RACE AND RACISM

Edited by
BERNARD BOXILL

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



P ATV

FphmpRae

18

KANT AND RACE

THOMAS E. HILL JR. AND BERNARD BOXILL

I. INTRODUCTION

Kant has been long recognized as one of the greaFest phi!osophers of the
West and recently his works have been increasingly influential. In the past it
has been mainly his Critigue of Pure Reason end Groundwork of t'he Meta-
physics of Morals that were the focus of attention, but the later writings a:le
now being taken more and more seriously (by friend anel foe). Understand-
ably, the enhanced attention paid to Kant’s later yvrltmg hes' evoked a
response from non-Kantians. There has been more vigorous criticism from
many quarters. Some old familiar objections turn up repeatedly, and’ many
of these rest on misunderstanding. But scholars well' aware of Kant’s later
writings also raise new concerns that reﬂect' sen51t1v1ty to'contempo.rary
problems and perspectives.‘ Specifically, feminists a'n.d African Amer.lean
philosophers raise objections focused on Kant’s writings on law, politics,
i nd anthropology.
hls’:"(l)lle):eaare a nunlljber ggf charges, many of which fall under the general
heading of ‘Kant was a racist and sexist’. For example, anecc!otes, quota-
tions and stories reported from others, and comments on par-tlcular blacks
and women, or groups of them, seem to reflect racist and sexist beliefs an’d
attitudes on Kant’s part. Perhaps more seriouely, aspects of Kant’s
published, and unpublished, philosophical work, it has been argued, are

! Objections raise questions that should be distinguished. for. exampl_e:q () is !(ant z alle}gl::ili)s'
racist idea an empirical claim, a specific attitude, or a phllosophlcgl thesis? (2) Is it c:m i efa hat Is
itself racist (in some specified sense) or merely one that teneis (e.g.'m t_he wrong l;‘an s) tdo' :;led e
the growth of racist ideas and attitudes? (3) Are th_e spe(_:lﬁc objections '(,md c.arg‘e;se ir ted d
ideas or the man, e.g. the man’s motivation by racist attlt}ldes, tl}e man s?havmg er; culp thi
influenced by racist ideas, or the man’s culpably endorsing racist 1deas. “) ) [r:) s0 _;:lr ass(e
objections are to Kant’s philosophy, broadly construed, are they objections to his kasnc E( ea! ec%s
the central and more foundational claims in the three Critiques and the Qroundwor ) C{)r 1 oa?i;;) -
of Kant’s philosophy that are separable parts (mfiependem or t:alsely believed to :)eb t:ll:lV (11 o
to merely particular illustrations presented re phlloseph)cal p,omts_(perhaps falsely . e 12\\/:) 110 be
apt examples)? For example, in the latter two categories: Kant’s claims about property, r N

women, and, arguably, race.
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themselves racist, or at least apt to facilitate the growth of racist ideas and
attitudes. Often these objections stem from more specific political and
anthropological claims, for example, that women are to be mere ‘passive
citizens’ without a vote and that some races are permanently inferior. But
sometimes the problem is thought to lie deeper, for example, in Kant’s
rationalism in moral theory and his ideas of teleology and race in anthro-
pology. One concern that may (for some) lie behind these objections is a
suspicion that Kant, the man, was himself so racist and sexist that his
works should not receive the respect and favourable attention that they cur-
rently receive. (The thought may be the dubious one that we should not
concern ourselves with the good ideas of bad people. On the other hand, it
may instead be that the faults of attitude and judgement that show up in one
aspect of a thinker’s work is likely to infect his work as a whole.) Apart from
the concern with Kant, the man, however, there remain the important ques-
tions about the ideas presented in his philosophical and other works, many
of which have been and continue to be influential.

We will focus on Kant and race, referring to similar issues regarding
gender only for comparison. We acknowledge that Kant expressed various
beliefs and attitudes that are aptly called racist, in that they falsely (and
perhaps culpably) affirm belief in the inferiority of non-white races and so
are liable to encourage policies and attitudes towards them that are unjust,
contemptuous, and callous. His failings, we suggest, were not only faults of
commission (what he said) but also faults of omission (what he did not say
but should have).? We deny, however, some of the exaggerated charges of
radical and deep racism put forward by some notable recent critics. Kant’s
basic critical philosophy and moral theory, we believe, is not infected with
racism. On the contrary, the moral theory can serve as a reasonable frame-
work for addressing contemporary racial problems, provided it is suitably
supplemented with realistic awareness of the facts about racism and purged
from association with certain false empirical beliefs and inessential deriva-
tive theses. Our position, then, is that, while it is important to notice and
block the influence of aspects of Kant’s writings that reflect or might
encourage racism, the charges of racism do not reach Kant’s deep theory
or undermine its potential for guiding deliberation about the problems of
race.

Our discussion will be divided as follows.

2 Whether or not the ‘fault’ was one for which Kant was morally culpable, given what he might
and should have known at the time, is not the question on which we will focus. Our concern is
whether his expressed ideas were faulty in any of the several ways that we consider, e.g. expressing
racist beliefs and attitudes or encouraging, by his opinions (and what he fails to say), racist beliefs
and attitudes in others.
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First, we examine various contentions made by Emmanuel Eze, who
charges on the basis of an extensive review of Kant’s less known writings
that Kant’s racism is extensive and deeply embedded in his basic philosophy.
The texts that he cites are indeed troublesome and not to be ignored, but
Eze’s conclusions, we argue, extend considerably beyond what the cited texts
actually warrant. There are two sorts of problem: (a) the texts do not in fact
support the extreme form of racist beliefs that Eze attributes to Kant, e.g.
that some races are not human; and (b) Eze’s charge that Kant’s racist
beliefs are inseparable from his basic critical philosophy rests on serious
interpretative mistakes.

Second, we take up an important, and potentially troublesome, version of
the suspicion that Kant’s moral philosophy (not just his anthropological
remarks) reflects a deep prejudice against people who do not share Kant’s
European, Enlightenment, male, professorial values. The suspicion is that by
inflating the value of reason, as he conceived it, Kant in effect denigrated
those who chose a more spontaneous life of passion or relaxed enjoyment.
Even if Kant had not expressed his unfortunate views about hereditary
racial inferiority, there is an aspect of his moral philosophy that may be
called into question on the ground that it expresses, or at least may encour-
age, a contemptuous attitude towards certain non-European peoples simply
because their lifestyles differ radically from that of the white, male, Euro-
pean models that Kant admired. Kant’s enthusiasm for ‘the life of reason’

arguably extended beyond what his commitment to reason as the source of
moral judgements warranted. Striving for perfection, contributing to civil-
ization and high culture, planning, competing, controlling impulse and emo-
tion apparently had value for Kant far beyond what is required to satisfy the
basic demands of duty (and even beyond what is defensible as ‘imperfect
duty’). They are part of a controversial conception of the good life that
Kant, unfortunately, seems ready to prescribe universally, not merely as a
permitted lifestyle but as the only alternative to a worthless existence. The
Tahitians, as he imagined them, symbolized for Kant this worthless alterna-
tive to the busy, productive, reason-dominated lifestyle that he apparently
admired. Setting aside all issues of hereditary racial tendencies, Kant is at
least suspect for encouraging contemptuous attitudes towards any people
who, being talented or not, chose life closer to the Tahitians (as he pictured
them). This objection, we think, has considerable force and gives reason for
contemporary Kantians to dissociate themselves from some of Kant’s
excesses in adulation of the life of reason.

