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Perversity of the Heart

David Sussman

In Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Kant claims that human
beings are afflicted with an innate “depravity” or “perversity of the
heart.” Such depravity is a feature of the “radical evil in human nature”
through which we come to heed the claims of self-love over those of
morality.1 Although Kant (R 6:22n, 35, 37) denies that human beings
could ever intend evil purely for its own sake, he also insists that per-
versity cannot be reduced to merely the influence of inclination on our
choices. Kant (R 6:31, 37) argues that our wills always harbor a funda-
mental antagonism to morality from which we cannot extricate our-
selves, even though we are morally responsible for putting up this
resistance. Radical evil is a debility that necessarily compromises every
free human action, yet it is a corruption that must itself be freely cho-
sen by those who suffer from it. We can never escape this propensity to
evil, but we are nonetheless obligated to overcome it.

Radical evil is sometimes identified with the possibility of opposing
reason that is implicit in the concept of rational agency in general,
insofar as an actor can follow principles only if she can also knowingly
violate them.2 But for Kant radical evil involves not just the ability to
transgress, but an active opposition to reason that is at work in even our
most virtuous behavior. Kant denies that radical evil is a necessary
aspect of free agency per se. Such depravity is a necessary feature only
of human agency, a special characteristic that “distinguishes the
human being from all other possible rational beings” (R 6:21).
Although Kant considers radical evil to involve our continually choos-
ing to resist morality, he also takes this evil to be a liability that afflicts
us prior to anything we actually choose to do. Radical evil is supposedly
“innate” and “present in the human being at the moment of birth” (R
6:21–22). Such claims do not appear to be merely empirical generali-
zations based on the ubiquity of human vice. Although Kant allows that
radical evil cannot be inferred from “the concept of the human being”
(R 6:32), he insists that it is “subjectively necessary in every human” (R
6:32) in such a way that makes it impossible for any of us to eradicate
it (R 6:51). 

Kant’s supporters have frequently regarded his account of radical
evil as an embarrassment or even a betrayal of his central moral
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insights. The appearance of a simulacrum of original sin appalled
Goethe and Schiller,3 and Karl Barth considered radical evil to be “the
last thing one would expect” from Kant.4 Recent commentators have
been, if not hostile, fairly ambivalent about the doctrine. Interpreta-
tions of radical evil tend either to domesticate it by appeal to akrasia
and self-deception,5 or to accept such evil as an inscrutable mystery
that lies beyond any philosophical analysis.6

In this paper, I defend Kant’s claim that there is a basis of human evil
that is simultaneously a necessary feature of human agency and a kind
of active resistance to morality that each of us freely and continuously
engages in. The peculiar necessity that Kant associates with radical evil
is to be found in the special process that human beings must undergo
if they are to acquire their characteristic powers of practical reason.
Kant is often criticized for having an excessively ahistorical or asocial
understanding of reason. However, he holds that there is a distinctive
way in which human reason develops through ongoing reflection on its
own incipient manifestations. Our radical evil is to be found in the fact
that, given very general features of human finitude, we must develop
into practical reason by continuously distorting and perverting our
own nature, repeatedly undoing and remaking our practical self-con-
ceptions. Only through such unending antagonism to practical reason
can we acquire or exercise any reason in action at all. Although such
perversity is not an essential aspect of rational agency in general, it is a
necessary feature of any freedom that can be attained by a temporal
creature that develops its reason out of a natural origin.7

1. 

Human evil is a profound challenge to Kant’s thought. In his practical
philosophy, Kant maps out strong connections between practical ratio-
nality, freedom, and morally permissible action. If these connections
can be sustained, they would provide a satisfyingly robust account of
the normativity of morality. Such an account would construe immoral
action to be a kind of practical irrationality, a profoundly arbitrary if
not incoherent abnegation of one’s own freedom and autonomy. Yet
the strength of Kant’s normative and motivational account of morality
becomes a philosophical liability when we consider immoral action.
The stronger the links between morality, freedom, and reason, the
harder it is for Kant to say anything illuminating about moral wrong-
doing. In a well-known criticism, Sidgwick assumes these connections
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to be logical in character, and takes Kant’s position to be that an act is
free and rational only insofar as it is morally permissible. An act’s
immorality would then entail that the act is nothing more than a caus-
ally determined natural event for which the agent could not be held
responsible. Sidgwick notoriously concludes that for Kant, culpable
wrongdoing is logically impossible.8

Kant escapes Sidgwick’s reductio because he does not take moral
permissibility to be a necessary condition for any individual act to
count as minimally free or rational. The moral law is instead a norm
that any agent must implicitly recognize if she is to be capable of free
or fully rational action in general.9 Someone might act immorally yet
still be responsible for so acting, as long as the transgression turns out
to be the choice of an agent who is ultimately (if imperfectly) commit-
ted to morality, and who is thus minimally free and accountable. By
subordinating the question of what makes an act free to the broader
question of what makes an agent free, Kant sustains the normative
force of the moral law without making moral adequacy a necessary con-
dition for the imputability of any particular act. 

Our inclinations provide occasions for wrongdoing, but they are not
themselves the proximate causes or “determining grounds” of such
transgressions. Both right and wrong action have the same basic cause:
the free agent herself. On this picture, inclination cannot force some-
one to take it too seriously. The agent is responsible for freely choosing
to attend to desire to the detriment of morality, under no exculpatory
duress or compulsion. This position entails that immoral actions are
ultimately unintelligible insofar as they are considered as free acts.10

The immoral agent acts against norms implicit in her own autonomy,
norms to which she is supposedly committed above all else. Yet she vio-
lates these norms for the sake of something that she knows has no value
that rivals these moral concerns. Although such an agent might freely
act against the moral law, she is unable to make sense of her wrongdo-
ing as an expression of her own commitments. She can only under-
stand her transgression as a brute expression of her agency, closer to
acting on a whim than from a reasoned choice. 

