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KANT ’S THEOR Y OF V IRTUE

In this book Anne Margaret Baxley offers a systematic interpretation of
Kant’s theory of virtue, whose most distinctive features have not been
properly understood. She explores the rich moral psychology in Kant’s
later and less widely read works on ethics, and argues that the key to
understanding his account of virtue is the concept of autocracy, a form
of moral self-government in which reason rules over sensibility. Although
certain aspects of Kant’s theory bear comparison to more familiar Aris-
totelian claims about virtue, Baxley contends that its most important
aspects combine to produce something different – a distinctively modern,
egalitarian conception of virtue which is an important and overlooked
alternative to the more traditional Greek views which have dominated
contemporary virtue ethics.

anne margaret baxley is Associate Professor and Director of Under-
graduate Studies in Philosophy at Washington University in St. Louis and
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INTRODUCTION

Kant’s views about moral and non-moral motivation in the Groundwork
of the Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason have been
the basis for some of the most familiar objections to Kantian rational-
ism. In reply to these texts, historical and contemporary critics have
objected to Kant’s rigid moral psychology, which appears to deny sen-
sibility any role in moral agency and to understand moral activity as
a matter of rational conscience, not character, virtue, emotion, and
desire. As readers of the Groundwork will recall, Kant begins his anal-
ysis of morality in that work by proclaiming that the good will is the
only thing that is good without limitation (Gr 4: 393; 49). In explicat-
ing the special mode of volition that makes the good will absolutely
good, Kant draws a sharp contrast between duty and inclination as two
opposing sources of motivation for the human will, and insists that
only action motivated from a sense of duty possesses genuine moral
worth. In light of the connection Kant insists on between the good will
and duty, it looks as if having a good will amounts to doing one’s duty
for the sake of duty, not from emotion or inclination. Kant famously
contrasts action done from duty and action done from inclination in
his illustrations of four kinds of conformity to duty. Neither the pru-
dent shopkeeper, who treats his customers fairly out of self-interest, nor
the man of sympathy, who helps others out of a sense of natural sym-
pathy, displays moral worth in his maxim of action. By contrast, Kant
finds moral worth in both the person who is beneficent even though
his own sorrows have extinguished natural sympathy for others and in
the person who is beneficent despite what might be characterized as a
wholesale indifference to the suffering of others (Gr 4: 398–9; 53–4).
These two characters seem to be unsympathetic, cold philanthropists,
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2 kant’s theory of virtue

whose sense of duty is sufficient in the absence of natural emotions and
inclinations, or even trumps countervailing emotions and inclinations.

Although Kant explicitly claims that his account of the good will is
universally agreed to by “common understanding,” it has struck many
readers as counterintuitive (Gr 4: 394; 50). Whereas Kant thinks that
morally favorable emotions and inclinations are unnecessary for a good
will, on what would appear to be a widely held view of character and
human goodness, a good will actually requires morally favorable emo-
tions and inclinations.

Further remarks Kant makes about the very nature of inclination
lend additional support to the idea that he regards inclination as duty’s
natural adversary. In Section II of the Groundwork, for example, he
writes that inclinations “as sources of needs, are so far from having an
absolute worth, so as to make one wish to have them, that it must instead
be the universal wish of every rational being to be altogether free from
them” (Gr 4: 428; 79). We are told that reason, “in the consciousness of
its dignity, despises [empirical inclinations] and can gradually become
their master” (Gr 4: 411; 65). Similarly, in the second Critique, Kant
depicts inclinations as “blind and slavish,” insisting that inclinations
are “always burdensome to a rational being, and though he cannot lay
them aside, they wrest from him the wish to be rid of them” (KprV
5: 118; 235). From the perspective of Kant’s foundational works in
practical reason, it looks as if reason has antipathy for inclinations and
that a morally good will involves nothing more than doing one’s duty
in the face of opposition from inclinations.

Given their significance in Kant’s moral theory, we might expect
these views about the good will, moral worth, and duty to be important
ingredients in any attempt to reconstruct a complete Kantian account
of virtue. Accordingly, I begin, in Chapter 1, by analyzing the details of
Kant’s account of the good will and his well-known examples of acting
from duty in Groundwork I. I then investigate four distinct objections
that have been raised in response to Kant’s rationalist moral psychol-
ogy. Distinguishing between criticisms that Kant has the resources to
answer on the basis of the Groundwork and the second Critique from
a central charge that can only be addressed by turning directly to his
theory of virtue, I conclude with a challenge to Kant that this book as
a whole aims to assess. Although Kant does not develop a complete
account of virtue in the Groundwork, his account of what is required
for a good will has led some of his critics, especially virtue theorists, to
claim that Kantian moral character appears to be a recipe for nothing
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more than continence – strength in overcoming feelings and desires
contrary to morality. In other words, these critics have suggested that,
in the Groundwork and the second Critique, Kant seems to ignore or
overlook a distinction between virtue and continence, a distinction
understood to be central to classical virtue theories.

I explain that this important residual worry about the moral psy-
chology in the Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason motivates
and structures an examination of Kant’s later and less familiar ethical
texts, including The Metaphysics of Morals, Religion within the Boundaries
of Mere Reason, and the lectures on ethics. In these texts, Kant sets out
a theory of virtue and a richer moral psychology, and thus assessing
Kant’s fuller account of moral character requires us to look carefully at
these less widely known Kantian works in ethics. Kant’s various claims
about virtue require reconstruction, but, in Chapter 2, I argue that
the key to this reconstruction is the concept of autocracy (Autokratie).
Initially, this conception of virtue in terms of rational self-rule over
sensibility seems to reinforce, rather than resolve or even mitigate,
familiar criticisms of Kant’s rationalism. This is because autocracy at
first glance appears to be a rigid form of moral self-governance, one
requiring the suppression or even wholesale extirpation of feelings and
inclinations. If this picture of Kantian autocracy turns out to be accu-
rate, it raises doubts about the adequacy of Kant’s theory of virtue. Kant
would seem to reject the commonsense view that certain feelings and
desires are significant for virtue, and he would appear to reduce virtue
to continence, a state of character widely understood to be second
best.

But these objections ultimately misunderstand autocracy. What Kant
objects to in the non-autocratic person is not the mere presence of sensi-
ble feelings and inclinations, but her tendency to take sensible feelings
and inclinations as reasons for action that trump moral reasons. Kant
thinks of this tendency as a propensity on the part of finite rational
beings to subordinate morality to considerations based on happiness
(a propensity he terms “radical evil”). It is thus this propensity to evil
that must be overcome and subsequently guarded against if we are to
live morally good lives in accordance with duty. Once we understand
that Kant thinks that it is our tendency to place our inclinations above
the law that is the real obstacle to morally good character, we see that an
account of virtue in terms of autocracy does not require the extirpation,
suppression, or silencing of sensibility. According to the more subtle
interpretation of autocracy I set out in Chapter 2, the rational self-rule
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constitutive of Kantian virtue involves three things: controlling affects
and passions that disrupt proper moral health of the human soul, (2)
maintaining feelings and inclinations to accord with moral concerns,
and (3) cultivating feelings, desires, dispositions, and attitudes that
facilitate moral action. It is these three functions together – control,
maintenance, and cultivation – that provide a complete and adequate
picture of Kantian moral character. Thus, in spite of his own initial
suggestion that autocracy demands the rational repression of sensibil-
ity, Kant denies that virtue should be understood in such harsh terms.
On the contrary, the virtuous person takes the right attitude toward her
sensible nature, managing and cultivating her sensible nature appropri-
ately. Because she has successfully managed and cultivated her feelings
and inclinations in accordance with reason, the virtuous person has a
healthy soul, one demonstrating inner freedom, tranquillity of mind,
and a cheerful heart in living a life committed to principles of practical
reason.

Any attempt to reconstruct Kant’s considered moral psychology on
the basis of his lesser-known works in practical reason would be incom-
plete without a detailed investigation of Kant’s exchange with Schiller,
which is the topic of Chapter 3. In “On Grace and Dignity,” Schiller
sets out an incisive critique of Kant’s rationalist moral theory, when he
argues that genuine virtue involves the full psychic harmony of reason
and sensibility and that the fully virtuous person (the beautiful soul)
is inclined to do her duty. This beautiful soul, as Schiller portrays her,
takes pleasure in moral action, without experiencing moral laws as cat-
egorical imperatives, and the free conformity of her conduct to moral
principles manifests itself in the pleasing aesthetic quality of grace. By
contrast, Kant’s good-willed agent, who does her duty from duty without
inclination, displays dignity in obeying the moral law out of obligation,
where dignity generally signifies conflict and disagreement within the
soul. Schiller therefore insists that the person who has so thoroughly
internalized principles of practical reason that she acts morally without
being commanded, that is, the person who is fully in agreement with
herself, represents an ideal of psychic harmony to which we should
ultimately aspire. Although Kant and Schiller claim to agree on mat-
ters of principle in their exchange and portray their disagreement in
terms of the presentation of doctrine, I argue that there is a substan-
tive disagreement between them concerning the nature of virtue and
moral health. A careful analysis of their debate reveals that competing
conceptions of human nature underlie the competing political notions
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about moral self-governance for finite rational beings that ultimately
set Kant and Schiller apart.

Having analyzed the important details of Kant and Schiller’s central
disagreement concerning the proper relation between sensibility and
reason in virtue, we turn, in Chapter 4, to the fuller moral psychology
of Kantian virtue (what we can think of as “the positive” side of autoc-
racy). On the more expansive moral psychology of Kantian virtue that
I set out, Kant holds that a range of moral feelings, desires, interests,
and attitudes shaped by reason are integral for moral agency, instru-
mental for the actual fulfillment of duty, and part of the content of
virtue. While Kantians have noted that, in the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant
characterizes sympathy as a feeling implanted in us by nature, one
enabling us to do what the mere thought of duty alone may not be able
to accomplish, I explore precisely how sympathy might function within
a Kantian-inspired ethics of virtue. Kant himself suggests that sympathy
is important for virtue because sympathy makes us sensitive to the joy
and pain of others and thereby facilitates our ability to fulfill our duty of
beneficence. Expanding upon Kant’s own brief discussion of sympathy,
I specify four roles sympathy might play in a fully worked-out Kantian
virtue ethics, and explain how sympathy based on moral principles is
important for Kantian virtue, even though the natural sympathy Kant
discusses in the Groundwork is not a properly moral motive.

Finally, in a brief conclusion that brings together the overarching
themes of this work, I recap the considerations establishing the idea
that Kant does not reduce virtue to continence. Although Kant is able
to distinguish between virtue and continence in his own terms, he nev-
ertheless thinks that virtue presupposes some element of self-control,
because he believes that finite imperfect beings have a tendency to
evil that must be overcome and continually managed in a fully eth-
ical life. Yet, as I emphasize, Kantian virtue is not exhausted by the
notion of rational control over sensibility, for we are also obligated to
strengthen and cultivate feelings, desires, and interests in accordance
with principles of practical reason. The moral psychology at the heart
of Kant’s theory of virtue thus marks an important development within
his ethics. At the same time, it might also seem to raise a question about
the relation between Kant’s considered account of moral character and
the picture of the good will with which we began this investigation. In
addressing this issue about the consistency of Kant’s overall doctrines,
I explain that while the requirements for full virtue are different from
the requirements for a good will, this does not imply that there is a



6 kant’s theory of virtue

tension across Kant’s texts, for he does not hold that the good will is
equivalent to a fully developed moral character. In retrospect, then,
if the fuller moral psychology at the heart of Kant’s theory of virtue
reveals what many have taken to be deficient or lacking in the Ground-
work account of the good will, this is not a problem for Kant, because
the good will is not intended to serve as Kant’s complete picture of
moral character.

In sum, this work attempts to show that Kant has the resources to
answer a number of the most familiar criticisms directed at his ratio-
nalist moral theory and that he is able to distinguish virtue from con-
tinence in his own terms. Furthermore, although certain aspects of
Kant’s theory bear favorable comparison to more familiar Aristotelian
claims about virtue, I aim to highlight the distinctive features of Kant’s
conception of virtue that have not been properly appreciated. To antic-
ipate, on the Kantian view of virtue set out here, virtue involves a
(fundamental) moral disposition not to place our inclinations above
the law, virtue, as full rational self-governance, is an ongoing, lifelong
project that takes continual effort and hard work, and the virtues them-
selves are volitional dispositions conceived of as maxims of practical
reason, not mean states with respect to feeling and action. As one Kant
scholar has recently written, “We may reasonably hope that as Kantians
further clarify Kant’s theory of virtue, its richness will be more widely
appreciated.”1 In setting out a systematic account of Kant’s theory of
virtue, this book aims to show that Kant provides us with a distinctly
modern, egalitarian conception of moral character, one that surely
deserves a hearing alongside the more traditional Greek views that
have dominated so much of contemporary virtue ethics.

1 Lara Denis, “Kant’s Conception of Virtue,” in The Cambridge Companion to Kant and Modern
Philosophy, ed. Paul Guyer (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 530.



1

THE GOOD WILL , MORAL WORTH ,
AND DUTY : CONCERNS ABOUT

KANT ’S RATIONALIST
MORAL PSYCHOLOGY

Kant’s views about moral and non-moral motivation in the Ground-
work of the Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason
have been the basis for some of the most familiar criticisms of Kant’s
rationalism. On the basis of these texts, historical and contemporary
critics of Kant’s ethics have objected to his rigid moral psychology,
which appears to ground moral duty in a thin conception of ratio-
nal agency, making moral activity a matter of rational conscience,
rather than a matter of character, virtue, emotion, and desire. Given
their role within the foundations of Kant’s moral theory, these views
about the good will, moral worth, and duty will be important compo-
nents in any attempt to reconstruct a complete Kantian account of
virtue. In addition to motivating and structuring an examination of
Kant’s later and less familiar texts, which articulate a theory of virtue
that accords moral value to a range of feelings, desires, and dispo-
sitions connected with sensibility, these doctrines may also constrain
the details of Kant’s moral psychology as elaborated in his theory of
virtue, at least on an interpretation that seeks to preserve consistency
across Kant’s texts. After looking at the details of Kant’s account of
the good will and his well-known examples of acting from duty in
Groundwork I, we consider four distinct worries about Kant’s rationalist
moral psychology. The main goal of this chapter is to distinguish the
charges Kant has the resources to answer on the basis of the Groundwork
and the second Critique from those that are best addressed by turning
directly to his theory of virtue, as it is set out in The Metaphysics of
Morals, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, and the lectures on
ethics.

7
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1.1 The good will, moral worth, and duty

Kant begins his analysis of what he considers to be common rational
cognition about morality (gemeine sittliche Vernunfterkenntnis) with his
famous proclamation that, “It is impossible to think of anything at all
in the world, or indeed even beyond it, that could be considered good
without limitation [ohne Einschränkung] except a good will” (Gr 4: 393;
49). In support of this key claim that we judge a good will and it alone
to have unlimited goodness, Kant proceeds to rule out other plausible
alternatives, arguing that all of the other various things we value are
merely limited or conditioned goods. Talents of the mind, including
understanding, wit, and judgment, as well as qualities of temperament,
such as courage, resolution, and perseverance, are good and desirable
for many purposes. Nevertheless, Kant insists that their goodness is
conditional, because we know that these gifts of nature (Naturgaben)
can be “extremely evil and harmful” without a good will (Gr 4: 393;
49). Some of these intellectual and practical virtues extolled by the
ancients might be conducive (beförderlich) to the good will, making its
work easier, by facilitating moral action. Furthermore, certain qualities
of temperament, especially moderation, self-control, and a capacity for
calm reflection, can appear to “constitute a part of the inner worth of
a person” (Gr 4: 394; 50). Their usefulness and perceived value aside,
Kant is certain that, at least upon reflection, our shared understanding
of morality informs us that these character traits are only contingently
good, for they possess “no inner unconditional worth but always pre-
suppose a good will, which limits the esteem one otherwise rightly has
for them and does not permit their being taken as absolutely good”
(Gr 4: 394; 50). We might, for instance, consider it desirable to have
a sharp wit and a formidable intellect, admiring these qualities, which
are instrumental for a number of good purposes. Yet, if Madge uses
her wit and intellect to mock and humiliate anyone who disagrees with
her moral and political views, these qualities in her are harmful. Since
these traits can be good or bad depending on the moral character of
their possessor, their goodness is qualified, conditioned, or limited. On
Kant’s view, the villain’s moderation in affects and passions, self-control,
and calm reflection are iniquitous, making her more abominable than
she would have otherwise been (Gr 4: 394; 50).

Kant makes a similar claim about the merely conditioned or limited
value of what he terms “gifts of fortune” (Glücksgaben), which encom-
pass power, wealth, honor, health, and happiness (as the complete
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satisfaction with one’s condition) (Gr 4: 393; 49). As he explains, these
external goods fortune may bestow on us are good only in conjunction
with a good will; without a good will, they tend to produce boldness and
often arrogance (Übermut) (Gr 4: 393; 49). Happiness, Kant holds, is
something we cannot approve of unless its possessor has a good will, the
very condition under which a person is worthy of being happy. Precisely
in virtue of the fact that a person deserves to have her life go well only
on the condition that she has a morally good character, we rightly feel
no pleasure in seeing the vicious person content: “an impartial rational
spectator can take no delight in seeing the uninterrupted prosperity of
a being graced with no feature of a pure and good will” (Gr 4: 393; 49).
In sum, Kant insists that the good will, whose distinctive constitution he
explicitly refers to in this opening section of the Groundwork as “charac-
ter” (Charakter), is the only thing that has unlimited or unconditioned
goodness.1 In relation to everything else we value, desire, and pursue,
only the good will is supremely and absolutely good, good in all possible
circumstances, under any conditions, and regardless of whatever else
might accompany it.

1 To say that the good will is an unconditioned good is to say that it has a conditioning
relation to other goods and that no other good (or conjunction of goods) has that relation
to it – its goodness conditions the goodness of other goods, which have a qualified worth
in relation to the absolute value of the good will. This is the aspect of the good will
that Kant typically emphasizes when he contrasts it with happiness, maintaining that a
good will constitutes the very worthiness of a person to be happy. The exact term Kant
uses at the very beginning of his discussion of the good will in Groundwork I is “without
limitation,” indicating that there is nothing that limits its goodness, so that it is good
in all possible circumstances and under any conditions, and nothing else can increase
or diminish its goodness. For a helpful discussion of the different ways in which Kant
and Kantians characterize the goodness of the good will and how these terms might
be related, see Allen Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), pp. 23–5 and “The Good Without Limitation” in Kant’s Groundwork for
the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Christoph Horn and Dieter Schönecker (Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 2006), pp. 25–44. It is worth noting, however, that within the first few pages of the
Groundwork, Kant seems to treat the concepts good without limitation, unconditionally
good, and absolutely good as interchangeable (Gr 4: 393–4; 49–50). See, also, the Critique
of Practical Reason, where Kant characterizes a will whose maxim always conforms to the
moral law as “good absolutely, good in every respect and the supreme condition of all good”
(KprV 5: 62; 190).

Although Kant himself overlooks it, there is a clear parallel between his view that the
good will has a conditioning relation to other goods and the ancients’ view about wisdom.
When the ancients say that wisdom is the sole good, they mean that it is the condition of
all other goodness. For them, other goods are merely “putative” goods – they are good
only if used wisely. Kant is therefore mistaken when he asserts that the ancients praise
these other goods “unconditionally” (Gr 4: 394; 50).
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Kant explains, further, that, as an unlimited or unconditioned good
possessing intrinsic worth, the good will’s value has nothing to do with
its results or accomplishments, for these cannot add to or detract from
its absolute value.2 Indeed, even if the good will accomplished nothing
at all, due to “a special disfavor of fortune” or “the niggardly provi-
sion of a stepmotherly nature,” Kant contends that, “like a jewel, it
would still shine by itself, as something that has its full worth in itself”
(Gr 4: 394; 50). In his words, the good will is “good in itself” (Gr 4: 394;
50). In claiming that the good will has full value in itself, Kant means
that the provisions of nature, circumstances, luck, or fortune cannot
alter the goodness of the good will. If one has a good will, no matter what
else happens to be true, one has something supremely, absolutely valu-
able. Although it is better to have a good will accompanied by morally
favorable feelings, desires, and dispositions that facilitate moral action
and promote good deeds, these adornments do not make one’s good
will itself any morally better.

In an effort to give further content to a will that is good in itself,
Kant goes on to explain that the good will is good “only because of
its volition” (Gr 4: 394; 50). He then elucidates the unique mode of
volition of the good will by introducing to us the concept of duty. This
concept of duty, we are told, “contains that of a good will though under
certain subjective limitations and hindrances” (Gr 4: 397; 52). These
subjective limitations and hindrances refer to the sensible inclinations
we have as finite rational beings, inclinations that provide the good will
(as it applies to us) with a potential obstacle to morality.3 Although it
would be natural to presume that these limitations and hindrances to
which the good will is exposed somehow diminish its grandeur, Kant
maintains that they do not conceal or disguise the good will, but, on
the contrary, “bring it out by contrast and make it shine forth all the

2 For Christine Korsgaard’s analysis of the good will as intrinsically good, where intrinsic
refers to the location or source of something’s value, see her influential “Two Distinctions
in Goodness” in Creating the Kingdom of Ends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996).

3 Implicit in the notion that the concept of duty “contains” that of a good will under certain
conditions is that the concept of a good will is broader in its extension than the concept
of a will for which the concept of duty applies. For example, the divine will is a good will,
but since the divine will has no inclinations that could conflict with moral laws, it needs
no power of self-constraint in order to conform its will to the law. For the divine will,
then, moral laws do not take the form of duties, where duty always signifies constraint of
the will by reason. Wood raises this point about the extension of the concept of the good
will in Kant’s Ethical Thought, pp. 26–7.
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more brightly” (Gr 4: 397; 52). Here, it looks as if Kant thinks the good
will’s luster is most radiant in difficult circumstances where there are
obstacles in its way.

Immediately after forging this connection between the good will in
its human form and duty, Kant turns to a discussion of moral worth,
which, at first glance, appears to pertain to particular actions, but, as
we will see, really concerns an agent’s maxims or policies of action.
It is in this context that he presents his much-discussed examples of
acting from duty. The central claim Kant’s entire discussion is sup-
posed to establish is that moral worth, a special, exalted kind of moral
value eliciting esteem (Hochschätzung) from common rational cogni-
tion, is attributed to an agent’s action if and only if it conforms with
duty (pflichtmäßig) and is motivated from duty (aus Pflicht). Given this
intimate connection between the good will and duty, the picture Kant
paints at the outset of the Groundwork suggests that, for finite rational
beings with sensible natures that present a potential impediment to
morally good conduct, having a good will essentially amounts to acting
in morally required ways from the motive of duty and thus to con-
ducting ourselves through morally good actions demonstrating moral
worth.

Before turning to Kant’s illustrations of moral versus non-moral moti-
vation, it is helpful to keep in mind one central aspect of his account of
moral worth, namely the sharp contrast between inclination and duty
as the two opposing sources of motivation available to the human will
and the consequent assumption that all voluntary, intentional action is
either from inclination or from duty.4 This dualistic picture is clearly in
place in Kant’s own exposition of the Groundwork examples, where the
operative assumption in each case is that the agent is motivated from
duty or inclination. It is also at the heart of his critique of Christian
Wolff in the Preface to the Groundwork. According to Kant, in Universal
Practical Philosophy (1738–9), Wolff fails to distinguish between motives
conceived completely a priori from reason alone (duty, or respect for
the moral law) and empirical motives arising a posteriori (inclinations).
As a result, Wolff mistakenly views them as distinguishable merely with

4 Technically, Kant understands inclinations as habitual empirical desires. Henry Allison
is thus correct in noting that insofar as Kant assumes a dualism of inclination and duty
as the only two sources of motivation available to human beings, inclination must be
construed in the broadest sense, to encompass momentary or non-habitual desires, fears
or aversions, and disinclinations (Abneigungen). See Henry Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 108–9.
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respect to their relative strength. Kant, by contrast, maintains that duty
and inclination represent two heterogeneous and exhaustive categories
of possible motives. Furthermore, he argues that what sets his “pure”
moral philosophy apart is that, by recognizing this important difference
in kind between pure and merely empirical motives, it can account for
the possibility of purely rational motivation from duty alone (Gr 4: 391;
46).5

With this important feature of Kant’s moral psychology in mind,
we can now turn to the particular examples he appeals to in order
to illustrate the special mode of volition constitutive of good willing.
All of Kant’s examples are supposed to be cases of dutiful action, or
action in conformity with duty (pflichtmäßig), where an action is dutiful
or conforms to duty if it accords with an act or an end that morality
requires (e.g. refrain from lying, refrain from suicide, perfect oneself,
promote the happiness of others). Kant then stipulates that he will “set
aside” the subset of actions in conformity with duty for which the agent
has no direct or immediate (unmittelbar) inclination, but is motivated
to perform by an indirect or mediate (mittelbar) inclination (viz. self-
interest or prudential considerations) (Gr 4: 397; 52). The reason we
can disregard prudentially motivated action in this attempt to isolate
genuinely morally worthy action is that it is readily apparent that such
action merely conforms to duty and is not morally good.

Kant’s first example, which is intended to capture the easy kind
of case we can set aside, is that of the honest shopkeeper who treats
his customers fairly from self-interest. Although the point is not made
explicit, the operative assumption is that even though the shopkeeper’s
action conforms to duty (in this case a perfect duty of justice), it is evi-
dent that his just treatment of his customers is motivated by a desire for
profit, or “merely for purposes of self-interest” (Gr 4: 397; 53). Presum-
ably, this is obvious because Kant thinks we can safely assume that the
shopkeeper has a clear ulterior motive for treating his customers fairly,
insofar as honest dealings with one’s customers is typically (under nor-
mal circumstances) sound or prudential business practice. Kant thinks
that if the shopkeeper were inclined to treat his customers fairly out

5 Kant contends that one novel, defining feature of the Groundwork is that it sets out an
account of a possible pure will, that is, a will “completely determined from a priori prin-
ciples without any empirical motives” (Gr 4: 390; 46). By contrast, the kind of “practical
anthropology” found in Wolff’s Universal Practical Philosophy provides an account of will-
ing in general, or, as Kant characterizes it, “the actions and conditions of human volition
generally, which for the most part are drawn from psychology” (Gr 4: 390–1; 46).
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of an immediate inclination of love for them, it would be harder to
determine whether his just treatment was motivated by love or by duty
and principles of honesty.6

Next, Kant turns to a case in which a person has an immediate incli-
nation to preserve his life. Despite the fact that all finite rational beings
have a natural desire for self-preservation, Kant claims that to preserve
one’s life from immediate inclination has “no inner worth” (innern
Wert) and that such a policy or maxim of action lacks “moral content”
(moralischen Gehalt) (Gr 4: 397–8; 53). Here, preserving one’s life is
in conformity with duty (pflichtmäßig), but not from duty (aus Pflicht).
He then asks us to imagine that adversity and grief have taken away a
man’s desire to live. In the face of longing for death, this grieving man
retains the strength of will to resist the temptation to act contrary to the
demands of morality and refrains from committing suicide, preserving
his life, “without loving it, not from inclination or fear but from duty”
(Gr 4: 398; 53). According to Kant, it is only when this grieving man is
motivated to preserve his life from duty, not inclination, that his maxim
“has moral content” (Gr 4: 398; 53).

The third example Kant appeals to concerns people blessed with a
naturally sympathetic temperament, where such naturally sympathetic
people “find an inner satisfaction in spreading joy around them and
can take delight in the satisfaction of others so far as it is their own
work” (so fern sie ihr Werk ist) (Gr 4: 398; 53). Kant’s precise choice of
words in describing the satisfaction such a “friend of humanity” (Men-
schenfreund) takes in acting beneficently is perhaps misleading, because

6 Kant’s suggestion here might seem puzzling. He seems to think that where duty requires
that I do something that I do not immediately desire, but is nevertheless dictated by self-
interest, the inference that I am acting from inclination is more secure than the same
inference in the case where duty requires that I do something that I immediately desire.
If this epistemic claim is plausible, perhaps it is because Kant has in mind the contrast
between the honest shopkeeper, who has a clear ulterior motive in treating his customers
fairly, and the man of sympathy, who helps others from natural sympathy without any
apparent ulterior motive of self-interest and who therefore appears to be helping for its
own sake. If this is right, then perhaps Kant assumes that acting from sympathy, though
it lacks genuine moral worth, more closely resembles acting from duty than does acting
from self-interest. Of course, all of this is compatible with his considered view that we
can never know with absolute certainty whether someone is in fact motivated by duty.
For an insightful analysis of this passage, see Marcia Baron, “Acting from Duty (GMS I,
397–401)” in Kant’s Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Horn and Schönecker,
pp. 72–92. I thank Baron for calling my attention to this idea that acting from duty and
acting from sympathy might both appear to be cases in which it seems that the agent
does something for its own sake.
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his own description suggests that such a sympathetically inclined per-
son is motivated to help others by the pleasure he receives from being
the source of their well-being, which would imply that his beneficence
is ultimately self-interested.7 It is important to recognize, however, that
Kant aims to contrast the man of sympathy with the prudent shop-
keeper. In other words, we are supposed to understand that the man of
sympathy is motivated to help other people from an immediate incli-
nation to benefit them, and not from a mediate inclination based on
considerations about what is in his own interest. As Kant conceives of
him, although it gives him pleasure to promote the happiness of oth-
ers, this sympathetically attuned person is not concerned with his own
pleasure as opposed to the well-being of those he aims to help; rather, he
aims to help others because he is directly sympathetic with their needs.
Such non-selfish beneficence would no doubt strike some as an exem-
plary case of morally worthy action. Indeed, according to the British
moral sense theorists who had influenced Kant earlier in his career,
promoting the happiness of others from a sense of natural sympathy
is constitutive of genuine virtue.8 Kant, however, contends that while
action of this kind may be amiable (liebenswürdig) and in conformity
with duty (pflichtmäßig), it has “no true moral worth” (wahren sittlichen
Wert) (Gr 4: 398; 53). Moreover, he claims that sympathy is on the exact
same footing as other inclinations, such as the inclination for honor,
in that it might “fortunately” (glücklicherweise) hit upon what is in the
common interest and accord with duty, eliciting praise and encourage-
ment, but nevertheless not merit “esteem” (Hochschätzung) (Gr 4: 398;
53).

Kant now asks us to consider the very same friend of humanity
acting to promote the happiness of others under radically different
circumstances. Because of his own sadness, this previously sympathetic
man no longer feels compassion for others. Despite the fact that he feels

7 Allison acknowledges this problem with Kant’s characterization of the man of sympathy
in Kant’s Theory of Freedom, p. 110.

8 Kant was familiar with the works of a number of prominent British moral sense theorists,
including Hume, Hutcheson, and Smith. For two accounts that document the influence
of these thinkers on Kant, see Manfred Kuehn, Kant: A Biography (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2001) and J. B. Schneewind, The Invention of Autonomy: A History of
Modern Moral Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). In addition,
see Lara Denis’s illuminating essay concerning the ways in which Kant can be read as
responding to and influenced by Hume, “Kant and Hume on Morality,” The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2009 edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, http://plato.
stanford.edu/archives/sum2009/entries/kant-hume-morality/.
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no sympathy when he sees other people suffering, he “tears himself out
of this deadly insensibility” and helps others “simply from duty” (lediglich
aus Pflicht) (Gr 4: 398; 54). According to Kant, this man’s policy of
beneficence first has “genuine moral worth” (echten moralischen Wert)
when he helps others from the motive of duty (Gr 4: 398; 54).

Next, Kant extrapolates from this third example and offers us a
slightly different case to consider, asking us to imagine that nature
has implanted little sympathy in this – or, for that matter, any – man.
Such a naturally unsympathetic man, a man whom Kant suggests nature
might not have properly fashioned as a friend of humanity, is cold in
temperament and indifferent to the suffering of others (Gr 4: 398;
54). Kant conjectures that perhaps this cold person lacks compassion
because he has tremendous patience and is able to endure his own
suffering; consequently he expects or requires the same of others.
Asking whether such a person would find in himself “a source from
which to give himself a far higher worth [weit höhern Wert] than what
a mere good-natured temperament might have” (Gr 4: 398; 54), Kant
replies:

By all means! It is just then that the worth of character [der Wert des
Charakters] comes out, which is moral and incomparably the highest,
namely that he is beneficent not from inclination but from duty. (Gr 4:
398–9; 54)

Kant’s final example, like the one of the man of sympathy, at least
implicitly involves a comparison of situations in which one and the
same agent performs the very same action that duty requires but under
different circumstances and from different motives. The specific dutiful
action Kant has in mind in this case is promoting one’s own happiness,
which he considers to be an indirect or conditional obligation, inso-
far as unhappiness can be a temptation to transgress the moral law.
In addition to being an indirect moral duty, finite rational beings as a
matter of course have “the strongest and deepest inclination to happi-
ness” (Gr 4: 399; 54). Happiness is an end given to us by nature, which
means that we all naturally desire our own happiness. Yet, even though
we all want to be happy, happiness itself is a vague and indeterminate
concept. This is because happiness, as Kant conceives of it, is a state
in which all of one’s inclinations (empirical desires) are satisfied (Gr
4: 399; 54). Since happiness just is “sum satisfaction” of one’s various
inclinations – whatever they might happen to be – Kant presumes that
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the general precept of happiness will sometimes infringe on a partic-
ular inclination a person might happen to have (Gr 4: 399; 54). He
explains, further, that it is thus unsurprising that a single inclination,
determinate with respect to what it promises and the time in which
it can be satisfied, can sometimes outweigh the more general concept
of happiness, which necessarily appears as “a fluctuating idea” (Gr 4:
399; 54). For example, I might desire the second dry, perfectly chilled
martini and be seriously tempted to satisfy my immediate appetite for
my favorite libation, even though I know imbibing conflicts with my
overall happiness, insofar as it is bad for my health, disrupts my capac-
ity for lucid thought and speech, and occasionally leads me to cancel
tomorrow’s professional and personal obligations. The specific exam-
ple Kant himself appeals to in order to illustrate this point is that of a
person suffering from gout who is tempted to violate his diet because of
an immediate inclination for something that would bring him momen-
tary enjoyment, even though indulging is ultimately opposed to self-
interest. This podagrist acts on an immediate inclination for something
at the table that looks tasty, instead of choosing the course of action
that will promote his health and presumably his overall happiness
(viz. abstaining).9

Kant’s analysis of this final example intended to illuminate the spe-
cial mode of willing unique to the good will is confusing to say the
least, partly because his main point about the conditions under which
an action has moral worth is embedded in a complicated discussion
about the nature of happiness as he understands it.10 Nevertheless, his
fundamental claim about duty and moral worth is perfectly clear. What
Kant insists on is that even if self-interested considerations about health
did not enter into the podagrist’s calculation about whether to eat or
to forgo the treat, and hence “the general inclination to happiness
did not determine his will,” he still has an obligation to promote his
happiness from duty, because dissatisfaction with one’s condition can
serve as a temptation to neglect or violate moral requirements (Gr 4:
399; 54). Kant’s main contention, then, is that when, counterfactually,
our podagrist is motivated to promote his happiness from duty, not

9 Podagrist is the technical term for a person suffering from the medical condition of
gout of the foot.

10 Jens Timmerman likewise notes the difficulty in reconstructing this example, given the
different claims Kant makes about the nature of happiness in this extended passage.
See Timmerman, Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: A Commentary (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 36.
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inclination, “it is then that his conduct has properly moral worth”
(eigentlichen moralischen Wert) (Gr 4: 399; 54).11

Kant’s paean to the good will and his chosen examples of the good
will in action have naturally given rise to a host of objections. The
following discussion focuses on four distinct complaints about Kant’s
account of moral worth, all of which have received considerable atten-
tion in both the historical and contemporary literature on Kant’s moral
theory. For clarity, we can affix the following labels to the particular
Groundwork examples to which our discussion in this chapter and the
remainder of the book will repeatedly refer:12

A. The prudent shopkeeper : He treats his customers fairly from self-
interest.

B. The man of sympathy : He acts beneficently from a sense of natural
sympathy.

C. The sorrowful philanthropist : His sympathy has been extinguished by
sorrow, and he is no longer motivated to act beneficently from incli-
nation; nevertheless, he helps others from duty.

D. The cold philanthropist : By temperament, he is cold and indifferent to
the suffering of others, but he helps others from duty. Kant claims
that he has “a source from which to give himself a far higher worth
than what a mere good-natured temperament might have” (Gr 4:
398; 54).

1.2 Is Kant’s practical conception of the self overly moralistic?

In light of this account of moral worth and acting from duty, Kant has
been accused of holding what we can refer to as an “overly moralistic
conception of the self.” Two distinct complaints fall under this heading.
First, it might seem that the requirement to act in accordance with
duty from duty amounts to a requirement to make the performance of
duty itself one’s end. According to this criticism, in acting on a maxim
that has genuine moral worth, the Kantian moral agent aims at duty,

11 Interestingly, Kant does not explicitly state whether promoting one’s happiness from
duty should move the person suffering from gout to eat the tasty treat or to hold out
for the longer-term happiness that lies in health, but presumably he thinks duty dictates
the latter course of action.

12 I have neglected to attach labels to Kant’s examples of the man who preserves his life in
spite of longing for death and the man suffering from gout who promotes his happiness
from duty, only because the following discussion does not repeatedly appeal to those
cases.
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as opposed to some determinate material end, such as relieving the
suffering of others or promoting their welfare. This criticism of Kant’s
view can be traced back to Hegel, and it is implicit in a well-known
example Michael Stocker appeals to in his critique of modern moral
theories.13 In Stocker’s example, the reader is supposed to put herself
in the position of a patient who is recovering from a long illness and
receives regular visits from a friend named “Smith.” You are convinced
that Smith is a genuine friend, considering the lengths that he has
gone to in his efforts to cheer you up during your hospital stay. To your
surprise, however, Smith responds to your expression of gratitude for
his kindness by insisting that, “he always tries to do what he thinks is
his duty, what he thinks will be best.”14 In an effort to highlight what
he thinks we should find troublesome with this purported example of
morally well-intentioned action, Stocker elaborates:

You at first think he is engaging in a polite form of self-deprecation,
relieving the moral burden. But the more you two speak, the more clear
it becomes that he was telling the literal truth: that it is not essentially
because of you that he came to see you, not because you are friends,
but because he thought it his duty, perhaps as a fellow Christian or
Communist or whatever, or simply because he knows of no one more in
need of cheering up and no one easier to cheer up.15

13 See Michael Stocker, “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories,” Journal of Philos-
ophy 73 (1976): 453–66. More specifically, Stocker uses this example to show that there
is something lacking in moral merit or value with what he conceives of as the standard
view that “a morally good intention is an essential constituent of a morally good act,”
where a morally good intention is “an intention to do an act for the sake of its goodness
or rightness” (462).

In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel contrasts his preferred conception of the ethical
life (Sittlichkeit) with morality (Moralität) along the following lines: “According to this
latter view, I act morally when I am conscious of performing only pure duty and nothing
else but that; this means, in fact, when I do not act. But when I really act I am conscious
of an ‘other,’ of a reality which is already in existence, and of a reality I wish to produce;
I have a specific purpose and fulfill a specific duty in which there is something else than
pure duty which alone should be intended” (G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans.
A. V. Miller [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977], p. 386). On Hegel’s view, acting
from duty precludes one from pursuing a determinate end and, in effect, fails to qualify
as acting at all. For Hegel, aiming at the realization of a particular, concrete end is
constitutive of action, and pursuing such an end involves acting from one’s attachment
to that end and thus acting from an empirical motive. See Phenomenology, pp. 381–2. For
some contemporary treatments of Hegel’s critique of Kant’s ethics, see Karl Ameriks,
Kant and the Fate of Autonomy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), Chapter
7 and Allen Wood, Hegel’s Ethical Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), Chapters 8–9.

14 Stocker, “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories,” 462.
15 Ibid.



the good will, moral worth, and duty 19

Stocker explicitly intends for this example to show that acting for the
sake of duty lacks moral value and that acting for the sake of an action’s
goodness or rightness is alienating, because it prevents us from express-
ing the right sorts of moral attitudes we should have toward other peo-
ple, especially our loved ones. Although there are a number of different
ways we can interpret this charge, Stocker’s own description of Smith
in this passage suggests that one thing he finds problematic about a
Kantian account of moral motivation is that acting from the motive of
duty amounts simply to fulfilling the requirements of an abstract moral
principle.16 As Stocker sees it, when Smith visits his friend because
he believes that doing so is morally right, his intention in comforting
his friend is to fulfill a moral obligation “because duty requires it.” In
other words, Smith cares about doing his duty for the sake of duty,
and not about his friend’s welfare or happiness for its own sake. The
complaint, then, is that, in this case of morally well-intentioned action,
goodness and rightness – as opposed to the various, particular goods
or right acts with which we ought to be concerned – are the object of
the agent’s intention.17 The reason this picture amounts to an overly
moralistic conception of agency is that it seems that the end or object at
which the well-intentioned Kantian agent aims is duty – “what morality
demands” – rather than the particular end of a friend’s good.

16 We can distinguish three criticisms that are implied by Stocker’s critique in “The
Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories”: (1) sometimes it is morally better to act
from emotion or inclination than from duty; (2) acting from duty is incompatible
with having certain emotions, inclinations, and attitudes, and sometimes having certain
emotions, inclinations, and attitudes is the very thing that is required for morally good
action; (3) acting from duty amounts to having duty as the end of one’s action. In this
section, we focus on the way in which the Smith example suggests (3). Criticisms (1)
and (2) are addressed in sections 1.4 and 1.3, respectively, and are taken up again in
Chapters 3–4. For a helpful extended discussion of the various ways in which Stocker
might be interpreted as criticizing Kant’s account of moral motivation, see Marcia
Baron, Kantian Ethics Almost without Apology (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995),
Chapter 4.

17 In Stocker’s words, “the wrong sort of thing” is “essentially external” to action in Smith’s
case (“The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories,” 462). What should be internal
is care and concern for you as a friend, and what Smith should have as the object of
his intention is the particular good of your welfare. Susan Wolf agrees that Stocker’s
example brings out the repellent quality of cases in which a Kantian agent acts on behalf
of a friend out of a sense of duty. As Wolf sees it, what should bother us about Smith is
that “he sees his friend first as a possible object of moral concern and only second as a
person whose comfort and happiness he naturally cares about increasing.” Wolf goes on
to claim that the Kantian agent represented in Stocker’s example can’t be a real friend,
because he sees his friend first as a possible generator of obligations to be fulfilled and
only then as “a whole person whose ends and interests are his own.” See Susan Wolf,
“The Failure of Autonomy” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1978), pp. 48, 52.
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The second concern about Kant’s moral psychology under this head-
ing (“Is Kant’s Practical Conception of the Self Overly Moralist?”)
relates to the picture of practical deliberation to which Kant might
be committed. Kant clearly holds that all intentional, voluntary action
is motivated from either inclination or duty. He insists, further, that
only action that both accords with and is motivated from duty possesses
genuine moral worth. Given the additional assumption that the con-
scientious moral agent will deliberate about the moral rightness of a
possible course of action when this is necessary or appropriate, it may
seem that practical deliberation for the Kantian agent will be domi-
nated by strictly moral considerations. This criticism lies at the heart of a
much-discussed example Bernard Williams sets out in his own critique
of modern moral theories.18 In Williams’s example, a man chooses to
save his wife when faced with a situation that forces him to choose
between rescuing his wife and rescuing a stranger. In this hypothetical
scenario, the husband decides to save his wife, but only after perform-
ing a kind of moral algorithm, which enables him to determine that in
situations of this kind it is morally permissible to rescue his wife instead
of a stranger.19 In spelling out what he finds objectionable about this
case, Williams suggests that a conception of morality that requires a
husband to justify his decision to save his wife by appealing to moral
considerations is unattractive, because it intrudes upon our personal
attachments and distorts our human relationships. This construction,
Williams charges in an oft-cited passage, “provides the agent with one
thought too many: it might have been hoped by some (for instance, by
his wife) that his motivating thought, fully spelled out, would be the
thought that it was his wife, not that it was his wife and that in situations
of this kind it is permissible to save one’s wife.”20

18 Bernard Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1981), p. 17. Williams borrows this example from Charles Fried,
An Anatomy of Values: Problems of Personal and Social Choice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1970), p. 27.

19 In the original example, Fried explains that it is permissible for the man to save his wife
rather than make the choice by flipping a coin because “the occurrence of the accident
may itself stand as a sufficient randomizing event to meet the dictates of fairness” (An
Anatomy of Values, p. 27). Taking this as a justification on the part of the rescuer that
the person he chose to rescue was his wife, Williams objects to the very idea that “moral
principle can legitimate his preference” (Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality,”
p. 17).

20 Ibid., p. 18. Susan Wolf echoes Williams’s sentiments: “Ideally, it seems, when one acts on
behalf of a loved one, one acts plainly and simply for his sake. One’s motivating thought,
fully spelled out, is something like ‘It’s good for George.’” See Wolf, “The Failure of
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Williams’s example, like Stocker’s, appears within the context of a
discussion of how the requirements of an impersonal morality alienate
us from ourselves and others, disrupting our deepest personal relation-
ships and attachments. As the above passage makes clear, however, one
particular feature of a Kantian conception of morality that Williams
finds objectionable is the view he thinks it entails about the content of
an agent’s practical deliberation. As Williams sees it, there is an inti-
mate connection between the moral assessment of an action and the
content of an agent’s deliberative thought on an impersonal view like
Kant’s, such that the husband’s motivating thought preceding action
in this hypothetical scenario must be something like: “This is my wife
in danger, and in situations like this it is morally permissible to save
one’s wife.” Given this connection between the moral assessment of
action and the content of deliberation, the worry, then, is that the
Kantian agent’s deliberative field will be dominated or crowded out by
strictly moral considerations. The reason such a conception of morality
is overly moralistic, then, is that it demands that the moral assessment
of an agent’s action must always be foremost in her mind, restrict-
ing the weight and role that extra or non-moral considerations would
otherwise have within deliberation.

First, we address Stocker’s complaint that acting from duty amounts
to taking duty itself as one’s end, or the purpose at which one aims. We
should agree that there is something troubling with Smith’s behavior
as Stocker describes it. Smith responds to his friend’s gratitude by
remarking that, “he always tries to do what he thinks is his duty, what
he thinks will be best,” announcing the fact that his reason for visiting
his friend has to do with fulfilling a standing moral obligation, which
suggests that his preoccupation is with the morality of his action and not
his friend’s welfare. For one thing, Smith appears to lack any semblance
of social graces or emotional sensitivity toward a sick friend in need.21

Autonomy,” p. 50. Wolf suggests that just as the so-called friend in Stocker’s example
doesn’t really love his friend as a friend should, the husband in Williams’s example can’t
really love his wife in the right kind of way, for, as she puts it, “a preoccupation with
morality seems to interfere with the Kantian agent’s ability to love” (ibid., p. 52).

21 Insofar as one problem with Smith’s behavior is that it fails to demonstrate social graces
as well as appropriate concern for a friend, part of Kant’s analysis is that the problem
here has less to do with duty and moral worth than with features of human relations that
promote morality (an issue he directly addresses in the Doctrine of Virtue and Anthropology
from a Pragmatic Point of View). In particular, in the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant claims that
we should avoid making the recipient of our beneficence feel obligated to us in return
for our help, since this humbles the beneficiary in his own eyes and, as a result, does
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The relevant point under contention, however, is not whether there
is something unsettling in how Smith behaves toward his friend, but
whether this hypothetical example accurately represents what acting
from duty on Kant’s view amounts to and consequently impugns that
account of moral worth. To reiterate, as we have interpreted it here,
Stocker’s criticism is that when Smith is motivated to visit his friend from
duty, his concern is not essentially with his friend, but with fulfilling his
duty, which is the object of his intention, or the thing at which he aims.

There are two main Kantian lines of response to this charge. In the
first place, Stocker’s criticism rests on a conflation of an agent’s reason or
motive for action with the end or purpose of action. Distinguishing between
these two concepts thus provides the first step in uncovering what is
essentially misguided with the charge that acting from duty amounts
to having duty itself – and only duty – as the object of one’s concern.
Here, we need to bear in mind that Kant holds that rational agents
act on maxims of action and that maxims of action are ultimately the
locus of moral worth on his view.22 A maxim is a subjective principle
of action according to which an agent tends to act in relevantly similar
situations, expressing a generalized intent or policy of action that can
be characterized by the formula: When in S-type situations, perform
A-type actions for purpose-P.23 In addition to containing a subjective

not really benefit him (MS 6: 453; 572). Yet, this is precisely what Smith does when
he responds to his friend’s gratitude by stating that his reason for visiting his friend is
that he feels obligated. For a full discussion of the Kantian virtues of beneficence and
gratitude that sheds further light on how Smith in Stocker’s example fails to fulfill the
virtue of beneficence, see Chapter 4.

22 Immediately after setting out the different examples contrasting acting from inclination
with acting from duty, Kant introduces his “second proposition” of Groundwork I, stating
that the moral worth of an action is located in an agent’s maxim of action. As he puts
it: “an action done from duty has its moral worth not in the purpose to be attained by it
but in the maxim in accordance with which it is decided upon, and therefore does not
depend upon the realization of the object of the action but merely upon the principle
of volition in accordance with which the action is done without regard for any object of
the faculty of desire” (Gr 4: 399–400; 55). This thesis that moral worth is located in an
agent’s maxim of action is implicit in Kant’s exposition of the examples in Groundwork
I. As we saw, with respect to the hopeless man who preserves his life from duty when he
longs for death, Kant says that, “his maxim has moral content” (Gr 4: 398; 53). Similarly,
in explaining why the man of sympathy’s beneficent action is not morally worthy, Kant
claims that his “maxim lacks moral content” (Gr 4: 398; 53).

