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What Makes Actions Right or Wrong? 

 

The Metaphysic of Morals* 

Immanuel Kant 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is an 18th-19th-century German philosopher known 

for his work in both epistemology and ethics. In the former area, he is a watershed 

figure who sought to synthesize the rationalism of philosophers like Rene 

Descartes with the empiricism of John Locke and David Hume. His ideas in this 

regard have influenced almost every subsequent thinker. In ethics, he developed 

the most prominent form of deontology. His chief works were The Critique of 

Pure Reason (1781) and The Foundation for the Metaphysic of Morals (1785). 

 

Study Questions 

1. According to Kant, why must the basis of obligation be sought only a priori in pure 

reason? 

2. According to Kant, what is the only thing that is good without qualification? Why? 

3. What is the true function of reason with regard to morality?  What is not the function of 

reason? Why? 

4. What is the distinction between acting from duty and acting from inclination? Which type 

                                                 
* Reprinted from Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals, trans. T. K. Abbott 

(1909). 



290 

 

of action has moral worth, according to Kant? Why? 

5. For Kant, what role do consequences play in moral reasoning? In light of this, how does 

he define our moral duty? 

6. What is the categorical imperative? How is the categorical imperative supposed to 

function in moral reasoning? 

7. What is the difference between hypothetical and categorical imperatives? Which type 

concerns morality? Why? 

8. What is the first formulation of the categorical imperative? What four illustrations does 

Kant use to who how it functions to specify our duties?    

9. What is Kant’s second formulation of the categorical imperative? How does he apply it to 

the earlier four examples to reach the same moral conclusions?  

10. What is the principle of autonomy? What is its connection to the categorical imperative? 

11. What does Kant mean by a “kingdom of ends”? What is its significance? 

 

Preface 

. . . . As my concern here is with moral philosophy, I limit the question suggested to this: 

Whether it is not of the utmost necessity to construct a pure thing which is only empirical and 

which belongs to anthropology? For that such a philosophy must be possible is evident from the 

common idea of duty and of the moral laws. Everyone must admit that if a law is to have moral 

force, i.e., to be the basis of an obligation, it must carry with it absolute necessity; that, for 

example, the precept, “Thou shalt not lie,” is not valid for men alone, as if other rational beings 

had no need to observe it; and so with all the other moral laws properly so called; that, therefore, 

the basis of obligation must not be sought in the nature of man, or in the circumstances in the 
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world in which he is placed, but a priori simply in the conception of pure reason; and although 

any other precept which is founded on principles of mere experience may be in certain respects 

universal, yet in as far as it rests even in the least degree on an empirical basis, perhaps only as to 

a motive, such a precept, while it may be a practical rule, can never be called a moral law. . . . 

 

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, judgement, 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 gifts of fortune. 

Power, riches, honour, even health, and the general well-being and contentment with one’s 

condition which is called happiness, inspire pride, and often presumption, if there is not a good 

will to correct the influence of these on the mind, and with this also to rectify the whole principle 

of acting 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 worthy of happiness.  . . . 

A good will is good not because of what it performs or effects, not by its aptness for the 

attainment of some proposed end, but simply by virtue of the 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 sum total of all inclinations. Even if it should happen 
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that, owing to special disfavor of fortune, or the niggardly provision of a step-motherly nature, 

this will should wholly lack power to accomplish its purpose, if with its greatest efforts 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 fruitfulness can neither add 

nor take away anything from this value. It would be, as it were, only the setting to enable us to 

handle it the more conveniently in common commerce, or to attract to it the attention of those 

who are not yet connoisseurs, but not to recommend it to true connoisseurs, or to determine its 

value. 

There is, however, something so strange in this idea of the absolute value of the mere will, 

in which no account is taken of its utility, that notwithstanding the thorough assent of even 

common reason to the idea, yet a suspicion must arise that it may perhaps really be the product 

of mere high-flown fancy, and that we may have misunderstood the purpose of nature in 

assigning reason as the governor of our will. Therefore we will examine this idea from this point 

of view. 

In the physical constitution of an organized being, that is, a being adapted suitably to the 

purposes of life, we assume it as a fundamental principle that no organ for any purpose will be 

found but what is also the fittest and best adapted for that purpose. Now in a being which has 

reason and a will, if the proper object of nature were its conservation, its welfare, in a word, its 

happiness, then nature would have hit upon a very bad arrangement in selecting the reason of the 

creature to carry out this purpose. For all the actions which the creature has to perform with a 

view to this purpose, and the whole rule of its conduct, would be far more surely prescribed to it 

by instinct, and that end would have been attained thereby much more certainly than it ever can 
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be by reason. Should reason have been communicated to this favoured creature over and above, 

it must only have served it to contemplate the happy constitution of its nature, to admire it, to 

congratulate itself thereon, and to feel thankful for it to the beneficent cause, but not that it 

should subject its desires to that weak and delusive guidance and meddle bunglingly with the 

purpose of nature. In a word, nature would have taken care that reason should not break forth 

into practical exercise, nor have the presumption, with its weak insight, to think out for itself the 

plan of happiness, and of the means of attaining it. Nature would not only have taken on herself 

the choice of the ends, but also of the means, and with wise foresight would have entrusted both 

to instinct. . . . 

For as reason is not competent to guide the will with certainty in regard to its objects and the 

satisfaction of all our wants (which it to some extent even multiplies), this being an end to which 

an implanted instinct would have led with much greater certainty; and since, nevertheless, reason 

is imparted to us as a practical faculty, i.e., as one which is to have influence on the will, 

therefore, admitting that nature generally in the distribution of her capacities has adapted the 

means to the end, its true destination must be to produce a will, not merely good as a means to 

something else, but good in itself, for which reason was absolutely necessary. This will then, 

though not indeed the sole and complete good, must be the supreme good and the condition of 

every other, even of the desire of happiness. Under these circumstances, there is nothing 

inconsistent with the wisdom of nature in the fact that the cultivation of the reason, which is 

requisite for the first and unconditional purpose, does in many ways interfere, at least in this life, 

with the attainment of the second, which is always conditional, namely, happiness. Nay, it may 

even reduce it to nothing, without nature thereby failing of her purpose. For reason recognizes 

the establishment of a good will as its highest practical destination, and in attaining this purpose 
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is capable only of a satisfaction of its own proper kind, namely that from the attainment of an 

end, which end again is determined by reason only, notwithstanding that this may involve many 

a disappointment to the ends of inclination. 