This account is plausible with regard to moral weakness of will,
where evil is a failure to act from one’s own deepest principles as a ratio-
nal being. Such an approach has a place in Kant’s understanding of
“frailty,” which is one grade of our overall propensity to evil. However,
in assimilating evil to weakness of will, we sacrifice much of the vocab-
ulary we use to distinguish between various forms of vice and various
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degrees of culpability. In particular, we must reinterpret any wrongdo-
ing that seems to be resolutely and systematically principled, even if
such choices seem to survive sincere and dispassionate reflection. Nor-
mally, weakness of will is episodic and regretted once its occasion
passes. Yet such familiar vices as envy, resentment, and bigotry all seem
capable of informing an enduring outlook on life, an outlook that may
only grow stronger and more articulate the longer it is reflected upon.
Any view that hopes to reduce these vices to mere akrasia will have to
be highly revisionary. 

2. 

In the Religion, Kant significantly alters the moral psychology he devel-
oped in the Groundwork and the second Critique. Rather than identify
the will with a practical reason struggling for dominance against the
inclinations, the Religion introduces a new aspect of the will. Willkür, the
“elective will,” is the will in its executive capacity to freely adopt and act
from intentions, principles, and maxims. Willkür is the will insofar as it
responds to the merits of different normative considerations and
through which we commit ourselves to specific courses of action from
those that are open to us. Kant distinguishes this executive power from
Wille, the purely legislative aspect of the will. Wille is pure practical rea-
son, the will insofar as it is implicitly committed to the norms that make
free and responsible agency possible. Wille and Willkür are not separate
faculties, but two sides of the same fundamental power of rational
deliberation and resolve. 

 For Kant, the moral law represents the highest principle of Wille, the
background commitment to the basic norms of self-legislation that
allows us to constitute ourselves as free and responsible agents. Insofar
as we recognize ourselves as free agents, Willkür finds itself operating
on a stage already set by Wille and the norms that it embraces. Yet while
the legislation handed down by Wille is always moral, Willkür need not
always give it its full due. Instead of fully respecting the authority of
practical reason, the will may recognize inclination, in the form of what
Kant calls “the maxim of self-love,” as its highest concern. Such an
agent is still sincerely interested in acting morally, but only insofar as
such action does not demand any overall sacrifice of her happiness. 

For Kant, our fundamental moral disposition (Gesinnung) is deter-
mined by the order of precedence we give to the maxims of morality
and self-love. The will that subordinates the maxim of self-love to the
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moral maxim is fundamentally good; the will that subordinates moral-
ity to self-love is “depraved” or “corrupt” (R 6:30). Enigmatically, Kant
claims that we establish our fundamental disposition through a purely
noumenal act that is somehow outside of time. He argues that each
choice of disposition is necessarily unique and unchangeable, charac-
terizing the agent from birth to death (and beyond) (R 6:25). For each
human being, there can be but one choice of disposition, a choice that
is phenomenally expressed in a characteristic pattern of growth (or
decay) in virtue throughout the whole course of her life (R 6:47). 

Kant holds that no human being can fail to choose a determinate
disposition. Moreover, since there can be only one disposition that
characterizes each life in its entirety, no one can, in time, undergo any
real conversion from depravity to goodness or fall from goodness into
depravity. Kant seems to think that all ordinary moral progress or dete-
rioration is purely epiphenomenal, being nothing more than the
empirical manifestation of a unique and timeless act of noumenal self-
constitution. Although our observable behavior may give us some hints
about this fundamental choice, its character remains fundamentally
inscrutable to any creature lacking an intuitive intellect. Alarmingly,
Kant seems to have recovered something of the Calvinist doctrine of
predestination. Here it is not God but each individual who timelessly
assigns herself to the elect or the damned and then hopefully observes
her own actions to gain some hint of what her fundamental choice
might be. 

To explain why an individual might adopt one disposition rather
than the other Kant adduces a set of innate human “propensities” and
“predispositions.” Such propensities and predispositions are supposed
to be necessary features of human nature that serve as the “subjective
determining ground” of one’s fundamental disposition. A predisposi-
tion or a propensity is not something that a person may or may not hap-
pen to have, like a predisposition to obesity or a propensity to stutter.
Instead, Kant thinks that the human species has some kind of basic
moral nature that explains why we might order our fundamental max-
ims the way we do:

Whenever we therefore say, “The human being is by nature good,” or, “He
is by nature evil,” this only means that he holds within himself a first
ground (to us inscrutable) for the adoption of good or evil (unlawful)
maxims, and that he holds this ground qua human, universally—in such a
way, therefore, that by his maxims he expresses at the same time the char-
acter of his species. (R 6:21)
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It is significant that Kant considers radical evil to be found in a pro-
pensity rather than in a predisposition. In the Religion, Kant (R 6:28)
defines a thing’s predispositions to be whatever is essential to being just
that kind of thing, either in terms of its matter (its “constituent ele-
ments”) or in terms of its form (their characteristic “combinations”).
Kant (R 6:28) says that the predispositions to goodness are “original,
for they are bound up with the possibility of human nature.” In con-
trast,

[A propensity] is distinguished from a predisposition in that a propensity
can indeed be innate yet may be represented as not being such: it can
rather be thought of (if it is good) as acquired, or (if evil) as brought by the
human being upon himself. (R 6:29, Kant’s emphasis)

Unlike a predisposition, a propensity must be understood as an ines-
sential feature of human beings. The ideal that determines the consti-
tutive capacities of human agency makes no reference to any basic
antagonism to reason, even if such antagonism is universally innate
and even “woven into human nature” (R 6:30). Kant tells us

[That the human being] is evil by nature simply means that being evil
applies to him considered in his species; not that this quality may be
inferred from the concept of his species. (R 6:32, Kant’s emphasis)

