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Tutelage or assimilation?
Kant on the educability of the human races
Marie Louise Krogh

Der Mensch kann nur Mensch werden durch Erziehung.

Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Pedagogy, 1803.1

Few topics have in recent years caused more controversy
in studies in the history of philosophy than the issue of
Immanuel Kant’s conception of race and its significance
for the universalism of his moral and political philosophy.
In this article, I turn to these debates to make the case
that it matters not simply that we recognise the centrality
of Kant’s conceptual work in natural history to his crit-
ical philosophy, but also how we subsequently conceive
of the importance of such a realisation to the universal-
isms of later works in the Kantian tradition of philosophy
and critical theory. I do so in three steps. First, I intro-
duce Kant’s natural historical conception of race and
present an abridged history of the reception of Kant’s
works on race that has taken place since Emmanuel C.
Eze’s seminal ‘The Color of Reason: The Idea of “Race”
in Kant’s Anthropology’ was first published in 1995. I do
this in order to discuss some of the different interpretat-
ive strategies that have been leveraged to deal with the
perceived divide between Kant’s racism and his moral
universalism. Second, I will make the case that what I
call the ‘Schillerian’ reading of how to bridge this divide
presents the standpoint from which we can refuse a false
choice between what Pauline Kleingeld famously termed
Kant the ‘inconsistent moral universalist’ and Kant the
‘consistent inegalitarian’.2 Third, I will show that this
Schillerian reading can be grounded in Kant’s own reflec-
tions on pedagogy, which thus far have been absent from
discussions of how to understand the function and sig-
nificance of Kant’s concept of race. By recovering Kant’s
reflections on pedagogy and demonstrating their links
to the theory of race, I wish to emphasise how the nexus

between Kant’s racism and his concept of race might be
expressed not only in relation to the brute domination
of slavery and colonial exploitation but also in the ideo-
logical conception of an educative function attributed
to the white race: a function which can be fulfilled by
softer powers but which fundamentally assumes a rela-
tion of inequality up until the point where those who are
to be educated can be said to assume their own maturity
(Mündigkeit). From this perspective, Kant’s writing on
race leaves us with a somewhat starker choice when it
comes to his universalism: we can view it either as a
false universalism for the white race only, or as a univer-
salism that also implies an assimilationist regime. To
conclude, I will make the case that though the former
scenario – that of a false universalism – may be more
obviously offensive, the latter – that of an implied as-
similationist regime – is the more insidious of the two,
because it presents itself as no racism at all.

(Re)placing race in the history of
philosophy

Every so often, an interventionist reading in the history
of philosophy is produced, such that the field in which
it intervenes is forced to reassess, discard or defend its
basic tenets. For Kant studies broadly conceived, Eze’s
1995 essay ‘The Color of Reason: The Idea of “Race” in
Kant’s Anthropology’ can be said to have constituted
such a reading, as it forced a reckoning with Kant’s con-
ception of race, and in particular with its place and func-
tion within his critical system.3 What Eze brought back
to public memory was the fact that Kant had been an
eager participant in eighteenth-century debates on the
possibility of a systematic knowledge of organised living
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beings, as the second part of The Critique of the Power
of Judgement, ‘The Critique of Teleological Judgement’
(1790), so amply testifies. However, Eze focused not on
the Critique, but rather on Kant’s writings on physical
geography and anthropology, alongside three then lesser-
known essays: ‘On the Different Races of Human Beings’
(1775), ‘Determination of the Concept of a Human Race’
(1785) and ‘On the Use of Teleological Principles in Philo-
sophy’ (1788). If, as Robert Bernasconi has since argued,
the invention of a concept coincides with that articu-
lation and demarcation of said concept which made it
possible for others to subsequently debate and question
its scientific status, then Kant might, in these three texts,
hold the very dubious honour of having ‘invented’ the
modern and ‘scientific’ concept of race.4

What Kant proposed was that the already prevalent
classificatory division of the human species into four dif-
ferent races – ‘the whites, the yellow Indians, the Blacks
and the copper-red Americans’5 – could be grounded in
a natural historical concept of race. This concept was ar-
ticulated by Kant within a natural history of humankind,
encompassed within a physical and generative system of
nature as opposed to a merely synchronic classificatory
system.6 In all three of the essays, Kant followed what
he called ‘Buffon’s rule’, arguing that all humans, des-
pite synchronically notable and classifiable differences
in their appearances, belong to one and the same line of
descent [phylum] since even members belonging to dif-
ferent classes of physical appearance can produce fertile
offspring.7 Races, in turn, name those classes defined by
unfailingly hereditary characteristics that have developed
over the course of generations, under the prolonged in-
fluence of different climatic conditions upon the original
predispositions [Anlage] and germs [Keime] in the human
phylum.8 Kant’s theory is that four basic climatic envir-
onments (cold and humid, cold and dry, hot and humid,
hot and dry) would, as humans migrated to populate all
of the Earth, have activated a determinate ‘unfolding’ of
germs and predispositions that, once developed, settled
each race into a form suited for the conditions of life
corresponding to the region of the world dominated by
this climate.9 In the course of Kant’s works on physical
geography, what at first seems to have been a merely
mechanist account of this activation, gradually develops
into the conceptualisation of purposive nature, which
can be seen to have unfolded as if it was ‘willed’ ‘that hu-

man beings should populate the entire Earth. All animals
have their special climates, but human beings are to be
found everywhere. Human beings are not to stay in a
small region, but to spread out across the entire Earth.’10

