
A Good Will
Nothing  can  possibly  be  conceived  in  the  world,  or  even  out  of  it,  which  can  be  called  good,  
without  qualification,  except  a  good  will.  Intelligence,  wit,  judgement,  and  the  other  talents  
of  the  mind,  however  they  may  be  named,  or  courage,  resolution,  perseverance,  as  qualities  
of  temperament,  are  undoubtedly  good  and  desirable  in  many  respects;  but  these  gi@s  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  gi,s  of  fortune.  Power,  riches,  honour,  even  health,  and  the  general  well-­‐‑being  and  
contentment  with  one'ʹs  condition  which  is  called  happiness,  inspire  pride,  and  o@en  
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  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  
aKainment  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.    [...]

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'ʹs  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.    [...]

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.
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