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EZULIKE BENJAMIN OFODILE

KANT’S PRAGMATIC ANTHROPOLOGY 
AND THE QUESTION OF THE 
PERFECTIBILITY OF HUMAN NATURE

INTRODUCTION

In his article: “Seeking Perfection: A Kantian Look at Genetic Engi-
neering”, Gunderson1 makes a scholarly attempt to assess how scientifi c 
eff orts at the improvement of the human specie, specifi cally, genetic 
engineering, can be supported from the Kantian perspective. He high-
lighted the basic tenets of Kant’s moral philosophy and from these, af-
fi rmed that genetic engineering fi nds support in the Kantian perspective 
even though limits abound. In this essay, our interest is to dwell on the 
issue of perfectibility of human nature which includes but is not limited 
to genetic engineering. We intend to explore Kant’s anthropology with 
the view to ascertaining the extent to which it could be said to provide 
fertile ground, not just for genetic engineering but to the broader ques-
tion of the perfectibility of human nature. If Kant’s moral philosophy 
off ers supportive grounds for genetic engineering as Gunderson argues, 
can the same claim be made for his (Kant’s) anthropology with regard, 

1 M. Gunderson, Seeking Perfection: A Kantian Look at Genetic Engineering, “Th eo-
retical Medicine and Bioethics” 28 (2007), p. 87-102.
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not only to genetic engineering but also to the perfectibility of human 
nature in its entirety? 

Kant’s anthropology is distinguished from his moral philosophy not 
only in terms of content but in methodology and approach. According 
to Louden2, while Kantian anthropology is a descriptive and empirical 
undertaking, his ethics is a prescriptive and normative one founded on a 
priori principles. In a qualifi ed affi  rmation of this distinction, Stack notes 
that “in Kant, anthropology and ethics must be separated, and yet, at the 
same time neither can be thought independently of the other”3. Th ough 
the two disciplines share a common subject matter: human behaviour; 
yet they diff er in what constitutes the focus of their specifi c interest: 

Anthropology considers the actual behaviour and these actions in 
so far as they establish and ground criteria for judgment4.

1.  THE PRAGMATIC NATURE 
OF KANT’S ANTHROPOLOGY

Th e title of Kant’s major anthropological work – Anthropology from 
a Pragmatic Point of View already indicates clearly the contextual direc-
tion of his anthropology. In his letter to Hertz, Kant disclosed that he 
did not intend his anthropology to be a speculative exercise but rather 
one that is practical:

I intend to use it (Lectures on Anthropology) to disclose the 
sources of all the [practical] science of morality, of skill, of human 
intercourse, of the way to educate and govern human beings, and 
thus of everything that pertains to the practical5.

2 Cf. R.B. Louden, Th e Second Part of Morals, in: Essays on Kant’s Anthropology, eds. 
B. Jacobs, P. Kain, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2003, p. 63.

3 W. Stack, Historical Notes and Interpretative Questions about Kant’s Lectures on 
Anthropology, in: Essays on Kant’s Anthropology, p. 25.

4 Ibid, p. 24.
5 I. Kant, Correspondence, ed. and trans. A. Zweig, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 1999, p. 141.



KANT’S PRAGMATIC ANTHROPOLOGY

Zeszyty Naukowe Doktorantów Wydziału Filozofi i KUL

11

Allen Wood6 off ers a somewhat broad and exhaustive account of 
what makes the designation – ‘pragmatic’ appropriate for Kant’s an-
thropology. 
1. Pragmatic versus Physiological: Kant opts for an approach to an-

thropology that is diff erent from the physiological approach, which 
focused only on what nature makes of the human being. His prag-
matic approach focuses rather on what the human being as a free 
agent makes, or can make of himself.

2. Pragmatic versus Scholastic: Pragmatic knowledge is distinguished 
from scholastic one in the sense that, while the latter involves know-
ing or being acquainted with the world, the former has to do with 
being part of the world. Th at means then that pragmatic anthropol-
ogy situates the individual as part of the world and not existing out-
side of it; “it is supposed to involve the oriented sort of knowledge 
of human nature that people gain through interacting with others 
rather than the theoretical knowledge of a mere observer”6.