Third, although the last point is significant, it should not be confused with

a more general condemnation of Kant’s rationalism. In particular, his insist-

ence on the crucial role of reason in moral deliberation and finding solutions
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to .5001‘al problems is separable from the previous objection, and it s
quite right. l'(ant argued, rightly we think, that the developme’nt of deli;:fz
tive reason is crucially important for groups, as well as individuals, to
develop. solutions to the problems of social Justice. Although more ti'nan
reason 1s required for moral living and decent communities, Kant seems
nghF -that people who tried to live as he (no doubt falsely) ]’aortra ed th
Tah_ltlans, without the use of reason and only for enjoyment woul):i be il(]e
equipped to .handle the social and moral problems inevitab]y’presented b
the. hard realities of human life, Thus, while he arguably inflated the value o?
a lifestyle devoted to perfecting reason, his main message, the need for the
rlllz:dia(fd so adequate development of ) deliberative reason, is still much
Fourtl}, although (as just suggested) Kant’s moral and political phil-
qsophy rightly emphasizes the need for the development and use of delilfera-
tive .reasop, he apparently did not fully recognize the powerful role that
relatlyely Intractable, gut-level, feelings about race (and other differences)
play in human choices. He was keenly aware of ways in which self-servin
desires tempt otherwise good people to ‘make exceptions of themselves’ ang
he acknowledged human frailty and self-deception. But his conﬁdence’ that
reason can overcome any assaults from our sensuous nature may have fos-
tered.over-conﬁdence that rational arguments are sufficient and generall
effective t9 resolve problems generated by feelings that lead togconﬁicty
Although m.theory, admittedly, Kant could acknowledge that divisive feel-'
ings, e.g. .rac1a] antagonisms, in fact colour our Jjudgements and undermin
tbe effectiveness of rational solutions, he did not seem to grasp the perv. :
siveness of the problem as an obstacle to progress through the lf)se :f.
rational arguments. This is not surprising, for, as we have seen, Kant appar
ently had preJ:udicial attitudes that influenced his own worl; withotﬁphis-
awareness. .Thls problem, we suggest, calls for supplementation of Kant’s
th.eory (as in principle he should approve) with a more thorough appreci-
ation of the way racial feelings and beliefs actually function, i.e. realities of
the sort to which African American philosophers such as (,:har.les Mills so
powerfully call our attention. Facing these problems with Kantian delibera-
tive reason together with this fuller appreciation of the realities of racial
consciousness, the solutions to which we must seriously turn our attention
are ways of: restructuring our social institutions and moral education to
combat racism, not merely with rational arguments, but where it lives
underground, in gut-level antipathies and suspicions immune to overt’
assaults by rational moral argument.
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II. EZE

JIn his essay ‘The Color of Reason’ Eze shows not only that Kant made

; comments that appear to reflect a racist attitude, but also that he. had a
carefully formulated racial theory that included the claim that the w_hlte race
is superior to the other races. Indeed it is probably true, as Eze claims, that
Kant gave ‘the strongest, if not the only, sufficiently articulgted theoretical
philosophical justification of the superior/inferior classiﬁcatlt?n of “‘r?ces. of
man” of any European writer up to his time’.> Further, as if in ar.ltlclpat'lon
of a rejoinder from Kant’s friends that his racist attitudes anq his p.osmb!y
racist racial theory throw no light on, and fail to call into question, his main
philosophical theories, Eze claims to have demonstrated that Kz.mt’s ‘racial
theories . . . belong in an “intimate” way to his transcendental philosophy, or
at least cannot be understood without the acknowledgment of the transcen-
dental grounding that Kant explicitly provides them’.* Eze. succee<.is in shovsf-
ing that Kant saw his racial theory as a serious philosophical project, that it
was not an offhand, unreflective set of conjectures, and that it deserves
philosophical attention. More particularly, he succeeds in showing that K.ant
thought his racial theory was an inherent part of his tot.al .phllosoph1<.:al
system, and that he appealed to his general philosophical principles to del.'lve
and state it. As Eze says, one cannot understand Kant’s racial theory with-
out acknowledging the philosophical grounding that he tried to give it.

But these concessions do not imply that Kant’s central philosophicz.il
principles are tainted with racism. Suppose we grant that his racial. theory is
racist. (Some argument is needed to establish this point. Kant’s ra01al. theqry
is not racist simply because it claims that there are superior and mfenor
races. Conceivably the evidence available to him supported that claim. A

racial theory is racist only if it relies on a culpable neglect of evidence that

could have disproved it, or expresses or encourages contempt or disregard
for people because of the race they are alleged to belong tp.) 'And suppose
we grant that Kant appealed to his general philosophical principles to d.erlve
and state his racial theory. It would follow that these principles are tamtf:d
with racism only if they strictly entailed his racial theory. If Kant’s r.acu?.l
theory depends on false factual assumptions, or if his attejmpt to derive it
from his general philosophical principles is invalid, these principles neec.i not
be tainted with racism any more than genetic science is necessarily tainted
with racism just because some racists try to use it to justify their views. .
But although Kant’s use of his general philosophical principles to derive

' Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, “The Color of Reason’, in Eze (ed.), Post Colonial African Phil-
osophy: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 129.
¢ Ibid. 130.
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his racial theory does not prove that his general philosophical principles are
tainted, it does raise the suspicion that they might be. Eze should therefore
be commended for pointing out that Kant seems_to have believed that his
“general philoséphical principles supported his racial theory. He has sug-
Bested another critical way to test the soundness of these principles. They
may be responsible for the possible racism of his racial theory, and if they
are, then that should count against them. We argue, however, that Kant’s
general philosophical principles are not r_gsﬁonsible for the possible racism

“in his racial theory. He may have appealed to thém to derive his racial theory,

but his derivation was invalid and seems to have relied on false factual
‘assumptions. T e T - -

Eze evidently thinks it very important to emphasize that Kant appealed to
his transcendental philosophy and his theory of the a priori to formulate his
racial theory. For example, he claims to have shown that for Kant ‘racial
differences and racial classifications are based a priori on the reason of the
natural scientist’;’ that Kant assumed that his ‘classification of humans
according to race and racial distinctions (skin color assumed as external
proof and evidence) is based on an idea “inevitably inherited by Nature”—
that is, a priori, transcendentally grounded and immutable’;® that the
‘so-called subhuman, primitive, and characterological inferiority of the
American Indian, the African, or the Asian, is a biologically and meta-
physically inherited (arche)type’;” and finally that Kant ‘elevated’ David
Hume’s ‘literary and political speculations about the “Negro,” and provided
these speculations with “transcendental justifications”’.* The import of these

* claims-seeins o be that Kant believed that the racial classification he offered

was a necessary truth, based on reason alone, and neither derived from
experience nor revisable in the light of experience. But it is hard to make
sense of the claim that Kant believed that the racial classification he offered
Wwas a necessary truth. It is true that in a central sense, for Kant, a priori
truths about the world are necessary truths; examples are the truths of
mathematics. Surely Eze cannot mean that Kant believed that statements
about racial classifications are necessarily true like statements of mathemat-
ics! And if he does mean this, he does not make the slightest attempt to
prove it. Kant also argued that space, time, and the categories are a priori
forms of any possible experience, meaning that they are presupposed by
any possible experience. But here too Eze surely cannot be trying to tell us
that Kant believed that racial difference and racial classification are
presuppositions of any possible experience. Nor is it any more plausible to
say that Kant believed that racial difference and racial classification are