23 Kant offers two definitions of a maxim in the Groundwork, both of which characterize
a maxim as a “subjective principle of volition,” which in turn is contrasted with an
objective principle of volition, or practical law (Gr 4: 401n, 421n; 56n, 72n). The
second definition adds that, as a subjective principle of action, a maxim “is therefore
the principle in accordance with which the subject acts” (Gr 4: 421n; 73n).
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policy of intent to perform a certain type of action in relevantly similar
circumstances in order to achieve a specific purpose, a maxim, Kant
claims, is based on an interest the agent takes in the action. Both respect
for the law alone and inclinations can give rise to interests, according
to Kant, and an interest provides an agent with a reason or motive for
adopting her policy of action taken as a whole.24 Although much more
could be said about Kant’s conception of maxims and interests, the
main point concerning us here is that, once we distinguish between
the end or purpose of an action (the state of affairs an agent intends
to bring about through her action) and the ground or reason for
adopting that end or purpose (her motive or reason for acting), it is
clear that acting from duty in no way precludes an agent from aiming to
bring about a determinate end. All action aims at some particular end,
whether one’s action is motivated by duty, prudential considerations, or
immediate inclination, like love or sympathy. Thus, just as desire-based
action is consonant with the pursuit of a number of different particular
ends, so, too, is action from duty.

Recall Kant’s example of the man of sympathy, the person who ini-
tially helps others from natural feelings of sympathy for them and who
later manages to help from a sense of duty when grief has extinguished
his sympathy. Under each scenario, this person takes helping others
in need to be a good end to achieve, whether he is motivated to act
beneficently from sympathy or from duty. The first main line of reply to
Stocker, then, is simply that, on Kant’s view, when an agent is motivated
to do something from duty, duty does not function as a purpose to be
achieved, but as the ground or reason for adopting a specific policy
of action (a maxim of action that includes one’s purpose). If Smith is
motivated on some occasion to help his friend from duty, he helps his
friend for the sake of helping his friend, because morality requires it
(because morality dictates this is an intrinsically good thing to do).

In addition to this first main point about the crucial distinction
between an agent’s reason for action and the end or purpose of her
action, Kant has a further line of reply to Stocker’s criticism. Stocker’s
example is intended to serve as an example of beneficent action moti-
vated from duty, as opposed to intrinsic concern or love for a friend.
Again, as Stocker sees it, when Smith acts from duty, the love and
concern he ought to have for his friend – the very things that should

24 See KprV 5: 79; 204 for a helpful account on Kant’s part of the relation between a
maxim and an interest.
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be “internal” to Smith’s action – are “external” to his concern. The
important feature of Kant’s view that Stocker fails to grasp here is that
beneficence is a morally good end that we are enjoined to adopt. In
other words, beneficence itself is a duty, specifically, an imperfect duty
to others to do what we can to promote their happiness without expect-
ing anything in return. When Smith pays a visit to his friend from duty,
duty functions as a “goal,” not by serving as an abstract moral principle
to be discharged, but by setting a concrete, particular moral end as
good to achieve. Because we have a duty to be beneficent, duty dictates
that the good of one’s friends and family is an end worth promot-
ing. This tells us that Kantian morality itself enjoins intrinsic concern
and love for one’s intimates and associates – this love and concern is
in no way “external” to duty, for it is precisely what duty requires.25

When Smith is motivated to do something for his friend from duty,
as in the hypothetical example Stocker asks us to imagine, he cares
about securing the well-being of his friend for its own sake, and his
friend’s happiness is the object of his concern and the end he intends to
promote.

Next, we address the worry that Kant’s account of moral worth entails
an overly moralistic conception of practical deliberation. The objection
behind Williams’s example assumes that a moral theory that is commit-
ted to a specific view about the moral status of actions (or maxims of
action) holds that the thought of the moral rightness of a proposed
course of conduct is always explicitly involved in – indeed, constitutes –
the content of an agent’s deliberation. Whereas Stocker’s complaint
rested on a conflation of an agent’s motive or reason for action and the
end of action, the criticism here fails to distinguish adequately between
an agent’s motive or reason for action and the content of an agent’s delibera-
tion. Carefully distinguishing between these two concepts enables us to
see that Kant is not committed to any particular, rigid view about the
content of practical deliberation.

25 My analysis picks up on David Brink’s thoughtful discussion of Michael Smith’s use of
this example to impugn externalism. See Brink, “Moral Motivation,” Ethics 108 (Octo-
ber 1997): 4–32. The fact that morality on Kant’s view enjoins intrinsic concern and
love for one’s friends and family cuts against Wolf’s charge that the Kantian agent’s
preoccupation with morality interferes with her ability to love. Wolf might still object
that having X’s welfare as an end to promote does not amount to really loving X, or
capture the kind of feeling she has in mind when she refers to a form of intrinsic love
for one’s intimates that she thinks goes beyond the parameters of Kantian value. For
a response to this further worry about the relationship between Kantian morality and
love, see Chapter 4.
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Consider the Groundwork example of the sorrowful philanthropist,
the person who acts beneficently from duty when he is no longer
moved to help others from sympathy. He aims to promote the wel-
fare of others because he recognizes that morality enjoins beneficence,
and the recognition that beneficence is a duty is sufficient to moti-
vate him in the absence of feelings of natural sympathy. Here, moral
considerations “impinge” on his deliberation, not by crowding out his
deliberative field, but by providing him with a sufficient reason for
helping others. Nothing here, however, entails that the content of his
deliberation before he acts must simply be: “Morality requires this.”
When our sorrowful philanthropist deliberates prior to acting, the con-
tent of his deliberation can be complex, involving different sorts of
considerations.26 He might, for instance, reason along the following
lines: “Professor Curmudgeon looks like she’s having a hard time carry-
ing that heavy stack of books; I’m on my way to a seminar presentation
and don’t want to be late; although I really dislike that grumpy old
woman, I should give her a hand, because she obviously needs help.”
The false assumption underlying Williams’s objection to Kant is that
when duty is the determining ground of action, the content of an
agent’s thought in deliberating about what to do is nothing beyond:
“This is what morality demands.” Yet, we might note how far-fetched
is a parallel assumption regarding the prudential assessment of action.
Even if all self-regarding behavior is prudentially assessable, it does not
follow that an agent’s motivating thought in self-regarding contexts
must be something like: “This is what is on the whole best for me.” For
example, we might presume that it is in a man’s own interest to save his
wife, but that judgment does not commit us to the further view that the
content of his deliberation when he acts from self-interest to rescue his
wife can be nothing apart from: “This is my wife in danger, and saving
her is in my interest.”27

This notion that the content of the Kantian agent’s deliberative
thought need not be narrowly circumscribed by only explicitly moral
considerations becomes apparent if we consider more mundane,

26 I am appealing to Scheffler’s helpful discussion in Human Morality for the purpose
of exploring the relation between the moral assessment of actions and the content
of deliberation on a Kantian view. See Samuel Scheffler, Human Morality (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1992), Chapters 2–3.

27 Scheffler suggests something along these lines in order to point out the implausibility
of this assumption about the connection between the moral assessment of action and
the content of deliberation. See Human Morality, p. 22.
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everyday cases of morally permissible action, where an action is morally
permissible if it does not conflict with duty, even if the action itself is not
dutiful in the sense of according with an act or end morality requires. As
Kant commentators have pointed out, we can distinguish two different
ways in which the motive of duty can function: as a “primary” motive
or as a “secondary” motive.28 In the former case, duty is the direct,
sufficient motive for action, prompting an agent to adopt a particular
course of action she recognizes as obligatory. By contrast, in the latter
case, duty provides something like a limiting condition that governs
and regulates other motives an agent takes as giving her reason to act,
thereby ensuring that her action is morally permissible in the sense of
not conflicting with moral requirements. As a secondary motive, duty
serves as a constraint by taking certain options off an agent’s menu
of possible courses of conduct. Distinguishing between these two ways
duty can function helps us to see that, in the case of morally permissible
action, duty can only function in this regulative role if it is operative.
This is because merely permissible action is directly motivated by incli-
nation and aims at a purpose dictated by inclination. Thus, if duty has
a role to play here, it must be in the extended sense of determining
whether a course of action motivated by inclination is consistent with
the categorical imperative.

These considerations about the different ways in which the motive
of duty can function indicate that morally permissible action in the
person with a good will is motivated directly by inclination, but regu-
lated by duty as a secondary motive, which guarantees that her action
accords with moral considerations. For example, having two martinis
at a holiday party is morally permissible, as long as imbibing is not con-
trary to duty. Of course, inclination-based actions of this sort do not
possess the special value at the very heart of morality that Kant has in
mind in his examples of dutiful action motivated directly from duty –
they obviously do not merit our esteem. Nevertheless, if governed by
duty as a limiting condition, such morally permissible actions express
an agent’s commitment not to act unless her action is acceptable from

28 Barbara Herman discusses this distinction and argues for its importance in interpreting
Kant’s account of moral and non-moral motivation in “On the Value of Acting from the
Motive of Duty,” in The Practice of Moral Judgment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1993), pp. 1–22. In addition, see Baron’s helpful discussion in Kantian Ethics
Almost without Apology, Chapter 4.
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the standpoint of morality, and thereby reflect her good will.29 The
relevant point with respect to Williams’s complaint, then, is that we do
not assume the narrow view that an agent’s “motivating thought fully
spelled out” when she acts from inclination governed by duty as a sec-
ondary motive must take the form: “Acting on inclination in this case is
morally permissible.” The content of her deliberation, if made explicit,
might be something along these lines: “I’d love a second martini; I’m
not driving and have no personal or professional obligations tomor-
row, so I’m going to have it.” Moreover, although moral considerations
appear to factor into an agent’s deliberation here, this hardly seems to
amount to an overly moralistic picture of deliberation. Kant insists that
the conscientious moral agent will not act blindly, or automatically take
her inclinations alone to provide sufficient reasons for action, since
acting on inclination is not always good. If, for instance, someone in
the room is choking, and I am the only guest at the party who knows
how to administer the Heimlich maneuver (and can do so safely after
one martini), then acting on my desire to return to the bar for the
second drink, instead of helping in an emergency, would be wrong.
As a responsible moral agent, I ought to forgo the second martini (at
least for the moment), because indulging my appetite for my favorite
libation under these circumstances would violate a moral requirement

29 Obviously, acting from inclination regulated by duty in the type of example under
consideration here is not morally worthy – this permissible action (viz. drinking the
smart cocktail) is motivated by pleasure and is not even dutiful in the sense of objectively
according with an act or end that morality says we are obligated to perform or adopt.
Yet the agent’s maxim in this case would seem to have “moral content,” if we agree that
the maxim implicitly contains the premise that inclination is only sufficient if it does
not conflict with duty. That is, for the person with a good will who is committed to
the categorical imperative as the fundamental principle governing moral deliberation,
maxims of action dictated by inclination would (roughly) have the form: “In S-type
situation, perform A-type actions for purpose-P, as long as doing so is consonant with
duty.” This indicates that morally permissible action regulated by duty as a limiting
condition expresses a good will, and so the impression we get from Groundwork I that the
good will is present only in actions that possess moral worth is misleading. A good will is
present in dutiful actions motivated directly by duty as a primary motive (morally worthy
acts), as well as in morally neutral actions motivated by inclination and governed by duty
in its regulative function (morally permissible acts). It does not seem correct to say that
the former express a good will, while the latter are merely consonant with a good will. If it is
true that an agent would not have acted on inclination in counterfactual circumstances
where she perceived that doing so would be contrary to duty, then inclination for her
is not sufficient on its own for action. Her morally permissible action would therefore
appear to express her good will.
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not to neglect completely the welfare of someone in dire need when
one is in a position to help.

This reminder about the various ways in which the motive of duty
can govern thought and action foregrounds the crucial fact that moral
considerations can function within practical deliberation in a number
of different ways on a Kantian view.30 Our example of the student who
helps Professor Curmudgeon carry her books shows a person moved
to act in response to an overall moral verdict he arrives at as a result
of explicit reflection on the morally salient features of the situation, as
well as the general rules or principles he takes to be at issue. At the
other end of the spectrum, our example of the martini drinker involves
a picture of deliberation in which the role of moral considerations is
purely counterfactual. This tells us that moral considerations can factor
into deliberation in diverse and various ways, depending on the context
and particular circumstances in which the agent finds herself, as well
as the characteristic method of deliberation that might be particular to
her.

Reflecting on the various ways in which duty or moral considerations
can structure deliberation on a Kantian view indicates that there are no
grounds for assuming that Kant is wedded to any rigid view about the
content of practical deliberation. Furthermore, even if he holds that
moral considerations should always regulate conduct in one form or
another, this on its own does not amount to an overly moralistic picture
of practical deliberation. It merely indicates that Kant is committed to
the thesis that when a moral agent deliberates about how to act, moral
considerations should authoritatively govern her conduct, so that she
is led (non-accidentally) to act in ways that are morally permissible or
good.

Given the particular scenario set out in Williams’s example, then,
Kant can readily agree that there would be something deeply wrong
with the husband’s behavior if we are imagining that he stands still
in the face of an emergency, surveys the drowning passengers, calmly
deliberates about his various options in a detached fashion, and then
decides that Kantian principles allow that saving one’s wife instead of a
stranger in this situation is permissible. The relevant point, however, is

30 Again, my discussion appeals to Scheffler, who distinguishes five different ways in which
moral considerations can factor into an agent’s deliberation about how to act. See
Scheffler, Human Morality, pp. 31–2.
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that we have no reason to assume that this is the correct way to describe
the dutiful Kantian agent.31 Indeed, given the analysis set out here
about the different ways in which moral considerations can factor into
deliberation, it is much more plausible to think that the role they would
play in this case is purely counterfactual: The husband loves his wife
and wants to save her and acts accordingly, but since he takes moral
considerations to govern whether acting out of love and special concern
is permissible, he would not rush to save his wife in counterfactual
circumstances where it would be morally wrong to do so.32

In conclusion, the main point that Kant would insist on in reply
to Williams’s critique is not that duty – and duty alone – must be the
one consideration that the morally good agent explicitly appeals to in
deliberating about what to do for a loved one, but rather that love and
special attachments should always be regulated and governed in appro-
priate ways by moral considerations. Since acting from love and special
attachment might not always be morally good or even permissible, the
consideration that it was his wife in danger is not, as Williams would
have it, “an explanation which should silence comment,” because the
husband’s love for his wife does not possess unconditional status as a
valid reason for action.33

31 For a helpful discussion of how the rhetorical force of Williams’s example is largely
contingent on how we might be filling in the details of the husband’s behavior, see
Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, pp. 196–7.

32 Herman asks us to imagine a case in which the husband must throw a child overboard
in order to save his wife (The Practice of Moral Judgment, p. 42). Baron fills in the details
of Williams’s example differently, so that we have a stranger in danger of losing his life
while the husband’s wife is not in grave danger, but is in pain and distress. Assuming
that the stranger’s life can be saved, it would be wrong for the husband to devote his
attention to his distressed wife before trying to help the stranger. See Baron, Kantian
Ethics Almost without Apology, p. 137.

33 Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality,” p. 18. Williams could still object that the
consideration that it was his wife should silence comment in this particular case, not in
every case. But Kant would reject the idea that there can be exceptional cases where
considerations based on love and personal attachment silence moral considerations. In
the end, it may be that the Kantian response to Williams offered here is fine as far as it
goes, but fails to satisfy Williams’s more general complaint that the Kantian moral agent
simply cares about the wrong sorts of things and consequently registers the wrong sorts
of concerns. For Williams (and Stocker), the thought of duty is simply not a reasonable
thought to have in deliberating about what to do for a loved one. For a further reply
to this more general objection to Kant’s moral theory, see Chapter 4. I thank Susan
Wolf for raising this point on behalf of Williams and Stocker in discussion of an earlier
version of this material.
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1.3 Can one have a good will and have morally favorable
inclinations in accordance with duty?

Having considered our first main worry about Kant’s account of moral
motivation, we now turn to some of the more widely discussed criti-
cisms of his moral psychology. Some of Kant’s readers have taken the
Groundwork examples to imply that an agent must be averse to doing
her duty for her action to have genuine moral worth and express a
good will. On this interpretation, Kant holds that wanting to act as
morality requires is incompatible with having a good will. As we saw
in section 1.1, Kant insists that the man of sympathy, who helps others
out of a sense of sympathy, fails to display moral worth in his maxim
of action. By contrast, Kant maintains that this previously sympathetic
man acts on a maxim that has genuine moral worth when he helps
others from duty after his own sorrows have extinguished his natural
sympathy for others, and that the cold and indifferent person, who is
beneficent from duty alone, has within himself a “far higher worth than
what a mere good natured temperament might have” (Gr 4: 399; 54).
These philanthropists are beneficent from duty in the total absence of
any feelings of sympathy for their fellow human beings – indeed, in the
cold philanthropist, inclination appears to run in a different direction
(a direction other than duty).34

This complaint that Kant thinks that having inclination in favor of
duty is incompatible with a good will can be traced back to Friedrich
Schiller’s well-known joking lines:

Scruples of Conscience:
I like to serve my friends, but unfortunately I do it by inclination.
And so often I am bothered by the thought that I am not a virtuous

person.

Decision:
There is no other way but this! You must seek to despise them
And do with repugnance what duty bids you.35

34 In the Groundwork, it looks as if the examples of acting from duty Kant has in mind
are cases where the agent lacks morally favorable inclinations or has merely indirect
contrary-to-duty inclinations, not direct contrary-to-duty inclinations. In the cold phi-
lanthropist, inclination runs in a different direction, but only indirectly so.

35 Friedrich Schiller, Xenien “The Philosophers,” in Goethe, Werke, Volume i, ed. Erich
Trunz (Munich: Beck, 1982). This translation is from Allen Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought,
p. 28.
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If Schiller is right, and this incompatibility thesis is correct, it looks as
if Kant thinks that it is morally better (more admirable) if a person is
disinclined to act dutifully and yet does her duty anyway, than if she
desires to act morally and does her duty without struggle, while taking
pleasure in moral action.36

In assessing this familiar criticism of Kant’s moral psychology, we
should acknowledge that there is a reason Schiller’s joking poem res-
onates with so many of Kant’s critics and defenders alike, even though
in the end it represents a caricature of his view. This is because Kant’s
own remarks at times suggest that the good will shines more brightly
against the backdrop of inclinations standing in its way, as when he
claims that “the sublimity and inner dignity of the command of duty
is all the more manifest the fewer are the subjective causes in favor of
it and the more there are against it” (Gr 4: 425; 77).37 Yet, while Kant
sometimes paints inclination as duty’s natural foe, especially when his
concern is to show that inclination cannot ground moral principles
or provide a properly moral motive for right action, there is decisive
evidence that he rejects the idea that an agent cannot have or express
a good will if she happens to be inclined to act dutifully.

In the first place, Kant believes that one can act in accordance with
duty from the motive of duty and at the same time have inclination
directed toward moral action. If we recall, at the beginning of his

36 In the contemporary literature, Richard Henson and Richard Taylor suggest that, in
the Groundwork, Kant accords moral worth only to dutiful actions performed in the
absence of supportive inclinations or in the face of contrary inclinations. Henson thus
characterizes the Groundwork account of moral worth as a “battle citation” model of
moral worth, according to which moral worth signifies the fact that the agent has won
a victory in acting dutifully in the face of obstacles. See Henson, “What Kant Might
Have Said: Moral Worth and the Overdetermination of Action,” Philosophical Review 88,
1 (1979): 39–54. Taylor argues that on Kant’s view:

To be genuinely moral, you must tear yourself away from your inclinations as
a loving human being, drown the sympathetic promptings of your heart, scorn
any fruits of your efforts, think last of all of the feelings, desires and inclinations
either of yourself or others and, perhaps detesting what you have to do, do it
anyway – solely from respect for the Law.

This quote is from Richard Taylor, Good and Evil, revised edition (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 2000), p. 153.

37 In his lectures on ethics delivered around the same time that he had submitted the
manuscript of the Groundwork to his publisher, Kant is recorded as suggesting that there
is something more estimable about acting from duty when it involves sacrifice and
struggle: “According to its moral worth, an action is worth the more the costlier it is for
me” (Mrongovius II 29: 613).
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exposition of the Groundwork examples, Kant’s expressed rationale for
suggesting that it is easy to determine that the prudential shopkeeper’s
honest treatment of his customers is not motivated from duty is that
“mediate” inclination (prudence or long-term self-interest) directs him
to treat his customers fairly. There, we were told that, by contrast,
determining whether an action in conformity with duty is motivated
from duty or from inclination is “much more difficult to note” in cases
where an action conforms with duty and the agent has an immediate
inclination in favor of it (Gr 4: 397; 53). This remark indicates that
a person with a good will can be inclined to X (have an inclination
to X) and yet do X from duty, in which case duty is the determining
ground of her action.38 In short, Kant distinguishes between an action
accompanied by inclination (mit Neigung) and an action motivated from
inclination (aus Neigung).39 This means that morally worthy action can
be accompanied by inclination and that a person with a good will can
act beneficently from duty with sympathy and love – she need not do her
duty in the absence of sympathy, or in the face of indifference, in order
to have a good will.

In the second place, it is important to remember that when Kant
appeals to the example of the person who is initially beneficent from
sympathy and who, later, helps others from duty when his feelings of
sympathy have been extinguished, he is not contrasting the moral status
of two different people, or suggesting that inclination must be absent
for a person’s beneficent conduct to demonstrate genuine moral worth.
Instead, he is contrasting the moral status of the maxims of action of
the same person under different circumstances, and insisting that this
person’s maxim of helping others elicits our esteem only when duty, as

38 On a natural reading, Kant’s discussion in Groundwork I implies that when an agent has
an indirect inclination toward action, it is safe to assume that her action is motivated
from inclination, not merely accompanied by inclination. But if one can act from duty
with sympathy, there is no reason to think that one cannot likewise act from duty with
self-interest.

For an interesting account of how we might conceive of the Kantian agent acting
from duty with inclination, see Julie Tannenbaum, “Acting With Feeling From Duty,”
Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 5 (2002): 321–37. Tannenbaum distinguishes between
the manner and motive of action in order to show that it is possible to comfort someone
compassionately from the motive of duty alone.

39 Both Allison and Reiner emphasize the importance of this distinction for Kant’s moral
psychology. See Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, p. 111 and Hans Reiner, Duty and
Inclination (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1983), pp. 25–7. Kant himself invokes this
distinction most explicitly in his exchange with Schiller. On this exchange and Kant’s
analysis of the distinction and its importance, see Chapter 3.
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opposed to natural sympathy, motivates him to help. Kant’s contention,
then, is not that moral worth requires an agent to act dutifully without
inclination, or in the teeth of contrary inclination, but that moral worth
is exemplified in an agent’s maxim only when duty is the determining
ground of her action.

One final consideration helps mitigate the worry under considera-
tion here. This is a point concerning the heuristic value Kant presumes
his specific examples of morally worthy action will have for his readers.
Kant focuses on examples in which an agent’s inclinations do not direct
her toward duty, or even pose a hindrance to duty, for the purpose of
making the good will more apparent. In other words, he adopts what
H. J. Paton has termed a “method of isolation,” isolating the motive
of duty from all sensible inclinations, which in turn enables him to
provide cases in which it is especially clear that the agent in question
is motivated to do the right thing from duty, not inclination.40 Like a
chemist, then, Kant aims to separate duty from all other merely empiri-
cal motives, so that he can demonstrate cases of dutiful action in which
duty alone – and even in opposition to sensible inclinations – is suffi-
cient to motivate the agent to act in morally right ways for its own sake,
because it is intrinsically right.41

In sum, Kant does not hold the counterintuitive view reflected in
Schiller’s joking lines – that a person with a good will must be averse
to doing her duty – because he allows that morally worthy action from
duty can be accompanied by inclination. Some of Kant’s critics have
insisted, however, that it is not enough that Kant allows that morally

40 See H. J. Paton, The Categorical Imperative: A Study in Kant’s Moral Philosophy (London:
Hutchinson & Company Ltd., 1947), p. 47.

41 In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant compares himself to a chemist devising an exper-
iment, in his case, one that will allow him to distinguish the pure moral determining
ground of the will (duty or respect for the law) from all empirical incentives of incli-
nation (KprV 5: 92; 214; cf. 5: 156; 265). This point about Kant’s aim in presenting
examples where duty suffices in the absence of inclination, or in the face of con-
trary inclination, is widely noted in the secondary literature. See, for instance, Baron,
Kantian Ethics Almost without Apology, pp. 147–8; Lewis White Beck, A Commentary on
Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press,
1960), pp. 120 n20, 228, and “Sir David Ross on Duty and Purpose in Kant,” Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research 16, 1 (1955), 104; Thomas E. Hill, Editor’s Introduc-
tion to Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (Oxford Philosophical
Texts), ed. Thomas E. Hill, trans. Arnulf Zweig (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002),
p. 32; Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends, p. 58; Nelson Potter, “Kant and the Moral
Worth of Actions,” Southern Journal of Philosophy 34 (1996), 237n; Jens Timmerman,
Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: A Commentary, pp. 32–3; and Wood,
Kant’s Ethical Thought, pp. 27–40.
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favorable inclination is compatible with a good will, because it is better
(more estimable) to be motivated to act well from inclinations like
sympathy and love than from duty. We therefore need to know precisely
why action motivated from inclination lacks moral worth and does not
merit the esteem that Kant believes action motivated from duty elicits
in us as impartial rational spectators.

1.4 Why is inclination not a genuine moral motive for Kant?

When Kant contrasts acting from duty and acting from inclination in
his exposition of the Groundwork examples, he insists that acting from
inclination has no inner worth and that a maxim of action adopted
on the basis of inclination lacks moral content (Gr 4: 397–8; 52–4). A
number of Kant’s critics, however, have objected to this idea that only
duty (or respect for the law) qualifies as a genuine moral motive.42 A
closer look at two of the Groundwork examples in particular tells us why
Kant holds that inclination is not a proper moral motive.

As we have seen, the prudent shopkeeper treats his customers fairly
because self-interest requires it. This means that he can be expected to
treat his customers fairly as long as he perceives that doing so is prof-
itable. Honest business dealings with his customers will no doubt bring
our shopkeeper a profit under certain circumstances. In a competi-
tive market, for instance, customers who know they are being treated
unjustly have the recourse to take their business elsewhere, and can
choose to patronize merchants who charge fair prices, give the correct

42 For one prominent historical critique of Kant along these lines, see Arthur Schopen-
hauer’s On the Basis of Morality, trans. E. F. J. Payne (Indianapolis and Cambridge:
Hackett, 1995), pp. 120–98. For Schopenhauer, it is sympathy, not duty, that is a gen-
uine moral motive. Contemporary philosophers that have criticized Kant for excluding
emotion and inclination as possible moral motives, include Lawrence Blum, Lawrence
Hinman, Justin Oakley, Michael Stocker, and Bernard Williams. See Lawrence Blum,
Friendship, Altruism, and Morality (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980); Lawrence
Hinman, “On the Purity of Our Moral Motives: A Critique of Kant’s Account of the Emo-
tions and Acting for the Sake of Duty,” The Monist 66 (1983): 251–67; Justin Oakley,
Morality and the Emotions (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 86–121; Michael Stocker, “The
Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories,” “Values and Purposes: The Limits of Teleol-
ogy and the Ends of Friendship, Journal of Philosophy 78 (1981): 747–65 and “Friendship
and Duty: Some Difficult Relations,” in Identity, Character, and Morality: Essays in Moral
Psychology, ed. Owen J. Flanagan and Amélie Oksenberg Rorty (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1990), pp. 219–33; Bernard Williams, “Morality and the Emotions,” in Problems
of the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), pp. 207–29 and “Persons,
Character, and Morality.”
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change, and stand by their products, etc. We can, however, envision
a different set of circumstances in which self-interest and the dutiful
course of action do not coincide. If all the other olive markets in town
go out of business, the prudent shopkeeper will have no competition.
Under these alternative circumstances, even if customers are aware
they are being taken advantage of by the prudent shopkeeper’s shrewd
business practices, those who want olives for their evening martinis will
have no option to take their business elsewhere. Under this scenario,
where self-interest points in favor of a course of action contrary to duty,
the prudent shopkeeper recognizes that he can maximize his profits
by cheating his customers. This counterfactual consideration tells us
that if self-interest happens to lead to dutiful action (as it does in the
original scenario), its accord with duty is merely contingent or accidental.
Elaborating on this key idea that inclination only haphazardly leads to
action in conformity with the moral law, Kant explains:

For, in the case of what is to be morally good it is not enough that it
conform with the moral law but it must also be done for the sake of the law;
without this, that conformity is only very contingent and precarious, since
a ground that is not moral will indeed now and then produce actions in
conformity with the law, but it will also often produce actions contrary to
the law. (Gr 4: 390; 45–6)

As this passage indicates, the unsuitability of inclination as a moral
motive is not simply an issue of natural inclinations being fickle and
transient, here one moment, gone the next. For though Kant at times
expresses the view that natural inclinations are not reliable motives
for moral action because they are unstable, capricious psychological
states, subject to change in the face of frustration, sorrow, or anger,
this is certainly not the problem with self-interest. In other words, there
is no indication that Kant thinks self-interest is not a reliable motive
for moral action because we cannot always be counted on to desire
what is in our own interest. Instead, his point is that even if our shop-
keeper could consistently be counted on to act from self-interest, the
agreement of his action with duty would still be entirely contingent
and dependent on external circumstances (circumstances that have
nothing to do with his will). Since the prudent shopkeeper takes self-
interest on its own to provide a sufficient motive for action, consider-
ations about what is in his interest move him to act even when acting
on self-interest conflicts with moral requirements, as in the counter-
factual scenario just considered, where the object of prudence and
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the object of duty pull apart. Thus, when the prudent shopkeeper
happens to act in morally appropriate or good ways, he does so acci-
dentally, irrespective of any concern on his part about the morality of
his conduct. The fact that the prudent shopkeeper is not motivated
even indirectly by an interest in the morality of his action suggests
that, as Kant conceives of him, duty is not operative for him in either
of the two senses set out in section 1.2. In other words, the prudent
shopkeeper is motivated directly from inclination, and his action is not
regulated by duty in the extended sense in which duty acts as a filter or
constraint on inclination, ensuring that acting on inclination is morally
permissible.

Our analysis of the prudent shopkeeper helps illuminate Kant’s cen-
tral contention that inclinations lead “only contingently to what is good
and can very often also lead to what is evil” (Gr 4: 411; 65). When an
agent acts from inclination, it is always a contingent or accidental mat-
ter that her action accords with duty, insofar as inclination as a motive
only leads to right action through a fortuitous alignment of motive and
external circumstances, which could easily have been otherwise.

Next, we consider the man of sympathy, the person who experiences
inner pleasure in spreading happiness and takes delight in the content-
ment of others without any further motive of self-interest (Gr 4: 398;
53). In explaining why even a seemingly morally favorable inclination
like sympathy is not a truly moral motive, Kant insists that sympathy
“is on the same footing with other inclinations, for example, the incli-
nation to honor, which, if it fortunately lights upon what is in fact in
the common interest and in conformity with duty and hence honor-
able, deserves praise and encouragement but not esteem” (Gr 4: 398;
53). Here, again, he underscores the idea that it is entirely contingent
whether inclination results in morally good conduct, since natural incli-
nation can just as easily lead an agent to act in ways that conflict with the
categorical imperative. For example, imagine someone named “Sym-
pathetic Sam,” who is exceedingly compassionate and always wants to
help his twin brother Ben. Sam might be moved to help Ben in ways
that accord with duty, as when sympathy motivates him to stay up late
to help Ben prepare for his final Calculus exam. But Sam might just
as easily be moved to help in ways that violate duty, as when sympathy
motivates him to take Ben’s final exam for him.

Kant, we should recall, takes care to point out in his own example that
the man of sympathy possesses “a mere good-natured temperament”
(Gr 4: 398; 54). This sympathy nature has endowed him with is “blind



the good will, moral worth, and duty 37

and servile” (KprV 5: 84; 207). It lies in feeling, not the will, which
explains why Kant conceives of it as pathological, not practical (Gr 4:
399; 55; cf. Gr 4: 458; 104). Like all other merely natural feelings and
inclinations, then, sympathy is not governed by moral principle and
does not of itself accord with the moral law (KprV 5: 84; 207). Given
this Kantian account of inclination, we are supposed to understand
that the man of sympathy takes sympathy to provide a sufficient motive
for action in the absence of considerations about the moral appropri-
ateness of acting as sympathy directs him to act, which implies that he
is blind to the fact that sometimes acting on sympathy is not morally
good. Here, again, if Kant presumes that the man of sympathy acts
from natural inclination unconstrained by moral considerations, the
underlying assumption in his analysis is that duty is not operative for
him as a primary or secondary motive of action. Since concern about
the moral rightness of his action plays no role in guiding or determin-
ing his conduct, even in the extended sense in which duty serves in its
regulative role to determine whether acting on inclination is permissi-
ble, when the man of sympathy acts in conformity with the dictates of
morality, this convergence itself is an accident or matter of luck. The
man of sympathy’s ground for adopting a maxim of beneficence is not
that helping others is a morally good end that all rational beings are
enjoined to adopt. On the contrary, his interest in helping others is a
non-moral interest based on natural inclination, which means that he
is moved to help others independently of any moral concern on his
part, or independently of any judgment that doing so is morally good
or permissible.43

In short, inclination is not a genuine moral motive for Kant, because
it is always an accidental or contingent matter whether inclination
harmonizes with the requirements of duty. The underlying reason

43 As our analysis has shown, the problem with inclination is not merely that inclination
itself is unstable and therefore cannot always be relied on as a motive for right action.
Nevertheless, the man of sympathy example reveals that this is at least part of Kant’s
account of why inclination is not a genuine moral motive. Kant at one point refers to
“melting sympathy,” which lies in feeling, not the will, suggesting that sympathy can be
extinguished in the face of sorrow or frustration, for instance, and is not (fully) within
the agent’s control (Gr 4: 399; 55). By contrast, the motive of duty is not precarious
and fluctuating in this sense, for it has “an influence on the human heart so much
more powerful than all other [empirical] incentives” (Gr 4: 410–11; 64–5). The notion
that inclinations are not fixed psychological states is thus one aspect of Kant’s view that
inclination is not a proper moral motive. Here, the problem has to do with the nature
of inclinations themselves.
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that inclination merely contingently accords with duty is that when
an agent adopts a policy of action on the basis of inclination, the moral
rightness of her action has nothing to do with an antecedent com-
mitment on her part to morality (a commitment on her part to do
what is right for its own sake). By contrast, Kant holds that when an
agent is motivated from duty, the fact that she acts in morally good
or appropriate ways is not contingent on external circumstances that
have nothing to do with her will, because concern for moral right-
ness is precisely what determines her action. In other words, when an
agent acts from duty, she adopts a proposed maxim of action because
she recognizes that that course of conduct is morally right or obliga-
tory, and so the fact that she acts in dutiful ways is the non-accidental
effect of her moral concern.44 Duty, Kant tells us, just is “the neces-
sity of an action out of respect for the law” (Gr 4: 400; 50). For the
dutiful Kantian moral agent, then, an overriding concern to respect
the moral law, by acting in accordance with the categorical impera-
tive, is the guiding principle that determines the will, which means
that her actions conform to the law necessarily, without the accident of
circumstance.

This assumption that an action always accords with duty when an
agent is motivated from duty is clearly at work in Kant’s exposition
of the Groundwork examples. If we recall, Kant claims that we can set
aside action that does not conform with duty in an attempt to isolate
genuinely morally worthy action, for he assumes that when an agent
is actually motivated from duty, her action will necessarily conform to
moral requirements. Thus, in the Groundwork Kant rules out the possi-
bility that action motivated by duty might violate duty. Elsewhere, in the
Doctrine of Virtue, however, he allows that we can be mistaken in our judg-
ment about whether a particular course of action is dutiful or not and,
as a result, can act from duty and yet act in ways that conflict with moral
considerations.45 We should concede, then, that there might be special
cases where the dutiful Kantian agent is motivated to do something
from duty but nevertheless ends up acting in a way that is not morally
good. For instance, let us imagine that the sorrowful philanthropist,
the person who acts from duty in the absence of natural sympathy, is
motivated on some occasion to help his friend Fred. In this case, he

44 See Herman, “On the Value of Acting from the Motive of Duty,” in The Practice of Moral
Judgment, p. 8.

45 See MS 6: 401; 529 for Kant’s brief discussion of mistakes in moral judgment.
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helps Fred prepare for his final Philosophy exam because he believes
doing so is obligatory, but he indirectly helps Fred cheat on the exam.
Perhaps this is due to the fact that the sorrowful philanthropist does
not know that the essay questions Fred shows him are not sample ques-
tions but the actual exam questions and that Fred is required to answer
them entirely on his own, without any assistance from others. But this
is a mistake in an agent’s judgment about whether a particular course
of action is dutiful or not – it is a mistake of fact – and Kant says that in
cases where an agent has considered the morality of a proposed course
of conduct and acted in accordance with his conscience, the question
of guilt or innocence is not at issue (MS 6: 401; 529–30). Here, it is
simply incumbent upon a moral agent to enlighten his understanding
with respect to what his duties are (or, better, what conduct is dutiful)
(MS 6: 401; 529–30). Kant, of course, would rightly maintain that the
beneficent action of the sorrowful philanthropist is not on a par with
the beneficent action of Sympathetic Sam when he helps Ben by tak-
ing his final exam for him. For while Sam lacks any moral interest in
beneficence and fails to consider what duty requires of him when he is
inclined to help his brother, the sorrowful philanthropist believes that
helping his friend is a morally good thing to do, and so acts on a maxim
that has moral content. Moreover, in contrast to Sympathetic Sam, for
whom moral considerations do not even play a counterfactual role in
prohibiting acting on inclination when inclination conflicts with duty,
the sorrowful philanthropist would refrain from helping his friend Fred
if he knew it was wrong. In conclusion, then, Kant’s considered view is
that acting from duty nearly always (if not perfectly) accords with moral
requirements, where the exceptions to this rule concern the fact that
our judgment about whether particular courses of action are required
or morally good is not infallible.46

46 Allison suggests that we revise Kant’s view so that it states explicitly that which Kant
clearly intends, namely, that morally worthy action must accord with duty and be moti-
vated from duty (Kant’s Theory of Freedom, p. 113). On Allison’s revision, the sorrowful
philanthropist’s beneficent action lacks moral worth even though he acts from duty.
He ought not to be blamed for acting contrary-to-duty, however, because he did what
he thought duty required. This seems correct, but this counterexample raises a further
question about what we should say about the agent’s maxim of action. The sorrowful
philanthropist aims to help a friend in need and has no indication that Fred intends to
cheat. The sorrowful philanthropist’s maxim of beneficence has moral content, since
he adopts a policy of helping on the grounds that it is the morally right thing to do.
Here, the agent’s maxim of action has moral content and expresses his good will, even
though his action itself may not conform to duty.
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1.5 Is Kant’s account of the good will simply a recipe
for continence?

A final objection that has been leveled against Kant’s moral psychology
is one that is closely associated with contemporary virtue ethics, and it
represents a complaint about Kantian rationalism that goes beyond any
criticism we have considered thus far. In response to some of the more
familiar objections to Kant’s rationalist moral psychology explored over
the course of this chapter, we have seen that Kant does not think that
supporting inclination disqualifies one from having a good will or that
a good will requires contrary inclination that an agent’s sense of duty
must trump. Nevertheless, it is still true that he allows that the person
who has no desire to act as duty demands but acts dutifully anyway,
with conflicted feelings and without taking pleasure in acting well, has
done all that is required for a good will. Whereas Kant appears to think
that the person in whom a sense of duty must overcome indifference
or countervailing inclination can and does display a good will, on a
widely held view about human goodness that would seem better to cap-
ture our commonsense understanding of morality, there is something
deficient or lacking in the divided or conflicted person. Aristotle, for
example, would think that the sorrowful philanthropist and the cold
philanthropist display continence – moral strength of will against coun-
tervailing inclinations – rather than full virtue, because he thinks it is
a mark of the virtuous person that she does not experience a conflict
between the rational and non-rational parts of the soul and that her
emotions and appetites harmonize with rational judgments (EN I.13
1102b14–28).47

This distinction between full virtue and mere continence that is
crucial for Aristotle’s moral psychology has been characterized as a dis-
tinguishing feature of classical virtue ethics more generally. Classical
virtue theories regard “doing the right thing with no contrary incli-
nation as a mark of the virtuous person, as opposed to the merely
self-controlled.”48 A continent person has contrary-to-reason inclina-
tion, but in her inclination “obeys reason,” so the continent person
acts rightly after a struggle (EN I.13 1102b26–7). A virtuous person, by

47 Nicomachean Ethics (EN), trans. Terence Irwin, 2nd edition (Indianapolis and Cam-
bridge: Hackett, 1999).

48 Julia Annas, “Virtue Ethics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Ethical Theory, ed. David Copp
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 517.
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contrast, has no contrary-to-reason inclinations at all, for in her incli-
nation “listens still better to reason, since there it agrees with reason
in everything” (EN I.13 1102b27–8). She does the right thing undivid-
edly, without internal opposition, whereas the continent person does
the right thing while finding it hard. Against the background of this
idea central to the classical tradition that there is a meaningful differ-
ence between the person who merely acts rightly and the person who
is wholehearted in what she does, the worry about Kant’s rationalist
moral psychology is clear. Kant seems to identify moral strength of will
against competing inclinations as the form of human goodness that is
most noble, praiseworthy, and best. As a result, his account of the good
will would appear to be nothing more than a recipe for continence.49

To be fair, in the Groundwork, it actually looks as if the cases Kant
explicitly has in mind are cases where the agent in question has merely
indirect contrary-to-duty inclinations, not direct contrary-to-duty incli-
nations. In the cold philanthropist, inclination runs in a different direc-
tion (a direction other than duty). These are contrary inclinations,
though perhaps they are only indirectly so.50 Still, this would strike

49 In the virtue ethics literature, Annas appears to interpret Kant as at least implicitly deny-
ing the distinction between virtue and continence, a distinction she takes to be endorsed
not only by classical virtue theorists, including Aristotle, but also common sense. See
Annas, The Morality of Happiness (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 53 and
“Virtue Ethics,” p. 517. Rosalind Hursthouse claims that Kant overlooks or neglects the
distinction. She writes that Kant’s cold philanthropist “clearly has, at best, continence
rather than full virtue, and in reserving for his character the highest moral worth, Kant
displays in this passage, not a reversal of Aristotle’s weighting of the continence/full
virtue distinction but a total lack of recognition of its existence.” See Hursthouse, On
Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 104. Contemporary theorists
not squarely in this virtue ethics tradition have likewise criticized Kant’s account of the
good will in the Groundwork on the grounds that it seems to be a recipe for what Aristotle
would view as continence. See, for example, David Brink, Review of Aristotle, Kant, and the
Stoics: Rethinking Happiness and Duty, ed. S. Engstrom and J. Whiting, Philosophical Review
108 (1999), 580 and Review of Nancy Sherman, Making a Necessity of Virtue: Aristotle and
Kant on Virtue, Philosophical Review 109 (2000), 431; and Talbot Brewer, “The Character
of Temptation: Towards a More Plausible Kantian Moral Psychology,” Pacific Philosophical
Quarterly 83 (2002): 103–30. Among Kantians, Korsgaard acknowledges that Kant does
not make the distinction between virtue and continence, but does not criticize him for
it. See Korsgaard, “From Duty and For the Sake of the Noble: Kant and Aristotle on
Morally Good Action,” in Aristotle, Kant, and the Stoics: Rethinking Happiness and Duty,
ed. Stephen Engstrom and Jennifer Whiting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996), p. 223.

50 Although the sorrowful philanthropist and the cold philanthropist may not have power-
ful feelings and inclinations directly opposed to duty, based on Kant’s own discussion of
the good will and moral worth in the Groundwork, doing one’s duty in the face of coun-
tervailing inclinations directly opposed to duty would appear to be sufficient for having
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Aristotle as a recipe for continence. In the continent person, some
considerations point to virtue and some away. In the virtuous person,
by contrast, all signs point to the virtuous action. She is motivationally
unified in a way that the continent person is not. Although we need not
think of Kant’s cold philanthropist as grudging when he is beneficent
from duty in the face of indifference, inasmuch as there is no indica-
tion that he resents having to help others or dislikes his fellow human
beings, he is certainly not wholehearted in what he does.

In reply to this final complaint about Kant’s account of the good
will, moral worth, and duty, there are two main points to emphasize in
an attempt to mitigate the worry that Kant reserves the highest moral
praise for a state of character that seems less than ideal or second
best. To begin with, it cannot be denied that Kant holds that there is
something especially admirable in doing one’s duty when it is hard.51

Though it may be true that he thinks the good will shines the brightest
and is therefore most apparent when inclination does not support –
or even conflicts with – duty (the method of isolation strategy), apart
from this epistemological point, Kant seems to think that, as a point of
fact, there just is something uniquely praiseworthy in acting morally in
the face of obstacles. Duty often requires sacrifice and self-denial (Gr 4:
407; 61–2), and actions done with great sacrifice from duty alone are
“noble and sublime deeds” (KprV 5: 85; 208–9). We would never wish to
be in unhappy or tragic circumstances where doing our duty comes at
a significant cost, as it does in the hypothetical example Kant discusses
of the honest man who resists inducements to make a false statement
about an innocent person, even though he knows that choosing the
virtuous path will result in personal hardship and suffering (KprV 5:
156; 264–5). Nevertheless, it is precisely in such cases of adversity and
conflict that virtue reveals itself most splendidly and is “worth so much

a good will. Indeed, when he extols the practical love required by morality, Kant praises
the beneficence of those who feel “a natural and unconquerable aversion” to helping
(Gr 4: 399; 55). According to this formulation, helping others from duty in the face of
powerful inclinations directly opposed to morality would have moral worth and clearly
display a good will. It is also worth noting that in the example of the person who refrains
from committing suicide because duty requires it, the agent as Kant characterizes him
appears to have direct contrary-to-duty inclinations, inasmuch as he wishes for death
and is tempted to take his own life (Gr 4: 398; 53).

51 On this point, see Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought, p. 30 and Kantian Ethics (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 29–31. Timmerman also agrees that there is
some element of truth in the thought that Kant has the highest esteem for “onerous
moral action” (Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 33n).
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more only because it costs so much” (KprV 5: 156; 265). In emphasizing
the notion that there is something particularly estimable in doing the
right thing when it is hardest, Kant is recorded as saying that if there
were a being “whose good will not infrequently caused him damage,”
his good will “would shine all the brighter” (Mrongovius II 29: 599).

No matter how much these passages might be interpreted to sug-
gest that there is some grain of truth in the charge that Kant holds
a “battle citation” account of moral worth, it is important to see that
this notion that doing the right thing in the face of obstacles is espe-
cially estimable does not imply that moral action always has a cost, just
that it can. Moreover, when it does, Kant thinks that common rational
cognition will regard the person who acts as duty demands in the face
of difficulty with the greatest esteem.52 If we are already in the grips
of Aristotle’s ethical theory, according to which the genuinely virtuous
person appears to act virtuously effortlessly, without struggle or conflict,
we might immediately object to this Kantian thesis that difficulty in act-
ing well does not impugn one’s good will. Upon reflection, however,
Kant’s point might not be as obviously at odds with our commonsense
views about moral goodness as perhaps it first seems. This, at least, is
the message behind an important insight Philippa Foot discusses in her
own analysis of Kant’s Groundwork examples against the backdrop of the
Aristotelian idea that acting virtuously without internal opposition is a
mark of complete virtue, and Foot’s insight is worth considering here.

Foot explains that although we sometimes are inclined to think that
difficulty in acting well is a sign of deficiency in virtue, sometimes we
are inclined to think that the harder a person finds it to act virtuously,

52 It is important to keep in mind that when Kant suggests that common rational cogni-
tion has maximal esteem for the cold philanthropist, he means to contrast the moral
worth the cold philanthropist displays in acting from duty in the face of indifference
with the moral worth of the merely good-natured person who helps from sympathy.
In other words, he does not explicitly conceive of a contrast between the cold philan-
thropist and a person who helps from duty with sympathy and love. (In other words, he
accords highest esteem to what Aristotle would view as continence over natural virtue
but he does not accord maximal esteem to continence over virtue.) It is true that Kant
would think the cold philanthropist displays the same moral worth and goodness of will
as the loving and sympathetic philanthropist who acts from duty, but he need not say
that both are equally virtuous or equally good people. For what Kant would say about
this comparison, we have to look at how he characterizes the fully virtuous person. For
a helpful discussion of what Kant means to contrast when he claims that the cold phi-
lanthropist finds within himself “a source from which to give himself a far higher worth
than what a mere good-natured temperament might have,” see Korsgaard, “From Duty
and For the Sake of the Noble,” p. 223.
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the more virtue she shows in acting well.53 This is especially true when
the difficulty that makes acting virtuously hard lies in external circum-
stances as opposed to the agent’s own character. For example, if a man
refrains from stealing and finds it hard because he is poor, a difficulty of
this kind makes his honest action all the more virtuous. If Foot is right,
this would seem to undercut or weaken the charge that the Kantian
moral agent who acts dutifully from duty with struggle is obviously defi-
cient in character compared to the person with full virtue, inasmuch as
the obstacles that make moral action difficult might lie in external cir-
cumstances or factors for which she is not (fully) responsible. If Frances
finds the honest course of action hard because she is strongly tempted
to embezzle money from the non-profit foundation so that she can pur-
chase first-class tickets to Fiji for a vacation, she displays continence. But
if she finds the honest course of action hard because she is destitute
and cannot feed her family, this makes a difference.54 Though we may
conclude that the fully virtuous person would never even entertain the
thought of stealing, no matter what the circumstances – for her, such
contrary-to-virtue options would be silenced by the requirements of
virtue – the fact that the agent is poor is, as Foot notes, “something that
makes the occasion more tempting, and difficulties of this kind make
honest action all the more virtuous.”55

If we recall, Kant himself appears to suggest that the philanthropists
in his examples of beneficent action from duty either lack sympathy or
are indifferent through no fault of their own. He says that the sorrowful
philanthropist takes no pleasure in helping others because his mind
has been overclouded by sorrow and that the cold philanthropist is
indifferent because nature has not properly fashioned him as a friend
of humanity (Gr 4: 398–9; 53–4). If these are external circumstances
beyond the agent’s control that make acting as morality requires more

53 Philippa Foot, “Virtue and Vices,” in Virtue and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1978). For a good discus-
sion of Foot’s point in relation to Kant’s examples of acting from duty, see Hursthouse,
On Virtue Ethics, pp. 94–9.

