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From The Analects1 
By Confucius 

ca. 500 BC 
 

Part 1 
The Master "Is it not pleasant to learn with a constant perseverance and 

application? 

"Is it not delightful to have friends coming from distant quarters? 

"Is he not a man of complete virtue, who feels no discomposure though men 
may take no note of him?" 

The philosopher Yu said, "They are few who, being filial and fraternal, are 
fond of offending against their superiors. There have been none, who, not liking 
to offend against their superiors, have been fond of stirring up confusion. 

"The superior man bends his attention to what is radical. That being 
established, all practical courses naturally grow up. Filial piety and fraternal 
submission,-are they not the root of all benevolent actions?" 

The Master said, "Fine words and an insinuating appearance are seldom 
associated with true virtue." 

The philosopher Tsang said, "I daily examine myself on three points:-
whether, in transacting business for others, I may have been not faithful;-whether, 
in intercourse with friends, I may have been not sincere;-whether I may have not 
mastered and practiced the instructions of my teacher." 

The Master said, "To rule a country of a thousand chariots, there must be 
reverent attention to business, and sincerity; economy in expenditure, and love for 
men; and the employment of the people at the proper seasons." 

The Master said, "A youth, when at home, should be filial, and, abroad, 
respectful to his elders. He should be earnest and truthful. He should overflow in 
love to all, and cultivate the friendship of the good. When he has time and 
opportunity, after the performance of these things, he should employ them in 
polite studies." 

Tsze-hsia said, "If a man withdraws his mind from the love of beauty, and 
applies it as sincerely to the love of the virtuous; if, in serving his parents, he can 
exert his utmost strength; if, in serving his prince, he can devote his life; if, in his 
intercourse with his friends, his words are sincere:-although men say that he has 
not learned, I will certainly say that he has. 

                                                            
1 Adapted from the text at http://classics.mit.edu/Confucius/analects.html 
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The Master said, "If the scholar be not grave, he will not call forth any 
veneration, and his learning will not be solid. 

"Hold faithfulness and sincerity as first principles. "Have no friends not 
equal to yourself. "When you have faults, do not fear to abandon them." The 
philosopher Tsang said, "Let there be a careful attention to perform the funeral 
rites to parents, and let them be followed when long gone with the ceremonies of 
sacrifice;-then the virtue of the people will resume its proper excellence." 

Tsze-ch'in asked Tsze-kung saying, "When our master comes to any 
country, he does not fail to learn all about its government. Does he ask his 
information? or is it given to him?" 

Tsze-kung said, "Our master is benign, upright, courteous, temperate, and 
complaisant and thus he gets his information. The master's mode of asking 
information,-is it not different from that of other men?" 

The Master said, "While a man's father is alive, look at the bent of his will; 
when his father is dead, look at his conduct. If for three years he does not alter 
from the way of his father, he may be called filial." 

The philosopher Yu said, "In practicing the rules of propriety, a natural ease 
is to be prized. In the ways prescribed by the ancientkings, this is the excellent 
quality, and in things small and great we follow them. 

"Yet it is not to be observed in all cases. If one, knowing how such ease 
should be prized, manifests it, without regulating it by the rules of propriety, this 
likewise is not to be done." 

The philosopher Yu said, "When agreements are made according to what is 
right, what is spoken can be made good. When respect is shown according to what 
is proper, one keeps far from shame and disgrace. When the parties upon whom a 
man leans are proper persons to be intimate with, he can make them his guides 
and masters." 

The Master said, "He who aims to be a man of complete virtue in his food 
does not seek to gratify his appetite, nor in his dwelling place does he seek the 
appliances of ease; he is earnest in what he is doing, and careful in his speech; he 
frequents the company of men of principle that he may be rectified:-such a person 
may be said indeed to love to learn." 

Tsze-kung said, "What do you pronounce concerning the poor man who yet 
does not flatter, and the rich man who is not proud?" The Master replied, "They 
will do; but they are not equal to him, who, though poor, is yet cheerful, and to 
him, who, though rich, loves the rules of propriety." 

Tsze-kung replied, "It is said in the Book of Poetry, 'As you cut and then 
file, as you carve and then polish.'-The meaning is the same, I apprehend, as that 
which you have just expressed." 
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The Master said, "With one like Ts'ze, I can begin to talk about the odes. I 
told him one point, and he knew its proper sequence." 

The Master said, "I will not be afflicted at men's not knowing me; I will be 
afflicted that I do not know men." 

 

Part 2 
The Master said, "He who exercises government by means of his virtue may 

be compared to the north polar star, which keeps its place and all the stars turn 
towards it." 

The Master said, "In the Book of Poetry are three hundred pieces, but the 
design of them all may be embraced in one sentence 'Having no depraved 
thoughts.'" 

The Master said, "If the people be led by laws, and uniformity sought to be 
given them by punishments, they will try to avoid the punishment, but have no 
sense of shame. 

"If they be led by virtue, and uniformity sought to be given them by the 
rules of propriety, they will have the sense of shame, and moreover will become 
good." 

The Master said, "At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning. 

"At thirty, I stood firm. "At forty, I had no doubts. "At fifty, I knew the 
decrees of Heaven. "At sixty, my ear was an obedient organ for the reception of 
truth. 

"At seventy, I could follow what my heart desired, without transgressing 
what was right." 

Mang I asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "It is not being 
disobedient." 

Soon after, as Fan Ch'ih was driving him, the Master told him, saying, 
"Mang-sun asked me what filial piety was, and I answered him,-'not being 
disobedient.'" 

Fan Ch'ih said, "What did you mean?" The Master replied, "That parents, 
when alive, be served according to propriety; that, when dead, they should be 
buried according to propriety; and that they should be sacrificed to according to 
propriety." 

Mang Wu asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "Parents are anxious 
lest their children should be sick." 

Tsze-yu asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "The filial piety 
nowadays means the support of one's parents. But dogs and horses likewise are 
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able to do something in the way of support;-without reverence, what is there to 
distinguish the one support given from the other?" 

Tsze-hsia asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "The difficulty is 
with the countenance. If, when their elders have any troublesome affairs, the 
young take the toil of them, and if, when the young have wine and food, they set 
them before their elders, is THIS to be considered filial piety?" 

The Master said, "I have talked with Hui for a whole day, and he has not 
made any objection to anything I said;-as if he were stupid. He has retired, and I 
have examined his conduct when away from me, and found him able to illustrate 
my teachings. Hui!-He is not stupid." 

The Master said, "See what a man does. "Mark his motives. "Examine in 
what things he rests. "How can a man conceal his character? How can a man 
conceal his character?" 

The Master said, "If a man keeps cherishing his old knowledge, so as 
continually to be acquiring new, he may be a teacher of others." 

The Master said, "The accomplished scholar is not a utensil." 

Tsze-kung asked what constituted the superior man. The Master said, "He 
acts before he speaks, and afterwards speaks according to his actions." 

The Master said, "The superior man is catholic and not partisan. The mean 
man is partisan and not catholic." 

The Master said, "Learning without thought is labor lost; thought without 
learning is perilous."  

The Master said, "The study of strange doctrines is injurious indeed!" 

The Master said, "Yu, shall I teach you what knowledge is? When you know 
a thing, to hold that you know it; and when you do not know a thing, to allow that 
you do not know it;-this is knowledge." 

Tsze-chang was learning with a view to official emolument. 

The Master said, "Hear much and put aside the points of which you stand 
in doubt, while you speak cautiously at the same time of the others:-then you will 
afford few occasions for blame. See much and put aside the things which seem 
perilous, while you are cautious at the same time in carrying the others into 
practice: then you will have few occasions for repentance. When one gives few 
occasions for blame in his words, and few occasions for repentance in his conduct, 
he is in the way to get emolument." 

The Duke Ai asked, saying, "What should be done in order to secure the 
submission of the people?" Confucius replied, "Advance the upright and set aside 
the crooked, then the people will submit. Advance the crooked and set aside the 
upright, then the people will not submit." 
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Chi K'ang asked how to cause the people to reverence their ruler, to be 
faithful to him, and to go on to nerve themselves to virtue. The Master said, "Let 
him preside over them with gravity;-then they will reverence him. Let him be final 
and kind to all;-then they will be faithful to him. Let him advance the good and 
teach the incompetent;-then they will eagerly seek to be virtuous." 

Some one addressed Confucius, saying, "Sir, why are you not engaged in 
the government?" 

The Master said, "What does the Shu-ching say of filial piety?-'You are final, 
you discharge your brotherly duties. These qualities are displayed in government.' 
This then also constitutes the exercise of government. Why must there be THAT-
making one be in the government?" 

The Master said, "I do not know how a man without truthfulness is to get 
on. How can a large carriage be made to go without the crossbar for yoking the 
oxen to, or a small carriage without the arrangement for yoking the horses?" 

Tsze-chang asked whether the affairs of ten ages after could be known. 

Confucius said, "The Yin dynasty followed the regulations of the Hsia: 
wherein it took from or added to them may be known. The Chau dynasty has 
followed the regulations of Yin: wherein it took from or added to them may be 
known. Some other may follow the Chau, but though it should be at the distance 
of a hundred ages, its affairs may be known."  

The Master said, "For a man to sacrifice to a spirit which does not belong to 
him is flattery.  

"To see what is right and not to do it is want of courage." 

 

Part 3 
Confucius said of the head of the Chi family, who had eight rows of 

pantomimes in his area, "If he can bear to do this, what may he not bear to do?" 

The three families used the Yungode, while the vessels were being 
removed, at the conclusion of the sacrifice. The Master said, "'Assisting are the 
princes;-the son of heaven looks profound and grave';-what application can these 
words have in the hall of the three families?"  

The Master said, "If a man be without the virtues proper to humanity, what 
has he to do with the rites of propriety? If a man be without the virtues proper to 
humanity, what has he to do with music?" 

Lin Fang asked what was the first thing to be attended to in ceremonies. 



6 
 

The Master said, "A great question indeed! "In festive ceremonies, it is better 
to be sparing than extravagant. In the ceremonies of mourning, it is better that 
there be deep sorrow than in minute attention to observances."  

The Master said, "The rude tribes of the east and north have their princes, 
and are not like the States of our great land which are without them." 

The chief of the Chi family was about to sacrifice to the T'ai mountain. The 
Master said to Zan Yu, "Can you not save him from this?" He answered, "I cannot." 
Confucius said, "Alas! will you say that the T'ai mountain is not so discerning as 
Lin Fang?" 

The Master said, "The student of virtue has no contentions. If it be said he 
cannot avoid them, shall this be in archery? But he bows complaisantly to his 
competitors; thus he ascends the hall, descends, and exacts the forfeit of drinking. 
In his contention, he is still the Chun-tsze." 

Tsze-hsia asked, saying, "What is the meaning of the passage-'The pretty 
dimples of her artful smile! The well-defined black and white of her eye! The plain 
ground for the colors?'" 

The Master said, "The business of laying on the colors follows the 
preparation of the plain ground." 

"Ceremonies then are a subsequent thing?" The Master said, "It is Shang 
who can bring out my meaning. Now I can begin to talk about the odes with him."  

The Master said, "I could describe the ceremonies of the Hsia dynasty, but 
Chi cannot sufficiently attest my words. I could describe the ceremonies of the Yin 
dynasty, but Sung cannot sufficiently attest my words. They cannot do so because 
of the insufficiency of their records and wise men. If those were sufficient, I could 
adduce them in support of my words." 

The Master said, "At the great sacrifice, after the pouring out of the libation, 
I have no wish to look on." 

Some one asked the meaning of the great sacrifice. The Master said, "I do 
not know. He who knew its meaning would find it as easy to govern the kingdom 
as to look on this"-pointing to his palm. 

He sacrificed to the dead, as if they were present. He sacrificed to the spirits, 
as if the spirits were present. 

The Master said, "I consider my not being present at the sacrifice, as if I did 
not sacrifice." 

Wang-sun Chia asked, saying, "What is the meaning of the saying, 'It is 
better to pay court to the furnace then to the southwest corner?'" 

The Master said, "Not so. He who offends against Heaven has none to 
whom he can pray." 
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The Master said, "Chau had the advantage of viewing the two past 
dynasties. How complete and elegant are its regulations! I follow Chau." 

The Master, when he entered the grand temple, asked about everything. 
Some one said, "Who say that the son of the man of Tsau knows the rules of 
propriety! He has entered the grand temple and asks about everything." The 
Master heard the remark, and said, "This is a rule of propriety." 

The Master said, "In archery it is not going through the leather which is the 
principal thing;-because people's strength is not equal. This was the old way." 

Tsze-kung wished to do away with the offering of a sheep connected with 
the inauguration of the first day of each month. 

The Master said, "Ts'ze, you love the sheep; I love the ceremony." 

The Master said, "The full observance of the rules of propriety in serving 
one's prince is accounted by people to be flattery." 

The Duke Ting asked how a prince should employ his ministers, and how 
ministers should serve their prince. Confucius replied, "A prince should employ 
his minister according to according to the rules of propriety; ministers should 
serve their prince with faithfulness."  

The Master said, "The Kwan Tsu is expressive of enjoyment without being 
licentious, and of grief without being hurtfully excessive." 

The Duke Ai asked Tsai Wo about the altars of the spirits of the land. Tsai 
Wo replied, "The Hsia sovereign planted the pine tree about them; the men of the 
Yin planted the cypress; and the men of the Chau planted the chestnut tree, 
meaning thereby to cause the people to be in awe." 

When the Master heard it, he said, "Things that are done, it is needless to 
speak about; things that have had their course, it is needless to remonstrate about; 
things that are past, it is needless to blame." 

The Master said, "Small indeed was the capacity of Kwan Chung!" 

Some one said, "Was Kwan Chung parsimonious?" "Kwan," was the reply, 
"had the San Kwei, and his officers performed no double duties; how can he be 
considered parsimonious?" 

"Then, did Kwan Chung know the rules of propriety?" The Master said, 
"The princes of States have a screen intercepting the view at their gates. Kwan had 
likewise a screen at his gate. The princes of States on any friendly meeting between 
two of them, had a stand on which to place their inverted cups. Kwan had also 
such a stand. If Kwan knew the rules of propriety, who does not know them?"  

The Master instructing the grand music master of Lu said, "How to play 
music may be known. At the commencement of the piece, all the parts should 
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sound together. As it proceeds, they should be in harmony while severally distinct 
and flowing without break, and thus on to the conclusion." 

The border warden at Yi requested to be introduced to the Master, saying, 
"When men of superior virtue have come to this, I have never been denied the 
privilege of seeing them." The followers of the sage introduced him, and when he 
came out from the interview, he said, "My friends, why are you distressed by your 
master's loss of office? The kingdom has long been without the principles of truth 
and right; Heaven is going to use your master as a bell with its wooden tongue." 

The Master said of the Shao that it was perfectly beautiful and also perfectly 
good. He said of the Wu that it was perfectly beautiful but not perfectly good. 

The Master said, "High station filled without indulgent generosity; 
ceremonies performed without reverence; mourning conducted without sorrow;-
wherewith should I contemplate such ways?" 

 

Part 4 
The Master said, "It is virtuous manners which constitute the excellence of 

a neighborhood. If a man in selecting a residence do not fix on one where such 
prevail, how can he be wise?" 

The Master said, "Those who are without virtue cannot abide long either in 
a condition of poverty and hardship, or in a condition of enjoyment. The virtuous 
rest in virtue; the wise desire virtue." 

The Master said, "It is only the truly virtuous man, who can love, or who 
can hate, others." 

The Master said, "If the will be set on virtue, there will be no practice of 
wickedness." 

The Master said, "Riches and honors are what men desire. If they cannot be 
obtained in the proper way, they should not be held. Poverty and meanness are 
what men dislike. If they cannot be avoided in the proper way, they should not be 
avoided. 

"If a superior man abandon virtue, how can he fulfill the requirements of 
that name? 

"The superior man does not, even for the space of a single meal, act contrary 
to virtue. In moments of haste, he cleaves to it. In seasons of danger, he cleaves to 
it." 

The Master said, "I have not seen a person who loved virtue, or one who 
hated what was not virtuous. He who loved virtue, would esteem nothing above 
it. He who hated what is not virtuous, would practice virtue in such a way that he 
would not allow anything that is not virtuous to approach his person.  
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"Is any one able for one day to apply his strength to virtue? I have not seen 
the case in which his strength would be insufficient. 

"Should there possibly be any such case, I have not seen it."  

The Master said, "The faults of men are characteristic of the class to which 
they belong. By observing a man's faults, it may be known that he is virtuous."  

The Master said, "If a man in the morning hear the right way, he may die in 
the evening hear regret." 

The Master said, "A scholar, whose mind is set on truth, and who is 
ashamed of bad clothes and bad food, is not fit to be discoursed with." 

The Master said, "The superior man, in the world, does not set his mind 
either for anything, or against anything; what is right he will follow." 

The Master said, "The superior man thinks of virtue; the small man thinks 
of comfort. The superior man thinks of the sanctions of law; the small man thinks 
of favors which he may receive." 

The Master said: "He who acts with a constant view to his own advantage 
will be much murmured against." 

The Master said, "If a prince is able to govern his kingdom with the 
complaisance proper to the rules of propriety, what difficulty will he have? If he 
cannot govern it with that complaisance, what has he to do with the rules of 
propriety?"  

The Master said, "A man should say, I am not concerned that I have no 
place, I am concerned how I may fit myself for one. I am not concerned that I am 
not known, I seek to be worthy to be known." 

The Master said, "Shan, my doctrine is that of an all-pervading unity." The 
disciple Tsang replied, "Yes." 

The Master went out, and the other disciples asked, saying, "What do his 
words mean?" Tsang said, "The doctrine of our master is to be true to the 
principles-of our nature and the benevolent exercise of them to others,-this and 
nothing more." 

The Master said, "The mind of the superior man is conversant with 
righteousness; the mind of the mean man is conversant with gain." 

The Master said, "When we see men of worth, we should think of equaling 
them; when we see men of a contrary character, we should turn inwards and 
examine ourselves." 

The Master said, "In serving his parents, a son may remonstrate with them, 
but gently; when he sees that they do not incline to follow his advice, he shows an 



10 
 

increased degree of reverence, but does not abandon his purpose; and should they 
punish him, he does not allow himself to murmur." 

The Master said, "While his parents are alive, the son may not go abroad to 
a distance. If he does go abroad, he must have a fixed place to which he goes." 

The Master said, "If the son for three years does not alter from the way of 
his father, he may be called filial."  

The Master said, "The years of parents may by no means not be kept in the 
memory, as an occasion at once for joy and for fear." 

The Master said, "The reason why the ancients did not readily give 
utterance to their words, was that they feared lest their actions should not come 
up to them."  

The Master said, "The cautious seldom err." The Master said, "The superior 
man wishes to be slow in his speech and earnest in his conduct." 

The Master said, "Virtue is not left to stand alone. He who practices it will 
have neighbors."  

Tsze-yu said, "In serving a prince, frequent remonstrances lead to disgrace. 
Between friends, frequent reproofs make the friendship distant." 

 

Part 7 
The Master said, "A transmitter and not a maker, believing in and loving the 

ancients, I venture to compare myself with our old P'ang."  

The Master said, "The silent treasuring up of knowledge; learning without 
satiety; and instructing others without being wearied:-which one of these things 
belongs to me?" 

The Master said, "The leaving virtue without proper cultivation; the not 
thoroughly discussing what is learned; not being able to move 
towards righteousness of which a knowledge is gained; and not being able to 
change what is not good:-these are the things which occasion mesolicitude."  

When the Master was unoccupied with business, his manner was easy, and 
he looked pleased.  

The Master said, "Extreme is my decay. For a long time, I have not dreamed, 
as I was wont to do, that I saw the duke of Chau."  

The Master said, "Let the will be set on the path of duty. 
"Let every attainment in what is good be firmly grasped. 
"Let perfect virtue be accorded with.  
"Let relaxation and enjoyment be found in the polite arts."  
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The Master said, "From the man bringing his bundle of dried flesh for my 
teaching upwards, I have never refused instruction to any one."  

The Master said, "I do not open up the truth to one who is not eager to get 
knowledge, nor help out any one who is not anxious to explain himself. When I 
have presented one corner of a subject to any one, and he cannot from it learn the 
other three, I do not repeat my lesson."  

When the Master was eating by the side of a mourner, he never ate to the 
full.  

He did not sing on the same day in which he had been weeping.  

The Master said to Yen Yuan, "When called to office, to undertake its duties; 
when not so called, to he retired;-it is only I and you who have attained to this."  

Tsze-lu said, "If you had the conduct of the armies of a great state, whom 
would you have to act with you?"  

The Master said, "I would not have him to act with me, who will unarmed 
attack a tiger, or cross a river without a boat, dying without any regret. My 
associate must be the man who proceeds to action full of solicitude, who is fond of 
adjusting his plans, and then carries them intoexecution."  

The Master said, "If the search for riches is sure to be successful, though I 
should become a groom with whip in hand to get them, I will do so. As the search 
may not be successful, I will follow after that which I love."  

The things in reference to which the Master exercised the greatest caution 
were-fasting, war, and sickness.  

When the Master was in Ch'i, he heard the Shao, and for three months did 
not know the taste of flesh. "I did not think'" he said, "that music could have been 
made so excellent as this."  

Yen Yu said, "Is our Master for the ruler of Wei?" Tsze-kung said, "Oh! I will 
ask him."  

He went in accordingly, and said, "What sort of men were Po-i and Shu-
ch'i?" "They were ancient worthies," said the Master. "Did they have any repinings 
because of their course?" The Master again replied, "They sought to act virtuously, 
and they did so; what was there for them to repine about?" On this, Tsze-kung 
went out and said, "Our Master is not for him."  

The Master said, "With coarse rice to eat, with water to drink, and my 
bended arm for a pillow;-I have still joy in the midst of these things. Riches and 
honors acquired by unrighteousness, are to me as a floating cloud." 

The Master said, "If some years were added to my life, I would give fifty to 
the study of the Yi, and then I might come to be without great faults."  
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The Master's frequent themes of discourse were-the Odes, the History, and 
the maintenance of the Rules of Propriety. On all these he frequently discoursed.  

The Duke of Sheh asked Tsze-lu about Confucius, and Tsze-lu did not 
answer him.  

The Master said, "Why did you not say to him,-He is simply a man, who in 
his eager pursuit of knowledge forgets his food, who in the joy of its attainment 
forgets his sorrows, and who does not perceive that old age is coming on?"  

The Master said, "I am not one who was born in the possession 
of knowledge; I am one who is fond of antiquity, and earnest in seeking it there."  

The subjects on which the Master did not talk, were-extraordinary things, 
feats of strength, disorder, and spiritual beings.  

The Master said, "When I walk along with two others, they may serve me 
as my teachers. I will select their good qualities and follow them, their bad 
qualities and avoid them."  

The Master said, "Heaven produced the virtue that is in me. Hwan T'ui-
what can he do to me?"  

The Master said, "Do you think, my disciples, that I have any 
concealments? I conceal nothing from you. There is nothing which I do that is not 
shown to you, my disciples; that is my way."  

There were four things which the Master taught,-letters, ethics, devotion of 
soul, and truthfulness.  

The Master said, "A sage it is not mine to see; could I see a man of real talent 
and virtue, that would satisfy me."  

The Master said, "A good man it is not mine to see; could I see a man 
possessed of constancy, that would satisfy me.  

"Having not and yet affecting to have, empty and yet affecting to be full, 
straitened and yet affecting to be at ease:-it is difficult with such characteristics to 
have constancy."  

The Master angled,-but did not use a net. He shot,-but not at 
birds perching.  

The Master said, "There may be those who act without knowing why. I do 
not do so.  

Hearing much and selecting what is good and following it; seeing much 
and keeping it in memory: this is the second style of knowledge."  

It was difficult to talk profitably and reputably with the people of Hu-
hsiang, and a lad of that place having had an interview with the Master, the 
disciples doubted.  
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The Master said, "I admit people's approach to me without 
committing myself as to what they may do when they have retired. Why must one 
be so severe? If a man purify himself to wait upon me, I receive him so 
purified, without guaranteeing his past conduct." 

The Master said, "Is virtue a thing remote? I wish to be virtuous, and lo! 
virtue is at hand." 

The minister of crime of Ch'an asked whether the duke Chao 
knew propriety, and  

Confucius said, "He knew propriety." 

Confucius having retired, the minister bowed to Wu-ma Ch'i to 
come forward, and said, "I have heard that the superior man is not a partisan. May 
the superior man be a partisan also? The prince married a daughter of the house 
of WU, of the same surname with himself, and called her,-'The elder Tsze of Wu.' 
If the prince knew propriety, who does not know it?" 

Wu-ma Ch'i reported these remarks, and the Master said, "I am fortunate! If 
I have any errors, people are sure to know them." 

When the Master was in company with a person who was singing, if he 
sang well, he would make him repeat the song, while he accompanied it with his 
own voice. 

The Master said, "In letters I am perhaps equal to other men, but the 
character of the superior man, carrying out in his conduct what he professes, is 
what I have not yet attained to."  

The Master said, "The sage and the man of perfect virtue;-how dare I rank 
myself with them? It may simply be said of me, that I strive to become such 
without satiety, and teach others without weariness." Kung-hsi Hwa said, "This is 
just what we, the disciples, cannot imitate youin."  

The Master being very sick, Tsze-lu asked leave to pray for him. He said, 
"May such a thing be done?" Tsze-lu replied, "It may. In the Eulogies it is said, 
'Prayer has been made for thee to the spirits of the upper and lower worlds.'" The 
Master said, "My praying has been for a longtime."  

The Master said, "Extravagance leads to insubordination, and parsimony to 
meanness. It is better to be mean than to be insubordinate."  

The Master said, "The superior man is satisfied and composed; the mean 
man is always full of distress." 

The Master was mild, and yet dignified; majestic, and yet not 
fierce; respectful, and yet easy.  

 
Part 8  
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The Master said, "T'ai-po may be said to have reached the highest point of 
virtuous action. Thrice he declined the kingdom, and the people in ignorance of 
his motives could not express their approbation of his conduct." 

The Master said, "Respectfulness, without the rules of propriety, becomes 
laborious bustle; carefulness, without the rules of propriety, becomes timidity; 
boldness, without the rules of propriety, becomes 
insubordination; straightforwardness, without the rules of propriety, 
becomesrudeness.  

"When those who are in high stations perform well all their duties to their 
relations, the people are aroused to virtue. When old friends are not neglected by 
them, the people are preserved from meanness."  

The philosopher Tsang being ill, he cared to him the disciples of his school, 
and said, "Uncover my feet, uncover my hands. It is said in the Book of Poetry, 
'We should be apprehensive and cautious, as if on the brink of a deep gulf, as if 
treading on thin ice, I and so have I been.Now and hereafter, I know my escape 
from all injury to my person. O ye, my little children."  

The philosopher Tsang being ill, Meng Chang went to ask how he was.  

Tsang said to him, "When a bird is about to die, its notes are 
mournful; when a man is about to die, his words are good.  

"There are three principles of conduct which the man of high rank should 
consider specially important:-that in his deportment and manner he keep from 
violence and heedlessness; that in regulating his countenance he keep near to 
sincerity; and that in his words and tones he keep far from lowness and 
impropriety. As to such matters as attending to the sacrificial vessels, there are the 
proper officers for them."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "Gifted with ability, and yet putting questions 
to those who were not so; possessed of much, and yet putting questions to those 
possessed of little; having, as though he had not; full, and yet counting himself as 
empty; offended against, and yet entering into no altercation; formerly I had a 
friend who pursued this style of conduct."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "Suppose that there is an individual who can 
be entrusted with the charge of a young orphan prince, and can be commissioned 
with authority over a state of a hundred li, and whom no emergency however 
great can drive from his principles:-is such a man a superior man? He is a superior 
man indeed."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "The officer may not be without breadth of 
mind and vigorous endurance. His burden is heavy and his course is long.  

"Perfect virtue is the burden which he considers it is his to sustain;-is it not 
heavy? Only with death does his course stop;-is it not long?  
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The Master said, "It is by the Odes that the mind is aroused.  

"It is by the Rules of Propriety that the character is established.  

"It is from Music that the finish is received."  

The Master said, "The people may be made to follow a path of action, but 
they may not be made to understand it."  

The Master said, "The man who is fond of daring and is dissatisfied with 
poverty, will proceed to insubordination. So will the man who is not virtuous, 
when you carry your dislike of him to an extreme."  

The Master said, "Though a man have abilities as admirable as those of the 
Duke of Chau, yet if he be proud and niggardly, those other things are really not 
worth being looked at."  

The Master said, "It is not easy to find a man who has learned for three years 
without coming to be good."  

The Master said, "With sincere faith he unites the love of learning; holding 
firm to death, he is perfecting the excellence of his course.  

"Such an one will not enter a tottering state, nor dwell in a 
disorganized one. When right principles of government prevail in the kingdom, 
he will show himself; when they are prostrated, he will keep concealed.  

"When a country is well governed, poverty and a mean condition are things 
to be ashamed of. When a country is ill governed, riches and honor are things to 
be ashamed of."  

The Master said, "He who is not in any particular office has nothing to do 
with plans for the administration of its duties."  

The Master said, "When the music master Chih first entered on his office, 
the finish of the Kwan Tsu was magnificent;-how it filled the ears!"  

The Master said, "Ardent and yet not upright, stupid and yet not attentive; 
simple and yet not sincere:-such persons I do not understand."  

The Master said, "Learn as if you could not reach your object, and were 
always fearing also lest you should lose it."  

The Master said, "How majestic was the manner in which Shun and Yu held 
possession of the empire, as if it were nothing to them! 

The Master said, "Great indeed was Yao as a sovereign! How majestic was 
he! It is only Heaven that is grand, and only Yao corresponded to it. How vast was 
his virtue! The people could find no name for it.  

"How majestic was he in the works which he accomplished! How 
glorious in the elegant regulations which he instituted!"  
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Shun had five ministers, and the empire was well governed.  

King Wu said, "I have ten able ministers."  

Confucius said, "Is not the saying that talents are difficult to find, true? Only 
when the dynasties of T'ang and Yu met, were they more abundant than in this of 
Chau, yet there was a woman among them. The able ministers were no more than 
nine men.  

"King Wan possessed two of the three parts of the empire, and with those 
he served the dynasty of Yin. The virtue of the house of Chau may be said to have 
reached the highest point indeed."  

The Master said, "I can find no flaw in the character of Yu. He used himself 
coarse food and drink, but displayed the utmost filial piety towards the spirits. His 
ordinary garments were poor, but he displayed the utmost elegance in his 
sacrificial cap and apron. He lived in a low, mean house, but expended all his 
strength on the ditches and water channels. I can find nothing like a flaw in Yu." 

 

Part 12 
Yen Yuan asked about perfect virtue. The Master said, "To subdue one's self 

and return to propriety, is perfect virtue. If a man can for one day subdue himself 
and return to propriety, an under heaven will ascribe perfect virtue to him. Is the 
practice of perfect virtue from a man himself, or is it from others?"  

Yen Yuan said, "I beg to ask the steps of that process." The Master replied, 
"Look not at what is contrary to propriety; listen not to what is contrary to 
propriety; speak not what is contrary to propriety; make no movement which is 
contrary to propriety." Yen Yuan then said, "Though I am deficient in intelligence 
and vigor, I will make it my business to practice this lesson."  

Chung-kung asked about perfect virtue. The Master said, "It is, when you 
go abroad, to behave to every one as if you were receiving a great guest; to employ 
the people as if you were assisting at a great sacrifice; not to do to others as you 
would not wish done to yourself; to have no murmuring against you in the 
country, and none in the family." 

Chung-kung said, "Though I am deficient in intelligence and vigor, I will 
make it my business to practice this lesson."  

Sze-ma Niu asked about perfect virtue.  

The Master said, "The man of perfect virtue is cautious and slow in his 
speech."  

"Cautious and slow in his speech!" said Niu;-"is this what is meant by 
perfect virtue?" The Master said, "When a man feels the difficulty of doing, can he 
be other than cautious and slow in speaking?"  
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Sze-ma Niu asked about the superior man. The Master said, "The superior 
man has neither anxiety nor fear."  

"Being without anxiety or fear!" said Nui;"does this constitute what we call 
the superior man?"  

The Master said, "When internal examination discovers nothing wrong, 
what is there to be anxious about, what is there to fear?"  

Sze-ma Niu, full of anxiety, said, "Other men all have their brothers, I only 
have not."  

Tsze-hsia said to him, "There is the following saying which I have heard-
'Death and life have their determined appointment; riches and honors depend 
upon Heaven.'  

"Let the superior man never fail reverentially to order his own conduct, and 
let him be respectful to others and observant of propriety:-then all within the four 
seas will be his brothers. What has the superior man to do with being distressed 
because he has no brothers?"  

Tsze-chang asked what constituted intelligence. The Master said, "He with 
whom neither slander that gradually soaks into the mind, nor statements that 
startle like a wound in the flesh, are successful may be called intelligent indeed. 
Yea, he with whom neither soaking slander, nor startling statements, are 
successful, may be called farseeing."  

Tsze-kung asked about government. The Master said, "The requisites of 
government are that there be sufficiency of food, sufficiency of military 
equipment, and the confidence of the people in their ruler."  

Tsze-kung said, "If it cannot be helped, and one of these must be dispensed 
with, which of the three should be foregone first?" "The military equipment," said 
the Master.  

Tsze-kung again asked, "If it cannot be helped, and one of the remaining 
two must be dispensed with, which of them should be foregone?" The Master 
answered, "Part with the food. From of old, death has been the lot of an men; but 
if the people have no faith in their rulers, there is no standing for the state."  

Chi Tsze-ch'ang said, "In a superior man it is only the substantial qualities 
which are wanted;-why should we seek for ornamental accomplishments?"  

Tsze-kung said, "Alas! Your words, sir, show you to be a superior man, but 
four horses cannot overtake the tongue. Ornament is as substance; substance is as 
ornament. The hide of a tiger or a leopard stripped of its hair, is like the hide of a 
dog or a goat stripped of its hair."  

The Duke Ai inquired of Yu Zo, saying, "The year is one of scarcity, and the 
returns for expenditure are not sufficient;-what is to be done?"  
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Yu Zo replied to him, "Why not simply tithe the people?"  

"With two tenths, said the duke, "I find it not enough;-how could I do with 
that system of one tenth?"  

Yu Zo answered, "If the people have plenty, their prince will not be left to 
want alone. If the people are in want, their prince cannot enjoy plenty alone."  

Tsze-chang having asked how virtue was to be exalted, and delusions to be 
discovered, the Master said, "Hold faithfulness and sincerity as first principles, 
and be moving continually to what is right,-this is the way to exalt one's virtue.  

"You love a man and wish him to live; you hate him and wish him to die. 
Having wished him to live, you also wish him to die. This is a case of delusion. 'It 
may not be on account of her being rich, yet you come to make a difference.'"  

The Duke Ching, of Ch'i, asked Confucius about government. Confucius 
replied, "There is government, when the prince is prince, and the minister is 
minister; when the father is father, and the son is son."  

"Good!" said the duke; "if, indeed, the prince be not prince, the not minister, 
the father not father, and the son not son, although I have my revenue, can I enjoy 
it?"  

The Master said, "Ah! it is Yu, who could with half a word settle litigations!"  

Tsze-lu never slept over a promise.  

The Master said, "In hearing litigations, I am like any other body. What is 
necessary, however, is to cause the people to have no litigations."  

Tsze-chang asked about government. The Master said, "The art of 
governing is to keep its affairs before the mind without weariness, and to practice 
them with undeviating consistency."  

The Master said, "By extensively studying all learning, and keeping himself 
under the restraint of the rules of propriety, one may thus likewise not err from 
what is right."  

The Master said, "The superior man seeks to perfect the admirable qualities 
of men, and does not seek to perfect their bad qualities. The mean man does the 
opposite of this."  

Chi K'ang asked Confucius about government. Confucius replied, "To 
govern means to rectify. If you lead on the people with correctness, who will dare 
not to be correct?"  

Chi K'ang, distressed about the number of thieves in the state, inquired of 
Confucius how to do away with them. Confucius said, "If you, sir, were not 
covetous, although you should reward them to do it, they would not steal."  
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Chi K'ang asked Confucius about government, saying, "What do you say to 
killing the unprincipled for the good of the principled?" Confucius replied, "Sir, in 
carrying on your government, why should you use killing at all? Let your evinced 
desires be for what is good, and the people will be good. The relation between 
superiors and inferiors is like that between the wind and the grass. The grass must 
bend, when the wind blows across it."  

Tsze-chang asked, "What must the officer be, who may be said to be 
distinguished?"  

The Master said, "What is it you call being distinguished?"  

Tsze-chang replied, "It is to be heard of through the state, to be heard of 
throughout his clan."  

The Master said, "That is notoriety, not distinction.  

"Now the man of distinction is solid and straightforward, and loves 
righteousness. He examines people's words, and looks at their countenances. He 
is anxious to humble himself to others. Such a man will be distinguished in the 
country; he will be distinguished in his clan.  

"As to the man of notoriety, he assumes the appearance of virtue, but his 
actions are opposed to it, and he rests in this character without any doubts about 
himself. Such a man will be heard of in the country; he will be heard of in the clan."  

Fan Ch'ih rambling with the Master under the trees about the rain altars, 
said, "I venture to ask how to exalt virtue, to correct cherished evil, and to discover 
delusions."  

The Master said, "Truly a good question!  

"If doing what is to be done be made the first business, and success a 
secondary consideration:-is not this the way to exalt virtue? To assail one's own 
wickedness and not assail that of others;-is not this the way to correct cherished 
evil? For a morning's anger to disregard one's own life, and involve that of his 
parents;-is not this a case of delusion?"  

Fan Ch'ih asked about benevolence. The Master said, "It is to love all men." 
He asked about knowledge. The Master said, "It is to know all men."  

Fan Ch'ih did not immediately understand these answers.  

The Master said, "Employ the upright and put aside all the crooked; in this 
way the crooked can be made to be upright."  

Fan Ch'ih retired, and, seeing Tsze-hsia, he said to him, "A Little while ago, 
I had an interview with our Master, and asked him about knowledge. He said, 
'Employ the upright, and put aside all the crooked;-in this way, the crooked will 
be made to be upright.' What did he mean?"  
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Tsze-hsia said, "Truly rich is his saying!  

"Shun, being in possession of the kingdom, selected from among all the 
people, and employed Kai-yao-on which all who were devoid of virtue 
disappeared. T'ang, being in possession of the kingdom, selected from among all 
the people, and employed I Yin-and an who were devoid of virtue disappeared."  

Tsze-kung asked about friendship. The Master said, "Faithfully admonish 
your friend, and skillfully lead him on. If you find him impracticable, stop. Do not 
disgrace yourself."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "The superior man on grounds of culture 
meets with his friends, and by friendship helps his virtue."  

 

Part 13 
Tsze-lu asked about government. The Master said, "Go before the people 

with your example, and be laborious in their affairs."  

He requested further instruction, and was answered, "Be not weary in these 
things."  

Chung-kung, being chief minister to the head of the Chi family, asked about 
government. The Master said, "Employ first the services of your various officers, 
pardon small faults, and raise to office men of virtue and talents."  

Chung-kung said, "How shall I know the men of virtue and talent, so that I 
may raise them to office?" He was answered, "Raise to office those whom you 
know. As to those whom you do not know, will others neglect them?"  

Tsze-lu said, "The ruler of Wei has been waiting for you, in order with you 
to administer the government. What will you consider the first thing to be done?"  

The Master replied, "What is necessary is to rectify names."  

"So! indeed!" said Tsze-lu. "You are wide of the mark! Why must there be 
such rectification?"  

The Master said, "How uncultivated you are, Yu! A superior man, in regard 
to what he does not know, shows a cautious reserve.  

"If names be not correct, language is not in accordance with the truth of 
things. If language be not in accordance with the truth of things, affairs cannot be 
carried on to success.  

"When affairs cannot be carried on to success, proprieties and music do not 
flourish. When proprieties and music do not flourish, punishments will not be 
properly awarded. When punishments are not properly awarded, the people do 
not know how to move hand or foot.  
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"Therefore a superior man considers it necessary that the names he uses 
may be spoken appropriately, and also that what he speaks may be carried out 
appropriately. What the superior man requires is just that in his words there may 
be nothing incorrect."  

Fan Ch'ih requested to be taught husbandry. The Master said, "I am not so 
good for that as an old husbandman." He requested also to be taught gardening, 
and was answered, "I am not so good for that as an old gardener."  

Fan Ch'ih having gone out, the Master said, "A small man, indeed, is Fan 
Hsu! If a superior man love propriety, the people will not dare not to be reverent. 
If he love righteousness, the people will not dare not to submit to his example. If 
he love good faith, the people will not dare not to be sincere. Now, when these 
things obtain, the people from all quarters will come to him, bearing their children 
on their backs; what need has he of a knowledge of husbandry?"  

The Master said, "Though a man may be able to recite the three hundred 
odes, yet if, when intrusted with a governmental charge, he knows not how to act, 
or if, when sent to any quarter on a mission, he cannot give his replies unassisted, 
notwithstanding the extent of his learning, of what practical use is it?"  

The Master said, "When a prince's personal conduct is correct, his 
government is effective without the issuing of orders. If his personal conduct is 
not correct, he may issue orders, but they will not be followed."  

The Master said, "The governments of Lu and Wei are brothers." The Master 
said of Ching, a scion of the ducal family of Wei, that he knew the economy of a 
family well. When he began to have means, he said, "Ha! here is a collection-!" 
When they were a little increased, he said, "Ha! this is complete!" When he had 
become rich, he said, "Ha! this is admirable!"  

When the Master went to Weil Zan Yu acted as driver of his carriage. The 
Master observed, "How numerous are the people!" Yu said, "Since they are thus 
numerous, what more shall be done for them?" "Enrich them, was the reply.  

"And when they have been enriched, what more shall be done?" The Master 
said, "Teach them."  

The Master said, "If there were any of the princes who would employ me, 
in the course of twelve months, I should have done something considerable. In 
three years, the government would be perfected."  

The Master said, "'If good men were to govern a country in succession for a 
hundred years, they would be able to transform the violently bad, and dispense 
with capital punishments.' True indeed is this saying!"  

The Master said, "If a truly royal ruler were to arise, it would stir require a 
generation, and then virtue would prevail."  
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The Master said, "If a minister make his own conduct correct, what 
difficulty will he have in assisting in government? If he cannot rectify himself, 
what has he to do with rectifying others?"  

The disciple Zan returning from the court, the Master said to him, "How are 
you so late?" He replied, "We had government business." The Master said, "It must 
have been family affairs. If there had been government business, though I am not 
now in office, I should have been consulted about it."  

The Duke Ting asked whether there was a single sentence which could 
make a country prosperous. Confucius replied, "Such an effect cannot be expected 
from one sentence.  

"There is a saying, however, which people have -'To be a prince is difficult; 
to be a minister is not easy.'  

"If a ruler knows this,-the difficulty of being a prince,-may there not be 
expected from this one sentence the prosperity of his country?"  

The duke then said, "Is there a single sentence which can ruin a country?" 
Confucius replied, "Such an effect as that cannot be expected from one sentence. 
There is, however, the saying which people have-'I have no pleasure in being a 
prince, but only in that no one can offer any opposition to what I say!'  

"If a ruler's words be good, is it not also good that no one oppose them? But 
if they are not good, and no one opposes them, may there not be expected from 
this one sentence the ruin of his country?"  

The Duke of Sheh asked about government. The Master said, "Good 
government obtains when those who are near are made happy, and those who are 
far off are attracted."  

Tsze-hsia! being governor of Chu-fu, asked about government. The Master 
said, "Do not be desirous to have things done quickly; do not look at small 
advantages. Desire to have things done quickly prevents their being done 
thoroughly. Looking at small advantages prevents great affairs from being 
accomplished."  

The Duke of Sheh informed Confucius, saying, "Among us here there are 
those who may be styled upright in their conduct. If their father have stolen a 
sheep, they will bear witness to the fact."  

Confucius said, "Among us, in our part of the country, those who are 
upright are different from this. The father conceals the misconduct of the son, and 
the son conceals the misconduct of the father. Uprightness is to be found in this."  

Fan Ch'ih asked about perfect virtue. The Master said, "It is, in retirement, 
to be sedately grave; in the management of business, to be reverently attentive; in 
intercourse with others, to be strictly sincere. Though a man go among rude, 
uncultivated tribes, these qualities may not be neglected."  
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Tsze-kung asked, saying, "What qualities must a man possess to entitle him 
to be called an officer? The Master said, "He who in his conduct of himself 
maintains a sense of shame, and when sent to any quarter will not disgrace his 
prince's commission, deserves to be called an officer."  

Tsze-kung pursued, "I venture to ask who may be placed in the next lower 
rank?" And he was told, "He whom the circle of his relatives pronounce to be filial, 
whom his fellow villagers and neighbors pronounce to be fraternal."  

Again the disciple asked, "I venture to ask about the class still next in order." 
The Master said, "They are determined to be sincere in what they say, and to carry 
out what they do. They are obstinate little men. Yet perhaps they may make the 
next class."  

Tsze-kung finally inquired, "Of what sort are those of the present day, who 
engage in government?" The Master said "Pooh! they are so many pecks and 
hampers, not worth being taken into account."  

The Master said, "Since I cannot get men pursuing the due medium, to 
whom I might communicate my instructions, I must find the ardent and the 
cautiously-decided. The ardent will advance and lay hold of truth; the cautiously-
decided will keep themselves from what is wrong."  

The Master said, "The people of the south have a saying -'A man without 
constancy cannot be either a wizard or a doctor.' Good!  

"Inconstant in his virtue, he will be visited with disgrace." The Master said, 
"This arises simply from not attending to the prognostication."  

The Master said, "The superior man is affable, but not adulatory; the mean 
man is adulatory, but not affable."  

Tsze-kung asked, saying, "What do you say of a man who is loved by all 
the people of his neighborhood?" The Master replied, "We may not for that accord 
our approval of him." "And what do you say of him who is hated by all the people 
of his neighborhood?" The Master said, "We may not for that conclude that he is 
bad. It is better than either of these cases that the good in the neighborhood love 
him, and the bad hate him."  

The Master said, "The superior man is easy to serve and difficult to please. 
If you try to please him in any way which is not accordant with right, he will not 
be pleased. But in his employment of men, he uses them according to their 
capacity. The mean man is difficult to serve, and easy to please. If you try to please 
him, though it be in a way which is not accordant with right, he may be pleased. 
But in his employment of men, he wishes them to be equal to everything."  

The Master said, "The superior man has a dignified ease without pride. The 
mean man has pride without a dignified ease."  
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The Master said, "The firm, the enduring, the simple, and the modest are 
near to virtue."  

Tsze-lu asked, saying, "What qualities must a man possess to entitle him to 
be called a scholar?" The Master said, "He must be thus,-earnest, urgent, and 
bland:-among his friends, earnest and urgent; among his brethren, bland."  

The Master said, "Let a good man teach the people seven years, and they 
may then likewise be employed in war."  

The Master said, "To lead an uninstructed people to war, is to throw them 
away."  

 

Part 14 
Hsien asked what was shameful. The Master said, "When good government 

prevails in a state, to be thinking only of salary; and, when bad government 
prevails, to be thinking, in the same way, only of salary;-this is shameful."  

"When the love of superiority, boasting, resentments, and covetousness are 
repressed, this may be deemed perfect virtue."  

The Master said, "This may be regarded as the achievement of what is 
difficult. But I do not know that it is to be deemed perfect virtue."  

The Master said, "The scholar who cherishes the love of comfort is not fit to 
be deemed a scholar."  

The Master said, "When good government prevails in a state, language may 
be lofty and bold, and actions the same. When bad government prevails, the 
actions may be lofty and bold, but the language may be with some reserve."  

The Master said, "The virtuous will be sure to speak correctly, but those 
whose speech is good may not always be virtuous. Men of principle are sure to be 
bold, but those who are bold may not always be men of principle."  

Nan-kung Kwo, submitting an inquiry to Confucius, said, "I was skillful at 
archery, and Ao could move a boat along upon the land, but neither of them died 
a natural death. Yu and Chi personally wrought at the toils of husbandry, and they 
became possessors of the kingdom." The Master made no reply; but when Nan-
kung Kwo went out, he said, "A superior man indeed is this! An esteemer of virtue 
indeed is this!"  

The Master said, "Superior men, and yet not always virtuous, there have 
been, alas! But there never has been a mean man, and, at the same time, virtuous."  

The Master said, "Can there be love which does not lead to strictness with 
its object? Can there be loyalty which does not lead to the instruction of its object?"  
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The Master said, "In preparing the governmental notifications, P'i Shan first 
made the rough draft; Shi-shu examined and discussed its contents; Tsze-yu, the 
manager of foreign intercourse, then polished the style; and, finally, Tsze-ch'an of 
Tung-li gave it the proper elegance and finish."  

Some one asked about Tsze-ch'an. The Master said, "He was a kind man."  

He asked about Tsze-hsi. The Master said, "That man! That man!" He asked 
about Kwan Chung. "For him," said the Master, "the city of Pien, with three 
hundred families, was taken from the chief of the Po family, who did not utter a 
murmuring word, though, to the end of his life, he had only coarse rice to eat."  

The Master said, "To be poor without murmuring is difficult. To be rich 
without being proud is easy."  

The Master said, "Mang Kung-ch'o is more than fit to be chief officer in the 
families of Chao and Wei, but he is not fit to be great officer to either of the states 
Tang or Hsieh."  

Tsze-lu asked what constituted a COMPLETE man. The Master said, 
"Suppose a man with the knowledge of Tsang Wu-chung, the freedom from 
covetousness of Kung-ch'o, the bravery of Chwang of Pien, and the varied talents 
of Zan Ch'iu; add to these the accomplishments of the rules of propriety and 
music;-such a one might be reckoned a Complete man."  

He then added, "But what is the necessity for a complete man of the present 
day to have all these things? The man, who in the view of gain, thinks of 
righteousness; who in the view of danger is prepared to give up his life; and who 
does not forget an old agreement however far back it extends:-such a man may be 
reckoned a COMPLETE man."  

The Master asked Kung-ming Chia about Kung-shu Wan, saying, "Is it true 
that your master speaks not, laughs not, and takes not?"  

Kung-ming Chia replied, "This has arisen from the reporters going beyond 
the truth.-My master speaks when it is the time to speak, and so men do not get 
tired of his speaking. He laughs when there is occasion to be joyful, and so men 
do not get tired of his laughing. He takes when it is consistent with righteousness 
to do so, and so men do not get tired of his taking." The Master said, "So! But is it 
so with him?"  

The Master said, "Tsang Wu-chung, keeping possession of Fang, asked of 
the duke of Lu to appoint a successor to him in his family. Although it may be said 
that he was not using force with his sovereign, I believe he was."  

The Master said, "The duke Wan of Tsin was crafty and not upright. The 
duke Hwan of Ch'i was upright and not crafty."  
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Tsze-lu said, "The Duke Hwan caused his brother Chiu to be killed, when 
Shao Hu died, with his master, but Kwan Chung did not die. May not I say that 
he was wanting in virtue?"  

The Master said, "The Duke Hwan assembled all the princes together, and 
that not with weapons of war and chariots:-it was all through the influence of 
Kwan Chung. Whose beneficence was like his? Whose beneficence was like his?"  

Tsze-kung said, "Kwan Chung, I apprehend was wanting in virtue. When 
the Duke Hwan caused his brother Chiu to be killed, Kwan Chung was not able to 
die with him. Moreover, he became prime minister to Hwan."  

The Master said, "Kwan Chung acted as prime minister to the Duke Hwan 
made him leader of all the princes, and united and rectified the whole kingdom. 
Down to the present day, the people enjoy the gifts which he conferred. But for 
Kwan Chung, we should now be wearing our hair unbound, and the lappets of 
our coats buttoning on the left side.  

"Will you require from him the small fidelity of common men and common 
women, who would commit suicide in a stream or ditch, no one knowing anything 
about them?"  

The great officer, Hsien, who had been family minister to Kung-shu Wan, 
ascended to the prince's court in company with Wan.  

The Master, having heard of it, said, "He deserved to be considered WAN 
(the accomplished)."  

The Master was speaking about the unprincipled course of the duke Ling 
of Weil when Ch'i K'ang said, "Since he is of such a character, how is it he does not 
lose his state?"  

Confucius said, "The Chung-shu Yu has the superintendence of his guests 
and of strangers; the litanist, T'o, has the management of his ancestral temple; and 
Wang-sun Chia has the direction of the army and forces:-with such officers as 
these, how should he lose his state?"  

The Master said, "He who speaks without modesty will find it difficult to 
make his words good."  

Chan Ch'ang murdered the Duke Chien of Ch'i. Confucius bathed, went to 
court and informed the Duke Ai, saying, "Chan Hang has slain his sovereign. I beg 
that you will undertake to punish him."  

The duke said, "Inform the chiefs of the three families of it." Confucius 
retired, and said, "Following in the rear of the great officers, I did not dare not to 
represent such a matter, and my prince says, "Inform the chiefs of the three families 
of it."  
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He went to the chiefs, and informed them, but they would not act. 
Confucius then said, "Following in the rear of the great officers, I did not dare not 
to represent such a matter."  

Tsze-lu asked how a ruler should be served. The Master said, "Do not 
impose on him, and, moreover, withstand him to his face."  

The Master said, "The progress of the superior man is upwards; the 
progress of the mean man is downwards."  

The Master said, "In ancient times, men learned with a view to their own 
improvement. Nowadays, men learn with a view to the approbation of others."  

Chu Po-yu sent a messenger with friendly inquiries to Confucius. 
Confucius sat with him, and questioned him. "What," said he! "is your master 
engaged in?" The messenger replied, "My master is anxious to make his faults few, 
but he has not yet succeeded." He then went out, and the Master said, "A 
messenger indeed! A messenger indeed!"  

The Master said, "He who is not in any particular office has nothing to do 
with plans for the administration of its duties."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "The superior man, in his thoughts, does not 
go out of his place."  

The Master said, "The superior man is modest in his speech, but exceeds in 
his actions."  

The Master said, "The way of the superior man is threefold, but I am not 
equal to it. Virtuous, he is free from anxieties; wise, he is free from perplexities; 
bold, he is free from fear.  

Tsze-kung said, "Master, that is what you yourself say." Tsze-kung was in 
the habit of comparing men together. The Master said, "Tsze must have reached a 
high pitch of excellence! Now, I have not leisure for this."  

The Master said, "I will not be concerned at men's not knowing me; I will 
be concerned at my own want of ability."  

The Master said, "He who does not anticipate attempts to deceive him, nor 
think beforehand of his not being believed, and yet apprehends these things 
readily when they occur;-is he not a man of superior worth?"  

Wei-shang Mau said to Confucius, "Ch'iu, how is it that you keep roosting 
about? Is it not that you are an insinuating talker?  

Confucius said, "I do not dare to play the part of such a talker, but I hate 
obstinacy."  

The Master said, "A horse is called a ch'i, not because of its strength, but 
because of its other good qualities."  
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Some one said, "What do you say concerning the principle that injury 
should be recompensed with kindness?"  

The Master said, "With what then will you recompense kindness?" 
"Recompense injury with justice, and recompense kindness with kindness."  

The Master said, "Alas! there is no one that knows me." Tsze-kung said, 
"What do you mean by thus saying-that no one knows you?" The Master replied, 
"I do not murmur against Heaven. I do not grumble against men. My studies lie 
low, and my penetration rises high. But there is Heaven;-that knows me!"  

The Kung-po Liao, having slandered Tsze-lu to Chi-sun, Tsze-fu Ching-po 
informed Confucius of it, saying, "Our master is certainly being led astray by the 
Kung-po Liao, but I have still power enough left to cut Liao off, and expose his 
corpse in the market and in the court."  

The Master said, "If my principles are to advance, it is so ordered. If they 
are to fall to the ground, it is so ordered. What can the Kung-po Liao do where 
such ordering is concerned?"  

