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In this selection, excerpted from his lectures on ethics,
Kant gives readers an account of the vices of jealousy,
envy, spite, ingratitude, and malice. When we compare
ourselves with others who are morally or materially bet-
ter than us, we may become jealous of what they possess;
then we may either attempt to depreciate that possession
or try to emulate them by acquiring those same moral
qualities or material objects. Grudge is the displeasure we
feel when someone else has what we lack. Grudge be-
comes envy when we begrudge others their happiness. If
we possess a good we do not need, but take pleasure in
refusing to give it to someone who needs it, then we are
spiteful. Another vice, ingratitude, has its origin in the
resentment of another’s superiority. In the extreme, un-
grateful persons hate their benefactors. Kant calls the ex-
tremes of envy and ingratitude “*devilish vices.” A third
devilish vice is malice—the gratuitous desire to see others
fail. Malicious persons enjoy the misery of others. Kant
denies that people are directly inclined to be ‘“‘devilish.”
In this respect he differs from Augustine.

JEALOUSY, ENVY, AND SPITE From ‘“Jealousy, Envy, and Grudge™ from Lectures on Ethics by
Immanuel Kant. Translated by Louis Enfield (Harper & Row, 1963). Reprinted by permission
of Methuen and Company Lid
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Jealousy, Envy, and Spite

There are two methods by which men arrive at an opinion of their
worth: by comparing themselves with the idea of perfection and by
comparing themselves with others. The first of these methods 1s
sound: the second is not, and it frequently even leads to a result
diametrically opposed to the first. The idea of perfection is a proper
standard, and if we measure our worth by it, we find that we fall
short of it and feel that we must exert ourselves to come nearer to it;
but if we compare ourselves with others, much depends upon who
those others are and how they are constituted, and we can easily
believe ourselves to be of great worth if those with whom we set up
comparison are rogues. Men love to compare themselves with others,
for by that method they can always arrive at a result favourable to
themselves. They choose as a rule the worst and not the best of the
class with which they set up comparison; in this way their own
excellence shines out. If they choose those of greater worth the result
of the comparison is, of course, unfavourable to them.

When I compare myself with another who is better than I, there
are but two ways by which I can bridge the gap between us. I can
cither do my best to attain to his perfections, or else I can seck to
depreciate his good qualities. I either increase my own worth, or else
[ diminish his so that [ can always regard myself as superior to him.
It is easier to depreciate another than to emulate him, and men prefer
the easier course. They adopt it, and this is the origin of jealousy.
When a man compares himself with another and finds that the other
has many more good points, he becomes jealous of each and every
good point he discovers in the other, and tries to depreciate it so that
his own good points may stand out. This kind of jealousy may be
called grudging. The other species of the genus jealousy, which
makes us try to add to our good points so as to compare well with
another, may be called emulating jealousy. The jealousy of emulation
is, as we have stated, more difficult than the jealousy of grudge and
so is much the less frequent of the two.

Parents ought not, therefore, when teaching their children to be
good, to urge them to model themselves on other children and try to
emulate them, for by so doing they simply make them jealous. if1
tell my son, “‘Look, how good and industrious John is,” the result
will be that my son will bear John a grudge. He will think to himself
that, but for John, he himself would be the best, because there would
be no comparison. By setting up John as a pattern for imitation I
anger my son, make him fecl a grudge against this so-called paragon,
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and linstil jealousy in him. My son might, of course, try to emulate
John, but not finding it casy, he will bear John ill-will. Besides, just
as | can say to my son, “Look, how good John is,” so can he reply:
“Yes, he is better than I, but are there not many who are far worse?
Why do you compare me with those who are better? Why not with
those who are worse than 1?” Goodness must, therefore, be com-
mended to children in and for itself. Whether other children are better
or worse has no bearing on the point. If the comparison were in the
child’s favour, he would lose all ground of impulse to improve his
own conduct—To ask-our children to model themselves on others is
to adopt a faulty method of upbringing, and as time goes on the fault
will strike its roots deep. It is Jealousy that parents are training and
presupposing in their children when they set other children before
them as patterns. Otherwise, the children would be quite indifferent
to the qualities of others. They will find it easier to belittle the good
qualities of their patterns than to emulate them, so they will choose
the easier path and learn to show a grudging disposition. It is true
that jealousy is natural, but that is no excuse for cultivating it. It is
only a motive, a reserve in case of need. While the maxims of reason
are still undeveloped in us, the proper course is to use reason to keep
it within bounds. For jealousy is only one of the many motives, such
as ambition, which are implanted in us because we are designed for a
life of activity. But so soon as reason is enthroned, we must cease to
seek perfection in emulation of others and must covet it in and for
itself. Motives must abdicate and let reason bear rule in their place.

