indeed yield a maxim for us, but
not a law, a subjective principle on which propensity and inclination would fain have us act, but not
an objective principle on which we would be instructed to act even if every propensity, inclination
and natural arrangement of ours were against it; so much so that it proves the sublimity s  and inner
dignity of the command in a duty all the more, the less the subjective causes are in favor of it, and
the more they are against it, without thereby weakening in the least the necessitation by the law, or
taking anything away from its validity.

Here, then, we in fact see Philosophy placed on a precarious standpoint, which is to be firm even
though there is nothing either in heaven, or on earth, from which she is suspended, or on which she
relies. Here she is to prove her purity, as the sovereign legislatrix 15  of her laws, not as the herald of
those that an implanted sense, or who knows what tutelary nature whispers to her, which yet –
though they may still be better 4:426 than nothing at all – can one and all never make principles
that reason dictates, and that must have their source, and with it at the same time their
commanding repute, altogether completely a priori: to expect nothing from the inclination of a
human being, but everything from the authority of the law and the respect owed to it or, if not,
condemn the human being to self-contempt and inner loathing.

Thus everything that is empirical is not only quite unfit to be added to the principle of morality, it is
also most disadvantageous to the purity of morals themselves, in which the actual worth of a will
absolutely good and elevated above any price consists precisely in this: that the principle of action
is free from all influences of contingent grounds, which only experience can furnish. Against this
slackness or even base way of thinking, in seeking to identify the principle from among empirical
motives and laws, one cannot actually issue too many or too frequent a warning, as human reason
in its weariness gladly rests upon this cushion, and in the dream of sweet pretenses (which instead
of Juno let it embrace a cloud) 16  foists on morality a bastard patched up from limbs of quite varied
ancestry, which resembles whatever one wants to see in it, but not Virtue, for him who has once
beheld her in her true form. *

The question therefore is this: is it a necessary law for all rational beings always to judge their
actions according to maxims of which they themselves can will that they serve as universal laws? If
it is, then it must (completely a priori) already be bound up with the concept of the will of a rational
being as such. But in order to discover this connection one must, however reluctantly, take a step
outside, namely into metaphysics, if into a region of it that differs from that of speculative
philosophy, namely into the metaphysics of morals. 4:427 In a practical philosophy, where we are
not concerned with accepting grounds of what happens, but rather laws of what ought to happen,
even if it never does, i.e. objective practical laws: there we do not need to investigate the grounds of
why something pleases or displeases, how the gratification of mere sensation differs from taste,
and whether the latter differs from a universal delight of reason; on what feeling pleasure and
displeasure rests, and how from this there arise desires and inclinations, and from them, by
cooperation of reason, maxims; for all of that belongs to an empirical doctrine of the soul, which
would constitute the second part of the doctrine of nature, if considered as philosophy of nature, in
so far as it is founded on empirical laws. But here the objective practical law is at issue, and hence
the relation of a will to itself, in so far as it determines itself merely through reason, and then
everything that has reference to empirical matters is of itself ruled out; because if reason all by
itself determines conduct (the possibility of which is just what we now want to investigate), it must
necessarily do this a priori.
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Ak. 4:427-430 (required)

The will is thought as a capacity to determine itself  t  to action in conformity 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 groundu  of its self-determination is the end, and this, if it is
given by mere reason, must hold equally for all rational beings. By contrast, what contains merely
the ground of the possibility of an action the effect of which is an end is called the means. The
subjective ground of desiring is the incentive, the objective ground of willing the motivating
ground; hence the difference between subjective ends, which rest on incentives, and objective ones,
which depend on motivating grounds that hold for every rational being. Practical principles are
formal if they abstract from all subjective ends; they are material if they have these, and hence
certain incentives, at their foundation. The ends that a rational being intends at its discretion as
effects of its actions (material ends) are one and all only relative; for merely their relation to a
particular kind of desiderative faculty of the subject gives them their worth, which can therefore
furnish no universal principles that are valid as well as necessary for all rational beings, 4:428 or for
all willing, i.e. practical laws. That is why all these relative ends are the ground of hypothetical
imperatives only.

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

Now I say: a human being and generally every rational being exists as an end in itself, not merely
as a means for the discretionary use for this or that will, but must in all its actions, whether
directed towards itself or also to other rational beings, always be considered at the same time as an
end. All objects of inclinations have a conditional worth only; for if the inclinations, and the needs
founded on them, did not exist, their object would be without worth. But the inclinations
themselves, as sources of need, are so far from having an absolute worth – so as to make one wish
for them as such – that to be entirely free from them must rather be the universal wish of every
rational being. Therefore the worth of any object to be acquired by our action is always conditional.
Beings whose existence rests not indeed on our will but on nature, if they are non-rational beings,
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 ends in themselves, i.e. as
something that may not be used merely as a means, and hence to that extent limits all choice (and
is an object of respect). These are therefore not merely subjective ends, the existence of which, as
the effect of our action, has a worth for us; but rather objective ends, i.e. entities v  whose existence
in itself is an end, an end such that no other end can be put in its place, for which they would do
service merely as means, because without it nothing whatsoever of absolute worth could be found;
but if all worth were conditional, and hence contingent, then for reason no supreme practical
principle could be found at all.