Where the first humans would have held the poten-
tial for all later developed racial characteristics, once
a certain set of germs settled into their form this form
would subsequently have rendered dormant all other po-
tentials. Unlike mere varieties in the species (say, the
synchronically notable and also classifiable differences
in eye colour or hair colour), Kant therefore considered
racial characteristics to persistently preserve themselves
and to invariably ‘beget half-breed young in the mix-
ing’.11 What is important to note here is that as much
as the concept of race refers to a process of differenti-
ation from a common origin, what it truly names is the
final result, that is, the arrestation of this process and
the fixing of the species into four different races.12 On
Kant’s understanding, racial characteristics, in these es-
says primarily skin colour, entailed a permanent fixture
within each race. We might therefore ask if it is only
physiological and anatomical differences that are fixed
in this manner? Since Kant’s proposal for a division of
the human species into four races was paired with a num-
ber of assertions about an innate lack of industriousness
in some non-white races and a general inferiority in the
areas of art and science in all non-white races, his con-
ception of race, as Eze pointed out, seemed to stand in
unbearable tension with his moral and political univer-
salism.13

Consequently, one of the central questions follow-
ing the reassessment of Kant’s texts on race has been
whether we are better off regarding him today as, in Pau-
line Kleingeld’s words, an ‘inconsistent moral univer-
salist’ or as a ‘consistent inegalitarian’?14 Perhaps pre-
dictably, this formulation both diagnosed and enforced a
structural divide between accusers and defenders of Kant
within the field of interpretation, a divide which was then
largely carried over into ensuing stages of these debates,
in which the possibility of a connection between changes
within Kant’s views on the legitimacy of colonisation and
imperialism and a change within his conception of racial
difference were placed at the forefront.15 In short, de-
bates concerning whether or not Kant changed his mind
about the importance and indeed existence of a racial
hierarchy have, at least within the disciplinary bounds
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of philosophy, come to dominate the work done on ques-
tions concerning Kant’s theory of race.16

Another interpretative strategy, one that to my mind
is more critically fruitful than that of attempting to ex-
onerate the later Kant from the faults of the younger, fol-
lows Eze’s initial insight and seeks to eschew the premise
of a straightforward divide between an inconsistent
moral universalism and a consistent non-egalitarianism.
Instead, this strategy takes the form of an enquiry into
the construction of Kant’s universalism itself, in order
to pose the question of whether the perceived depth of
a contradiction between universalism and racism might
in fact cover over a racist universalism, which thus calls
for us to rethink the very concept of universality.17 I’m

thinking here of the different ways in which the works of
Gayatri C. Spivak, Denise Ferreira da Silva, David Lloyd
and Etienne Balibar each engage the Kantian corpus and
its afterlife in critical and aesthetic theory and thereby
take part in a both more subtle and more difficult attempt
to rethink modern political epistemologies and the con-
ceptual conditions for emancipatory thought on a global
scale.

An aesthetic education: the Schillerian
reading

From the standpoint of these critical engagements with
Kant, the problem is not that he was inconsistent in his
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universalism nor really that he was personally racist. It is
that racial hierarchies and processes of racialisation can
be reinforced even by a consistent Kantian universalism.
In the case of Lloyd’s Under Representation: The Racial
Regime of Aesthetics and Spivak’s A Critique of Postcolonial
Reason, this diagnosis is made through essentially Schil-
lerian readings of Kant’s third Critique. What broadly
prompts the qualification of these readings as ‘Schil-
lerian’ is that their objects are processes of subjectivation
and subject formation rather than the transcendental
conditions of possibility for theoretical, practical or, in
this case, aesthetic and teleological judgments.18 It was
this displacement which famously caused Paul de Man to
characterise Schiller’s translation of critical philosophy
into a Bildungsphilosophie as ‘a regression, an attempt
to account for, to domesticate the critical incisiveness
of the original’ in that it took the aesthetic itself ‘as an
exemplary category, as a unifying category, as a model
for education, as a model even for the state.’19 In short,
Schiller re-anthropomorphised transcendental aesthetic
philosophy within an educative programme in the ser-
vice of good citizenship within a model state. In this
sense, Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man
appeared as ‘the ideology of Kant’s critical philosophy’.20

