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lara denis

15 Kant’s conception of virtue

virtue ethics before kant

Most ancient ethicists regarded virtues both as instrumentally valu-
able qualities of a person that enable her to live well, and also as
valuable in themselves by being partly constitutive of happiness
(eudaimonia).1 The four cardinal virtues recognized by most ancient
ethicists are courage, temperance, justice, and intelligence. Common
among ancient theories of virtue are the following theses. First, the
virtues are stable dispositions. For someone to be brave, she must be
reliable and constant in her brave acts; they must be characteristic of
her. Second, though ancient philosophers often described virtues as
habits, they did not take them to be mere habits. Virtues are dispo-
sitions that require cultivation and involve choice.2 Third, virtues
involve reason. To be virtuous, a person must not only do or pur-
sue the right things; she must know why they are the right things.
The intellectual aspect of the virtues is illustrated by the common
ancient view that virtues are a special kind of craft, or are formally
similar to crafts in some ways.3

Fourth, for many ancients, virtue involves emotions. Plato
(ca. 430–347 b.c.e.) and Aristotle (384–322 b.c.e.) took the soul to
have both rational and non-rational parts, and virtue to involve both.
Aristotle emphasized that the development of virtue requires not
merely gaining control of one’s emotions, but training them, bring-
ing them into harmony with one’s judgments about what is valuable
and what virtue requires.4 The virtuous person takes pleasure in
performing right actions, and is pained by performing wrong ones.
Furthermore, Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean says that a virtuous
person not only acts rightly, but also has the appropriate kind and
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intensity of feeling – feeling neither excessively nor deficiently angry
at a particular injustice, for example.5

Stoicism (which originated ca. 300 b.c.e.) denied that the soul
has both rational and non-rational parts, and that most emotions
(passions) have a role in virtue.6 Stoics understood the passions as
unavoidably contrary to reason and virtue.7 Stoics said that virtue
motivates in itself; the virtuous person acts based on her judgment
of what virtue requires, unimpeded by competing influences. For
Stoics, passions are misguided judgments: unreflective judgments
that attribute value to things other than virtue, and thereby hinder
virtuous action. A fully virtuous person recognizes that virtue has a
value incomparably higher than anything else.8 Such a person would
not feel grief at the death of a loved one, nor envy another’s financial
success. Thus, rather than train one’s emotions, Stoics sought to
etiolate them, advocating dispassion.9

While ancient ethicists generally agreed that virtue comprises the
main part of happiness, they disagreed about whether virtue is suf-
ficient for happiness. In Republic II, Plato argued only that one is
always better off if one is just than if one is unjust. Aristotle argued
that virtue is necessary for happiness, and the dominant part of hap-
piness, but not sufficient for happiness. He emphasized that, as the
final end, happiness must be a complete and self-sufficient good – a
good that fulfills our desires, that lacks nothing.10 Without “exter-
nal goods” such as wealth, health, or family, even the person with
a life of virtuous activity cannot be considered happy; he has rea-
son to want more, to feel unsatisfied with his life.11 Unlike Aristo-
tle, Stoics and Epicureans argued – in different ways – that virtue
is sufficient for happiness. Stoics held that virtue is valuable for its
own sake, and indeed that it has such a special, high value that it
cannot be made better or more complete by adding other things to
it. For Stoics, happiness is constituted purely by a life of virtuous
activity. No matter how poor, ill, or hated the virtuous person is,
Stoics claimed she is happy. Thus, Stoics reduced Aristotle’s “exter-
nal goods” to “preferred indifferents,” things reasonable to pursue
so long as they accord with virtue, but not themselves necessary for
happiness.12 Epicurus (341–270 b.c.e.) conceived of happiness as plea-
sure, and took virtue to be valuable only as a means to happiness.13

But Epicureans were not hedonists as we now commonly use the
term, for they understood pleasure as an inner state of equanimity,
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which could obtain in the virtuous person no matter what hardships
she suffered.14

With Christianity came increasing interest in understanding
morality as commanded by God. Christian thinkers offered ethical
interpretations of their New Testament, as well as of the Hebrew
bible, developing, for example, the notion of original sin. Never-
theless, many medieval Christian philosophers retained aspects of
ancient virtue ethics, which they transformed to accommodate their
theological commitments. Saint Augustine (354–430), for exam-
ple, followed the ancients in taking the ultimate end as central to
morality.15 But whereas the ancients saw virtues as at least largely
constitutive of happiness in this life, Augustine and other Christians
saw them as the basis for happiness in the next life; no one can be
completely happy until united with God.16 Augustine held that God
rewards those who are virtuous in this life with happiness in the
next. Yet he also claimed that God gives us virtues so that we can
achieve this very salvation.17 Finally, Augustine’s view of the con-
nection among the virtues had a distinctly Christian slant: all virtues
express the love of God.18

Peter Abelard (1079–1142) defined virtues as dispositions to do
good deeds, and vices as dispositions to do bad ones.19 For example,
Abelard described charity as the will’s “consent” and “readiness” to
aid the poor.20 In keeping with his ethics of intention, Abelard took
charity (and its moral value) to be independent of what a charitable
agent accomplishes.21 Moreover, Abelard considered struggle essen-
tial to virtue, rather than an accidental feature of it resulting from
Adam’s fall. For Abelard, without resistance from vice, there is no
virtue; and the greater our internal opposition to virtue, the greater
our merit before God in overcoming it.22

Saint Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225–1274) understood virtues as
habitual inclinations to act in accordance with the nature of a human
being – that is, rationally, in control of one’s passions.23 Like Augus-
tine and most of his other Christian predecessors, Aquinas accepted
Aristotle’s moral virtues of courage, temperance, intelligence, and
justice, and added the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity,
which he thought were “infused” by God.24 Whereas the four cardi-
nal virtues aim at our earthly happiness as human beings, the three
theological virtues aim at our “supernatural happiness,” beyond the
constraints of human nature. Thus, though altered considerably by
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the influence of Christianity, eudaimonistic virtue ethics remained
important throughout the Middle Ages – and indeed through the
Renaissance as well.25

Virtue had a much smaller role in the “natural law” philoso-
phies that dominated in the seventeenth century, such as those
of Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) and Samuel Pufendorf (1632–1694),
which gave notions of duty, obligation, law, rights, and right action
prominence.26 Within the natural lawyers’ philosophical framework,
virtue was restricted to the class of “imperfect duties” – meritorious
duties of indeterminate scope and requirement, which are not appro-
priately coerced, pertaining to and motivated by the good of others.27

In Thomas Hobbes’s (1588–1679) moral theory, virtue was subor-
dinate to self-interest.28 Traits such as justice, mercy, and gratitude
are moral virtues because they advance self-preservation. Hobbes
understood the virtues as commanded by the laws of nature, yet he
saw these laws as justified by consideration of what best promotes
self-preservation. Although Hobbes took the laws of nature to be
“immutable and eternal,” he did not think it rational (or required)
for people to follow them at the cost of their ability to protect them-
selves. Hobbes said the laws of nature always bind “in foro interna”
(by demanding cultivation of certain desires, dispositions, or ends),
but not always “in foro externo” (by demanding external actions).29