 

Three Propositions of Morality 

We have then to develop the notion of a will which deserves to be highly esteemed for itself and 

is good without a view to anything further, a notion which exists already in the sound natural 

understanding, requiring rather to be cleared up than to be taught, and which in estimating the 

value of our actions always takes the first place and constitutes the condition of all the rest. In 

order to do this, we will take the notion of duty, which includes that of a good will, although 

implying certain subjective restrictions and hindrances. These, however, far from concealing it, 

or rendering it unrecognizable, rather bring it out by contrast and make it shine forth so much the 

brighter. 

 

The First Proposition of Morality  

I omit here all actions which are already recognized as inconsistent with duty, although they may 

be useful for this or that purpose, for with these the question whether they are done from duty 

cannot arise at all, since they even conflict with it. I also set aside those actions which really 

conform to duty, but to which men have no direct inclination, performing them because they are 

impelled thereto by some other inclination. For in this case we can readily distinguish whether 

the action which agrees with duty is done from duty, or from a selfish view. It is much harder to 

make this distinction when the action accords with duty and the subject has besides a direct 

inclination to it. For example, it is always a matter of duty that a dealer should not over charge an 



295 

 

inexperienced purchaser; and wherever there is much commerce the prudent tradesman does not 

overcharge, but keeps a fixed price for everyone, so that a child buys of him as well as any other. 

Men are thus honestly served; but this is not enough to make us believe that the tradesman has so 

acted from duty and from principles of honesty: his own advantage required it; it is out of the 

question in this case to suppose that he might besides have a direct inclination in favour of the 

buyers, so that, as it were, from love he should give no advantage to one over another. 

Accordingly the action was done neither from duty nor from direct inclination, but merely with a 

selfish view. 

On the other hand, it is a duty to maintain one’s life; and, in 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, and their maxim has no moral import. 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 

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

pleasure 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 
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encouragement, but not esteem. For the maxim lacks the moral import, namely, that such actions 

be done from duty, not from inclination. Put the case that the mind of that philanthropist were 

clouded by sorrow of his own, extinguishing all sympathy with the lot of others, and that, while 

he still has the power to benefit 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 duty, then first has his action 

its genuine moral worth. Further still; if nature has put little sympathy in the heart of this or that 

man; if he, supposed to be an upright man, is by temperament cold and indifferent to the 

sufferings of others, perhaps because in respect of his own he is provided with the special gift of 

patience and fortitude and supposes, or even requires, that others should have the same—and 

such a 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 

highest of all, namely, that he is beneficent, not from inclination, but from duty. 

To secure one’s own happiness is a duty, at least indirectly; for discontent with one’s 

condition, under a pressure of many anxieties and amidst unsatisfied wants, might easily become 

a great temptation to transgression of duty. But here again, without looking to duty, all men have 

already the strongest and most intimate inclination to happiness, because it is just in this idea that 

all inclinations are combined in one total. But the precept of happiness is often of such a sort that 

it greatly interferes with some inclinations, and yet a man cannot form any definite and certain 

conception of the sum of satisfaction of all of them which is called happiness. It is not then to be 

wondered at that a single inclination, definite both as to what it promises and as to the time 
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within which it can be gratified, is often able to overcome such a fluctuating idea, and that a 

gouty patient, for instance, can choose to enjoy what he likes, and to suffer what he may, since, 

according to his calculation, on this occasion at least, be has [only] not sacrificed the enjoyment 

of the present moment to a possibly mistaken expectation of a happiness which is supposed to be 

found in health. But even in this case, if the general desire for happiness did not influence his 

will, and supposing that in his particular case health was not a necessary element in this 

calculation, there yet remains in this, as in all other cases, this law, namely, that he should 

promote his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and by this would his conduct first 

acquire true moral worth. . . . 

 

The Second Proposition of Morality 

The second proposition is: That an action done from duty derives its moral worth, not from the 

purpose which is to be attained by it, but from the maxim by which it is determined, and 

therefore does not depend on the realization of the object of the action, but merely on the 

principle of volition by which the action has taken place, without regard to any object of desire. 

It is clear from what precedes that the purposes which we may have in view in our actions, or 

their effects regarded as ends and springs of the will, cannot give to actions any unconditional or 

moral worth. In what, then, can their worth lie, if it is not to consist in the will and in reference to 

its expected effect? It cannot lie anywhere but in the principle of the will without regard to the 

ends which can be attained by the action. For the will stands between its a priori principle, which 

is formal, and its a posteriori spring, which is material, as between two roads, and as it must be 

determined by something, it that it must be determined by the formal principle of volition when 

an action is done from duty, in which case every material principle has been withdrawn from it. 
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The Third Proposition of Morality 

The third proposition, which is a consequence of the two preceding, I would express thus: Duty 

is the necessity of acting from respect for the law. I may have inclination for an object as the 

effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have respect for it, just for this reason, that it is an 

effect and not an energy of will. Similarly I cannot have respect for inclination, whether my own 

or another’s; I can at most, if my own, approve it; if another’s, sometimes even love it; i.e., look 

on it as favourable to my own interest. It is only what is connected with my will as a principle, 

by no means as an effect—what does not subserve my inclination, but overpowers it, or at least 

in case of choice excludes it from its calculation—in other words, simply the law of itself, which 

can be an object of respect, and hence a command. Now 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 

principle of action which requires to borrow its motive from this expected effect. For all these 

effects—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 

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. This is a good which is 
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already present in the person who acts accordingly, and we have not to wait for it to appear first 

in the result. 