* Ibid. 122. ¢ Ibid. 124. 7 Ibid. 125. & Ibid. 122.
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presuppositions of any experience of human beings. Certa'inly he knew that
some of his contemporaries denied that there were such things as races.
Kant distinguished ‘constitutive’ from ‘regulative’ prin<.:iples. COIlStlt}lthC
principles are the principles of the possibility of the objfects of experience
and determine how in general they must be. E(e_gﬁu}[qtlve”prmcnples are
maxims about how we ought to think about the objects of §3(p§£i_en<_:e (A509
B537). Among these principles is the systematic unity pf nature and tl.lat
causes must not be multiplied needlessly. Kant says that in using these prin-
ciples we ‘presuppose a transcendental principle wherf:by such a sys,tematlc
unity is a priori assumed to be necessarily inherent in the objects’ (A651
B679). The idea here is that the assumption that causes are not need.lcssly
multiplied is a priori in the sense that it is not derived frO{n experience.
Rather it is an assumption we ought to employ when we deal with the objects
of experience, supposing that we want to construct a reasonable and
humanly comprehensible theory about these objects. ‘ ‘
Probably Kant relied on such a principle when he cons-tructed his racial
theory. For example, it seems to be the ground of his preference for
monogenesis—the theory that the races are descended.from a common
stock—over polygenesis—the theory that the races have d-1fferen.t origins. -In
this way a principle Kant identified as a priori was impllcatc?d in his racial
theory. But this certainly does not support Eze’s contention that Kant
believed that the racial classification he offered was a necessary truth. E\{en
if it is an a priori truth that causes should not be multiplied unneoessa-lrll_y,
and even if this leads us initially to prefer monogenesis over polygenesis, in
the end monogenesis may still have to be withdrawn in the light of experi-
ence. No matter how carefully we refrain from multiplying causes unneces-
sarily, the facts may still force us to prefer polygenesis over monogenesis.
And even if this is not the case, and monogenesis remains the preferable
theory, experience alone can settle whether there are races or whether the
racial classification Kant offers is correct. Finally, suppose that we hypoth-
esize that there are races, and that the correct racial classiﬁgatlon has a
certain form. These hypotheses may be described as a priori in the sense
that they are not generalizations based on experience. But it does not. fol’low
that Kant would have supposed that they are fixed or ‘metaphysmal. or
‘immutable’, as Eze seems to believe. A hypothesis that is not a generallza}-
tion based on experience may still be fully revisable in the light of. experi-
ence; it may not be derived from experience, but it may be falsified by
experience. .
Eze claims that Kant critiques Linnaeus’s work on the ground it was not
‘transcendentally grounded’. To back up this claim he cites a passage from
Kant’s ‘Physical Geography’, which goes as follows:
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One should call the system of nature created up to now more correctly an aggregate of
nature, because a system presupposes the idea (Idee) of a whole out of which the
manifold character of thing is being derived. We do not have as yet a system of nature.
In the existing so-called system of this type, the objects are merely put beside each
other and ordered in sequence one after another . . . True philosophy, however, has to
follow the diversity and the manifoldness of matter through all time.®

We grant that this passage shows that Kant believed that science involved
more than mere classification, and that it had to take the form of a deriv-
ation from fundamental assumptions. And it follows that if Kant believed
that a science of race was possible, then he would have believed that it would
have to take the form of a derivation from fundamental assumptions. But
Eze makes no attempt to show that this required Kant to believe that the
racial classification he offered was a priori and transcendentally grounded in
the sense that it was based on reason alone and was not revisable in the light
of experience. Instead he launches into a discussion of Kant’s Observations
of the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, claiming that the book shows
Kant’s ‘theoretic transcendental philosophical position at work’. But
although he cites some passages in it that certainly seem to express racist
attitudes, Eze says nothing to suggest that Kant believed that these passages
were any more than empirical a posteriori claims that could be falsified by
experience. Certainly he makes no attempt to show that Kant thought of
them as necessarily true, or based on reason alone, or a condition of
experience.

Eze claims at another point that, on Kant’s terms, ‘The black person . . . ]
can accordingly be denied full humanity, since full and “true” humanity |
accrues only to the white European’.' It is certainly true that Kant believed
that whites were the most talented race. He writes, ‘Humanity is at its great-
est perfection in the race of the whites. The yellow Indians do have a meager
talent. The Negroes are far below them and at the lowest point are a part of
the American peoples’.'! But this is a far cry from claiming that non-white
lack dignity, in the sense that they lack the capacity to act morally. One does!
have to be highly talented to have the capacity to act morally and con-)'
sequently to have dignity. Kant often insisted on this, Further, he made many
claims that indicated specifically that he did not endorse the view that non-
whites. were incapable of moral action or were without dignity. For example,
in the Metaphysics of Morals Kant writes, concerning European settlement
of lands inhabited by ‘shepherds or hunters (like the Hottentots, the

° Eze, Post Colonial African Philosophy, 120.

' Ibid. 121.

'" Immanuel Kant, selections from ‘Physical Geography’, in Emmanuel Chukwudj Eze (ed.),
Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 63.

e
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Tungusi, or most of the American Indian nations) who depend for their
sustenance on great open regions’, that such settlement ‘may not take place
by force but only by contract, and indeed by a contract that does not take
advantage of the ignorance of those inhabitants with respect to ceding their
lands’."? It should be noted that only moral agents are capable of making
contracts, and that Kant includes here the American Indians whom he had
described as the least talented of the human races. He was clear, then, that
even the race he believed to be the least talented was capable of moral action
and had dignity. Similarly, in Perpetual Peace he denounces the ‘appallingly
great’ ‘injustice’ of the European powers in their conquest of ‘America, the
negro countries, the Spice islands, and the Cape’; and blames them for incit-
ing the Indian states to ‘wars, famine, insurrection, treachery and the whole
litany of evils which can afflict the human race’."

Eze is on firmer ground when he claims that Kant believed that only
Europeans have the capacity for self-perfection and are likely to contribute
to the future progress of the human race.”* This puts him in a position to
argue that Kant believed that only Europeans are properly human, since the
capacity for self-perfection is part of what it means to be human. But even if
Kant believed that only Europeans have the capacity for self-perfection and
are likely to contribute to human progress, the question is whether he was led
to believe this by any central principles of his philosophy.

As Eze correctly notes, Kant used his universal history in order to argue
for a theory of human nature, and was moved to do so probably as a result
of studying Rousseau’s earlier effort to do the same thing.'"” But Kant’s
universal history, and his theory of human nature, are very different from
Rousseau’s. Rousseau thought he had a theory that explained human wick-
edness. On his account, human beings are good when they come from the
hand of nature, and most of them are wicked only because of the bad social
conditions they are in. His conjectural history of human beings was the
method he chose to justify that account. Starting from the assumption that
human beings would be happy and good in a pre-social and solitary state of

nature, he tried to show how they become wicked as they accidentally create
and stumble into social conditions that make them wicked.'® Kant’s con-

2 Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991), hereafter abbreviated MM, p. 159 (vi: 353). Parenthetical numbers in Kant’s
works refer to the standard Prussian Academy edition volume and pages.