3. Pragmatic as Useful: Kant emphasizes the fact the knowledge about 
human nature which forms the subject matter of his pragmatic an-
thropology is one that is for utility. He underlines the fact that it is 
knowledge about human nature acquired with the aim of using it in 
action.

4. Pragmatic as Prudential: Kant aligns the pragmatic with prudence 
– with a knowledge that furthers our happiness, especially through 
the use we make of other people. It is pragmatic in that the idea is 
to use others to advance our own end.
Simply put, Kant’s anthropology is pragmatic because it emphasizes 

the practical against the speculative and theoretical. It is an anthropolo-
gy that is oriented towards utility. In its object, method and aim, Kant’s 
anthropology is evidently pragmatic as Cohen rightly observes:

[...] its object is pragmatic insofar as it studies man in terms of 
his actions in the world, and thus as a freely acting being; second, 
its method is pragmatic in that it involves interaction rather than 

6 A.W. Wood, Kant and the Problem of Human Nature, in: Essays on Kant’s Anthro-
pology, p. 40-41.
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observation; and third, its aim is pragmatic inasmuch as it is not 
only descriptive but prescriptive7.

Th e pragmatic nature of Kant’s anthropology has a very deep teleo-
logical dimension. It presents man as a being whose capabilities are all 
geared towards propelling him to some defi nite ends. Such is the ‘tele-
ological directedness toward the goal of perfection’8 that one fi nds in 
Kant’s anthropology. Wilson identifi es four elements that make up this 
teleological directedness. Th e fi rst element has to do with what nature 
is and what human beings have the tendency to make out of it. Nature 
is not chaotic; it is rather ordered and is guided by a providential plan. 
But nature does not compel human beings to bend to its ways: “Human 
beings still have free will to respond to nature’s organization”9. Th is fi rst 
element underlines the fact that human beings are free agents in the 
world and whose freedom has the tendency towards making a preference 
for civilization. 

Th e second element which is directly related to the fi rst one is that 
human beings are imbued with natural predisposition that they tend to 
develop in a purposive way. Kant does not therefore understand human 
beings as fi nished products. What nature off ers human beings is only 
the capacity for a purposive development. Kant therefore prefers to un-
derstand human beings as rationable animals that have the capability to 
perfect themselves.

[...] he [human being] is capable of perfecting himself according 
to ends that he himself adopts. 

By means of this the human being, as an animal endowed with the 
capacity of reason, can make out of himself a rational animal10.

Th e third element of the teleological dimension of Kant’s anthropo-
logy is the fact that the possibility of the full realization of the potentials 

7 A.A. Cohen, Kant’s answer to the question ‘what is man?’ and its implications for 
anthropology, “Studies in History and Philosophy of Science” 39 (2008), p. 506-514.

8 H.L. Wilson, Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology: Its Origin, Meaning and Critical Sig-
nifi cance, Albany: State University of New York Press 2006, p. 36.

9 Ibid., p. 38.
10 I. Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, ed. and trans. R.B. Louden, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2006, p. 226.
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of reason is not within the reach of the individual but is only attained by 
humanity at large. Th e plan of nature, which is the development of the 
entire predisposition in human beings in a purposive way, can never be 
achieved fully in the individual alone but only in the species. 

Reason cannot achieve its fullest expression in any one individual; 
rather, the individual is always a member of society, and the soci-
ety is always a step toward perfection, but never perfection itself. 
Th erefore, no individual could possibly reach its own perfection11.