Although radical evil is not essential to human beings, Kant insists
that this propensity is universally present in our species. Sometimes this
claim to universality seems to be merely an inductive generalization
based on the sorry state of human history. Yet Kant goes beyond such
unremarkable observations to argue that such corruption is necessary
to human beings and that if it is present in one human, it must be
present in us all. Kant claims that

according to the cognition we have of the human being through experi-
ence, he cannot be judged otherwise, in other words, we may presuppose
evil as subjectively necessary in every human being, even the best. (R 6:32, my
emphasis)

If we may presuppose such evil even in the most apparently virtuous
person, then we cannot be establishing such universality simply
through observations of the moral character of the people we encoun-
ter. Even if our fundamental maxims could be objects of respectable
anthropological research (which Kant denies), no purely inductive
generalization could license a conclusion that would rule out the pos-
sibility of empirical counterexamples, of the rare saint untainted by any
depravity. 
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Kant recognizes that the necessity he claims for radical evil goes
beyond whatever could be gleaned by armchair anthropology. In the
Religion, Kant claims that empirical psychology and anthropology give
us evidence that such evil does in fact exist in the world. However, it
falls to philosophy to show us what a rational creature would have to be
like in order to harbor a real antagonism to reason and how such antag-
onism could be necessary to it despite its freedom. The possibility of
such resistance to reason “must be cognized a priori from the concept
of evil” (R 6:36, 6:39n). Once philosophy has grasped just what such
resistance could be, anthropology can show whether the human spe-
cies generally possesses the qualities needed to be truly capable of it (R
6:26). 

3. 

Kant begins his analysis of our propensity to evil by considering its
purely privative form found in “frailty” or moral weakness of will. Frailty
afflicts those with a moral disposition that is already fundamentally
good and involves only a failure to effectively act from some moral com-
mitment in response to some temptation. For Kant, overcoming frailty
is part of the development of virtue, cultivating the strength of will nec-
essary for sincere moral resolve. He does not give us any further
account of the possibility of such weakness of will. Kant only asserts that
this weakness, like the corresponding kind of strength of will, admits of
no further explanation:

Now reason’s ability to become master over all the inclinations striving
against it through the mere idea of a law is absolutely inexplicable; hence
it is also incomprehensible how the senses could have the ability to
become master over a reason which commands with such authority on its
side. (R 6:59n)

When we come to strength and weakness of will, we have arrived at
primitive considerations that cannot be elucidated in any more basic
terms. To be able to act on a maxim, an agent must be capable of com-
mitting herself to fulfill some sort of intention, so as to be guided in
action by her own decisions and plans as they unfold in light of chang-
ing circumstances and desires. As Korsgaard argues, the very possibility
of such ongoing self-guidance already presupposes the possibility of
failing to hold to those commitments in the face of temptation. Weak-
ness of will is just the characteristic liability that comes, as a matter of
conceptual necessity, with any real ability to act from principle at all.
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Both strength and weakness of will are no more explicable than will’s
own freedom because such powers and liabilities are already impli-
cated in the very idea of free agency itself.11

Kant distinguishes frailty from the more dangerous moral failing
that he calls “impurity.” Although Kant sometimes suggests that one
cannot mix moral and nonmoral motives, the Religion allows that an
ambivalence about morality might mar a fundamentally good will. We
suffer from impurity when, even though we have subordinated the
maxim of self-love to the moral maxim, we still look for the concur-
rence of self-love in order for our moral interest to be fully effective in
determining what we do. Impurity is not simply a matter of having sen-
suously affected motives that coincide with or support our moral inter-
ests. It is rather the need or habit of seeking motivational support from
self-love for moral judgments that should be fully effective in and of
themselves. To be impure is to dilute the apparent stringency of moral-
ity by habitually representing its duties as advancing (or at least not sac-
rificing) our happiness. 

Unlike frailty, impurity does not directly involve acts that violate the
moral law. Nevertheless, Kant considers impurity to be the more dan-
gerous fault because it involves an insidious and pervasive corruption
of our entire deliberative outlook. We are vulnerable to such corrup-
tion precisely when we are most confident of our own virtue. Impurity
involves ever-widening and self-reinforcing forms of hypocrisy whereby
we deceive ourselves as to what we truly care about. The frail agent
knows that she is violating her own commitments, and she typically
regrets her lapses, resolving to do better in the future. In contrast, the
impure agent pays sufficient lip service to morality to avoid confront-
ing the erosion of his resolve. His deliberations may continue to be
framed in terms of the appropriate moral concerns, but his attention
and imagination will be surreptitiously focused on objects of self-love.
Although impure agents continue to see themselves as being commit-
ted to morality, self-love gradually comes to determine what is really
most salient in their practical imagination and perception. As their
capacities for moral judgment and discrimination erode, these agents
become less and less capable of appreciating the influence of self-love
on their own thinking. This process feeds on itself, divorcing the prin-
ciples the agent avows from what he really cares about. 

Despite its pernicious effects, impurity cannot be the fundamental
ground of human corruption. Impurity is a kind of motivated irratio-
nality involving a strong element of self-deception, and we still need to



PERVERSITY OF THE HEART

9

identify the motivations that drive it. Why should agents who are sin-
cerely committed to morality above all else have a standing need to rep-
resent their duties as being in their self-interest? Such self-deception
might make us happier, relieving us of worries about having to make
sacrifices for the sake of morality. But insofar as I am tempted to seek
such contentment to the detriment of my moral resolve, then I must
already be incipiently impure. If I sincerely and wholeheartedly take
morality to be my highest law, then I should see my hopes for happiness
to be simply irrelevant to the necessity of ethical demands. The recog-
nition of morality as being practically authoritative should make my
attitudes to duty as impervious to my inclinations as my attitudes
toward logical or mathematical necessities. For self-love to find some
purchase in my moral resolve, what I really care about must already
have begun to come apart from what I take my deepest concerns to be.
For this process to get started, there must already be some more basic
perversity in the human will that motivates us to misrepresent its
demands in this way, an “active and opposing cause of evil which is to
be combated” (R 6:57, see also 6:22n, 35).

