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Kant’s Four Examples: On South Sea Islanders, Tahitians, and Other Cautionary Tales 

for the Case of “Rusting Talents” 

 

 It is a remarkable thing to find oneself suddenly surprised by an author after having 

spent years analyzing, interpreting, and teaching their works. And yet, that is precisely the 

experience of many Kant specialists in recent times, as greater attention than ever has been 

placed on Kant’s discussions of gender and race. Part of the disorientation for Kantians surely 

comes from the way in which these investigations—oriented as they are by questions of 

empire as opposed to say, metaphysics—are able to make a body of work that has been long-

familiar seem strange and new. It is in this vein that I want to use my discussion here as an 

opportunity to reconsider one of Kant’s most familiar texts, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der 

Sitten (1785; Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals), in order to focus on the case of 

moral failure presented by the person who has chosen an easy path in life: one who has “seine 

Talente verrosten ließ” (4:423; let their talents rust),1 to use Kant’s phrase. With this in focus, 

I will identify four subsequent counterexamples offered up by Kant, each meant to offer 

specific cases of non-Europeans in a manner that can provide further moral instruction on this 

point. What this approach should reveal is not only Kant’s unsurprising consistency regarding 

the need for self-improvement but also the compatibility he evidently saw between engaging 

his readers in moral guidance, on the one hand, and identifying non-European others as 

counterexamples of a morally worthless existence, on the other. 

 Now anyone teaching Kant’s moral theory would be well aware of the attention that 

has long been paid to Kant’s four examples of moral failure in the Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Morals. From a pedagogical perspective, this makes sense, both for Kant’s 

presentation and for those of us in the classroom. Kant uses the four examples in order to 

explain the various formulations of the moral law in its function as a categorical imperative 

for human behavior, testing them against the question of whether they might be coherently 

conceived as a maxim held by all of us in the first formulation, and if this maxim would 

amount to treating others as if they were morally valuable in the second one. The examples 

make it easy to demonstrate, for example, that if everyone told lies all the time, then the 

distinction between truth and falsity would break down; an incoherence proving therefore the 

contradiction contained in the maxim’s conception from the start. 

 Despite this, Kantians have long sought to shift scholarly attention away from an 

exclusive focus on the Groundwork toward Kant’s later and much more developed 

discussions of moral life found in Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunft 

(1793; Religion within the Bounds of Reason Alone) and the Die Metaphysik der Sitten (1797; 

Metaphysics of Morals), complaining with real evidence that to treat Kant’s ethics through 

the lens of the earlier text and especially these examples alone is to miss some of the best 

parts of Kant’s theory.2 For my purposes here, however, I am going to stay with Kant’s 

examples and look at what he has to say about the paradigmatic case of rusting talents. I am 

choosing this example because I believe it will open the door to a broader investigation of 

Kant’s sources at a time when he was at the height of his career, and in the middle of his 

busiest decade of writing and indeed influence across the broad areas of investigation being 

undertaken by him. 

 In his presentation, Kant gives readers four examples which are then divided into two 

kinds of maxims: ones yielding narrow or explicitly defined duties—do not commit suicide 

and do not tell lies—and ones yielding broader, long-running duties like help others and 

improve yourself. Regarding the moral duty for self-improvement, you might generate a 

maxim for testing like: When faced with a choice between relaxation or study, I will choose 
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to relax now and study later, and since we can imagine a world where all agents choose to put 

off their work, we see that it passes the universalizability test. What about the second 

formulation, the one where we must act in such a manner that we treat everyone always as 

ends in themselves versus as means to our own ends? Here the maxim runs into trouble. 

Reflecting on the two formulations of the categorical imperative, Kant expands on his 

understanding of what is precisely at stake here. In his words, “Nun sind in der Menschheit 

Anlagen zu größerer Vollkomenheit, die zum Zwecke der Natur in Ansehung der Menschheit 

in unserem Subject gehören; diese zu vernachlässigen, würde allenfalls wohl mit der 

Erhaltung der Menschheit, als Zwecke an sich selbst, aber nicht der Beförderung dieses 