Th e fourth element is the tension that exists between the unsocia-
ble nature of human beings and their tendency towards sociability. Th is 
is referred to as Kant’s doctrine of unsociable-sociability. Th e human 
specie shows the tendency of needing to be sociable while at the same 
time preserving the tendency towards unsociability. Kant describes this 
tension in these words:

[...] the characteristic of the human species is this: that nature has 
planted in it the seed of discord, and has willed that its own reason 
bring concord out of this, or at least the constant approximation 
to it. It is true that in the idea, concord is the end, but in actuality 
the former (discord) is the means, in nature’s plan, of a supreme 
and to us inscrutable wisdom: to bring about the perfection of the 
human being through progressive culture [...]12.

Th at seed of discord which nature planted in human specie is re-
sponsible for man’s tendency towards evil, the tendency towards unso-
ciability. What is clear from our discussion so far is that as far as Kant 
is concerned, man’s realization of perfection must be understood as in-
terplay between what nature endows him and what he actively makes of 
these natural endowments himself. 

11 H.L. Wilson, Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, p. 40.
12 I. Kant, Anthropology, p. 226.



EZ ULIKE  BENJA MIN  OFODILE

Scripta Philosophica 2

14

2. THE NATURAL PREDISPOSITIONS

In Kant’s anthropology, the predispositions can be viewed as the 
endowments that nature placed at the disposition of man; endowments 
that sets the stage for the realization of man’s teleological directedness. 
Th e predispositions can be classifi ed under two broad divisions: the 
predisposition to animality, which the human being shares with other 
animals; and the predisposition to humanity which is unique to man. 
Th is predisposition to humanity is further classifi es under technical, 
prudential (pragmatic) and moral predispositions. However, all the four 
predispositions share an intimate link as given that the actualization of 
the end of each presupposes the actualization of the ends of the preced-
ing predisposition.

2.1. THE PREDISPOSITION TO ANIMALITY

Kant’s discussion of the predisposition to animality featured promi-
nently in the Religion Within the Limits of Reason more than it does in his 
anthropology. In the Anthropology however, there is abundant implicit 
references to this predisposition. Th e natural ends for the predisposition 
to animality include: self-preservation, propagation of species through 
sexual drives, community with other human beings, i.e. social drive. 
Th ese are the very things human beings share in common with other 
animals. At the level of animality, Kant identifi es two dorminant natural 
inclinations in human beings – that of sex and freedom. 

It is not diffi  cult to understand that human beings share the in-
clination to sex with other animals. However, that of freedom needs 
clarifi cation. Th e kind of freedom being referred to here is not freedom 
considered from the perspective of willful adherence to moral law; it is 
rather ‘the inclination to sensuous outer freedom’13 which is diff erent 
from the inner freedom of the moral disposition. Th is sensuous freedom 
is freedom from rule of others. It has to do with the tendency to reject 

13 H.L. Wilson, Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, p. 63.
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all forms of external constraint and external determinations as well as 
the freedom to be the source of one’s own decisions. 

Th e ends of the predisposition to animality - self-preservation, pres-
ervation of the species, interaction with members of the specie – are all 
given by nature but man needs discipline as necessary means to accom-
plish these ends. Th is is the diff erence that exists between man and ani-
mals even within the context of their shared animality. For human beings 
therefore, discipline is the means towards the realization of the ends of 
their predisposition to animality. Discipline ‘changes animal nature into 
human nature’14 by putting in check the tendency in human beings to go 
against rules of sociability put in place for the assurance of self-preserva-
tion, social well-being, and preservation of the species. Th us, the ends of 
the predispositions to animality are such that they are put in check by the 
demands made on the individual by civil society. Kant gives an example 
with the fact that a young man must fi rst learn a skill and acquire means 
for sustenance before he can maintain his family in a civil society. As a 
natural being, the young man has all the sexual drives and is naturally 
able to fulfi ll the end of propagation of species. However, he will not be 
able to contribute to the preservation of the species without having as 
well the means to cater for his basic needs. 

