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Abstract
Schopenhauer presents his moral philosophy as diametrically opposed to
that of Kant: for him, pure practical reason is an illusion and morality
can arise only from the feeling of compassion, while for Kant it cannot
be based on such a feeling and can be based only on pure practical
reason. But the difference is not as great as Schopenhauer makes it seem,
because for him compassion is supposed to arise from metaphysical
insight into the unity of all being, thus from pure if theoretical reason,
while for Kant pure practical reason works only by effecting a feeling of
respect (in the ‘Critical’ works) or by cultivating, i.e. affecting, natural
dispositions to moral feeling (in the ‘post-Critical’ works). I argue that
Kant’s is the more realistic theory on this point.
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Introduction
Schopenhauer famously states that ‘compassion (Mitleid) is the real

moral incentive’ (BM y19, 221),1 more fully that the alleviation of the

suffering of others is the ultimate goal of morality and compassion for

their suffering leading to action to alleviate it the highest moral incentive.

Among his numerous other criticisms of Kant’s moral philosophy Scho-

penhauer accordingly emphasizes Kant’s apparent rejection of compassion

as a morally significant incentive, especially in the latter’s exposition of the

concept of duty in the first section of the Groundwork for the Metaphysics

of Morals leading to the first formulation of the categorical imperative,

and in a related comment in the Critique of Practical Reason.2 Drawing

on the Groundwork, Schopenhauer writes that according to Kant ‘An

action y has genuine moral worth only when it happens exclusively from

duty and merely for the sake of duty, without any inclination toward it.

Worth of character is to commence only when someone, without sympathy
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of the heart, cold and indifferent to the suffering of others, and not properly

born to be a philanthropist, nevertheless displays beneficence merely for the

sake of tiresome duty.’3 Covering himself with the mantle of Christianity

in a way that he does not usually do, and also appealing to Friedrich

Schiller’s famous lampoon of Kant in the Xenien, Schopenhauer continues:

‘This assertion, which outrages genuine moral feeling, this apotheosis of

unkindness which directly opposes the Christian moral doctrine that

places love above all else and allows nothing to count without it y this

tactless moral pedantry has been satirized by Schiller in two apt epigrams,

entitled ‘‘Scruples of Conscience and Decision’’.’4 He then quotes from the

Critique of Practical Reason, ‘The disposition incumbent upon a human

being to have in observing the moral law is to do so from duty, not from

voluntary liking nor even from an endeavour he undertakes uncom-

manded, gladly and of his own accord’,5 and then explodes, ‘It has to be

commanded! What a slave-morality!’ (BM y6, 137).

But in his last main work in moral philosophy, the Metaphysics of

Morals of 1797, specifically its Doctrine of Virtue, Kant included ‘love

of human beings’ among the four ‘aesthetic preconditions of the mind’s

receptivity to the concept of duty’,6 and further described ‘compassio-

nate natural (aesthetic) feelings’ as ‘so many means to sympathy based

on moral principles’, receptivity to which nature has ‘implanted in

human beings’ but which human beings have a duty to ‘cultivate’. The

word translated as ‘sympathy’ is the very same word that Schopenhauer

uses, namely Mitleid.7 Thus at least in the Metaphysics of Morals Kant

recognized the importance of what Schopenhauer claimed he utterly

rejected. Now Schopenhauer notoriously thought that all of Kant’s

work beginning with the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason

represented a downhill slide, and that the Metaphysics of Morals in

particular was a work of Kant’s senility. So maybe he just ignored

Kant’s recognition of ‘love of human beings’ and feelings of ‘sympathy’

in this work. Or even if Schopenhauer did note Kant’s recognition of the

importance of these feelings, he might well have thought that they

represented a substantive departure from Kant’s moral theory of the

Groundwork and second Critique, and that in spite of some late con-

version on Kant’s part the author of those earlier works still deserved

the excoriation to which he had been subjected.

I want to argue that Kant’s apparent dismissal of compassion, on which

Schopenhauer based his criticism of Kant, is only an artefact of his

initial derivation of the fundamental principle of morality from the

concept of duty in the first section of the Groundwork, while Kant’s
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later characterization of compassion as the means nature has implanted

in us to the performance of beneficent actions, though it certainly goes

beyond anything said in the Groundwork, is nevertheless compatible

with the account of moral motivation that Kant begins to develop in the

Groundwork, even in its first section, in the form of his theory of

the motivational role of the feeling of respect; Kant’s later account

of the ‘aesthetic preconditions of the mind’s susceptibility to the concept

of duty’ is an amplification and refinement of his earlier theory of a

feeling of respect. In the end, Kant as well as Schopenhauer recognizes

a necessary role for compassion in moral motivation.

To be sure, there are fundamental differences between their moral

philosophies and in particular between their accounts of the aetiology

and function of feelings of compassion or sympathy. First, Scho-

penhauer’s conviction is that compassion is not only the necessary but

also a completely sufficient incentive for morality, based on his view

that there can be no goal for morality other than the alleviation of

suffering, while Kant’s conception of the goals of morality is more

complex, and thus even though he is willing to countenance sympathy

as an incentive that is in some way necessary for morality, he could not

consider it a complete and sufficient incentive for morality. Second,

Schopenhauer’s conviction that only compassion can be the incentive

for morality, not, as he takes Kant to hold, pure reason, is based on his

view that reason is a superficial feature of human nature, functioning at

best instrumentally, while for Kant reason is essential to the ‘authentic

being’ of humankind, so even if there is a place for sympathy in Kant’s

complete conception of moral motivation it cannot be to the exclusion

of reason, but must be something in some way dependent upon and

conditioned by reason. However, while this might suggest that Kant’s

ethics is to some considerable extent rationalistic, and Schopenhauer’s

ethics could not possibly be so, matters are not as simple as this: in fact,

Schopenhauer offers a singularly cognitivist account of the aetiology of

compassion that sees it as flowing automatically from a metaphysical

insight into the superficiality of the numerical distance between persons

that simply abolishes any emotional preference for oneself over others,

while Kant regards sympathetic feelings for others as an independent

yet natural endowment of human beings that needs to be cultivated and

conditioned or constrained under the guidance of reason, but that

does not simply flow automatically from reason. Kant’s account of the

role of sympathetic feeling in virtue thus manifests a more complex

and in my own opinion more plausible view of human nature than

Schopenhauer’s.
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Schopenhauer’s Ethics of Compassion
Schopenhauer’s ethics is based on the premises that there is no such

thing as pure practical reason, only instrumental or prudential reason,

thus that there are no ends of reason but only ends set by feeling, and

further that there is no positive happiness available to human beings,

only the alleviation of pain, whether that is merely the pain of boredom

or something worse; from these premises it follows that pure reason can

set no moral ends for human beings, but only the feeling of compassion

can motivate the alleviation of pain. Because Schopenhauer does not

recognize pure practical reason, he rejects Kant’s conception of the

fundamental principle of morality as a principle valid for all rational

beings as well as his conception of the categorical imperative as the way

in which our own pure practical reason presents this principle to the

other, sensible aspect of our being; he therefore also rejects Kant’s

specific conception of duties to oneself, which can make sense only if we

have a twofold self, in which our own rational self can put our sensible

self under obligation. It is because of his rejection of any pure practical

reason as a source of obligation within ourselves that Schopenhauer can

only make sense of Kant’s ethics of obligation as a holdover of theo-

logical or divine command ethics, in which we are put under obligation

by an external power, in spite of Kant’s own explicit rejection of

theological ethics.8 But unlike David Hume, who also holds that

practical reason is only instrumental reason in the service of ends set by

feeling, and who if he does not go so far as thinking of happiness as

consisting only in the alleviation of suffering nevertheless does think of

‘tranquillity’ as the highest goal of morality and thereby at least elevates

freedom from importunate desires above any more positive goals of

morality,9 Schopenhauer sees the feeling of compassion as flowing

directly from metaphysical insight into the underlying unity of all being,

an insight that can only be assigned to pure theoretical reason. Because

of its metaphysical foundation in his own version of transcendental

idealism, Schopenhauer’s ethics of compassion can thus hardly be

considered a strictly empiricist theory. In this section, I will briefly

document these general claims about Schopenhauer’s ethics.