 

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 

absolutely and without qualification? As I have deprived the will of every impulse which could 

arise to it from obedience to any law, there remains nothing but the universal conformity of its 

actions to law in general, which alone is to serve the will as a principle, i.e., I 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 general, without assuming any particular law 

applicable to certain actions, that serves the will as its principle and must so serve it, if duty is 

not to be a vain delusion and a chimerical notion. The common reason of men in its practical 

judgements 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 

undoubtedly often be the case. I see clearly indeed that it is not enough to extricate myself from a 

present difficulty by means of this subterfuge, but it must be well considered whether there may 

not hereafter spring from this lie much greater inconvenience than that from which I now free 

myself, and as, with all my supposed cunning, the consequences cannot be so easily foreseen but 

that credit once lost may be much more injurious to me than any mischief which I seek to avoid 

at present, it should be considered whether it would not be more prudent to act herein according 
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to a universal maxim and to make it a habit to promise nothing except with the intention of 

keeping it. But it is soon clear to me that such a maxim will still only be based on the fear of 

consequences. Now it is a wholly different thing to be truthful from duty and to be so from 

apprehension of injurious consequences. In the first case, the very notion of the action already 

implies a law for me; in the second case, I must first look about elsewhere to see what results 

may be combined with it which would affect myself. For to deviate from the principle of duty is 

beyond all doubt wicked; but to be unfaithful to my maxim of prudence may often be very 

advantageous to me, although to abide by it is certainly safer. The shortest way, however, and an 

unerring one, to discover the answer to this question whether a lying promise is consistent with 

duty, is to ask myself, “Should I be content that my maxim (to extricate myself from difficulty 

by a false promise) should hold good as a universal law, for myself 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 himself?” Then I presently 

become aware that while I can will the lie, I can by no means will that lying should be a 

universal law. For with such a law there would be no promises at all, since it would be in vain to 

allege my intention in regard to my future actions to those who would not believe this allegation, 

or if they over hastily did so would pay me back in my own coin. Hence my maxim, as soon as it 

should be made a universal law, would necessarily destroy itself. 

I do not, therefore, need any far-reaching penetration to discern what I have to do in order 

that my will may be morally good. Inexperienced in the course of the world, incapable of being 

prepared for all its contingencies, I only ask myself: Canst thou also will that thy maxim should 

be a universal law? If not, then it must be rejected, and that not because of a disadvantage 

accruing from it to myself or even to others, but because it cannot enter as a principle into a 
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possible universal legislation, and reason extorts from me immediate respect for such legislation. 

I do not indeed as yet discern on what this respect is based (this the philosopher may inquire), 

but at least I understand this, that it is an estimation of the worth which far outweighs all worth 

of what is recommended by inclination, and that the necessity of acting from pure respect for the 

practical law is what constitutes duty, to which every other motive must give place, because it is 

the condition of a will being good in 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 

abstract and universal form, yet they always have it really before their eyes and use it as the 

standard of their decision. Here it would be easy to show how, with this compass in hand, men 

are well able to distinguish, in every case that occurs, what is good, what bad, conformably to 

duty or inconsistent with it, if, without in the least teaching them anything new, we only, like 

Socrates, direct their attention to the principle they themselves employ; and that, therefore, we do 

not need science and philosophy to know what we should do to be honest and good, yea, even 

wise and virtuous. Indeed we might well have conjectured beforehand that the knowledge of 

what every man is bound to do, and therefore also to know, would be within the reach of every 

man, even the commonest. . . . 

From what has been said, it is clear that all moral conceptions have their seat and origin 

completely a priori in the reason, and that, moreover, in the commonest reason just as truly as in 

that which is in the highest degree speculative; that they cannot be obtained by abstraction from 

any empirical, and therefore merely contingent, knowledge; that it is just this purity of their 

origin that makes them worthy to serve as our supreme practical principle, and that just in 

proportion as we add anything empirical, we detract from their genuine influence and from the 
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absolute value of actions; that it is not only of the greatest necessity, in a purely speculative point 

of view, but is also of the greatest practical importance, to derive these notions and laws from 

pure reason, to present them pure and unmixed, and even to determine the compass of this 

practical or pure rational knowledge, i.e., to determine the whole faculty of pure practical reason; 

and, in doing so, we must not make its principles dependent on the particular nature of human 

reason, though in speculative philosophy this may be permitted, or may even at times be 

necessary; but since moral laws ought to hold good for every rational creature, we must derive 

them from the general concept of a rational being. In this way, although for its application to 

man morality has need of anthropology, yet, in the first instance, we must treat it independently 

as pure philosophy, i.e., as metaphysic, complete in itself (a thing which in such distinct branches 

of science is easily done); knowing well that unless we are in possession of this, it would not 

only be vain to determine the moral element of duty in right actions for purposes of speculative 

criticism, but it would be impossible to base morals on their genuine principles, even for 

common practical purposes, especially of moral instruction, so as to produce pure moral 

dispositions, and to engraft them on men’s minds to the promotion of the greatest possible good 

in the world. . . . 

 

The Possibility of a Categorical Imperative 

Everything in nature works according to laws. Rational beings alone have the faculty of acting 

according to the conception of laws, that is according 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 recognised as 

objectively necessary are subjectively necessary also, i.e., the will is a faculty to choose that only 
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which reason independent of inclination recognises as practically necessary, i.e., as good. But if 

reason of itself does not sufficiently determine the will, if the latter is subject also to subjective 

conditions (particular impulses) which do not always coincide with the objective conditions; in a 

word, if the will does not in itself completely accord with reason (which is actually the case with 

men), then the actions which objectively are recognised as necessary are subjectively 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. . . . 

Now all imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The former represent 

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

which one might possibly will). The categorical imperative would be that which represented an 

action as necessary of itself without reference to another end, i.e., as objectively necessary. 

Since every practical law represents a possible action as good and, on this account, for a 

subject who is practically determinable by reason, necessary, all imperatives are formulae 

determining an action which is necessary according to the principle of a will good in some 

respects. If now the action is good only as a means to something else, then the imperative 

is hypothetical; if it is conceived as good in itself and consequently as being necessarily the 

principle of a will which of itself conforms to reason, then it is categorical. 

Thus the imperative declares what action possible by me would be good and presents the 

practical rule in relation to a will which does not forthwith perform an action simply because it is 
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good, whether because the subject does not always know that it is good, or because, even if it 

know this, yet its maxims might be opposed to the objective principles of practical reason. . . . 

Now arises the question, how are all these imperatives possible? This question does not seek 

to know how we can conceive the accomplishment of the action which the imperative ordains, 

but merely how we can conceive the obligation of the will which the imperative expresses. . . . 