2.2. THE TECHNICAL PREDISPOSITION

Th is is the predisposition for skills. Diff erent from other lower ani-
mals, human beings possess skill that arises from their rationality which 
enables them to pursue ends they set for themselves. Unlike animals, 
man has the technical ability to manipulate and produce things, and thus 
to secure his subsistence by cultivating nature. Kant understands this hu-
man ability as corresponding to a natural imperative to make provisions 
for his survival. However, skillfulness is not survival specifi c. It is not 
just the ability to manipulate things physically. Being the development of 
one’s natural talents, skill belongs to the natural perfection of the human 

14 Ibid.
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being in contrast with his moral perfection. It is from the development 
of the abilities which is essential to skill that science and art arise.

Th e end of the technical predisposition is culture. Culture goes be-
yond particular skills. It is a determination of human nature and individ-
uals participate in culture as members of human species. Like the ends of 
all the natural predispositions, Kant argues that the end of the technical 
predisposition is not what individuals alone can achieve: 

Th e drive to acquire science, as a form of culture that ennobles 
humanity, has altogether no proportion to the life span of the 
species. Th e scholar, when he has advanced in culture to the point 
where he himself can broaden the fi eld, is called away by death, 
and his place is taken by  the mere beginner who, shortly before 
the end of his life, after he too has just taken one step forward, in 
turn relinquishes his place to another15.

Th e transient nature of human life is such that no individual ever 
actualizes the technical predisposition perfectly. Th erefore the full de-
velopment of culture of science and arts result, not from the eff ort of 
a single individual but rather the accumulation of inputs of several actors 
through so many years. 

2.3. THE PRAGMATIC PREDISPOSITION 

Kant describes the pragmatic predisposition as the human beings 
tendency “to become civilized through culture, particularly through the 
cultivation of social qualities, and the natural tendency of his species in 
social relations to come out of the crudity of mere personal force and to 
become a well-mannered being destined for concord”16. Whereas pre-
dispositions to animality and technicality depend on discipline and skills 
respectively, development of the pragmatic predisposition depends on 
the social civilization of human beings. Th e pragmatic predisposition 
prepares human beings for the capacity to become civilized through the 
cultivation and refi nement of social qualities like eloquence and polite-

15 I. Kant, Anthropology, p. 231.
16 Ibid.



KANT’S PRAGMATIC ANTHROPOLOGY

Zeszyty Naukowe Doktorantów Wydziału Filozofi i KUL

17

ness. It is a predisposition that enables human beings to overcome the 
natural tendency of employing the use of brute force for the attainment 
of their ends. 

Th e nature of the technical predisposition is such that the attain-
ment of its ends creates some imbalance as some tend to be more skillful 
than others. Th e natural consequence of culture and skill among human 
being is a situation of inequality and competition. What follows this 
competition is the rising of antagonism which in turn leads to loss of 
harmony. But then, Kant argues that since human beings long for peace 
and harmony, they learn to be civilized in their relationship with one 
another. In a sense therefore, civilization becomes a child of necessity 
of the disharmony and antagonism that naturally arises from the imbal-
ance created by the predisposition to technicality. Th us, ‘culture, and its 
consequence of rivalry and antagonism, is the spur to the development 
of the pragmatic predisposition, and civilization is the species’ end in 
this predisposition”17.

As the end of the pragmatic predisposition, civilization aims at de-
veloping socializing tendencies in human beings for the purpose of at-
tainment of happiness. Th e means towards the realization of this end is 
prudence which refers to the ability to use other human beings for the 
purpose of attainment of our own happiness. Th e use of others referred 
to here should not be misunderstood as act of taking undue advantage 
of others or exploiting them selfi shly. For Kant, there is nothing immoral 
about prudence as the means to the realization of the goal of the prag-
matic predisposition. Within the social context of human interactions 
and dealings, our quest for happiness often runs into confl ict with the 
interest of others. We therefore need to know how to use others in a way 
that makes it possible for us to realize our happiness. To underline that 
the use implied here is not an ill-intentioned one, Kant makes it clear 
that the prudent person’s use of others is quite diff erent from that of 
a cunning person: “Th e cunning person uses others without their consent 
or informed consent, while the prudent person knows how to gain the 
cooperation of others in her endeavours”18. Th is cooperation with others 