Virtue regained prominence with the “moral sense” theorists
Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713) and Francis
Hutcheson (1694–1746). Moral sense theories of virtue tended to
define virtue in terms of a spectator rather than of a deliberat-
ing agent.30 Moral sense was said to be the faculty through which
we perceive and judge people’s moral qualities. What we love and
approve in others’ characters and motives, we call virtues; simi-
larly, we call an act virtuous if it issues from a motive we love or
approve.31 Shaftesbury’s work was motivated in part by his opposi-
tion to the portrayal of human nature as selfish found in Hobbes and
Bernard de Mandeville (1670–1733). Although Shaftesbury believed
that virtue is in the best interest of the virtuous person, and that this
provides virtue’s ultimate justification, he also believed that virtue
leads people to act for the general good for unselfish reasons.32 For
Shaftesbury, a candidate for virtue must be a reflective being, able
to order her own affections.33 Virtue requires a self-authored, inner
harmony. Shaftesbury’s notion of virtue had a prominent aesthetic

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc15 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:5

Kant’s conception of virtue 509

aspect: Moral goodness is a kind of beauty. Hutcheson rejected
the psychological hedonism found in Hobbes and Shaftesbury. For
Hutcheson, all virtues can, in some way, be understood as manifes-
tations of benevolence. A virtuous person is one in whom univer-
sal benevolence reliably restrains lesser forms of benevolence (“kind
affections” and “particular passions”) and other passions, affections,
and desires.34

Hutcheson’s work greatly influenced David Hume’s moral philos-
ophy. According to Hume (1711–1776), virtues are whichever traits of
character produce in observers the sentiment of moral approbation.35

Hume thought that virtues are rooted in human nature: They develop
naturally in us, are frequently manifested by us, and can be rec-
ognized and agreed upon by all who take up the “general point
of view.”36 The basis for our shared reaction to people’s traits and
actions is the natural human tendency to care about the public good.
Virtues were primary in Hume’s understanding of moral action: We
value virtuous actions as expressions of virtuous character.37 Hume
mentioned many virtues, which he divided into “artificial” and “nat-
ural” virtues.38 Artificial virtues (e.g., fidelity, modesty, justice, and
allegiance to one’s government) develop in an organized social life
and are necessary for the functioning of society. Such virtues may not
please us in every manifestation of them; yet we recognize them as
good on the whole. Natural virtues (e.g., good sense, wit, knowledge,
eloquence, temperance, constancy, tenderness, discernment, verac-
ity, frugality, and industry) enrich social life. Though less urgent
for society’s maintenance, they are more reliably pleasing than the
artificial virtues. Hume rejected “monkish virtues,” such as fasting,
celibacy, mortification, penance, and self-denial.

Though Christian Wolff (1679–1754) and Christian August
Crusius (ca. 1715–1775) opposed each other on many points, both
heavily influenced Kant’s ethics. Kant agreed with Wolff’s secular
leanings, including his view that morality is fundamentally indepen-
dent of God. He also took up many of Wolff’s positions about duties
to oneself and duties to others. But Kant rejected Wolff’s strong per-
fectionism as well as the consequentialism Wolff paired with it.39

Wolff noted that a usual definition of virtue is a “[readiness] to
direct one’s actions according to the law of nature.”40 For Wolff, “the
law of nature requires the perfection of us and our condition.”41 So
Wolff ultimately defined virtue as “a readiness to perfect oneself and
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others as much as possible.”42 Crusius, a Pietist minister as well as
a philosopher, defined virtue as “the agreement of the moral condi-
tion of a mind with the divine laws.”43 Crusius considered the love of
God “the main virtue from which all others must flow.”44 Like Kant
after him, Crusius distinguished between the form and the matter
of virtue.45 Crusius held that human beings have an innate drive to
comply with duties of virtue, which comprise morality. Crusius also
held that virtue makes one worthy of happiness, that God rewards
the virtuous with proportionate happiness, and that the absence of
such rewards in this life gives us reason to hope for immortality;46

here Crusius’s influence on Kant is evident.

kant’s theory of virtue

Virtue

Kant’s ethics contains several related theses concerning virtue. First,
Kant describes virtue as a disposition to do one’s duty out of respect
for the moral law. Kant calls virtue “the morally good disposition”
(Groundwork, 4:435) or “conformity of the disposition to the law of
duty” (Religion, 6:37).47 This disposition is a manifestation not of
natural temperament but of will. This disposition implies a maxim
(subjective principle) of acting as the moral law commands: “virtue
consists in rectitudo actionum ex principio interno [rectitude of
actions on an internal principle]” (Collins, 27:300; Practical Reason,
5:118; see also Religion, 6:23n. and Morals, 6:395) and “the per-
sistent maxim of making [one’s] will conform to the moral law”
(Mrongovius, 29:611). Finally, this disposition reflects respect for the
moral law: It is a disposition to comply with the moral law out of
respect for that law (Practical Reason, 5:128, 160; Collins, 27:308;
Morals, 6:387).

Second, Kant calls virtue a kind of strength. He defines virtue as
“the concept of strength” (Morals, 6:392) and appeals to etymology:
“The very Latin word virtus originally signifies nothing else but
courage, strength, and constancy” (Vigilantius, 27:492); “the word
Tugend [virtue] comes from taugen [to be fit for]” (Morals, 6:390; see
also Religion, 6:57). In particular, virtue is “the strength of one’s res-
olution” (Morals, 6:390), or still more precisely, “a moral strength of
the will” (Morals, 6:405), “moral strength in pursuit of one’s duty”
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(Anthropology, 7:147). We can begin to understand Kant’s conception
of virtue as moral strength when we consider the context in which
the agent strives to express her commitment to morality: one of inner
conflict.

Third, then, Kant says that virtue presupposes opposition and
entails struggle – struggle that calls for strength. Virtue is “moral
disposition in conflict” (Practical Reason, 5:84), “the capacity and
considered resolve to withstand a strong but unjust opponent . . . with
respect to what opposes the moral disposition within us” (Morals,
6:380). Kant often seems to identify our inclinations as the pri-
mary opponents of morality in us. For example, Kant calls virtue
“the struggle of inclination with the moral law, and the constant
disposition . . . to carry out [one’s] duties” (Vigilantius, 27:492; see
also Collins, 27:465; Vigilantius, 27:570; Groundwork, 4:405). But
his considered view is that inclinations are not the source of the
problem.

