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Kant on Moral Sensibility and 
Moral Motivation

O w e n  w a r e *

Nobody can or ever will comprehend how the understanding should have a motivating power; it can 
admittedly judge, but to give this judgment power so that it becomes a motive able to impel the will to 
performance of an action—to understand this is the philosopher’s stone. 

—Lectures on Ethics (MPC, aa 27:1428).

i n t r o d u c t i o n

in contrast to his rationalist predecessors, Kant argues that feeling plays a 
positive role in moral life. Yet the exact nature of this role is far from clear. as 
much as Kant repeats that moral motivation must proceed from a “feeling of 
respect” (Gefühl der Achtung), he maintains with equal insistence that to act out 
of respect for the law is simply to recognize its value and authority. In what way, 
then, is respect for the law a feeling? and what place does this feeling have—if 
any—in Kant’s ethics? 

Despite the large body of secondary literature devoted to this topic, the details 
of Kant’s position still remain elusive.1 In the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), 
for example, Kant argues that our recognition of the moral law must elicit both 
painful and pleasurable feelings in us. It must be painful, he explains, insofar as 
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1 The current literature on this topic owes its momentum to two influential papers: andrews 
reath’s “Kant’s Theory of Moral Sensibility,” published in Kant-Studien (and later revised for his collec-
tion of essays, Agency and Autonomy), and richard McCarty’s “Kantian Moral Motivation,” published in 
this journal. Since then a number of important studies have appeared. See allison, Freedom; McCarty, 
“Kant’s Theory of rational agency,” Kant’s Theory of Action; Purviance, “apriority of Moral Feeling”; 
wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought, Kantian Ethics; Herrera, “Moral Triebfeder”; Guevara, Moral Motivation; 
Stratton-Lake, Duty and Moral Worth; walker, “Achtung in the Grundlegung”; Grenberg, “Kant’s Theory 
of action,” “reason and Sensibility”; Guyer, Freedom, Law, and Happiness, Kant’s Response to Hume, 
“Moral Feeling”; ameriks, “Problem of Moral Motivation”; Zinkin, “Dynamical Terms”; Herman, 
“Transforming Incentives”; Morrison, Pleasure in Moral Action; engstrom, “Triebfeder”; Geiger, “rational 
Feelings”; wuerth, “Sense and Sensibility.” For earlier studies, see Paton, Categorical Imperative; Beck, 
Commentary; MacBeath, “Kant on Moral Feeling”; wolf, Autonomy of Reason; and Broadie and Pybus, 
“Concept of respect.”
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the moral law limits our egoistic tendencies of choice, but also pleasurable, insofar 
as we see that this limitation is self-imposed (KpV, aa 5:73; 5:81). On reflection, 
though, it is unclear how these feelings could properly relate to our recognition of 
the moral law itself—in Kant’s terms, they may be “pathological”—so it is unclear 
how they could serve to motivate us to act from duty. as we shall see, commentators 
have left this skeptical worry unresolved, either because they deny moral feeling 
plays an active role in moral motivation, or because they only consider that role 
from the standpoint of a “battle of forces” model. 

My aim in this paper is to advance a novel reading of Kant’s account, one that 
considers the concept of moral feeling from the agent’s own point of view.2 The 
discussion divides into five sections. In §1, I begin with a sketch of Kant’s early 
struggle with these issues, reviewing some of his essays, letters, and lectures from 
the 1760s and 1770s. In §2, I explain in greater detail the skeptical worry just 
mentioned, what I call motivational effect skepticism. In §3, I turn to my central text, 
Chapter III of the second Critique, clarifying what Kant means by a “feeling” (in 
§3.1), and then emphasizing the importance of his distinction between “self-
love” (Eigenliebe) and “self-conceit” (Eigendünkel) (in §3.2). In §4, I reconstruct 
Kant’s account from Chapter III, showing how the negative and positive aspects 
of moral feeling relate to our recognition of the moral law. Lastly, in §5, I show 
how my reconstruction brings a new perspective to a long-standing dispute over 
intellectualist and affectivist accounts of moral motivation. 

1 .  b a c k g r o u n d :  t h e  “ p h i l o s o p h e r ’ s  s t o n e ”

while it may be an exaggeration to say Kant went through a sentimentalist phase, 
in the “Prize essay” written in 1762 he does claim that our judgments of the good 
derive from more basic, unanalyzable feelings; and he praises Francis Hutcheson 
for “providing us with a starting point from which to develop some excellent 
observations” under the name ‘moral feeling’ (DG, aa 2:300). Yet the essay ends 
on a tentative note. Kant says we do not yet know “whether it is merely the faculty 
of cognition, or whether it is feeling (the first inner ground of the faculty of desire) 
which decides its first principles” (DG, aa 2:300). 

Kant seems to lean toward a sentimentalist view in his Observations on the 
Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, written in 1763, when he says that virtue arises 
from a “consciousness of a feeling that lives in every human breast,” that is, “the 
feeling of the beauty and the dignity of human nature” (GSE, aa 2:217). But 
right before saying this he asserts that virtue must be based on “principles.” This 
indecisiveness runs throughout his other writings of the period.3 The only place 

2 See footnotes 11, 29, and 40 below for indications of where my reading differs from other ac-
counts in the secondary literature.

3 For example, in his “announcement” to the lecture program he designed for the winter Semester 
of 1765–66, Kant writes, “The distinction between good and evil in actions, and the judgment of moral 
rightness, can be known, easily and accurately, by the human heart through what is called sentiment, 
and that without the elaborate necessity of proofs” (NEV, aa 2:311). But this does not commit him to 
the view that sentiment grounds moral principles, only that the conclusions of such principles can be 
known “by the heart.” This may not be that different from Kant’s mature view that moral principles 
are implicit in common human reason.
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where Kant appears to entertain a strong sentimentalist view is in an unpublished 
note written sometime around 1764–68: “The rules of morality proceed from a 
special, eponymous feeling, upon which the understanding is guided” (Refl, aa 
19:93). But even this is unclear. Does he mean moral feeling grounds those rules, 
or that it simply guides their execution? 

It is difficult to say how we should read these early writings. There are points 
of agreement between Kant’s early and mature ethical views, although I think it is 
important to highlight the uncertainty of his thinking prior to 1785. His praise of 
Hutcheson in the “Prize essay,” to take one example, does not clarify his agreement 
with the sentimentalists. nor do the other remarks I have cited. My view is that 
during the 1760s Kant saw himself building on the ideas of the British, rather than 
defending their views. He indicates as much in his “announcement” to the lecture 
series of 1765–66, where he says that Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Hume have 
“penetrated furthest in the search for the fundamental principles of all morality,” 
though their search is “incomplete and defective.” There he promises to supply 
in his lectures what the sentimentalists lack: “precision and completeness” (NEV, 
aa 2:311). 

