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ii Kant's Ethics of Duty 

a. Th.e Theory 

There is [ ... J only one categ9rical imperative. It is: AcE only according to 
chat maxim by which you CI.Q at the same time will chat it should become 
a universal law. 

Now ifall i~pera:tives,of duty ca·n,be derived fro,m this one irnpe.rativeas 
a prii:iciple, we i;an at kast :show what we unde'tstand by the concept of 
duty and what it means, even, though it remai.q undecided whether that 
wh;ich. is called duty is an empty concept 9r not. 

The universality of law according to which effects are produced con• 
stituces \!/hat is properly called n.arur.-e in the most general sense (as 10 

form), i.e., the existence of thlngs so far as it is· detennine.d by univcnal 
laws. [By apalogy). the·n, the univenal imperative of duty can be expressed 
as follows: Act as though the ma.Jim of your action were. by your will to 

become a universal law of narure. 
We shall now en·umerate some duties, adopting the usual divisio11 of them 

into duties to ourselves and to others and into perfect and im.perfect duties. 
l. A man who is reduced to ,despair by a series of e¥ils feels a wearin~~ 

with life bur is still i:n p'l)ssessj,on ofbis.rta~on sufficiently co ask whether it 
woul<;I not be contrary ro his dury co hi,:nself to t.ake nis own li.fe. Now he 
asks whethe.r the maxim of his acti'on could bec0me a universal la~ of 
nature .. His maxim, however, is: For love of royseif, I make it my principle 
t0_ shoi::cen my Life. when by a longer duratiotUt threatens more evi.1 than 
satisfa,_ction:. But it is questionable w~ther chis principle of self-love c.ould 
be_corrte a uniyersal .law of nature. One immediately sees a contradiction in 
a system of.nature, whose law would be to destroy life by the feeling wb9.e 
spec-ial office· is co impel the improvement of life. lo this case it would n.ot 
e.Iisr as narure; hence chat maxim cannot obc:ain as a.Jaw of nature, and thus 
it wholly contradicts the supreme principle of all duty. 

2. Another man finds himself forced by need to borrow .money. He well 
knows µia:t he will not be able tO repay it, but he also sees that nothing wtll 
be loaned him if he docs not firmly promise to repay it at a cenain time. He 
desires to make such a promise, but he has en9ugh._CQnscience to ask himself 
whether it is not improper and opposed to duty tQ r~lieve his distres~ in such 
a way. Now, assuming he does decide to do so, rhe_,maxim•of h.is action 
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would be a.'J follows: When I believe myself to be in need of money. I will 
borrow money and promise to repay it, although I know I shall never do so. 
Now this principle of self-love or of his own benefit may very well be 
compatible with his whole future welfare, but the question is whether it is 
right. He changes the pretension of self-love into a universal law and then 
puts the question: How would it be if my maxim became a universal law? He 
immediately sees that it could never hold a.s a universal law of nature and be 
consistent with itself: rather it must necessarily contradict itiel£ For the 
universality of a law which says that anyone who believes himself to be in 
need could promise what he pleased with the intention of not fulfilling It 
would make the promise itself and the end to be accomplished by it im­
possible; no one would believe what was promised to him but would only 
laugh at any such assertion as vain pretense. 

3. A third finds in himself a talent which could, by means of some 
cultivation, make him in many respects a useful man. But he finds himself iD 
comfortable circumstances and prefers indulgence in plearure to troubling 
himself with broadening and improving bi& fortunate natural gifts. Now, 
however, let him ask whether his maxim of neglecting his gifts, besides 
agreeing with his propensity to idle amusement,-agrees also with wba.t is 
c.alled duty. He sees that a system of nature could indeed exist in accordance 
with such e law, even though man (like the inhabitants of the South Sea 
Islands) .llhould let his talents rust and resolve to devote his life me.rely to 
idleness, indulgence, and propagation-in a word. to pleasure. But he can­
not possibly will that thi!i should become a univer:!lal law of na.rure or that it 
should be implanted in us by a natural instinct. For, as a rational being, he 
necessarily wills that all his faculties should be developed, inasmuch as they 
are given to him for all sorts of possible purposes. 

4. A fourth man, for whom things are going well, sees that others (whom 
he could help) have co struggle with great hard.ships, and he asks, 'What 
concern of mJne iii it? Let each one be as happy as heaven wills, or as he can 
make himself; I will not take anything from him or even envy him; but to his 
welfare or to his assistance in time of need I have no desire tci contribute.' If 
such a way of thinltlng were a universal law of nature. certainly the human 
race could exist, and without doubt even better than in a state where 
everyone talks of sympathy and good will or even exerts him.self occaiion­
ally to practice them while, on the other hand, he cheats when he can and 
bem.yii or otherwise violates the rights of man. Now although it is possible 
that a universal law of narure according to that maxim could exist, it is 
nevertheless impossible to will that such a principle should hold everywhere 
as a law of nature. For a will which resolved this would conflict with itself, 
since instances can often arise ln which be would need the love and sym­
pathy of others, and in which he would have robbed himself, by ruch a law 
of nature springing from his own will, of all hope of the aid he de.sires. 
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The foregoing are a few of the many actual du.ties, or at least of duties we 
hold to be real, whose derivation from the one stated principle is-clear. We 
must be. able to wi.11 that a maxim of our action become a un_iversal Jaw; this 
is the canon of the moral estimatien of our action generally. Some actions 
at:e of such a nature that their maxim cannot even pe tJtowglu as a univers-al 
law of nature without ,contradiction, Jar from ir being pos.sible that one 
could will that it should be such. In others this inte:mal impossibiliry is nor 
found, though it is sti.ll impossible to wiU that their maxim should be raised 
to the universality of a law of nature, because such a will would contradict 
itself. We easily see that the former maxim conflicts with the st.deter or 
narrowe.r (imprescriptable) ·ducy. th.e lar.ter with broader (meritorious) ducy. 
Thus all duties, so far as the kind of obligation (not the object of their 
action) is concerned, have been comQletely exhibited by these examples in 
their dependence on the one principle-. 