Human beings do not have holy wills, wills “whose maxims
are necessarily in accord with laws of autonomy (the moral law)”
(Groundwork, 4:439), wills “incapable of any maxims which conflict
with the moral law” (Practical Reason, 5:32). If we had holy wills, the
moral law would not be an imperative for us. We would act rightly
without moral obligation or struggle. According to Kant, we have a
predisposition to moral goodness, but we also have one to evil. We
can, and routinely do, act contrary to the moral law. Although this
often amounts to satisfying inclinations at the expense of obedience
to the moral law, the inclinations themselves are not to blame for
this. We cannot be determined by an inclination unless we ourselves
incorporate it into our maxim (Religion, 6:23–4). Thus, virtue’s con-
stant opponent is not self-love or inclination, but the radical evil
in human nature – a propensity to give self-love (and inclinations
generally) priority over the moral law in our maxims (Religion, 6:29,
35–7, 57n., 58; see also Collins, 27:463). Because of this ordering
of our incentives, we find ourselves – as we have made ourselves
(Morals, 6:394) – susceptible to temptations to violate the moral law
or its purity in order to gratify our inclinations. It is because of this
tendency, this radical evil, that virtue implies struggle and demands
strength. Fundamentally, the goal of the virtuous person is to achieve
the right ordering of her incentives, giving the moral law undisputed
priority over self-love in her supreme maxim.
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Thus, fourth, for Kant, virtue is a feature of non-holy (e.g., human)
rational beings. Virtue is “a law-abiding disposition resulting from
respect for the law and thus implying consciousness of a continuous
propensity to transgress it, or at least to a defilement” (Practical
Reason, 5:128). Moreover, “as a naturally acquired faculty, [virtue]
can never be perfect” (Practical Reason, 5:33).

Fifth, Kant understands virtue as a form of self-constraint – moral
self-constraint – “based on inner freedom” (Morals, 6:408). Inner
freedom is motivational independence, the capacity to act on the
autonomously chosen principles of morality, despite temptations to
act otherwise.48 Virtue does not tell us what the right thing to do is,
but allows us to do what we recognize to be right, simply because it
is right. “Virtue is . . . 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” (Morals, 6:394). Similarly,
“Virtue is . . . the moral strength of a human being’s will in fulfilling
his duty, a moral constraint through his own lawgiving reason, inso-
far as this constitutes itself an authority executing the law” (Morals,
6:405).49 For Kant, virtue not only expresses but also promotes inner
freedom: The greater one’s moral self-constraint, the more one acts
based on one’s judgments about what one ought to do, and the less
one acts based on the strength of one’s inclinations (Morals, 6:382 n.;
Collins, 27:464). This notion of virtue fits well with what Kant calls
the general obligation to virtue, the obligation to do all of our duties
from duty (Morals, 6:410; Vigilantius, 27:541). It also explains one
of Kant’s main distinctions between duties of virtue and duties of
right in the Metaphysics of Morals. Duties of virtue allow only for
self-constraint, whereas with duties of right, external constraint is
morally possible (Morals, 6:379–81, 394–5). The “Doctrine of Virtue”
concerns inner freedom; the “Doctrine of Right,” outer freedom.

Sixth and finally, Kant distinguishes between phenomenal virtue,
“a facility in actions conforming to duty (according to their legality),”
and noumenal virtue, “a constant disposition toward such actions
from duty (because of their morality)” (Religion, 6:14). Phenome-
nal virtue, like noumenal virtue, reflects the agent’s commitment
to conform to the moral law. Purity of motivation, however, is an
essential feature only of noumenal virtue: Phenomenal virtue “has
the abiding maxim of lawful actions, no matter where one draws
the incentives that the power of choice needs for such actions”
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(Religion, 6:47). Yet although phenomenal virtue can exist without
moral purity, Kant does not dismiss phenomenal virtue as a mere
pretender. He instead describes it as virtue’s “empirical character,”
meaning that phenomenal virtue is the form in which true virtue
appears to us (Religion, 6:47; Vigilantius, 27:583).50 Humans cannot
cognize noumenal virtue (virtue’s “intelligible character”); cognition
of our supreme maxim is possible for God, but not for us (Religion,
6:47–8). Moreover, Kant is explicit that the duty to morally perfect
oneself requires striving not only for the moral purity of noumenal
virtue, but also for the success in fulfilling all one’s duties charac-
teristic of phenomenal virtue (Morals, 6:446–7).

Drawing all these theses together, we can understand Kant’s con-
ception of virtue as the form in which a rational being with a non-
holy will expresses her supreme commitment to morality: as a con-
tinually cultivated capacity to master her inclinations so as to fulfill
all her duties, a capacity whose cultivation and exercise is motivated
by respect for the moral law.51

Vice

Kant distinguishes between vice and mere lack of virtue. Lack of
virtue is the “logical opposite” of virtue, and vice virtue’s “real oppo-
site” (Morals, 6:384). Lack of virtue is weakness in duty, whereas vice
implies “contempt for moral laws” (Collins, 27:463). An agent dis-
plays a lack of virtue when she has a commitment to morality, but is
lax in her resolve to carry it out.52 Kant associates lack of virtue also
with not going very far in fulfilling flexible, meritorious, “imperfect”
duties (i.e., promoting the obligatory ends of one’s own perfection and
the happiness of others), despite complying with strict, exception-
less, “perfect” duties. Vice, on the other hand, is a propensity to act
contrary to the moral law (Religion, 6:37). It implies a problem not
merely with resolve, but with maxims. One manifests “a true vice”
when one allows oneself to dwell on feelings or impulses it would be
wrong to act on, foster an interest in them, and then “take up what is
evil (as something premeditated) into [one’s] maxim” (Morals, 6:408).
Similarly “it is when an intentional transgression has become a prin-
ciple that it is properly called a vice” (Morals, 6:390). Kant associates
vice with not merely failing to do much to fulfill imperfect duties,
but with violating perfect duties – for example, duties not to degrade
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others (Morals, 6:464). These content-related distinctions may seem
inconsistent with the more formal ones. But they make sense in the
light of the fact that for Kant, the fundamental attitude of virtue
is that of respect for the moral law itself and for its instantiation
in individual rational beings. One may still respect rational nature
even if one falls short of all one can do to honor it. But if one acts
on maxims hostile to rational nature or its dignity, one’s will is set
against the moral law.

Virtue and the good will

Being virtuous is not the same thing as having a good will. Having
a good will is simply a matter of having moral maxims, adopted for
moral reasons; it is not a matter of strength and fitness in acting on
them (Groundwork, 4:394, 399–400). A good will is not compatible
with vice (cf. Groundwork, 4:455). It is, however, compatible with
a lack of virtue. For example, Kant describes behavior manifesting a
“lack of virtue” as “something childish and weak, which can indeed
coexist with the best will” (Morals, 6:408). And Kant insists that
“between maxim and deed there is still a wide gap” allowing an agent
to fail to realize her good will in virtuous action (Religion, 6:47). So
one could have the fundamental commitment to morality of a good
will, and yet lack the strength of will in overcoming temptations
that is part of virtue.

On the other hand, a good will is necessary for virtue. And virtue
reflects the moral worth of a good will: “the dutifulness of our moral
actions appears as virtue” (Vigilantius, 27:715). Finally, Kant explains
the moral worth of a good will in terms of temptations to overcome,
just as he explains virtue as strength (Groundwork, 4:397–403). If we
understand moral worth as a property of agents and not of isolated
acts, moral worth correlates with virtue. So although Kant’s notions
of virtue and a good will are conceptually distinct, they are intimately
connected: The virtuous person has a good will; and it is through
virtue that a good will finds expression.

