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Abstract
I analyze and defend Kant’s claim in the Critique of the Power of Judgement that pleasure in
the good is interested.
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In the Critique of Judgement, Kant argues that his notion of ‘disinterestedness’ distinguishes
pleasure in the beautiful both from pleasure in the agreeable and from pleasure in the good.
He thinks that pleasure in the agreeable and pleasure in the good are both ‘interested’,
by contrast with pleasure in the beautiful. In this short paper, I examine only what Kant
says about pleasure in the good.1 I assume that disinterestedness is at least a necessary
condition of judgements of beauty.2 Furthermore, I shall not examine Kant’s aspiration to
use disinterestedness to demarcate pleasures in the good from pleasures in the beautiful.

1 The main passage discussing the interestedness of the good is section 4 of the “Analytic of the Beautiful” of
The Critique of the Power of Judgement (Kant 2000). I shall focus on this book without bringing in other material
from the rest of Kant’s other writings, which may or may not be consistent with this book. I cite primarily
the Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews translation (Kant 2000), although I agree with Hannah Ginsborg, in her
review of that translation, that “pleasure” or “liking” is preferable to “satisfaction” (Ginsborg 2002). I also
think it important to distinguish “Object” from “Gegenstande”. On some occasions, I will also cite the James
Creed Meredith translation (Kant 1928), who marks this distinction in his translation.

2 I have discussed and defended that claim elsewhere: Zangwill 1992, 2013, 2022.
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What I will argue is that Kant is right to think that pleasures in the good are interested,
given what this means for him.3

Let us start with an understanding of what it would be for a pleasure to be disinterested
or interested. When introducing the idea in section 2, Kant writes:

The pleasure that we combine with the representation of the existence of an object
[Gegenstandes] is called interest. Hence such a pleasure always has at the same time a relation
to the faculty of desire, either as its determining ground, or else as necessarily intercon-
nected with its determining ground. (Guyer & Matthews’ translation: 90, substituting
“pleasure” for “satisfaction”, see Ginsborg 2002)

For Kant, interest is a type of pleasure, not something the pleasure is related to: an interest is
a pleasure that is essentially and necessarily connected with desire. The notion of ‘interest’
is best understood as a technical term, forgetting what the word might suggest if it were
an English word, a contemporary German word, or even an eighteenth-century German
word. If a pleasure in an object is ’disinterested’, in Kant’s sense, it means that it bears no
essential or necessary relation to desire for the existence of an object.

Given this, Kant states his thesis about the good as follows:

We call something good for something (the useful) that pleases only as a means; however,
another thing is called good in itself that pleases for itself. Both always involve the concept
of an end, hence the relation of reason to (at least possible) willing, and consequently a
pleasure in the existence of an object [Objects] or an action, i.e. some sort of interest. (Guyer
& Matthews p. 92–3, again substituting “pleasure” for satisfaction)

As we shall see below, for Kant, ‘willing’ seems to come to the same thing as “pleasure in
something’s existence”, and it implies desire (Kant 2000: 94). But desire does not imply
willing or pleasure in existence. Will implies desire but desire does not imply will. Since
interest is pleasure in something’s existence, it involves the will, and therefore desire.

Let us first consider instrumental goodness. We take pleasure in the thought that a
hammer is a good one only if we will the end of knocking in nails. So, such pleasures are
interested. One of Kant’s examples nicely illustrates the contrast this creates with pleasure

3 I have elsewhere examined and partially defended Kant’s claim that pleasure in the agreeable is interested.
See Zangwill 1995.
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in beauty (I am assuming that Kant is right that pleasure in beauty does not presuppose a
desire). That a palace has no purpose, beyond that of being contemplated, is relevant only
to an instrumental judgement, not to a judgement of its beauty (Guyer & Matthews: 90–1).
The beautiful is not the useful. The same goes for prudential goodness. Pleasure in winning
a lottery is obviously interested pleasure. Either it is dependent having a desire for wealth
and security that we believe the win will satisfy, or else the thought that it is to our benefit
involves desire. Prudential pleasure presupposes prudential desire. Kant seems to be right
about non-moral goodness: both instrumental and prudential pleasures are interested.

But why should we think that pleasures in the morally good are interested? This is less
obvious. Kant says that the moral judgement that the sweat of people was wasted on a
palace is irrelevant to a judgement of its beauty (Guyer & Matthews: 90). However, that
example by itself is not sufficient to make the point that Kant wants to make because
the fact that the judgements are different and unconnected does not show that they are
different in respect of their relation to interest and thus to desire.

Contrasting pleasure in the beautiful with moral pleasure, Kant writes:

. . . the pleasure in the aesthetic judgement . . . is merely contemplative and does not produce
and interest in the object [Object], while in the moral judgement it [the pleasure] is practical.
(Kant 2000: 107; also Kant 1928: 63–4)4

(In the German this last ‘it’ refers unambiguously to moral pleasure not judgement). The idea
is that moral pleasure is ‘practical’, unlike pleasure in the beautiful. But we need to know
more. To say this does not help us to know exactly how moral pleasure is bound up with an
interest, and thus why it is “always combined with an interest in [its] object [Gegenstande]”
(Kant 2000: 94; this is translated as “invariably coupled” at Kant 1928: 48, lines 4–5).