Schopenhauer’s charge that there is no such thing as pure practical

reason is of course deeply rooted in his entire philosophical outlook

going back to The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason,

in which he argued that practical reason is just another one of the forms

of the principle of sufficient reason that we impose upon appearance,

and that is never pure because it needs the material of appearance to

have any determinate content. There is no room here for a thorough
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review of Schopenhauer’s entire metaphysics. It will suffice for present

purposes to show how Schopenhauer’s conception of practical reason as

merely instrumental, as merely reflection on how best to achieve one’s ends

whatever they might be, manifests itself in his critique of Kant’s moral

philosophy and exposition of his own. In his critique of the ‘foundation of

Kantian ethics’ in y6 of the essay on the Basis of Morals, Schopenhauer

argues against the idea that being moral can be equated with being

rational precisely because rationality can be put to the service of the ends

of an agent, whatever they may be. In contrast to Kant’s equation of pure

rationality and morality he argues that rationality is concerned only with

‘relations of causality’, which means that it tells us only about means to

ends, and does not set ends itself. Against Kant’s position he writes that

In all ages, by contrast, that human being has been called

rational who does not allow himself to be guided by intuitive

impressions, but rather by thoughts and concepts, and who as a

result always sets to work reflectively, consistently and

thoughtfully. Such action is everywhere called rational action.

But this is no way implies righteousness and loving kindness.

Rather, one can set to work extremely rationally, that is, reflec-

tively, thoughtfully, consistently, in a planned and methodical

way, yet be following the most self-interested, most unjust and

even the wickedest of maxims. That is why before Kant it never

occurred to any human being to identify acting justly, virtuously

and nobly with acting rationally: instead they distinguished the

two entirely and kept them apart. (BM y6, 151)

Rationality is just the methodical discovery of causal connections and

the application of the resultant knowledge to the pursuit of an agent’s

ends; whatever the latter may be, they are not determined by reason.

They must be determined by feeling, and thus the difference between a

virtuous agent and one who is not is not a difference in their rationality,

but a difference in their feelings, the former being determined by the

feeling of compassion for others and the latter either by feelings of self-

love or even outright malice towards others.10 Thus Schopenhauer

opposes Kant on the basis of a conception of reason and of the relation

between reason and feeling that is identical to that of Hume. However,

Schopenhauer also sees compassion as the feeling that flows from the

most adequate insight into the underlying unity of all reality, and that

can be considered as a foundation of morality in pure theoretical rather

than practical insight in a way that has no parallel in Hume’s strictly

empiricist meta-ethics.
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But let us leave Schopenhauer’s metaphysics for later, and for the

moment further explore the implications of Schopenhauer’s rejection of

a Kantian conception of pure practical reason. One implication is that,

since in Schopenhauer’s view pure practical reason’s provision of the

fundamental principle of morality is a sham, Kant’s derivation of more

particular forms of duty from this principle is also a sham, indeed that

Kant’s derivation of duties inescapably turns on a hidden commitment

to egoism or self-love. Schopenhauer’s general claim that any morality

other than his own is really a form of egoism, with reason merely

serving self-interest, is manifest in The World as Will and Representation,

where he writes that ‘a morality that does motivate can do so only by

influencing self-love’ (WWR y66, 394), and where in the appended

‘Critique of the Kantian Philosophy’ he writes that Kant’s requirement

to act only on universalizable maxims is still a principle founded on

egoism, although on the egoism of everyone, not just one’s own: ‘my

goal becomes the well-being of everyone, without distinction, instead of

my own well-being. But it is still a question of well-being. I then dis-

cover that everyone can be equally well off only when each person

makes other people’s egoism the limit of his own’ (WWR appendix,

555). But in the essay on the Basis of Morality, Schopenhauer goes even

further in his argument that for Kant ‘the canonical rule of human

acting remains simply egoism, under the guidance of the law of moti-

vation, i.e. the wholly empirical and egoistic motives of each occasion

determining the acting of a human being in every individual case’

(BM y6, 144). Specifically, Schopenhauer analyses Kant’s applications of the

requirement of universalizability as turning upon our wish to avoid

undesirable consequences for ourselves of the universalization of our

proposed paths of actions. When we reflect upon the consequences of

the universalization of our proposed maxims of making false promises

or being indifferent to the needs of others, we realize that this would

have untoward consequences for ourselves, that we would ‘rashly y

sanction a law that is unfair to ourselves!’ In such cases ‘the maxim of

self-interest would conflict with itself’, and supposed moral obligation

would rest ‘upon a presupposed reciprocity, and consequently’ would

be ‘thoroughly egoistic’ (BM y7, 157). A charitable interpretation of

Kant’s derivation of specific kinds of duties following his first for-

mulation of the categorical imperative would rather be that we only

raise the question of what would follow from the universalization of

our maxims because of a purely moral motivation, our recognition of

the need to act in accordance with law for its own sake, although our

reflection on the consequences of the considered universalization of

our maxim can then take prudential considerations into account.11
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But because he rejects any conception of pure practical reason,

Schopenhauer can make no sense of the idea that the demand to uni-

versalize our maxims in the first place flows from pure practical reason

rather than from prudential reason, so for him the entire process, first

universalizing our maxim and then seeing what follows, is merely

prudential or egoistic through and through.

