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emphasizes the importance of having a "keen and cheerful mind" in exercising and develop
ing virtue (MM, 6:484fCEPP:597). 

Related terms: Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, "On the Common Saying: 
That May Be Correct in Theory, but It Is of No Use in Practice," Groundwork of the 
Metaphysics of Morals, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim, Lectures on 
Ethics, Lectures on Natural Right, Reflections on Ethics, Reflections on Philosophy of 
Right, Toward Perpetual Peace, Categorical imperative, Cosmopolitan right, Democracy, 
Despotism, Doctrine, Duties to others, Duties to self, Freedom, Imperfect duties, 
Justice, Morality, Obligation, Perfect duties, Republic, Right of nations, Rights, 
Sovereign, State, Tyrant, Virtue 

Note 

1. Ludwig 2005 suggests revising the order of sections; Byrd and Hruschka 2010 uncovers
links to Kant's critical philosophy.

Kate Moran and Jeppe von Platz 

"On a Supposed Right to Lie from Philanthropy" (SRL, Ak. 8:42 3-30 / Cambridge 
Edition, Practical Philosophy, pp. 605-15) (Uber ein vermeintes Recht aus Menschenliebe 
zu liigen) Few writings in the history of philosophy have provoked more controversy than 
Kant's short essay "On a Supposed Right to Lie from Philanthropy"; it is here that we find 
Kant's discussion of the infamous example of lying to the murderer at the door. Kant's essay 
responds to a challenge that Benjamin Constant poses to a fundamental principle of Kant's 
practical philosophy: that lying is always morally wrong. Constant claims that this principle 
commits Kant to the bizarre position "that it would be a crime to lie to a murderer who asked us 
whether a friend of ours whom he is pursuing has taken refuge in our house ... It is a duty to tell 
the truth" (SRL, 8:42 5 [ 1797]/CEPP:611 ). Such a principle, Constant continues, renders 
society impossible, because it would give the murderers the right to information that helps 
them harm innocent others (SRL, 8:425/CEPP:611). Kant's response to Constant raises deep 
interpretive and philosophical puzzles resulting in the controversial history surrounding this 
essay. 

Kant starts by clarifying that all we can be morally responsible for is being truthful and not for 
telling others the truth as such; after all, truth is objective and beyond what we can control and 
subject to our will (SRL, 8:426/CEPP:611). Moreover, Kant explains, the aim is to defend the 
view that even under conditions wherein one is "compelled by an unjust constraint ... [and lies] 
in order to prevent a threatened misdeed to himself or to another," one still does not have "the 
authorization (the right) to be untruthful" (SRL, 8:426/CEPP:611). Then, after responding that 
someone who is truthful in response to the murderer's question cannot be held legally account
able for what ensues, Kant argues that 

one who tells a lie, however well disposed he may be, must be responsible for its 
consequences even before a civil court and must pay the penalty for them, however 
unforeseen they may have been ... To be truthful (honest) in all declarations is ... 
a sacred command of reason prescribing unconditionally, one not to be restricted by 
any conveniences. (SRL, 8:427/CEPP:612) 