But rather than take Schiller’s anthropomorphic moment
as a regrettable regression, Spivak and Lloyd each critic-
ally appropriate it as a lever through which a truth about
Kant’s universalism can be revealed, namely that the con-
stitution of the subject of this universalism rests on a
fundamental but unavowed geopolitical differentiation.
As Balibar has commented in regard to Spivak’s reading,
the central problem of the empirical/transcendental split
within the Kantian subject when considered at a global
level is that as different humans seek to become adequate
to subjecthood, ‘empirical differences are converted into
unequal capacities to realise the proper human, and [this]
even leaves the possibility that some racially inferior hu-
mans will never be educated, i.e., will never prove able to
recognise the idea of the community [of human beings]
to which they should belong’.21

When both Spivak and Lloyd establish this insight
through readings of The Critique of the Power of Judgement,
it is in close reference to a passage from the analytic of
the dynamic sublime, in which Kant hints at an empirical
difference in the capacity for an experience of the sub-
lime (that is, in the capacity to enact the displacement of

an intuition of the boundlessness of reason into natural
awe). ‘Without the development of moral ideas’, writes
Kant, ‘that which we, prepared by culture, call sublime
presents itself to man in the raw [dem rohen Menchen]
merely as terrible’.22 And although the notion of ‘man
in the raw’ within this argument structurally translates
as ‘uneducated man’ (or so I will argue), the signification
can be stretched, as it is by both Spivak and Lloyd, to in-
clude the ‘savage’ or the ‘primitive’. From this standpoint,
Spivak and Lloyd respectively emphasise two different or-
chestrations of racial inequality within the Third Critique.
In her ‘affirmative sabotage’ of Kant’s critique, Spivak
uses the impossible inscription of an anthropological
and ethnological figure of the ‘native informant’ in the
Critique, to foreground a scenario in which the racial-
ised not-quite-subject that is the ‘other’ of the subject
of aesthetic judgement is constitutively excluded in an
indefinite foreclosure.23 Lloyd instead emphasises how
the idea of a freely judging aesthetic subject implies a
developmental trajectory and an intimated project for
the assimilation of the racialised ‘other’ of this subject.24

That is to say, it is the mark of an assimilationist univer-
salism, since those standards held by a dominant group
to be universal are translated into a demand for all others
to assimilate to these standards and to leave their partic-
ularities behind while the dominant group can retain its
now universalised particularity.

It is Spivak who explicitly admits to having purpose-
fully committed the Schillerian ‘mistake’ of mixing the
empirical and the transcendental in the ‘interest of pro-
ducing a counter narrative that will make visible the fore-
closure of the subject whose lack of access to the position
of narrator is the condition of possibility of the consol-
idation of Kant’s position’.25 Yet it is Lloyd’s critique
which most closely follows Schiller’s focus on progress
through pedagogical formation, to disclose its proximity
to the developmental narrative that subtends the idea
of a European colonial civilising mission.26 In Lloyd’s
words, Schiller’s Aesthetic Education reveals the ‘neces-
sarily pedagogical infrastructure of the Critique of Judge-
ment. By the same token, Schiller draws most clearly out
of Kant’s aesthetic theory the intertwining of its pedago-
gically developmental ends with its corresponding racial
formation.’27

What neither Lloyd nor Spivak do, however, is expli-
citly to connect Kant’s writing on race to their respective
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assessments of racialisation in the Third Critique. This
leaves the systematic links between the writings on race
and the moral, political and aesthetic philosophy hin-
ted at, but seldom explicated. It is in this regard that
Robert Bernasconi has been a particularly significant crit-
ical reader of Kant. The questions that have propelled
Bernasconi’s readings are by now well known: how does
Kant’s concept of race affect his universalism? And more
speculatively, how might his very cosmopolitanism quell
or intensify the systemically racist implications of his
theory of race? In Bernasconi’s answers to these ques-
tions, he has tended to focus on the issue of race-mixing,
arguing that Kant had conjectured that a continuous in-
termixing of the races would result in an undesirable
homogenisation of the human species (and a ‘degrada-
tion’ of the white race). In view of a one posthumously
published note, in which Kant wrote that ‘All races will
go extinct … except the white one’,28 Bernasconi has
raised the sinister question of whether a segregation-
ist cosmopolitanism could, ultimately, have genocidal
implications?29

Since Kant did not himself explicitly draw these con-
clusions anywhere, a certain amount of interpretative
speculation is inevitably involved in their formulation.
What I would like to do here is to propose a different
trajectory and a different set of possible conclusions con-
cerning race-relations in Kant’s political and moral philo-
sophy, ones that correspond, respectively, to the idea of
indefinite guardianship remarked on by Spivak and to
the assimilationist universalism implied by Lloyd.