54 Baron notes that although there is something appealing in Aristotle’s conception of the
virtuous person as entirely free of inner conflict, there is still greatness in those who have
had to overcome obstacles to become the exemplary people they are. She cites Eleanor
Roosevelt, who overcame a fear of public speaking in order to carry out important work
on social justice. Baron agrees with the main point emphasized here, explaining that
whether virtue is exhibited in action that the agent finds hard depends on what makes
the action hard (“Acting from Duty,” pp. 105–6).

55 Foot, “Virtues and Vices,” p. 11.
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difficult, then we might conclude that these are the kind of circum-
stances that increase the goodness of will needed for an agent to act
well. It depends, and the fact that it depends indicates that the charge
that Kant’s account of the good will in the Groundwork is simply a recipe
for continence might require some qualification, or motivate us to take
a second look depending on the particular cases of dutiful action.56

Finally, apart from this point that complicates the idea that difficulty
in acting well always indicates a deficiency in one’s character, there
is one definitive point Kant can insist on in response to the worry
that the Groundwork picture of the good will is simply a recipe for
continence. Kant can concede that he does not have the resources
in the Groundwork alone to show that virtue as he conceives of it is
something different from mere continence, but maintain that this is
no serious problem for him, inasmuch as he makes no attempt to set
out a full account of moral character in that work. Though the good
will appears to be the closest approximation we get to an account of
character in the Groundwork, a good will turns out not to be the same as
a morally good person or person with a complete moral character. The
good will represents the core, distinguishing feature of a morally good
person. What is essential or fundamental to moral character is that one
acts in morally required ways from duty or respect for the law alone
and adopts the categorical imperative as the supremely authoritative
principle governing one’s will. To have a good will is to have the essential
feature of what constitutes a morally good person, but virtue, as an
acquired moral strength of will that, as we will soon see, Kant conceives
of in terms of the autocracy (not merely autonomy) of practical reason,
is something over and above a good will.

56 If a person lacks sympathy for others because her sorrow over not being able to take
a vacation to Fiji has completely extinguished her ability to feel pain in other people’s
sorrow, we might think her lack of sympathy itself has to do with her character. Similarly,
if a person is indifferent because she has decided that being attuned to other’s needs
interferes with her pursuit of a life dedicated solely to golf, then her indifference itself
manifests a defect in her character. The lesson behind Foot’s puzzle – that we both are
and are not inclined to think that the harder a person finds it to act virtuously the more
virtue she shows – is that what matters is what makes the virtuous action difficult (one’s
character or external circumstances and factors outside one’s control). It is beyond the
scope of this discussion to explore the Aristotelian thesis that even one’s character is
not fully within one’s control, since acquiring virtue, according to Aristotle, requires the
right upbringing and moral education and possibly the availability of external goods.
We will return to this issue of what might make virtue difficult in Chapter 2, where we
look at Kant’s full conception of virtue as a character trait and consider how it might be
distinguished from what normally counts as continence.
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It is true that Kant could have been clearer on this point. In the
Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason, he does not strictly iden-
tify the good will and virtue, but neither does he distinguish them.
Moreover, what he says at times suggests that they are the same. In
the Groundwork, for instance, he explicitly refers to the distinctive con-
stitution of the good will as “character” (Charakter). Furthermore, he
opens the Groundwork by insisting that the good will is the only unlim-
ited good there is, characterizing it as the condition of all other goods,
including happiness. Then, in the Critique of Practical Reason, he char-
acterizes virtue as unconditionally good and the supreme condition of
all other goods, including happiness (KprV 5: 110–11; 229). We must
remember, however, that in the Groundwork, where the notion of the
good will is most prominent, Kant’s explicit aim is not to set out a full
moral psychology or a complete account of virtue as a character trait
but to seek out and establish the supreme principle of morality (Gr 4:
392; 47). This central task concerning the foundation and justification
of an account of morality based on the categorical imperative does not
require fleshing out a complete theory of what is involved in acquiring
virtue, as an empirically acquired morally good character. Kant appeals
to the notion of the good will, which he presumes to be present in com-
mon rational knowledge of morality, in order to explicate the mode of
volition central to good willing and, ultimately, to specify the principle
according to which the good-willed person acts (the categorical imper-
ative). But the good will is not intended to stand for a complete picture
of what makes a morally good person good. In short, since the good
will is not to be identified with virtue, Kant can rightly maintain that
it would be premature or mistaken to draw any conclusions about his
account of full or genuine virtue and how it compares to more familiar
Greek conceptions of virtue on the basis of the Groundwork discussion
of the good will and his chosen examples of acting from duty.

Conclusion

This concludes the consideration of some of the most familiar worries
about Kant’s rationalist moral psychology as he sets it out in his foun-
dational works in moral theory. On the one hand, we have seen that
Kant has the resources to answer several of the concerns that have been
raised about the account of the good will, moral motivation, and duty
contained in the Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason. Acting
from duty on Kant’s view does not amount to having duty as the end of
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one’s action or the object of one’s concern; nor is Kant committed to
a rigid, overly moralistic conception of practical deliberation. Further,
we have seen that the more widely discussed criticisms about action
from duty – that Kant thinks that an action cannot have moral worth if
an agent has an inclination in favor of it and that he failed to see that
it is better to act from natural inclination than from duty – are based
on misunderstandings about his views.

On the other hand, we have distinguished one central criticism that
remains a legitimate concern about Kant’s commitments about human
goodness and character, especially when thinking about a fuller con-
ception of virtue. Given that this last issue is essentially a worry about
whether the moral psychology at work in Kant’s theory of virtue can
accommodate the familiar view that feelings and desires ought to be
accorded a significant role in an ethical theory, it is best approached
by turning directly to Kant’s theory of virtue and the fuller account of
moral character developed there.



2

KANT ’S CONCEPTION OF VIRTUE AND
THE AUTOCRACY OF PURE

PRACTICAL REASON

Although the works containing Kant’s theory of virtue have received
increased attention lately, this theory of virtue has yet to receive the
systematic interpretation and assessment that have been given to the
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason.
If we are interested in understanding Kant’s considered views about
moral character and the role of sensibility within morality, we need
to uncover the full account of virtue and more expansive moral psy-
chology found in his later and less familiar works, especially The Meta-
physics of Morals, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, and the
lectures on ethics.1 As commentators have pointed out, in his theory

1 In the recent English literature, one notable article that paints a comprehensive picture
of Kantian virtue is Lara Denis’s “Kant’s Conception of Virtue.” Nancy Sherman offers
an extensive comparison of Aristotle’s and Kant’s views on moral character in Making
a Necessity of Virtue: Aristotle and Kant on Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997). For a constructive account of humility as a virtue central to Kant’s ethics, see Jea-
nine Grenberg, Kant and the Ethics of Humility: A Story of Dependence, Corruption, and Virtue
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Other relevant discussions include Alli-
son, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, Chapter 9; Marcia Baron, “Love and Respect in the Doctrine
of Virtue,” in Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals: Interpretive Essays, ed. Mark Timmons (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 391–407; Stephen Engstrom, “The Inner Freedom
of Virtue,” in Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals: Interpretive Essays, pp. 289–316; Paul Guyer, Kant
on Freedom, Law, and Happiness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), Chapter
9; Christine Korsgaard, “From Duty and For the Sake of the Noble” and Self-Constitution:
Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), Chapter 7; Robert
Louden, “Kant’s Virtue Ethics,” Philosophy 61 (1986): 473–88; Onora O’Neill, “Kant’s
Virtues,” in How Should One Live? Essays on the Virtues, ed. Roger Crisp (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), pp. 77–97; J. B. Schneewind, “The Misfortunes of Virtue,” Ethics
101 (October 1990): 42–63; and Wood, Kantian Ethics, Chapter 8. My own earlier discus-
sions of Kantian virtue and autocracy can be found in Anne Margaret Baxley, “Autocracy
and Autonomy,” Kant-Studien 94, 1 (2003): 1–23, “Does Kantian Virtue Amount to More
than Continence?” The Review of Metaphysics 56 (2003): 559–86, and “Kantian Virtue,”
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of virtue, Kant explicitly claims that there are feelings and inclinations,
like sympathy and love, that are important for good character and
part of a life lived in accordance with the dictates of pure practical
reason.

Of course, drawing attention to the fact that Kant has an account of
moral character in which certain feelings and inclinations have positive
moral value is not sufficient for showing that Kant has his own distinctive
theory of virtue that we should find appealing. For that, we first need
a detailed analysis of how Kant understands virtue as a character trait
(what we can think of as Kant’s conception of virtue as such). Upon
close examination, we find that central to Kant’s account of virtue is
the concept of autocracy, a form of moral self-governance in accordance
with reason whereby reason serves as master over sensibility. On this
Kantian account of virtue, the virtuous agent plays the master over
herself, subordinating her sensible to her rational nature and ruling
herself by reason. As a result of this rational self-possession, she has the
strength of will to overcome powerful obstacles to duty, the fortitude to
act consistently in accordance with duty from the motive of duty, and a
sense of inner freedom enabling her to comply with moral laws with a
cheerful attitude.

Kant treats autocracy as the ideal form of moral self-governance
for merely finite rational beings, characterizing it as the proper state of
human (moral) health (MS 6: 409; 536). Some of his readers, however,
will likely have reservations about an account of virtue understood in
terms of the autocracy of pure practical reason. This is because, at first
glance, autocracy looks as if it amounts to a rigid, repressive form of
self-rule, one requiring the suppression or wholesale extirpation of sen-
sible feelings and inclinations. If this worry about Kantian autocracy is
correct, it raises doubts about the adequacy of Kant’s theory of virtue.
Kant would seem unable to account for the familiar (commonsense)
view that certain feelings and desires rooted in the affective and cona-
tive side of human nature are significant in a virtuous life. Moreover,
he would appear to reduce virtue to a state of character widely agreed
to be second best, namely, continence – strength of will in the face of
recalcitrant emotions and appetites.

Philosophy Compass 2, 3 (2007): 396–410. The account of Kant’s conception of virtue that
I argue for here differs from other recent discussions, first, in according pride of place
to autocracy as the concept at the very heart of Kant’s understanding of virtue as such
and, second, in attempting to reconstruct Kant’s considered moral psychology in light
of an adequate account of autocracy.
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This chapter sets out the main features of Kant’s account of virtue
and aims to show that Kant has a conception of virtue that is more
subtle than it first appears and that also provides a viable modern alter-
native to more familiar Greek views about virtue. Section 2.1 attempts
to explain both what Kant means by the very concept of autocracy and
why he thinks virtue requires it. Section 2.2 considers the way in which
this conception of virtue in terms of rational self-rule over sensibil-
ity appears to reinforce some familiar criticisms of Kant’s rationalism
(which we addressed in Chapter 1). Sections 2.3 and 2.4 introduce the
different resources in Kant’s texts that provide a more adequate under-
standing of autocracy, one enabling us to see how Kant in principle
is able to assign a supporting role to feelings and inclinations within
the moral psychology of virtue. Finally, section 2.5 explains how Kant
is able to distinguish virtue from continence in his own terms.

2.1 Kant’s conception of virtue: virtue requires autocracy

Kant’s most extended discussion of virtue in his published works
appears in the Doctrine of Virtue, which comprises the second part of
The Metaphysics of Morals.2 It is here that Kant sets out his distinctive
conception of virtue as a character trait, outlines an account of how
finite imperfect beings come to acquire such a state of morally good
character, and individuates the particular virtues he takes to be most
important for a life lived in accordance with the norms of pure practi-
cal reason. Kant defines virtue in a number of different ways, but most
prevalent among these definitions is the concept of self-constraint (Selb-
stzwang), the notion of moral strength of will in accordance with duty,
and a contrast between virtue and holiness. Holiness, as Kant conceives
of it, represents a form of moral perfection for rational beings that are

2 The two parts of The Metaphysics of Morals were first published separately, the Doctrine of
Right (Rechtslehre) in January 1797 and the Doctrine of Virtue (Tugendlehre) in August 1797.
The Doctrine of Right deals with right, or justice, whereas the Doctrine of Virtue concerns
virtue, or ethics. In the former work, Kant delineates and attempts to justify a set of duties
of right, or juridical duties; in the latter work, he does the same for a set of duties of
virtue, or ethical duties. Juridical duties, such as the duty to keep a contract, are coercive
duties that require or prohibit specific types of action. They are externally legislated,
that is, imposed on subjects of right by the state and backed by threat of sanction for
non-compliance. Kant characterizes ethical duties, such as the duty of beneficence, as
“essentially distinguished” from juridical duties insofar as they are based on self-constraint
and are self-imposed (MS 6: 383; 515).
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immune to the very possibility of contra-moral action and that conse-
quently need no constraint in order to conform their wills completely
to the moral law (since they do so as a matter of course, or by their
very nature) (MS 6: 396–7, 405; 526–7, 533). Virtue, by contrast, as
“moral strength of a human being’s will in fulfilling his duty, a moral con-
straint through his own lawgiving reason” is the best that merely finite
rational beings like us can hope to achieve (MS 6: 405; 533).3 Kant
thinks of virtue in terms of a morally good disposition (Gesinnung) or
way of thinking (Denkungsart), a disposition or way of thinking that is
acquired, not innate. More specifically, such a morally good disposition
or way of thinking entails an aptitude of will “to determine oneself to
act through the thought of the law” (MS 6: 407; 535). Kant tends to
describe virtue as an “ability” or “capacity” (Fertigkeit), or “courage” or
“fortitude” (Tapferkeit), and emphasizes that it is a form of “strength
[Stärke] of mind,” “soul,” “will,” or “maxims.” Virtue, we are told, is
no mere self-constraint, which of itself might not accord with moral
ends, but rather “a self-constraint in accordance with a principle of
inner freedom, and so through the mere representation of one’s duty
in accordance with its formal law” (MS 6: 394; 525). This particular for-
mulation is especially useful, for it highlights the various key elements
involved in Kant’s conception of virtue, namely, self-constraint, inner
freedom, duty, and the moral law (MS 6: 394; 525). The definition
of virtue as fortitudo moralis, characterized as “the capacity and consid-
ered resolve to oppose a strong but unjust opponent” in conflict with
the moral disposition within us, underscores the notion that, for Kant,
virtue is a moral strength of will known only through the obstacles it is
able to overcome (MS 6: 380; 513).

The specific term Kant uses to portray the moral self-constraint or
self-mastery that virtue entails is autocracy.4 This notion of autocracy

3 When Kant contrasts virtue and holiness, he usually has in mind the divine or infinite
holy will. As we will see, however, at times he also appeals to the concept of a finite holy
will, which he contends likewise has no need for virtue or autocracy.

4 Prior to Kant, the concept of autocracy seems to have been used mainly in the political
sphere to describe a state or ruler who governs with absolute, unlimited power. The
term derives from the classical Greek autokrateia and appears in Plato, Aristotle, and
Xenophon. In the eighteenth century, Christian Wolff uses the concept synonymously
with the Latin imperator and imperium summum to describe an absolute form of state and
ruler, as well as the divine will and his kingdom. Kant himself uses the term in the context
of his political writings to criticize a form of sovereignty opposed to the ideal form of
state he envisions (viz. a republican state with a separation of powers between a sovereign
legislator, a judicial branch, and an executive authority). In “Toward Perpetual Peace”



52 kant’s theory of virtue

is the overriding metaphor throughout Kant’s treatment of virtue as a
character trait, and it provides the key for understanding his particular
conception of virtue. In light of the fact that Kant consistently contrasts
the autocracy of practical reason with autonomy, we will want to spell
out the distinction between these two concepts central to his view of
the ethical life, in order to determine why he thinks virtue requires
autocracy, not merely autonomy. Further, given Kant’s emphasis on a
crucial distinction between virtue and holiness of will, we will want to
ascertain precisely why he repeatedly insists that virtue constitutes the
highest degree of moral perfection for merely finite rational beings
like us, who require a constant maintenance program of autocracy in
ruling over sensibility, so that we acquire and retain the strength to
resist temptations and the fortitude to conform our wills to moral laws.

In the Introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant distinguishes
between a doctrine of morals, which he explicitly connects with auton-
omy, and a doctrine of virtue, which, he claims, “also” involves autocracy
(MS 6: 383; 515). Kant indicates that autocracy is different from auton-
omy insofar as it involves “consciousness of the capacity to master one’s
inclinations when they rebel against the law, a capacity which, though
not directly perceived, is yet rightly inferred from the moral categorical
imperative” (MS 6: 383; 515). In his notes to the Doctrine of Virtue, he
writes that the virtuous person is conscious of “an autocracy (not merely
autonomy) of moral laws against all conflicting impulses of sensibility
(inclinations)” (Vorabeiten zur Tugendlehre 23: 396). In his lecture course
on ethics, Kant is recorded as likewise portraying the moral strength of

and the Doctrine of Right, Kant characterizes a form of sovereignty (Beherrschung) in which
one person in the state has power over all as an “autocracy.” He then contrasts autocracy
with an aristocracy, where several of equal power are in command, as well as a democracy,
where everyone rules (Frieden 8: 352; 324; MS 6: 338–9; 479). In the Doctrine of Right,
Kant notes that it is mistaken to suppose that “monarchical” can be used interchangeably
with “autocratic,” on the grounds that “a monarch is one who has the highest authority,
whereas an autocrat, who rules by himself, has all the authority” (MS 6: 339; 479). Although
he concedes that an autocracy appears to be the simplest form of state and that the
simplest form of state might be best with respect to the administration of right within
the state, Kant maintains that “[w]ith regard to right itself, however, this form of state is
the most dangerous for a people, in view of how conducive it is to despotism” (MS 6: 339;
479). This view that autocracy is naturally associated with despotism can also be found in
“An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?,” where Kant refers to an “autocratic
despotism” that a revolution might disrupt, even though a revolution can never truly
reform the public’s way of thinking or lead to enlightenment (Aufklärung 8: 36; 18).
For a detailed discussion of the application of concepts about political governance to an
account of virtue as a character trait, see Chapter 3.
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will required for virtue as involving autocracy, in addition to autonomy,
explaining that when reason actually determines the will through the
moral law and has the power of an incentive, it has “not autonomy
merely but also autocracy” (Mrongovius II 29: 626; 243).5

Kant understands autocracy as a form of self-mastery or even self-
compulsion: “[A]utocracy is therefore the authority to compel the
mind, despite all the impediments to doing so. It involves mastery over
oneself, and not merely the power to direct” (Collins 27: 362; 139).
As actual strength of will to resist forces in conflict with duty and to
fulfill one’s duties from the motive of duty, autocracy is an executive
power of the will, which is contrasted with a separate legislative power of
the will to direct or orient oneself according to the guiding norms of
pure practical reason (Collins 27: 362; 139; Mrongovius II 29: 626; 243).
Although Kant writes of an autocracy of “the moral law” (or “laws”),
“reason,” or “freedom,” he often refers to an autocracy of the “soul,”
“heart,” or “mind” over inclinations.6

The various passages across the Kant corpus in which the term
appears indicate that Kant thinks of autocracy foremost as a form of
moral self-rule or self-governance in accordance with reason over sen-
sibility, a self-governance presupposing an ability to control and limit
the influence on the will of feelings and inclinations that conflict with
moral concerns. Autocracy implies an executive power of the soul to
enforce the morally good choices legislated by the directing or guiding
power of the will (a power belonging to the rational will in virtue of its

5 This passage is from lectures notes from Kant’s course on ethics recorded by a student
named C. C. Mrongovius, who began his studies at Albertina University in Königsberg in
1782 and took Kant’s ethics course for a second time in the winter semester of 1784–5.
The English translation of selections from the second set of Mrongovius’s notes, refer-
enced above, can be found in Lectures on Ethics in The Cambridge Edition of the Works of
Immanuel Kant, trans. Peter Heath and ed. Heath and J. B. Schneewind (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1997). The Cambridge Edition compilation is especially helpful
because it contains either complete or partial versions of four students’ notes cover-
ing Kant’s ethics course from one of the earliest dates he taught the subject to the
last: Herder (1762–4), Collins (1784), Mrongovius (1784–5), and Vigilantius (1793–4).
Where a passage I quote appears in translation in the Cambridge Edition compilation,
I include a reference to the relevant page number in Heath and Schneewind’s edited
volume. Otherwise, translations of the lectures on ethics appearing in Volumes XXVII
and XXIX of the Academy edition of Kant’s works are my own.

6 Kant refers to an “autocracy of practical reason” (MS 6: 383; 515), an “autocracy of moral
laws” (Vorarbeiten zur Tugendlehre 23: 396), and an “autocracy of freedom in relation to
happiness” (Reflexionen zur Moralphilosophie 19: 186; #6867). For passages focusing on
autocracy as a power of the heart, soul, or mind, see Collins 27: 362, 364, 368, 378; 139,
140, 144, 151.
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autonomy) (Mrongovius II 29: 626; 243). It involves, at least secondarily,
other subsidiary abilities, such as the capacity to banish imaginations,
so that our imagination does not tempt us to pursue objects that are
either beyond our reach or especially hard to attain, the ability to sus-
pend judgment on important matters, and even the power of presence
of mind, characterized as a unity and harmony of our mental powers
(Collins 27: 362–6; 138–42). Failure to acquire autocracy is portrayed as
surrendering authority over oneself, becoming a “plaything” of forces
and impressions contrary to one’s free will (Willkür), and allowing one-
self to be dependent on the chance of circumstances (Collins 27: 362;
139). The autocratic person disciplines and masters herself, instead of
yielding to emotion and inclination; in playing the master over herself,
she is portrayed as having securely subordinated her sensible to her
rational nature. In short, in the Kantian virtuous or autocratic agent,
reason reigns supreme, enjoying absolute rule. As a result of such ratio-
nal self-possession, she has the fortitude always to resist feelings and
inclinations that can present temptations to contra-moral action, she
demonstrates the strength of will to fulfill all of her moral duties from
duty, and, further, she experiences a uniquely moral feeling of content-
ment that follows from having her soul governed by reason (MS 6: 391;
522). It is precisely when a person has cultivated such moral strength of
will, which Kant repeatedly associates with a notion of inner freedom,
that she is in a fit state, or “in the state of health proper to a human
being” (MS 6: 384; 516).7

Given Kant’s more familiar concept of autonomy, we might wonder
exactly what lies behind this view that when virtue is at issue, the concept
of autocracy takes center stage. In other words, given Kant’s well-known
thesis that autonomy is fundamental or foundational for morality, what
explains the fact that autocracy is fundamental or foundational for
virtue? To preview, at the heart of Kant’s view that finite rational beings
need autocracy in addition to autonomy if we are to put the law into

7 In response to the possible objection that great crimes might require greater strength
of soul than virtue, Kant replies that virtue is a moral strength of will, signifying proper
human health (MS 6: 384; 516). Appealing to etymological considerations to underscore
this point, he notes that the German term for virtue, namely Tugend, comes from taugen,
meaning “to be fit for,” just as its logical opposite, Untugend, or lack of virtue, means “not
to be fit for anything” (MS 6: 390; 521). As Stephen Engstrom rightly points out, Kant’s
view of virtue as signifying a kind of health of the human soul is in this sense informed
by an idea pervasive in traditional Greek views about virtue. See Engstrom, “The Inner
Freedom of Virtue,” p. 289.
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practice and live lives fully in accordance with the dictates of practical
reason is a substantive thesis about human nature. More specifically,
Kant maintains that we must strive to become autocratic because we
are imperfect beings whose sensible needs and inclinations can and do
provide a potential obstacle standing in the way of the conformity of
our will with the moral law. As he understands it, the kind of will we
human beings possess stands in contrast to both the infinite holy will
and what he conceives of as a finite holy will.8 Whereas the divine or
infinite holy will lacks a sensible nature that could in principle provide
opposition between its will and the moral law, a finite holy will is affected
by desires and needs, presumably even the kinds of desires and needs
that can burden and tempt us. Nevertheless, a finite holy will possesses
a pure moral disposition innately, and this precludes the possibility that
any wayward desires and needs it might happen to have will actually
influence its choice. In other words, a finite holy will can have desires
and needs that can give rise to contrary-to-morality inclinations and
hence to what for us would count as temptations, but a finite holy will
is necessarily able to resist temptations and, as a result, could never
actually violate duty. Since transgression of the law is not even possible
in its case, the finite holy will, just like the divine or infinite will, has
no need for virtue, that is, moral self-constraint or strength of will to
overcome a strong (internal) opponent in conflict with one’s moral
disposition.

Admittedly, Kant’s own remarks about the concept of a finite holy
will raise an interpretive puzzle, one that bears some comment. The
main issue would appear to be: In what sense is transgression of the
moral law impossible for a finite holy will, given that such a will can be
tempted and, as Kant himself appears to think, in the case of Jesus, was
in fact tempted? 9 If Kant thinks that the finite holy will can be tempted

8 In the passage from the Introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue in which he introduces
the concept of autocracy in that work, Kant uses the plural in referring to the concept
of a finite holy will, indicating that finite holy beings would have no need for virtue or
autocracy (MS 6: 383; 515).

9 Kant claims that finite holy beings would have no need for virtue or autocracy on the
grounds that they could not even be tempted to violate duty (MS 6: 383; 515; cf. MS 6:
396–7; 526–7). In Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, however, he seems to allow
that the finite holy will as represented by Jesus was tempted. In that work, Kant describes
the “God-like human being” or the “divine human being” of the Scriptures as, on the
one hand, encumbered by desires and needs and the temptations to which they can give
rise, but, on the other hand, as possessing an innate purity of will, which makes trans-
gression of the law unthinkable. He explains that when we consider this “human being
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but nevertheless cannot act in ways that violate the moral law, he must
assume that although the finite holy will as represented by Jesus might
have inclinations that do not perfectly accord with the law, Jesus lacks
any tendency to subordinate moral requirements to incentives of incli-
nation. If this is correct, then perhaps the finite holy will can experience
some (weak) form of temptation, without being seriously tempted, where
temptation is understood to entail an actual tendency to transgress the
moral law. Kant’s conception of the finite holy will is perplexing, to
be sure. Nevertheless, his view can be captured by saying that whereas
the divine or infinite holy will is wholly immune to the very possibility of
temptation, a finite holy will is constitutionally incapable of succumbing to
temptation – and either condition is sufficient to rule out the possibility
of transgressing the moral law and, by extension, the need for virtue
and autocracy.

These considerations enable us to see that, on Kant’s taxonomy,
having no inclinations (as God has no inclinations) is sufficient, but
not necessary, for having a holy will. The mere existence of a sensu-
ous nature is consistent with a will’s being holy, as long as the will in
question has no tendency to prefer incentives of inclination to those of
pure practical reason, even though its inclinations may not completely
accord with the moral law and may at times pose temptations (in some
weak sense). The main point for our purposes here is that, as Kant sees
it, both species of holiness of will possess a perfect moral disposition
innately, and this necessarily sets them apart from merely finite ratio-
nal beings like ourselves, who not only can be tempted by incentives
falling under the principle of self-love or happiness, but have an actual
tendency of will (Willkür) to prefer incentives of inclination to duty
when the two conflict. To put this in other terms Kant might use to
underscore the same basic point, in light of the fact that reason is not
the only factor that can determine the will in the case of merely finite
rational beings like ourselves, we require virtue or autocracy, moral
strength of will to resist a fierce (internal) opponent to good conduct

well-pleasing to God” as human, we can think of him as “afflicted by just the same needs
and hence also the same sufferings, by just the same natural inclinations and hence also
the same temptations to transgression, as we are” (Rel 6: 64; 82). When we consider this
finite holy being as divine, however, we are to think of him as “superhuman . . . inasmuch
as his unchanging purity of will, not gained through effort but innate, would render any
transgression on his part absolutely impossible” (Rel 6: 64; 82). Here, Kant appears to
interpret the various temptation stories to imply straightforwardly that Jesus was in fact
tempted.
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and to enforce the morally good choices we legislate to ourselves as
autonomous rational agents.

To summarize Kant’s view thus far: In virtue of our autonomy, we
stand under the moral law, whose authority we necessarily recognize
and respect. Yet, we have sensible needs and inclinations that can and
often do conflict with the moral law, presenting us with temptations
to act in ways that oppose duty. More to the point, Kant takes it to be
a fact about human nature that we have a tendency to privilege those
needs and inclinations, by taking them to provide sufficient reasons for
action, even in circumstances where they oppose duty. In the context
of insisting on this thesis that rational natural beings always require
self-constraint in accordance with duty due to the fact that we can
be induced to break the moral law, Kant simply notes that “the human
being shows more propensity to listen to his inclinations than to the law”
(MS 6: 380n; 512n). Consequently, if we are to acquire the requisite
moral strength of will to overcome this propensity and to conform our
wills to the moral law, so that we act fully in accordance with the dictates
of practical reason and lead morally good lives, we require autocracy,
an acquired power of rational self-rule or self-governance enabling us
to master recalcitrant feelings and inclinations and to fulfill our various
moral obligations from respect for the law alone.

Where, then, does this leave us with respect to the autonomy–
autocracy contrast? One plausible suggestion for capturing the con-
trast between autonomy and autocracy is to distinguish between a mere
capacity for self-control (which we all possess in virtue of being rational
agents capable of morality) and the realization of this capacity (which
signifies the fact that we have acquired a morally good character).
Indeed, it appears that what is central to Kantian virtue is a distinc-
tion between actual strength of will or self-control, on the one hand,
and the mere capacity for strength of will or self-control, on the other
hand, and we might think that this distinction between actual strength
of will or self-control and the mere capacity for it is precisely what
the autocracy–autonomy distinction amounts to.10 According to this

10 The idea that the contrast is between a capacity and its realization is suggested by Allison,
Kant’s Theory of Freedom, p. 164 and Bernard Carnois, The Coherence of Kant’s Doctrine of
Freedom, trans. David Booth (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1987),
p. 120. It is also implied in Peter König’s treatment in Autonomie und Autokratie: Über
Kant’s Metaphysik Der Sitten (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1994). For a helpful discussion
of Kant’s conception of autocracy and the intrinsic value of autocracy, see Paul Guyer,
Kant and the Experience of Freedom: Essays on Aesthetics and Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge
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natural reading, on which the difference between autocracy and auton-
omy is modal, an autocratic agent is a finite rational being that not only
has the potential to control wayward feelings and inclinations and to
act in accordance with moral principles, but, as a matter of empirical
fact, has actualized or realized this potential and is self-determining in
accordance with moral principles. In other words, on this reading, it
looks as if autocracy just turns out to be a special case of autonomy,
insofar as it is the realization of autonomy in the case of finite imper-
fect beings. If this is correct, then there really is no essential difference
between these two notions, despite Kant’s repeated suggestion to the
contrary.

This distinction between a capacity for self-control and its realization
appears to provide an intuitive way of marking the contrast. I suggest,
however, that it is not the best way to understand the difference between
these two concepts at the heart of Kant’s ethical theory and that it
actually misses something critical to Kant’s view.

In order to grasp more precisely why Kant introduces autocracy in
his theory of virtue as something importantly different from auton-
omy (and its realization), we need to recall how Kant understands the
autonomy of pure practical reason. In the Groundwork, Kant defines
autonomy as “the property of the will by which it is a law to itself (inde-
pendently of every property of the objects of volition)” (Gr 4: 440;
89). Autonomy, so conceived, is a power of self-legislation, which Kant
understands as a capacity to make universal law through one’s own will,
that is, to adopt maxims that are valid for oneself only because they
are valid for all other rational agents. According to Kant’s particular
conception of autonomy, the laws we give ourselves are prescriptions
of our own reason, through which we constrain ourselves in virtue of
the recognition of their validity for all rational agents.

In the Groundwork, Kant assumes that morality requires acting on
the basis of the categorical imperative. He then introduces auton-
omy as the supreme principle of morality in the sense of being the

University Press, 1993), pp. 346–50. See, also, Guyer’s more recent discussion in Kant’s
System of Nature and Freedom: Selected Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005),
pp. 136–41. In his earlier discussion, Guyer does not gloss the distinction between
autonomy and autocracy as that of a capacity for self-control versus its realization, but
he might understand the distinction in precisely this way in his more recent account,
where he remarks that autocracy puts autonomy into practice and is “the empirical
realization of autonomy in actual circumstances of human existence” (Kant’s System of
Nature and Freedom, p. 137).
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necessary condition of its possibility. The key point to Kant’s argument
in the Groundwork is that acting on the basis of the categorical impera-
tive presupposes a capacity to determine oneself to act independently
of, and even contrary to, one’s particular interests as a sensuous being
with needs, namely, one’s empirical interests. Kant treats the idea of
such a capacity for self-determination as one that is built into the very
characterization of autonomy as a property of the will. In other words,
a will and only a will with the property of autonomy is capable of acting
on the categorical imperative, because only a will capable of determin-
ing itself independently of its needs as a sensuous being can act in
accordance with a practical principle that commands unconditionally
because of its mere form.11

This reminder of how Kant conceives of autonomy indicates that the
difference between autonomy and autocracy is not best characterized
as that of a capacity for self-control versus its realization, at least in part
because autonomy for Kant is not best – or even well – understood as a
capacity for self-control. Rather, the difference here is more adequately
captured by distinguishing between a legislative power of the will for
creating and giving to ourselves laws that are universally valid and an
executive power of the will for enforcing and enacting such laws. The
former we all possess in virtue of our autonomy, and it defines our moral
personality; the latter we can acquire through a process of self-discipline
and self-cultivation, and it describes our empirically acquired moral
character. In short, autocracy as an actualized power of self-governance
involving the exercise of self-control in appropriate circumstances is
a broad form of empirically cultivated self-rule, one that goes beyond
realizing the capacity to legislate norms of pure practical reason to
oneself and to act from respect for the law alone. In an important
passage illuminating this key point that virtue involves an executive
power of pure practical reason, which provides merely finite rational
beings with the strength of will we need to prevail over recalcitrant
inclinations and to constrain ourselves in accordance with duty, Kant
explains:

Virtue signifies a moral strength of will. But this does not exhaust the
concept; for such strength could also belong to a holy (superhuman)
being, in whom no hindering impulses would impede the law of its will
and who would gladly do everything in conformity with the law. Virtue

11 My understanding of Kant’s conception of autonomy is indebted to Allison, Kant’s Theory
of Freedom, pp. 85–106.
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is, therefore, the moral strength of a human being’s will in fulfilling his
duty, a moral constraint through his own lawgiving reason, insofar as this
constitutes itself an authority executing the law. (MS 6: 405; 533)

This contrast between a legislative versus an executive power of self-
governance of the finite rational will enables us to capture the fun-
damental contrast between autonomy and autocracy. Kant’s repeated
remark that virtue requires the autocracy of pure practical reason in
addition to autonomy, however, reminds us that there obviously remains
an intimate connection between these two concepts central to his
ethical theory. Kant holds that only a certain kind of rational (or
autonomous) will needs autocracy, for a holy will (in whatever form)
has a pure moral disposition innately, and consequently lacks the real
obstacles to conformity of volition with the moral law that virtue as
moral strength of will presupposes. Yet, even if autonomy on its own
does not entail or require autocracy, it is nevertheless a necessary con-
dition for autocracy. That is, a prior condition for acquiring the exec-
utive strength of will to be wholly self-governing in accordance with
principles of pure practical reason is that the will possess the power
for creating (legislating, or giving to itself) universal laws. This is to say
that a will can be autonomous without needing autocracy (as in the
case of either species of holiness of will), and a will can be autonomous
and fail to have acquired autocracy (as in the case of a finite non-holy
will that lacks virtue or is weak-willed), but autocracy presupposes the
autonomy of pure practical reason. In sum, although self-legislation
according to the norms of pure practical reason for merely finite ratio-
nal beings does not on its own amount to their self-compliance or self-
compulsion according to those norms, the latter ability presupposes the
former.

At this juncture, we have in view the main features of Kant’s concep-
tion of virtue as a character trait. Kant believes virtue requires autoc-
racy, an executive power of the will to master one’s sensible nature
and compel oneself to comply with norms legislated by pure practical
reason. It amounts to a morally good disposition (Gesinnung) or way
of thinking (Denkungsart), a disposition or way of thinking involving
strength of will in fulfilling one’s duties, where strength is measured in
proportion to genuine obstacles that oppose good conduct – obstacles
that virtue enables one to overcome. On Kant’s view, then, virtue and
autocracy are specifically anthropocentric concepts applicable only to
imperfect rational beings like us, beings who must rely on a power



kant’s conception of virtue 61

of self-constraint or self-compulsion in our efforts to lead lives in full
accord with moral principles. Finally, the moral strength of will that
the genuinely autocratic agent possesses signifies the fact that she has
achieved a unique form of inner freedom – specifically, a hard-won
freedom from (significant) internal conflict between duty and coun-
tervailing feelings and inclinations – and, in Kant’s view, represents
a fitting picture of human (moral) health (MS 6: 396, 405–6; 526;
533–4).

2.2 The main worry about an account of virtue understood in
terms of autocracy

Some of the central features of this initial account of virtue lend them-
selves quite naturally to objections to Kant’s account of virtue and the
moral psychology associated with it. As our analysis has shown, Kant
conceives of virtue in terms of the autocracy of pure practical reason, a
form of self-mastery or self-constraint for merely finite rational beings
consisting in the sovereignty of reason over sensibility. In ruling over
herself, the autocratic agent possesses an admirable strength of will to
resist temptations arising from natural inclinations, maintaining a firm
moral disposition to do her duty from the motive of duty. The prob-
lem, however, is that this conception of virtue in terms of rational self-
rule over sensibility seems only to reinforce – as opposed to resolve –
some familiar criticisms of Kant’s rationalist moral theory. Given the
political sense of the term “autocracy,” we might think that an account
of moral self-governance modeled on autocracy would amount to a
harsh, dehumanizing form of self-rule. Just as autocracy represents a
repressive form of political governance that denies proper voice or
initiative to the governed, autocracy as an ethical ideal might likewise
amount to a repressive form of self-governance that denies proper – or
any – voice or initiative to sensibility in the moral realm. It is unclear
how this Kantian conception of virtue as moral strength of will in the
face of recalcitrant forces at odds with duty could allow emotions and
appetites a positive role within the moral psychology of virtue, or how it
could amount to anything different from what Aristotle would view as
continence – rational self-control in opposition to contrary emotions
and appetites.

Although the notion that virtue involves self-governance in accor-
dance with reason is common to traditional Greek views about virtue,
including Plato’s and Aristotle’s, the main concern about Kantian virtue
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has to do with the particular form of rational self-governance that appears to
be constitutive of Kantian autocracy. Here, a reminder of how Aristotle
conceives of the relation between reason and appetite in the genuinely
virtuous person is especially instructive, insofar as it highlights the worry
that Kantian autocracy might turn out to be an austere form of self-rule,
one that aims to secure an agreement between reason and sensibility
by repressive means.

For Aristotle, the virtues of character concern both the part of the
soul that has reason and the non-rational part of the soul that can
obey reason (EN I.7 1098a3–5, EN I.13 1102b13–1103a3). Virtue is
the condition in which the non-rational part of the soul that can obey
reason does so and harmonizes with rational choice. In Book VII of
the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle explains that the virtuous person has
no base appetites. As a result of her upbringing and through her own
efforts (by habituation), her non-rational appetites have been shaped
to harmonize with reason. By contrast, there is disagreement in the soul
of the continent person, for she makes the right judgments about what
to do but has base appetites that conflict with what reason exhorts (EN
VII.10 1151b35–1152a3). As we saw in Chapter 1, when we addressed
the complaint that Kant’s sorrowful philanthropist and cold philan-
thropist in the Groundwork appear to act rightly without having all that
is required for a morally good character, Aristotle thinks that there is
an important difference between the person who is merely continent
or self-controlled (who has enkrateia) and the person who has full virtue
(arête). Although the continent person knows what she should do and
acts correctly, she acts in accordance with reason in the face of desires
for things that she knows would be wrong to choose or pursue. She
does the right thing, but does so in the face of struggle. By contrast,
the virtuous person does what she knows she should do while desiring
it and taking pleasure in right action.

For Aristotle, then, practical choice involves correct decision as
well as appropriate desires.12 Neither desire nor reason is sufficient
on its own, for both are necessary features in virtuous action. First,
for Aristotle, virtue is not just a cognitive state consisting only in
the correct decision. The correct decision must be effective, and this

12 These desires have been habituated to agree with correct choice and are therefore best
characterized as rational desires. I thank David Brink for emphasizing this and a number
of the following points about Aristotelian virtue in many helpful discussions about the
apparent differences between Aristotle and Kant.
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requires modification of affective and conative states (EN I.13–II.4
1103a15–1105b18). Second, as the distinction between continence
and virtue reveals, virtue does not consist simply in overcoming unruly
appetites and emotions that oppose reason. On the contrary, appetites
and emotions must be trained to harmonize with correct choice.
Third, this accord between reason and appetite in the genuinely vir-
tuous person cannot be brokered by taming unruly affective or cona-
tive states, by weakening or extirpating them, for example, because
virtue actually requires certain positive affective states (viz. feelings and
motivations).

This notion that virtue requires not just correct choice, but also
appropriate feelings, desires, and attitudes directed toward what rea-
son recommends is apparent as Aristotle sets out his account of the
various practical virtues he understands as constituent ingredients in
a flourishing human life. Generosity, for example, requires that one
have the right attitude toward one’s own property as well as other peo-
ple. One’s attachment to personal property must not be so strong as to
overpower the correct decision to give, nor should the correct decision
win out by suppressing selfishness or by extirpating concern for one-
self. Instead, the generous person is supposed to have the right balance
of self-regard and concern for others. Similarly, magnanimity requires
not just the proper training and curbing of self-aggrandizement, but
in addition a healthy esteem for one’s own accomplishments. Further,
temperance, the mean concerned with pleasures associated with bod-
ily appetites, requires not merely controlling appetites that could lead
one to choose inappropriately, but also taking pleasure in the various
things that correct reason prescribes. In underscoring this idea that the
appetitive part of the soul has been trained to harmonize with reason in
the person with full virtue, Aristotle notes that the temperate person’s
appetites are “for the right things, in the right ways, at the right times,
which is just what reason also prescribes” (EN III.12 1119b15–20).

On this more familiar Aristotelian model of self-governance, virtue
involves training and habituating appetites and emotions to agree with
reason and to participate in virtuous activity. By contrast, Kantian autoc-
racy at least initially appears to be a form of moral self-governance that
requires a rational crackdown on appetites and emotions, demanding
their compliance. Yet, just as the Groundwork examples of the sorrowful
philanthropist and the cold philanthropist would likely strike Aristotle
as a recipe for continence, not virtue, so, too, if autocracy required noth-
ing more than acting in accordance with reason in the face of resistant
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inclinations, it would likewise appear to be a recipe for continence –
strength of will against contrary inclinations – as opposed to genuine
virtue.13 It is precisely this sort of worry that has led contemporary theo-
rists to criticize Kant for overlooking or ignoring this distinction central
to classical Greek views about virtue and for conceiving of virtue as noth-
ing more than moral strength of will over contrary feelings and desires.
As Martha Nussbaum notes, “Kant thought that virtue must always be
a matter of strength, as the will learns to keep a lid on inappropriate
inclinations, rather like a good cook holding down the boiling pot.”14

This same charge is at the heart of Julia Annas’s contention that ancient
ethical views are at odds with Kant’s quintessentially modern concep-
tion of virtue as strength of will to overcome wayward feelings, insofar
as the ancients held that the self-divided person who must struggle to
do the right thing demonstrates mere self-control, where “self-control
is a lower stage than virtue.”15 Both Nussbaum and Annas think that
the difference here is a moral difference, marking a failure of moral
development, and that a theory unable to accommodate the difference
provides at best an impoverished account of virtue.

Within the various passages in which Kant describes the self-mastery
constitutive of virtue, we can locate three different models about the

13 At the end of Chapter 1, we raised a question about the charge that difficulty in acting
well is always or necessarily a lack of virtue when we considered a central insight Philippa
Foot discusses in her own analysis of Kant’s examples of dutiful action in the Groundwork.
As we saw there, Foot claims that when the difficulty that makes acting virtuously hard
lies in circumstances beyond the agent’s control, sometimes we are inclined to think
that the harder a person finds it to act virtuously, the more virtue she shows in acting
well. This point was introduced not to refute but merely to question the charge that
the sorrowful philanthropist and the cold philanthropist are obviously deficient in moral
character, since Kant himself suggests they lack the sympathy that makes beneficence
easier through no fault of their own. In short, Foot’s point indicated that we need to
take into account what it is that makes virtue hard in cases where it looks as if the agent
does the right thing but with effort and struggle. We will return to this point about
what makes virtue hard in section 2.5 of this chapter, where we consider how Kant can
distinguish virtue from continence on his own terms.

14 Martha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2001), p. 172.

15 Annas, The Morality of Happiness, p. 53. The idea that Kantian virtue seems equivalent
to Aristotelian continence can also be found in Sean McAleer, “Kant and Aristotle
on the Difficulty of Moral Knowledge: Lessons from the Doctrine of Virtue,” Studies
in the History of Ethics (2005), 30; Robert Johnson, “Kant’s Moral Philosophy,” in
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2009 edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta,
forthcoming, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2009/entries/kant-moral/; and
Daniel Devereux, “Socrates’ Kantian Conception of Virtue,” Journal of the History of Phi-
losophy 33, 3 (1995), 407–8.
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proper relationship between reason and sensibility (or duty and inclina-
tion) that autocracy might entail – extirpation, suppression, and silencing –
none of which indicates or allows that having certain feelings and incli-
nations aligned with duty is an important component in a virtuous
character. At times, Kant suggests that autocracy involves the extirpation
of unruly inclinations, implying that, from the standpoint of morality, it
would be best if the autocratic agent could root out and eliminate feel-
ings and inclinations at odds with duty, perhaps by cutting them out, just
as one might surgically remove something that is toxic in the body. The
idea that virtue is strength in overcoming oneself (Selbstüberwindung),
an ability to conquer everything, and, simply, a “victory over inclina-
tion” seems to imply that, through a heroic project of self-conquest,
the autocratic agent can conquer her sensible nature, so that she can
in some measure approximate the life of a disembodied god, a per-
fect rational being that does not have to contend with the (sensible)
impediments to morality that stand in the way of the conformity of our
imperfect will to moral laws (Collins 27: 300, 465; 91, 216; Mrongovius II
29: 626; 243; cf. MS 6: 396–7; 526–7). This extirpation interpretation
garners further support from two notorious passages in the Groundwork
and the second Critique in which Kant proclaims that inclinations are
so problematic that all rational beings do – and indeed should – wish
to be altogether free of them.16

At other times, Kant appears to endorse the idea that the suppres-
sion of inclination by reason is enough for virtue. On this suppression
model, undisciplined inclinations must be subdued or restrained by
the authority of the rational will, which exercises its force by holding
them in check. The notion that autocracy requires the suppression
of inclination is in line with the characterization of virtue as strength
against powerful impulses of nature, which must be resisted and con-
quered, or moral self-constraint signifying courage in winning a war
(MS 6: 379–80, 405; 512–13, 534). In underscoring the idea that the
autocratic person must always be prepared to stamp out contrary-to-
morality inclinations, which can present constant enticements to vio-
late duty, Kant draws attention to the Latin root of virtus, namely, vir -
(man), noting: “The very Latin word virtus originally signifies nothing
else but courage, strength, and constancy, and the symbol for it indi-
cates the same: a Hercules, with lionskin and club, striking down the
hydra, which is the symbol of all vice” (Vigilantius 27: 492; 260–1). This

16 See Gr 4: 428; 79 and KprV 5: 118; 235.



66 kant’s theory of virtue

suppression model appears to underlie Kant’s conception of autocracy
as a compulsive power of the will to constrain oneself to act in accor-
dance with duty and a form of self-rule in which “reason holds the reins
of government in its own hands” (MS 6: 408; 536). On this second
possible reading, virtue can be understood as a form of self-governance
in which reason must constantly work to restrict the weight and scope
of inclinations, forcefully demanding their submission. We can find
the roots of this suppression model in Kant’s remark in the Groundwork
that reason “despises inclinations and is able gradually to become their
master” (Gr 4: 411; 65).

Finally, at times Kant’s language in portraying the power over the self
required for morally good character suggests a somewhat different nor-
mative model for the relationship of reason and sensibility, which might
be captured by saying that virtue involves the silencing of inclinations.17

On this silencing interpretation, the truly virtuous person sees no con-
flict between the demands of virtue and competing options, because
considerations that would otherwise provide her with reasons for action
lack practical significance when compared to the virtuous course of
actions, or are silenced by the requirements of virtue. The main textual
support for this third possible reading lies in a number of passages in
which Kant portrays the virtuous person as immune to sensible needs
and desires at odds with duty, inasmuch as they no longer affect her or
provide temptations to transgress duty – they no longer have a voice.
For example, in his lecture course on ethics, Kant is recorded as saying
that autocracy involves curbing one’s inclinations for external things
one cannot have (or can have only with great difficulty) and becoming
independent with respect to those objects and the inclinations to which
they give rise (Collins 27: 392; 162). In marshalling all of her powers
and disciplining herself, the autocratic person possesses an immediate
worth, “for to be master of oneself demonstrates an independence of
all things” (Collins 27: 361–2; 138). Elsewhere, in his discussion of the

17 This silencing metaphor is most closely associated with John McDowell, who has argued
that virtue does not outweigh or override other reasons, but instead silences them. See
John McDowell, “Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imperatives?” in Proceedings of
the Aristotelian Society Supplemental Volume 52 (1978), pp. 26–8; “The Role of Eudaimonia
in Aristotle’s Ethics,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, ed. Amélie O. Rorty (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1980), pp. 369–71; and “Virtue and
Reason,” The Monist 62 (1979), 334–5. For my extended analysis of the silencing thesis
as a general thesis about the psychology of virtue, see Anne Margaret Baxley, “The Price
of Virtue,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 88 (2007): 403–23.
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Highest Good in the second Critique, Kant likewise characterizes the
virtuous person as free from the influence sensible inclinations might
otherwise have on the will, noting that virtue produces “consciousness
of mastery over one’s inclinations, hence of independence from them
and so too from the discontent that always accompanies them” (KprV
5: 119; 235). Finally, in claiming that human morality can never be any-
thing more than virtue, Kant portrays the highest ideal of virtue, which
is commonly personified by the sage, as “quite free from the influence
of any incentive other than that of duty” (MS 6: 383; 515). On this
third possible reading, pure practical reason’s job is not merely to play
the guardian of inclinations, but to disregard them, or to abstract from
happiness and considerations falling under the principle of self-love
when duty is at issue (KprV 5: 118; 235; TP 8: 279; 282). Whereas,
on the other two models, inclinations provide an obstacle that must be
removed or restrained, either by extirpation or suppression, here, incli-
nations effectively fail to provide an obstacle to be excised or inhibited,
because they are silenced by the demands of duty.