'3 Immanuel Kant, ‘Perpetual Peace’, in Kant: Political Writings, ed. Hans Reiss (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1970), 106.

4 Eze, “The Color of Reason’, 117.

!5 Ibid. 108-14.
16 See e.g. J.-J. Rousseau, ‘Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of lnequality among Men,

or Second Discourse’, in Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Political Writings, ed. Victor Goure-
vitch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 111-222.
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jef:tural history, on the other hand, was not an attempt to explain human
wncket.iness, or to prove anything in particular about what human nature is
when it comes unsullied from the hand of nature. Rather, it was an attempt
to show vyhat human nature has to be like, given that we have to interpret
human h{story as mankind’s long journey to the point where all human
talents will be fully perfected.!” Accordingly, although Kant agrees with
Rops.:seau that people are wicked and engaged in a worsening spiral of com-
petition and war, he insisted that we have to find a way to interpret this as
eventually leading to good, and that we have to assume a view of human
nature t.hat supports that interpretation. Thus Kant argues that the war and
f:ompetltion that Rousseau deplores sharpens and deepens our understand-
ing of nature and of ourselves, and that this, together with our natural
prudence, will one day lead and enable us to design the republican constitu-
tions and t?e world federation that will guarantee the conditions for peace-
ful competition and the eventual flowering of all human talents. Further. he
argues that we have to take human nature to include a capacity for act’ion
that leads to self-perfection or self-improvement.
. As far as we can tell, Eze tries to connect this fanciful, but otherwise
Innocent-sounding story to Kant’s racial theory and transcendental phil-
osophy by arguing that the claim that human nature includes a capacity for
self-perfection is an a priori claim. That is, it is not established by experience
fr(?m .the data at one’s disposal, but is brought to experience as an organizing’
prmc.slple, to help make sense of the data at one’s disposal and to direct
.empl'rlcal research. This point must be granted. The next step, however, is
¥nvahd. Eze seems to suggest that if we take the claim that human natl’lre
includes a capacity for self-perfection as a priori and notice that non-
European peoples are not perfecting themselves, at least in the European
way, thpn we will be led to conclude that they lack the capacity for self-
perfection, and we will also take that conclusion to be a priori. This seems to
be the argument he uses to press his claim that Kant thought it an a priori
truth .that non-Europeans are not fully human. But it is, as we said, invalid
Even 1f Kant was convinced that non-Europeans were not perfectiI;g them:
se!ves in the European way, he could without the slightest contradiction have
rejectfed the claim that such peoples lack the capacity for self-perfection.
That is, Kant’s teleology may have led him to take it to be an a priori truth
that .human nature included a capacity for self-perfection, but there was
nqthmg in it to lead him to conclude that non-Europeans lacked that cap-
acity, even if some of them, like the Tabhitians, were not involved in the war

' See e.g. Immanuel Kant, ‘ldea for a Univ i i i
8 ; ] ) ersal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose’, ‘Per-
petual Peace’, and ‘Conjectures on the Beginning of Human History’, in Kant: PoIitic:zI; Wri’tings.
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and competition he thought of as necessary means to human perfection. It is
perfectly possible for people to have capacities they fail to realize, because,
for example, they fail to be in circumstances that provoke them to realize
their capacities. Accordingly, even if Kant inferred that non-Europeans
lacked the capacity for improvement, this was because he made factual
assumptions that were not part of his central philosophical assumptions, or
because his prejudice led him to draw unwarranted conclusions from his
teleology.

Indeed it seems that if Kant had stuck to his central methodological
principles, for example, that causes must not be multiplied unnecessarily, he
would have been led to reject the idea that some peoples lack the capacity for
self-perfection. To see this point, let us compare his theory of history with
Rousseau’s more streamlined account. Although Rousseau would have
agreed with Kant that different physical conditions probably account for the
different appearances of the races, he dispenses with the further and
unnecessary assumption that these differences are correlated with differ-
ences in talent and motivation. And this, we may observe, is exactly what
Kant should have argued if he had remained faithful to his principle not to
multiply causes unnecessarily. Clearly, if we can explain apparent differences
in talent and motivation in terms of social conditions, we can obviously cut
back on the number of causes we have to appeal to in order to explain
human history. Eze says that Kant described European history and
imagined he was describing human history. But consider, for example, how
Rousseau and Kant deal with European history. For Rousseau, it is a condi-
tion that human beings in Europe have stumbled into by accident. For
reasons it would be tedious to repeat here in detail, Rousseau argued that the
physical conditions of Europe led the people living there to devise certain
social institutions that then inexorably, but without their understanding or
intention, propelled them into the strife, competition, and ‘progress’ of
Europe.'® Other peoples not in Europe have escaped Europe’s fate, simply
because of accident, or because the physical conditions they were in led
them to devise different social institutions that did not involve them in the
strife of competition, and consequently the development of talents found in
Europe. Specifically, Rousseau avoided multiplying causes. He argued that if
Europeans do indeed have a disposition to unsocial sociability and therefore
to competitiveness, this is a result of the social institutions they were led to
devise by the physical conditions of their continent. On his account, any
other people in the same conditions would have devised the same institutions

'® Progress must be put in inverted commas here because Rousseau maintained that the progress
of Europe was a moral disaster.
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and would have developed the unsocial sociability and the competitiveness
_Of Europeans. But Kant argued that European competitiveness is a result of
1nn.ate .European talent and unsocial sociability. We can only speculate that
pf'ejudlce or gullibility led him to multiply causes needlessly and to violate
his own philosophical principles. In any case, these principles cannot be
blamed for his view that non-Europeans are less talented than Europeans
and perhaps even lack the capacity for self-perfection.

HI. THE TAHITIANS AND THE IDEAL OF REASON

Contemporary readers sensitive to persistent problems of Western bias
towards Third World peoples will hardly be pleased by Kant’s various refer-
ences to South Sea Islanders.!” Europe in Kant’s day knew of Tahiti and
other ‘exotic’ places from the reports of travellers, who mostly saw what they
wanted to see through European eyes. Tahiti was romanticized as an idyllic
land of peace and plenty, endless enjoyment without responsibility. Only a
few, such as Forster, reported a more complex, perhaps more realistic pic-
ture. Kant’s reaction was to accept the usual romantic stereotype without
the f:l'lstomary admiration that accompanied it. He accepted the idea of the
Tabhitians as people completely devoted to the life of ease and pleasure, with
no need to develop their reason and talents to satisfy their basic n;ltural
needs a.nd immediate desires. Rather than envying them for this, however,
Kant filsapproved. In his view, they neglected the distinctive human power;
that give life meaning and value. If their idleness were never to change, the
world would not be a worse place, he suggests, if Tahiti sank. ’
One can tr.y to make excuses for Kant on grounds of non-culpable ignor-
ance of empirical fact, but there is reason to suppose that he should have
known better because he engaged in public controversy with Forster, who
reported a different story of the Tahitians from his travels with Ca’ptain
Cook: Kant was less interested in the empirical facts, it seems, than in the
occasion the Tahitians seemed to provide for a moral sermon to his readers
%ether he was culpable or not, it is hard to deny that his disapproviné
attitude and ready acceptance of the common stereotype fit with and could
have' encouraged European tendencies towards self-righteous domination
and interference with non-Western cultures, To say this, however, is not yet
to make a deep charge against Kant’s moral and political theories. Are his
philosophical ideas at fault, or is his attitude about the Tahitians something

" Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysi
1 | Kant, physics of Morals, ed. Mary Gre; C idge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), hereafter abbreviated G, pp- 32-3 (iv: 32—3),g§8r~(9 (?vn:-‘ ggO)%e.
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separable? There is reason to suspel(;tthat thet ;;Lolt):leemc f;)eeso gelleise;tltllil:;;
far—though still, we believe, no .
:llrlfig;s(:fi(tjics:; theories. Egchoing familiar concerns sometimes (le)fpress?dti)lz
feminist, African American, and various ppstquern clr.;zlctsh.o «ne
Enlightenment, an extreme version of the ob:|ect10n might go L .el litoric_
disapproves of the Tahitians because th.ey fail to. meet a pargg 1&11 (,)f istoric
ally conditioned, European and male biased Enlightenment i ela} . their.
Their failure, the ground of the alleged worthlessness of their {vei,im er
not working to ‘perfect’ themselves as demapded by the categonga i ::let ”
tive, an absolute requirement of pure practlcal' reason. The;r enjoy ont
counted for nothing because they are not f(‘;llﬁ.lllll,ng It]l(;et(e)nccl I?trirg?lieor;,s which
i rol passion, maintain a pure ‘good will’, a
:fnt: ;3:;1 tto nll)ankind’s cultural and moral perfection. They are thtna::i &rlct);
ductive, competitive, and combative as Europeans, and sq d.o nl;) C(;d e
to the perfection of humanity a;s rea?on der.naflt()ils;);l“gﬁ?i, glli tl:ncmael;gt E‘,Jrope-
i justify the moral and cultural superiori :
zlrlizsatr?djleli::lt?s’etthe imperialistic extension of their values, all from local bias
eason. . ' o
m?\sll::: ?lsl(}))ll:;lel rthere is an important ke.rnel of truth in [hlS.ObjCCtl((;n(; vt:re-
extreme version as expressed here contains several exaggeral;tlon(js tahr:1 1 over:
sights that should be mentioned. First, it should be.remer? erg hat Rant
regards the duty to develop one’s talents only as an imper ec(; u z ! wide
obligation’.?® That is, the developmept of tjcllents is suppose to E an end
prescribed by reason, but the duty is indefinite, nqt saying hol\:v r}rlluc or how
or when one is to promote that end. Otl(lierd egds, 1;1:(1)1111d1:§dt tleler:pils) pess of
's own, are also commended by re: » and :
:)Iltllllfatr Sf(frn:llo:se to how to balance these pl-lrsuits. .Thfe d,uty is als(;) re;atlll\lrfutrc;
one’s talents, so the mere failure to meet high ‘objective standarlls 9n ff; e
are not, in principle, grounds for disapp.rc-)val of anyone as morally i o th.a t
For Kant moral disapproval of the Tahitians, for ?xample, prest;ppo‘dut ”
they have talents. Further, the duty to perfect one’s talents l11s orll y a onSi);) to
oneself’.? That is, it is unenforceable by .law and qnly the ethica respeven o
ity of each agent to himself, not the bu51ne§s _Of dlfstant stra;lngzrs (;rat o
neighbours. Kant may not always keep this in mind, but he does at p

2 -5 (vi: 388-93). ) ) )

21 ‘[glll‘]{erl)si% i: (s‘:id that il)is in itself a duty for a puman being to mz;ll.(e hlsfzzgotrllx; ﬂzl;f;gt:::
belonging to a human being as such (properly speaking, to _humamty), t xs.pzr eetion must be put
. hgl cgan result from his deeds, not in mere gifts for whxch.he must be indebt n: facu] Lor
":l:;rzise it would not be a duty. This duty can therefore consist onl)}'l mf cultlttvat:tftgoc:lr::i o
0 i iti i ich is understanding, the faculty of

1 predispositions), the highest of which is un n ' opts and

iggl::'t:ll:‘ssepzonceplgts that have to do with duty’ (MM 150 (vi: 386-7); also see G 150 (iv ))

2 MM 174-5 (vi: 418-20), 194-7 (vi: 444-7).
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object to the meddlesomeness of anthropologists in other cultures and the
unjust incursions of European settlers on the lands of others (e.g. the Hot-
tentots, Tungusi, and American Indians). Even the idea that idle persons’
exclusive devotion to enjoyment is ‘unworthy of their humanity’ is, for Kant,
hot a practical judgement that should guide our treatment of them.
Because of our ignorance of motives, moral worth, ultimately, can only be
judged by God, according to Kant; our duties of respect and beneficence
make no reference to the worthiness of the recipient. The primary place of
Jjudgements of deficient ‘moral worth’ is when we sense our own shortcom-
ings, by comparison with an ideal (not other people) and this leads us to
commit ourselves to greater effort 2 Another point to note is that not every-
thing in Kant’s objectionable attitude to the Tahitians stems from his idea of
reason. For example, his thought that human beings can progress to the
ideal of humanity only through ‘unsocial sociability’ (and so by com-
petitiveness, hard work driven by self-interest, etc.) is an empirical claim, no
doubt an overgeneralization and not itself 3 philosophical thesis 2
All this said, there remains a serious objection. In brief, Kant does not
merely call attention to the importance of deliberative reason for prudence
and moral problem-solving, but, beyond this, he apparently endorses a par-
ticular rationalistic conception of the good life as a universal and necessary
goal.?”’ That is, the development of intellectual abilities, control of passions,
conscious striving for determinate goals, critical thinking, etc. seem not
merely recommended as prudentially advantageous and often useful for
moral ends, but as valuable ends intrinsic to rational nature itself Such a
lifestyle, independent of its effect on happiness, accords with the telos of our
nature as rational beings. Although other ends, such as the happiness of
others, are also to be sought, morally good persons, Kant seems to think,

2 MM 212 (vi; 466). 122 (vi: 353).

* See ‘Kant’s Anti-Moralistic Strain’, in Thomas E. Hill Jr., Dignity and Practical Reason in
Kant's Moral Theory (Ithaca, N'Y: Cornell University Press, 1992); also Thomas E. Hill Jr.,, ‘Kant
on Wrongdoing, Desert, and Punishment’, Law and Philosophy, 18 (1999), 407-41. Note this too
against spreading derogatory accounts of others: ‘The intentional spreading of something that
detracts from another’s honor—even if it is not a matter of public justice, and even if what js said
is true—diminishes respect for humanity as such, and so as finally to cast a shadow of worthless-
ness over our race itself, making misanthropy (shying away from human beings) or contempt the
prevalent cast of mind . . .’ (MM 212 (vi: 466)). Cynics will doubtless say ‘our race’ here refers
exclusively to European whites, but such charges are more reflective of critical zeal than carefu]
survey of relevant evidence,

» Regarding comparing ourselves to an ideal standard rather than to other people, see MM 187
(vi: 435-6).