To demonstrate how infinite guardianship and as-
similationist universalism might operate in Kant’s case,
I will introduce Kant’s own writings on pedagogy as the
mediating factor between, on the one hand, his works on
psychical geography and physical anthropology (among
which the texts on the concept of race belong) and, on
the other hand, his works on pragmatic anthropology,
cosmopolitanism and universal history. Whereas Kant
studies seem to have accepted that there is an unbridge-
able divide between the different perspectives offered
on the human being by physical geography, pragmatic
anthropology and moral philosophy, it is my contention
that questions of moral development in the philosophy of
history bind these bodies of work together. If there is, in
Kant’s words, a marked difference between ‘what nature
makes of man’ and what humans as freely acting beings

‘make, can make, and ought to make of themselves’,30 I
will argue that Kant’s many reflections on pedagogy con-
struct a bridge between these two, in their focus on how
to best make use of what nature makes of humans, so that
humans in turn can learn to follow reason and assume
their rational nature. In regard to the concept of race,
what I will emphasise is that, to Kant, the very capacity
for such a learning is premised on a preliminary disciplin-
ing of one’s natural inclinations. And since the racialised
others in Kant’s physical anthropology are characterised
precisely by degrees of deficiency in an inner capacity
to enact such restraints – as pathological or affectable
subjects in the words of da Silvia and Lloyd –‘race’ comes
to matter socially and politically as a schematism for a
hierarchical order in the capacity to assume reason and
moral agency. To demonstrate this, I will first emphas-
ise the centrality of the ‘educability’ of humankind to
the idea of moral development in Kant’s philosophy of
history and then show how this educability appears, in
Kant’s own framework, to be racially differentiated.

Kant on education and progress in history

Like the writings on race, Kant’s Lectures on Pedagogy
form a highly contested part of the Kantian corpus, if
for different reasons. Kant never actually published a
book on pedagogy but was, in the 1770s, charged with
delivering a course on this topic which, by Prussian de-
cree, had been made mandatory at all universities. It was
Friedrich Theodor Rink, the one-time student of Kant
also responsible for the publication of his materials on
geography, who in 1803 collected, edited and published
the manuscripts for these lectures as the immensely pop-
ular book Immanuel Kant on Pedagogy.31 Though Kant
does not mention the contents of the lectures on which
this book was based in any of his outlines of the two
parts that make up ‘pragmatic knowledge of the world’
– physical geography and anthropology – some of the
questions raised by them overlap significantly with both
of these fields. Where the physical geography of hu-
man beings, as mentioned, had as its object field ‘what
nature makes of man’, anthropology instead illuminated
how and to what extent humans shape their own charac-
ters. Observations regarding the specifically human need
for a proper moral upbringing (Erziehung) are scattered
across the transcripts and notes for the anthropology
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lectures, and the 1775–76 transcripts of the Anthropo-
logy Friedländer even includes the concluding section
‘On Education’ or ‘On Upbringing’, which most expli-
citly connects the problematic of how to provide a de-
terminate concept of the character of the human species
with a number of observations as to the importance of
pedagogy for ‘the improvement of humanity toward its
perfection’.32 Nowhere among Kant’s many lectures on
anthropology is the Enlightenment goal of human per-
fectibility through education more apparent than here.
This is hardly surprising, given that Kant’s first set of
mandated lectures on pedagogy stem from this same
period, as does his written and published support of the
Philanthropinum Dessau, an experimental school whose
founder, Johann Bernhard Basedow, authored the Meth-
odenbuch (1773) on which Kant’s lectures on pedagogy
were based.33 Much like the end of the Anthropology
and the essay ‘Idea for a Universal History with a Cos-
mopolitan Aim’, these lectures contain several extended
discussions of Rousseau’s critique of the distorting ef-
fects of culture upon human nature and circle around the
questions of how natural predispositions might best be
either restrained or put to use for civil and civic purposes.
In other words, they consider how humans, as beings
with a natural potential for reason, can be given the best
possible education to allow them to assume the task of
becoming actual rational acting and thinking beings and
contribute to the formation of the species as a whole.
These reflections, much like the Lectures on Pedagogy as
a whole, therefore touch on one of the central aspects of
Kant’s philosophy of history, namely the idea that those
natural predispositions whose end is the use of reason,
and which among terrestrial animals are particular to
humans, do not develop instinctively within a closed cir-
cuit (as Kant considers mere animal predispositions to
do) but are both ungrounded and open-ended.34 Two
primary consequences can be drawn from this assump-
tion, one which Kant very openly pursues in ‘Idea for a
Universal History’ and one which is more implicitly at
stake but which is nonetheless crucial for grasping the
schematising function of the concept of race in Kant’s
philosophy of history. First, when measured against the
immense space of possibility which this open-ended de-
velopment entails, each individual human existence is
dwarfed in its own finitude. An absolutely central aspect
of Kant’s philosophy of history is therefore the idea that

whereas each individual animal may realise its species
determination and fully develop its natural predispos-
itions, no individual human being can do so. It is only
at the level of the species as a whole that the full de-
velopment of the natural predispositions of terrestrial
reasoned beings can be accomplished.35 Second, the
non-instinctive character of the development of these
predispositions renders crucial the different modalities
of inter-generational (and, as argued below, potentially
inter-racial as well as inter-national) transmissions in
the relay of the perfection of the human species. Each
generation (and potentially each race, each nation) must
learn, develop and teach, form and be formed, such that
in a long sequence of generations, humans may overall
become continuously better able to fulfil the vocation
[Bestimmung] of their species: to live in accordance with
their rational nature.

