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COMPASSIONATE AND COGNITIVELY DIVERSE: HOW KANTIAN VIRTUE  
IS MORE GENEROUS (IN A GOOD WAY) 

Carl Hildebrand 
 
 

 
People have o*en thought that Kant le* no room for compassion in the virtuous life, because 
virtue for him is about doing the right thing when you don’t feel like it. However, compassion is 
an important virtue in Kan?an ethics, where it is understood as a form of moral cogni?on 
grounded in a commitment to act for the good of others. Though this means that the Kan?an 
virtue of compassion is primarily intellectual in nature, contrary to what people have thought, 
the virtuous person can experience great feelings of compassion, affec?on, and pleasure. And 
yet, these feelings are not strictly necessary for someone to have the virtue. For this reason, 
some, e.g., neurodiverse, agents who would not qualify as virtuous on the Aristotelian picture do 
qualify as virtuous on the Kan?an picture. This expands the tradi?onal virtue label in a good 
way. 
 

 
 

If you were sick and in the hospital, and your friend came to visit, what would you think 
if they told you they didn’t feel like visi<ng you but did it because it was the right thing to do? 
Sounds odd, right? Most of us would probably prefer that a friend visit us because they care 
about us, and not simply about doing the right thing. This is what Michael Stocker argued in a 
now classic essay on modern moral theories in The Journal of Philosophy. We might also prefer 
that in these circumstances they have some feeling of care or compassion toward us, rather 
than a cold commitment to mere duty as such (we probably imagine someone like this saying, ‘I 
don’t feel like seeing you but I’m here anyway’ and that doesn’t sound pleasant). When we 
frame it this way it’s easy to think that compassionate feelings are an important part of what 
mo<vates us to do good for others, and that anyone who denies this must be strange or 
misinformed. This is what has oGen been thought about the philosopher Immanuel Kant. He 
held that feelings, including feelings of compassion, weren’t all that important for morality and 
he oGen spoke favorably of those who did the right thing when they didn’t want to. Other 
philosophers have oGen thought that his idea of morality is missing something, because he 
believed feelings and aJachments like these shouldn’t affect how we evaluate the moral status 
of a person or their ac<ons. Somewhat controversially, I want to argue that he was right—these 
things shouldn’t affect how we evaluate the moral status of a person or their ac<ons. And, 
contrary to the way the example above might lead us to think, the Kan<an posi<on is more 
consistent with our deeper intui<ons about what makes a person good. I argue that this has a 
posi<ve consequence that hasn’t been considered before: it allows us to extend the label of 
‘virtuous’ to people whom tradi<onal accounts of virtue would exclude, namely those whose 
brain wiring is atypical and could be described as neurodiverse. But, before I get to that I will 
discuss what the virtue of compassion is, why it has less to do with feeling than we might think, 
and how it fits into the bigger picture of ethics that Kant and those who generally agree with 
him (i.e., Kan<ans) provide. 
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Kan;an Compassion 

In a short, has<ly wriJen, and famous book referred to as the Groundwork for short, 
Kant describes someone who is by temperament cold and indifferent to the suffering of others. 
Despite this emo<onal indifference, this person understands the worth of other people and that 
their well-being maJers, and he performs great acts of kindness toward them. Kant says that 
these circumstances bring out the moral worth of this person’s character, because he 
understands and is commiJed to the good of others, regardless of how he feels about it. In 
other words, he isn’t doing good for others because it makes him feel good, but because it’s the 
right thing to do. He doesn’t do it for the sake of his own happiness, but for theirs. This and 
other examples in his texts led people to believe that Kant somehow thought that feelings 
should be excluded from a person’s mo<va<ons for their ac<on to have moral worth. If moral 
worth is the heart of virtue, it would then seem that Kant is excluding posi<ve feelings (e.g., 
feelings of pleasure, affec<on, or empathy—and what I’m calling compassion) from his account 
of virtue. In a sense this is true, because Kant held that posi<ve feelings aren’t necessary for 
virtuous ac<on and character. This is part of his point: a person can act virtuously without 
feeling sympathe<c (or compassionate) toward others. What is more important is that they 
understand the worth of others and contribute toward their well-being. If a person does this 
consistently and demonstrates a commitment to living this way, it makes sense to say that 
they’re a virtuous person.  

In this way, duty and reason are high priori<es in Kan<an ethics. Taking a step back and 
looking at things more generally, Kan<an ethics begins with the idea there are certain bedrock 
values that must always be preserved and never violated. The most basic value is the dignity of 
all beings with the capacity for ra<onality. This includes all human beings, though it could also 
include extraterrestrial beings (aliens) if they were (are?) capable of thought. Bringing this point 
down to earth, Kant’s basic idea is that human beings have intrinsic worth, and that worth 
should in all circumstances be respected. We should each be treated as an end in ourselves and 
never used as a mere means to an end. For example, being honest with someone is a way to 
respect them and treat them as an end in themselves, because it allows them to make an 
informed choice. Whereas misleading someone so that they say ‘yes’ to something they 
otherwise wouldn’t if you told them the truth treats them as a mere means to an end: it 
undermines their ability to make an informed choice, bypassing their consent and in an 
important sense using them.  