Virtue and human agency

For a fuller understanding of Kant’s conception of virtue, we must
consider the virtuous agent’s motivational structure. In particular,
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we should ask how moral motivation incorporates or rejects incli-
nations and emotions. As we have seen, virtue has its own motive:
respect for the law (Groundwork, 4:426). For virtuous agents, respect
for the moral law has priority over self-love in their supreme maxim.
We now want to know what this implies for actual agents’ particu-
lar acts of willing, given that there may be many layers of maxims
between their supreme maxim and the maxim of any given action.
Some of the answer must wait for our discussion of specific virtues
and vices since part of a virtuous agent’s motivational structure
involves commitment to obligatory ends, cultivation of qualities
that support promotion of these ends, and rejection of attitudes pro-
hibited by the categorical imperative and hostile to obligatory ends.
Yet we can answer part of the question now. We can say, for example,
that respect for the moral law implies obedience to the categorical
imperative, which tells us to respect rational nature in oneself and
others. Therefore, if respect for oneself and others is grounded in this
moral commitment, actions chosen in the light of this respect reflect
moral goodness in the agent’s willing. An agent need not be thinking
explicitly about the moral law for her motivation to be pure.

Nevertheless, as human beings, we do not respond to others or
the world in terms of respect for rational nature alone. According
to Kant, we have three original predispositions, all of which supply
drives, feelings, and impulses. The predisposition to animality “may
be brought under the general title of physical or merely mechani-
cal self-love, i.e., a love for which reason is not required” (Religion,
6:26); this predisposition contains drives for self-preservation, sexual
reproduction and the care of offspring, and community with other
humans, “i.e., the social drive.” The predisposition to humanity “can
be brought under the general title of a self-love which is physical and
yet involves comparison [of our state with that of others] (for which
reason is required)” (Religion, 6:27). The predisposition to personal-
ity “is the susceptibility to respect for the moral law as of itself a
sufficient incentive to the power of choice” (Religion, 6:27; Practical
Reason, 5:87).

Although the predisposition to personality is obviously morally
crucial, all three predispositions are good; all encourage compliance
with the moral law. The drives of humanity and animality, how-
ever, are susceptible to corruption. The drives of animality can have
grafted onto them vices such as gluttony and lust. The drives of
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humanity can have grafted onto them vices such as jealousy, rivalry,
and malicious glee. Thus, a large part of the struggle for virtue is the
effort to harmonize these three predispositions so that personality
develops fully, and humanity and animality develop in ways sup-
portive of morally practical reason. The virtuous agent must find a
way to use, transform, or conquer her natural tendencies as morality
requires. The virtuous agent struggles both not to act on inclinations
that it would be wrong to act on, and to turn what inclinations she
can into means to moral ends. She realizes herself as a self-legislating
and self-governing human agent by working on and with the natu-
ral stuff of which she is made. Indeed, when we look at particular
virtues and vices, we will see that they have a lot to do with how to
respect oneself and others as rational human beings – beings with
legitimate drives of animality and humanity as well as personality.
In discussions of duties to oneself, Kant (like Hume) rejects “monk-
ish virtues”; he objects to their hostility to one’s animal self (Collins,
27:379). The duty to perfect oneself involves cultivation of one’s nat-
ural capacities – and not only so one can achieve narrowly moral
ends (Morals, 6:387, 391–2, 444–6). When developed and expressed
harmoniously with morality, animality and humanity are part of the
flourishing of human beings.

Kant may sound as though he is condemning our animal selves
in the form of our emotions when he urges apathy and self-mastery.
Kant says, “unless reason holds the reins of government in his own
hands, a human being’s feelings and inclinations play the master
over him” (Morals, 6:408). Apathy and self-mastery are essential for
expressing and protecting inner freedom. In praising moral apathy,
Kant advocates a way of being that is opposed not to our having emo-
tions, but rather to our determining our will by whatever strong,
fleeting feelings we happen to have: “in cases of moral apathy feel-
ings arising from sensible impressions lose their influence on moral
feeling only because respect for the moral law is more powerful than
all such feelings together” (Morals, 6:408). Self-mastery is more com-
prehensive than apathy: “Since virtue is based on inner freedom, it
contains a positive command to a human being, namely to bring
all his capacities and inclinations under his (reason’s) control and
so to rule over himself” (Morals, 6:408; see also Practical Reason,
5:118; Collins, 27:360–9).53 So in urging self-mastery, Kant recom-
mends not that we rid ourselves of feelings and inclinations, but
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that we use them in ways that are compatible with – and perhaps
even supportive of – morality. We are not completely passive with
regard to our emotions (Anthropology, 7:254): They respond to our
cultivation, and so are in part products of our choices (Morals, 6:402).
Indeed, virtue involves feelings we have shaped in certain ways.54

Kant is explicit about at least three morally important roles for
feelings of various kinds. First, he talks about certain emotions as
naturally given feelings that we can use in the fulfilment of our
duties and that we therefore have a duty to cultivate (Morals, 6:456–
7, 458). For example, Kant says of sympathy, “it is . . . an indirect
duty to cultivate the natural . . . feelings in us, and to make use of
them as so many means to sympathy based on moral principles and
the feeling appropriate to them” (Morals, 6:457). Among the ways
we can make moral use of sympathy are as a means to understand
what others’ needs and desires are, as a means to communicate our
concern for them and recognition of their wants and needs, as an
incentive to facilitate helping others. Kant does not suggest we cul-
tivate sympathy to take the place of moral motivation. He suggests,
rather, that sympathy has epistemic, communicative, and subordi-
nate motivational roles to play in agents who cultivate sympathy
out of the motive of duty.

Second, Kant talks about moral feeling, conscience, love of human
beings, and respect as special kinds of feelings that we are made aware
of only though consciousness of the moral law (Morals, 6:399). These
feelings are “moral endowments” that “lie at the basis of morality”
and are “subjective conditions of receptivity to the concept of duty”
(Morals, 6:399). It is not a duty to have these feelings; for if we did
not have them, we would not be aware of any duties whatever. It is a
duty to cultivate them, however, because of their moral usefulness.

Third, Kant talks about certain feelings as expressive of the atti-
tude of a truly virtuous agent. He says “a heart joyous in the compli-
ance with its duty . . . is the sign of genuineness in virtuous disposi-
tion” (Religion, 6:24n.). There is an aesthetic temperament of virtue
that is the result of reason working upon sensibility. The frame of
mind emblematic of a virtuous agent is “valiant and cheerful” in ful-
filling her duties (Morals, 6:484). So although Kant associates virtue
with struggle, he denies that the virtuous agent will hate duty or be
miserable in its fulfilment. The resolve, commitment, and apprecia-
tion for the value of virtue and the inner worth of the virtuous agent
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keep such an agent from resenting morality’s commands, even when
they conflict with her happiness. Indeed, the virtuous agent enjoys
a sense of satisfaction in her hard-earned fitness to comply with
morality’s commands to the degree that she does (Practical Reason,
5:117–19).