Nowhere does Kant assume that this process is un-
wavering, fully continuous or grounded in the ultimate
goodness of human nature. The fabric of history, he
writes, seems ‘woven together out of folly, childish van-
ity, and often also out of childish malice and the rage
to destruction’.36 What is more, since one generation
might lose what had been gained by previous ones and
leave only a ‘seed of enlightenment’ to be recovered at
a later point, the progress toward the perfection of the
species is ‘only fragmentary (according to time) and of-
fers no guarantee against regression’.37 But this does not
render education and formation as such any less crucial
to Kant’s conception of universal history. What it does
is rather to heighten the importance of what is best un-
derstood as a notion of ‘educability’: the very capacity
to learn, to take form and to shape a so-called ‘second
nature’ for oneself. To Kant, as Manfred Kuehn has noted,
educability is not just an important human characteristic,
but ‘the most important one of all’.38

Educability is not a term used by Kant himself, but it
is implied by those numerous formation processes that
are central to both Kant’s anthropology and his philo-
sophy of history. Caught in a difficult-to-translate Ger-
man terminological matrix, Erziehung, Ausbildung and
Bildung refer back to educability as their joint condition
of possibility. The possible conceptual distinctions im-
plied by these terms within Kant’s writings are difficult
to track, both in the original, since the meaning of each
is not entirely consistent, and even more so in English
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translations, wherein a tendency to treat them as rel-
atively interchangeable makes it almost impossible to
identify subtle differences which partake in conceptual
distinctions. Where Erziehung and Ausbildung respect-
ively imply different forms of child rearing and concrete
education39 – being taught either customs, manners,
skills or knowledge – Bildung is most often used in a
broader sense, to imply either different individual pro-
cesses of formation or numerous processes of formation
taken together as a whole. In their focus on the differ-
ent levels of formation and educative instruction, the
lectures on pedagogy can therefore be seen as a set of
practical experimental meditations on the principles for
making the best use of what ‘nature makes of humans’.
They are what allow us to see that educability forms the
unnamed condition of possibility for moral formation
within Kantian practical philosophy and, in this sense,
they form a bridge between the two parts of pragmatic
knowledge of the world: between physical geography and
pragmatic anthropology. As I have already indicated, it is
this bridge we can follow to see how the concept of race
elaborated in the context of physical geography comes
to matter to pragmatic anthropology and the philosophy
of history it implies.

The educability of the human races

The question of pedagogy is linked to the writings on
race through the necessity of discipline to all other forms
of learning. In the Lectures on Pedagogy and in Anthropo-
logy, Kant distinguishes between three predispositions
whose end is the use of reason, each of which corres-
ponds to three different forms of educative requirements
and, correspondingly, three endpoints for their devel-
opment: a technical predisposition whose telos is skill
[Geschicklichkeit]; a pragmatic predisposition whose te-
los is prudence [Klugheit]; and a moral predisposition
whose telos is morality. The process of the development
of each of these predispositions is in turn called ‘cultiva-
tion’ [Kultivierung], ‘civilisation’ [Civilisirung] and ‘moral
formation’ [moralische Bildung] or simply ‘moralisation’
[Moralisierung].40 This threefold division is also the re-
frain according to which, in ‘Idea for a Universal History’,
it is emphasised that while the age of Enlightenment may
be both cultivated and civilised, it is far from moralised.41

To this threefold division of predispositions, however, a

crucial fourth is added when we look to the Lectures on
Pedagogy. What we might call a theory of the educabil-
ity of human beings as such is here revealed: that one
must learn first of all to become disciplined enough to
restrict one’s animal nature and learn to learn. This is
clear from the fourfold differentiation of the levels of
education found in the Lectures, which spell out how one
must first learn:

1) How to become self-disciplined, so as to ‘prevent
animality from doing damage to humanity, both in the
individual and in society.’ Discipline is here considered
‘merely the taming of savagery [Wildheit]’.42

2) To become cultivated. This is the process of learn-
ing different skills and thereby becoming skilful, the shap-
ing of a faculty for carrying out a purpose one has set
oneself. It does not dictate what concrete ends are worth
pursuing but fundamentally concerns the procurement
of the means for carrying out ends. Because there are a
multitude of ends, there is likewise a multitude of skills
and the determination of which skills are to be learned
largely depends on ones future rank in society and on
what one has a natural predisposition for.

3) To become civilised or acquire the capacity to act
prudently. This is the acquisition of the prerequisite
knowledge for navigating human societies in accordance
with established manners. It is this form of knowledge
which the anthropology in part is meant to convey in its
focus on ‘national character’, such that students might
be better placed when faced with manners different from
their own. This is the realm of what we might call ‘cul-
tural differences’ in Kant.