Kan<ans hold that this idea of respect implies, or is accompanied by, certain further 
values like equality, self-cul<va<on, and a duty to support others. That Kan<an ethics is 
ra<onalist in nature refers to the idea that these values are grounded in reason, rather than, for 
example, sen<ments like sympathy that happen to be unique to human beings. The bedrock 
values of Kan<an ethics operate like the law of non-contradic<on in classical logic—they are 
axioma<c—and we are meant to grasp them directly. This is what it means for them to be 
ra<onal.  

These values may be quite general, but they are clear enough. For example, consider 
two ideas, that all people should be treated with respect and that we each have a duty to help 
others. What that respect and help will look like might vary from one context to another, 
perhaps even considerably. There is some degree of varia<on in how these du<es might be 
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fulfilled, while the higher order concepts of respect and benevolence remain the same. This is 
similar to an argument Paul Boghossian makes in support of moral realism (a shorter version of 
this argument can be found in the New York Times). The Kan<an claim I’m making here is that 
respect and beneficence are among those non-rela<ve moral principles that make up the moral 
fabric of our world. Kan<ans believe that throughout all contexts—historical, cultural, or 
otherwise—respect and helping others is meaningful, because it is grounded in the intrinsic 
dignity of persons and that dignity doesn’t change. This also means that some things are never 
permiJed in any context because they are contrary to these values. Consider rape as one 
example: the Kan<an claim is that no context can make it right; there is no just cause or greater 
good that makes it excusable. There is no circumstance in which human beings lose their dignity 
or intrinsic worth, so there is no circumstance in which it is morally permissible to act in a way 
that violates this dignity. It can be added that these values are independent of us in the sense 
that, had we evolved differently, for example, not to feel sympathy or distress when we witness 
another person being harmed, these values and the principles of ac<on that correspond to 
them would s<ll apply. Though, arguably, if beings like us didn’t exist, the idea of ac<ng 
according to these values would be meaningless. 

Leaving aside this more general perspec<ve on Kan<an values and focusing in again on 
par<cular people and ac<ons, we’re now in a beJer posi<on to understand how compassion 
func<ons as a kind of master virtue for Kant. He defines compassion (or sympathy, as most 
translators render the German) as a capacity to understand what contributes to the suffering or 
well-being of others in combina<on with a commitment to act for their well-being. (If you’re 
interested in a more detailed argument, read this ar<cle on Kan<an sympathy in the Bri?sh 
Journal of the History of Philosophy. I use the term compassion here, because its meaning aligns 
more closely with contemporary usage than sympathy does, though the defini<on of each of 
these terms is quite varied/contested.) This commitment involves both the inten<on to do good 
for others and following through on that inten<on with ac<on. Feelings of compassion may or 
may not be a part of this picture: some<mes they help us to understand others’ suffering and 
well-being, so they will be useful for showing us what is the right thing to do. But other <mes 
they can mislead us. Because feelings and perhaps especially feelings of compassion, sympathy, 
empathy, and the like, can mislead us, Kant thinks they are not an essen<al part of virtue. They 
may have some moral value, insofar as they enable us to beJer understand the happiness and 
suffering of others, so that we can then act for their good. But that value is only ever condi<onal 
on this moral understanding and ac<on.  

To understand how these feelings can mislead, consider an example from the novel To 
Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. Here, the courtroom and jurors are manipulated to believe 
that Tom Robinson, a black man falsely accused of assaul<ng a white woman, is guilty when the 
evidence doesn’t support this. Their empathy for a perceived vic<m and their anger at a 
perceived wrong combine with racial prejudice and stereotypes about black men and white 
Chris<an women. This mess of feelings and misguided thoughts is whipped up and projected 
onto the situa<on to terrible effect. They feel for Mayella (the alleged vic<m) and against Tom 
(the falsely accused perpetrator), and those feelings take over. The result is violent and 
disastrously unjust. The problem this highlights is that it’s oGen much easier for us to have 
posi<ve feelings toward people who look and speak and act like us, when it’s the people who 
are different from us that deserve our moral aJen<on.  
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For another example of why these feelings aren’t important for morality, consider the 
sort of moral problems that don’t engage our emo<ons at all, because they’re too big and 
involve abstract numbers and people we’ve never met. This can include the many moral 
quandaries around climate change. It’s hard to feel your way into these when the people most 
affected probably live far away or might not be alive at all, since they partly consist of future 
genera<ons who haven’t been born yet. Those who will be affected by our ac<ons aren’t near 
enough in space or <me for us to feel compassion towards them. Yet how we address this 
problem will impact millions, even billions. Just as feelings can mislead us in some cases, like 
that of Tom Robinson, they seem to be silent in others. But in both cases a virtuous person can 
(and will) engage the problem though_ully based on moral understanding and values like the 
ones above. Feelings need not be a part of that process at all. 