Whichever of these three metaphors – extirpation, suppression, or
silencing – is most accurate in capturing what might be required by Kan-
tian virtue, the relevant point is that, on any of these interpretations,
emotions and inclinations are portrayed as inherently problematic fea-
tures of our human nature that pose a persistent impediment to moral-
ity, and we are left with the standard picture that the moral struggle
on Kant’s view is a battle between sensibility and reason, or inclination
and duty, which are forever at war with one another. Indeed, it looks as
if Kant’s favored form of moral self-governance in accord with reason
involves an ongoing battle with the self, where the strategy for this war is
played out in terms of self-conquest, self-suppression, or self-silencing,
as the circumstances require. If this picture turns out to be accurate,
it casts doubt on the adequacy and appeal of Kant’s theory of virtue.
Kant seems to deny that there are certain (positive) feelings and desires
rooted in the affective and conative side of human nature that are sig-
nificant for virtue, and he seems unable to distinguish between virtue
and mere continence.

2.3 A better understanding of Kantian autocracy and the real
opponent to morally good character

The first stage in assessing this main criticism of autocracy involves
coming to terms with a central feature of Kant’s moral psychology that
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is crucial for a better understanding of his conception of the ethical
life and his account of virtue as a character trait. This is the key idea
that what has to be conquered in the struggle to acquire a morally good
disposition is not inclinations per se, but our tendency to accord incli-
nations a privileged status they do not merit. What Kant objects to in
the non-autocratic person is not the presence of emotions and inclina-
tions as such, but the value she accords them. More specifically, the real
obstacle we finite imperfect rational beings must strive to overcome in
our efforts to lead morally good lives in accordance with the dictates of
pure practical reason is a volitional tendency to treat inclinations as suf-
ficient reasons for action, even when our inclinations conflict with duty.
Kant famously terms this very propensity “radical evil.” This doctrine
of radical evil is the backdrop for understanding Kant’s conception of
virtue and the moral psychology associated with it, and an adequate
interpretation of his views about autocracy depends upon grasping this
critical connection.18

By this striking term “radical evil,” Kant does not mean any extreme
or diabolical form of evil. Instead, he explicitly intends for the term
“radical” to be understood in its etymological sense of “roots.”19 “Radi-
cal evil” thus refers to the root or ground of the possibility of moral evil
in general and of particular actions that are contrary to duty. In Religion
within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Kant sets out his doctrine that there
is a propensity to evil in human nature, or, as he rather starkly puts it,
that a human being is “evil by nature” (Rel 6: 32; 56).20

18 Henry Allison emphasizes this point about the connection between virtue and radical
evil within Kant’s thought. See Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, pp. 162–71. For an
extended discussion of Kant’s conception of radical evil and its relation to character
development, which highlights the different connections between Kant’s ethical theory,
his empirical psychology, and his aesthetic theory, see G. Felicitas Munzel, Kant’s Concep-
tion of Moral Character: The “Critical” Link of Morality, Anthropology, and Reflective Judgment
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), especially Chapter 3.

19 The Latin radic - means “roots.” Kant explains that the kind of evil he has in mind is
one that is allegedly “entertwined [verwebt] with humanity itself and, as it were, rooted
[gewurzelt] in it” (Rel 6: 32; 56). On this point, see Robert B. Louden, Kant’s Impure
Ethics: From Rational Beings to Human Beings (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000),
p. 135. Louden’s insightful discussion of Kant’s views on evil can be found in Kant’s
Impure Ethics, pp. 132–9.

20 It is in Religion that Kant explicitly introduces the doctrine of radical evil, but this
conception of the ground of moral evil clearly has roots in the Groundwork, where
Kant writes of “a natural dialectic” of practical reason, understood as a “propensity to
rationalize against those strict laws of duty and to cast doubt upon their validity, or at
least upon their purity and strictness, and, where possible, to make them better suited to
our wishes and inclinations, that is, to corrupt them at their basis and to destroy all their
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There, he explains, “the statement, ‘The human being is evil,’ can-
not mean anything else than that he is conscious of the moral law and
yet has incorporated into his maxim the (occasional) deviation from
it” (Rel 6: 32; 55). As this comment indicates, Kant understands this
universal, freely-chosen propensity (Hang) to evil allegedly found in
humanity as a whole as a tendency of finite imperfect beings to subor-
dinate the moral law to non-moral considerations based on happiness
and its principle of self-love, or a tendency to grant priority to our
natural end of happiness, even when considerations based on happi-
ness conflict with morality.21 In a helpful, extended passage in which
he underscores the idea that the root of moral evil lies in a volitional
tendency to get our fundamental priorities backwards, by treating the
principle of self-love, as opposed to the moral law, as the ultimate guid-
ing principle of the will, Kant explains:

Hence the difference, whether the human being is good or evil, must
not lie in the difference between the incentives that he incorporates into
his maxim (not in the material of the maxim), but in their subordination
(in the form of the maxim): which of the two he makes the condition of the
other. It follows that the human being (even the best) is evil only because
he reverses the moral order of his incentives in incorporating them into
his maxim. He indeed incorporates the moral law into those maxims,
together with the law of self-love; since, however, he realizes that the two

dignity” (Gr 4: 405; 59–60; cf. Gr 4: 424; 75–6). This propensity appears to resemble
the particular form of self-love that Kant targets in the second Critique as a “propensity to
make oneself as having subjective determining grounds of choice into objective grounds
of the will in general” (KprV 5: 74; 200). Although the exact term “radical evil” does
not appear in the Doctrine of Virtue, in the Introduction to that work, Kant notes simply
that, “the human being shows more propensity to listen to his inclinations than to the
law” (MS 6: 380n; 512n).

21 Kant clearly thinks that moral requirements are categorical norms that always override
non-moral considerations based on happiness, which fall under the principle of self-love.
Furthermore, he considers a tendency to reverse this order, taking non-moral consid-
erations to trump moral requirements, as the ground of all actions that violate duty. It
is beyond the scope of this chapter to investigate Kant’s (or Kantian) argument for this
thesis that moral requirements are supremely authoritative rules that always override
non-moral considerations based on happiness. David Brink raises doubts about Kant’s
supremacy thesis in “Kantian Rationalism: Inescapability, Authority, and Supremacy”
in Ethics and Practical Reason, ed. Garret Cullity and Berys Gaut (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1997), pp. 255–91. For a related discussion of this topic, in which he
argues that the demands of a certain form of prudence constitute categorical reasons,
see Terence Irwin’s “Kant’s Criticisms of Eudaimonism,” in Aristotle, Kant and the Stoics:
Rethinking Happiness and Duty, ed. Stephen Engstrom and Jennifer Whiting (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 63–101.
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cannot stand on an equal footing, but one must be subordinated to the
other as its supreme condition, he makes the incentive of self-love and
their inclinations the condition of the compliance with the moral law –
whereas it is this latter that, as the supreme condition of the satisfaction of
the former, should have been incorporated into the universal maxim of
the power of choice as the sole incentive. (Rel 6: 36; 59)

Here, we see that Kant’s thesis that human beings have a propensity to
evil implies that we have a tendency to treat happiness as our supreme or
unconditioned good, effectively acting in accordance with the dictates
of morality on the condition that what morality requires of us does not
conflict with the satisfaction of our inclinations (the sum total of which
is happiness).

The fact that Kant conceives of our propensity to evil as the true
enemy of the moral good and, by extension, the genuine impediment
to acquiring a virtuous disposition tells us that the self-mastery constitu-
tive of Kantian virtue does not require us to conquer or overcome our
sensible nature wholesale. On the contrary, what is required is that we
subjugate our tendency of will to pursue the satisfaction of inclinations
at the expense of duty. Without a doubt, some of Kant’s own language
in his various discussions of virtue and autocracy obscures this very
point. He does, after all, at times identify the obstacle to virtue straight-
forwardly as inclinations, when he claims that virtue, as strength, “can
be recognized only by the obstacles it can overcome, and in the case
of virtue these obstacles are natural inclinations” (MS 6: 394; 524–5).
Moreover, as we have just seen, he characterizes autocracy as a com-
pulsive power of the will to rule over natural inclinations, which might
suggest that natural inclinations are always recalcitrant forces at odds
with duty. Nevertheless, close attention to the details of Kant’s discus-
sions of the obstacles standing in the way of moral strength of will in
accordance with duty tells us that even though inclinations are obvi-
ously part of the story of why human beings do bad or evil things, evil
is not located simply in inclinations, which do not of themselves deter-
mine the will. In the aforementioned passage that locates the obstacle
to virtue in natural inclinations, for instance, Kant immediately qual-
ifies the suggestion that natural inclinations necessarily conflict with
moral concerns, remarking that inclinations “can come into conflict
with a human being’s moral maxims” and that “it is the human being
himself who puts these obstacles in the way of his maxims” (MS 6: 394;
524–5). Similarly, he explains that inclinations are obstacles “within
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the human being’s mind to his fulfillment of duty and (sometimes
powerful) forces opposing it” and that such obstacles are ones that
“the human being himself furnishes through his inclinations” (MS 6:
380, 405; 513, 533). The problem as Kant sees it, then, is not with
inclinations per se, but the deliberative weight we grant them. As he sees
it, we have a propensity to exercise our capacity for choice (Willkür) in
a way that does not fully accord with the dictates of pure practical rea-
son, or a propensity to act on inclinations at odds with moral concerns,
even though, from the standpoint of pure practical reason, the moral
laws we prescribe to ourselves in virtue of our autonomy outweigh all
incentives of inclination.22

Finally, lest there be any doubt on this score, we should note that,
in Religion, Kant explicitly rejects the idea that the source of moral
evil lies in inclinations. Although he admires the Stoics and endorses
their views in some of his own arguments about apathy, sympathy, and
suicide, Kant criticizes the Stoics for portraying sensible inclinations as
the antagonist to morally good conduct and the fundamental problem
to contend with in the ethical life. As Kant sees it, the Stoics mistook
their enemy, “who is not to be sought in the natural inclinations, which
merely lack discipline and openly display themselves unconcealed to
everyone’s consciousness, but is rather as it were an invisible enemy,
one who hides behind reason and hence all the more dangerous”

22 Some comment about the relation between will and practical reason is in order in
the context of this discussion of autocracy and radical evil. In the Introduction to
The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant explicitly distinguishes between two senses of will, Wille
and Willkür (MS 6: 213–14, 226; 374–5, 380). According to both formulations of the
distinction, Wille represents the legislative function of volition and is equated with
practical reason. It is the source of the laws that it presents to the faculty of free choice,
Willkür, as imperatives. Willkür represents the spontaneous function of the will to choose
to act on maxims under the normative guidance of Wille. This picture of one aspect of
the will (taken as a whole) providing norms and one aspect choosing or failing to choose
in light of these norms helps resolve an ambiguity noted in the Groundwork, where in the
very same passage Kant both equates the will with practical reason and writes of practical
reason determining or failing to determine the will (Gr 4: 412; 66). The account of
Wille providing norms of practical reason and Willkür choosing in light of these norms
allows us to see both how it is that the will gives laws to itself (or is a law to itself) and how
reason can determine or fail to determine the will. That Wille is the source of laws and
legislates maxims explains why the will is identified with practical reason. Correlatively,
since Willkür, or the faculty of choice, can choose to act in accordance with or against the
dictates of Wille, Kant can speak of reason determining or failing to determine the will.
The main point for our purposes here is that, according to Kant’s doctrine of radical
evil, evil lies in a tendency to exercise our capacity for choice (Willkür) in a way that
conflicts with the dictates of Wille.
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(Rel 6: 57; 77). Elaborating on this key point that the source of moral
evil does not lie simply in inclinations in a way that does not impugn
reason and the will, Kant contends that, “genuine evil consists in our
will not to resist inclinations when they invite transgression, and this
disposition is the really true enemy” (Rel 6: 58n; 78n).

This perplexing doctrine of radical evil obviously stands in need of
further explanation and defense (a task that merits a full treatment of its
own and therefore cannot be undertaken within the parameters of the
present work).23 Yet its significance for our purposes should be clear.
The fact that Kant takes this propensity to evil – in essence, a volitional
tendency to pervert the proper (moral) order of our fundamental
incentives for action in our maxims of action – as the real opponent
of virtue both mitigates the familiar portrait of Kant as an enemy of
feelings and inclinations, on the one hand, and creates the conceptual
space for any positive role he might grant to sensibility within his full
theory of virtue, on the other hand. On the first score, this makes
it apparent that Kant does not hold the view (so often attributed to
him) that the mere possession of inclinations and needs associated
with our sensible nature is what prevents us from attaining a pure
moral disposition, which might imply that we should somehow strive
to extirpate, suppress, or silence those sensible features of ourselves,
so that they do not interfere with the rational self-governance required
by virtue. On the contrary, the real problem as Kant perceives it is how
we exercise our capacity for choice and what we tend to value (viz.
happiness over morality), not what inclinations we happen to have. It

23 Kant himself claims that the “multitude of woeful examples that the experience of
human deeds parades before us” spares us the need for “a formal proof” of this doctrine
of radical evil (Rel 6: 32–3; 56). In the secondary literature, Henry Allison and Allen
Wood have both attempted to make sense of Kant’s claim that there is a universal
human propensity toward evil. Their respective (and opposing) views about Kant’s
account of evil can be found in Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, Chapter 8 and Idealism
and Freedom: Essays on Kant’s Theorical and Practical Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), Chapter 12, and Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought, pp. 283–90. In
Kant’s Ethical Thought, Wood argues for an anthropological reading of Kant’s doctrine
of evil, which Wood takes to be rooted in our unsocial sociability. Allison, by contrast,
understands Kant’s claim that there is an innate, universal propensity to evil in human
nature as a synthetic a priori proposition that follows from Kant’s commitment, in
Religion, to rigorism (the thesis all agents and acts are either good or evil) coupled with
his view that finite non-holy beings necessarily will happiness as our natural end. For
a recent book-length treatment of Kant’s account of evil that does an admirable job
distinguishing the a priori and empirical elements of Kant’s doctrine of evil, see Pablo
Munchnik, Kant’s Theory of Evil: An Essay on the Dangers of Self-Love and the Aprioricity of
History (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009).
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is thus our propensity of will to grant inclinations priority over duty
that must be overcome and constantly guarded against if we are to
lead morally good lives in accordance with the norms of pure practical
reason.

On the second score, this feature of Kant’s moral psychology has
far-reaching significance in enabling us to see how Kant can assign a
supportive role to certain feelings and inclinations within the moral psy-
chology of virtue. Because the self-mastery constitutive of virtue is ulti-
mately mastery over our tendency of will to give priority to appetite or
emotion unregulated by duty, it does not require extirpating, suppress-
ing, or silencing sensibility in general. Kant clearly thinks that autocracy
requires the proper ordering of the soul according to reason, whereby rea-
son is sovereign over sensibility. This, undoubtedly, involves weakening
or limiting the scope of feelings and desires that are foes of duty. At
the same time, however, this leaves room for the possibility that feel-
ings and desires cultivated in accordance with reason can be allies of
duty. In other words, in light of the fact that autocracy – at least on
the subtler reading advanced here – does not entail that feelings and
desires are recalcitrant forces that necessarily provide resistance to the
rational will, it is easier to see how an account of virtue understood in
terms of the autocracy of practical reason can allow feelings and desires
that have been shaped and cultivated by duty to play a substantive role
within virtue. As we will see, this prospect – that the self-mastery con-
stitutive of Kantian virtue requires not just regulating sensibility, but
also cultivating sensibility in accordance with reason, so that certain
feelings and desires are allies of practical reason – enables us to make
sense of Kant’s positive claims in the Doctrine of Virtue that we are in
fact obligated to cultivate and strengthen various affective states and
dispositions that assist us in being responsive to the demands of pure
practical reason and facilitate our ability to fulfill our morally obligatory
ends.

In Chapter 4, we will explore in full detail the various important
passages in the Doctrine of Virtue in which Kant explicitly grants moral
significance to certain states connected with our sensible nature that he
thinks are important for virtue, and consider precisely how they might
function within the life of virtue on a Kantian view. At this juncture, how-
ever, we should note that Kant’s analysis of affects (Affekten) and passions
(Leidenschaften) captures what we can think of as the “negative” aspect of
autocracy, where autocracy requires controlling and limiting the influ-
ence on the will of affective and conative states in conflict with duty (we
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can call this negative aspect of autocracy “the containment model”). In
the Critique of Judgment, Religion, the Doctrine of Virtue, and Anthropology
from a Pragmatic Point of View, Kant characterizes affects and passions as
pernicious states interfering with the self-mastery required by virtue,
and he suggests that such feelings and inclinations must be contained
by reason.24 In his discussion of affects and passions, Kant appeals to
some of the very same analogies the Stoics used in their account of the
passions and the therapeutic treatment they believed these passions
require.25 He characterizes a person subject to these particular types of
sensible states as “ill,” insofar as these feelings and inclinations are con-
trary to the demands of reason; indeed, they “exclude the sovereignty of
reason” altogether (Anthro 7: 251; 149). Whereas an affect, like anger,
is a rash feeling that precedes reflection and overcomes the patient,
a passion, such as hatred, is an habitual sensible desire involving an
agent’s reflection and endorsement.26 Passions, Kant therefore insists,
are more deeply rooted in an agent’s psyche than are affects, and they
tend to lead more readily to vice. Despite this difference in their degree
of “vehemence,” both affects and passions, Kant argues, are maladies
in need of healing. In relation to these particular kinds of feelings and
inclinations, which obscure an agent’s judgment and lead to emotional
excitement that might tempt her to neglect or violate her duties, virtue
presupposes moral apathy (Affektlosigkeit). This apathy the virtuous per-
son exhibits should not be understood as moral indifference; rather,

24 See MS 6: 407–9; 535–6; Anthro 7: 251–82; 149–82; KU 5: 272n; 132n; and Rel 6: 29n,
93–4; 52–3n, 105–6.

25 For an excellent treatment of the connection between Kant’s views about affects and
passions and those of the Stoics, see Nancy Sherman’s extended discussion in Making
a Necessity of Virtue, Chapter 4. Julia Annas’s discussion of the Stoics on emotions and
virtue also includes a helpful comparison of the Stoics and Kant. See Annas, The Morality
of Happiness, pp. 53–66.

26 In both the Doctrine of Virtue and Anthropology, Kant characterizes an affect as a type of
rash feeling that precedes reflection, thereby making rational reflection difficult or even
impossible. Being subject to an affect involves being overtaken, unaware, by feeling, and
Kant describes this as a paroxysm, or fit of madness. One perhaps unfamiliar feature of
Kant’s view lies in the fact that he conceives of passions not as feelings (as we tend to
do), but as habitual desires that entail reflection and endorsement by the agent. This
would seem to explain why Kant characterizes passions as more deeply rooted in an
agent’s psyche. In the Doctrine of Virtue, he claims that being prone to strong emotional
excitement (affect) is a lack of virtue and can coexist with the best will, whereas passions
enter more readily into kinship with vice (MS 6: 408; 535). With respect to both affects
and passions, however, Kant insists that the duty of apathy requires us to rule over
ourselves, by bringing these feelings and inclinations under the control of reason. In
other words, these pathological feelings and inclinations have to be contained.
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such dispassion is a sign of moral strength of will, where strength in
this context is manifest in a tranquil mind that is not excited or influ-
enced by such pathological states. As this emphasis on the importance
of Affektlosigkeit indicates, Kant maintains that the fully autocratic agent
in whom reason is sovereign will be immune to the affects and passions
that disrupt the soul of the vicious or weak-willed agent. In short, the
Kantian autocratic agent will not be moved or even tempted by such
pernicious feelings and inclinations that disturb the rational self-rule
constitutive of genuine virtue, since she possesses the moral fortitude
to contain such contrary-to-morality feelings and inclinations.27

Yet, while pathological affects and passions interfering with the
proper moral self-governance required for virtue must be contained
by pure practical reason, Kant distinguishes between pathological and
practical feelings and desires.28 Practical feelings and desires have been
shaped and transformed by reason and are responsive to the authority
of reason as the ultimate source of moral value. As we will see in detail
over the course of the next two chapters, Kant explicitly conceives of
such practical feelings and desires as significant within the ethical life,
and he treats them as important components in a conception of virtue
understood in terms of the autocracy of pure practical reason.

2.4 Kantian virtue involves rational self-governance, not the
extirpation, suppression, or silencing of inclination

Apart from this main consideration that the struggle to acquire a vir-
tuous character involves overcoming what Kant sees as a universal ten-
dency of merely finite rational beings to subordinate morality to con-
siderations based on personal happiness, there is plenty of additional
textual evidence that undercuts the possible worry that Kantian virtue

27 This containment model is considered in more detail in Chapter 4. Here, we should
note that when he claims that the virtuous person displays moral apathy with respect to
affects and passions in particular, Kant appears to presume that these specific types of
feelings and inclinations are ones that the virtuous person has conquered or overcome,
by extirpating or silencing them. However we interpret the containment model here,
the important point to keep in mind is that there are different models of the proper
relationship between duty and inclination (or reason and sensibility) at work in the
moral psychology central to Kant’s theory of virtue – the containment model is only one
such model, and it applies specifically in the case of recalcitrant feelings and inclinations
directly at odds with duty.

28 To preview, this distinction can be found at least implicitly in the following places: Gr 4:
399; 55; KprV 5: 83; 207; MS 6: 401, 452–7; 530, 571–6; and Anthro 7: 235–6; 131–2.
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involves extirpating, suppressing, or silencing sensibility in general. In
the first place, in spite of repeatedly warning of the dangers of taking
inclinations on their own as reliable sources of moral principles or
moral motivation, and in spite of holding that contrary-to-duty affects
and passions in particular must be contained by reason, Kant main-
tains that any attempt to try to extirpate one’s sensible inclinations is
not merely in vain, but actually contrary to what virtue requires. In the
Doctrine of Virtue, for example, he insists that we ought to provide for
ourselves so that we find satisfaction in living, noting that “depriving
oneself (fanatically) of enjoyment of the pleasures of life by exagger-
ated discipline of one’s natural inclinations” is opposed to a human
being’s duty to himself (MS 6: 452; 571). When describing the aes-
thetic temperament characterizing the genuinely virtuous disposition,
he endorses Hume’s view of “monkish virtues,” remarking that the prac-
tice of “monkish ascetics,” involving “self-torture and mortification of
the flesh, is not directed to virtue but rather to fantastically purging
oneself of sin by imposing punishments on oneself” (MS 6: 485; 597).
Kant goes further, insisting that such penance is wrong, on the grounds
that “it cannot produce the cheerfulness that accompanies virtue, but
much rather brings with it secret hatred for virtue’s command” (MS 6:
483; 597–8). More directly to the point, in Religion, we are told that,
“considered in themselves natural inclinations are good, i.e. not reprehensi-
ble, and to want to extirpate them would not only be futile but harmful
and blameworthy as well” (Rel 6: 58; 78).

As these passages indicate, although Kant maintains that inclination
should always be regulated in appropriate ways by moral considerations,
he thinks that any effort on our parts to try to extirpate our needs and
inclinations as sensuous beings is directly opposed to how we should
treat ourselves. In all three of his major writings in moral theory, Kant
characterizes happiness as an end given to us by nature – one that we
cannot abandon any more than we can abandon our ultimate moral end
of cultivating a good will or morally good character. Moreover, we have
an indirect obligation to promote our own happiness, that is, an indirect
duty to try to satisfy our sensible needs and desires as long as doing so
is consonant with the moral law, because dissatisfaction with our own
condition can lead us to neglect or violate our moral obligations.29

29 See Gr 4: 399; 54; KprV 5: 93; 214–5; and MS 6: 388; 519. His explicit reasoning for this
claim that we have an indirect duty to promote our own happiness is that discontent
can be a temptation to transgress duty. Yet, even though Kant appears to give a merely
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In underscoring the idea that it would be mistaken to presume that
morality encourages us to extirpate the various inclinations we have as
sensible creatures, even if it directs us to resist their enticements when
they conflict with moral concerns, Kant remarks that, “pure practical
reason does not require that one should renounce claims to happiness
but only that as soon as duty is in question one should take no account
of them” (KprV 5: 93; 214; cf. TP 8: 278–9; 281–2).

In the second place, close attention to other important passages in
which he describes the ideal relationship between reason and sensi-
bility in the person with full moral character tells us that neither is
virtue to be sought in the total suppression of inclinations. In clarifying
the notion that virtue can be understood in terms of self-overcoming
(Selbstüberwindung), Kant explicitly denies that autocracy entails self-
denial or self-suppression. In his lecture course on ethics, for example,
he is reported to have said that while Baumgarten (in the standard text
Kant used for his own ethics course) writes about how a human being
can win a victory over himself, the ideal form of moral self-governance
should not be cast in such harsh terms. On the contrary, the genuinely
virtuous person who is self-governing in accordance with freely adopted
moral principles possesses an inner freedom that makes a triumph over
oneself unnecessary:

But if a man rules himself so well that he prevents any rebellion of the
rabble in his soul and keeps peace within himself (which here, however,
is not contentment with everything, but good command and unity in
the soul), and if he now conducts so good a government within himself,
then no war will arise in him, and where there is no war, no conquest is
necessary either. It is therefore far better if a man is so governed that he
need gain no victory over himself. (Collins 27: 368–9; 144)

Kant reiterates this notion that autocracy does not presuppose that
there is an unending battle between inclination and duty in the finite
imperfect will, explaining: “It is not a hero who overcomes himself;
rather one should not have a war with oneself. We must not look at
how we should overcome our passions, but rather at how we can nip
them in the bud” (Powalski 27: 207). On this Kantian view, the virtu-
ous person rules herself in accordance with reason and is in a state

instrumental argument for why we should pursue our own happiness, the point remains
that he takes happiness to be an end that we ought (at least indirectly) to promote, and
this rules out the worry that he thinks we should strive to extirpate our inclinations in
an attempt to live well (in accordance with the norms of pure practical reason).
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of moral health, where health consists in a “balance of all [one’s]
bodily forces” (MS 6: 384; 516). In light of the fact that she has suc-
cessfully overcome her propensity to evil and exercises proper control
over her feelings and inclinations, the autocratic agent enjoys a sig-
nificant degree of internal order between duty and factors that could
otherwise present temptations to transgress the moral law. Unlike the
weak-willed agent who acts on temptation or the agent who resists temp-
tation even though she is deficient in virtue, the autocratic agent is not
engaged in an ongoing struggle to act in accordance with moral require-
ments in the face of conflicting feelings and inclinations at odds with
duty. As a result, her feelings and desires need not be suppressed alto-
gether, because they do not present a persistent (actual) problem to be
inhibited.

Finally, there is good reason to doubt that Kant is wedded to the thesis
that virtue requires the silencing of incentives of inclination. Although
he conceives of the genuinely virtuous person as self-possessed and
hence immune to the unruly affects and passions that can disrupt
the soul of the non-autocratic person, his standing commitment to a
conception of virtue in terms of rational self-constraint or self-mastery
against an (internal) opponent to duty cuts against the notion that the
requirements of virtue silence competing options. The point here is
subtle, but the basic idea is that competing considerations in tension
with duty can still be heard by the virtuous person’s will in circumstances
where they ought not to be pursued. This is because Kant agrees with
the commonsense view that virtue at times requires sacrifice and comes
at a cost, when choosing the virtuous course of action involves giving
up something the agent genuinely cares about, or forgoing something
she would otherwise choose to pursue. In his words, “virtue not only
has to muster all its forces to overcome the obstacles it must contend
with; it also involves sacrificing many of the joys of life, the loss of
which can sometimes make one’s mind gloomy and sullen” (MS 6: 484;
597). For Kant, then, where there are no obstacles at all to contend
with, that is, where competing considerations are completely silenced
by the requirements of virtue, there would be no need for virtue, as the
capacity and considered resolve to withstand a formidable opponent
to the moral good (MS 6: 380; 513; cf. MS 6: 383; 515; Vigilantius 27:
570–1; 323).

In sum, these considerations tells us that Kantian autocracy requires
the proper form of moral self-mastery or self-governance according to which
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reason is sovereign, as opposed to the extirpation, suppression, or silenc-
ing of sensibility in general. On Kant’s recipe for morally good char-
acter, virtue amounts to an acquired power of self-rule signifying the
true form of human (moral) health and the fitness to fulfill all of one’s
duties from the motive of duty in spite of any (internal) obstacles that
stand in the way – obstacles that autocracy enables the virtuous agent
to overcome and successfully manage, but that the strength of will
constitutive of virtue presupposes in the very first place.

2.5 How Kant can distinguish virtue from continence
in his own terms

How, then, does the interpretation of Kant’s conception of autocracy
set out over the course of this chapter provide an answer to the central
worry Kant’s account of virtue appears to face, namely, the worry that
Kantian virtue at best provides a recipe for nothing more than conti-
nence – strength of will in the face of contrary emotions and appetites?
The full response to this challenge will be provided over the course
of the remainder of this book, especially in Chapter 4, where we will
explore in detail the “positive aspect” of autocracy, according to which
autocracy involves not merely regulating feelings and inclinations to
accord with reason, but cultivating feelings and inclinations that facili-
tate moral action and are proper components in Kant’s full account of
virtue. At this juncture, however, we are already in a position to answer
the charge that Kant simply reduces virtue to continence.

Kant, it is true, characterizes virtue as moral strength of will, empha-
sizing that, as a form of strength, it comes in degrees, where the degree
of one’s virtue can be assessed “only by the magnitude of the obsta-
cles that the human being furnishes through his inclinations” (MS 6:
405; 533). Yet the reason virtue as such involves rational self-constraint
or self-mastery over sensibility, no matter how morally good we are or
become, has to do with the fact, as Kant understands it, that we have
a tendency toward evil that we must conquer and subsequently contin-
ually guard against in our efforts to cultivate morally good characters
and lead morally good lives. This thesis that humanity as a whole has
a propensity to evil that we must each individually struggle with under-
scores the fact that Kant thinks morality plays an essentially corrective
role in human conduct. It also explains why autocracy emerges as the
concept central to virtue – autocracy is necessary given what Kant takes
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to be a key fact about human nature. If Kantian virtue retains some
element of what initially looks like continence, this is because our
tendency toward evil runs deep, and conquering it takes significant
effort and hard work.30

What is interesting to keep in mind here is that, from Kant’s per-
spective, the ancients erred in overlooking this point.31 In neglecting
this fact of the matter about human nature as he sees it, ancient virtue
theorists assumed it was possible for mere human beings to achieve a
form of moral perfection that Kant thinks amounts to holiness of will, a
state of moral excellence that is not only out of our reach but also serves
as an unsuitable ideal, if it is taken as a model of excellence that we
human beings can actually approximate (Mrongovius II 29: 604; 229).
Kant therefore rejects any conception of human virtue that mistakenly
holds that we can bring our sensible nature into full or complete har-
mony with reason so that we need not be constrained by duty to act well. Such
a conception of moral excellence conflates human virtue with holiness,
and it involves an objectionable and dangerous self-deception as well
as a failure to know ourselves as finite imperfect beings, beings that
must work hard to cultivate the requisite strength of will to overcome a
deep-seated tendency to subordinate moral considerations to consider-
ations based on happiness, and to acquire a moral disposition involving
a “moral preparedness to withstand all temptations to evil” (Mrongovius
II 29: 604; 229).

30 This point brings us back to Foot’s insight introduced in the last chapter. As a reminder,
Foot’s insight – that sometimes we are inclined to think that the harder it is to act
virtuously, the greater the virtue the agent shows in acting well – was supposed to be true
of cases where what makes virtue difficult has to do with external factors independent
of the agent’s own character. Kant, of course, believes that this tendency to evil found
in humanity is something that is freely chosen and hence something for which we are
individually responsible. Indeed, the reason virtue in general is difficult for us is directly
a result of the fact that, as finite imperfect beings, we have an actual tendency of will
(Willkür) to act in ways that do not fully accord with the supremely authoritative norms
we give ourselves as autonomous agents. This is a problem of the self, one that cannot be
blamed on external factors independent of the will. Still, the relevant point is that the
fact that we must overcome this deep-seated tendency of the will helps us to understand
why virtue on this Kantian view is so difficult to achieve and maintain.

31 Kant thinks that the Stoics came closest to recognizing this point, since they at least
understood that virtue presupposes the presence of an enemy (Rel 6: 57; 77). The Stoics
mistook the opponent of virtue to be natural inclinations as opposed to a propensity
on the part of humanity to place inclinations above the moral law. In spite of the fact
that the ancients failed to see it, Kant is certain that the true opponent of morally good
character is “an invisible enemy, one who hides behind reason and [is] hence all the
more dangerous” (Rel 6: 57; 77).
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Yet, as we have seen over the course of this chapter, when this
propensity to evil – the true enemy of the morally good – is defeated
and successfully managed, the Kantian virtuous or autocratic agent has
the courage to resist new temptations to transgress the moral law, the
fortitude to do her duty from the motive of duty, and the inner freedom
enabling her to act virtuously with a cheerful attitude. This tells us that
the autocratic agent who rules herself in accordance with reason in
the proper way that Kant envisions is not involved in an ongoing battle
in which she is perpetually torn between duty and inclinations to act
otherwise, nor does she have to struggle on each occasion to do her
duty in the teeth of countervailing feelings and inclinations. On the
contrary, she is immune to the passions and affects that disrupt the soul
of the non-virtuous person and is morally fit, or in the state of health
proper to a human being (MS 6: 384, 409; 516, 536). In her, reason
is sovereign, holding the reins of government in its own hands (MS
6: 408; 536). Because she possesses a uniquely moral form of inner
freedom, she is at peace with herself, calm and tranquil, and yet always
prepared to stand down the potential threat to good conduct that
her propensity to evil could pose (were it not continually successfully
managed).

What is remarkable to note, and what makes this Kantian view much
more interesting than is commonly supposed, is that the taxonomy
at the heart of Kant’s considered moral psychological views is com-
plex, offering a distinctive alternative to more traditional Greek views
about character. It also represents a realistic alternative to more familiar
Greek views about flourishing and human excellence, given some basic
assumptions on Kant’s part, such as his belief in a human tendency to
evil. It can be captured as follows:32

Holiness : no capacity for transgressing the moral law, because such a
will either lacks a sensible nature altogether (as in the case of the
divine or infinite holy will) or lacks a propensity to evil (as in the
case of a finite holy will).

32 For Kant, transgression of the moral law is not to be understood as an ability, but rather
a lack of an ability to be moral. Strictly speaking, then, human beings do not have
a capacity or power to be immoral, but a propensity to evil. I use capacity here in a
non-technical sense to underscore the fact that it is possible for all merely finite rational
beings (no matter what kind of character they have cultivated) to act contrary to the
demands of morality.
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Virtue : has a capacity for transgressing the moral law because of a
propensity to evil, but manages this capacity successfully and is
not (seriously) tempted to act contrary to duty.

Continence : has a capacity for transgressing the moral law because
of a propensity to evil, but manages this capacity imperfectly and
is (seriously) tempted to act contrary to duty, though she resists
acting on temptation.

Incontinence or weakness of will : has a capacity for transgressing the
moral law because of a propensity to evil, but manages this capac-
ity unsuccessfully, is (seriously) tempted to act contrary to duty,
and succumbs to temptation.

Vice : has a capacity for transgressing the moral law because of a
propensity to evil, but does not manage it at all, indeed, endorses
or embraces this propensity to evil, making it a principle to act in
contrary-to-duty ways.33

Much more could be said about this Kantian taxonomy and each
state of character in it that differs from or opposes virtue. The key point
for our purposes here, however, is simply that Kant is able to mark
a clear distinction between virtue and continence in his own terms,
and this is sufficient to rule out the charge that he reduces virtue to
continence.

To bolster this key claim, we might consider, finally, what Kant says
about the sage, who appears to represent perfect autocracy fully real-
ized. In warning us against conflating even perfect virtue with holiness
of will, Kant insists:

[H]uman morality in its highest stage can still be nothing more than
virtue, even if it be entirely pure (quite free from the influence of any
incentive other than duty). In its highest stage it is an ideal (to which one
must continually approximate), which is commonly personified poeti-
cally by the sage. (MS 6: 383; 515)

Although Kant conceives of such a state of pure virtue as an ideal or
goal to which merely imperfect creatures like ourselves can only strive
to approximate, the important point here is that it looks nothing like
continence, for the picture Kant paints is of a will that has achieved
such moral strength that it has completely conquered and so perfectly

33 Kant conceives of vice as principled immorality, or principled intentional transgression
of the moral law (MS 6: 390; 521).
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managed its tendency to evil that it is completely free from the influence
of any incentive for action other than the pure moral incentive (duty,
or respect for the law).

Conclusion

In conclusion, we should bear in mind that a consistent theme in all
of Kant’s major ethical writings is that the moral struggle for us as
finite imperfect beings lies in acquiring the fortitude of will to govern
ourselves according to the norms of pure practical reason so that we
actually obey its dictates. Kant thinks that we have little difficulty rec-
ognizing what duty requires of us, but he believes it takes significant
effort to cultivate the requisite moral strength of will actually to comply
with these commands consistently from a pure moral disposition. This
is to say that morality, as Kant understands it, is epistemically easy, but
executively difficult.34 In light of the fact that morality is executively dif-
ficult, Kant thinks virtue is better understood to involve self-mastery and
self-constraint in accordance with reason under adverse conditions and
difficult odds, as opposed to intrinsic excellence and self-realization, as
more traditional Greek views about character tend to emphasize. What
underlies this important Kantian theme that morality is executively dif-
ficult is that merely finite rational beings need autocracy in addition to
autonomy, for it is the autocracy of pure practical reason that arms us
with the moral strength to execute self-legislated moral principles and
to live morally good lives in full accord with duty.

At least at first glance, this conception of virtue in terms of autocracy
appeared to be a repressive form of self-rule. Moreover, it looked as if
Kant’s account of virtue might end up providing a recipe for nothing
beyond what Aristotle would view as continence – moral strength of
will against contrary feelings and desires that reason or duty trumps.
Over the course of this chapter, however, we have seen that an adequate
interpretation of Kant’s views about autocracy reveals that he does not
think that the best that we can achieve is simply strength of will in
the face of actual temptation to act contrary to moral requirements;

34 See Gr 4: 403–4; 578 for an important passage where Kant insists that we have lit-
tle difficulty recognizing what morality requires of us. For an insightful discussion of
this idea that Kant, in contrast to Aristotle, thinks that morality is executively diffi-
cult but epistemically easy, see McAleer, “Kant and Aristotle on the Difficulty of Moral
Knowledge.”
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nor does his commitment to a conception of virtue as moral strength
of will in accordance with duty preclude him from granting positive
value to cultivated feelings and desires on the fuller moral psychology
of virtue. The conceptual space between Aristotle and an eliminativist
(or suppressionist or silencing) account of the relationship between
reason and sensibility at first seemed meager, but we have located that
conceptual space within Kant’s conception of autocracy.



3

V IRTUE , HUMAN NATURE , AND
MORAL HEALTH : KANT ’S DISPUTE

WITH SCHILLER

In his famous epigram, Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805), the great Ger-
man poet, dramatist, and philosopher, captures what many readers
have found counterintuitive about Kant’s account of moral motivation
in the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, when he suggests that the
Kantian moral agent must try to despise her friends and help them
from duty alone, if her beneficence is to have genuine moral worth
and express a good will. These joking lines, which we considered in
Chapter 1, represent one natural line of criticism of Kant’s account of
acting from duty as it appears in Section I of the Groundwork. It would be
unfortunate, however, if Schiller’s well-known satire were mistaken for
his considered interpretation and assessment of Kant’s ethics. In “On
Grace and Dignity,” his lengthy essay of 1793 that blends aesthetic and
moral themes in novel ways, Schiller sets out a more subtle, far-reaching
challenge to Kant, when he argues that genuine virtue requires culti-
vating sensibility to harmonize with reason and that the fully virtuous
person takes pleasure in moral action, without experiencing moral
laws as categorical imperatives.1 As Schiller sees it, sensibility must play

1 For other recent discussions of the Kant–Schiller debate, see Allison, Kant’s Theory of
Freedom, pp. 180–4; Manfred Brelage, “Schillers Kritik an der Kantischen Ethik,” in Stu-
dien zur Transzendentalphilosophie (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1965), pp. 230–44; Katerina
Deligiorgi, “Grace as a Guide to Morals? Schiller’s Aesthetic Turn in Ethics,” History of
Philosophy Quarterly 23, 1 (2006): 1–20; Jeffrey Gauthier, “Schiller’s Critique of Kant’s
Moral Psychology: Reconciling Practical Reason and an Ethics of Virtue,” Canadian Jour-
nal of Philosophy 27 (1997): 513–44; Raymond Geuss, “Kultur, Bildung, Geist,” History
and Theory 35, 2 (1996): 151–64; Guyer, Kant and the Experience of Freedom, pp. 335–93;
Dieter Henrich, “Das Prinzip der kantischen Ethik,” Philosophische Rundschau 2 (1954–
5): 29–34; R. D. Miller, Schiller and the Ideal of Freedom: A Study of Schiller’s Philosophical
Works with Chapters on Kant (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970); Munzel, Kant’s Conception
of Moral Character, pp. 300–3; Gerold Prauss, Kant über Freiheit als Autonomie (Frankfurt
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a necessary, constructive role in virtue, and he takes this to imply that
the good-willed Kantian agent, the person who does her duty from duty
without wanting to act as morality dictates, fails to demonstrate all that
is required for a truly good moral character.

Schiller is concerned to integrate sensibility into a full theory of
moral agency. In doing so, he aims to paint a picture of the ethical life
that is richer and more (aesthetically) pleasing than the desolate moral
landscape he associates with Kantian rationalism. Although he writes
within a Kantian framework and holds that moral laws are grounded
in reason alone, Schiller’s moral psychology is in many respects highly
Aristotelian, and thus it provides a helpful contrast with Kant. Moreover,
the details of Kant’s reply to Schiller’s challenge are critical to our
overriding concern in this work, because they give us further insight
into how Kant conceives of virtue and what role he takes sensibility to
play in a fully developed moral character.

This chapter investigates the details of Kant and Schiller’s exchange
and argues that, ultimately, competing political notions about the ideal
form of moral self-governance for finite rational beings set Kant and
Schiller apart. Section 3.1 analyzes Schiller’s critique of Kant’s rational-
ist moral theory and claims that Schiller’s main contention with Kant
is that a genuinely virtuous character is one in which morally favorable
inclination works as reason’s equal partner to bring about morally good
ends. Section 3.2 examines the relevant passages across Kant’s texts
and explains that Kant rejects Schiller’s conception of virtue because
he thinks that virtue consists in the autocracy of pure practical rea-
son over sensibility, not the thoroughgoing harmony between the two.

am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1983), pp. 247–8; Reiner, Duty and Inclination, pp. 1–51;
Sabine Roehr, “Freedom and Autonomy in Schiller,” The Journal of the History of Ideas 64,
1 (2003): 119–34; Eva Schaper, “Schiller’s Kant: A Chapter in the History of Creative
Misunderstanding,” in Studies in Kant’s Aesthetics (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1979), pp. 99–117 and “Towards the Aesthetic: A Journey with Friedrich Schiller,” British
Journal of Aesthetics 25, 2 (1985): 153–68; Zvi Tauber, “Aesthetic Education for Moral-
ity,” Journal of Aesthetic Education 40, 3 (2006): 22–47; and Andreas Wildt, Autonomie
und Anerkennung: Hegels Moralitätskritik im Lichte seiner Fichte-Rezeption (Stuttgart: Klett-
Cotta, 1982), p. 157. For a recent book-length treatment of Schiller’s philosophy that
includes lengthy discussions of “On Grace and Dignity” and Schiller’s relation to Kant, see
Frederick Beiser, Schiller as Philosopher: A Re-Examination (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005). The interpretation of Kant’s debate with Schiller set out here differs from other
views in arguing that there is a substantive disagreement between Kant and Schiller con-
cerning the proper relationship between sensibility and reason within virtue and that
this disagreement is best explained in terms of competing conceptions of human nature
and moral health (health of the human soul).
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Section 3.3 uncovers the important differences in opinion concern-
ing human nature that inform Kant and Schiller’s respective views
about virtue as health of the human soul. Finally, section 3.4 concludes
by exploring the competing political approaches to moral psychology
underlying this debate.

3.1 Schiller’s challenge in “On Grace and Dignity”: virtue
requires the full psychic harmony of reason and sensibility

In “On Grace and Dignity,” Schiller insists that he is in complete agree-
ment with the fundamental principles of Kant’s moral theory (GD 169;
205).2 He claims to object only to Kant’s presentation of his doctrines
(the manner or mode in which Kant presents his views about morality)
(GD 169–70; 204–5). Schiller offers little explanation or analysis of
the Kantian doctrines he claims to endorse. He does, however, specifi-
cally praise Kant for his extended critiques of eudaimonism and hedo-
nism, commending him for having courageously combated a rampant
“corruption” in the moral theory of his time, by presenting the moral
law in all of its purity, that is, divorced from anything empirical,
including considerations about happiness and pleasure. On this score,
Schiller professes to concur with Kant that moral norms have their
source in reason, entirely independent of sensibility, and that morality
requires obedience to the law alone, never instinct (GD 169; 205; cf.
GD 177; 213). Further, in spite of his often quoted joking lines taking
aim at Kant’s account of moral worth, Schiller explains that, in the
Groundwork, Kant explicitly appeals to cases in which the good willed
agent’s inclinations oppose duty, simply because it is especially evident
that sensibility has not interfered with the determination of the agent’s

2 “On Grace and Dignity” (Über Anmut und Würde) was first published in 1793 in the second
edition of Neue Thalia. References to this essay (GD) are to Schiller’s Werke, Volume IV:
Schriften, introd. Hans Meyer and Golo Mann (Frankfurt am Main: Insel, 1966), pp. 141–
92 and to the corresponding page in the anonymous translation found in The Complete
Works of Friedrich Schiller, Volume VIII: Aesthetical and Philosophical Essays (New York: P. F.
Collier & Son, 1902), pp. 175–229. For the sake of those who might want to consult what
has long been the most widely available published English translation of Schiller’s essay,
I have included references to the translation included in the Collier & Son compilation
(in parentheses, following the page number in the German text), but translations of
citations from “On Grace and Dignity” in this chapter are my own. For a more recent
accessible English translation, see Schiller’s “On Grace and Dignity” in Its Cultural Context:
Essays and a New Translation (Studies in German Literature, Linguistics, and Culture),
ed. Jane V. Curran and Christophe Fricker (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2005).
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will by pure practical reason in cases where inclination conflicts with
what duty demands (GD 169; 205).3 In Schiller’s words:

Even if the impulse to happiness asserts no blind dominance over man,
it still likes to have a voice in the task of the moral choice, and so to
damage the purity of the will, which ought always to follow the law and
never impulse. Thus in order to be quite certain that inclination has no
participation in a decision, we prefer to see it at war with the law of reason
rather than in agreement with it, since it can all too easily be the case
that only its assent allowed that law its power over the will. (GD 169; 205)

Finally, Schiller insists that, like Kant, he, too, holds that the precepts
of morality are norms that we impose on ourselves as self-legislating
rational beings, which suggests that he shares Kant’s view that the con-
cepts of autonomy and freedom are foundational for morality (GD 172;
208). This agreement on core principles aside, Schiller explains that
he finds the manner in which Kant presents his doctrines off-putting,
insofar as Kant leaves us with the harsh impression that inclination is
“a very suspicious companion, and pleasure a dangerous auxiliary for
moral determinations” (GD 169; 205). Schiller elaborates on what he
finds disagreeable with Kant’s stark manner of expressing his rationalist
moral theory in a passage that apparently struck a chord in Kant, for,
as we shall soon see, in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, he
goes to great lengths to mitigate Schiller’s particular charge that:

In Kantian moral philosophy the idea of duty is represented with a sever-
ity that frightens away all the graces, and could easily tempt a weak
intelligence to seek moral perfection along the path of a gloomy and
monkish asceticism. (GD 170; 206)

Schiller believes that Kant, as the “Draco” of his age, is largely respon-
sible for this harsh impression, due to the way in which he has strictly
opposed the two principles acting on the human will, viz. sensibility
and reason (GD 171–2; 207–8).4 It is important to note, however, that

3 Although Paton is usually credited for claiming that Kant adopts a “method of isolation”
in the Groundwork, isolating the motive of duty from all other sensible motives, so that he
can highlight cases where it is crystal clear that the agent is motivated from a sense of duty,
the basic point appears to be original to Schiller. See Paton, The Categorical Imperative,
p. 47.

4 Draco was the Athenian legislator given authority to organize and codify the laws of
Athens (in 621 bce). Draco’s laws were severe and notoriously harsh, punishing even
trivial crimes with death – hence the familiar use of the term “draconian” to characterize
extremely repressive legal measures.
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Schiller does not lay the blame on Kant alone for his alleged Draco-
nian measures in representing obedience to the moral law in such strict
terms. On the contrary, Schiller understands that Kant was faced with
the difficult task of correcting a “coarse materialism” (grober Materialis-
mus) embodied in the popular moral theory favored in his time, which
sought to ground morality in human nature and thereby had unde-
sirable eudaimonistic consequences (GD 171; 207).5 As a result, Kant
was in a sense compelled to present the contrast between pure practical
reason and sensibility in an especially extreme and violent manner – to
codify the law, as it were – and was forced to play the role of Draco to
an age not yet prepared to receive a Solon (GD 171–2; 207–8).6 This
point aside, Schiller maintains that this rigid Kantian picture can be
tempered, by “trying to uphold, in the realm of appearance and in the
actual practice of moral duty, the claims of sensibility, which are com-
pletely repudiated in the realm of pure reason and in moral legislation”
(GD 169–70; 205). In terms of Schiller’s governing metaphor in his
seminal essay, this emphasis on the aesthetic dimension of morality will
enable us to see how Kantian dignity (Würde) is complemented and
perfected by grace (Anmut).