Persons of the same station and occupation in life are particularly
prone to be jealous of each other. Many business-men are jealous of
each other; so are many scholars, particularly in the same line of
scholarship; and women are liable to be Jealous of each other regard-
ing men.

Grudge is the displeasure we feel when another has an advantage;
his advantage makes us feel unduly small and we grudge it him. But
to grudge a man his share of happiness is envy. To be envious is to
desire the failure and unhappiness of another not for the purpose of
advancing our own success and happiness but because we might then
ourselves be perfect and happy as we are. An envious man is not
happy unless all around him are unhappy; his aim is to stand alone
in the enjoyment of his happiness. Such is envy, and we shall learn
below that it is satanic. Grudge, although it too should not be coun-
tenanced, is natural. Even a good-natured person may at times be
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grudging. Such a one may, for instance, begrudge those around him
their jollity when he himself happens to be sorrowful; for it is hard
to bear one’s sorrow when all around are joyful. When I see every-
body enjoying a good meal and I alone must content myself with
inferior fare, it upsets me and I feel a grudge; but if we are all in the
same boat I am content. We find the thought of death bearable,
because we know that all must die; but if everybody were immortal
and [ alone had to die, I should feel aggrieved. It is not things them-
selves that affect us, but things in their relation to ourselves. We are
grudging because others are happier than we. But when a good-
natured man feels happy and cheerful, he wishes that every one else
in the world were as happy as he and shared his joy; he begrudges no
one his happiness.

When a man would not grant to another even that for which he
himself has no need, he is spiteful. Spite is a maliciousness of spirit
which is not the same thing as envy. I may not feel inclined to give to
another something which belongs to me, even though I myself have
no use for it, but it does not follow that I grudge him his own
possessions, that I want to be the only one who has anything and
wish him to have nothing at all. There is a deal of grudge in human
nature which could develop into envy but which is not itself envy.
We feel pleasure in gossiping about the minor misadventures of other
people; we are not averse, although we may express no pleasure
thereat, to hearing of the fall of some rich man; we may enjoy in
stormy weather, when comfortably seated in our warm, cosy par-
lour, speaking of those at sea, for it heightens our own feeling of
comfort and happiness; there is grudge in all this, but it is not envy.

The three vices which are the essence of vileness and wickedness
are ingratitude, envy, and malice. When these reach their full degree
they are devilish.

Men are shamed by favours. If I receive a favour, [ am placed under
an obligation to the giver; he has a call upon me because I am indebted
to him. We all blush to be obliged. Noble-minded men accordingly
refuse to accept favours in order not to put themselves under an
obligation. But this attitude predisposes the mind to ingratitude. If
the man who adopts it is noble-minded, well and good; but if he be
proud and selfish and has perchance received a favour, the feeling
that he is beholden to his benefactor hurts his pride and, being selfish,
he cannot accommodate himself to the idea that he owes his benefac-
tor anything. He becomes defiant and ungrateful. His ingratitude
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might even conceivably assume such dimensions that he cannot bear
his benefactor and becomes his enemy. Such ingratitude is of the
devil; it is out of all keeping with human nature. It is inhuman to
hate and persecute one from whom we have reaped a benefit, and if
such conduct were the rule it would cause untold harm. Men would
then be afraid to do good to anyone lest they should receive evil in
return for their good. They would become misanthropic.

The second devilish vice is envy. Envy is in the highest degree
detestable. The envious man does not merely want to be happy; he
wants to be the only happy person in the world,; he is really contented
only when he sees nothing but misery around him. Such an intoler-
able creature would gladly destroy every source of joy and happiness
in the world.