In line with this, psychologists nowadays helpfully dis<nguish between two forms of 
empathy: one that primarily involves feeling (affec<ve empathy) and one that primarily involves 
thought (cogni<ve empathy). Paul Bloom, for example, draws this dis<nc<on and builds an 
argument for ra<onal compassion in his 2016 book Against Empathy. Affec<ve empathy is a 
maJer of feeling with or for another person Think of the common expression, “I feel for you,” or 
“I really feel for people in that posi<on.” Cogni<ve empathy is about pufng yourself in another 
person’s shoes, to use another common expression, and imagining what they are going through. 
Cogni<ve empathy arguably takes more energy and commitment, but it’s less likely to mislead 
than mere feelings of empathy. The virtue of Kan<an compassion makes sense of this dis<nc<on 
from within a moral framework. Kan<an compassion is a lot like cogni<ve empathy, but it’s 
grounded in the further values discussed above, most importantly the dignity of persons. It is 
therefore quite robust. It involves reflec<on, an ability to understand the well-being of others, 
an inten<on to do good for others, and ac<on that follows through on that inten<on. Because it 
is grounded in these values and requires both reflec<on and understanding, those who possess 
this virtue will be less likely to be misled by emo<on and feelings of par<ality. Strictly speaking, 
those who possess this virtue need not experience feelings—for example, feelings of 
compassion—at all.  
 

Friendship and Feeling 
Does this mean that those who possess this virtue can’t or shouldn’t experience these 

feelings? No. The point is that these feelings aren’t strictly necessary to virtue. They can s<ll be 
a part of the virtuous person’s life; they just don’t need to be present for a person to be virtuous 
as such. Does this mean that virtuous people can’t have friends, or that our friends can’t be 
virtuous when they do things because they care about us? No, because having feelings of care 
or compassion for someone and doing good for them are compa<ble. Though—and this might 
be controversial to some—the Kan<an view holds that for a friend’s ac<on to be virtuous, it 
must be grounded in commitment to moral principles. What about the friend who visits us in 
the hospital because it’s the right thing to do? If that were the only reason they were visi<ng us 
that would certainly be odd. As men<oned above, we want our friends to care about us and we 
prefer that care be made known in their feelings toward us. But what happens if those feelings 
disappear for a while, the friendship becomes less enjoyable than it used to be, or care 
becomes burdensome? These things tend to happen in difficult circumstances, as when 
someone is hospitalized and terminally ill. In these circumstances it’s some<mes our 
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commitment to doing the right thing that pulls us through. We show up for others even when 
we don’t feel like it. This doesn’t mean our life or friendships are drab and joyless, commiJed to 
duty alone. 

Here, the line between care for a friend and commitment to principles blurs. Care can be 
a manifesta<on of a more general moral commitment, for example, to provide for those in 
need, combined with an understanding that one is in a beJer posi<on than others to provide 
for one’s friend or family member. And it’s oGen because of our proximity to people, like friends 
and loved ones, that we can appreciate their intrinsic (moral) value—their dignity—in a much 
fuller sense. The Kan<an view holds that you can’t separate the moral principles from the act of 
caring for another, insofar as that care is to count as virtuous. I suggest that once we think 
about it carefully, this sounds a lot less odd than it might at first and resonates with some of our 
deeper intui<ons about what it means to be virtuous.  

It's worth emphasizing (again) that none of this means that feelings of pleasure or 
compassion, or care for our friends as such need be excluded from the life of the virtuous 
person. I’m sure we would prefer that they remain. Indeed, something would be missing from 
our personal rela<onships if they didn’t involve great feeling or care for the other as such. The 
highest degree of affec<on, compassion, connec<on, and joy is compa<ble with Kan<an virtue. I 
believe these things are necessary for living a maximally fulfilling human life and without them 
our lives are in some sense impoverished. But the impoverishment is not a moral one.  
 

