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1

A Pettiness of Soul

Kantian aesthetics provides a framework within which to conceptualize 
various connections between the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure and 
culture. But Kant does not always make these connections fully explicit 
in his principal writings, including his writings in aesthetics. In the pre-
sent chapter, we will take a first step toward understanding Kant’s view 
by considering two of his underlying reasons for attempting to articulate 
such connections in the first place. The first is that he wishes to engage 
with the kind of anti‐aesthetic thought, based in large part on ethical 
considerations, that Rousseau advanced. The second reason is that he 
accepts the general view that we may pursue a developmental process 
through which we can become more sophisticated moral agents – the 
process of culture – and he wishes to understand how the pursuit of 
aesthetic pleasure might be a means by which we can pursue this pro-
cess. In what follows, we will examine, in turn, each of these reasons.

Rousseau’s anti‐aestheticism, to begin with, is grounded partly in his 
concern that a society in which the taste for luxury is widespread – 
including the supposed luxury of artistic beauty – will be less free, and 
its members will be less virtuous. Princes, he claims, “always view with 
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14 The Possibility of Culture

pleasure the dissemination among their subjects of a taste for the 
 agreeable Arts and for superfluities which entail no export of monies,” 
since “besides thus nurturing in them that pettiness of soul so suited to 
servitude, they well know that all the needs which a People imposes on 
itself are so many chains which it assumes.”1 Kant, in his 1784/5 ethics 
lectures, points out that the issue of luxury “has long been an object 
of philosophic consideration,” and that philosophers have been particu-
larly concerned to know “whether it ought to be approved or 
 disapproved, and whether it conforms to morality or is opposed to it.”2 
He addresses Rousseau’s position directly, tracing it back to what he 
calls the “Cynic ideal,” whose ancient defender was Diogenes. Kant, in 
fact, refers to Rousseau as “that subtle Diogenes” of modern times.3

In the ethics lectures, Kant approaches the issue of luxury partly from 
the point of view of individual happiness. Diogenes’ view, Kant claims, 
is that “the means of happiness [are] negative” as “man is by nature 
content with little.”4 Kant agrees that the pursuit of luxury risks leading 
us away from happiness. In fact, he takes seriously the possibility that 
becoming overly caught up in the pursuit of luxury can make us suicidal. 
It makes us dependent on things which we may one day no longer be 
able to procure for ourselves. When we cannot enjoy a luxury on which 
we have come to depend, he claims, we may then be “thrown into 
all  kinds of distress, so that we may even proceed to do away with 
 ourselves.”5

In addition to claiming that the pursuit of luxury risks contributing 
to our unhappiness, Kant also maintains that its pursuit can serve as a 
hindrance to us as moral agents. The trouble, he claims, is that insofar 
as getting caught up in the pursuit of luxury “multiplies our needs,” it 
also “increases the enticements and attractions of inclination.” Since our 
inclinations can lead us away from acting in conformity with our moral 
duties, anything that might increase our dependence on the inclinations 
is potentially dangerous from a moral point of view. As Kant puts it, 
when we depend too heavily on luxury, “it becomes hard to comply 
with morality; for the simpler and more innocent our needs, the less we 
are liable to err in fulfilling them.” Thus, the pursuit of luxury may 
 indirectly constitute “an incursion upon morality.”6

In spite of his reservations concerning the pursuit of luxury, Kant 
does not advocate avoiding it altogether. Rather, he maintains that if we 
are going to pursue luxury, we should exercise moderation in doing so. 
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Aesthetics and Culture in Context 15

