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[L]et us suppose that there were something whose existence has in itself an absolute worth, 
something which as an end in itself could be a ground of determinate laws. In it, and in it alone, 
would there be the ground of a possible categorical imperative, i.e., of a practical law. 
 
Now I say that man, and in general every rational being, exists as an end in himself and not 
merely as a means to be arbitrarily used by this or that will. He must in all his actions, whether 
directed to himself or to other rational beings, always be regarded at the same time as an end. All 
the objects of inclinations have only a conditioned value; for if there were not these inclinations 
and the needs founded on them, then their object would be without value. But the inclinations 
themselves, being sources of needs, are so far from having an absolute value such as to render 
them desirable for their own sake that the universal wish of every rational being must be, rather, 
to be wholly free from them. Accordingly, the value of any object obtainable by our action is 
always conditioned. Beings whose existence depends not on our will but on nature have, 
nevertheless, if they are not rational beings, only a relative value as means and are therefore 
called things. On the other hand, rational beings are called persons inasmuch as their nature 
already marks them out as ends in themselves, i.e., as something which is not to be used merely 
as means and hence there is imposed thereby a limit on all arbitrary use of such beings, which 
are thus objects of respect. Persons are, therefore, not merely subjective ends, whose existence as 
an effect of our actions has a value for us; but such beings are objective ends, i.e., exist as ends in 
themselves. Such an end is one for which there can be substituted no other end to which such 
beings should serve merely as means, for otherwise nothing at all of absolute value would be 
found anywhere. But if all value were conditioned and hence contingent, then no supreme 
practical principle could be found for reason at all. 
 
If then there is to be a supreme practical principle and, as far as the human will is concerned, a 
categorical imperative, then it must be such that from the conception of what is necessarily an 
end for everyone because this end is an end in itself it constitutes an objective principle of the 
will and can hence serve as a practical law. The ground of such a principle is this: rational nature 
exists as an end in itself. In this way man necessarily thinks of his own existence; thus far is it a 
subjective principle of human actions. But in this way also does every other rational being think 
of his existence on the same rational ground that holds also for me; hence it is at the same time 
an objective principle, from which, as a supreme practical ground, all laws of the will must be 
able to be derived. The practical imperative will therefore be the following: Act in such a way 
that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of another, always at the 
same time as an end and never simply as a means. We now want to see whether this can be 
carried out in practice. 
 
Let us keep to our previous examples. 
 
First, as regards the concept of necessary duty to oneself, the man who contemplates suicide will 
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 a difficult situation, then he is making use of his 
person merely as a means so as to maintain a tolerable condition till the end of his life. Man, 
however, is not a thing and hence is not something to be used merely as a means; he must in all 
his actions always be regarded as an end in himself. Therefore, I cannot dispose of man in my 
own person by mutilating, damaging, or killing him. (A more exact determination of this 
principle so as to avoid all misunderstanding, e.g., regarding the amputation of limbs in order to 
save oneself, or the exposure of one's life to danger in order to save it, and so on, must here be 
omitted; such questions belong to morals proper.) 
 
Second, as concerns necessary or strict duty to others, the man who intends to make a false 
promise will immediately see that he intends to make use of another man merely as a means to 
an end which the latter does not likewise hold. For the man whom I want to use for my own 
purposes by such a promise cannot possibly concur with my way of acting toward him and hence 
cannot himself hold the end of this action. This conflict with the principle of duty to others 
becomes even clearer when instances of attacks on the freedom and property of others are 
considered. For then it becomes clear that a transgressor of the rights of men intends to make use 
of the persons of others merely as a means, without taking into consideration that, as rational 
beings, they should always be esteemed at the same time as ends, i.e., be esteemed only as beings 
who must themselves be able to hold the very same action as an end. 
 
Third, with regard to contingent (meritorious) duty to oneself, it is not enough that the action 
does not conflict with humanity in our own person as an end in itself; the action must also 
harmonize with this end. Now there are in humanity capacities for greater perfection which 
belong to the end that nature has in view as regards humanity in our own person. To neglect 
these capacities might perhaps be consistent with the maintenance of humanity as an end in 
itself, but would not be consistent with the advancement of this end. 
 
Fourth, concerning meritorious duty to others, the natural end that all men have is their own 
happiness. Now humanity might indeed subsist if nobody contributed anything to the happiness 
of others, provided he did not intentionally impair their happiness. But this, after all, would 
harmonize only negatively and not positively with humanity as an end in itself, if everyone does 
not also strive, as much as he can, to further the ends of others. For the ends of any subject who 
is an end in himself must as far as possible be my ends also, if that conception of an end in itself 
is to have its full effect in me… 
 
We can now end where we started in the beginning, viz., the concept of an unconditionally good 
will. That will is absolutely good which cannot be evil, i.e., whose maxim, when made into a 
universal law, can never conflict with itself. This principle is therefore also its supreme law: Act 
always according to that maxim whose universality as a law you can at the same time will. This 
is the only condition under which a will can never be in conflict with itself, and such an 
imperative is categorical. Inasmuch as the validity of the will as a universal law for possible 
actions is analogous to the universal connection of the existence of things in accordance with 
universal laws, which is the formal aspect of nature in general, the categorical imperative can 
also be expressed thus: Act according to maxims which can at the same time have for their object 
themselves as universal laws of nature. In this way there is provided the formula for an 
absolutely good will. 



Rational nature is distinguished from the rest of nature by the fact that it sets itself an end. This 
end would be the matter of every good will. But in the idea of an absolutely good will - good 
without any qualifying condition (of attaining this or that end) - complete abstraction must be 
made from every end that has to come about as an effect (since such would make every will only 
relatively good). And so the end must here be conceived, not as an end to be effected, but as an 
independently existing end. Hence it must be conceived only negatively, i.e., as an end which 
should never be acted against and therefore as one which in all willing must never be regarded 
merely as means but must always be esteemed at the same time as an end. Now this end can be 
nothing but the subject of all possible ends themselves, because this subject is at the same time 
the subject of a possible absolutely good will; for such a will cannot without contradiction 
be subordinated to any other object. The principle: So act in regard to every rational being 
(yourself and others) that he may at the same time count in your maxim as an end in himself, is 
thus basically the same as the principle: Act on a maxim which at the same time contains in itself 
its own universal validity for every rational being. That in the use of means for every end my 
maxim should be restricted to the condition of its universal validity as a law for every subject 
says just the same as that a subject of ends, i.e., a rational being himself, must be made the 
ground for all maxims of actions and must thus be used never merely as means but as the 
supreme limiting condition in the use of all means, i.e., always at the same time as an end. 
 