17 H.L. Wilson, Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, p. 77.
18 Ibid., p. 80.
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is of utmost importance for individuals to achieve their well being and 
happiness. However, Kant argues that no matter how much he may try, 
the individual is not able to realize this happiness fully since there is no 
way it can be guaranteed that we can get all the cooperation we need 
from others to assure our own well being. By becoming civilized, the 
entire human specie therefore would have the potentiality of realizing 
what does not lie within the power of a single individual to achieve. 

2.4. THE MORAL PREDISPOSITION

Of all the natural predispositions, Kant considers the predisposition 
to morality as the highest. It is all about the development of a good char-
acter achieved through education. Indeed for Kant, the ultimate aim of 
education is the development of a good character. Th e basic question 
to be clarifi ed here is whether human beings have innate capacity for 
good or evil or whether they are susceptible to both by virtue of their 
education. Kant strongly affi  rms the tendency to continual progress of 
the human specie. Th is cannot be consistent with having an ambivalent 
human nature; ambivalence in this sense would imply that nature in-
tends human being to develop both evil and good equally. Moreover, we 
need to diff erentiate between tendency and predisposition in order to 
understand what exactly Kant ascribes to human nature. Th e two terms 
– tendency and predisposition - do not have the same meaning. Human 
beings have a tendency to evil in their sensible character whereas the 
predispositions are towards the good. While human beings cannot nec-
essarily exist without the predispositions, evil is a contingent tendency 
that can be done away with.

For Kant, the natural end of the predisposition to morality is the 
development of a good character, which must be drawn out of the hu-
man being by education. While it belongs to nature to supply the natural 
talents, temperament and dispositions, it is the duty of human beings 
to develop them through education and the highest point in education 
is the acquisition of wisdom. Wisdom bears affi  nity to prudence, even 
though it is not the same as prudence, in the sense that it concerns the 
way in which one makes use of the other predispositions for the sake of 
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life. While prudence relates the individual to the society, wisdom relates 
the individual to the whole destiny of the human specie. Wisdom knows 
the limits of the ends of the other predispositions as well as the purposes 
they serve. Above all, wisdom consists in the knowledge that it is in the 
specie and not in the individual that the full actualization of the natural 
predispositions is achieved. 

We see from the foregoing that for each of the four predispositions, 
there is a particular end to be achieved as well as the corresponding 
means towards achieving that end: preservation and propagation are 
the ends of the predisposition to animality and discipline is the means 
to the realization of these ends; the end of the technical predisposition 
is culture and this is achieved through the development of skills; happi-
ness is the purpose or goal of the pragmatic predisposition and this is 
accomplished by virtue of the development of prudence and civilization; 
the moral predisposition aims at the development of character and does 
so through the acquisition of wisdom. 

.  IMPLICATIONS OF KANT’S UNDERSTANDING 
OF HUMAN NATURE FOR THE QUESTION 
OF PERFECTIBILITY OF HUMAN NATURE

From the discussion so far, it is clear that Kant advocated for a very 
practical and utility-based understanding of human nature. Such is the 
pragmatism inherent in his anthropology. Kant believes that nature off ers 
human beings the basis and the capability to set ends for themselves and 
employ the means necessary to achieve those ends. Th is presupposes that 
man is not a fi nished product but rather a being open to self-improve-
ment. Even though there is a natural tendency in human beings for evil, 
Kant argues that nature at the same time imbues them with the predis-
position for the good. In his intelligible character, man feels in himself 
the innate duty to aspire towards self-improvement. In the Metaphysics 
of Morals, Kant makes reference to this innate predisposition towards 
the good and shows how it inspires man’s inclination towards self-
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-improvement. In that work, Kant argues that the quest for perfection 
is a duty and not an option. Man has the ‘duty to raise himself from the 
crude state of his nature, from his animality, more and more toward 
humanity, by which he alone is capable of setting himself ends’19. Th e 
tendency towards evil or lawlessness is something that arises from that 
crude state of man’s nature from which he has the duty to raise himself 
in his match towards humanity. It is this march towards humanity and 
the practical ways human beings go about it that formed the focus of 
Kant’s pragmatic anthropology as we have seen in our discussion so far. 
From the predisposition to animality, through those of technicality and 
pragmatism to the predisposition to morality, Kant’s interest was to show 
the practical ways that the capabilities of human beings can be cultivated 
so that the human specie can reach its highest goal which is civilization 
and moralization of humanity itself. 