In a key passage marking the transition from his poetic discussion
of the Greek fable about the goddess Venus and the figure of Grace
to his explicit discussion of Kantian morality, Schiller explains that we
can conceive of three different relations we can have with ourselves, or
three ways in which our rational and sensible nature can relate to one
another: the suppression model, the indulgence model, and the harmony

5 This was the kind of moral theory advanced by Christian Garve, especially in the lengthy
commentary accompanying his translation of Cicero’s On Moral Duties (De Officiis), pub-
lished in 1783. See Garve, Philosophische Anmerkungen und Abhandlungen zu Ciceros Buch-
ern von den Pflichten (Breslau: Wilhelm Gottlieb Korn, 1783). Garve’s text was arguably
a key factor that motivated Kant to polemicize against so-called “popular moral phi-
losophy” in the Groundwork. On the topic of Kant’s relation to Cicero and Garve, see
Klaus Reich, “Kant and Greek Ethics,” trans. W. H. Walsh, Mind 48, 191 and 192
(1939): 338–54 and 446–63; Manfred Kuehn, “Kant and Cicero,” in Kant und die Berliner
Aufklärung. Akten des IX. Internationalen Kant-Kongresses, Volume III, ed. Volker Gerhardt,
Rolf-Peter Horstmann, and Ralph Schumacher (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), pp.
270–8; and Timmerman, Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: A Commentary,
pp. xxv–xxviii. For a dissenting view, which repudiates the idea that Kant’s arguments
in the Groundwork are explicitly intended as a reply to Garve, see Allen Wood, “The
Supreme Principle of Morality,” in The Cambridge Companion to Kant and Modern Philosophy,
pp. 361–5.

6 Solon (638–558 bce) later revised the majority of the statutes in Athenian law that had
been written by Draco, and is credited for making the law more humane.
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model (GD 166–7; 202). He contends that one of these relations in
particular represents a model of moral perfection that best suits us
as finite rational beings, and argues that its expression in the sensible
world constitutes what he terms “the beautiful.”7

On the first model, a human being governs herself according to her
rational nature by suppressing her sensible nature. Here, reason has
mastery over obstinate inclinations, which must be repressed. Schiller
compares this relation between the two parts of the soul to a monarchy,
“where strict control of the ruler holds all free movements in check”
(GD 168; 204). On the second model, a human being subordinates
her rational nature to her sensible nature and obeys the necessity of
nature. In this case, where natural instinct reigns, a human being is
determined by nature and has completely abandoned her indepen-
dence. Schiller characterizes this relation between the two parts of the
soul as an “ochlocracy,” a form of government in which citizens refuse
to obey their legitimate sovereign (GD 168; 204). From Schiller’s per-
spective, both the suppression model and the indulgence model are
unsuitable for beings endowed with reason as well as sensibility, and
both signify a form of constraint (either by duty or inclination) that
is incompatible with genuine freedom and beauty. Whereas the first
amounts to a form of oppression, whereby reason tyrannizes over sensi-
bility, the second amounts to anarchy, with nature running roughshod
over reason. In contrast to these two models, Schiller sets out what he
holds to be the ideal relation between reason and sensibility that we
ought to strive to achieve. On his preferred third model, reason and
sensibility are completely in harmony with one another, and “a human
being is at one with himself” (der Mensch ist einig mit sich selbst) (GD 167;
202).

Schiller’s analysis of why we ought to cultivate this unity of sensibility
and reason is illuminating and intuitive. In the first place, he reminds
us of the basic fact that human beings are rational but also sensible
creatures. As he sees it, this primitive fact about who we essentially are
entails that the moral good for us ought not to involve the denigration
or sacrifice of one part of the self in favor of the other. Indeed, he

7 Schiller conceives of grace as “a movable beauty” (bewegliche Schönheit), or a form of beauty
found only in a person’s voluntary movements (willkürlichen Bewegungen), specifically only
in those voluntary movements expressing some specifically moral sentiment (GD 142,
144; 176, 178).
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argues that we have an obligation not to separate that which nature
has joined and should never consider the oppression (Unterdrückung)
of one aspect of the self by the other to constitute a victory (GD 170;
206). Here, Schiller insists that moral perfection for finite rational
beings involves the association of inclination and moral conduct, not
the renunciation of inclination in the service of duty (GD 170; 206).
In the second place, he articulates what appears to be an independent
practical point about the purported advantages of achieving this kind
of psychic harmony, when he points out that his preferred harmony
model is the most reliable means for securing morally good conduct.
We ought to cultivate feelings and inclinations to work to bring about
our moral ends, so that feelings and inclinations no longer provide
resistance to the will, but actively participate in moral action, for only
then is the conformity of our conduct with the norms of pure practical
reason assured. As Schiller nicely captures this point:

It is only when he gathers his entire humanity together, and his way of
moral thinking [sittliche Denkart] becomes the result of the united action
of both principles, when morality has become second nature for him, it is
then only that it is secure; for, as long as the moral mind still exerts
force, natural impulse must still have the power to resist it. The enemy that
is merely overturned can rise up again, but the enemy reconciled is truly
vanquished. (GD 170; 206)

Schiller conceives of a person who has cultivated such accord between
reason and sensibility and fully integrated her two natures as a beauti-
ful soul (schöne Seele), and he thinks of grace (Anmut) as the palpable
expression of this harmony. His provocative claim, in other words, is
that the person with full moral integrity – that is, the person who
has so thoroughly internalized principles of pure practical reason that
she need not force her sensible nature to comply with reason’s dic-
tates, since she acts in accordance with duty from a desire to do so –
appears graceful in her conduct, and her free, voluntary actions express
a unique form of beauty that pleases us. In an attempt to underscore the
main difference between the moral ideal of humanity as he envisions it
and the ideal he takes to be represented by Kant’s dutiful agent, Schiller
refers to beautiful souls as “children of the house” (Kinder des Hauses),
whom he contrasts with its “servants” (Knechte) (GD 172; 208). A child
of the house is not at (serious) risk of there being discord between her
inclinations and moral conduct. In virtue of the fact that she has (to the
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greatest possible extent) eliminated conflict within her soul between
inclination and duty, she need not consult reason for guidance every
time before she acts, and can even “abandon herself with a certain
security to instinct” (GD 173; 209). Schiller argues, further, that the
moral law does not appear to a child of the house as an imperative, or
as an obligation signifying compulsion and constraint (GD 172; 208).
He strongly objects to Kant’s doctrine that moral laws always take the
form of categorical imperatives for merely finite rational beings, on
the grounds that the imperatival form of the moral law would strike a
child of the house as “a foreign and positive law,” a law imposed by an
external authority (GD 172; 208). This leads Schiller to conclude that
while the imperatival form of the moral law is perfectly fitting for the
servant of the house, who must guard against contrary inclinations that
need to be restrained by reason, it is neither necessary nor appropriate
for the beautiful soul, for she wants to do her duty and obeys the moral
law with pleasure. Accordingly, a key point that Schiller insists on is
that, for this child of the house, the rigidity of the Kantian moral law
would turn moral freedom into a form of slavery (GD 172; 208). In
rejecting the idea that the moral law necessarily commands the will of
a finite rational being by the concept of duty, Schiller insists that Kant’s
supreme principle of morality must measure its tone to suit its proper
audience:

Duty, stern voice of necessity, must moderate the censorious tone of its
precepts – a tone only justified by the resistance they encounter – and
show greater respect for nature through a nobler confidence in her
willingness to obey them.8

In short, for Schiller, the person who displays grace is not the one who
struggles to act dutifully, compelling herself to do the right thing in the
face of contrary inclinations, but the one whose inclinations have been
so completely transformed as to elicit the right conduct without being
commanded, and without experiencing the moral law as an imperative
at all.

So that we do not lose sight of Schiller’s overriding concern with
Kantian rationalism, it is important to keep in mind that he explicitly
conceives of this harmony model as a form of moral perfection signify-
ing a human being’s ethical maturity, a maturity that is revealed through

8 This passage is from Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, ed. and trans.
Elizabeth M. Wilkinson and L. A. Willoughby (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), p. 217.
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the aesthetic quality of grace (GD 164; 199). In other words, he thinks
of it in terms of a notion of character or virtue, which is distinct from par-
ticular virtues and particular moral actions. Schiller’s concern is thus
not with the narrow question of what makes an action morally good or
morally worthy, but what makes a human being good or virtuous. As he
eloquently summarizes this basic idea: “A human being is not intended
merely to perform single moral actions, but to be a moral being” (GD
170; 206). This thesis that virtue involves the full psychic harmony of
reason and sensibility, to the extent that morality has become “second
nature” for the person with a well-developed character, leads Schiller
to insist not merely that it is possible for us to establish such agreement
between our two natures, but that we have a duty to do so. We are
not only permitted to accord duty with pleasure, but “ought to obey
reason with joy [mit Freuden]” (GD 170; 206). Furthermore, because
virtue involves an ideal of perfection according to which sensibility and
reason are in unison, Schiller defines virtue itself as “nothing other
than an inclination for duty,” noting that “unless obedience to reason
is a source of pleasure, it cannot become an object of inclination” (GD
170, 169; 206, 204).

Several aspects of Schiller’s challenge to Kant need to be clarified,
in part because his own presentation of his views lends itself to a num-
ber of possible misunderstandings about his considered convictions.
First, when Schiller claims that the proper relationship between reason
and sensibility is a harmony between the two, he means that sensibil-
ity must actively participate in moral conduct (even if pure practical
reason is alone the arbiter of moral decisions). This agreement cannot
be the result of reason subduing unruly feelings and inclinations, or
avoiding a conflict by extirpating or silencing feelings and inclinations,
because, for Schiller, virtue requires feelings and inclinations that are
directed toward duty and effective in bringing about right action. In
other words, the psychic harmony that is sought involves enlisting sen-
sibility to accord with reason, as opposed to disarming its claims to
acquiesce to reason’s authority. What we should strive for, as he notably
captures it, is not to bring sensibility to rest but rather to awaken our
humanity (GD 162; 197). Insofar as Schiller insists that inclination
must play a positive, constitutive role in moral action, his conception
of virtue bears remarkable similarity to Aristotle’s conception of (prac-
tical) virtue as a condition in which the non-rational part of the soul
that can obey reason does so and harmonizes positively with rational
choice.
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Second, it is important to understand that the feelings and inclina-
tions Schiller sees as constituent ingredients in virtue are not naturally
occurring ones that a person might just happen to have. On the con-
trary, the feelings and inclinations in which the beautiful soul is able
to place her trust are ones she has cultivated to accord with moral con-
cerns, and are thus the product of habituation and education, not moral
luck. Schiller distinguishes sharply between moral virtue and what he
calls a “good heart” (guten Hertzen) or “temperamental virtue” (Temper-
amentstugend) (GD 179–80; 216). If a person is fortunate enough to
have a good heart and is temperamentally inclined toward virtue, it is
merely a matter of luck if she acts in conformity with the moral law,
insofar as natural inclination only contingently leads to morally good
action in accordance with duty. For Schiller, however, moral virtue is
not something a person comes by naturally, by having been blessed with
the right temperament or good upbringing, for example, but is instead
the goal or result of education and development. Whereas in our own
contemporary usage, we often take “effortless” to modify “grace,” it
is important to understand that Schiller’s favored concept of grace is
itself the outcome of self-cultivation secured by aesthetic education, an
achievement that requires significant effort and training over time.9

Third – and this is a crucial point for Schiller – he envisions this
harmony model as the state or condition in which a finite rational being
is most fully free. As a result of having trained her sensible nature to
accord with reason, the beautiful soul does her duty from inclination,
with pleasure and ease. She is not determined to act by countervailing
inclinations in conflict with duty, on the one hand, nor does she need
to rely on a feeling of obligation in order to force herself to conform
her actions to the moral law, on the other hand. In virtue of the fact that
she is not constrained by inclination or reason, the beautiful soul has
fully realized her autonomy. For Schiller, such free conformity of the
will with the moral law signifies a person’s integrity, and only through
grace are reason’s demands on sensibility autonomously fulfilled (GD
187; 225).

Fourth, in the second part of his essay, entitled “Dignity,” Schiller
informs us that his preferred harmony model is an ideal to be approxi-
mated, as opposed to a concrete goal that is fully attainable, where that

9 I thank Wayne Martin for reminding me (in conversation and in helpful discussion of
an earlier version of this material) about this crucial point about our own contemporary
associations of grace, which would have been unfamiliar to Schiller.



virtue, human nature, and moral health 95

would mean that a person had cultivated a moral character so thor-
oughly good that all of her morally good actions possessed the quality
of grace. As he clarifies this point:

Man is indeed charged with establishing an inner agreement between
both his natures, with being always a harmonious whole and acting with
his full-voiced, complete humanity [vollstimmigen ganzen Menschheit]. But
this beauty of character, the purest fruit of his humanity, is merely an
idea [eine Idee], with which he must strive to conform with constant
watchfulness, but which, for all his efforts, he can never fully achieve.
(GD 175; 211–12)

The reason such complete accord between reason and sensibility is not
something we can fully achieve, despite our best efforts, is that Schiller
thinks it is inevitable that there will be occasions where constraint of
the will by pure practical reason is warranted and even necessary, specif-
ically, in circumstances where contrary-to-duty inclination circumvents
the will, seeking “to act first” (GD 178–9; 215). In such cases, where rea-
son must have the upper hand and restrain instinct, Schiller explains
that a person’s conduct possesses dignity, not grace (GD 179; 215–16).
Moral beauty is not found here, for an action is beautiful only if incli-
nation has taken part in it. Under such non-ideal conditions, where a
person can act “not with his whole harmonious nature, but exclusively
with his rational nature only,” his soul is sublime, and his conduct,
which is still admirable even if does not appear as beautiful, is morally
great (moralisch groß) (GD 179; 216).

Fifth (and finally), Schiller suggests that virtue does not preclude,
but in some sense presupposes, the rational self-rule strictly associated
with the concept of dignity. On the face of it, this idea that virtue entails
rule by reason appears to be at odds with other key claims Schiller has
made about virtue as a character trait, and so it bears some comment.
As we have seen, the picture Schiller paints in the first part of his essay,
entitled “Grace,” is that virtue requires the third relation of the two
parts of the soul, namely, the harmony model. This harmony model
is associated with grace and contrasted with the suppression model (a
monarchy), where reason plays the master over inclinations and makes
known its dignity. Yet Schiller qualifies this picture in the second part
of his essay (“Dignity”), remarking, somewhat obliquely, “In general, it
is not really dignity, but grace that is demanded of virtue” (GD 183;
220). As has been clear from our analysis, Schiller treats the concept
of dignity to entail that inclination actually opposes reason, whose
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guidance inclination must ultimately obey. Thus, where there is no
force (viz. recalcitrant inclination) to be resisted, dignity is “laughable”
(lächerlich). Further, under circumstances where there should be no
opposition between the two parts of the self in the first place, Schiller
maintains that dignity is actually “contemptible” (verlächtlich) (GD 183;
220). For precisely these reasons, Schiller himself acknowledges that
virtue does not even appear compatible with dignity, “which is only
the expression of a struggle between the two natures, and as such
brings to light either the special limitations of the subject [die besondern
Schranken des Subjekts] or the common limitations of humanity as a whole
[die allgemeinen Schranken des Menschheit]” (GD 183; 220). Nevertheless,
Schiller suggests that this apparent tension between his accounts of
grace and dignity can be resolved, if only we understand that dignity is
implicitly contained in the concept of virtue. In an effort to account for
the apparent conflict here between his different statements about the
relation between grace and dignity, Schiller explains:

In general, the law prevailing here is that a person ought to do with grace
everything that he can accomplish within his humanity [Menschheit] and
with dignity everything that he has to transcend his humanity [Menschheit]
to accomplish. (GD 184; 221)

In sum, Schiller’s central charge in his effort to temper the strict ratio-
nalism he sees as associated with Kant’s moral theory is that we ought
to do more than merely work to conform our wills to the requirements
of pure practical reason, for, above this, we should strive to perfect our-
selves, uniting our humanity, by training sensibility to agree with rea-
son and to harmonize positively with its dictates. In our best moments,
where reason and sensibility work hand in hand to bring about morally
good action, our conduct is graceful, and we appear beautiful in the sen-
sible realm. Or, in Schiller’s more poetic terms, in beautiful instances of
this harmony, our face bears witness to our character (GD 161; 196).
Yet, as optimistic as he sometimes seems about the prospect for our
achieving such accord between our two natures and being completely
at one with ourselves, in the end, Schiller appears to concede that full
psychic harmony is a goal whose (permanent) realization eludes us.
This is because imperfect creatures like ourselves will inevitably find
ourselves in at least some situations where we are disinclined to act
in accordance with pure practical reason’s norms, in which case we
have to force ourselves to do our duty in the face of countervailing
inclination. In light of our limitations as mere human beings, then, at
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times the relation we can have with ourselves will look like Kant’s famil-
iar suppression model, according to which reason as monarch exerts
its authority over sensibility. When the best that we can do is to force
our wills to comply with duty without wanting to act as morality dicates,
our actions express the dignity of Kantian pure practical reason, not
complemented by grace, and our conduct appears sublime.10

10 Throughout “On Grace and Dignity,” Schiller on balance treats grace and dignity as
if they are contrasting concepts that represent different states of moral character. It is
thus unclear whether his suggestion later in his essay that virtue presupposes rational
self-rule over sensibility and hence contains the idea of dignity can be rendered fully
consistent with his main thesis that virtue requires a thoroughgoing harmony between
reason and sensibility, so that the child of the house can abandon herself to inclination
without consulting reason. This points to a possible tension in Schiller’s views whose
satisfactory resolution is beyond the scope of this chapter.

Of course, the treatment of Schiller in this chapter is confined for the most part to
“On Grace and Dignity.” It is important to note that Schiller pursues this issue about
a possible tension between his ideals of grace and dignity and the question of which
is more relevant to virtue in Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man (1794/5) and “On
the Sublime” (1801). Consequently, the conclusion about the precise relation between
grace and dignity reached here sets the agenda for exploring in further detail an
important issue that Schiller goes on to develop in his later philosophical writings.

For one prominent attempt to reconstruct Schiller’s view about the relation between
grace and dignity, see Beiser, Schiller as Philosopher, Chapter 3. Beiser thinks we can
understand grace and dignity to represent two aspects of moral virtue, as opposed to
two contrasting states of character. On his interpretation, Schiller holds that there is a
single disposition or habit called moral virtue – the power to act according to moral
principles grounded in reason alone – which a person might or might not actualize
according to the circumstances (Schiller as Philosopher, p. 113). In circumstances where
the virtuous person finds no obstacle to the performance of duty, she acts with grace.
By contrast, in circumstances where she must overcome obstacles to duty, she acts with
dignity. Beiser suggests that duty most clearly demands sacrifice and suffering in cases
of genuine tragedy. For instance, the prisoner who does not betray his country under
torture, the ruler who is compelled to command the execution of his criminal son,
the general who must order a suicide commission for his regiment, does his duty in
the face of sacrifice and suffering. Under such tragic circumstances, where duty exacts
a price, the virtuous person will exhibit the dignity of pure practical reason by doing
what duty demands in the face of great obstacles (Schiller as Philosopher, p. 114). On this
reading, then, grace and dignity are not opposing concepts but rather “different kinds
of pleasing appearances of moral virtue” (ibid., p. 80).

Beiser’s reconstruction has the clear advantage of making Schiller’s claim that virtue
entails dignity consistent with his claim that virtue is usually (strictly) associated with
grace, but it does so at the cost of undermining the force of Schiller’s main contention
that there is more to aspire to than acting in accordance with duty from the motive
of duty and that virtue entails being inclined toward duty. Moreover, Schiller himself
notes at one point that the beautiful soul appears to be acting only from instinct, vol-
untarily following the law, even when she performs the most painful duties of humanity
and makes heroic sacrifices (GD 173–4; 209–10). According to the analysis offered in
this chapter, Schiller ends up conceding that it is a fact about human nature that we
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3.2 Kant’s reply to Schiller: virtue requires the sovereignty of
reason over sensibility

Kant’s direct published response to Schiller is found in a long footnote
in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (Rel 6: 23n; 48–9n). In
addition, several other important discussions provide us with helpful
insight into how Kant himself understands Schiller’s attempt to sup-
plement his rationalist theory of moral agency with the account of the
beautiful soul who demonstrates grace in moral practice. In particular,
we will look carefully at a section in the Doctrine of Virtue entitled “Ethical
Ascetics,” a short discussion in Kant’s unpublished handwritten notes to
Religion (Vorarbeiten zur Religion) and, finally, the critical remarks about
Schiller that Kant is reported to have made in his lecture course on
ethics taught immediately following the publication of “On Grace and
Dignity” (the Vigilantius lecture notes from 1793–4). Before turning to
Kant’s own words on the subject, however, we should note one word of
caution about an interpretive puzzle we face in sorting through these
texts. As we will see, in spite of the fact that the discussions in both
the Religion footnote and the Doctrine of Virtue are conciliatory in tone,
with Kant granting a number of concessions to Schiller, he also makes a
number of substantive claims highlighting key differences he has with
Schiller about morally good character and health of the human soul.
Moreover, in the Vorarbeiten zur Religion, as well as the Vigilantius lec-
tures, Kant dismisses Schiller’s conception of virtue as “nothing other
than an inclination to duty,” insisting that the very concept of an incli-
nation to do one’s duty is contradictory. Accordingly, the strategy here
will be to supplement Kant’s own reply to Schiller with the relevant
doctrines that account for the true nature and extent of their disagree-
ment. To anticipate, there are doctrines that Kant and Schiller share,
but, ultimately, the moral psychologies to which the two are commit-
ted differ in some important respects. These crucial differences are

are imperfect beings who sometimes have inclinations that conflict with moral require-
ments. The reason our actions sometimes manifest dignity but not grace, then, has to
do with the kind of creatures we are, and cannot be blamed on external facts about life’s
tragic circumstances. On what I take to be this natural reading, Schiller thinks that even
the very best of us can at times display nothing more than continence – strength of will
in the face of contrary inclinations – due to our imperfect human nature. If I am right,
and Schiller holds that the obstacle to (permanent) full psychic harmony lies within
our own human nature, as opposed to life’s tragic circumstances, then, pace Beiser, it
looks as if grace and dignity represent contrasting states of character in the end, viz. full
virtue versus mere continence.



virtue, human nature, and moral health 99

especially instructive for our purposes here, for they shed further light
on Kant’s considered commitments about the moral psychology of
virtue and the role of sensibility within virtue.

The footnote in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. Kant
begins his discussion in the Religion footnote by claiming that he and
Schiller are “at one upon the most important principles” (Rel 6: 23n;
48n). As he portrays it, they simply need to make themselves clearer to
one another. Kant then grants that, in his efforts to emphasize the purity
of the concept of duty, he has in fact distinguished dignity sharply from
grace. This separation, however, is easily explained by the fact that the
concept of duty involves “unconditional necessitation, to which grace-
fulness stands in direct contradiction” (Rel 6: 23n; 48n). Of course,
Schiller himself would have no objection to this initial point on Kant’s
part, for he, too, maintains that dignity and grace are distinct concepts
and that duty, which signifies the constraint of the will by pure practical
reason in the face of opposition from inclination, is more naturally
associated with the concept of dignity. Indeed, the central thesis moti-
vating Schiller’s attempt to correct the harsh impression we may have
of Kant’s moral theory is that our picture of Kantian morality remains
incomplete and imperfect, as long as it is not complemented by a full
aesthetics of morality, one in which grace figures prominently.

Returning to the Religion footnote, we find Kant insisting that the
aesthetic dimension of morality, which he takes to be Schiller’s focus,
must be abstracted from completely when we are concerned with the
fact that moral obligations require obedience to reason only. This is
because this aesthetic side of morality concerns feeling as a mode of
sense as well as the particular sensible feelings accompanying our moral
experience.11 Accordingly, an aesthetic of morality has no bearing at all
on an account of moral laws themselves, which have their source in pure
practical reason, entirely independent of any considerations based on
sensibility. Having thus sharply distinguished between an aesthetics of

11 In general, “aesthetic” for Kant refers to sensibility. With respect to the practical phi-
losophy in particular, “aesthetic” refers to feeling as a mode of sense. The Aesthetic in
the second Critique investigates the relation of pure practical reason and its principle to
sensibility, and considers how finite sensible beings are affected by rational principles
(KprV 5: 90; 212). In the Introduction to The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant explains that
an aesthetic of morals is not part of the metaphysics of morals proper, but “a subjective
presentation of it in which the feelings that accompany the constraining power of the
moral law (e.g., disgust, horror, etc., which make moral aversion sensible) make its
efficacy felt, in order to get the better of merely sensible incitements” (MS 6: 406; 534).
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morality and moral theory proper, Kant goes on to grant that Schiller’s
graces come into play when we turn from an analysis of the nature
and grounds of moral obligation to consider the aesthetic character
of virtue, that is, the feelings associated with virtue as a character trait
and the feelings that virtue elicits in us as rational appraisers. In Kant’s
words:

But virtue, i.e., the firmly grounded disposition to fulfill one’s duty pre-
cisely, is also beneficent in its consequences, more so than anything that
nature or art might afford in the world. Hence the glorious picture of
humanity, as portrayed in the figure of virtue, does indeed allow the
attendance of the graces, who, however, maintain a respectful distance
when duty alone is at issue. (Rel 6: 23n; 48n)

Kant elaborates on this idea that the virtuous person will exhibit the
graces that are of paramount importance to Schiller, remarking:

Now, if we ask, “What is the aesthetic constitution, the temperament, so to
speak of virtue : is it courageous and hence joyous, or weighed down by fear
and dejected?” an answer is hardly necessary. The latter slavish frame of
mind can never be found without a hidden hatred of the law, whereas a
heart joyous in the compliance with its duty (not just complacency in the
recognition of it) is the sign of genuineness in virtuous disposition, even
where piety is concerned, which does not consist in the self-torment of a
remorseful sinner (a torment which is very ambiguous, and usually only
an inward reproach for having offended against prudence), but in the
firm resolve to improve in the future. This resolve, encouraged by good
progress, must needs effect a joyous frame of mind, without which one
is never certain of having gained also a love for the good, i.e., of having
incorporated the good into one’s maxim. (Rel 6: 23n; 49n)

As this extended passage indicates, although he agrees that what he
terms “the graces” (die Grazien) are intimately connected with the aes-
thetic constitution or temperament of virtue, Kant does not endorse
Schiller’s exact view about the proper role of feelings and inclina-
tions in moral action in the virtuous person. Four main points in the
Religion footnote underscore some crucial differences between Kant
and Schiller about what virtue as a morally good disposition actually
entails.

In the first place, we find Kant distancing himself from Schiller
when he emphasizes his conception of virtue as a “firmly grounded
disposition to fulfill one’s duty precisely.” For Kant, fulfilling one’s duty
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precisely amounts to doing one’s duty from the motive of duty, or
respect for the law alone. Whereas Schiller envisions a human being’s
greatest perfection to consist in a state of character in which morality
has become second nature, so that one is disposed to act in accordance
with moral norms without being necessitated by the thought of obli-
gation, Kant insists that human moral perfection consists precisely in
a firm moral disposition in which duty alone is the sufficient motive
for (moral) action (MS 6: 392; 523), a disposition he consistently char-
acterizes in terms of settled strength in doing one’s duty (MS 6: 380,
383–4, 390, 395, 405; 513, 515–16, 521, 525, 533; KprV 5: 128; 243).
With respect to this point, it is worth noting that Schiller effectively
views duty as a back-up motive, in the sense that he takes duty to func-
tion as a motive a person can rely on when morally favorable inclination
aimed at duty is not on its own sufficient to bring about right action.
On Schiller’s view, the genuinely virtuous person has so thoroughly
integrated her sensible nature with moral agency that she does not
have to depend on the thought of duty to act well. Though duty is
available to her as a back-up motive in circumstances where inclination
fails her, for the most part, she is able to dispense with the thought
of obligation that is fundamental to Kant’s moral theory, and can con-
duct herself freely, without constraint. For Kant, however, virtue just
is a capacity for moral self-constraint that cannot be understood apart
from the key concepts of duty, obligation, and self-compulsion (MS 6:
394, 405; 525, 533). On this latter Kantian picture, moral laws always
command us unconditionally as categorical imperatives, and the best
that merely finite rational agents can do is to work to acquire the moral
strength of will enabling us consistently to compel our wills to conform
to self-legislated moral laws, whose authority elicits in us a feeling of
(our own) sublimity.

In the second place, Kant registers a further point of disagreement
with Schiller when he characterizes the notion of having gained a love
for the good as having incorporated the good into one’s (fundamental)
maxim of action. This is plainly not the picture Schiller has in mind
when he depicts the beautiful soul as being inclined toward duty –
loving what is good – and taking pleasure in moral action. As we
have seen, Schiller maintains that the beautiful soul does not expe-
rience moral laws as obligations that address her in the form of duties.
As a result of having cultivated a genuine love of the good, obedi-
ence to reason has become what she desires, and is the object of her
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inclination and a source of pleasure. It is for this reason that Schiller
thinks that it would be “regrettable” if the child of the house were forced
to seek the counsel of pure practical reason before she acted. On the
contrary, this child of the house, unlike its servant, can – and should –
abandon herself to inclination without fear that inclination will lead
her astray (GD 173; 209). Furthermore, Schiller believes that the child
of the house, who has united her humanity and trusts her senses and
hence her full self, elicits greater esteem from us in comparison to the
divided self, who experiences moral laws as commands (GD 173; 209).
Yet Schiller’s account of virtue as desiring to do what morality would
counsel (were it consulted) stands in sharp contrast to Kant’s account
of virtue as “strength of a human being’s maxim in fulfilling his duty” or
“moral strength in adherence to one’s duty, which should never become
habit but should always emerge entirely new and original from one’s
way of thinking” (MS 6: 394; 524; Anthro 7: 147; 38). For Kant, loving
the good, or having incorporated the good into one’s (fundamental)
maxim of action, does not amount to being (freely) inclined to act
morally because one desires to act well. Instead, it amounts foremost
to having acquired a morally sound disposition in which one’s overrid-
ing commitment is to moral laws as supremely authoritative rules of
conduct that trump non-moral considerations based on happiness.

In the third place, even Kant’s concession about the aesthetic tem-
perament of virtue in some sense sidesteps Schiller’s challenge that
inclination should not be subordinate to duty, but should actually har-
monize with moral concerns in the person for whom morality has
become second nature. Of course, it is true that Kant’s characteriza-
tion of the proper temperament of virtue goes a long way in correcting
any impression his readers might have that his picture of the ethical
life is a starkly ascetic one, according to which purity of heart is best
realized by doing one’s duty from duty in the absence of morally favor-
able feeling and inclination. On the contrary, Kant believes that an
agent’s emotional state reflects her ultimate choice of maxims of pure
practical reason and is thereby a sign of her moral integrity, indicating
that she has thoroughly internalized the principles of pure practical
reason to which she is deeply committed. For Kant, then, a sullen or
grudging attitude in doing one’s duty reflects if not an inner hatred of
the law, then at least a resistance to it, whereas a joyous or happy atti-
tude in acting as pure practical reason dictates reflects an unwavering
commitment to morality. This idea that the genuinely virtuous person
is cheerful in doing her duty thus helps put to rest the worry that Kant
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reduces virtue to continence, for the Kantian agent who is cheerful in
doing her duty is not pained in acting as reason demands, as is supposed
to be true of Aristotle’s continent person. This, in turn, suggests that
the sorrowful philanthropist and the cold philanthropist in Kant’s dis-
cussion of morally worthy action at the outset of the Groundwork would
not qualify as fully virtuous on his more complete account of virtue as
a character trait, for, at best, these characters seem complacent in the
recognition of duty (as Kant puts it in the Religion footnote), but cer-
tainly not cheerful or joyous in doing the right thing. This point aside,
the claim that the virtuous person has a happy heart as she fulfills her
obligations does not fully satisfy Schiller’s charge that the person with
full virtue exhibits a moral way of thinking in which both principles
(reason and sensibility) are united in her actions, not merely in her tempera-
ment (cf. GD 170; 206). Indeed, strictly speaking, Kant’s precise choice
of terms in agreeing that a joyful frame of mind and a happy heart is a
“mark” or “sign” (Zeichen) of genuine virtue suggests only that having
feelings and inclinations in line with duty is an outward sign of a virtu-
ous disposition, which is not to say that such feelings and inclinations
must cooperate in moral action as duty’s deputy in the virtuous agent,
or that virtue is “nothing other than an inclination to duty.”

Finally, we should not overlook the fact that Kant begins his reply
to Schiller in the Religion footnote by noting that virtue is beneficial
in its consequences and therefore pleases us. In elaborating on this
point concerning the instrumental value virtue possesses in bringing
about positive results in the world, Kant explains: “And if we consider
the gracious consequences that virtue would spread throughout the
world, should it gain entry everywhere, then the morally oriented rea-
son (through the imagination) calls sensibility into play” (Rel 6: 23n;
48n). In short, in his attempt to emphasize a common point of agree-
ment between himself and Schiller, Kant points out that virtuous peo-
ple tend to benefit others through their justice, beneficence, courage,
friendship, etc., and, consequently, we naturally associate grace with
our image of morally good character. Whether or not this empirical,
psychological claim is true, it is important to see that it is very much
tangential to Schiller’s main concern, which is not that virtue pleases
or charms us by her favored results, but that virtue itself entails the full
psychic harmony of sensibility and reason, so that sensibility and reason
work together in bringing about the morally good in the person who
has perfected herself. On this model of moral perfection, the beautiful
soul’s conduct exhibits grace, a quality that goes beyond mere dignity,
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and grace is significant because it “gives evidence of a quiet, inwardly
harmonious spirit and feeling heart” (GD 185; 223).

“Ethical Ascetics” in the Doctrine of Virtue. Next, we turn to Kant’s
remarks in the Doctrine of Virtue in a section entitled “Ethical Ascetics,”
which does not explicitly mention Schiller by name but seems to be
written with him in mind. Essentially reiterating his position about
the aesthetic constitution or temperament of virtue set out in Religion,
Kant explains that the “ever-cheerful heart” associated with Epicurus
should balance the Stoic aspect of virtue, where this Stoic side of virtue
encourages us to be vigorous and valiant in exercising the virtues and
to persevere in the face of life’s misfortunes (MS 6: 484; 597). The
reason we should cultivate a cheerful attitude in fulfilling our moral
obligations has to do with the fact that the sacrifices that come with
the life of virtue can easily make us “gloomy and sullen” (MS 6: 484;
597). Despite the fact that virtue sometimes has a price and can detract
from personal happiness, when doing the right thing requires us to
refrain from pursuing something we desire, Kant does not imagine the
life of virtue to be a bleak, unhappy existence. Hence, strength in the
face of adversity, which provides a proper regimen for (moral) health,
is only negative well-being, and fails to exhaust the full spirit of good
character (MS 6: 485; 597). If we are to enjoy life and experience
positive well-being as well, we need the ever-cheerful heart associated
with Epicurus. Kant thinks this cheerful heart not only helps us to find
life agreeable, but, in addition, serves to signify the fact that we have
acquired a genuine love of moral service and virtuous activity:

But what is not done with pleasure but merely as compulsory service has
no inner worth for one who attends to his duty in this way and such service
is not loved by him; instead, he shirks as much as possible occasions for
practicing virtue. (MS 6: 484; 597)

Here, again, Kant’s claim that the virtuous person does her duty cheer-
fully helps mitigate one common criticism of his account of moral moti-
vation (which we addressed in Chapter 1). According to this criticism,
expressed so strikingly in Schiller’s famous joking poem about having
to despise the friends you help in order for your beneficent action to
possess genuine moral worth, Kant holds that morally favorable feelings
and inclinations are incompatible with a good will, because he thinks
that morally worthy action must be motivated from duty in the absence
of inclination, or in the face of countervailing feelings and inclinations



virtue, human nature, and moral health 105

that duty trumps. On the contrary, Kant believes that the person with
a genuinely good moral disposition exhibits a cheerful spirit in the
fulfillment of her moral obligations, and the fact that she does her duty
with pleasure (mit Lust) demonstrates her resolve to live a morally good
life in conformity with reason. Still, the idea that the virtuous person
does her duty cheerfully does not satisfy Schiller’s requirement that
feelings and inclinations play a practical role in moral conduct by serving as
duty’s ally and equal. Whereas Kant allows that a happy heart in acting
as morality dictates signifies an agent’s overriding commitment always
to give decisive priority to morality over happiness, Schiller’s charge is
that virtue entails having one’s inclinations directed toward one’s moral
ends and efficacious in bringing those ends about, so that inclination
(not duty) appears to be “acting alone” in the beautiful soul (GD 173;
209).

Moreover, Kant’s further analysis of the particular feeling of content-
ment that the virtuous person enjoys seems to conflict with Schiller’s
account of pleasure, according to which pleasure engages moral action
in the person in whom inclination is fully aligned with duty. Kant main-
tains that the virtuous agent exhibits a positive attitude in performing
her duty because she is aware that she has the moral strength of will
to do her duty from duty and the fortitude to resist temptations to
contra-moral action. Pointing to the ultimate source of such a cheerful
heart, Kant asks:

For who should have more reason for being of a cheerful spirit, and not
even finding it a duty to put himself in a cheerful frame of mind and
make it habitual, than one who is aware of no intentional transgression
in himself and is secured against falling into any? (MS 6: 485; 597)

Thus, while Kant’s virtuous agent has a happy heart in doing her duty,
pleasure plays no part in determining her will with respect to morally
required action – it does not enjoin or motivate moral action, or, as
Schiller would have it, serve as an auxiliary for the determination of
the will by reason (cf. GD 169; 205). Indeed, when Kant expounds
on the nature of the distinctly moral sense of pleasure that is impor-
tant for virtue, he tends to characterize it as a feeling of contentment
that is consequential upon an agent’s recognition of her own virtue.
For instance, he describes the virtuous person as feeling happy “in the
mere consciousness of [her] rectitude,” remarking that consciousness
of one’s moral strength of will makes one “valiant and cheerful in
the consciousness of one’s restored freedom” (MS 6: 388, 485; 519,
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598). This is to say that Kant affords pleasure a role in the life of
virtue, holding that the genuinely virtuous person differs from the
merely continent person insofar as she is not pained in doing the right
thing, but rather does her duty with pleasure. Nevertheless, the
moral pleasure characterized by his favored dictum, “virtue is its own
reward,” is substantively different from the pleasure Schiller has in
mind when he insists that, for the beautiful soul, obedience to reason
represents the principle of pleasure, so that pleasure engages moral
conduct.

Finally, in the Doctrine of Virtue, we find Kant echoing one main
point he emphasizes in the Religion footnote, when he explains that
Schiller’s graces are instrumentally valuable, because they make the life
of virtue appear more appealing than it might otherwise seem. Kant
reasons that we should strive to be cheerful in performing our duty
because the cheerlessness and gloom typically associated with penance
drives adherents of virtue away, whereas a cheerful face of virtue attracts
people to a life lived in accordance with the reason’s dictates. Again, this
claim about virtue’s charming demeanor may well be a valid one – after
all, it seems right to suppose that a life of justice, courage, temperance,
wisdom that is also pleasant and agreeable is more attractive than a
dreary life of virtue marked by discontent and pain. Still, Schiller’s
concern is not so much that virtue’s graceful appearance entices us
to a life well lived, but that grace possesses its own inner worth in
awakening us to beautiful instances of cultivated humanity. For Schiller,
the aesthetic quality of grace manifested in the beautiful soul’s conduct
possesses its own intrinsic value, pleasing us because it “sets the seal of
complete humanity,” regardless of whether or not it makes a virtuous
life appear desirable or charming (GD 173; 209).

Vorarbeiten zur Religion. In addition to the footnote in Religion and the
account of “Ethical Ascetics” in the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant’s comments
in his unpublished notes to Religion provide further evidence that, in
the final analysis, he takes Schiller’s views in “On Grace and Dignity” to
conflict with some key aspects of his moral theory. Somewhat curiously,
in his remarks in Vorarbeiten zur Religion, Kant once again prefaces his
discussion of Schiller’s essay by claiming that the two agree on the most
important matters, stating that their dispute concerns the presentation
of principles. “People who are in agreement,” he writes “often cannot
understand one another because of their words” (Vorarbeiten zur Religion
23: 99). Kant then takes up Schiller’s particular charges that we ought
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to combine pleasure and duty and ought to avoid sacrificing sensibility
to reason in our efforts to be morally good. In an attempt to meet
Schiller halfway, Kant stresses that it is his long-standing conviction that
we should aim to cultivate virtue with a cheerful disposition. Indeed,
he insists that obedience to duty with a sullen demeanor, under “the
tyrannical yoke of a Carthusean mood,” indicates a secret hatred of the
law (Vorarbeiten zur Religion 23: 99). At the same time, he insists on a
proper method for securing this cheerful attitude that Schiller would
undoubtedly reject. In “On Grace and Dignity,” Schiller has posed
the following question, which Kant has copied into his notebook: “If
sensible nature were always the oppressed party and never the cooperative
party in the ethical, how could it lend the whole fire of its feelings to
a triumph that is celebrated over itself?” (GD 173; 209). Kant replies
that the person who aims to develop a morally good disposition should
indeed work to eliminate or minimize conflict within her soul between
duty and inclination. He maintains, however, that the appropriate way
to try to secure a truce between duty and inclination is for reason to
rule over sensibility, demanding its compliance:

Sensibility must not work as an ally, but rather must be restrained under
the despotism of the categorical imperative, which fights against the
obstacle of the anarchy of natural inclinations. The abolition of this
anarchy [under the rule of the categorical imperative] alone ensures
their thoroughgoing harmony. (Vorarbeiten zur Religion 23: 100)

For Kant, then, any agreement that we are able to forge between our
rational and sensible natures is the outcome or result of reason limiting
the influence of natural inclinations on the will, playing its proper role
as sovereign. This is to say that Kant conceives of virtue in terms of
a moral capacity for self-governance that he characterizes in terms
of the autocracy of pure practical reason, a form or moral self-rule
according to which reason plays the master over sensibility (MS 6: 383;
515). Schiller, of course, would view autocracy as a repressive model
of personal constitution, one that denies proper freedom to sensibility.
Whereas Schiller thinks that virtue requires reconciling sensibility and
reason so that (moralized) inclination is duty’s ally and full partner,
Kant insists that virtue entails regulating the soul by reason, where
such rational self-governance will at times involve forcefully restraining
(unruly) natural inclinations, which, at least in the passage above, he
explicitly characterizes as duty’s potential foe.



108 kant’s theory of virtue

One additional charge Kant makes in his remarks in the Vorarbeiten
zur Religion is much more critical than anything appearing in the pub-
lished text, and its significance should not be overlooked, for it reveals
a deep point of contention between Kant and Schiller regarding virtue
as a character trait and the role of sensibility within virtue. Immedi-
ately after insisting that sensibility must be restrained by the categorical
imperative, Kant claims that the very concept of duty would effectively
cease to exist if human beings obeyed the moral law gladly and willingly.
If we obeyed the moral law gladly and willingly, in the way that Schiller
imagines, we would then experience moral laws in exactly the same
way in which holy beings experience them, namely, as laws to which
we would freely conform our wills without necessitation or constraint.
From Kant’s perspective, however, this implies that Schiller’s account
of the beautiful soul, who does not experience morality as a system
of categorical imperatives, conflicts with a fundamental principle of
Kant’s moral theory, one that directly bears on his moral psychology.
He explains: “If therefore there are duties, if the moral principle in us
is a commandment for us (categorical imperative), then we must con-
sider ourselves on that account as necessitated without pleasure and
inclination” (Vorarbeiten zur Religion 23: 100). In a parting shot directed
at Schiller, Kant asserts that a duty to do something gladly and from
inclination is a contradiction (Pflictht etwas gern und aus Neigung zu thun
ist Wiedersprech).

How should we interpret Kant’s claim that a duty to do something
gladly and from inclination is contradictory? In the Vorarbeiten zur Reli-
gion discussion, Kant seems to have in mind two independent points
in repudiating Schiller’s proposal that the genuinely virtuous person is
inclined toward duty (or, better, that virtue itself is nothing other than
an inclination to do one’s duty). In the first place, he insists that doing
one’s duty gladly and from inclination lacks moral worth and fails to
exhibit a good will. Drawing a distinction between doing something
dutiful with pleasure (pflichtmässig mit Lust) and doing something from
duty with pleasure (mit Lust aus Pflicht), Kant assumes that the latter
is what Schiller has in mind. Doing something dutiful with pleasure
(pflichtmässig mit Lust) amounts to doing what duty requires from incli-
nation, in which case one’s action conforms to duty, but has no gen-
uine moral worth. But Kant’s suggestion here that doing something
from duty with pleasure (mit Lust aus Pflicht) also lacks moral worth
and fails to demonstrate a good will is perplexing, especially since he
himself claims that the virtuous person does her duty cheerfully (with
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pleasure). It would seem that doing something from duty with plea-
sure amounts simply to acting from the motive of duty accompanied by
pleasure, which is perfectly coherent and even compatible with Kant’s
account of moral worth (as we saw in Chapter 1). Yet, in the context of
his debate with Schiller, Kant evidently has something else in mind, for
he goes on to characterize doing something from duty with pleasure
(aus Pflicht mit Lust) as a scenario in which a moral agent has to rely
on a motive of inclination to supplement her lack of full commitment
to duty, and argues that the true morality of an action consists in duty
being not merely the rule, but also the direct motive, for action. In other
words, the first reason Kant dismisses Schiller’s conception of virtue as
a state of character in which an agent is inclined toward duty is that he
thinks such a view entails an account of moral motivation according to
which pleasure is required to bolster or reinforce the motive of duty,
which on its own is insufficient to determine an agent to act as duty
demands.

In the second place – and this appears to be the fundamental point
that is critical to his analysis – Kant argues that Schiller’s notion of
a duty to do something gladly is not just problematic from the per-
spective of moral worth, but actually contradictory. In relation to this
second charge, Kant reminds us that the concept of duty involves con-
straint and necessitation of the will by pure practical reason, and he
insists that this fact about moral duty implies that a moral agent can-
not be inclined toward doing her duty in the first place (regardless
of whether such an account of moral motivation would satisfy Kant’s
standards for moral worth). Elaborating on this point elsewhere, Kant
explains:

Such constraint, therefore, does not apply to rational beings as such
(there could also be holy ones) but rather to human beings, rational natural
beings, who are unholy enough that pleasure can induce them to break
the moral law, even when they recognize its authority; and even when
they do obey the law, they do it reluctantly (in the face of opposition from
their inclinations), and it is in this that such constraint properly consists.
(MS 6: 401; 530)

As this passage makes clear, Kant holds that the notion of constraint is a
necessary feature of moral obligation for merely finite rational beings,
and he understands such constraint to entail that human beings obey
the moral law reluctantly (ungern), which is to say, not gladly or from
inclination. Kant’s initial way of capturing this idea in his discussion
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in the Vorarbeiten zur Religion is misleading, to be sure, for there he
denies the exact thing he repeatedly insists on elsewhere in his pub-
lished texts, namely that a moral agent can act dutifully from duty with
pleasure (pflicthmässig aus Pflicht mit Lust). This caveat aside, it is cru-
cial to recognize that Kant does not intend this claim that merely finite
rational beings obey the law reluctantly as a phenomenological claim about
how the virtuous agent actually feels in acting in accordance with duty
from duty at the time of action. (As a reminder, on balance, he is con-
sistent in maintaining that while all merely finite rational beings obey
the law reluctantly, the genuinely virtuous person has a cheerful heart
and does her duty with pleasure, without being tempted to do other-
wise.) Instead, I suggest that we understand Kant’s contention that we
obey the law reluctantly as a metaphysical claim concerning our status as
imperfect (non-holy) beings. On this reading, Kant holds that some form of
reluctance necessarily characterizes our disposition in relation to moral
laws, no matter how morally good we are or become – no matter, that
is, whether we actually have contrary inclinations opposed to duty at
the time of action or not – because it is always possible for our inclinations
to conflict with the moral law and, due to our propensity to evil, always possible
for us to act contrary to the moral law. Given that this possibility for contra-
moral motivation can never be entirely eliminated – even though it can
be successfully controlled and, indeed, never acted on – our relation
to the moral law is one of constraint and necessitation of the will by
duty, and we are better off considering it under that description. What
Kant rules out as strictly contradictory, then, is Schiller’s conception
of virtue as an inclination to duty, where this means wanting to act
morally without being constrained by moral norms and having obedi-
ence to reason itself serve as a source of pleasure that motivates moral
action.

To review, over the course of this book thus far, we have seen that
Kant believes that we can have inclination directed toward duty, in
which case we act in accordance with duty from the motive of duty
accompanied by inclination and with a cheerful heart. Furthermore,
he thinks that we can find pleasure or satisfaction in acting in accor-
dance with duty, where pleasure or satisfaction is consequential upon
having our will determined by pure practical reason. Finally, as we will
see in more detail in Chapter 4, Kant thinks that there are inclinations
we can cultivate to harmonize with our moral maxims and ends in
order to facilitate moral action. For instance, he claims that if we get in
the habit of benefiting someone, we will come to love them, and this
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love as an inclination will make it easier for us to fulfill our duties of
beneficence toward others. But what we cannot have – what is concep-
tually incoherent from Kant’s perspective – is an inclination to duty,
where moralized inclination directed precisely at doing our duties in
general replaces respect for the law as our genuine motive for moral
action, and we are motivated to act in morally required ways because
we are inclined to do so, and because acting morally affords us pleasure.