So for Kant, virtue involves fostering morally useful aspects of
our animality and humanity, besides constraining their expression
in the light of the demands of morality. He recognizes the value of
various emotions, feelings, and inclinations, as well as of prudence
and peace of mind, which “are not sources of virtue, but merely aids
to it” (Collins, 27:465).55

Virtues and vices

In addition to a conception of virtue and vice, Kant’s moral theory
includes many discussions of particular virtues and vices: “in its
idea (objectively) there is only one virtue (as moral strength of one’s
maxims); but in fact (subjectively) there is a multitude of virtues,
made up of several different qualities” (Morals, 6:447). These differ-
ent qualities are required by, or facilitate fulfilment of, moral duties.

In the “Doctrine of Virtue” of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant
sets forth his taxonomy of directly ethical duties (duties of virtue) –
duties for which no external compulsion is morally possible because
they pertain to external actions only indirectly; they pertain directly
to agents’ maxims and ends (objects of choice), and thus are duties to
which agents must constrain themselves through inner freedom. In
presenting these duties, Kant primarily uses the formula of humanity
(Groundwork, 4:429)56 and the supreme principle of the doctrine of
virtue:

Act in accordance with a maxim of ends that it can be a universal law for
everyone to have. In accordance with this principle the human being is an
end for himself as well as for others, and it is not enough that he is not
authorized to use either himself or others merely as a means (since he could
then still be indifferent to them); it is in itself his duty to make the human
being in general his end. (Morals, 6:395; see also 410)

Kant calls the “Doctrine of Virtue” a doctrine of ends. Duties
of virtue do not merely restrict how agents may pursue their
inclination-based ends; they also require agents to recognize their

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc15 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:5

Kant’s conception of virtue 519

own and others’ rational nature as ends more valuable than any
inclination-based end. Consequently, duties of virtue require agents
to adopt and promote the ends of their own perfection and the happi-
ness of others because respect for the rational nature of finite, imper-
fect agents implies a commitment to foster and further their agency.
Perfect duties to oneself, imperfect duties to oneself, duties of respect
for others, and duties of love all follow from the requirement to make
rational nature one’s end.

Kant explains perfect duties to oneself and duties of respect in
terms of vices to be avoided out of respect for rational nature. He
explains duties of love, which follow from the obligatory end of the
happiness of others, in terms of virtues to be cultivated and vices to
be avoided: “To think of several virtues (as one unavoidably does) is
nothing other than to think of the various moral objects to which
the will is led by the one principle of virtue [to do all duties from
respect for the moral law], and so too with regard to the contrary
vices” (Morals, 6:406, see also 395). Vices are “the brood of disposi-
tions opposing the law . . . monsters [the agent] has to fight” (Morals,
6:405). Each virtue and each vice has its own maxim (Morals, 6:404).
An agent can have some virtues and lack others. If her virtues reflect
a pure moral commitment, however, she will not also have vices,
which imply maxims opposing the moral law (Morals, 6:447; Reli-
gion, 6:24–5).

Self-regarding duties require respect for oneself as a rational
human being and promotion of one’s natural and moral perfection.
Perfect duties to oneself are defined primarily in terms of vices con-
trary to them. That is, Kant delineates his notion of proper self-
respect largely in opposition to the maxims and attitudes one ought
to avoid out of respect for oneself. Rarely does Kant explain perfect
duties to oneself in terms of virtues – for example, humaneness,
uprightness, or chastity (Morals, 6:443; Collins, 27:459–60; Vigilan-
tius, 27:637, 699). One shows self-respect through how one treats
one’s body and its drives, as well as how one treats one’s ratio-
nal nature directly (Morals, 6:417–20). Kant calls suicide and self-
mutilation (Morals, 6:421–4; Collins, 27:369–75; Vigilantius, 27:627–
31), gluttony and drunkenness (Morals, 6:427–8; Vigilantius, 27:691),
and sexual self-degradation (Morals, 6:424–6; Collins, 27:390–2; Vig-
ilantius, 27:637–41) “vices contrary to perfect duties to oneself as
an animal and moral being.” He calls lying (to oneself and to others)
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(Morals, 6:429–31; Vigilantius, 27:700–2), avarice (Morals, 6:432–4;
Collins, 27:399–403), and servility (Morals, 6:434–7) “vices contrary
to perfect duties to oneself as a moral being only.” Kant’s terminology
here is unusual, for these “vices” are (on the face of it) not qualities
or dispositions, but ways of acting: acting on various maxims that
express disrespect for oneself. Calling these ways of acting “vices”
makes sense, however, both because these are ways of acting that
the agent must morally constrain herself to avoid (i.e., they are vices
because they are contrary to duties of virtue), and because the quali-
ties and dispositions for which we are morally accountable are those
which are expressed in our maxims.

In the case of duties to oneself as an animal and moral being,
disrespect for one’s rational nature is shown by one’s willingness
to treat one’s animal nature in a way destructive or disruptive to
its reason-supporting role, directly or indirectly (e.g., through under-
mining our physical integrity or our organs’ abilities to function),
for an inclination-based end. So not every act of cutting off a limb
amounts to the vice of self-mutilation. A maxim of removing an
infected limb as a necessary means to save one’s life is not vicious;
but a maxim of surgically transforming one’s body, regardless of the
risks, in order to look as attractive as possible, is (Morals, 6:423).
The first maxim reflects concern for one’s continued existence as a
rational human being, whereas the second reflects a willingness to
endanger one’s agency for the sake of beauty.

Avarice is an illuminating example of a vice contrary to one’s
duty to oneself as a moral being only. By “avarice” Kant means the
hoarding of goods the agent would benefit from using. This hoarding
amounts to a “slavish subjection of oneself to the goods that con-
tribute to happiness, which is a violation of duty to oneself since
one ought to be their master” (Morals, 6:434). Through a maxim of
avarice, an agent degrades herself by treating her agency as a means
to accumulating material goods – as though money or things have
value above her own, or somehow give her life worth. Another impor-
tant and illustrative duty to oneself as a moral being only is that of
avoiding the vice of servility. Through maxims of servility, an agent
treats herself, and encourages others to treat her, as though she were
worth less than other rational human beings. Such a maxim is vicious
because it contradicts the fundamental equality and dignity of each
person as a rational being.
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Difficult questions arise concerning which maxims manifest vari-
ous vices opposed to perfect duties to oneself. It is sometimes hard to
tell, for example, whether one is being merely polite or objectionably
servile. In the “Doctrine of Virtue,” Kant offers casuistical questions
after his exposition of each of these duties, so that his readers can
begin to make progress in their moral judgment.57

Kant has little to say about specific virtues to cultivate regarding
the promotion of one’s natural and moral perfection, perhaps because
there are too many possible virtues to mention. To promote one’s
natural perfection, one must develop whatever excellences pertain
to the abilities of mind, body, and spirit that one thinks it makes
most sense to develop, given one’s particular interests, desires, and
talents. And to promote one’s moral perfection, one must cultivate
all the qualities one needs in order to purify one’s moral motivation
and to fulfill all of one’s other duties to oneself and others (Morals,
6:386–7, 392–3, 444–7).