A second implication of Schopenhauer’s rejection of any conception of

pure practical reason is his view that Kant’s ethics is really theological,

simply the traditional ethics of divine command in fancy new dress.12

Schopenhauer claims that ‘Conceiving ethics in an imperative form, as

doctrine of duty, and thinking of the worth or unworth of human

actions as fulfilment or dereliction of duties, undeniably stems, together

with the ought, solely from theological morals and in turn from the

Decalogue’ (BM y4, 129), i.e. the Mosaic ten commandments. A specific

piece of evidence that Schopenhauer offers for this charge is that Kant

expresses imperatives in the archaic form ‘du sollt’ (‘Thou shalt’) rather

than in the modern form ‘du sollst’ (‘You should’).13 But the deeper

reason for Schopenhauer’s charge must be that, since he rejects the idea

of pure practical reason, he cannot recognize any authority internal to

the human being from which a command, specifically a command for

the human being to override his own inclinations if necessary to comply

with the demands of morality, could arise. An ethics of imperatives,

Schopenhauer holds, requires an ‘authority’ from which commands can

issue, but if there is no authority within a human being from which the

categorical imperative can issue, it can only rest ‘on the presupposition

of the human being’s dependence on another will that commands him

and announces reward and punishment to him, and cannot be sepa-

rated from that’ (BM y4, 129). Further, Schopenhauer’s charge that

Kant’s ethics is theological is intertwined with his charge that in spite of

its appearance Kant’s ethics is egoistic: the motivation to obey divine

commands can only be the thoroughly egoistic motivation to avoid

punishments and earn rewards. This charge is made against Kant in

spite of the fact that such a conception of moral motivation had been

denounced as ‘mercenary’ since Shaftesbury’s Moralists in 1709, and

that Kant himself thoroughly rejected such a conception of moral

motivation, arguing in his lectures on ethics that

if we are to abide by the moral law out of fear of God’s pun-

ishment and power, and this because it has no ground other

than that God has commanded it, then we do so not from duty

and obligation, but from fear and terror, though that does not
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better the heart. If, however, the act has arisen from an inner

principle, and if I do it, and do it gladly, because it is absolutely

good in itself, then it is truly pleasing in the sight of God.14

But Schopenhauer cannot accept this analysis precisely because he

rejects the idea that there is any pure practical reason in the human

being that could serve as such an ‘inner principle’.

For the same reason, Schopenhauer rejects the Kantian conception of

duties to the self. Kant himself had made it clear that the idea of duties

to oneself, of putting oneself under an obligation, would be a contra-

diction were it not for the difference between the human being as a

‘sensible being’ and as an ‘intelligible being’, which is in turn qualified

‘not merely as a being that has reason, since reason as a theoretical

faculty could well be an attribute of a living corporeal being’, and is

thus only a being with pure practical reason and the freedom to act in

accordance therewith.15 Schopenhauer accepts Kant’s distinction

between the sensible appearance of the human being and the reality that

underlies it, but does not consider that underlying reality ‘intelligible’ or

rational. Therefore he cannot make sense of the idea of that ‘intelligible’

but internal being giving commands to its own ‘sensible’ appearance.

For him, Kant’s duties to self can be nothing but ‘partly prudential

rules, partly dietetic prescriptions, neither of which belong in morals

proper’ (BM y5, 132).

Above all, Schopenhauer’s rejection of Kant’s conception of pure

practical reason means that he has no room for the idea of such pure

reason setting moral ends. This means that he can recognize no end for

human beings except the pursuit of happiness. But happiness in turn he

interprets as nothing but the alleviation of suffering, the remission of

pain, with nothing more positive than that to be set as the goal of

morality. It is thus solely to the alleviation of the pain of others that the

feeling of compassion can move us. Schopenhauer expounds his view

about happiness at length in The World as Will and Representation,

and then presupposes it in On the Basis of Morals. His view that

happiness lies only in the alleviation of suffering might look as if it is

founded on a conception of pleasure, on which pleasure can consist

only in the removal of an antecedent pain, not just in the obvious case

in which, for example, a violent bodily pain is remitted, but in every

case in which an antecedent desire is satisfied, because an unsatisfied

desire is itself a pain. Thus, ‘All satisfaction, or what is generally called

happiness, is actually and essentially only ever negative and absolutely
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never positive. It is not something primordial that comes to us from out

of itself, it must always be the satisfaction of some desire’ (WWR y58, 345).

However, there is more to Schopenhauer’s view than this, because he

holds not just that satisfaction always presupposes an antecedent pain,

but that the attempt to produce positive happiness is doomed: either the

antecedent pain is not successfully removed, in which case of course it

just endures, or it turns out that the apparent desire that was success-

fully satisfied was not the real source of the pain, which persists even

after what was supposed to alleviate it has been accomplished, or

neither of these is the case, the desire was correctly identified and

successfully satisfied, but the inevitable result of satisfying a desire is

then boredom, itself another form of pain, and so pain returns. In

Schopenhauer’s words, ‘The nature of every desire is pain: attainment

quickly gives rise to satiety: the goal was only apparent: possession

takes away the stimulus: the desire, the need re-emerges in a new form:

if not, then what follows is dreariness, emptiness, boredom, and the

struggle against these is just as painful as the struggle against want’

(WWR y57, 340). In other words, you can’t win: there is no enduring

pleasure whether you succeed in satisfying any particular desire or not.

This is the real reason why happiness cannot be something positive:

there is no end the realization of which can produce enduring satis-

faction. The best that human beings can hope for is the repeated

removal of pain, or a repeated pattern of intermissions in their pain,

because since satiety itself is a pain, there is nothing that can count as

the permanent removal of pain – except for death, which however

human beings inevitably put off as long as they can because the

underlying reality of will manifests itself as will to life.

So the best that one can hope to do for others is to alleviate their

suffering, where however that means to be engaged in an ongoing

project of producing intermissions in their suffering, because anything

that might look like a permanent end to suffering would just be another

form of suffering, namely boredom. For this reason too Kant’s con-

ception of the highest good or summum bonum, for Kant ‘universal

happiness’, understood as maximal realization of ends, ‘combined with

and in conformity with the purest morality throughout the world’,16

indeed the result of the purest morality under ideal conditions,17 has to

be rewritten as the negative ideal of the complete remission of pain:

if we would like to retain an old expression out of habit, giving

it honorary or emeritus status, as it were, we might figuratively

call the complete self-abolition and negation of the will, the
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true absence of the will, the only thing that can staunch and

appease the impulses of the will forever, the only thing that can

give everlasting contentment, the only thing that can redeem

the world y – we might call this the absolute good, the

summum bonum. (WWR y65, 389)

But just as Kant’s positively conceived highest good can never actually

be realized, or at least cannot be realized within the natural lifespan of

human individuals or the human species and must instead be deferred

to a life that is ‘future for us’,18 so too Schopenhauer’s negatively

conceived summum bonum must also remain a mere ideal: the highest

good would be to alleviate all suffering, but that is not something we

can accomplish within the natural life of any beings, because the

complete alleviation of suffering would itself be a form of suffering.

Schopenhauer’s strictly negative conception of happiness is finally what

leads to his conclusion that the only possible goal for morality is the

alleviation of suffering and the highest moral incentive compassion, the

feeling that prompts one to attempt to alleviate the suffering of others.

Thus he draws the conclusion in The World as Will and Representation:

The only thing that goodness, love and nobility can do for

other people is alleviate their suffering, and consequently the

only thing that can ever move them to perform good deeds and

works of charity is the cognition of other people’s suffering,

which is immediately intelligible from one’s own suffering and

the two are considered the same. From this, however, it follows

that the nature of pure love (agaph, caritas) is compassion –

compassion that alleviates the suffering that belongs to every

unsatisfied desire, be it great or small.