However we read these remarks, it is evident that Kant changed his focus 
between the publication of the “Prize essay” and the Inaugural Dissertation (1770).4 
In the latter work we do not hear any praise of the sentimentalists. Kant does not 
even mention Hutcheson (or Shaftesbury or Hume, for that matter), and his brief 
remark on the foundation of moral principles indicates a firm break from their 
thinking: “moral concepts,” he writes in §7, “are cognized not by experiencing 
them but by the pure understanding itself” (MSI, aa 2:395). Other reflections 
from the late 1760s foreshadow Kant’s emerging view that moral principles are 
grounded in reason, and that moral feeling is an effect of those principles, not 
their foundation.5 

In a letter to Marcus Herz, dated toward the end of 1773, Kant makes his new 
position more clear: 

The highest ground of morality must not simply be inferred from the pleasant; it 
must itself be pleasing in the highest degree. For it is no mere speculative idea; it 
must have the power to move. Therefore, though the highest ground of morality is 
intellectual, it must nevertheless have a direct relation to the incentives [Triebfedern]6 
of the will. (Br, aa 10:145; modified)7 

4 what brought about this shift? In his paper “Kant and Greek ethics,” Klaus reich gives us the 
following date: when Kant read the Phaedo, the dialogue where Socrates famously denounces moral 
systems grounded in sense rather than reason, which reich believes Kant must have read before 
embarking on the Dissertation. reich speculates the Phaedo must have impressed Kant, not only be-
cause it criticized a sentimentalist leaning he may have felt at the time, but because Mendelssohn, in 
his introduction to the 1767 German translation, made a persuasive case that the Phaedo represents 
Plato’s own thinking. This is an interesting suggestion, but for lack of space I cannot pursue it here.

5 also compare the following unpublished fragment dated from 1772: “Moral feeling succeeds 
the moral concept, but does not produce it; all the less can it replace it, rather it presupposes it” (Refl, 
aa 19:150).

6 none of the english translations of ‘Triebfeder’ are satisfying. Stephen engstrom makes a good 
case for ‘driving spring’ (“Triebfeder,” 92), but I will follow Mary Gregor in using ‘incentive.’

7 Kant makes a similar claim in an earlier note around 1769–70. “The immediate good can be 
found only in freedom,” he writes. “For, because freedom is a capacity for action, even if it does not 
please us, freedom is not dependent upon the condition of a private feeling; however, it always refers 
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Kant would spend the next eleven years struggling to formulate this “direct 
relation.” although the details of his view changed, Kant never departed from his 
anti-sentimentalist thesis that moral feeling must follow from moral judgment. as 
he puts it, “when I judge by understanding that the action is morally good, I am 
still very far from doing this action of which I have so judged. But if this judgment 
moves me to do the action, that is the moral feeling” (MPC, aa 27:1428). The 
underlying puzzle is to explain how a principle of reason can relate to the will as 
an “incentive” (Triebfeder), that is, how it can move us to act without depending 
on ordinary feelings of pleasure and pain. For years this puzzle appeared to Kant 
as if under a veil of mystery, so much so that he is reported to have said, during 
lecture, that its solution would be the “philosopher’s stone” (MPC, aa 27:1428). 

2 .  m o r a l  f e e l i n g  i n  t h e  g r o u n d w o r k

with the publication of the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), Kant 
appears to have abandoned the idea that moral feeling is necessary for moral 
motivation.8 now the topic of “action from duty” takes on central importance. 
In Groundwork I, for example, Kant argues that our actions possess moral worth 
only if they are performed for the sake of duty, and from this he concludes that 
moral action must arise from a maxim that has “respect” (Achtung) as its basis. 
Interestingly, Kant’s argument for how respect functions as a “feeling” (Gefühl) is 
tucked away in a single footnote, and it is here that we find him briefly returning 
to the puzzle of the philosopher’s stone. 

In this footnote Kant begins by repeating a claim from his early writings, that 
moral feeling is an effect of our recognition of the moral law, not its ground. 
“respect,” he says, is “the effect of the law on the subject, not the cause of the law” 
(GMS, aa 4:401; modified). working this claim further, Kant says that respect is not 
a feeling “received by means of influence” but is rather “self-generated by means 
of a rational concept”: it arises when we apprehend a worth that “infringes upon” 
our self-love (GMS, aa 4:401n; modified).9 To this extent, “there is something that 
is regarded as an object neither of inclination nor of fear, though it has something 
analogous to both.” Clarifying this remark, Kant adds, 

The object of respect is therefore simply the law, and indeed the law that we impose 
upon ourselves and yet as necessary in itself. as a law we are subject to it without 
consulting self-love; as imposed upon us by ourselves it is nevertheless a result of our 

only to that which pleases, so it has a relation to feeling and can have a universally valid relation to 
feeling in general” (Refl, aa 19:103).

8 Due to restrictions of space, I will not take my discussion of moral sensibility beyond the second 
Critique, although I think there are developments worth exploring in the Critique of the Power of Judg-
ment (1790), Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793), and the Metaphysics of Morals (1797). 
For discussion of these later texts, see Paul Guyer, “Moral Feeling,” and Jeanine Grenberg, “reason 
and Sensibility.”

9 werner Pluhar translates ‘Abbruch tut’ as ‘impairs’ for symmetry with the violence invoked by 
‘striking down’ (Nierderschlagung). I prefer ‘infringes upon,’ but in §4.2 I will say why the Nierderschla-
gung of self-conceit is best understood as a kind of disillusionment. The battle metaphor is limited, 
and potentially misleading.
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will; and in the first respect it has an analogy with fear, in the second with inclination. 
(GMS, aa 4:401n)10 

while he is not entirely clear, Kant may be saying that one side of respect is like fear 
because we regard anything that opposes our self-love with displeasure. This feeling 
would be “pathological” (i.e. based in sensibility) because it would be relative to 
our inclinations. Yet this answer is incomplete, as we can see right away, because 
a pathological feeling—the pain of having our self-love infringed upon—cannot 
explain what moves us to act from duty. Such pain is not related internally to our 
recognition of the moral law.

To illustrate the problem, consider the following analogy. Suppose I am driving 
and feel the desire to speed, and suppose I see a police officer and decide to 
slow down. what can we say is motivating me in this scenario? From a prudential 
point of view, it may be that I would rather deny myself the pleasure of speeding 
than suffer the consequences of getting a ticket. In making this judgment, I will 
likely experience something like pain in having my desire thwarted, and for good 
reason: I am prevented from doing what I want. notice, however, that my initial 
pain-like feeling is not related internally to my thought of wanting to avoid a traffic 
fine. Instead, I am motivated by a desire to avoid what I judge will be the greater 
displeasure of getting the fine, relative to the momentary pleasure of indulging 
my desire. Thus, the pain I feel in having to restrain my impulse cannot serve as 
my incentive to act (namely, to slow down) because it comes after I have already 
made up my mind. Such pain comes too late, we might say, to explain the structure 
of prudential motivation. 