On the other hand, the question how the imperative of morality [i.e., the categorical] is possible, 

is undoubtedly one, the only one, demanding a solution, as this is not at all hypothetical, and the 

objective necessity which it presents cannot rest on any hypothesis, as is the case with the 

hypothetical imperatives. Only here we must never leave out of consideration that we cannot 

make out by any example, in other words empirically, whether there is such an imperative at all, 

but it is rather to be feared that all those which seem to be categorical may yet be at bottom 

hypothetical. For instance, when the precept is: “Thou shalt not promise deceitfully”; and it is 

assumed that the necessity of this is not a mere counsel to avoid some other evil, so that it should 

mean: “Thou shalt not make a lying promise, lest if it become known thou shouldst destroy thy 

credit,” but that an action of this kind must be regarded as evil in itself, so that the imperative of 

the prohibition is categorical; then we cannot show with certainty in any example that the will 

was determined merely by the law, without any other spring of action, although it may appear to 

be so. For it is always possible that fear of disgrace, perhaps also obscure dread of other dangers, 

may have a secret influence on the will. Who can prove by experience the non-existence of a 

cause when all that experience tells us is that we do not perceive it? But in such a case the so-

called moral imperative, which as such appears to be categorical and unconditional, would in 

reality be only a pragmatic precept, drawing our attention to our own interests and merely 

teaching us to take these into consideration. 
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We shall therefore have to investigate a priori the possibility of a categorical imperative, as 

we have not in this case the advantage of its reality being given in experience, so that [the 

elucidation of] its possibility should be requisite only for its explanation, not for its 

establishment. In the meantime it may be discerned beforehand that the categorical imperative 

alone has the purport of a practical Law: all the rest may indeed be called principles of the will 

but not laws, since whatever is only necessary for the attainment of some arbitrary purpose may 

be considered as in itself contingent, and we can at any time be free from the precept if we give 

up the purpose; on the contrary, the unconditional command leaves the will no liberty to choose 

the opposite; consequently it alone carries with it that necessity which we require in a law. 

Secondly, in the case of this categorical imperative or law of morality, the difficulty (of 

discerning its possibility) is a very profound one. It is an a priori synthetical practical 

proposition; and as there is so much difficulty in discerning the possibility of speculative 

propositions of this kind, it may readily be supposed that the difficulty will be no less with the 

practical. 

 

The First Formulation of the Categorical Imperative 

In this problem we will first inquire whether the mere conception of a categorical imperative 

may not perhaps supply us also with the formula of it, containing the proposition which alone 

can be a categorical imperative; for even if we know the tenor of such an absolute command, yet 

how it is possible will require further special and laborious study, which we postpone to the last 

section. 

When I conceive a hypothetical imperative, in general I do not know beforehand what it will 

contain until I am given the condition. But when I conceive a categorical imperative, I know at 
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once what it contains. For as the imperative contains besides the law only the necessity that the 

maxims shall conform to this law, while the law contains no conditions restricting it, there 

remains nothing but the general statement that the maxim of the action should conform to a 

universal law, and it is this conformity alone that the imperative properly represents as necessary. 

There is therefore but one categorical imperative, 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 deduced from this one imperative as from their 

principle, then, although it should remain undecided 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 

means. 

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 imperative of duty may be expressed thus: Act as if the 

maxim of thy action were to become by thy will a Universal Law of Nature. 

We will now enumerate a few duties, adopting the usual division of them into duties to 

ourselves and to others, and into perfect and imperfect duties.  

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 himself whether it would not be contrary to his duty to 

himself to take his own life. Now he inquires whether the maxim of his action could become a 

universal law of nature. His maxim is: “From self-love I adopt it as a principle to shorten my life 

when its longer duration is likely to bring more evil than satisfaction.” It is asked then simply 

whether this principle founded on self-love can become a universal law of nature. Now we see at 

once that a system of nature of which it should be a law to destroy life by means of the very 
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feeling whose special nature it is to impel to the improvement of life would contradict itself 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 repay 

it in a definite time. He desires to make this promise, but he has still so much conscience as to 

ask himself: “Is it not unlawful and inconsistent with duty to get out of a difficulty in this way?” 

Suppose however that he resolves to do so: then the maxim of his action would be expressed 

thus: “When I think myself in want of money, I will borrow money and promise to repay it, 

although I know that I never can do so.” Now this principle of self-love or of one’s own 

advantage may perhaps be consistent with my whole future welfare; but the question now is, “Is 

it right?” I change then the suggestion of self-love into a universal law, and state the question 

thus: “How would it be if my maxim were a universal law?” Then I see at once that it could 

never hold as a universal law of nature, but would necessarily contradict itself. For supposing it 

to be a universal law that everyone when he thinks himself in a difficulty should be able to 

promise whatever he pleases, with the purpose of not keeping his promise, the promise itself 

would become impossible, as well as the end that one might have in view in it, since no one 

would consider 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 

useful man in many respects. But he finds himself in comfortable circumstances and prefers to 

indulge in pleasure rather than to take pains in enlarging and improving his happy natural 
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capacities. He asks, however, whether his maxim of neglect of his natural gifts, besides agreeing 

with his inclination to indulgence, agrees also with what is called duty. He sees then that a 

system of nature could indeed subsist with such a universal law although men (like the South Sea 

islanders) should let their talents rest and resolve to devote their lives merely to idleness, 

amusement, and propagation of their species—in a 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 everyone be 

as happy as Heaven pleases, or as be can make himself; I will take nothing from him nor even 

envy him, only I do not wish to contribute anything to his welfare or to his assistance in 

distress!” Now no doubt if such a mode of thinking were a universal law, the human race might 

very well subsist and doubtless even better than in a state in which everyone talks of sympathy 

and good-will, or even takes care occasionally 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 nature might exist in accordance with that maxim, it is 

impossible to will that such a principle should have the universal validity of a law of nature. For 

a will which resolved this would contradict itself, inasmuch as many cases might occur in which 

one would have need of the love and sympathy of 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. 

These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least what we regard as such, which 

obviously fall into two classes on the one principle that we have laid down. We must be able to 
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will that a maxim of our action should be a universal law. This is the canon of the moral 

appreciation of the action generally. Some actions are of such a character that their maxim 

cannot without contradiction be even conceived as a universal law of nature, far from it being 

possible that we should will that it should be so. In others this intrinsic impossibility is not found, 

but still it is impossible to will that their maxim should be raised to the universality of a law of 

nature, since such a will would contradict itself It is easily seen that the former violate strict or 

rigorous (inflexible) duty; the latter only laxer (meritorious) duty. Thus it has been completely 

shown how all duties depend as regards the nature of the obligation (not the object of the action) 

on the same principle. . . . 