Admittedly, Kant initially represents the perversity of the heart as an
extension of the dynamics of self-deception arising from impurity. Per-
versity is first construed as a kind of moral complacency, where we allow
ourselves to be satisfied with our actions if they do not violate duty, and
we are unconcerned about the motives from which they flow. In such a
cast of mind we take an “external” or third-personal view of our acts,
considering our behavior to be morally good so long as no other per-
son is in a position to blame us (R 6:38). But although such compla-
cency is indeed an important component of the dynamics of
corruption, it does not seem to be the most basic element, in Kant’s
understanding of the propensity to evil. Like impurity, such compla-
cency is a form of self-deception that already presupposes a motive to
attend to one’s happiness (here, as peace of mind) to the detriment of
what morality requires. Once again, the explanation of the wicked dis-
position turns out to presuppose that we are already in some way “in
secret agreement” with it (R 6:60). Kant seems to recognize that this
first account of perversity must be incomplete, for he ultimately con-
cludes that

[T]his propensity to evil, remains inexplicable to us, for, since it must
itself be imputed to us, this supreme ground of all maxims must in turn
require the adoption of an evil maxim. Evil can have originated only from
moral evil (not just from the limitations of our nature)…there is no con-
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ceivable ground for us, therefore, from which moral evil could first have
come in us. (R 6:43)

 It appears that Kant had hoped to explain the apparent antagonism of
the human heart to morality in terms of the less puzzling dynamics of
akrasia and self-deception. Yet such depravity cannot be analyzed away
but remains as a distinct and ineliminable element of Kant’s under-
standing of evil. 

4. 

To make sense of this irreducible perversity of the human heart, we
should look again at its counterpart, the “predispositions to goodness”
inherent in human nature. In the Religion, Kant (R 6:26) claims that we
have three such “original” predispositions”:

(1) The predisposition to the animality of the human being, as a
living being;

(2) To the humanity in him, as a living and at the same time ratio-
nal being; and

(3) To his personality, as a rational and at the same time responsible
being. 

As an original quality, a predisposition represents some essential power
or capacity of human beings. For Kant, the predispositions all seem to
involve some distinctive way of understanding ourselves teleologically,
some self-conception that presupposes a special capacity for self-
directed activity. Each predisposition specifies a type of norm and a
conception of oneself as an agent that is defined in terms of the ability
to act in response to that norm.

The most basic predisposition is animality. Animality comprises
those natural human impulses that are oriented toward the biological
well-being of our species. Nature gives us a norm in our natural needs,
and we make sense of animal behavior as purposively self-directed
activity that is oriented toward such needs. The predisposition to ani-
mality includes our drives to self-preservation and reproduction, as
well as the social impulses that produce the communities needed for
human survival. As with the other predispositions, animality involves a
characteristic form of self-concern: here, what Kant calls “purely
mechanical self-love.” Such self-love is found in the way that these incli-
nations drive us toward our natural good without requiring any self-
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conscious rational activity on our part. Kant seems to have in mind
Rousseau’s amour-de-soi, in which natural desires unreflectively guide us
to what is important for our lives or the life of our species. Such self-
love is not rational, but it does anticipate reason, giving animal behav-
ior enough implicit rational structure to be understood not just as
movement, but as purposive striving.

Unlike such nonreflective self-love, the predisposition to humanity
involves “a self-love which is physical and yet compares (for which reason
is required)” (R 6:27). The characteristic concerns of humanity are not
directed toward the satisfaction of our biological needs. Instead,
humanity comprises our essentially social and narcissistic drives
through which we aim to acquire “worth in the opinion of others” (R
6:27). Kant seems be thinking of Rousseauian amour-propre, the desire
to be esteemed and admired by other people, particularly those we our-
selves esteem and admire. This predisposition goes beyond any unre-
flective identification with our biological species. Instead, we reach
humanity when we attain a conscious view of ourselves as a particular
kind of person, answerable to the expectations of some particular peo-
ple or a particular class.

Rational reflection arises at the level of humanity. We make compar-
ative judgments about how well our lives are going relative to the lives
of others. This kind of practical reasoning is fairly parochial. Neverthe-
less, it is through such reasoning that we first attain a kind of self-love
that is responsive to specific ideals with which we consciously identify.
We start to make the pivotal evaluative distinction between “the worth
of our condition” and “the worth of our persons.” At the level of
humanity arise emotions of pride and shame, aspects of the “proto-
moral motivation” of honor. The animal acts from a kind of primitive
self-regard but cannot represent its self as an object of concern distinct
from the objects of its natural needs. In the love of honor, the human
being recognizes an interest in her self as the object of a distinctive
kind of value, a value that has categorical priority over her physical well-
being. This value is not determined by nature but by the ideals and
norms sustained by human culture. Recognition of such norms estab-
lishes the possibility of action that is not just purposive, but self-con-
sciously performed. 

In the predisposition to personality, we fully realize our autonomy as
moral agents. Personality involves a view of ourselves as rational and
responsible but not as specifically “living” or biological beings. What
Kant seems to have in mind here is an identification with the kind
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“rational agent” simply as such. This self-understanding distances us
from our natural needs and cultural expectations, such that we con-
ceive our basic identity to be the “moral vocation” we are assigned by
pure reason. The predisposition to personality is realized by an implicit
commitment to the moral law by which the agent is able to act not just
purposively or rationally, but in a way that is fully free and autonomous:

The idea of the moral law alone, together with the respect that is insepa-
rable from it, cannot be properly called a predisposition to personality; it is
personality itself (the idea of humanity considered wholly intellectually).
The subjective ground, however, of our incorporating this incentive into
our maxims seems to be an addition to personality, and hence seems to
deserve the name of a predisposition on behalf of it. (R 6:28)

We can understand the emergence of our essential predispositions
in terms of the development of increasingly reflexive forms of practical
self-consciousness. The animal’s awareness of itself exists only implic-
itly in the way that it is immediately aware of its world. The world of the
animal is shaped around its needs, and these needs inform the patterns
of salience and attention through which the animal immediately per-
ceives its environment. With the predisposition to humanity, we do not
merely take such an interest in the world. We also take an interest in
how others might take an interest in our own activities and powers. The
exercise of our active powers, as possible objects of evaluation by other
agents, becomes a distinct object of explicit awareness for us. 