Generalizing from this example, we can now ask whether our recognition of 
the moral law is only ever like this—whether it only ever affects a pain-like feeling 
when we restrain our egoistic tendencies of choice. If so, it is unclear how the felt 
aspect of respect, even if in some sense necessary, could play a positive role in 
moral motivation.11 admittedly, in the footnote from GMS, aa 4:401, Kant also 
says that respect has an analogy with inclination: it is a pleasurable feeling we have 
when we discover the moral law is “imposed upon us by ourselves” and hence “a 
result of our will.” But this remark only serves to invite the same question: How 
can a pleasurable feeling relate internally to our recognition of the moral law? 
The general concern here is not whether reason can have an effect on sensibility, 

10 Kant contrasts the feeling of fear with an inclination; but as Herbert Paton observes, an inclina-
tion is not a feeling (Categorical Imperative, 64). when discussing the “matter” of the faculty of desire in 
the second Critique, Kant speaks of “objects of inclination, whether of hope or fear” (KpV, aa 5:74). I 
believe this distinction is more consistent with Kant’s view in the Groundwork: hope refers to an object 
of pleasure, fear to an object of pain.

11 Versions of this problem are voiced by Hegel (Phänomenologie), Schiller (Anmut und Würde), and 
Dieter Henrich (“ethics of autonomy”). To the best of my knowledge, Lewis white Beck is the only 
commentator to recognize the significance of what I am calling motivational effect skepticism. He 
writes, “Though it displaces the inexplicable mystery of man by only one step, the Critique of Practical 
Reason [in Chapter III] does attempt at an explanation, in psychological terms, of how the knowledge 
of the moral law can be effective in the determination of conduct. . . . It is essential that this mystery be 
removed from the phenomenological surface, as it were, for the thing is so puzzling that doubts of its 
reality can have the actual effect of reducing the effectiveness of this incentive” (Commentary, 210–11). 
However, Beck does not say anything beyond this to show how Kant succeeds in removing the mystery.
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but whether it can have an effect appropriate to motivate action from duty. and 
this is where we face a skeptical threat, since it looks as though the feelings our 
recognition of the moral law elicits from us (whether painful or pleasurable) are 
all of a pathological nature.12 This is what I am calling the threat of motivational 
effect skepticism. 

Before moving forward, it is important to see that the threat I have just 
highlighted differs from its classical version—famously voiced by Hume—that 
reason can never “immediately prevent or produce any action.”13 Indeed, later in 
Groundwork III Kant is quite clear that skepticism about the causal efficacy of reason 
poses no genuine threat. “In order for a sensibly affected rational being to will that 
for which reason alone prescribes the ‘ought,’” he writes, “it is admittedly required 
that his reason have the capacity to induce a feeling of pleasure or of delight in the 
fulfillment of duty, and thus there is required a causality of reason to determine 
sensibility in conformity with its principles” (GMS, aa 4:460). But this is beyond 
the reach of our understanding. Our knowledge of causality is limited to possible 
experience (a basic tenet of Kant’s critical epistemology). So it is impossible to 
see, Kant concludes, “how a mere thought which itself contains nothing sensible 
produces a feeling of pleasure or displeasure” (GMS, aa 4:460). 

In saying this, Kant wants to preempt any doubts we might have about the 
source of moral feeling. If we had to explain this source, from a third-person 
perspective, it seems we would be defenseless against those who deny reason can 
produce a motivationally effective feeling in us. But Kant’s point is just the reverse. 
we cannot know the source of moral feeling because it rests on the assumption 
of a non-natural cause; and for the same reason we cannot claim to know it is 
impossible. we can then defend the possibility of moral motivation against those 
who presume to have deeper insight than we do into the powers of practical 
reason (GMS, aa 4:459). Of course, this is only a sketch of Kant’s rather complex 
position in Groundwork III, but it suffices for our purposes here.14 all I have wanted 
to highlight is that skepticism about the cause of moral feeling is unfounded, for 
Kant, because it oversteps the limits of human understanding. However, a different 
kind of skepticism surfaces when we consider the effects our recognition of the 
moral law has on us, for then one can ask how any of these effects are suited to 

12 This will not be a problem for those who deny the feeling of respect plays a positive role in 
moral motivation; but this raises a larger interpretive issue I am saving for §5.

13 Hume, Treatise, 3.1.1. Christine Korsgaard also discusses this kind of skepticism in connection 
with Kant and Bernard williams; see her “Skepticism about Practical reason.”

14 It is worth bearing in mind that Kant’s central aim in the Groundwork is to clarify the principle 
of morality and establish its authority as a categorical imperative. within this context it is not necessary 
to work out all the subtleties of a critique of practical reason, including the question of how reason 
can be practical for sensible beings like ourselves. So understood, the task Kant assigns to the footnote 
from GMS, aa 4:401 is straightforward. He is speaking not so much to a critic who demands a fuller 
account of the feeling of respect, owing to the question of whether respect is suited to the role of 
moral motivation. rather, he is speaking to someone who is liable to assume that feelings are not only 
obscure but also in every case “received by means of influence” and so tied to inclination or fear. In this 
way Kant’s treatment of moral feeling in the Groundwork, while brief, serves its role for the book. I am 
grateful to an anonymous reviewer for helping me clarify this.



733kant  on  moral  sens ib i l i ty  &  mo ral  mo ti vati o n

motivate action from duty. Having this new skeptical threat in view, we are ready 
to turn to the second Critique—my central text in this paper—where we find an 
entire chapter devoted to the topics of moral sensibility and moral motivation. 

3 .  m o r a l  f e e l i n g  i n  t h e  s e c o n d  c r i t i q u e

3.1. Kant’s Definition of Feeling

In the Preface to the second Critique, after dismissing the critical reviews of the 
Groundwork, Kant says, “[a] further objection could have been raised” (KpV, aa 
5:9n).15 Here, in a footnote, he tells us one could have criticized the Groundwork 
for not defining the concept of pleasure. In response, Kant says that pleasure is the 
“representation of agreement of an object or of an action with the subjective conditions of life” 
(KpV, aa 5:9n).16 according to this definition,17 every feeling has an intentional 
object (perceived by the senses, or imagined in thought) as well as an accompanying 
representation of the object’s agreeableness or disagreeableness to the subject.18 
This makes every feeling reflexive in character: “pleasure” is the representation of 
agreeableness-to-oneself; “pain,” the representation of disagreeableness-to-oneself. 
notice, however, that nothing in this definition says that what we find agreeable 
or disagreeable must pertain to our sensible inclinations. “It is easily seen,” Kant 
writes, “that the question whether pleasure must always be put at the basis of the 
faculty of desire or whether under certain conditions pleasure only follows upon 
its determination, is left undecided from this exposition” (KpV, aa 5:9n). 

15 In the third Critique, Kant says explicitly that respect is the only feeling of which we have a priori 
cognition. “To be sure,” he explains, “in the Critique of Practical Reason we actually derived the feeling 
of respect (as a special and peculiar modification of this feeling, which will not coincide exactly either 
with the pleasure or with the displeasure that we obtain from empirical objects) from the universal 
moral concepts a priori. But there we could also step beyond the bounds of experience and appeal 
to a causality that rests on a supersensible property of the subject, namely that of freedom” (KU, aa 
5:222). I will follow this clue in my reading of the second Critique to follow.