Kant answers this when he writes:

. . . the morally good . . . carries the highest interest with it. For the good is the Object
[Object] of will (i.e. of a faculty of desire that is determined by reason). But to will some
thing and to take pleasure in its existence, i.e. to take an interest in it, are identical. (Kant
2000: 94; also Kant 1928: 48, lines 8–12)5

4 See also Kant (2000: 153) and Kant (1928: 123, line 13).

5 The Meredith version omits a bracket.
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And later:

. . . the pleasure (in the moral feeling) is the consequence of the determination of it [an a

priori principle of reason determining the will], but precisely on that account it cannot,
therefore, be compared with the pleasure in taste. . . (Kant 2000: 169)

In another translation:

The truth is that the pleasure (in the moral feeling) is the consequence of the determination
of the will by the principle. . . . it cannot, therefore, be compared with the pleasure in taste
at all. . . (Kant 1928: 146, lines 1–4).

This looks different from an identity claim. It could be that Kant claims this consequence
because of the identity. Or he could mean something weaker than identity. However, he
reaffirms an identity claim when he writes:

The state of mind of a will determined by something, however, is in itself already a
feeling of pleasure, and is identical with it, thus it does not follow from it as an ef-
fect. . . (Kant 2000: 107)

Alternatively rendered into English as:

. . . the mental state present in the determination of the will by any means is at once in
itself a feeling of pleasure and identical with it, and so does not issue from it as an effect.
(Kant 1928: 63, lines 25–8)

So, let us assume that Kant means an identity claim, and that the consequence relation
between the determination of the will and pleasure is a consequence of the identity. Let us
now ask: what are we to make of this identity claim? Kant’s reason for thinking that moral
pleasure is interested depends partly on his view of moral motivation according to which
moral judgements can move the will by themselves. But there is more to it than that. What
we have, at this point in the Critique of Judgement, is not just the familiar claim that reason
alone can determine the will—although this cardinal doctrine of his moral philosophy is
indeed essentially involved. When reason is practical, Kant also holds that will and pleasure
are not separable; one is not the cause of the other—they are identical.

Given knowledge of Kant’s moral philosophy, we should expect him to say that when a
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moral judgement is in question, pleasure does not determine the will. But why should Kant
not think the converse—that the will determines pleasure (that pleasure is a consequence
of the will)? The identity claim is, in fact, a rather surprising claim. It is not clear what
motivates Kant to claim the identity between will and pleasure. A different view, but one
not too far from Kant, would be that moral judgement is the common cause of both moral
pleasure and will. On such a view, moral pleasure does not produce will, and will does not
produce moral pleasure, but both moral pleasure and will have a common source—the moral
judgement.

Kant writes:

. . . the good . . . [is] always combined with an interest in [its] object [Gegenstande].
(Kant 2000: 94, my emphasis)

Alternatively rendered in to English as:

. . . the good . . . is . . . invariably coupled with an interest in its object [Gegenstande].
(Kant 1928: 48, lines 4–5, my emphasis)

This is vague enough not to discriminate between the two options. Even if we do not go
as far as to agree with Kant that moral pleasure and moral motivation (will) are the one
and the same, Kant’s reasoning seems good once we grant his internalism about moral
motivation: moral pleasure (or displeasure) must rest on moral judgement. But moral
judgement involves volition or motivation. Therefore, moral pleasure is interested; that
is, it is a pleasure that is bound up with the faculty of desire. To put it another way: we
necessarily will the existence of what we judge to be morally good; and moral pleasure
depends on moral judgement; so, there can be no moral pleasure unless we will the existence
of the object of the pleasure. Therefore, moral pleasure (“pure practical delight” as Kant
calls it (Kant 1928: 48, line 18; see also Kant 2000: 95)) is interested.

We might shy away from Kant’s identification of will and pleasure. We might think
instead that will is the cause of pleasure, together with the relevant beliefs. So, the two are
not identical. However, even if we say this, Kant’s position can still be defended. Kant could
reason that moral pleasures necessarily presuppose moral judgements; andmoral judgements
are intrinsically motivating, that is, productive of will; therefore, moral pleasures are at
least indirectly bound up with the will. It might not be interested because moral pleasures
themselves generate willing, but because moral pleasures make a necessary reference back to
moral judgements, and moral judgements make a necessary reference forward to willing.
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So, even if we drop Kant’s identity claim, moral pleasures still fall out as interested.
This revised account presupposes Kant’s internalist view of the role of the will in ethics.