Zwecks bestehen können” (4:430; Now there are in humanity predispositions to great 

perfection, which belong to the end of nature with regard to humanity in our subject; to 

neglect these would perhaps be consistent with the preservation of humanity as an end in 

itself, but not with the advancement of this end).3 Industrious activity toward self-betterment 

models moral behavior, according to Kant, and in this way it promotes the flourishing of not 

just oneself, but others as well, advancing thereby the moral progress of the species as a 

whole. In this way, Kant positions industry as a specifically moral behavior and as a key to 

mankind’s being positioned as the teleological endpoint of nature.’4  

 With this brief rehearsal in view, I want to put a little pressure on Kant’s choice to 

have the problem posed by rusting talents included as one of the four best examples of moral 

failure. Lying, suicide, and selfishness make sense, but why not intemperance, greed, or 

jealousy? Beyond the Bible’s seven deadly sins, Kant was certainly familiar with a long 

tradition of ethical thought devoted to cataloging virtues and vices. Kant, however, points to 

his “source” material by way of a counterexample in his own discussion. Illustrating the 

failure to engage in self-improvement, Kant describes an agent who considers whether their 

choice to neglect their natural talents agrees with duty: “Da sieht er nun, daß zwar eine Natur 

nach einem solchen allgemeinen Gesetze immer noch bestehen könne, obgleich der Mensch 

(so wie die Südsee-Einwohner), sein Talent rosten liese, und sein Leben bloß auf Müßiggang, 

Ergötzlichkeit, Fortpflanzung, mit einen Wort, auf Genuß zu verwenden bedacht wäre,” but 

he would not will it, “Denn als ein vernünftiges Wesen will er nothwendig, daß alle 

Vermögen in ihm entwickelt warden” (4:423; Now he sees that a nature could indeed still 

subsist according to such a universal law, even if human beings (like the South Sea Islanders) 

should let their talents rust and be intent on devoting their lives merely to idleness, 

amusement, procreation, in a word, to enjoyment. [But he would not will it], for as a rational 

being he necessarily wills that all capacities in him be developed).5  

 Kant’s reference to the behavior of “South Sea Islanders” appears to come out of 

nowhere, but if a modern reader might feel slightly bewildered by Kant’s casual reference to 

Pacific islanders, this would not have been the case at all during his own day. Germany had 

been awash in Pacific travel literature since the late 1760s, but especially so in the wake of 

Captain James Cook’s three voyages to the Pacific between 1769 and 1779.6 Cook’s second 

expedition had included J. R. Forster and his son Georg as the ship’s naturalists, and each of 

them had composed travel narratives of the voyage, first in English and then in lightly revised 

German translation. Returning to Germany after the voyage, the Forsters would go on to 

produce a flurry of subsequent books, papers, translations, and reviews in an ongoing effort 

to disseminate maritime news. Georg Forster, who died relatively young at the age of 39 in 

1794 had, for example, just finished as his last piece of work, a translation and commentary 

on Captain Bligh’s success at last in bringing breadfruit from the Pacific to British slave 

plantations in the Caribbean, a long-standing goal of Joseph Banks, naturalist on Cook’s first 

voyage (1769–1772), and head of Kew Gardens in London.7  

 In fact, Kant would receive a sharp attack on his theory of race from Georg Forster in 

1786, one year after the Groundwork, to which Kant would mount a vigorous defense.8 But 
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leaving aside Forster’s role as an influence on Kant, I want to see what other sources exist for 

us to make sense of Kant’s decision to include “rusting talents” as one of the four most 

significant cases of moral failure. In addition to the Groundwork, in 1785 Kant published his 

second account of racial variation and inheritance, but a more likely driver was the 

publication of the first part of Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit 

(1784–91; Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man), which Kant reviewed that year as 

well.9 In his review we find Kant using it as an opportunity to repeat his point regarding the 

immorality of a life devoted to enjoyment over self-discipline and work for, as he had put it 

in the Groundwork: there is a law “nehmlich seine Glückseligkeit zu befördern, nicht aus 

Neigung, sondern aus Pflicht, und da hat sein Verhalten allererst den eigentlichen 

moralischen Wert” (4:399; namely to advance one’s happiness, not from inclination, but from 

duty; and it is not until then that one’s conduct has its actual moral worth).10 

 Herder’s treatise was full of allusions to ethnographic data and general information 

gleaned from the many travel narratives available, going so far as to call J. R. Forster “the 

Ulysses of our time” for all his contributions. Kant found much to complain about in Herder’s 

Outlines but we can focus on his approach to happiness. Kant’s own view, as intimated in the 