Thus, he claims, “there can be no objection to luxury from the moral 
point of view, save only that there must be laws, not to restrict it, but to 
furnish guidance,”7 and as long as an individual violates neither duties to 
himself, nor duties to others in pursuing luxury, he “may enjoy as much 
pleasure as he has the ability and taste for.”8 In fact, not only does Kant 
see no objection to pursuing luxury in appropriate ways, he also main-
tains that there is a sense in which pursuing luxury can be advantageous 
to us insofar as we wish to develop morally. He holds this view because 
he thinks of luxuries as potentially amounting to helpful “diversions.” 
His thought is that if we have a choice between pursuing a luxurious 
pleasure – which he takes to be a refined pleasure – and a pleasure merely 
tied to our immediate sensory gratification, it is better to pursue the lux-
urious one. Thus, in the Anthropology, Kant suggests that the pursuit of 
the arts, specifically, can serve as a helpful diversion, since when one 
“entertains himself with fine arts instead of mere sensual pleasures, he 
has the added satisfaction that he (as a refined man) is capable of such 
pleasures,” and his pleasure will amount to enjoyment “in such objects 
that it does us credit to be occupied with.”9

Thus, Kant and Rousseau are agreed that the arts are luxuries, and 
that luxuries are diversions. But they disagree over whether the diver-
sion is helpful in the long run, especially when it comes to culture. 
Moreover, because Kant holds that luxury, as diversion, can help us to 
develop morally as individuals, and because, as we have seen, he holds 
that moral development at the individual level makes possible social 
progress, he is in a position to hold that pursuing the luxury of the arts 
can contribute, indirectly, to the improvement of society.

Although Kant, unlike Rousseau, supports the pursuit of the arts – 
even insofar as this amounts to the pursuit of a luxurious pleasure – he 
does not think that the pursuit of just any pleasure serves to promote 
our moral development. The pursuit of the pleasure of “agreeableness” 
is Kant’s prime example of an unhelpful pleasure. Kant takes the 
 pleasure of agreeableness to be “a delight pathologically conditioned 
(by stimuli).”10 Sweets or wine can please our senses in a very immediate 
way, if we are fond of them, yet the pleasure has an addictive and  self‐
centered quality. The object is considered insofar as it is capable of 
continuing to please me. As Kant puts it, the pleasure presupposes “the 
bearing [the object’s] existence has upon my state so far as it is affected 
by such an object.”11 It is in this way that the pleasure of agreeableness 
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16 The Possibility of Culture

is bound up with a “represented bond of connection between the 
Subject and the real existence of the object.”12 In other words, the plea-
sure is bound up with a representation of the object’s continuing to 
exist. As part of this representation, I, the subject, continue in the 
future to stand in a relation to the object – namely, the relation of being 
pleased by it.

In experiencing the pleasure of agreeableness, Kant maintains, “incli-
nation is aroused.”13 On Kant’s view, inclinations are “habitual desires” 
that are closely connected with powerful passions which, if allowed to 
develop in us, constitute a significant hindrance to morality.14 In the 
Essay on the Maladies of the Head, for example, Kant describes passions 
as inclinations which are of a particularly “high degree.”15 And, in the 
Anthropology, he claims that many of the passions to which we are sus-
ceptible belong to one of four categories.16 The first is the category 
“mania for honour,” which involves a “striving after the reputation of 
honour,” even though the sought after reputation has nothing to do 
with our inner moral worth.17 The second category is “mania for 
revenge,” which Kant takes to involve the specific passion of hatred 
insofar as it arises out of an injustice we have experienced.18 Next, there 
is “mania for domination,” which involves placing “the advantage of 
force” over others.19 Finally, there is “mania for possession,” or the 
desire to accumulate wealth for its own sake.

A passion amounts to a hindrance to us as moral agents, on Kant’s 
account, because, regardless of the category to which it belongs, it is at 
bottom an inclination that threatens to take over the mind and cloud 
our freedom to select among principles in acting. As he puts it in the 
Metaphysics of Morals, in passion the mind becomes fixated on a sensible 
desire in such a way as to form “principles upon it.”20 When a passion 
takes hold in the mind, it comes to ground our action in a very rigid 
way. The trouble with this is not that passions are connected with prin-
ciples, as such – principles are essential to moral agency. Rather, the 
trouble with passions is that, because the relevant principles are grounded 
in sensible inclinations, it is possible to be rigidly drawn into acting con-
trary to duty. This is why Kant claims that passions may lead us to “take 
up what is evil (as something premeditated)” into the maxims that 
underlie our actions.21 In the end, Kant claims in the Lectures on 
Pedagogy, “[i]f one wants to form a good character, one must first clear 
away the passions.”22
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Aesthetics and Culture in Context 17