 

The Second Formulation of the Categorical Imperative 

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 object would be without value. But the inclinations, themselves 

being sources of want, are so far from having an absolute worth for which they should be desired 

that on the contrary it must be the universal wish of every rational being to be wholly free from 

them. Thus the worth of any object which is to be acquired by our action is always conditional. 

Beings whose existence depends not on our will but on nature’s, have nevertheless, if they are 

irrational beings, only a relative value as means, and are therefore called things; rational beings, 

on the contrary, are called persons, because their very nature points them out as ends in 

themselves, that is as something which must not be used merely as means, and so far therefore 
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restricts freedom of action (and is an object of respect). These, therefore, are not merely 

subjective ends whose existence has a worth for us as an effect of our action, but objective ends, 

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 principle 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 objective 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 conceives his own existence as being so; so far 

then this is a subjective principle of human actions. But every other rational being regards its 

existence similarly, just on the same rational principle that holds for me: 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 imperative will be as follows: So act as to 

treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in that of any other, in every case as an end 

withal, never as means only. We will now inquire whether this can be practically carried out. 

To abide by the previous examples: 

Firstly, under the head of necessary duty to oneself: He who contemplates suicide should 

ask himself whether his action can be consistent with the idea of humanity as an end in itself. If 

he destroys himself in order to escape from painful circumstances, he uses a person merely as a 

means to maintain a tolerable condition up to the end of life. But a man is not a thing, that is to 

say, something which can be used merely as means, but must in all his actions be always 
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considered as an end in himself. I cannot, therefore, dispose in any way of a man in my own 

person so as to mutilate him, to damage or kill him. (It belongs to ethics proper to define this 

principle more precisely, so as to avoid all misunderstanding, e.g., as to the amputation of the 

limbs in order to preserve myself, as to exposing my life to danger with a view to preserve it, etc. 

This question is therefore omitted here.) 

Secondly, as regards necessary duties, or those of strict obligation, towards others: He who is 

thinking of making a lying promise to others will see at once that he would be using another man 

merely as a mean, without the latter containing at the same time the end in himself. For he whom 

I propose by such a promise to use for my own purposes cannot possibly assent to my mode of 

acting towards him and, therefore, cannot himself contain the end of this action. This violation of 

the principle of humanity in other men is more obvious if we take in examples of attacks on the 

freedom and property of others. For then it is clear that he who transgresses the rights of men 

intends to use the person of others merely as a means, without considering that as rational beings 

they ought always to be esteemed also as ends, that is, as beings who must be capable of 

containing in themselves the end of the very same action. 

Thirdly, as regards contingent (meritorious) duties to oneself: It is not enough that the action 

does not violate humanity in our own person as an end in itself, it must also harmonize with it. 

Now there are in humanity capacities of greater perfection, which belong to the end that nature 

has in view in regard to humanity in ourselves as the subject: to neglect these might perhaps be 

consistent with the maintenance of humanity as an end in itself, but not with the advancement of 

this end. 

Fourthly, as regards meritorious duties towards others: The natural end which all men have 

is their own happiness. Now humanity might indeed subsist, although no one should contribute 
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anything to the happiness of others, provided he did not intentionally withdraw anything from it; 

but after all this would only harmonize negatively not positively with humanity as an end in 

itself, if every one does not also endeavour, as far as in him lies, to forward the ends of others. 

For the ends of any subject which is an end in himself ought as far as possible to be my ends also, 

if that conception is to have its full effect with me. . . . 

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 universal, 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. For when one has conceived man 

only as subject to a law (no matter what), then this law required some interest, either by way of 

attraction or constraint, since it did not originate as a law from his own will, but this will was 

according to a law obliged by something else to act in a certain manner. Now by this necessary 

consequence all the labour spent in finding a supreme principle of duty was irrevocably lost. For 

men never elicited duty, but only a necessity of acting from a certain interest. Whether this 

interest was private or otherwise, in any case the imperative must be conditional and could not 

by any means be capable of being a moral command. I will therefore call this the principle of 

Autonomy of the will, in contrast with every other which I accordingly reckon as Heteronomy. 

 

The Kingdom of Ends 

The conception of the will 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 
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view—this conception leads to another which depends on it and is very fruitful, namely that of a 

kingdom of ends. 

By a kingdom I understand the union of different rational beings in a system by common 

laws. Now since it is by laws that ends are determined as regards their universal validity, hence, 

if we abstract from the personal differences of rational beings and likewise from all the content 

of their private ends, we shall be able to conceive all ends combined in a systematic whole 

(including both rational beings as ends in themselves, and also the special ends which each may 

propose to himself), that is to say, we can conceive a kingdom of ends, which on the preceding 

principles is possible. 

For all rational beings come under the law that each of them must treat itself and all others 

never merely as means, but in every case at the same time as ends in themselves. Hence results a 

systematic union of rational being by common objective laws, i.e., a kingdom which may be 

called a kingdom of ends, since what these laws have in view is just the relation of these beings 

to one another as ends and means. It is certainly only an ideal. 

 

 

 

Utilitarianism* 

John Stuart Mill 

J. S. Mill (1806-1873) was a 19th-century British philosopher best known for his 

utilitarian ethical theory and his political philosophy. His most important works 

were On Liberty (1859) and Utilitarianism (1863). 

                                                 
* From Utilitarianism (1863). 
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Study Questions 

1. How does Mill define utilitarianism? What principle is it based on? 

2. How does Mill respond to the objection that utilitarianism is a “doctrine worthy only of 

swine”? 

3. How, according to Mill, do we distinguish the higher pleasures from the lower ones? 

Who alone is competent to perform this test and which type of pleasure will they prefer? 

4. What does Mill mean by “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig 

satisfied”? 

5. Why do some people tend to prefer the lower pleasures? 

6. What is utilitarianism’s ultimate end? How can this end be attained? 

7. Why do some think that utilitarianism sets too high a standard? How does Mill respond to 

this objection? 

8. What other objections does Mill consider? How does he respond to them? 

9. What is Mill’s argument for the truth of utilitarianism?  

 

Chapter 2. What Utilitarianism Is 

 
. . .The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness 

Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as 

they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence 

of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure. To give a clear view of the moral 

standard set up by the theory, much more requires to be said; in particular, what things it 

includes in the ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open question. But 

these supplementary explanations do not affect the theory of life on which this theory of morality 
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is grounded—namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as 

ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other 

scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the 

promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain. 