Duties of respect require treating others in keeping with their
dignity.58 As with perfect duties to oneself, Kant explicates duties
of respect by discussing vices that respect precludes. Vices contrary
to respect for others include arrogance, defamation, and ridicule.
Arrogance is “the inclination to be always on top”; through max-
ims of arrogance, “we demand that others think little of themselves
in comparison with us” (Morals, 6:465). Defamation is “the imme-
diate inclination . . . to bring into the open something prejudicial to
respect for others” – even if true (Morals, 6:466). In defaming oth-
ers, the agent makes herself feel better by making someone else look
worse in others’ eyes. Ridicule is “the propensity to expose others to
laughter, to make their faults the immediate object of one’s amuse-
ment” (Morals, 6:467). All these vices are contrary to proper respect
for others, for all deny their targets the respect they deserve as equal,
rational beings with dignity (Morals, 6:449, 462).

Kant explicates duties of love primarily in terms of other-regarding
virtues, though he only rarely refers to them as virtues. Nevertheless,
these are qualities it is our duty to cultivate as part of promoting the
obligatory end of the happiness of others: beneficence (Morals, 6:448–
54; Collins, 27:416–22), sympathy (Morals, 6:456–8), and gratitude
(Morals, 6:454–6). The maxim of beneficence is one of “[promoting]
according to one’s means the happiness of others in need, without
hoping for something in return” (Morals, 6:453). Cultivating love for
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other human beings is also part of the duty of beneficence (Morals,
6:402). The maxim of sympathy is one both of sharing actively in oth-
ers feelings and of cultivating one’s naturally sympathetic feelings
to assist oneself in understanding their feelings and needs (Morals,
6:456–7). Gratitude likewise involves a maxim of not only “honoring
a person because of a benefit he has rendered us” but also fostering
feelings of appreciativeness for those that help us (Morals, 6:454–6).
For Kant, promoting the happiness of others means helping them
promote their permissible ends. Beneficence directly corresponds to
this requirement; sympathy helpfully assists. Gratitude’s relation is
less direct: When we honor a benefactor and show her that we appre-
ciate what she has done for us, we encourage her, and perhaps others,
to continue helping others.59

Kant explicitly calls “vices” dispositions opposed to duties of love:
“the loathsome family of envy, ingratitude, and malice” (Morals,
6:458–60; Vigilantius, 27:692–5). These vices are opposed to duties
of love because they conflict with the commitment to promote the
happiness of others.60 For example, malice is “the direct opposite
of sympathy” (Morals, 6:459), “malevolence or joy at another’s mis-
fortune,” which may be “coupled with a desire to render the state
of the other unhappy” (Vigilantius, 27:695). These and most other
Kantian vices can be understood as perversions of natural human
tendencies – that is, as vices grafted onto animality and humanity.
Vices opposed to duties of respect and duties of love, for example,
generally reflect the desire to see oneself as better or better off than
one’s neighbors. Ambition, lust for authority, greed, and vengeance
emerge all too easily from human social interactions (Anthropology,
7:267–74).61

In addition to the virtues and vices corresponding to directly eth-
ical duties, Kant discusses many traits that he stops short of call-
ing virtues, or that he calls virtues only inconsistently. These qual-
ities chiefly include dispositions that do not presuppose maxims
grounded in respect for rational nature, but which often indirectly
promote morality. Some traits do this by building people’s trust in
their community; others by reinforcing what morality demands;62

others simply by making virtue seem attractive. Many of these qual-
ities are ones Kant calls “virtues of social intercourse,” such as “affa-
bility, sociability, courtesy, hospitality, and gentleness (in disagree-
ing without quarreling)” (Morals, 6:473). Some social virtues require
“no great degree of moral resolution to bring them about” and so are
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not genuine (i.e., moral) virtues (Collins, 27:456). Yet we neverthe-
less have a duty of virtue to foster these traits “so to associate the
graces with virtue” (Morals, 6:473):

No matter how insignificant these laws of refined humanity may seem, espe-
cially in comparison with pure moral laws, anything that promotes sociabil-
ity, even if it consists only in pleasing maxims or manners, is a garment that
dresses virtue to advantage, a garment to be recommended to virtue in more
serious respects too. The cynic’s purism and the anchorite’s mortification
of the flesh, without social well-being, are distorted figures of virtue, which
do not attract us to it. Forsaken by the graces, they can make no claim to
humanity. (Anthropology, 7:282)

Finally, note that the discussion of virtues and vices in the
“Doctrine of Virtue” is restricted to those pertaining to duties of
one human being to another; it does not extend to discussions of
duties and virtues for those of various ages, social positions, or
sexes (Morals, 6:468–9). When Kant ventures into practical anthro-
pology, however, he distinguishes between masculine and femi-
nine virtues and vices (Anthropology, 7:303–8). For example, Kant
describes courage as a masculine virtue, contrasting it with the fem-
inine virtue of patience (Vigilantius, 27:645–6; Anthropology, 7:257).
Tellingly, he also suggests that patience is only falsely considered a
virtue (Anthropology, 7:149). In addition, Kant suggests that various
races and nations have characteristic virtues and vices (Anthropol-
ogy, 7:311–21).63

Virtue and the human good

In Kant’s system, virtue is not the whole of the human good, which
Kant follows many of his predecessors in calling “the highest good”
(summum bonum). As the complete object of pure practical reason,
the highest good is the systematic unity of those ends that pure prac-
tical reason takes to be good as ends (Practical Reason, 5:108). Thus,
for Kant, the highest good consists not only in virtue, but in hap-
piness as well. Virtue is the unconditioned element of the highest
good; pure practical reason values virtue for its own sake, in every
agent, in all circumstances (Practical Reason, 5:110; Theory and
Practice, 8:278). Happiness, the natural good, which consists in the
satisfaction of an agent’s wants, wishes, and natural needs, is the con-
ditioned element of the highest good. As the natural, finite rational
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beings that we are, we have our own happiness among our ends.
When we constrain our pursuit of happiness by morality and commit
ourselves to pursuing the happiness of others as well as ourselves,
happiness becomes an object of pure practical reason (Practical Rea-
son, 5:110; Morals, 6:453; Religion, 6:36–7; see also Morals, 6:451).
Kant’s views of virtue, happiness, and their relation within the high-
est good develop throughout his career.64 In some versions of the
highest good, happiness is conditioned by and consequent on virtue
in such a way that happiness is perfectly proportionate to virtue.
Each person gets as much happiness as she morally deserves, per-
haps in the next life (Morals, 6:480–2; Practical Reason, 5:122–34).
In other versions, the highest good is a shared, social good achieved
through a historical and political progress, and a worldwide ethical
community’s moral striving (Judgment, 5:450, 453; Religion, 6:5, 93–
100; Theory and Practice, 8:279, 307–12).65 Whatever the details of
Kant’s account, however, he always insists on happiness as an ine-
liminable part of the highest good.