It is obvious that education has tremendous value in Kant’s prag-
matic anthropology. In contrast with animals, ‘human being can only 
attain their destiny through education, which is the development of the 
predispositions’20. For Kant, education aims at the full development of all 
the natural predispositions of human beings. Th e four ends of education 
- discipline, culture, prudence and moral training – therefore correspond 
to the means of actualization of the four natural predisposition to an-
imality, technicality, pragmatic and morality respectively. By virtue of 
discipline, man’s tendency to act without rules, which is the hallmark of 
his predisposition to animality, is put in check. Culture ensures the de-
velopment and passing on of skills which forms the focus of the technical 
predisposition. Prudence ensures proper and maximum use of others for 
our own ends, i.e. for the attainment of happiness. Wisdom facilitates 
moral training and the development of moral character for the forma-
tion of good will, which, for Kant constitutes the fi nal end of education. 
Consistent with the pragmatism of his anthropology, development of 
moral character does not merely stop at acting on moral principles. Th e 

19 I. Kant, Th e Metaphysics of Morals, trans. M. Gregor, Cambridge: University Press 
1991, p. 191.

20 H.L. Wilson, Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, p. 87.
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ultimate aim is to make individuals ‘useful to society and useful to the 
furtherance of human destiny’21. 

From what we have seen in our discussion of Kant’s teleological 
understanding of human nature and the natural predispositions, the 
emphasis is not so much on the individual but rather on the human 
specie at large. In Kant’s anthropology, the perfection of the individual 
is only realized in the perfection of the human specie as a whole. Indeed 
for Kant, perfection of the individual in isolation is not even realizable 
as the individual cannot attain his ends outside of the specie of human-
ity. Kant states this fact clearly when he summarizes his discussion of 
the relation between the individual and the human society at large. He 
referred the human society as:

[...] a specie of rational beings that strives among obstacles to rise 
out of evil in constant progress toward the good [...] one cannot 
expect to reach the goal by the free agreement of individuals, but 
only by a progressive organization of citizens of the earth into and 
toward the species as a system that is cosmopolitically united22.

Th e emphasis Kant places on the larger humanity than on the in-
dividual has enormous implication for his understanding of man’s per-
fectibility. By perfectibility, we understand the desires for and tendency 
towards self-improvement. In their very nature, human beings possess 
inexhaustible capacity for amelioration and improvement of their being. 
Th e idea of Perfectibility underlines man’s capability to depart from the 
state of nature and match towards self-development empowered by rea-
son. Th is capability constitutes the chief characteristic that distinguishes 
man from other animals as it draws him out of his original condition, and 
is responsible for his extraordinary adaptability. Perfectibility does not 
necessarily imply perfection. For man to ‘perfect himself” is not neces-
sarily for him to become perfect, but rather for his physical and mental 
capacities to be remolded, time and time again, to fi t his environment 
and to make him better disposed towards the realization of his goals. 
Perfectibility implies an openness to improvement and to amelioration.