Groundwork but only fully worked out in the Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790; Critique of 

Judgment), was that a human being’s worth was directly connected to their performance of 

duties under the guidance of the moral law, and that while we might in this way strive to be 

worthy of happiness, the meaning of human existence was defined by a life that was 

internally oriented and indeed disciplined by moral choice-making.11 This, to put it mildly, 

was the opposite approach taken by Herder, who, paraphrased by Kant, believed that “gütig 

dachte die Vorsehung, daß sie den Kunstendzwecken großer Gesselschaften die leichtere 

Glückseligkeit einzelner Menschen vorzog und jene kostbare Staatsmaschine, so viel sie 

konnte, für die Zeit sparte” (8:64; Providence thought beneficently when it gave preference to 

the easier happiness of individual human beings over the artificial final ends of large 

societies).12 Kant was keen to insist on his own view, and to make this explicit, he offered 

what I will call his first counterexample, asking:  

 

Meint der Herr Verfasser wohl: daß, wenn die glücklichen Einwohner von Otaheite, 

niemals von gesittetern Nationen besucht, in ihrer ruhigen Indolenz auch tausende von 

Jahrhunderten durch zu leben bestimmt wären, man eine befriedigende Antwort auf 

die Frage geben könnte, warum sie gar existiren und ob es nicht eben so gut gewesen 

wäre, daß diese Insel mit glucklichen Schafen under Rindern, als mit im bloßen 

Genusse glücklichen Menschen besetzt gewesen wäre? (8:65)  

 

Does the author really mean that if the happy inhabitants of Tahiti, never visited by 

more cultured nations, had been destined to live for thousands of centuries in their 

tranquil indolence, one could give a satisfying answer to the question why they exist 

at all and whether it would not have been just as good to have this island populated 

with happy sheep and cattle as with human beings who are happy merely enjoying 

themselves?13 

 

Kant was clearly not done with the point, since within a few months of the Herder 

review, he had another piece ready for press, one offering a separate rejoinder to Herder’s 

own speculations, which Kant titled “Muthmaßlicher Anfang der Menschengeschichte” 

(1786; Conjectural Beginning of Human History”). In 1755 Rousseau had penned a similarly 

speculative origin story, one clearly inspired by Buffon’s genealogical approach to natural 

history in the opening volumes of the Histoire Naturelle, insofar as Rousseau sought to 

provide his own genealogical investigation into the natural history of inequality. In Kant’s 
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essay, he has Rousseau as much in his sight as Herder, but we can just focus on the latter for 

now as we track his focus on the moral failure posed by the case of rusting talents. For after 

reaching the point at which civil society has been formed in his conjectural reconstruction, 

the point at which “daß Menschliche Geschlecht sich vermehren und aus einem Mittelpunkte 

wie Bienenstöcke durch Aussendung schon gebildeter Colonisten überall verbreiten” (8:119; 

multiply and extend itself everywhere from a central point, like a beehive sending out already 

formed colonists),14 an epoch from whence “ging auch die Ungleichheit unter Menschen, dies 

reiche Quelle so vieles Bösen, aber auch alles Guten” (8:119; began also the inequality 

among human beings, this rich source of so much evil, but also of all good),15 Kant ends the 

essay with a closing remark on moral corruption.16  

 The moral corruption Kant is referring to stems from the sorrow all thinking people 

feel when considering the many ongoing tragedies—from natural disasters to disease to 

war—afflicting human life. Kant is worried that such reflection might lead a thinking person 

to question the wise course of providence, deciding rather that we are all at the mercy of fate, 

with nothing to be done about it. The only remedy, Kant insists, is to be content with 

providence, partly as a bolster to one’s personal courage but also in order to accept 

responsibility for one’s own small part to play via self-improvement. The course of human 

development does not entail a falling arc from good to evil, but charts instead a path that is 

the reverse of that order. “Die Geschichte der Natur fängt also vom Guten an, denn sie ist das 

Werk Gottes,” Kant declares, “die Geschichte der Freiheit vom Bösen, denn sie ist 

Menschenwerk” (8:115; The history of nature thus begins from the good, for that is the work 

of God; the history of freedom from evil, for it is the work of human beings).17 Our task, as 

Kant sees it, is to figure out what we can do to contribute to humankind’s progress from evil 

to good. While we might wish for the end of war and a long life of tranquillity and peace, 

Kant urges readers to see instead the opportunities wrought by circumstances wherein, say, 

political freedom becomes all the more visible and precious by the contrasting case of war or 

the inevitable pile-up of sins and vices in a life lived too long.  