kant’s criticisms of his predecessors

Kant criticizes Aristotle and seeks to distinguish his own theory of
virtue from Aristotle’s on several points. Most notably, Kant insists
that Aristotle was wrong to think of virtue either as a habit or as a
mean between two extremes. Kant defines habit as “a uniformity in
action that has become a necessity through frequent repetition,” “a
lasting inclination apart from any maxim . . . a mechanism of sense
rather than a principle of thought” (Morals, 6:407, 479). But, accord-
ing to Kant, virtue presupposes a maxim, and precludes being fet-
tered by sensibility. Virtue requires and promotes inner freedom. If
virtue were a habit, “then, like any other mechanism of technically
practical reason, it [would be] neither armed for all situations nor
adequately secured against the changes that new temptations could
bring about” (Morals, 6:383–4). More seriously, Kant warns, “if the
practice of virtue were to become a habit the subject would suffer
loss to that freedom in adopting his maxims which distinguishes an
action done from duty” (Morals, 6:409). Thus, Kant insists that virtue
is not simply a habit of acting in accordance with the moral law.

Nor, Kant claims, is virtue a mean: “The distinction between
virtue and vice can never be sought in the degree to which one follows
certain maxims; it must rather be sought only in the specific quality
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of the maxims (their relation to the law). In other words, the well-
known principle (Aristotle’s) that locates virtue in the mean between
two vices is false” (Morals, 6:404). For Kant, virtue implies a moral
maxim and a strength of resolution in acting on that maxim. Vice
implies a choice to act against morality. Virtues are virtues because
their maxims reflect respect for rational nature and are conducive
to the fulfillment of one’s duties. Vices are vices because their max-
ims show disrespect for rational nature and oppose the fulfilment of
duties. Thus, Kant explains that a particular virtue, such as responsi-
ble management of one’s resources, cannot be understood as arising
from a reduction of one vice (prodigality) or an increase in its opposite
vice (miserliness). Each virtue and each vice has its own “distinctive
maxim” (Morals, 6:404, 432–3).

Kant says that ancient philosophers misunderstand the relation
among virtue, happiness, and the human good.66 Kant criticizes the
Epicurean view this way: “The Epicurean had indeed raised a wholly
false principle of morality, i.e., that of happiness, into the supreme
one, and for law had substituted a maxim of free choice of each
according to his inclination.” Thus, Epicureans “degraded their high-
est good” (Practical Reason, 5:126). Kant contrasts the Epicurean
approach with the Stoic position:

The Stoics, on the other hand, had chosen their supreme practical princi-
ple, virtue, quite correctly as the condition of the highest good. But as they
imagined the degree of virtue which is required for its pure law as completely
attainable in this life, they not only exaggerated the moral capacity of [the
human being] . . . beyond all the limits of his nature . . . they also refused to
accept the second component of the highest good, i.e, happiness, as a special
object of human desire. (Practical Reason, 5:126–7)

Kant claims that both Epicureans and Stoics went wrong in thinking
we could achieve the highest good without God and through our free-
dom alone (Practical Reason, 5:125–6). More fundamentally, both
went wrong in failing to appreciate the heterogeneity of the highest
good and in taking the connection between virtue and happiness to be
analytic rather than synthetic (Practical Reason, 5:112–13, 115–16).
Epicureans mistakenly took happiness as a means to virtue, while
the Stoics falsely thought that virtue constitutes happiness (Practical
Reason, 5:24; Mrongovius, 29:623). Thus, the Epicurean conception
of the highest good focused on happiness to the exclusion of (genuine)
virtue, whereas the Stoic conception of the highest good focused on
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virtue at the expense of happiness (properly understood). Unsurpris-
ingly, Kant sees the Stoic view as closer to the truth: Not only is
virtue the unconditioned element of the highest good, but lasting
happiness requires contentment with oneself (Vigilantius, 27:646–
50; Practical Reason, 5:115–19).67

Most of Kant’s criticisms of modern moral philosophers focus on
their theories of obligation rather than their theories of virtue.68 Kant
argues that these philosophers err in setting forth material determin-
ing grounds for the principle of morality. All such approaches lead
to heteronomy and are incapable of grounding a categorical impera-
tive (Groundwork, 4:440–4; Practical Reason, 5:33–41; Mrongovius,
29:620–9). Kant quickly dismisses theories that ground morality in
such circumstantially contingent sources as education (Montaigne)
or civil constitution (Mandeville) (Practical Reason, 5:40–1). Kant
argues that the feelings in which the moral sense theorists such as
Hutcheson and Shaftesbury seek to ground moral obligation are con-
tingent on our nature: Not all rational beings have these sentiments,
and not all human beings have them to the same degree (Practical
Reason, 5:38; Mongrovius, 29:625–6).69 Although Kant shares Wolff’s
view that self-perfection is a crucial part of morality, Kant denies that
the concept of perfection is adequate to ground the supreme moral
principle. Among Kant’s objections to the rational, non-theological
concept of perfection is that it is indeterminate, even empty: To con-
struct a morally relevant, robust conception of perfection, one would
have to presuppose the very moral principle perfection is supposed
to explain (Groundwork, 4:443; Practical Reason, 5:40–1). Similarly,
one of Kant’s reasons for rejecting attempts of theological moral
philosophers, such as Crusius, to ground the supreme moral prin-
ciple in the will of God is Kant’s belief that one must already have
a principle of morality in relation to which one recognizes God’s
perfection (Groundwork, 4:443; Practical Reason, 5:41; Mrongovius,
29:627–8).

response to kant’s theory of virtue

Schiller

In his 1793 On Grace and Dignity,70 Friedrich von Schiller (1759–
1805) responds critically to Kant’s account of virtue. Schiller
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associates grace with harmony between reason and sensibility, duty
and inclination. He associates dignity with reason’s oppression of
sensibility, and duty’s repression of inclination. Schiller argues that
“what is demanded of virtue is not properly speaking dignity, but
grace.”71 Thus, he argues that Kant errs in linking virtue so closely
with dignity. Kant’s conceptions of duty and virtue are too harsh,
devoid of beauty and pleasure. In contrast to Kant, who so tries
clearly to distinguish the moral spring of action from inclination,
Schiller proclaims, “virtue is not anything else ‘than an inclination
for duty.’”72 For Schiller, the inner struggle of a person who restrains
inclination in order to do her duty is preferable to the chaos of one
who lets inclination determine her actions unaided by reason. But
the dignity of the former agent is nevertheless inferior to the grace of
an agent whose sensibility and reason harmonize: “By the fact that
nature has made of [the human being] a being both at once reason-
able and sensuous . . . it has prescribed to him the obligation not to
separate that which she has united. . . . It is only when he gathers, so
to speak, his entire humanity together, and his way of thinking in
morals becomes the result of the united action of the two principles,
when morality has become for him a second nature, it is only then
that it is secure.”73