And he continues,

Thus, we will not hesitate to contradict Kant directly, who

would only acknowledge true goodness and virtue as such

when they emerge from abstract reflection, and in fact from the

concept of duty and the categorical imperative, and who

describes the feeling of compassion as a weakness, absolutely

not as a virtue. (WWR y67, 402)

We will return to Schopenhauer’s charge that Kant considers compas-

sion a weakness, which is certainly not correct, in the next section.
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What we must consider now is his suggestion that he opposes Kant’s

derivation of goodness and virtue from ‘abstract reflection’. This charge

is problematic, because as the previous sentence makes clear, for

Schopenhauer, compassion, although it is a feeling, also flows from

cognition, here the cognition of other people’s suffering. What Scho-

penhauer really objects to is Kant’s claim that virtue emerges from ‘the

concept of duty and the categorical imperative’, in other words, from

pure practical reason, while his own view is in fact that compassion,

although a feeling and motivating only insofar as it is a feeling, emerges

from pure theoretical reason. The cognition in question is the insight

that there is no difference between oneself and others, not merely no

difference in kind, each being an instance of the same kind and worthy

of whatever treatment every other of the same kind is worth, even

oneself, but rather no difference in number, each apparently distinct

individual in fact being a manifestation of one and the same underlying

reality. This is the essence of Schopenhauer’s version of transcendental

idealism – although it in fact rests on an enormous fallacy to which

Kant himself did not succumb, namely the fallacy of inferring that

because our normal, spatio-temporal system of individuation does not

apply to underlying reality, there is in fact just one underlying reality,

rather than an indeterminate and inaccessible number of underlying

reality or realities – and it is the metaphysical basis of Schopenhauer’s

ethics. His view is that each of us should do whatever he can to alleviate

the suffering of others because there is ultimately no numerical differ-

ence between oneself and others, and the insight that this is so will

produce the feeling of compassion that prompts individuals – who

differ from each other only at the empirical level, at the level of

appearance – to attempt to do this.

Schopenhauer appeals to this metaphysical insight as the ultimate

source of the motivation to be just to others – which he interprets as

inflicting no harm on them in order to alleviate one’s own suffering – as

well as to be virtuous or good to them – which he interprets as the

attempt to alleviate the suffering they will inevitably experience, if not

from one’s own injustice to them then from a myriad of other sources.

Thus he writes first that

[F]or someone who is just, the principium individuationis is no

longer the absolute barrier that it is for someone evil, he does

not affirm the appearance of his own will alone and negate all

others; y other people are not just masks for him, entities

whose essence is entirely different from his own. Instead, he

schopenhauer, kant and compassion

VOLUME 17 – 3 KANTIAN REVIEW | 413

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415412000155 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415412000155


shows in his way of acting that he recognizes his own essence

(namely the will to life as thing in itself) in foreign appearances

that are given to him as mere representations, and thus redis-

covers himself in these other appearances to a certain extent,

namely that of doing no wrong, i.e. failing to cause harm.

(WWR y66, 397)

Schopenhauer emphasizes that justice is based on recognition, a term that

wears its cognitive import on its face. He then continues that ‘positive

benevolence’ also follows from metaphysical insight, namely ‘seeing

through’ the principium individuationis of spatio-temporal difference:

We have found that voluntary justice has its most intimate

beginnings in our ability to see through the principium indivi-

duationis up to a point, while an unjust person remains com-

pletely trapped in this principle. This ability to see through the

principium individuationis can take place not only up to the point

required for justice, but to a greater extent as well, and this leads

to positive benevolence and beneficence, to loving kindness.

The person who ‘makes less of a distinction than is usually made

between himself and others’, for Schopenhauer something that follows

from theoretical insight into the fact that at the deepest level of reality

there is no distinction between oneself and others, is someone whom

the ‘principium individuationis, the form of appearance, no longer

has y quite so tightly in its grip; the suffering he sees in others affects

him almost as much as his own, so he tries to establish an equilibrium

between the two, giving up pleasures and undertaking renunciations to

alleviate other people’s suffering’ (WWR y66, 398–9). Here Schopenhauer

correctly infers that if the metaphysical insight on which compassion

rests is that we who differ at the level of appearance are all one at the

level of ultimate reality what follows is not that we should attempt to

alleviate only the suffering of others, but rather that we should attempt

to alleviate the suffering of all, ourselves as well as others. As Kant says

in his account of the duty to promote the more positively conceived

happiness of others, ‘all others with the exception of myself would not

be all’.19

In The Basis of Morals, Schopenhauer attempted to expound his ethics

without direct appeal to his metaphysics, having construed the chal-

lenge of the Danish Academy of Sciences for whose competition he was

(unsuccessfully) writing as that of providing an empirical basis for
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morals, but in two final sections he nevertheless reiterates the concep-

tion of theoretical insight into the unitary nature of all being as the basis

for the feeling of compassion that he had propounded in The World as

Will and Representation. He sums up the main argument of the work

by saying that it is ‘from a wholly immediate sympathy with the well-being

and woe of others, whose source we have recognized as compassion, that

the virtues of justice and loving kindness come’ – justice consisting in self-

restraint from harming others for one’s own benefit, and loving kindness

consisting in trying to alleviate the suffering of others. Compassion is a

feeling, but it comes from a cognitive state: ‘if we go back to what is

essential in such a character, we find it undeniably in his making less of a

distinction than everyone else between himself and others’ (BM y22, 249).

For the main purposes of the essay, Schopenhauer was content to leave this

cognitive condition or achievement itself unexplained. However, making

less of a distinction between self and others than everyone else does is

entailed by theoretical insight into the ultimate nature of reality, because

the distinction between persons is only an artefact of appearance and at

the deepest level of being there is no numerical difference between persons.

Schopenhauer writes:

If anything at all is indubitably true among the insights

that Kant’s admirable profundity gave the world, it is the

Transcendental Aesthetic, in other words the doctrine of the

ideality of space and time. It is so clearly grounded that it has

not been possible to raise so much as an apparent objection

against ity . But if time and space [are] foreign to the thing

in itself, i.e., the true essence of the world, then necessarily

plurality is foreign to it also: consequently in the countless

appearances of this world of the senses it can really be only

one, and only the one and identical essence can manifest itself

in all of these. (BM y22, 251)

Moreover, Schopenhauer claims, this insight is not limited to Kant or

those who correctly understand Kant: it is age-old wisdom, expressed

millennia before Kant in the Vedas, and again in Scotus Erigena, the

Sufis, and Giordano Bruno (BM y22, 252).

As already suggested, Schopenhauer is wrong about what follows from

transcendental idealism: if space and time are features of mere

appearance, not of reality, it does not follow that plurality is foreign to

reality, only that our ordinary way of representing and determining

plurality is inapplicable to reality.20 And Kant himself never supposed
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that the singularity of ultimate reality followed from transcendental

idealism, for he always assumed that there is a plurality of numerically

distinct moral agents, at the level of both appearances and things in

themselves, even if he never explained how we can know that there are

multiple noumenal agents. But Schopenhauer does assume that both

transcendental idealism and the wisdom of the ages imply that there is

no real numerical distinction between what appear to be numerically

different agents at the level of appearance, and that this insight

immediately leads to the feeling of compassion.

‘My true, inner essence exists in every living thing as immedi-

ately as it reveals itself in my self-consciousness to myself

alone.’ – It is this knowledge, for which the standing expression

in Sanskrit is the formula tat-twam asi, i.e. ‘You are that’, that

erupts as compassion, upon which, therefore, rests all genuine,

i.e. disinterested virtue, and whose real expression is every

good deed. It is this knowledge, ultimately, that every appeal to

leniency, to loving kindness, to mercy in place of right, con-

forms with: for such an appeal is a reminder of the respect in

which we are all one and the same being. (BM y22, 254)

Schopenhauer’s claim is thus that the feeling of compassion follows

inevitably from theoretical insight into the unitary character of reality.