% See Kant: Political Writings, 44-5 (from ‘Idea of a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan
Purpose’, 1784), and Alan Wood’s commentary, ‘Unsociable Sociability: The Anthropological
Basis of Kantian Ethics’, Philosophical Topics, 19/1 (Spring 1991), 325-5].

7 MM 151 (vi: 387), 154 (vi: 391-2); 194-5 (vi: 444-6), 1801 (vi: 427-8).
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% See especially, G 29-66 (vi: 418-66), omitting Kant’s examples.

i igni i 7, 124-31.
» G 24-9 (vi: 413-19); Hill, Dignity and Practical Reason, 16-3 1234 (vi 350 o
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not, indeed cannot, depend on teleological claims, but his examples of spe-
cific moral duties often do. Contemporary philosophers are understandably
sceptical about Kant’s teleology, especially the claims (a) that we should
regard history as progressing to the flourishing of humankind in culture,
politics, and morality as well as happiness consonant with virtue, and (b)
that intellectual powers are wrong to neglect because they are gifts of nature.
But the contested points here, it is important to see, are distinct from Kant’s
more fundamental moral theory.

In sum, then, we share with Kant’s critics the suspicion that he exagger-
ated the value that a moral and rational person must place on ‘reason’ in so
far as he prescribed as a universal and necessary value an intellectual
lifestyle with features, in kind and degree, beyond what basic prudence and
morality require. The point, however, should not be confused with a much
more radical charge about Kant’s endorsement of ‘Enlightenment reason’,
namely that it represents nothing but the parochial values of a particular
historical era and class, with nothing more to recommend it than its corrupt
origin and its adaptability to evil imperialistic aims. Virtually everything in
philosophy is controversial, but the objections to Kant’s teleological claims,
which few contemporary philosophers accept, are not grounds for dismiss-
ing his emphasis on reason in his basic moral and political theories, elements
of which in fact are widely accepted among many of his critics as well as his
defenders. The basic theory, for example, holds that it is a reasonable aim to
seek a world of justice, peace, and mutual respect in which all people can
pursue their own happiness, with the aid of others, under mutually accept-
able constraints. It implies, further, that it is rationally required to take the
necessary means, when available, to this moral end. This does not make
intellectual and cultural perfection of individuals or the human species an end
in itself. What is required is whatever use of reason can help to promote the
morally better world just described.

So, do these basic points support a moral requirement for people to use
reason and to develop intellectual powers more than Kant imagined the
Tahitians did? As a general rule, this seems obviously implied, but Kant
grants that what specifically is required in each context varies with the cir-
cumstances (such as one’s talents, opportunities, and other legitimate ends).
Development of reason, in general, is important to counteract oppressive
superstitions, to structure social institutions that foster mutual cooperation
and respect, and to develop the means and strategies to provide for the
security and basic needs of all in a fair way. Granted, reason alone, especially
not instrumental reason alone, is not sufficient to solve these problems, but
that is not the issue here. The point is just that, even after we abandon
Kant’s inflated view of the necessity of intellectual life style, there remains a
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plausible core to his insistence on the presumptive moral case for favouring
the development and use of intellectual powers in the service of moral ends.
To say this need not be a culturally biased disparagement of any group of
people, though it implies that there are moral reasons not to devote oneself
entirely to pleasure to the total neglect of one’s talents .(as Kant.apparently
imagined the Tahitians did). The minimal moral claim here is .that on’e
should develop one’s powers of mind to serve moral ends and this (in Kant s
official theory) is offered only as an indetermin.ate, unenforceable maxim for
each person’s moral consideration, to be applied by the responsible judge-
ment of each according to his or her circumstances. If Kant had gone no
further than this, it is hard to imagine how the claim could be cc.m_str.ued_ as
unduly disparaging except by those who hold the ext.reme relativistic view
that it is necessarily disparaging to make any moral claim that challenges th’e
preferred way of life of others. Although, as noted, the c':onstrual of Kz:mt s
minimal claim as unduly disparaging is hard to imagine, it plust be admitted
that the liability of philosophical ideas to distortion sometimes proves to be

beyond imagination.

1V. DELIBERATIVE REASON AND VISCERAL RACISM

When we ask about the relevance of Kant’s philosqphical writings to con-
temporary problems of racism, there is more to consider than whether Kagt
himself had racist attitudes and beliefs and more even than whether his
claims have implications likely to facilitate racism in others. The.re may be
faults of omission as well as faults of commission: Or, to set aside assess-
ment of personal blame, the point is that philosopl}lcal work, like any other,
can by its omissions or incompleteness encourage its reac.iers to rest content
with deplorable attitudes not anticipated or strictly entailed by the content
of the work. Such work stands in need of serious supplen'legtatlon as wc‘:l! as
more explicit clarification and warnings against appropriation for illegitim-
0S€s. .
ati\plrllgural worry of this kind about Kantian moral .philosophy Fmght' be
put as follows. Kant so emphasizes the role of reason in moral d'ehberatlon
and motivation that he ignores, and encourages his readers to ignore, the
hard reality that people are often moved by gut-leve! feelln.gs thE.lt are
impervious to rational argument. As has become_ horrlblyf evident in the
twentieth century, racial antagonisms are a paradigm of Ylsceral attitudes
that did not stem from reason and, it seems amply evident, are 'rarely
extinguished by reason alone. Extolling ra_tional arguments whll.e ignor-
ing the stubbornness of blind visceral racism has potentially disastrous
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consequences. It encourages us to approach the deeply rooted problems of
contemporary racism with the largely ineffective tool of rationalistic moral
argument. Or, to change the metaphor, it is like treating a disease with the
wrong medicine, even a non-medical treatment, like a lecture or a sermon.
The problem in Kant’s case, the objection might continue, is not a minor
surface problem, readily remedied; for he repeatedly implies that the way to
fight the immorality prompted by feelings and impulses is to focus the mind
and will on the moral law, a principle of reason that makes no appeal to our
sentiments.

Although the objection summarized here raises serious problems that
should not be dismissed, we must be careful not to exaggerate. For example,
Kant was obviously well aware that people often do terrible things from
blind sentiments and impulses. Even when their immoral acts are coldly
calculating, Kant thought, they are merely taking means perceived as neces-
sary to achieve ends prompted by their non-rational inclinations.” Because
his project in the Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason was, to a
large extent, to combat ‘sentimentalist’ theories such as those of Hutcheson
and Hume, it is understandable that he would emphasize his belief in the
possibility and importance of pure rational motivation; but this does not
mean that he denied, or disregarded, the evident fact that much of human
behaviour, for better or worse, proceeds as if reason were silent or offered
only prudential counsel. Admittedly, Kant writes as if the main obstacle to
our making moral choices were merely self-serving inclinations® and our
tendency to ‘make exceptions of ourselves’ to principles that, in general, we
acknowledge as valid.* He was apparently not aware of the influence of

 The coolness of a scoundrel, Kant says, makes him not only ‘more dangerous but immedi-
ately abominable in our eyes than we would have taken him to be without it’ (G 8 (iv: 394)). He
follows merely ‘hypothetical imperatives’ to personal ends adopted on the basis of inclinations,
contrary to ‘categorical imperatives’. His principles are ‘rules of skill’ or ‘technical precepts’. “The
precepts for a physician to make his man healthy in a well-grounded way, and for a poisoner to be
sure of killing his, are of equal worth so far as each serves to bring about his purpose’ (G 26 (iv:
415)).