Now, such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them in some of the most 

estimable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dislike. To suppose that life has (as they express it) 

no higher end than pleasure—no better and nobler object of desire and pursuit—they designate 

as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom the followers of 

Epicurus were, at a very early period, contemptuously likened; and modern holders of the 

doctrine are occasionally made the subject of equally polite comparisons by its German, French, 

and English assailants. 

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered, that it is not they, but their 

accusers, who represent human nature in a degrading light; since the accusation supposes human 

beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which swine are capable. If this supposition 

were true, the charge could not be gainsaid, but would then be no longer an imputation; for if the 

sources of pleasure were precisely the same to human beings and to swine, the rule of life which 

is good enough for the one would be good enough for the other. The comparison of the 

Epicurean life to that of beasts is felt as degrading, precisely because a beast's pleasures do not 

satisfy a human being's conceptions of happiness. Human beings have faculties more elevated 

than the animal appetites, and when once made conscious of them, do not regard anything as 

happiness which does not include their gratification. I do not, indeed, consider the Epicureans to 

have been by any means faultless in drawing out their scheme of consequences from the 

utilitarian principle. To do this in any sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well as Christian 
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elements require to be included. But there is no known Epicurean theory of life which does not 

assign to the pleasures of the intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral 

sentiments, a much higher value as pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It must be 

admitted, however, that utilitarian writers in general have placed the superiority of mental over 

bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, etc., of the former—that 

is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic nature. And on all these points 

utilitarians have fully proved their case; but they might have taken the other, and, as it may be 

called, higher ground, with entire consistency. It is quite compatible with the principle of utility 

to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than 

others. It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well 

as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend on quantity alone. 

If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes one pleasure 

more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in amount, there is but 

one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have 

experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation to 

prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, by those who are competently 

acquainted with both, placed so far above the other that they prefer it, even though knowing it to 

be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and would not resign it for any quantity of the 

other pleasure which their nature is capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the preferred 

enjoyment a superiority in quality, so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of 

small account. 

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with, and equally 

capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked preference to the manner of 
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existence which employs their higher faculties. Few human creatures would consent to be 

changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast's 

pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no instructed person would be 

an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even though they 

should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they 

are with theirs. They would not resign what they possess more than he for the most complete 

satisfaction of all the desires which they have in common with him. If they ever fancy they 

would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so extreme, that to escape from it they would exchange 

their lot for almost any other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher faculties 

requires more to make him happy, is capable probably of more acute suffering, and certainly 

accessible to it at more points, than one of an inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he can 

never really wish to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of existence. We may give what 

explanation we please of this unwillingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given 

indiscriminately to some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which 

mankind are capable: we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal independence, an appeal 

to which was with the Stoics one of the most effective means for the inculcation of it; to the love 

of power, or to the love of excitement, both of which do really enter into and contribute to it: but 

its most appropriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one 

form or other, and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion to their higher faculties, and 

which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that nothing which 

conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily, an object of desire to them. 

Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happiness—that the 

superior being, in anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior—confounds 
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the two very different ideas, of happiness, and content. It is indisputable that the being whose 

capacities of enjoyment are low, has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a 

highly endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the world is 

constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and 

they will not make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but only 

because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. It is better to be a human 

being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And 

if the fool, or the pig, are a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the 

question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides. 

It may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures, occasionally, under 

the influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But this is quite compatible with a full 

appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of the higher. Men often, from infirmity of character, 

make their election for the nearer good, though they know it to be the less valuable; and this no 

less when the choice is between two bodily pleasures, than when it is between bodily and mental. 

They pursue sensual indulgences to the injury of health, though perfectly aware that health is the 

greater good. 

It may be further objected, that many who begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything 

noble, as they advance in years sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do not believe that 

those who undergo this very common change, voluntarily choose the lower description of 

pleasures in preference to the higher. I believe that before they devote themselves exclusively to 

the one, they have already become incapable of the other. Capacity for the nobler feelings is in 

most natures a very tender plant, easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want 

of sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations to 
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which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has thrown them, are 

not favourable to keeping that higher capacity in exercise. Men lose their high aspirations as they 

lose their intellectual tastes, because they have not time or opportunity for indulging them; and 

they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer them, but 

because they are either the only ones to which they have access, or the only ones which they are 

any longer capable of enjoying. It may be questioned whether any one who has remained equally 

susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly and calmly preferred the lower; though 

many, in all ages, have broken down in an ineffectual attempt to combine both. 

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no appeal. On a 

question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which of two modes of existence is 

the most grateful to the feelings, apart from its moral attributes and from its consequences, the 

judgment of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the majority 

among them, must be admitted as final. And there needs be the less hesitation to accept this 

judgment respecting the quality of pleasures, since there is no other tribunal to be referred to 

even on the question of quantity. What means are there of determining which is the acutest of 

two pains, or the intensest of two pleasurable sensations, except the general suffrage of those 

who are familiar with both? Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous, and pain is always 

heterogeneous with pleasure. What is there to decide whether a particular pleasure is worth 

purchasing at the cost of a particular pain, except the feelings and judgment of the experienced? 

When, therefore, those feelings and judgment declare the pleasures derived from the higher 

faculties to be preferable in kind, apart from the question of intensity, to those of which the 

animal nature, disjoined from the higher faculties, is suspectible, they are entitled on this subject 

to the same regard. 
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I have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a perfectly just conception of Utility 

or Happiness, considered as the directive rule of human conduct. But it is by no means an 

indispensable condition to the acceptance of the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the 

agent’s own greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether; and if it may 

possibly be doubted whether a noble character is always the happier for its nobleness, there can 

be no doubt that it makes other people happier, and that the world in general is immensely a 

gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore, could only attain its end by the general cultivation of 

nobleness of character, even if each individual were only benefited by the nobleness of others, 

and his own, so far as happiness is concerned, were a sheer deduction from the benefit. But the 

bare enunciation of such an absurdity as this last, renders refutation superfluous. 