The Vigilantius lecture notes. We turn, finally, to Kant’s brief discus-
sion of Schiller in the lectures on ethics recorded by Vigilantius (in
1793–1794), which is the last text we will investigate in this attempt
to reconstruct Kant’s considered view of Schiller’s challenge in “On
Grace and Dignity.” In the comments prefacing his explicit discussion
of Schiller’s recently published essay, Kant once again emphasizes the
idea that moral laws necessarily take the form of imperatives for merely
finite rational beings, beings for whom there is a distinction between
the objective and subjective necessitation of the will by pure practical
reason (Vigilantius 27: 488–9; 257–8). Although a holy will is objec-
tively necessitated by laws of reason, insofar as moral laws grounded
in the very concept of rational nature apply it, Kant explains that a
holy will conforms to these laws as a matter of course. In the case of
holiness of will, then, what is objectively necessary is subjectively neces-
sary as well, which means that, in its case, what is morally necessary is
not a duty (Vigilantius 27: 489; 258–9). By contrast, for finite imperfect
beings with sensible natures that do not of themselves conform to moral
demands, what is objectively necessary is subjectively contingent, a fact
Kant explains here by noting that, for human beings, whatever action
the laws of reason command “does not always result from them, owing
to its subjective contingency, rooted in the impulses of human nature”
(Vigilantius 27: 489; 258). In short, morality is obligatory for us human
beings because it is always possible for our sensible feelings, desires,
and interests to run contrary to the demands of morality. If we could
cultivate a perfect accord between our feelings, desires, and interests
and the moral law, this would not in the least change the fact that moral
laws are still obligatory (duties) for us. The fact, as Kant sees it, that
it remains possible for us to violate our duty explains why morality for
us is a system of categorical imperatives, and it explains why virtue is
best understood in terms of self-mastery and self-constraint. As should
be clear by this point, herein lies a major point of contention between
Kant and Schiller in their debate. Schiller thinks that the moral law
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takes the form of an imperative only insofar as an agent actually has,
or is tempted by, contrary inclinations. But, for Kant, the imperatival
form of the moral laws presupposes only the possibility for transgressing
the moral law, not the existence of actual contrary-to-duty inclinations.
Kant would therefore insist that moral norms take the form of impera-
tives even for Schiller’s beautiful soul, simply in virtue of the fact that
it is possible that she can violate duty (even if she never does and even
if she is never tempted to act contrary to duty).

Here, again, Kant’s position that finite rational agents necessarily
experience moral laws as obligations entailing constraint by the concept
of duty is not intended as a phenomenological point about how acting
from duty actually feels from the first-person perspective at the time of
action, though we should readily concede that at times Kant suggests as
much, as when he claims that the authority of moral laws “enjoins abso-
lute obedience, and awakens resistance and struggle, which we perceive
in fulfilling them” (Vigilantius 27: 490; 259). Instead, on the alternative
interpretation suggested here, the thesis that as human beings we obey
the moral law reluctantly (ungern) is better understood as a metaphys-
ical point about our status as finite imperfect creatures for whom it is
at least possible to act in contrary-to-duty ways, no matter how virtuous
or autocratic we have become.

Returning to the Vigilantius notes, we find Kant stating that if a ratio-
nal agent were constituted so that at all times she acted in accordance
with the law without necessitation or constraint, what is morally neces-
sary would no longer be obligatory for her (Vigilantius 27: 489; 258–9).
Yet, whereas Schiller understands such a state of morality as an ideal we
should strive to approximate and can in fact achieve, at least in our best
moments, Kant denies that this is the right model for thinking about
human virtue, insisting that it applies only to perfect beings, beings
whose conduct he characterizes as “simply objectively necessary and
never subjectively contingent” (Vigilantius 27: 489; 259). From Kant’s
perspective, then, a theory of virtue on which the genuinely virtuous
person obeys the law gladly and from inclination is unable to account
for the moral concepts that define our very moral experience – within
Schiller’s framework, “no imperatives, no obligation, duty, virtue, ought
or constraint is conceivable” (Vigilantius 27: 489; 259).

These remarks on Kant’s part inform us that he views Schiller’s
attempt to temper the stark view Schiller thinks Kant’s readers are
likely to have of his rationalist moral theory as misguided, treading on
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some fundamental aspects of the moral psychology central to Kant’s
account of morality. Given that moral laws necessarily involve the con-
straint of the finite rational will by pure practical reason, it is “contrary
to the nature of duty to enjoy having duties incumbent upon one”
(gern Pflichten auf sich ruhen zu haben) (Vigilantius 27: 489; 259). Con-
sequently, we cannot agree with Schiller that the fulfillment of moral
laws “also has a certain grace about it” (daß solche auch mit einer Anmut
verbunden sey) (Vigilantius 27: 490; 259). Yet, even though we must
think of the moral law as commanding, not attracting, Kant warns
that we need not assume (with Schiller) that the imperatival form of
the moral law demands “respect in the manner of painful or despotic
commands” (Vigilantius 27: 490; 259). On the contrary, the feeling of
respect the moral law elicits in us is akin to a feeling of awe and sub-
limity in response to the unconditional dignity tied up with our own
self-legislating rational nature. Furthermore, Kant makes clear that the
thesis that human beings obey the law reluctantly is not intended as
a phenomenological point about how the morally good agent actually
feels at the time of acting, noting that the virtuous person who does her
duty from duty experiences pleasure, cheer, and satisfaction in acting
virtuously – in other words, this is the accurate phenomenology of her
moral experience in acting well (Vigilantius 27: 490–1; 259–60). As we
have seen, this does not imply that the virtuous agent is inclined to
duty or that pleasure enjoins moral conduct in the way that Schiller
envisions, for the positive sense of pleasure the virtuous agent feels is
the result of having acquired autocracy, moral strength of will over sen-
sibility in accordance with pure practical reason. Thus, in contrast to
Schiller’s account of pleasure, according to which obedience to reason
is a source of joy and pleasure “an auxiliary in moral determinations,”
Kant’s particular brand of moral pleasure derives from:

the same source as the cheer experienced in getting through work that
has cost us trouble, and is evidence, rather, of the burdensomeness of
duty. It is true that we can find pleasure in virtue and the contemplation
of it, but only by the time, and for the reason, that we have already
become equipped to fulfill duties, and it is thus easy for us to follow
the prescriptions of reason; we thereby take satisfaction in our actions,
and in the strengthening of our will to comply with the prescriptions of
reason; we contemplate the future with a cheerful heart, and this also
improves our physical condition. (Vigilantius 27: 490; 259–60)
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Kant concludes his instructive remarks about Schiller in the Vigilantius
lectures with a claim that casts considerable light on how he under-
stands the key differences between his moral psychology and the moral
psychology Schiller sets out in “On Grace and Dignity”:

It would be good if men were so perfect that they fulfilled their duties
from a free impulse [aus freiem Triebe] without constraint [Zwang] and
laws: but this is beyond the horizon of human nature. (Vigilantius 27:
491; 260)

In sum, what defines our status as finite imperfect beings on Kant’s
view is that we have sensible needs and inclinations that do not of
themselves accord with the moral law (KprV 5: 84; 207–8). More pre-
cisely, we have a tendency to grant priority to sensible needs and incli-
nations that run contrary to duty because of our propensity for evil. As
a result, we can never rest completely assured that we are altogether
immune to the (bare) prospect of acting contrary to the moral law, and
so we must consistently exercise a maintenance program of autocracy
in relation to sensible feelings and inclinations and the temptations
they can in principle provide, if we are to live morally good lives in
accord with the norms of pure practical reason. The upshot of this,
according to Kant, is that we can never get beyond the concept of duty
in the way that Schiller imagines, for we must always consider ourselves
constrained to act in accordance with reason’s dictates: “For us, whose
choice is sensibly affected and so does not of itself conform to the
pure will but often opposes it, moral laws are imperatives (commands
or prohibitions) and indeed categorical (unconditional) imperatives”
(MS 6: 221; 376). Given this Kantian conception of moral charac-
ter, according to which virtue itself is a corrective (strictly speaking, a
corrective to our propensity to evil), Schiller’s picture that full virtue
entails the full psychic harmony of sensibility and reason, so that the
beautiful soul can dispense with the imperatival form of the law and
abandon herself to inclination, oversteps “the bounds that practical rea-
son sets to humankind” (KprV 5: 85; 209). Kant would have done well
to have pointed to Schiller’s poetic description of the beautiful soul and
the special kind of enjoyment and love she feels, which appears at the
very end of “On Grace and Dignity,” as conflating a model of virtue
appropriate for rational human beings with a model of perfection best
suited for holy beings, thereby exceeding the particular bounds of our
(human) practical reason:
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It is the absolutely great itself that finds itself imitated in grace and beauty
and satisfied in morality; it is the lawgiver himself, the God in us, who
is playing with his own image in the sensible world . . . the beautiful soul
knows no sweeter joy than to see the holy (das Heilige) in himself copied
and realized outside himself and to embrace in the sensible world his
immortal friend. (GD 188; 224–5)

It is somewhat perplexing that, in the second part of his essay (“Dig-
nity”), Schiller seems to waver and take back much of what he has
said about virtue as an ideal in the first part of his essay (“Grace”).
Indeed, he ends up expressing some of the very ideas underlying Kant’s
view that virtue presupposes rational self-constraint and involves the
sovereignty of reason over sensibility. Schiller suggests, for example,
that it is inevitable that inclination will at times conflict with reason,
in which case inclination must be restrained by reason and cannot be
trusted to guide the will to right action. Given this concession that
harmony is an ideal that we can never fully attain, in spite of our best
efforts, as well as his agreement that morality in general requires obedi-
ence to pure practical reason, not sensibility, Kant at least would expect
Schiller to be more skeptical about the possibility that finite rational
beings could ever achieve a state of morally good character enabling
us to act morally “freely,” without obligation.12 Indeed, it is precisely
this assumption that the perfect accord of our will with the moral law
remains a goal toward which we must constantly strive but can never
reach (at least not in this lifetime) that explains why Kant rejects the
prospect that finite rational beings could become so morally good that
we obey the law gladly, from inclination and pleasure, without experi-
encing moral norms as categorical imperatives.

3.3 Competing conceptions of human nature and moral health

In the last section we carefully considered the various details of the
central texts containing Kant’s response to Schiller’s “On Grace and
Dignity,” with its picture of the beautiful soul, the person who has
cultivated such a thoroughgoing agreement between her rational and

12 It is important to note that Schiller has more to say on this topic in his later philosophical
writings. See “On the Sublime,” where he develops in more detail an account of the
compatibility of his ideals of the beautiful and the sublime. See, also, his conclusion at
the end of Letter 23 in On the Aesthetic Education of Man, where he explicitly struggles
with the issue of how our rational and sensible natures can be brought into full psychic
harmony.
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sensible natures that she enjoys acting as morality commands. As was
clear in our analysis of their exchange, despite their own efforts to
characterize the main issue between them in terms of different ways
of presenting moral principles, Kant and Schiller disagree about the
proper role of sensibility within a virtuous character and about how best
to conceive of virtue as a state of good character. Moreover, what these
two seem unable to articulate in their exchange is that underlying their
different conceptions of moral character is a core difference in opinion
about human nature, which, in turn, gives rise to contrasting views
about a proper model of health of the human soul (moral health). As we
have seen, Kant thinks that it is always possible for merely finite rational
beings to be tempted to transgress the moral law, regardless of the
degree of moral strength of will we have acquired. Consequently, unlike
holy beings, finite rational beings can hope for no more than virtue,
where virtue represents a moral disposition in conflict and entails moral
strength of will in the face of obstacles (KprV 5: 84; 208; MS 6: 394;
524–5). Further, the demands of pure practical reason always take the
form of imperatives (duties) for rational beings, beings for whom the
possibility of acting contrary to the moral law can never be entirely
eliminated. Therefore, Kant believes that moral duty must always take
an imperatival form, which Schiller, with his remarks about virtue as
nothing other than an inclination to duty, denies. It might be useful to
set these things out more clearly:

1. It is always possible for finite imperfect beings to transgress the moral
law.

2. Virtue is the best moral state that finite imperfect beings can actually
achieve.

3. The moral law takes an imperatival form where there is the possibility
of transgressing the moral law.

4. Hence, the moral law must take an imperatival form for even the
fully virtuous person.

5. According to Schiller, the virtuous person does her duty gladly and
from inclination, without constraint by the concept of duty.

6. Hence, according to Schiller, the law must not take an imperatival
form for the genuinely virtuous person.

7. Hence, Schiller’s genuinely virtuous person (the beautiful soul) rep-
resents a model of moral perfection that is not suitable for finite
beings, a model of perfection that fails to meet Kant’s standards for
virtue.



virtue, human nature, and moral health 117

As was evident from our analysis in this chapter, Schiller rejects (3),
because he thinks that the moral law takes the form of an imperative
only insofar as a person actually has, or is tempted by, inclinations that
run contrary to moral concerns. For Schiller, then, the fact that it is
possible for an agent to transgress the law, as in (1), is not on its own
sufficient for the law to appear as an obligation or duty. The finite being
who has educated and cultivated her inclinations to harmonize with her
sense of duty (the beautiful soul, or the person with full virtue) will not
see or experience morality as a system of categorical imperatives. What
may not be immediately obvious here is that, in addition to rejecting
(3), Schiller’s interpretation of (1) is importantly different from Kant’s,
in large part because he does not share Kant’s view of human nature.
Schiller, it is true, adds what appears to be a caveat to his view late in his
seminal essay, when he acknowledges that it is inevitable that there will
be occasions where an agent’s inclinations conflict with duty, in which
case she must obey reason’s dictates in the face of resistance from her
inclinations, with the result that her conduct appears dignified but not
graceful (GD 177; 213). This caveat aside, it is still the case that, for
Schiller, the possibility that a person’s inclinations may not in every
instance agree with duty does not trouble him in the same way or to
the extent that it does Kant. As Schiller sees it, given that merely finite
rational beings are not completely perfect, it is likely that even the best
of us will at times find ourselves in certain circumstances where we do
not desire to act as the moral law commands. Yet that simply means
that when one feels tempted by countervailing inclinations in conflict
with the law, one must obey duty, resisting inclination’s enticement and
acting as morality dictates without desiring to do so. Schiller therefore
holds that the kind of possibility of immorality in (1) is fully compatible
with trusting morally favorable inclination to guide the will under ideal
circumstances, where inclination and duty harmonize. This explains
why he thinks the beautiful soul need not consult reason before acting
and can abandon herself to instinct, whose guidance can generally be
trusted.

Kant, of course, has a different understanding of (1). He thinks
that finite imperfect beings have a tendency to transgress the moral
law because we have a propensity to evil, and this tendency on our
parts to give priority to inclination over duty can never be entirely
eradicated. For him, it is always a real possibility that we will act con-
trary to the moral law (even if we never do, and even if we are never
in fact seriously tempted). In Chapter 2, we explored the idea that a
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critical background assumption at work in Kant’s account of virtue is
the thesis that there is a propensity to evil interwoven into humanity as a
whole. As a result of this fact about human nature as Kant understands
it, virtue involves autocracy, a capacity for moral constraint against a
fierce (internal) obstacle to the morally good, an obstacle that lies in
our volitional tendency to grant inclinations falling under the princi-
ple of self-love and happiness a deliberative weight they do not merit.
Although virtue as moral strength of will allows us to hold in check our
tendency to subordinate duty to inclination and to do our duty with
pleasure, taking (rational) satisfaction in fulfilling our moral obliga-
tions, Kant remains convinced that this tendency runs deep. It must
therefore be constantly guarded against, if we are to live lives fully in
accord with the demands of pure practical reason. It is important to
see that Schiller himself is aware that Kant’s doctrine that humanity
has a “radical tendency” (radikalen Hang) to act in opposition to the
moral law underlies and supports the idea that the moral law must
always take the form of an imperative for even the best of us, but
Schiller apparently sees no reason to endorse Kant’s doctrine of evil
(GD 172; 208).13 In short, Schiller is much less concerned about the
possibility of violating duty tied up with (1), at least in part because
he rejects Kant’s doctrine of radical evil, and is consequently much
less worried about the dangers of trusting moralized inclination as a
reliable guide for moral action. For Kant, however, humanity’s ten-
dency to evil remains a persistent, even if only potential, foe of virtue.
As he sees it, even the fully virtuous person needs to exercise a con-
stant maintenance program of autocracy over sensibility, taking a more
circumspect attitude toward inclination, which she is better off treat-
ing as reason’s subordinate, as opposed to reason’s potentially equal
partner.

It is crucial to understand that this core difference in opinion about
human nature has important ramifications for Kant’s and Schiller’s
moral psychology, insofar as their different commitments about human
nature and the degree to which feelings and inclinations can be trusted
give rise to different views about virtue as health of the human soul

13 Indeed, Schiller apparently views Kant’s doctrine of radical evil as somewhat of an
embarrassment. In a letter to Christian Gottfried Körner of February 28, 1873, for
instance, he characterizes Kant’s essay as “scandalous.” This reference to Schiller’s letter
to Körner is from Emil Fackenheim, “Kant and Radical Evil,” University of Toronto Quarterly
23 (1954), 340.
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(moral health). Given Kant’s view that the moral struggle for us begins
with a reorientation of the will in breaking with our tendency to evil,
so that our fundamental disposition is a disposition to give decisive
priority to morality over happiness, moral fortitude is the proper state
of health of the human soul, the state signifying our fitness to triumph
over any obstacle standing in the way of the conformity of the will with
the moral law. This assumption that human moral health is thus akin
to fitness in battle explains Kant’s reliance on military terminology to
describe virtue, as when he speaks of moral strength of will in terms of
weapons, arsenal, conquering, courage, and war (MS 6: 376, 380, 405;
509, 513, 534). It also accounts for the pride of place he accords moral
apathy (Affektlosigkeit), understood as freedom from the inner turmoil
of an undisciplined mind burdened by affects (Affekten) and passions
(Leidenschaften), the unruly type of feelings and inclinations that must
be contained by reason. Finally, it explains Kant’s perhaps curious view
that Jesus, though morally perfect and so in that sense better than
any mere human being, still does not qualify as virtuous, since he
lacks the obstacle to good conduct that virtue presupposes. In contrast
to this Kantian picture, according to which moral fitness requires a
constant maintenance program of autocracy in keeping our propensity
to evil in check, Schiller believes that true health of the human soul is
achieved when a human being is fully at one with herself, that is, when
her sensible nature agrees with reason and is allied with reason in all
things. For Schiller, then, true moral health is best exemplified in the
soul of the person for whom reason has ceased to be imperatival, for
it is only when a person has transformed her sensible nature so that
inclination is directed toward bringing about the morally good that she
can act with her “full-voiced, complete humanity” (GD 175; 211–12).
Kant, however, insists that reason always does – and should – speak in
its imperatival voice, even for the morally good agent who enjoys a state
of inner freedom and a cheerful heart in doing her duty, successfully
managing her feelings and inclinations so that she always complies with
reason’s dictates. Indeed, in Chapter 4, when we turn to the positive
side of Kantian autocracy, according to which feelings, desires, and
dispositions cultivated in accordance with moral concerns facilitate
moral action, we will see that Kant maintains that virtue requires moral
self-governance in accordance with reason over sensibility and amounts
to an executive strength of will to do one’s duty from the motive of
duty.



120 kant’s theory of virtue

3.4 Rival political approaches to moral psychology

At this juncture, we might wonder, finally, about the significance of the
political models providing the medium for Kant’s dispute with Schiller.
The central notion underlying Kant’s conception of virtue is autoc-
racy, which is an explicitly political notion. Schiller introduces us to
his notion of grace with explicitly political analogies in describing dif-
ferent kinds of constitution used to model personal government. In
Chapter 2, our analysis of the key difference between autonomy and
autocracy drew heavily on the idea of a political separation of powers
between legislative and executive branches of moral governance, and
these political metaphors about governance and rule have similarly
dominated our discussion throughout this chapter. Here, we might be
tempted to pose wide open questions in pondering the significance
of this approach to moral psychology.14 What motivates this politi-
cal approach to moral psychology? Obviously the political metaphor
is an ancient one in this area. Is the very project of moral psychol-
ogy predicated on it? On the other side, we might wonder if there is
an explicitly political dimension to the moral psychology of Kant and
Schiller presented here. Might we read the Kant–Schiller debate as a
kind of sublimated political discourse? What should we make of the fact
that while Schiller describes the unacceptable forms of moral person-
ality with political analogies (monarchy and ochlocracy), his positive
account of grace shifts to a metaphor from domestic life (children of
the house)? These are broad questions that go well beyond the scope
of this treatment of Kant’s moral psychology, but there are three spe-
cific points about Kant and Schiller’s contrasting political approaches
to moral psychology that are quite clear.

First, Schiller believes that sensibility has certain rights that ought
to be respected. As a result, he wants a liberal personal constitution (a
democracy), which grants initiative to sensibility (the governed). From
Schiller’s perspective, the appeal to reason in all matters is “an offense
to nature, who is a competent judge in her own concerns” (GD 178;
215). Expounding on this idea that a liberal personal constitution in
which grace flourishes is ultimately preferable to a form of govern-
ment in which reason rules over sensibility, exercising its authority in

14 I owe special thanks to Wayne Martin for pressing me to consider this issue and the
following related questions about Kant and Schiller’s political approaches to moral
psychology.
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the face of (actual or possible) resistance from the governed, Schiller
explains:

Thus in dignity the mind presents itself as ruler in the body, for here it
has to assert its independence against dictatorial impulse, which initiates
action without it, and would like to escape its yoke. In grace, on the
other hand, the mind rules with liberality, because here it is the mind
that activates nature and finds no resistance to overcome. (GD 182; 219)

Kant, by contrast, simply does not share the commitment that, from
the ethical standpoint, sensibility of itself has legitimate claims that
ought to be respected and given their proper due, insisting that a
more conservative personal constitution (an autocracy) is necessary to
secure permanent rule over the governed. Unlike Schiller, then, who
emphasizes the notion that virtue requires inclinations that harmonize
positively with duty and are accorded their full and rightful voice, Kant
denies that even moralized sensibility constitutes reason’s full and equal
partner, maintaining that sensibility must be securely subordinated to
rational rule, so that a human being’s tendency to evil is permanently
held in check.

Second, Schiller thinks that a finite rational being, a being consti-
tuted by both a rational and sensible nature, fully actualizes her free-
dom when she obeys reason’s laws, but reason’s laws have become what
she desires. True freedom, Schiller insists, lies in the middle between
the oppression of law and anarchy (GD 168; 204). The beautiful soul in
whom inclination harmonizes with duty acts utterly without constraint,
for she is not constrained by the dictates of pure practical reason in
acting dutifully from the motive of duty in the face of contrary inclina-
tions, nor is she determined to act by natural inclinations unregulated
by duty. For Kant, however, true freedom is realized precisely when
we are necessitated (constrained) by pure practical reason, when we
have cultivated the requisite autocracy of will enabling us consistently
to resist inclinations that could invite temptations, and when reason
holds the reins of government in its own hands (MS 6: 382n, 408;
514n, 546).

Third, whereas Schiller prizes an ideal of moral perfection accord-
ing to which a human being honors and acts with her full self, Kant
thinks that a finite rational being’s greatest moral achievement is to
cultivate a state of character in which she identifies most closely with
her rational or “proper self” (Gr 4: 457, 461; 104, 106). In the final
analysis, it seems that Schiller’s emphasis here on organic wholeness, a
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theme motivating so much of his moral and aesthetic theory, is simply
not a central – or perhaps even tangential – concern of Kant’s ethics.
Undoubtedly, it stems from Schiller’s long-standing preoccupation with
the Greeks and Greek ideas about the development of the whole per-
son. Schiller is attracted to Greek culture because he sees that the
Greeks produced social and political institutions that promoted flour-
ishing and self-fulfillment. He alludes to this key feature of Greek life
at the very outset of “On Grace and Dignity,” when he writes, poetically:

For the Greeks nature is never simply nature; that is why they do not
blush to honor it; for them reason is never simply reason; that is why
they need not fear to submit to its rule. Nature and morality, matter and
spirit, earth and heaven flow together with wonderful beauty in their
poetry. They brought freedom, which is at home only on Olympus, into
the activities of the senses as well, and for that reason we can accept the
fact that they transfer sensation to Olympus. (GD 144; 179)

As this ode to Greek life and philosophy reveals, this bygone Golden age
holds tremendous appeal for Schiller because of its ideals of unity and
harmony, which encouraged human beings to strive to be fully at one
with themselves and to respect all aspects of their nature (both rational
and sensible). Kant, however, thinks that, in an important sense, we
are better off working to elevate ourselves over merely sensible incli-
nations (in particular, unruly inclinations that run contrary to duty)
and to identify more closely with our best (or rational) self. The rele-
vant point for our purposes here, in the context of this discussion of
rival political approaches to moral psychology, is that, on the former
Schiller-type model, government aims to reflect equally all features of
the governed, whereas, on the latter Kantian model, government is
ultimately concerned to represent the best feature of its citizens.

Conclusion

Given that the use of political metaphors and the analogy between
political and moral government are such prominent features of Kant’s
exchange with Schiller and, indeed, of Kant’s treatment of virtue in
general, we might conclude here by reflecting upon what would seem to
be the main worry about autocracy, a worry that will only be completely
resolved once we have considered Kant’s alternative positive story about
the proper role of sensibility within virtue (set out in full detail in
Chapter 4). One issue about political autocracy is that even when this
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form of government takes a benign form, as it does in Plato’s Republic,
it can still be objectionable, because even though benign autocracy is
concerned with the interests of the governed, it nevertheless denies
them initiative. Schiller, of course, thinks that there remains a similar
worry about Kant’s conception of virtue, insofar as an account of moral
self-governance in terms of autocracy seems to deny sufficient initiative
to sensibility. As we have seen, Kant rejects Schiller’s proposal that
sensibility must fully harmonize with reason and serve as reason’s equal
partner in the person who has perfected herself. This is because he
thinks that moral perfection for finite imperfect beings consists in the
autocracy of pure practical reason, a form of self-governance according
to which reason always functions as sovereign, playing the master over
sensibility. At the same time, we have also seen that Kantian autocracy is
not to be identified with continence – strength of will against contrary
inclinations – because the Kantian virtuous or autocratic agent who
governs herself in accordance with reason is not constantly tempted to
act in contrary-to-duty ways, and does not find acting from duty painful.
On the contrary, she does her duty with pleasure and a cheerful heart,
and enjoys a sense of inner freedom that Kant associates with moral
health of the soul. At this point, we need to know more about the
feelings, desires, and interests that Kant himself takes to be important
ingredients in virtue. The more expansive moral psychology Kant sets
out in his doctrine of virtue provides a key component in his complete
account of moral character. In order to assess any residual worries
we might have about autocracy, then, we need to understand what role
affective and conative states connected with sensibility play within the
fully ethical life as Kant envisions it. It is to this fuller moral psychology
that Kant develops in his theory of virtue – what we can think of as the
positive aspect of autocracy – that we finally turn.



4

THE MORAL PSYCHOLOGY OF
KANTIAN VIRTUE

In his theory of virtue, Kant emphasizes the fact that finite rational
beings with sensibility are affected by principles of practical reason, and
he explicitly includes feelings, desires, and interests that are shaped by
reason as important ingredients in virtue. Kant identifies moral feeling,
conscience, love for humanity, and self-respect as “moral endowments”
that lie at the very basis of morality, as subjective conditions of moral
agency that make us receptive to moral obligations (MS 6: 399; 528).
In addition, he contends that love and respect are duties that we are
enjoined to adopt, and portrays love and respect as morally valuable
feelings that facilitate our ability to fulfill our duties of virtue. Further-
more, Kant insists that sympathy is a feeling implanted in us by nature
that enables us to do what the mere thought of duty alone may not be
able to accomplish (MS 6: 456–7; 574–5). Sympathy is important for
virtue, because sympathy makes us sensitive to the joy and pain of oth-
ers, and thereby provides us with the moral insight and knowledge we
need in order to alleviate the suffering of our fellow human beings and
promote their happiness. If these claims were not sufficient to indicate
that the moral psychology at the heart of Kant’s considered account
of moral character marks a significant development in his ethics, we
should note that the temperament of Kantian virtue is not sullen and
morose, for, as Kant describes her, the genuinely virtuous person desires
to act as reason dictates and takes satisfaction and pleasure in virtuous
activity. In short, on the picture he paints when he is concerned to show
that feelings and desires that are shaped by right action are important
for good character, Kant makes clear that morality requires that we
cultivate certain emotions, desires, and attitudes as part of the content
of virtue.

124
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This chapter aims to reconstruct the more expansive moral psychol-
ogy at the heart of Kant’s theory of virtue. Section 4.1 claims that there
are different models of the relation between reason and sensibility that
are part of Kantian moral self-governance and that one of autocracy’s
central functions involves cultivating our natural capacities to promote
our moral ends. Section 4.2 analyzes Kant’s account of moral pleasure
and rational desire in The Metaphysics of Morals, while section 4.3 exam-
ines the natural, aesthetic predispositions that Kant treats as integral
for moral character. Section 4.4 focuses on the different virtues of char-
acter that Kant recognizes, especially the virtues of love and respect.
Finally, section 4.5 expands upon Kant’s own remarks concerning our
indirect duty to cultivate natural feelings of sympathy, and explores the
different roles sympathy might play within a Kantian-inspired ethics of
virtue.

4.1 Kantian autocracy and its three main functions

Kant characterizes virtue as “moral strength of will,” insisting that the
very concept of virtue applies only to imperfect rational beings in whom
there are sensible feelings and inclinations that can work against the
moral law (MS 6: 379, 380, 394, 405, 409; 512, 513, 524–5, 533, 537).
As an ideal state of human moral character, virtue is thus best thought
of as “moral strength of a human being’s will in fulfilling his duty, a moral
constraint through his own lawgiving reason, insofar as this constitutes
itself an authority executing the law” (MS 6: 405; 533). Kant under-
stands such an acquired power of the finite rational will to execute the
moral law in terms of the autocracy of pure practical reason, a form of
moral self-government in which reason is the sovereign over sensibility.
Given that the very concept of virtue presupposes that there are obsta-
cles in us that can impede our ability to fulfill our duties – obstacles
against which moral strength of will is known or measured – Kant tends
to emphasize the fact that autocracy conveys a power on our part to
conquer or overcome our feelings and inclinations when they conflict
with duty (MS 6: 383; 515; Mrongovius II 29: 626; 243; Collins 27: 361;
139). Simple control over contrary feelings and inclinations, however,
by no means exhausts the rational self-governance constitutive of full
Kantian virtue. Although the genuinely virtuous person possesses the
requisite strength to resist feelings and inclinations that might rebel
against the moral law, it is also true that she has worked to cultivate



126 kant’s theory of virtue

a range of aesthetic dispositions that make her receptive to duty (viz.
moral feeling, conscience, love, and respect) and has fostered naturally
occurring feelings, such as sympathy, which facilitates moral action. In
short, the Kantian autocratic agent is not the one who constantly strug-
gles to act morally in the face of recalcitrant feelings and desires that
her sense of duty must overcome, but the one who possesses inner free-
dom, tranquillity of mind, and a cheerful heart in doing her duty. She
finds rational satisfaction in fulfilling her moral obligations, and does
not find it grievous to act as duty demands – indeed, she experiences
a uniquely moral (intellectual) feeling of pleasure that follows from
having acted in conformity with norms of practical reason.

The fact that Kantian virtue involves a well-developed sensible nature
in addition to fortitude to resist countervailing emotions and appetites
tells us that Kantian autocracy manifests itself in different ways, depend-
ing on the circumstances. In the first place, autocracy involves controlling
or containing unruly feelings and inclinations opposed to duty. In the
second place, it entails maintaining feelings and inclinations to accord
with duty, or heading off the development of new feelings and inclina-
tions that could pose new threats to the conformity of the rational will
with duty. Finally, autocracy involves cultivating our natural capacities,
including feelings and desires, so that morally favorable feelings and
desires promote moral action, by facilitating our ability to put the law
into practice. It is these three functions taken together – control, main-
tenance, and cultivation – that ultimately provide us with an adequate
and complete picture of Kantian virtue. I treat them each in turn.

The containment model. Kant consistently maintains that naturally
occurring feelings and inclinations “do not of themselves accord with
the moral law” (KprV 5: 84; 207). In the Groundwork, he explains that
inclinations are not proper moral motives, at least in part because incli-
nations, whose source lies in sensibility, “lead only contingently to what
is good and can very often also lead to what is evil” (Gr 4: 411; 65).
Even a seemingly morally favorable inclination, such as sympathy, is on
a par with all other inclinations, including the inclination to honor,
insofar as sympathy might lead a person to act dutifully, in which case it
deserves praise and encouragement, but sympathy might just as easily
motivate a person to act in ways that violate moral requirements (Gr 4:
398; 53). In his remarks found in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of
View, Kant notes that sensibility “in itself is like a mob, because it does
not think,” and so must be properly governed, if it is to accord with
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moral norms (Anthro 7: 144; 35). Given that finite imperfect beings
such as ourselves have not only sensible feelings and inclinations that
can conflict with moral concerns, but an actual tendency to grant pri-
ority to feelings and inclinations when they do conflict with moral duty,
we must strive to acquire a moral disposition in which reason exercises
executive control over sensibility, holding in check our propensity to
evil. This is to say that the best that we can hope for is virtue, i.e. “a
moral preparedness to withstand all temptations to evil” (Mrongovius
II 29: 604; 229), and not holiness, where holiness signifies a rational
being’s complete and free accord with the moral law and represents
a state of moral perfection precluding the (bare) possibility of trans-
gression (KprV 5: 84; 207–8; MS 6: 396–7, 405; 526–7, 533; Collins 27:
463; 215).

Obviously, the notion that our feelings and inclinations can conflict
with moral demands does not imply that they must. Nonetheless, Kant
believes that there are certain feelings and inclinations that are natural
to us that are contrary to morality as a matter of course. In relation
to them, autocracy’s proper function is one of control. In Chapter 2,
we labeled this model of the relation between reason and sensibility
“the containment model.” As we saw there, this containment model
applies most obviously in connection with the particular types of feel-
ings and inclinations that Kant terms “affects” (Affekten) and “passions”
(Leidenschaften). Affects and passions are wayward, pernicious feelings
and inclinations that clash with the moral law, disrupting the rational
self-governance that virtue demands. With respect to affects and pas-
sions, autocracy manifests itself as strength in ruling over affects and
passions, or an actual ability to conquer and master any obstacles that
might hinder the conformity of the will with the moral law, obstacles
that reason must contain or control.

Kant portrays affects and passions as maladies that require treat-
ment, comparing the person whose soul is disturbed by these harmful
emotions and appetites to a sick patient in need of a cure.1 Affects and
passions are illnesses of the mind, for they “shut out the sovereignty
of reason” (Anthro 7: 251; 149). An affect, such as anger, is a power-
ful, fleeting feeling that precedes reflection, making rational reflection
impossible or at least much more difficult. The person subject to affects

1 Kant discusses affects and passions in the Doctrine of Virtue, Anthropology, Religion, and the
Critique of Judgment. See MS 6: 407–8; 535–6; Anthro 7: 251–82; 149–82; Rel 6: 29n,
93–4; 52n–3n, 105–6; and KU 5: 272n; 132n.
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is described as having her mind’s composure suspended (Anthro 7:
252; 150). Kant explains that, like a tempest, affect comes on quickly,
but it subsides quickly as well (MS 6: 408; 535). The proper course
of treatment for affects is for a human being to get hold of herself,
by means of virtue (MS 6: 408; 535). Although an affect is a fever
of the soul that needs to be soothed, in general, Kant seems to think
that affects are easily enough silenced and are therefore easily enough
controlled. Presumably, it is for this reason that a propensity to affect
does not lead as readily to vice as does a propensity to passion (MS 6:
408; 535). Indeed, if a person is prone to affect, this merely signifies
her lack of virtue (Untugend), or deficiency in strength to withstand
such powerful emotions directly at odds with duty, emotions that Kant
presumes would not erupt in the fully morally fit person (MS 6: 408;
535). Being subject to affect is thus a sign of a person’s weakness or
childishness, but Kant claims that affect can coexist with the best of
wills (MS 6: 408; 535).2

As an example of what Kant has in mind here, we might consider
Agnes, who has a propensity to get angry every time her posturing
colleague Pedro insists on speaking first at departmental colloquia,
in what appears to be an attempt on his part to discompose visiting
speakers and demonstrate his superior intellect. Agnes is able to quiet
this relatively small disruption in her soul, as soon as she regains her
composure and reminds herself that this harmless irritation is simply
not a proper occasion for genuine anger. Still, if she were as virtuous
as her colleague Vince, a person in whom reason exercises full con-
trol over emotions and appetites, over time these flashes of anger she
feels at Thursday afternoon’s colloquia would diminish in intensity and
frequency, and eventually cease altogether.

We are worse off, however, in relation to passions. Passions pose a
more serious problem to morally good conduct, insofar as passions
are not just harmful but positively toxic to moral health. Kant defines

2 It is worth noting that Kant agrees with common sense that some temperaments are more
disposed to affects than others and that some natural constitutions are more favorable to
the formation of strong character than others (Anthro 7: 292; 192). In other words, he
makes room for the commonsense view that a person’s natural temperament can affect
her character development and that each of us has to work with what nature has given
us. A person more naturally prone to anger, for instance, will have to work much harder
than the naturally phlegmatic person to achieve the moral apathy (Affektlosigkeit) that
full virtue presupposes. Yet while an agent’s natural temperament has an impact on how
difficult or easy it is for her to acquire virtue, it does not affect the goodness of her core
good will itself.
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passion as “sensible desire that has become a lasting inclination,” indi-
cating that passions are more stable, enduring psychological states (MS
6: 408; 535). Whereas an affect, such as anger, is alleged to be “thought-
less,” in that it does not explicitly involve an agent’s cognition, a passion,
such as hatred, involves reflection on the part of the subject. As Kant
describes it, passion “takes its time, in order to root itself deeply and
think about its opponent” (Anthro 7: 252; 150, cf. MS 6: 408; 536).
Passions, on this view, allow the mind to form principles, and they can
even lead the passionate person who broods on what is contrary to the
law to take up evil in her maxims (MS 6: 408; 535–6).3 Thus, whereas
affects disrupt the health of the soul like an apoplectic fit, passions do
so in the form of consumption (Anthro 7: 252; 150). In light of the
fact that passions involve thought, reflection, maxims, and principles,
Kant characterizes them as cancerous sores, portraying the person in
the grips of passion as nearly irreversibly ill:

It is also easy to see that they do the greatest damage to freedom, and if
affect is drunkenness, then passion is an illness that abhors all medicine,
and it is therefore far worse than all those transitory emotions that at least
stir up the resolution to be better; instead, passion is an enchantment
that also refuses recuperation. (Anthro 7: 265–6; 165)

A comparison of Agnes’s anger with her senior colleague Harriett’s full-
blown hatred of Pedro might help illuminate Kant’s view that passions
are poisonous to moral health. Kant can maintain that it is relatively easy
for Agnes to stamp out the feelings of anger she experiences in response
to Pedro’s conduct, especially if she successfully employs appropriate
strategies for controlling her anger, as when she forces herself to take
a moment and consciously reminds herself that her anger is neither
warranted nor in accord with the norms of collegiality she aims to
uphold. Harriett’s hatred of Pedro, by comparison, is a more deeply
rooted, settled attitude, one involving intense feelings that are much
harder to overcome or silence. On this Kantian account of passions,

3 Passion can thus motivate the agent to act contrary to the moral law, but Kant thinks
that passion also prevents reason from comparing it with the totality of one’s inclinations
(Anthro 7: 265; 165). This tells us that passions are often at odds with prudential as well as
moral reason. For an excellent analysis of passions, which emphasizes the anthropological
dimension of Kant’s account of them, see Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought, pp. 250–82 and
Kantian Ethics, pp. 147–8, 225–6. Wood argues that passions, for Kant, are always a result
of our competitive social relations with other human beings. Apart from the presence
of others and, more specifically, our unsocial sociability in relation to others, we would
have no passions.
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Harriet’s hatred is likely to intensify the more she contemplates her
distaste for Pedro’s overbearing behavior in colloquia, and, in turn,
this may prevent her from even considering the possibility of taking
measures that would help her contain her passion. Passion may even
lead Harriett to act out in ways that violate the duties of respect we
owe to others – even to our most aggravating colleagues – as when she
mocks Pedro at the departmental reception following one Thursday
afternoon’s colloquium, or disparages him in front of his own graduate
students.

These considerations tell us that Kant thinks of affects and passions
as constituting very specific kinds of emotions and appetites, ones that
uniformly abrogate the rule of reason within the human soul. Affects
overcome us and make practical deliberation difficult, and passions
continually tempt us to satisfy them, thereby tempting us to transgress
moral duty, even when we recognize that satisfying our passions would
be wrong. The proper government of the mind providing the curative
for these illnesses is rational control over them (they have to be con-
tained). Such moral self-governance goes beyond merely forbidding
oneself to be governed by feelings and inclinations, for, as Kant says,
“unless reason holds the reins of government in its own hands,” a per-
son’s feelings and inclinations play the master over her (MS 6: 408;
536). More specifically, we are instructed to rule over passions, which
are to be avoided altogether, and subdue affects, so that affects lose
their influence on the mind (the duty of apathy, or Affektlosigkeit, liter-
ally absence or lack of affects). This containment model, which applies
most evidently in relation to full-blown affects and passions, tells us that
sometimes Kantian autocracy manifests itself straightforwardly as ratio-
nal self-control over contrary feelings and inclinations directly opposed
to duty. Since passions are to be avoided and affects subdued, it seems
that an appropriate method for successfully controlling or containing
contrary-to-duty feelings and inclinations is to try to extirpate or silence
them.

We should note, finally, that Kant envisions such rational self-rule
over sensibility as providing a fitting recipe for moral health, or health
of the human soul (MS 6: 409; 536). The virtuous or autocratic agent
who has succeeded in properly governing herself, by avoiding passions
and subduing affects, possesses inner freedom and tranquillity of mind,
for her soul is undisturbed by the disorderly emotions and appetites
in tension with duty that can infect and influence the souls of people
lacking moral fortitude. As Kant writes, “The true strength of virtue is
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a tranquil mind with a considered and firm resolution to put the law of
virtue into practice” (MS 6: 409; 536).

The maintenance model. Although virtue entails controlling recalcitrant
feelings and inclinations that conflict with duty, autocracy does not
always or only function simply by controlling forces at odds with moral
concerns. Sometimes moral strength of will involves something quite
different, as when it directs us to manage or maintain our sensible
nature in general, in our ongoing efforts to ensure that our feelings
and inclinations remain consonant with the moral law. The thought
here is that the autocratic agent does not take her acquired power
of will (Willkür) to overcome actual obstacles to duty as alone suffi-
cient for the proper rational self-governance required for virtue. She
goes further than this, actively taking measures to head off the poten-
tial development of new feelings and inclinations that could pose new
temptations to violate duty, so that her sensible nature is always appro-
priately governed by reason. We can refer to this model of the relation
between reason and sensibility that is a part of complete Kantian moral
self-mastery as “the maintenance model.”

What accounts for this key idea that autocracy involves not just con-
trol over, but regular maintenance of, sensibility is that our propensity
to evil implies an actual tendency on our parts to transgress the moral
law, a tendency that Kant believes we can overcome and control but
never entirely eliminate. In light of the fact that even the best of us
must remain watchful over our susceptibility to favor inclination over
duty, virtue requires us to exercise an ongoing maintenance program of
reason over sensibility. This maintenance function of autocracy under-
lies and accounts for a number of distinctive features of Kant’s account
of character.

First, it helps explain Kant’s contention that virtue is always in
progress. Kant maintains that, no matter how morally good we are
or have become, we can never rest content that our moral character
is so steadfast and unwavering that our ability to execute the law is
entirely secure. On the contrary, if we aim to possess an enduringly
good moral disposition, we must take strides to maintain our sensible
nature, continuously overseeing our feelings and inclinations to guar-
antee their lasting accord with duty. Virtue, on this Kantian picture,
should therefore not be mistaken for a fixed, settled moral disposition
acquired by habituating feelings and desires (or any other feature of
sensibility) toward right action. It is rather a lifelong project requiring
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our sustained efforts in maintaining a moral way of thinking (Gesin-
nung) in which our fundamental maxim is to give decisive priority to
duty. On this Kantian outlook:

Virtue is always in progress and yet always starts from the beginning. – It
is always in progress because, considered objectively, it is an ideal and
unattainable, while yet constant approximation to it is a duty. That it
always starts from the beginning has a subjective basis in human nature,
which is affected by inclinations because of which virtue can never settle
down in peace and quiet with its maxims adopted once and for all but,
if it is not rising, is unavoidably sinking. (MS 6: 409; 537)

In this passage, Kant underscores the notion that virtue is a hard-
won, acquired moral strength of will on the part of imperfect beings,
beings that have a tendency to treat sensible feelings and inclinations
as grounds for reasons that outweigh moral reasons. Since virtue pre-
supposes a formidable (internal) obstacle that we must struggle to
overcome and subsequently strive to subjugate, virtue is a difficult enter-
prise, one demanding our ceaseless efforts over time.

Notice that it is precisely this fact – that virtue presupposes a pow-
erful opponent to morally good conduct and hence requires regular
maintenance of sensibility – that leads Kant to reject Schiller’s view
that virtue involves complete psychic harmony and that, accordingly,
the genuinely virtuous person need not consult duty, but can rely on
moralized inclination as a guide to right action. This same thesis leads
him to criticize Aristotle’s account of virtue, on the grounds that virtue
is not a mere habit or a mean state with respect to feelings and action,
but an acquired aptitude of will resulting from “considered, firm, and
continually purified principles” (MS 6: 383–4; 515–16).4 As Kant sees
it, virtue is best understood in terms of a freely acquired disposition
always to conform to moral principles, whose purity we can never take

4 Kant’s knowledge of Aristotle’s ethics was limited, and he misunderstands a number of
features of Aristotle’s account of virtue and the doctrine of the mean. For example,
he fails to see the central role that practical reason plays in Aristotle’s conception of
virtue, and he understands the doctrine of the mean as a mechanistic (thoughtless)
habit of aiming at the intermediary of two extremes (viz. excess and deficiency). Still,
Kant’s insistence that virtue must be understood in terms of morally good maxims and
(continually purified) principles of volition serves to distinguish his view from Aristotle’s
more familiar account of virtue as a mean state with respect to feelings and inclinations,
one acquired by habituation and education. For Kant’s interpretation of virtue as a mean,
see MS 6: 404–5; 532–3.
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for granted, for otherwise, “it is neither armed for all situations nor
adequately secured against the changes that new temptations could
bring about” (MS 6: 384; 516).

Second, the notion that one key function of autocracy involves main-
taining feelings and inclinations to preserve their sustained accord with
moral concerns helps us understand why Kant appears to think that
there is a meaningful difference between the perfectly virtuous person
and a finite holy will (the concept of which we explored at length in
Chapter 2). In his various definitions of virtue, Kant often contrasts
virtue and holiness of will, insisting that neither the infinite will nor
a finite holy will needs virtue or autocracy (MS 6: 383, 396–7; 515,
526–7). As an acquired power of moral self-constraint in accordance
with duty, virtue is necessary for imperfect (mere human) beings, but
not required by perfect beings that lack either a sensible nature or a
propensity toward evil and hence cannot act otherwise than in com-
plete accord with the moral law.

We have seen that Kant’s claim that, in contrast to both the infinite
holy will and a finite holy will, the fully virtuous person is always con-
strained (compelled or necessitated) by the demands of pure practical
reason does not imply that she always feels that duty is burdensome,
or that virtue has a cost. For the person possessing full moral strength
of will, there need be no actual (phenomenological) feeling of con-
straint at the time of action, because she does her duty from duty
with a cheerful heart. Nevertheless, since it remains at least possible
for her to transgress the moral law, some work is required to keep
this possibility for contra-moral action in check. In other words, some
project of overseeing her psychology is always necessary even for the
fully virtuous Kantian agent. By contrast, a finite rational will inca-
pable of transgressing the moral law, such as Jesus, does not require
an ongoing project of maintenance of sensibility, since he lacks a
tendency to subordinate moral laws to sensible concerns in the first
place.

Third, the fact that a central function of autocracy involves the
proper management of sensibility provides Kant with his own distinctive
way of distinguishing between virtue and continence. The autocratic
agent in whom reason holds the reins of government in its own hands
does not allow her appetites to become passions or her feelings to
rise to the level of affects. Simple control over countervailing feelings
and inclinations, however, is not sufficient for a genuinely good moral
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character, because autocracy also involves successfully maintaining feel-
ings and inclinations, or heading off the development of new feelings
and inclinations that could bring new temptations. The difference
between successful and imperfect maintenance gives Kant a unique way
of capturing what is special about the person with full virtue. On this
Kantian taxonomy, the fully virtuous person has the capacity for trans-
gressing the moral law, due to her propensity to evil, but she manages
this capacity successfully, and therefore is not (seriously) tempted to
transgress duty. The continent person, by contrast, manages her capac-
ity for transgressing the moral law imperfectly, and is (seriously) tempted
to transgress duty, even though she has sufficient strength of will not to
act on temptation.