4) To nurture the predisposition to become moralised.
This last step differs in character from the others, in that
one cannot on Kant’s view, properly speaking, be taught
to be moralised. It is something a moral agent does freely.
The function of education here is rather to foster a good
disposition toward moralisation, such that the human
being will ‘choose nothing but good ends’, which is to
say ends that ‘are necessarily approved by everyone and
which can be the simultaneous ends of everyone’.43

The starkest of the racial hierarchies mapped out on
the basis of Kant’s anthropology lectures, found in the
so-called Menschenkunde, is articulated precisely in this
vocabulary of Bildung as a formative process that breaks
with mere natural inclination. What is at stake in this
is the differentiated capacities of the different races to
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enter into such formative processes on their own incent-
ive, and the different levels overtly repeat the different
levels of education outlined above. The ‘Americans’ are
said to ‘acquire no culture [Bildung]’, the Black race ‘ac-
quire culture, but only a culture of slaves; that is, they
allow themselves to be trained’ and while the yellow In-
dians ‘acquire culture in the highest degree’, it is only in
the ‘arts and not in the sciences. They never raise it up
to abstract concepts’. By contrast, ‘the white race’ ‘con-
tains all incentives and talents in itself’ and ‘[w]henever
any revolutions have occurred, they have always been
brought about by the whites’.44
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My argument, then, is that the hierarchy which di-
vides those who do not acquire Bildung, those who can be
formed but only into slaves, those who shape themselves
according to highly refined forms but who stagnate there,
and those who shape themselves according to all the
natural predispositions for reason, reflects a conceptual
differentiation, on Kant’s part, in the educability of the
different human races. The centrality of capacities, limit-
ations and stagnations within different strata of Bildung
is therefore crucial for any attempt to situate Kant’s nat-
ural historical characterisations of races in relation to his
universal world history of peoples. That some for Kant

are incapable of Bildung – as a result of the development
of their germs and predispositions – essentially entails
that they have not been able to develop the means for
restraining and reshaping their natural inclinations.

It is not, then, that Kant considered there to be dif-
ferent forms of transcendental frameworks for different
races, nor that he considered other races to be devoid of
reason as such. But what he did maintain was that there
was something in the natural historical determination of
each of these groups of humans that either aggravated
or tamed those ‘deficiencies’ which cause all humans, as
animals with rationality, to fall short of the demands of
reason. In the published Anthropology, Kant explicitly
ties such a deficiency – not in reason or the understand-
ing as such but in the way in which it is exercised or
executed – to questions that concern civil and therefore
political maturity:

An understanding that is in itself sound (without men-
tal deficiencies) can still be accompanied by deficiencies
with regard to its exercise, deficiencies that necessitate
either a postponement until the growth to proper matur-
ity, or even the representation [Stellvertretung] of one’s
person through that of another in regard to matters of
civil nature. The (natural or legal) incapacity of other-
wise sound human beings to use his own understanding
in civil affairs is called immaturity [Unmündigkeit].45

This is the reason educability forms the prism
through which we should be reading the essays on race,
and why we have to carry that consideration through to
the philosophy of history – because this is where race
comes to matter and has consequences in a conception
of a restricted capacity, within some humans, to impose
the constraints necessary to educate oneself.

This perspective also sheds light on a striking fea-
ture of the Anthropology, namely that while it only briefly
addresses the pragmatic significance of race, it extens-
ively treats the subdivision of the national character of
European nations that sit under the category of white
racial lineage. One possible explanation of this exclu-
sionary focus is found in the extended citation from the
Menschenkunde discussed above, wherein the transition
from a discussion of race to a discussion of nationality
is effected through the already quoted conclusion that
since ‘the white race possesses all incentives and talents
in itself … we must examine it somewhat more closely.’46

Another possible explanation is that while national char-
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acteristics specifically are said to be derived primarily
from cultural distinctness, this is the case only for those
nations in which a certain level of cultural development
has been reached – in this sense Kant writes that it is
only to the French and the English that national char-
acter proper can be attributed. For all others, a mixture
of natural and cultural determinations, of national and
racial limitations and potentials, will guide what such
a people can make of themselves. In other words, their
non-inclusion in the Anthropology reflects a highly norm-
ative set of assumptions inscribed within the idea of what
a true national character is composed of, with only a frac-
tion of the world’s population truly qualifying as such.47

And yet, Kant does specify, again and again, that what
is special about humankind as opposed to other living
species is that the entire species progresses in perfec-
tion. Despite serious consideration of the racism and
race theory enveloped within this teleological concep-
tion of history, this is what causes scholars like Louden
to conclude that the

ideal of a truly universal moral community where all
people count remains the most important single legacy
of Kant’s ethics … Kant’s writings in anthropology and
empirical ethics do not tarnish this legacy. On the con-
trary they show us what we need to do to make it real.
At the same time the underlying vision of gradual moral
universality in these texts also reveals that the true in-
tent of Kantian anthropology lies somewhere between
transcendental and merely empirical concerns. In his
lectures on anthropology Kant is not trying to make good
on the ambitious claim that all philosophical questions
are at bottom anthropological questions concerning the
human subject but neither is he simply engaged in a de-
scriptive account of human cultures. Rather his aim is to
offer the species a moral map that they can use to move
toward their collective destiny.48