16 The complaint would be “unfair,” Kant thinks, because his account of these concepts in psychol-
ogy “could be reasonably presupposed.” Presumably Kant is referring to the chapter on psychology 
offered in his Lectures on Metaphysics. See, for example, Metaphysik Mrongovious (LM, aa 29:891); 
Metaphysik L1 (LM, aa 28:246); Metaphysik L2 (LM, aa 28:586); Vigilantius K3 (LM, aa 29:1013). See 
also wuerth (“Sense and Sensibility,” 158) for further discussion of the footnote from KpV, aa 5:9.

17 Kant calls it a “transcendental definition” in the first Introduction to the third Critique (1790). 
He writes, “It is useful to attempt a transcendental definition of concepts which are used as empirical 
principles, if one has cause to suspect that they have kinship with the pure faculty of cognition a priori. 
One then proceeds like the mathematician, who makes it much easier to solve his problem by leaving 
its empirical data undetermined and bringing the mere synthesis of them under the expressions of 
pure arithmetic” (KU, aa 20:230). He also says we can think of empirical concepts in this way if we 
recognize their “kinship” or “affinity” with reason (cf. KU, aa 5:177n). See also Kant’s marginal note 
on transcendental definitions (at a538/B566) in his personal copy of the first Critique (pages 535–36 
in the Guyer/wood translation).

18 This claim is not unique to the second Critique. Consider the following notes recorded by Kant’s 
students in the 1770s: “But what is a feeling? That is something hard to determine. we sense ourselves. 
. . . The subjective representation of the entire power of life for receiving or excluding objects is the 
relation of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Thus feeling is the relation of objects not to the representa-
tion, but rather to the entire power of the mind. . . . Feeling consists in the relation of a representation 
not to the object, but to the entire subject. Pleasure and displeasure are not cognitions at all” (LM, aa 
28:586; 28:247). For an excellent discussion of pre-Kantian views of feeling, see Thiel, “Inner Sense.”
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To use a simple example, suppose I enjoy the taste of wine. If this is the 
case, my representation of it will be agreeable. when I determine myself by this 
representation, seeking its object, I will then have a desire: namely, to drink the 
wine. On one level, the wine must be an object of possible experience, which is 
to say I must perceive the substance or represent it in thought; but my feeling of 
pleasure for it is subjective. This is why the capacity to feel is not like sensibility in 
general, namely, to receive sensory impressions outside of me.19 Kant emphasizes 
this when he says that sensibility in the domain of practical reason “is not regarded 
as a capacity for intuition at all but only as feeling (which can be a subjective 
ground of desire)” (KpV, aa 5:90). a feeling of agreeableness, whether before a 
glass of wine or before the moral law, concerns me—how I relate to an object or 
action—not anything outside of me. 

Since this definition of feeling is implicit in the analysis of respect from the 
Groundwork, Kant is right to say it would be “unfair” to accuse him for not defining 
pleasure or related concepts (KpV, aa 5:9n). But we should not be misled by this 
remark. The definition of feeling from the Preface of the second Critique allows 
Kant to approach the question of moral feeling from an entirely different point 
of view. To see this, consider what he says at the beginning of Chapter III: 

[n]othing further remains than to determine carefully in what way the moral law 
becomes the incentive and, inasmuch as it is, what happens to the human faculty of 
desire as an effect of that determining ground upon it. . . . what we shall have to show 
a priori is, therefore, not the ground from which the moral law in itself supplies an 
incentive but rather what it effects (or, to put it better, must effect) in the mind insofar 
as it is an incentive. (KpV, aa 5:72; my emphasis)20

at first glance this passage may seem to conflict with Kant’s claim from Groundwork 
III: that we cannot comprehend “how a mere thought which itself contains nothing 
sensible produces a feeling of pleasure or displeasure” (GMS, aa 4:460). Yet on 
closer inspection we can see that Kant is bracketing the question of reason’s causal 
efficacy, from a third-person perspective, focusing instead on the question of what 
the moral law must feel like, from a first-person perspective. Moreover, Kant is saying 
that within the space this new question makes available to us, we can see how our 
consciousness of the moral law must influence sensibility, our capacity to feel 
pleasure and pain. This does not give us insight into the ground of moral feeling 
(which Kant says is unknowable), but it does make room for a kind of phenomenology 
of moral feeling, a phenomenology that is a priori in a sense I will clarify below.21 

19 as Kant puts it, “The pleasant taste of a wine does not belong to the objective determinations of 
the wine, thus of an object even considered as an appearance, but rather to the particular constitution 
of sense in the subject that enjoys it” (a28).

20 In Chapter III Kant uses the term ‘a priori’ in the old-fashioned sense of ‘in advance of’ particular 
empirical experiences. So defined, his aim is to see the effects our recognition of the moral law must 
have on our capacity to feel, irrespective of anyone’s particular psychological constitution. This is im-
portant for understanding the status of Kant’s moral phenomenology, as I will discuss below (in §4.2).

21 as we shall see, focusing on this aspect of Chapter III opens up a framework of explanation 
missing from the debate between intellectualist and affectivist readings of Kant.
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3.2. Self-Love and Self-Conceit

To start off, we know from the Groundwork that the moral law sets a normative 
limit on doing what we please, and that is why our consciousness of it must be 
painful. Kant repeats this point in the second Critique, but now he makes a further 
distinction that is very important for us here. He says our recognition of the moral 
law not only infringes upon self-love but also “strikes down” our self-conceit. 
The latter effect is also like pain, but it does not have a sensible source. when 
our self-conceit is struck down, the experience we have is one of “humiliation” 
(Demütigung). For clarification, I will speak of the pain of self-love (“painsl”) and 
the pain of self-conceit (“painsc”). 

One immediate difficulty is that Kant does not say what he means by ‘self-
conceit’ (Eigendünkel ), or why it is a propensity. Fortunately, we can provide these 
missing details with the benefit of hindsight. In his Religion Within the Boundaries 
of Mere Reason (1793), Kant defines a ‘propensity’ as the “subjective ground of 
the possibility of an inclination (habitual desire, concupiscentia)” (RGV, aa 6:28; 
cf. MS, aa 6:212; Anth, aa 7:251). The Latin gloss indicates he is following a 
broadly Scholastic theory according to which concupiscentia is the capacity of a 
sinful desire—as when augustine speaks of people who have a “weakness for 
wine” (cf. RGV, aa 6:28n). Of course, Kant is not speaking of self-conceit in the 
colloquial sense, as a character trait certain individuals display, like arrogance or 
pride. rather, he thinks of it as a tendency of choice all rational human beings 
possess. The point of the Latin gloss, I take it, is that self-conceit is a “propensity” 
in the sense that we author it prior to any physical deed, in the same way that one’s 
susceptibility to alcohol precedes one’s addiction to it.22 

This is somewhat confusing, however. Kant maintains that self-conceit is rooted 
in our power of rational choice, but he also says that what it aspires to is irrational, 
all things considered. In self-conceit we confer value onto the inclinations in such 
a way that the demands of our sensible nature appear to have the authority of 
law. as Kant puts it, “[I]f self-love makes itself lawgiving and the unconditional 
practical principle, it can be called self-conceit” (KpV, aa 5:74). In this way self-
conceit involves an illegitimate promotion of self-love, our natural tendency to 
care for the inclinations, to a position of first rank in the will. But this brings us 
to ask: why, for Kant, do we have a tendency to do this? why do we freely orient 
our power of choice in a way that makes sensibility lawgiving? 