He does not say that only those with such theoretical insight are

compassionate, though he has suggested that even at the empirical level

the feeling of compassion is connected at least with a refusal to insist

upon the reality of numerical difference between persons (or indeed

between persons and the rest of nature). But neither does he seem to

think that there are numerous compassionate persons while there are

only a few with the genuine metaphysical insight from which com-

passion necessarily erupts. Rather, the entire structure of The World as

Will and Representation, beginning with Schopenhauer’s version of

transcendental idealism and ending with his ethics of compassion,

suggests that theoretical insight into the metaphysics that he takes

himself to share with Kant, the Vedas, and other wisdom through the

ages, is indeed the only path to genuine compassion.

Kant, Reason, and Sympathy
Like others before and since, as we saw, Schopenhauer takes Kant’s

examples of dutiful, morally worthy conduct in the first section of the

Groundwork to mean that Kant recognizes no place for feelings,

a fortiori for the feeling of compassion, in moral motivation, that he
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holds that morally worthy action must be motivated by pure practical

reason instead of by compassion. As an interpretation of Kant’s com-

plete model of moral motivation, this is wrong for two reasons. First, as

has often been pointed out, the examples in Groundwork I play a

heuristic role: what Kant is doing is contrasting imagined agents

motivated by feeling or inclination alone with agents motivated by pure

practical reason alone, arguing that the latter and not the former

demonstrate genuine moral worth, and from that concluding that the

fundamental principle of morality must not be grounded in feeling but

must instead be derived from pure practical reason.21 But this does not

mean that there is no place for feelings such as compassion in the

complete mental state of morally motivated real agents, and Kant will

ultimately show what that place is. But second, what is perhaps less

often noted, in Groundwork I Kant is arguing from the point of view of

common sense, and thus accepting a contrast between feeling and

reason as mutually exclusive motivational alternatives that may not in

fact be part of his own complete theory of motivation. In fact, Kant has

not yet introduced his transcendental idealist distinction between phe-

nomenal and noumenal in Groundwork I, and thus cannot yet intro-

duce his own view that the determination of the will (‘elective’ will or

the faculty of choice, that is, Willkür) at the noumenal level can have a

variety of manifestations at the phenomenal level, not limited to the

exercise of reason at the phenomenal level but also including the

modification or even creation of feelings at the phenomenal level. Thus,

in Kant’s own eventual view reason and feeling need not be mutually

exclusive alternatives: the presence or cultivation of feelings like com-

passion, at the phenomenal level, could itself be a manifestation of

reason, operating at the noumenal level. And if this is so, then the

distance between Schopenhauer and Kant might not be as great as the

former assumes: for Schopenhauer, compassion is a consequence of

insight into noumenal reality, while for Kant morally appropriate

feelings of compassion may be the product of the noumenal determi-

nation of the will by reason. To be sure, as I have already suggested and

as we will further see, differences between the two remain: Scho-

penhauer attributes compassion wholly to theoretical insight, and to

insight into the noumenal that itself occurs at the phenomenal level,

while for Kant it is pure practical reason, working at the noumenal

level, that effects the feeling of sympathy; and further, Kant does not in

the end claim that compassionate feeling is wholly produced by reason

or the will determined by reason, but rather holds that compassionate

feeling is an endowment of nature that is both cultivated and condi-

tioned under the guidance of reason – thus, in Kant’s ultimate view,
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feelings of sympathy are affected rather than effected by pure practical

reason. This, as I will suggest in closing, may be a more realistic picture

of the possibilities for human moral motivation than Schopenhauer’s.

This last point, however, also suggests that the relation between the

common-sense model of the relation between reason and feeling and

Kant’s model is complex, and indeed Kant may not always manage his

own model correctly. The common-sense model is that reason and

feeling are simply alternatives. Kant’s model is that at the phenomenal

level both reason and feeling may be the product of the noumenal

determination of the will by the moral law, and so in that case there is

not a necessary conflict between phenomenal reason and feeling, two

products of a common, intelligible cause. However, sometimes Kant

does lapse into treating reason and feeling as independent factors that

can always come into conflict; he does this, for example, in the second

part of section III of the Groundwork, even after he has just introduced

transcendental idealism with its thesis that the whole empirical character

of a human being is a product of his intelligible choice earlier in the

section.22 But in the end, I suggest, we may interpret Kant as ending up

with a model on which reason and compassionate feeling, although two

different factors in human nature at the phenomenal level, cooperate in the

virtuous agent, at the behest of the noumenal determination of the will by

pure practical reason – and although for Kant no human being is ever

completely virtuous, this should not be chalked up to irremediable conflict

between reason and feeling at the phenomenal level, but to incomplete

commitment to the moral law at the noumenal level.23

In what follows, I will first say a little more about Kant’s use of the

examples of motivation in Groundwork I, and then sketch the course of

his progress toward his model of cooperation between phenomenal reason

and compassionate feeling in the Doctrine of Virtue of the Metaphysics of

Morals. In particular, Schopenhauer focuses on Kant’s example of the

philanthropist (BM y6, 136–7), so I will do the same. The example comes

in the course of Kant’s analysis of the concept of duty, ‘which contains that

of a good will though under certain subjective limitations and hin-

drances’,24 a concept that is supposed to be a piece of common sense

the analysis of which will lead to a first formulation of the categorical

imperative.25 The overall argument is simply that, since duty can be ful-

filled without any inclination to do so, the fundamental principle of

morality can directly concern neither inclination nor any object of incli-

nation, thus it cannot be a material principle (as Kant puts the same point

in the Critique of Practical Reason),26 rather it can only be a formal
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principle, the only candidate for which is ‘I ought never to act except

in such a way that I could also will that my maxim should become a
universal law.’27 In discussing the duty of beneficence in particular, which

in the confirmation of Kant’s formulations of the categorical imperative in

Groundwork II will function as the example of one of the four main

classes of duty, namely imperfect duty to others,28 Kant asks us to imagine

‘souls so sympathetically (theilnehmend) attuned that, without any other

motive of vanity or self-interest they find an inner satisfaction in spreading

joy around them and can take delight in the satisfaction of others insofar

as it is their own work’. He says that the actions of such souls are to be

encouraged because, after all, they do conform to duty. Nevertheless, their

actions lack ‘moral worth’, because ‘their maxim lacks moral content,

namely that of doing such actions not from inclination but from duty’. By

contrast, the beneficent action of a philanthropist, formerly motivated by

the sort of sympathetic feeling Kant has described, but now ‘overclouded

by his own grief, which has extinguished all sympathy with the fate of

others’, thus now unmoved by the troubles of others because of his own,

who now ‘tears himself out of this deadly insensibility’ and ‘does the

action without any inclination, simply from duty, y first has its genuine

moral worth’.29 Schopenhauer interprets this example as saying that

‘Worth of character is to commence only when someone, without sym-

pathy of the heart, cold and indifferent to the sufferings of others, and not

properly born to be a philanthropist, nevertheless displays beneficence

merely for the sake of tiresome duty’ (BM y6, 136–7). But Kant is speci-

fically contrasting a person motivated solely by feeling, although in fact the

complex feeling or complex of feelings containing both sympathy towards

others and desire for self-gratification or self-congratulation, and one

motivated solely by principle, or even contrasting one and the same person

formerly motivated by sympathy and now motivated by principle, and

saying that in this kind of case moral worth is found in the latter rather

than the former case (and so the principle of morality must be one that can

be acted on out of duty rather than inclination). He is simply not con-

sidering here the possibility that someone might have, or have cultivated,

sympathy because of his conception of duty or his moral principle, let

alone denying that possibility or its desirability as a complete model of

human virtue. He is offering a thought-experiment to point us towards the

character of the fundamental principle of morality, not yet describing the

complete mental state of virtuous agents in real life.