Once we take up the perspective of humanity, we are able not just to
strive purposively, but to act guided by some conscious conception of
just what the point of our behavior is. We progress from humanity to
personality when this new power of action is, in its turn, taken as its own
object. In aspiring to ideals of unconditional rational justification, we
go beyond seeing ourselves as agents who act for purposes and whose
purposive activity is properly subject to evaluation in terms of cultural
norms. In addition, we see our embrace of these norms as itself some-
thing to be evaluated. With personality, we recognize that we are to be
judged not just for what we do. We are also to be judged for the roles
we adopt, the ideals we embrace, and the people we look to for
approval and esteem. With this awareness, we become agents who are
not merely rational, but autonomous, accepting the open-ended
responsibility for our practical self-conceptions that Charles Taylor
calls “responsibility for self.”12

Only the predisposition to personality incorporates any explicit
moral commitments. Yet even the subordinate predispositions are mor-
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ally salutary (predispositions to goodness) because each prefigures the
self-understanding characteristic of a morally good disposition. Ani-
mality and humanity both draw a distinction between a subject’s imme-
diate desires and some more authoritative class of interests that define
the type of agent that the subject takes herself to be. To attain animality,
a creature must have not just behavioral dispositions, but distinctive
needs that have a special place in its perspective. To attain humanity, a
creature must distinguish these formerly authoritative natural needs
from the commitments that flow from some role or ideal of character
that she embraces. At this stage, the claims of physical well-being are
demoted into a new object of self-love, a self-love that is subordinated
to the emerging authority of honor.13 In attaining personality, honor is
itself recast as a kind of self-love relative to a new law given by what rea-
son demands of agents generally. We achieve personality when we can
conceive of something not only worth dying for but for which we would
allow ourselves to be publicly humiliated.14 Honor, which had been
our highest norm, now becomes our primary temptation, just as phys-
ical health became a central temptation relative to honor. While the
lower predispositions do not share the substantial concerns of moral
self-awareness, they do partake of its form. In every predisposition we
have an experience of distinguishing and subordinating the “worth of
our condition” to the “worth of our person” in some sense, even if it is
not a fully moral one.

5. 

If our essential predispositions all realize or at least anticipate a morally
good cast of mind, how can our hearts still be perverse? The problem,
Kant (R 6:58n) explains, is that “no matter how far back we direct our
attention to our moral state, we find that this state is no longer res inte-
gra,” not a whole or complete thing. Kant allows that insofar as we con-
sider the human will as fully realizing its essential powers and
attributes, it cannot harbor any opposition to reason. Yet Kant warns us
not to lose sight of the fact that no human comes into being in such
full-blown perfection but must develop, in time, out of purely natural
materials. This is where the trouble begins:

[N]ature within man tries to lead him from culture to morality and not
(as reason prescribes) from morality and its law, as the starting point, to a
culture designed to conform with morality. And this course inevitably per-
verts his tendency and turns it against its end... (Anthropology 328, Kant’s
emphasis).15
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Kant makes a similar suggestion in his Lectures on Philosophical Theology,
where he considers how God could have created such flawed beings as
humankind: 

[W]e must note that of all the many creatures there are, man is the only
one who has to work for his perfections and for the goodness of his char-
acter, producing them from within himself. … Thus created, man was cer-
tainly perfect both in his nature and as regards his predispositions. But
regarding the development of these predispositions, he was still crude
and uncultivated. …To begin his cultivation, he must step forth out of his
uncultivated state, and free himself from his instincts. But what then will
be his lot? Only false steps and foolishness. Yet who but man himself is
responsible for them?16

Kant’s point seems to be that although each predisposition prefigures
moral goodness, the manner in which human beings must develop
these predispositions requires that a basic antagonism to reason be
developed as well. Evil is a human possibility because we do not attain
our morally salutary self-conceptions all at once. Instead, we can realize
these capacities only through an ascending series of struggles with our-
selves, finally reaching the predisposition to personality only after
working through the level of humanity, the level of “culture.” 

As Kant portrays it, our development is not a matter of direct
progress toward full moral self-awareness. Instead, we advance by resist-
ing our own incipient manifestations of practical reason, where each
predisposition emerges only through our active perversion or distor-
tion of the previous one. Kant gives us some sense of how this dialectic
might go in “Speculative Beginning of Human History.”17 In “Specula-
tive Beginning,” Kant recasts the creation story of Genesis as an anthro-
pological parable that illustrates how human beings attain their
essential powers. Practical reason first emerges as we start to act in ways
that are not fully specified by instinct. Kant supposes that we come to
taste some new food

whose appearance resembled that of others…or perhaps it was the exam-
ple of some animal whose nature was fitted for consuming, whereas, on
the contrary, it was detrimental to man’s nature so that his natural
instance consequently resisted it. (SB 112) 

We depart from instinct as our appetites diverge from their natural
objects and instead follow the associations and comparisons we make
in imagination. Reason manifests itself practically when we become
capable of choosing that which is immediately unappealing guided
only by some judgment we make. When we learn from the example of
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animals, natural desire does not just flow along the channels of our
imaginative associations. Instead, we start to form new desires in
response to an active process of reasoning, a process that involves
grasping the significance of the behavior of other creatures, recog-
nized as animals like ourselves. We look at what the other animals are
doing and understand their behavior to be purposively directed toward
the same general needs as our own. From this we conclude that the
foods that satisfy their needs might satisfy our own, and we act from this
judgment without, or even against, prior inclination. Paradoxically, we
go beyond our animality only by first conceiving of ourselves as ani-
mals, as one kind of creature among others that is trying to satisfy cer-
tain general kinds of need. 