Malice is the third kind of viciousness which is of the devil. It
consists in taking a direct pleasure in the misfortunes of others. Men
prone to this vice will seek, for instance, to make mischief between
husband and wife, or between friends, and then enjoy the misery
they have produced. In these matters we should make it a rule never
to repeat to a person anything that we may have heard to his disad-
vantage from another, unless our silence would injure him. Other-
wise we start an enmity and disturb his peace of mind, which our
silence would have avoided, and in addition we break faith with our
informant. The defence against such mischief-makers is upright con-
duct. Not by words but by our lives we should confute them. As
Socrates said: We ought so to conduct ourselves that people will not
credit anything spoken in disparagement of us.

These three vices—ingratitude (ingratitudo qualificata), envy, and
malice—are devilish because they imply a direct inclination to evil.
There are in man certain indirect tendencies to wickedness which are
human and not unnatural. The miser wants everything for himself,
but it is no satisfaction to him to see that his neighbour is destitute.
The evilness of a vice may thus be either direct or indirect. In these
three vices it is direct.

We may ask whether there is in the human mind an immediate
inclination to wickedness, an inclination to the devilish vices. Heaven
stands for the acme of happiness, hell for all that is bad, and the earth
stands midway between these two extremes; and just as goodness
which transcends anything which might be expected of a human
being is spoken of as being angelic, so also do we speak of devilish
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wickedness when the wickedness oversteps the limits of human na-
ture and becomes inhuman. We may take it for granted that the
human mind has no immediate inclination to wickedness, but is only
indirectly wicked. Man cannot be so ungrateful that he simply must
hate his neighbour; he may be too proud to show his gratitude and
so avoid him, but he wishes him well. Again, our pleasure in the
misfortune of another is not direct. We may rejoice, for example, in
a man’s misfortunes, because he was haughty, rich and selfish; for
man loves to preserve equality. We have thus no direct inclination
towards evil as evil, but only an indirect one. But how are we to
explain the fact that even young children have the spirit of mischief
strongly developed? For a joke, a boy will stick a pin in an unsus-
pecting playmate, but it is only for fun. He has no thought of the
pain the other must feel on all such occasions. In the same spirit he
will torture animals; twisting the cat’s tail or the dog’s. Such ten-
dencies must be nipped in the bud, for it is easy to see where they
willlead. They are, in fact, something animal, something of the beast
of prey which is in us all, which we cannot overcome, and the source
of which we cannot explain. There certainly are in human nature
characteristics for which we can assign no reason. There are animals
too who steal anything that comes their way, though it is quite useless
to them; and it seems as if man has retained this animal tendency in
his nature.

Ingratitude calls for some further observations here. To help a man
in distress is charity; to help him in less urgent needs is benevolence;
to help him in the amenities of life is courtesy. We may be the recipi-
ents of a charity which has not cost the giver much and our gratitude
is commensurate with the degree of good-will which moved him to
the action. We are grateful not only for what we have received but
also for the good intention which prompted it, and the greater the
effort it has cost our benefactor, the greater our gratitude.

Gratitude may be either from duty or from inclination. If an act of
kindness does not greatly move us, but if we nevertheless feel that it
is right and proper that we should show gratitude, our gratitude 1s
merely prompted by a sense of duty. Our heart is not grateful, but
we have principles of gratitude. If however, our heart goes out to our
benefactor, we are grateful from inclination. There is 2 weakness of
the understanding which we often have cause to recognize. It consists
in taking the conditions of our understanding as conditions of the
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thing understood. We can estimate force only in terms of the obsta.
cles it overcomes. Similarly, we can only estimate the degree of good-
will in terms of the obstacles it has to surmount. In consequence we
cannot comprehend the love and goodwill of a being for whom therc
are no obstacles. If God has been good to me, I am liable to think
that after all it has cost God no trouble, and that gratitude to God
would be mere fawning on my part. Such thoughts are not at al]
unnatural. It is easy to fear God, but not nearly so easy to love God
from inclination because of our consciousness that God is a being
whose goodness is unbounded but to whom it is no trouble to shower
kindness upon us. This is not to say that such should be our mental
attitude; merely that when we examine our hearts, we find that this
is how we actually think. It also explains why to many races God
appeared to be a jealous God, seeing that it cost Him nothing to be
more bountiful with His goodness; it explains why many nations
thought that their gods were sparing of their benefits and that they
required propitiating with prayers and sacrifices. This is the actitude
of man’s heart; but when we call reason to our aid we see that God’s
goodness must be of a high order if He is to be good to a being so
unworthy of His goodness. This solves our difficulty. The gratitude
we owe to God is not gratitude from inclination, but from duty, for
God is not a creature like ourselves, and can be no object of our
inclinations.