The Master said, "Some men of worth retire from the world. Some retire 
from particular states. Some retire because of disrespectful looks. Some retire 
because of contradictory language."  

The Master said, "Those who have done this are seven men." Tsze-lu 
happening to pass the night in Shih-man, the gatekeeper said to him, "Whom do 
you come from?" Tsze-lu said, "From Mr. K'ung." "It is he,-is it not?"-said the other, 
"who knows the impracticable nature of the times and yet will be doing in them."  

The Master was playing, one day, on a musical stone in Weil when a man 
carrying a straw basket passed door of the house where Confucius was, and said, 
"His heart is full who so beats the musical stone."  

A little while after, he added, "How contemptible is the one-ideaed 
obstinacy those sounds display! When one is taken no notice of, he has simply at 
once to give over his wish for public employment. 'Deep water must be crossed 
with the clothes on; shallow water may be crossed with the clothes held up.'"  

The Master said, "How determined is he in his purpose! But this is not 
difficult!"  

Tsze-chang said, "What is meant when the Shu says that Kao-tsung, while 
observing the usual imperial mourning, was for three years without speaking?"  

The Master said, "Why must Kao-tsung be referred to as an example of this? 
The ancients all did so. When the sovereign died, the officers all attended to their 
several duties, taking instructions from the prime minister for three years."  

The Master said, "When rulers love to observe the rules of propriety, the 
people respond readily to the calls on them for service."  
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Tsze-lu asked what constituted the superior man. The Master said, "The 
cultivation of himself in reverential carefulness." "And is this all?" said Tsze-lu. 
"He cultivates himself so as to give rest to others," was the reply. "And is this all?" 
again asked Tsze-lu. The Master said, "He cultivates himself so as to give rest to 
all the people. He cultivates himself so as to give rest to all the people:-even Yao 
and Shun were still solicitous about this."  

Yuan Zang was squatting on his heels, and so waited the approach of the 
Master, who said to him, "In youth not humble as befits a junior; in manhood, 
doing nothing worthy of being handed down; and living on to old age:-this is to 
be a pest." With this he hit him on the shank with his staff.  

A youth of the village of Ch'ueh was employed by Confucius to carry the 
messages between him and his visitors. Some one asked about him, saying, "I 
suppose he has made great progress."  

The Master said, "I observe that he is fond of occupying the seat of a full-
grown man; I observe that he walks shoulder to shoulder with his elders. He is not 
one who is seeking to make progress in learning. He wishes quickly to become a 
man." 

 

Part 16 
The head of the Chi family was going to attack Chwan-yu.  

Zan Yu and Chi-lu had an interview with Confucius, and said, "Our chief, 
Chil is going to commence operations against Chwan-yu."  

Confucius said, "Ch'iu, is it not you who are in fault here?  

"Now, in regard to Chwan-yu, long ago, a former king appointed its ruler 
to preside over the sacrifices to the eastern Mang; moreover, it is in the midst of 
the territory of our state; and its ruler is a minister in direct connection with the 
sovereign: What has your chief to do with attacking it?"  

Zan Yu said, "Our master wishes the thing; neither of us two ministers 
wishes it."  

Confucius said, "Ch'iu, there are the words of Chau Zan, -'When he can put 
forth his ability, he takes his place in the ranks of office; when he finds himself 
unable to do so, he retires from it. How can he be used as a guide to a blind man, 
who does not support him when tottering, nor raise him up when fallen?'  

"And further, you speak wrongly. When a tiger or rhinoceros escapes from 
his cage; when a tortoise or piece of jade is injured in its repository:-whose is the 
fault?"  

Zan Yu said, "But at present, Chwan-yu is strong and near to Pi; if our chief 
do not now take it, it will hereafter be a sorrow to his descendants."  
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Confucius said. "Ch'iu, the superior man hates those declining to say-'I 
want such and such a thing,' and framing explanations for their conduct.  

"I have heard that rulers of states and chiefs of families are not troubled lest 
their people should be few, but are troubled lest they should not keep their several 
places; that they are not troubled with fears of poverty, but are troubled with fears 
of a want of contented repose among the people in their several places. For when 
the people keep their several places, there will be no poverty; when harmony 
prevails, there will be no scarcity of people; and when there is such a contented 
repose, there will be no rebellious upsettings.  

"So it is.-Therefore, if remoter people are not submissive, all the influences 
of civil culture and virtue are to be cultivated to attract them to be so; and when 
they have been so attracted, they must be made contented and tranquil.  

"Now, here are you, Yu and Ch'iu, assisting your chief. Remoter people are 
not submissive, and, with your help, he cannot attract them to him. In his own 
territory there are divisions and downfalls, leavings and separations, and, with 
your help, he cannot preserve it.  

"And yet he is planning these hostile movements within the state.-I am 
afraid that the sorrow of the Chi-sun family will not be on account of Chwan-yu, 
but will be found within the screen of their own court."  

Confucius said, "When good government prevails in the empire, 
ceremonies, music, and punitive military expeditions proceed from the son of 
Heaven. When bad government prevails in the empire, ceremonies, music, and 
punitive military expeditions proceed from the princes. When these things 
proceed from the princes, as a rule, the cases will be few in which they do not lose 
their power in ten generations. When they proceed from the great officers of the 
princes, as a rule, the case will be few in which they do not lose their power in five 
generations. When the subsidiary ministers of the great officers hold in their grasp 
the orders of the state, as a rule the cases will be few in which they do not lose their 
power in three generations.  

"When right principles prevail in the kingdom, government will not be in 
the hands of the great officers.  

"When right principles prevail in the kingdom, there will be no discussions 
among the common people."  

Confucius said, "The revenue of the state has left the ducal house now for 
five generations. The government has been in the hands of the great officers for 
four generations. On this account, the descendants of the three Hwan are much 
reduced."  

Confucius said, "There are three friendships which are advantageous, and 
three which are injurious. Friendship with the uplight; friendship with the sincere; 
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and friendship with the man of much observation:-these are advantageous. 
Friendship with the man of specious airs; friendship with the insinuatingly soft; 
and friendship with the glib-tongued:-these are injurious."  

Confucius said, "There are three things men find enjoyment in which are 
advantageous, and three things they find enjoyment in which are injurious. To 
find enjoyment in the discriminating study of ceremonies and music; to find 
enjoyment in speaking of the goodness of others; to find enjoyment in having 
many worthy friends:-these are advantageous. To find enjoyment in extravagant 
pleasures; to find enjoyment in idleness and sauntering; to find enjoyment in the 
pleasures of feasting:-these are injurious."  

Confucius said, "There are three errors to which they who stand in the 
presence of a man of virtue and station are liable. They may speak when it does 
not come to them to speak;-this is called rashness. They may not speak when it 
comes to them to speak;-this is called concealment. They may speak without 
looking at the countenance of their superior;-this is called blindness."  

Confucius said, "There are three things which the superior man guards 
against. In youth, when the physical powers are not yet settled, he guards against 
lust. When he is strong and the physical powers are full of vigor, he guards against 
quarrelsomeness. When he is old, and the animal powers are decayed, he guards 
against covetousness."  

Confucius said, "There are three things of which the superior man stands in 
awe. He stands in awe of the ordinances of Heaven. He stands in awe of great men. 
He stands in awe of the words of sages.  

"The mean man does not know the ordinances of Heaven, and consequently 
does not stand in awe of them. He is disrespectful to great men. He makes sport 
of the words of sages."  

Confucius said, "Those who are born with the possession of knowledge are 
the highest class of men. Those who learn, and so readily get possession of 
knowledge, are the next. Those who are dull and stupid, and yet compass the 
learning, are another class next to these. As to those who are dull and stupid and 
yet do not learn;-they are the lowest of the people."  

Confucius said, "The superior man has nine things which are subjects with 
him of thoughtful consideration. In regard to the use of his eyes, he is anxious to 
see clearly. In regard to the use of his ears, he is anxious to hear distinctly. In regard 
to his countenance, he is anxious that it should be benign. In regard to his 
demeanor, he is anxious that it should be respectful. In regard to his speech, he is 
anxious that it should be sincere. In regard to his doing of business, he is anxious 
that it should be reverently careful. In regard to what he doubts about, he is 
anxious to question others. When he is angry, he thinks of the difficulties his anger 
may involve him in. When he sees gain to be got, he thinks of righteousness."  
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Confucius said, "Contemplating good, and pursuing it, as if they could not 
reach it; contemplating evil! and shrinking from it, as they would from thrusting 
the hand into boiling water:-I have seen such men, as I have heard such words.  

"Living in retirement to study their aims, and practicing righteousness to 
carry out their principles:-I have heard these words, but I have not seen such men."  

The Duke Ching of Ch'i had a thousand teams, each of four horses, but on 
the day of his death, the people did not praise him for a single virtue. Po-i and 
Shu-ch'i died of hunger at the foot of the Shau-yang mountains, and the people, 
down to the present time, praise them.  

"Is not that saying illustrated by this?"  

Ch'an K'ang asked Po-yu, saying, "Have you heard any lessons from your 
father different from what we have all heard?"  

Po-yu replied, "No. He was standing alone once, when I passed below the 
hall with hasty steps, and said to me, 'Have you learned the Odes?' On my replying 
'Not yet,' he added, If you do not learn the Odes, you will not be fit to converse 
with.' I retired and studied the Odes.  

"Another day, he was in the same way standing alone, when I passed by 
below the hall with hasty steps, and said to me, 'Have you learned the rules of 
Propriety?' On my replying 'Not yet,' he added, 'If you do not learn the rules of 
Propriety, your character cannot be established.' I then retired, and learned the 
rules of Propriety.  

"I have heard only these two things from him."  

Ch'ang K'ang retired, and, quite delighted, said, "I asked one thing, and I 
have got three things. I have heard about the Odes. I have heard about the rules of 
Propriety. I have also heard that the superior man maintains a distant reserve 
towards his son."  

The wife of the prince of a state is called by him Fu Zan. She calls herself 
Hsiao T'ung. The people of the state call her Chun Fu Zan, and, to the people of 
other states, they call her K'wa Hsiao Chun. The people of other states also call her 
Chun Fu Zan. 

 

Part 19 
Tsze-chang said, "The scholar, trained for public duty, seeing threatening 

danger, is prepared to sacrifice his life. When the opportunity of gain is presented 
to him, he thinks of righteousness. In sacrificing, his thoughts are reverential. In 
mourning, his thoughts are about the grief which he should feel. Such a man 
commands our approbation indeed  
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Tsze-chang said, "When a man holds fast to virtue, but without seeking to 
enlarge it, and believes in right principles, but without firm sincerity, what account 
can be made of his existence or non-existence?"  

The disciples of Tsze-hsia asked Tsze-chang about the principles that 
should characterize mutual intercourse. Tsze-chang asked, "What does Tsze-hsia 
say on the subject?" They replied, "Tsze-hsia says: 'Associate with those who can 
advantage you. Put away from you those who cannot do so.'" Tsze-chang 
observed, "This is different from what I have learned. The superior man honors 
the talented and virtuous, and bears with all. He praises the good, and pities the 
incompetent. Am I possessed of great talents and virtue?-who is there among men 
whom I will not bear with? Am I devoid of talents and virtue?-men will put me 
away from them. What have we to do with the putting away of others?"  

Tsze-hsia said, "Even in inferior studies and employments there is 
something worth being looked at; but if it be attempted to carry them out to what 
is remote, there is a danger of their proving inapplicable. Therefore, the superior 
man does not practice them."  

Tsze-hsia said, "He, who from day to day recognizes what he has not yet, 
and from month to month does not forget what he has attained to, may be said 
indeed to love to learn."  

Tsze-hsia said, "There are learning extensively, and having a firm and 
sincere aim; inquiring with earnestness, and reflecting with self-application:-
virtue is in such a course."  

Tsze-hsia said, "Mechanics have their shops to dwell in, in order to 
accomplish their works. The superior man learns, in order to reach to the utmost 
of his principles."  

Tsze-hsia said, "The mean man is sure to gloss his faults."  

Tsze-hsia said, "The superior man undergoes three changes. Looked at from 
a distance, he appears stern; when approached, he is mild; when he is heard to 
speak, his language is firm and decided."  

Tsze-hsia said, "The superior man, having obtained their confidence, may 
then impose labors on his people. If he have not gained their confidence, they will 
think that he is oppressing them. Having obtained the confidence of his prince, 
one may then remonstrate with him. If he have not gained his confidence, the 
prince will think that he is vilifying him."  

Tsze-hsia said, "When a person does not transgress the boundary line in the 
great virtues, he may pass and repass it in the small virtues."  

Tsze-yu said, "The disciples and followers of Tsze-hsia, in sprinkling and 
sweeping the ground, in answering and replying, in advancing and receding, are 
sufficiently accomplished. But these are only the branches of learning, and they 



34 
 

are left ignorant of what is essential.-How can they be acknowledged as 
sufficiently taught?"  

Tsze-hsia heard of the remark and said, "Alas! Yen Yu is wrong. According 
to the way of the superior man in teaching, what departments are there which he 
considers of prime importance, and delivers? what are there which he considers 
of secondary importance, and allows himself to be idle about? But as in the case of 
plants, which are assorted according to their classes, so he deals with his disciples. 
How can the way of a superior man be such as to make fools of any of them? Is it 
not the sage alone, who can unite in one the beginning and the consummation of 
learning?"  

Tsze-hsia said, "The officer, having discharged all his duties, should devote 
his leisure to learning. The student, having completed his learning, should apply 
himself to be an officer."  

Tsze-hsia said, "Mourning, having been carried to the utmost degree of 
grief, should stop with that."  

Tsze-hsia said, "My friend Chang can do things which are hard to be done, 
but yet he is not perfectly virtuous."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "How imposing is the manner of Chang! It is 
difficult along with him to practice virtue."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "I heard this from our Master: 'Men may not 
have shown what is in them to the full extent, and yet they will be found to do so, 
on the occasion of mourning for their parents."  

The philosopher Tsang said, "I have heard this from our Master:-'The filial 
piety of Mang Chwang, in other matters, was what other men are competent to, 
but, as seen in his not changing the ministers of his father, nor his father's mode of 
government, it is difficult to be attained to.'" 

The chief of the Mang family having appointed Yang Fu to be chief criminal 
judge, the latter consulted the philosopher Tsang. Tsang said, "The rulers have 
failed in their duties, and the people consequently have been disorganized for a 
long time. When you have found out the truth of any accusation, be grieved for 
and pity them, and do not feel joy at your own ability."  

Tsze-kung said, "Chau's wickedness was not so great as that name implies. 
Therefore, the superior man hates to dwell in a low-lying situation, where all the 
evil of the world will flow in upon him."  

Tsze-kung said, "The faults of the superior man are like the eclipses of the 
sun and moon. He has his faults, and all men see them; he changes again, and all 
men look up to him."  

Kung-sun Ch'ao of Wei asked Tszekung, saying. "From whom did Chung-
ni get his learning?"  
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Tsze-kung replied, "The doctrines of Wan and Wu have not yet fallen to the 
ground. They are to be found among men. Men of talents and virtue remember 
the greater principles of them, and others, not possessing such talents and virtue, 
remember the smaller. Thus, all possess the doctrines of Wan and Wu. Where 
could our Master go that he should not have an opportunity of learning them? 
And yet what necessity was there for his having a regular master?"  

Shu-sun Wu-shu observed to the great officers in the court, saying, "Tsze-
kung is superior to Chung-ni."  

Tsze-fu Ching-po reported the observation to Tsze-kung, who said, "Let me 
use the comparison of a house and its encompassing wall. My wall only reaches 
to the shoulders. One may peep over it, and see whatever is valuable in the 
apartments.  

"The wall of my Master is several fathoms high. If one do not find the door 
and enter by it, he cannot see the ancestral temple with its beauties, nor all the 
officers in their rich array.  

"But I may assume that they are few who find the door. Was not the 
observation of the chief only what might have been expected?"  

Shu-sun Wu-shu having spoken revilingly of Chung-ni, Tsze-kung said, "It 
is of no use doing so. Chung-ni cannot be reviled. The talents and virtue of other 
men are hillocks and mounds which may be stepped over. Chung-ni is the sun or 
moon, which it is not possible to step over. Although a man may wish to cut 
himself off from the sage, what harm can he do to the sun or moon? He only shows 
that he does not know his own capacity.  

Ch'an Tsze-ch' in, addressing Tsze-kung, said, "You are too modest. How 
can Chung-ni be said to be superior to you?"  

Tsze-kung said to him, "For one word a man is often deemed to be wise, 
and for one word he is often deemed to be foolish. We ought to be careful indeed 
in what we say.  

"Our Master cannot be attained to, just in the same way as the heavens 
cannot be gone up by the steps of a stair.  

"Were our Master in the position of the ruler of a state or the chief of a 
family, we should find verified the description which has been given of a sage's 
rule:-he would plant the people, and forthwith they would be established; he 
would lead them on, and forthwith they would follow him; he would make them 
happy, and forthwith multitudes would resort to his dominions; he would 
stimulate them, and forthwith they would be harmonious. While he lived, he 
would be glorious. When he died, he would be bitterly lamented. How is it 
possible for him to be attained to?" 
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From The Republic 
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Trans. by Benjamin Jowett 
 

Book II 
 

Thrasymachus is pacified, but the intrepid Glaucon insists on continuing 
the argument. He is not satisfied with the indirect manner in which, at the end of 
the last book, Socrates had disposed of the question 'Whether the just or the unjust 
is the happier.' He begins by dividing goods into three classes:—first, goods 
desirable in themselves; secondly, goods desirable in themselves and for their 
results; thirdly, goods desirable for their results only. He then asks Socrates in 
which of the three classes he would place justice. In the second class, replies 
Socrates, among goods desirable for themselves and also for their results. 'Then 
the world in general are of another mind, for they say that justice belongs to the 
troublesome class of goods which are desirable for their results only. Socrates 
answers that this is the doctrine of Thrasymachus which he rejects. Glaucon thinks 
that Thrasymachus was too ready to listen to the voice of the charmer, and 
proposes to consider the nature of justice and injustice in themselves and apart 
from the results and rewards of them which the world is always dinning in his 
ears. He will first of all speak of the nature and origin of justice; secondly, of the 
manner in which men view justice as a necessity and not a good; and thirdly, he 
will prove the reasonableness of this view. 

'To do injustice is said to be a good; to suffer injustice an evil. As the evil is 
discovered by experience to be greater than the good, the sufferers, who cannot 
also be doers, make a compact that they will have neither, and this compact or 
mean is called justice, but is really the impossibility of doing injustice. No one 
would observe such a compact if he were not obliged. Let us suppose that the just 
and unjust have two rings, like that of Gyges in the well-known story, which make 
them invisible, and then no difference will appear in them, for every one will do 
evil if he can. And he who abstains will be regarded by the world as a fool for his 
pains. Men may praise him in public out of fear for themselves, but they will laugh 
at him in their hearts (Cp. Gorgias.) 

'And now let us frame an ideal of the just and unjust. Imagine the unjust 
man to be master of his craft, seldom making mistakes and easily correcting them; 
having gifts of money, speech, strength—the greatest villain bearing the highest 
character: and at his side let us place the just in his nobleness and simplicity—
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being, not seeming—without name or reward—clothed in his justice only—the 
best of men who is thought to be the worst, and let him die as he has lived. I might 
add (but I would rather put the rest into the mouth of the panegyrists of injustice—
they will tell you) that the just man will be scourged, racked, bound, will have his 
eyes put out, and will at last be crucified (literally impaled)—and all this because 
he ought to have preferred seeming to being. How different is the case of the unjust 
who clings to appearance as the true reality! His high character makes him a ruler; 
he can marry where he likes, trade where he likes, help his friends and hurt his 
enemies; having got rich by dishonesty he can worship the gods better, and will 
therefore be more loved by them than the just.' 

I was thinking what to answer, when Adeimantus joined in the already 
unequal fray. He considered that the most important point of all had been 
omitted:—'Men are taught to be just for the sake of rewards; parents and guardians 
make reputation the incentive to virtue. And other advantages are promised by 
them of a more solid kind, such as wealthy marriages and high offices. There are 
the pictures in Homer and Hesiod of fat sheep and heavy fleeces, rich corn-fields 
and trees toppling with fruit, which the gods provide in this life for the just. And 
the Orphic poets add a similar picture of another. The heroes of Musaeus and 
Eumolpus lie on couches at a festival, with garlands on their heads, enjoying as 
the meed of virtue a paradise of immortal drunkenness. Some go further, and 
speak of a fair posterity in the third and fourth generation. But the wicked they 
bury in a slough and make them carry water in a sieve: and in this life they 
attribute to them the infamy which Glaucon was assuming to be the lot of the just 
who are supposed to be unjust. 

'Take another kind of argument which is found both in poetry and prose:—
"Virtue," as Hesiod says, "is honourable but difficult, vice is easy and profitable." 
You may often see the wicked in great prosperity and the righteous afflicted by 
the will of heaven. And mendicant prophets knock at rich men's doors, promising 
to atone for the sins of themselves or their fathers in an easy fashion with sacrifices 
and festive games, or with charms and invocations to get rid of an enemy good or 
bad by divine help and at a small charge;—they appeal to books professing to be 
written by Musaeus and Orpheus, and carry away the minds of whole cities, and 
promise to "get souls out of purgatory;" and if we refuse to listen to them, no one 
knows what will happen to us. 

'When a lively-minded ingenuous youth hears all this, what will be his 
conclusion? "Will he," in the language of Pindar, "make justice his high tower, or 
fortify himself with crooked deceit?" Justice, he reflects, without the appearance of 
justice, is misery and ruin; injustice has the promise of a glorious life. Appearance 
is master of truth and lord of happiness. To appearance then I will turn,—I will 
put on the show of virtue and trail behind me the fox of Archilochus. I hear some 
one saying that "wickedness is not easily concealed," to which I reply that "nothing 
great is easy." Union and force and rhetoric will do much; and if men say that they 
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cannot prevail over the gods, still how do we know that there are gods? Only from 
the poets, who acknowledge that they may be appeased by sacrifices. Then why 
not sin and pay for indulgences out of your sin? For if the righteous are only 
unpunished, still they have no further reward, while the wicked may be 
unpunished and have the pleasure of sinning too. But what of the world below? 
Nay, says the argument, there are atoning powers who will set that matter right, 
as the poets, who are the sons of the gods, tell us; and this is confirmed by the 
authority of the State. 

'How can we resist such arguments in favour of injustice? Add good 
manners, and, as the wise tell us, we shall make the best of both worlds. Who that 
is not a miserable caitiff will refrain from smiling at the praises of justice? Even if 
a man knows the better part he will not be angry with others; for he knows also 
that more than human virtue is needed to save a man, and that he only praises 
justice who is incapable of injustice. 

'The origin of the evil is that all men from the beginning, heroes, poets, 
instructors of youth, have always asserted "the temporal dispensation," the 
honours and profits of justice. Had we been taught in early youth the power of 
justice and injustice inherent in the soul, and unseen by any human or divine eye, 
we should not have needed others to be our guardians, but every one would have 
been the guardian of himself. This is what I want you to show, Socrates;—other 
men use arguments which rather tend to strengthen the position of Thrasymachus 
that "might is right;" but from you I expect better things. And please, as Glaucon 
said, to exclude reputation; let the just be thought unjust and the unjust just, and 
do you still prove to us the superiority of justice'... 

The thesis, which for the sake of argument has been maintained by Glaucon, 
is the converse of that of Thrasymachus—not right is the interest of the stronger, 
but right is the necessity of the weaker. Starting from the same premises he carries 
the analysis of society a step further back;—might is still right, but the might is the 
weakness of the many combined against the strength of the few. 

There have been theories in modern as well as in ancient times which have 
a family likeness to the speculations of Glaucon; e.g. that power is the foundation 
of right; or that a monarch has a divine right to govern well or ill; or that virtue is 
self-love or the love of power; or that war is the natural state of man; or that private 
vices are public benefits. All such theories have a kind of plausibility from their 
partial agreement with experience. For human nature oscillates between good and 
evil, and the motives of actions and the origin of institutions may be explained to 
a certain extent on either hypothesis according to the character or point of view of 
a particular thinker. The obligation of maintaining authority under all 
circumstances and sometimes by rather questionable means is felt strongly and 
has become a sort of instinct among civilized men. The divine right of kings, or 
more generally of governments, is one of the forms under which this natural 
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feeling is expressed. Nor again is there any evil which has not some 
accompaniment of good or pleasure; nor any good which is free from some alloy 
of evil; nor any noble or generous thought which may not be attended by a shadow 
or the ghost of a shadow of self-interest or of self-love. We know that all human 
actions are imperfect; but we do not therefore attribute them to the worse rather 
than to the better motive or principle. Such a philosophy is both foolish and false, 
like that opinion of the clever rogue who assumes all other men to be like himself. 
And theories of this sort do not represent the real nature of the State, which is 
based on a vague sense of right gradually corrected and enlarged by custom and 
law (although capable also of perversion), any more than they describe the origin 
of society, which is to be sought in the family and in the social and religious 
feelings of man. Nor do they represent the average character of individuals, which 
cannot be explained simply on a theory of evil, but has always a counteracting 
element of good. And as men become better such theories appear more and more 
untruthful to them, because they are more conscious of their own 
disinterestedness. A little experience may make a man a cynic; a great deal will 
bring him back to a truer and kindlier view of the mixed nature of himself and his 
fellow men. 

The two brothers ask Socrates to prove to them that the just is happy when 
they have taken from him all that in which happiness is ordinarily supposed to 
consist. Not that there is (1) any absurdity in the attempt to frame a notion of justice 
apart from circumstances. For the ideal must always be a paradox when compared 
with the ordinary conditions of human life. Neither the Stoical ideal nor the 
Christian ideal is true as a fact, but they may serve as a basis of education, and 
may exercise an ennobling influence. An ideal is none the worse because 'some 
one has made the discovery' that no such ideal was ever realized. And in a few 
exceptional individuals who are raised above the ordinary level of humanity, the 
ideal of happiness may be realized in death and misery. This may be the state 
which the reason deliberately approves, and which the utilitarian as well as every 
other moralist may be bound in certain cases to prefer. 

Nor again, (2) must we forget that Plato, though he agrees generally with 
the view implied in the argument of the two brothers, is not expressing his own 
final conclusion, but rather seeking to dramatize one of the aspects of ethical truth. 
He is developing his idea gradually in a series of positions or situations. He is 
exhibiting Socrates for the first time undergoing the Socratic interrogation. Lastly, 
(3) the word 'happiness' involves some degree of confusion because associated in 
the language of modern philosophy with conscious pleasure or satisfaction, which 
was not equally present to his mind. 

Glaucon has been drawing a picture of the misery of the just and the 
happiness of the unjust, to which the misery of the tyrant in Book IX is the answer 
and parallel. And still the unjust must appear just; that is 'the homage which vice 
pays to virtue.' But now Adeimantus, taking up the hint which had been already 
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given by Glaucon, proceeds to show that in the opinion of mankind justice is 
regarded only for the sake of rewards and reputation, and points out the 
advantage which is given to such arguments as those of Thrasymachus and 
Glaucon by the conventional morality of mankind. He seems to feel the difficulty 
of 'justifying the ways of God to man.' Both the brothers touch upon the question, 
whether the morality of actions is determined by their consequences; and both of 
them go beyond the position of Socrates, that justice belongs to the class of goods 
not desirable for themselves only, but desirable for themselves and for their 
results, to which he recalls them. In their attempt to view justice as an internal 
principle, and in their condemnation of the poets, they anticipate him. The 
common life of Greece is not enough for them; they must penetrate deeper into the 
nature of things. 

It has been objected that justice is honesty in the sense of Glaucon and 
Adeimantus, but is taken by Socrates to mean all virtue. May we not more truly 
say that the old-fashioned notion of justice is enlarged by Socrates, and becomes 
equivalent to universal order or well-being, first in the State, and secondly in the 
individual? He has found a new answer to his old question (Protag.), 'whether the 
virtues are one or many,' viz. that one is the ordering principle of the three others. 
In seeking to establish the purely internal nature of justice, he is met by the fact 
that man is a social being, and he tries to harmonise the two opposite theses as 
well as he can. There is no more inconsistency in this than was inevitable in his 
age and country; there is no use in turning upon him the cross lights of modern 
philosophy, which, from some other point of view, would appear equally 
inconsistent. Plato does not give the final solution of philosophical questions for 
us; nor can he be judged of by our standard. 

The remainder of the Republic is developed out of the question of the sons 
of Ariston. Three points are deserving of remark in what immediately follows:—
First, that the answer of Socrates is altogether indirect. He does not say that 
happiness consists in the contemplation of the idea of justice, and still less will he 
be tempted to affirm the Stoical paradox that the just man can be happy on the 
rack. But first he dwells on the difficulty of the problem and insists on restoring 
man to his natural condition, before he will answer the question at all. He too will 
frame an ideal, but his ideal comprehends not only abstract justice, but the whole 
relations of man. Under the fanciful illustration of the large letters he implies that 
he will only look for justice in society, and that from the State he will proceed to 
the individual. His answer in substance amounts to this,—that under favourable 
conditions, i.e. in the perfect State, justice and happiness will coincide, and that 
when justice has been once found, happiness may be left to take care of itself. That 
he falls into some degree of inconsistency, when in the tenth book he claims to 
have got rid of the rewards and honours of justice, may be admitted; for he has left 
those which exist in the perfect State. And the philosopher 'who retires under the 
shelter of a wall' can hardly have been esteemed happy by him, at least not in this 
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world. Still he maintains the true attitude of moral action. Let a man do his duty 
first, without asking whether he will be happy or not, and happiness will be the 
inseparable accident which attends him. 'Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.' 

Secondly, it may be remarked that Plato preserves the genuine character of 
Greek thought in beginning with the State and in going on to the individual. First 
ethics, then politics—this is the order of ideas to us; the reverse is the order of 
history. Only after many struggles of thought does the individual assert his right 
as a moral being. In early ages he is not ONE, but one of many, the citizen of a 
State which is prior to him; and he has no notion of good or evil apart from the 
law of his country or the creed of his church. And to this type he is constantly 
tending to revert, whenever the influence of custom, or of party spirit, or the 
recollection of the past becomes too strong for him. 

Thirdly, we may observe the confusion or identification of the individual 
and the State, of ethics and politics, which pervades early Greek speculation, and 
even in modern times retains a certain degree of influence. The subtle difference 
between the collective and individual action of mankind seems to have escaped 
early thinkers, and we too are sometimes in danger of forgetting the conditions of 
united human action, whenever we either elevate politics into ethics, or lower 
ethics to the standard of politics. The good man and the good citizen only coincide 
in the perfect State; and this perfection cannot be attained by legislation acting 
upon them from without, but, if at all, by education fashioning them from within. 

...Socrates praises the sons of Ariston, 'inspired offspring of the renowned 
hero,' as the elegiac poet terms them; but he does not understand how they can 
argue so eloquently on behalf of injustice while their character shows that they are 
uninfluenced by their own arguments. He knows not how to answer them, 
although he is afraid of deserting justice in the hour of need. He therefore makes 
a condition, that having weak eyes he shall be allowed to read the large letters first 
and then go on to the smaller, that is, he must look for justice in the State first, and 
will then proceed to the individual. Accordingly he begins to construct the State. 

Society arises out of the wants of man. His first want is food; his second a 
house; his third a coat. The sense of these needs and the possibility of satisfying 
them by exchange, draw individuals together on the same spot; and this is the 
beginning of a State, which we take the liberty to invent, although necessity is the 
real inventor. There must be first a husbandman, secondly a builder, thirdly a 
weaver, to which may be added a cobbler. Four or five citizens at least are required 
to make a city. Now men have different natures, and one man will do one thing 
better than many; and business waits for no man. Hence there must be a division 
of labour into different employments; into wholesale and retail trade; into 
workers, and makers of workmen's tools; into shepherds and husbandmen. A city 
which includes all this will have far exceeded the limit of four or five, and yet not 
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be very large. But then again imports will be required, and imports necessitate 
exports, and this implies variety of produce in order to attract the taste of 
purchasers; also merchants and ships. In the city too we must have a market and 
money and retail trades; otherwise buyers and sellers will never meet, and the 
valuable time of the producers will be wasted in vain efforts at exchange. If we 
add hired servants the State will be complete. And we may guess that somewhere 
in the intercourse of the citizens with one another justice and injustice will appear. 

Here follows a rustic picture of their way of life. They spend their days in 
houses which they have built for themselves; they make their own clothes and 
produce their own corn and wine. Their principal food is meal and flour, and they 
drink in moderation. They live on the best of terms with each other, and take care 
not to have too many children. 'But,' said Glaucon, interposing, 'are they not to 
have a relish?' Certainly; they will have salt and olives and cheese, vegetables and 
fruits, and chestnuts to roast at the fire. ''Tis a city of pigs, Socrates.' Why, I replied, 
what do you want more? 'Only the comforts of life,—sofas and tables, also sauces 
and sweets.' I see; you want not only a State, but a luxurious State; and possibly in 
the more complex frame we may sooner find justice and injustice. Then the fine 
arts must go to work—every conceivable instrument and ornament of luxury will 
be wanted. There will be dancers, painters, sculptors, musicians, cooks, barbers, 
tire-women, nurses, artists; swineherds and neatherds too for the animals, and 
physicians to cure the disorders of which luxury is the source. To feed all these 
superfluous mouths we shall need a part of our neighbour's land, and they will 
want a part of ours. And this is the origin of war, which may be traced to the same 
causes as other political evils. Our city will now require the slight addition of a 
camp, and the citizen will be converted into a soldier. But then again our old 
doctrine of the division of labour must not be forgotten. The art of war cannot be 
learned in a day, and there must be a natural aptitude for military duties. There 
will be some warlike natures who have this aptitude—dogs keen of scent, swift of 
foot to pursue, and strong of limb to fight. And as spirit is the foundation of 
courage, such natures, whether of men or animals, will be full of spirit. But these 
spirited natures are apt to bite and devour one another; the union of gentleness to 
friends and fierceness against enemies appears to be an impossibility, and the 
guardian of a State requires both qualities. Who then can be a guardian? The image 
of the dog suggests an answer. For dogs are gentle to friends and fierce to 
strangers. Your dog is a philosopher who judges by the rule of knowing or not 
knowing; and philosophy, whether in man or beast, is the parent of gentleness. 
The human watchdogs must be philosophers or lovers of learning which will make 
them gentle. And how are they to be learned without education? 

But what shall their education be? Is any better than the old-fashioned sort 
which is comprehended under the name of music and gymnastic? Music includes 
literature, and literature is of two kinds, true and false. 'What do you mean?' he 
said. I mean that children hear stories before they learn gymnastics, and that the 
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stories are either untrue, or have at most one or two grains of truth in a bushel of 
falsehood. Now early life is very impressible, and children ought not to learn what 
they will have to unlearn when they grow up; we must therefore have a censorship 
of nursery tales, banishing some and keeping others. Some of them are very 
improper, as we may see in the great instances of Homer and Hesiod, who not 
only tell lies but bad lies; stories about Uranus and Saturn, which are immoral as 
well as false, and which should never be spoken of to young persons, or indeed at 
all; or, if at all, then in a mystery, after the sacrifice, not of an Eleusinian pig, but 
of some unprocurable animal. Shall our youth be encouraged to beat their fathers 
by the example of Zeus, or our citizens be incited to quarrel by hearing or seeing 
representations of strife among the gods? Shall they listen to the narrative of 
Hephaestus binding his mother, and of Zeus sending him flying for helping her 
when she was beaten? Such tales may possibly have a mystical interpretation, but 
the young are incapable of understanding allegory. If any one asks what tales are 
to be allowed, we will answer that we are legislators and not book-makers; we 
only lay down the principles according to which books are to be written; to write 
them is the duty of others. 

And our first principle is, that God must be represented as he is; not as the 
author of all things, but of good only. We will not suffer the poets to say that he is 
the steward of good and evil, or that he has two casks full of destinies;—or that 
Athene and Zeus incited Pandarus to break the treaty; or that God caused the 
sufferings of Niobe, or of Pelops, or the Trojan war; or that he makes men sin when 
he wishes to destroy them. Either these were not the actions of the gods, or God 
was just, and men were the better for being punished. But that the deed was evil, 
and God the author, is a wicked, suicidal fiction which we will allow no one, old 
or young, to utter. This is our first and great principle—God is the author of good 
only. 

And the second principle is like unto it:—With God is no variableness or 
change of form. Reason teaches us this; for if we suppose a change in God, he must 
be changed either by another or by himself. By another?—but the best works of 
nature and art and the noblest qualities of mind are least liable to be changed by 
any external force. By himself?—but he cannot change for the better; he will hardly 
change for the worse. He remains for ever fairest and best in his own image. 
Therefore we refuse to listen to the poets who tell us of Here begging in the 
likeness of a priestess or of other deities who prowl about at night in strange 
disguises; all that blasphemous nonsense with which mothers fool the manhood 
out of their children must be suppressed. But some one will say that God, who is 
himself unchangeable, may take a form in relation to us. Why should he? For gods 
as well as men hate the lie in the soul, or principle of falsehood; and as for any 
other form of lying which is used for a purpose and is regarded as innocent in 
certain exceptional cases—what need have the gods of this? For they are not 
ignorant of antiquity like the poets, nor are they afraid of their enemies, nor is any 
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madman a friend of theirs. God then is true, he is absolutely true; he changes not, 
he deceives not, by day or night, by word or sign. This is our second great 
principle—God is true. Away with the lying dream of Agamemnon in Homer, and 
the accusation of Thetis against Apollo in Aeschylus... 

In order to give clearness to his conception of the State, Plato proceeds to 
trace the first principles of mutual need and of division of labour in an imaginary 
community of four or five citizens. Gradually this community increases; the 
division of labour extends to countries; imports necessitate exports; a medium of 
exchange is required, and retailers sit in the market-place to save the time of the 
producers. These are the steps by which Plato constructs the first or primitive 
State, introducing the elements of political economy by the way. As he is going to 
frame a second or civilized State, the simple naturally comes before the complex. 
He indulges, like Rousseau, in a picture of primitive life—an idea which has 
indeed often had a powerful influence on the imagination of mankind, but he does 
not seriously mean to say that one is better than the other (Politicus); nor can any 
inference be drawn from the description of the first state taken apart from the 
second, such as Aristotle appears to draw in the Politics. We should not interpret 
a Platonic dialogue any more than a poem or a parable in too literal or matter-of-
fact a style. On the other hand, when we compare the lively fancy of Plato with the 
dried-up abstractions of modern treatises on philosophy, we are compelled to say 
with Protagoras, that the 'mythus is more interesting' (Protag.) 

Several interesting remarks which in modern times would have a place in 
a treatise on Political Economy are scattered up and down the writings of Plato: 
especially Laws, Population; Free Trade; Adulteration; Wills and Bequests; 
Begging; Eryxias, (though not Plato's), Value and Demand; Republic, Division of 
Labour. The last subject, and also the origin of Retail Trade, is treated with 
admirable lucidity in the second book of the Republic. But Plato never combined 
his economic ideas into a system, and never seems to have recognized that Trade 
is one of the great motive powers of the State and of the world. He would make 
retail traders only of the inferior sort of citizens (Rep., Laws), though he remarks, 
quaintly enough (Laws), that 'if only the best men and the best women everywhere 
were compelled to keep taverns for a time or to carry on retail trade, etc., then we 
should knew how pleasant and agreeable all these things are.' 

The disappointment of Glaucon at the 'city of pigs,' the ludicrous 
description of the ministers of luxury in the more refined State, and the 
afterthought of the necessity of doctors, the illustration of the nature of the 
guardian taken from the dog, the desirableness of offering some almost 
unprocurable victim when impure mysteries are to be celebrated, the behaviour of 
Zeus to his father and of Hephaestus to his mother, are touches of humour which 
have also a serious meaning. In speaking of education Plato rather startles us by 
affirming that a child must be trained in falsehood first and in truth afterwards. 
Yet this is not very different from saying that children must be taught through the 
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medium of imagination as well as reason; that their minds can only develope 
gradually, and that there is much which they must learn without understanding. 
This is also the substance of Plato's view, though he must be acknowledged to have 
drawn the line somewhat differently from modern ethical writers, respecting truth 
and falsehood. To us, economies or accommodations would not be allowable 
unless they were required by the human faculties or necessary for the 
communication of knowledge to the simple and ignorant. We should insist that 
the word was inseparable from the intention, and that we must not be 'falsely true,' 
i.e. speak or act falsely in support of what was right or true. But Plato would limit 
the use of fictions only by requiring that they should have a good moral effect, and 
that such a dangerous weapon as falsehood should be employed by the rulers 
alone and for great objects. 

A Greek in the age of Plato attached no importance to the question whether 
his religion was an historical fact. He was just beginning to be conscious that the 
past had a history; but he could see nothing beyond Homer and Hesiod. Whether 
their narratives were true or false did not seriously affect the political or social life 
of Hellas. Men only began to suspect that they were fictions when they recognised 
them to be immoral. And so in all religions: the consideration of their morality 
comes first, afterwards the truth of the documents in which they are recorded, or 
of the events natural or supernatural which are told of them. But in modern times, 
and in Protestant countries perhaps more than in Catholic, we have been too much 
inclined to identify the historical with the moral; and some have refused to believe 
in religion at all, unless a superhuman accuracy was discernible in every part of 
the record. The facts of an ancient or religious history are amongst the most 
important of all facts; but they are frequently uncertain, and we only learn the true 
lesson which is to be gathered from them when we place ourselves above them. 
These reflections tend to show that the difference between Plato and ourselves, 
though not unimportant, is not so great as might at first sight appear. For we 
should agree with him in placing the moral before the historical truth of religion; 
and, generally, in disregarding those errors or misstatements of fact which 
necessarily occur in the early stages of all religions. We know also that changes in 
the traditions of a country cannot be made in a day; and are therefore tolerant of 
many things which science and criticism would condemn. 

We note in passing that the allegorical interpretation of mythology, said to 
have been first introduced as early as the sixth century before Christ by Theagenes 
of Rhegium, was well established in the age of Plato, and here, as in the Phaedrus, 
though for a different reason, was rejected by him. That anachronisms whether of 
religion or law, when men have reached another stage of civilization, should be 
got rid of by fictions is in accordance with universal experience. Great is the art of 
interpretation; and by a natural process, which when once discovered was always 
going on, what could not be altered was explained away. And so without any 
palpable inconsistency there existed side by side two forms of religion, the 
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tradition inherited or invented by the poets and the customary worship of the 
temple; on the other hand, there was the religion of the philosopher, who was 
dwelling in the heaven of ideas, but did not therefore refuse to offer a cock to 
Aesculapius, or to be seen saying his prayers at the rising of the sun. At length the 
antagonism between the popular and philosophical religion, never so great among 
the Greeks as in our own age, disappeared, and was only felt like the difference 
between the religion of the educated and uneducated among ourselves. The Zeus 
of Homer and Hesiod easily passed into the 'royal mind' of Plato (Philebus); the 
giant Heracles became the knight-errant and benefactor of mankind. These and 
still more wonderful transformations were readily effected by the ingenuity of 
Stoics and neo-Platonists in the two or three centuries before and after Christ. The 
Greek and Roman religions were gradually permeated by the spirit of philosophy; 
having lost their ancient meaning, they were resolved into poetry and morality; 
and probably were never purer than at the time of their decay, when their 
influence over the world was waning. 

A singular conception which occurs towards the end of the book is the lie 
in the soul; this is connected with the Platonic and Socratic doctrine that 
involuntary ignorance is worse than voluntary. The lie in the soul is a true lie, the 
corruption of the highest truth, the deception of the highest part of the soul, from 
which he who is deceived has no power of delivering himself. For example, to 
represent God as false or immoral, or, according to Plato, as deluding men with 
appearances or as the author of evil; or again, to affirm with Protagoras that 
'knowledge is sensation,' or that 'being is becoming,' or with Thrasymachus 'that 
might is right,' would have been regarded by Plato as a lie of this hateful sort. The 
greatest unconsciousness of the greatest untruth, e.g. if, in the language of the 
Gospels (John), 'he who was blind' were to say 'I see,' is another aspect of the state 
of mind which Plato is describing. The lie in the soul may be further compared 
with the sin against the Holy Ghost (Luke), allowing for the difference between 
Greek and Christian modes of speaking. To this is opposed the lie in words, which 
is only such a deception as may occur in a play or poem, or allegory or figure of 
speech, or in any sort of accommodation,—which though useless to the gods may 
be useful to men in certain cases. Socrates is here answering the question which he 
had himself raised about the propriety of deceiving a madman; and he is also 
contrasting the nature of God and man. For God is Truth, but mankind can only 
be true by appearing sometimes to be partial, or false. Reserving for another place 
the greater questions of religion or education, we may note further, (1) the 
approval of the old traditional education of Greece; (2) the preparation which Plato 
is making for the attack on Homer and the poets; (3) the preparation which he is 
also making for the use of economies in the State; (4) the contemptuous and at the 
same time euphemistic manner in which here as below he alludes to the 
'Chronique Scandaleuse' of the gods. 
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From Nicomachean Ethics1 
By Aristotle 

350 BC 
Trans. by W. D. Ross 

 

Book I 
 

1 
Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is 

thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been 
declared to be that at which all things aim. But a certain difference is found among 
ends; some are activities, others are products apart from the activities that produce 
them. Where there are ends apart from the actions, it is the nature of the products 
to be better than the activities. Now, as there are many actions, arts, and sciences, 
their ends also are many; the end of the medical art is health, that of shipbuilding 
a vessel, that of strategy victory, that of economics wealth. But where such arts fall 
under a single capacity- as bridle-making and the other arts concerned with the 
equipment of horses fall under the art of riding, and this and every military action 
under strategy, in the same way other arts fall under yet others- in all of these the 
ends of the master arts are to be preferred to all the subordinate ends; for it is for 
the sake of the former that the latter are pursued. It makes no difference whether 
the activities themselves are the ends of the actions, or something else apart from 
the activities, as in the case of the sciences just mentioned.  

 

2 
If, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own 

sake (everything else being desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose 
everything for the sake of something else (for at that rate the process would go on 
to infinity, so that our desire would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the 
good and the chief good. Will not the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence 
on life? Shall we not, like archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit 
upon what is right? If so, we must try, in outline at least, to determine what it is, 
and of which of the sciences or capacities it is the object. It would seem to belong 
to the most authoritative art and that which is most truly the master art. And 
politics appears to be of this nature; for it is this that ordains which of the sciences 
should be studied in a state, and which each class of citizens should learn and up 
                                                            
1 Adapted from the text found at http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.1.i.html 
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to what point they should learn them; and we see even the most highly esteemed 
of capacities to fall under this, e.g. strategy, economics, rhetoric; now, since politics 
uses the rest of the sciences, and since, again, it legislates as to what we are to do 
and what we are to abstain from, the end of this science must include those of the 
others, so that this end must be the good for man. For even if the end is the same 
for a single man and for a state, that of the state seems at all events something 
greater and more complete whether to attain or to preserve; though it is worth 
while to attain the end merely for one man, it is finer and more godlike to attain it 
for a nation or for city-states. These, then, are the ends at which our inquiry aims, 
since it is political science, in one sense of that term.  

 

3 
Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness as the subject-

matter admits of, for precision is not to be sought for alike in all discussions, any 
more than in all the products of the crafts. Now fine and just actions, which 
political science investigates, admit of much variety and fluctuation of opinion, so 
that they may be thought to exist only by convention, and not by nature. And 
goods also give rise to a similar fluctuation because they bring harm to many 
people; for before now men have been undone by reason of their wealth, and 
others by reason of their courage. We must be content, then, in speaking of such 
subjects and with such premisses to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, and 
in speaking about things which are only for the most part true and with premisses 
of the same kind to reach conclusions that are no better. In the same spirit, 
therefore, should each type of statement be received; for it is the mark of an 
educated man to look for precision in each class of things just so far as the nature 
of the subject admits; it is evidently equally foolish to accept probable reasoning 
from a mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician scientific proofs.  

Now each man judges well the things he knows, and of these he is a good 
judge. And so the man who has been educated in a subject is a good judge of that 
subject, and the man who has received an all-round education is a good judge in 
general. Hence a young man is not a proper hearer of lectures on political science; 
for he is inexperienced in the actions that occur in life, but its discussions start from 
these and are about these; and, further, since he tends to follow his passions, his 
study will be vain and unprofitable, because the end aimed at is not knowledge 
but action. And it makes no difference whether he is young in years or youthful in 
character; the defect does not depend on time, but on his living, and pursuing each 
successive object, as passion directs. For to such persons, as to the incontinent, 
knowledge brings no profit; but to those who desire and act in accordance with a 
rational principle knowledge about such matters will be of great benefit.  

These remarks about the student, the sort of treatment to be expected, and 
the purpose of the inquiry, may be taken as our preface.  
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4 
Let us resume our inquiry and state, in view of the fact that all knowledge 

and every pursuit aims at some good, what it is that we say political science aims 
at and what is the highest of all goods achievable by action. Verbally there is very 
general agreement; for both the general run of men and people of superior 
refinement say that it is happiness, and identify living well and doing well with 
being happy; but with regard to what happiness is they differ, and the many do 
not give the same account as the wise. For the former think it is some plain and 
obvious thing, like pleasure, wealth, or honour; they differ, however, from one 
another- and often even the same man identifies it with different things, with 
health when he is ill, with wealth when he is poor; but, conscious of their 
ignorance, they admire those who proclaim some great ideal that is above their 
comprehension. Now some thought that apart from these many goods there is 
another which is self-subsistent and causes the goodness of all these as well. To 
examine all the opinions that have been held were perhaps somewhat fruitless; 
enough to examine those that are most prevalent or that seem to be arguable.  

Let us not fail to notice, however, that there is a difference between 
arguments from and those to the first principles. For Plato, too, was right in raising 
this question and asking, as he used to do, 'are we on the way from or to the first 
principles?' There is a difference, as there is in a race-course between the course 
from the judges to the turning-point and the way back. For, while we must begin 
with what is known, things are objects of knowledge in two senses- some to us, 
some without qualification. Presumably, then, we must begin with things known 
to us. Hence any one who is to listen intelligently to lectures about what is noble 
and just, and generally, about the subjects of political science must have been 
brought up in good habits. For the fact is the starting-point, and if this is 
sufficiently plain to him, he will not at the start need the reason as well; and the 
man who has been well brought up has or can easily get startingpoints. And as for 
him who neither has nor can get them, let him hear the words of Hesiod:  

Far best is he who knows all things himself;  
Good, he that hearkens when men counsel right;  
But he who neither knows, nor lays to heart  
Another's wisdom, is a useless wight.  

 

5 
Let us, however, resume our discussion from the point at which we 

digressed. To judge from the lives that men lead, most men, and men of the most 
vulgar type, seem (not without some ground) to identify the good, or happiness, 
with pleasure; which is the reason why they love the life of enjoyment. For there 
are, we may say, three prominent types of life- that just mentioned, the political, 
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and thirdly the contemplative life. Now the mass of mankind are evidently quite 
slavish in their tastes, preferring a life suitable to beasts, but they get some ground 
for their view from the fact that many of those in high places share the tastes of 
Sardanapallus. A consideration of the prominent types of life shows that people of 
superior refinement and of active disposition identify happiness with honour; for 
this is, roughly speaking, the end of the political life. But it seems too superficial 
to be what we are looking for, since it is thought to depend on those who bestow 
honour rather than on him who receives it, but the good we divine to be something 
proper to a man and not easily taken from him. Further, men seem to pursue 
honour in order that they may be assured of their goodness; at least it is by men of 
practical wisdom that they seek to be honoured, and among those who know 
them, and on the ground of their virtue; clearly, then, according to them, at any 
rate, virtue is better. And perhaps one might even suppose this to be, rather than 
honour, the end of the political life. But even this appears somewhat incomplete; 
for possession of virtue seems actually compatible with being asleep, or with 
lifelong inactivity, and, further, with the greatest sufferings and misfortunes; but 
a man who was living so no one would call happy, unless he were maintaining a 
thesis at all costs. But enough of this; for the subject has been sufficiently treated 
even in the current discussions. Third comes the contemplative life, which we shall 
consider later.  

The life of money-making is one undertaken under compulsion, and wealth 
is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of 
something else. And so one might rather take the aforenamed objects to be ends; 
for they are loved for themselves. But it is evident that not even these are ends; yet 
many arguments have been thrown away in support of them. Let us leave this 
subject, then.  

 

6 
We had perhaps better consider the universal good and discuss thoroughly 

what is meant by it, although such an inquiry is made an uphill one by the fact 
that the Forms have been introduced by friends of our own. Yet it would perhaps 
be thought to be better, indeed to be our duty, for the sake of maintaining the truth 
even to destroy what touches us closely, especially as we are philosophers or 
lovers of wisdom; for, while both are dear, piety requires us to honour truth above 
our friends.  

The men who introduced this doctrine did not posit Ideas of classes within 
which they recognized priority and posteriority (which is the reason why they did 
not maintain the existence of an Idea embracing all numbers); but the term 'good' 
is used both in the category of substance and in that of quality and in that of 
relation, and that which is per se, i.e. substance, is prior in nature to the relative 
(for the latter is like an off shoot and accident of being); so that there could not be 
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a common Idea set over all these goods. Further, since 'good' has as many senses 
as 'being' (for it is predicated both in the category of substance, as of God and of 
reason, and in quality, i.e. of the virtues, and in quantity, i.e. of that which is 
moderate, and in relation, i.e. of the useful, and in time, i.e. of the right 
opportunity, and in place, i.e. of the right locality and the like), clearly it cannot be 
something universally present in all cases and single; for then it could not have 
been predicated in all the categories but in one only. Further, since of the things 
answering to one Idea there is one science, there would have been one science of 
all the goods; but as it is there are many sciences even of the things that fall under 
one category, e.g. of opportunity, for opportunity in war is studied by strategics 
and in disease by medicine, and the moderate in food is studied by medicine and 
in exercise by the science of gymnastics. And one might ask the question, what in 
the world they mean by 'a thing itself', is (as is the case) in 'man himself' and in a 
particular man the account of man is one and the same. For in so far as they are 
man, they will in no respect differ; and if this is so, neither will 'good itself' and 
particular goods, in so far as they are good. But again it will not be good any the 
more for being eternal, since that which lasts long is no whiter than that which 
perishes in a day. The Pythagoreans seem to give a more plausible account of the 
good, when they place the one in the column of goods; and it is they that 
Speusippus seems to have followed.  

But let us discuss these matters elsewhere; an objection to what we have 
said, however, may be discerned in the fact that the Platonists have not been 
speaking about all goods, and that the goods that are pursued and loved for 
themselves are called good by reference to a single Form, while those which tend 
to produce or to preserve these somehow or to prevent their contraries are called 
so by reference to these, and in a secondary sense. Clearly, then, goods must be 
spoken of in two ways, and some must be good in themselves, the others by reason 
of these. Let us separate, then, things good in themselves from things useful, and 
consider whether the former are called good by reference to a single Idea. What 
sort of goods would one call good in themselves? Is it those that are pursued even 
when isolated from others, such as intelligence, sight, and certain pleasures and 
honours? Certainly, if we pursue these also for the sake of something else, yet one 
would place them among things good in themselves. Or is nothing other than the 
Idea of good good in itself? In that case the Form will be empty. But if the things 
we have named are also things good in themselves, the account of the good will 
have to appear as something identical in them all, as that of whiteness is identical 
in snow and in white lead. But of honour, wisdom, and pleasure, just in respect of 
their goodness, the accounts are distinct and diverse. The good, therefore, is not 
some common element answering to one Idea.  