* As Butler famously notes, we have ‘particular passions’ regarding many things, such as the
good or ill of others, quite distinct from the second-level desire to be ‘happy’ or gratified by
satisfying such first-order desires. Visceral racism commonly shows itself in such first-order desires
to put down people of other races, to harm, dominate, or humiliate them. Contempt is felt for all
who share certain group characteristics and, though the racist may enjoy oppressing them, the
contempt precedes the enjoyment and partially explains it. The racist tendency to ‘make excep-
tions’ is thus often not initially and primarily a tendency to promote (perceived) self-interest but
rather a disposition to exclude a despised ‘other’ group from the range of those to whom our
moral consideration is owed.

* ‘Now reason issues its precepts unremittingly, without promising anything to the inclin-
ations. . . . But from this there arises a natural dialectic, that is, a propensity to rationalize against
those strict laws of duty and to cast doubt upon their validity, or at least upon their purity and
strictness, and where possible, to make them better suited to our wishes and inclinations . . .’
(G 17-18 (iv: 405)); “if we now attend to ourselves in any transgression of a duty, we find that we
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deep visceral racial feelings, which are not simply self-regarding and may be
as harmful to oneself as to others. Nevertheless, Kant can hardly be said to
have been ignorant or indifferent to the fact that there are deep forces in
human nature, evident throughout history, that work against our instituting
practices that impartial reason would approve. For example, in the Ground-
work (and elsewhere) Kant repeatedly expresses uncertainty that there ever
existed a person with a purely good will.* In The Metaphysics of Morals he
describes vividly characteristic temptations to vice,* acknowledges human
frailty,”” and allows that virtue is at best ‘in progress’ and ‘considered object-
ively’ an ‘ideal’ that is ‘unattainable’.’ In Religion he insists there is ‘radical
evil’ in human nature, a innate tendency to subordinate the moral law to the
pursuit of personal concerns, and in ‘Idea for a Universal History with a
Cosmopolitan Purpose’ his metaphor is that human beings are made of
‘crooked wood’ that can never be made straight.*®

Kant was also aware, to some degree, that to fulfil our moral ends it is
helpful (even if not absolutely necessary) to cultivate our feelings as well as
our rational nature.* There is no inconsistency between this common-sense
point, which Kant admits, and his insistence that in principle we must pre-
sume that we can overcome any inner obstacles to doing our duty and must
hold ourselves responsible if we fail.*’ But Kant understandably would be
inclined to de-emphasize the admission, because a central theme of his was
that acting from rational recognition of duty is possible and the distinctive
mark of a morally good person. He apparently saw cultivation of feelings as
a minor supplement to a moral agent’s main tasks, not as a major project for
the individual and not among the aims of the state.

Although the objection under consideration must be qualified by recog-
nizing these aspects of Kant’s writings, it nevertheless remains a serious
problem that cannot be lightly dismissed. Admittedly Kant knew that blind
impulses and feelings are obstacles to morality and some cultivation of

do not really will that our maxim should become a universal law, since that is impossible for us,
but that the opposite of our maxim should indeed remain a universal law, only we take the liberty
of making an exception to it for ourselves (or just for this once) to the advantage of inclination’
(G 34-5 (iv. 424)).

% G 19-8 (iv: 407); MM 196 (vi: 447).

% MM 184-8, (vi: 432-3), 206-13.

1 MM 166 (vi: 408), 196 (vi: 446); see also Religion with the Limits of Reason Alone and G 19 (iv:
406).
*® MM 167-8 (vi: 410). In the Critique of Practical Reason Kant suggests that the ever-receding
ideal of virtue towards which one must strive would take infinite time to approach, which is a
reason, he proposes, for faith in immortality. See Critique of Practical Reason, 102-3 (v: 122-3).

¥ Political Writings, 46.

© MM 218 (vi: 473), 204-5 (vi: 456-7).

4 Critique of Practical Reason, 82-4 (v: 98-100).
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feehn.gs can be useful as a counterpoise to natural temptations, but it
remains a fact that the main solution that he offers to moral an(’i social
problems is more extensive development and use of reason. He repeated]
suggests, for fexample, that merely holding the categorical imperative clearly
before the mind, as a pure principle of reason, is all that we need to knowy
an§ be moved to do what is right.? His idea of moral education, while not
entlre!y neglectful of habit, feeling, and physical well-being is, almost a
paradigm of a rationalistic approach, with an emphasis on n’laxims rules,
and above all cultivation of the mind.* The moral ‘catechism’ sketc’hed at’
the end of The Metaphysics of Morals presents the teacher as drawing forth
moral knowlet.ige from the pupil in a manner reminiscent of Socrates and
the slave boy in Plato’s Meno.“ Moreover, although Kant’s idea that our
moral ends with regard to others is to promote their happiness, not their
morz.11 perfectiohn, is a commendable antidote to moral imperialisr,n it tends
to filscourage, if not forbid, systematic moral efforts to eliminate’ visceral
racism by attacking the institutions and practices that foster it. Kant seems
all too Content to think that it is not a social problem but rather the
respon51b111ty of each individual to fight his or her own bad feelings a d
attltudc?s without significant outside ajd_ 4 Unlike Rousseau, from whgom Ille
oth.em{lse }earned much, Kant did not acknowledge the nee,d to restructure
social 1n§t1t1{tions to help cultivate the social sentiments that promote and
preserve mstl.tutions that moral reason approves. He seems, for example, not
tp h:tive qyestlgned seriously his commitment to a virtually ;bso]ute pro;;erty
Jrlllil]}: d]f)r.lor (in a sense) to government and constraining what it may
Bu't what is the lesson to draw here? Surely it is not that Kant was wron
to think that we need reasonable deliberation and dialogue to address racia%
problems. Rather, it is that such use of reason must be informed by an
adequate understanding of the empirical facts about racism, its genesiz its
stubbf)mness, its hiding-places, its interplay with other factor;, and the m’ost
Fﬁ”ectwe means to combat it. Racist attitudes, as we have argued, are
Incompatible with Kant’s basic principle of respect for humanity in ,each
person. Moreover, tolerating or ignoring racism is a policy that reasonable
mutua.IIy respecting persons cannot will as universal law, or even parochial
law. Given this, reasonable moral deliberation must direct’ us to discover and
use the most effective permissible means to combat racist attitudes. If, as we

“ G 15-16 (iv: 403-4), etc,

“ See Imm i i

83121 anuel Kant, Education (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1960), esp.
“ MM222-8 (vi: 478-85).
S MM 150-2 (vi: 385-8).
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believe, Rousseau was right in thinking that social institutions and practices
tend to shape social attitudes and feelings, then we must turn our attention
to those institutions and practices. For example, we must look for the seeds
of racism, and the prospect of reducing it, in our economy, our courts and
gaols, our educational system, zoning laws, political processes, and so on.
What in particular needs to be done is, of course, a complex and contro-
versial matter to determine, and there is no denying that individual self-
scrutiny of the sort Kant prescribes is also important. The main point,
however, now seems quite clear: a basic Kantian deliberative perspective
characterized by impartiality and mutual respect combined with a realistic
awareness of the realities of racism would demand a more thorough, sys-
tematic, and perhaps radical assault on racism than Kant, the historical man
himself, could have endorsed, or even imagined.