Kant’s response to Schiller’s criticism is mixed. Kant reiter-
ates views that Schiller finds unappealing, such as that virtue is
the “struggle of inclination with the moral law and the constant
disposition . . . to carry out [one’s] duties” (Vigilantius, 27:492), and
that humans are not capable of doing their duties without inner coer-
cion (Vigilantius, 27:491). Kant says, “I readily grant that I am unable
to associate gracefulness with the concept of duty, by reason of its
very dignity” (Religion, 6:23n.). Because of the self-constraint inher-
ent in the ideas of duty and virtue, these notions call forth in us awe,
the feeling of the sublime; one misrepresents them in aligning them
with beauty and charm (Religion, 6:23n.; Vigilantius, 27:490). Still,
Kant accepts, in his own way, some of Schiller’s points. Kant agrees
that we can take pleasure in virtue. But the sort of pleasure Kant
thinks we take is that of satisfaction with ourselves for having done
something difficult – namely, having equipped ourselves to fulfill our
duties (Vigilantius, 27:490). As we have seen, too, Kant takes a cheer-
ful heart to be a sign of true virtue (Religion, 6:23n.). Moreover, Kant
agrees virtue can be associated with grace, though in a less immediate
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way than Schiller implies. For Kant, graces follow virtue because
of virtue’s often beneficent consequences. And although Kant sees
social graces as proper accompaniments to virtue, making it more
attractive and encouraging in people a sense of trust and hope in oth-
ers’ goodness, he does not conceptually associate virtue with grace,
or claim that virtue requires grace: “virtue . . . does allow the atten-
dance of the graces, who, however, maintain a respectful distance
when duty alone is at issue” (Religion, 6:23n.)

Schopenhauer

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) spends much of On the Basis of
Morality criticizing Kant’s view of morality’s foundation, structure,
and content. Schopenhauer rejects Kant’s rationalism, his account
of moral worth, his taxonomy of duties, his notion of duties to one-
self, and much else.74 Schopenhauer also charges that Kant’s con-
ception of the highest good corrupts morality by making happi-
ness the reward for virtue, and by rendering morality dependent on
religion.75 Schopenhauer accepts Kant’s distinction between noume-
nal and phenomenal worlds. Yet Schopenhauer argues that, whereas
people are individuals phenomenally, we are all one – as will –
noumenally.76 This metaphysical thesis is important for understand-
ing Shopenhauer’s view that compassion is the basis of morality and
the only true moral incentive. Schopenhauer says that, in compas-
sion, “I suffer directly with [another person], I feel his woe just as
I ordinarily feel only my own; and, likewise, I directly desire his
weal in the same way I otherwise desire only my own. But this
requires that I am in some way identified with him, in other words,
that this entire difference between me and everyone else, which is
the very basis of my egoism, is eliminated, to a certain extent at
least.”77 The compassionate person, then, perceives and responds
appropriately to our noumenal unity, whereas others, egoists in par-
ticular, remain deluded by the appearance of plurality.78 Compas-
sion is the core of Schopenauer’s (non-eudaimonistic) virtue theory.
Schopenhauer holds that the virtues of justice and philanthropy fol-
low from compassion, and that all other virtues flow from justice and
philanthropy.79 All vices, such as greed, lust, cruelty, and treachery,
spring from the incentives of egoism and malice.80 Schopenhauer
is far more pessimistic than Kant about moral self-improvement.
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Schopenhauer describes virtues and vices as “inherent and enduring
qualities,” and the goodness or badness of one’s character as “innate
and ineradicable.”81

contemporary virtue ethics

Neither Kant’s moral theory in general, nor his theory of virtue
in particular, has been warmly received by contemporary virtue
ethicists. Especially early on, contemporary virtue ethicists made
the case for a return to virtue through critiques of the dominant
moral approaches of Kantianism and utilitarian consequentialism.82

G. E. M. Anscombe’s “Modern Moral Philosophy,”83 which is widely
credited with reviving virtue ethics, does far more than criticize
Kant. Certainly, however, one of the more influential claims of
Anscombe’s paper is that Kant’s notion of self-legislation is inade-
quate to ground his system of duties. According to Anscombe, Kant’s
moral theory is incoherent: It portrays morality as independent of
religion, and yet includes notions such as moral obligation and moral
law that depend on a divine law giver. Anscombe argues that “the
concepts of obligation, and duty . . . and of what is morally right and
wrong, and of the moral sense of ‘ought’, ought to be jettisoned if this
is psychologically possible; because they are survivals, or derivatives
from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics which no longer
generally survives, and are only harmful without it.”84

Many virtue-oriented critics of Kant have objected that his moral
theory demands unreasonable impartiality, is hostile to emotions,
and includes a conception of virtue that is impossibly demanding.85

For example, in “Moral Saints,”86 Susan Wolf draws on Kant’s views
of virtue and imperfect duties to sketch an account of a Kantian agent
whose life is objectionably dominated by morality:

The Kantian would have to value his activities and character traits in so
far as they were manifestations of respect for the moral law. If the develop-
ment of our powers to achieve physical, intellectual, or artistic excellence,
or activities directed towards making others happy are to have any moral
worth, they must arise from a reverence for the dignity that members of our
species have as a result of being endowed with pure practical reason. This is
a good and noble motivation, to be sure. But . . . it is hardly what one hopes
to find lying dominantly behind a father’s action on behalf of his son or a
lover’s on behalf of her beloved.87
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Some virtue-ethical criticisms of Kant regarding emotions and
impartiality link virtue ethics to the ethics of care.88 In this vein,
Annette Baier suggests that a Humean virtue ethics better responds
to the “different voice” captured by Carol Gilligan than do Kantian
or consequentialist theories. In contrast to Kant, whose ethics Baier
criticizes as too focused on rule-following, rationality, autonomy,
equality, and interpersonal conflict, Baier sees Hume as offering a
moral theory that recognizes the importance of character traits, the
role of feeling in moral judgment, “fluid” boundaries between oneself
and others, the moral significance of unchosen relationships (includ-
ing those among nonequals), and intrapersonal conflicts.89

Because of the dominance of Kant’s Groundwork and second
Critique among Kant’s ethical works in much of the English-
speaking philosophical world, some criticisms of Kant’s moral theory
may well be made in ignorance of Kant’s theory of virtue – or with a
poor understanding of that theory. In contrast, Rosalind Hursthouse,
a neo-Aristotelian familiar with a range of Kant’s ethical writings,
offers a fairly charitable appraisal of Kant’s (and Kantian) ethics.90

Hursthouse takes Aristotle’s ethics to do better than Kant’s in recog-
nizing the moral significance of emotions and the relation between
emotions and rationality. Yet she sees the potential for a more sophis-
ticated Kantian account of emotions in the life of a virtuous person –
perhaps to be constructed from Kant’s own more thoughtful claims
about emotions in the “Doctrine of Virtue.”91 We may reasonably
hope that as Kantians further clarify Kant’s theory of virtue, its rich-
ness will be more widely appreciated.92
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