 But it is Kant’s final comment that takes us back to his critique of Herder’s sense that 

happiness and even enjoyment might not be such bad things in life after all. Here Kant offers 

his second example of the immorality of this approach to life. For alongside the poet’s wish 

for a golden age when we were satisfied by the simple affordances of nature, a mystical time 

of equality and peace, we now find everywhere Robinsonades and voyages to the South Sea 

islands with charming accounts of the pure enjoyment of a carefree life, dreamt away in 

laziness or frittered away in childish play. As he puts it, “mit einem Worte der reine Genuß 

eines sorgenfreien, in Faulheit verträumten oder mit kindischem Spiel verständelten 

Lebens—eine Sehnsucht, die die Robinsone und die Reisen nach den Südseeinseln so reizend 

macht” (8:122; in a word, the pure enjoyment of a carefree life, dreamt away in laziness or 

frittered away in childish play—a longing that makes the Robinsonades and voyages to the 

south sea islands so charming).18 How bored, Kant asks, must a thinking human be to seek 

worth solely in enjoyment or to bring in laziness as a counterweight to reason’s reminders 

that he should give his life its worth through actions.19  

 As mentioned already, in 1786 Georg Forster took time to write a lengthy, technical, 

even sermonising response to Kant—and not just in response to Kant’s second treatise on 

race published the year before, but indeed to Kant’s review of Herder and the “Conjectural 

Beginning” essay as well. Kant took some time to reply, busying himself first with lengthy 

revisions to the Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1781; Critique of Pure Reason) in anticipation of 

its second edition in 1787, revisions which—at the publisher’s insistence—entailed him 

detaching a planned addendum and publishing it instead as a free-standing Kritik der 

praktischen Vernunft (1788; Critique of Practical Reason) in the following year. Still, Kant 

made time after that to compose a careful response to Forster, one that took up many of 



Jennifer Mensch: “Kant’s Four Examples,” Goethe Yearbook 31 (2024), pp. forthcoming 

 5 

Forster’s specific complaints even as Kant was clearly still preoccupied with the concerns of 

practical reason and his ongoing work on a critique of taste. Without addressing any of the 

technical issues raised in this essay, “Über den Gebrauch teleologischer Principien in der 

Philosophie” (1788; “On the use of Teleological Principles in Philosophy”), we can still 

quickly find a third example of Kant’s identification of moral failure and resistance to work 

through a negative portrait of non-European behavior.20  

 This example appears by way of reference to a book translated and edited by Georg 

Forster’s brother-in-law, M. C. Sprengel.21 Kant’s comments here—favoring the views taken 

by the pro-slavery advocate Tobin over those of the abolitionist Ramsay—have been noted 

with anger and dismay by many at this point, but it is still worth identifying Kant’s 

consistency on the moral meaning and message offered up by these examples of moral 

failure.22 In this instance he has interrupted a lengthy discussion of biogeography by 

phenotype in the main body of the text in order to add a long footnote on the persistence of 

racial characteristics across time and place. This explains, according to Kant, the 

characteristic laziness of Africans and Indians, for example, given the original ease of life in 

their motherlands:  

 

Sollte man hieraus nicht schließsen: daß es außer dem Vermögen zu arbeiten noch 

einen unmittelbaren, von aller Anlockung unabhängigen Trieb zur Thätigkeit 

(vornehmlich der anhaltenden, die man Emsigkeit nennt) gebe, der mit gewissen 

Naturanlagen besonders bewebt ist, und daß Indier sowohl als Neger nicht mehr von 

diesem Antriebe in andere Klimaten mitbringen und vererben, als sie für ihre 

Erhaltung in ihrem alten Mutterlande bedurften und von der Natur empfangen hatten, 

und daß diese innere Anlage eben so wenig erlösche, als die äußerlich sichtbare. 