Suppose, for independent reasons, we reject Kant’s internalism about moral judgement
and motivation? Must we also reject his view that moral pleasure is interested? Not all
philosophers agree with Kant’s view of moral motivation. Kant held that in the case of
moral judgements, reason alone can be practical; moral judgements, by themselves, can and
do move the will to act. But what if Kant is wrong about that? Some philosophers think
that Kant was wrong about moral motivation; they think that he should not have agreed
with Hume’s internalist assumption that moral judgements are intrinsically motivating.6

This is not the place to engage with this issue. However, suppose for the sake of argument
that a non-Kantian ‘externalism’ about moral motivation is correct, and moral motivation
depends on some desire, the existence of which is distinct from and independent of the
moral judgement. It would still turn out that moral pleasure is interested. The externalist
model of moral motivation would then be a case of instrumental motivation: the moral
belief functions to supply the end that figures in the content of moral desires. A standard
role of intentional pleasures is that they are based on the belief that we have got something
that we desire. That is: we desire something; we believe that we have got it; and as a
consequence, we are pleased that we have got it. If a non-Kantian motivational externalism
were true, there would also be a similar story in the case of moral pleasure. Moral pleasure
would be grounded on moral judgements plus distinct moral desires. Take, for example,
guilt, or the moral horror one feels when watching documentaries about the Nazi holocaust
or the Japanese massacres in Nanking. A non-Kantian externalist idea is that, as in the
case of pride, the rational-causality runs from moral beliefs and moral desires to moral
displeasure. Since desire is an essential precondition of the feeling, and the feeling would
not exist without the desire, it follows that such moral feeling would be interested—even
though moral judgements may still be ‘disinterested’ in the quite different senses that moral
truth does not depend on our desires, and moral judgements should be impartial or unbiased.
Non-Kantians externalists about motivation think that there is a rational-causal route from
desire, via judgement, to feeling or pleasure. Therefore, they can agree with Kant that
moral pleasures are interested, but for the unKantian reason that, unlike pleasure in beauty,
moral pleasures are dependent on pre-existing desires and beliefs. Moral feelings would be
interested, but the connection with desires would be less direct than it is on Kant’s own

6 See Foot 1978, Brink (1989: ch. 3) and Zangwill 2003, 2008, 2015.
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account.
If we are motivational internalists and we think of moral pleasures as directly evoked

by moral judgements alone, and we think in the same way about the connection between
moral judgements and the will, then we will think that pleasures in the good is necessarily
connected with the will. If we are motivational externalists, we will think that moral
pleasures derive from both moral judgements plus distinct and independent desires. Both
ways, Kant would be right to claim that delight in the morally good is interested.

Add to this that what Kant says about the interestedness of pleasure in what is in-
strumentally good for an end, and in what is prudentially good, is fairly plausible and
uncontroversial. If, in addition, Kant is right that pleasure in the beautiful is disinterested,
then disinterestedness succeeds in demarcating pleasure in the beautiful from pleasure in
the good—that is, from pleasure in the instrumentally good, the prudentially good, and the
morally good.

Therefore, assuming that Kant is right that pleasure in the beautiful is disinterested,
Kant is confronted with a couple of benign dilemmas as far as the morally good is concerned.
Whether or not Kant is right about his identity claim, and whether or not Kant is right about
his internalism about moral motivation, disinterestedness serves to distinguish pleasure in
beauty from pleasure in the thought that something is instrumentally good, prudentially
good, and morally good. Whether or not the identification of will and pleasure is correct,
and without raising the issue of internalism and externalism about moral motivation, we
can see that what Kant says about the interestedness and disinterestedness of pleasure in
the good has much to be said for it.

Nick Zangwill

University College of London

19 Gordon Square, London WC1H 0AW

zangwillnick@gmail.com

References

Brink, David 1989. Moral Realism and the Foundation of Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Foot, Philippa. 1978. “Morality as a system of hypothetical imperatives”. In Virtues and
Vices Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.



188 Nick Zangwill

Ginsborg, Hannah. 2002. “Review of critique of the power of judgment by Immanuel
Kant”. Translation by Paul Guyer, Eric Matthews. Paul Guyer (ed.). Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000”.The Philosophical Review 111: 429–35.

Kant, Immanuel. 2000. Critique of the Power of Judgement. Translation by Paul Guyer and
Eric Matthews. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kant, Immanuel. 1928. Critique of Judgement. Translation by James CreedMeredith. Oxford:
Clarendon.

Zangwill, Nick. 1992. “UnKantian notions of disinterest”. British Journal of Aesthetics
32(2):149–52.

Zangwill, Nick. 1995: “Kant on pleasure in the agreeable”. Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism 53(2): 167–76.

Zangwill, Nick. 2003. “Externalist moral motivation”. American Philosophical Quarterly
40(2):143–54.

Zangwill, Nick. 2008. “The indifference argument”. Philosophical Studies 138(1): 91–124 .
Zangwill, Nick. 2013. “Nietzsche on Kant on disinterestedness”. History of Philosophy

Quarterly 30(1): 75–91.
Zangwill, Nick. 2015. “Motivational externalism: formulation, methodology, rationality

and indifference”. In Motivational Internalism. Gunnar Bjornson et al. (eds.).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Zangwill, Nick. 2022. “Disinterestedness defended”. In Disinterested Pleasure and Beauty—
Perspectives from Kantian and Contemporary Aesthetics. Larissa Berger (ed.). Berlin: De
Gruyter.


	Kant on Pleasure in the Good