When we observe ourselves in any transgression of a duty, we find 
that we dm not actually will that our maxim should be<::ome a universal 
law. That is impossible for us; rather, the contrary of this maxim should 
remain as a law generally, and we only take the liberty of making an 
e;x:ception to it for ourselves or for the sake of our inclination, and for this 
one occasion. Consequently. if we weighed everything from o.nc and the 
same standpoint, namely. reason, we would come upon· a co.ntradiction 
in our own wi.ll, viz., tha1 a cenain principle is objectively necessary as 
a universal law and yet subjectively does not hold universally, but rather 
admits exceptions. However, sinc-e we regard our action at one time from 
the .J?Oint of vjew of a will wholly confonnabi.e to reas9n and then from 
that of a will aff~cted by inclinations, there is actually no conrradiction, 
but rather an opposition of inclination to the precept of reason (1111tago11is• 
mws). In this the universality of the -principle (imiversalitas) is changed 
into mere genenlicy (gt11cralitas ), whereby the practkal principle of reason 
meets the maxim halfway. Although this cannot be justified in our ow,n 
impartial judgment, it does show · that we actually acknowledge the· va­
lidity of the categorical imperative and allow ourselves (with all respect to 
it) only· a few exceptions which seem to us to be unimportant and forced 
upon us. 

We have thus at least established that if duty is a concept which is to have 
significance and aaual legislation for our actions, it can be expressed only 
in categorical imperatives and not at all in hypotheticaJ ones. For every 
application of it we ha-ve also dearly exhibited the rnment of the categor· 
ical imperative which must contain the principle ohll duty (iftbere is such). 
This 1s icself very much, ,But we are not yet advanced far enough to pr:ove a 
priori that that kind of imperative really exists, that there is a practical law 
which of itself commands absolutely and without any incentives, and that 
obedience to this law is duty. 
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Wirll a view to attaining this. it is extremely impQrtant to remember tha,t 
we must nor let ourselves think that the rea.lity of this principle can be 
derived from the pan:icuJar constituticm of human nature. For duty is prac­
ck:µ unconditional necessicy of action: it must, therefore, hold for all r.i­

tional beings (ro which alone an imperative can apply). and only for that 
reas,on cap it be a )aw for all human wills. Whareve-r is derived from the par­
tirular natural &ituation of man as such, Qr from certain Jedings at;id ptopen• 
sitjes. or, ev,en, from a particular tendency of.the human re.aS-On wbith-might 
not hold necessarily for ~he will of every. rational being 'tif such a tendency is 
(>OSSible), can give a maxim valid for us but not a law; that is, it can give a 
subjective pdndplc by which we may act but riot an objedive principle by 
which we woulq be directed to ad even if all ,our propensity,, inc.lin.acion, and 
natural tendency w.e.re oppose,d to it. This is so.far the case tha·t the sublimity 
and int,insk worth of the command is the betrershown in a: duty the fewer 
subjective causes there are for it and the more they are against i ti the latter 
do not weaken the con,straiat of the law or diminish its validity, 

Here w,e see philosophy brought co what is, ln fact, a precarious position. 
w'hich should be made fast even though it is supported by ·nothing in eit'her 
heaven or earth. Here philosophy must show its puriry, as the absolute 
sustainer of its laws, and not as the herald of rhose which an implanted 
sense or who knows what tutelary nature whispers to it. Those may be 
bener than no laws at all. bur they can.never afforo fundamental principles. 
which reason alone dictates. T.be-s·e fundarnentaJ :principles must ol'iginate 
e.ntirely a priori and, thereby ob rain their commanding authority; they can 
expect nothing from the indinatfoo. of men buc everything from the supre­
macy of the: law and due respect for it. Otherwise ~hey condem,o man 10 

self-conte.mpc and inner aohor,rcnce. 
Thus everything-empirical is orit only wholly unworthy to be an ingre~ 

dicru -in rhe priociple of morality bur is ev;en highlyprcjudicial to i,he puriry 
of moral practices themselves. Elo.r, i:n .morals, the proper and inestimable 
wortb <if an absolute.ly good will co,n,sists pi::ecisely in. the freedom of the 
principle of action .from all influences from rn.ntingenr grounds which only 
experience can furnish. We cannot too much or t'oo often warn against the 
lax or even base manner bT thought which see~.princtples among empiri· 
cal motives and laws, for human rea-s00 in its weariness is. glad to rest on 
this pillow. In .1 dream of sweet illusions (in whichlt embrac;es not Juno but 
a doud). it substitutes for morality a b.iscud patched up from limbs ofveq; 
dlftcrent parentage. wbith looks like anything one wishes to see in it, but 
not like vinue co anyone who has evt'r beheld her in. her true form.' 

1 To behold v111ue m her proper forQl is notlung dse than ,lo c:dub,~ moralit~ ~tripped of.all 
•tlmiuurr of <ensuom thtn·g,; .and of ~err spurl□u:£ •dummenl or rtward <'.Lr M;lf,!ovt How 
much sb.c then ecli~u.-ve,yihlng which appcar$C'harmtng10 1hr ~cn$c~ ran ea.,.;ly be ~eecn Iiy 
~veryonc wiih ch" lea~ ~ffo,i oih,srcason. ,fit be no~ spoiitJ for .iii abs1r.1cuon 