21 Ibid.
22 I. Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, p. 238.
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Th ere is no doubt that Kant’s pragmatic anthropology, its teleolog-
ical nature and the practical implications of the natural predispositions 
developed by Kant naturally provide a solid justifi cation to arguments 
for the perfectibility of man especially from the perspective of scientifi c 
progress and advancement. At this point, we come back again to Gun-
derson’s article which we already made reference to in the introduction. 
Even though Gunderson was considering the justifi ability of genetic en-
gineering from the perspective of Kant’s moral philosophy, it is obvious 
that Kant’s pragmatic anthropology more than his moral philosophy 
easily provides the justifi cation Gunderson was arguing for. In the said 
article, Gunderson argues that:

Kant was concerned with moving toward humanity through edu-
cation and the cultivation of understanding and morally benefi cial 
character traits. Although Kant could not have imagined genetic 
engineering, I argue that insofar as genetic engineering can sup-
plement these eff orts we have a Kantian reason for pursuing it23.

Two salient points are easily discernible in the above citation: Kant 
did not directly engage himself with the question of genetic engineering; 
as a matter of fact, Kant could not even have been aware of such thing 
as Gunderson rightly noted. Yet, his views which, from all indications, 
favour the perfectibility of the human species, provide valid reasons for 
genetic engineering. If we understand genetic engineering as one of the 
contributions of science towards improvement and amelioration of the 
human specie which aims at the enhancement of ‘talents and capacities 
that enable one to pursue morally justifi able goals’24, there is not doubt 
that it would fi nd enormous support in Kant’s pragmatic anthropology, 
after all, the latter emphasizes the cultivation of human beings and the 
full realization of their potentials and their natural predispositions in the 
specie, not in the individual. Perhaps another way of making this point 
clearer is to consider whether Kant’s pragmatic anthropology could be 
said to support or oppose the two major arguments against genetic en-
gineering which Gunderson discussed in his article.

23 M. Gunderson, Seeking Perfection, p. 87-102.
24 Ibid. 



KANT’S PRAGMATIC ANTHROPOLOGY

Zeszyty Naukowe Doktorantów Wydziału Filozofi i KUL

23

Th e fi rst argument is about the claim that genetic engineering ex-
ploits the individual in preference for the larger society; that it ‘treats 
those who are subject to it as merely a means to another’s end – the goals 
of the parents or the state’25. In his pragmatic anthropology, Kant argues 
that perfection is fully realizable only in the specie and not in the individ-
ual; ‘that although each man must do what he can to perfect himself, this 
is only as a means to the perfection of mankind’26. From such Kantian 
perspective therefore, genetic engineering remains acceptable as it aims 
at improving the human specie. Kant did not advocate for the treatment 
of individuals as merely means. His pragmatic anthropology respects 
the right and autonomy of the individual. On this issue, we recall Kant’s 
clarifi cation of the right meaning of prudence – the use of the other to 
realize our own ends. Kant says that such use of the other necessarily 
presuppose the consent of the one being used; it has to be an informed 
use diff erentiated from an exploitative and cunning one. 

Th e second argument is that genetic engineering has the tendency of 
dividing humanity between those with richer and more improved genes 
and the Naturals who do not have such improved genes. For Gunderson, 
this does not pose any problem when considered from the perspective 
of Kant’s moral philosophy, which, according to him, is built on egalitar-
ianism: that ‘Kant, after all, holds that all humans have dignity and are 
therefore equal in having worth beyond price.’27 While we do not intend 
to go into analysis of the justifi ability of the claim for egalitarianism in 
Kant’s moral philosophy, our interest is to fi nd out whether such claim 
can also be made of his pragmatic anthropology. One may ask: “Is Kant’s 
pragmatic anthropology built on egalitarianism considering Kant’s de-
meaning views about women and remarks about the qualities of peo-
ples of diff erent races? Frierson rightly observed that ‘some of the most 
well-known and most embarrassing parts of Kant’s anthropology are 
his refl ections on women and various races’”28. Take for instance Kant’s 

25 Ibid.
26 J. Passmore, Th e Perfectibility of Man, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons 1970, 

p. 217.
27 M. Gunderson, Seeking Perfection, p. 87-102. 
28 P.E. Frierson, Freedom and Anthropology in Kant’s Moral Philosophy, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press 2003, p. 34.
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view that ‘the woman should dominate and the man should govern’29. 
Could such view not be held as an indication of lack of commitment 
to egalitarianism on the part of Kant? Addressing this question, Wood 
off ers this clarifi cation in defense of Kant:

Kant does not doubt that there is a single nature common to hu-
man beings. Nor does he have any doubt that the investigation of 
this nature is the proper object of the branch of human knowl-
edge he calls “anthropology”. Kant argues against doing what he 
calls a merely “local anthropology” studying only the behaviour or 
characteristics of human beings as they are found in a particular 
time and place30.