To answer this question, let us take a brief detour to the first Critique, where Kant 
describes the kind of sophistical inferences underlying traditional metaphysics.23 

22 Kant repeats this point in the Metaphysics of Morals : “Concupiscence (lusting after something) 
must also be distinguished from desire itself, as a stimulus to determining desire. Concupiscence is 
always a sensible modification of the mind but one that has not yet become an act of the faculty of 
desire” (MS, aa 6:213). For more on Kant’s idea of a propensity, see Frierson, “Kant’s empirical ac-
count of action,” 21.

23 The general error of traditional metaphysics, in Kant’s estimation, is to mistake the subjective 
condition of reason’s use, its maxim for seeking the complete series of conditions for any given con-
ditioned, with a principle for determining a given, unconditioned object. He writes, “[In] our reason 
(considered subjectively as a human faculty of cognition) there lie fundamental rules and maxims for 
its use, which look entirely like objective principles, and through them it comes about that the subjec-
tive necessity of a certain connection of our concepts on behalf of the understanding is taken for an 
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The errors of rational psychology, to take a paradigm case, all rest on a “natural 
and unavoidable” illusion that attaches to the unity of self-consciousness. Though 
the unity is a formal condition of thinking, and so contains nothing more than 
the possibility of ascribing mental states to ourselves, Kant says it appears to us 
as something real. The rational psychologist—as someone who already accepts 
appearances for things-in-themselves—infers the ontological predicates of 
substantiality, simplicity, etc., from the unity found in the expression ‘I think.’ He 
effectively confuses the subjective conditions of thought for objective conditions 
of the soul.

The error lies in the inference, but Kant thinks we are susceptible to the inference 
because of an underlying “illusion”—in this case, the illusion of objectivity that 
arises from the thinking self.24 It is like the way an optical illusion appears to us, for 
example, when the moon appears to expand the closer it approaches the horizon 
(a279/B354). In the case of rational psychology, we think we have knowledge 
of ourselves as noumenal subjects, when in truth we only have awareness of the 
possible “I think” attending our mental states. Transcendental illusions are like 
optical illusions, Kant explains, because they do not diminish when we apprehend 
their non-reality. rather strikingly, their non-reality is perspectival, a product of 
the subjective viewpoint we have in relation to ourselves and the world around us. 

I have argued elsewhere that a similar sort of illusion is at the basis of self-
conceit.25 On this line of interpretation, we are prone to mistake a maxim of 
satisfying the inclinations for an unconditional principle of the will. Our subsequent 
“act” of conferring authority onto sensibility is tempting, and naturally so, because 
it rests on an illusion that arises from the perspective we have as rational beings 
with needs and inclinations. we think the claims of our sensible nature should 
have priority in deliberation because they are the first in time to make demands 
on us, and they make demands on us repeatedly (we always have desires, even 
after developing our rational capacities). Consequently, we are liable to think 
that pursuing “happiness” (Glückseligkeit), the sum-total satisfaction of our desires, 
should take priority in all matters of choice (cf. KpV, aa 5:25, 5:73; GMS, aa 
4:399). To use a spatial metaphor, we might say the idea of our happiness appears 
large in our deliberative outlook, and we are prone to confuse this largeness for 
its authority.26

objective necessity, the determination of things in themselves. . . . [This is] an illusion that cannot be 
avoided at all . . . just as little as the astronomer can prevent the rising moon from appearing larger 
to him, even when he is not deceived by this illusion” (a279/B354).

24 My account of transcendental illusion is indebted to Grier, Transcendental Illusion; and allison, 
Transcendental Idealism.

25 I develop this claim at length in my paper “Self-Conceit.”
26 The genesis of self-conceit is actually more complicated than this, but I am only providing an 

abbreviated version of the reconstruction I have defended in “Self-Conceit.” as I argue in that paper, 
the demandingness of our sensible inclinations forces us to imagine our happiness, as the sum-total 
satisfaction of our inclinations, and that in turn places us under a maxim to pursue our happiness. 
Strictly speaking, then, the “illusion” at the basis of self-conceit comes from reason—from the maxim 
to pursue happiness—which we mistakenly identify as an unconditional law. 
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Kant makes a similar point in the second Critique, writing that

we find our nature as sensible beings so constituted that the matter of the faculty 
of desire (objects of inclination, whether of hope or fear) first forces itself upon us, 
and we find our pathologically determinable self, even though it is quite unfit to give 
universal law through its maxims, nevertheless striving antecedently to make its claims 
primary and originally valid, just as if it constituted our entire self. (KpV, aa 5:74)

To be clear, satisfying our needs and inclinations is not a source of error. Kant 
thinks this type of self-love can function as a valid maxim of choice because it 
requires nothing more than a basic fulfillment of our wants and wishes. Yet there 
is a deeper error at work in self-conceit, one I am suggesting is like the error of 
rational psychology (i.e. inferring objective knowledge of the soul from merely 
subjective conditions of thought). In comparing the two, we can say that in self-
conceit we turn a subjective maxim for following our “pathologically determinable 
self” into an objective law whose demands would be, by definition, absolute and 
beyond question. 

while much more could be said about the parallels I am sketching, we have 
enough material to understand Kant’s key moves in Chapter III. To sum up, I 
have claimed that by calling self-conceit a propensity, Kant is saying it is present 
prior to any specific deed. as a propensity rooted in our power of rational choice, 
self-conceit orients the will by making sensibility a source of law. Comparing this 
account to Kant’s critique of rational psychology, I have also suggested we can 
understand the origin of self-conceit in terms of an illusion that is part of the 
perspective we have as rational beings with needs and inclinations. This last point 
explains why self-conceit involves an exercise of free choice—and so is something 
we are responsible for—even though it rests on an illusion natural to beings like 
ourselves. 