But what then do we mean by the good? It is surely not like the things that 
only chance to have the same name. Are goods one, then, by being derived from 
one good or by all contributing to one good, or are they rather one by analogy? 
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Certainly as sight is in the body, so is reason in the soul, and so on in other cases. 
But perhaps these subjects had better be dismissed for the present; for perfect 
precision about them would be more appropriate to another branch of philosophy. 
And similarly with regard to the Idea; even if there is some one good which is 
universally predicable of goods or is capable of separate and independent 
existence, clearly it could not be achieved or attained by man; but we are now 
seeking something attainable. Perhaps, however, some one might think it worth 
while to recognize this with a view to the goods that are attainable and achievable; 
for having this as a sort of pattern we shall know better the goods that are good 
for us, and if we know them shall attain them. This argument has some 
plausibility, but seems to clash with the procedure of the sciences; for all of these, 
though they aim at some good and seek to supply the deficiency of it, leave on one 
side the knowledge of the good. Yet that all the exponents of the arts should be 
ignorant of, and should not even seek, so great an aid is not probable. It is hard, 
too, to see how a weaver or a carpenter will be benefited in regard to his own craft 
by knowing this 'good itself', or how the man who has viewed the Idea itself will 
be a better doctor or general thereby. For a doctor seems not even to study health 
in this way, but the health of man, or perhaps rather the health of a particular man; 
it is individuals that he is healing. But enough of these topics.  

 

7 
Let us again return to the good we are seeking, and ask what it can be. It 

seems different in different actions and arts; it is different in medicine, in strategy, 
and in the other arts likewise. What then is the good of each? Surely that for whose 
sake everything else is done. In medicine this is health, in strategy victory, in 
architecture a house, in any other sphere something else, and in every action and 
pursuit the end; for it is for the sake of this that all men do whatever else they do. 
Therefore, if there is an end for all that we do, this will be the good achievable by 
action, and if there are more than one, these will be the goods achievable by action.  

So the argument has by a different course reached the same point; but we 
must try to state this even more clearly. Since there are evidently more than one 
end, and we choose some of these (e.g. wealth, flutes, and in general instruments) 
for the sake of something else, clearly not all ends are final ends; but the chief good 
is evidently something final. Therefore, if there is only one final end, this will be 
what we are seeking, and if there are more than one, the most final of these will be 
what we are seeking. Now we call that which is in itself worthy of pursuit more 
final than that which is worthy of pursuit for the sake of something else, and that 
which is never desirable for the sake of something else more final than the things 
that are desirable both in themselves and for the sake of that other thing, and 
therefore we call final without qualification that which is always desirable in itself 
and never for the sake of something else.  



53 
 

Now such a thing happiness, above all else, is held to be; for this we choose 
always for self and never for the sake of something else, but honour, pleasure, 
reason, and every virtue we choose indeed for themselves (for if nothing resulted 
from them we should still choose each of them), but we choose them also for the 
sake of happiness, judging that by means of them we shall be happy. Happiness, 
on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of these, nor, in general, for 
anything other than itself.  

From the point of view of self-sufficiency the same result seems to follow; 
for the final good is thought to be self-sufficient. Now by self-sufficient we do not 
mean that which is sufficient for a man by himself, for one who lives a solitary life, 
but also for parents, children, wife, and in general for his friends and fellow 
citizens, since man is born for citizenship. But some limit must be set to this; for if 
we extend our requirement to ancestors and descendants and friends' friends we 
are in for an infinite series. Let us examine this question, however, on another 
occasion; the self-sufficient we now define as that which when isolated makes life 
desirable and lacking in nothing; and such we think happiness to be; and further 
we think it most desirable of all things, without being counted as one good thing 
among others- if it were so counted it would clearly be made more desirable by 
the addition of even the least of goods; for that which is added becomes an excess 
of goods, and of goods the greater is always more desirable. Happiness, then, is 
something final and self-sufficient, and is the end of action.  

Presumably, however, to say that happiness is the chief good seems a 
platitude, and a clearer account of what it is still desired. This might perhaps be 
given, if we could first ascertain the function of man. For just as for a flute-player, 
a sculptor, or an artist, and, in general, for all things that have a function or activity, 
the good and the 'well' is thought to reside in the function, so would it seem to be 
for man, if he has a function. Have the carpenter, then, and the tanner certain 
functions or activities, and has man none? Is he born without a function? Or as 
eye, hand, foot, and in general each of the parts evidently has a function, may one 
lay it down that man similarly has a function apart from all these? What then can 
this be? Life seems to be common even to plants, but we are seeking what is 
peculiar to man. Let us exclude, therefore, the life of nutrition and growth. Next 
there would be a life of perception, but it also seems to be common even to the 
horse, the ox, and every animal. There remains, then, an active life of the element 
that has a rational principle; of this, one part has such a principle in the sense of 
being obedient to one, the other in the sense of possessing one and exercising 
thought. And, as 'life of the rational element' also has two meanings, we must state 
that life in the sense of activity is what we mean; for this seems to be the more 
proper sense of the term. Now if the function of man is an activity of soul which 
follows or implies a rational principle, and if we say 'so-and-so-and 'a good so-
and-so' have a function which is the same in kind, e.g. a lyre, and a good lyre-
player, and so without qualification in all cases, eminence in respect of goodness 
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being idded to the name of the function (for the function of a lyre-player is to play 
the lyre, and that of a good lyre-player is to do so well): if this is the case, and we 
state the function of man to be a certain kind of life, and this to be an activity or 
actions of the soul implying a rational principle, and the function of a good man 
to be the good and noble performance of these, and if any action is well performed 
when it is performed in accordance with the appropriate excellence: if this is the 
case, human good turns out to be activity of soul in accordance with virtue, and if 
there are more than one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete.  

But we must add 'in a complete life.' For one swallow does not make a 
summer, nor does one day; and so too one day, or a short time, does not make a 
man blessed and happy.  

Let this serve as an outline of the good; for we must presumably first sketch 
it roughly, and then later fill in the details. But it would seem that any one is 
capable of carrying on and articulating what has once been well outlined, and that 
time is a good discoverer or partner in such a work; to which facts the advances of 
the arts are due; for any one can add what is lacking. And we must also remember 
what has been said before, and not look for precision in all things alike, but in each 
class of things such precision as accords with the subject-matter, and so much as 
is appropriate to the inquiry. For a carpenter and a geometer investigate the right 
angle in different ways; the former does so in so far as the right angle is useful for 
his work, while the latter inquires what it is or what sort of thing it is; for he is a 
spectator of the truth. We must act in the same way, then, in all other matters as 
well, that our main task may not be subordinated to minor questions. Nor must 
we demand the cause in all matters alike; it is enough in some cases that the fact 
be well established, as in the case of the first principles; the fact is the primary 
thing or first principle. Now of first principles we see some by induction, some by 
perception, some by a certain habituation, and others too in other ways. But each 
set of principles we must try to investigate in the natural way, and we must take 
pains to state them definitely, since they have a great influence on what follows. 
For the beginning is thought to be more than half of the whole, and many of the 
questions we ask are cleared up by it.  

 

8 
We must consider it, however, in the light not only of our conclusion and 

our premisses, but also of what is commonly said about it; for with a true view all 
the data harmonize, but with a false one the facts soon clash. Now goods have 
been divided into three classes, and some are described as external, others as 
relating to soul or to body; we call those that relate to soul most properly and truly 
goods, and psychical actions and activities we class as relating to soul. Therefore 
our account must be sound, at least according to this view, which is an old one 
and agreed on by philosophers. It is correct also in that we identify the end with 
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certain actions and activities; for thus it falls among goods of the soul and not 
among external goods. Another belief which harmonizes with our account is that 
the happy man lives well and does well; for we have practically defined happiness 
as a sort of good life and good action. The characteristics that are looked for in 
happiness seem also, all of them, to belong to what we have defined happiness as 
being. For some identify happiness with virtue, some with practical wisdom, 
others with a kind of philosophic wisdom, others with these, or one of these, 
accompanied by pleasure or not without pleasure; while others include also 
external prosperity. Now some of these views have been held by many men and 
men of old, others by a few eminent persons; and it is not probable that either of 
these should be entirely mistaken, but rather that they should be right in at least 
some one respect or even in most respects.  

With those who identify happiness with virtue or some one virtue our 
account is in harmony; for to virtue belongs virtuous activity. But it makes, 
perhaps, no small difference whether we place the chief good in possession or in 
use, in state of mind or in activity. For the state of mind may exist without 
producing any good result, as in a man who is asleep or in some other way quite 
inactive, but the activity cannot; for one who has the activity will of necessity be 
acting, and acting well. And as in the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful 
and the strongest that are crowned but those who compete (for it is some of these 
that are victorious), so those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good 
things in life.  

Their life is also in itself pleasant. For pleasure is a state of soul, and to each 
man that which he is said to be a lover of is pleasant; e.g. not only is a horse 
pleasant to the lover of horses, and a spectacle to the lover of sights, but also in the 
same way just acts are pleasant to the lover of justice and in general virtuous acts 
to the lover of virtue. Now for most men their pleasures are in conflict with one 
another because these are not by nature pleasant, but the lovers of what is noble 
find pleasant the things that are by nature pleasant; and virtuous actions are such, 
so that these are pleasant for such men as well as in their own nature. Their life, 
therefore, has no further need of pleasure as a sort of adventitious charm, but has 
its pleasure in itself. For, besides what we have said, the man who does not rejoice 
in noble actions is not even good; since no one would call a man just who did not 
enjoy acting justly, nor any man liberal who did not enjoy liberal actions; and 
similarly in all other cases. If this is so, virtuous actions must be in themselves 
pleasant. But they are also good and noble, and have each of these attributes in the 
highest degree, since the good man judges well about these attributes; his 
judgement is such as we have described. Happiness then is the best, noblest, and 
most pleasant thing in the world, and these attributes are not severed as in the 
inscription at Delos-  

Most noble is that which is justest, and best is health;  
But pleasantest is it to win what we love.  
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For all these properties belong to the best activities; and these, or one- the best- of 
these, we identify with happiness.  

Yet evidently, as we said, it needs the external goods as well; for it is 
impossible, or not easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment. In many 
actions we use friends and riches and political power as instruments; and there are 
some things the lack of which takes the lustre from happiness, as good birth, 
goodly children, beauty; for the man who is very ugly in appearance or ill-born or 
solitary and childless is not very likely to be happy, and perhaps a man would be 
still less likely if he had thoroughly bad children or friends or had lost good 
children or friends by death. As we said, then, happiness seems to need this sort 
of prosperity in addition; for which reason some identify happiness with good 
fortune, though others identify it with virtue.  

 

9 
For this reason also the question is asked, whether happiness is to be 

acquired by learning or by habituation or some other sort of training, or comes in 
virtue of some divine providence or again by chance. Now if there is any gift of 
the gods to men, it is reasonable that happiness should be god-given, and most 
surely god-given of all human things inasmuch as it is the best. But this question 
would perhaps be more appropriate to another inquiry; happiness seems, 
however, even if it is not god-sent but comes as a result of virtue and some process 
of learning or training, to be among the most godlike things; for that which is the 
prize and end of virtue seems to be the best thing in the world, and something 
godlike and blessed.  

It will also on this view be very generally shared; for all who are not 
maimed as regards their potentiality for virtue may win it by a certain kind of 
study and care. But if it is better to be happy thus than by chance, it is reasonable 
that the facts should be so, since everything that depends on the action of nature 
is by nature as good as it can be, and similarly everything that depends on art or 
any rational cause, and especially if it depends on the best of all causes. To entrust 
to chance what is greatest and most noble would be a very defective arrangement.  

The answer to the question we are asking is plain also from the definition 
of happiness; for it has been said to be a virtuous activity of soul, of a certain kind. 
Of the remaining goods, some must necessarily pre-exist as conditions of 
happiness, and others are naturally co-operative and useful as instruments. And 
this will be found to agree with what we said at the outset; for we stated the end 
of political science to be the best end, and political science spends most of its pains 
on making the citizens to be of a certain character, viz. good and capable of noble 
acts.  
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It is natural, then, that we call neither ox nor horse nor any other of the 
animals happy; for none of them is capable of sharing in such activity. For this 
reason also a boy is not happy; for he is not yet capable of such acts, owing to his 
age; and boys who are called happy are being congratulated by reason of the hopes 
we have for them. For there is required, as we said, not only complete virtue but 
also a complete life, since many changes occur in life, and all manner of chances, 
and the most prosperous may fall into great misfortunes in old age, as is told of 
Priam in the Trojan Cycle; and one who has experienced such chances and has 
ended wretchedly no one calls happy.  

 

10 
Must no one at all, then, be called happy while he lives; must we, as Solon 

says, see the end? Even if we are to lay down this doctrine, is it also the case that a 
man is happy when he is dead? Or is not this quite absurd, especially for us who 
say that happiness is an activity? But if we do not call the dead man happy, and if 
Solon does not mean this, but that one can then safely call a man blessed as being 
at last beyond evils and misfortunes, this also affords matter for discussion; for 
both evil and good are thought to exist for a dead man, as much as for one who is 
alive but not aware of them; e.g. honours and dishonours and the good or bad 
fortunes of children and in general of descendants. And this also presents a 
problem; for though a man has lived happily up to old age and has had a death 
worthy of his life, many reverses may befall his descendants- some of them may 
be good and attain the life they deserve, while with others the opposite may be the 
case; and clearly too the degrees of relationship between them and their ancestors 
may vary indefinitely. It would be odd, then, if the dead man were to share in 
these changes and become at one time happy, at another wretched; while it would 
also be odd if the fortunes of the descendants did not for some time have some 
effect on the happiness of their ancestors.  

But we must return to our first difficulty; for perhaps by a consideration of 
it our present problem might be solved. Now if we must see the end and only then 
call a man happy, not as being happy but as having been so before, surely this is a 
paradox, that when he is happy the attribute that belongs to him is not to be truly 
predicated of him because we do not wish to call living men happy, on account of 
the changes that may befall them, and because we have assumed happiness to be 
something permanent and by no means easily changed, while a single man may 
suffer many turns of fortune's wheel. For clearly if we were to keep pace with his 
fortunes, we should often call the same man happy and again wretched, making 
the happy man out to be chameleon and insecurely based. Or is this keeping pace 
with his fortunes quite wrong? Success or failure in life does not depend on these, 
but human life, as we said, needs these as mere additions, while virtuous activities 
or their opposites are what constitute happiness or the reverse.  
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The question we have now discussed confirms our definition. For no 
function of man has so much permanence as virtuous activities (these are thought 
to be more durable even than knowledge of the sciences), and of these themselves 
the most valuable are more durable because those who are happy spend their life 
most readily and most continuously in these; for this seems to be the reason why 
we do not forget them. The attribute in question, then, will belong to the happy 
man, and he will be happy throughout his life; for always, or by preference to 
everything else, he will be engaged in virtuous action and contemplation, and he 
will bear the chances of life most nobly and altogether decorously, if he is 'truly 
good' and 'foursquare beyond reproach'.  

Now many events happen by chance, and events differing in importance; 
small pieces of good fortune or of its opposite clearly do not weigh down the scales 
of life one way or the other, but a multitude of great events if they turn out well 
will make life happier (for not only are they themselves such as to add beauty to 
life, but the way a man deals with them may be noble and good), while if they turn 
out ill they crush and maim happiness; for they both bring pain with them and 
hinder many activities. Yet even in these nobility shines through, when a man 
bears with resignation many great misfortunes, not through insensibility to pain 
but through nobility and greatness of soul.  

If activities are, as we said, what gives life its character, no happy man can 
become miserable; for he will never do the acts that are hateful and mean. For the 
man who is truly good and wise, we think, bears all the chances life becomingly 
and always makes the best of circumstances, as a good general makes the best 
military use of the army at his command and a good shoemaker makes the best 
shoes out of the hides that are given him; and so with all other craftsmen. And if 
this is the case, the happy man can never become miserable; though he will not 
reach blessedness, if he meet with fortunes like those of Priam.  

Nor, again, is he many-coloured and changeable; for neither will he be 
moved from his happy state easily or by any ordinary misadventures, but only by 
many great ones, nor, if he has had many great misadventures, will he recover his 
happiness in a short time, but if at all, only in a long and complete one in which 
he has attained many splendid successes.  

When then should we not say that he is happy who is active in accordance 
with complete virtue and is sufficiently equipped with external goods, not for 
some chance period but throughout a complete life? Or must we add 'and who is 
destined to live thus and die as befits his life'? Certainly the future is obscure to 
us, while happiness, we claim, is an end and something in every way final. If so, 
we shall call happy those among living men in whom these conditions are, and are 
to be, fulfilled- but happy men. So much for these questions.  
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11 
That the fortunes of descendants and of all a man's friends should not affect 

his happiness at all seems a very unfriendly doctrine, and one opposed to the 
opinions men hold; but since the events that happen are numerous and admit of 
all sorts of difference, and some come more near to us and others less so, it seems 
a long- nay, an infinite- task to discuss each in detail; a general outline will perhaps 
suffice. If, then, as some of a man's own misadventures have a certain weight and 
influence on life while others are, as it were, lighter, so too there are differences 
among the misadventures of our friends taken as a whole, and it makes a 
difference whether the various suffering befall the living or the dead (much more 
even than whether lawless and terrible deeds are presupposed in a tragedy or 
done on the stage), this difference also must be taken into account; or rather, 
perhaps, the fact that doubt is felt whether the dead share in any good or evil. For 
it seems, from these considerations, that even if anything whether good or evil 
penetrates to them, it must be something weak and negligible, either in itself or for 
them, or if not, at least it must be such in degree and kind as not to make happy 
those who are not happy nor to take away their blessedness from those who are. 
The good or bad fortunes of friends, then, seem to have some effects on the dead, 
but effects of such a kind and degree as neither to make the happy unhappy nor 
to produce any other change of the kind.  

 

12 
These questions having been definitely answered, let us consider whether 

happiness is among the things that are praised or rather among the things that are 
prized; for clearly it is not to be placed among potentialities. Everything that is 
praised seems to be praised because it is of a certain kind and is related somehow 
to something else; for we praise the just or brave man and in general both the good 
man and virtue itself because of the actions and functions involved, and we praise 
the strong man, the good runner, and so on, because he is of a certain kind and is 
related in a certain way to something good and important. This is clear also from 
the praises of the gods; for it seems absurd that the gods should be referred to our 
standard, but this is done because praise involves a reference, to something else. 
But if if praise is for things such as we have described, clearly what applies to the 
best things is not praise, but something greater and better, as is indeed obvious; 
for what we do to the gods and the most godlike of men is to call them blessed and 
happy. And so too with good things; no one praises happiness as he does justice, 
but rather calls it blessed, as being something more divine and better.  

Eudoxus also seems to have been right in his method of advocating the 
supremacy of pleasure; he thought that the fact that, though a good, it is not 
praised indicated it to be better than the things that are praised, and that this is 
what God and the good are; for by reference to these all other things are judged. 
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Praise is appropriate to virtue, for as a result of virtue men tend to do noble deeds, 
but encomia are bestowed on acts, whether of the body or of the soul. But perhaps 
nicety in these matters is more proper to those who have made a study of encomia; 
to us it is clear from what has been said that happiness is among the things that 
are prized and perfect. It seems to be so also from the fact that it is a first principle; 
for it is for the sake of this that we all do all that we do, and the first principle and 
cause of goods is, we claim, something prized and divine.  

 

13 
Since happiness is an activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue, we 

must consider the nature of virtue; for perhaps we shall thus see better the nature 
of happiness. The true student of politics, too, is thought to have studied virtue 
above all things; for he wishes to make his fellow citizens good and obedient to 
the laws. As an example of this we have the lawgivers of the Cretans and the 
Spartans, and any others of the kind that there may have been. And if this inquiry 
belongs to political science, clearly the pursuit of it will be in accordance with our 
original plan. But clearly the virtue we must study is human virtue; for the good 
we were seeking was human good and the happiness human happiness. By 
human virtue we mean not that of the body but that of the soul; and happiness 
also we call an activity of soul. But if this is so, clearly the student of politics must 
know somehow the facts about soul, as the man who is to heal the eyes or the body 
as a whole must know about the eyes or the body; and all the more since politics 
is more prized and better than medicine; but even among doctors the best 
educated spend much labour on acquiring knowledge of the body. The student of 
politics, then, must study the soul, and must study it with these objects in view, 
and do so just to the extent which is sufficient for the questions we are discussing; 
for further precision is perhaps something more laborious than our purposes 
require.  

Some things are said about it, adequately enough, even in the discussions 
outside our school, and we must use these; e.g. that one element in the soul is 
irrational and one has a rational principle. Whether these are separated as the parts 
of the body or of anything divisible are, or are distinct by definition but by nature 
inseparable, like convex and concave in the circumference of a circle, does not 
affect the present question.  

Of the irrational element one division seems to be widely distributed, and 
vegetative in its nature, I mean that which causes nutrition and growth; for it is 
this kind of power of the soul that one must assign to all nurslings and to embryos, 
and this same power to fullgrown creatures; this is more reasonable than to assign 
some different power to them. Now the excellence of this seems to be common to 
all species and not specifically human; for this part or faculty seems to function 
most in sleep, while goodness and badness are least manifest in sleep (whence 
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comes the saying that the happy are not better off than the wretched for half their 
lives; and this happens naturally enough, since sleep is an inactivity of the soul in 
that respect in which it is called good or bad), unless perhaps to a small extent 
some of the movements actually penetrate to the soul, and in this respect the 
dreams of good men are better than those of ordinary people. Enough of this 
subject, however; let us leave the nutritive faculty alone, since it has by its nature 
no share in human excellence.  

There seems to be also another irrational element in the soul-one which in 
a sense, however, shares in a rational principle. For we praise the rational principle 
of the continent man and of the incontinent, and the part of their soul that has such 
a principle, since it urges them aright and towards the best objects; but there is 
found in them also another element naturally opposed to the rational principle, 
which fights against and resists that principle. For exactly as paralysed limbs when 
we intend to move them to the right turn on the contrary to the left, so is it with 
the soul; the impulses of incontinent people move in contrary directions. But while 
in the body we see that which moves astray, in the soul we do not. No doubt, 
however, we must none the less suppose that in the soul too there is something 
contrary to the rational principle, resisting and opposing it. In what sense it is 
distinct from the other elements does not concern us. Now even this seems to have 
a share in a rational principle, as we said; at any rate in the continent man it obeys 
the rational principle and presumably in the temperate and brave man it is still 
more obedient; for in him it speaks, on all matters, with the same voice as the 
rational principle.  

Therefore the irrational element also appears to be two-fold. For the 
vegetative element in no way shares in a rational principle, but the appetitive and 
in general the desiring element in a sense shares in it, in so far as it listens to and 
obeys it; this is the sense in which we speak of 'taking account' of one's father or 
one's friends, not that in which we speak of 'accounting for a mathematical 
property. That the irrational element is in some sense persuaded by a rational 
principle is indicated also by the giving of advice and by all reproof and 
exhortation. And if this element also must be said to have a rational principle, that 
which has a rational principle (as well as that which has not) will be twofold, one 
subdivision having it in the strict sense and in itself, and the other having a 
tendency to obey as one does one's father.  

Virtue too is distinguished into kinds in accordance with this difference; for 
we say that some of the virtues are intellectual and others moral, philosophic 
wisdom and understanding and practical wisdom being intellectual, liberality and 
temperance moral. For in speaking about a man's character we do not say that he 
is wise or has understanding but that he is good-tempered or temperate; yet we 
praise the wise man also with respect to his state of mind; and of states of mind 
we call those which merit praise virtues. 
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From On Duties1 
By Marcus Tullius Cicero 

44 BC 
Trans. and Annotated by Andrew P. Peabody 

 
2 

But, having determined to write expressly for your benefit something at the 
present time, much hereafter, I have thought it best to begin with what is most 
suitable both to your age and to my parental authority. Now, among the many 
important and useful subjects in philosophy that have been discussed by 
philosophers with precision and fulness of statement, their traditions and precepts 
concerning the duties of life seem to have the widest scope. Indeed, no part of life, 
whether in public or in private affairs, abroad or at home, in your personal conduct 
or your social relations, can be free from the claims of duty; and it is in the 
observance of duty that lies all the honor of life, in its neglect, all the shame. This, 
too, is a theme common to all philosophers. For who would dare to call himself a 
philosopher, if he took no cognizance of duty? Yet there are some schools of 
philosophy that utterly pervert duty by the view which they propose as to the 
supreme good, and as to the opposite extreme of evil. For he who so interprets the 
supreme good as to disjoin it from virtue, and measures it by his own convenience, 
and not by the standard of right, — he, I say, if he be consistent with himself, and 
be not sometimes overcome by natural goodness, can cultivate neither friendship, 
nor justice, nor generosity; nor can he possibly be brave while he esteems pain as 
the greatest of evils, or temperate while he regards pleasure as the supreme good. 
These things, though too obvious to need discussion, I yet have discussed 
elsewhere.2 Those schools, therefore, can, if self-consistent, say nothing about 
duty; nor can any precepts of duty, decisive, immutable, in accordance with 
nature, be promulgated, except by those who maintain that the right is to be sought 
solely,3 or chiefly,4 for its own sake. This prerogative belongs to the Stoics, the 
Academics, and the Peripatetics; for the opinions of Ariston, Pyrrho, and Herillus5 

                                                            
1 Adapted from the text at https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/cicero-on-moral-duties-de-officiis 
2 In the De Finibus. 
3 As was the case with the Stoics. 
4 As was the case with the Peripatetics, and, hypothetically, with the Academics. 
5 Ariston, while he regarded virtue as the supreme good, maintained that among the external 
conditions and objects with which duty is conversant, there is no ground for preference, therefore 
no reason why one should be sought or pursued rather than another. Pyrrho, the founder of the 
school of the Sceptics, in denying the possibility of attaining any objective truth, denied the 
possibility of determining any condition, object, or action to be better than any other. Herillus — 
like Ariston, a professed Stoic — regarded knowledge as the supreme good, and external life, with 
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were long since exploded, though they might fittingly have discussed subjects 
pertaining to duty, if they had left any ground for the preference of one thing over 
another, so that there might be a way open for the ascertainment of duty. In this 
treatise I shall follow the Stoics, not as a translator, but drawing from their 
fountains at my own discretion and judgment, as much, and in such way, as may 
seem good. 

I think it fit, however, since duty is to be my sole subject, to define duty at 
the outset.6 I am surprised that Panaetius should not have done this; for the 
rational treatment of any subject ought to take its start from definition, that readers 
may understand what the author is writing about. 

 

3 
The discussion of duty is twofold. One division relates to the supreme good 

in itself considered; the other, to the rules by which the conduct of life may in all 
its parts be brought into conformity with the supreme good. Under the first head 
belong such questions as these: Whether all duties are of perfect obligation; 
whether any one duty is greater than another; and, in general, inquiries of a similar 
kind. But the duties for which rules are laid down belong, indeed, to the supreme 
good, as means to an end; yet this is the less obvious, because they seem rather to 
have reference to the ordering of common life. It is of these that I am going to treat 
in the present work. There is also another division of duty. Duty may be said to be 
either contingent or perfect. We may, I think, give the name of perfect duty to the 
absolute right, which the Greeks term κατόρθωμα;7 while contingent duty is what 
they call καθη̂κον.8 According to their definitions, what is right in itself is perfect 
duty; that for the doing of which a satisfactory reason can be given is a contingent 
duty. 

According to Panaetius, in determining what we ought to do there are three 
questions to be considered. It is first to be determined whether the 
contemplated act is right or wrong, — a matter as to which there often are opposite 
opinions. Then there is room for inquiry or consultation whether the act under 
discussion is conducive to convenience and pleasure, to affluence and free 
command of outward goods, to wealth, to power, in fine, to the means by which 
one can benefit himself and those dependent on him; and here the question turns 

                                                            
all its doings and objects, though practically necessary, as of no ethical value, because not 
contributing to the supreme good. 
6 Yet Cicero leaves duty (officium) undefined. Officium may be abbreviated from opificium, i. e. 
work-doing; or it may be derived from ob and facio, in which case it denotes doing on account of, 
or for a reason, and would include all acts for which a reason, i. e. a right reason, can be given. I 
am inclined to think that it is in this latter sense that Cicero made choice and use of the word. 
7 The direct, i. e. the intrinsically right. 
8 The fitting, i. e. that which is rendered right by circumstances. 
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on expediency. The third class of cases is when what appears to be expedient 
seems repugnant to the right. For when expediency lays, as it were, violent hands 
upon us, and the right seems to recall us to itself, the mind is distracted, and laden 
with two-fold anxiety as to the course of action. In this distribution of the subject, 
while a division ought by all means to be exhaustive, there are two omissions. Not 
only is the question of right or wrong as to an act wont to be considered, but also 
the question, of two right things which is the more right; equally, of two expedient 
things which is the more expedient. Thus we see that the division which Panaetius 
thought should be threefold ought to be distributed under five heads. First, then, 
I am to treat of the right, but under two heads; then, in the same way, of the 
expedient; lastly, of their seeming conflict. 

 

4 
In the beginning, animals of every species were endowed with the instinct 

that prompts them to take care of themselves as to life and bodily well-being, to 
shun whatever threatens to do them harm, and to seek and provide whatever is 
necessary for subsistence, as food, shelter, and other things of this sort. The 
appetite for sexual union for the production of offspring is, also, common to all 
animals, together with a certain degree of care for their offspring. 

But between man and beast there is this essential difference, that the latter, 
moved by sense alone, adapts himself only to that which is present in place and 
time, having very little cognizance of the past or the future. Man, on the other hand 
— because he is possessed of reason, by which he discerns consequences, sees the 
causes of things, understands the rise and progress of events, compares similar 
objects, and connects and associates the future with the present — easily takes into 
view the whole course of life, and provides things necessary for it. Nature too, by 
virtue of reason, brings man into relations of mutual intercourse and society with 
his fellow-men; generates in him a special love for his children; prompts him to 
promote and attend social gatherings and public assemblies; and awakens in him 
the desire to provide what may suffice for the support and nourishment, not of 
himself alone, but of his wife, his children, and others whom he holds dear and is 
bound to protect. This care rouses men’s minds, and makes them more efficient in 
action. The research and investigation of truth, also, are a special property of man. 
Thus, when we are free from necessary occupations, we want to see, or hear, or 
learn something, and regard the knowledge of things either secret or wonderful as 
essential to our living happily and well.9 To this desire for seeing the truth is 
annexed a certain craving for precedence, insomuch that the man well endowed 
by nature is willing to render obedience to no one, unless to a preceptor, or a 
                                                            
9 It will be seen that, in the sequel, Cicero transposes the virtues springing from man’s social nature 
and his desire for knowledge, placing wisdom or prudence first, and assigning the second place to 
justice. 
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teacher, or one who holds a just and legitimate sway for the general good. Hence 
are derived greatness of mind and contempt for the vicissitudes of human fortune. 
Nor does it indicate any feeble force of nature and of reason, that of all animals 
man alone has a sense of order, and decency, and moderation in action and in 
speech. Thus no other animal feels the beauty, elegance, symmetry, of the things 
that he sees; while by nature and reason, man, transferring these qualities from the 
eyes to the mind, considers that much more, even, are beauty, consistency, and 
order to be preserved in purposes and acts, and takes heed that he do nothing 
indecorous or effeminate, and still more, that in all his thoughts and deeds he 
neither do nor think anything lascivious. From these elements the right, which is 
the object of our inquiry, is composed and created; and this, even if it be not 
ennobled in title, yet is honorable, and even if no one praise it, we truly pronounce 
it in its very nature worthy of all praise. 

 

5 
You behold, indeed, my son Marcus, the very form and, as it were, the 

countenance of the right, which, were it seen by the eyes, as Plato says, would 
awaken the intensest love of wisdom. But whatever is right springs from one of 
four sources. It consists either in the perception and skilful treatment of the truth; 
or in maintaining good-fellowship with men, giving to every one his due, and 
keeping faith in contracts and promises; or in the greatness and strength of a lofty 
and unconquered mind; or in the order and measure that constitute moderation 
and temperance.10 Although these four are connected and intertwined with one 
another, yet duties of certain kinds proceed from each of them; as from the division 
first named, including wisdom and prudence, proceed the investigation and 
discovery of truth, as the peculiar office of that virtue. For in proportion as one 
sees clearly what is the inmost and essential truth with regard to any subject, and 
can demonstrate it with equal acuteness and promptness, he is wont to be 
regarded, and justly, as of transcendent discretion and wisdom. Therefore truth is 
submitted to this virtue as the material of which it treats, and with which it is 
conversant. The other three virtues have for their sphere the providing and 
preserving of those things on which the conduct of life depends, so that the 
fellowship and union of society may be maintained, and that superiority and 
greatness of mind may shine forth, not only in the increase of resources and the 
acquisition of objects of desire for one’s self, and for those dependent on him, but 
much more in a position from which one can look down on these very things. But 
                                                            
10 These four virtues may be easily so enlarged in their scope as to cover the whole of life, and to 
comprehend the entire duty of man. Thus, Prudence embraces all selfward obligations; Justice 
(which includes benevolence, and is not exclusive of piety), all duties to fellow-beings; Fortitude 
(including patience, submission, and courage), duty with reference to objects and events beyond 
one’s control; Order (in time, place, and measure), duty with reference to objects under one’s 
control. 
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order, and consistency, and moderation, and similar qualities have their scope in 
affairs that demand not merely the movement of the mind, but some outward 
action; for it is by bringing to the concerns of daily life a certain method and order 
that we shall maintain honor and propriety. 

 

6 
Of the four heads into which I have divided the nature and force of the 

right, the first, which consists in the cognizance of truth, bears the closest relation 
to human nature. For we are all attracted and drawn to the desire of knowledge 
and wisdom, in which we deem it admirable to excel, but both an evil and a shame 
to fail, to be mistaken, to be ignorant, to be deceived. In this quest of knowledge, 
both natural and right, there are two faults to be shunned, — one, the taking of 
unknown things for known, and giving our assent to them too hastily, which fault 
he who wishes to escape (and all ought so to wish) will give time and diligence to 
reflect on the subjects proposed for his consideration. The other fault is that some 
bestow too great zeal and too much labor on things obscure and difficult, and at 
the same time useless. These faults being shunned, whatever labor and care may 
be bestowed on subjects becoming a virtuous mind and worth knowing, will be 
justly commended. Thus we learn that Caius Sulpicius was versed in 
astronomy,11 as I myself knew Sextius Pompeius to be in geometry,12 as many are 
in logic, many in civil law, — all which sciences are concerned in the investigation 
of truth, but by whose pursuit duty will not suffer one to be drawn away from the 
active management of affairs. For the reputation of virtue consists wholly in active 
life, from which, however, there is often a respite, and frequent opportunities are 
afforded for returning to the pursuit of knowledge. At the same time mental 
activity, which never ceases, may retain us, without conscious effort, in meditation 
on the subjects of our study. But all thought and mental action ought to be 
occupied either in taking counsel as to the things that are right and that appertain 
to a good and happy life, or in the pursuit of wisdom and knowledge. I have thus 
spoken of the first source of duty. 

 

 

 

                                                            
11 When serving in the Macedonian war, as military tribune under Aemilius Paulus, he predicted 
an eclipse of the moon, and obtained liberty to announce his prediction to the assembled army, 
thus precluding the else inevitable terror and foreboding which pervaded the Macedonian army, 
and very probably turning the scale in favor of the Romans in the then imminent battle in which 
Perseus, the Macedonian king, was utterly overthrown. 
12 Uncle of Cneius Pompeius Magnus, not in political life, but celebrated for his proficiency in 
geometry, jurisprudence, and philosophy. He was a Stoic. 
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7 
Of the remaining three heads, the principle which constitutes the bond of 

human society and of a virtual community of life has the widest scope. Of this 
there are two divisions, — justice, in which consists the greatest lustre of virtue, 
and which those who possess are termed good; and in close alliance with justice, 
beneficence, which may also be called benignity or liberality. The first demand of 
justice is, that no one do harm to another, unless provoked by injury;13 the next, 
that one use common possessions as common, private, as belonging to their 
owners. Private possessions, indeed, are not so by nature, but by ancient 
occupancy, as in the case of settlers in a previously uninhabited region; or by 
conquest, as in the territory acquired in war; or by law, treaty, agreement, or 
lot.14 Thus it comes to pass that the territory of Arpinas is said to belong to the 
Arpinates, that of Tusculum to the Tuscans, and a similar account is to be given of 
the possessions of individual owners. Because each person thus has for his own a 
portion of those things which were common by nature, let each hold undisturbed 
what has fallen to his possession. If any one endeavors to obtain more for himself, 
he will violate the law of human society. But since, as it has been well said by Plato, 
we are not born for ourselves alone; since our country claims a part in us, our 
parents a part, our friends a part; and since, according to the Stoics, whatever the 
earth bears is created for the use of men, while men were brought into being for 
the sake of men, that they might do good to one another, — in this matter we ought 
to follow nature as a guide, to contribute our part to the common good, and by the 
interchange of kind offices, both in giving and receiving, alike by skill, by labor, 
and by the resources at our command, to strengthen the social union of men 
among men. But the foundation of justice is good faith, that is, steadfastness and 
truth in promises and agreements. Hence, though it may seem to some too far-
fetched, I may venture to imitate the Stoics in their painstaking inquiry into the 
origin of words, and to derive faith15 from the fact corresponding to the promise. 

Of injustice there are two kinds, — one, that of those who inflict injury; the 
other, that of those who do not, if they can, repel injury from those on whom it is 
inflicted. Moreover, he who, moved by anger or by some disturbance of mind, 
makes an unjust assault on any person, is as one who lays violent hands on a casual 
companion; while he who does not, if he can, ward off or resist the injury offered 
to another, is as much in fault as if he were to desert his parents, or his friends, or 

                                                            
13 This exception is one of the few points of discrepancy between the Ciceronian ethics and the 
moral precepts of Christianity. 
14 The veterans who settled on the public lands (coloni) received their portions of land by lot, and 
when a limited number from a particular corps were to be colonized, the persons to be colonized 
were determined by lot. 
15 Fides, from fit quod dictum est, a derivation certainly very improbable, but hardly more so than 
the derivation from πίστις, or, in the Aeolic dialect, πίττις, which most lexicographers assign 
to fides. 
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his country. Indeed, those injuries which are purposely inflicted for the sake of 
doing harm, often proceed from fear, he who meditates harm to another 
apprehending that, if he refrains, he himself may suffer harm. But for the most 
part men are induced to injure others in order to obtain what they covet; and here 
avarice is the most frequent motive. 

 

8 
Wealth is sought sometimes for the necessary uses of life, sometimes for 

indulgence in luxury. In those possessed of a higher order of mind the desire for 
money is entertained with a view to the increase of the means of influence and the 
power of generous giving. Thus, not long ago, Marcus Crassus16 pronounced no 
property sufficient for one who meant to hold a foremost place in the republic, 
unless its income would enable him to support an army. Others, again, delight in 
magnificent furniture, and in an elegant and profuse style of living. In all these 
ways there has come to be an unbounded desire for money. Nor, indeed, is the 
increase of property, without harm to any one, to be blamed; but wrong-doing for 
the sake of gain is never to be tolerated. Most of all, however, large numbers of 
persons are led to lose sight of justice by the craving for military commands, civic 
honors, and fame. The saying of Ennius, 

“Where kingship is concerned, 
No social bond or covenant is sacred,” 

has a much broader application; for, as to whatever is of such a nature that but few 
can be foremost in it, there is generally so keen a rivalry that it is exceedingly 
difficult to keep social duty inviolate. This was recently illustrated by the audacity 
of Caius Caesar, who overturned all laws, human and divine, to obtain the 
sovereignty which he had shaped for himself in the vagaries of his fancy. In this 
respect it is indeed unfortunate that it is, for the most part, in the greatest minds 
and in men of transcendent genius that the desire for offices civil and military, for 
power and for fame, is rife. The more heed, therefore, is to be taken against 
criminal conduct in this matter. 

But in every form of injustice it makes a very essential difference whether 
the wrong be committed in some disturbance of mind, which is generally brief and 
temporary, or whether it be done advisedly, and with premeditation. For those 
                                                            
16 Surnamed Dives. He inherited this cognomen, and belonged to the fifth generation of 
the gens Licinius that had borne it. His prime ambition seems to have been to verify his name. Pliny 
says that the estates which he owned outside of Rome amounted in value to two hundred millions 
of sesterces, equivalent to little less than eight millions of dollars, no account being taken of the 
much greater value of money then than now. He was a man of respectable ability, of no mean 
reputation as an orator, and of considerable executive capacity; but it was probably his wealth that 
gave him his place in the triumvirate with Caesar and Pompey, and that thus procured for him the 
command in the Parthian war, in which he lost his army and his life. 
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things which are done from some sudden impulse are more venial than what is 
done with plan and forethought. Enough has now been said with regard to the 
infliction of injury. 

 

9 
For omitting to defend the injured, and thus abandoning duty, there are 

many reasons in current force. Men are sometimes unwilling to incur the enmity, 
or the labor, or the cost involved in such defence; or by mere carelessness, 
indolence, sloth, or engrossment in pursuits or employments of their own, they 
are so retarded in their movements as to leave undefended those whom they ought 
to protect. It will thus be seen that Plato is not entirely in the right when he says of 
philosophers, that because they are engaged in the investigation of truth, and 
because they despise and count as naught what most persons eagerly seek and are 
always ready to fight with each other for, they are therefore just men.17They 
indeed attain one part of justice, in injuring no one: they fail as to the other part; 
for, kept inactive by their zeal for learning, they forsake those whom they ought 
to defend. Plato thinks, too, that they will take no part in public affairs, unless by 
compulsion. But it were more fitting that they should do this of their own accord; 
for the very thing which it is right to do, can be termed virtuous only if it be 
voluntary. There are, also, those who, either from the over-anxious care of their 
property or from misanthropic feeling, profess to confine their attention to their 
own affairs, so as to avoid even the appearance of doing injury to any one. They 
are free from one kind of injustice: they fall into the other; for they forsake social 
duty, inasmuch as they bestow upon it neither care, nor labor, nor cost. Since, then, 
we have assigned to each of the two kinds of injustice its inducing causes, having 
previously determined the constituent elements of justice, we shall easily ascertain 
the specific duty of any particular occasion, unless we be blinded by inordinate 
self-love. However, the care of other men’s concerns is difficult. Although 
Chremes, in Terence’s play, thinks nothing human indifferent to him, yet because 
we perceive and feel the things, prosperous or adverse, which happen to ourselves 
more keenly than those that happen to others, which we see, as it were, at a great 
distance, we decide concerning them otherwise than we should concerning 
ourselves in like case. Therefore those give good counsel who forbid our doing 
that as to the equity of which we have any doubt. For equity is self-evident; doubt 
implies a suspicion of wrong. 

 

10 
But there are frequent occasions when those things which are generally 

regarded as worthy of a just man, and one of good report, such as the restoring of 
                                                            
17 This is the substance of a discussion in the 6th Book of Plato’s Republic. 
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a trust or the fulfilment of a promise, are reversed, and become the opposite of 
right, and what belongs to truth and good faith seems to change its bearing, so that 
justice demands its violation. Here reference is fittingly made to what I have laid 
down as the fundamental principles of justice, first, that injury should be done to 
no one, and in the next place, that service should be rendered to the common good. 
When these principles are modified by circumstances, duty is also modified, and 
is not always the same. There may perchance be some promise or agreement, the 
fulfilment of which is harmful to him to whom the promise was made or to him 
who made it. Thus, to take an instance from the popular mythology, if Neptune 
had not kept his promise to Theseus,18 Theseus would not have been bereft of his 
son, Hippolytus; for, of the three wishes which Neptune had promised to grant 
him, the third, as the story runs, was his demand in anger for the death of 
Hippolytus, the granting of which plunged him into the deepest sorrow. Promises, 
then, are not to be kept, when by keeping them you do harm to those to whom 
they are made; nor yet if they injure you more than they benefit him to whom you 
made them, is it contrary to duty that the greater good should be preferred to the 
less.19 For instance, if you engaged to appear as an advocate in an impending 
lawsuit, and meanwhile your child became severely ill, you would not fail in your 
duty to your client by breaking your promise; on the other hand, he to whom you 
made the promise would be false to his duty, if he complained of your deserting 
him. Again, who does not perceive that promises extorted by fear,20 or obtained 
by fraud, are not to be kept? Indeed, such promises are made void, in most cases 
by praetorian edict,21 in some by express statutes. 

                                                            
18 Among the myths as to the parentage of Theseus, there is one which makes him the son of 
Poseidon, or Neptune, who was said to have promised to grant him three wishes, two of which 
had already been granted, when Phaedra, his wife, accused her step-son Hippolytus of an 
attempted criminal intrigue with her. Theseus claimed of Poseidon his son’s destruction, and 
Poseidon accordingly sent a bull from the water to frighten the horses of Hippolytus, as he was 
driving in his chariot by the sea-shore. The horses upset the chariot, and dragged Hippolytus till 
he died. Theseus too late ascertained that his son was innocent, and that his wife had falsely 
accused him because he had repulsed her advances toward a criminal intimacy. 
19 The Hebrew conception of righteousness, “He that sweareth to his own hurt and changeth not,” 
is certainly in closer accordance with the absolute right than this maxim of Cicero. Yet Cicero’s 
example under this head really belongs to another category, that of circumstances so altered as in 
the very nature of the case to make a promise void. 
20 A promise wrong in itself cannot be rightfully made, even under stress of fear; and if made, 
should not be kept; for two wrongs cannot make a right. But a promise which one has a right to 
make, as that of a ransom for one’s life, is sacred in the forum of conscience, if not binding in law. 
If a man regards his life as worth a certain price, and offers that price, there is no rightful reason 
why he should not pay it. 
21 The praetor urbanus was virtually the chief justice of Rome. On entering upon the duties of his 
office he published a manifesto, or edictum, stating the principles to be recognized by him in the 
interpretation and application of the laws. The principles laid down in these successive edicts, and 
those involved in praetorian decisions under them, unless abrogated or nullified by express 
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There are, also, wrongs committed by a sort of chicanery, which consists in 
a too subtle, and thus fraudulent, interpretation of the right. Hence comes the 
saying: The extreme of right is the extreme of wrong. Under this head, there have 
been many violations of the right in the administration of public affairs, as in the 
case of him who, during a thirty days’ truce with an enemy, ravaged the enemy’s 
territory by night, on the pretext that the truce had been agreed upon for so many 
days, not nights.22 Nor can we approve of our fellow-citizen, if the story is true, 
that Quintus Fabius Labeo, or some one else, — I know of the matter only by 
hearsay, — being appointed by the Senate as an umpire between the people of 
Nola and those of Neapolis about their boundaries, when he came to the spot, 
argued with each party separately that they should not be greedy or covetous, but 
should rather recede than advance in their demands of each other. When they 
had both complied with his advice, there remained some territory between these 
previously contiguous states; and so he fixed their bounds in accordance with their 
respective claims, and adjudged the intermediate territory to the Roman 
people.23 This, indeed, is swindling, not arbitration. Shrewdness like this is to be 
shunned in transactions of every kind. 

 

11 
There are also certain duties to be observed toward those who may have 

injured you. For there is a limit to revenge and punishment, — nay, I know not 
whether it may not be enough for him who gave the provocation to repent of his 
wrong-doing, so that he may not do the like again, and that others may be the less 
disposed to do as he has done. In the public administration, also, the rights of war 
are to be held sacred. While there are two ways of contending, one by discussion, 
the other by force, the former belonging properly to man, the latter to beasts, 
recourse must be had to the latter if there be no opportunity for employing the 
former. Wars, then, are to be waged in order to render it possible to live in peace 
without injury; but, victory once gained, those are to be spared who have not been 
cruel and inhuman in war, as our ancestors even admitted to citizenship the 
Tuscans, the Aequi, the Volsci, the Sabines, the Hernici; while they utterly 
destroyed Carthage and Numantia. I could wish that they had not destroyed 
Corinth; but I believe that they had some motive, especially the convenience of the 
place for hostile movements, — the fear that the very situation might be an 

                                                            
legislation, were regarded as having the force of law, and corresponded to what we familiarly term 
judge-made law. 
22 There are two transactions of this kind on record, — one of Cleomenes, the Spartan king, in a 
war with Argos; the other, of the Thracians, when at war with the Boeotians. 
23 Quintus Fabius Labeo lived more than a century before Cicero. Valerius Maximus tells the same 
story, but without expressing any doubt as to the name of the umpire. He adds that the same Labeo, 
after a victory over Antiochus, King of Macedonia, having made peace on condition of the 
surrender of half of the king’s fleet, cut all the vessels into halves, so as utterly to destroy the fleet. 
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inducement to rebellion.24 In my opinion, peace is always to be sought when it can 
be made on perfectly fair and honest conditions. In this matter had my opinion 
been followed, we should now have, not indeed the best republic possible, but a 
republic of some sort, which is no longer ours. Still further, while those whom you 
conquer are to be kindly treated, those who, laying down their arms, take refuge 
in the good faith of the commander of the assailing army, ought to be received to 
quarter, even though the battering-ram have already shaken their walls.25 In this 
respect justice used to be so carefully observed by our people, that by the custom 
of our ancestors those who received into allegiance states or nations subdued in 
war were their patrons. Indeed, the rights of war are prescribed with the most 
sacred care by the fecial law26 of the Roman people, from which it may 
be understood that no war is just unless after a formal demand of satisfaction for 
injury, or after an express declaration and proclamation of hostilities. Popilius, as 
commander, held control of a province. A son of Cato served his first campaign in 
his army. When Popilius saw fit to discharge one of the legions, he discharged also 
Cato’s son, who served in that same legion. But when the youth remained in the 
army for love of military service, Cato wrote to Popilius that if he permitted his 
son to stay, he must make him take a second oath of military duty, else, the term 
of the first oath having expired, he could not lawfully fight with the enemy. Thus 
there used to be the most scrupulous observance of the right in the conduct of war. 
There is, indeed, extant a letter of Marcus Cato the elder to his son Marcus, in 
which he writes that he has heard of his son’s discharge by the consul, after service 
in Macedonia in the war with Perseus, and warns him not to go into battle, 
inasmuch as it is not right for one who is no longer a soldier to fight with the 
enemy.27 

 

12 
In this connection it occurs to my mind that in the early time the name 

denoting an enemy engaged in actual war was the word employed to denote a 
foreigner, the unpleasantness of the fact being thus relieved by the mildness of the 
                                                            
24 Corinth had two ports, — one commanding the Ionian, the other the Aegean sea. 
25 It was the established custom of the Romans to admit to quarter enemies who surrendered before 
the application of the battering-ram to their walls. 
26 So called from the fetiales, — priests whose duty it was, as heralds, to perform all the ceremonies 
connected with the declaration of war, the ratifying of peace, and the making of treaties. These 
forms were regarded as religious solemnities. 
27 Commentators in general see here two versions of the same story, and suppose one of the two to 
be spurious. Yet there is no reason other than the internal evidence for rejecting either, and they 
may both be true of the same Cato and the same son. The Ligurian war in which Popilius was 
commander occurred four years before the war with Perseus. In the former, Marcus Cato the 
younger may have made his first campaign, and in the latter, though no longer a tiro or novice in 
the art of war, he may have been discharged as before, and his father have repeated his legal 
objection to the son’s continuous service. 
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term; for he whom we call a foreigner bore with our ancestors the appellation 
which we now give to an enemy. The laws of the Twelve Tables show this, as, for 
instance, “A day assigned for trial with a foreigner,” “Perpetual right of ownership 
as against a foreigner.”28 What can more truly indicate gentleness of spirit than 
calling him with whom you are at war by so mild a name? Yet time has made that 
word harsher; for it has ceased to denote a foreigner, and has retained, as properly 
belonging to it, its application to an adversary in arms. Even when there is a 
contest for power, and fame is sought in war, there ought still to underlie the 
conflict the same grounds that I have named above as just causes for war. But the 
wars waged for superiority in honor or in dominion should be conducted with less 
bitterness of feeling than where there are actual wrongs to be redressed. For as we 
contend with a fellow-citizen in one way if he is an enemy, in a very different way 
if he is a rival, — the contest with the latter being for honor and promotion, with 
the former for life and reputation, — so our wars with the Celtiberi and the Cimbri 
were waged as with enemies, to determine not which should come off conqueror, 
but which should survive; while with the Latins, the Sabines, the Samnites, the 
Carthaginians, Pyrrhus, the contest was for superiority. The Carthaginians, 
indeed, violated their treaties; Hannibal was cruel; the others were more worthy 
of confidence. Indeed, what Pyrrhus said about restoring the captives of war is 
admirable: — 

“I ask that you should give no gold, no price; 
In war I ply no trade but sword with sword; 
With steel, and not with gold, stake we our lives. 
Wills queenly Fortune you or I should rule, 
Try we by might. And bear this message with you, — 
For those whose prowess Fortune spared in battle 

                                                            
28 This passage can be literally rendered only by retaining the Latin terms employed, as thus: “He 
who by our present usage would be called perduellis was in former time called hostis, the 
unpleasantness of the fact being thus relieved by the mildness of the term; for him whom we now 
term peregrinus our ancestors called hostis. The laws of the Twelve Tables show this, as, for 
instance, ‘A day assigned for trial cum hoste,’ ‘Perpetual right of ownership adversus hostem.’ ” 

In extant Latin literature the use of hostis in the sense of enemy seems to have been nearly, 
if not quite, universal. There is, indeed, a passage in Plautus in which the word is evidently used 
in the sense of foreigner; but this appears to be a reference to the title in the law of the Twelve Tables 
cited above, status dies cum hoste. It seems by no means unlikely that the two meanings of hostis may 
have co-existed in early use. Hostis probably is derived from the same root with ἑστία (whence 
comes Vesta), a hearth, or — what was the same thing as to the rites of domestic worship — an altar; 
and if so, hostis might mean either a stranger to be received to the hospitality of the hearth, or 
an enemy to be made a victim at the altar. Hostia, an animal sacrificed, and hostire, to strike, throw 
light upon this last meaning. 

Some of the old lexicographers, including no less a man than Scaliger, derive hostis from 
the pronoun ὅστις, whoever, i. e. any person whatsoever outside of one’s own family, neighborhood, 
or nation, a stranger, and therefore, prima facie an enemy. With this derivation — which I do not 
regard as valid — the two meanings of hostis might have been coeval and concurrent. 
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Freedom is also spared by my decree. 
Lead them away, — I grant, — the gods approve.”29 

A sentiment truly royal, and worthy of the race of the Aeacidae.30 

 

13 
Still further, if any person, induced by stress of circumstances, makes a 

promise to a public enemy, good faith must be observed in keeping such a 
promise. Thus Regulus, in the first Punic war, taken captive by the Carthaginians, 
sent to Rome to negotiate an exchange of prisoners, and bound by an oath to 
return, in the first place, on his arrival, gave his opinion in the Senate that the 
prisoners should not be sent back, and then, when his kindred and friends tried to 
retain him, preferred returning to punishment to breaking his faith with the 
enemy. 

But in the second Punic war, after the battle of Cannae, the ten men whom 
Hannibal sent to Rome bound by an oath that they would return unless they 
obtained the redemption of the prisoners of war, were all disfranchised for life31 by 
the censors, because they had perjured themselves. Nor did that one of the ten 
escape who had incurred guilt by the fraudulent performance of his oath. He, 
having been suffered by Hannibal to leave the camp, returned shortly afterward, 
saying that he had forgotten something. Then going out again from the camp, he 
imagined himself acquitted of his oath, and he was so in words alone, not in fact. 
But in a promise, what you mean, not what you say, is always to be taken into 
account. The most illustrious example of justice toward an enemy was presented 
by our ancestors, when the Senate and Caius Fabricius sent back to Pyrrhus a 
deserter who promised the Senate to kill the king by poison. Thus they refused to 
sanction the murder of an enemy, and a powerful one, and one who was making 
war on them without provocation. 

Enough has now been said about duties connected with war. 