The predisposition to humanity unfolds as we go on to actively pervert
our animality in the self-conscious attempt to realize it. At this point:

[I]t is a characteristic of reason that it will with the aid of imagination
cook up desires for things for which there is not only no natural urge, but
even an urge to avoid; at the outset these desires go by the name of greed-
iness, and from them arise a whole swarm of unnecessary, indeed even
unnatural, propensities that go by the name of voluptuousness. (SB 111)

Voluptuousness is the crucial perversion of animality that allows the
full capacities of humanity to emerge. For Kant (A 274), to be perverse
is to fall prey to a practical illusion, where illusion involves “mistaking
a subjective element in the grounds of action for something objective.”
Such illusions are not just simple confusions, but frames of mind where
“fantasy is self-creative” and is thereby “apt to become passionate in the
highest degree” (A 275). For Kant (A 268), an animal immediately
desires food, sex, and physical freedom. Normally, an animal takes
pleasure in the satisfaction of these needs and is pained by their frus-
tration. Yet the animal does not conceive of pleasure and pain as them-
selves conditions to be sought or avoided because animals do not
entertain any such abstract concepts. Pleasure and pain are only forms
of subjective awareness of how the creature stands with regard to the
satisfaction of its natural needs. These feelings are not the most basic
objects of desire but the most primitive and immediate forms of self-
evaluation, through which the animal inarticulately appreciates its own
condition.

As we enter into voluptuousness, our incipient reason fashions its
first nonnatural end out of these primitive evaluative attitudes. No
longer determined by instinct, we turn the experience of pleasure itself
into the first new end we truly set for ourselves. Such voluptuousness is
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perverse not simply because we stray from our natural needs in seeking
out physical gratification for its own sake. Voluptuousness is perverse
because we continue to regard this artificial desire as a natural need,
deriving its authority not from our subjective choice, but from an
objective grounding in nature. We fail to recognize that these new
hedonic desires are our own invention, and we instead take pleasure to
be something like the fundamental object of all our natural desires in
general, in much the same way that we came to see nourishment as the
general object of our various gastronomic appetites. We have come up
with a desire that pretends to be a natural need while actually coming
into systematic conflict with those needs. 

In moving from animality to humanity, we are prone to the natural
or “savage” vices of gluttony, lust, and “wild lawlessness” (R 6:27). In all
these vices, the feeling characteristic of satisfying a specific need is pur-
sued to the detriment of that need itself. The glutton eats to the extent
that he actually harms his own health, simply for the feelings charac-
teristic of satiation and nourishment. The lustful are preoccupied with
sexual satisfaction to the point that it displaces and interferes with pro-
creation or successful child rearing, as might be the case with onanism
or incest.18 Kant says little about wild lawlessness, but this vice may well
be associated with our supposed natural need for physical freedom (A
268). To be free in this sense is just to be able to move without physical
encumbrance or hindrance. We might then expect the lawless to be
obsessed with the experience of unconstrained and reckless physical
activity, the sort of thing to be found in various “extreme” sports. Like
gluttony and lust, this vice would ultimately conflict with the natural
teleology from which it derives. The reckless thrill seeking of the dare-
devil typically brings with it injuries and penalties that radically curtail
the very freedom the daredevil prizes above all else.

In “Speculative Beginning,” Kant tells us that our humanity comes
into its own as we move from “mere sensual to idealistic attractions,”
going from “the feeling for the merely pleasant to the taste for beauty,
at first only human beauty” (113). Kant associates this change with the
sublimation or “refusal” of immediate sexual desire that comes with
the concealment of our genitalia under fig leaves. Kant’s reasoning
here is particularly obscure. His thought may be that with the fig leaf,
we are no longer able to immediately perceive whether or not someone
else is sexually aroused. Unable to easily distinguish the receptive from
the uninterested, we must instead try to make ourselves generally desir-
able to others. 



PERVERSITY OF THE HEART

17

The craving for immediate pleasure engenders an aspiration to be
beautiful according to some general standards about what other peo-
ple might find alluring or attractive. Unable to observe the condition
of someone else’s sex organs, we must instead address ourselves to the
concealed attitudes and desires of other agents. With this new desire
for love and admiration, our practical reason need not guide itself by
appeal to the pseudo-natural desire for pleasure. No longer having to
pretend to follow nature, we can instead be guided by regard for what
other agents, in their freedom, take to be admirable and appealing.
This aspiration to physical beauty gradually matures into the love of
honor, understood as something like the beauty of one’s character or
social figure as a whole. 

In “Speculative Beginning,” Kant does not clearly explain how the
love of honor is supposed to evolve into moral self-respect. The Religion
suggests that for the love of honor to inaugurate our personality, we
must also pervert our humanity, just as we attained humanity by first
perverting our animality. The desire for love and esteem starts to dis-
tort itself because it presupposes a standard of self-worth that is purely
comparative. Absent a properly objective standard, each person will
consider his well-being to be threatened by the well-being of others.
Kant observes:

Out of this self-love originates the inclination to gain worth in the opinion
of others, originally, of course, merely equal worth, not allowing anyone
superiority over oneself, bound up with the constant anxiety that others
might be striving for ascendancy; but from this arises gradually an unjust
desire to gain superiority over others. (R 6:27)

Without any absolute norms to secure our sense of self-worth, we strive
to avoid appearing badly off in comparison to others. Such ceaseless
competition makes us more and more concerned with the outward
behaviors that normally express esteem or contempt since any person’s
display of contempt tends to make others, otherwise indifferent, more
likely to look down on us as well. Given the perpetual insecurity of our
position, we develop a keen interest in any public honor and a dread of
anything potentially embarrassing. The love of honor becomes the
“mania” for honor and reputation, constituted merely by “the striving
for a good name, where semblance suffices” (A 272). 