Because the pleasure of agreeableness is a sensory pleasure that 
arouses inclinations, thereby paving the way for the development of pas-
sions, Kant deems this pleasure unhelpful to us insofar as we wish to 
develop morally. We have already begun to see that Kant finds it appro-
priate to differentiate between pleasures of the senses and the more 
refined pleasure of beauty, and it is worth noting that, in doing this, 
Kant is by no means alone. For example, Shaftesbury claimed in his 
Characteristics, first published in 1711, that while we are experiencing 
beauty, we must not be concerned with the sensory enjoyment that the 
object is able to offer us. He considers a case in which someone observing 
trees longs “for nothing so much as to taste some delicious fruit of 
theirs” and returns to them as a source of enjoyment whenever he is in 
the garden.23 This “sordidly luxurious” delight could not, according to 
Shaftesbury, be the delight of beauty. Similarly, in A Philosophical 
Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, pub-
lished in 1757, Edmund Burke claimed that in experiencing the pleasure 
of beauty, we do not lust after the object that pleases us. Lust is “an 
energy of the mind, that hurries us on to the possession of certain 
objects.” Whereas lower pleasures are connected with lust, beauty, the 
more refined pleasure, is connected with love. Beauty, Burke held, is the 
quality in bodies “by which they cause love, or some passion similar to 
it.”24 Kant was familiar with these ideas, and endorsed them in principle – 
even if he develops them in unique ways in his own aesthetic theory.

There is much more to Kant’s defense of aesthetic pleasure against 
Rousseauian anti‐aestheticism than is apparent so far. Merely focusing 
on the possibility that the arts amount to luxurious diversions offering a 
pleasure that is more refined than the pleasure of agreeableness would 
not fully capture the spirit of Kantian aesthetics. For one thing, Kant’s 
aesthetic theory is not primarily a theory about beauty in the arts. Some 
of his remarks, which we will consider later, even give the impression 
that he is of the view that it is more difficult for us to have genuine expe-
riences of beauty in response to artworks than in response to natural 
objects. Although he does in the end find a place in his theory for such 
experiences of artistic beauty, experiences of natural beauty fit most 
easily within the theory.

There are two relevant features of Kant’s conception of the experi-
ence of beauty on which we will focus: its ability to cultivate in us the 
capacity to feel love, and its feature of being disinterested. Much of 
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18 The Possibility of Culture

Kant’s fuller explanation as to why the pleasure of beauty can contribute 
to our moral development rests on the claim that it has these features.

Kant’s most direct allusion to the first feature occurs in Section 29 of 
the third Critique. The pleasure of beauty, he claims, is “final in  reference 
to the moral feeling,” because it “prepares us to love something, even 
nature, apart from any interest.”25 Kant mentions the second feature of 
the pleasure of beauty in Section 59 of the third Critique, where he 
writes that “[t]aste makes, as it were, the transition from the charm of 
sense to habitual moral interest possible without too violent a leap,” and 
it does this to the extent that it “teaches us to find, even in sensuous 
objects, a free delight apart from any charm of sense.”26 Kant’s view is 
that the pleasure of beauty is disinterested in such a way that it can teach 
us to step back from inclinations relating to objects of the senses. We 
learn how to be pleased by things without also becoming attached to 
them in selfish ways. As he puts it in a reflection, the beautiful “must 
betray no alien interest, but please apart from any self‐interest.”27

There is, of course, a second aesthetic pleasure that Kant takes up – 
the pleasure of sublimity. His view is that, like the pleasure of beauty, the 
pleasure of sublimity is connected with a kind of emotional experience 
that is relevant to our moral development. Whereas the experience of 
beauty is connected with love, the experience of sublimity is connected 
with respect or esteem. The pleasure of sublimity, he claims in Section 29, 
is “final” for the moral feeling insofar as it prepares us “to esteem 
something highly even in opposition to our (sensuous) interest.”28

Kant does not fully express the connections between aesthetic 
 pleasure’s possessing these features, and its capacity to foster our moral 
development. We will need to reconstruct and make explicit these con-
nections in order properly to understand the deeper Kantian response to 
the anti‐aesthetic thought of a philosopher such as Rousseau – and, 
more generally, to see how Kant’s ethical priorities interact with his 
account of aesthetic pleasure. This is the task that we will take up in the 
following chapters.