4 .  h u m i l i a t i o n  a n d  s e l f - r e s p e c t

4.1. The Sublimity of Rational Nature

Let us now see how this relates to Kant’s account of moral sensibility in the second 
Critique. First of all, it is clear why our awareness of authorship in self-conceit must 
produce a negative feeling when we compare ourselves to the moral law. This is the 
feeling Kant calls “humiliation.” Building from the previous section, we can say that 
in comparing ourselves to the moral law, we must see through the illusion our self-
conceit is based on, namely, the misperceived value of our needs and inclinations. 
recognizing the moral law must be humbling, therefore, because we are forced to 
acknowledge the emptiness of our claim to make sensibility lawgiving.27 

Kant’s battle metaphor is somewhat misleading, however. as I see things, our 
self-conceit is not so much struck down as it is painfully enlightened. Our self-conceit 

27 as Kant writes, pure practical reason “strikes down self-conceit altogether, since all claims to 
esteem for oneself that precede accord with the moral law are null and quite unwarranted because 
certainty of a disposition in accord with this law is the first condition of any worth of a person . . . and 
any presumption prior to this is false and opposed to the law. now, the propensity to self-esteem, so 
long as it rests only on sensibility, belongs with the inclinations which the moral law infringes upon. 
So the moral law strikes down self-conceit” (KpV, aa 5:73).
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is based on the misperceived value of our needs and inclinations, and we must feel 
something like pain when this conception of ourselves is stripped from us. when 
we see through the pretense of our self-conceit (our act of making the claims of 
desire “primary and originally valid”), we must recognize our mistake in having 
dignified those claims. Yet—to repeat my point above—this feeling is different from 
that of infringement, and if our ego suffers a blow here it is only because we cast 
reproach on ourselves. The pain of humiliation is not a feeling of hindrance from 
doing what we please; it is a feeling of reproach, reproach for what we have already 
done. That is why we must distinguish the two negative effects our recognition of 
the moral law has on us: painsl is not the same as painsc. 

By considering the illusion self-conceit is based on, it is clear why humiliation 
is different from a feeling of infringement. Yet to account for the motivating 
effect reason must have on sensibility, I think we need to re-introduce the spatial 
metaphor outlined above. The inclinations call for our attention, I have argued, 
because of the frequency with which they place demands on us. This in turn 
places us under a maxim to seek our happiness, the sum-total satisfaction of 
our desires. we are then prone to mistake the authority of this maxim for an 
unconditional principle, as if seeking happiness should take priority in all matters 
of deliberation—an illusion I have suggested is similar to what we face in rational 
speculation. Having discussed Kant’s account of humiliation, we can now see why 
the awareness of our authorship in self-conceit must elicit a positive feeling in us 
as well. In criticizing our tendency to overvalue the pursuit of happiness, we must 
also be aware of our capacity to act independently of pathological incentives, and 
this discovery must elicit a kind of pleasure in us. Call this the pleasure of self-
respect (“pleasuresr”).28

reviewing the points I have covered so far, we can say that the value we recognize 
in our rational nature is greater than that of our inclinations. In this comparison, 
the pursuit of happiness—once so large in our deliberative outlook—now appears 
small.29 If this is right, then we can appreciate why Kant later relates the feeling 
of self-respect to a feeling of the sublime, for the sublime is that against which 
everything else seems small (KU, aa 5:250). as he writes, “The majesty of the 
law instills awe (not dread, which repels; and also not fascination which invites 
familiarity); and this awe rouses the respect of the subject toward his master, except 
that in this case, since the master lies in us, it rouses a feeling of the sublimity of our 

28 In contemporary discussions of the topic, self-respect often means a healthy form of self-esteem 
or proper pride in oneself. My use of the term runs deeper than this; it is closer to what Darwall calls 
“recognition self-respect,” the awareness we have of ourselves as beings with dignity (“Two Kinds of 
respect”). I take my discussion to be broadly consistent with the literature on this topic. See Massey, 
“Kant on Self-respect”; Dillon, “respect”; and Stark, “rationality of Valuing Oneself.”

29 allison makes a similar point: “Kant’s basic claim is that the constraint or limitation of our sensu-
ous nature and its pretensions, which supposedly results from the awareness of the authoritativeness of 
the moral law, is at the same time an elevation (Erhebung) of our rational nature and produces a feeling 
of self-approbation that is the positive counterpart of the negative feelings of pain and humiliation. as 
Kant makes clear, this is because the constraint is self-imposed, that is, imposed by one’s own legisla-
tive reason” (Freedom, 125). I agree that the “unmasking” of self-conceit, and the humiliating feeling 
that follows from it, must result from our awareness of the moral law’s authoritativeness. But allison 
does not explain how a humiliating feeling connects to the uplifting discovery of our rational nature. 



739kant  on  moral  sens ib i l i ty  &  mo ral  mo ti vati o n

own vocation and enraptures us more than any beauty” (RGV, aa 6:23n).30 It may 
be this feeling, a feeling for the sublimity of our rational nature, which constitutes 
our interest to adopt the moral law as our own maxim of choice (a point I will 
return to shortly).31 

as we can see, if we did not confer authority onto the pursuit of happiness in 
self-conceit, we would not be in a position to criticize ourselves before the moral 
law. nor would we be in a position to recognize a different source of value within 
ourselves. The lowering and uplifting moments of respect are internally connected, 
therefore, because they have the same object.32 Our free conferral of authority to 
the inclinations is the object of our humiliation, but this freedom to confer authority 
is also the object of our elevation. Here there is no room for motivational effect 
skepticism, because the pleasuresr we feel in respecting ourselves arises from the 
same awareness that underlies the painsc brought about by our self-criticism. It 
is the awareness of ourselves as rational beings. with pleasuresr, then, we at last 
have an effect on sensibility that is suited to play the role of moral motivation, for 
this feeling arises from an awareness of our autonomy.33 

4.2. Our “Higher Vocation”

Later in Chapter III Kant connects the feeling of self-respect to the discovery of our 
autonomy in moral constraint. as he writes, “[S]ince this constraint is exercised 
only by the lawgiving of the agent’s own reason, it also contains something elevating 
[Erhebung], and the subjective effect on feeling, inasmuch as pure practical reason 
is the sole cause of it, can thus be called self-approbation [Selbstbilligung] with 
reference to pure practical reason” (KpV, aa 5:80–81; modified). Kant then links 
this subjective effect to a pure moral interest: the agent “now becomes conscious 
of an altogether different interest subjectively produced by the law, which is purely 
practical and free” (KpV, aa 5:80–81).

Considering Kant’s claim that an interest is always based on an incentive (KpV, 
aa 5:80), it follows from the logic of his analysis that the awareness of ourselves 
as rational beings must have an effect on us like pleasure—what Kant now terms 
“self-approbation” and what I am calling “pleasuresr”—and that this effect is the 
basis of our interest to make the law our highest maxim of choice. Kant returns to 
this point in speaking of the “constitution” of the moral incentive. “This incentive,” 

30 Herman aptly describes our initial encounter with the moral law as bringing about a “shock 
of self-recognition.” She writes, “we see that what we had taken to be first in the order of value—our 
satisfaction—is not. we are also revealed to ourselves to be persons of moral standing or dignity: our 
own rational nature as a source of value that has authority over all action and choice” (Moral Literacy, 
196). Bagnoli makes a similar point about the feeling of humiliation (“emotions and Categorical 
authority,” 173–74).

31 For discussion of the similarities between the feeling of respect and the sublime, see nahm, 
“Sublimity and the Moral Law”; walker, “Achtung in the Grundlegung”; and Clewis, Kantian Sublime.

32 although we arrive at this conclusion from different routes, my account is similar to engstrom’s, 
especially when he speaks of “the felt diminution of self-conceit . . . and the corresponding felt mag-
nification of the moral law” (“Triebfeder,” 117).