We should also bear it in mind that justice is to be maintained even toward 
those of the lowest condition. But the lowest condition and fortune is that of slaves, 
who, it has been well said, ought to be treated as hired servants, to have their daily 
tasks assigned them, and to receive a just compensation for their labor.32 In fine, 

                                                            
29 These verses are from the “Annales” of Ennius, and are supposed to be addressed to the deputies 
sent with a large sum of money to treat with Pyrrhus for the release of prisoners after the battle of 
Heraclea, B. C. 280. 
30 The kings of Epeirus claimed to be lineal descendants of Aeacus, the son of Zeus, who for the 
righteousness of his rule on earth was made judge in the under-world. 
31 Literally, left among the aerarii, i. e. liable to taxation, but without the rights of citizenship. 
32 The Stoics deduced the obligation to treat slaves humanely from their doctrine of human 
equality, and the indifference of outward conditions to the truly philosophic mind. Seneca goes in 
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while wrong may be done in two ways, either by force or by fraud, the latter seems 
to belong, as it were, to the fox, the former to the lion, and neither to be congenial 
with man. Yet of the two, fraud is the most detestable. But of all forms of injustice, 
none is more heinous than that of the men who, while they practise fraud to the 
utmost of their ability, do it in such a way that they appear to be good men. Enough 
has been said about justice. 

 

14 
In the next place, as was proposed, let us speak of beneficence and liberality, 

than which, indeed, nothing is more in harmony with human nature; yet at many 
points it demands circumspection. In the first place, care must be taken lest our 
kindness be of disadvantage to those whom we seem to benefit, or to others; in the 
next place, lest our generosity exceed our means; still further, that our benefactions 
be apportioned to the merit of our beneficiaries, — a fundamental principle of 
justice to which reference should be had in whatever we do for others. Now, those 
who bestow on any person what is likely to be of disadvantage to him to whom 
they seem to be kind, are to be regarded not as beneficent and liberal, but as 
harmful flatterers; and those who injure some that they may be generous to others, 
are as much in the wrong as if they directly converted what belongs to others into 
their own property. Yet there are many, especially those greedy for show and 
fame, who take from some what they mean to lavish on others, and these persons 
think that they shall seem beneficent toward their friends if they enrich them, no 
matter how. But this is so remote from duty, that nothing can be more contrary to 
duty. We must, then, take care that in our generosity, while we do good to our 
friends, we injure no one. Therefore the transfer of property by Lucius Sulla and 
Caius Caesar33 from its rightful owners to those to whom it did not belong ought 
not to be deemed generous; for nothing is generous that is not at the same time 
just. The second caution is that our generosity should not exceed our means; for 
those who want to be more generous than their property authorizes them to be, in 
the first place are blameworthy because they are unjust toward their nearest 
kindred, giving to strangers what ought to be employed for the needs of their own 
families or bequeathed for their future use. There is, too, connected with 
generosity of this type, in almost every instance, a disposition to seize and 
appropriate wrongfully the property of other men, in order to furnish means for 
prodigal giving. We can see, also, that a large number of persons, less from a liberal 
nature than for the reputation of generosity, do many things that evidently 
                                                            
this direction to as great length as that of modern anti-slavery reformers. Cicero was an eminently 
humane master. 
33 Reference is here made to the vast amount of property confiscated by Sulla from the victims of 
his proscription, and bestowed with lavish prodigality on his partisans, and to the rich spoils of 
the provinces which Caesar largely employed to purchase and reward adherents, and to win the 
popular favor. 
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proceed from ostentation rather than from good will. It was said, in the third place, 
that in beneficence regard should be had to merit, in which matter we should take 
into consideration the character of the candidate for our favor, his disposition 
toward us, the degree of his familiarity and intimacy with us, and the good offices 
which he may have previously rendered for our benefit. That all these reasons for 
our kindness should be combined, is desirable; if some of them are wanting, 
preponderant weight must be given to the more numerous and more important 
reasons. 

 

15 
But since we pass our lives, not among perfect and faultlessly wise 

men,34 but among those in whom it is well if there be found the semblance of 
virtue, it ought, as I think, to be our purpose to leave none unbefriended in whom 
there is any trace of virtue; but at the same time those have the highest claim to 
our kind offices who are most richly endowed with the gentler virtues, 
moderation, self-control, and this very justice about which I have said so much. 
For in a man not perfect or wise, a bold and ambitious mind is generally too 
impetuous; while the virtues that I have just named seem to be more in accordance 
with the character of a truly good man. Thus far I have spoken only of the character 
of those to whom our kind offices are to be rendered. In the next place, as to the 
good will borne to us, our first duty is to bestow the most on those who hold us in 
the dearest regard. We ought, however, to judge of their good will not, as young 
people often do, by ardent expressions of love, but rather by the firmness and 
constancy of their attachment. But if there are obligations on our part, so that 
kindness is not to begin with us, but to be returned by us, there is all the greater 
responsibility laid upon us; for there is no more essential duty than that of 
returning kindness received. If Hesiod bids us to restore what we have borrowed 
for use in a greater measure, if we can, what ought we to do when appealed to by 
unsolicited beneficence? Ought we not to imitate fertile fields, which bring forth 
much more than they received? If we do not hesitate to confer favors on those who, 
we hope, will be of service to us, what ought we to be toward those who have 
already done us service? For while there are two kinds of generosity, one that of 
bestowing, the other that of returning good offices, — whether we bestow or not, 
it is for us to choose; but to omit the returning of kindness is impossible for a good 
man, if he can do so without wronging any one. But there is room for 
discrimination as to the benefits received; nor can it be denied that the greater the 
benefit, the greater is the obligation. In this matter the first thing to be considered 
is, with what degree of earnestness, zeal, and true benevolence one has shown us 
kindness. For many bestow benefits at haphazard, without judgment or method, 

                                                            
34 The Stoics maintained that the truly wise man lived only in theory, but had had no actual being 
in this world. 
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or roused to action by some sudden impulse of mind, as if by a blast of wind; and 
their kindnesses are not to be esteemed so great as those which are conferred with 
judgment, deliberately and continuously. But alike in bestowing benefit and in 
returning kindness, other things being equal, it is in the highest degree incumbent 
upon us to do the most for those who need the most. The contrary is the common 
habit. Him from whom men hope the most, even if he has no need, they are the 
most ready to serve. 

 

16 
Still further, human society and fellowship will be best maintained, if where 

there is the most intimate relation, the greatest amount of kindness be bestowed. 
Here it may be well to trace back the social relations of men to their principles in 
nature. The first of these principles is that which is seen in the social union of the 
entire race of man. Its bond is reason as expressed in language,35 which by 
teaching, learning, imparting, discussing, deciding, conciliates mutual regard, and 
unites men by a certain natural fellowship; nor in any respect are we farther 
removed from the nature of beasts, in which, we often say, there is courage, as in 
the horse and the lion, but not justice, equity, goodness, inasmuch as they have 
neither reason nor language. Indeed, it is through this society, so broadly open to 
men with one another, to all with all, that common possession is to be maintained 
as to whatever nature has produced for the common use of men; so that while 
those things that are specially designated by the statutes and the civil law are held 
as thus decreed, according to these very laws other things may be regarded in the 
sense of the Greek proverb, “All things are common among friends.” Indeed, all 
those things seem to be common among men, which are of the kind designated by 
Ennius in a single example, but comprehending many others: — 

“Who kindly shows a wanderer his way, 
Lights, as it were, a torch from his own torch, — 
In kindling others’ light, no less he shines.” 

This one instance suffices to illustrate the rule, that whatever one can give without 
suffering detriment should be given even to an entire stranger. Thus among 
common obligations we may reckon, to prohibit no one from drinking at a stream 
of running water; to permit any one who wishes to light fire from fire; to give 
faithful advice to one who is in doubt, — which things are useful to the receiver, 
and do no harm to the giver. But since the resources of individuals are small, while 
the multitude of those who need them is unbounded, this indiscriminate giving 
should have the limit suggested by Ennius, “No less he shines,” so that we may 
have the means of generosity to those peculiarly our own. 

                                                            
35 In the Latin, ratio et oratio, — a verbal assonance which our language affords us no means of 
translating. 
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17 
But there are several degrees of relationship among men. To take our 

departure from the tie of common humanity, of which I have spoken, there is a 
nearer relation of race, nation, and language, which brings men into very close 
community of feeling. It is a still more intimate bond to belong to the same city; 
for the inhabitants of a city have in common among themselves forum, temples, 
public walks, streets, laws, rights, courts, modes and places of voting, beside 
companionships and intimacies, engagements and contracts, of many with many. 
Closer still is the tie of kindred; for by this from the vast society of the human race 
one is shut up into a small and narrow circle. Indeed, since the desire of producing 
offspring is common by nature to all living creatures, the nearest association 
consists in the union of the sexes;36 the next, in the relation with children; then, 
that of a common home and a community of such goods as appertain to the home. 
Then the home is the germ of the city, and, so to speak, the nursery of the state. 
The union of brothers comes next in order, then that of cousins less or more 
remote, who, when one house can no longer hold them all, emigrate to other 
houses as if to colonies. Then follow marriages37 and affinities by marriage, thus 
increasing the number of kindred. From this propagation and fresh growth of 
successive generations states have their beginning. But the union of blood, 
especially, binds men in mutual kindness and affection; for it is a great thing to 
have the same statues of ancestors, the same rites of domestic worship, the same 
sepulchres. But of all associations none is more excellent, none more enduring, 
than when good men, of like character, are united in intimacy. For the moral 
rectitude of which I have so often spoken, even if we see it in a stranger, yet moves 
us, and calls out our friendship for him in whom it dwells. Moreover, while every 
virtue attracts us to itself, and makes us love those in whom it seems to exist, this 
is emphatically true of justice and generosity. At the same time, nothing is more 
lovable, and nothing brings men into more intimate relations, than the common 
possession of these moral excellences; for those who have the same virtuous 
desires and purposes love one another as they love themselves, and they realize 
what Pythagoras would have in friendship, the unifying of plurality. That also is 
an intimate fellowship which is created by benefits mutually bestowed and 
received, which, while they give pleasure on both sides, produce a lasting 
attachment between those who thus live in reciprocal good offices. But when you 
survey with reason and judgment the entire field of human society, of all 
associations none is closer, none dearer, than that which unites each of us with our 
country. Parents are dear, children are dear, so are kindred and friends; but the 
country alone takes into her embrace all our loves for all, in whose behalf what 

                                                            
36 Latin, conjugium, which is often employed to denote marriage without religious ceremonies, and 
not necessarily permanent, and is used equally as to men and the lower animals. 
37 Latin, connubia, which denotes legal marriages, deemed sacred and permanent as compared 
with conjugia. 
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good man would hesitate to encounter death, if he might thus do her service? The 
more detestable is the savageness of those who by every form of guilt have 
inflicted grievous wounds on their country, and are and have been employed in 
her utter subversion. Now, if you make an estimate and comparison1 of the degree 
of service to be rendered in each relation, the first place must be given to our 
country and our parents, bound as we are to them by paramount benefits; next 
come our children, and the entire family which looks to us alone, nor in stress of 
need can have any other refuge; then, afterward, the kindred with whom we are 
on pleasant terms, and with whom, for the most part, we are in the same condition 
of life. For the reasons indicated we owe chiefly to these that I have named the 
necessary protection of daily life; but companionship, conviviality, counsel, 
conversation, advice, consolation, sometimes reproof also, have their most fruitful 
soil in friendship, and that is the most pleasant friendship which is cemented by 
resemblance in character. 

 

 
  

https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/cicero-on-moral-duties-de-officiis#lf0041-01_footnote_nt042
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Luke 6.12-49, 10.25-37 
From Open English Bible1 

ca. 70 AD 
 

Now about that time, Jesus went out, up the hill, to pray, and spent the whole 
night in prayer to God. When day came, he summoned his disciples, and chose 
twelve of them, whom he also named ‘apostles.’ They were Simon (whom Jesus 
also named Peter), and his brother Andrew, James, John, Philip, Bartholomew, 
Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Simon known as the Zealot, Judas son 
of James, and Judas Iscariot, who proved a traitor. Afterward Jesus came down the 
hill with them and took his stand on a level place. With him were a large crowd of 
his disciples, and great numbers of people from the whole of Judea, Jerusalem, and 
the coast district of Tyre and Sidon, who had come to hear him and to be restored 
to health. Those, too, who were troubled with foul spirits were cured; and 
everyone in the crowd was trying to touch him, because a power went out from 
him which restored them all. 

Then, raising his eyes and looking at his disciples, Jesus said:  

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.  
Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied.  
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.  
Blessed are you when people hate you,  

and when they expel you from among them,  
and insult you,  
and reject your name as an evil thing —  

because of the Son of Man. 

Then indeed you may be glad and dance for joy, for be sure that your reward in 
heaven will be great; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets. But  

‘alas for you who are rich,’ for you have had your comforts in full.  
Alas for you who are sated now, for you will hunger.  
Alas for you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep.  
Alas for you when everyone speaks well of you; for this is what their 
ancestors did to the false prophets.  

But to you who hear I say — love your enemies, show kindness to those who hate 
you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who insult you. When someone 
gives one of you a blow on the cheek, offer the other cheek as well; and, when 
anyone takes away your cloak, do not keep back your coat either. Give to everyone 

                                                            
1 Adapted from the text at https://openenglishbible.org/ 
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who asks of you; and, when anyone takes away what is yours, do not demand its 
return. Do to others as you wish them to do to you.  

If you love only those who love you, what thanks will be due to you? Why, even 
the outcast love those who love them! For, if you show kindness only to those who 
show kindness to you, what thanks will be due to you? Even the outcast do that! 
If you lend only to those from whom you expect to get something, what thanks 
will be due to you? Even the outcast lend to the outcast in the hope of getting as 
much in return! But love your enemies, and show them kindness, and lend to 
them, never despairing. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of 
the Most High, for he is kind to the thankless and the bad.  

Learn to be merciful — even as your Father is merciful. Do not judge, and you will 
not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you 
will be forgiven. Give, and others will give to you. A generous measure, pressed 
and shaken down, and running over, will they pour into your lap; for the standard 
you use will be the standard used for you.”  

Then, speaking in parables, Jesus said: “Can one blind person guide another? Will 
they not both fall into a ditch? A student is not above their teacher; yet every 
finished student will be like their teacher. And why do you look at the speck of 
sawdust in someone's eye, while you pay no attention at all to the plank of wood 
in your own? How can you say to your friend ‘Friend, let me take out the speck in 
your eye,’ while you yourself do not see the plank in your own? Hypocrite! Take 
out the plank from your own eye first, and then you will see clearly how to take 
out the speck in your friend's. There is no such thing as a good tree bearing 
worthless fruit, or, on the other hand, a worthless tree bearing good fruit. For every 
tree is known by its own fruit. People do not gather figs off thorn bushes, nor pick 
a bunch of grapes off a bramble. A good person, from the good stores of their heart, 
brings out what is good; while a bad person, from their bad stores, brings out what 
is bad. For what fills someone's heart will rise to their lips. Why do you call me 
‘Master! Master!’ and yet fail to do what I tell you? Everyone who comes to me 
and listens to my teaching and acts on it — I will show you to whom they may be 
compared. They may be compared to a person building a house, who dug, and 
went deep, and laid the foundation on the rock. Then, when a flood came, the river 
swept down on that house, but had no power to shake it, because it had been built 
well. But those who have listened and not acted on what they have heard may be 
compared to a person who built a house on the ground without any foundation. 
The river swept down on it, and the house immediately collapsed; and great was 
the crash that followed.” 
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* * * * 

 

Just then a Student of the Law came forward to test Jesus further. “Teacher,” he 
said, “what must I do if I am to ‘gain eternal life’?”  

“What is said in the Law?” answered Jesus. “What do you read there?” His reply 
was —  

“‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as you love 
yourself.’”  

“You have answered right,” said Jesus; “do that, and you will live.” But the man, 
wanting to justify himself, said to Jesus: “And who is my neighbor?”  

To which Jesus replied: “A man was once going down from Jerusalem to Jericho 
when he fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him of everything, and beat 
him, and went away leaving him half dead. As it chanced, a priest was going down 
by that road. He saw the man, but passed by on the opposite side. A Levite, too, 
did the same; he came up to the spot, but, when he saw the man, passed by on the 
opposite side. But a Samaritan, traveling that way, came upon the man, and, when 
he saw him, he was moved with compassion. He went to him and bound up his 
wounds, dressing them with oil and wine, and then put him on his own mule, and 
brought him to an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two silver 
coins and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Take care of him,’ he said, ‘and whatever 
more you may spend I will myself repay you on my way back.’ Now which, do 
you think, of these three men,” asked Jesus, “proved himself a neighbor to the man 
who fell into the robbers' hands?”  

“The one that took pity on him,” was the answer; at which Jesus said: “Go and do 
the same yourself.” 
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From An Introduction to the Principle of Morals and 
Legislation1 

By Jeremy Bentham 
1780 AD 

 

Chapter I. 
Of the Principle of Utility. 

 

I 

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign 
masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as 
well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and 
wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. 
They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think: every effort we can make 
to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. In words 
a man may pretend to abjure their empire: but in reality he will remain subject to 
it all the while. The principle of utility2 recognises this subjection, and assumes it for 
the foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear the fabric of felicity by 
the hands of reason and of law. Systems which attempt to question it, deal in 
sounds instead of sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness instead of light. 

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that 
moral science is to be improved. 

 

                                                            
1 Adapted from the text at https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/cgi-
bin/zip/b/bentham/jeremy/morals 
2 Note by the Author, July 1822 — 

To this denomination has of late been added, or substituted, the greatest happiness or greatest 
felicity principle: this for shortness, instead of saying at length that principle which states the greatest 
happiness of all those whose interest is in question, as being the right and proper, and only right 
and proper and universally desirable, end of human action: of human action in every situation, 
and in particular in that of a functionary or set of functionaries exercising the powers of 
Government. The word utility does not so clearly point to the ideas of pleasure and pain as the words 
happiness and felicity do: nor does it lead us to the consideration of the number, of the interests 
affected; to the number, as being the circumstance, which contributes, in the largest proportion, to 
the formation of the standard here in question; the standard of right and wrong, by which alone the 
propriety of human conduct, in every situation, can with propriety be tried. This want of a 
sufficiently manifest connexion between the ideas of happiness and pleasure on the one hand, and 
the idea of utility on the other, I have every now and then found operating, and with but too much 
efficiency, as a bar to the acceptance, that might otherwise have been given, to this principle. 
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II 
The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work: it will be 

proper therefore at the outset to give an explicit and determinate account of what 
is meant by it. By the principle3 of utility is meant that principle which approves 
or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it 
appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest 
is in question: or, what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to oppose 
that happiness. I say of every action whatsoever; and therefore not only of every 
action of a private individual, but of every measure of government. 

 

III 
By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce 

benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness (all this in the present case comes 
to the same thing), or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent the 
happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is 
considered: if that party be the community in general, then the happiness of the 
community: if a particular individual, then the happiness of that individual. 

 

IV 
The interest of the community is one of the most general expressions that 

can occur in the phraseology of morals: no wonder that the meaning of it is often 
lost. When it has a meaning, it is this. The community is a fictitious body, composed 
of the individual persons who are considered as constituting as it were its members. 
The interest of the community then is, what? — the sum of the interests of the 
several members who compose it. 

 

 

 

                                                            
3 The word principle is derived from the Latin principium: which seems to be compounded of the 
two words primus, first, or chief, and cipium, a termination which seems to be derived from capio, 
to take, as in mancipium, municipium; to which are analogous auceps, forceps, and others. It is a term 
of very vague and very extensive signification: it is applied to any thing which is conceived to serve 
as a foundation or beginning to any series of operations: in some cases, of physical operations: but 
of mental operations in the present case. 

The principle here in question may be taken for an act of the mind; a sentiment; a sentiment 
of approbation; a sentiment which, when applied to an action, approves of its utility, as that quality 
of it by which the measure of approbation or disapprobation bestowed upon it ought to be 
governed. 
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V 
It is in vain to talk of the interest of the community, without understanding 

what is the interest of the individual.4 A thing is said to promote the interest, or to 
be for the interest, of an individual, when it tends to add to the sum total of his 
pleasures: or, what comes to the same thing, to diminish the sum total of his pains. 

 

VI 
An action then may be said to be conformable to the principle of utility, or, 

for shortness sake, to utility (meaning with respect to the community at large), 
when the tendency it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater 
than any it has to diminish it. 

 

VII 
A measure of government (which is but a particular kind of action, 

performed by a particular person or persons) may be said to be conformable to or 
dictated by the principle of utility, when in like manner the tendency which it has 
to augment the happiness of the community is greater than any which it has to 
diminish it. 

 

VIII 
When an action, or in particular a measure of government, is supposed by 

a man to be conformable to the principle of utility, it may be convenient, for the 
purposes of discourse, to imagine a kind of law or dictate, called a law or dictate 
of utility: and to speak of the action in question, as being conformable to such law 
or dictate. 

 

IX 
A man may be said to be a partizan of the principle of utility, when the 

approbation or disapprobation he annexes to any action, or to any measure, is 
determined, by and proportioned to the tendency which he conceives it to have to 
augment or to diminish the happiness of the community: or in other words, to its 
conformity or unconformity to the laws or dictates of utility. 

 

                                                            
4 Interest is one of those words, which not having any superior genus, cannot in the ordinary way 
be defined. 
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X 
Of an action that is conformable to the principle of utility, one may always 

say either that it is one that ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought 
not to be done. One may say also, that it is right it should be done; at least that it 
is not wrong it should be done: that it is a right action; at least that it is not a wrong 
action. When thus interpreted, the words ought, and right and wrong, and others of 
that stamp, have a meaning: when otherwise, they have none. 

 

XI 
Has the rectitude of this principle been ever formally contested? It should 

seem that it had, by those who have not known what they have been meaning. Is 
it susceptible of any direct proof? It should seem not: for that which is used to 
prove every thing else, cannot itself be proved: a chain of proofs must have their 
commencement somewhere. To give such proof is as impossible as it is needless. 

 

XII 
Not that there is or ever has been that human creature breathing, however 

stupid or perverse, who has not on many, perhaps on most occasions of his life, 
deferred to it. By the natural constitution of the human frame, on most occasions 
of their lives men in general embrace this principle, without thinking of it: if not 
for the ordering of their own actions, yet for the trying of their own actions, as well 
as of those of other men. There have been, at the same time, not many, perhaps, 
even of the most intelligent, who have been disposed to embrace it purely and 
without reserve. There are even few who have not taken some occasion or other to 
quarrel with it, either on account of their not understanding always how to apply 
it, or on account of some prejudice or other which they were afraid to examine 
into, or could not bear to part with. For such is the stuff that man is made of: in 
principle and in practice, in a right track and in a wrong one, the rarest of all 
human qualities is consistency. 

 

XIII 
When a man attempts to combat the principle of utility, it is with reasons 

drawn, without his being aware of it, from that very principle itself.5 His 

                                                            
5 “The principle of utility (I have heard it said) is a dangerous principle: it is dangerous on certain 
occasions to consult it.” This is as much as to say, what? that it is not consonant to utility, to consult 
utility; in short, that it is not consulting it, to consult it. 

Addition by the Author, July 1822 — 
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arguments, if they prove any thing, prove not that the principle is wrong, but that, 
according to the applications he supposes to be made of it, it is misapplied. Is it 
possible for a man to move the earth? Yes; but he must first find out another earth 
to stand upon. 

 

XIV 
To disprove the propriety of it by arguments is impossible; but, from the 

causes that have been mentioned, or from some confused or partial view of it, a 
man may happen to be disposed not to relish it. Where this is the case, if he thinks 
the settling of his opinions on such a subject worth the trouble, let him take the 
following steps, and at length, perhaps, he may come to reconcile himself to it. 

1. Let him settle with himself, whether he would wish to discard his principle 
altogether; if so, let him consider what it is that all his reasonings (in matters 
of politics especially) can amount to? 

                                                            
Not long after the publication of the Fragment on Government, anno 1776, in which, in the 

character of an all-comprehensive and all-commanding principle, the principle of utility was 
brought to view, one person by whom observation to the above effect was made was Alexander 
Wedderburn, at that time Attorney or Solicitor General, afterwards successively Chiet Justice of the 
Common Pleas, and Chancellor of England, under the successive titles of Lord Loughborough and 
Earl of Rosslyn. It was made — not indeed in my hearing, but in the hearing of a person by whom 
it was almost immediately communicated to me. So far from being self-contradictory, it was a 
shrewd and perfectly true one. By that distinguished functionary, the state of the Government was 
thoroughly understood: by the obscure individual, at that time not so much as supposed to be so: 
his disquisitions had not been as yet applied, with any thing like a comprehensive view, to the field 
of Constitutional Law, nor therefore to those features of the English Government, by which the 
greatest happiness of the ruling one with or without that of a favoured few, are now so plainly seen 
to be the only ends to which the course of it has at any time been directed. The principle of utility 
was an appellative, at that time employed — employed by me, as it had been by others, to designate 
that which, in a more perspicuous and instructive manner, may, as above, be designated by the 
name of the greatest happiness principle. “This principle (said Wedderburn) is a dangerous one.” 
Saying so, he said that which, to a certain extent, is strictly true: a principle, which lays down, as 
the only right and justifiable end of Government, the greatest happiness of the greatest number — 
how can it be denied to be a dangerous one? dangerous it unquestionably is, to every government 
which has for its actual end or object, the greatest happiness of a certain one, with or without the 
addition of some comparatively small number of others, whom it is matter of pleasure or 
accommodation to him to admit, each of them, to a share in the concern, on the footing of so many 
junior partners. Dangerous it therefore really was, to the interest — the sinister interest — of all 
those functionaries, himself included, whose interest it was, to maximize delay, vexation, and 
expense, in judicial and other modes of procedure, for the sake of the profit, extractible out of the 
expense. In a Government which had for its end in view the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number, Alexander Wedderburn might have been Attorney General and then Chancellor: but he 
would not have been Attorney General with £15,000 a-year, nor Chancellor with a peerage, with a 
veto upon all justice, with £25,000 a-year, and with 500 sinecures at his disposal, under the name 
of Ecclesiastical Benefices, besides et cœteras. 
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2. If he would, let him settle with himself, whether he would judge and act 
without any principle, or whether there is any other he would judge and 
act by? 

3. If there be, let him examine and satisfy himself whether the principle he 
thinks he has found is really any separate intelligible principle; or whether 
it be not a mere principle in words, a kind of phrase, which at bottom 
expresses neither more nor less than the mere averment of his own 
unfounded sentiments; that is, what in another person he might be apt to 
call caprice? 

4. If he is inclined to think that his own approbation or disapprobation, 
annexed to the idea of an act, without any regard to its consequences, is a 
sufficient foundation for him to judge and act upon, let him ask himself 
whether his sentiment is to be a standard of right and wrong, with respect 
to every other man, or whether every man’s sentiment has the same 
privilege of being a standard to itself? 

5. In the first case, let him ask himself whether his principle is not despotical, 
and hostile to all the rest of human race? 

6. In the second case, whether it is not anarchial, and whether at this rate there 
are not as many different standards of right and wrong as there are men? 
and whether even to the same man, the same thing, which is right to-day, 
may not (without the least change in its nature) be wrong to-morrow? and 
whether the same thing is not right and wrong in the same place at the same 
time? and in either case, whether all argument is not at an end? and 
whether, when two men have said, “I like this,” and “I don’t like it,” they 
can (upon such a principle) have any thing more to say? 

7. If he should have said to himself, No: for that the sentiment which he 
proposes as a standard must be grounded on reflection, let him say on what 
particulars the reflection is to turn? If on particulars having relation to the 
utility of the act, then let him say whether this is not deserting his own 
principle, and borrowing assistance from that very one in opposition to 
which he sets it up: or if not on those particulars, on what other particulars? 

8. If he should be for compounding the matter, and adopting his own 
principle in part, and the principle of utility in part, let him say how far he 
will adopt it? 

9. When he has settled with himself where he will stop, then let him ask 
himself how he justifies to himself the adopting it so far? and why he will 
not adopt it any farther? 

10. Admitting any other principle than the principle of utility to be a right 
principle, a principle that it is right for a man to pursue; admitting (what is 
not true) that the word right can have a meaning without reference to utility, 



89 
 

let him say whether there is any such thing as a motive that a man can have 
to pursue the dictates of it: if there is, let him say what that motive is, and 
how it is to be distinguished from those which enforce the dictates of utility: 
if not, then lastly let him say what it is this other principle can be good for? 

 

 

Chapter II 
Of Principles Adverse to that of Utility 

 

I 
If the principle of utility be a right principle to be governed by, and that in 

all cases, it follows from what has been just observed, that whatever principle 
differs from it in any case must necessarily be a wrong one. To prove any other 
principle, therefore, to be a wrong one, there needs no more than just to show it to 
be what it is, a principle of which the dictates are in some point or other different 
from those of the principle of utility: to state it is to confute it. 

 

II 
A principle may be different from that of utility in two ways: 

1. By being constantly opposed to it: this is the case with a principle which 
may be termed the principle of asceticism.6 

2. By being sometimes opposed to it, and sometimes not, as it may happen: 
this is the case with another, which may be termed the principle of sympathy 
and antipathy. 

                                                            
6 Ascetic is a term that has been sometimes applied to Monks. It comes from a Greek word which 
signifies exercise. The practices by which Monks sought to distinguish themselves from other men 
were called their Exercises. These exercises consisted in so many contrivances they had for 
tormenting themselves. By this they thought to ingratiate themselves with the Deity. For the Deity, 
said they, is a Being of infinite benevolence: now a Being of the most ordinary benevolence is 
pleased to see others make themselves as happy as they can: therefore to make ourselves as 
unhappy as we can is the way to please the Deity. If any body ask them, what motive they could 
find for doing all this? Oh! said they, you are not to imagine that we are punishing ourselves for 
nothing: we know very well what we are about. You are to know, that for every grain of pain it 
costs us now, we are to have a hundred grains of pleasure by and by. The case is, that God loves to 
see us torment ourselves at present: indeed he has as good as told us so. But this is done only to 
try us, in order just to see how we should behave: which it is plain he could not know, without 
making the experiment. Now then, from the satisfaction it gives him to see us make ourselves as 
unhappy as we can make ourselves in this present life, we have a sure proof of the satisfaction it 
will give him to see us as happy as he can make us in a life to come. 
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III 
By the principle of asceticism I mean that principle, which, like the principle 

of utility, approves or disapproves of any action, according to the tendency which 
it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose 
interest is in question; but in an inversive manner: approving of actions in as far 
as they tend to diminish his happiness; disapproving of them in as far as they tend 
to augment it. 

 

IV 
It is evident that any one who reprobates any the least particle of pleasure, 

as such, from whatever source derived, is pro tanto a partizan of the principle of 
asceticism. It is only upon that principle, and not from the principle of utility, that 
the most abominable pleasure which the vilest of malefactors ever reaped from his 
crime would be to be reprobated, if it stood alone. The case is, that it never does 
stand alone; but is necessarily followed by such a quantity of pain (or, what comes 
to the same thing, such a chance for a certain quantity of pain) that the pleasure in 
comparison of it, is as nothing: and this is the true and sole, but perfectly sufficient, 
reason for making it a ground for punishment. 

 

V 
There are two classes of men of very different complexions, by whom the 

principle of asceticism appears to have been embraced; the one a set of moralists, 
the other a set of religionists. Different accordingly have been the motives which 
appear to have recommended it to the notice of these different parties. Hope, that 
is, the prospect of pleasure, seems to have animated the former: hope, the aliment 
of philosophic pride: the hope of honour and reputation at the hands of men. Fear, 
that is, the prospect of pain, the latter: fear, the offspring of superstitious fancy: the 
fear of future punishment at the hands of a splenetic and revengeful Deity. I say 
in this case fear: for of the invisible future, fear is more powerful than hope. These 
circumstances characterize the two different parties among the partizans of the 
principle of asceticism: the parties and their motives different, the principle the 
same. 

 

VI 
The religious party, however, appear to have carried it farther than the 

philosophical: they have acted more consistently and less wisely. The 
philosophical party have scarcely gone farther than to reprobate pleasure: the 
religious party have frequently gone so far as to make it a matter of merit and of 
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duty to court pain. The philosophical party have hardly gone farther than the 
making pain a matter of indifference. It is no evil, they have said: they have not 
said, it is a good. They have not so much as reprobated all pleasure in the lump. 
They have discarded only what they have called the gross; that is, such as are 
organical, or of which the origin is easily traced up to such as are organical: they 
have even cherished and magnified the refined. Yet this, however, not under the 
name of pleasure: to cleanse itself from the sordes of its impure original, it was 
necessary it should change its name: the honourable, the glorious, the reputable, 
the becoming, the honestum, the decorum, it was to be called: in short, any thing but 
pleasure. 

 

VII 
From these two sources have flowed the doctrines from which the 

sentiments of the bulk of mankind have all along received a tincture of this 
principle; some from the philosophical, some from the religious, some from both. 
Men of education more frequently from the philosophical, as more suited to the 
elevation of their sentiments: the vulgar more frequently from the superstitious, 
as more suited to the narrowness of their intellect, undilated by knowledge: and 
to the abjectness of their condition, continually open to the attacks of fear. The 
tinctures, however, derived from the two sources, would naturally intermingle, 
insomuch that a man would not always know by which of them he was most 
influenced: and they would often serve to corroborate and enliven one another. It 
was this conformity that made a kind of alliance between parties of a complexion 
otherwise so dissimilar: and disposed them to unite upon various occasions 
against the common enemy, the partizan of the principle of utility, whom they 
joined in branding with the odious name of Epicurean. 

 

VIII 
The principle of asceticism, however, with whatever warmth it may have 

been embraced by its partizans as a rule of private conduct, seems not to have been 
carried to any considerable length, when applied to the business of government. 
In a few instances it has been carried a little way by the philosophical party: 
witness the Spartan regimen. Though then, perhaps, it may be considered as 
having been a measure of security: and an application, though a precipitate and 
perverse application, of the principle of utility. Scarcely in any instances, to any 
considerable length, by the religious: for the various monastic orders, and the 
societies of the Quakers, Dumplers, Moravians, and other religionists, have been 
free societies, whose regimen no man has been astricted to without the 
intervention of his own consent. Whatever merit a man may have thought there 
would be in making himself miserable, no such notion seems ever to have occurred 
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to any of them, that it may be a merit, much less a duty, to make others miserable: 
although it should seem, that if a certain quantity of misery were a thing so 
desirable, it would not matter much whether it were brought by each man upon 
himself, or by one man upon another. It is true, that from the same source from 
whence, among the religionists, the attachment to the principle of asceticism took 
its rise, flowed other doctrines and practices, from which misery in abundance was 
produced in one man by the instrumentality of another: witness the holy wars, 
and the persecutions for religion. But the passion for producing misery in these 
cases proceeded upon some special ground: the exercise of it was confined to 
persons of particular descriptions: they were tormented, not as men, but as heretics 
and infidels. To have inflicted the same miseries on their fellow-believers and 
fellow-sectaries, would have been as blameable in the eyes even of these 
religionists, as in those of a partizan of the principle of utility. For a man to give 
himself a certain number of stripes was indeed meritorious: but to give the same 
number of stripes to another man, not consenting, would have been a sin. We read 
of saints, who for the good of their souls, and the mortification of their bodies, 
have voluntarily yielded themselves a prey to vermin: but though many persons 
of this class have wielded the reins of empire, we read of none who have set 
themselves to work, and made laws on purpose, with a view of stocking the body 
politic with the breed of highwaymen, housebreakers, or incendiaries. If at any 
time they have suffered the nation to be preyed upon by swarms of idle 
pensioners, or useless placemen, it has rather been from negligence and imbecility, 
than from any settled plan for oppressing and plundering of the people.7 If at any 
time they have sapped the sources of national wealth, by cramping commerce, and 
driving the inhabitants into emigration, it has been with other views, and in 
pursuit of other ends. If they have declaimed against the pursuit of pleasure, and 
the use of wealth, they have commonly stopped at declamation: they have not, like 
Lycurgus, made express ordinances for the purpose of banishing the precious 
metals. If they have established idleness by a law, it has been not because idleness, 
the mother of vice and misery, is itself a virtue, but because idleness (say they) is 
the road to holiness. If under the notion of fasting, they have joined in the plan of 
confining their subjects to a diet, thought by some to be of the most nourishing 
and prolific nature, it has been not for the sake of making them tributaries to the 
nations by whom that diet was to be supplied, but for the sake of manifesting their 
own power, and exercising the obedience of the people. If they have established, 
or suffered to be established, punishments for the breach of celibacy, they have 
done no more than comply with the petitions of those deluded rigorists, who, 
dupes to the ambitious and deep-laid policy of their rulers, first laid themselves 
under that idle obligation by a vow. 

 

                                                            
7 So thought Anno 1780 and 1789 — Not so Anno 1814. — J. Bentham. 
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IX 
The principle of asceticism seems originally to have been the reverie of 

certain hasty speculators, who having perceived, or fancied, that certain pleasures, 
when reaped in certain circumstances, have, at the long run, been attended with 
pains more than equivalent to them, took occasion to quarrel with every thing that 
offered itself under the name of pleasure. Having then got thus far, and having 
forgot the point which they set out from, they pushed on, and went so much 
further as to think it meritorious to fall in love with pain. Even this, we see, is at 
bottom but the principle of utility misapplied. 

 

X 
The principle of utility is capable of being consistently pursued; and it is 

but tautology to say, that the more consistently it is pursued, the better it must 
ever be for human-kind. The principle of asceticism never was, nor ever can be, 
consistently pursued by any living creature. Let but one tenth part of the 
inhabitants of this earth pursue it consistently, and in a day’s time they will have 
turned it into a hell. 

 

XI 
Among principles adverse8 to that of utility, that which at this day seems to 

have most influence in matters of government, is what may be called the principle 

                                                            
8 The following Note was first printed in January 1789:— 

It ought rather to have been styled, more extensively, the principle of caprice. Where it 
applies to the choice of actions to be marked out for injunction or prohibition, for reward or 
punishment, (to stand, in a word, as subjects for obligations to be imposed), it may indeed with 
propriety be termed, as in the text, the principle of sympathy and antipathy. But this appellative does 
not so well apply to it, when occupied in the choice of the events which are to serve as sources of 
title with respect to rights: where the actions prohibited and allowed, the obligations and rights 
being already fixed, the only question is, under what circumstances a man is to be invested with 
the one or subjected to the other? from what incidents occasion is to be taken to invest a man, or to 
refuse to invest him, with the one, or to subject him to the other? In this latter case it may more 
appositely be characterized by the name of the phantastic principle. Sympathy and antipathy are 
affections of the sensible faculty. But the choice of titles with respect to rights, especially with respect 
to proprietary rights, upon grounds unconnected with utility, has been in many instances the work, 
not of the affections but of the imagination. 

When, in justification of an article of English Common Law, calling uncles to succeed in 
certain cases in preference to fathers, Lord Coke produced a sort of ponderosity he had discovered 
in rights, disqualifying them from ascending in a straight line, it was not that he loved uncles 
particularly, or hated fathers, but because the analogy, such as it was, was what his imagination 
presented him with, instead of a reason, and because, to a judgment unobservant of the standard 
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of utility, or unacquainted with the art of consulting it, where affection is out of the way, 
imagination is the only guide. 

When I know not what ingenious grammarian invented the proposition Delegatus non 
potest delegare, to serve as a rule of law, it was not surely that he had any antipathy to delegates of 
the second order, or that it was any pleasure to him to think of the ruin which, for want of a 
manager at home, may befal the affairs of a traveller, whom an unforeseen accident has deprived 
of the object of his choice: it was, that the incongruity, of giving the same law to objects so 
contrasted as active and passive are, was not to be surmounted, and that -atus chimes, as well as it 
contrasts, with -are. 

When that inexorable maxim (of which the dominion is no more to be defined, than the 
date of its birth, or the name of its father, is to be found) was imported from England for the 
government of Bengal, and the whole fabric of judicature was crushed by the thunders of ex post 
facto justice, it was not surely that the prospect of a blameless magistracy perishing in prison 
afforded any enjoyment to the unoffended authors of their misery; but that the music of the maxim, 
absorbing the whole imagination, had drowned the cries of humanity along with the dictates of 
common sense.(a.) Fiat Justitia, ruat cælum, says another maxim, as full of extravagance as it is of 
harmony: Go heaven to wreck — so justice be but done:— and what is the ruin of kingdoms, in 
comparison of the wreck of heaven? 

So again, when the Prussian chancellor, inspired with the wisdom of I know not what 
Roman sage, proclaimed in good Latin, for the edification of German ears, Servitus servitutis non 
datur [Cod. Fred. tom. ii. par. 2. liv. 2, tit. x. § 6, p. 308], it was not that he had conceived any aversion 
to the lifeholder who, during the continuance of his term, should wish to gratify a neighbour with 
a right of way or water, or to the neighbour who should wish to accept of the indulgence; but that, 
to a jurisprudential ear, -tus -tutis sound little less melodious than -atus -are. Whether the melody 
of the maxim was the real reason of the rule, is not left open to dispute: for it is ushered in by the 
conjunction quia, reason’s appointed harbinger: quia servitus servitutis non datur. 

Neither would equal melody have been produced, nor indeed could similar melody have 
been called for, in either of these instances, by the opposite provision: it is only when they are 
opposed to general rules, and not when by their conformity they are absorbed in them, that more 
specific ones can obtain a separate existence. Delegatus potest delegare, and Servitus servitutis datur, 
provisions already included under the general adoption of contracts, would have been as 
unnecessary to the apprehension and the memory, as, in comparison of their energetic negatives, 
they are insipid to the ear. 

Were the inquiry diligently made, it would be found that the goddess of harmony has 
exercised more influence, however latent, over the dispensations of Themis, than her most diligent 
historiographers, or even her most passionate panegyrists, seem to have been aware of. Every one 
knows, how, by the ministry of Orpheus, it was she who first collected the sons of men beneath the 
shadow of the sceptre: yet, in the midst of continual experience, men seem yet to learn, with what 
successful diligence she has laboured to guide it in its course. Every one knows, that measured 
numbers were the language of the infancy of law: none seem to have observed, with what 
imperious sway they have governed her maturer age. In English jurisprudence in particular, the 
connexion betwixt law and music, however less perceived than in Spartan legislation, is not 
perhaps less real nor less close. The music of the Office, though not of the same kind, is not less 
musical in its kind, than the music of the Theatre; that which hardens the heart, than that which 
softens it:— sostenutos as long, cadences as sonorous; and those governed by rules, though not yet 
promulgated, not less determinate. Search indictments, pleadings, proceedings in chancery, 
conveyances: whatever trespasses you may find against truth and common sense, you will find 
none against the laws of harmony. The English Liturgy, justly as this quality has been extolled in 
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that sacred office, possesses not a greater measure of it, than is commonly to be found in an English 
Act of Parliament. Dignity, simplicity, brevity, precision, intelligibility, possibility of being retained 
or so much as apprehended, every thing yields to Harmony. Volumes might be filled, shelves 
loaded, with the sacrifices that are made to this insatiate power. Expletives, her ministers in Grecian 
poetry, are not less busy, though in different shape and bulk, in English legislation; in the former, 
they are monosyllables;(b.) in the latter, they are whole lines.(c.) To return to the principle of sympathy 
and antipathy: a term preferred at first, on account of its impartiality, to the principle of caprice. The 
choice of an appellative, in the above respects too narrow, was owing to my not having, at that 
time, extended my views over the civil branch of law, any otherwise than as I had found it 
inseparably involved in the penal. But when we come to the former branch, we shall see the 
phantastic principle making at least as great a figure there, as the principle of sympathy and antipathy 
in the latter. 

In the days of Lord Coke, the light of utility can scarcely be said to have as yet shone upon 
the face of Common Law. If a faint ray of it, under the name of the argumentum ab inconvenienti, is 
to be found in a list of about twenty topics exhibited by that great lawyer as the co-ordinate leaders 
of that all-perfect system, the admission, so circumstanced, is as sure a proof of neglect, as, to the 
statues of Brutus and Cassius, exclusion was a cause of notice. It stands, neither in the front, nor in 
the rear, nor in any post of honour; but huddled in towards the middle, without the smallest mark 
of preference. [Coke Littleton. 11. a.] Nor is this Latin inconvenience by any means the same thing 
with the English one. It stands distinguished from mischief: and because by the vulgar it is taken 
for something less bad, it is given by the learned as something worse. The law prefers a mischief to an 
inconvenience, says an admired maxim, and the more admired, because as nothing is expressed by 
it, the more is supposed to be understood. 

Not that there is any avowed, much less a constant opposition, between the prescriptions of utility 
and the operations of the common law: such constancy we have seen to be too much even for ascetic 
fervor. [Supra, par. x.] From time to time, instinct would unavoidably betray them into the paths 
of reason: instinct which, however it may be cramped, can never be killed by education. The 
cobwebs spun out of the materials brought together by “the competition of opposite analogies,” 
can never have ceased being warped by the silent attraction of the rational principle: though it 
should have been, as the needle is to the magnet, without the privity of conscience. 

(a.) Additional Note by the Author, July 1822 —  

Add, and that the bad system, of Mahometan and other native law, was to be put 
down at all events, to make way for the inapplicable and still more mischievous system, 
of English Judge-made law, and, by the hand of his accomplice Hastings, was to be put 
into the pocket of Impey — importer of this instrument of subversion —£8000 a-year 
contrary to law, in addition to the £8000 a-year lavished upon him, with the customary 
profusion, by the hand of law. — See the Account of this transaction in Mill’s British 
India.To this Governor a statue is erecting by a vote of East India Directors and 
Proprietors: on it should be inscribed —Let it but put money into our pockets, no tyranny 
too flagitious to be worshipped by us.To this statue of the Arch-malefactor should be added, 
for a companion, that of the long-robed accomplice: the one lodging the bribe in the 
hand of the other. The hundred millions of plundered and oppressed Hindoos and 
Mahometans pay for the one: a Westminster-Hall subscription might pay for the 
other.What they have done for Ireland with her seven millions of souls, the authorised 
deniers and perverters of justice have done for Hindostan with her hundred millions. 
In this there is nothing wonderful. The wonder is — that, under such institutions, men, 
though in ever such small number, should be found, whom the view of the injustices 
which, by English Judge-made law, they are compelled to commit, and the miseries they 
are thus compelled to produce, deprive of health and rest. Witness the Letter of an 
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of sympathy and antipathy. By the principle of sympathy and antipathy, I mean 
that principle which approves or disapproves of certain actions, not on account of 
their tending to augment the happiness, nor yet on account of their tending to 
diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question, but merely 
because a man finds himself disposed to approve or disapprove of them: holding 
up that approbation or disapprobation as a sufficient reason for itself, and 
disclaiming the necessity of looking out for any extrinsic ground. Thus far in the 
general department of morals: and in the particular department of politics, 
measuring out the quantum (as well as determining the ground) of punishment, 
by the degree of the disapprobation. 

 

XII 
It is manifest, that this is rather a principle in name than in reality: it is not 

a positive principle of itself, so much as a term employed to signify the negation 
of all principle. What one expects to find in a principle is something that points 
out some external consideration, as a means of warranting and guiding the 
internal sentiments of approbation and disapprobation: this expectation is but ill 
fulfilled by a proposition, which does neither more nor less than hold up each of 
those sentiments as a ground and standard for itself. 

 

XIII 
In looking over the catalogue of human actions (says a partizan of this 

principle) in order to determine which of them are to be marked with the seal of 
disapprobation, you need but to take counsel of your own feelings: whatever you 
find in yourself a propensity to condemn, is wrong for that very reason. For the 
same reason it is also meet for punishment: in what proportion it is adverse to 
utility, or whether it be adverse to utility at all, is a matter that makes no difference. 
In that same proportion also is it meet for punishment: if you hate much, punish 
much: if you hate little, punish little: punish as you hate. If you hate not at all, 
punish not at all: the fine feelings of the soul are not to be overborne and 
tyrannized by the harsh and rugged dictates of political utility. 

XIV 

                                                            
English Hindostan Judge, Sept. 1, 1819, which lies before me. I will not make so cruel a 
requital for his honesty, as to put his name in print: indeed the House of Commons’ 
Documents already published leave little need of it. 

(b.) Μεν, τοι, γε, νυν, &c. 
(c.) And be it further enacted by the authority aforesaid, that — Provided always, and it is 

hereby further enacted and declared that —&c. &c. 
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The various systems that have been formed concerning the standard of 
right and wrong, may all be reduced to the principle of sympathy and antipathy. 
One account may serve for all of them. They consist all of them in so many 
contrivances for avoiding the obligation of appealing to any external standard, and 
for prevailing upon the reader to accept of the author’s sentiment or opinion as a 
reason, and that a sufficient one, for itself. The phrases different, but the principle 
the same.9 

                                                            
9 It is curious enough to observe the variety of inventions men have hit upon, and the variety of 
phrases they have brought forward, in order to conceal from the world, and, if possible, from 
themselves, this very general and therefore very pardonable self-sufficiency. 

1. One man [Lord Shaftesbury, Hutchinson, Hume, &c.] says, he has a thing made on purpose 
to tell him what is right and what is wrong; and that it is called a moral sense: and then he 
goes to work at his ease, and says, such a thing is right, and such a thing is wrong — why? 
“because my moral sense tells me it is.” 

2. Another man [Dr. Beattie] comes and alters the phrase: leaving out moral, and putting in 
common, in the room of it. He then tells you, that his common sense teaches him what is 
right and wrong, as surely as the other’s moral sense did: meaning by common sense, a 
sense of some kind or other, which, he says, is possessed by all mankind: the sense of those, 
whose sense is not the same as the author’s, being struck out of the account as not worth 
taking. This contrivance does better than the other; for a moral sense, being a new thing, a 
man may feel about him a good while without being able to find it out: but common sense 
is as old as the creation; and there is no man but would be ashamed to be thought not to 
have as much of it as his neighbours. It has another great advantage: by appearing to share 
power, it lessens envy: for when a man gets up upon this ground, in order to anathematize 
those who differ from him, it is not by a sic volo sic jubeo, but by a velitis jubeatis. 

3. Another man [Dr. Price] comes, and says, that as to a moral sense indeed, he cannot find 
that he has any such thing: that however he has an understanding, which will do quite as 
well. This understanding, he says, is the standard of right and wrong: it tells him so and 
so. All good and wise men understand as he does: if other men’s understandings differ in 
any point from his, so much the worse for them: it is a sure sign they are either defective 
or corrupt. 

4. Another man says, that here is an eternal and immutable Rule of Right: that that rule of 
right dictates so and so: and then he begins giving you his sentiments upon any thing that 
comes uppermost: and these sentiments (you are to take for granted) are so many branches 
of the eternal rule of right. 

5. Another man [Dr. Clark], or perhaps the same man (it’s no matter) says, that there are 
certain practices conformable, and others repugnant, to the Fitness of Things; and then he 
tells you at his leisure, what practices are conformable and what repugnant: just as he 
happens to like a practice or dislike it. 

6. A great multitude of people are continually talking of the Law of Nature; and then they go 
on giving you their sentiments about what is right and what is wrong: and these 
sentiments, you are to understand, are so many chapters, and sections of the Law of 
Nature. 

7. Instead of the phrase, Law of Nature, you have sometimes Law of Reason, Right Reason, 
Natural Justice, Natural Equity, Good Order. Any of them will do equally well. This latter 
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is most used in politics. The three last are much more tolerable than the others, because 
they do not very explicitly claim to be any thing more than phrases: they insist but feebly 
upon the being looked upon as so many positive standards of themselves, and seem 
content to be taken, upon occasion, for phrases expressive of the conformity of the thing in 
question to the proper standard, whatever that may be. On most occasions, however, it 
will be better to say utility: utility is clearer, as referring more explicitly to pain and 
pleasure. 

8. We have one philosopher [Woolaston], who says, there is no harm in any thing in the world 
but in telling a lie: and that if, for example, you were to murder your own father, this would 
only be a particular way of saying, he was not your father. Of course, when this 
philosopher sees any thing that he does not like, he says, it is a particular way of telling a 
lie. It is saying, that the act ought to be done, or may be done, when, in truth, it ought not 
to be done. 

9. The fairest and openest of them all is that sort of man who speaks out, and says, I am of 
the number of the Elect: now God himself takes care to inform the Elect what is right: and 
that with so good effect, that let them strive ever so, they cannot help not only knowing it 
but practising it. If therefore a man wants to know what is right and what is wrong, he has 
nothing to do but come to me. 

It is upon the principle of antipathy that such and such acts are often reprobated on the score of 
their being unnatural: the practice of exposing children, established among the Greeks and Romans, 
was an unnatural practice. Unnatural, when it means any thing, means unfrequent: and there it 
means something; although nothing to the present purpose. But here it means no such thing: for 
the frequency of such acts is perhaps the great complaint. It therefore means nothing; nothing, I 
mean, which there is in the act itself. All it can serve to express is, the disposition of the person who 
is talking of it: the disposition he is in to be angry at the thoughts of it. Does it merit his anger? 
Very likely it may: but whether it does or no is a question, which, to be answered rightly, can only 
be answered upon the principle of utility. 

Unnatural, is as good a word as moral sense, or common sense; and would be as good a 
foundation for a system. Such an act is unnatural; that is, repugnant to nature: for I do not like to 
practise it; and, consequently, do not practise it. It is therefore repugnant to what ought to be the 
nature of every body else. 

The mischief common to all these ways of thinking and arguing (which, in truth, as we 
have seen, are but one and the same method, couched in different forms of words) is their serving 
as a cloke, and pretence, and aliment, to despotism: if not a despotism in practice, a despotism 
however in disposition: which is but too apt, when pretence and power offer, to show itself in 
practice. The consequence is, that with intentions very commonly of the purest kind, a man 
becomes a torment either to himself or his fellow-creatures. If he be of the melancholy cast [Dr. 
Price,] he sits in silent grief, bewailing their blindness and depravity: if of the irascible [Dr. Beattie,] 
he declaims with fury and virulence against all who differ from him; blowing up the coals of 
fanaticism, and branding with the charge of corruption and insincerity, every man who does not 
think, or profess to think as he does. 

If such a man happens to possess the advantages of style, his book may do a considerable 
deal of mischief before the nothingness of it is understood. 

These principles, if such they can be called, it is more frequent to see applied to morals 
than to politics: but their influence extends itself to both. In politics, as well as morals, a man will 
be at least equally glad of a pretence for deciding any question in the manner that best pleases him, 
without the trouble of inquiry. If a man is an infallible judge of what is right and wrong in the 
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XV 
It is manifest, that the dictates of this principle will frequently coincide with 

those of utility, though perhaps without intending any such thing. Probably more 
frequently than not: and hence it is that the business of penal justice is carried on 
upon that tolerable sort of footing upon which we see it carried on in common at 
this day. For what more natural or more general ground of hatred to a practice can 
there be, than the mischievousness of such practice? What all men are exposed to 
suffer by, all men will be disposed to hate. It is far yet, however, from being a 
constant ground: for when a man suffers, it is not always that he knows what it is 
he suffers by. A man may suffer grievously, for instance, by a new tax, without 

                                                            
actions of private individuals, why not in the measures to be observed by public men in the 
direction of those actions? Accordingly (not to mention other chimeras) I have more than once 
known the pretended law of nature set up in legislative debates, in opposition to arguments 
derived from the principle of utility. 

“But is it never, then, from any other considerations than those of utility, that we derive 
our notions of right and wrong?” I do not know: I do not care. Whether a moral sentiment can be 
originally conceived from any other source than a view of utility, is one question: whether upon 
examination and reflection it can, in point of fact, be actually persisted in and justified on any other 
ground, by a person reflecting within himself, is another: whether in point of right it can properly 
be justified on any other ground, by a person addressing himself to the community, is a third. The 
two first are questions of speculation: it matters not, comparatively speaking, how they are 
decided. The last is a question of practice: the decision of it is of as much importance as that of any 
can be. 