It is worth highlighting that the emphasis here is on Kant’s views on 
the moral implications of the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure. However, 
Kant also entertains various other possible connections between morality 
and taste which concern less directly the ethical implications of pursuing 
pleasure, as such. In Section 42 of the third Critique, for instance, he 
claims that if we take an interest in beautiful natural objects, this is an 
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indication that we have an interest in morality. As he puts it, there is 
reason to presume the presence of “at least the germ of a good moral 
disposition in the case of a man to whom the beauty of nature is a matter 
of immediate interest.”29 Kant accepts this view partly because he main-
tains that there is an analogy between moral and aesthetic judgments, 
and he takes it to follow from this that individuals who are interested in 
the latter can be expected also to be interested in the former. He also has 
a further reason for accepting the view. When we experience a natural 
object as beautiful, he maintains, it feels to us as if it were designed to 
meet the aims of our cognitive capacities. If we have an interest in 
morality, moreover, we apparently seek messages of hope that the moral 
progress that we seek is possible given the structure of the natural 
world.30 But experiencing nature as conducive to our cognitive aims in 
an experience of beauty can enable us to feel precisely that nature is on 
our side – a thought that can inspire us to continue to maintain our 
moral hope. That is, we may feel as if natural beauty is “the cypher in 
which nature speaks to us figuratively.”31

Although these may ultimately turn out to be interesting proposals, 
we will leave them aside, and focus instead on the features of aesthetic 
pleasure, itself, that help us to develop morally by becoming better able 
to distance ourselves from our inclinations.32

The Disposition to Choose Nothing  
But Good Ends

The notion of “culture” plays a central role in Kant’s philosophy, 
including his aesthetics, even if at times it plays its role unassumingly in 
the background. As mentioned at the beginning of the present chapter, 
Kant is concerned to understand how the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure 
might be a means by which we can pursue culture.

The process of culture, considered at the individual level, is a process 
of development that is divided into stages, according to Kant. In the 
Lectures on Pedagogy, he describes four main stages of culture: discipline, 
skill, prudence, and moralization. Discipline, he holds, is “merely the 
taming of savagery”; at this stage, we must be helped to reason by 
others, who will impose order upon our actions in order to “seek to 
 prevent animality from doing damage to humanity.”33 Next, once our 
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20 The Possibility of Culture

“animality” has been suitably disciplined, our skill may be developed. 
Skill is a capacity for procuring what we need to survive and to garner 
basic enjoyments in life. It is, as Kant puts it, “a faculty which is sufficient 
for the carrying out of whatever purpose.”34 Kant’s view is that skill 
should be developed so that it is “thorough and not superficial,” which 
partly means that “one must not assume the appearance of knowing 
things that later one cannot bring about.”35 Next, at the stage of 
 prudence, we develop our manners and other social capacities. We 
become “well suited” for human society, “popular, and influential.”36 At 
the stage of prudence, we are becoming “civilized.” However, even 
 prudential action can be largely determined by inclinations, according 
to Kant, and in this sense such action is still fairly closely connected with 
instinct. It is not until we reach the final stage of culture, that of moral-
ization (Moralisirung), that we begin to become adept at choosing 
“good ends” for our actions, where these amount to ends which are 
“necessarily approved by everyone and which can be the simultaneous 
ends of everyone.”37

According to Kant, our progressing through the stages of culture 
occurs alongside the development of our reason. We are not, in Kant’s 
view, born with our reason fully developed. We begin merely with a 
capacity to develop into rationally sophisticated beings. Reason, Kant 
maintains, still “needs attempts, practice and instruction in order grad-
ually to progress from one stage of insight to another.”38 Ultimately, 
carrying out actions from duty – those with full moral worth – will occur 
near the higher end of this developmental sequence, since moral action 
goes hand in hand with rational sophistication. It is through the use of 
reason that we are able to contemplate and act on the basis of principles 
of duty.