A question naturally arises here concerning how we should con-
ceive of this Kantian project of maintaining feelings and inclinations
to conform to the moral law. It might be useful to think by analogy
of the person who has successfully battled a food or alcohol addic-
tion. Presumably, in the beginning, the recovering addict struggles
to overcome her food or alcohol addiction, actively resisting tempta-
tions, which can be so strong as to overpower her commitment not to
drink or overindulge. Part of her program for recovery may involve
attending organized group meetings, such as AA or Weight Watchers,
which emphasize strategies for overcoming addiction through changes
in actions, behaviors, attitudes, desires, etc. Over time, the successful
recovering addict may no longer feel tempted at all. Yet, in spite of not
being tempted to drink or overeat, the fully successful recovering addict
continues to exercise a continuous maintenance program in overseeing
her psychology, in an effort to ensure that she maintains the strength
of will not to act – or the strength of will not even to be tempted to
act – against her best judgments concerning alcohol and food. Though
she is never even tempted to drink or overeat, she regularly attends
AA or Weight Watchers meetings, consistently engages in the various
self-reflective activities that paved her way to full recovery, and seeks
out new strategies to stave off any potential (future) temptations. Her
project of maintenance is a commitment on her part, signifying the
fact that she recognizes that it is always at least possible to revert to old
habits, and that permanent recovery entails ongoing work on her part
to keep temptations at bay. The fact that she exercises a continuous
maintenance program in overseeing her psychology in no way implies
that she is tempted, just that she can be tempted.
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Similarly, we might envision the genuinely virtuous Kantian agent
committing herself to a lifelong project of overseeing her psychology, a
project that involves maintaining her feelings and inclinations to accord
with duty, because she knows full well that, no matter how dedicated she
is to living a life in accordance with the norms of pure practical reason,
the possibility that she might transgress the moral law cannot be pre-
cluded. The Kantian virtuous or autocratic agent, it is true, possesses
the strength of will to resist temptations and the power to constrain her
will in accordance with the moral law in the face of countervailing feel-
ings and inclinations. Further, she does her duty with a tranquil mind
and cheerful attitude, and is immune to passions and affects, the unruly
appetites and emotions that, in the continent person or the weak-willed
person who actually acts on temptation, have the power to unseat rea-
son’s rule within the soul and can thereby interfere with moral health.
Nonetheless, the virtuous person recognizes that she is a creature for
whom the possibility of transgressing the law can never be entirely elim-
inated. As a result, some work in overseeing her psychology is always
required. Autocracy thus functions in its second capacity by enabling
her to manage or maintain her sensible nature, so that her feelings and
inclinations continue to remain consonant with moral concerns.

The cultivation model. Thus far we have focused on the fact that Kan-
tian autocracy involves moral fortitude to control unruly feelings and
desires and to maintain feelings and desires to accord with duty. It is
crucial to understand, however, that full virtue on Kant’s view entails
positive moral health as well. On the more expansive moral psychology
central to his doctrine of virtue, Kant assigns emotions and appetites
a constructive role within virtue. Practical, not pathological, feelings
and desires can and should be the ally of reason. Indeed, the culti-
vation of morally favorable feelings and desires is itself a duty. As we
will explore over the course of the rest of this chapter, Kant thinks
that there are certain feelings and desires that are useful for morality,
insofar as they make us receptive to moral concerns, constitute appro-
priate attitudes we ought to have toward ourselves and toward others,
and prompt action in accordance with duty, by making the needs of
others more vivid to us. Given that Kant holds that there are features of
sensibility that human beings need to cultivate for us to be receptive to
the demands of practical reason, part of virtue itself involves enlisting
morally favorable feelings and desires to promote our moral ends. In
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short, there is a third aspect of autocracy, or third model of the relation
between reason and sensibility that is part of Kant’s complete picture
of virtue, which we can call “the cultivation model.”

Before we turn to the specific details of the practical feelings and
desires that are ingredients in full Kantian moral character, we should
recall that Kant’s conception of “moral anthropology” underscores the
fact that he believes there are capacities connected with sensibility
that facilitate moral action. In the Introduction to The Metaphysics of
Morals, Kant explains that the counterpart of a metaphysics of morals
is a moral anthropology, where moral anthropology accounts for “the
subjective conditions in human nature that hinder people or help
them in fulfilling the laws of a metaphysics of morals” (MS 6: 217; 372).
Practical or moral anthropology does not prescribe duties, or play any
role in the actual grounding of duties, whose source lies in reason
alone. Nevertheless, moral anthropology is part of a theory of virtue,
because it involves an investigation of human beings that is directed
to the ways in which we human beings use our natural powers and
dispositions to make the practice of morality easier and more effective.5

Given that Kant thinks there are natural powers or capacities associated
with sensibility that can contribute to or hinder our ability to fulfill our
moral ends, virtue, as a power to execute the law, by putting the law
into practice, involves cultivating our natural powers and capacities
as a means to realizing our obligatory ends.6 This positive aspect of
autocracy (the cultivation model) will be our central focus for the
remainder of this chapter.

4.2 Moral pleasure and rational desire in
The Metaphysics of Morals

The first stage in exploring Kant’s view concerning the positive signifi-
cance of feelings and desires for virtue involves investigating an impor-
tant discussion we find in the Introduction to The Metaphysics of Morals

5 On this point, see Mary J. Gregor, Laws of Freedom (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963), p. 8.
6 Kant’s remarks about limited or conditioned goods in Groundwork I support the idea that

feelings and inclinations can make the execution of moral obligations easier and more
effective. After insisting that talents of the mind, qualities of temperament, and gifts of
fortune are all limited goods, whose worth is conditional, Kant notes that some of these
qualities “are even conducive to this good will itself and can make its work much easier”
(Gr 4: 392; 49). For example, love as a feeling does not constitute a proper moral motive,
for Kant, but love is instrumental to the good will, insofar as it makes beneficence as a
duty easier.
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under the heading “On the Relation of the Faculties of the Human
Mind to Moral Laws.”7 As its title indicates, Kant’s aim in this section is
to set out an account of how our various faculties relate to one another
and to moral laws, as principles of pure practical reason that have the
power to affect our feelings and desires. In the process of explicating
the different ways in which our desires, feelings, and representations
of objects can be connected, Kant provides us with a taxonomy of some
key terms and concepts that are essential for capturing the more com-
plete moral psychology at the heart of his theory of virtue. Throughout
the preceding chapters, we have used a number of terms to refer to a
broad set of psychological states. For example, we have referred to “feel-
ings and inclinations,” “feelings and desires,” “emotions and appetites,”
and “affective and conative states,” for the most part using these terms
interchangeably. This section from the Introduction to The Metaphysics
of Morals is thus especially useful for our purposes, because it gives us
a consistent way of referring to these affective and conative terms and
concepts that faithfully represents Kant’s considered moral psychology
and, at the same time, sheds light on how his understanding of them
corresponds to their usage in more ordinary philosophical language.8

7 This section appears as number I in the Academy edition of Kant’s work but is numbered
II in the translation of The Metaphysics of Morals from The Cambridge Edition of the Works of
Immanuel Kant used here. See MS 6: 211–14; 373–6.

8 Kant often distinguishes between feelings and inclinations (Gefühle und Neigungen). In the
Critique of Practical Reason, in addition to feelings and inclinations, at one point he refers
to “desires and inclinations” (Begierden und Neigungen), though he appears to understand
desires as empirical desires (hence as inclinations), as when he notes that inclinations
and desires rest on physical causes and thus of themselves do not accord with the moral
law (KprV 5: 84; 207). In Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, he tends to refer to
“feelings and desires” (Gefühle und Begierden) and to “emotional and appetitive capacities”
(Gefühls- und Begehrungsvermögen) (Anthro 7: 286; 186).

It might be helpful here to recall that both contemporary cognitive psychology and
more ordinary philosophical language distinguish between cognitive, conative, and affec-
tive states. Cognitive states refer to beliefs; conative states refer to desires; and affective
states usually refer to feelings and emotions, where an emotion involves feeling as an
important aspect. Even if emotion is distinguished from feeling, it can still be encom-
passed by the affective, as long as we have a plausible account of the way in which affective
states can involve not only feeling, but also something like constitutive belief.

In terms of more ordinary philosophical language, motive, drive, and impulse are
sometimes considered roughly synonymous with desire. Kant, however, does not conflate
these conative concepts. Triebfeder (incentive) is the generic name he uses for the conative
factor in willing. He defines an incentive as the “subjective determining ground of
the will of a being whose reason does not by its nature necessarily conform with the
objective law” (KprV 5: 72; 198). An incentive can thus only be attributed to finite
imperfect beings – a holy being needs no incentive to act in accordance with the moral
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Kant maintains that there are three faculties of the human mind:
(1) the faculty of cognition, where the family of our higher cogni-
tive faculties includes the understanding, judgment, and reason; (2)
the faculty of experiencing pleasure and pain, or feeling; and (3) the
faculty of desire, or appetite. He begins his discussion in the Intro-
duction to The Metaphysics of Morals by defining the faculty of desire
(Begehrungsvermögen) as “the faculty [Vermögen] to be, by means of one’s
representations [Vorstellungen], the cause of the objects of these rep-
resentations” (MS 6: 211; 373).9 By objects of representations in this
passage Kant means the actions at which we aim, as well as the states
of affairs we intend to realize through our actions – these are actions
and states of affairs that we represent to ourselves as desirable. Among
other things, this initial account of desire informs us that, as Kant con-
ceives of it, desire involves more than merely imagining or wishing for
an object, insofar as it implies a capacity of the desiring subject actually
to bring into existence the actions or states of affairs she represents to
herself as good. For example, I might imagine or wish for a perfectly
dry, chilled martini, without having the ability to produce and partake

law. An incentive can be a merely sensible impulse (Antrieb), or it can be an interest
(Interesse), in which case an agent’s representation of a law (natural or moral) guides
her action. In both the Groundwork and the second Critique, Kant holds that if an agent’s
interest is in the object of action, her interest is based on a sensible desire falling under
the principle of self-love. By contrast, an interest in the action itself (its “form” versus
“matter”) is an interest of reason.

In the Groundwork, Kant distinguishes between Bewegungsgrund (motive) and Triebfeder
(incentive). There, he claims that the subjective determining ground of desire is an
incentive, and that the objective ground of volition is a motive (Gr 4: 427; 78). Further, he
insists that subjective ends rest on incentives, whereas objective ends rest on motives (Gr 4:
427; 78). It is worth noting, however, that Kant himself does not maintain this ascription
of incentive only to the sensible side of human nature (and the resulting distinction
between incentive and motive), because he holds that there is one incentive that is
subjective and yet not located in sensibility (viz. respect for the law itself). This would
explain why Kant uses Triebfeder in the sense of motive in the second Critique, where he sets
out his most extended treatment of respect for the law as a practically (not pathologically)
affected feeling (KprV 5: 71–89; 198–211). For a helpful extended discussion of how
Kant understands these various contative concepts, see Beck, A Commentary on Kant’s
Critique of Practical Reason, pp. 90n–1n.

9 This definition of the faculty of desire is effectively identical to the definitions Kant gives
in the Critique of Practical Reason and Anthropology. In a footnote in the Preface to the
Critique of Practical Reason, he notes that the concept of the faculty of desire is “a being’s
faculty to be by means of its representations the cause of the reality of the objects of these representations”
(KprV 5: 9n; 144n). Similarly, in Anthropology, he characterizes desire (appetitio) as “the
self-determination of a subject’s power through the representation of something in the
future as an effect of this representation” (Anthro 7: 251; 149).
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of one, but if I desire this delectable libation, my desire implies a power
on my part to realize the object my mind represents when I think of my
favorite cocktail (and of myself enjoying it). In distinguishing between
desire and mere wish (as well as concupiscence, or lust), Kant notes that
when the faculty of desire is conjoined with an agent’s consciousness of
an ability to bring about the object of her representation through her
action, it is called “choice” (Willkür) (MS 6: 213; 374–5). Further, the
faculty of desire whose inner determining ground, even what pleases
it, lies in reason is called the “will” (Wille) (MS 6: 213; 375).10 As we
will see, Kant thinks that when the faculty of desire is habitually stim-
ulated to act by a particular kind of pleasurable object, as in the case
of my martini, the agent is motivated from inclination. Here, inclina-
tion determines the agent’s choice, not mechanistically of course, but
by virtue of an act of free will (Willkür) on the part of the agent who
chooses to act on inclination.

Having defined desire in general as a power or faculty on our part to
produce the objects of our representations by means of these represen-
tations, Kant proceeds to explain how desire relates to feeling (Gefühl),
characterized as our susceptibility to feel pleasure (Lust) and displea-
sure (Unlust) (MS 6: 211; 373). Kant holds that pleasure or displeasure
is always connected with desire (Begehren) or aversion, which means
that when an agent has a desire to X, she necessarily takes pleasure
in satisfying her desire to X. The converse, however, does not hold.
In other words, Kant believes we can experience a feeling of pleasure

10 The distinction Kant draws here is between Willkür and Wille, a distinction made explicit
only in The Metaphysics of Morals (MS 6: 213–14, 226; 374–5, 380). Willkür is the term
Kant uses to refer to the faculty of desire conceived of as the power of choice, which
can be determined by a number of factors, including impulse, feeling, or rational
principles. By contrast, Wille is the human will conceived of as the source of rational
moral principles. Wille is itself the determining ground of choice when Willkür chooses
to act on rational moral principles legislated by pure practical reason, as opposed to
sensible impulse, feeling, or desire.

As we discussed in Chapter 4, this notion of one aspect of will providing norms and
one aspect choosing or failing to choose in light of this norms helps resolve an ambiguity
noted in the Groundwork, where Kant both equates the will with practical reason and
writes of practical reason determining or failing to determine the will (Gr 4: 412; 66).
His later account we find in The Metaphysics of Morals, according to which Wille provides
norms of practical reason and Willkür chooses in light of these norms, allows us to see
both how it is that the will gives laws to itself (or is a law to itself) and how reason can
determine or fail to determine the will. That Wille is the source of laws and legislates
maxims explains why the will is identified with practical reason. Correlatively, since
Willkür, or the faculty of choice, can choose to act in accordance with or against the
dictates of Wille, Kant can speak of reason determining or failing to determine the will.



140 kant’s theory of virtue

that is not in any way connected with any desire we might have for
an object, but is instead connected only with the mere representation
we form of an object (regardless of whether or not the object of our
representation exists). Such purely aesthetic pleasure is contemplative
pleasure, or “inactive delight,” which Kant conceives of simply as “taste”
(MS 6: 212; 374). It is this purely aesthetic pleasure of taste that Kant
investigates at length in the Critique of Judgment, where he argues that
the pleasure we feel in contemplating the beautiful (in both art and
nature) is entirely disinterested, which is to say, devoid of any desire
we might have for the actual existence of beautiful objects. By contrast,
the feeling of pleasure belonging to practical philosophy proper is pre-
cisely the kind of pleasure necessarily connected with desire, or what
Kant here terms “practical pleasure” (praktische Lust).

Focusing on the practical pleasure that belongs to a metaphysics of
morals and is hence part of his account of virtue, Kant reveals that his
view is even more complex than anything he has said thus far might lead
us to suppose, when he insists that there is a distinction in kind between
two types of practical pleasure. The critical difference here concerns the
very way in which practical pleasure originates, in particular, whether
it precedes and is thus the cause of desire, or whether it follows upon
and is the effect of desire (MS 6: 211; 373). On Kant’s terminology,
desire that is preceded by pleasure and hence caused by pleasure is
“desire [Begierde] in the narrow sense” (MS 6: 212; 374). If the desire
resulting from an antecedent pleasure the subject feels in representing
the object is habitual (habituelle Begierde), it is an inclination (Neigung).
Further, Kant tells us that a connection between practical pleasure and
the faculty of desire that the understanding judges to hold as a rule
for the subject is called an “interest” (Interesse) (MS 6: 212; 374).11 In
the case where practical pleasure precedes desire and is the cause of
an agent’s desire for an object, her interest is an interest of inclination
(ein Interesse der Neigung). Putting these terms and concepts together in
relation to our previous example, we could say that my habitual desire

11 In the second Critique, Kant says that an interest “indicates an incentive of the will as it is
represented by reason” (KprV 5: 79; 204). An interest is thus a product of practical reason,
involving the projection of some end that a rational agent desires. When an agent’s
interest is based on inclination, it is a “pathological” interest in the object of action, and
her interest is empirical. By contrast, when an agent takes an interest in the action itself,
her interest is grounded in reason alone, and is a “pure” moral interest. In Kant’s words:
“Since in a morally good will the law itself must be the incentive, the moral interest is a
pure sense-free interest of practical reason alone” (KprV 5: 79; 204).
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for martinis is an inclination deriving from the antecedent pleasure I
originally feel in my representation of a perfectly dry, chilled martini
(and of myself drinking one). If it is true that, as a rule, I take pleasure
in satisfying my habitual desire for martinis (something of which I
am well aware), then I have an inclination-based interest in martinis.
In labeling practical pleasure that grounds empirical desire in this
case “pathological,” Kant does not mean to indicate that the subject
who experiences it is in any way ill or perverse, but merely aims to
underscore pleasure’s ultimate source, namely that it lies not in reason
or the will, but in feeling as a mode of sensibility.

It is important to understand, however, that in laying claim to a dis-
tinction in kind between two types of practical pleasure, Kant believes
that there are cases where the relation between desire and pleasure –
which came first – is reversed. That is, he thinks that sometimes the
feeling of pleasure an agent experiences in relation to the object of her
representation is itself consequential upon desire and desire’s engage-
ment with an action or state of affairs. In this case, the agent has a
desire for something other than to produce a feeling of pleasure she
antecedently thinks will result from acting a certain way or from realiz-
ing a certain state of affairs. Although pleasure is not the cause of her
desire, she nevertheless feels a sense of pleasure as a result of satisfying
her desire for some other end. An example that at least captures the
basic outlines of what Kant has in mind here might be that of Pene-
lope, who has a desire to solve a difficult mathematical problem that
has resisted solution for a number of years. In this example, Penelope
experiences a sense of pleasure or contentment only after having suc-
cessfully completed her solution to a vexing mathematical problem.
The object of her desire is not anticipated pleasure or contentment,
for the practical pleasure she feels derives solely from satisfying a desire
for some other end that she has (an end whose source is not located in
feeling).

Kant, of course, thinks that if the object or state of affairs that is
the object of desire is rational (or, better, grounded in reason itself),
the pleasure that results from the satisfaction of desire ultimately issues
from reason, not inclination. Practical pleasure in this case is moral or
intellectual pleasure (intellektuelle Lust), and the agent’s interest in the
object of desire is an interest of reason (Vernunftinteresse) (MS 6: 212;
374). Whereas an interest of inclination (like my interest in martinis)
is based on the senses, an interest of reason, Kant claims, is based “on
pure rational principles alone” (MS 6: 213; 374). Accordingly, in order
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to conform to ordinary speech, he says, “we can speak of an inclination
for what can be an object only of intellectual pleasure as a habitual
desire from a pure interest of reason” (MS 6: 213; 374). Taking care
to emphasize that desire of this sort is not the cause, but only the
effect, of this pure interest of reason, Kant concludes that we might
conceive of such rational habitual desire as “sense-free inclination”
(sinnenfrei Neigung) (propensio intellectualis) (MS 6: 213; 374). In short,
in addition to the more familiar notion of empirical desire arising from
sensible impulse, which Kant strictly conceives of as inclination, here,
in The Metaphysics of Morals, he explicitly recognizes a notion of rational
desire arising from rational principles alone, a species of desire that is
inseparable from pure practical reason.

The above analysis gives us a clearer picture of how Kant conceives
of desire and its relation to pleasure, as well as how he thinks about
inclination, interest, the faculty of choice (Willkür), and will (Wille). He
has more to say, though, about our faculty of feeling. As we have seen,
Kant understands feeling as a capacity for experiencing pleasure or dis-
pleasure in the representation of an object. As a receptivity belonging
to inner sense, feeling is one species of the general affection of sensi-
bility, the other species being sense proper (Sinn).12 Kant characterizes
sensibility as “the subjective aspect of our representations in general,”
but notes that what is subjective in our representations can also relate
to an object of cognition (MS 6: 212n; 373n). If the content of my sen-
sory experience can indeed be related to an object of knowledge and
can therefore become a component in my knowledge of the object, it
is called “sensation,” and receptivity to it is called “sense” (MS 6: 212n;
373n). If, however, what is subjective in my representation cannot be
attributed to an object, susceptibility to it is called “feeling” (MS 6:
212n; 373n). The main point here is simply that while sensations, in
terms of secondary qualities, are obviously subjective in one sense –
they are qualities dependent on our subjective constitution – they are
objective in another sense, because they can be correctly attributed to
objects. We rightly say, for example, that the rose is red, sweet, and
so forth. By contrast, the subjective sensation of pleasure that grounds

12 In the second Critique, Kant notes that while the Aesthetic in the first Critique has two
parts, because there are two forms of sensible intuition (viz. space and time), there is
no comparable division of the Aesthetic in the second Critique, because, with respect to
practical philosophy, sensibility is not regarded as a capacity for intuition, “but only as
feeling (which can be a subjective ground of desire)” (KprV 5: 90; 212). For passages
where Kant discusses the connection between feeling and inner sense, see KprV 5: 23;
156–7 and KU 7: 226; 415.
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my desire for a perfectly dry, chilled martini cannot be attributed to
an object, for, as much as it may surprise me, others do not necessarily
find my favorite drink pleasurable. In other words, feeling in this case is
wholly about me, involving only a relation between my representation
of an object and my feeling.13 As Kant characterizes it:

The capacity [Fähigkeit] for having pleasure or displeasure in a represen-
tation is called feeling because both of these involve what is merely subjective
in the relation of our representation and contain no relation at all to an
object for possible cognition of it (or even cognition of our condition).
(MS 6: 211–12; 373)

These considerations enable us to say the following about Kant’s con-
sidered account of pleasure. For Kant, there are two basic or primitive
feelings, pleasure and pain. Pleasure can be merely contemplative, or it
can be practical, where practical pleasure is necessarily connected with
a desire on the part of the subject. Finally, practical pleasure itself can be
“pathological,” originating in sensibility, or it can be “moral,” produced
by pure practical reason alone. As we will soon see, Kant maintains that
a uniquely moral feeling of pleasure that follows directly from our con-
sciousness of the moral law is a subjective condition of moral agency
itself and thus a key component in moral virtue.

Two lessons we can learn from the above analysis. Kant’s account of how
the different faculties of the human mind are affected by moral laws is
an important text for us for at least two reasons, which might be worth
highlighting. In the first place, in hindsight at least, it gives us another
way of explaining why Kant thinks action motivated from inclination
fails to demonstrate genuine moral worth, the kind of moral value that
is most central to morality. As Kant understands it, natural inclinations
are empirical habitual desire arising from sensible feeling, not ratio-
nal principles. If we recall, in the Groundwork, he defines inclination
as the “dependence of the faculty of desire upon feelings,” and claims
that inclination therefore always “indicates a need” (Gr 4: 413n; 67n).
Similarly, in the Critique of Practical Reason, he insists that sensible

13 In section III of the Analytic in the Critique of Judgment, Kant comments on the confusion
that arises from using the same term to refer to objective and subjective sensations. Dis-
tinguishing between an objective sensation (red) and a subjective sensation (pleasure),
he explains that we could avoid any unnecessary confusion if only we would reserve
Gefühl for subjective sensation and Empfindung for objective sensation (KU 5: 207; 48).
Kant himself fails to heed his own advice, however, and at times uses Empfindung for
feeling even within the third Critique.
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feeling, which is pathologically effected, always underlies inclination,
emphasizing, again, that all inclinations can be traced directly back to
feeling as a mode of sensibility (KprV 5: 75; 201).14 In Chapter 1, where
we focused on Kant’s account of moral and non-moral motivation in
the Groundwork and the second Critique, we saw that Kant often empha-
sizes the idea that inclination as a motive only contingently accords
with duty, insofar as inclination might lead to action that conforms to
the moral law, but inclination might just as easily lead the agent moti-
vated from inclination to act in ways that are contrary to the moral
law (as in our example of Sympathetic Sam). Kant’s discussion in the
Introduction to The Metaphysics of Morals gives us additional resources
to bolster his contention that action from inclination lacks moral worth
and fails to express what is essential for morally good willing. In short,
when an agent is motivated from inclination, it is the pleasure she feels
in relation to the object or state of affairs that she represents to her-
self as good that precedes and hence conditions her desire, interest,
choice, and action. This tells us that, in the case of inclination, the
connection between pleasure and desire simply stands in the wrong
order if it is moral worth with which we are concerned. When an agent acts
from inclination, ultimately it is the anticipated feeling of pleasure she
expects to follow from satisfying her desires that determines her choice.
Kant would rightly insist that action of this sort, in which the object of
the agent’s representation (not the will itself) gives the law to the will,
fails to exemplify the autonomous willing that lies at the very heart of
morality and merits our esteem.

Second, Kant’s discussion at the outset of The Metaphysics of Morals
is critical for our purposes because it is here that he explicitly makes
room for the notion of desires that are the products of pure practical
reason and a feature of the virtuous person’s psychology. It is true
that, in both the Groundwork and the second Critique, Kant claims that
respect for the law is a uniquely moral feeling we experience as a
result of our awareness of the unconditionally binding nature of the
moral law, and so the basic thought that feelings can be other than
merely sensible and hence possess moral value can be found in these
earlier works. Moreover, in both works, he marks a distinction between
pathological and practical love, and recognizes a distinctly moral sense
of contentment that follows from an agent’s recognition that she has

14 In the Anthropology, Kant states that inclination is “habitual sensuous appetite,” or “sen-
suous appetite that serves the subject as a rule (habit)” (Anthro 7: 251, 265; 119, 133).
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done her duty from duty (Gr 4: 399, 460; 55, 106; KprV 5: 38, 83, 117,
119; 171, 207, 234, 235). Still, apart from his extended account of
respect in the second Critique, in the Groundwork and the second Critique,
Kant is not concerned to set out a full account of the way in which
feelings and desires can be products of pure practical reason and play
a role in the execution of duty. The fact that he does not devote much
attention to this aspect of a moral psychology is no doubt a direct result
of his aims in those foundational works in moral theory.15 In those texts,
his main concern is to set out a theory of morality grounded in pure
practical reason independently of anything empirical, by discovering
and justifying the supreme principle of morality (in the Groundwork)
and providing a critique of reason in its practical use (in the second
Critique). As a result, in the Groundwork and the second Critique, he
consistently draws a sharp contrast between pure practical reason and
duty, on the one hand, and sensibility and inclinations, on the other
hand, in an effort to cordon off everything empirical from his account
of moral laws and morality’s foundation. By contrast, in The Metaphysics
of Morals, where he aims to set out his substantive theory of moral duties,
in which moral laws are applied to finite imperfect beings – beings that
need an empirically acquired morally good disposition to execute or
fulfill moral principles – Kant treats moral feelings, rational desires,
and interests of reason, all of which are consequential on an agent’s
commitment to morality, as part of full virtue.16

4.3 Moral feeling, conscience, love, and respect as
conditions of moral agency

Thus far, we have seen that, in his theory of virtue, Kant expands
upon the idea that rational beings with sensible natures are affected by

15 Kant makes this point evident in a helpful passage in the Groundwork, where he insists
that these issues about moral psychology, including how we should conceive of pleasure
and how feelings and desires arise, are simply not germane to his main concern, which
has to do with objective practical laws determined by reason alone. See Gr 4: 426–7;
77–8.

16 For some recent notable discussions relevant to the topic of Kant’s considered moral
psychology and the role he assigns feelings and desires within virtue, see Brewer, “The
Character of Temptation”; Randy Cagle, “Becoming a Virtuous Agent: Kant and the
Cultivation of Feelings and Emotions,” Kant-Studien 96 (2005): 452–67; Mark Packer,
“Kant on Desire and Moral Pleasure,” Journal of the History of Ideas 50, 3 (1989): 429–42;
James Reid, “Morality and Sensibility in Kant: Toward a Theory of Virtue,” Kantian Review
8 (2004): 89–114; and Kelly Sorensen, “Kant’s Taxonomy of the Emotions,” Kantian
Review 6 (2002): 109–28.
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rational principles, explicitly making room for the concepts of moral
pleasure and rational desire, which he discusses at some length. On
Kant’s view, the virtuous agent does her duty from the motive of duty,
but she also takes an interest in virtuous action, desires to act as reason
dictates, and experiences (practical) pleasure in doing the right thing.
Yet, Kant has more to say about the way in which sensibility is influenced
and shaped by reason in the person with full virtue, when he explains
that there are certain aesthetic predispositions in us that are conditions
of moral agency and hence supportive of virtue. Specifically, he identi-
fies moral feeling, conscience, love, and respect for oneself as “natural
predispositions of the mind [praedispositio] for being affected by con-
cepts of duty, antecedent predispositions on the side of feeling” (MS 6:
399; 528).17 As “moral endowments” that lie “at the basis of morality,”
moral feeling, conscience, love, and respect are subjective conditions
of our receptiveness to the very notion of moral obligation (MS 6: 399;
528). If a person were lacking these natural predispositions, she would
have no obligation to acquire them, for it is in virtue of moral feeling,
conscience, love, and respect that a person feels subject to moral con-
cerns in the first place. Nevertheless, Kant claims that we have a duty
to cultivate and strengthen both moral feeling and conscience, and
presumably we ought to cultivate love of human beings and self-respect
for the very same reasons.

Before turning to the details of Kant’s exposition of these disposi-
tions of the mind affected by our consciousness of the moral law, which
appears in Section XII of the Introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue, two
features of his account should be noted.18 In the first place, these aes-
thetic predispositions that make us receptive to duty present a model
of the relation between reason and sensibility in which the two are so
intimately intertwined that it is impossible to prize them apart. Though
none is properly described as a merely sensible tendency, they are
all phenomena that presuppose sensibility and in which sensibility is
implicated. In the second place, these dispositions to be cultivated and
strengthened as part of virtue are perhaps best described as volitional
tendencies. As we will see, the cultivation of these volitional tendencies

17 Gregor’s “on the side of” renders äesthetisch in Kant’s original: Sie sind insgesamt ästhetisch
und vorhergehende, aber natürlich Gemütsanlagen (preadispositio), durch Pflicthbegriffe affiziert
zu werden.

18 I thank Andy Reath for emphasizing these two points in his helpful commentary on an
earlier version of this material presented at a Symposium session at the 2000 Eastern
Division Meetings of the American Philosophical Association.
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is an important feature of autocracy, because moral feeling, conscience,
love of humanity, and respect help facilitate the strength we need to
constrain our wills in accordance with duty and to fulfill our moral ends
and obligations from duty.

Moral feeling. Kant characterizes moral feeling as “the susceptibility to
feel pleasure or displeasure merely from being aware that our actions
are consistent with or contrary to the law of duty,” and as “the suscepti-
bility on the part of free choice [Willkür] to be moved by pure practical
reason (and its law)” (MS 6: 399–400; 528–9). Moral feeling is thus
a susceptibility to feel pleasure or displeasure depending on whether
or not one judges a prospective action to be consistent with duty, a
susceptibility involving a capacity to be moved by moral considerations.
The feeling of pleasure in this case follows from an agent’s judgment of
the morality of an action, and it links the representation of a possible
action (under a judgment) to action. In short, the idea here seems to
be that if an agent judges a possible action to be consistent with (or
required by) duty, she normally feels pleasure. Conversely, if she judges
an action to conflict with duty, she feels pain. As Kant describes how
this works:

Every determination of choice proceeds from the representation of a possible
action to the deed through the feeling of pleasure or displeasure, taking
an interest in the action or its effect. The state of feeling here (the way in
which inner sense is affected) is either pathological or moral. – The former
is that feeling which precedes the representation of the law; the latter,
that which can only follow from it. (MS 6: 399; 528)

In this passage, Kant suggests that the feeling of pleasure is the interest
we take in the action as a result of our judgment. In other words,
pleasure might be described as the way in which we experience the
motivational force of this judgment, or perhaps the degree to which
we experience its motivational force – the degree to which it moves
us.19 Presumably, the greater the feeling of pleasure, the stronger is
our interest in the action. In the ideal case, our interest in the action
(the pleasure that follows from our judgment of the morality of a
prospective action) will reflect the weight of the moral reasons that

19 Again, I thank Andy Reath for helping me understand what Kant means by moral
feeling and how it might function. My discussion explicitly appeals to his instructive
commentary at the 2000 APA session in which I presented an earlier version of this
material.
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support the action. If this is correct, then we might understand the
cultivation of moral feeling in terms of the cultivation of a disposition
to take an interest in an action that accurately reflects the weight of
the moral reason in support of it. An example might demystify what
Kant appears to have in mind. When Herschel judges that helping his
elderly neighbor retrieve her beloved cat from the tree is required by
duty, he feels a sense of pleasure following upon his judgment of this
prospective action, and his feeling of pleasure reflects the interest he
takes in beneficence and the weight of the moral reasons he takes to
support it.

Kant, of course, terms this susceptibility to feel pleasure or displea-
sure based on our awareness that our actions conform to or conflict
with duty “moral feeling.”20 It is important to see, however, that moral
feeling as a susceptibility to feel such pleasure or displeasure is not a
sensible tendency that we are supposed to cultivate as a support for
morally good conduct – for instance, in order to bolster or strengthen
the motivational efficacy of moral considerations. First, though it is
a susceptibility to feel a certain kind of pleasure or displeasure, it is
not a merely sensible tendency. Like the uniquely moral feeling of
respect for the law that he discusses at length in the Critique of Practi-
cal Reason, moral feeling is a feature of our psychology that would not
exist if we lacked sensible natures, but it does not originate in sensi-
bility, which is why Kant says that it is not of empirical origin (MS 6:
399; 528). Moral feeling is rather the shape that receptivity to moral
considerations takes in finite rational beings with sensibility, and Kant
thinks that the existence of this phenomenon is part of what it means
for reason to be practical for us. In other words, Kant’s reference to
“feeling” in his exposition of these four aesthetic concepts affected
by the mind’s receptivity to duty does not locate this response in sen-
sibility, but rather indicates the element of passivity associated with
it – moral feeling is the way in which we are affected or moved by moral

20 The fact that pleasure in this case follows from our awareness that an action conforms
to duty helps explain why Kant would insist that moral feeling, as he understands it, is
altogether different from the kind of pleasure Schiller characterizes as an auxiliary for
moral determinations in the genuinely virtuous person (the beautiful soul). As Kant
sees it, when Schiller claims that the beautiful soul is inclined toward duty and takes
pleasure in moral action, without being constrained or necessitated by the moral law
or the thought of duty, pleasure in this case bears no direct connection to morality and
principles of practical reason, and is thus pathological. By contrast, practical or moral
pleasure is directly connected to morality and principles of practical reason, insofar as
it follows from – and hence would not be felt if it were not for – our awareness of being
necessitated by the moral law and duty.
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considerations, or the way in which we register their normative force. In a help-
ful passage from “On the Common Saying” that underscores this key
idea that the pleasure we experience in moral feeling is the way we
are affected by the law and hence derives from practical reason, Kant
writes:

[T]he will’s receptivity to finding itself subject to the law as unconditional
necessitation is called moral feeling, which is therefore not the cause but
the effect of the determination of the will, and we would not have the least
perception of it within ourselves if that necessitation were not already
present in us. (TP 8: 283–4; 285–6)

Second, moral feeling is not a disposition or response separate from
our moral capacities, which we can cultivate in order to strengthen
or reinforce their motivational efficacy. On the contrary, cultivat-
ing moral feeling just is strengthening the motivational efficacy of
morality.

As noted earlier, Kant insists that we have no duty to acquire moral
feeling – he claims that every human being, as a moral being, pos-
sesses this predisposition originally and that a human being without
this receptivity would be “morally dead” (MS 6: 400; 529). Appeal-
ing to a notion of health of the soul, which he often associates with
virtue, Kant proclaims that if the “moral vital force” within us could no
longer give rise to moral feeling, this would signify the dissolution of
our humanity into mere animality (MS 6: 400; 529). Yet, even though
we are under no obligation to acquire moral feeling, we still have a duty
“to cultivate it and to strengthen it through wonder at its inscrutable
source” (MS 6: 399–400; 528–9). The reason moral feeling needs to
be strengthened and cultivated is that we do not always give moral
reasons the deliberative weight they merit. As a result, it is essential
that we develop a disposition to take an interest in actions that reflects
the normative force of the reasons that support them, a disposition to
be moved by moral reasons to a degree appropriate to their weight as
reasons. As a recipe for how this might work, Kant suggests that we
contemplate the ultimate source of moral feeling (viz. the moral law
within us) and consider the way in which it is entirely different from
all other merely pathological feelings. The idea seems to be that such
self-reflective, contemplative activity on our part will (ideally) result in
strengthening a feeling to which we are naturally disposed, and thereby
enhance our capacity to be moved by pure practical reason and its law
(MS 6: 400; 529).
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Conscience. Next, Kant characterizes conscience (Gewissen) as “practical
reason holding the human being’s duty before him for acquittal or
condemnation in every case that comes under the law” (MS 6: 400;
529). Conscience, in other words, just is practical reason used in a cer-
tain way (as judge). When practical reason functions in its capacity as
judge, Kant claims that it “affect[s] moral feeling by its act,” insofar as
the judgments of conscience give rise to feelings of innocence (plea-
sure) or guilt and shame (pain) (MS 6: 400; 529). In a later section of
the Doctrine of Virtue devoted to a human being’s duty to himself as his
own innate judge, Kant spells out in more fine-grained detail how con-
science gives rise to moral feeling (MS 6: 437–40; 559–62). Elaborating
on the analogy between a court of law and the process by which we judge
ourselves in conscience, Kant describes conscience as “consciousness
of an internal court in the human being (‘before which his thoughts
accuse or excuse one another’)” (MS 6: 438; 560). In this court of
conscience, practical reason first judges whether an action presents a
case that properly falls under the law, and then decides whether or not
a deed (as an action falling under the law) has occurred. As Kant por-
trays this process, in this internal tribunal, we find ourselves “observed,
threatened, and, in general, kept in awe (respect coupled with fear)”
(MS 6: 439; 560). When reason has reached a verdict of acquittal or
condemnation, the defendant will either rejoice at having escaped pun-
ishment if her conscience concludes that she is innocent, or she will feel
pain if her conscience condemns her. Kant insists that the blessedness
found in the comforting encouragement of conscience is not a positive
feeling of joy, but merely a feeling of “relief from preceding anxiety”
(MS 6: 440; 562). In other words, when a person’s conscience acquits
her, her reward is that she can rejoice in the awareness that her action
accords with the moral law. It is thus this (negative) feeling of relief
that is properly ascribed to virtue, which Kant explicitly characterizes
in this context as “a struggle against the influence of the evil principle
in a human being” (MS 6: 440; 562).

As this analysis of the phenomenology of Kantian conscience indi-
cates, though it gives rise to moral feeling, conscience is not a mere
sensible feeling or tendency, which explains why Kant characterizes it
as an “original intellectual and (since it is the thought of duty) moral
predisposition” (MS 6: 438; 560). Conscience is rather a disposition to
judge the morality of our actions, a disposition that makes us receptive
to moral concerns. As an antecedent predisposition of the mind fol-
lowing from our awareness of the moral law, which gives rise to moral
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feeling, conscience reflects the fact that rational principles impact and
shape the affective responses of finite rational beings with sensible
natures.

Here, again, Kant insists that we have no obligation to acquire a con-
science, for that would amount to having a duty to recognize duties.21

Besides, Kant maintains that all human beings possess a conscience
originally, as something incorporated into our being, and that its voice
speaks “involuntarily and unavoidably” (MS 6: 400–1; 529–30). Thus,
when we say of a person that she has no conscience, what we really
mean is that she refuses to heed its verdicts. Yet, while there is no duty
for us to acquire a conscience, we have an obligation to sharpen our
attention to our own inner judge and “to use every means to obtain a
hearing for it” (MS 6: 401; 530). The reason we need to strengthen
our capacity to scrutinize our hearts is that we have a tendency to ele-
vate our inclinations above the law, and hence do not always act in
accordance with dictates of practical reason, whose authority we never-
theless recognize and respect. Presumably, through self-reflection and
contemplation, we can attune ourselves to listen more carefully to our
conscience and to be more steadfast in abiding by its verdicts, all of
which, in turn, makes us more susceptible to feel relief (pleasure) or
guilt (pain) as a result of its judgments.22

Love. Kant includes love of human beings (Menschenliebe) in his
account of concepts presupposed on the part of feeling by the mind’s
receptivity to duty. Insisting on a distinction between love as mere feel-
ing and active benevolence, Kant explains that direct or immediate
love (delight) is a matter of feeling (eine Sache der Empfindung), not
willing. As a result, love in this sense cannot be commanded of us (MS
6: 401; 530). Invoking a key point he emphasizes in his debate with
Schiller, Kant notes that what we do from a sense of obligation is done
from self-constraint (necessitation by the concept of duty), not feeling,
which implies that a duty to love is an absurdity (Pflicht zu lieben ein Und-
ing) (MS 6: 401; 530). Yet, while we cannot be required to feel any

21 Kant explains that if a rational being were lacking a conscience, she would need to
reproach herself for being without one, but given that conscience is itself a necessary
condition for such reproach, this would be impossible.

22 For further discussion of Kant’s account of conscience, see Jason Howard, “Kant and
Moral Imputation: Conscience and the Riddle of the Given,” American Philosophical
Quarterly 78, 4 (2004): 609–27 and Jens Timmerman, “Kant on Conscience, ‘Indirect’
Duty, and Moral Error,” International Philosophical Quarterly 46 (2006): 293–308.
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particular way toward others, benevolence as conduct (Wohlwollen als
Tun) is a duty. Such unselfish benevolence (uneigennütziges Wohlwollen)
directs us to take active measures to help our fellow human beings, by
adopting a maxim to make their happiness or welfare our own end.
Active benevolence is therefore something we owe all human beings,
even the misanthropist, whom Kant says we cannot love but to whom
we can still do good (MS 6: 402; 530). Yet, even though he insists
that we are under no obligation to feel love for humanity, Kant says that
if we practice beneficence over time, we will eventually come to love the
people we help, taking pleasure in their happiness and pain in their
suffering.

On this Kantian view, then, the love strictly enjoined by morality is
practical (not pathological) love. In section XII of the Introduction to
the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant reiterates a point he makes in the Groundwork
concerning the love that is commanded in the Gospels, remarking that
the saying “you ought to love your neighbor as yourself” does not mean
that we are obligated first to love our neighbor and then afterwards, by
means of this feeling, “do good to him” (MS 6: 402; 531; cf. Gr 4: 399;
54–5). Instead, we owe it to our fellows human beings to be benevolent
toward them, and such principled beneficence is likely to result in
feeling love for them, or, as Kant characterizes it, “an aptitude of the
inclination to beneficence in general” (Fertigkeit der Neigung zum Wohltun
überhaupt) (MS 6: 402; 531). In short, though love as a sensible feeling
cannot be commanded or summoned at will, practicing beneficence
from duty over time ideally generates an aptitude or tendency on our
part to feel love toward others and to be inclined to help them. Since
the love that follows from active beneficence in turn makes it easier
to fulfill our duty of beneficence, we can say that, on Kant’s view, love
of human beings is a morally valuable feeling that we should aim to
cultivate and strengthen (as part of virtue).

There are a couple of things to note about Kant’s exposition of love
of human beings as one of four subjective conditions of our recep-
tiveness to the concept of duty in section XII of the Introduction to
the Doctrine of Virtue. First, love (the kind that it properly characterized
as feeling or an aptitude of inclination) seems not to follow immedi-
ately upon our consciousness of the moral law in the same way that
moral feeling and conscience are directly affected by our awareness of
the law. Instead, love follows from our awareness of the moral law in a
more extended sense, insofar as it derives from practicing the particular
duty of beneficence and is thus consequential on active benevolence.
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Second, though Kant himself is not explicit about the precise way in
which love makes us receptive to the command of duty in general, as
we will see in section 4.4 of this chapter, he takes love to yield particular
duties we have toward others and to serve as a feeling that accompanies
the execution of these duties of love (MS 6: 448; 568). The sense in
which love might be said to lie at the basis of morality, then, is that it is
the basis of certain duties we have to others, and it facilitates our ability
to fulfill our various duties of love.

Respect. Finally, we turn to Kant’s very brief account of respect
(Achtung), which he characterizes here in much the same way that
he characterizes respect as a rationally grounded moral incentive
in the Critique of Practical Reason. Kant begins by noting that respect
is subjective, insofar as it is a feeling of a special kind, and not a
judgment about an object that it would be a duty to promote (MS 6:
402; 531). Specifically, respect is an intellectually grounded feeling
we experience based on our awareness of the moral law, a feeling
the law “unavoidably forces” from us (MS 6: 403; 531). Given that
the very law eliciting our respect is one that we legislate to ourselves,
respect for the moral law entails respect for oneself, or self-esteem
(Selbstschätzung). That is to say, when we respect the moral law as the
supremely authoritative principle governing the will for all rational
beings, we ultimately respect ourselves as the author of this law, thereby
esteeming ourselves as rational moral beings.

It is worth pointing out that this positive feeling concerning our own
inner worth (self-esteem) appears to be virtually identical to the feeling
of self-approbation (Selbstbilligung) that Kant describes as the positive
aspect of respect in the Critique of Practical Reason. As readers will recall,
in Chapter 3 of the Analytic of the second Critique (“On the Incentives of
Pure Practical Reason”), Kant explores the ways in which our awareness
of the moral law affects us as rational beings with sensibility (KprV 5:
71–89; 198–211). His key claim is that respect for the moral law is an
intellectual feeling that directly follows from our recognition of the
moral law, and it is through this feeling of respect that the law provides
us with an incentive outweighing all other empirical incentives that can
be traced back to sensibility. Respect, as the medium through which
we are made aware of the constraint of the moral law, grounds our
consciousness of moral obligation.

In setting out a complicated phenomenology of respect in the second
Critique, Kant claims that the moral law functions as an incentive by
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awakening in us a feeling of respect that has a negative as well as a
positive aspect. Our recognition of the supremacy of the law limits our
self-love and strikes down self-conceit, thereby giving rise to a feeling of
pain (humiliation). At the same time, since this restriction on the claims
of sensible inclinations is self-imposed (by our own legislative reason),
our consciousness of this feeling of constraint also results in a positive
feeling of self-approbation. When Kant emphasizes this latter positive
aspect of respect, he explains that, in striking down the pretensions
of self-conceit to treat the satisfaction of sensible inclinations as law,
our respect for the law removes an obstacle impeding our capacity of
will (Willkür) to submit to the dictates of pure practical reason, thereby
increasing this capacity proportionally. Moreover, our recognition of
the superiority of the moral law to the claims of self-love generates in
us a sense of esteem for the law (and for ourselves as the author of
the law) as well as an interest in obeying its dictates. In short, in both
the Introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue and the second Critique, Kant
is consistent in maintaining that the moral law affects rational beings
with sensibility by directly giving rise in us to a feeling of respect for
the law as the supremely authoritative norm governing our conduct,
a unique moral feeling that involves a positive feeling of respect for
oneself (self-esteem).

Once again, Kant insists that there is no such thing as a duty to
have respect. In light of the fact that respect is a condition of our
receptiveness to duty in general, a duty to have respect would amount
to a duty to recognize duties (MS 6: 402–3; 531). Yet, just as we are
obligated to cultivate and strengthen moral feeling and conscience
through activities of self-reflection and contemplation, presumably we
can take similar measures to strengthen this susceptibility on our part
to respect the law and ourselves, as moral beings for whom pure reason
is practical.

To summarize this section, in his theory of virtue, Kant contends
that there are four natural, aesthetic predispositions of the mind that
are supportive of morality and integral for virtue. Moral feeling, con-
science, love, and respect for oneself are products of practical reason,
insofar as they arise in us (directly or, in the case of love, perhaps more
indirectly) as a result of our awareness of the moral law. Given our anal-
ysis of the different ways in which they function, it should be clear why
Kant thinks they are essential for virtue and autocracy. As subjective
conditions of moral agency that make us receptive to the commands of
duty and that strengthen the motivational efficacy of moral concerns,
moral feeling, conscience, love, and respect help us to achieve and
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maintain the requisite strength of will we need to resist temptations
and to do our duty from a firm moral disposition.

4.4 Love, respect, beneficence, gratitude, and
sympathy as Kantian virtues

Having considered Kant’s account of rational desire and moral pleasure
as well as the four distinctly moral predispositions he treats as significant
for virtue, we now turn to the ethical obligations he conceives of as
duties of virtue. Kant consistently maintains that there is only one
virtuous disposition, which is to do one’s duty from duty, by having the
law alone serve as the incentive for action (MS 6: 387, 392, 395; 518–19,
523, 525). He nevertheless holds that there are several duties of virtue
and hence a number of virtues that are themselves part of an ethical
life. Our main focus concerns Kant’s exposition of the various duties of
virtue we have toward others, for it is in his account of our duties toward
others that we find him including certain naturally occurring feelings
trained to accord with reason as part of the content of virtue.23 After
examining the details of Kant’s further discussion of love and respect,
we turn to his account of our various duties of love, for it is here,
especially in his account of sympathy, that Kant explicitly characterizes
sensible feelings cultivated to accord with moral concerns as important
for his full moral psychology of virtue.

Love and respect as duties of virtue. As is widely known, Kant maintains
that we have both duties to ourselves and duties to others.24 Our main

23 Naturally occurring feelings that can be cultivated in the service of duty (e.g. sympathy)
are to be distinguished from the moral endowments Kant takes to lie at the basis of
morality (viz. moral feeling, conscience, love, and respect), insofar as naturally occurring
feelings originate in sensibility.