“I feel in myself,” say you, “a disposition to approve of such or such an action in a moral 
view: but this is not owing to any notions I have of its being a useful one to the community. I do 
not pretend to know whether it be an useful one or not: it may be, for aught I know, a mischievous 
one.” ‘But is it then,’ say I, ‘a mischievous one? Examine; and if you can make yourself sensible 
that it is so, then, if duty means any thing, that is, moral duty, it is your duty at least to abstain from 
it: and more than that, if it is what lies in your power, and can be done without too great a sacrifice, 
to endeavour to prevent it. It is not your cherishing the notion of it in your bosom, and giving it 
the name of virtue, that will excuse you.’ 

“I feel in myself,” say you again, “a disposition to detest such or such an action in a moral 
view; but this is not owing to any notions I have of its being a mischievous one to the community. 
I do not pretend to know whether it be a mischievous one or not: it may be not a mischievous one: 
it may be, for aught I know, an useful one.”—‘May it indeed,’ say I, ‘an useful one? but let me tell 
you then, that unless duty, and right and wrong, be just what you please to make them, if it really 
be not a mischievous one, and any body has a mind to do it, it is no duty of your’s, but, on the 
contrary, it would be very wrong in you, to take upon you to prevent him: detest it within yourself 
as much as you please; that may be a very good reason (unless it be also a useful one) for your not 
doing it yourself: but if you go about, by word or deed, to do any thing to hinder him, or make him 
suffer for it, it is you, and not he, that have done wrong: it is not your setting yourself to blame his 
conduct, or branding it with the name of vice, that will make him culpable, or you blameless. 
Therefore, if you can make yourself content that he shall be of one mind, and you of another, about 
that matter, and so continue, it is well: but if nothing will serve you, but that you and he must 
needs be of the same mind, I’ll tell you what you have to do: it is for you to get the better of your 
antipathy, not for him to truckle to it.’ 
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being able to trace up the cause of his sufferings to the injustice of some neighbour, 
who has eluded the payment of an old one. 

 

XVI 
The principle of sympathy and antipathy is most apt to err on the side of 

severity. It is for applying punishment in many cases which deserve none: in many 
cases which deserve some, it is for applying more than they deserve. There is no 
incident imaginable, be it ever so trivial, and so remote from mischief, from which 
this principle may not extract a ground of punishment. Any difference in taste: any 
difference in opinion: upon one subject as well as upon another. No disagreement 
so trifling which perseverance and altercation will not render serious. Each 
becomes in the other’s eyes an enemy, and, if laws permit, a criminal.10 This is one 
of the circumstances by which the human race is distinguished (not much indeed 
to its advantage) from the brute creation. 

 

XVII 
It is not, however, by any means unexampled for this principle to err on the 

side of lenity. A near and perceptible mischief moves antipathy. A remote and 
imperceptible mischief, though not less real, has no effect. Instances in proof of 

                                                            
10 King James the First of England had conceived a violent antipathy against Arians: two of whom 
he burnt.(a.) This gratification he procured himself without much difficulty: the notions of the times 
were favourable to it. He wrote a furious book against Vorstius, for being what was called an 
Arminian: for Vorstius was at a distance. He also wrote a furious book, called “A Counterblast to 
Tobacco,” against the use of that drug, which Sir Walter Raleigh had then lately introduced. Had 
the notions of the times co-operated with him, he would have burnt the Anabaptist and the smoker 
of tobacco in the same fire. However, he had the satisfaction of putting Raleigh to death afterwards, 
though for another crime. 

Disputes concerning the comparative excellence of French and Italian music have 
occasioned very serious bickerings at Paris. One of the parties would not have been sorry (says Mr. 
D’Alembert(b.)) to have brought government into the quarrel. Pretences were sought after and 
urged. Long before that, a dispute of like nature, and of at least equal warmth, had been kindled 
at London upon the comparative merits of two composers at London; where riots between the 
approvers and disapprovers of a new play are, at this day, not unfrequent. The ground of quarrel 
between the Big-endians and the Little-endians in the fable, was not more frivolous than many an 
one which has laid empires desolate. In Russia, it is said, there was a time when some thousands 
of persons lost their lives in a quarrel, in which the government had taken part, about the number 
of fingers to be used in making the sign of the cross. This was in days of yore: the ministers of 
Catherine II. are better instructed(c.) than to take any other part in such disputes, than that of 
preventing the parties concerned from doing one another a mischief. 

(a.) Hume’s Hist. vol. 6. 
(b.) Melanges Essai sur la Liberté de la Musique. 
(c.) Instruct. art. 474, 475, 476. 
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this will occur in numbers in the course of the work.11 It would be breaking in 
upon the order of it to give them here. 

 

XVIII 
It may be wondered, perhaps, that in all this while no mention has been 

made of the theological principle; meaning that principle which professes to recur 
for the standard of right and wrong to the will of God. But the case is, this is not 
in fact a distinct principle. It is never any thing more or less than one or other of 
the three before-mentioned principles presenting itself under another shape. The 
will of God here meant cannot be his revealed will, as contained in the sacred 
writings: for that is a system which nobody ever thinks of recurring to at this time 
of day, for the details of political administration: and even before it can be applied 
to the details of private conduct, it is universally allowed, by the most eminent 
divines of all persuasions, to stand in need of pretty ample interpretations: else to 
what use are the works of those divines? And for the guidance of these 
interpretations, it is also allowed, that some other standard must be assumed. The 
will then which is meant on this occasion, is that which may be called the 
presumptive will: that is to say, that which is presumed to be his will on account of 
the conformity of its dictates to those of some other principle. What then may be 
this other principle? it must be one or other of the three mentioned above: for there 
cannot, as we have seen, be any more. It is plain, therefore, that, setting revelation 
out of the question, no light can ever be thrown upon the standard of right and 
wrong, by any thing that can be said upon the question, what is God’s will. We 
may be perfectly sure, indeed, that whatever is right is conformable to the will of 
God: but so far is that from answering the purpose of showing us what is right, 
that it is necessary to know first whether a thing is right, in order to know from 
thence whether it be conformable to the will of God.12 

                                                            
11 See ch. xviii. [Division], par. 42, 44. 
12 The principle of theology refers every thing to God’s pleasure. But what is God’s pleasure? God 
does not, he confessedly does not now, either speak or write to us. How then are we to know what 
is his pleasure? By observing what is our own pleasure, and pronouncing it to be his. Accordingly, 
what is called the pleasure of God is and must necessarily be (revelation apart) neither more nor 
less than the good pleasure of the person, whoever he be, who is pronouncing what he believes, or 
pretends, to be God’s pleasure. How know you it to be God’s pleasure that such or such an act 
should be abstained from? whence come you even to suppose as much? “Because the engaging in 
it would, I imagine, be prejudicial upon the whole to the happiness of mankind;” says the partizan 
of the principle of utility: “Because the commission of it is attended with a gross and sensual, or at 
least with a trifling and transient satisfacfaction;” says the partizan of the principle of asceticism: 
“Because I detest the thoughts of it; and I cannot, neither ought I to be called upon to tell why;” 
says he who proceeds upon the principle of antipathy. In the words of one or other of these must 
that person necessarily answer (revelation apart) who professes to take for his standard the will of 
God. 
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XIX 
There are two things which are very apt to be confounded, but which it 

imports us carefully to distinguish:— the motive or cause, which, by operating on 
the mind of an individual, is productive of any act: and the ground or reason which 
warrants a legislator, or other by-stander, in regarding that act with an eye of 
approbation. When the act happens, in the particular instance in question, to be 
productive of effects which we approve of, much more if we happen to observe 
that the same motive may frequently be productive, in other instances, of the like 
effects, we are apt to transfer our approbation to the motive itself, and to assume, 
as the just ground for the approbation we bestow on the act, the circumstance of 
its originating from that motive. It is in this way that the sentiment of antipathy 
has often been considered as a just ground of action. Antipathy, for instance, in 
such or such a case, is the cause of an action which is attended with good effects: 
but this does not make it a right ground of action in that case, any more than in 
any other. Still farther. Not only the effects are good, but the agent sees beforehand 
that they will be so. This may make the action indeed a perfectly right action: but 
it does not make antipathy a right ground of action. For the same sentiment of 
antipathy, if implicitly deferred to, may be, and very frequently is, productive of 
the very worst effects. Antipathy, therefore, can never be a right ground of action. 
No more, therefore, can resentment, which, as will be seen more particularly 
hereafter, is but a modification of antipathy. The only right ground of action, that 
can possibly subsist, is, after all, the consideration of utility, which, if it is a right 
principle of action, and of approbation, in any one case, is so in every other. Other 
principles in abundance, that is, other motives, may be the reasons why such and 
such an act has been done: that is, the reasons or causes of its being done: but it is 
this alone that can be the reason why it might or ought to have been done. 
Antipathy or resentment requires always to be regulated, to prevent its doing 
mischief: to be regulated by what? always by the principle of utility. The principle 
of utility neither requires nor admits of any other regulator than itself. 

 

Objections to the Principle of Utility Answered13 
Trifling scruples and “trifling verbal difficulties may be raised in opposition 

to the principle of utility, but no real and distinct objection can be opposed to it. 
Indeed, how can it be combated, if not by reasons drawn from the principle itself? 
To say that it is dangerous, is to say that to consult utility is contrary to utility. 

The difficulty in this question arises from the perversity of language. Virtue 
has been represented as opposed to utility. Virtue, it has been said, consists in the 
sacrifice of our interests to our duties. In order to express these ideas clearly; it is 

                                                            
13 The following paragraphs are inserted here from Dumont’s “Traités de Legislation,” in order to 
complete the exhibition of Bentham’s principles, as published in his lifetime. —[Ed.] 
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necessary to observe, that there are interests of different orders, and that different 
interests are in certain circumstances incompatible. Virtue is the sacrifice of a 
smaller to a greater interest — of a momentary to a permanent interest — of a 
doubtful to a certain interest. Every idea of virtue, which is not derived from this 
notion, is as obscure as the motive to it is precarious. 

Those who, for the sake of peace, seeking to distinguish politics and morals, 
assign utility as the principle of the first, and justice of the second, only exhibit the 
confusion of their ideas. The whole difference between politics and morals is this: 
the one directs the operations of governments, the other directs the proceedings of 
individuals; their common object is happiness. That which is politically good 
cannot be morally bad; unless the rules of arithmetic, which are true for great 
numbers, are false as respects those which are small. 

Evil may be done, whilst it is believed that the principle of utility is followed. 
A feeble and limited mind may deceive itself, by considering only a part of the 
good and evil. A man under the influence of passion may deceive himself, by 
setting an extreme value upon one advantage which hides from him the 
inconveniences attending upon it. What constitutes a wicked man, is the habit of 
seeking pleasures hurtful to others; and even this supposes the absence of many 
kinds of pleasures. But we ought not to charge upon this principle the faults which 
are opposed to it, and which it alone can serve to remove. If a man calculate badly, 
it is not arithmetic which is in fault, it is himself. If the reproaches which are 
heaped upon Machiavel are well founded, his errors do not arise from his having 
made use of the principle of utility; but from his having made false applications of 
it. The author of Anti-Machiavel has well understood this. He has refuted “The 
Prince,” by shewing that its maxims are mischievous, and that bad faith is bad 
policy. 

Those who, after reading the Offices of Cicero and the platonic moralists, 
have a confused notion of utility as opposed to honesty, often quote the saying of 
Aristides with regard to the project which Themistocles had unfolded to him 
alone: “The project of Themistocles is very advantageous,” said Aristides to the 
assembled people, “but it is very unjust.” They think they see here a decided 
opposition between utility and justice; but they deceive themselves: there is only 
a comparison of good and evil. Injustice is a term which presents to the mind the 
collection of all the evils resulting from a situation in which men can no longer 
trust one another. Aristides should have said, “The project of Themistocles would 
be useful for a moment, and hurtful for ages: what it would bestow is nothing in 
comparison with what it would take away.”14 

                                                            
14 This anecdote is not worth quoting, except for the purpose of explaining the meaning of the 
words, since its falsehood is demonstrated. (See Mitford’s History of Greece.) Plutarch, who 
desired to honour the Athenians, has been greatly embarrassed in reconciling this noble sentiment 
of justice with the greater part of their history. 
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This principle of utility, it is said, is only the renewal of epicurism, and it is 
known what ravages this doctrine made in manners: it was always the doctrine of 
the most corrupt men. 

Epicurus, it is true, is the only one among the ancients who has the merit of 
having known the true source of morality; but to suppose that his doctrine leads 
to the consequences imputed to it, is to suppose that happiness can be the enemy 
of happiness itself. “Sic prasentibus utaris voluptatibus ut futuris non noceas.” Seneca 
is here in accordance with Epicurus: and what more can be desired in morals than 
the cutting off of every pleasure hurtful to one’s self or to others. But is not this the 
principle of utility? 

“But it may be said, every one will be constituting himself judge of this 
utility: every obligation will cease when he no longer thinks he perceives in it his 
own interest. 

Every one will constitute himself judge of his own utility; this is and this 
ought to be, otherwise man would not be a reasonable being. He who is not a judge 
of what is suitable for himself, is less than an infant, is a fool. The obligation which 
binds men to their engagements, is nothing but a feeling of an interest of a superior 
class, which outweighs an inferior interest. Men are not always held by the 
particular utility of a certain engagement; but in the case in which the engagement 
becomes burthensome to one of the parties, they are still held by the general utility 
of engagements — by the confidence that each enlightened man wishes to have 
placed in his word, that he may be considered as trustworthy, and enjoy the 
advantages attached to probity and esteem. It is not the engagement which 
constitutes the obligation by itself; for there are some void engagements; there are 
some unlawful. Why? Because they are considered as hurtful. It is the utility of the 
contract which gives it force. 

The most exalted acts of virtue may be easily reduced to a calculation of 
good and evil. This is neither to degrade nor to weaken them, but to represent 
them as the effects of reason, and to explain them in a simple and intelligible 
manner. 

Let us observe the circle in which we are compelled to move when the 
principle of utility is not recognized. I ought to keep my promise. Why? Because 
my conscience prescribes it. How do you know that your conscience prescribes it? 
Because I have an internal feeling of it. Why ought you to obey your conscience? 
Because God is the author of my nature; and to obey my conscience, is to obey 
God. Why ought you to obey God? Because it is my first duty. How do you know 
this? Because my conscience tells me so —&c. Such is the eternal round from which 
there is no exit: such is the source of obstinate and invincible errors; for if there is 
no where any judge but feeling, there is no method of distinguishing between the 
injunctions of an enlightened and a blind conscience. All persecutors have had the 
same title, and all fanatics possess the same right. 
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If you would reject the principle of utility, because it may be ill applied, what 
would you substitute in its stead? What rule have you found which cannot be 
abused? — what infallible guide do you possess? 

Would you substitute some despotic principle, which directs men to act in 
a certain manner, without knowing why, from pure obsequiousness? 

Would you substitute some anarchical and capricious principle, founded 
solely upon internal and peculiar feelings? 

In these cases, what are the motives by which you would determine men to 
follow you? Would they be independent of their interest? If they do not agree with 
you, how will you reason with them? — how will you attempt to conciliate them? 
Where would you cite all the sects, all the opinions, all the contradictions, which 
overspread the earth, if not to the tribunal of their common interest. 

The most obstinate adversaries of the principle of utility are those who fix 
themselves upon what they call the religious principle. They profess to take the will 
of God for the sole rule of good and evil. It is the only rule, they say, which 
possesses all the requisite characters, being infallible, universal, supreme, &c. 

I reply, that the religious principle is not a distinct principle; that it is one 
or other of those of which we have already spoken, presented under another 
aspect. What is called the will of God, can only be presumed to be his will, except 
where God has explained himself to us by immediate and peculiar revelations. But 
how shall a man presume upon the will of God? According to his own will? Now 
his own will is always directed by one of the three before-mentioned principles. 
How do you know that God has willed a certain thing? “Because it would be 
prejudicial to the happiness of men,” replies the partisan of utility. “Because it 
includes a gross and sensual pleasure that God disapproves,” replies the ascetic. 
“Because it wounds my conscience, because it is contrary to my natural feelings, 
and ought to be detested without examination,” is the language of antipathy. 

But revelation, it may be said, is the direct expression of the will of God. In 
it there is nothing arbitrary. It is a guide which ought to govern all human 
reasoning. 

I shall not indirectly reply, that revelation is not universal; that among 
Christian nations there are many individuals who do not admit it, and that some 
common principle of reasoning is required for all men. 

But I say that revelation is not a system of politics or of morals; that its 
precepts require to be explained, modified, limited the one by the other; that taken 
in a literal sense, they would overturn the world, annihilate self-defence, industry, 
commerce, reciprocal attachments. Ecclesiastical history is one incontestible proof 
of the frightful evils which result from religious maxims ill understood. 
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How great the differences between Protestant and Catholic theologians! 
between the moderns and the ancients! The evangelical morality of Paley is not 
the evangelical morality of St. Nicholas; that of the Jansenists is not the same as 
that of the Jesuits. The interpreters of the sacred writings divide them selves into 
three classes: one class is guided by criticism; the principle of utility; another 
follows ascetism; the other follows the confused impressions of sympathy and 
antipathy. The first, far from excluding pleasures, offer them as a proof of the 
goodness of God. The ascetics are the mortal enemies of pleasures: if they allow 
them, it is never for their own sake, but as a means to a certain necessary end. The 
last approve or condemn them according to their fancy, without being determined 
by the consideration of their consequences. Revelation is not therefore a separate 
principle: this title can only be given to what does not require proof, and which 
may be employed to prove every thing else. 

 

 

Chapter III 
Of the Four15 Sanctions or Sources of Pain and Pleasure 

 

I 
It has been shown that the happiness of the individuals, of whom a 

community is composed, that is, their pleasures and their security, is the end and 
the sole end which the legislator ought to have in view: the sole standard, in 
conformity to which each individual ought, as far as depends upon the legislator, 
to be made to fashion his behaviour. But whether it be this or any thing else that is 
to be done, there is nothing by which a man can ultimately be made to do it, but 
either pain or pleasure. Having taken a general view of these two grand objects 
(viz. pleasure, and what comes to the same thing, immunity from pain) in the 

                                                            
15 The following is an extract from a letter of Bentham’s to Dumont, dated Oct. 28, 1821:— 

“Sanctions. Since the Traites, others have been discovered. There are now, I. Human: six, 
viz. 1. Physical; 2. Retributive; 3. Sympathetic; 4. Antipathetic; 5. Popular, or Moral; 6. Political, 
including Legal and Administrative. 

“II. Superhuman vice Religious: all exemplifiable in the case of drunkenness; viz. the 
punitory class. 

“Note — Sanctions in genere duæ, punitoriæ et remuneratoriæ; in serie, septem ut super; 
seven multiplied by two, equal fourteen. 

“The Judicatory of the popular or moral sanction has two Sections: that of the few, and that 
of the many: Aristocratical and Democratical: their laws, their decisions, are to a vast extent 
opposite.” 
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character of final causes; it will be necessary to take a view of pleasure and pain 
itself, in the character of efficient causes or means. 

 

II 
There are four distinguishable sources from which pleasure and pain are in 

use to flow: considered separately, they may be termed the physical, the political, 
the moral, and the religious: and inasmuch as the pleasures and pains belonging to 
each of them are capable of giving a binding force to any law or rule of conduct, 
they may all of them be termed sanctions.16 

 

III 
If it be in the present life, and from the ordinary course of nature, not 

purposely modified by the interposition of the will of any human being, nor by 
any extraordinary interposition of any superior invisible being, that the pleasure 
or the pain takes place or is expected, it may be said to issue from, or to belong to, 
the physical sanction. 

 

IV 
If at the hands of a particular person or set of persons in the community, 

who under names correspondent to that of judge, are chosen for the particular 
purpose of dispensing it, according to the will of the sovereign or supreme ruling 
power in the state, it may be said to issue from the political sanction. 

 

 

                                                            
16 Sanctio, in Latin, was used to signify the act of binding, and, by a common grammatical transition, 
any thing which serves to bind a man: to wit, to the observance of such or such a mode of conduct. 
According to a Latin grammarian,(a.) the import of the word is derived by rather a far-fetched 
process (such as those commonly are, and in a great measure indeed must be, by which intellectual 
ideas are derived from sensible ones) from the word sanguis, blood: because among the Romans, 
with a view to inculcate into the people a persuasion that such or such a mode of conduct would 
be rendered obligatory upon a man by the force of what I call the religious sanction (that is, that he 
would be made to suffer by the extraordinary interposition of some superior being, if he failed to 
observe the mode of conduct in question) certain ceremonies were contrived by the priests: in the 
course of which ceremonies the blood of victims was made use of. 

A Sanction then is a source of obligatory powers or motives: that is, of pains and pleasures; 
which, according as they are connected with such or such modes of conduct, operate, and are 
indeed the only things which can operate, as motives. See Chap. x. [Motives.] 

(a.) Servius. See Ainsworth’s Dict. ad verbum Sanctio. 
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V 
If at the hands of such chance persons in the community, as the party in 

question may happen in the course of his life to have concerns with, according to 
each man’s spontaneous disposition, and not according to any settled or concerted 
rule, it may be said to issue from the moral or popular sanction.17 

 

VI 
If from the immediate hand of a superior invisible being, either in the 

present life, or in a future, it may be said to issue from the religious sanction. 

 

VII 
Pleasures or pains which may be expected to issue from the physical, 

political, or moral sanctions, must all of them be expected to be experienced, if ever, 
in the present life: those which may be expected to issue from the religious sanction, 
may be expected to be experienced either in the present life or in a future. 

 

VIII 
Those which can be experienced in the present life, can of course be no 

others than such as human nature in the course of the present life is susceptible of: 
and from each of these sources may flow all the pleasures or pains of which, in the 
course of the present life, human nature is susceptible. With regard to these, then 
(with which alone we have in this place any concern), those of them which belong 
to any one of those sanctions, differ not ultimately in kind from those which belong 
to any one of the other three: the only difference there is among them lies in the 
circumstances that accompany their production. A suffering which befals a man 
in the natural and spontaneous course of things, shall be styled, for instance, a 
calamity; in which case, if it be supposed to befal him through any imprudence of 
his, it may be styled a punishment issuing from the physical sanction. Now this 
same suffering, if inflicted by the law, will be what is commonly called a 
punishment; if incurred for want of any friendly assistance, which the misconduct, 
or supposed misconduct, of the sufferer has occasioned to be withholden, a 
punishment issuing from the moral sanction; if through the immediate 

                                                            
17 Better termed popular, as more directly indicative of its constituent cause; as likewise of its 
relation to the more common phrase public opinion, in French opinion publique, the name there given 
to that tutelary power, of which of late so much is said, and by which so much is done. The latter 
appellation is however unhappy and inexpressive; since if opinion is material, it is only in virtue of 
the influence it exercises over action, through the medium of the affections and the will. 
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interposition of a particular providence, a punishment issuing from the religious 
sanction. 

 

IX 
A man’s goods, or his person, are consumed by fire. If this happened to him 

by what is called an accident, it was a calamity: if by reason of his own imprudence 
(for instance, from his neglecting to put his candle out), it may be styled a 
punishment of the physical sanction: if it happened to him by the sentence of the 
political magistrate, a punishment belonging to the political sanction — that is, 
what is commonly called a punishment: if for want of any assistance which his 
neighbour withheld from him out of some dislike to his moral character, a 
punishment of the moral sanction: if by an immediate act of God’s displeasure, 
manifested on account of some sin committed by him, or through any distraction 
of mind, occasioned by the dread of such displeasure, a punishment of the religious 
sanction.18 

 

X 
As to such of the pleasures and pains belonging to the religious sanction, as 

regard a future life, of what kind these may be, we cannot know. These lie not open 
to our observation. During the present life they are matter only of expectation: and, 
whether that expectation be derived from natural or revealed religion, the 
particular kind of pleasure or pain, if it be different from all those which lie open 
to our observation, is what we can have no idea of. The best ideas we can obtain 
of such pains and pleasures are altogether unliquidated in point of quality. In what 
other respects our ideas of them may be liquidated, will be considered in another 
place.19 

 

XI 
Of these four sanctions, the physical is altogether, we may observe, the 

ground-work of the political and the moral: so is it also of the religious, in as far as 
the latter bears relation to the present life. It is included in each of those other three. 
This may operate in any case (that is, any of the pains or pleasures belonging to it 
may operate) independently of them: none of them can operate but by means of 
this. In a word, the powers of nature may operate of themselves; but neither the 

                                                            
18 A suffering conceived to befal a man by the immediate act of God, as above, is often, for shortness 
sake, called a judgment: instead of saying, a suffering inflicted on him in consequence of a special 
judgment formed, and resolution thereupon taken, by the Deity. 
19 See ch. xv. [Cases unmeet], par. 2, Note. 
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magistrate, nor men at large, can operate, nor is God in the case in question 
supposed to operate, but through the powers of nature. 

 

XII 
For these four objects, which in their nature have so much in common, it seemed 
of use to find a common name. It seemed of use, in the first place, for the 
convenience of giving a name to certain pleasures and pains, for which a name 
equally characteristic could hardly otherwise have been found: in the second 
place, for the sake of holding up the efficacy of certain moral forces, the influence 
of which is apt not to be sufficiently attended to. Does the political sanction exert 
an influence over the conduct of mankind? The moral, the religious sanctions, do 
so too. In every inch of his career are the operations of the political magistrate 
liable to be aided or impeded by these two foreign powers: who, one or other of 
them, or both, are sure to be either his rivals or his allies. Does it happen to him to 
leave them out in his calculations? he will be sure almost to find himself mistaken 
in the result. Of all this we shall find abundant proofs in the sequel of this work. It 
behoves him, therefore, to have them continually before his eyes; and that under 
such a name as exhibits the relation they bear to his own purposes and designs. 
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Preface 
 

Ancient Greek philosophy was divided into three sciences: physics, ethics, 
and logic. This division is perfectly suitable to the nature of the thing; and the only 
improvement that can be made in it is to add the principle on which it is based, so 
that we may both satisfy ourselves of its completeness, and also be able to 
determine correctly the necessary subdivisions. 

All rational knowledge is either material or formal: the former considers 
some object, the latter is concerned only with the form of the understanding and 
of the reason itself, and with the universal laws of thought in general without 
distinction of its objects. Formal philosophy is called logic. Material philosophy, 
however, which has to do with determinate objects and the laws to which they are 
subject, is again twofold; for these laws are either laws of nature or of freedom. 
The science of the former is physics, that of the latter, ethics; they are also called 
natural philosophy and moral philosophy respectively. 

Logic cannot have any empirical part; that is, a part in which the universal 
and necessary laws of thought should rest on grounds taken from experience; 
otherwise it would not be logic, i.e., a canon for the understanding or the reason, 
valid for all thought, and capable of demonstration. Natural and moral 
philosophy, on the contrary, can each have their empirical part, since the former 
has to determine the laws of nature as an object of experience; the latter the laws 
of the human will, so far as it is affected by nature: the former, however, being 
laws according to which everything does happen; the latter, laws according to 
which everything ought to happen. Ethics, however, must also consider the 
conditions under which what ought to happen frequently does not. 

We may call all philosophy empirical, so far as it is based on grounds of 
experience: on the other hand, that which delivers its doctrines from a priori 
principles alone we may call pure philosophy. When the latter is merely formal it 
is logic; if it is restricted to definite objects of the understanding it is metaphysic. 

In this way there arises the idea of a twofold metaphysic—a metaphysic of 
nature and a metaphysic of morals. Physics will thus have an empirical and also a 
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rational part. It is the same with Ethics; but here the empirical part might have the 
special name of practical anthropology, the name morality being appropriated to 
the rational part. 

All trades, arts, and handiworks have gained by division of labour, namely, 
when, instead of one man doing everything, each confines himself to a certain kind 
of work distinct from others in the treatment it requires, so as to be able to perform 
it with greater facility and in the greatest perfection. Where the different kinds of 
work are not distinguished and divided, where everyone is a jack-of-all-trades, 
there manufactures remain still in the greatest barbarism. It might deserve to be 
considered whether pure philosophy in all its parts does not require a man 
specially devoted to it, and whether it would not be better for the whole business 
of science if those who, to please the tastes of the public, are wont to blend the 
rational and empirical elements together, mixed in all sorts of proportions 
unknown to themselves, and who call themselves independent thinkers, giving 
the name of minute philosophers to those who apply themselves to the rational 
part only- if these, I say, were warned not to carry on two employments together 
which differ widely in the treatment they demand, for each of which perhaps a 
special talent is required, and the combination of which in one person only 
produces bunglers. But I only ask here whether the nature of science does not 
require that we should always carefully separate the empirical from the rational 
part, and prefix to Physics proper (or empirical physics) a metaphysic of nature, 
and to practical anthropology a metaphysic of morals, which must be carefully 
cleared of everything empirical, so that we may know how much can be 
accomplished by pure reason in both cases, and from what sources it draws this 
its a priori teaching, and that whether the latter inquiry is conducted by all 
moralists (whose name is legion), or only by some who feel a calling thereto. 

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 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. 
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Thus not only are moral laws with their principles essentially distinguished 
from every other kind of practical knowledge in which there is anything empirical, 
but all moral philosophy rests wholly on its pure part. When applied to man, it 
does not borrow the least thing from the knowledge of man himself 
(anthropology), but gives laws a priori to him as a rational being. No doubt these 
laws require a judgement sharpened by experience, in order on the one hand to 
distinguish in what cases they are applicable, and on the other to procure for them 
access to the will of the man and effectual influence on conduct; since man is acted 
on by so many inclinations that, though capable of the idea of a practical pure 
reason, he is not so easily able to make it effective in concreto in his life. 

A metaphysic of morals is therefore indispensably necessary, not merely for 
speculative reasons, in order to investigate the sources of the practical principles 
which are to be found a priori in our reason, but also because morals themselves 
are liable to all sorts of corruption, as long as we are without that clue and supreme 
canon by which to estimate them correctly. For in order that an action should be 
morally good, it is not enough that it conform to the moral law, but it must also be 
done for the sake of the law, otherwise that conformity is only very contingent and 
uncertain; since a principle which is not moral, although it may now and then 
produce actions conformable to the law, will also often produce actions which 
contradict it. Now it is only in a pure philosophy that we can look for the moral 
law in its purity and genuineness (and, in a practical matter, this is of the utmost 
consequence): we must, therefore, begin with pure philosophy (metaphysic), and 
without it there cannot be any moral philosophy at all. That which mingles these 
pure principles with the empirical does not deserve the name of philosophy (for 
what distinguishes philosophy from common rational knowledge is that it treats 
in separate sciences what the latter only comprehends confusedly); much less does 
it deserve that of moral philosophy, since by this confusion it even spoils the purity 
of morals themselves, and counteracts its own end. 

Let it not be thought, however, that what is here demanded is already 
extant in the propaedeutic prefixed by the celebrated Wolf to his moral 
philosophy, namely, his so-called general practical philosophy, and that, therefore, 
we have not to strike into an entirely new field. Just because it was to be a general 
practical philosophy, it has not taken into consideration a will of any particular 
kind- say one which should be determined solely from a priori principles without 
any empirical motives, and which we might call a pure will, but volition in general, 
with all the actions and conditions which belong to it in this general signification. 
By this it is distinguished from a metaphysic of morals, just as general logic, which 
treats of the acts and canons of thought in general, is distinguished from 
transcendental philosophy, which treats of the particular acts and canons of pure 
thought, i.e., that whose cognitions are altogether a priori. For the metaphysic of 
morals has to examine the idea and the principles of a possible pure will, and not 
the acts and conditions of human volition generally, which for the most part are 
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drawn from psychology. It is true that moral laws and duty are spoken of in the 
general moral philosophy (contrary indeed to all fitness). But this is no objection, 
for in this respect also the authors of that science remain true to their idea of it; 
they do not distinguish the motives which are prescribed as such by reason alone 
altogether a priori, and which are properly moral, from the empirical motives 
which the understanding raises to general conceptions merely by comparison of 
experiences; but, without noticing the difference of their sources, and looking on 
them all as homogeneous, they consider only their greater or less amount. It is in 
this way they frame their notion of obligation, which, though anything but moral, 
is all that can be attained in a philosophy which passes no judgement at all on the 
origin of all possible practical concepts, whether they are a priori, or only a 
posteriori. 

Intending to publish hereafter a metaphysic of morals, I issue in the first 
instance these fundamental principles. Indeed there is properly no other 
foundation for it than the critical examination of a pure practical reason; just as 
that of metaphysics is the critical examination of the pure speculative reason, 
already published. But in the first place the former is not so absolutely necessary 
as the latter, because in moral concerns human reason can easily be brought to a 
high degree of correctness and completeness, even in the commonest 
understanding, while on the contrary in its theoretic but pure use it is wholly 
dialectical; and in the second place if the critique of a pure practical Reason is to 
be complete, it must be possible at the same time to show its identity with the 
speculative reason in a common principle, for it can ultimately be only one and the 
same reason which has to be distinguished merely in its application. I could not, 
however, bring it to such completeness here, without introducing considerations 
of a wholly different kind, which would be perplexing to the reader. On this 
account I have adopted the title of Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of 
Morals instead of that of a Critical Examination of the pure practical reason. 

But in the third place, since a metaphysic of morals, in spite of the 
discouraging title, is yet capable of being presented in popular form, and one 
adapted to the common understanding, I find it useful to separate from it this 
preliminary treatise on its fundamental principles, in order that I may not hereafter 
have need to introduce these necessarily subtle discussions into a book of a more 
simple character. 

The present treatise is, however, nothing more than the investigation and 
establishment of the supreme principle of morality, and this alone constitutes a 
study complete in itself and one which ought to be kept apart from every other 
moral investigation. No doubt my conclusions on this weighty question, which 
has hitherto been very unsatisfactorily examined, would receive much light from 
the application of the same principle to the whole system, and would be greatly 
confirmed by the adequacy which it exhibits throughout; but I must forego this 
advantage, which indeed would be after all more gratifying than useful, since the 
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easy applicability of a principle and its apparent adequacy give no very certain 
proof of its soundness, but rather inspire a certain partiality, which prevents us 
from examining and estimating it strictly in itself and without regard to 
consequences. 

I have adopted in this work the method which I think most suitable, 
proceeding analytically from common knowledge to the determination of its 
ultimate principle, and again descending synthetically from the examination of 
this principle and its sources to the common knowledge in which we find it 
employed. The division will, therefore, be as follows: 

 

1. FIRST SECTION. Transition from the common rational knowledge of 
morality to the philosophical. 

2. SECOND SECTION. Transition from popular moral philosophy to the 
metaphysic of morals. 

3. THIRD SECTION. Final step from the metaphysic of morals to the critique 
of the pure practical reason. 

 

 

First Section—Transition from the Common Rational 
Knowledge of Morality to the Philosophical 

 

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. 

There are even some qualities which are of service to this good will itself 
and may facilitate its action, yet which have no intrinsic unconditional value, but 
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always presuppose a good will, and this qualifies the esteem that we justly have 
for them and does not permit us to regard them as absolutely good. Moderation 
in the affections and passions, self-control, and calm deliberation are not only good 
in many respects, but even seem to constitute part of the intrinsic worth of the 
person; but they are far from deserving to be called good without qualification, 
although they have been so unconditionally praised by the ancients. For without 
the principles of a good will, they may become extremely bad, and the coolness of 
a villain not only makes him far more dangerous, but also directly makes him more 
abominable in our eyes than he would have been without it. 

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 that, owing to 
special disfavour 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 fruitlessness 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 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 
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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. 

And, in fact, we find that the more a cultivated reason applies itself with 
deliberate purpose to the enjoyment of life and happiness, so much the more does 
the man fail of true satisfaction. And from this circumstance there arises in many, 
if they are candid enough to confess it, a certain degree of misology, that is, hatred 
of reason, especially in the case of those who are most experienced in the use of it, 
because after calculating all the advantages they derive, I do not say from the 
invention of all the arts of common luxury, but even from the sciences (which seem 
to them to be after all only a luxury of the understanding), they find that they have, 
in fact, only brought more trouble on their shoulders, rather than gained in 
happiness; and they end by envying, rather than despising, the more common 
stamp of men who keep closer to the guidance of mere instinct and do not allow 
their reason much influence on their conduct. And this we must admit, that the 
judgement of those who would very much lower the lofty eulogies of the 
advantages which reason gives us in regard to the happiness and satisfaction of 
life, or who would even reduce them below zero, is by no means morose or 
ungrateful to the goodness with which the world is governed, but that there lies 
at the root of these judgements the idea that our existence has a different and far 
nobler end, for which, and not for happiness, reason is properly intended, and 
which must, therefore, be regarded as the supreme condition to which the private 
ends of man must, for the most part, be postponed. 

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, 
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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 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. 

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. 

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 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 
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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 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 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, he has not sacrificed the enjoyment of the 
present moment to a possibly mistaken expectation of a happiness which is 
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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. 

It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand those passages 
of Scripture also in which we are commanded to love our neighbour, even our 
enemy. For love, as an affection, cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty's 
sake may; even though we are not impelled to it by any inclination- nay, are even 
repelled by a natural and unconquerable aversion. This is practical love and not 
pathological- a love which is seated in the will, and not in the propensions of sense- 
in principles of action and not of tender sympathy; and it is this love alone which 
can be commanded. 

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 follows 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. 

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 
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practical law, and consequently the maxim1 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 already present in the person who acts 
accordingly, and we have not to wait for it to appear first in the result.2 

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 
                                                            
1 A maxim is the subjective principle of volition. The objective principle (i.e., that which would also 
serve subjectively as a practical principle to all rational beings if reason had full power over the 
faculty of desire) is the practical law. 
2 It might be here objected to me that I take refuge behind the word respect in an obscure feeling, 
instead of giving a distinct solution of the question by a concept of the reason. But although respect 
is a feeling, it is not a feeling received through influence, but is self-wrought by a rational concept, 
and, therefore, is specifically distinct from all feelings of the former kind, which may be referred 
either to inclination or fear, What I recognise immediately as a law for me, I recognise with respect. 
This merely signifies the consciousness that my will is subordinate to a law, without the 
intervention of other influences on my sense. The immediate determination of the will by the law, 
and the consciousness of this, is called respect, so that this is regarded as an effect of the law on the 
subject, and not as the cause of it. Respect is properly the conception of a worth which thwarts my 
self-love. Accordingly it is something which is considered neither as an object of inclination nor of 
fear, although it has something analogous to both. The object of respect is the law only, and that 
the law which we impose on ourselves and yet recognise as necessary in itself. As a law, we are 
subjected too it without consulting self-love; as imposed by us on ourselves, it is a result of our 
will. In the former aspect it has an analogy to fear, in the latter to inclination. Respect for a person 
is properly only respect for the law (of honesty, etc.) of which he gives us an example. Since we 
also look on the improvement of our talents as a duty, we consider that we see in a person of talents, 
as it were, the example of a law (viz., to become like him in this by exercise), and this constitutes 
our respect. All so-called moral interest consists simply in respect for the law. 
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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 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 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 
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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. Here we cannot forbear admiration when we see how great an 
advantage the practical judgement has over the theoretical in the common 
understanding of men. In the latter, if common reason ventures to depart from the 
laws of experience and from the perceptions of the senses, it falls into mere 
inconceivabilities and self-contradictions, at least into a chaos of uncertainty, 
obscurity, and instability. But in the practical sphere it is just when the common 
understanding excludes all sensible springs from practical laws that its power of 
judgement begins to show itself to advantage. It then becomes even subtle, 
whether it be that it chicanes with its own conscience or with other claims 
respecting what is to be called right, or whether it desires for its own instruction 
to determine honestly the worth of actions; and, in the latter case, it may even have 
as good a hope of hitting the mark as any philosopher whatever can promise 
himself. Nay, it is almost more sure of doing so, because the philosopher cannot 
have any other principle, while he may easily perplex his judgement by a 
multitude of considerations foreign to the matter, and so turn aside from the right 
way. Would it not therefore be wiser in moral concerns to acquiesce in the 
judgement of common reason, or at most only to call in philosophy for the purpose 
of rendering the system of morals more complete and intelligible, and its rules 
more convenient for use (especially for disputation), but not so as to draw off the 
common understanding from its happy simplicity, or to bring it by means of 
philosophy into a new path of inquiry and instruction? 

Innocence is indeed a glorious thing; only, on the other hand, it is very sad 
that it cannot well maintain itself and is easily seduced. On this account even 
wisdom- which otherwise consists more in conduct than in knowledge- yet has 
need of science, not in order to learn from it, but to secure for its precepts 
admission and permanence. Against all the commands of duty which reason 
represents to man as so deserving of respect, he feels in himself a powerful 
counterpoise in his wants and inclinations, the entire satisfaction of which he sums 
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up under the name of happiness. Now reason issues its commands unyieldingly, 
without promising anything to the inclinations, and, as it were, with disregard and 
contempt for these claims, which are so impetuous, and at the same time so 
plausible, and which will not allow themselves to be suppressed by any command. 
Hence there arises a natural dialectic, i.e., a disposition, to argue against these strict 
laws of duty and to question their validity, or at least their purity and strictness; 
and, if possible, to make them more accordant with our wishes and inclinations, 
that is to say, to corrupt them at their very source, and entirely to destroy their 
worth- a thing which even common practical reason cannot ultimately call good. 

Thus is the common reason of man compelled to go out of its sphere, and 
to take a step into the field of a practical philosophy, not to satisfy any speculative 
want (which never occurs to it as long as it is content to be mere sound reason), 
but even on practical grounds, in order to attain in it information and clear 
instruction respecting the source of its principle, and the correct determination of 
it in opposition to the maxims which are based on wants and inclinations, so that 
it may escape from the perplexity of opposite claims and not run the risk of losing 
all genuine moral principles through the equivocation into which it easily falls. 
Thus, when practical reason cultivates itself, there insensibly arises in it a dialetic 
which forces it to seek aid in philosophy, just as happens to it in its theoretic use; 
and in this case, therefore, as well as in the other, it will find rest nowhere but in a 
thorough critical examination of our reason. 

 

 

Second Section—Transition from Popular Moral 
Philosophy to the Metaphysic of Morals 

 

If we have hitherto drawn our notion of duty from the common use of our 
practical reason, it is by no means to be inferred that we have treated it as an 
empirical notion. On the contrary, if we attend to the experience of men's conduct, 
we meet frequent and, as we ourselves allow, just complaints that one cannot find 
a single certain example of the disposition to act from pure duty. Although many 
things are done in conformity with what duty prescribes, it is nevertheless always 
doubtful whether they are done strictly from duty, so as to have a moral worth. 
Hence there have at all times been philosophers who have altogether denied that 
this disposition actually exists at all in human actions, and have ascribed 
everything to a more or less refined self-love. Not that they have on that account 
questioned the soundness of the conception of morality; on the contrary, they 
spoke with sincere regret of the frailty and corruption of human nature, which, 
though noble enough to take its rule an idea so worthy of respect, is yet weak to 
follow it and employs reason which ought to give it the law only for the purpose 
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of providing for the interest of the inclinations, whether singly or at the best in the 
greatest possible harmony with one another. 

In fact, it is absolutely impossible to make out by experience with complete 
certainty a single case in which the maxim of an action, however right in itself, 
rested simply on moral grounds and on the conception of duty. Sometimes it 
happens that with the sharpest self-examination we can find nothing beside the 
moral principle of duty which could have been powerful enough to move us to 
this or that action and to so great a sacrifice; yet we cannot from this infer with 
certainty that it was not really some secret impulse of self-love, under the false 
appearance of duty, that was the actual determining cause of the will. We like them 
to flatter ourselves by falsely taking credit for a more noble motive; whereas in fact 
we can never, even by the strictest examination, get completely behind the secret 
springs of action; since, when the question is of moral worth, it is not with the 
actions which we see that we are concerned, but with those inward principles of 
them which we do not see. 

Moreover, we cannot better serve the wishes of those who ridicule all 
morality as a mere chimera of human imagination over stepping itself from vanity, 
than by conceding to them that notions of duty must be drawn only from 
experience (as from indolence, people are ready to think is also the case with all 
other notions); for or is to prepare for them a certain triumph. I am willing to admit 
out of love of humanity that even most of our actions are correct, but if we look 
closer at them we everywhere come upon the dear self which is always prominent, 
and it is this they have in view and not the strict command of duty which would 
often require self-denial. Without being an enemy of virtue, a cool observer, one 
that does not mistake the wish for good, however lively, for its reality, may 
sometimes doubt whether true virtue is actually found anywhere in the world, 
and this especially as years increase and the judgement is partly made wiser by 
experience and partly, also, more acute in observation. This being so, nothing can 
secure us from falling away altogether from our ideas of duty, or maintain in the 
soul a well-grounded respect for its law, but the clear conviction that although 
there should never have been actions which really sprang from such pure sources, 
yet whether this or that takes place is not at all the question; but that reason of 
itself, independent on all experience, ordains what ought to take place, that 
accordingly actions of which perhaps the world has hitherto never given an 
example, the feasibility even of which might be very much doubted by one who 
founds everything on experience, are nevertheless inflexibly commanded by 
reason; that, e.g., even though there might never yet have been a sincere friend, 
yet not a whit the less is pure sincerity in friendship required of every man, 
because, prior to all experience, this duty is involved as duty in the idea of a reason 
determining the will by a priori principles. 

When we add further that, unless we deny that the notion of morality has 
any truth or reference to any possible object, we must admit that its law must be 
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valid, not merely for men but for all rational creatures generally, not merely under 
certain contingent conditions or with exceptions but with absolute necessity, then 
it is clear that no experience could enable us to infer even the possibility of such 
apodeictic laws. For with what right could we bring into unbounded respect as a 
universal precept for every rational nature that which perhaps holds only under 
the contingent conditions of humanity? Or how could laws of the determination 
of our will be regarded as laws of the determination of the will of rational beings 
generally, and for us only as such, if they were merely empirical and did not take 
their origin wholly a priori from pure but practical reason? 

Nor could anything be more fatal to morality than that we should wish to 
derive it from examples. For every example of it that is set before me must be first 
itself tested by principles of morality, whether it is worthy to serve as an original 
example, i.e., as a pattern; but by no means can it authoritatively furnish the 
conception of morality. Even the Holy One of the Gospels must first be compared 
with our ideal of moral perfection before we can recognise Him as such; and so He 
says of Himself, "Why call ye Me (whom you see) good; none is good (the model 
of good) but God only (whom ye do not see)?" But whence have we the conception 
of God as the supreme good? Simply from the idea of moral perfection, which 
reason frames a priori and connects inseparably with the notion of a free will. 
Imitation finds no place at all in morality, and examples serve only for 
encouragement, i.e., they put beyond doubt the feasibility of what the law 
commands, they make visible that which the practical rule expresses more 
generally, but they can never authorize us to set aside the true original which lies 
in reason and to guide ourselves by examples. 

If then there is no genuine supreme principle of morality but what must rest 
simply on pure reason, independent of all experience, I think it is not necessary 
even to put the question whether it is good to exhibit these concepts in their 
generality (in abstracto) as they are established a priori along with the principles 
belonging to them, if our knowledge is to be distinguished from the vulgar and to 
be called philosophical. 

In our times indeed this might perhaps be necessary; for if we collected 
votes whether pure rational knowledge separated from everything empirical, that 
is to say, metaphysic of morals, or whether popular practical philosophy is to be 
preferred, it is easy to guess which side would preponderate. 

This descending to popular notions is certainly very commendable, if the 
ascent to the principles of pure reason has first taken place and been satisfactorily 
accomplished. This implies that we first found ethics on metaphysics, and then, 
when it is firmly established, procure a hearing for it by giving it a popular 
character. But it is quite absurd to try to be popular in the first inquiry, on which 
the soundness of the principles depends. It is not only that this proceeding can 
never lay claim to the very rare merit of a true philosophical popularity, since there 
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is no art in being intelligible if one renounces all thoroughness of insight; but also 
it produces a disgusting medley of compiled observations and half-reasoned 
principles. Shallow pates enjoy this because it can be used for every-day chat, but 
the sagacious find in it only confusion, and being unsatisfied and unable to help 
themselves, they turn away their eyes, while philosophers, who see quite well 
through this delusion, are little listened to when they call men off for a time from 
this pretended popularity, in order that they might be rightfully popular after they 
have attained a definite insight. 

We need only look at the attempts of moralists in that favourite fashion, and 
we shall find at one time the special constitution of human nature (including, 
however, the idea of a rational nature generally), at one time perfection, at another 
happiness, here moral sense, there fear of God. a little of this, and a little of that, in 
marvellous mixture, without its occurring to them to ask whether the principles of 
morality are to be sought in the knowledge of human nature at all (which we can 
have only from experience); or, if this is not so, if these principles are to be found 
altogether a priori, free from everything empirical, in pure rational concepts only 
and nowhere else, not even in the smallest degree; then rather to adopt the method 
of making this a separate inquiry, as pure practical philosophy, or (if one may use 
a name so decried) as metaphysic of morals,3 to bring it by itself to completeness, 
and to require the public, which wishes for popular treatment, to await the issue 
of this undertaking. 

Such a metaphysic of morals, completely isolated, not mixed with any 
anthropology, theology, physics, or hyperphysics, and still less with occult 
qualities (which we might call hypophysical), is not only an indispensable 
substratum of all sound theoretical knowledge of duties, but is at the same time a 
desideratum of the highest importance to the actual fulfilment of their precepts. 
For the pure conception of duty, unmixed with any foreign addition of empirical 
attractions, and, in a word, the conception of the moral law, exercises on the 
human heart, by way of reason alone (which first becomes aware with this that it 
can of itself be practical), an influence so much more powerful than all other 
springs4 which may be derived from the field of experience, that, in the 

                                                            
3 Just as pure mathematics are distinguished from applied, pure logic from applied, so if we choose 
we may also distinguish pure philosophy of morals (metaphysic) from applied (viz., applied to 
human nature). By this designation we are also at once reminded that moral principles are not 
based on properties of human nature, but must subsist a priori of themselves, while from such 
principles practical rules must be capable of being deduced for every rational nature, and 
accordingly for that of man. 
4 I have a letter from the late excellent Sulzer, in which he asks me what can be the reason that 
moral instruction, although containing much that is convincing for the reason, yet accomplishes so 
little? My answer was postponed in order that I might make it complete. But it is simply this: that 
the teachers themselves have not got their own notions clear, and when they endeavour to make 
up for this by raking up motives of moral goodness from every quarter, trying to make their physic 
right strong, they spoil it. For the commonest understanding shows that if we imagine, on the one 
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consciousness of its worth, it despises the latter, and can by degrees become their 
master; whereas a mixed ethics, compounded partly of motives drawn from 
feelings and inclinations, and partly also of conceptions of reason, must make the 
mind waver between motives which cannot be brought under any principle, 
which lead to good only by mere accident and very often also to evil. 

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 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. 

But in order that in this study we may not merely advance by the natural 
steps from the common moral judgement (in this case very worthy of respect) to 
the philosophical, as has been already done, but also from a popular philosophy, 
which goes no further than it can reach by groping with the help of examples, to 
metaphysic (which does allow itself to be checked by anything empirical and, as 

                                                            
hand, an act of honesty done with steadfast mind, apart from every view to advantage of any kind 
in this world or another, and even under the greatest temptations of necessity or allurement, and, 
on the other hand, a similar act which was affected, in however low a degree, by a foreign motive, 
the former leaves far behind and eclipses the second; it elevates the soul and inspires the wish to 
be able to act in like manner oneself. Even moderately young children feel this impression, ana one 
should never represent duties to them in any other light. 
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it must measure the whole extent of this kind of rational knowledge, goes as far as 
ideal conceptions, where even examples fail us), we must follow and clearly 
describe the practical faculty of reason, from the general rules of its determination 
to the point where the notion of duty springs from it. 

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 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. 

All imperatives are expressed by the word ought [or shall], and thereby 
indicate the relation of an objective law of reason to a will, which from its 
subjective constitution is not necessarily determined by it (an obligation). They say 
that something would be good to do or to forbear, but they say it to a will which 
does not always do a thing because it is conceived to be good to do it. That is 
practically good, however, which determines the will by means of the conceptions 
of reason, and consequently not from subjective causes, but objectively, that is on 
principles which are valid for every rational being as such. It is distinguished from 
the pleasant, as that which influences the will only by means of sensation from 
merely subjective causes, valid only for the sense of this or that one, and not as a 
principle of reason, which holds for every one.5 

                                                            
5 The dependence of the desires on sensations is called inclination, and this accordingly always 
indicates a want. The dependence of a contingently determinable will on principles of reason is 
called an interest. This therefore, is found only in the case of a dependent will which does not 
always of itself conform to reason; in the Divine will we cannot conceive any interest. But the 
human will can also take an interest in a thing without therefore acting from interest. The former 
signifies the practical interest in the action, the latter the pathological in the object of the action. 
The former indicates only dependence of the will on principles of reason in themselves; the second, 
dependence on principles of reason for the sake of inclination, reason supplying only the practical 



130 
 

A perfectly good will would therefore be equally subject to objective laws 
(viz., laws of good), but could not be conceived as obliged thereby to act lawfully, 
because of itself from its subjective constitution it can only be determined by the 
conception of good. Therefore no imperatives hold for the Divine will, or in 
general for a holy will; ought is here out of place, because the volition is already 
of itself necessarily in unison with the law. Therefore imperatives are only 
formulae to express the relation of objective laws of all volition to the subjective 
imperfection of the will of this or that rational being, e.g., the human will. 

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 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. 

Accordingly the hypothetical imperative only says that the action is good 
for some purpose, possible or actual. In the first case it is a problematical, in the 
second an assertorial practical principle. The categorical imperative which 
declares an action to be objectively necessary in itself without reference to any 
purpose, i.e., without any other end, is valid as an apodeictic (practical) principle. 

Whatever is possible only by the power of some rational being may also be 
conceived as a possible purpose of some will; and therefore the principles of action 
as regards the means necessary to attain some possible purpose are in fact 
infinitely numerous. All sciences have a practical part, consisting of problems 
expressing that some end is possible for us and of imperatives directing how it 
may be attained. These may, therefore, be called in general imperatives of skill. 
Here there is no question whether the end is rational and good, but only what one 
                                                            
rules how the requirement of the inclination may be satisfied. In the first case the action interests 
me; in the second the object of the action (because it is pleasant to me). We have seen in the first 
section that in an action done from duty we must look not to the interest in the object, but only to 
that in the action itself, and in its rational principle (viz., the law). 
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must do in order to attain it. The precepts for the physician to make his patient 
thoroughly healthy, and for a poisoner to ensure certain death, are of equal value 
in this respect, that each serves to effect its purpose perfectly. Since in early youth 
it cannot be known what ends are likely to occur to us in the course of life, parents 
seek to have their children taught a great many things, and provide for their skill 
in the use of means for all sorts of arbitrary ends, of none of which can they 
determine whether it may not perhaps hereafter be an object to their pupil, but 
which it is at all events possible that he might aim at; and this anxiety is so great 
that they commonly neglect to form and correct their judgement on the value of 
the things which may be chosen as ends. 

There is one end, however, which may be assumed to be actually such to 
all rational beings (so far as imperatives apply to them, viz., as dependent beings), 
and, therefore, one purpose which they not merely may have, but which we may 
with certainty assume that they all actually have by a natural necessity, and this is 
happiness. The hypothetical imperative which expresses the practical necessity of 
an action as means to the advancement of happiness is assertorial. We are not to 
present it as necessary for an uncertain and merely possible purpose, but for a 
purpose which we may presuppose with certainty and a priori in every man, 
because it belongs to his being. Now skill in the choice of means to his own greatest 
well-being may be called prudence,6 in the narrowest sense. And thus the 
imperative which refers to the choice of means to one's own happiness, i.e., the 
precept of prudence, is still always hypothetical; the action is not commanded 
absolutely, but only as means to another purpose. 

Finally, there is an imperative which commands a certain conduct 
immediately, without having as its condition any other purpose to be attained by 
it. This imperative is categorical. It concerns not the matter of the action, or its 
intended result, but its form and the principle of which it is itself a result; and what 
is essentially good in it consists in the mental disposition, let the consequence be 
what it may. This imperative may be called that of morality. 