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate end, with 

reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable (whether we are considering 

our own good or that of other people), is an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as 

rich as possible in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality; the test of quality, and the 

rule for measuring it against quantity, being the preference felt by those who in their 

opportunities of experience, to which must be added their habits of self-consciousness and self-

observation, are best furnished with the means of comparison. This, being, according to the 

utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, is necessarily also the standard of morality; which 

may accordingly be defined, the rules and precepts for human conduct, by the observance of 

which an existence such as has been described might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured 

to all mankind; and not to them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the whole 

sentient creation. . . . 
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I must again repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have the justice to 

acknowledge, that the happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in conduct, 

is not the agent’s own happiness, but that of all concerned. As between his own happiness and 

that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and 

benevolent spectator. In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the 

ethics of utility. To do as you would be done by, and to love your neighbour as yourself, 

constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality. As the means of making the nearest 

approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first, that laws and social arrangements should place 

the happiness, or (as speaking practically it may be called) the interest, of every individual, as 

nearly as possible in harmony with the interest of the whole; and secondly, that education and 

opinion, which have so vast a power over human character, should so use that power as to 

establish in the mind of every individual an indissoluble association between his own happiness 

and the good of the whole; especially between his own happiness and the practice of such modes 

of conduct, negative and positive, as regard for the universal happiness prescribes; so that not 

only he may be unable to conceive the possibility of happiness to himself, consistently with 

conduct opposed to the general good, but also that a direct impulse to promote the general good 

may be in every individual one of the habitual motives of action, and the sentiments connected 

therewith may fill a large and prominent place in every human being’s sentient existence. If the, 

impugners of the utilitarian morality represented it to their own minds in this its, true character, I 

know not what recommendation possessed by any other morality they could possibly affirm to be 

wanting to it; what more beautiful or more exalted developments of human nature any other 

ethical system can be supposed to foster, or what springs of action, not accessible to the 

utilitarian, such systems rely on for giving effect to their mandates. 
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The objectors to utilitarianism cannot always be charged with representing it in a 

discreditable light. On the contrary, those among them who entertain anything like a just idea of 

its disinterested character, sometimes find fault with its standard as being too high for humanity. 

They say it is exacting too much to require that people shall always act from the inducement of 

promoting the general interests of society. But this is to mistake the very meaning of a standard 

of morals, and confound the rule of action with the motive of it. It is the business of ethics to tell 

us what are our duties, or by what test we may know them; but no system of ethics requires that 

the sole motive of all we do shall be a feeling of duty; on the contrary, ninety-nine hundredths of 

all our actions are done from other motives, and rightly so done, if the rule of duty does not 

condemn them. It is the more unjust to utilitarianism that this particular misapprehension should 

be made a ground of objection to it, inasmuch as utilitarian moralists have gone beyond almost 

all others in affirming that the motive has nothing to do with the morality of the action, though 

much with the worth of the agent. He who saves a fellow creature from drowning does what is 

morally right, whether his motive be duty, or the hope of being paid for his trouble; he who 

betrays the friend that trusts him, is guilty of a crime, even if his object be to serve another friend 

to whom he is under greater obligations. 

But to speak only of actions done from the motive of duty, and in direct obedience to 

principle: it is a misapprehension of the utilitarian mode of thought, to conceive it as implying 

that people should fix their minds upon so wide a generality as the world, or society at large. The 

great majority of good actions are intended not for the benefit of the world, but for that of 

individuals, of which the good of the world is made up; and the thoughts of the most virtuous 

man need not on these occasions travel beyond the particular persons concerned, except so far as 

is necessary to assure himself that in benefiting them he is not violating the rights, that is, the 
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legitimate and authorised expectations, of any one else. The multiplication of happiness is, 

according to the utilitarian ethics, the object of virtue: the occasions on which any person (except 

one in a thousand) has it in his power to do this on an extended scale, in other words to be a 

public benefactor, are but exceptional; and on these occasions alone is he called on to consider 

public utility; in every other case, private utility, the interest or happiness of some few persons, is 

all he has to attend to. Those alone the influence of whose actions extends to society in general, 

need concern themselves habitually about large an object. In the case of abstinences indeed—of 

things which people forbear to do from moral considerations, though the consequences in the 

particular case might be beneficial—it would be unworthy of an intelligent agent not to be 

consciously aware that the action is of a class which, if practised generally, would be generally 

injurious, and that this is the ground of the obligation to abstain from it. The amount of regard for 

the public interest implied in this recognition, is no greater than is demanded by every system of 

morals, for they all enjoin to abstain from whatever is manifestly pernicious to society. 

The same considerations dispose of another reproach against the doctrine of utility, founded 

on a still grosser misconception of the purpose of a standard of morality, and of the very meaning 

of the words right and wrong. It is often affirmed that utilitarianism renders men cold and 

unsympathising; that it chills their moral feelings towards individuals; that it makes them regard 

only the dry and hard consideration of the consequences of actions, not taking into their moral 

estimate the qualities from which those actions emanate. If the assertion means that they do not 

allow their judgment respecting the rightness or wrongness of an action to be influenced by their 

opinion of the qualities of the person who does it, this is a complaint not against utilitarianism, 

but against having any standard of morality at all; for certainly no known ethical standard 

decides an action to be good or bad because it is done by a good or a bad man, still less because 
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done by an amiable, a brave, or a benevolent man, or the contrary. These considerations are 

relevant, not to the estimation of actions, but of persons; and there is nothing in the utilitarian 

theory inconsistent with the fact that there are other things which interest us in persons besides 

the rightness and wrongness of their actions. . . .  

Again, defenders of utility often find themselves called upon to reply to such objections as 

this—that there is not time, previous to action, for calculating and weighing the effects of any 

line of conduct on the general happiness. This is exactly as if any one were to say that it is 

impossible to guide our conduct by Christianity, because there is not time, on every occasion on 

which anything has to be done, to read through the Old and New Testaments. The answer to the 

objection is, that there has been ample time, namely, the whole past duration of the human 

species. During all that time, mankind have been learning by experience the tendencies of 

actions; on which experience all the prudence, as well as all the morality of life, are dependent. 

People talk as if the commencement of this course of experience had hitherto been put off, and as 

if, at the moment when some man feels tempted to meddle with the property or life of another, he 

had to begin considering for the first time whether murder and theft are injurious to human 

happiness. Even then I do not think that he would find the question very puzzling; but, at all 

events, the matter is now done to his hand. . . . 

 

Chapter 4. Of What Sort of Proof the Principle of Utility Is Susceptible 
 

It has already been remarked, that questions of ultimate ends do not admit of proof, in the 

ordinary acceptation of the term. To be incapable of proof by reasoning is common to all first 

principles; to the first premises of our knowledge, as well as to those of our conduct. But the 

former, being matters of fact, may be the subject of a direct appeal to the faculties which judge of 
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fact—namely, our senses, and our internal consciousness. Can an appeal be made to the same 

faculties on questions of practical ends? Or by what other faculty is cognisance taken of them? 