33 Speaking of ‘awareness’ is somewhat misleading. Yet we should bear in mind that, while every 
feeling has a relation to the subject, that relation is not one of cognition, strictly speaking. This is 
important for Kant’s account, given that feelings, unlike cognitions, are capable of motivating us by 
connecting to our faculty of desire. Thanks to Kristin Gjesdal for prompting me to clarify this.
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he writes, “is none other than the pure moral law itself insofar as this law allows us 
to discern the sublimity of our own supersensible existence and subjectively brings 
about, in human beings, respect for their higher vocation” (KpV, aa 5:88). To fill 
in the details of this remark, we can say that our recognition of the moral law is 
elevating because it lets us see the connection of our rational nature to a “higher 
vocation” (höhere Bestimmung) relative to the end we had assigned to ourselves in 
self-conceit.34 This is why the spatial metaphor is fitting after all. In feeling respect 
for ourselves, we come to see that the value of our happiness is infinitely small in 
comparison to the value of our rational nature.35 

at this juncture, however, one might raise the following objection.36 It seems 
difficult to recall a moment in which we have felt ourselves humiliated by the moral 
law or uplifted by the discovery of our rational nature. It seems especially difficult 
to recall a moment in which we have seen through the “illusion” of self-conceit 
and recognized in our rational nature an infinitely greater source of value. How 
accurate, then, is Kant’s moral phenomenology? In reply, we should bear in mind 
that Kant’s aim in Chapter III is not to present any kind of descriptive analysis. 
That is, he is not trying to make empirical generalizations based on what moral 
experience is like for certain people, under certain conditions. Instead, Kant is 
concerned with what moral experience must be like for every rational being with 
the capacity to feel, regardless of his or her particular sensibility. In this way his 
focus on the first-personal perspective is suitably idealized, enough to make the 
phenomenology of Chapter III a priori, as I said earlier (cf. KpV, aa 5:72).37 

even with this qualification in place, worries about the accuracy of Kant’s 
phenomenology are not unfounded. For if Kant’s account is successful, we should 
expect to see the humiliating-elevating aspects of moral feeling reflected in more 
specific, everyday cases. Settling this issue would take me beyond the scope of this 
paper, but it is worth noting that Kant supplies material for a reply later in the 
second Critique. One passage worth considering more closely occurs near the end 
of Part II where Kant connects the humiliating-elevating aspects of moral feeling to 
the phenomenology of confession. what is telling is that he relates this experience 
to the adoption of a standpoint that is initially painful yet subsequently exalting : 

In a case where I alone know that the wrong is on my side—although a free confession 
of it and an offer of satisfaction are strongly opposed by vanity, selfishness, and even an 
otherwise not illegitimate antipathy to him whose right I have detracted from—I am 
nevertheless able to disregard all these considerations; and this includes consciousness 

34 On this point my reading adds to Korsgaard’s, who also argues that our higher vocation consti-
tutes an incentive to lead a life guided by the moral law; see her Kingdom of Ends, 176.

35 reath notes that the metaphor of mechanical force is “consistently embedded in discussions 
in which the dominant theme is a struggle for authority, sovereignty, superiority, and so on, in which 
it is claims or pretensions that are being opposed to each other.” Here I agree with reath: “a close 
reading of this chapter of the second Critique shows that legal and political metaphors dominate” 
(Agency and Autonomy, 30n26).

36 I would like to thank John Dyck and Chris Herrera for pressing me on this point.
37 Kant is not providing a moral phenomenology in the (mostly deflationary) sense used today. 

There are, however, similarities worth exploring. See Mandelbaum, Phenomenology of Moral Experience ; 
Horgan and Timmons, “Moral Phenomenology and Moral Theory,” “Moral Phenomenology and Moral 
Objectivity”; and Gill, “Variability,” “Moral Phenomenology in Hutcheson and Hume.”
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of an independence from inclinations, from circumstances, and of the possibility of 
being sufficient to myself, which is salutary to me in general and in other respects as 
well. and now the law of duty, through the positive worth that observance of it lets 
us feel, finds readier access through the respect for ourselves in the consciousness of 
our freedom. (KpV, aa 5:161; modified)

an act of confession must be humbling insofar as we face our wrongdoing and 
own up to the harm we have caused another person. Granted, not every case of 
confession will be as elevating as Kant describes here. But insofar as we recognize 
that it is the better part of ourselves that demands the confession in the first 
place, it is reasonable to suppose that our humility will change into esteem for 
ourselves. and if that is all Kant means when he says the moral law finds “readier 
admittance” to sensibility, then it is also reasonable to suppose that our incentive 
to act in compliance with the moral law will manifest itself as a form of self-respect. 
Humiliation must give way to self-respect, then, when we recognize that the demand 
to confess—to expose our wrongdoing—is one we freely impose upon ourselves. 

5 .  t h e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  d i s p u t e

a growing number of scholars have recently argued that respect is like a feeling 
in a very real sense: it has affective force, and that force is variable in degree of 
intensity. richard McCarty is the main proponent of this reading, the affectivist 
view, and like others he opposes a reading of Kant that explains moral motivation 
in strictly cognitive terms, the intellectualist view.38 The dispute centers, as McCarty 
notes, on the question of “whether the affective component of respect plays any 
role in the mechanism of moral motivation” (“Kantian Moral Motivation,” 430). 
as he writes,

Intellectualists hold that respect for the moral law is, or arises from, a purely 
intellectual recognition of the supreme authority of the moral law, and that this 
intellectual recognition is sufficient to generate moral action independently of any 
special motivating feelings or affections. Opposed to the intellectualist interpretation 
is what I shall call the affectivist view. affectivists need not deny that Kantian moral 
motivation initially arises from an intellectual recognition of the moral law. Contrary 
to intellectualists, however, they maintain that it also depends on a peculiar moral 
feeling of respect for law, one consequent to the initial recognition or moral judgment 
the intellectualists emphasize exclusively. (“Kantian Moral Motivation,” 421)

McCarty thus disagrees with andrews reath’s view that moral feeling plays no 
motivational role in Kant’s account. according to reath, “[I]t is the practical 
aspect [of respect] that is active in motivating moral conduct, while the affective 
side, or feeling of respect, is its effect on certain sensible tendencies” (Agency and 
Autonomy, 10). 