There is a marked distinction also between the volitions on these three sorts 
of principles in the dissimilarity of the obligation of the will. In order to mark this 
difference more clearly, I think they would be most suitably named in their order 
if we said they are either rules of skill, or counsels of prudence, or commands 
(laws) of morality. For it is law only that involves the conception of an 
unconditional and objective necessity, which is consequently universally valid; 
and commands are laws which must be obeyed, that is, must be followed, even in 
                                                            
6 The word prudence is taken in two senses: in the one it may bear the name of knowledge of the 
world, in the other that of private prudence. The former is a man's ability to influence others so as 
to use them for his own purposes. The latter is the sagacity to combine all these purposes for his 
own lasting benefit. This latter is properly that to which the value even of the former is reduced, 
and when a man is prudent in the former sense, but not in the latter, we might better say of him 
that he is clever and cunning, but, on the whole, imprudent. 
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opposition to inclination. Counsels, indeed, involve necessity, but one which can 
only hold under a contingent subjective condition, viz., they depend on whether 
this or that man reckons this or that as part of his happiness; the categorical 
imperative, on the contrary, is not limited by any condition, and as being 
absolutely, although practically, necessary, may be quite properly called a 
command. We might also call the first kind of imperatives technical (belonging to 
art), the second pragmatic7 (to welfare), the third moral (belonging to free conduct 
generally, that is, to morals). 

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. No special explanation is 
needed to show how an imperative of skill is possible. Whoever wills the end, wills 
also (so far as reason decides his conduct) the means in his power which are 
indispensably necessary thereto. This proposition is, as regards the volition, 
analytical; for, in willing an object as my effect, there is already thought the 
causality of myself as an acting cause, that is to say, the use of the means; and the 
imperative educes from the conception of volition of an end the conception of 
actions necessary to this end. Synthetical propositions must no doubt be employed 
in defining the means to a proposed end; but they do not concern the principle, 
the act of the will, but the object and its realization. E.g., that in order to bisect a 
line on an unerring principle I must draw from its extremities two intersecting 
arcs; this no doubt is taught by mathematics only in synthetical propositions; but 
if I know that it is only by this process that the intended operation can be 
performed, then to say that, if I fully will the operation, I also will the action 
required for it, is an analytical proposition; for it is one and the same thing to 
conceive something as an effect which I can produce in a certain way, and to 
conceive myself as acting in this way. 

If it were only equally easy to give a definite conception of happiness, the 
imperatives of prudence would correspond exactly with those of skill, and would 
likewise be analytical. For in this case as in that, it could be said: "Whoever wills 
the end, wills also (according to the dictate of reason necessarily) the indispensable 
means thereto which are in his power." But, unfortunately, the notion of happiness 
is so indefinite that although every man wishes to attain it, yet he never can say 
definitely and consistently what it is that he really wishes and wills. The reason of 
this is that all the elements which belong to the notion of happiness are altogether 
empirical, i.e., they must be borrowed from experience, and nevertheless the idea 

                                                            
7 It seems to me that the proper signification of the word pragmatic may be most accurately defined 
in this way. For sanctions are called pragmatic which flow properly not from the law of the states 
as necessary enactments, but from precaution for the general welfare. A history is composed 
pragmatically when it teaches prudence, i.e., instructs the world how it can provide for its interests 
better, or at least as well as, the men of former time. 
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of happiness requires an absolute whole, a maximum of welfare in my present and 
all future circumstances. Now it is impossible that the most clear-sighted and at 
the same time most powerful being (supposed finite) should frame to himself a 
definite conception of what he really wills in this. Does he will riches, how much 
anxiety, envy, and snares might he not thereby draw upon his shoulders? Does he 
will knowledge and discernment, perhaps it might prove to be only an eye so 
much the sharper to show him so much the more fearfully the evils that are now 
concealed from him, and that cannot be avoided, or to impose more wants on his 
desires, which already give him concern enough. Would he have long life? who 
guarantees to him that it would not be a long misery? would he at least have 
health? how often has uneasiness of the body restrained from excesses into which 
perfect health would have allowed one to fall? and so on. In short, he is unable, on 
any principle, to determine with certainty what would make him truly happy; 
because to do so he would need to be omniscient. We cannot therefore act on any 
definite principles to secure happiness, but only on empirical counsels, e.g. of 
regimen, frugality, courtesy, reserve, etc., which experience teaches do, on the 
average, most promote well-being. Hence it follows that the imperatives of 
prudence do not, strictly speaking, command at all, that is, they cannot present 
actions objectively as practically necessary; that they are rather to be regarded as 
counsels (consilia) than precepts precepts of reason, that the problem to determine 
certainly and universally what action would promote the happiness of a rational 
being is completely insoluble, and consequently no imperative respecting it is 
possible which should, in the strict sense, command to do what makes happy; 
because happiness is not an ideal of reason but of imagination, resting solely on 
empirical grounds, and it is vain to expect that these should define an action by 
which one could attain the totality of a series of consequences which is really 
endless. This imperative of prudence would however be an analytical proposition 
if we assume that the means to happiness could be certainly assigned; for it is 
distinguished from the imperative of skill only by this, that in the latter the end is 
merely possible, in the former it is given; as however both only ordain the means 
to that which we suppose to be willed as an end, it follows that the imperative 
which ordains the willing of the means to him who wills the end is in both cases 
analytical. Thus there is no difficulty in regard to the possibility of an imperative 
of this kind either. 

On the other hand, the question how the imperative of morality 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 
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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. 

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;8 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. 

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 

                                                            
8 I connect the act with the will without presupposing any condition resulting from any inclination, 
but a priori, and therefore necessarily (though only objectively, i.e., assuming the idea of a reason 
possessing full power over all subjective motives). This is accordingly a practical proposition which 
does not deduce the willing of an action by mere analysis from another already presupposed (for 
we have not such a perfect will), but connects it immediately with the conception of the will of a 
rational being, as something not contained in it. 
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a categorical imperative, I know at once what it contains. For as the imperative 
contains besides the law only the necessity that the maxims9 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 ourselves and to others, and into perfect and imperfect 
duties.10 

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 
feeling whose special nature it is to impel to the improvement of life would 

                                                            
9 A maxim is a subjective principle of action, and must be distinguished from the objective 
principle, namely, practical law. The former contains the practical rule set by reason according to 
the conditions of the subject (often its ignorance or its inclinations), so that it is the principle on 
which the subject acts; but the law is the objective principle valid for every rational being, and is 
the principle on which it ought to act that is an imperative. 
10 It must be noted here that I reserve the division of duties for a future metaphysic of morals; so 
that I give it here only as an arbitrary one (in order to arrange my examples). For the rest, I 
understand by a perfect duty one that admits no exception in favour of inclination and then I have 
not merely external but also internal perfect duties. This is contrary to the use of the word adopted 
in the schools; but I do not intend to justify there, as it is all one for my purpose whether it is 
admitted or not. 
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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 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 he 
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 
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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 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. 

If now we attend to ourselves on occasion of any transgression of duty, we 
shall find that we in fact do not will that our maxim should be a universal law, for 
that is impossible for us; on the contrary, we will that the opposite should remain 
a universal law, only we assume the liberty of making an exception in our own 
favour or (just for this time only) in favour of our inclination. Consequently if we 
considered all cases from one and the same point of view, namely, that of reason, 
we should find a contradiction in our own will, namely, that a certain principle 
should be objectively necessary as a universal law, and yet subjectively should not 
be universal, but admit of exceptions. As however we at one moment regard our 
action from the point of view of a will wholly conformed to reason, and then again 
look at the same action from the point of view of a will affected by inclination, 
there is not really any contradiction, but an antagonism of inclination to the 
precept of reason, whereby the universality of the principle is changed into a mere 
generality, so that the practical principle of reason shall meet the maxim half way. 
Now, although this cannot be justified in our own impartial judgement, yet it 
proves that we do really recognise the validity of the categorical imperative and 
(with all respect for it) only allow ourselves a few exceptions, which we think 
unimportant and forced from us. 



138 
 

We have thus established at least this much, that if duty is a conception 
which is to have any import and real legislative authority for our actions, it can 
only be expressed in categorical and not at all in hypothetical imperatives. We 
have also, which is of great importance, exhibited clearly and definitely for every 
practical application the content of the categorical imperative, which must contain 
the principle of all duty if there is such a thing at all. We have not yet, however, 
advanced so far as to prove a priori that there actually is such an imperative, that 
there is a practical law which commands absolutely of itself and without any other 
impulse, and that the following of this law is duty. 

With the view of attaining to this, it is of extreme importance to remember 
that we must not allow ourselves to think of deducing the reality of this principle 
from the particular attributes of human nature. For duty is to be a practical, 
unconditional necessity of action; it must therefore hold for all rational beings (to 
whom an imperative can apply at all), and for this reason only be also a law for all 
human wills. On the contrary, whatever is deduced from the particular natural 
characteristics of humanity, from certain feelings and propensions, nay, even, if 
possible, from any particular tendency proper to human reason, and which need 
not necessarily hold for the will of every rational being; this may indeed supply us 
with a maxim, but not with a law; with a subjective principle on which we may 
have a propension and inclination to act, but not with an objective principle on 
which we should be enjoined to act, even though all our propensions, inclinations, 
and natural dispositions were opposed to it. In fact, the sublimity and intrinsic 
dignity of the command in duty are so much the more evident, the less the 
subjective impulses favour it and the more they oppose it, without being able in 
the slightest degree to weaken the obligation of the law or to diminish its validity. 

Here then we see philosophy brought to a critical position, since it has to be 
firmly fixed, notwithstanding that it has nothing to support it in heaven or earth. 
Here it must show its purity as absolute director of its own laws, not the herald of 
those which are whispered to it by an implanted sense or who knows what tutelary 
nature. Although these may be better than nothing, yet they can never afford 
principles dictated by reason, which must have their source wholly a priori and 
thence their commanding authority, expecting everything from the supremacy of 
the law and the due respect for it, nothing from inclination, or else condemning 
the man to self-contempt and inward abhorrence. 

Thus every empirical element is not only quite incapable of being an aid to 
the principle of morality, but is even highly prejudicial to the purity of morals, for 
the proper and inestimable worth of an absolutely good will consists just in this, 
that the principle of action is free from all influence of contingent grounds, which 
alone experience can furnish. We cannot too much or too often repeat our warning 
against this lax and even mean habit of thought which seeks for its principle 
amongst empirical motives and laws; for human reason in its weariness is glad to 
rest on this pillow, and in a dream of sweet illusions (in which, instead of Juno, it 
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embraces a cloud) it substitutes for morality a bastard patched up from limbs of 
various derivation, which looks like anything one chooses to see in it, only not like 
virtue to one who has once beheld her in her true form.11 

The question then is this: "Is it a necessary law for all rational beings that 
they should always judge of their actions by maxims of which they can themselves 
will that they should serve as universal laws?" If it is so, then it must be connected 
(altogether a priori) with the very conception of the will of a rational being 
generally. But in order to discover this connexion we must, however reluctantly, 
take a step into metaphysic, although into a domain of it which is distinct from 
speculative philosophy, namely, the metaphysic of morals. In a practical 
philosophy, where it is not the reasons of what happens that we have to ascertain, 
but the laws of what ought to happen, even although it never does, i.e., objective 
practical laws, there it is not necessary to inquire into the reasons why anything 
pleases or displeases, how the pleasure of mere sensation differs from taste, and 
whether the latter is distinct from a general satisfaction of reason; on what the 
feeling of pleasure or pain rests, and how from it desires and inclinations arise, 
and from these again maxims by the co-operation of reason: for all this belongs to 
an empirical psychology, which would constitute the second part of physics, if we 
regard physics as the philosophy of nature, so far as it is based on empirical laws. 
But here we are concerned with objective practical laws and, consequently, with 
the relation of the will to itself so far as it is determined by reason alone, in which 
case whatever has reference to anything empirical is necessarily excluded; since if 
reason of itself alone determines the conduct (and it is the possibility of this that 
we are now investigating), it must necessarily do so a priori. 

The will is conceived as a faculty of determining oneself to action in 
accordance with the conception of certain laws. And such a faculty can be found 
only in rational beings. Now that which serves the will as the objective ground of 
its self-determination is the end, and, if this is assigned by reason alone, it must 
hold for all rational beings. On the other hand, that which merely contains the 
ground of possibility of the action of which the effect is the end, this is called the 
means. The subjective ground of the desire is the spring, the objective ground of 
the volition is the motive; hence the distinction between subjective ends which rest 
on springs, and objective ends which depend on motives valid for every rational 
being. Practical principles are formal when they abstract from all subjective ends; 
they are material when they assume these, and therefore particular springs of 
action. The ends which a rational being proposes to himself at pleasure as effects 
of his actions (material ends) are all only relative, for it is only their relation to the 
particular desires of the subject that gives them their worth, which therefore 
                                                            
11 To behold virtue in her proper form is nothing else but to contemplate morality stripped of all 
admixture of sensible things and of every spurious ornament of reward or self-love. How much 
she then eclipses everything else that appears charming to the affections, every one may readily 
perceive with the least exertion of his reason, if it be not wholly spoiled for abstraction. 
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cannot furnish principles universal and necessary for all rational beings and for 
every volition, that is to say practical laws. Hence all these relative ends can give 
rise only to hypothetical imperatives. 

Supposing, however, that there were something whose existence has in 
itself an absolute worth, something which, being an end in itself, could be a source 
of definite laws; then in this and this alone would lie the source of a possible 
categorical imperative, i.e., a practical law. 

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 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:12 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 

                                                            
12 This proposition is here stated as a postulate. The ground of it will be found in the concluding 
section. 
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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 mean 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 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.13 

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. 

                                                            
13 Let it not be thought that the common "quod tibi non vis fieri, etc." could serve here as the rule 
or principle. For it is only a deduction from the former, though with several limitations; it cannot 
be a universal law, for it does not contain the principle of duties to oneself, nor of the duties of 
benevolence to others (for many a one would gladly consent that others should not benefit him, 
provided only that he might be excused from showing benevolence to them), nor finally that of 
duties of strict obligation to one another, for on this principle the criminal might argue against the 
judge who punishes him, and so on. 
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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 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. 

This principle, that humanity and generally every rational nature is an end 
in itself (which is the supreme limiting condition of every man's freedom of 
action), is not borrowed from experience, firstly, because it is universal, applying 
as it does to all rational beings whatever, and experience is not capable of 
determining anything about them; secondly, because it does not present humanity 
as an end to men (subjectively), that is as an object which men do of themselves 
actually adopt as an end; but as an objective end, which must as a law constitute 
the supreme limiting condition of all our subjective ends, let them be what we will; 
it must therefore spring from pure reason. In fact the objective principle of all 
practical legislation lies (according to the first principle) in the rule and its form of 
universality which makes it capable of being a law (say, e. g., a law of nature); but 
the subjective principle is in the end; now by the second principle the subject of all 
ends is each rational being, inasmuch as it is an end in itself. Hence follows the 
third practical principle of the will, which is the ultimate condition of its harmony 
with universal practical reason, viz.: the idea of the will of every rational being as 
a universally legislative will. 

On this principle all maxims are rejected which are inconsistent with the 
will being itself universal legislator. Thus the will is not subject simply to the law, 
but so subject that it must be regarded as itself giving the law and, on this ground 
only, subject to the law (of which it can regard itself as the author). 

In the previous imperatives, namely, that based on the conception of the 
conformity of actions to general laws, as in a physical system of nature, and that 
based on the universal prerogative of rational beings as ends in themselves- these 
imperatives, just because they were conceived as categorical, excluded from any 
share in their authority all admixture of any interest as a spring of action; they 
were, however, only assumed to be categorical, because such an assumption was 
necessary to explain the conception of duty. But we could not prove independently 
that there are practical propositions which command categorically, nor can it be 
proved in this section; one thing, however, could be done, namely, to indicate in 
the imperative itself, by some determinate expression, that in the case of volition 
from duty all interest is renounced, which is the specific criterion of categorical as 
distinguished from hypothetical imperatives. This is done in the present (third) 
formula of the principle, namely, in the idea of the will of every rational being as 
a universally legislating will. 
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For although a will which is subject to laws may be attached to this law by 
means of an interest, yet a will which is itself a supreme lawgiver so far as it is 
such cannot possibly depend on any interest, since a will so dependent would 
itself still need another law restricting the interest of its self-love by the condition 
that it should be valid as universal law. 

Thus the principle that every human will is a will which in all its maxims 
gives universal laws,14 provided it be otherwise justified, would be very well 
adapted to be the categorical imperative, in this respect, namely, that just because 
of the idea of universal legislation it is not based on interest, and therefore it alone 
among all possible imperatives can be unconditional. Or still better, converting the 
proposition, if there is a categorical imperative (i.e., a law for the will of every 
rational being), it can only command that everything be done from maxims of 
one's will regarded as a will which could at the same time will that it should itself 
give universal laws, for in that case only the practical principle and the imperative 
which it obeys are unconditional, since they cannot be based on any interest. 

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 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 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 

                                                            
14 I may be excused from adducing examples to elucidate this principle, as those which have 
already been used to elucidate the categorical imperative and its formula would all serve for the 
like purpose here. 
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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. 

A rational being belongs as a member to the kingdom of ends when, 
although giving universal laws in it, he is also himself subject to these laws. He 
belongs to it as sovereign when, while giving laws, he is not subject to the will of 
any other. 

A rational being must always regard himself as giving laws either as 
member or as sovereign in a kingdom of ends which is rendered possible by the 
freedom of will. He cannot, however, maintain the latter position merely by the 
maxims of his will, but only in case he is a completely independent being without 
wants and with unrestricted power adequate to his will. 

Morality consists then in the reference of all action to the legislation which 
alone can render a kingdom of ends possible. This legislation must be capable of 
existing in every rational being and of emanating from his will, so that the 
principle of this will is never to act on any maxim which could not without 
contradiction be also a universal law and, accordingly, always so to act that the 
will could at the same time regard itself as giving in its maxims universal laws. If 
now the maxims of rational beings are not by their own nature coincident with this 
objective principle, then the necessity of acting on it is called practical 
necessitation, i.e., duty. Duty does not apply to the sovereign in the kingdom of 
ends, but it does to every member of it and to all in the same degree. 

The practical necessity of acting on this principle, i.e., duty, does not rest at 
all on feelings, impulses, or inclinations, but solely on the relation of rational 
beings to one another, a relation in which the will of a rational being must always 
be regarded as legislative, since otherwise it could not be conceived as an end in 
itself. Reason then refers every maxim of the will, regarding it as legislating 
universally, to every other will and also to every action towards oneself; and this 
not on account of any other practical motive or any future advantage, but from the 
idea of the dignity of a rational being, obeying no law but that which he himself 
also gives. 

In the kingdom of ends everything has either value or dignity. Whatever 
has a value can be replaced by something else which is equivalent; whatever, on 
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the other hand, is above all value, and therefore admits of no equivalent, has a 
dignity. 

Whatever has reference to the general inclinations and wants of mankind 
has a market value; whatever, without presupposing a want, corresponds to a 
certain taste, that is to a satisfaction in the mere purposeless play of our faculties, 
has a fancy value; but that which constitutes the condition under which alone 
anything can be an end in itself, this has not merely a relative worth, i.e., value, 
but an intrinsic worth, that is, dignity. 

Now morality is the condition under which alone a rational being can be an 
end in himself, since by this alone is it possible that he should be a legislating 
member in the kingdom of ends. Thus morality, and humanity as capable of it, is 
that which alone has dignity. Skill and diligence in labour have a market value; 
wit, lively imagination, and humour, have fancy value; on the other hand, fidelity 
to promises, benevolence from principle (not from instinct), have an intrinsic 
worth. Neither nature nor art contains anything which in default of these it could 
put in their place, for their worth consists not in the effects which spring from 
them, not in the use and advantage which they secure, but in the disposition of 
mind, that is, the maxims of the will which are ready to manifest themselves in 
such actions, even though they should not have the desired effect. These actions 
also need no recommendation from any subjective taste or sentiment, that they 
may be looked on with immediate favour and satisfaction: they need no immediate 
propension or feeling for them; they exhibit the will that performs them as an 
object of an immediate respect, and nothing but reason is required to impose them 
on the will; not to flatter it into them, which, in the case of duties, would be a 
contradiction. This estimation therefore shows that the worth of such a disposition 
is dignity, and places it infinitely above all value, with which it cannot for a 
moment be brought into comparison or competition without as it were violating 
its sanctity. 

What then is it which justifies virtue or the morally good disposition, in 
making such lofty claims? It is nothing less than the privilege it secures to the 
rational being of participating in the giving of universal laws, by which it qualifies 
him to be a member of a possible kingdom of ends, a privilege to which he was 
already destined by his own nature as being an end in himself and, on that account, 
legislating in the kingdom of ends; free as regards all laws of physical nature, and 
obeying those only which he himself gives, and by which his maxims can belong 
to a system of universal law, to which at the same time he submits himself. For 
nothing has any worth except what the law assigns it. Now the legislation itself 
which assigns the worth of everything must for that very reason possess dignity, 
that is an unconditional incomparable worth; and the word respect alone supplies 
a becoming expression for the esteem which a rational being must have for it. 
Autonomy then is the basis of the dignity of human and of every rational nature. 
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The three modes of presenting the principle of morality that have been 
adduced are at bottom only so many formulae of the very same law, and each of 
itself involves the other two. There is, however, a difference in them, but it is rather 
subjectively than objectively practical, intended namely to bring an idea of the 
reason nearer to intuition (by means of a certain analogy) and thereby nearer to 
feeling. All maxims, in fact, have: 

1. A form, consisting in universality; and in this view the formula of the moral 
imperative is expressed thus, that the maxims must be so chosen as if they 
were to serve as universal laws of nature. 

2. A matter, namely, an end, and here the formula says that the rational being, 
as it is an end by its own nature and therefore an end in itself, must in every 
maxim serve as the condition limiting all merely relative and arbitrary ends. 

3. A complete characterization of all maxims by means of that formula, 
namely, that all maxims ought by their own legislation to harmonize with 
a possible kingdom of ends as with a kingdom of nature.15 There is a 
progress here in the order of the categories of unity of the form of the will 
(its universality), plurality of the matter (the objects, i.e., the ends), and 
totality of the system of these. In forming our moral judgement of actions, 
it is better to proceed always on the strict method and start from the general 
formula of the categorical imperative: Act according to a maxim which can 
at the same time make itself a universal law. If, however, we wish to gain 
an entrance for the moral law, it is very useful to bring one and the same 
action under the three specified conceptions, and thereby as far as possible 
to bring it nearer to intuition. 

We can now end where we started at the beginning, namely, with the 
conception of a will unconditionally good. That will is absolutely good which 
cannot be evil- in other words, whose maxim, if made a universal law, could never 
contradict itself. This principle, then, is its supreme law: "Act always on such a 
maxim as thou canst at the same time will to be a universal law"; this is the sole 
condition under which a will can never contradict itself; and such an imperative is 
categorical. Since the validity of the will as a universal law for possible actions is 
analogous to the universal connexion of the existence of things by general laws, 
which is the formal notion of nature in general, the categorical imperative can also 
be expressed thus: Act on maxims which can at the same time have for their object 
themselves as universal laws of nature. Such then is the formula of an absolutely 
good will. 

                                                            
15 Teleology considers nature as a kingdom of ends; ethics regards a possible kingdom of ends as a 
kingdom nature. In the first case, the kingdom of ends is a theoretical idea, adopted to explain what 
actually is. In the latter it is a practical idea, adopted to bring about that which is not yet, but which 
can be realized by our conduct, namely, if it conforms to this idea. 
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Rational nature is distinguished from the rest of nature by this, that it sets 
before itself an end. This end would be the matter of every good will. But since in 
the idea of a will that is absolutely good without being limited by any condition 
(of attaining this or that end) we must abstract wholly from every end to be 
effected (since this would make every will only relatively good), it follows that in 
this case the end must be conceived, not as an end to be effected, but as an 
independently existing end. Consequently it is conceived only negatively, i.e., as 
that which we must never act against and which, therefore, must never be 
regarded merely as means, but must in every volition be esteemed as an end 
likewise. Now this end can be nothing but the subject of all possible ends, since 
this is also the subject of a possible absolutely good will; for such a will cannot 
without contradiction be postponed to any other object. The principle: "So act in 
regard to every rational being (thyself and others), that he may always have place 
in thy maxim as an end in himself," is accordingly essentially identical with this 
other: "Act upon a maxim which, at the same time, involves its own universal 
validity for every rational being." For that in using means for every end I should 
limit my maxim by the condition of its holding good as a law for every subject, 
this comes to the same thing as that the fundamental principle of all maxims of 
action must be that the subject of all ends, i.e., the rational being himself, be never 
employed merely as means, but as the supreme condition restricting the use of all 
means, that is in every case as an end likewise. 

It follows incontestably that, to whatever laws any rational being may be 
subject, he being an end in himself must be able to regard himself as also 
legislating universally in respect of these same laws, since it is just this fitness of 
his maxims for universal legislation that distinguishes him as an end in himself; 
also it follows that this implies his dignity (prerogative) above all mere physical 
beings, that he must always take his maxims from the point of view which regards 
himself and, likewise, every other rational being as law-giving beings (on which 
account they are called persons). In this way a world of rational beings (mundus 
intelligibilis) is possible as a kingdom of ends, and this by virtue of the legislation 
proper to all persons as members. Therefore every rational being must so act as if 
he were by his maxims in every case a legislating member in the universal 
kingdom of ends. The formal principle of these maxims is: "So act as if thy maxim 
were to serve likewise as the universal law (of all rational beings)." A kingdom of 
ends is thus only possible on the analogy of a kingdom of nature, the former 
however only by maxims, that is self-imposed rules, the latter only by the laws of 
efficient causes acting under necessitation from without. Nevertheless, although 
the system of nature is looked upon as a machine, yet so far as it has reference to 
rational beings as its ends, it is given on this account the name of a kingdom of 
nature. Now such a kingdom of ends would be actually realized by means of 
maxims conforming to the canon which the categorical imperative prescribes to all 
rational beings, if they were universally followed. But although a rational being, 
even if he punctually follows this maxim himself, cannot reckon upon all others 
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being therefore true to the same, nor expect that the kingdom of nature and its 
orderly arrangements shall be in harmony with him as a fitting member, so as to 
form a kingdom of ends to which he himself contributes, that is to say, that it shall 
favour his expectation of happiness, still that law: "Act according to the maxims of 
a member of a merely possible kingdom of ends legislating in it universally," 
remains in its full force, inasmuch as it commands categorically. And it is just in 
this that the paradox lies; that the mere dignity of man as a rational creature, 
without any other end or advantage to be attained thereby, in other words, respect 
for a mere idea, should yet serve as an inflexible precept of the will, and that it is 
precisely in this independence of the maxim on all such springs of action that its 
sublimity consists; and it is this that makes every rational subject worthy to be a 
legislative member in the kingdom of ends: for otherwise he would have to be 
conceived only as subject to the physical law of his wants. And although we 
should suppose the kingdom of nature and the kingdom of ends to be united 
under one sovereign, so that the latter kingdom thereby ceased to be a mere idea 
and acquired true reality, then it would no doubt gain the accession of a strong 
spring, but by no means any increase of its intrinsic worth. For this sole absolute 
lawgiver must, notwithstanding this, be always conceived as estimating the worth 
of rational beings only by their disinterested behaviour, as prescribed to 
themselves from that idea [the dignity of man] alone. The essence of things is not 
altered by their external relations, and that which, abstracting from these, alone 
constitutes the absolute worth of man, is also that by which he must be judged, 
whoever the judge may be, and even by the Supreme Being. Morality, then, is the 
relation of actions to the relation of actions will, that is, to the autonomy of 
potential universal legislation by its maxims. An action that is consistent with the 
autonomy of the will is permitted; one that does not agree therewith is forbidden. 
A will whose maxims necessarily coincide with the laws of autonomy is a holy 
will, good absolutely. The dependence of a will not absolutely good on the 
principle of autonomy (moral necessitation) is obligation. This, then, cannot be 
applied to a holy being. The objective necessity of actions from obligation is called 
duty. 

From what has just been said, it is easy to see how it happens that, although 
the conception of duty implies subjection to the law, we yet ascribe a certain 
dignity and sublimity to the person who fulfils all his duties. There is not, indeed, 
any sublimity in him, so far as he is subject to the moral law; but inasmuch as in 
regard to that very law he is likewise a legislator, and on that account alone subject 
to it, he has sublimity. We have also shown above that neither fear nor inclination, 
but simply respect for the law, is the spring which can give actions a moral worth. 
Our own will, so far as we suppose it to act only under the condition that its 
maxims are potentially universal laws, this ideal will which is possible to us is the 
proper object of respect; and the dignity of humanity consists just in this capacity 
of being universally legislative, though with the condition that it is itself subject to 
this same legislation. 
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The Autonomy of the Will as the Supreme Principle of Morality 
Autonomy of the will is that property of it by which it is a law to itself 

(independently of any property of the objects of volition). The principle of 
autonomy then is: "Always so to choose that the same volition shall comprehend 
the maxims of our choice as a universal law." We cannot prove that this practical 
rule is an imperative, i.e., that the will of every rational being is necessarily bound 
to it as a condition, by a mere analysis of the conceptions which occur in it, since 
it is a synthetical proposition; we must advance beyond the cognition of the objects 
to a critical examination of the subject, that is, of the pure practical reason, for this 
synthetic proposition which commands apodeictically must be capable of being 
cognized wholly a priori. This matter, however, does not belong to the present 
section. But that the principle of autonomy in question is the sole principle of 
morals can be readily shown by mere analysis of the conceptions of morality. For 
by this analysis we find that its principle must be a categorical imperative and that 
what this commands is neither more nor less than this very autonomy. 

 

Heteronomy of the Will as the Source of all spurious Principles of 
Morality 

If the will seeks the law which is to determine it anywhere else than in the 
fitness of its maxims to be universal laws of its own dictation, consequently if it 
goes out of itself and seeks this law in the character of any of its objects, there 
always results heteronomy. The will in that case does not give itself the law, but it 
is given by the object through its relation to the will. This relation, whether it rests 
on inclination or on conceptions of reason, only admits of hypothetical 
imperatives: "I ought to do something because I wish for something else." On the 
contrary, the moral, and therefore categorical, imperative says: "I ought to do so 
and so, even though I should not wish for anything else." E.g., the former says: "I 
ought not to lie, if I would retain my reputation"; the latter says: "I ought not to lie, 
although it should not bring me the least discredit." The latter therefore must so 
far abstract from all objects that they shall have no influence on the will, in order 
that practical reason (will) may not be restricted to administering an interest not 
belonging to it, but may simply show its own commanding authority as the 
supreme legislation. Thus, e.g., I ought to endeavour to promote the happiness of 
others, not as if its realization involved any concern of mine (whether by 
immediate inclination or by any satisfaction indirectly gained through reason), but 
simply because a maxim which excludes it cannot be comprehended as a universal 
law in one and the same volition. 
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Classification of all Principles of Morality which can be founded 
on the Conception of Heteronomy 

Here as elsewhere human reason in its pure use, so long as it was not 
critically examined, has first tried all possible wrong ways before it succeeded in 
finding the one true way. 

All principles which can be taken from this point of view are either 
empirical or rational. The former, drawn from the principle of happiness, are built 
on physical or moral feelings; the latter, drawn from the principle of perfection, 
are built either on the rational conception of perfection as a possible effect, or on 
that of an independent perfection (the will of God) as the determining cause of our 
will. 

Empirical principles are wholly incapable of serving as a foundation for 
moral laws. For the universality with which these should hold for all rational 
beings without distinction, the unconditional practical necessity which is thereby 
imposed on them, is lost when their foundation is taken from the particular 
constitution of human nature, or the accidental circumstances in which it is placed. 
The principle of private happiness, however, is the most objectionable, not merely 
because it is false, and experience contradicts the supposition that prosperity is 
always proportioned to good conduct, nor yet merely because it contributes 
nothing to the establishment of morality- since it is quite a different thing to make 
a prosperous man and a good man, or to make one prudent and sharp-sighted for 
his own interests and to make him virtuous- but because the springs it provides 
for morality are such as rather undermine it and destroy its sublimity, since they 
put the motives to virtue and to vice in the same class and only teach us to make a 
better calculation, the specific difference between virtue and vice being entirely 
extinguished. On the other hand, as to moral feeling, this supposed special sense,16 
the appeal to it is indeed superficial when those who cannot think believe that 
feeling will help them out, even in what concerns general laws: and besides, 
feelings, which naturally differ infinitely in degree, cannot furnish a uniform 
standard of good and evil, nor has anyone a right to form judgements for others 
by his own feelings: nevertheless this moral feeling is nearer to morality and its 
dignity in this respect, that it pays virtue the honour of ascribing to her 
immediately the satisfaction and esteem we have for her and does not, as it were, 
tell her to her face that we are not attached to her by her beauty but by profit. 

Amongst the rational principles of morality, the ontological conception of 
perfection, notwithstanding its defects, is better than the theological conception 

                                                            
16 I class the principle of moral feeling under that of happiness, because every empirical interest 
promises to contribute to our well-being by the agreeableness that a thing affords, whether it be 
immediately and without a view to profit, or whether profit be regarded. We must likewise, with 
Hutcheson, class the principle of sympathy with the happiness of others under his assumed moral 
sense. 
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which derives morality from a Divine absolutely perfect will. The former is, no 
doubt, empty and indefinite and consequently useless for finding in the boundless 
field of possible reality the greatest amount suitable for us; moreover, in 
attempting to distinguish specifically the reality of which we are now speaking 
from every other, it inevitably tends to turn in a circle and cannot avoid tacitly 
presupposing the morality which it is to explain; it is nevertheless preferable to 
the theological view, first, because we have no intuition of the divine perfection 
and can only deduce it from our own conceptions, the most important of which is 
that of morality, and our explanation would thus be involved in a gross circle; and, 
in the next place, if we avoid this, the only notion of the Divine will remaining to 
us is a conception made up of the attributes of desire of glory and dominion, 
combined with the awful conceptions of might and vengeance, and any system of 
morals erected on this foundation would be directly opposed to morality. 

However, if I had to choose between the notion of the moral sense and that 
of perfection in general (two systems which at least do not weaken morality, 
although they are totally incapable of serving as its foundation), then I should 
decide for the latter, because it at least withdraws the decision of the question from 
the sensibility and brings it to the court of pure reason; and although even here it 
decides nothing, it at all events preserves the indefinite idea (of a will good in itself 
free from corruption, until it shall be more precisely defined. 

For the rest I think I may be excused here from a detailed refutation of all 
these doctrines; that would only be superfluous labour, since it is so easy, and is 
probably so well seen even by those whose office requires them to decide for one 
of these theories (because their hearers would not tolerate suspension of 
judgement). But what interests us more here is to know that the prime foundation 
of morality laid down by all these principles is nothing but heteronomy of the will, 
and for this reason they must necessarily miss their aim. 

In every case where an object of the will has to be supposed, in order that 
the rule may be prescribed which is to determine the will, there the rule is simply 
heteronomy; the imperative is conditional, namely, if or because one wishes for 
this object, one should act so and so: hence it can never command morally, that is, 
categorically. Whether the object determines the will by means of inclination, as in 
the principle of private happiness, or by means of reason directed to objects of our 
possible volition generally, as in the principle of perfection, in either case the will 
never determines itself immediately by the conception of the action, but only by 
the influence which the foreseen effect of the action has on the will; I ought to do 
something, on this account, because I wish for something else; and here there must 
be yet another law assumed in me as its subject, by which I necessarily will this 
other thing, and this law again requires an imperative to restrict this maxim. For 
the influence which the conception of an object within the reach of our faculties 
can exercise on the will of the subject, in consequence of its natural properties, 
depends on the nature of the subject, either the sensibility (inclination and taste), 
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or the understanding and reason, the employment of which is by the peculiar 
constitution of their nature attended with satisfaction. It follows that the law 
would be, properly speaking, given by nature, and, as such, it must be known and 
proved by experience and would consequently be contingent and therefore 
incapable of being an apodeictic practical rule, such as the moral rule must be. Not 
only so, but it is inevitably only heteronomy; the will does not give itself the law, 
but is given by a foreign impulse by means of a particular natural constitution of 
the subject adapted to receive it. An absolutely good will, then, the principle of 
which must be a categorical imperative, will be indeterminate as regards all objects 
and will contain merely the form of volition generally, and that as autonomy, that 
is to say, the capability of the maxims of every good will to make themselves a 
universal law, is itself the only law which the will of every rational being imposes 
on itself, without needing to assume any spring or interest as a foundation. 

How such a synthetical practical a priori proposition is possible, and why 
it is necessary, is a problem whose solution does not lie within the bounds of the 
metaphysic of morals; and we have not here affirmed its truth, much less professed 
to have a proof of it in our power. We simply showed by the development of the 
universally received notion of morality that an autonomy of the will is inevitably 
connected with it, or rather is its foundation. Whoever then holds morality to be 
anything real, and not a chimerical idea without any truth, must likewise admit 
the principle of it that is here assigned. This section then, like the first, was merely 
analytical. Now to prove that morality is no creation of the brain, which it cannot 
be if the categorical imperative and with it the autonomy of the will is true, and as 
an a priori principle absolutely necessary, this supposes the possibility of a 
synthetic use of pure practical reason, which however we cannot venture on 
without first giving a critical examination of this faculty of reason. In the 
concluding section we shall give the principal outlines of this critical examination 
as far as is sufficient for our purpose. 

 

 

Third Section—Transition from the Metaphysic of Morals 
to the Critique of Pure Practical Reason 

 

The Concept of Freedom is the Key that explains the Autonomy of 
the Will 

The will is a kind of causality belonging to living beings in so far as they are 
rational, and freedom would be this property of such causality that it can be 
efficient, independently of foreign causes determining it; just as physical necessity 
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is the property that the causality of all irrational beings has of being determined to 
activity by the influence of foreign causes. 

The preceding definition of freedom is negative and therefore unfruitful for 
the discovery of its essence, but it leads to a positive conception which is so much 
the more full and fruitful. 

Since the conception of causality involves that of laws, according to which, 
by something that we call cause, something else, namely the effect, must be 
produced; hence, although freedom is not a property of the will depending on 
physical laws, yet it is not for that reason lawless; on the contrary it must be a 
causality acting according to immutable laws, but of a peculiar kind; otherwise a 
free will would be an absurdity. Physical necessity is a heteronomy of the efficient 
causes, for every effect is possible only according to this law, that something else 
determines the efficient cause to exert its causality. What else then can freedom of 
the will be but autonomy, that is, the property of the will to be a law to itself? But 
the proposition: "The will is in every action a law to itself," only expresses the 
principle: "To act on no other maxim than that which can also have as an object 
itself as a universal law." Now this is precisely the formula of the categorical 
imperative and is the principle of morality, so that a free will and a will subject to 
moral laws are one and the same. 

On the hypothesis, then, of freedom of the will, morality together with its 
principle follows from it by mere analysis of the conception. However, the latter is 
a synthetic proposition; viz., an absolutely good will is that whose maxim can 
always include itself regarded as a universal law; for this property of its maxim 
can never be discovered by analysing the conception of an absolutely good will. 
Now such synthetic propositions are only possible in this way: that the two 
cognitions are connected together by their union with a third in which they are 
both to be found. The positive concept of freedom furnishes this third cognition, 
which cannot, as with physical causes, be the nature of the sensible world (in the 
concept of which we find conjoined the concept of something in relation as cause 
to something else as effect). We cannot now at once show what this third is to 
which freedom points us and of which we have an idea a priori, nor can we make 
intelligible how the concept of freedom is shown to be legitimate from principles 
of pure practical reason and with it the possibility of a categorical imperative; but 
some further preparation is required. 

 

Freedom must be presupposed as a Property of the Will of all 
Rational Beings 

It is not enough to predicate freedom of our own will, from Whatever 
reason, if we have not sufficient grounds for predicating the same of all rational 
beings. For as morality serves as a law for us only because we are rational beings, 
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it must also hold for all rational beings; and as it must be deduced simply from the 
property of freedom, it must be shown that freedom also is a property of all 
rational beings. It is not enough, then, to prove it from certain supposed 
experiences of human nature (which indeed is quite impossible, and it can only be 
shown a priori), but we must show that it belongs to the activity of all rational 
beings endowed with a will. Now I say every being that cannot act except under 
the idea of freedom is just for that reason in a practical point of view really free, 
that is to say, all laws which are inseparably connected with freedom have the 
same force for him as if his will had been shown to be free in itself by a proof 
theoretically conclusive.17 Now I affirm that we must attribute to every rational 
being which has a will that it has also the idea of freedom and acts entirely under 
this idea. For in such a being we conceive a reason that is practical, that is, has 
causality in reference to its objects. Now we cannot possibly conceive a reason 
consciously receiving a bias from any other quarter with respect to its judgements, 
for then the subject would ascribe the determination of its judgement not to its 
own reason, but to an impulse. It must regard itself as the author of its principles 
independent of foreign influences. Consequently as practical reason or as the will 
of a rational being it must regard itself as free, that is to say, the will of such a being 
cannot be a will of its own except under the idea of freedom. This idea must 
therefore in a practical point of view be ascribed to every rational being. 

 

Of the Interest attaching to the Ideas of Morality 
We have finally reduced the definite conception of morality to the idea of 

freedom. This latter, however, we could not prove to be actually a property of 
ourselves or of human nature; only we saw that it must be presupposed if we 
would conceive a being as rational and conscious of its causality in respect of its 
actions, i.e., as endowed with a will; and so we find that on just the same grounds 
we must ascribe to every being endowed with reason and will this attribute of 
determining itself to action under the idea of its freedom. 

Now it resulted also from the presupposition of these ideas that we became 
aware of a law that the subjective principles of action, i.e., maxims, must always 
be so assumed that they can also hold as objective, that is, universal principles, 
and so serve as universal laws of our own dictation. But why then should I subject 
myself to this principle and that simply as a rational being, thus also subjecting to 
it all other being endowed with reason? I will allow that no interest urges me to 
this, for that would not give a categorical imperative, but I must take an interest in 

                                                            
17 I adopt this method of assuming freedom merely as an idea which rational beings suppose in 
their actions, in order to avoid the necessity of proving it in its theoretical aspect also. The former 
is sufficient for my purpose; for even though the speculative proof should not be made out, yet a 
being that cannot act except with the idea of freedom is bound by the same laws that would oblige 
a being who was actually free. Thus we can escape here from the onus which presses on the theory. 
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it and discern how this comes to pass; for this properly an "I ought" is properly an 
"I would," valid for every rational being, provided only that reason determined his 
actions without any hindrance. But for beings that are in addition affected as we 
are by springs of a different kind, namely, sensibility, and in whose case that is not 
always done which reason alone would do, for these that necessity is expressed 
only as an "ought," and the subjective necessity is different from the objective. 

It seems then as if the moral law, that is, the principle of autonomy of the 
will, were properly speaking only presupposed in the idea of freedom, and as if 
we could not prove its reality and objective necessity independently. In that case 
we should still have gained something considerable by at least determining the 
true principle more exactly than had previously been done; but as regards its 
validity and the practical necessity of subjecting oneself to it, we should not have 
advanced a step. For if we were asked why the universal validity of our maxim as 
a law must be the condition restricting our actions, and on what we ground the 
worth which we assign to this manner of acting- a worth so great that there cannot 
be any higher interest; and if we were asked further how it happens that it is by 
this alone a man believes he feels his own personal worth, in comparison with 
which that of an agreeable or disagreeable condition is to be regarded as nothing, 
to these questions we could give no satisfactory answer. 

We find indeed sometimes that we can take an interest in a personal quality 
which does not involve any interest of external condition, provided this quality 
makes us capable of participating in the condition in case reason were to effect the 
allotment; that is to say, the mere being worthy of happiness can interest of itself 
even without the motive of participating in this happiness. This judgement, 
however, is in fact only the effect of the importance of the moral law which we 
before presupposed (when by the idea of freedom we detach ourselves from every 
empirical interest); but that we ought to detach ourselves from these interests, i.e., 
to consider ourselves as free in action and yet as subject to certain laws, so as to 
find a worth simply in our own person which can compensate us for the loss of 
everything that gives worth to our condition; this we are not yet able to discern in 
this way, nor do we see how it is possible so to act- in other words, whence the 
moral law derives its obligation. 

It must be freely admitted that there is a sort of circle here from which it 
seems impossible to escape. In the order of efficient causes we assume ourselves 
free, in order that in the order of ends we may conceive ourselves as subject to 
moral laws: and we afterwards conceive ourselves as subject to these laws, because 
we have attributed to ourselves freedom of will: for freedom and self-legislation 
of will are both autonomy and, therefore, are reciprocal conceptions, and for this 
very reason one must not be used to explain the other or give the reason of it, but 
at most only logical purposes to reduce apparently different notions of the same 
object to one single concept (as we reduce different fractions of the same value to 
the lowest terms). 
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One resource remains to us, namely, to inquire whether we do not occupy 
different points of view when by means of freedom we think ourselves as causes 
efficient a priori, and when we form our conception of ourselves from our actions 
as effects which we see before our eyes. 

It is a remark which needs no subtle reflection to make, but which we may 
assume that even the commonest understanding can make, although it be after its 
fashion by an obscure discernment of judgement which it calls feeling, that all the 
"ideas" that come to us involuntarily (as those of the senses) do not enable us to 
know objects otherwise than as they affect us; so that what they may be in 
themselves remains unknown to us, and consequently that as regards "ideas" of 
this kind even with the closest attention and clearness that the understanding can 
apply to them, we can by them only attain to the knowledge of appearances, never 
to that of things in themselves. As soon as this distinction has once been made 
(perhaps merely in consequence of the difference observed between the ideas 
given us from without, and in which we are passive, and those that we produce 
simply from ourselves, and in which we show our own activity), then it follows of 
itself that we must admit and assume behind the appearance something else that 
is not an appearance, namely, the things in themselves; although we must admit 
that as they can never be known to us except as they affect us, we can come no 
nearer to them, nor can we ever know what they are in themselves. This must 
furnish a distinction, however crude, between a world of sense and the world of 
understanding, of which the former may be different according to the difference 
of the sensuous impressions in various observers, while the second which is its 
basis always remains the same, Even as to himself, a man cannot pretend to know 
what he is in himself from the knowledge he has by internal sensation. For as he 
does not as it were create himself, and does not come by the conception of himself 
a priori but empirically, it naturally follows that he can obtain his knowledge even 
of himself only by the inner sense and, consequently, only through the 
appearances of his nature and the way in which his consciousness is affected. At 
the same time beyond these characteristics of his own subject, made up of mere 
appearances, he must necessarily suppose something else as their basis, namely, 
his ego, whatever its characteristics in itself may be. Thus in respect to mere 
perception and receptivity of sensations he must reckon himself as belonging to 
the world of sense; but in respect of whatever there may be of pure activity in him 
(that which reaches consciousness immediately and not through affecting the 
senses), he must reckon himself as belonging to the intellectual world, of which, 
however, he has no further knowledge. To such a conclusion the reflecting man 
must come with respect to all the things which can be presented to him: it is 
probably to be met with even in persons of the commonest understanding, who, 
as is well known, are very much inclined to suppose behind the objects of the 
senses something else invisible and acting of itself. They spoil it, however, by 
presently sensualizing this invisible again; that is to say, wanting to make it an 
object of intuition, so that they do not become a whit the wiser. 
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Now man really finds in himself a faculty by which he distinguishes himself 
from everything else, even from himself as affected by objects, and that is reason. 
This being pure spontaneity is even elevated above the understanding. For 
although the latter is a spontaneity and does not, like sense, merely contain 
intuitions that arise when we are affected by things (and are therefore passive), yet 
it cannot produce from its activity any other conceptions than those which merely 
serve to bring the intuitions of sense under rules and, thereby, to unite them in one 
consciousness, and without this use of the sensibility it could not think at all; 
whereas, on the contrary, reason shows so pure a spontaneity in the case of what 
I call ideas [ideal conceptions] that it thereby far transcends everything that the 
sensibility can give it, and exhibits its most important function in distinguishing 
the world of sense from that of understanding, and thereby prescribing the limits 
of the understanding itself. 

For this reason a rational being must regard himself qua intelligence (not 
from the side of his lower faculties) as belonging not to the world of sense, but to 
that of understanding; hence he has two points of view from which he can regard 
himself, and recognise laws of the exercise of his faculties, and consequently of all 
his actions: first, so far as he belongs to the world of sense, he finds himself subject 
to laws of nature (heteronomy); secondly, as belonging to the intelligible world, 
under laws which being independent of nature have their foundation not in 
experience but in reason alone. 

As a rational being, and consequently belonging to the intelligible world, 
man can never conceive the causality of his own will otherwise than on condition 
of the idea of freedom, for independence of the determinate causes of the sensible 
world (an independence which reason must always ascribe to itself) is freedom. 
Now the idea of freedom is inseparably connected with the conception of 
autonomy, and this again with the universal principle of morality which is ideally 
the foundation of all actions of rational beings, just as the law of nature is of all 
phenomena. 

Now the suspicion is removed which we raised above, that there was a 
latent circle involved in our reasoning from freedom to autonomy, and from this 
to the moral law, viz.: that we laid down the idea of freedom because of the moral 
law only that we might afterwards in turn infer the latter from freedom, and that 
consequently we could assign no reason at all for this law, but could only [present] 
it as a petitio principii which well disposed minds would gladly concede to us, but 
which we could never put forward as a provable proposition. For now we see that, 
when we conceive ourselves as free, we transfer ourselves into the world of 
understanding as members of it and recognise the autonomy of the will with its 
consequence, morality; whereas, if we conceive ourselves as under obligation, we 
consider ourselves as belonging to the world of sense and at the same time to the 
world of understanding. 
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How is a Categorical Imperative Possible? 
Every rational being reckons himself qua intelligence as belonging to the 

world of understanding, and it is simply as an efficient cause belonging to that 
world that he calls his causality a will. On the other side he is also conscious of 
himself as a part of the world of sense in which his actions, which are mere 
appearances [phenomena] of that causality, are displayed; we cannot, however, 
discern how they are possible from this causality which we do not know; but 
instead of that, these actions as belonging to the sensible world must be viewed as 
determined by other phenomena, namely, desires and inclinations. If therefore I 
were only a member of the world of understanding, then all my actions would 
perfectly conform to the principle of autonomy of the pure will; if I were only a 
part of the world of sense, they would necessarily be assumed to conform wholly 
to the natural law of desires and inclinations, in other words, to the heteronomy 
of nature. (The former would rest on morality as the supreme principle, the latter 
on happiness.) Since, however, the world of understanding contains the 
foundation of the world of sense, and consequently of its laws also, and 
accordingly gives the law to my will (which belongs wholly to the world of 
understanding) directly, and must be conceived as doing so, it follows that, 
although on the one side I must regard myself as a being belonging to the world 
of sense, yet on the other side I must recognize myself as subject as an intelligence 
to the law of the world of understanding, i.e., to reason, which contains this law in 
the idea of freedom, and therefore as subject to the autonomy of the will: 
consequently I must regard the laws of the world of understanding as imperatives 
for me and the actions which conform to them as duties. 

And thus what makes categorical imperatives possible is this, that the idea 
of freedom makes me a member of an intelligible world, in consequence of which, 
if I were nothing else, all my actions would always conform to the autonomy of 
the will; but as I at the same time intuite myself as a member of the world of sense, 
they ought so to conform, and this categorical "ought" implies a synthetic a priori 
proposition, inasmuch as besides my will as affected by sensible desires there is 
added further the idea of the same will but as belonging to the world of the 
understanding, pure and practical of itself, which contains the supreme condition 
according to reason of the former will; precisely as to the intuitions of sense there 
are added concepts of the understanding which of themselves signify nothing but 
regular form in general and in this way synthetic a priori propositions become 
possible, on which all knowledge of physical nature rests. 

The practical use of common human reason confirms this reasoning. There 
is no one, not even the most consummate villain, provided only that he is 
otherwise accustomed to the use of reason, who, when we set before him examples 
of honesty of purpose, of steadfastness in following good maxims, of sympathy 
and general benevolence (even combined with great sacrifices of advantages and 
comfort), does not wish that he might also possess these qualities. Only on account 
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of his inclinations and impulses he cannot attain this in himself, but at the same 
time he wishes to be free from such inclinations which are burdensome to himself. 
He proves by this that he transfers himself in thought with a will free from the 
impulses of the sensibility into an order of things wholly different from that of his 
desires in the field of the sensibility; since he cannot expect to obtain by that wish 
any gratification of his desires, nor any position which would satisfy any of his 
actual or supposable inclinations (for this would destroy the pre-eminence of the 
very idea which wrests that wish from him): he can only expect a greater intrinsic 
worth of his own person. This better person, however, he imagines himself to be 
when be transfers himself to the point of view of a member of the world of the 
understanding, to which he is involuntarily forced by the idea of freedom, i.e., of 
independence on determining causes of the world of sense; and from this point of 
view he is conscious of a good will, which by his own confession constitutes the 
law for the bad will that he possesses as a member of the world of sense- a law 
whose authority he recognizes while transgressing it. What he morally "ought" is 
then what he necessarily "would," as a member of the world of the understanding, 
and is conceived by him as an "ought" only inasmuch as he likewise considers 
himself as a member of the world of sense. 

 

Of the Extreme Limits of all Practical Philosophy 
All men attribute to themselves freedom of will. Hence come all judgements 

upon actions as being such as ought to have been done, although they have not 
been done. However, this freedom is not a conception of experience, nor can it be 
so, since it still remains, even though experience shows the contrary of what on 
supposition of freedom are conceived as its necessary consequences. On the other 
side it is equally necessary that everything that takes place should be fixedly 
determined according to laws of nature. This necessity of nature is likewise not an 
empirical conception, just for this reason, that it involves the motion of necessity 
and consequently of a priori cognition. But this conception of a system of nature is 
confirmed by experience; and it must even be inevitably presupposed if experience 
itself is to be possible, that is, a connected knowledge of the objects of sense resting 
on general laws. Therefore freedom is only an idea of reason, and its objective 
reality in itself is doubtful; while nature is a concept of the understanding which 
proves, and must necessarily prove, its reality in examples of experience. 

There arises from this a dialectic of reason, since the freedom attributed to 
the will appears to contradict the necessity of nature, and placed between these 
two ways reason for speculative purposes finds the road of physical necessity 
much more beaten and more appropriate than that of freedom; yet for practical 
purposes the narrow footpath of freedom is the only one on which it is possible to 
make use of reason in our conduct; hence it is just as impossible for the subtlest 
philosophy as for the commonest reason of men to argue away freedom. 
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Philosophy must then assume that no real contradiction will be found between 
freedom and physical necessity of the same human actions, for it cannot give up 
the conception of nature any more than that of freedom. 

Nevertheless, even though we should never be able to comprehend how 
freedom is possible, we must at least remove this apparent contradiction in a 
convincing manner. For if the thought of freedom contradicts either itself or 
nature, which is equally necessary, it must in competition with physical necessity 
be entirely given up. 

It would, however, be impossible to escape this contradiction if the thinking 
subject, which seems to itself free, conceived itself in the same sense or in the very 
same relation when it calls itself free as when in respect of the same action it 
assumes itself to be subject to the law of nature. Hence it is an indispensable 
problem of speculative philosophy to show that its illusion respecting the 
contradiction rests on this, that we think of man in a different sense and relation 
when we call him free and when we regard him as subject to the laws of nature as 
being part and parcel of nature. It must therefore show that not only can both these 
very well co-exist, but that both must be thought as necessarily united in the same 
subject, since otherwise no reason could be given why we should burden reason 
with an idea which, though it may possibly without contradiction be reconciled 
with another that is sufficiently established, yet entangles us in a perplexity which 
sorely embarrasses reason in its theoretic employment. This duty, however, 
belongs only to speculative philosophy. The philosopher then has no option 
whether he will remove the apparent contradiction or leave it untouched; for in 
the latter case the theory respecting this would be bonum vacans, into the 
possession of which the fatalist would have a right to enter and chase all morality 
out of its supposed domain as occupying it without title. 