We enter into the “vices of culture” when we perversely seek out
these marks of status even when this striving makes us contemptible.
Here the desire to be loved becomes an obsession with prestige and
public honors, sought not as a reflection of actual esteem, but for their
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own sake. In this vice we again succumb to an illusion that involves val-
uing the appearance of some good to the detriment of its reality. In the
natural vices, we came to value the pleasure characteristic of satisfying
a true biological need to the detriment of the proper satisfaction of
such needs themselves. In the vices of culture, we start to value the trap-
pings of status and celebrity, the characteristic manifestations of the
esteem of other people, over anyone else’s real love or admiration for
us. 

This perversion of humanity starts with “jealousy and rivalry” and
finds its fullest expression in the “cultural vices” of envy, ingratitude,
and Schadenfreude.19 These vices are perverse in that, while they are ulti-
mately motivated by a love of honor, they bring us to the point of being
willing to disgrace ourselves in order to embarrass or humiliate some-
one else. The envious cannot tolerate any token of esteem accorded to
others instead of themselves. They consider such displays to be insults
that must be punished with public humiliation, even if they must dis-
honor themselves to bring about such a result. Similarly, the ingrate
refuses to publicly accept that his benefactor is in any position to help
him. The ingrate would rather remain in an abject condition than
acknowledge the inferiority of his power or status, even if doing so
would improve his lot. In Schadenfreude, we welcome the misfortunes of
others, even though we gain no material benefit from them. Ulti-
mately, we come to take joy in the bad luck of distant or otherwise uni-
dentified people. 

Despite the perversity of such attitudes, they hold the promise of
teaching us to value something more than our own honor, something
that anticipates the moral demands of proper self-respect. The envious
and the ungrateful have a nascent appreciation of our equal dignity as
persons in their aversion to any relation of subordination or depen-
dence. Schadenfreude paves the way for moral beneficence by giving us
our first taste of a kind of disinterested concern in the welfare of
human beings simply as such, regardless of any personal relationships.
In these vices we begin to aspire to “proper” treatment simply in virtue
of our status as persons, independent of any special qualities or merits
that might make us particularly lovable. Ultimately, we emerge from
the “womb of nature” into freedom once we clearly recognize ourselves
as standing in such a basic relation of equality with all rational beings,
whatever their place in society (SB 114). 

For Kant, human beings acquire practical reason only by progres-
sively working through interstitial vices that mix features of a lower and
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a higher predisposition. These vices emerge where a previously author-
itative norm (health, honor) starts to be recast as a form of self-love rel-
ative to a newly emerging principle (honor, morality). Each vice
involves a propensity to cling to some kind of self-love that is a vestige
of the authoritative status that such self-love is losing. Before such
authority is completely given up, it tries to retain power through vari-
ous strategies of self-deception and complacency. 

Human beings harbor a permanent antagonism to reason because
they can never at any particular time complete the work of overcoming
these distortions that are essential to the development of autonomous
agency. The problem is that in acquiring practical reason, human
beings have nobody but themselves to rely upon. We lack any mentors
who are themselves fully rational and autonomous. Kant explains that 

Man must, therefore, be educated to the good. But those who are sup-
posed to educate him are again men who are themselves still involved in
the crudity of nature and are supposed to bring about what they them-
selves are in need of. This explains why man is constantly deviating from
his destiny and always returning to it. (A 325)

Our only resources for developing our rational powers are just the
incipient forms of these powers themselves, with all their inevitable
flaws. Since it is only through such exercise of reason that our reason
can be cultivated, our will must be imperfect at any given point in time.
With the realization of each predisposition, there will always be some
residue of vice that survives the transition. This residue may be progres-
sively diluted, but we can never completely eradicate it. The perversity
of the human heart is the enduring remnant of its development that
human reason must carry within itself. 

6. 

Kant sees perversity as the ground of a complete inversion of our prac-
tical outlook. We are responsible not just for our liability to the vices,
but for the peculiar noumenal “deed” through which we systematically
reverse the proper ranking of practical incentives in our basic maxim
of action. This position confronts Kant with another antinomy of prac-
tical reason. On the one hand, we must posit perversity as the “ground”
that explains the thoroughgoing corruption of a free will. As such, per-
versity must be logically prior to any exercise of such freedom. But for
Kant, we are also responsible for this fundamental corruption: perver-
sity must count as some kind of free act itself. Such evil appears to be
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both prior to and consequent upon the peculiar noumenal act by
which a person establishes her fundamental practical disposition. 

In “Morality as Freedom,” Christine Korsgaard suggests that the
intelligible act that establishes our disposition is not something numer-
ically distinct from the ordinary empirical course of our practical
lives.20 Our choice of fundamental disposition is neither an act that
can happen at any particular point in time nor a decision that takes
place in some sort of timeless noumenal realm. Instead, a person’s life
and his choice of disposition are just the same thing, seen from two dif-
ferent perspectives that we can take on ourselves as intelligible agents. 

 Following Korsgaard, we can reconstruct Kant’s view to be that the
moral biography of any rational agent itself has the overall structure of
an intentional act. We often intentionally do things without having
formed any distinct prior intention to do so, as when I spontaneously
strike up a conversation, or go for a walk, or flip through a magazine.
In such actions, my intention serves as the “formal ground” of what I do
in something very much like the way that the choice of disposition is
supposed to be the formal ground of all the morally assessable acts of
one’s life. Suppose that, without any prior deliberation or premedita-
tion, I go for a walk. Here I can be said to have adopted the intention
to walk simply in virtue of the fact that I am moving in a certain way
guided by a certain understanding of what I am doing. My forming this
intention need not be a prior, efficient cause of my walking. Instead,
this intention is something to be found in the way I walk, something
that is not ultimately distinct from the activity itself. In coming to walk,
I simultaneously come to have the intention to walk: each is an integral
aspect of the same overall activity. 