Further, notice that Kant has not said that the person whose action first

has moral worth when because of his conception of duty he tears

himself out of the deadly insensibility to the troubles of others into
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which his own troubles have cast him was ‘not properly born to be a

philanthropist’, as Schopenhauer has taken Kant to be saying; on the

contrary, such a person was born to be a philanthropist, but, deprived

of his natural tendency to beneficence, will now be able to be beneficent

only if he can instead turn to the concept of and commitment to duty.

Kant does continue his discussion of the motivation for beneficence by

saying that ‘if nature had put little sympathy in the heart of this or that

man’ – but note that now Kant is not talking about the same man, but

introducing a new thought-experiment – ‘if nature had not properly

fashioned such a man (who would not in truth be its worst product) for

a philanthropist, would he not still find within himself a source from

which to give himself a far higher worth than a mere good-natured

temperament might have? By all means!’30 Now Kant is considering the

case of someone ‘not properly born to be a philanthropist’, and arguing

that such a person could nevertheless find within himself a source of

moral worth, and one ‘far higher’ than mere ‘good-natured tempera-

ment’, i.e. mere natural feeling or inclination. But he also says of such

an imagined person only that he would not be the worst product of

nature; he certainly does not say he would be the best. And again, he is

simply not yet considering the possibility that sympathetic feelings

might in some sense be effected by commitment to duty, so he can

hardly be saying that an agent with no sympathetic feelings at all is

better than one who has some. He is only saying that it is certainly more

morally worthy to be motivated by principle than by mere feeling

if those are two mutually exclusive alternatives, as they are imagined to

be in his two examples, the one of the born philanthropist who has lost

his feelings of sympathy and the other the one who never had such

feelings. But neither of these examples is being offered as an illustration

of Kant’s own complete model of virtuous motivation.

That being said, let us now turn to Kant’s own complete model of moral

motivation and the place of feelings of sympathy or compassion in it.

Kant begins to develop this model at the penultimate stage of his

analysis of the concept of duty, just before he draws from his analysis

his first formulation of the categorical imperative. At this step he makes

the claim that since ‘an action from duty is to put aside entirely the

influence of inclination and with it every object of the will y there is

left for the will nothing that could determine it except objectively the

law and subjectively pure respect for this practical law’.31 This state-

ment is quite abstract, and in it ‘pure respect’ might mean nothing but

the determination of the will to affirm the moral law, whatever the

phenomenological character of that determination might be, if indeed it
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has any phenomenal character at all – for all that this statement says,

such respect could be something entirely noumenal, although Kant has

not yet introduced the distinction between the phenomenal and the

noumenal into the Groundwork. However, in the footnote attached to

the following paragraph, Kant explicitly calls respect a feeling, thus

planting it squarely in what he will subsequently call the phenomenal

realm. It is not a feeling ‘received by means of influence (Einfluß)’,32

however, but ‘a feeling self-wrought by means of a concept of reason

and therefore specifically different from all feelings of the first kind,

which can be reduced to inclination or fear’33 – that is, positive feelings

of attraction towards an action or negative feelings of aversion. So

moral motivation does involve a feeling in some way; however, this

feeling, supposed to follow from rather than preceding an exercise of

reason, seems intended to differ from any feeling of sympathy, which

would be a form of inclination, and certainly differs from any feeling of

self-gratification at the thought of doing something beneficent for someone

else, the distinctively non-moral motivation that Kant attributed to the

philanthropist prior to becoming overwhelmed by his own troubles in his

earlier example. So Kant does seem to allow a role for feeling in moral

motivation, though not for a feeling of compassion. The character of the

role he allows for the feeling of respect is also obscure, and this role may

be merely epiphenomenal, not causal: Kant states that ‘respect y signifies

merely consciousness of the subordination of my will to a law without

the mediation of other influences on my sense’. This may suggest that the

feeling of respect is the form that my awareness of the determination of

my will by the moral law takes, but that this feeling plays no role in my

actually performing the morally requisite action.

Kant continues to distinguish the feeling of respect from any ordinary

inclination in the Critique of Practical Reason, but introduces a

refinement into his account of it by granting it a causal rather than

merely epiphenomenal role in the performance of morally worthy

action, at least at the phenomenal level. As he had previously described

respect as a feeling ‘self-wrought by means of a rational concept’, Kant

now describes respect as ‘supplied’ or ‘effected’ by the ‘moral law in

itself’, and he rejects ‘any other incentive (such as that of advantage)’

that might ‘so much as cooperate alongside the moral law’, but he also

calls respect itself an incentive, which suggests that it does have some

causal role to play in the production of action and is not merely the

form that our awareness of our motivation by the moral law takes.

He then describes this role: respect is a feeling that involves both pain,

at the striking down of self-conceit, the elevation of self-love into a
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principle of action, by the moral law, as well as pleasure, at the recognition

that it is our own power of reason that requires this infringement upon

self-conceit.34 Further, he states that by means of this complex feeling of

respect ‘the representation of the moral law deprives self-love of its

influence and self-conceit of its illusion, and thereby the hindrance to pure

practical reason is lessened and the representation of the superiority of its

objective law to the impulses of sensibility is produced and hence, by

removal of the counterweight, the relative weightiness of the law (with

regard to a will affected by impulses) in the judgment of reason’ is also

produced.35 This suggests that the feeling of respect plays a causal role in

the performance of morally worthy actions because it is what outweighs

other feelings that might lead to improper actions and is to that extent the

cause of proper ones. This could be reconciled with Kant’s initial claim

that ‘What is essential to any moral worth of action is that the moral law

determine the will immediately’36 by supposing that cognizance of the

moral law determines the will, or leads to the intention to perform the

right action (perhaps at the noumenal level), but that such determination

of the will leads to action (at the phenomenal level) precisely by producing

the feeling of respect which then outweighs other feelings, which would

otherwise lead to other actions. So the feeling of respect would then have a

mediate but causal and not merely an epiphenomenal role in the pro-

duction of morally worthy action. However, although Kant has now

clearly allowed a causal role for feeling, namely the feeling of respect, in

the performance of morally worthy action, this feeling continues to be

distinguished from all other feelings or inclinations, and thus it seems to

remain the case that there is no place for feelings of compassion in Kant’s

account of such action. Schopenhauer’s objection still seems to be in order.