(8:174)  

 

Should one not conclude, that in addition to the faculty to work, there is also an 

immediate drive to activity (especially to the sustained activity that one calls 

industry), which is independent of all enticement and which is especially interwoven 

with inner predispositions; and that Indians as well as Negroes do not bring any more 

of this impetus into other climates and pass it onto their offspring than was needed for 

their preservation in their old motherland and had been received from nature; and that 

this inner predisposition extinguishes just as little as the externally visible one.23 

 

Kant took the opportunity to make this point again in the Critique of Judgment two years later 

in 1790. In this text, we find our fourth example amid Kant’s critique of teleology, 

specifically the kind of physico-theology that had long proved especially tempting to 

speculative reason as it tried to make sense of the seeming unity of nature’s contents and 

works. Reflecting on the chain of causes that might be projected onto nature if one’s aim is to 

show the work of an underlying design, Kant distinguishes between internal and external 

cases of end-directed activity. Can we, for example, conclude that wood has landed on the 

beach in order to provide material to shelter humans in a place with no trees? Kant’s answer 

is that this kind of reasoning would need to explain how and why human life should fit into 

the causal chain as an endpoint at all. But we cannot arrive at a categorical purpose in this 

way, Kant explains, because “man sieht nicht, warum es denn nöthig sei, das Menschen 

existiren (welches, wenn man etwa die Neuholländer oder Feuerländer in Gedanken hat, so 

leicht nicht zu beanworten sein möchte)” (5:378; we cannot see why people should have to 

exist (a question we might not so easily answer if we have in mind, say, the New Hollanders 

or the Fuegians).24 What we can generate from this train of thinking is a subjective principle 

for reflective judgment, and this can be both entertaining and instructive, according to Kant, 
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when contemplating nature. In this vein, we can purposively view even unpleasant things in 

light of their salutary effects:  

 

Die Mosquitomücken und andere steckende Insecten, welche die Wüsten von 

Amerika die Wilden so beschwerlich machen, seien so viel Stacheln der Thätigkeit 

für diese angehende Menschen, um die Moräste abzuleiten und die dichten den 

Luftzug abhaltendenWälder licht zu machen und dadurch, imgleichen den Anbau des 

Bodens ihren Aufenthalt zugleich gesünder zu machen. (5:379)  

 

We might say that the mosquitoes and other stinging insects that make the wilderness 

areas of America so troublesome for the savages are so many prods to stir these 

primitive people to action, such as draining the marshes and clearing the dense forests 

that inhibit the flow of air, so that in this way, as well as by tilling the soil, they will 

also make the place where they live healthier.25  

 

 It is only later in his discussion that Kant comes back to the earlier point regarding the 

human being as the endpoint of nature. If the idle lives of carefree enjoyment pursued by the 

Pacific peoples had been unable to explain the point of their existence, Kant is ready by the 

end of his account to pick up the argument where he had left it in his “Conjectural 

Beginning” essay from 1786. Repeating the earlier point regarding the need for inequality if 

society is to progress—an oppressed majority whose labor supports the rest—Kant is explicit 

regarding the requirements for those at the top: a culture of skill conditioned by the constant 

discipline of the body’s desire for happiness and pleasure (5:432). This is what it will take for 

mankind to become the true end of nature, a person whose existence is, if not enjoyable, then 

certainly of value from the moral point of view (5:434). 

 What this brief review of Kant’s published remarks between 1785 and 1790 suggests 

is that Kant’s ethnographic engagements—his reading habits, his love of politics and news of 

the world, but also his long history of teaching courses each year on physical geography and 

pragmatic anthropology—led to his regular deployment of racist depictions of non-European 

others, on the one hand, and colonial fantasies of stewardship and moral uplift through labor 

on the other. While work has been done by Pauline Kleingeld and others to show the ways in 

which Kant’s published references to colonialism might indicate a shift in some of his 

attitudes around 1795, my goal here has been to focus on Kant’s consistent effort to educate 

his audience about the value of work as a means for moral improvement during his own 

busiest decade of work. That he did so by way of appeal to negative examples of behavior by 

non-Europeans is significant insofar as it reveals the way in which Kant’s racism and his urge 

toward moral guidance were wholly compatible from his own point of view, a conclusion that 

is not so easily shrugged off in light of any supposed change of mind in the last years of his 

life and one which certainly calls into question claims regarding a purported deep 

contradiction between Kant’s moral and anthropological views.26 

 

Western Sydney University 
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Birth of Anthropology (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2002). For Herder’s role in relation to the 
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wars, and the origins of Kant’s anti-colonialism,” American Political Science Review 111, no. 
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