Kant categorizes the stages of culture slightly differently in different 
works, but these characterizations have in common a tendency to frame 
the issue of individual development as embodying a transition away from 
“animality.”39 Kant understands that there is a sense in which a human 
being is inescapably an animal, no matter how far he or she pursues 
culture. But Kant believes that it is possible to distinguish between animal 
aspects of human beings and non‐animal aspects. It is a human being’s 
reason, specifically, that Kant takes to exemplify the part of a human 
being that is furthest from his or her animal nature. The contrast bet-
ween humanity and animality, in fact, is implicit even in Kant’s  definition 
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of “reason.” In the Idea for a Universal History, for example, Kant claims 
that “reason” is “a faculty of extending the rules and aims of the use of 
all its powers far beyond natural instinct.”40 Whereas animals act merely 
on natural instinct, human beings can do more than this.

Distancing ourselves from our animality consists partly in acquiring 
the capacity to distance ourselves from our inclinations. This is why 
Kant takes moralization to be the final stage of culture, and also the 
stage in which the human being exemplifies most fully, and is able to live 
on the basis of, a split between animality and rationality. In the Metaphysics 
of Morals, Kant considers the case of a man who is initially determined 
to follow his inclinations, and faces a choice between satisfying his own 
personal needs and caring for a sick father. This man “proves his free-
dom in the highest degree” if he manages to put aside his inclination in 
order to take what he believes to be the right course of action.41 We can 
say that this man is acting with a preference for his rationality.

Thus, Kant holds that we need to develop our capacity to distance 
ourselves from our inclinations if we wish to develop as human beings 
and moral agents. As Kant puts it in the Appendix to the Critique of 
Teleological Judgment, this distancing will amount to a kind of “nega-
tive culture.” It is “negative” insofar as it functions to remove obstacles 
to “the will in its determination and choice of its ends.”42 Negative 
culture consists in the “liberation of the will from the despotism of 
desires whereby, in our attachment to certain natural things, we are ren-
dered incapable of exercising a choice of our own.”43 Our “natural 
capacities,” Kant writes, are “very purposively adapted to the performance 
of our essential functions as an animal species, but the inclinations are a 
great impediment to the development of our humanity.” The task we 
face is “to prevail over the rudeness and violence of inclinations that 
belong more to the animal part of our nature and are most inimical to 
education that would fit us for our higher vocation (inclinations toward 
enjoyment), and to make way for the development of our humanity.”44

It is worth noting that we need not presuppose Kant’s view that it is 
appropriate to disparage the “animal” aspects of ourselves, as such, in 
the reconstruction of the account that follows. Beginning a reconstruc-
tion of Kant’s aesthetics on such a controversial premise is best avoided 
if possible. And it is possible to do so. It is inessential to invoke the 
notion of “animality” in order to capture what is essential to his account 
of moral development by means of the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure. 
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22 The Possibility of Culture

That is, we can make perfectly good sense of the idea of a process of 
development by which we acquire the capacity to distance ourselves 
from inclinations without describing this process as amounting to a 
transition away from what is “animal” in us. While it is important to rec-
ognize that Kant is motivated to pursue connections between aesthetic 
pleasure and moral development partly because he holds a very specific 
conception of culture, only certain core elements of that account of 
culture are actually required to articulate the relevant connections.

Kant’s account of moral development interacts with other aspects of 
his ethical theory in complex ways, and it will be helpful to outline, 
however briefly, the nature of this interaction. The concept of duty is 
central to Kant’s ethics, and, on his view, there is certainly a sense in 
which we are expected to do our moral duties. But, at the same time, 
Kant acknowledges that we are imperfect and developing moral agents. 
Insofar as we are not fully developed, there is also a sense in which we 
cannot be expected to be capable of doing our moral duties in every 
particular case, especially in the face of powerful inclinations leading us 
away from duty.