In the Doctrine of Virtue of the Metaphysics of Morals, however, Kant

suggests an even more complex model of the aetiology of morally

worthy action, and one that does seem to allow a distinct place for

feelings of compassion.37 In the Introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue,

Kant enumerates four ‘aesthetic preconditions of the mind’s receptivity

to concepts of duty’.38 Kant’s term ‘aesthetic preconditions’ as well as

the term translated as ‘mind’, namely Gemüth, make it clear that Kant

is discussing elements in the empirical or phenomenal aetiology of

virtuous action; if one wishes, this empirical theory of virtuous action

can be reconciled with his transcendental idealist theory of moral

motivation by regarding everything he is about to describe as the effect

of the noumenal determination of the will immediately by the moral

law, or that theory could now just be ignored. The four ‘aesthetic

preconditions’ are ‘moral feeling’, ‘conscience’, ‘love of human beings’
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and ‘respect’.39 There are two key terminological departures here from

Kant’s earlier usage of terms: by ‘respect’ he now means specifically

‘self-esteem’ or ‘respect for [one’s] own being’,40 not respect for the

moral law itself, while what Kant had previously called respect, namely

respect for the moral law itself, is now called ‘moral feeling’, ‘the sus-

ceptibility to feel pleasure or displeasure merely from being aware that

our actions are consistent with or contrary to the law of duty’.41 It

should also be noted that conscience does not seem to be a feeling, like

moral feeling, love for humanity or self-esteem, but rather something

more like the empirical manifestation of ‘practical reason holding the

human being’s duty before him for his acquittal or condemnation in

every case that comes under a law’.42 Conscience, in other words, is the

empirical disposition to ask about a prospective action whether it is

consistent or not with the moral law.43 Kant says that each of these, the

three feelings of moral feeling, love for humanity and self-esteem, and

the empirical disposition of conscience, are ‘natural predispositions of

the mind’ to have which ‘cannot be considered a duty’ because it is

rather ‘by virtue of them that’ human beings ‘can be put under obli-

gation’.44 So they are natural endowments, not ‘self-wrought’ by means

of a rational concept, although Kant goes on to say that ‘Consciousness

of them is not of empirical origin’, but can ‘only follow from con-

sciousness of a moral law, as the effect this has on the mind’. But more

importantly, he says of each of the aesthetic preconditions that it can

and must be cultivated and strengthened. In the first case of moral

feeling, Kant says that it can be cultivated and strengthened ‘through

wonder at its inscrutable source’,45 while in the other cases Kant says

merely that they must be cultivated and strengthened.

I would suggest the following interpretation of these claims: all four

aesthetic preconditions are natural endowments of human beings –

present, to be sure, alongside other natural endowments, other incli-

nations such as mere self-love – which are not themselves due to pure

practical reason. But through contemplation of the moral law, humans

can be led to take steps to cultivate and strengthen moral feeling, the

general empirical predisposition to act in accordance with the moral

law, and then through cultivated and strengthened moral feeling can in

turn be led to cultivate and strengthen the more specific dispositions of

conscience, love of others and self-esteem. Conscience, again, would be

the disposition to raise the question of whether a particular proposed

action is consistent with morality, while love of others and self-esteem

would be specific feelings that would prompt the performance of

actions fulfilling our duties to others and self respectively, in particular
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the imperfect duties of virtue to others and self, when so doing has

passed the test of conscience.

This model does not merely allow a place for the feeling of love of

others, which certainly sounds similar to what Schopenhauer calls

‘loving kindness’, in moral motivation; it makes it an essential stage in

the fulfilment of duties of virtue to others, namely the proximate cause

of the performance of such actions, although the cultivated condition of

this feeling is itself the effect of a complicated and by no means purely

cognitive process. Finally, Kant adds to this model feelings of sympathy

(Mitleid). These are mentioned in Kant’s discussion of ‘duties of love’ to

others46 in part II of the Doctrine of Virtue, which also considers ‘duties

of respect’ to others; and since Kant’s original discussion of ‘love of

human beings’ in the Introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue had made

only the negative point that the feeling of love may succeed rather than

precede the willing of beneficent acts to others,47 perhaps the sub-

sequent discussion of sympathetic feelings should count as his positive

discussion of the feeling of love. After all, Schopenhauer used ‘com-

passion’ and ‘loving kindness’ as synonyms, so Kant may also have used

‘love of human beings’ and ‘sympathy’ (again, his word is Mitleid, the

same as Schopenhauer’s) as synonyms. Be that as it may, what Kant

argues is that feelings of sympathy, ‘feelings of pleasure or displeasure

(which are therefore to be called ‘‘aesthetic’’) at another’s state of joy or

pain (shared feeling, sympathetic feeling)’ are feelings ‘receptivity’ to

which ‘nature has already implanted in human beings’; that they

are ‘means to promoting active and rational benevolence’ towards

others; and that we have ‘an indirect’ ‘though only a conditional duty’

‘to cultivate 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’.48 I suggest that this

argument be understood the following way. First, whatever the story

about the relation between the noumenal determination of our will and

the phenomenal aetiology of moral action may be, at the empirical level

we find in ourselves a natural susceptibility to sympathy that arises

independently of reason but is amenable to being acted upon by reason

in at least two ways: it can be cultivated and strengthened at the behest

of reason, and it can impel us to action, serve as a means to promoting

‘active and rational benevolence’. But further, Kant’s dual qualification

of benevolence, that it be both active and rational, as well as his further

comment that we have only a ‘conditional’ duty to use our suscept-

ibility to sympathy as a means to action, implies that our action upon

our cultivated and strengthened feelings of sympathy, although it may
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often or perhaps even almost always be morally appropriate, is not

automatically so, and must always remain conditional upon the con-

sistency of the proposed action with the principle of morality (that it be

permissible or mandatory under that law). For it is easy to construct

cases in which acting upon sympathy would lead to an impermissible

action: Barbara Herman’s famous example of someone prompted by

sympathy to help another struggling with a heavy load when to do so

would actually be to aid and abet a theft49 is one such case. Sympathetic

feelings are needed to perform beneficent actions – they are the prox-

imate cause of such actions, what intervenes between one’s general

commitment to the principle of morality, one’s recognition that bene-

ficence is a duty that flows from this general commitment, one’s

recognition of a situation as one in which one could help, on the one

hand, and the actual performance of a beneficent action, on the other.

But the promptings of these feelings must also be checked against the

requirements of morality to make sure that what they would lead one to

do is in fact right in the given circumstances. That is why the duty to act

upon these feelings is conditional. Another way to put this point would

be to say that these feelings can be acted upon only when they pass the

muster of conscience – that is why Kant includes conscience along

with feelings of love or sympathy (as well as self-esteem) among the

‘aesthetic preconditions’ of ‘susceptibility to concepts of duty’; conscience

is what prompts us to check whether the actions to which feelings of

sympathy prompt us are in fact morally correct.

Thus, for Kant, compassion has to be accompanied by conscience.

We might now expound Kant’s whole final model of moral motivation

by saying that our general commitment to morality, which is made

effective, at least at the phenomenal level, through moral feeling, the

heir to his earlier feeling of respect, is what leads us to cultivate and

strengthen conscience on the one hand and the particular feelings of

love or sympathy for others (and self-esteem) on the other. The latter,

conscience on the one hand and the feelings of sympathy (and self-

esteem), must then work in cooperation, the feelings prompting us to

particular actions but conscience prompting us to check whether those

actions are in fact morally correct.

