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Moral Sense Theory and the Development of Kant’s Ethics 
Some of the most perplexing aspects of Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) moral philosophy 

concern his conception of moral motivation. In the recent secondary literature, two interrelated 
topics have received particular attention: (1) the extent to which Kant’s understanding of moral 
motivation involves “sensibility”, e.g. desires, and (2) the way in which feelings of pleasure are 
involved in the performance of moral action. My dissertation seeks to clarify these and related 
questions by investigating an important but hitherto underappreciated historical influence on the 
development of Kant’s moral philosophy: British “moral sense theory.” 

As presented in the works of Anthony Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-
1713) and Francis Hutcheson (1694-1747), moral sense theory can be captured by two related 
claims: (1) all action is motivated by desire, morally good action by the disinterested desire for 
the happiness of others, i.e. benevolence, and (2) benevolent actions are judged morally good 
based on the pleasure experienced when “the moral sense” perceives such actions. Kant engages 
with these two positions in various ways over the course of his philosophical development, 
although the nature and extent of this influence is a matter of debate. I make reference to a wealth 
of Kant’s unpublished reflections and lecture notes to show that although he found both of these 
claims appealing during the earliest stage of his development, he eventually rejected moral sense 
theory’s conception of moral judgement. What has escaped the notice of many Kant scholars in 
the past, however, is that even in his early writings Kant adopts certain features of moral sense 
theory’s conception of moral motivation, according to which feeling, in particular “moral 
feeling,” plays a necessary role in the production of moral action. 

Kant’s mature understanding of moral motivation also shares features in common with the 
view presented by Hutcheson in particular. In opposition to many recent interpreters, however, I 
argue that Kant’s considered view shares only a few superficial aspects with Hutcheson’s 
position. I illustrate that although in one sense even moral action involves desire, for Kant, this 
desire is distinct in kind from all others in that it is produced by our recognition of the moral law. 
Not only this, but the object of this desire is action itself rather than pleasure, which Kant claims 
is the object of all desire according to Hutcheson. I therefore show that there are more differences 
than similarities between Kant’s and Hutcheson’s understandings of motivation, but that the 
nuances of their respective views are made apparent by contrasting them with one another. 

Kant notoriously argued that the feeling of “respect [Achtung]” for the moral law is at the 
centre of moral motivation. What most scholars have not adequately appreciated, however, is that 
Kant’s understanding of “respect” has roots in Adam Smith’s (1723-1790) notion of “regard 
[Achtung]” for the general rules of morality. Making reference to the first German translation of 
Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, I illustrate that placing Kant in context with Smith on this 
issue helps clarify “respect” not as a feeling, but as an attitude taken towards the moral law. I 
argue that both Kant’s notion of “respect” and Smith’s of “regard” signify our recognition of the 
supreme, action guiding authority of the moral law and the general rules respectively. 

Finally, although rarely discussed in the secondary literature, Kant shares with moral 
sense theory the view that there is a particular kind of satisfaction involved in the awareness of 
having acted morally, which Kant calls “self-contentment [Selbstzufriedenheit].” If acting 
morally involves feelings of pleasure or satisfaction, however, one could object that one only 
ever acts morally in order to experience such feelings. Both Hutcheson and Kant respond to this 
objection, but I illustrate that Kant’s response is superior to Hutcheson’s. 

As a whole, my dissertation seeks to clarify some of the most complex and hotly debated 
aspects of Kant’s moral philosophy by making reference to some of the most important but 
underappreciated historical influences on his thought. 