If, then, there is to be a supreme practical principle and, with regard to the human will, a
categorical imperative, it must be such that, from the representation of what is necessarily an end
for everyone, because it is an end in itself, it constitutes an objective 4:429 principle of the will, and
hence can serve as a universal practical law. The ground of this principle is: a rational naturew
exists as an end in itself. That is how a human being by necessity represents his own existence; to
that extent it is thus a subjective principle of human actions. But every other rational being also
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represents its existence in this way, as a consequence of 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 practical
ground, it must be possible to derive all laws of the will. The practical imperative will thus be the
following: So act that you use humanity, in your own person as well as in the person of any other,
always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means. Let us try to see whether this can be
done.

To keep to the previous examples:

First, according to the concept of necessary duty to oneself, someone who is contemplating self-
murder x  will ask himself whether his action can be consistent with the idea of humanity, as an end
in itself. If to escape from a troublesome condition he destroys himself, he makes use of a person,
merely as a means, to preserving a bearable condition up to the end of life. But a human being is
not a thing, hence not something that can be used merely as a means, but must in all his actions
always be considered as an end in itself. Thus the human being in my own person is not at my
disposal, so as to maim, to corrupt, or to kill him. (I must here pass over the closer determination
of this principle, needed to avoid any misunderstanding, e.g. of amputating limbs to preserve
myself, of putting my life in danger to preserve my life, etc.; that belongs to actual moral science.)

Secondly, as far as necessary or owed duty to others is concerned, someone who has it in mind to
make a lying promise to others will see at once that he wants to make use of another human being
merely as a means, who does not at the same time contain in himself the end. For the one I want to
use for my purposes by such a promise cannot possibly agree to my way of 4:430 proceeding with
him and thus himself contain the end of this action. This conflict with the principle of other human
beings can be seen more distinctly if one introduces examples of attacks on the freedom and
property of others. For then it is clear that the transgressor of the rights of human beings is
disposed to make use of the person of others merely as a means, without taking into consideration
that, as rational beings, they are always to be esteemed at the same time as ends, i.e. only as beings
who must, of just the same action, also be able to contain in themselves the end. *

Thirdly, with regard to contingent (meritorious) duty to oneself it is not enough that the action not
conflict with humanity in our person, as an 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
regard to humanity in our subject; to neglect these would perhaps be consistent with the
preservation of humanity, as an end in itself, but not with the advancement of this end. y

Fourthly, as concerns meritorious duty to others, the natural end that all human beings have is
their own happiness. Now, humanity could indeed subsist if no one contributed anything to the
happiness of others while not intentionally detracting anything from it; but this is still only a
negative and not positive agreement with humanity, as an end in itself, if everyone does not also
try, as far as he can, to advance the ends of others. For if that representation is to have its full effect
in me, the ends of a subject that is an end in itself must, as much as possible, also be my ends.

Notes

r  It makes good sense to move the bracket to include “or,” as Mary Gregor does, to distinguish two kinds of exception:
“for oneself ” and “for this once,” but the change is probably unnecessary.
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s  It is impossible to preserve the link between erhaben (sublime) and erhoben (elevated) in English translation, but
readers should bear in mind that erhaben means “elevated” to a different, superior rank or sphere.

15.  Selbsthalterin was an epithet of the Russian empress. Kant may have associated the term with Catherine the Great
(1729–96).

16.  In Pindar’s second Pythian Ode, a vengeful Jupiter deceives the mythical Greek king Ixion into making love to a
cloud, which he takes to be Jupiter’s wife, the goddess Juno.

*  To behold Virtue in her actual form is nothing other than to present morality stripped of any admixture of the
sensuous and any spurious adornment of reward or self-love. Everyone can easily become aware of how much virtue then
obscures everything else, that appears enticing to the inclinations, by means of the least effort of his reason if it has not
been entirely spoilt for abstraction.

t  or “oneself,” but the focus on “self-determination” further down makes the translation presented here more likely

u  H. J. Paton substitutes “subjective” for “objective”

v  In German, there are two words for “thing”: Ding and Sache. Sache must be translated “thing” in an ethical context: it
is Kant’s label for entities that lack freedom and hence moral standing (cf. Metaphysics of Morals 6:223). A definition of
objective ends as a certain kind of thing would therefore be very odd: as moral objects, they are “entities” but not “things”
in the moralized sense. However, “thing” is still used to translate the cognate Ding elsewhere; Ding an sich remains a
“thing in itself.”

w  a rational being as such

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

x  Kant is availing himself of a morally charged term, of which “self-murder” is the natural and literal translation. This
may be significant because, as Gregor notes, in the Metaphysics of Morals he hints at possible cases of suicide that might
not be morally reprehensible (6:422–424). However, he uses the purely descriptive expression “taking one’s life” at
4:422, where the morality of suicide is first discussed.

*  Let it not be thought that the trivial quod tibi non vis fieri etc.y can serve as the benchmark or principle here. For it is,
though with various limitations, just derived from the latter; it can be no universal law, for it does not contain the ground
of duties to oneself, not of duties of love to others (for many a man would gladly agree that others should not benefit him
if only he might be exempt from showing them beneficence), finally not of owed duties to one another; for the criminal
would argue on this ground against the judges who punish him, and so on.

y  “do not treat others as you would not be treated,” a negative formulation of the Golden Rule
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