We can now see how Kant might consider our entire lives to count as
the adoption of a determinate moral disposition. On the picture I have
sketched, the act of choosing a good disposition is to be found in a
course of life that, as a whole, counts as making up one’s mind to live
morally and autonomously. This fundamental resolution to live mor-
ally is no more distinct from an observable life of moral progress than
a decision to walk need be distinct from a spontaneous stroll. For Kant,
we can only aspire to moral progress in working through the charac-
teristic perversions of our predispositions, continually approximating
but never attaining a wholehearted commitment to morality. Yet the
logic of what it is to adopt an intention allows such unending progress
to count as a fundamental decision to be moral, just as my walking
might, in the right context, also count as my making up my mind to
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walk. If my life displays the right trajectory, then my struggles with the
various vices need not be seen as just self-love changing from one form
into another. Instead, these episodes can also count as the incipient
exercise of moral awareness, however inarticulate and incomplete.
Kant explains:

According to our mode of estimation, [we] who are unavoidably
restricted to temporal conditions in our conceptions of the relationship
of cause to effect, the deed, as a continuous advance in infinitum from a
defective good to something better, always remains defective…But
because of the disposition from which it derives and which transcends the
senses, we can think of the infinite progression of the good toward con-
formity to the law as being judged by him who scrutinizes the heart
(through his pure intellectual intuition) to be a perfected whole even
with respect to the deed (the life conduct). (R 6:67)

This reading explains Kant’s alarming claim that our choice of dis-
position must occur outside of time. Nothing metaphysically extrava-
gant need be at stake. Adopting an intention to walk does not have to
be a precisely datable event standing in determinate temporal and
causal relations to the activity of walking itself. In the case of an
unplanned stroll, my coming to have this intention is not anything
numerically distinct from the movements of my body that make up
such walking. Walking does of course involve some sequence of bodily
movements that succeed each other in time. Yet my coming to have the
intention to walk need not have temporal parts corresponding to such
movements, or indeed any temporal parts at all. This intention is an
aspect of the entire activity as a whole, not an ingredient or stage of it.
Similarly, my fundamental moral resolution may be something that is
located not in any particular episode of my biography, but in the shape
of my moral life as whole:

For the moral subjective principle of the disposition by which our life is to
be judged is (as transcending the senses) not of the kind that its existence
can be thought as divisible in temporal segments but rather only as an
absolute unity. (R 6:70n) 

Either a commitment to morality turns out to be implicit in every point
of my development, or it never really comes into being at all. As Kant
(R 6:22–25) insists, when it comes to our fundamental moral identity,
there is no room for half-measures. 

The life of a good person takes on the form of a resolution to live
morally. This form is realized in a series of struggles through richer
forms of self-love that, while always incomplete, nevertheless progres-
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sively approximate true moral autonomy. In contrast, the biography of
a bad person must at some point diverge from this proper trajectory of
human development. While both the good and the bad must pervert
their predispositions in the process of attaining them, the bad are dis-
tinguished by the fact that they are not working through these unavoid-
able distortions. Instead, at some point in the course of such
development, a particular perversion becomes entrenched, and fur-
ther reflection only provokes it into more diseased forms. Real wicked-
ness begins when our development becomes stalled at a particular
stage, yet continues to grow in on itself through more creative forms of
self-deception. When this happens, vices that fail to resolve themselves
into a higher disposition actively degenerate, continuing the dialectic
in ways that veer farther and farther away from true morality. When this
happens, the vices do not inaugurate a higher predisposition. Instead,
they provide substitutes for that predisposition that allow self-love to
persist under some new, more seductive guise despite whatever moral
pretensions we assume. We count as having timelessly adopted a wicked
disposition when, as a whole, our lives end up manifesting not the pro-
gressive development of reason but rather such a continuous evasion
of it. 

Perversity turns out to be a two-edged sword. On the one hand, the
vices open up new, richer ways of understanding ourselves, making it
possible for us to realize our essential practical capacities. Yet these
vices also carry the risk of new and richer forms of self-misunderstand-
ing. The vices that allow us to attain our personality also make it possi-
ble for us to resist and avoid that transition, by creating various quasi-
moral substitutes for the moral point of view, characterized by ever
more ingenious and insidious forms of envy, vindictiveness, and spite. 

7. 

If perversity is such a necessary feature of the human will, how are we
free to engage in it in a way that makes us responsible for so doing? We
cannot escape the task of continuously confronting and working
through the vices. Every human being suffers from “the deficiency
which is in principle inseparable from the existence of a temporal
being, never to be able to become fully what he has in mind” (R 6:67n).
However, we do have a kind of freedom with regard to the ultimate
moral character that this struggle takes on. This character is deter-
mined not by any particular act we perform, but by the entire course of
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our moral life, understood as a “temporal unity.” As we experience our-
selves in particular points in time, we must always find ourselves
enmeshed in some kind of vice that calls for “unremitting counterac-
tion” against it (R: 6:51). Nevertheless, the overall trajectory of our
responses to vice can take the form of either a resolve to value morality
over self-love, or a persistent evasion of morality for the sake of some
more self-centered concern. 

For Kant, a life of “unending progress” toward goodness (the virtus
phenomenon) constitutes the choice of a good disposition (the virtus
noumenon), even though at any moment one’s cast of mind must be
morally flawed. When a person’s life as a whole counts as such a choice
of goodness, the character of such flaws must then be reinterpreted.
What appears in time as an irreducible antagonism to reason has to be
reconceived, in light of one’s entire moral biography, as an imperfect
anticipation of morality. What we experienced as resistance is shown to
have been all along a dawning recognition of what reason demands. 

On the other hand, a life that progressively diverges from morality
does not allow our vices to be redeemed through such synoptic rein-
terpretation. Even when considered in light of the entirety of such a
life, these vices will still count as ways of resisting morality through
deepening forms of complacency and self-deception. For Kant, radical
evil is “subjectively necessary” in that we must go through such states
that, taken severally, can only be seen as a kind of resistance to morality.
We are nevertheless free to determine whether this appearance is ulti-
mately illusory or not. This we accomplish not by any particular choice
we might make but by the totality of our choices, understood as itself
one long and arduous decision. We are responsible not for the mere
existence of vice but for the ultimate character that our vices take on in
the context of the entire moral narrative of our lives.

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
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