Insofar as this describes a conception of what Kant
considered the function of his Anthropology to be, this
is a both perceptive and apt description. But, by down-
playing how a racial dimension co-determines the ques-
tions of moral development, with which both Kant and
Louden are wrestling, questions concerning the polit-
ics of race are ignored rather than addressed. The view
that ‘only some’ will progress to perfection and others
remain behind or forever stuck (women, other races than
whites) is said to contradict Kant’s continuous insistence
upon the progress of the entire human species. But as-

sertions to that effect do not so much contradict as they
introduce the pedagogical question of education into the
relation between races and genders (whites become the
educators of non-whites, men the educators of women).
Indeed, since the whole of the species is at issue while
a part is particularised, the idea that an educative rela-
tion might, across the species, be what binds whole and
part together, forcefully imposes itself. Summarising the
characterisation of humankind in the Anthropology, we
find the following statement:

The sum total of pragmatic anthropology, in respect to
the vocation of the human being and the characteristic
of his formation [Charakteristik seiner Ausbildung] is as
follows. 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 the sciences. No matter how great
his animal tendency may be to give himself over passively
to the impulses of ease and good living, which he calls
happiness, he is still destined to make himself worthy of
humanity by actively struggling with the obstacles that
cling to him because of the crudity of his nature. The hu-
man being must therefore be educated to the good; but he
who is to educate him is on the other hand a human being
who still lies in the crudity of nature and who is now sup-
posed to bring about what he himself needs. Hence the
continuous deviation from his destiny with the always
repeated returns to it.49

From this passage, we see that education, as already
noted, has a crucial, but not straightforward, role to play
in the philosophy of history, since at least two operative
ideas of an educative journey are to be found therein:
that of the immanent education of humankind and that
of an ‘education [Erziehung] from above’. Kant had, in
The Critique of the Power of Judgement, also described
the latter as an ‘education by nature’, and he here goes
on to specify that this education is ‘salutary but harsh
and stern in the cultivation [Bearbeitung] of nature’ and
‘extends through great hardship and almost to the extinc-
tion of the entire species [Geschlechts]’.50 It is the first,
most straightforwardly recognisable educational relation
between different generations and different peoples that
I have primarily focused on here, since it concerns the
transmission of models for thinking and for learning to
orient oneself within the world. It is in this context that
Kant encounters, restates and recognises the problem of
the education of educators as one of the greatest chal-
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lenges faced by humankind. As he noted in the Lectures
on Pedagogy, ‘two human inventions can probably be
regarded as the most difficult, namely the arts of govern-
ment and education’.51 That humans are fallible means
that no educator could ever teach perfectly according to
the ends of reason:

the problem of moral education for our species remains
unsolved even in the quality of the principle, not merely
in degree, because an evil tendency in our species may
be censured by common human reason and perhaps also
restrained, but it will thereby still not have been eradic-
ated.52

In effect, what amounts to any form of progress here
is the process of the improvement of the conditions for an
education, aiming at generational moral improvement.
As such, moral improvement is in no way secured and
progress by no means certain, but it is more likely that
if good education is in place, better citizens and more
moral human beings will develop.

This is also clear in The Conflict of the Faculties, where
the problems of a philosophy of history capable of pre-
dicting the progression of the human species are refrac-
ted through the problem of education.53 The immanent
idea of education is here divided into two models: one
in which education comes from below (from individuals
that improve themselves and then go on to improve the
social and political whole), and one in which the form
and principles of education are imposed by the state in a
top-down model. Kant is unequivocal in his support of
this latter model, writing that the general education of a
people– a condition for their becoming not only good cit-
izens but also good human beings who can improve and
take care of themselves – depends on a training which
is not the prerogative of families alone but should be
carried out at state-level policy:

The whole mechanism of this education has no coherence
if it is not designed in agreement with a well-weighed
plan of the sovereign power, put into play according to
the purpose of this plan, and steadily maintained therein;
to this end it might well behove the state likewise to re-
form itself from time to time and, attempting evolution
instead of revolution, progress perpetually toward the
better.54

When compared to the early texts on Basedow’s Phil-
anthropinum and on Enlightenment experiments in edu-
cational methods, it seems clear from these passages