24 As a reminder of the structure of the Doctrine of Virtue, Part I of the “Doctrine of
the Elements of Ethics” is devoted to duties to oneself (MS 4: 421–47; 546–67). Our
duty to perfect ourselves (an imperfect duty of wide obligation) would seem to enjoin
the cultivation of whatever natural capacities might facilitate our ability to fulfill our
moral obligations, though, in this particular section of the text, Kant does not explicitly
elaborate on what those might be (MS 6: 446–7; 566–7). When he discusses the perfect
duties we have to ourselves, however, a (moral) feeling of self-esteem underlies Kant’s
account of vices that are opposed to the duties we have to ourselves as animal beings
(viz. suicide, lust, and self-stupefation). In addition, love of honor, characterized as a way
of thinking (Denkunsgart), is said to be directly opposed to vices that are contrary to our
duties to ourselves as moral beings (viz. lying, avarice, and servility). We might therefore
think that, on a Kantian account of virtue that elaborates on these ideas, self-esteem
and honor are morally good dispositions that we ought to cultivate (they are virtues).
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concern here is with our duties to others, which Kant divides into the
two classes of duties of love and duties of respect. Duties of love direct
us to promote the happiness or welfare of others without expecting
anything in return for our beneficence. Our general duty to love does
not require us to act (or refrain from acting) in any specific way, but
instead instructs us to adopt the happiness of others as our own end.
Accordingly, our duties of love are imperfect duties of wide obligation,
which means that there is latitude for us to decide when, how, and to
what extent we should help other people in our efforts to fulfill this
end that morality enjoins (MS 6: 393; 524). In characterizing love as a
duty of wide obligation, Kant writes, “no specific limits can be assigned
to what should be done. – The law holds only for maxims, not for deter-
minate actions” (MS 6: 393; 524). Our general duty to respect others,
by contrast, requires us to respect the humanity in others as an end in
itself. Since Kant thinks of respect as primarily setting a limiting condi-
tion on how we ought to treat other people – act so as never to treat
another person as a mere means to your own ends – he characterizes
our duties to respect others as of comparatively narrower obligation
than our duties of love (MS 6: 449–50; 569). In other words, love of
our fellow human beings requires us to adopt a maxim to make their
happiness our own end, an end we can promote through our benefi-
cence, gratitude, and sympathy, but respecting the humanity in other
people directs us to refrain from more specific kinds of actions, for
example, by avoiding the vices of arrogance, defamation, and ridicule.
Kant portrays the fulfillment of duties of love as “meritorious,” whereas
the fulfillment of duties of respect is something we owe to others (MS
6: 448; 568). Our first order of business at this juncture is to investigate
the love and respect that are associated with the various duties we have
toward our fellow human beings.

Kant begins by characterizing love (Liebe) and respect (Achtung)
straightforwardly as “the feelings [Gefühle] that accompany the carry-
ing out of these duties” (MS 6: 448; 568). Love and respect are “moral
forces,” which seem to pull us in different directions, insofar as love
admonishes us to come closer together, while respect reminds us to
keep an appropriate distance.25 Appealing to a quote from Haller, Kant

25 It is precisely because love and respect pull us in different directions that Kant thinks
perfect friendship, as the most intimate union of love with respect, is so hard to achieve
or realize. For Kant’s discussion of friendship as a virtue in the Doctrine of Virtue, see MS
6: 468–74; 584–8.



the moral psychology of kantian virtue 157

writes that, if one of these forces of morality were to fail, “then noth-
ingness (immorality), with gaping throat, would drink up the whole
kingdom of (moral) beings like a drop of water” (MS 6: 449; 569).26

We know that Kant takes love and respect to be crucial for morality
and virtue, for he thinks that they are moral endowments lying at the
basis of morality, as subjective conditions of our receptiveness to duty
in general. His further analysis of love and respect in the context of
our specific duties toward others makes evident that, in addition to
conceiving of love and respect as predispositions on the side of feeling
that make us aware of moral concerns, Kant holds that love and respect
give rise to particular moral obligations we have toward others. To be
sure, these obligations are themselves grounded in pure practical rea-
son, but the thought is that pure practical reason dictates that we ought
to love our neighbor and respect humanity, and the love and respect
commanded by reason give rise to more specific duties to love and to
respect our fellow human beings.

Having characterized love and respect as feelings (Gefühle) that
accompany the carrying out of our duties toward others, Kant goes
on to insist that the love and respect that are strictly commanded of
us are maxims of action (MS 6: 449–50; 569). In other words, we are
not required to feel love and respect for people, where love amounts
to taking delight in them, and respect amounts to a sensible feeling
that derives from comparing our own worth with theirs, because, of
course, sensible feelings cannot be commanded or conjured up at
will. On the contrary, the love that is a duty is to be understood in
terms of “the maxim of benevolence (practical love), which results in
beneficence [Wohltun]” (MS 6: 449; 569). Similarly, our duty to respect
others amounts to a “maxim of limiting our self-esteem by the dignity
of humanity in another person, and so as respect in the practical sense
(observantia aliis praestanda)” (MS 6: 449; 569). In short, on Kant’s view,
the love and respect that are required of us (the practical love and
respect that are duties of virtue) are maxims of action. Loving my neigh-
bor just is to adopt a maxim of making her ends my own, provided that
her ends are consistent with the moral law, and respecting humanity is
to adopt a maxim “not to degrade anyone to a mere means to my ends
(not to demand that another throw himself away in order to slave for
my own end)” (MS 6: 450; 569). As this specification of the content of

26 See Haller, Über die Ewigkeit (1736), 6: 526. For an English translation of Haller’s poem
“On Eternity,” see Arnulf Zweig in Philosophical Forum 33, 3 (Fall 2002): 304–11.
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love and respect makes evident, the love and respect that are Kantian
virtues are not mere sensible tendencies that dispose us to feel a certain
way, but are better characterized as volitional tendencies to adopt maxims
to act as reason commands. This key notion that Kant conceives of the
individual virtues he recognizes in terms of maxims or policies of voli-
tion should come as little surprise, given that he consistently maintains
that virtue calls for maxims and principles, that virtue is to be under-
stood in terms of moral principles that an agent freely adopts, and that
virtue consists foremost in a disposition (Gesinnung) or way of thinking
(Denkunsgart) that has internalized these principles.

Returning to Kant’s further explication of love in particular, we find
him again insisting that the love that is required of us is active benev-
olence or practical love (MS 6: 450; 569). Such love of human beings
(philanthropy) concerns an agent’s maxim of action, requiring her
actively to promote the well-being of others, and not merely to wish for
their happiness, where wishing would cost her nothing and fail to pro-
duce any beneficial practical results in the lives of those who need her
help (MS 6: 452; 571). The vice opposed to love in general is hatred
for human beings. The philanthropist, who is a friend of humanity,
finds satisfaction in the well-being of her fellow human beings: this is
a person for whom it is well when things go well for others (MS 6:
450; 570). The misanthropist, by contrast, is an enemy of humanity, a
person for whom it is well only when things go badly for others. The
selfish person, whose vice appears to be less opposed to the virtue of
philanthropy than the misanthropist’s hatred, is merely indifferent to
how things go for others, so long as things are well with her (MS 6:
450; 570). Thus, while he tends to use the term “virtue” most often to
refer to a fundamentally morally good disposition (virtue as such) and
also to our particular duties of virtue, Kant takes love and respect to be
virtues, making clear that these Kantian virtues are to be understood
in terms of morally good maxims of action. For Kant, then, virtues
are properly characterized as dispositions of the will, though of course
they direct us to cultivate the feelings and inclinations that facilitate
our ability to promote the ends and actions they direct us to bring
about.

Beneficence, gratitude, and sympathy. Kant divides our duty of practi-
cal love into the specific duties of beneficence, gratitude, and sympathy
(MS 6: 452–7; 571–4). That is, he thinks our duty to love humanity
in general instructs us to advance the happiness or welfare of others
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through beneficence, gratitude, and sympathy. Kant treats beneficence
as equivalent to the practical love or active benevolence he describes
in his discussion of love in general, characterizing beneficence as “the
maxim of making other’s happiness one’s own end” (MS 6: 452; 571).
In other words, the happiness or well-being of others is an end that it is a
duty to adopt, which implies that we are constrained by reason to adopt
a maxim of beneficence as a universal law. Kant takes care to emphasize
that beneficence requires us actively to take measures to promote the
happiness of others. As a policy of volition, beneficence thus goes well
beyond merely taking satisfaction or pleasure in others’ happiness. The
particular vice of hatred for human beings opposed to beneficence is
envy, which Kant understands as a propensity to view the well-being of
others with distress, even when the well-being of others does not detract
from one’s own happiness (MS 6: 458; 576). Again, though Kant tends
not to use the familiar language of virtue theorists in labeling specific
morally good character traits “virtues,” it is interesting to note that he
explicitly refers to beneficence as a “virtue” (MS 6: 453; 572). At the
same time, he signals his own distinctive way of conceiving of the virtue
of beneficence, by characterizing it as a maxim that we are constrained
to adopt through the power of our own reason, emphasizing that the
Kantian virtue of beneficence is a duty to adopt a policy of volition to
help others in need.

Next, Kant claims that gratitude is a duty of love we have toward oth-
ers in return for their kindness or charity (MS 6: 454; 573). Gratitude,
in other words, involves properly honoring a person who has bestowed
upon me some benefit or favor. The grateful disposition is apprecia-
tiveness, where such appreciation shows respect for one’s benefactor.
Though gratitude generally presupposes that one has actually bene-
fited from another’s generosity, Kant insists that even mere heartfelt
benevolence that does not produce any “physical results” warrants an
expression of gratitude in kind (MS 6: 455; 573). As for the scope of
our duty of gratitude, Kant claims that we should be grateful not only
to our contemporaries, but to our predecessors, from whom we have
benefited at least indirectly (MS 6: 455; 574). Kant explains that is pre-
cisely due to the large scope of gratitude that it is sometimes thought
to be improper not to defend the ancients, whom he suggests we can
regard as our teachers. The intensity of gratitude, in contrast to its
scope, depends on how useful the favor was that put the beneficiary of
another’s charity under obligation, as well as how unselfishly this favor
was given (MS 6: 455–6; 574).
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Of course, all of this talk of gratitude owed as a form of repayment
for another’s kindness or charity might suggest that gratitude is in
some sense self-interested, insofar as the appreciative person’s ulterior
motive in expressing her gratitude is to invite further beneficence from
the person who has already helped her. Kant, however, explicitly warns
us against conceiving of gratitude as a “merely prudential maxim,”
which would make it instrumental for some pragmatic purpose (MS 6:
455; 573). On the contrary, the maxim of gratitude is “rather, direct
constraint in accordance with the moral law, that is, a duty,” and so
the idea is that we ought to cultivate an appreciative disposition for
its own sake, because it is the morally appropriate attitude to have in
response to another’s demonstrations of practical love (MS 6: 455;
573). Moreover, Kant maintains that we should not think of a debt
of gratitude as a burden to be discharged. An occasion for gratitude
is rather a “moral kindness,” one that gives us a chance to cultivate
love of humanity in general. We should thus welcome an occasion for
gratitude as:

an opportunity given one to unite the virtue of gratitude with love of
man, to combine the cordiality [Innigkeit] of a benevolent disposition
with sensitivity [Zärtlichkeit] to benevolence (attentiveness to the smallest
degree of this disposition in one’s thought of duty) and so to cultivate
one’s love of human beings. (MS 6: 456; 574)

Kant claims, further, that gratitude is a “sacred” duty, one whose viola-
tion can “destroy the moral incentive to beneficence in its very princi-
ple,” which suggests that gratitude is not only a morally good disposition
to cultivate on its own, but also serviceable for morality, in the sense
that it encourages people to be beneficent (even if that is not its aim)
(MS 6: 455; 573). It is precisely because gratitude holds a special place
as a sacred virtue that Kant thinks the vice of ingratitude toward one’s
benefactor is rightly judged to be “one of the most detestable vices”
(MS 6; 459; 577).27 In sum, gratitude, for Kant, is a virtue, where this
particular virtue of love amounts to a disposition to express one’s gen-
uine appreciation in response to the beneficence of others. As a moral
attitude affected by the will, gratitude adds moral value to the world,
because it demonstrates proper respect for our benefactors, it cultivates

27 When ingratitude extends to actual hatred of one’s benefactor, the vice is ingratitude
proper, but Kant thinks that ingratitude usually takes the form of mere unappreciative-
ness (MS 6: 459; 577).
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in us a love of humanity in general, and it further promotes a culture
of active benevolence.

Finally, Kant says that sympathetic feeling is generally a duty (Teil-
nehmende Empfindung ist überhaupt Pflicht). Kant defines sympathetic joy
(Mitfreude) and sadness (Mitleid) (sympathia moralis) as “sensible feel-
ings of pleasure or displeasure” in response to another person’s joy or
pain (MS 6: 456; 574–5). These are “aesthetic” feelings to which we
are receptive by our nature. Given that it is nature that has made us
receptive to such feelings of pleasure and pain in the happiness and
suffering of our fellow human beings, we have no direct duty to feel
sympathy for others. Nevertheless, Kant thinks that we can and should
cultivate natural sympathy as a means “to promote active and rational
benevolence” (MS 6: 456; 575). The fact that Kant considers sympathy
to be instrumental for beneficence explains why he says that sympathy
is “generally” a duty, and why he labels it a “conditional” obligation.
In other words, what we are directly commanded to do is to adopt a
maxim to treat the happiness of others as our own end, but given that
sympathy facilitates our ability to promote the welfare of others and
relieve their suffering, we have an indirect or conditional obligation to
cultivate our natural feelings of sympathy in the service of morality.

In an effort to specify more precisely the content of the sympathy
he takes to be important for virtue, Kant refers to our indirect duty to
foster our natural feelings of sympathy in terms of “the duty of human-
ity (humanitas)” (MS 6: 456; 575). The reason this is called a duty of
humanity is that, in relation to this obligation, human beings are con-
sidered not just as rational beings, but as beings endowed with reason as
well as sensibility (MS 6: 456; 575). Kant explains, further, that human-
ity can be located either in our capacity and will to share in others’
feelings (humanitas practica), or in our natural receptivity to feel joy
and sadness in common with others (humanitas aesthetica). The former
is free, based on practical reason, and called sympathetic (teilnehmend),
whereas the latter is passive, bears no connection to the will and prac-
tical reason, and is called compassion (Mitleidenschaft). Of course, for
Kant’s purposes, the issue with respect to our particular duties of love
toward others concerns the kind of sympathy that is obligatory (even if
only conditionally or indirectly). As we should expect, then, he insists
that the sympathy we are obligated to cultivate is the capacity and dispo-
sition of will to share in the feelings of joy and sadness of others (active
sympathy), not the naturally given passive receptivity to the feelings
of others that he identifies as compassion (Mitleidenschaft). It is in this
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context that Kant famously praises the Stoics for rejecting compassion,
when he writes:

It was a sublime way of thinking that the Stoic ascribed to his wise man
when he had him say “I wish for a friend, not that he might help me in
poverty, sickness, imprisonment, etc., but rather that I might stand by
him and rescue a human being.” But the same wise man, when he could
not rescue his friend, said to himself “what is it to me?” In other words,
he rejected compassion. (MS 6: 457; 575)

In this passage, Kant does not mean that we should silence or shut
off our natural feelings of sympathy and coldly turn away from our
friends in need without any concern for their pain when we find that
we cannot help them – he is not suggesting that this is the morally
good response to our friends or fellow human beings. His main point
is rather that there is no special moral value to be found in compassion
(imparted suffering), which he views as a form of affect (Affekt), the kind
of feeling that disrupts the proper governance of the soul by reason
and interferes with moral health. The fact that Kant views compassion
as a form of affect explains why he explicitly characterizes compassion
as communicable, insofar as it resembles a receptivity to warmth or
contagious disease (MS 6: 457; 575). It also helps us understand why
he compares compassion to a feeling of pity or sentimentality that the
suffering person expresses in order to display her worthiness to be
happy (virtue) (MS 6: 457; 575). In short, Kant’s central contention
in his passage praising what looks like a recipe for Stoic detachment
is simply that we have no duty to share (ineffectually) in the suffering
of others when compassion of this sort has no genuine moral value or
practical benefits.28

Yet, while we are not obligated to feel compassion in response to the
pain and suffering of other people, Kant contends that we nonetheless
have a duty to help our fellows human beings in need, or a duty “to
sympathize actively” in their fate (MS 6: 457; 575). We therefore have
an obligation to cultivate our natural aesthetic feelings of sympathy and
“to make use of them as so many means to sympathy based on moral

28 For an excellent extended treatment of this passage and what it implies, see Lara Denis,
“Kant’s Cold Sage and the Sublimity of Apathy,” Kantian Review 4 (2000): 48–73. For
a more critical discussion of Kant’s position, see Baron, Kantian Ethics Almost without
Apology, Chapter 6.
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principles and the feeling appropriate to them” (MS 6: 457; 575).29

This duty to cultivate and strengthen our natural feelings of sympathy
requires us to put ourselves in circumstances that will result in a sense
of shared painful feelings in communion with others. In particular, we
have an obligation to pay witness to scenes of human misery – Kant
himself mentions visiting hospitals and debtors’ prisons – in order to
increase our sensitivity to human suffering in general.30 Presumably,
such human contact serves as a critical reminder of the real condition
and life circumstances of my fellow human beings, whose pain and
suffering I might remain blind to and unaware of, if I fail completely
to associate or interact with them. In emphasizing the importance of
enlisting sympathy in the service of beneficence, here, in the Doctrine
of Virtue, Kant indicates that sympathy is critical for a thoroughly good
moral character or virtue, when he claims that sympathy “is still one of
the impulses that nature has implanted in us to do what the represen-
tation of duty alone might not accomplish” (MS 6: 457; 576).31

4.5 How sympathy might function within a Kantian-inspired
ethics of virtue

Kant himself does not spell out in any further detail precisely how it is
that sympathy facilitates beneficence, but it is not hard to imagine why
he would think that sympathy enables us to do what the mere thought

29 This concept of sympathy based on moral principles is clearly different from the account
of natural sympathy Kant has in mind in the Groundwork example of the man of sym-
pathy. The man of sympathy acts from natural sympathy that rests entirely on feeling
unregulated by duty. By contrast, the sense of sympathy that is serviceable for morality
(and therefore required for virtue) is sympathy cultivated to accord with duty (what
Kant characterizes here as sympathy based on moral principles).

30 In the episodic section that appears at the end of his discussion of perfect duties to
self, Kant writes that we ought to refrain from the cruel treatment of animals for similar
reasons, since cruelty toward animals can diminish our capacity for sympathy. As he
sees it, such cruelty dulls our capacity to share in the feeling of animals’ suffering and
thereby “weakens and gradually uproots a natural predisposition that is serviceable to
morality in one’s relation with other people” (MS 6: 443; 564). We thus have an indirect
or conditional duty to avoid treating animals cruelly, since we need to preserve and
strengthen our feelings of sympathy, so that we are able to fulfill our duties of love
toward other human beings.

31 Though Kant himself does not explicitly extend his comments about sympathy to other
natural feelings, if there are other naturally occurring feelings that are also instrumental
in enabling us to fulfill our obligatory ends, we should cultivate them as well, for the
very same reason Kant himself suggests we are indirectly obligated to cultivate natural
sympathy.
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of duty alone might not accomplish. Though it goes well beyond the
direct textual evidence available to us, there are four constructive roles
sympathy might play in a Kantian-inspired ethics of virtue.

First, sympathy provides epistemic support to the duty of beneficence
in particular. Sympathy signals morally salient features of the world
to the agent herself, when it discloses moral aspects of the world to
which she had not been consciously attentive. In support of this idea
that sympathy plays an epistemological role in virtue, we should recall
that the duty of beneficence is an imperfect duty, or a duty of wide
obligation to adopt a particular end. Duties of wide obligation, such as
beneficence, generally do not require us to perform (or refrain from
performing) any particular act on any particular occasion.32 As Kant
characterizes the happiness of others (as an end that is also a duty), “the
duty has in it a latitude for doing more or less, and no specific limits
can be assigned to what should be done” (MS 6: 393; 524). What we are
required to do is to promote the happiness of others in need, according
to the means available to us and on the condition that others’ needs
and desires are consonant with moral concerns. To adopt the duty of
beneficence, then, is to adopt a maxim or policy of intent to help others,
which leaves it up to us to decide when, to whom, in what ways, and to
what extent our aid is to be offered. Yet, if we are to fulfill the duty of
beneficence, we need both the moral perception to determine where
and when people actually need our help and the moral knowledge to
understand how we can promote their welfare and relieve their pain.
Having certain feelings, such as sympathy, then, is necessary for us to
perceive and comprehend the relevant moral features of a situation
and to gain insight into what we can do to alleviate the suffering of
others. In short, sympathy brings to our attention certain facts about
the lives of other people in ways that lead us to give due weight to the
reasons these facts contain.33

The notion that sympathy is valuable for moral epistemology fits
perfectly with Kant’s conception of duties of virtue as duties to adopt
certain ends. Since virtue requires the adoption of ends, it involves the

32 If they do, this is only under specific limiting conditions, for example, when Kit is the
only one able to help in a situation where someone’s life depends on his beneficence.
In this case, the obligatory end of promoting the welfare or happiness of humanity in
general would require Kit to help the drowning child, provided that he is able to do so.

33 I am indebted to Andy Reath for helpful discussion of how sympathy might function
within an ethics of virtue that expands upon Kant’s own remarks about the importance
of cultivating sympathy in the service of duty.
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development of a range of feelings and desires associated with hav-
ing those ends. If Simon adopts the end of the happiness of others,
ideally he will come to have the various feelings and desires of love
that are “natural” to a beneficent person – ones that are necessary for
finding certain features of the world morally salient and for perceiving
the world in the way this end requires.34 If he has successfully culti-
vated natural feelings of sympathy, Simon sees the world in a particular
way. He sees certain features and circumstances of the lives of others
to which he might otherwise remain blind or ignorant. He sees, for
instance, that people can be harmed in countless ways, large and small,
often undeservedly, and in ways they cannot prevent or control. Sym-
pathy thus enables us to recognize occasions for rendering aid, and it
provides us with insight into how we can help our fellow human beings.
The fact that sympathy cultivated to accord with moral concerns is itself
a form of moral insight underscores the notion that, on a fully worked-
out Kantian ethics, sympathy entails cognition and judgment about the
lives of others.

Second, Kant himself indicates that sympathy has moral value
because it is a feeling through which we express morally significant
attitudes toward others. The point here is that the expression of cer-
tain attitudes of interest and concern toward others is actually part
of the content of virtue, what duties of virtue require of us, and that
such attitudes can take the form of emotional and affective responses,
such as sympathy. This is to say that sympathy not only involves moral
appraisal, but also communicates that appraisal to others. In his dis-
cussion of gratitude, Kant claims that we should always help others in
a way that does not make them feel obligated or indebted to us. This
suggests that helping in a grudging way, say, by signaling my displeasure
or consternation that someone has inconvenienced me by needing my
help, is not sufficient for beneficence. Indeed, promoting the happi-
ness of others while showing no concern at all for their suffering (no
human kindness) would seem to be contrary to the proper love we
ought to have for our fellow human beings – in other words, it would
fall short of the full virtue of (practical) love.35 On Kant’s view, the

34 For a good discussion of this point, see Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends,
pp. 179–83.

35 This brings us back to Stocker’s criticism of Kantian morality, which we explored at
length in Chapter 1. Stocker’s worry is that Kant’s cold philanthropist, who fulfills his
duty to a friend without feelings of sympathy, has done all that is required for a good
will and moral worth. Yet, if this is true of the particular Groundwork examples of what



166 kant’s theory of virtue

genuinely virtuous person fulfills her obligations from duty with a cheer-
ful heart. Further, she feels sympathy in response to the suffering of
others and gratitude toward those who benefit her through their char-
ity and kindness. Gratitude and sympathy thus comprise a mode of
conveying moral interest and are thus the means through which we
communicate or signal our moral interest to others.36 This indicates
that morally supportive feelings, desires, and attitudes should be culti-
vated as part of the content of virtue, for they govern how we ought to
interact with our fellow human beings and are central in promoting a
Kantian culture of proper love and respect for human beings.

Third, Henry Allison has argued that we are only in a position fully
to understand the need, on Kant’s view, for cultivating naturally occur-
ring feelings, such as sympathy, once we have reconsidered Kant’s doc-
trine of radical evil and understood the serious problem our propen-
sity to evil poses with respect to the actual fulfillment of our moral
obligations.37 Allison agrees that Kant’s claim that we have an indi-
rect duty to cultivate our sympathetic feelings can be understood as a
requirement to use these feelings as a means for increasing our sen-
sitivity to the suffering of others, which, in turn, enables us better to
fulfill the duty of beneficence. His further suggestion is that we should
consider this conditional obligation to cultivate sympathy against the
backdrop of Kant’s thesis that there is a universal propensity to evil in
human nature. This tendency on our part to subordinate the claims of
morality to self-interest would appear to prove especially problematic
in connection with our imperfect duties of wide obligation, such as the
duty to beneficence. This is because beneficence requires us to adopt
the indeterminate end of making the happiness of others our own end,
leaving it up to us to decide what concrete, practical measures to take
in order to fulfill our duty to help others. The problem, then, as Alli-
son notes, is that “this, in turn, leaves us still open to temptation at
virtually every occasion at which beneficent action might be called

is essential for a good will, it is not true of what is required for full virtue. Since love is
part of morality, and since sympathy is part of the content of virtue, full Kantian virtue
requires that one have and express sympathy and intrinsic concern for one’s family and
friends.

36 The second role carved out for sympathy here is inspired by Nancy Sherman, who claims
that feelings and inclinations cultivated in accordance with duty have “an attitudinal
function,” insofar as they enable us to communicate the right moral attitudes toward
others. See Sherman, Making a Necessity of Virtue, p. 147.

37 Allison’s analysis can be found in Kant’s Theory of Freedom, pp. 166–8 and Idealism and
Freedom, pp. 121–3.
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for.”38 Hence, what we need is a counterweight to our tendency to
subordinate the claims of morality to self-interest, which can manifest
itself as a tendency to rationalize the neglect of opportunities to exercise
beneficence on the grounds that, under normal circumstances, no par-
ticular helping act is strictly required of us. This counterweight should
not be interpreted as a counterweight that opposes and strikes down
countervailing (self-interested) feelings and desires, since this suggests
a conception of agency according to which feelings and desires are
psychic forces, the stronger of which wins out, and thus conflicts with
Kant’s view that inclinations determine the will only insofar as they are
taken up or incorporated into an agent’s maxim. Instead, we can think
of (cultivated) sympathetic feelings as providing a counterweight to
our propensity to evil by serving “as a source of reasons to act as duty
requires.”39 On this reconstruction, our increased sensitivity to the
needs of others arms us with powerful (moral) reasons to resist (pos-
sible) temptations to self-indulgence and moral compromise, thereby
minimizing any tendency we might have to ignore our moral obliga-
tions to others.40

In Chapter 2, we considered the possible worry that Kant’s concep-
tion of virtue in terms of the autocracy of practical reason might require
the extirpation, suppression, or silencing of sensibility. In reply, we saw
that what Kant objects to in the non-autocratic person is not the pres-
ence of emotions and inclinations as such, but her tendency to take
contrary-to-morality emotions and inclinations as sufficient reasons to
act. Kant understands this tendency (which he terms “radical evil”) to
be the root of moral evil, and it is this tendency (not sensible feelings
and desires simpliciter) that we must overcome and subsequently hold
in check if we are to live morally good lives in accordance with duty.
Over the course of this book, we have seen that this thesis that there is
a universal propensity to evil in human nature is a central tenet under-
lying Kant’s moral psychology, for Kant views our propensity to evil as a

38 Allison, Idealism and Freedom, p. 123.
39 Ibid., p. 122.
40 Allison suggests an analogy between the requirement to cultivate sympathy and the other

indirect duty to which Kant refers in all three of his major ethical writings, namely, the
duty to cultivate our own happiness. See Gr 4: 399; 54; KprV 5: 93; 214–15; and MS 6:
388; 519. Kant explicitly connects this indirect duty to cultivate our own happiness with
the need to ward off temptation. He reasons that, if we are unhappy ourselves, we are
more likely to be tempted to focus on our own needs and ignore the needs of others.
Allison thus suggests that, for Kant, our own happiness as well as sympathy functions as
a “facilitator of morality.” See Allison, Idealism and Freedom, p. 123.
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persistent (even if only potential) threat to morally good character, and
maintains that virtue, as an acquired moral strength of will in the face
of a powerful (internal) opponent to the good, serves as a corrective
to our tendency to place our inclinations above the law. These con-
siderations suggest that Allison’s insight – that cultivating sympathy is
essential because sympathetic feelings provide a counterweight to radi-
cal evil – gives us yet another way of understanding how sympathy helps
us to fulfill our obligatory end of beneficence, thereby accomplishing
what the mere thought of duty alone might not accomplish.

Finally, sympathy that has been shaped by moral principles and is
governed by moral principles as the ultimate source of value might turn
out to be a source of moral motivation (on a deontological account
of virtue that goes well beyond anything that Kant himself ever says
or appears to allow).41 Sympathy cultivated in accordance with duty
would be a source of moral motivation because when a desire (in this
case, a desire to help others grounded in sympathy) is shaped by right
action, the agent who acts on that desire (i.e. takes the desire to be a
reason, or sees a reason for action in the object of desire) is ultimately
motivated by her conception of right action. In an effort to pre-empt
the obvious criticism of this suggestion that desire with this shape and
content could function as a morally good motive on a Kantian view, we
should consider the following: Such moralized sympathy would make
an agent directly responsive to the needs of others, it would discriminate
needs that should be satisfied from those that should be ignored, and
it would lead an agent to find reasons for just those responses and
actions that are called for morally (for example, by proper concern for
rational agency) and to give those reasons the deliberative weight they
deserve.42 Cultivated sympathy would also be regulated by the moral

41 Though it is true that Kant makes room for the notion of moral pleasure and rational
desire in his theory of virtue, he never claims that the virtuous person is motivated from
rational desire and moral pleasure. Indeed, the fact that he maintains that virtue is a
disposition to do one’s duty from duty, or a disposition to have the law alone serve as
one’s incentive for action, makes it sound as if he thinks the virtuous person is always
motivated to act morally from duty. Presumably, though, moral pleasure and rational
desire would prefigure in a more complicated Kantian picture of what it means to do
one’s duty from duty. Accordingly, the discussion here aims to expand upon Kant’s own
remarks in the Introduction to The Metaphysics of Morals and the Doctrine of Virtue, by
connecting his more detailed account of how feeling, desire, and interest can relate to
principles of practical reason with the issue of moral motivation.

42 I thank Andy Reath for his helpful analysis of this issue of whether sympathy cultivated
in accordance with duty might be a moral motive on a Kantian view that goes beyond
anything Kant himself says.



the moral psychology of kantian virtue 169

law, which means that it would not prompt an agent to violate any
other duties in the service of beneficence. We might think that such
an agent who acts from moralized sympathy shows precisely what Kant
himself claims is essential to the self-mastery virtue requires, for the
agent exhibits a self-government that “goes beyond forbidding himself
to let himself be governed by his feelings and inclinations (the duty of
apathy) . . . [in that] reason holds the reins of government in its own
hands” (MS 6: 408; 536).

This suggestion that sympathy cultivated in accordance with duty
might serve as a source of moral motivation on a developed ethics of
virtue that expands upon the more complex moral psychology at the
heart of Kant’s account of virtue and autocracy brings us back to a dis-
cussion in Chapter 1, where we considered Kant’s thesis that inclination
is not a genuine moral motive. As we saw there, Kant’s concern about
inclination as a motive for moral action is that inclination lies entirely
in sensibility and has no direct connection to principles of practical
reason or the will (Gr 4: 399; 55). Thus, when an agent is motivated
from natural inclination, if she happens to act in ways that coincide with
the moral law, the fact that her action accords with duty is a function
of external circumstances, and not the result of any concern on her
part with the morality of her action. This was the worry about the man
of sympathy, the person who finds inner pleasure in spreading happi-
ness and takes delight in the contentment of others without any further
motive of self-interest. In his analysis of this example in the Groundwork,
Kant indicates that if the man of sympathy’s action conforms to duty, it
does so accidentally or contingently, because inclination is indiscrimi-
nate and can just as easily lead the man of sympathy to act in ways that
violate the moral law (as it did in our example of Sympathetic Sam).
Although the man of sympathy is moved by his concern for others,
his concern is not regulated by considerations about the moral appro-
priateness of acting as sympathy directs him to act, and hence natural
sympathy as a motive can lead him to act in contrary-to-duty ways. It is
important to see, however, that this concern can be met provided that
the content, weight, and scope of an agent’s feelings and desires have
been properly shaped and are regulated by an agent’s conception of the moral
law.

On the full account of Kantian autocracy outlined here, the virtuous
agent’s emotions and appetites have been cultivated by reason and are
responsive to the authority of reason as the ultimate source of moral
value. When the autocratic agent acts from moral sympathy, sympathy
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is regulated by her overriding concern for the rightness of her action,
which means that duty still serves as the ultimate determining ground
for her action. In short, when Annie acts in accordance with duty
on the basis of such moralized emotions and inclinations, she acts
from duty in the sense that duty always functions as a constraint or
limiting condition on the form and expression of her emotions and
inclinations. Since duty functions as a filter with respect to Annie’s
emotions and attachments, in her, the motive of sympathy bears a direct
connection to her interest in morality and is counterfactually stable.
In short, the Kantian virtuous agent who acts from sympathy based
on moral principles acts from feelings and desires that are properly
governed by principles of practical reason, and thus her maxim of
action plainly has moral content. If this is right, then it would seem that
action from moralized feelings and desires in the Kantian autocratic
agent, the person who has successfully cultivated and mastered her
sensible nature, has moral worth and expresses a good will.43

Conclusion

On the more subtle interpretation of autocracy defended here, we have
seen that the rational self-rule constitutive of Kantian virtue involves
three things: controlling affects and passions that disrupt the moral
health of the human soul, maintaining feelings and inclinations to
accord with moral concerns, but also cultivating feelings, desires, dis-
positions, and attitudes that facilitate moral action. It is these three
functions taken together – control, maintenance, and cultivation – that
ultimately give us a complete and adequate picture of Kantian autoc-
racy. Thus, in spite of sometimes suggesting that autocracy demands
the rational repression of sensibility, Kant denies that the virtuous agent
should aim to extirpate or suppress those ineliminable features of

43 For further discussion of this topic, see Barbara Herman, “Making Room for Character,”
in Aristotle, Kant, and the Stoics: Rethinking Happiness and Duty, pp. 36–60. Herman argues
that the key to a Kantian account of moral development and moral character lies in
rethinking the basic relation between desire and motive, or “the way desires are or can
be the occasion for motives and the way rational motives in turn affect the structure or
natural history of desire” (p. 37). Herman claims not just that Kant can make room for
the notion of morally developed or rational desire, but that the motive of duty should
be thought of as dispersed throughout the Kantian agent’s motivational field and that
the effective moral motive for the virtuous agent need not be pure (p. 43). This fourth
role carved out for moral sympathy here might be interpreted as one attempt to follow
up on Herman’s picture of Kantian moral development and character.
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herself that are partially constitutive of who she is as an embodied
rational agent (e.g. feelings, desires, and interests). On the contrary,
the virtuous person takes the right attitude toward her sensible nature
and manages it appropriately. As a result of successfully managing her
sensible nature, the virtuous person has a healthy soul, one exhibiting
inner freedom, tranquillity of mind, and a cheerful heart. Moreover,
because she has worked to strengthen moral feeling, conscience, love,
and respect, and has cultivated feelings and desires that facilitate duty,
such as sympathy, her sensible nature has been shaped to conform to
principles of practical reason. According to this richer moral psychol-
ogy of Kantian virtue that we have uncovered, Kant holds that a range
of moral feelings, desires, interests, and attitudes are allies of duty, part
of the content of virtue, and necessary ingredients in a fully human,
ethical existence.



CONCLUSION : KANT ’S CONSIDERED
ACCOUNT OF MORAL CHARACTER

AND THE GOOD WILL RECONSIDERED

Over the course of this book, we have seen that the moral psychology
central to Kant’s theory of virtue marks a significant development in his
ethical theory. In his foundational works concerning practical reason,
the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique of Practical
Reason, Kant tends to characterize sensible feelings and inclinations as
potential obstacles to moral action, at one point depicting inclination as
“a natural and unconquerable aversion” to duty (Gr 4: 399; 55). From
the perspective of the works in which he sets out the foundations of his
moral theory grounded in pure practical reason alone, the prospect
that Kant could assign a well-developed sensible nature a constructive
role in virtue appears doubtful. Indeed, in these works, it looks as if
all that is strictly required for Kantian moral character is rational self-
constraint in conformity with the moral law, or doing one’s duty from
duty in the face of opposition from inclination. Yet, in his later and less
familiar ethical works, including The Metaphysic of Morals, Religion within
the Boundaries of Mere Reason, and the lectures on ethics, Kant recognizes
certain aesthetic dispositions that are natural to us as crucial for moral
character, and he identifies feelings, desires, and interests that are
shaped by reason as important in a virtuous life. On the full Kantian
account of virtue that we have uncovered from these texts, it is evident
that Kant does not reduce virtue to mere continence, as a number of
his critics have claimed.

Kant, as we know, conceives of virtue as moral strength of will in
accordance with duty, and he characterizes virtue in terms of the autoc-
racy of practical reason. It is important to understand, however, that
Kantian autocracy does not amount to an overly repressive form of
moral self-government, one simply demanding rational control over
sensibility. As an ideal state of character signifying health of the human
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soul, autocracy involves containing feelings and desires at odds with
duty (the containment model), but it also involves maintaining feel-
ings and inclinations to accord with moral concerns (the maintenance
model), as well as cultivating feelings and inclinations that promote
morally good ends (the cultivation model). The virtuous or autocratic
agent who successfully controls, manages, and cultivates her feelings,
desires, and interests is not constantly tempted to act otherwise than
dutifully. On the contrary, she desires to act as reason dictates (rational
desire), takes (moral) pleasure and (rational) satisfaction in virtuous
activity, and does her duty with a cheerful heart. Although doing one’s
duty from duty without sympathy for the suffering of others suffices for
a genuinely good will, in his fuller account of virtue, Kant makes clear
that if we do our duty grudgingly or coldly, with indifference toward
others, we will not exhibit a frame of mind that is virtuous. Moreover,
we will have failed to strengthen and cultivate the morally valuable feel-
ings, desires, and attitudes that Kant takes to be conditions of moral
agency, instruments for fulfilling our moral obligations, and part of the
content of what the virtues of character require of us.

All of this speaks directly to the contrast between virtue and conti-
nence that is central to classical virtue theories and that Kant is alleged
to have ignored or overlooked. Classical virtue theorists maintain that
the continent person is the person in whom reason constantly prevails
over recalcitrant desires. The virtuous person, by contrast, is unified in
a way the continent person is not, for a necessary condition of virtue is
understood to be the absence of strong feelings and desires in oppo-
sition to reason. The virtuous person does the virtuous action for the
sake of the fine, while taking pleasure in it, without any desire to act
otherwise than virtuously. It is thus the mark of the virtuous person
that she is not grieved by abstaining from bad actions, whereas it is
the mark of the merely continent person that abstaining from bad
actions is painful to her. Although Kant does not develop a full con-
ception of virtue in the Groundwork, extrapolation from his discussion
of moral worth and, in particular, the examples he uses to illustrate
the absolute value of a good will, have led Kant’s critics to suggest that
his conception of moral character is a recipe for nothing more than
continence – strength in overcoming feelings and desires contrary to
morality. Given our analysis of the moral psychology central to Kant’s
theory of virtue, however, we have discovered that the Kantian virtuous
agent actually resembles the Aristotelian virtuous agent in this regard,
and is unlike the Aristotelian continent agent. When Kant praises
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Epicurus, it is often because he thinks Epicurus is right to highlight
the cheerful disposition of the virtuous person, something Kant takes
to be missing in other ancient ethical theories, including Cynicism and
Stoicism.1

At the same time, it is crucial to see that, for Kant, virtue always retains
some element of control, for the very concept of virtue entails that
there are powerful obstacles to duty that moral strength of will enables
finite imperfect beings to overcome. This is to say that if Kantian virtue
retains some element of what others would regard as continence, this
is because Kant thinks that humanity has a propensity to evil that runs
deep, and virtue, as a firm disposition in conformity with duty, serves
to correct this tendency on our part to place our inclinations above the
law. This key idea that virtue involves control over sensibility (even if it
is not exhausted by the notion of self-control) explains why Kant insists
that virtue requires autocracy, not the full psychic harmony extolled by
Aristotle and Schiller. Insofar as comparisons at this level of generality
are useful, we might think that Kant’s complex view of rational self-
governance more closely resembles Plato’s. In the Republic, Plato at
times seems to think that even the just person has to command and
control recalcitrant appetites, in particular, unruly appetites for food
and sex. Like Plato, then, Kant thinks that reason must control and
contain psychological forces that can potentially disrupt moral health,
even in the person with full virtue.

Finally, although the richer moral psychology at the heart of Kant’s
theory of virtue is a welcome development, it raises a question about
the overall coherence of Kant’s doctrines. From the perspective of
the more complete picture of virtue and autocracy set out here, the
sorrowful philanthropist and the cold philanthropist, who do their duty
from duty without sympathy for others, or in the face of indifference to
others’ suffering, would not qualify as virtuous. The notion that Kant’s
paradigm cases of the good will in the Groundwork do not satisfy his own
requirements for virtue might lead us to reconsider the sense in which
the good will is supposed to be good without limitation, or absolutely
good. The following puzzle captures what might appear to be a tension
between Kant’s full conception of moral character and the Groundwork

1 I thank Allen Wood for helpful correspondence regarding this point. For Kant’s discus-
sion of Epicurus, see MS 6: 485; 597; KpV 5: 111–13; 229–30; Collins 27: 248–52; 45–6;
Vigilantius 27: 483–4; 254–5; and Mrongovius 29: 603; 228. For Wood’s discussion of Kant
in relation to Epicurus, see Wood, Kantian Ethics, p. 145.
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account of the good will, at least as it is represented by the sorrowful
philanthropist and the cold philanthropist:

1. As the only unconditioned good, the good will is good without limi-
tation or qualification.

2. Hence the good will appears to be lacking in no good.
3. The Groundwork examples of the sorrowful philanthropist and the

cold philanthropist indicate that the good will requires nothing
more than acting in accordance with duty from duty.

4. In his theory of virtue, Kant maintains that virtue consists foremost
in the autocracy of practical reason.

5. As an ideal state of moral health for finite rational beings, autocracy
involves controlling feelings and inclinations at odds with moral
concerns, maintaining feelings and inclinations in an effort to head
off new temptations, and cultivating feelings and inclinations to
facilitate duty.

6. Hence, although the virtuous person demonstrates strength of will
in acting dutifully from duty, she does so with a cheerful heart, and
she has cultivated morally facilitating feelings that support virtuous
activity, the most important of which Kant thinks is sympathy.

7. Hence, there appears to be a tension between Kant’s account of what
is required for genuine virtue and his account of what is required
for an unconditionally good will.

For those who take these claims to comprise a genuine puzzle, there
are three key points on which Kant can insist. In the first place, there
is no need to conclude that there is an inconsistency between the
Groundwork account of the good will and Kant’s full account of moral
character, since there is no strict identity in Kant’s thought between the
good will and virtue. In other words, the good will is not intended to
be the same as virtue. Indeed, a good will is possible without virtue and
autocracy, even if virtue presupposes a good will.

The fact that the good will is not the same as virtue is not immediately
obvious. In the first section of the Groundwork, Kant explicitly refers to
the distinctive constitution of the good will as “character” (Charakter)
(Gr 4: 393; 49). We are then told that good will is the only thing that
can be conceived of as unconditionally good and that it conditions the
goodness of all other goods, including happiness (Gr 4: 393–4; 49–50).
In the same work, Kant characterizes virtue in terms of self-legislation
and writes that virtue has “unconditional and incomparable worth” (Gr
4: 435–6; 85). Moreover, in the second Critique, he identifies virtue as
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the unconditioned good and the condition of all other goods, including
happiness (KprV 5: 110–11; 228–9). In the context of the Groundwork
and Critique of Practical Reason, then, Kant himself seems to treat the
concepts of the good will and virtue as at least interchangeable.

Nevertheless, in the Doctrine of Virtue, he is clear that a person can
have a good will and lack virtue as moral strength. In his discussion
of affects and passions, the pernicious feelings and inclinations that
interfere with full rational self-rule, Kant claims that a person can lack
the strength of will to control affects and passions and hence lack moral
apathy (Affektlosigkeit), but nevertheless have “the best will” (MS 6: 408;
535). Such a person might be committed to morally good principles
and even act in conformity with moral principles, yet not have the
power to control and quiet these unruly feelings and inclinations that
present potential impediments to morally good conduct (MS 6: 408;
535).

The idea that one could have a good will but lack virtue makes sense
if we recall precisely what Kant takes the good will to represent and
in what it consists. In the Groundwork, Kant appeals to the notion of a
good will in order to engage his readers in an analysis of the very nature
of morality. He thinks that, upon reflection, our shared rational cog-
nition concerning morality informs us that the various virtues extolled
by the ancients, such as courage, moderation, wit, etc., and even hap-
piness, which the ancients treated as our final, complete good, are all
conditionally good in comparison with a good will. That is, all of these
individual character traits and even happiness can be bad if not accom-
panied by a good will. By contrast, as an unlimited or unconditional
good, the good will is always good, or good under any circumstances,
irrespective of what other goods with which it might be combined. What
makes the good will good is its mode of volition, not the results of its
actions. Kant explains that the good will’s mode of volition is that it acts
in accordance with duty from duty, taking the categorical imperative as
the supremely authoritative principle governing action. Of course, the
fact that one acts in accordance with duty from duty, even repeatedly
and reliably, and takes the categorical imperative to authoritatively gov-
ern one’s conduct is fully compatible with not having acquired virtue, as
an ideal state of morally good character. In light of the three functions
of autocracy described in detail in Chapter 4, we can conceive of three
ways in which a person with a good will might lack virtue.

In the first place, one can act in accordance with duty from duty
and still experience the strong feelings and inclinations (affects and
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passions) at odds with moral concerns that disrupt genuine moral
health (as in our examples of Agnes and Harriett). In other words,
virtue presupposes moral apathy (Affektlosigkeit), but one can possess a
good will and act in accordance with the categorical imperative without
possessing the inner freedom signifying the absence of affects and pas-
sions that full moral self-governance presupposes. In the second place,
one can reliably act in accordance with the moral law from respect
for the law alone and demonstrate a good will, and yet fail to exercise
an ongoing maintenance program of autocracy over sensibility, if one
neglects to work continuously to head off new feelings and inclinations
that can provide new temptations to violate duty. Finally, if one has the
power to control and maintain one’s sensible nature in accordance with
reason, and yet has not made the effort to cultivate morally valuable
feelings and inclinations in the service of duty, one simply has not done
all that virtue requires.

At this point, a natural question arises: If it is true that the sorrowful
philanthropist and the cold philanthropist lack the feelings of sympathy
that Kant considers instrumental for beneficence and treats as part
of virtue, can they really be counted on to fulfill their obligation of
beneficence? According to the theory developed here on the basis of
Kant’s remarks in the Doctrine of Virtue, it would seem that, at least over
the course of a life, an agent totally lacking sympathy would not have
the moral perception and insight to know when, how, and in what
ways she should help others in need, and thus lack something that is
necessary for truly making the happiness of others her own end (active
beneficence). Moreover, the completely unsympathetic person would
not have the feelings and attitudes that convey proper moral concern
to her fellow human beings. In light of the more expansive moral
psychology of Kantian virtue set out in this work, we can say that, if a
person lacks sympathy because she has not done all she can to cultivate
the natural feelings of sympathy that facilitate moral action, then she
would have failed to meet Kant’s standards for virtue.

The second main point to emphasize in reply to the puzzle set out
above is that there is no serious tension, let alone strict inconsistency
across Kant’s texts, as long as we keep in mind his explicit aims in his
various works in practical reason. Although Kant’s developed account
of virtue supersedes the picture of the good will in the Groundwork as a
full picture of morally good character, this is fine and, indeed, exactly
what we should expect, since the task of the Groundwork is not to set out
a complete Kantian account of character. The aim of the Groundwork is
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to seek out and to establish the supreme principle of morality. Before
Kant can establish the validity of the moral law in Section III of the
Groundwork (by arguing that we are justified in thinking of ourselves
as having the requisite freedom to act in accordance with a principle
that commands unconditionally because of its mere form), he must
uncover and elucidate the supreme principle of morality, which is the
first step toward explaining what an ideal moral person looks like. Kant
does this by analyzing the concept of the good will, which is the kind
of good will we human beings display when we act in accordance with
the categorical imperative. This project does not require a complete
account of virtue, but merely a picture of what is essential to morally
good willing. Thus, if the Groundwork account of good willing fails to
demonstrate all that is required for moral character, this is because
Kant does not propose the good will as a complete ideal of character
to which we should aspire.

The third and final point enabling us to resolve the puzzle under
consideration is that the idea that the good will is good without limita-
tion does not imply that the good will is lacking in no good. (So, (2)
in our puzzle can be rejected.) Kant’s various ways of describing the
goodness of the good will in the Groundwork have perhaps obscured his
underlying contention in claiming that the good will (and the good will
alone) is something we value as absolutely good. In insisting that the
good will is good without limitation, Kant means to emphasize the fact
that the goodness of the good will is neither enhanced nor diminished
by its combination with any other thing, good or bad, whereas all other
goods are good only under the condition that they are associated with
a good will, and bad when they are associated with a bad will (Gr 4:
393–4; 49–50).2 This is to say that the good will in itself is always good,
and never in any respect bad, and this is true wherever it is found,
and whatever else with which it is combined. Yet, nothing here implies
that a good will is lacking in nothing that could be considered good,
since the good will is not the sole good that we value. On the one
hand, a good will can be combined with something bad, as when it is
found in combination with defects of the mind or a bad temperament,
in which case it may not successfully achieve what it wills (G 4: 394;
50). On the other hand, a good will can be combined with something
good, as when it is found in combination with moderation with respect
to affects and passions, in which case it is undisturbed by the strong

2 See Wood, Kantian Ethics, p. 32.
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feelings and inclinations that can preclude tranquillity of mind and
inner freedom. In short, Kant believes that we should strive to have a
good will, by striving to act solely from respect for the moral law and
have the categorical imperative authoritatively govern our conduct.
Even so, the fact that Kant is committed to the idea that we ought to
aim to have a pure and good will in no way precludes him from having
much more to say about how a good will should be instilled in a settled
state of broader character.3 It is precisely Kant’s account of virtue that
tells us what more there is to strive for in our efforts to acquire an
ideally good moral character, namely, the autocracy of pure practical
reason, a form of moral self-governance in which reason is sovereign
over sensibility.

3 I thank Allen Wood once again, for helpful correspondence in discussing this point
about the relationship between the good will and virtue.
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