We cannot however as yet say that we are touching the bounds of practical 
philosophy. For the settlement of that controversy does not belong to it; it only 
demands from speculative reason that it should put an end to the discord in which 
it entangles itself in theoretical questions, so that practical reason may have rest 
and security from external attacks which might make the ground debatable on 
which it desires to build. 

The claims to freedom of will made even by common reason are founded 
on the consciousness and the admitted supposition that reason is independent of 
merely subjectively determined causes which together constitute what belongs to 
sensation only and which consequently come under the general designation of 
sensibility. Man considering himself in this way as an intelligence places himself 
thereby in a different order of things and in a relation to determining grounds of 
a wholly different kind when on the one hand he thinks of himself as an 
intelligence endowed with a will, and consequently with causality, and when on 
the other he perceives himself as a phenomenon in the world of sense (as he really 
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is also), and affirms that his causality is subject to external determination 
according to laws of nature. Now he soon becomes aware that both can hold good, 
nay, must hold good at the same time. For there is not the smallest contradiction 
in saying that a thing in appearance (belonging to the world of sense) is subject to 
certain laws, of which the very same as a thing or being in itself is independent, 
and that he must conceive and think of himself in this twofold way, rests as to the 
first on the consciousness of himself as an object affected through the senses, and 
as to the second on the consciousness of himself as an intelligence, i.e., as 
independent on sensible impressions in the employment of his reason (in other 
words as belonging to the world of understanding). 

Hence it comes to pass that man claims the possession of a will which takes 
no account of anything that comes under the head of desires and inclinations and, 
on the contrary, conceives actions as possible to him, nay, even as necessary which 
can only be done by disregarding all desires and sensible inclinations. The 
causality of such actions lies in him as an intelligence and in the laws of effects and 
actions [which depend] on the principles of an intelligible world, of which indeed 
he knows nothing more than that in it pure reason alone independent of sensibility 
gives the law; moreover since it is only in that world, as an intelligence, that he is 
his proper self (being as man only the appearance of himself), those laws apply to 
him directly and categorically, so that the incitements of inclinations and appetites 
(in other words the whole nature of the world of sense) cannot impair the laws of 
his volition as an intelligence. Nay, he does not even hold himself responsible for 
the former or ascribe them to his proper self, i.e., his will: he only ascribes to his 
will any indulgence which he might yield them if he allowed them to influence his 
maxims to the prejudice of the rational laws of the will. 

When practical reason thinks itself into a world of understanding, it does 
not thereby transcend its own limits, as it would if it tried to enter it by intuition 
or sensation. The former is only a negative thought in respect of the world of sense, 
which does not give any laws to reason in determining the will and is positive only 
in this single point that this freedom as a negative characteristic is at the same time 
conjoined with a (positive) faculty and even with a causality of reason, which we 
designate a will, namely a faculty of so acting that the principle of the actions shall 
conform to the essential character of a rational motive, i.e., the condition that the 
maxim have universal validity as a law. But were it to borrow an object of will, 
that is, a motive, from the world of understanding, then it would overstep its 
bounds and pretend to be acquainted with something of which it knows nothing. 
The conception of a world of the understanding is then only a point of view which 
reason finds itself compelled to take outside the appearances in order to conceive 
itself as practical, which would not be possible if the influences of the sensibility 
had a determining power on man, but which is necessary unless he is to be denied 
the consciousness of himself as an intelligence and, consequently, as a rational 
cause, energizing by reason, that is, operating freely. This thought certainly 
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involves the idea of an order and a system of laws different from that of the 
mechanism of nature which belongs to the sensible world; and it makes the 
conception of an intelligible world necessary (that is to say, the whole system of 
rational beings as things in themselves). But it does not in the least authorize us to 
think of it further than as to its formal condition only, that is, the universality of 
the maxims of the will as laws, and consequently the autonomy of the latter, which 
alone is consistent with its freedom; whereas, on the contrary, all laws that refer to 
a definite object give heteronomy, which only belongs to laws of nature and can 
only apply to the sensible world. 

But reason would overstep all its bounds if it undertook to explain how 
pure reason can be practical, which would be exactly the same problem as to 
explain how freedom is possible. 

For we can explain nothing but that which we can reduce to laws, the object 
of which can be given in some possible experience. But freedom is a mere idea, the 
objective reality of which can in no wise be shown according to laws of nature, and 
consequently not in any possible experience; and for this reason it can never be 
comprehended or understood, because we cannot support it by any sort of 
example or analogy. It holds good only as a necessary hypothesis of reason in a 
being that believes itself conscious of a will, that is, of a faculty distinct from mere 
desire (namely, a faculty of determining itself to action as an intelligence, in other 
words, by laws of reason independently on natural instincts). Now where 
determination according to laws of nature ceases, there all explanation ceases also, 
and nothing remains but defence, i.e., the removal of the objections of those who 
pretend to have seen deeper into the nature of things, and thereupon boldly 
declare freedom impossible. We can only point out to them that the supposed 
contradiction that they have discovered in it arises only from this, that in order to 
be able to apply the law of nature to human actions, they must necessarily consider 
man as an appearance: then when we demand of them that they should also think 
of him qua intelligence as a thing in itself, they still persist in considering him in 
this respect also as an appearance. In this view it would no doubt be a 
contradiction to suppose the causality of the same subject (that is, his will) to be 
withdrawn from all the natural laws of the sensible world. But this contradiction 
disappears, if they would only bethink themselves and admit, as is reasonable, 
that behind the appearances there must also lie at their root (although hidden) the 
things in themselves, and that we cannot expect the laws of these to be the same 
as those that govern their appearances. 

The subjective impossibility of explaining the freedom of the will is 
identical with the impossibility of discovering and explaining an interest18 which 
                                                            
18 Interest is that by which reason becomes practical, i.e., a cause determining the will. Hence we 
say of rational beings only that they take an interest in a thing; irrational beings only feel sensual 
appetites. Reason takes a direct interest in action then only when the universal validity of its 
maxims is alone sufficient to determine the will. Such an interest alone is pure. But if it can 
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man can take in the moral law. Nevertheless he does actually take an interest in it, 
the basis of which in us we call the moral feeling, which some have falsely assigned 
as the standard of our moral judgement, whereas it must rather be viewed as the 
subjective effect that the law exercises on the will, the objective principle of which 
is furnished by reason alone. 

In order indeed that a rational being who is also affected through the senses 
should will what reason alone directs such beings that they ought to will, it is no 
doubt requisite that reason should have a power to infuse a feeling of pleasure or 
satisfaction in the fulfilment of duty, that is to say, that it should have a causality 
by which it determines the sensibility according to its own principles. But it is quite 
impossible to discern, i.e., to make it intelligible a priori, how a mere thought, 
which itself contains nothing sensible, can itself produce a sensation of pleasure or 
pain; for this is a particular kind of causality of which as of every other causality 
we can determine nothing whatever a priori; we must only consult experience 
about it. But as this cannot supply us with any relation of cause and effect except 
between two objects of experience, whereas in this case, although indeed the effect 
produced lies within experience, yet the cause is supposed to be pure reason acting 
through mere ideas which offer no object to experience, it follows that for us men 
it is quite impossible to explain how and why the universality of the maxim as a 
law, that is, morality, interests. This only is certain, that it is not because it interests 
us that it has validity for us (for that would be heteronomy and dependence of 
practical reason on sensibility, namely, on a feeling as its principle, in which case 
it could never give moral laws), but that it interests us because it is valid for us as 
men, inasmuch as it had its source in our will as intelligences, in other words, in 
our proper self, and what belongs to mere appearance is necessarily subordinated 
by reason to the nature of the thing in itself. 

The question then, "How a categorical imperative is possible," can be 
answered to this extent, that we can assign the only hypothesis on which it is 
possible, namely, the idea of freedom; and we can also discern the necessity of this 
hypothesis, and this is sufficient for the practical exercise of reason, that is, for the 
conviction of the validity of this imperative, and hence of the moral law; but how 
this hypothesis itself is possible can never be discerned by any human reason. On 
the hypothesis, however, that the will of an intelligence is free, its autonomy, as 
the essential formal condition of its determination, is a necessary consequence. 
Moreover, this freedom of will is not merely quite possible as a hypothesis (not 
involving any contradiction to the principle of physical necessity in the connexion 

                                                            
determine the will only by means of another object of desire or on the suggestion of a particular 
feeling of the subject, then reason takes only an indirect interest in the action, and, as reason by 
itself without experience cannot discover either objects of the will or a special feeling actuating it, 
this latter interest would only be empirical and not a pure rational interest. The logical interest of 
reason (namely, to extend its insight) is never direct, but presupposes purposes for which reason 
is employed. 
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of the phenomena of the sensible world) as speculative philosophy can show: but 
further, a rational being who is conscious of causality through reason, that is to 
say, of a will (distinct from desires), must of necessity make it practically, that is, 
in idea, the condition of all his voluntary actions. But to explain how pure reason 
can be of itself practical without the aid of any spring of action that could be 
derived from any other source, i.e., how the mere principle of the universal 
validity of all its maxims as laws (which would certainly be the form of a pure 
practical reason) can of itself supply a spring, without any matter (object) of the 
will in which one could antecedently take any interest; and how it can produce an 
interest which would be called purely moral; or in other words, how pure reason 
can be practical- to explain this is beyond the power of human reason, and all the 
labour and pains of seeking an explanation of it are lost. 

It is just the same as if I sought to find out how freedom itself is possible as 
the causality of a will. For then I quit the ground of philosophical explanation, and 
I have no other to go upon. I might indeed revel in the world of intelligences which 
still remains to me, but although I have an idea of it which is well founded, yet I 
have not the least knowledge of it, nor an I ever attain to such knowledge with all 
the efforts of my natural faculty of reason. It signifies only a something that 
remains over when I have eliminated everything belonging to the world of sense 
from the actuating principles of my will, serving merely to keep in bounds the 
principle of motives taken from the field of sensibility; fixing its limits and 
showing that it does not contain all in all within itself, but that there is more 
beyond it; but this something more I know no further. Of pure reason which 
frames this ideal, there remains after the abstraction of all matter, i.e., knowledge 
of objects, nothing but the form, namely, the practical law of the universality of the 
maxims, and in conformity with this conception of reason in reference to a pure 
world of understanding as a possible efficient cause, that is a cause determining 
the will. There must here be a total absence of springs; unless this idea of an 
intelligible world is itself the spring, or that in which reason primarily takes an 
interest; but to make this intelligible is precisely the problem that we cannot solve. 

Here now is the extreme limit of all moral inquiry, and it is of great 
importance to determine it even on this account, in order that reason may not on 
the one hand, to the prejudice of morals, seek about in the world of sense for the 
supreme motive and an interest comprehensible but empirical; and on the other 
hand, that it may not impotently flap its wings without being able to move in the 
(for it) empty space of transcendent concepts which we call the intelligible world, 
and so lose itself amidst chimeras. For the rest, the idea of a pure world of 
understanding as a system of all intelligences, and to which we ourselves as 
rational beings belong (although we are likewise on the other side members of the 
sensible world), this remains always a useful and legitimate idea for the purposes 
of rational belief, although all knowledge stops at its threshold, useful, namely, to 
produce in us a lively interest in the moral law by means of the noble ideal of a 
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universal kingdom of ends in themselves (rational beings), to which we can belong 
as members then only when we carefully conduct ourselves according to the 
maxims of freedom as if they were laws of nature. 

 

 

Concluding Remark 
 

The speculative employment of reason with respect to nature leads to the 
absolute necessity of some supreme cause of the world: the practical employment 
of reason with a view to freedom leads also to absolute necessity, but only of the 
laws of the actions of a rational being as such. Now it is an essential principle of 
reason, however employed, to push its knowledge to a consciousness of its 
necessity (without which it would not be rational knowledge). It is, however, an 
equally essential restriction of the same reason that it can neither discern the 
necessity of what is or what happens, nor of what ought to happen, unless a 
condition is supposed on which it is or happens or ought to happen. In this way, 
however, by the constant inquiry for the condition, the satisfaction of reason is 
only further and further postponed. Hence it unceasingly seeks the 
unconditionally necessary and finds itself forced to assume it, although without 
any means of making it comprehensible to itself, happy enough if only it can 
discover a conception which agrees with this assumption. It is therefore no fault 
in our deduction of the supreme principle of morality, but an objection that should 
be made to human reason in general, that it cannot enable us to conceive the 
absolute necessity of an unconditional practical law (such as the categorical 
imperative must be). It cannot be blamed for refusing to explain this necessity by 
a condition, that is to say, by means of some interest assumed as a basis, since the 
law would then cease to be a supreme law of reason. And thus while we do not 
comprehend the practical unconditional necessity of the moral imperative, we yet 
comprehend its incomprehensibility, and this is all that can be fairly demanded of 
a philosophy which strives to carry its principles up to the very limit of human 
reason. 
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Utilitarianism1 
By John Stuart Mill 

1861 AD 
 

 

CHAPTER I 
General Remarks 

 

There are few circumstances among those which make up the present 
condition of human knowledge, more unlike what might have been expected, or 
more significant of the backward state in which speculation on the most important 
subjects still lingers, than the little progress which has been made in the decision 
of the controversy respecting the criterion of right and wrong. From the dawn of 
philosophy, the question concerning the summum bonum, or, what is the same 
thing, concerning the foundation of morality, has been accounted the main 
problem in speculative thought, has occupied the most gifted intellects, and 
divided them into sects and schools, carrying on a vigorous warfare against one 
another. And after more than two thousand years the same discussions continue, 
philosophers are still ranged under the same contending banners, and neither 
thinkers nor mankind at large seem nearer to being unanimous on the subject, than 
when the youth Socrates listened to the old Protagoras, and asserted (if Plato's 
dialogue be grounded on a real conversation) the theory of utilitarianism against 
the popular morality of the so-called sophist. 

It is true that similar confusion and uncertainty, and in some cases similar 
discordance, exist respecting the first principles of all the sciences, not excepting 
that which is deemed the most certain of them, mathematics; without much 
impairing, generally indeed without impairing at all, the trustworthiness of the 
conclusions of those sciences. An apparent anomaly, the explanation of which is, 
that the detailed doctrines of a science are not usually deduced from, nor depend 
for their evidence upon, what are called its first principles. Were it not so, there 
would be no science more precarious, or whose conclusions were more 
insufficiently made out, than algebra; which derives none of its certainty from 
what are commonly taught to learners as its elements, since these, as laid down by 
some of its most eminent teachers, are as full of fictions as English law, and of 
mysteries as theology. The truths which are ultimately accepted as the first 
principles of a science, are really the last results of metaphysical analysis, practised 
on the elementary notions with which the science is conversant; and their relation 

                                                            
1 Reprinted from Fraser Magazine, 7th ed., London, Longmans, Green, and Co., 1879 
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to the science is not that of foundations to an edifice, but of roots to a tree, which 
may perform their office equally well though they be never dug down to and 
exposed to light. But though in science the particular truths precede the general 
theory, the contrary might be expected to be the case with a practical art, such as 
morals or legislation. All action is for the sake of some end, and rules of action, it 
seems natural to suppose, must take their whole character and colour from the end 
to which they are subservient. When we engage in a pursuit, a clear and precise 
conception of what we are pursuing would seem to be the first thing we need, 
instead of the last we are to look forward to. A test of right and wrong must be the 
means, one would think, of ascertaining what is right or wrong, and not a 
consequence of having already ascertained it. 

The difficulty is not avoided by having recourse to the popular theory of a 
natural faculty, a sense or instinct, informing us of right and wrong. For—besides 
that the existence of such a moral instinct is itself one of the matters in dispute—
those believers in it who have any pretensions to philosophy, have been obliged 
to abandon the idea that it discerns what is right or wrong in the particular case in 
hand, as our other senses discern the sight or sound actually present. Our moral 
faculty, according to all those of its interpreters who are entitled to the name of 
thinkers, supplies us only with the general principles of moral judgments; it is a 
branch of our reason, not of our sensitive faculty; and must be looked to for the 
abstract doctrines of morality, not for perception of it in the concrete. The intuitive, 
no less than what may be termed the inductive, school of ethics, insists on the 
necessity of general laws. They both agree that the morality of an individual action 
is not a question of direct perception, but of the application of a law to an 
individual case. They recognise also, to a great extent, the same moral laws; but 
differ as to their evidence, and the source from which they derive their authority. 
According to the one opinion, the principles of morals are evident à priori, 
requiring nothing to command assent, except that the meaning of the terms be 
understood. According to the other doctrine, right and wrong, as well as truth and 
falsehood, are questions of observation and experience. But both hold equally that 
morality must be deduced from principles; and the intuitive school affirm as 
strongly as the inductive, that there is a science of morals. Yet they seldom attempt 
to make out a list of the à priori principles which are to serve as the premises of the 
science; still more rarely do they make any effort to reduce those various principles 
to one first principle, or common ground of obligation. They either assume the 
ordinary precepts of morals as of à priori authority, or they lay down as the 
common groundwork of those maxims, some generality much less obviously 
authoritative than the maxims themselves, and which has never succeeded in 
gaining popular acceptance. Yet to support their pretensions there ought either to 
be some one fundamental principle or law, at the root of all morality, or if there be 
several, there should be a determinate order of precedence among them; and the 
one principle, or the rule for deciding between the various principles when they 
conflict, ought to be self-evident. 
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To inquire how far the bad effects of this deficiency have been mitigated in 
practice, or to what extent the moral beliefs of mankind have been vitiated or made 
uncertain by the absence of any distinct recognition of an ultimate standard, 
would imply a complete survey and criticism of past and present ethical doctrine. 
It would, however, be easy to show that whatever steadiness or consistency these 
moral beliefs have attained, has been mainly due to the tacit influence of a 
standard not recognised. Although the non-existence of an acknowledged first 
principle has made ethics not so much a guide as a consecration of men's actual 
sentiments, still, as men's sentiments, both of favour and of aversion, are greatly 
influenced by what they suppose to be the effects of things upon their happiness, 
the principle of utility, or as Bentham latterly called it, the greatest happiness 
principle, has had a large share in forming the moral doctrines even of those who 
most scornfully reject its authority. Nor is there any school of thought which 
refuses to admit that the influence of actions on happiness is a most material and 
even predominant consideration in many of the details of morals, however 
unwilling to acknowledge it as the fundamental principle of morality, and the 
source of moral obligation. I might go much further, and say that to all those à 
priori moralists who deem it necessary to argue at all, utilitarian arguments are 
indispensable. It is not my present purpose to criticise these thinkers; but I cannot 
help referring, for illustration, to a systematic treatise by one of the most illustrious 
of them, the Metaphysics of Ethics, by Kant. This remarkable man, whose system of 
thought will long remain one of the landmarks in the history of philosophical 
speculation, does, in the treatise in question, lay down an universal first principle 
as the origin and ground of moral obligation; it is this:—'So act, that the rule on 
which thou actest would admit of being adopted as a law by all rational beings.' 
But when he begins to deduce from this precept any of the actual duties of 
morality, he fails, almost grotesquely, to show that there would be any 
contradiction, any logical (not to say physical) impossibility, in the adoption by all 
rational beings of the most outrageously immoral rules of conduct. All he shows 
is that the consequences of their universal adoption would be such as no one would 
choose to incur. 

On the present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of the other 
theories, attempt to contribute something towards the understanding and 
appreciation of the Utilitarian or Happiness theory, and towards such proof as it 
is susceptible of. It is evident that this cannot be proof in the ordinary and popular 
meaning of the term. Questions of ultimate ends are not amenable to direct proof. 
Whatever can be proved to be good, must be so by being shown to be a means to 
something admitted to be good without proof. The medical art is proved to be 
good, by its conducing to health; but how is it possible to prove that health is good? 
The art of music is good, for the reason, among others, that it produces pleasure; 
but what proof is it possible to give that pleasure is good? If, then, it is asserted 
that there is a comprehensive formula, including all things which are in 
themselves good, and that whatever else is good, is not so as an end, but as a mean, 
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the formula may be accepted or rejected, but is not a subject of what is commonly 
understood by proof. We are not, however, to infer that its acceptance or rejection 
must depend on blind impulse, or arbitrary choice. There is a larger meaning of 
the word proof, in which this question is as amenable to it as any other of the 
disputed questions of philosophy. The subject is within the cognizance of the 
rational faculty; and neither does that faculty deal with it solely in the way of 
intuition. Considerations may be presented capable of determining the intellect 
either to give or withhold its assent to the doctrine; and this is equivalent to proof. 

We shall examine presently of what nature are these considerations; in what 
manner they apply to the case, and what rational grounds, therefore, can be given 
for accepting or rejecting the utilitarian formula. But it is a preliminary condition 
of rational acceptance or rejection, that the formula should be correctly 
understood. I believe that the very imperfect notion ordinarily formed of its 
meaning, is the chief obstacle which impedes its reception; and that could it be 
cleared, even from only the grosser misconceptions, the question would be greatly 
simplified, and a large proportion of its difficulties removed. Before, therefore, I 
attempt to enter into the philosophical grounds which can be given for assenting 
to the utilitarian standard, I shall offer some illustrations of the doctrine itself; with 
the view of showing more clearly what it is, distinguishing it from what it is not, 
and disposing of such of the practical objections to it as either originate in, or are 
closely connected with, mistaken interpretations of its meaning. Having thus 
prepared the ground, I shall afterwards endeavour to throw such light as I can 
upon the question, considered as one of philosophical theory. 

 

 

CHAPTER II 
What Utilitarianism Is 

 

A passing remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blunder of 
supposing that those who stand up for utility as the test of right and wrong, use 
the term in that restricted and merely colloquial sense in which utility is opposed 
to pleasure. An apology is due to the philosophical opponents of utilitarianism, 
for even the momentary appearance of confounding them with any one capable of 
so absurd a misconception; which is the more extraordinary, inasmuch as the 
contrary accusation, of referring everything to pleasure, and that too in its grossest 
form, is another of the common charges against utilitarianism: and, as has been 
pointedly remarked by an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often the very 
same persons, denounce the theory "as impracticably dry when the word utility 
precedes the word pleasure, and as too practicably voluptuous when the word 
pleasure precedes the word utility." Those who know anything about the matter 
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are aware that every writer, from Epicurus to Bentham, who maintained the 
theory of utility, meant by it, not something to be contradistinguished from 
pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with exemption from pain; and instead of 
opposing the useful to the agreeable or the ornamental, have always declared that 
the useful means these, among other things. Yet the common herd, including the 
herd of writers, not only in newspapers and periodicals, but in books of weight 
and pretension, are perpetually falling into this shallow mistake. Having caught 
up the word utilitarian, while knowing nothing whatever about it but its sound, 
they habitually express by it the rejection, or the neglect, of pleasure in some of its 
forms; of beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. Nor is the term thus ignorantly 
misapplied solely in disparagement, but occasionally in compliment; as though it 
implied superiority to frivolity and the mere pleasures of the moment. And this 
perverted use is the only one in which the word is popularly known, and the one 
from which the new generation are acquiring their sole notion of its meaning. 
Those who introduced the word, but who had for many years discontinued it as a 
distinctive appellation, may well feel themselves called upon to resume it, if by 
doing so they can hope to contribute anything towards rescuing it from this utter 
degradation.2 

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 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 

                                                            
2 The author of this essay has reason for believing himself to be the first person who brought the 
word utilitarian into use. He did not invent it, but adopted it from a passing expression in Mr. 
Galt's Annals of the Parish. After using it as a designation for several years, he and others abandoned 
it from a growing dislike to anything resembling a badge or watchword of sectarian distinction. 
But as a name for one single opinion, not a set of opinions—to denote the recognition of utility as 
a standard, not any particular way of applying it—the term supplies a want in the language, and 
offers, in many cases, a convenient mode of avoiding tiresome circumlocution. 
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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 
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, &c., 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. 
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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 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 is 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 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, is of 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 
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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 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 
susceptible, they are entitled on this subject to the same regard. 

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 
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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. 

Against this doctrine, however, arises another class of objectors, who say 
that happiness, in any form, cannot be the rational purpose of human life and 
action; because, in the first place, it is unattainable: and they contemptuously ask, 
What right hast thou to be happy? a question which Mr. Carlyle clenches by the 
addition, What right, a short time ago, hadst thou even to be? Next, they say, that 
men can do without happiness; that all noble human beings have felt this, and 
could not have become noble but by learning the lesson of Entsagen, or 
renunciation; which lesson, thoroughly learnt and submitted to, they affirm to be 
the beginning and necessary condition of all virtue. 

The first of these objections would go to the root of the matter were it well 
founded; for if no happiness is to be had at all by human beings, the attainment of 
it cannot be the end of morality, or of any rational conduct. Though, even in that 
case, something might still be said for the utilitarian theory; since utility includes 
not solely the pursuit of happiness, but the prevention or mitigation of 
unhappiness; and if the former aim be chimerical, there will be all the greater scope 
and more imperative need for the latter, so long at least as mankind think fit to 
live, and do not take refuge in the simultaneous act of suicide recommended under 
certain conditions by Novalis. When, however, it is thus positively asserted to be 
impossible that human life should be happy, the assertion, if not something like a 
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verbal quibble, is at least an exaggeration. If by happiness be meant a continuity 
of highly pleasurable excitement, it is evident enough that this is impossible. A 
state of exalted pleasure lasts only moments, or in some cases, and with some 
intermissions, hours or days, and is the occasional brilliant flash of enjoyment, not 
its permanent and steady flame. Of this the philosophers who have taught that 
happiness is the end of life were as fully aware as those who taunt them. The 
happiness which they meant was not a life of rapture, but moments of such, in an 
existence made up of few and transitory pains, many and various pleasures, with 
a decided predominance of the active over the passive, and having as the 
foundation of the whole, not to expect more from life than it is capable of 
bestowing. A life thus composed, to those who have been fortunate enough to 
obtain it, has always appeared worthy of the name of happiness. And such an 
existence is even now the lot of many, during some considerable portion of their 
lives. The present wretched education, and wretched social arrangements, are the 
only real hindrance to its being attainable by almost all. 

The objectors perhaps may doubt whether human beings, if taught to 
consider happiness as the end of life, would be satisfied with such a moderate 
share of it. But great numbers of mankind have been satisfied with much less. The 
main constituents of a satisfied life appear to be two, either of which by itself is 
often found sufficient for the purpose: tranquillity, and excitement. With much 
tranquillity, many find that they can be content with very little pleasure: with 
much excitement, many can reconcile themselves to a considerable quantity of 
pain. There is assuredly no inherent impossibility in enabling even the mass of 
mankind to unite both; since the two are so far from being incompatible that they 
are in natural alliance, the prolongation of either being a preparation for, and 
exciting a wish for, the other. It is only those in whom indolence amounts to a vice, 
that do not desire excitement after an interval of repose; it is only those in whom 
the need of excitement is a disease, that feel the tranquillity which follows 
excitement dull and insipid, instead of pleasurable in direct proportion to the 
excitement which preceded it. When people who are tolerably fortunate in their 
outward lot do not find in life sufficient enjoyment to make it valuable to them, 
the cause generally is, caring for nobody but themselves. To those who have 
neither public nor private affections, the excitements of life are much curtailed, 
and in any case dwindle in value as the time approaches when all selfish interests 
must be terminated by death: while those who leave after them objects of personal 
affection, and especially those who have also cultivated a fellow-feeling with the 
collective interests of mankind, retain as lively an interest in life on the eve of death 
as in the vigour of youth and health. Next to selfishness, the principal cause which 
makes life unsatisfactory, is want of mental cultivation. A cultivated mind—I do 
not mean that of a philosopher, but any mind to which the fountains of knowledge 
have been opened, and which has been taught, in any tolerable degree, to exercise 
its faculties—finds sources of inexhaustible interest in all that surrounds it; in the 
objects of nature, the achievements of art, the imaginations of poetry, the incidents 
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of history, the ways of mankind past and present, and their prospects in the future. 
It is possible, indeed, to become indifferent to all this, and that too without having 
exhausted a thousandth part of it; but only when one has had from the beginning 
no moral or human interest in these things, and has sought in them only the 
gratification of curiosity. 

Now there is absolutely no reason in the nature of things why an amount 
of mental culture sufficient to give an intelligent interest in these objects of 
contemplation, should not be the inheritance of every one born in a civilized 
country. As little is there an inherent necessity that any human being should be a 
selfish egotist, devoid of every feeling or care but those which centre in his own 
miserable individuality. Something far superior to this is sufficiently common 
even now, to give ample earnest of what the human species may be made. Genuine 
private affections, and a sincere interest in the public good, are possible, though in 
unequal degrees, to every rightly brought-up human being. In a world in which 
there is so much to interest, so much to enjoy, and so much also to correct and 
improve, every one who has this moderate amount of moral and intellectual 
requisites is capable of an existence which may be called enviable; and unless such 
a person, through bad laws, or subjection to the will of others, is denied the liberty 
to use the sources of happiness within his reach, he will not fail to find this enviable 
existence, if he escape the positive evils of life, the great sources of physical and 
mental suffering—such as indigence, disease, and the unkindness, worthlessness, 
or premature loss of objects of affection. The main stress of the problem lies, 
therefore, in the contest with these calamities, from which it is a rare good fortune 
entirely to escape; which, as things now are, cannot be obviated, and often cannot 
be in any material degree mitigated. Yet no one whose opinion deserves a 
moment's consideration can doubt that most of the great positive evils of the world 
are in themselves removable, and will, if human affairs continue to improve, be in 
the end reduced within narrow limits. Poverty, in any sense implying suffering, 
may be completely extinguished by the wisdom of society, combined with the 
good sense and providence of individuals. Even that most intractable of enemies, 
disease, may be indefinitely reduced in dimensions by good physical and moral 
education, and proper control of noxious influences; while the progress of science 
holds out a promise for the future of still more direct conquests over this detestable 
foe. And every advance in that direction relieves us from some, not only of the 
chances which cut short our own lives, but, what concerns us still more, which 
deprive us of those in whom our happiness is wrapt up. As for vicissitudes of 
fortune, and other disappointments connected with worldly circumstances, these 
are principally the effect either of gross imprudence, of ill-regulated desires, or of 
bad or imperfect social institutions. All the grand sources, in short, of human 
suffering are in a great degree, many of them almost entirely, conquerable by 
human care and effort; and though their removal is grievously slow—though a 
long succession of generations will perish in the breach before the conquest is 
completed, and this world becomes all that, if will and knowledge were not 
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wanting, it might easily be made—yet every mind sufficiently intelligent and 
generous to bear a part, however small and unconspicuous, in the endeavour, will 
draw a noble enjoyment from the contest itself, which he would not for any bribe 
in the form of selfish indulgence consent to be without. 

And this leads to the true estimation of what is said by the objectors 
concerning the possibility, and the obligation, of learning to do without happiness. 
Unquestionably it is possible to do without happiness; it is done involuntarily by 
nineteen-twentieths of mankind, even in those parts of our present world which 
are least deep in barbarism; and it often has to be done voluntarily by the hero or 
the martyr, for the sake of something which he prizes more than his individual 
happiness. But this something, what is it, unless the happiness of others, or some 
of the requisites of happiness? It is noble to be capable of resigning entirely one's 
own portion of happiness, or chances of it: but, after all, this self-sacrifice must be 
for some end; it is not its own end; and if we are told that its end is not happiness, 
but virtue, which is better than happiness, I ask, would the sacrifice be made if the 
hero or martyr did not believe that it would earn for others immunity from similar 
sacrifices? Would it be made, if he thought that his renunciation of happiness for 
himself would produce no fruit for any of his fellow creatures, but to make their 
lot like his, and place them also in the condition of persons who have renounced 
happiness? All honour to those who can abnegate for themselves the personal 
enjoyment of life, when by such renunciation they contribute worthily to increase 
the amount of happiness in the world; but he who does it, or professes to do it, for 
any other purpose, is no more deserving of admiration than the ascetic mounted 
on his pillar. He may be an inspiriting proof of what men can do, but assuredly not 
an example of what they should. 

Though it is only in a very imperfect state of the world's arrangements that 
any one can best serve the happiness of others by the absolute sacrifice of his own, 
yet so long as the world is in that imperfect state, I fully acknowledge that the 
readiness to make such a sacrifice is the highest virtue which can be found in man. 
I will add, that in this condition of the world, paradoxical as the assertion may be, 
the conscious ability to do without happiness gives the best prospect of realizing 
such happiness as is attainable. For nothing except that consciousness can raise a 
person above the chances of life, by making him feel that, let fate and fortune do 
their worst, they have not power to subdue him: which, once felt, frees him from 
excess of anxiety concerning the evils of life, and enables him, like many a Stoic in 
the worst times of the Roman Empire, to cultivate in tranquillity the sources of 
satisfaction accessible to him, without concerning himself about the uncertainty of 
their duration, any more than about their inevitable end. 

Meanwhile, let utilitarians never cease to claim the morality of self-devotion 
as a possession which belongs by as good a right to them, as either to the Stoic or 
to the Transcendentalist. The utilitarian morality does recognise in human beings 
the power of sacrificing their own greatest good for the good of others. It only 
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refuses to admit that the sacrifice is itself a good. A sacrifice which does not 
increase, or tend to increase, the sum total of happiness, it considers as wasted. 
The only self-renunciation which it applauds, is devotion to the happiness, or to 
some of the means of happiness, of others; either of mankind collectively, or of 
individuals within the limits imposed by the collective interests of mankind. 

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 one would be done by, and to love one's neighbour as oneself, 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. 

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 to 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, 
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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.3 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 legitimate and authorized 
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 

                                                            
3 An opponent, whose intellectual and moral fairness it is a pleasure to acknowledge (the Rev. J. 
Llewellyn Davis), has objected to this passage, saying, "Surely the rightness or wrongness of saving 
a man from drowning does depend very much upon the motive with which it is done. Suppose 
that a tyrant, when his enemy jumped into the sea to escape from him, saved him from drowning 
simply in order that he might inflict upon him more exquisite tortures, would it tend to clearness 
to speak of that rescue as 'a morally right action?' Or suppose again, according to one of the stock 
illustrations of ethical inquiries, that a man betrayed a trust received from a friend, because the 
discharge of it would fatally injure that friend himself or some one belonging to him, would 
utilitarianism compel one to call the betrayal 'a crime' as much as if it had been done from the 
meanest motive?" 

I submit, that he who saves another from drowning in order to kill him by torture 
afterwards, does not differ only in motive from him who does the same thing from duty or 
benevolence; the act itself is different. The rescue of the man is, in the case supposed, only the 
necessary first step of an act far more atrocious than leaving him to drown would have been. Had 
Mr. Davis said, "The rightness or wrongness of saving a man from drowning does depend very 
much"—not upon the motive, but—"upon the intention" no utilitarian would have differed from 
him. Mr. Davis, by an oversight too common not to be quite venial, has in this case confounded the 
very different ideas of Motive and Intention. There is no point which utilitarian thinkers (and 
Bentham pre-eminently) have taken more pains to illustrate than this. The morality of the action 
depends entirely upon the intention—that is, upon what the agent wills to do. But the motive, that 
is, the feeling which makes him will so to do, when it makes no difference in the act, makes none 
in the morality: though it makes a great difference in our moral estimation of the agent, especially 
if it indicates a good or a bad habitual disposition—a bent of character from which useful, or from 
which hurtful actions are likely to arise. 
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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 so 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 unsympathizing; 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 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. The 
Stoics, indeed, with the paradoxical misuse of language which was part of their 
system, and by which they strove to raise themselves above all concern about 
anything but virtue, were fond of saying that he who has that has everything; that 
he, and only he, is rich, is beautiful, is a king. But no claim of this description is 
made for the virtuous man by the utilitarian doctrine. Utilitarians are quite aware 
that there are other desirable possessions and qualities besides virtue, and are 
perfectly willing to allow to all of them their full worth. They are also aware that 
a right action does not necessarily indicate a virtuous character, and that actions 
which are blameable often proceed from qualities entitled to praise. When this is 
apparent in any particular case, it modifies their estimation, not certainly of the 
act, but of the agent. I grant that they are, notwithstanding, of opinion, that in the 
long run the best proof of a good character is good actions; and resolutely refuse 
to consider any mental disposition as good, of which the predominant tendency is 
to produce bad conduct. This makes them unpopular with many people; but it is 
an unpopularity which they must share with every one who regards the 
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distinction between right and wrong in a serious light; and the reproach is not one 
which a conscientious utilitarian need be anxious to repel. 

If no more be meant by the objection than that many utilitarians look on the 
morality of actions, as measured by the utilitarian standard, with too exclusive a 
regard, and do not lay sufficient stress upon the other beauties of character which 
go towards making a human being loveable or admirable, this may be admitted. 
Utilitarians who have cultivated their moral feelings, but not their sympathies nor 
their artistic perceptions, do fall into this mistake; and so do all other moralists 
under the same conditions. What can be said in excuse for other moralists is 
equally available for them, namely, that if there is to be any error, it is better that 
it should be on that side. As a matter of fact, we may affirm that among utilitarians 
as among adherents of other systems, there is every imaginable degree of rigidity 
and of laxity in the application of their standard: some are even puritanically 
rigorous, while others are as indulgent as can possibly be desired by sinner or by 
sentimentalist. But on the whole, a doctrine which brings prominently forward the 
interest that mankind have in the repression and prevention of conduct which 
violates the moral law, is likely to be inferior to no other in turning the sanctions 
of opinion against such violations. It is true, the question, What does violate the 
moral law? is one on which those who recognise different standards of morality 
are likely now and then to differ. But difference of opinion on moral questions was 
not first introduced into the world by utilitarianism, while that doctrine does 
supply, if not always an easy, at all events a tangible and intelligible mode of 
deciding such differences. 

 

* * * * 

 

It may not be superfluous to notice a few more of the common 
misapprehensions of utilitarian ethics, even those which are so obvious and gross 
that it might appear impossible for any person of candour and intelligence to fall 
into them: since persons, even of considerable mental endowments, often give 
themselves so little trouble to understand the bearings of any opinion against 
which they entertain a prejudice, and men are in general so little conscious of this 
voluntary ignorance as a defect, that the vulgarest misunderstandings of ethical 
doctrines are continually met with in the deliberate writings of persons of the 
greatest pretensions both to high principle and to philosophy. We not 
uncommonly hear the doctrine of utility inveighed against as a godless doctrine. If 
it be necessary to say anything at all against so mere an assumption, we may say 
that the question depends upon what idea we have formed of the moral character 
of the Deity. If it be a true belief that God desires, above all things, the happiness 
of his creatures, and that this was his purpose in their creation, utility is not only 
not a godless doctrine, but more profoundly religious than any other. If it be meant 
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that utilitarianism does not recognise the revealed will of God as the supreme law 
of morals, I answer, that an utilitarian who believes in the perfect goodness and 
wisdom of God, necessarily believes that whatever God has thought fit to reveal 
on the subject of morals, must fulfil the requirements of utility in a supreme 
degree. But others besides utilitarians have been of opinion that the Christian 
revelation was intended, and is fitted, to inform the hearts and minds of mankind 
with a spirit which should enable them to find for themselves what is right, and 
incline them to do it when found, rather than to tell them, except in a very general 
way, what it is: and that we need a doctrine of ethics, carefully followed out, 
to interpret to us the will of God. Whether this opinion is correct or not, it is 
superfluous here to discuss; since whatever aid religion, either natural or revealed, 
can afford to ethical investigation, is as open to the utilitarian moralist as to any 
other. He can use it as the testimony of God to the usefulness or hurtfulness of any 
given course of action, by as good a right as others can use it for the indication of 
a transcendental law, having no connexion with usefulness or with happiness. 

Again, Utility is often summarily stigmatized as an immoral doctrine by 
giving it the name of Expediency, and taking advantage of the popular use of that 
term to contrast it with Principle. But the Expedient, in the sense in which it is 
opposed to the Right, generally means that which is expedient for the particular 
interest of the agent himself: as when a minister sacrifices the interest of his 
country to keep himself in place. When it means anything better than this, it means 
that which is expedient for some immediate object, some temporary purpose, but 
which violates a rule whose observance is expedient in a much higher degree. The 
Expedient, in this sense, instead of being the same thing with the useful, is a branch 
of the hurtful. Thus, it would often be expedient, for the purpose of getting over 
some momentary embarrassment, or attaining some object immediately useful to 
ourselves or others, to tell a lie. But inasmuch as the cultivation in ourselves of a 
sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity, is one of the most useful, and the 
enfeeblement of that feeling one of the most hurtful, things to which our conduct 
can be instrumental; and inasmuch as any, even unintentional, deviation from 
truth, does that much towards weakening the trustworthiness of human assertion, 
which is not only the principal support of all present social well-being, but the 
insufficiency of which does more than any one thing that can be named to keep 
back civilisation, virtue, everything on which human happiness on the largest 
scale depends; we feel that the violation, for a present advantage, of a rule of such 
transcendent expediency, is not expedient, and that he who, for the sake of a 
convenience to himself or to some other individual, does what depends on him to 
deprive mankind of the good, and inflict upon them the evil, involved in the 
greater or less reliance which they can place in each other's word, acts the part of 
one of their worst enemies. Yet that even this rule, sacred as it is, admits of possible 
exceptions, is acknowledged by all moralists; the chief of which is when the 
withholding of some fact (as of information from a male-factor, or of bad news 
from a person dangerously ill) would preserve some one (especially a person other 
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than oneself) from great and unmerited evil, and when the withholding can only 
be effected by denial. But in order that the exception may not extend itself beyond 
the need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening reliance on veracity, 
it ought to be recognized, and, if possible, its limits defined; and if the principle of 
utility is good for anything, it must be good for weighing these conflicting utilities 
against one another, and marking out the region within which one or the other 
preponderates. 

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, is 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. It is truly a whimsical 
supposition, that if mankind were agreed in considering utility to be the test of 
morality, they would remain without any agreement as to what is useful, and 
would take no measures for having their notions on the subject taught to the 
young, and enforced by law and opinion. There is no difficulty in proving any 
ethical standard whatever to work ill, if we suppose universal idiocy to be 
conjoined with it, but on any hypothesis short of that, mankind must by this time 
have acquired positive beliefs as to the effects of some actions on their happiness; 
and the beliefs which have thus come down are the rules of morality for the 
multitude, and for the philosopher until he has succeeded in finding better. That 
philosophers might easily do this, even now, on many subjects; that the received 
code of ethics is by no means of divine right; and that mankind have still much to 
learn as to the effects of actions on the general happiness, I admit, or rather, 
earnestly maintain. The corollaries from the principle of utility, like the precepts 
of every practical art, admit of indefinite improvement, and, in a progressive state 
of the human mind, their improvement is perpetually going on. But to consider 
the rules of morality as improvable, is one thing; to pass over the intermediate 
generalizations entirely, and endeavour to test each individual action directly by 
the first principle, is another. It is a strange notion that the acknowledgment of a 
first principle is inconsistent with the admission of secondary ones. To inform a 
traveller respecting the place of his ultimate destination, is not to forbid the use of 
landmarks and direction-posts on the way. The proposition that happiness is the 
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end and aim of morality, does not mean that no road ought to be laid down to that 
goal, or that persons going thither should not be advised to take one direction 
rather than another. Men really ought to leave off talking a kind of nonsense on 
this subject, which they would neither talk nor listen to on other matters of 
practical concernment. Nobody argues that the art of navigation is not founded on 
astronomy, because sailors cannot wait to calculate the Nautical Almanack. Being 
rational creatures, they go to sea with it ready calculated; and all rational creatures 
go out upon the sea of life with their minds made up on the common questions of 
right and wrong, as well as on many of the far more difficult questions of wise and 
foolish. And this, as long as foresight is a human quality, it is to be presumed they 
will continue to do. Whatever we adopt as the fundamental principle of morality, 
we require subordinate principles to apply it by: the impossibility of doing 
without them, being common to all systems, can afford no argument against any 
one in particular: but gravely to argue as if no such secondary principles could be 
had, and as if mankind had remained till now, and always must remain, without 
drawing any general conclusions from the experience of human life, is as high a 
pitch, I think, as absurdity has ever reached in philosophical controversy. 

The remainder of the stock arguments against utilitarianism mostly consist 
in laying to its charge the common infirmities of human nature, and the general 
difficulties which embarrass conscientious persons in shaping their course 
through life. We are told that an utilitarian will be apt to make his own particular 
case an exception to moral rules, and, when under temptation, will see an utility 
in the breach of a rule, greater than he will see in its observance. But is utility the 
only creed which is able to furnish us with excuses for evil doing, and means of 
cheating our own conscience? They are afforded in abundance by all doctrines 
which recognise as a fact in morals the existence of conflicting considerations; 
which all doctrines do, that have been believed by sane persons. It is not the fault 
of any creed, but of the complicated nature of human affairs, that rules of conduct 
cannot be so framed as to require no exceptions, and that hardly any kind of action 
can safely be laid down as either always obligatory or always condemnable. There 
is no ethical creed which does not temper the rigidity of its laws, by giving a certain 
latitude, under the moral responsibility of the agent, for accommodation to 
peculiarities of circumstances; and under every creed, at the opening thus made, 
self-deception and dishonest casuistry get in. There exists no moral system under 
which there do not arise unequivocal cases of conflicting obligation. These are the 
real difficulties, the knotty points both in the theory of ethics, and in the 
conscientious guidance of personal conduct. They are overcome practically with 
greater or with less success according to the intellect and virtue of the individual; 
but it can hardly be pretended that any one will be the less qualified for dealing 
with them, from possessing an ultimate standard to which conflicting rights and 
duties can be referred. If utility is the ultimate source of moral obligations, utility 
may be invoked to decide between them when their demands are incompatible. 
Though the application of the standard may be difficult, it is better than none at 
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all: while in other systems, the moral laws all claiming independent authority, 
there is no common umpire entitled to interfere between them; their claims to 
precedence one over another rest on little better than sophistry, and unless 
determined, as they generally are, by the unacknowledged influence of 
considerations of utility, afford a free scope for the action of personal desires and 
partialities. We must remember that only in these cases of conflict between 
secondary principles is it requisite that first principles should be appealed to. 
There is no case of moral obligation in which some secondary principle is not 
involved; and if only one, there can seldom be any real doubt which one it is, in 
the mind of any person by whom the principle itself is recognized. 

 

 

CHAPTER III 
Of the Ultimate Sanction of the Principle of Utility 
 

The question is often asked, and properly so, in regard to any supposed 
moral standard—What is its sanction? what are the motives to obey it? or more 
specifically, what is the source of its obligation? whence does it derive its binding 
force? It is a necessary part of moral philosophy to provide the answer to this 
question; which, though frequently assuming the shape of an objection to the 
utilitarian morality, as if it had some special applicability to that above others, 
really arises in regard to all standards. It arises, in fact, whenever a person is called 
on to adopt a standard or refer morality to any basis on which he has not been 
accustomed to rest it. For the customary morality, that which education and 
opinion have consecrated, is the only one which presents itself to the mind with 
the feeling of being in itself obligatory; and when a person is asked to believe that 
this morality derives its obligation from some general principle round which 
custom has not thrown the same halo, the assertion is to him a paradox; the 
supposed corollaries seem to have a more binding force than the original theorem; 
the superstructure seems to stand better without, than with, what is represented 
as its foundation. He says to himself, I feel that I am bound not to rob or murder, 
betray or deceive; but why am I bound to promote the general happiness? If my 
own happiness lies in something else, why may I not give that the preference? 

If the view adopted by the utilitarian philosophy of the nature of the moral 
sense be correct, this difficulty will always present itself, until the influences which 
form moral character have taken the same hold of the principle which they have 
taken of some of the consequences—until, by the improvement of education, the 
feeling of unity with our fellow creatures shall be (what it cannot be doubted that 
Christ intended it to be) as deeply rooted in our character, and to our own 
consciousness as completely a part of our nature, as the horror of crime is in an 
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ordinarily well-brought-up young person. In the mean time, however, the 
difficulty has no peculiar application to the doctrine of utility, but is inherent in 
every attempt to analyse morality and reduce it to principles; which, unless the 
principle is already in men's minds invested with as much sacredness as any of its 
applications, always seems to divest them of a part of their sanctity. 

The principle of utility either has, or there is no reason why it might not 
have, all the sanctions which belong to any other system of morals. Those 
sanctions are either external or internal. Of the external sanctions it is not necessary 
to speak at any length. They are, the hope of favour and the fear of displeasure 
from our fellow creatures or from the Ruler of the Universe, along with whatever 
we may have of sympathy or affection for them or of love and awe of Him, 
inclining us to do His will independently of selfish consequences. There is 
evidently no reason why all these motives for observance should not attach 
themselves to the utilitarian morality, as completely and as powerfully as to any 
other. Indeed, those of them which refer to our fellow creatures are sure to do so, 
in proportion to the amount of general intelligence; for whether there be any other 
ground of moral obligation than the general happiness or not, men do desire 
happiness; and however imperfect may be their own practice, they desire and 
commend all conduct in others towards themselves, by which they think their 
happiness is promoted. With regard to the religious motive, if men believe, as most 
profess to do, in the goodness of God, those who think that conduciveness to the 
general happiness is the essence, or even only the criterion, of good, must 
necessarily believe that it is also that which God approves. The whole force 
therefore of external reward and punishment, whether physical or moral, and 
whether proceeding from God or from our fellow men, together with all that the 
capacities of human nature admit, of disinterested devotion to either, become 
available to enforce the utilitarian morality, in proportion as that morality is 
recognized; and the more powerfully, the more the appliances of education and 
general cultivation are bent to the purpose. 

So far as to external sanctions. The internal sanction of duty, whatever our 
standard of duty may be, is one and the same—a feeling in our own mind; a pain, 
more or less intense, attendant on violation of duty, which in properly cultivated 
moral natures rises, in the more serious cases, into shrinking from it as an 
impossibility. This feeling, when disinterested, and connecting itself with the pure 
idea of duty, and not with some particular form of it, or with any of the merely 
accessory circumstances, is the essence of Conscience; though in that complex 
phenomenon as it actually exists, the simple fact is in general all encrusted over 
with collateral associations, derived from sympathy, from love, and still more 
from fear; from all the forms of religious feeling; from the recollections of 
childhood and of all our past life; from self-esteem, desire of the esteem of others, 
and occasionally even self-abasement. This extreme complication is, I apprehend, 
the origin of the sort of mystical character which, by a tendency of the human mind 
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of which there are many other examples, is apt to be attributed to the idea of moral 
obligation, and which leads people to believe that the idea cannot possibly attach 
itself to any other objects than those which, by a supposed mysterious law, are 
found in our present experience to excite it. Its binding force, however, consists in 
the existence of a mass of feeling which must be broken through in order to do 
what violates our standard of right, and which, if we do nevertheless violate that 
standard, will probably have to be encountered afterwards in the form of remorse. 
Whatever theory we have of the nature or origin of conscience, this is what 
essentially constitutes it. 

The ultimate sanction, therefore, of all morality (external motives apart) 
being a subjective feeling in our own minds, I see nothing embarrassing to those 
whose standard is utility, in the question, what is the sanction of that particular 
standard? We may answer, the same as of all other moral standards—the 
conscientious feelings of mankind. Undoubtedly this sanction has no binding 
efficacy on those who do not possess the feelings it appeals to; but neither will 
these persons be more obedient to any other moral principle than to the utilitarian 
one. On them morality of any kind has no hold but through the external sanctions. 
Meanwhile the feelings exist, a feet in human nature, the reality of which, and the 
great power with which they are capable of acting on those in whom they have 
been duly cultivated, are proved by experience. No reason has ever been shown 
why they may not be cultivated to as great intensity in connection with the 
utilitarian, as with any other rule of morals. 

There is, I am aware, a disposition to believe that a person who sees in moral 
obligation a transcendental fact, an objective reality belonging to the province of 
"Things in themselves," is likely to be more obedient to it than one who believes it 
to be entirely subjective, having its seat in human consciousness only. But 
whatever a person's opinion may be on this point of Ontology, the force he is really 
urged by is his own subjective feeling, and is exactly measured by its strength. No 
one's belief that Duty is an objective reality is stronger than the belief that God is 
so; yet the belief in God, apart from the expectation of actual reward and 
punishment, only operates on conduct through, and in proportion to, the 
subjective religious feeling. The sanction, so far as it is disinterested, is always in 
the mind itself; and the notion, therefore, of the transcendental moralists must be, 
that this sanction will not exist in the mind unless it is believed to have its root out 
of the mind; and that if a person is able to say to himself, That which is restraining 
me, and which is called my conscience, is only a feeling in my own mind, he may 
possibly draw the conclusion that when the feeling ceases the obligation ceases, 
and that if he find the feeling inconvenient, he may disregard it, and endeavour to 
get rid of it. But is this danger confined to the utilitarian morality? Does the belief 
that moral obligation has its seat outside the mind make the feeling of it too strong 
to be got rid of? The fact is so far otherwise, that all moralists admit and lament 
the ease with which, in the generality of minds, conscience can be silenced or 
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stifled. The question, Need I obey my conscience? is quite as often put to 
themselves by persons who never heard of the principle of utility, as by its 
adherents. Those whose conscientious feelings are so weak as to allow of their 
asking this question, if they answer it affirmatively, will not do so because they 
believe in the transcendental theory, but because of the external sanctions. 

It is not necessary, for the present purpose, to decide whether the feeling of 
duty is innate or implanted. Assuming it to be innate, it is an open question to 
what objects it naturally attaches itself; for the philosophic supporters of that 
theory are now agreed that the intuitive perception is of principles of morality, 
and not of the details. If there be anything innate in the matter, I see no reason why 
the feeling which is innate should not be that of regard to the pleasures and pains 
of others. If there is any principle of morals which is intuitively obligatory, I should 
say it must be that. If so, the intuitive ethics would coincide with the utilitarian, 
and there would be no further quarrel between them. Even as it is, the intuitive 
moralists, though they believe that there are other intuitive moral obligations, do 
already believe this to be one; for they unanimously hold that a large portion of 
morality turns upon the consideration due to the interests of our fellow creatures. 
Therefore, if the belief in the transcendental origin of moral obligation gives any 
additional efficacy to the internal sanction, it appears to me that the utilitarian 
principle has already the benefit of it. 

On the other hand, if, as is my own belief, the moral feelings are not innate, 
but acquired, they are not for that reason the less natural. It is natural to man to 
speak, to reason, to build cities, to cultivate the ground, though these are acquired 
faculties. The moral feelings are not indeed a part of our nature, in the sense of 
being in any perceptible degree present in all of us; but this, unhappily, is a fact 
admitted by those who believe the most strenuously in their transcendental origin. 
Like the other acquired capacities above referred to, the moral faculty, if not a part 
of our nature, is a natural outgrowth from it; capable, like them, in a certain small 
degree, of springing up spontaneously; and susceptible of being brought by 
cultivation to a high degree of development. Unhappily it is also susceptible, by a 
sufficient use of the external sanctions and of the force of early impressions, of 
being cultivated in almost any direction: so that there is hardly anything so absurd 
or so mischievous that it may not, by means of these influences, be made to act on 
the human mind with all the authority of conscience. To doubt that the same 
potency might be given by the same means to the principle of utility, even if it had 
no foundation in human nature, would be flying in the face of all experience. 

But moral associations which are wholly of artificial creation, when 
intellectual culture goes on, yield by degrees to the dissolving force of analysis: 
and if the feeling of duty, when associated with utility, would appear equally 
arbitrary; if there were no leading department of our nature, no powerful class of 
sentiments, with which that association would harmonize, which would make us 
feel it congenial, and incline us not only to foster it in others (for which we have 
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abundant interested motives), but also to cherish it in ourselves; if there were not, 
in short, a natural basis of sentiment for utilitarian morality, it might well happen 
that this association also, even after it had been implanted by education, might be 
analysed away. 