Virtue and Cogni;ve Diversity 
A cri<cism of this view is that it iden<fies virtue with what Aristotle called con<nence, 

which amounts to having strong self-control, so that one will do the right thing even if a part of 
one doesn’t desire to do the right thing or desires to do the wrong thing. The key point 
according to the Aristotelian view is that the virtuous person should only desire to do the right 
thing (as well as do it). Their desires, and this will include their feelings, should line up with 
what is good: so, to say that someone is con<nent isn’t enough to say that they are virtuous in 
the full sense. But, as we’ve seen, the Kan<an view holds that it is enough, because it’s not 
strictly necessary that someone have the ‘right’ sort of feelings to be virtuous. A person whose 
feelings don’t fully align with the good can s<ll have virtue, as can a person who lacks feelings 
that align with the good. In an important way, this widens the category of virtue because, if this 
is true, it means that some groups of people can be virtuous who would not meet the more 
restric<ve standard set by Aristotle. AGer all, it seems as though things like feelings are hardly 
under our control. Is it fair to make the label of ‘virtuous’ depend on something that’s not up to 
us and can oGen be a maJer of luck?  

As you might suspect, I think it isn’t. There might be a few reasons for this. First, it 
doesn’t make sense to make virtue depend on things that are too far out of our control, since 
virtue is an evalua<on of moral agents and moral agency is largely about understanding, choice, 
and the things that we do. Second, it might be that having the right feelings and desires 
depends too much on having the right sort of upbringing, that is, being educated to desire the 
right thing over <me and from a young age. This would make virtue depend on a form of 
privilege and therefore inegalitarian when perhaps virtue should be an equal opportunity sort 
of thing, open to anyone who earnestly pursues the good and the right as they are able to. Or, 
third, maybe the number of people who have got their feelings right are so few that it means 
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virtue is next to impossible for most well-inten<oned people to aJain. What we need, it could 
be argued, is an understanding of virtue that, while sefng a high standard, is fit for human 
beings, not gods or heroes. Human beings have flaws and wayward feelings, but if any of us 
consistently overcomes these to do good for others that should be celebrated, even when those 
flaws or feelings don’t en<rely disappear. To summarize this, we might say that virtue should be 
more psychologically realis<c.  

To develop one aspect of this point, what if someone is incapable of desiring the right 
thing, or forming the sort of feelings and affec<ons that oGen move people to perform acts of 
kindness? People with au<sm spectrum disorder, for example, have a reduced ability to share 
emo<ons with others and to develop and maintain personal rela<onships, according to the 
American Psychiatric Associa<on’s Diagnos?c and Sta?s?cal Manual of Mental Disorders (Fi*h 
Edi?on). It’s therefore impossible for people with au<sm to qualify as virtuous on the 
Aristotelian view above. But this doesn’t seem right to me. People in this posi<on can s<ll 
understand, for example, that others have dignity and deserve respect the same as oneself, that 
self-cul<va<on is valuable, and that we have a duty to help others; and they can follow through 
on that understanding with ac<on. This, and not necessarily one’s ability to feel with or for 
others, cons<tutes the Kan<an virtue of compassion. Therefore, it is possible in these condi<ons 
to have the Kan<an virtue of compassion and to be fully virtuous in the Kan<an sense. As a 
result, this view extends the label of ‘virtuous’ to categories of people otherwise passed over on 
the tradi<onal Aristotelian defini<on. 

Taking this one step further, it may even be the case that a high degree of aJen<on to 
detail and an increased ability to disassemble complex informa<on into its component parts, 
both characteris<c of au<sm spectrum disorder, may enable one to beJer serve the well-being 
of others in difficult situa<ons. This could include, for example, direc<ng the flow of resources 
as a field coordinator at a refugee shelter, or performing technically complex life-saving surgery 
as a physician. If someone can respond to these situa<ons effec<vely by recognizing the 
bedrock value of the dignity of persons, understanding what contributes to the well-being of 
others, and following through on that with ac<on, then this person can be described as virtuous 
in the Kan<an sense. This is what makes Kan<an virtue more psychologically realis<c than its 
Aristotelian counterpart and appropriately generous, because it applies to a more 
(appropriately) diverse group of people. That is, diverse in non-moral ways while unified in the 
right, moral ways. On this picture, virtuous agents may be cogni<vely diverse because they are 
unified in having good mo<va<on, compassionate understanding, and a commitment to 
following through on that with ac<on. To me it seems that these are the things that really 
maJer for being virtuous.  

Feelings of affec<on, care, and compassion are desirable for many reasons, and it may 
be true that to lack them is to lack something of value. But I’m arguing that the value we would 
be lacking is not necessarily a moral one. People thought that Kant leG no room for compassion, 
because his idea of virtue somehow excludes feelings of compassion and connec<on with 
others. But his point is only that virtue doesn’t require them. Compassion and connec<on, and 
the best forms of friendship and love, should all be part of the virtuous person’s life. But if a 
person struggles to have these things, especially through no fault of their own, that doesn’t 
mean they can’t be virtuous. This is how Kan<an virtue is more psychologically realis<c and 
appropriately generous than its tradi<onal counterpart. So, surprisingly perhaps, Aristotelian 
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virtue turns out to be more demanding in this sense, while Kan<an virtue is a beJer fit for the 
imperfec<on, as well as the diversity, of human life. 
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