Kant’s interest was to project an understanding of man that is utility 
based and not merely to judge the innate qualities for the purpose of 
stratifi cation of gender or race. His comments on gender and racial dif-
ferences should not therefore be treated in isolation. Within the context 
of the pragmatic anthropology he advanced, the right meaning of those 
comments must be found in his overall interest in seeking an under-
standing of the other with the view to maximize one’s opportunity to 
realize one’s goal. Besides, we recall again that such individual aspira-
tion for realization of the ends of the natural predispositions comes to 
its fullest attainment, not in the individual but in the human specie at 
large. In arguing for the human specie as the point of full realization of 
the natural predisposition, Kant makes no distinction between gender or 
between races. Th e general slant of his pragmatic anthropology therefore 
is belief in the perfectibility of the human specie universally and from 
every indication, genetic engineering and indeed other scientifi c endeav-
our aimed at amelioration and improvement of the human specie would 
fi nd in such anthropological thoughts a fertile and supportive ground.

29 I. Kant, Anthropology, p. 211.
30 A.W. Wood, Kant and the Problem of Human Nature, p. 39.
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CONCLUSION

Kant off ers us a clear indication that his anthropology is built on faith 
in the perfectibility of man as a goal-directed being. According to him: 

Th e sum total of pragmatic anthropology, in respect to the voca-
tion of the human being and the characteristic of his formation, is 
the following: the human being is destined by his reason to live in 
a society with human beings and in it to cultivate himself, to civilize 
himself, and to moralize himself by means of the arts and sciences31.

It can rightly be said that in his pragmatic anthropology, Kant pro-
posed an understanding of human nature that is very accommodative of 
progress and improvement. In this understanding, human beings have 
the natural predisposition to cultivate and develop themselves as their 
‘natural vocation consists in continual progress towards the better’32. 
Kant’s pragmatic anthropology, considering this progress-inclined under-
standing of human nature, provides strong support for the perfectibility 
of human nature and consequently, could be said to favour whatever 
would promote the improvement of the human specie, not excluding of 
course genetic engineering. 
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STRESZCZENIE

Poszukiwanie sposobów podnoszenia jakości ludzkiego życia i pyta-
nie o to, co konstytuuje zakres i granice, w których obrębie nauka może 
ułatwiać doskonalenie ludzkiej natury, wciąż prowokują liczne intelektu-
alne dyskusje i kontrowersje. Doskonalenie to zakłada i pociąga za sobą 
otwartość na poprawianie i ulepszanie samego siebie, czyli samodosko-
nalenie. Artykuł nie rości pretensji do wyczerpujących analiz przebiegu 
dyskusji nad doskonaleniem natury ludzkiej. Naszym celem jest raczej 
poszukiwanie i analiza podstaw usprawiedliwienia i potwierdzenia ta-
kiego poszukiwania sposobu doskonalenia ludzkiej natury wyłącznie 
z perspektywy Kanta, a w szczególności jego antropologii. Optując za 
podejściem, które jest raczej pragmatyczne, Kant rozwinął antropologię, 
która kładzie nacisk na praktyczny i teleologiczny wymiar ludzkiej egzy-
stencji i która oferuje bogate implikacje w kwestii doskonalenia natury 
ludzkiej. 

Słowa kluczowe: pragmatyczny, samodoskonalenie, antropologia, teo-
logia, predyspozycja