To accept this conclusion seems to require contemporary Kantians to
reject the extreme idea that our moral end regarding others is (only) to
promote their happiness, not their moral goodness. But even this is not clear,
for Kant’s claim that our moral end is not to promote the perfection of
others occurs in the context of an outline of our most fundamental ‘ends
which are duties’, not a discussion of the application of those principles to
the problems of our times. One can grant that it should not be regarded as
our basic moral duty to make others morally better while still arguing force-
fully, from Kantian premisses, that we should structure social institutions as
best we can to eliminate or reduce racism. We must oppose racist attitudes
not in a moralistic, missionary spirit, with the aim to ‘make others good’
(implicitly ‘like us’). We oppose them because, in innumerable ways, they
stand as empirical obstacles to developing a world with more justice, peace,
and mutual respect—the sort of world that Kant’s basic theory requires us
to seek.

Finally, we must face a more radical version of the objection that
Kantians ignore the realities of visceral racism. One can imagine an
impatient postmodern Thrasymachus making the complaint before storm-
ing away. Your solution fails, he might say, because it assumes that ‘delibera-
tive reason’, which you say must prescribe solutions in the light of facts
about racism, is itself uninfected by racist attitudes. You fail to draw the
lesson of the ‘facts’ about racism that you admit must be taken seriously:
that is, that in a racist culture there is no untainted power of deliberative
reason. In other words, you are deceived, probably self-deceived, in thinking
that you (your ‘reason’) can stand outside the racist perspectives that you
aim to eliminate. Your man, Kant himself, was influenced by the racist atti-
tudes and beliefs of his time, by your own admission. What makes you think
that you, or your Kantian models of rational deliberation, can in the real
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world escape the subtle, unrecognized influences of the visceral racism that
you acknowledge is our key problem?

We se;t aside the philosophically irrelevant ad hominem accusation in this
complaint that Kant and his defenders are biased. It does, however, contain
a respec-table philosophical objection to Kant’s views. Kant believed’ that the
really difficult part about acting rightly is having the moral strength to over-
come contrary inclinations and desires and do what we know to be right
although we can always succeed in overcoming such inclinations and desire;
:cmd do our duty if we try hard enough. On this he was perhaps mistaken, for
1t seems that sometimes we are literally overcome by inclination and de’sire
aqd cannot do what we know to be right. But, so the objection goes, he was
mls-taken in a more fundamental way about how our inclinatic;ns and
de51re§, o1, more precisely, our emotions, passions, and attitudes, can inter-
fere. with our acting rightly. He thought that knowing what the right thing to
do is relatively easy: ‘it would be easy to show’, he says,

how common I}uman reason knows very well how to distinguish in every case that
comes up what 1s good and what is evil, what is in conformity with duty or contrary to
duty lf, w1th9ut in the least teaching it anything new, we only, as did Socrates, make it
attentive to its own principle; and that there is, accordingly, no need of scie:nce and

philosophy to know what one ought to do in orde;
R ise np Y 10 ko g r to be honest and good, and even

It may seem that this is mistaken, because there are cases where knowing
what is in F:onformity with duty requires more sophisticated intellectual
argumentation than is available to ‘common human reason’. This may or
may not be true. In any case, the objection now under consideration main-
tains that Kant’s remark is mistaken for a different and perhaps more fun-
damental reason. It can allow that, suitably qualified, Kant’s remark is right
that ‘common human reason’ can always know what is in conformity with
duty. The qualification is that to be able to know what is in conformity with
d.ut.y common human reason must always have the morally relevant facts
vividly before it. But, so the objection goes, emotions, passions, and attitudes
often make it extremely difficult if not impossible for commo’n human rea-
son to have the morally relevant facts vividly before it. As Aristotle reminds
us, the. emotions, passions, and attitudes focus our attention on certain facts
and distract our attention from other facts, The confident person tends to
overlook facts that a fearful person notices; and an angry person tends to
o_verlook facts that a happy person notices. In other words, emotions, pas-
stons, and attitudes tend to make certain facts vivid, and to make <;thers
obscure. Indeed they often make morally irrelevant facts vivid, and morally

* G 16 (iv: 404).
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relevant facts obscure. But if common human reason must have the morally
relevant facts vividly before it to know what is in conformity with duty, the
emotions, passions, and attitudes can make it very difficult for common
human reason to know what is in conformity with duty. We can see this in a
case that Kant himself constructs: according to him, a person cannot will
that his maxim not to assist others in need be made a law of nature because
many cases could occur in which he would need the assistance of others. But
this argument depends on the possibility of such cases being sufficiently
vivid to the person in question, and we know that they will not be if he is
very proud and self-confident. Generally, if the maxims we can will to be
universal laws depend on the factual beliefs we have vividly before us, and
the maxims we can will to be universal laws determine what we think is right,
our emotions, passions, and attitudes can determine what we think is right.
The problem is that if our emotions and passions can make morally irrele-
vant facts vivid, and morally relevant facts obscure, they can mislead us into
thinking that what is right is wrong, and that what is wrong is right.

If this is correct, confident, complacent, well-positioned white people will
not only find it difficult to do what they know to be right; they will find it still
more difficult to know what is right, even when they sincerely claim that they
are trying to do so. Indeed, such sincere people are likely to be particularly
dangerous for, feeling their own sincerity, they will be unlikely to believe that
they can be mistaken. We do not think that Kant was altogether unaware of
this problem, for he frequently warned of the dangers of self-deception. His
mistake seems to have been to suppose we can always overcome our
self-deceptions, and bring the morally relevant facts vividly before us, by a
sufficiently strenuous rational self-examination.

Still, the solution to this difficulty is not to abandon reliance on reason.
On the contrary, we can only solve this difficulty if we rely even more on
reason. It was reason that led us to appreciate that the emotions, passions,
and attitudes can distort the results of reason’s efforts to determine what is
right; and it was reason that led us to see that rational self-examination alone
may not always enable us to bring all the morally relevant facts vividly before
us. Finally, it is reason that will enable us to solve the problem, which in
general is to find some way to bring the morally relevant facts before com-
mon human reason. The first step, of course, is to listen to what others are
saying. Reason will only lead us to the truth if we listen to what others are
saying. But we are not repeating this fact made familiar by every defender of
freedom of expression. Listening to others with different viewpoints, differ-
ent emotions and attitudes, and consequently different blind spots is a
beginning, but it is not enough. The confident and complacent do not listen
sympathetically to those they feel to be their inferiors, even when they invite
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these 1'nfer10rs to speak. Somehow we muist design institutions that will hel
us to listen to qthers sympathetically. Morally relevant facts that are obscu. .
to us may be vivid to others, and if we listen to them sympatheticall there
facts may become vivid to us too. Rousseau believed that institutio}II;s ths:
reduced 1gequalities and dependencies would help us to listen to oth ;
sympathetically. We believe he was right, but that is not the point we wantetr;
press now. Our point is that only by rational reflection togeher with
adequgte undc.frstanding of the social and psychological root’s of racism ¢
we design the institutions that will help us to listen to others sympatheti ﬁn
and consequently to know what is in conformity with duty. P “
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