At first glance, this picture can seem contradictory, and we need some 
way of making sense of it. To begin with, one difference between well 
developed and less developed moral agents is that the former are skilled 
at acting not merely in conformity with duty, but also from duty. This is 
a distinction between, on the one hand, merely choosing good ends, 
and, on the other hand, having the right motivation behind our choice 
of good ends. Actions done merely in conformity with duty will have the 
outward appearance of being dutiful, but will lack moral worth. For 
example, the shopkeeper whom Kant considers in the Groundwork may 
choose not to overcharge inexperienced customers, which is what duty 
requires. Thus, he acts in conformity with duty. However, it does not 
follow from the fact that his action conforms with duty that he has acted 
in this way “from duty and basic principles of honesty.”45 He may, for 
instance, merely be acting on the basis of a principle of self‐love, such as 
one bound up with the expectation that, by maintaining a good reputa-
tion within his community, his business will do better in the long run. If 
he does act merely on the basis of such a principle, then his action lacks 
moral worth. The case in the Groundwork of the philanthropist further 
illustrates this underlying point. This philanthropist helps others merely 
on the basis of a feeling of sympathy and a desire to enjoy the pleasure 
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he takes in spreading joy and satisfying others. However, he does not 
also understand that it is his moral duty to help others. For this reason, 
Kant maintains, his action lacks moral worth and is “on the same footing 
with other inclinations.”46

Kant describes agents who are very highly skilled at acting from duty 
as possessing “virtue.” Virtuous agents will be at the pinnacle of moral 
development. Kant holds that virtue is a kind of inner strength that 
manifests itself in a disposition to act from duty. Thus, in the Metaphysics 
of Morals, he describes virtue as the strength “of a human being’s maxims 
in fulfilling his duty,”47 and as “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.”48 
And in Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, he describes 
virtue as a “firmly grounded disposition to fulfill one’s duty strictly.”49 
Virtue is a disposition not just for choosing good ends in the face of the 
influence of the inclinations, but for doing so in a way that is guided by 
an awareness of the moral law. It is a disposition to act not just in con-
formity with duty, but to do so from duty.

It is important for Kantian ethics to incorporate the notion of virtue 
as a disposition to act from duty, since this makes possible some impor-
tant distinctions. For it is possible that we should carry out our actions 
from duty – even all of our actions – while still lacking a morally relevant 
quality. As Kant points out, we may live long and guiltless lives simply as 
a result of having been fortunate to have escaped temptations that would 
have drawn us away from morally worthy action.50 For every moral test 
that we have faced, we might have passed it by acting from duty. But 
there are many moral tests that we have not faced, perhaps because of 
the circumstances in which we find ourselves. If we were born into a 
privileged social position, for example, we might not be tempted to 
steal; or, if we have become entrenched in certain habits of action that 
have come to seem necessary, we may never fully realize that we could 
act contrary to duty and on the basis of principles of self‐love if we so 
chose.51 To the extent that we have been able to act from duty primarily 
because of our good fortune rather than out of a stable disposition to do 
so in a variety of counterfactual scenarios, we may be said to lack virtue.52

Thus, consider three cases involving philanthropists. The first is that 
of the philanthropist considered earlier. Although he succeeds in acting 
in conformity with duty – which is in itself an achievement – his actions 
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still lack moral worth, since they do not emanate from a recognition of 
his duty. A second philanthropist chooses to help others out of a sense 
of duty in all the scenarios he actually faces. But were he faced with more 
difficult moral tests, he would choose to disregard the duty to help 
others and choose instead to act on principles of self‐love. This second 
philanthropist succeeds in acting in conformity with duty as well as from 
duty, but ultimately lacks virtue. By contrast, a third philanthropist acts 
both in conformity with duty and from duty in the cases he actually 
faces, and also would carry out philanthropic acts from duty in a wide 
range of non‐actual cases which would challenge his moral resolve. Only 
this third philanthropist deserves to be called virtuous.