We ought not to accept favours unless we are either forced to do so
by dire necessity or have implicit confidence in our benefactor (for he
ceases to be our friend and becomes our benefactor) that he will not
regard it as placing us under an obligation to him. To accept favours
indiscriminately and to be constantly seeking them is ignoble and the
sign of a mean soul which does not mind placing itself under obli-
gations. Unless we are driven by such dire necessity that it compels
us to sacrifice our own worth, or unless we are convinced that our
benefactor will not account it to us as a debt, we ought rather to
suffer deprivation than accept favours, for a favour is a debt which
can never be extinguished. For even if | repay my benefactor tenfold,
I'am still not even with him, because he has done me a kindness
which he did not owe. He was the first in the field, and even if |
return his gift tenfold I do so only as repayment. He will always be
the one who was the first to show kindness and | can never be before-
hand with him.
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The man who bestows favours can do so either in order to make
the recipient indebted to him or as an expression of his duty. If he
makes the recipient feel a sense of indebtedness, he wounds his pride
and diminishes his sense of gratitude. If he wishes to avoid this he
must regard the favours he bestows as the discharge of a duty he owes
to mankind, and he must not give the recipient the impression that it
is a debt to be repaid. On the other hand, the recipient of the favour
must still consider himself under an obligation to his benefactor and
must be grateful to him. Under these conditions there can be bene-
factors and beneficiaries. A right-thinking man will not accept kind-
nesses, let alone favours. A grateful disposition is a touching thing
and brings tears to our eyes on the stage, but a generous disposition
is lovelier still. Ingratitude we detest to a surprising degree; even
though we are not ourselves the victims of it, it angers us to such an
extent that we feel inclined to intervene. But this is due to the fact
that ingratitude decreases generosity.

Envy does not consist in wishing to be more happy than others—
that is grudge—but in wishing to be the only one to be happy. It is
this feeling which makes envy so evil. Why should not others be
happy along with me? Envy shows itself also in relation to things
which are scarce. Thus the Dutch, who as a nation are rather envious,
once valued tulips at several hundreds of florins apiece. A rich mer-
chant, who had one of the finest and rarest specimens, heard that
another had a similar specimen. He thereupon bought it from him
for 2,000 florins and trampled it underfoot, saying that he had no use
for it, as he already possessed a specimen, and that he only wished
that no one else should share that distinction with him. So it is also
in the matter of happiness.

Malice is different. A malicious man is pleased when others suffer,
he can laugh when others weep. An act which willfully brings unhap-
piness is cruel; when it produces physical pain it is bloodthirsty.
Inhumanity is all these together, just as humanity consists in sym-
pathy and pity, since these differentiate man from the beasts. It is
difficult to explain what gives rise to a cruel disposition. It may arise
when a man considers another so evilly disposed that he hates him.
A man who believes himself hated by another, hates him in return,
although the former may have good reason to hate him. For if a man
is hated because he is selfish and has other vices, and he knows that
he is hated for these reasons, he hates those who hate him although
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these latter do him no injustice. Thus kings who know that they are
hated by their subjects become even more cruel. Equally, when a
man has done a good deed to another, he knows that the other loves
him, and so he loves him in return, knowing that he himself is loved.
Just as love is reciprocated, so also is hate. We must for our own
sakes guard against being hated by others lest we be affected by that
hatred and reciprocate it. The hater is more disturbed by his hatred
than is the hated.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1.

2.

How does Kant distinguish spite from envy? Why is the extreme
of envy “devilish”?

We sometimes say to a friend, ‘I envy you.” Can we envy people
without begrudging their happiness? How does Kant view this?
Why does Kant advise us to compare ourselves with the ideal of
perfection? What vices are associated with comparing ourselves
with others?

What are the three devilish vices and what is devilish about
them? Does Kant believe that the devilish vices are natural? What
is their origin in people?

What does Kant think is wrong about accepting favors? Do you
think Kant demands too much of the average person? Is his
doctrine too austere?