Questions about ends are, in other words, questions about what things are desirable. The 

utilitarian doctrine is, that happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all other 

things being only desirable as means to that end. What ought to be required of this doctrine—

what conditions is it requisite that the doctrine should fulfil—to make good its claim to be 

believed? 

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually see it. 

The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other sources of our 

experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that anything 

is desirable, is that people do actually desire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes 

to itself were not, in theory and in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever 

convince any person that it was so. No reason can be given why the general happiness is 

desirable, except that each person, so far as he believes it to be attainable, desires his own 

happiness. This, however, being a fact, we have not only all the proof which the case admits of, 

but all which it is possible to require, that happiness is a good: that each person’s happiness is a 

good to that person, and the general happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons. 

Happiness has made out its title as one of the ends of conduct, and consequently one of the 

criteria of morality. 

But it has not, by this alone, proved itself to be the sole criterion. To do that, it would seem, 

by the same rule, necessary to show, not only that people desire happiness, but that they never 

desire anything else. Now it is palpable that they do desire things which, in common language, 

are decidedly distinguished from happiness. They desire, for example, virtue, and the absence of 
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vice, no less really than pleasure and the absence of pain. The desire of virtue is not as universal, 

but it is as authentic a fact, as the desire of happiness. And hence the opponents of the utilitarian 

standard deem that they have a right to infer that there are other ends of human action besides 

happiness, and that happiness is not the standard of approbation and disapprobation. 

But does the utilitarian doctrine deny that people desire virtue, or maintain that virtue is not 

a thing to be desired? The very reverse. It maintains not only that virtue is to be desired, but that 

it is to be desired disinterestedly, for itself. Whatever may be the opinion of utilitarian moralists 

as to the original conditions by which virtue is made virtue; however they may believe (as they 

do) that actions and dispositions are only virtuous because they promote another end than virtue; 

yet this being granted, and it having been decided, from considerations of this description, what 

is virtuous, they not only place virtue at the very head of the things which are good as means to 

the ultimate end, but they also recognise as a psychological fact the possibility of its being, to the 

individual, a good in itself, without looking to any end beyond it; and hold, that the mind is not 

in a right state, not in a state conformable to Utility, not in the state most conducive to the 

general happiness, unless it does love virtue in this manner—as a thing desirable in itself, even 

although, in the individual instance, it should not produce those other desirable consequences 

which it tends to produce, and on account of which it is held to be virtue. This opinion is not, in 

the smallest degree, a departure from the Happiness principle. The ingredients of happiness are 

very various, and each of them is desirable in itself, and not merely when considered as swelling 

an aggregate. The principle of utility does not mean that any given pleasure, as music, for 

instance, or any given exemption from pain, as for example health, is to be looked upon as means 

to a collective something termed happiness, and to be desired on that account. They are desired 

and desirable in and for themselves; besides being means, they are a part of the end. Virtue, 
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according to the utilitarian doctrine, is not naturally and originally part of the end, but it is 

capable of becoming so; and in those who love it disinterestedly it has become so, and is desired 

and cherished, not as a means to happiness, but as a part of their happiness. . . . 

It results from the preceding considerations, that there is in reality nothing desired except 

happiness. Whatever is desired otherwise than as a means to some end beyond itself, and 

ultimately to happiness, is desired as itself a part of happiness, and is not desired for itself until it 

has become so. Those who desire virtue for its own sake, desire it either because the 

consciousness of it is a pleasure, or because the consciousness of being without it is a pain, or for 

both reasons united; as in truth the pleasure and pain seldom exist separately, but almost always 

together, the same person feeling pleasure in the degree of virtue attained, and pain in not having 

attained more. If one of these gave him no pleasure, and the other no pain, he would not love or 

desire virtue, or would desire it only for the other benefits which it might produce to himself or 

to persons whom he cared for.  

We have now, then, an answer to the question, of what sort of proof the principle of utility is 

susceptible. If the opinion which I have now stated is psychologically true—if human nature is 

so constituted as to desire nothing which is not either a part of happiness or a means of 

happiness, we can have no other proof, and we require no other, that these are the only things 

desirable. If so, happiness is the sole end of human action, and the promotion of it the test by 

which to judge of all human conduct; from whence it necessarily follows that it must be the 

criterion of morality, since a part is included in the whole. 

And now to decide whether this is really so; whether mankind do desire nothing for itself 

but that which is a pleasure to them, or of which the absence is a pain; we have evidently arrived 

at a question of fact and experience, dependent, like all similar questions, upon evidence. It can 
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only be determined by practised self-consciousness and self-observation, assisted by observation 

of others. I believe that these sources of evidence, impartially consulted, will declare that 

desiring a thing and finding it pleasant, aversion to it and thinking of it as painful, are 

phenomena entirely inseparable, or rather two parts of the same phenomenon; in strictness of 

language, two different modes of naming the same psychological fact: that to think of an object 

as desirable (unless for the sake of its consequences), and to think of it as pleasant, are one and 

the same thing; and that to desire anything, except in proportion as the idea of it is pleasant, is a 

physical and metaphysical impossibility. 

 

 

 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Kant thinks that there are never any exceptions to moral imperatives like “Don’t lie” and 

“Don’t murder.” What about the situation, then, in which a person in Europe during 

World War II hides Jewish refugees in his basement to protect them from genocide, and 

the Nazi authorities come to the door one day and ask, “Are you hiding Jews?” What 

would Kant say the person should do? Do you agree? Why? 

2. Consider the following maxims: 

(1) Always tie your right shoe first. 

(2) Kill all Canadians. 

Can these principles be universalized in accordance with the Categorical Imperative? If 

so, do they pose a problem for Kant’s ethical theory? Why? 



329 

 

3. When there is no time to weigh the consequences of a proposed action, Mill recommends 

that agents be guided by past experience concerning what actions tend to promote the 

general happiness. But what if it turns out, in hindsight, that following this procedure on a 

particular occasion has disastrous results? Is this a problem for Mill’s theory? Why? 

4. Do you agree with Mill that happiness is the only thing valuable in itself? Can you think 

of other things that people value besides happiness? 