Even though the gold standard for moral action is to be virtuous, and 
thus to be capable of acting from duty on a consistent basis, Kant’s view 
admits of degrees of moral development. His view even allows us to say 
that individuals who manage to act in conformity with duty without also 
acting from duty are doing better than individuals who do not even 
manage to act in conformity with duty. In fact, this is exactly what Kant 
believes. He views it as an achievement when we develop to the point of 
being able to act in conformity with duty, given that we all face inclina-
tions that tempt us away from doing even this much. In the Metaphysics 
of Morals, for instance, Kant describes sympathetic joy and sadness as 
“sensible feelings of pleasure or pain … at another’s state of joy or sor-
row,” and claims that the capacity to feel sympathy is “one of the 
impulses that nature has implanted in us to do what representations of 
duty alone might not accomplish.”53 Even though, as his treatment of 
the original philanthropist case makes clear, Kant holds that, in acting in 
conformity with duty by drawing on a feeling of sympathy but not on a 
principle of duty, our action does not have full moral worth, it is still 
true that we have accomplished something worthwhile. We have at least 
acted in conformity with duty, when we might have failed to do so.

Similarly, in the Anthropology, Kant describes the role of the feeling of 
compassion in moral agency. He contrasts compassion, which he 
describes as an inclination “of pathological (sensible) impulse,” with the 
state of moral apathy which he takes to characterize wise individuals, and 
to be an “entirely correct and sublime moral principle of the Stoic 
school.” On the one hand, Kant claims, the virtuous or wise individual 
“must never be in a state of affect, not even in that of compassion with 
the misfortune of his best friend,” and this is because affect “makes us 
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(more or less) blind.”54 Yet, on the other hand, the reality is that we do 
have a tendency to feel compassion, and there is no reason for us to 
avoid making use of this tendency in order to bring ourselves to act in 
conformity with duty. As Kant puts it, “[t]he wisdom of nature has 
planted in us the predisposition to compassion in order to handle the 
reins provisionally, until reason has achieved the necessary strength; that 
is to say, for the purpose of enlivening us, nature has added the incentive 
of pathological (sensible) impulse to the moral incentives for the good, 
as a temporary surrogate of reason.”55

We can now make better sense of what seemed to be a tension in 
Kant’s ethical thought. It is true that there is a sense in which we cannot 
be expected to be capable of doing our moral duties in every particular 
case. We are not born embodying the wisdom that Kant attributes to the 
Stoic; we are not born with the developed capacity consistently to act 
from duty. As such, there are bound to be cases in which we will falter, 
morally. On the other hand, there remains a sense in which we ought to 
do our moral duties. To say this is to say that we ought to do what it 
takes to make ourselves into the kinds of people who can consistently act 
from duty. Given that learning to act in conformity with duty on a con-
sistent basis is a first step in learning to act from duty, we may pursue our 
task partly by learning how better to act in conformity with duty. This is 
why Kant claims that we have, for instance, an “indirect duty” to culti-
vate “the compassionate natural (aesthetic) 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.” Cultivating our capacity for 
sympathy is one way for us to develop morally by learning to act in con-
formity with duty. We may cultivate the relevant compassionate feelings 
in us, Kant suggests, by placing ourselves in circumstances in which we 
will be able to share in painful feelings that we find difficult to resist, 
including circumstances in which we interact with those living in poverty 
or with illnesses.56

Most relevant in the present context is a second way of pursuing 
moral development. This, of course, is the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure. 
It is clear that Kant takes this pursuit to be one way of pursuing a process 
of culture that will help us to learn to distance ourselves from our incli-
nations, and in so doing to help us to become more sophisticated moral 
agents.57 As he puts in the Critique of Teleological Judgment, the arts 
“do much to overcome the tyrannical propensities of the senses, and so 
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prepare man for a sovereignty in which reason alone shall have sway.”58 
Pursuing aesthetic pleasure will help us to acquire skill in putting aside 
our inclinations in order to act in conformity with duty, but will not 
directly teach us to act from duty. From a Kantian point of view, though, 
even this is an achievement.59

Although we are focusing on Kantian moral theory, one does not 
need to accept such a moral theory in order to endorse Kant’s account 
of the connection between aesthetic pleasure and the loosening of 
 inclinations. And it goes without saying that achieving such a loosening 
will constitute a moral achievement from the point of view of various 
non‐Kantian moral theories – including those which do not even 
 consider whether a given action was done from duty in determining its 
moral worth.
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