that Kant actually became increasingly agnostic as to
the extent to which national improvements of educa-
tion could be the key to the uninterrupted progression
of the human species toward the better. But this does
not dispel the problem of the possible means of spread-
ing progress across the globe, to all the populations of
the Earth, such that, eventually, a move from ‘interna-
tional barbarism’ to a ‘lawful cosmopolitan whole’ can
be effectuated. Among the mechanisms of distribution
discussed by Kant, war and commerce, the ‘unsocial so-
ciability’ of humankind, are central as the dynamic and
conflictual forces in a universal world history toward
cosmopolitanism. Though Kant seems to have wavered
about the degree to which commercial sociability might
either quell or incite conflict,55 he remained unwavering
on the view that war – though it may in the short term
impede progress by the way in which it funnels funds
away from the task of educating each population, and is
in this and other regards to be considered, unquestion-
ably, one of the greatest evils – served a purpose from
the projected standpoint of the whole of universal world
history, insofar as it drives nations toward the formation
of a cosmopolitan whole.56 It is, in other words, a part of
that ‘harsh and salutary’ education through which pur-
posive nature pushes humankind to continuously shape
itself and develop its predisposition to reason. Though
Kant may not sanction colonisation from the standpoint
of his moral or political philosophy, in the philosophy of
history it appears as a part of this very same history of
the ‘harsh education’ of humankind. In this history, one
part of humanity seems retrospectively to have been en-
trusted with the immanent education of those who have
not of themselves been able to progress. The explana-
tion for why this is the case is grounded in the concept of
race that implies a conception of the restricted capacity
within some humans to impose the constraints neces-
sary to educate themselves. Since Kant considered the
teleological end of history to be the transformation of a
‘crude natural capacity for moral discrimination’ into an
actual moral regard for duties and rights and, with it, the
transformation of a ‘pathologically compelled agreement
to form a society finally into a moral whole’,57 the ques-
tion then seems to be whether such transformations are
predicated on postponing the self-legislation of peoples
considered dependent on an educational process of as-
similation, or whether they are predicated on a perpetual
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state of representation in which guardianship of the cos-
mopolitan whole is entrusted to a select population, or
indeed a select race? In short, what is entailed by that dif-
ferentiation of educability seems inevitably to be either
indefinite guardianship (Spivak’s assessment) or a post-
ponement of self-representation upon the point of ma-
turity, premised upon a process of assimilation (Lloyd’s
assessment). Both appear to be possible: they represent
the two primary interpretational options for understand-
ing civic consequences of the fourfold difference in the
educability of the human races – between those who ac-
quire no culture; those who can be trained; those who
acquire culture to the highest degree; and those who ac-
quire both culture to the highest degree and the capacity
to abstractly conceptualise it.

Conclusion

Two slightly different sets of questions can at this point
be asked. First, in terms of a systematic assessment of
Kant’s writings, are there grounds for thinking that either
of these two scenarios – that of indefinite guardianship
or that of assimilation – was envisaged by Kant? And
second, in terms of the afterlife of Kantian philosophy,
what do they respectively mean for universalism today?
In conclusion, I will briefly consider each of these sets of
questions.

Through the first of these interpretational prisms,
the fixation at a certain moment of the development of
some germs and predispositions over and above others
entails that for some races, no process of cultivation or
education is at all possible in Kant’s view. This would
seem to entail the idea of a permanent social and political
organisation of the world under white supremacy.58 This
racist idea of tutelage most obviously thrives in some
formations of far-right ideology, and is in many ways
easily recognisable as such. It makes no claim to true
universality and inscribes permanent inequality within
its very constitution. Through the second interpreta-
tional prism, the limitation in educability is not to be
understood as permanent tout court but as a limitation
of what, within each race, those who belong to such a
race can make of themselves; that is, as something which,
through the proper training and education from those
who have already acquired a certain base level of cultiva-
tion, might be imparted to them. Where some of Kant’s

statements seem to hint at the first option, a note con-
cerning the global prospect of a historical progression of
the human species toward perfection, found among the
loose sheets of teaching notes for Kant’s anthropology
lectures, hints at the latter:

We must seek the continuous progress of humankind
toward perfection in the occident, and from there its dis-
semination around the Earth [Verbreitung auf der Erde
suchen].59

The passage is ambiguous with respect to the conclud-
ing reference to the dissemination of progress toward
perfection – most notably with respect to the means of
dissemination. When we inquire into the function of geo-
graphy within Kant’s philosophy of history, we should
take our cues from such ambiguities. Though Kant may
have changed his position on the permissibility of con-
quest and of the slave-trade, the question of the dis-
semination of the continuous progress of humankind
toward perfection ‘around the Earth’ persists in the sta-
bility of a racialised differentiation between educators
and educated. What can be said to have changed might
then merely be Kant’s view on the legitimate means for
the promulgation of such an education. As I mentioned
above, this means that the nexus between Kant’s racism
and his concept of race is expressed not only in relation to
the brute domination of slavery and colonial exploitation
but also in the ideological conception of an educative role
–a civilising mission–that fundamentally assumes a rela-
tion of inequality up until the point where those who are
to be educated can be said to assume their own maturity
(Mündigkeit). This goes to the core of Kant’s philosophy
of history in which the institution of cosmopolitanism
is premised on a passage through the state-form, and in
which white Western European nations, as the generat-
ors of the socio-political models appropriate to the full
realisation of the predispositions of the human species,
form the privileged locus for historical dynamism. The
education of the ‘rest’ of humanity that follows might
employ a variety of means but the aim remains that of
learning to adopt the ‘appropriate’model. In other words,
learning to assimilate. This position can still be upheld
as a universalism, yet it is one where self-determination
on the part of those always-already excluded never comes
into the picture. Can we think and enact an emancipat-
ory universalism that is not assimilationist? That is the
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question Kant’s view of the differential educability of the
human races seems to leave us with.60
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