Let us now conclude with a comparison of Kant’s view of sympathy

with Schopenhauer’s view of compassion. As we saw, Schopenhauer’s

idea is that compassion automatically flows or ‘erupts’ from theoretical

insight into the unity of all being. Kant does not make the mistake of

inferring from the transcendental ideality of space and time to the unity

schopenhauer, kant and compassion

VOLUME 17 – 3 KANTIAN REVIEW | 425

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415412000155 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415412000155


of all being, rather simply presupposing that even at the noumenal level

there is a plurality of moral agents, so this supposed theoretical insight

is not part of his model of human motivation at all. Instead, Kant

supposes that the moral law flows from pure practical reason, a faculty

that Schopenhauer in turn denied, and then that our commitment to the

moral law can and should lead us to cultivate and strengthen but also

control our natural disposition towards sympathy. There are two key

points to Kant’s model. First, sympathy, although it is something to

which we have a natural susceptibility, must be cultivated and

strengthened – it does not flow directly from cognition. Second, sympathy,

although necessary for benevolent action, must also be controlled by

reason and its recognition of the moral law – for sympathy and morality

can always come apart, sympathy prompting us to a particular action

which is in fact inconsistent with morality. While there can be no doubt

that compassion is a fundamental virtue of human beings that may better

deserve the overemphasis that Schopenhauer gives it rather than the late

and passing notice that Kant gives it, Kant’s view that sympathy is a

natural susceptibility of human beings that we have to work to strengthen

seems more realistic than Schopenhauer’s view that compassion flows

automatically from metaphysical insight; and Kant’s view that sympathy

and morality may come apart, thus that the promptings of sympathy

may always need correction by conscience, seems a salutary correction

to Schopenhauer’s romantic idea that compassion alone is a sufficient

condition for human virtue.

Email: paul_guyer@brown.edu

Notes

1 Prize Essay on the Basis of Morals (henceforth BM), in Schopenhauer (2009: 221). I

will also cite Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation (WWR), from

Schopenhauer (2010).

2 Both of these works as well as the Metaphysics of Morals will subsequently be cited

from Kant (1996). But I will generally use only the Akademie edn pagination for

citations from Kant throughout, giving simply volume and page number, as these are

provided in the margins of the Cambridge edn. As an exception, I will cite the Critique

of Pure Reason according to the standard A / B pagination.

3 Schopenhauer cites Groundwork, 4: 398.

4 The famous pair of distiches from Schiller is, of course, ‘Scruples of Conscience: I like

to serve my friends, but unfortunately I do it by inclination/And so often I am

bothered by the thought that I am not virtuous./ Decision: There is no other way but

this! You must seek to despise them/And do with repugnance what duty bids you’;

cited from Wood (1999: 28).

5 Citation from Critique of Practical Reason, 5: 84. Schopenhauer has substituted ‘a

human being’ and ‘the moral law’ for pronouns in Kant’s text, and added the italics.

6 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 401–2.
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7 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, yy34–5, 6: 456–7.

8 See Critique of Practical Reason, 5: 40–1, and Kant’s lectures on ethics, e.g., the

Collins transcription, 27: 255 and 277–8 as well as the second Mrongovius

transcription, 27: 425–6 (Kant 1997: 50 and 67–9).

9 See Guyer (forthcoming).

10 For this distinction, see Schopenhauer, BM y14, 190–7, on ‘Anti-moral incentives’,

especially p. 194, where Schopenhauer distinguishes the maxim of ‘the most extreme

egoism’, ‘Help no one; rather harm everyone if it brings you advantage’, from the

maxim of ‘malice’, ‘Harm everyone to the extent that you can.’

11 For a clear interpretation of Kant’s universalization argument along these lines, see

the classical work by O’Neill (1975: ch. 5).

12 This is of course the charge made against Kant in a famous paper by Elizabeth

Anscombe (1958), more than a century after Schopenhauer made it. See Janaway’s

introduction to BM, p. xxx.

13 BM y4, 127. On this point see Janaway, in Schopenhauer (2009: 127, note a), and

Cartwright (1999: 256–7).

14 Collins transcription, in Kant (1997: 69).

15 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, yy1–3, 6: 417–18.

16 ‘On the common saying: That may be correct in theory but is of no use in practice’

(Kant 1996: 282; 8: 27).

17 See Critique of Pure Reason A809/B837.

18 See Critique of Pure Reason, A811/B839.

19 Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, y27, 6: 451.

20 This is so even if Adolf Trendelenburg’s famous objection that it does not follow from

the fact that we have a priori representations of space and time that space and time

are not in some sense also properties of things in themselves is rejected. For even if it is

accepted that things in themselves are not spatio-temporal, there still might be some

way, perforce unknown to us, in which they are plural rather than singular. For

discussion of Trendelenburg’s objection, see Smith 1923: 113–14; Paton 1936:

164–84; Guyer 1987: 362–9.

21 For an interpretation of Kant’s examples in Groundwork I that makes clear that Kant

is contrasting two imagined cases of motivation to elucidate the character of the

fundamental principle of morality, see Herman (1981/1993: 19–21).

22 Thus, contrast Groundwork 4: 453–4 with the immediately preceding 4: 451–2. For

further discussion of this issue, see Guyer (2007).

23 See especially Kant’s remark in his reply to Schiller’s Anmut und Würde in Religion

within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, 6: 24–5n.

24 Groundwork, 4: 397.

25 I say ‘first formulation’ in a dual sense: the analysis of the concept of duty will lead to

the initial formulation of the categorical imperative in y1 of the Groundwork, but this

initial formulation will be the same as the first of the five different formulations of the

categorical imperative that Kant then enumerates in y2. For discussion of the five

formulations, see Paton (1947: book III, 129–98), and the large literature that Paton’s

analysis has spawned, e.g. Guyer (1995/2000).

26 Critique of Practical Reason, 5: 21–2.

27 Groundwork, 4: 402.

28 See Groundwork, 4: 421n., 423 and 430.

29 Groundwork, 4: 398.

30 Groundwork, 4: 398.

31 Groundwork, 4: 400–1.
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32 Perhaps ‘influx’ would be a better translation of Einfluß than ‘influence’: Kant’s point

is that this feeling is internally generated rather than a mere response to something

external.

33 Groundwork, 4: 401n.

34 Critique of Practical Reason, 5: 72–4.

35 Critique of Practical Reason, 5: 75–6.

36 Critique of Practical Reason, 5: 71.

37 I have discussed this model in detail in Guyer (2010).

38 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 399.

39 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 399–403.

40 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 402–3.

41 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 399. However, it

may be noted that in the Critique of Practical Reason Kant has already called respect

by the alternative name ‘moral feeling’ at least once; see 5: 76.

42 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 400.

43 One might well think that conscience is accompanied by feelings, e.g. feelings of

unease at ignoring its voice or of satisfaction at hearkening to it; but Kant does not

say this.

44 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 399.

45 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 400.

46 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y29, 6: 452.

47 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, y12, 6: 401–2.

48 Metaphysics of Morals, Doctrine of Virtue, yy34–5, 6: 456–7.

49 See Herman (1981/1993: 4–5).
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