But there is this basis of powerful natural sentiment; and this it is which, 
when once the general happiness is recognized as the ethical standard, will 
constitute the strength of the utilitarian morality. This firm foundation is that of 
the social feelings of mankind; the desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures, 
which is already a powerful principle in human nature, and happily one of those 
which tend to become stronger, even without express inculcation, from the 
influences of advancing civilization. The social state is at once so natural, so 
necessary, and so habitual to man, that, except in some unusual circumstances or 
by an effort of voluntary abstraction, he never conceives himself otherwise than as 
a member of a body; and this association is riveted more and more, as mankind 
are further removed from the state of savage independence. Any condition, 
therefore, which is essential to a state of society, becomes more and more an 
inseparable part of every person's conception of the state of things which he is 
born into, and which is the destiny of a human being. Now, society between 
human beings, except in the relation of master and slave, is manifestly impossible 
on any other footing than that the interests of all are to be consulted. Society 
between equals can only exist on the understanding that the interests of all are to 
be regarded equally. And since in all states of civilization, every person, except an 
absolute monarch, has equals, every one is obliged to live on these terms with 
somebody; and in every age some advance is made towards a state in which it will 
be impossible to live permanently on other terms with anybody. In this way 
people grow up unable to conceive as possible to them a state of total disregard of 
other people's interests. They are under a necessity of conceiving themselves as at 
least abstaining from all the grosser injuries, and (if only for their own protection.) 
living in a state of constant protest against them. They are also familiar with the 
fact of co-operating with others, and proposing to themselves a collective, not an 
individual, interest, as the aim (at least for the time being) of their actions. So long 
as they are co-operating, their ends are identified with those of others; there is at 
least a temporary feeling that the interests of others are their own interests. Not 
only does all strengthening of social ties, and all healthy growth of society, give to 
each individual a stronger personal interest in practically consulting the welfare 
of others; it also leads him to identify his feelings more and more with their good, 
or at least with an ever greater degree of practical consideration for it. He comes, 
as though instinctively, to be conscious of himself as a being who of course pays 
regard to others. The good of others becomes to him a thing naturally and 
necessarily to be attended to, like any of the physical conditions of our existence. 
Now, whatever amount of this feeling a person has, he is urged by the strongest 
motives both of interest and of sympathy to demonstrate it, and to the utmost of 
his power encourage it in others; and even if he has none of it himself, he is as 
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greatly interested as any one else that others should have it. Consequently, the 
smallest germs of the feeling are laid hold of and nourished by the contagion of 
sympathy and the influences of education; and a complete web of corroborative 
association is woven round it, by the powerful agency of the external sanctions. 
This mode of conceiving ourselves and human life, as civilization goes on, is felt 
to be more and more natural. Every step in political improvement renders it more 
so, by removing the sources of opposition of interest, and levelling those 
inequalities of legal privilege between individuals or classes, owing to which there 
are large portions of mankind whose happiness it is still practicable to disregard. 
In an improving state of the human mind, the influences are constantly on the 
increase, which tend to generate in each individual a feeling of unity with all the 
rest; which feeling, if perfect, would make him never think of, or desire, any 
beneficial condition for himself, in the benefits of which they are not included. If 
we now suppose this feeling of unity to be taught as a religion, and the whole force 
of education, of institutions, and of opinion, directed, as it once was in the case of 
religion, to make every person grow up from infancy surrounded on all sides both 
by the profession and by the practice of it, I think that no one, who can realize this 
conception, will feel any misgiving about the sufficiency of the ultimate sanction 
for the Happiness morality. To any ethical student who finds the realization 
difficult, I recommend, as a means of facilitating it, the second of M. Comte's two 
principal works, the Système de Politique Positive. I entertain the strongest 
objections to the system of politics and morals set forth in that treatise; but I think 
it has superabundantly shown the possibility of giving to the service of humanity, 
even without the aid of belief in a Providence, both the physical power and the 
social efficacy of a religion; making it take hold of human life, and colour all 
thought, feeling, and action, in a manner of which the greatest ascendency ever 
exercised by any religion may be but a type and foretaste; and of which the danger 
is, not that it should be insufficient, but that it should be so excessive as to interfere 
unduly with human freedom and individuality. 

Neither is it necessary to the feeling which constitutes the binding force of 
the utilitarian morality on those who recognize it, to wait for those social 
influences which would make its obligation felt by mankind at large. In the 
comparatively early state of human advancement in which we now live, a person 
cannot indeed feel that entireness of sympathy with all others, which would make 
any real discordance in the general direction of their conduct in life impossible; 
but already a person in whom the social feeling is at all developed, cannot bring 
himself to think of the rest of his fellow creatures as struggling rivals with him for 
the means of happiness, whom he must desire to see defeated in their object in 
order that he may succeed in his. The deeply-rooted conception which every 
individual even now has of himself as a social being, tends to make him feel it one 
of his natural wants that there should be harmony between his feelings and aims 
and those of his fellow creatures. If differences of opinion and of mental culture 
make it impossible for him to share many of their actual feelings-perhaps make 
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him denounce and defy those feelings-he still needs to be conscious that his real 
aim and theirs do not conflict; that he is not opposing himself to what they really 
wish for, namely, their own good, but is, on the contrary, promoting it. This feeling 
in most individuals is much inferior in strength to their selfish feelings, and is often 
wanting altogether. But to those who have it, it possesses all the characters of a 
natural feeling. It does not present itself to their minds as a superstition of 
education, or a law despotically imposed by the power of society, but as an 
attribute which it would not be well for them to be without. This conviction is the 
ultimate sanction of the greatest-happiness morality. This it is which makes any 
mind, of well-developed feelings, work with, and not against, the outward 
motives to care for others, afforded by what I have called the external sanctions; 
and when those sanctions are wanting, or act in an opposite direction, constitutes 
in itself a powerful internal binding force, in proportion to the sensitiveness and 
thoughtfulness of the character; since few but those whose mind is a moral blank, 
could bear to lay out their course of life on the plan of paying no regard to others 
except so far as their own private interest compels. 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 
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 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 cognizance taken of them? 

Questions about ends are, in other words, questions 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 
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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 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, are 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, according to the utilitarian 



193 
 

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. 

To illustrate this farther, we may remember that virtue is not the only thing, 
originally a means, and which if it were not a means to anything else, would be 
and remain indifferent, but which by association with what it is a means to, comes 
to be desired for itself, and that too with the utmost intensity. What, for example, 
shall we say of the love of money? There is nothing originally more desirable about 
money than about any heap of glittering pebbles. Its worth is solely that of the 
things which it will buy; the desires for other things than itself, which it is a means 
of gratifying. Yet the love of money is not only one of the strongest moving forces 
of human life, but money is, in many cases, desired in and for itself; the desire to 
possess it is often stronger than the desire to use it, and goes on increasing when 
all the desires which point to ends beyond it, to be compassed by it, are falling off. 
It may be then said truly, that money is desired not for the sake of an end, but as 
part of the end. From being a means to happiness, it has come to be itself a 
principal ingredient of the individual's conception of happiness. The same may be 
said of the majority of the great objects of human life—power, for example, or 
fame; except that to each of these there is a certain amount of immediate pleasure 
annexed, which has at least the semblance of being naturally inherent in them; a 
thing which cannot be said of money. Still, however, the strongest natural 
attraction, both of power and of fame, is the immense aid they give to the 
attainment of our other wishes; and it is the strong association thus generated 
between them and all our objects of desire, which gives to the direct desire of them 
the intensity it often assumes, so as in some characters to surpass in strength all 
other desires. In these cases the means have become a part of the end, and a more 
important part of it than any of the things which they are means to. What was once 
desired as an instrument for the attainment of happiness, has come to be desired 
for its own sake. In being desired for its own sake it is, however, desired as part of 
happiness. The person is made, or thinks he would be made, happy by its mere 
possession; and is made unhappy by failure to obtain it. The desire of it is not a 
different thing from the desire of happiness, any more than the love of music, or 
the desire of health. They are included in happiness. They are some of the elements 
of which the desire of happiness is made up. Happiness is not an abstract idea, but 
a concrete whole; and these are some of its parts. And the utilitarian standard 
sanctions and approves their being so. Life would be a poor thing, very ill 
provided with sources of happiness, if there were not this provision of nature, by 
which things originally indifferent, but conducive to, or otherwise associated with, 
the satisfaction of our primitive desires, become in themselves sources of pleasure 
more valuable than the primitive pleasures, both in permanency, in the space of 
human existence that they are capable of covering, and even in intensity. Virtue, 
according to the utilitarian conception, is a good of this description. There was no 
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original desire of it, or motive to it, save its conduciveness to pleasure, and 
especially to protection from pain. But through the association thus formed, it may 
be felt a good in itself, and desired as such with as great intensity as any other 
good; and with this difference between it and the love of money, of power, or of 
fame, that all of these may, and often do, render the individual noxious to the other 
members of the society to which he belongs, whereas there is nothing which makes 
him so much a blessing to them as the cultivation of the disinterested, love of 
virtue. And consequently, the utilitarian standard, while it tolerates and approves 
those other acquired desires, up to the point beyond which they would be more 
injurious to the general happiness than promotive of it, enjoins and requires the 
cultivation of the love of virtue up to the greatest strength possible, as being above 
all things important to the general 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 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 
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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. 

So obvious does this appear to me, that I expect it will hardly be disputed: 
and the objection made will be, not that desire can possibly be directed to anything 
ultimately except pleasure and exemption from pain, but that the will is a different 
thing from desire; that a person of confirmed virtue, or any other person whose 
purposes are fixed, carries out his purposes without any thought of the pleasure 
he has in contemplating them, or expects to derive from their fulfilment; and 
persists in acting on them, even though these pleasures are much diminished, by 
changes in his character or decay of his passive sensibilities, or are outweighed by 
the pains which the pursuit of the purposes may bring upon him. All this I fully 
admit, and have stated it elsewhere, as positively and emphatically as any one. 
Will, the active phenomenon, is a different thing from desire, the state of passive 
sensibility, and though originally an offshoot from it, may in time take root and 
detach itself from the parent stock; so much so, that in the case of an habitual 
purpose, instead of willing the thing because we desire it, we often desire it only 
because we will it. This, however, is but an instance of that familiar fact, the power 
of habit, and is nowise confined to the case of virtuous actions. Many indifferent 
things, which men originally did from a motive of some sort, they continue to do 
from habit. Sometimes this is done unconsciously, the consciousness coming only 
after the action: at other times with conscious volition, but volition which has 
become habitual, and is put into operation by the force of habit, in opposition 
perhaps to the deliberate preference, as often happens with those who have 
contracted habits of vicious or hurtful indulgence. Third and last comes the case 
in which the habitual act of will in the individual instance is not in contradiction 
to the general intention prevailing at other times, but in fulfilment of it; as in the 
case of the person of confirmed virtue, and of all who pursue deliberately and 
consistently any determinate end. The distinction between will and desire thus 
understood, is an authentic and highly important psychological fact; but the fact 
consists solely in this—that will, like all other parts of our constitution, is amenable 
to habit, and that we may will from habit what we no longer desire for itself, or 
desire only because we will it. It is not the less true that will, in the beginning, is 
entirely produced by desire; including in that term the repelling influence of pain 
as well as the attractive one of pleasure. Let us take into consideration, no longer 
the person who has a confirmed will to do right, but him in whom that virtuous 
will is still feeble, conquerable by temptation, and not to be fully relied on; by what 
means can it be strengthened? How can the will to be virtuous, where it does not 
exist in sufficient force, be implanted or awakened? Only by making the 
person desire virtue—by making him think of it in a pleasurable light, or of its 
absence in a painful one. It is by associating the doing right with pleasure, or the 
doing wrong with pain, or by eliciting and impressing and bringing home to the 
person's experience the pleasure naturally involved in the one or the pain in the 
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other, that it is possible to call forth that will to be virtuous, which, when 
confirmed, acts without any thought of either pleasure or pain. Will is the child of 
desire, and passes out of the dominion of its parent only to come under that of 
habit. That which is the result of habit affords no presumption of being 
intrinsically good; and there would be no reason for wishing that the purpose of 
virtue should become independent of pleasure and pain, were it not that the 
influence of the pleasurable and painful associations which prompt to virtue is not 
sufficiently to be depended on for unerring constancy of action until it has 
acquired the support of habit. Both in feeling and in conduct, habit is the only thing 
which imparts certainty; and it is because of the importance to others of being able 
to rely absolutely on one's feelings and conduct, and to oneself of being able to rely 
on one's own, that the will to do right ought to be cultivated into this habitual 
independence. In other words, this state of the will is a means to good, not 
intrinsically a good; and does not contradict the doctrine that nothing is a good to 
human beings but in so far as it is either itself pleasurable, or a means of attaining 
pleasure or averting pain. 

But if this doctrine be true, the principle of utility is proved. Whether it is 
so or not, must now be left to the consideration of the thoughtful reader. 

 

 

CHAPTER V 
On the Connexion between Justice and Utility 

 

In all ages of speculation, one of the strongest obstacles to the reception of 
the doctrine that Utility or Happiness is the criterion of right and wrong, has been 
drawn from the idea of Justice, The powerful sentiment, and apparently clear 
perception, which that word recalls with a rapidity and certainty resembling an 
instinct, have seemed to the majority of thinkers to point to an inherent quality in 
things; to show that the Just must have an existence in Nature as something 
absolute-generically distinct from every variety of the Expedient, and, in idea, 
opposed to it, though (as is commonly acknowledged) never, in the long run, 
disjoined from it in fact. 

In the case of this, as of our other moral sentiments, there is no necessary 
connexion between the question of its origin, and that of its binding force. That a 
feeling is bestowed on us by Nature, does not necessarily legitimate all its 
promptings. The feeling of justice might be a peculiar instinct, and might yet 
require, like our other instincts, to be controlled and enlightened by a higher 
reason. If we have intellectual instincts, leading us to judge in a particular way, as 
well as animal instincts that prompt us to act in a particular way, there is no 
necessity that the former should be more infallible in their sphere than the latter 
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in theirs: it may as well happen that wrong judgments are occasionally suggested 
by those, as wrong actions by these. But though it is one thing to believe that we 
have natural feelings of justice, and another to acknowledge them as an ultimate 
criterion of conduct, these two opinions are very closely connected in point of fact. 
Mankind are always predisposed to believe that any subjective feeling, not 
otherwise accounted for, is a revelation of some objective reality. Our present 
object is to determine whether the reality, to which the feeling of justice 
corresponds, is one which needs any such special revelation; whether the justice 
or injustice of an action is a thing intrinsically peculiar, and distinct from all its 
other qualities, or only a combination of certain of those qualities, presented under 
a peculiar aspect. For the purpose of this inquiry, it is practically important to 
consider whether the feeling itself, of justice and injustice, is sui generis like our 
sensations of colour and taste, or a derivative feeling, formed by a combination of 
others. And this it is the more essential to examine, as people are in general willing 
enough to allow, that objectively the dictates of justice coincide with a part of the 
field of General Expediency; but inasmuch as the subjective mental feeling of 
Justice is different from that which commonly attaches to simple expediency, and, 
except in extreme cases of the latter, is far more imperative in its demands, people 
find it difficult to see, in Justice, only a particular kind or branch of general utility, 
and think that its superior binding force requires a totally different origin. 

To throw light upon this question, it is necessary to attempt to ascertain 
what is the distinguishing character of justice, or of injustice: what is the quality, 
or whether there is any quality, attributed in common to all modes of conduct 
designated as unjust (for justice, like many other moral attributes, is best defined 
by its opposite), and distinguishing them from such modes of conduct as are 
disapproved, but without having that particular epithet of disapprobation applied 
to them. If, in everything which men are accustomed to characterize as just or 
unjust, some one common attribute or collection of attributes is always present, 
we may judge whether this particular attribute or combination of attributes would 
be capable of gathering round it a sentiment of that peculiar character and 
intensity by virtue of the general laws of our emotional constitution, or whether 
the sentiment is inexplicable, and requires to be regarded as a special provision of 
Nature. If we find the former to be the case, we shall, in resolving this question, 
have resolved also the main problem: if the latter, we shall have to seek for some 
other mode of investigating it. 

 

* * * * 

 

To find the common attributes of a variety of objects, it is necessary to begin, 
by surveying the objects themselves in the concrete. Let us therefore advert 
successively to the various modes of action, and arrangements of human affairs, 
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which are classed, by universal or widely spread opinion, as Just or as Unjust. The 
things well known to excite the sentiments associated with those names, are of a 
very multifarious character. I shall pass them rapidly in review, without studying 
any particular arrangement. 

In the first place, it is mostly considered unjust to deprive any one of his 
personal liberty, his property, or any other thing which belongs to him by law. 
Here, therefore, is one instance of the application of the terms just and unjust in a 
perfectly definite sense, namely, that it is just to respect, unjust to violate, the legal 
rights of any one. But this judgment admits of several exceptions, arising from the 
other forms in which the notions of justice and injustice present themselves. For 
example, the person who suffers the deprivation may (as the phrase is) 
have forfeited the rights which he is so deprived of: a case to which we shall return 
presently. But also, 

Secondly; the legal rights of which he is deprived, may be rights 
which ought not to have belonged to him; in other words, the law which confers 
on him these rights, may be a bad law. When it is so, or when (which is the same 
thing for our purpose) it is supposed to be so, opinions will differ as to the justice 
or injustice of infringing it. Some maintain that no law, however bad, ought to be 
disobeyed by an individual citizen; that his opposition to it, if shown at all, should 
only be shown in endeavouring to get it altered by competent authority. This 
opinion (which condemns many of the most illustrious benefactors of mankind, 
and would often protect pernicious institutions against the only weapons which, 
in the state of things existing at the time, have any chance of succeeding against 
them) is defended, by those who hold it, on grounds of expediency; principally on 
that of the importance, to the common interest of mankind, of maintaining 
inviolate the sentiment of submission to law. Other persons, again, hold the 
directly contrary opinion, that any law, judged to be bad, may blamelessly be 
disobeyed, even though it be not judged to be unjust, but only inexpedient; while 
others would confine the licence of disobedience to the case of unjust laws: but 
again, some say, that all laws which are inexpedient are unjust; since every law 
imposes some restriction on the natural liberty of mankind, which restriction is an 
injustice, unless legitimated by tending to their good. Among these diversities of 
opinion, it seems to be universally admitted that there may be unjust laws, and 
that law, consequently, is not the ultimate criterion of justice, but may give to one 
person a benefit, or impose on another an evil, which justice condemns. When, 
however, a law is thought to be unjust, it seems always to be regarded as being so 
in the same way in which a breach of law is unjust, namely, by infringing 
somebody's right; which, as it cannot in this case be a legal right, receives a 
different appellation, and is called a moral right. We may say, therefore, that a 
second case of injustice consists in taking or withholding from any person that to 
which he has a moral right. 
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Thirdly, it is universally considered just that each person should obtain that 
(whether good or evil) which he deserves; and unjust that he should obtain a good, 
or be made to undergo an evil, which he does not deserve. This is, perhaps, the 
clearest and most emphatic form in which the idea of justice is conceived by the 
general mind. As it involves the notion of desert, the question arises, what 
constitutes desert? Speaking in a general way, a person is understood to deserve 
good if he does right, evil if he does wrong; and in a more particular sense, to 
deserve good from those to whom he does or has done good, and evil from those 
to whom he does or has done evil. The precept of returning good for evil has never 
been regarded as a case of the fulfilment of justice, but as one in which the claims 
of justice are waived, in obedience to other considerations. 

Fourthly, it is confessedly unjust to break faith with any one: to violate an 
engagement, either express or implied, or disappoint expectations raised by our 
own conduct, at least if we have raised those expectations knowingly and 
voluntarily. Like the other obligations of justice already spoken of, this one is not 
regarded as absolute, but as capable of being overruled by a stronger obligation of 
justice on the other side; or by such conduct on the part of the person concerned 
as is deemed to absolve us from our obligation to him, and to constitute 
a forfeiture of the benefit which he has been led to expect. 

Fifthly, it is, by universal admission, inconsistent with justice to be partial; 
to show favour or preference to one person over another, in matters to which 
favour and preference do not properly apply. Impartiality, however, does not 
seem to be regarded as a duty in itself, but rather as instrumental to some other 
duty; for it is admitted that favour and preference are not always censurable, and 
indeed the cases in which they are condemned are rather the exception than the 
rule. A person would be more likely to be blamed than applauded for giving his 
family or friends no superiority in good offices over strangers, when he could do 
so without violating any other duty; and no one thinks it unjust to seek one person 
in preference to another as a friend, connexion, or companion. Impartiality where 
rights are concerned is of course obligatory, but this is involved in the more 
general obligation of giving to every one his right. A tribunal, for example, must 
be impartial, because it is bound to award, without regard to any other 
consideration, a disputed object to the one of two parties who has the right to it. 
There are other cases in which impartiality means, being solely influenced by 
desert; as with those who, in the capacity of judges, preceptors, or parents, 
administer reward and punishment as such. There are cases, again, in which it 
means, being solely influenced by consideration for the public interest; as in 
making a selection among candidates for a Government employment. 
Impartiality, in short, as an obligation of justice, may be said to mean, being 
exclusively influenced by the considerations which it is supposed ought to 
influence the particular case in hand; and resisting the solicitation of any motives 
which prompt to conduct different from what those considerations would dictate. 



200 
 

Nearly allied to the idea of impartiality, is that of equality; which often 
enters as a component part both into the conception of justice and into the practice 
of it, and, in the eyes of many persons, constitutes its essence. But in this, still more 
than in any other case, the notion of justice varies in different persons, and always 
conforms in its variations to their notion of utility. Each person maintains that 
equality is the dictate of justice, except where he thinks that expediency requires 
inequality. The justice of giving equal protection to the rights of all, is maintained 
by those who support the most outrageous inequality in the rights themselves. 
Even in slave countries it is theoretically admitted that the rights of the slave, such 
as they are, ought to be as sacred as those of the master; and that a tribunal which 
fails to enforce them with equal strictness is wanting in justice; while, at the same 
time, institutions which leave to the slave scarcely any rights to enforce, are not 
deemed unjust, because they are not deemed inexpedient. Those who think that 
utility requires distinctions of rank, do not consider it unjust that riches and social 
privileges should be unequally dispensed; but those who think this inequality 
inexpedient, think it unjust also. Whoever thinks that government is necessary, 
sees no injustice in as much inequality as is constituted by giving to the magistrate 
powers not granted to other people. Even among those who hold levelling 
doctrines, there are as many questions of justice as there are differences of opinion 
about expediency. Some Communists consider it unjust that the produce of the 
labour of the community should be shared on any other principle than that of exact 
equality; others think it just that those should receive most whose needs are 
greatest; while others hold that those who work harder, or who produce more, or 
whose services are more valuable to the community, may justly claim a larger 
quota in the division of the produce. And the sense of natural justice may be 
plausibly appealed to in behalf of every one of these opinions. 

Among so many diverse applications of the term Justice, which yet is not 
regarded as ambiguous, it is a matter of some difficulty to seize the mental link 
which holds them together, and on which the moral sentiment adhering to the 
term essentially depends. Perhaps, in this embarrassment, some help may be 
derived from the history of the word, as indicated by its etymology. 

In most, if not in all languages, the etymology of the word which 
corresponds to Just, points to an origin connected either with positive law, or with 
that which was in most cases the primitive form of law-authoritative 
custom. Justum is a form of jussum, that which has been ordered. Jus is of the same 
origin. Dichanou comes from dichae, of which the principal meaning, at least in the 
historical ages of Greece, was a suit at law. Originally, indeed, it meant only the 
mode or manner of doing things, but it early came to mean the prescribed manner; 
that which the recognized authorities, patriarchal, judicial, or political, would 
enforce. Recht, from which came right and righteous, is synonymous with law. The 
original meaning, indeed, of recht did not point to law, but to physical 
straightness; as wrong and its Latin equivalents meant twisted or tortuous; and 



201 
 

from this it is argued that right did not originally mean law, but on the contrary 
law meant right. But however this may be, the fact that recht and droit became 
restricted in their meaning to positive law, although much which is not required 
by law is equally necessary to moral straightness or rectitude, is as significant of 
the original character of moral ideas as if the derivation had been the reverse way. 
The courts of justice, the administration of justice, are the courts and the 
administration of law. La justice, in French, is the established term for judicature. 
There can, I think, be no doubt that the idée mère, the primitive element, in the 
formation of the notion of justice, was conformity to law. It constituted the entire 
idea among the Hebrews, up to the birth of Christianity; as might be expected in 
the case of a people whose laws attempted to embrace all subjects on which 
precepts were required, and who believed those laws to be a direct emanation 
from the Supreme Being. But other nations, and in particular the Greeks and 
Romans, who knew that their laws had been made originally, and still continued 
to be made, by men, were not afraid to admit that those men might make bad laws; 
might do, by law, the same things, and from the same motives, which, if done by 
individuals without the sanction of law, would be called unjust. And hence the 
sentiment of injustice came to be attached, not to all violations of law, but only to 
violations of such laws as ought to exist, including such as ought to exist but do 
not; and to laws themselves, if supposed to be contrary to what ought to be law. 
In this manner the idea of law and of its injunctions was still predominant in the 
notion of justice, even when the laws actually in force ceased to be accepted as the 
standard of it. 

It is true that mankind consider the idea of justice and its obligations as 
applicable to many things which neither are, nor is it desired that they should be, 
regulated by law. Nobody desires that laws should interfere with the whole detail 
of private life; yet every one allows that in all daily conduct a person may and does 
show himself to be either just or unjust. But even here, the idea of the breach of 
what ought to be law, still lingers in a modified shape. It would always give us 
pleasure, and chime in with our feelings of fitness, that acts which we deem unjust 
should be punished, though we do not always think it expedient that this should 
be done by the tribunals. We forego that gratification on account of incidental 
inconveniences. We should be glad to see just conduct enforced and injustice 
repressed, even in the minutest details, if we were not, with reason, afraid of 
trusting the magistrate with so unlimited an amount of power over individuals. 
When we think that a person is bound in justice to do a thing, it is an ordinary 
form of language to say, that he ought to be compelled to do it. We should be 
gratified to see the obligation enforced by anybody who had the power. If we see 
that its enforcement by law would be inexpedient, we lament the impossibility, we 
consider the impunity given to injustice as an evil, and strive to make amends for 
it by bringing a strong expression of our own and the public disapprobation to 
bear upon the offender. Thus the idea of legal constraint is still the generating idea 
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of the notion of justice, though undergoing several transformations before that 
notion, as it exists in an advanced state of society, becomes complete. 

The above is, I think, a true account, as far as it goes, of the origin and 
progressive growth of the idea of justice. But we must observe, that it contains, as 
yet, nothing to distinguish that obligation from moral obligation in general. For 
the truth is, that the idea of penal sanction, which is the essence of law, enters not 
only into the conception of injustice, but into that of any kind of wrong. We do not 
call anything wrong, unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be punished 
in some way or other for doing it; if not by law, by the opinion of his fellow 
creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own conscience. This seems 
the real turning point of the distinction between morality and simple expediency. 
It is a part of the notion of Duty in every one of its forms, that a person may 
rightfully be compelled to fulfil it. Duty is a thing which may be exacted from a 
person, as one exacts a debt. Unless we think that it might be exacted from him, 
we do not call it his duty. Reasons of prudence, or the interest of other people, may 
militate against actually exacting it; but the person himself, it is clearly understood, 
would not be entitled to complain. There are other things, on the contrary, which 
we wish that people should do, which we like or admire them for doing, perhaps 
dislike or despise them for not doing, but yet admit that they are not bound to do; 
it is not a case of moral obligation; we do not blame them, that is, we do not think 
that they are proper objects of punishment. How we come by these ideas of 
deserving and not deserving punishment, will appear, perhaps, in the sequel; but 
I think there is no doubt that this distinction lies at the bottom of the notions of 
right and wrong; that we call any conduct wrong, or employ instead, some other 
term of dislike or disparagement, according as we think that the person ought, or 
ought not, to be punished for it; and we say that it would be right to do so and so, 
or merely that it would be desirable or laudable, according as we would wish to 
see the person whom it concerns, compelled or only persuaded and exhorted, to 
act in that manner.[C] 

This, therefore, being the characteristic difference which marks off, not 
justice, but morality in general, from the remaining provinces of Expediency and 
Worthiness; the character is still to be sought which distinguishes justice from 
other branches of morality. Now it is known that ethical writers divide moral 
duties into two classes, denoted by the ill-chosen expressions, duties of perfect and 
of imperfect obligation; the latter being those in which, though the act is 
obligatory, the particular occasions of performing it are left to our choice; as in the 
case of charity or beneficence, which we are indeed bound to practise, but not 
towards any definite person, nor at any prescribed time. In the more precise 
language of philosophic jurists, duties of perfect obligation are those duties in 
virtue of which a correlative right resides in some person or persons; duties of 
imperfect obligation are those moral obligations which do not give birth to any 
right. I think it will be found that this distinction exactly coincides with that which 
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exists between justice and the other obligations of morality. In our survey of the 
various popular acceptations of justice, the term appeared generally to involve the 
idea of a personal right—a claim on the part of one or more individuals, like that 
which the law gives when it confers a proprietary or other legal right. Whether the 
injustice consists in depriving a person of a possession, or in breaking faith with 
him, or in treating him worse than he deserves, or worse than other people who 
have no greater claims, in each case the supposition implies two things—a wrong 
done, and some assignable person who is wronged. Injustice may also be done by 
treating a person better than others; but the wrong in this case is to his competitors, 
who are also assignable persons. It seems to me that this feature in the case—a 
right in some person, correlative to the moral obligation—constitutes the specific 
difference between justice, and generosity or beneficence. Justice implies 
something which it is not only right to do, and wrong not to do, but which some 
individual person can claim from us as his moral right. No one has a moral right 
to our generosity or beneficence, because we are not morally bound to practise 
those virtues towards any given individual. And it will be found, with respect to 
this as with respect to every correct definition, that the instances which seem to 
conflict with it are those which most confirm it. For if a moralist attempts, as some 
have done, to make out that mankind generally, though not any given individual, 
have a right to all the good we can do them, he at once, by that thesis, includes 
generosity and beneficence within the category of justice. He is obliged to say, that 
our utmost exertions are due to our fellow creatures, thus assimilating them to a 
debt; or that nothing less can be a sufficient return for what society does for us, 
thus classing the case as one of gratitude; both of which are acknowledged cases 
of justice. Wherever there is a right, the case is one of justice, and not of the virtue 
of beneficence: and whoever does not place the distinction between justice and 
morality in general where we have now placed it, will be found to make no 
distinction between them at all, but to merge all morality in justice. 

Having thus endeavoured to determine the distinctive elements which 
enter into the composition of the idea of justice, we are ready to enter on the 
inquiry, whether the feeling, which accompanies the idea, is attached to it by a 
special dispensation of nature, or whether it could have grown up, by any known 
laws, out of the idea itself; and in particular, whether it can have originated in 
considerations of general expediency. 

I conceive that the sentiment itself does not arise from anything which 
would commonly, or correctly, be termed an idea of expediency; but that, though 
the sentiment does not, whatever is moral in it does. 

We have seen that the two essential ingredients in the sentiment of justice 
are, the desire to punish a person who has done harm, and the knowledge or belief 
that there is some definite individual or individuals to whom harm has been done. 
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Now it appears to me, that the desire to punish a person who has done harm 
to some individual, is a spontaneous outgrowth from two sentiments, both in the 
highest degree natural, and which either are or resemble instincts; the impulse of 
self-defence, and the feeling of sympathy. 

It is natural to resent, and to repel or retaliate, any harm done or attempted 
against ourselves, or against those with whom we sympathize. The origin of this 
sentiment it is not necessary here to discuss. Whether it be an instinct or a result 
of intelligence, it is, we know, common to all animal nature; for every animal tries 
to hurt those who have hurt, or who it thinks are about to hurt, itself or its young. 
Human beings, on this point, only differ from other animals in two particulars. 
First, in being capable of sympathizing, not solely with their offspring, or, like 
some of the more noble animals, with some superior animal who is kind to them, 
but with all human, and even with all sentient beings. Secondly, in having a more 
developed intelligence, which gives a wider range to the whole of their sentiments, 
whether self-regarding or sympathetic. By virtue of his superior intelligence, even 
apart from his superior range of sympathy, a human being is capable of 
apprehending a community of interest between himself and the human society of 
which he forms a part, such that any conduct which threatens the security of the 
society generally, is threatening to his own, and calls forth his instinct (if instinct 
it be) of self-defence. The same superiority of intelligence, joined to the power of 
sympathizing with human beings generally, enables him to attach himself to the 
collective idea of his tribe, his country, or mankind, in such a manner that any act 
hurtful to them rouses his instinct of sympathy, and urges him to resistance. 

The sentiment of justice, in that one of its elements which consists of the 
desire to punish, is thus, I conceive, the natural feeling of retaliation or vengeance, 
rendered by intellect and sympathy applicable to those injuries, that is, to those 
hurts, which wound us through, or in common with, society at large. This 
sentiment, in itself, has nothing moral in it; what is moral is, the exclusive 
subordination of it to the social sympathies, so as to wait on and obey their call. 
For the natural feeling tends to make us resent indiscriminately whatever any one 
does that is disagreeable to us; but when moralized by the social feeling, it only 
acts in the directions conformable to the general good; just persons resenting a hurt 
to society, though not otherwise a hurt to themselves, and not resenting a hurt to 
themselves, however painful, unless it be of the kind which society has a common 
interest with them in the repression of. 

It is no objection against this doctrine to say, that when we feel our 
sentiment of justice outraged, we are not thinking of society at large, or of any 
collective interest, but only of the individual case. It is common enough certainly, 
though the reverse of commendable, to feel resentment merely because we have 
suffered pain; but a person whose resentment is really a moral feeling, that is, who 
considers whether an act is blameable before he allows himself to resent it—such 
a person, though he may not say expressly to himself that he is standing up for the 
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interest of society, certainly does feel that he is asserting a rule which is for the 
benefit of others as well as for his own. If he is not feeling this—if he is regarding 
the act solely as it affects him individually—he is not consciously just; he is not 
concerning himself about the justice of his actions. This is admitted even by anti-
utilitarian moralists. When Kant (as before remarked) propounds as the 
fundamental principle of morals, 'So act, that thy rule of conduct might be adopted 
as a law by all rational beings,' he virtually acknowledges that the interest of 
mankind collectively, or at least of mankind indiscriminately, must be in the mind 
of the agent when conscientiously deciding on the morality of the act. Otherwise 
he uses words without a meaning: for, that a rule even of utter selfishness could 
not possibly be adopted by all rational beings—that there is any insuperable 
obstacle in the nature of things to its adoption—cannot be even plausibly 
maintained. To give any meaning to Kant's principle, the sense put upon it must 
be, that we ought to shape our conduct by a rule which all rational beings might 
adopt with benefit to their collective interest. 

To recapitulate: the idea of justice supposes two things; a rule of conduct, 
and a sentiment which sanctions the rule. The first must be supposed common to 
all mankind, and intended for their good. The other (the sentiment) is a desire that 
punishment may be suffered by those who infringe the rule. There is involved, in 
addition, the conception of some definite person who suffers by the infringement; 
whose rights (to use the expression appropriated to the case) are violated by it. 
And the sentiment of justice appears to me to be, the animal desire to repel or 
retaliate a hurt or damage to oneself, or to those with whom one sympathizes, 
widened so as to include all persons, by the human capacity of enlarged sympathy, 
and the human conception of intelligent self-interest. From the latter elements, the 
feeling derives its morality; from the former, its peculiar impressiveness, and 
energy of self-assertion. 

I have, throughout, treated the idea of a right residing in the injured person, 
and violated by the injury, not as a separate element in the composition of the idea 
and sentiment, but as one of the forms in which the other two elements clothe 
themselves. These elements are, a hurt to some assignable person or persons on 
the one hand, and a demand for punishment on the other. An examination of our 
own minds, I think, will show, that these two things include all that we mean when 
we speak of violation of a right. When we call anything a person's right, we mean 
that he has a valid claim on society to protect him in the possession of it, either by 
the force of law, or by that of education and opinion. If he has what we consider a 
sufficient claim, on whatever account, to have something guaranteed to him by 
society, we say that he has a right to it. If we desire to prove that anything does 
not belong to him by right, we think this done as soon as it is admitted that society 
ought not to take measures for securing it to him, but should leave it to chance, or 
to his own exertions. Thus, a person is said to have a right to what he can earn in 
fair professional competition; because society ought not to allow any other person 
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to hinder him from endeavouring to earn in that manner as much as he can. But 
he has not a right to three hundred a-year, though he may happen to be earning it; 
because society is not called on to provide that he shall earn that sum. On the 
contrary, if he owns ten thousand pounds three per cent. stock, he has a right to 
three hundred a-year; because society has come under an obligation to provide 
him with an income of that amount. 

To have a right, then, is, I conceive, to have something which society ought 
to defend me in the possession of. If the objector goes on to ask why it ought, I can 
give him no other reason than general utility. If that expression does not seem to 
convey a sufficient feeling of the strength of the obligation, nor to account for the 
peculiar energy of the feeling, it is because there goes to the composition of the 
sentiment, not a rational only but also an animal element, the thirst for retaliation; 
and this thirst derives its intensity, as well as its moral justification, from the 
extraordinarily important and impressive kind of utility which is concerned. The 
interest involved is that of security, to every one's feelings the most vital of all 
interests. Nearly all other earthly benefits are needed by one person, not needed 
by another; and many of them can, if necessary, be cheerfully foregone, or replaced 
by something else; but security no human being can possibly do without; on it we 
depend for all our immunity from evil, and for the whole value of all and every 
good, beyond the passing moment; since nothing but the gratification of the 
instant could be of any worth to us, if we could be deprived of everything the next 
instant by whoever was momentarily stronger than ourselves. Now this most 
indispensable of all necessaries, after physical nutriment, cannot be had, unless the 
machinery for providing it is kept unintermittedly in active play. Our notion, 
therefore, of the claim we have on our fellow creatures to join in making safe for 
us the very groundwork of our existence, gathers feelings round it so much more 
intense than those concerned in any of the more common cases of utility, that the 
difference in degree (as is often the case in psychology) becomes a real difference 
in kind. The claim assumes that character of absoluteness, that apparent infinity, 
and incommensurability with all other considerations, which constitute the 
distinction between the feeling of right and wrong and that of ordinary expediency 
and inexpediency. The feelings concerned are so powerful, and we count so 
positively on finding a responsive feeling in others (all being alike interested), 
that ought and should grow into must, and recognized indispensability becomes a 
moral necessity, analogous to physical, and often not inferior to it in binding force. 

If the preceding analysis, or something resembling it, be not the correct 
account of the notion of justice; if justice be totally independent of utility, and be a 
standard per se, which the mind can recognize by simple introspection of itself; it 
is hard to understand why that internal oracle is so ambiguous, and why so many 
things appear either just or unjust, according to the light in which they are 
regarded. We are continually informed that Utility is an uncertain standard, which 
every different person interprets differently, and that there is no safety but in the 
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immutable, ineffaceable, and unmistakeable dictates of Justice, which carry their 
evidence in themselves, and are independent of the fluctuations of opinion. One 
would suppose from this that on questions of justice there could be no controversy; 
that if we take that for our rule, its application to any given case could leave us in 
as little doubt as a mathematical demonstration. So far is this from being the fact, 
that there is as much difference of opinion, and as fierce discussion, about what is 
just, as about what is useful to society. Not only have different nations and 
individuals different notions of justice, but, in the mind of one and the same 
individual, justice is not some one rule, principle, or maxim, but many, which do 
not always coincide in their dictates, and in choosing between which, he is guided 
either by some extraneous standard, or by his own personal predilections. 

For instance, there are some who say, that it is unjust to punish any one for 
the sake of example to others; that punishment is just, only when intended for the 
good of the sufferer himself. Others maintain the extreme reverse, contending that 
to punish persons who have attained years of discretion, for their own benefit, is 
despotism and injustice, since if the matter at issue is solely their own good, no 
one has a right to control their own judgment of it; but that they may justly be 
punished to prevent evil to others, this being an exercise of the legitimate right of 
self-defence. Mr. Owen, again, affirms that it is unjust to punish at all; for the 
criminal did not make his own character; his education, and the circumstances 
which surround him, have made him a criminal, and for these he is not 
responsible. All these opinions are extremely plausible; and so long as the question 
is argued as one of justice simply, without going down to the principles which lie 
under justice and are the source of its authority, I am unable to see how any of 
these reasoners can be refuted. For, in truth, every one of the three builds upon 
rules of justice confessedly true. The first appeals to the acknowledged injustice of 
singling out an individual, and making him a sacrifice, without his consent, for 
other people's benefit. The second relies on the acknowledged justice of self-
defence, and the admitted injustice of forcing one person to conform to another's 
notions of what constitutes his good. The Owenite invokes the admitted principle, 
that it is unjust to punish any one for what he cannot help. Each is triumphant so 
long as he is not compelled to take into consideration any other maxims of justice 
than the one he has selected; but as soon as their several maxims are brought face 
to face, each disputant seems to have exactly as much to say for himself as the 
others. No one of them can carry out his own notion of justice without trampling 
upon another equally binding. These are difficulties; they have always been felt to 
be such; and many devices have been invented to turn rather than to overcome 
them. As a refuge from the last of the three, men imagined what they called the 
freedom of the will; fancying that they could not justify punishing a man whose 
will is in a thoroughly hateful state, unless it be supposed to have come into that 
state through no influence of anterior circumstances. To escape from the other 
difficulties, a favourite contrivance has been the fiction of a contract, whereby at 
some unknown period all the members of society engaged to obey the laws, and 
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consented to be punished for any disobedience to them; thereby giving to their 
legislators the right, which it is assumed they would not otherwise have had, of 
punishing them, either for their own good or for that of society. This happy 
thought was considered to get rid of the whole difficulty, and to legitimate the 
infliction of punishment, in virtue of another received maxim of justice, volenti non 
fit injuria; that is not unjust which is done with the consent of the person who is 
supposed to be hurt by it. I need hardly remark, that even if the consent were not 
a mere fiction, this maxim is not superior in authority to the others which it is 
brought in to supersede. It is, on the contrary, an instructive specimen of the loose 
and irregular manner in which supposed principles of justice grow up. This 
particular one evidently came into use as a help to the coarse exigencies of courts 
of law, which are sometimes obliged to be content with very uncertain 
presumptions, on account of the greater evils which would often arise from any 
attempt on their part to cut finer. But even courts of law are not able to adhere 
consistently to the maxim, for they allow voluntary engagements to be set aside 
on the ground of fraud, and sometimes on that of mere mistake or misinformation. 

Again, when the legitimacy of inflicting punishment is admitted, how 
many conflicting conceptions of justice come to light in discussing the proper 
apportionment of punishment to offences. No rule on this subject recommends 
itself so strongly to the primitive and spontaneous sentiment of justice, as the lex 
talionis, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. Though this principle of the 
Jewish and of the Mahomedan law has been generally abandoned in Europe as a 
practical maxim, there is, I suspect, in most minds, a secret hankering after it; and 
when retribution accidentally falls on an offender in that precise shape, the general 
feeling of satisfaction evinced, bears witness how natural is the sentiment to which 
this repayment in kind is acceptable. With many the test of justice in penal 
infliction is that the punishment should be proportioned to the offence; meaning 
that it should be exactly measured by the moral guilt of the culprit (whatever be 
their standard for measuring moral guilt): the consideration, what amount of 
punishment is necessary to deter from the offence, having nothing to do with the 
question of justice, in their estimation: while there are others to whom that 
consideration is all in all; who maintain that it is not just, at least for man, to inflict 
on a fellow creature, whatever may be his offences, any amount of suffering 
beyond the least that will suffice to prevent him from repeating, and others from 
imitating, his misconduct. 

To take another example from a subject already once referred to. In a co-
operative industrial association, is it just or not that talent or skill should give a 
title to superior remuneration? On the negative side of the question it is argued, 
that whoever does the best he can, deserves equally well, and ought not in justice 
to be put in a position of inferiority for no fault of his own; that superior abilities 
have already advantages more than enough, in the admiration they excite, the 
personal influence they command, and the internal sources of satisfaction 
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attending them, without adding to these a superior share of the world's goods; and 
that society is bound in justice rather to make compensation to the less favoured, 
for this unmerited inequality of advantages, than to aggravate it. On the contrary 
side it is contended, that society receives more from the more efficient labourer; 
that his services being more useful, society owes him a larger return for them; that 
a greater share of the joint result is actually his work, and not to allow his claim to 
it is a kind of robbery; that if he is only to receive as much as others, he can only 
be justly required to produce as much, and to give a smaller amount of time and 
exertion, proportioned to his superior efficiency. Who shall decide between these 
appeals to conflicting principles of justice? Justice has in this case two sides to it, 
which it is impossible to bring into harmony, and the two disputants have chosen 
opposite sides; the one looks to what it is just that the individual should receive, 
the other to what it is just that the community should give. Each, from his own 
point of view, is unanswerable; and any choice between them, on grounds of 
justice, must be perfectly arbitrary. Social utility alone can decide the preference. 

How many, again, and how irreconcileable, are the standards of justice to 
which reference is made in discussing the repartition of taxation. One opinion is, 
that payment to the State should be in numerical proportion to pecuniary means. 
Others think that justice dictates what they term graduated taxation; taking a 
higher percentage from those who have more to spare. In point of natural justice 
a strong case might be made for disregarding means altogether, and taking the 
same absolute sum (whenever it could be got) from every one: as the subscribers 
to a mess, or to a club, all pay the same sum for the same privileges, whether they 
can all equally afford it or not. Since the protection (it might be said) of law and 
government is afforded to, and is equally required by, all, there is no injustice in 
making all buy it at the same price. It is reckoned justice, not injustice, that a dealer 
should charge to all customers the same price for the same article, not a price 
varying according to their means of payment. This doctrine, as applied to taxation, 
finds no advocates, because it conflicts strongly with men's feelings of humanity 
and perceptions of social expediency; but the principle of justice which it invokes 
is as true and as binding as those which can be appealed to against it. Accordingly, 
it exerts a tacit influence on the line of defence employed for other modes of 
assessing taxation. People feel obliged to argue that the State does more for the 
rich than for the poor, as a justification for its taking more from them: though this 
is in reality not true, for the rich would be far better able to protect themselves, in 
the absence of law or government, than the poor, and indeed would probably be 
successful in converting the poor into their slaves. Others, again, so far defer to the 
same conception of justice, as to maintain that all should pay an equal capitation 
tax for the protection of their persons (these being of equal value to all), and an 
unequal tax for the protection of their property, which is unequal. To this others 
reply, that the all of one man is as valuable to him as the all of another. From these 
confusions there is no other mode of extrication than the utilitarian. 
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* * * * 

 

Is, then, the difference between the Just and the Expedient a merely 
imaginary distinction? Have mankind been under a delusion in thinking that 
justice is a more sacred thing than policy, and that the latter ought only to be 
listened to after the former has been satisfied? By no means. The exposition we 
have given of the nature and origin of the sentiment, recognises a real distinction; 
and no one of those who profess the most sublime contempt for the consequences 
of actions as an element in their morality, attaches more importance to the 
distinction than I do. While I dispute the pretensions of any theory which sets up 
an imaginary standard of justice not grounded on utility, I account the justice 
which is grounded on utility to be the chief part, and incomparably the most 
sacred and binding part, of all morality. Justice is a name for certain classes of 
moral rules, which concern the essentials of human well-being more nearly, and 
are therefore of more absolute obligation, than any other rules for the guidance of 
life; and the notion which we have found to be of the essence of the idea of justice, 
that of a right residing in an individual, implies and testifies to this more binding 
obligation. 

The moral rules which forbid mankind to hurt one another (in which we 
must never forget to include wrongful interference with each other's freedom) are 
more vital to human well-being than any maxims, however important, which only 
point out the best mode of managing some department of human affairs. They 
have also the peculiarity, that they are the main element in determining the whole 
of the social feelings of mankind. It is their observance which alone preserves 
peace among human beings: if obedience to them were not the rule, and 
disobedience the exception, every one would see in every one else a probable 
enemy, against whom he must be perpetually guarding himself. What is hardly 
less important, these are the precepts which mankind have the strongest and the 
most direct inducements for impressing upon one another. By merely giving to 
each other prudential instruction or exhortation, they may gain, or think they gain, 
nothing: in inculcating on each other the duty of positive beneficence they have an 
unmistakeable interest, but far less in degree: a person may possibly not need the 
benefits of others; but he always needs that they should not do him hurt. Thus the 
moralities which protect every individual from being harmed by others, either 
directly or by being hindered in his freedom of pursuing his own good, are at once 
those which he himself has most at heart, and those which he has the strongest 
interest in publishing and enforcing by word and deed. It is by a person's 
observance of these, that his fitness to exist as one of the fellowship of human 
beings, is tested and decided; for on that depends his being a nuisance or not to 
those with whom he is in contact. Now it is these moralities primarily, which 
compose the obligations of justice. The most marked cases of injustice, and those 
which give the tone to the feeling of repugnance which characterizes the 
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sentiment, are acts of wrongful aggression, or wrongful exercise of power over 
some one; the next are those which consist in wrongfully withholding from him 
something which is his due; in both cases, inflicting on him a positive hurt, either 
in the form of direct suffering, or of the privation of some good which he had 
reasonable ground, either of a physical or of a social kind, for counting upon. 

The same powerful motives which command the observance of these 
primary moralities, enjoin the punishment of those who violate them; and as the 
impulses of self-defence, of defence of others, and of vengeance, are all called forth 
against such persons, retribution, or evil for evil, becomes closely connected with 
the sentiment of justice, and is universally included in the idea. Good for good is 
also one of the dictates of justice; and this, though its social utility is evident, and 
though it carries with it a natural human feeling, has not at first sight that obvious 
connexion with hurt or injury, which, existing in the most elementary cases of just 
and unjust, is the source of the characteristic intensity of the sentiment. But the 
connexion, though less obvious, is not less real. He who accepts benefits, and 
denies a return of them when needed, inflicts a real hurt, by disappointing one of 
the most natural and reasonable of expectations, and one which he must at least 
tacitly have encouraged, otherwise the benefits would seldom have been 
conferred. The important rank, among human evils and wrongs, of the 
disappointment of expectation, is shown in the fact that it constitutes the principal 
criminality of two such highly immoral acts as a breach of friendship and a breach 
of promise. Few hurts which human beings can sustain are greater, and none 
wound more, than when that on which they habitually and with full assurance 
relied, fails them in the hour of need; and few wrongs are greater than this mere 
withholding of good; none excite more resentment, either in the person suffering, 
or in a sympathizing spectator. The principle, therefore, of giving to each what 
they deserve, that is, good for good as well as evil for evil, is not only included 
within the idea of Justice as we have defined it, but is a proper object of that 
intensity of sentiment, which places the Just, in human estimation, above the 
simply Expedient. 

Most of the maxims of justice current in the world, and commonly appealed 
to in its transactions, are simply instrumental to carrying into effect the principles 
of justice which we have now spoken of. That a person is only responsible for what 
he has done voluntarily, or could voluntarily have avoided; that it is unjust to 
condemn any person unheard; that the punishment ought to be proportioned to 
the offence, and the like, are maxims intended to prevent the just principle of evil 
for evil from being perverted to the infliction of evil without that justification. The 
greater part of these common maxims have come into use from the practice of 
courts of justice, which have been naturally led to a more complete recognition 
and elaboration than was likely to suggest itself to others, of the rules necessary to 
enable them to fulfil their double function, of inflicting punishment when due, and 
of awarding to each person his right. 
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That first of judicial virtues, impartiality, is an obligation of justice, partly 
for the reason last mentioned; as being a necessary condition of the fulfilment of 
the other obligations of justice. But this is not the only source of the exalted rank, 
among human obligations, of those maxims of equality and impartiality, which, 
both in popular estimation and in that of the most enlightened, are included 
among the precepts of justice. In one point of view, they may be considered as 
corollaries from the principles already laid down. If it is a duty to do to each 
according to his deserts, returning good for good as well as repressing evil by evil, 
it necessarily follows that we should treat all equally well (when no higher duty 
forbids) who have deserved equally well of us, and that society should treat all 
equally well who have deserved equally well of it, that is, who have deserved 
equally well absolutely. This is the highest abstract standard of social and 
distributive justice; towards which all institutions, and the efforts of all virtuous 
citizens, should be made in the utmost possible degree to converge. But this great 
moral duty rests upon a still deeper foundation, being a direct emanation from the 
first principle of morals, and not a mere logical corollary from secondary or 
derivative doctrines. It is involved in the very meaning of Utility, or the Greatest-
Happiness Principle. That principle is a mere form of words without rational 
signification, unless one person's happiness, supposed equal in degree (with the 
proper allowance made for kind), is counted for exactly as much as another's. 
Those conditions being supplied, Bentham's dictum, 'everybody to count for one, 
nobody for more than one,' might be written under the principle of utility as an 
explanatory commentary.[D] The equal claim of everybody to happiness in the 
estimation of the moralist and the legislator, involves an equal claim to all the 
means of happiness, except in so far as the inevitable conditions of human life, and 
the general interest, in which that of every individual is included, set limits to the 
maxim; and those limits ought to be strictly construed. As every other maxim of 
justice, so this, is by no means applied or held applicable universally; on the 
contrary, as I have already remarked, it bends to every person's ideas of social 
expediency. But in whatever case it is deemed applicable at all, it is held to be the 
dictate of justice. All persons are deemed to have a right to equality of treatment, 
except when some recognised social expediency requires the reverse. And hence 
all social inequalities which have ceased to be considered expedient, assume the 
character not of simple inexpediency, but of injustice, and appear so tyrannical, 
that people are apt to wonder how they ever could have been tolerated; forgetful 
that they themselves perhaps tolerate other inequalities under an equally mistaken 
notion of expediency, the correction of which would make that which they 
approve seem quite as monstrous as what they have at last learnt to condemn. The 
entire history of social improvement has been a series of transitions, by which one 
custom or institution after another, from being a supposed primary necessity of 
social existence, has passed into the rank of an universally stigmatized injustice 
and tyranny. So it has been with the distinctions of slaves and freemen, nobles and 
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serfs, patricians and plebeians; and so it will be, and in part already is, with the 
aristocracies of colour, race, and sex. 

It appears from what has been said, that justice is a name for certain moral 
requirements, which, regarded collectively, stand higher in the scale of social 
utility, and are therefore of more paramount obligation, than any others; though 
particular cases may occur in which some other social duty is so important, as to 
overrule any one of the general maxims of justice. Thus, to save a life, it may not 
only be allowable, but a duty, to steal, or take by force, the necessary food or 
medicine, or to kidnap, and compel to officiate, the only qualified medical 
practitioner. In such cases, as we do not call anything justice which is not a virtue, 
we usually say, not that justice must give way to some other moral principle, but 
that what is just in ordinary cases is, by reason of that other principle, not just in 
the particular case. By this useful accommodation of language, the character of 
indefeasibility attributed to justice is kept up, and we are saved from the necessity 
of maintaining that there can be laudable injustice. 

The considerations which have now been adduced resolve, I conceive, the 
only real difficulty in the utilitarian theory of morals. It has always been evident 
that all cases of justice are also cases of expediency: the difference is in the peculiar 
sentiment which attaches to the former, as contradistinguished from the latter. If 
this characteristic sentiment has been sufficiently accounted for; if there is no 
necessity to assume for it any peculiarity of origin; if it is simply the natural feeling 
of resentment, moralized by being made coextensive with the demands of social 
good; and if this feeling not only does but ought to exist in all the classes of cases 
to which the idea of justice corresponds; that idea no longer presents itself as a 
stumbling-block to the utilitarian ethics. Justice remains the appropriate name for 
certain social utilities which are vastly more important, and therefore more 
absolute and imperative, than any others are as a class (though not more so than 
others may be in particular cases); and which, therefore, ought to be, as well as 
naturally are, guarded by a sentiment not only different in degree, but also in kind; 
distinguished from the milder feeling which attaches to the mere idea of 
promoting human pleasure or convenience, at once by the more definite nature of 
its commands, and by the sterner character of its sanctions. 
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