To start with, I agree with McCarty that the intellectualist view faces a number of 
difficulties. One is that Chapter III of the second Critique contains many passages 

38 For those who land more clearly on the side of affectivism, see Herrera, “Moral Triebfeder”; 
Grenberg, “Kant’s Theory of action,” “reason and Sensibility”; Guyer, Freedom, Law, and Happiness, 
Kant’s Response to Hume, “Moral Feeling”; ameriks, “Problem of Moral Motivation”; Zinkin, “Dynamical 
Terms”; Morrisson, Pleasure in Moral Action; engstrom, “Triebfeder.” reath is the most forceful proponent 
of intellectualism (Agency and Autonomy), although a version of the view is found in allison, Freedom.
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that suggest the feeling-aspect of respect is necessary to motivate moral conduct. 
Consider the following:

Thus the moral law, since it is a formal determining ground of action through practical 
pure reason . . . is also a subjective determining ground—that is, an incentive—to this 
action inasmuch as it has influence on the sensibility of the subject and effects a feeling 
conducive to the influence of the law upon the will. (KpV, aa 5:75; my emphasis) 

[r]espect for the moral law must be regarded as also a positive though indirect effect 
of the moral law on feeling insofar as the law weakens the hindering influence of the 
inclinations by humiliating self-conceit, and must therefore be regarded as a subjective 
ground of activity—that is, as the incentive to compliance with the law—and as the 
ground for maxims of a course of life in conformity with it. (KpV, aa 5:79).

now if our recognition of the moral law’s authority is necessary and sufficient 
to move us, why would Kant speak of reason’s “influence on the sensibility of 
the subject” as effecting “a feeling conducive to the influence of the law upon 
the will”? as far as I can tell, it is difficult to make sense of this if we keep to an 
intellectualist view. 

a second difficulty for reath’s interpretation is that it does not fit neatly into 
the structure of Kant’s argument from the second Critique. By Chapter III Kant is 
already assuming the moral law “determines the will objectively and immediately 
in the judgment of reason” as part of our ordinary consciousness of the moral 
law’s authority. The question of how reason interacts with sensibility is a question 
of how this objective determination can also function as an incentive for beings 
like us. Lastly, a further difficulty worth mentioning is that reath’s interpretation 
only attends to the negative aspects of moral feeling, either the pain of having 
our self-love limited (“painsl”) or the humiliation of having our self-conceit struck 
down (“painsc”). Yet this ignores Kant’s effort to connect self-conceit’s humiliation 
to a positive feeling, what I have called pleasuresr. 

The affectivist view defended by McCarty suffers from its own shortcomings. 
whereas reath is unable to explain reason’s positive effect on sensibility due to 
the priority he assigns to our intellectual recognition of the moral law, McCarty 
is unable to explain this effect because he views moral motivation strictly under a 
“battle of forces” model. The problem with this model is not that it contradicts our 
freedom of will (a point intellectualist commentators often make39), but that it only 
considers the question of moral motivation from a third-person perspective. as I 
have shown, Kant thinks there is little we can say from this perspective, for there is 
little we can say about causal relations beyond the sphere of possible experience. 
So in my understanding, neither the intellectualist nor the affectivist views give 
us the resources we need to understand Kant’s unique kind of phenomenology 
in the second Critique. 

One might wonder where I stand in this dispute. If the awareness of our rational 
nature elicits a positive feeling in us, and if this feeling is what motivates us to 

39 For example, see reath, Agency and Autonomy, 13; and allison, Freedom, 126. The question of 
whether a battle of forces model ultimately conflicts with Kant’s account of free choice is a much 
larger topic than I can go into. Frierson, for example, argues for their compatibility (“Kant’s account 
of empirical action”), and I am sympathetic with aspects of his account.
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act in compliance with the moral law, then have I not located the active factor of 
moral motivation in the affective rather than the cognitive side of respect? I am 
prepared to say yes, but only with the following qualification in place. Like the 
affectivist, I deny that our recognition of the moral law is a sufficient condition for 
moral motivation, and that is why I cannot hold to an intellectualist view in any 
strict sense. But the point I want to make is that we can deny this without having 
to limit our account of moral feeling to a mechanical model of competing forces. 
That is to say, we can affirm that feeling and sensibility have a positive role in 
Kant’s ethics without limiting ourselves to the third-person perspective McCarty 
and others focus on exclusively.40 

To sharpen this point of my disagreement, the problem with the traditional 
affectivist view is that it only considers respect as a feeling with varying strength, 
but the notion of “strength” does not speak to the experience of moral feeling 
from the agent’s own point of view. The problem Kant is concerned with in the 
second Critique is not how moral feeling can overpower the inclinations, from 
a third-person perspective. It is, rather, the problem of how reason can access 
sensibility in a way suited to moral motivation, thereby serving as an incentive in 
the place of pathological feelings. The aim of Kant’s theory of moral sensibility is 
to show how our recognition of the moral law must influence us, with the positive 
influence serving as our interest to make the law our own maxim of choice. If 
we are to understand any of this, we need a suitably idealized phenomenology, 
rather than a model of competing forces. For however valid this model is, only a 
first-personal perspective can give us access to the structure of moral motivation, 
the inner link between moral painsc and pleasuresr. 

c o n c l u s i o n

In this paper, I have sought to defend Kant’s theory of moral sensibility from a 
skeptical threat, what I have called motivational effect skepticism. The threat 
arises because it is unclear, given Kant’s characterization, how reason could have 
a positive effect on sensibility, one that could motivate us to act from duty. when 
we understand the distinction Kant draws in the second Critique between self-love 
and self-conceit, a new interpretive possibility opens up. as I have shown, we must 
feel humiliated before the moral law when we see our authorship in self-conceit, 
but we must also feel elevated when we recognize our ability to act independently 
of pathological incentives. In each case the object of our feeling is our rational 

40 In a more recent work, McCarty shows sensitivity to the phenomenological perspective of 
Chapter III. He observes that respect is a kind of pleasure that presupposes “a prior, frustrating and 
therefore painful effect on inclinations.” Yet he expresses uncertainty about how these moments relate: 
“[respect] can be called moral pleasure, and our feeling it would always presuppose a prior, frustrating 
and therefore painful effect on inclinations. I think there is more than this in the phenomenology of 
respect, however. For Kant claimed that the moral law’s ‘negative effect on feeling (disagreeableness) 
is pathological’ (KpV, aa 5:75). But he also characterized the feeling of respect as not pathological 
but ‘practical only’” (Kant’s Theory of Action, 179). after this McCarty goes on to suggest that the elevat-
ing aspect of respect comes from “at least a vague sense of freedom from the limitations of sensible 
inclinations” (Kant’s Theory of Action, 180). McCarty, however, presents no solution to the threat of 
motivational effect skepticism.
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nature—that is the basis of our humiliation and our elevation. Once we see this, I 
have argued, the threat of motivational effect skepticism goes away. The problem 
simply dissolves. 

Of course, if someone asks us how reason can exercise causal force, all we can do 
is affirm our ignorance of such things. and that is Kant’s final point in Groundwork 
III: the skeptic who denies reason can produce a motivationally effective feeling 
is really speaking about things he cannot know. From a third-person perspective, 
then, the philosopher’s stone will always remain a mystery, since we cannot secure 
knowledge of causal relations beyond the sphere of possible experience. But 
when Kant takes up this mystery again in the second Critique, he does so from 
an entirely different point of view. The approach we find in Chapter III occurs 
from a perspective that applies to any being with reason and feeling, and from 
this perspective Kant seeks to analyze the effects morality must have on us. It is 
no doubt remarkable that in the second Critique we appear to learn something a 
priori about our sensibility, and so something a priori about ourselves. whether 
or not he knew it, this may very well be the philosopher’s stone Kant had spent 
so many years searching for.41 
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