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Chapter 3:  Kant's Moral and Political Philosophy

Practical philosophy, for Kant, is concerned with how one ought to act.  His first important work in practical philosophy, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, provides Kant's argument for the fundamental principal of how one ought to act, called the "categorical imperative", which basically requires one to act only according to principles that are themselves fit to be universal law.  In Part I of this chapter we will focus on Kant's argument for the categorical imperative, and see how it functions as the fundamental principle of his moral philosophy.  In Part II we will look at Kant's political philosophy, seeing both that it is grounded in this fundamental principle of how one ought to act, and that it gains support from other aspects of Kant's philosophical thinking.

Part I:  Kant's Moral Philosophy

Inasmuch as Kant thinks that the fundamental principle of how one ought to act must be capable of grounding a definitive answer in all circumstances, he recognizes that no empirical study, which is dependant on the contingent nature of the world as we experience it, can provide the sort of principle that he seeks.  Instead, Kant will proceed with an a priori study of how one ought to act, which, insofar as it is independent of the contingent nature of the world as we experience it, can provide a definitive principle.  Two forms of a priori study that Kant employs are the analysis of concepts and transcendental arguments.  According to the former, insofar as some concept applies, whatever is entailed in that concept is true.  According to the latter, insofar as some concept applies, whatever is a necessary condition of its application is true.  Thus, Kant begins with the two concepts that are fundamental to his intended study, "morality" and "rational being", and determines that they reveal the truth of the the categorical imperative.  (Although the concept "rational being" is really the fundamental concept employed by Kant, the concept "morality", which he could have derived from the concept "rational being", plays a central role in his presentation.)  Kant's presentation includes two basic steps.  First, he asks what is meant by the concept "morality", and argues that it entails rational beings acting in accord with the categorical imperative.  This, however, only answers the question of what morality is on the assumption that morality exists.  Kant then considers the concept "rational being", and argues that a necessary condition of a being thinking that this concept applies to itself is that it think of itself as free.  Furthermore, since Kant equates freedom in this sense (i.e., "positive freedom") with what he calls autonomy, and autonomy with subjection to the categorical imperative, it follows that beings who think of themselves as rational must consider themselves to be subject to the categorical imperative that he has described.

"Morality" and "Rational Beings"
Kant engages in the a priori study of ethics, or metaphysics of morals, because this is the only way to gain definitive knowledge of how one ought to act.  He proceeds by first considering what is meant by "morality", and determining that it means neither more nor less than acting according to the categorical imperative (FMM 58)
.  Although more must be said before it is possible to explain the categorical imperative fully, and the exact nature of the moral principle that it designates, nevertheless, if one merely considers the two words that make up the term, an important aspect of its nature is revealed.  "Categorical" means absolute, without qualification or exception, and "imperative" refers to a type of command.  Thus, a categorical imperative is an absolute command.

According to Kant, "Everyone must admit that a law, if it is to hold morally (i.e., as a ground of obligation), must imply absolute necessity" (FMM 5).  Thus, Kant treats it is obvious to everyone that morality ultimately entails an absolute command or categorical imperative.  Furthermore, since nothing absolute can be derived from something contingent, he argues that the only way to determine the exact nature of this absolute command is to engage in the a priori study of practical reason (i.e., reason related to acting):

unless we wish to deny all truth to the concept of morality and renounce its application to any possible object, we cannot refuse to admit that the law is of such broad significance that it holds not merely for men but for all rational beings as such; we must grant that it must be valid with absolute necessity and not merely under contingent conditions and with exceptions.  For with what right could we bring into unlimited respect something that might be valid only under contingent human conditions?  And how could laws of the determination of our will be held to be laws of the determination of the will of any rational being whatever and of ourselves in so far as we are rational beings, if they were merely empirical and did not have their origin completely a priori in pure, but practical reason. (FMM 24)
Kant holds that morality entails absolute laws, that, insofar as they are absolute, these laws must hold not only for human beings but for all similar, i.e., rational, beings, and that to have such general applicability these laws cannot be learned through experience or any empirical study, but must be derived through a purely a priori study.

Kant thinks that people, insofar as they are rational, are subject to an absolute moral law.  Kant thinks that the fact that rational beings are subject to an absolute moral law is what fundamentally distinguishes them from all of the other material things in the world, which he recognizes to be subject to the laws of nature.  Thus, Kant distinguishes physics, which is concerned with those objects that are subject to the "laws of nature", from ethics, which is concerned with those objects that are subject to the "laws of freedom" (FMM 3).  As will become clear, these laws of freedom constitute the absolute moral law.

This distinction between physics and ethics can be somewhat confusing; after all, isn't everything subject to the laws of nature?  Maybe not.  Think for a moment of a world in which everything were subject to the laws of nature.  This would be a world of strict causal determinism; everything that happened would have followed inexorably from what preceded it.  Among other things, all human behavior would be completely determined by these laws.  But if all human behavior is causally determined according to laws of nature, then in what sense could people be considered morally responsible for their acts?  Thus, if the concept "morality" is to make sense, then it must be possible to think of people not only as common physical entities subject to the laws of nature, but also, in another sense, as rational beings, subject to the laws of freedom (See FMM 68-73).

Kant thinks of people in just this dual way, as sensible or physical beings, causally determined according to the laws of nature, and as intelligible or purely rational beings, independent of causal determinism and capable of acting in accord with the laws of freedom.  Accordingly, Kant suggests that the human will is subjected to two influences (See, e.g., FMM 16 and 42).  As sensible or physical beings, human beings have desires that arise from their physical nature and corresponding physical needs, which Kant broadly characterizes as the desire to be happy.  This universal desire, as well as other idiosyncratic particular desires, is the source of inclinations, which exert a potentially controlling influence on the will.  However, insofar as human beings are intelligible or purely rational beings, they recognize the laws of freedom, resist the force of inclination, and determine their will for themselves, independently of external influences and inclinations.  Furthermore, and recognition of this is crucial for a correct understanding of Kant's moral philosophy, Kant thinks that all rational beings, insofar as they determine their will for themselves independently of their inclinations, will recognize the very same principle, the categorical imperative, as expressing the law of freedom in accord with which they ought to act (FMM 71).

Thus far we have seen that the concept of "morality" entails the notion of an absolute law or "categorical imperative", and that it can only apply to (rational) beings who can resist their inclinations and choose to follow such a law of freedom.  Let us now look more closely at exactly what Kant means by a "categorical imperative".

Kant's Concept of a Categorical Imperative

Imagine that the human will were influenced only by pure reason.  Whatever pure reason recognized as right would necessarily be willed, and whoever was possessed of pure reason would never do wrong.  But Kant has said that the human will is influenced by both reason and inclination.  Therefore, human beings don't necessarily will (and consequently act) as pure reason reveals is right, because they can be led astray by their inclinations.  Thus, if a human will is to be determined in accordance with the objective moral law, it must be constrained.  Kant calls the formula that expresses the command that constrains this will an imperative.  Kant holds that there are two types of imperatives:

All imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically.  The former present the practical necessity of a possible action as a means to achieving something else which one desires (or which one may possibly desire).  The categorical imperative would be one which presented an action as of itself objectively necessarily, without regard to any other end. (FMM 30)
Two points that are rather important to Kant are expressed in this passage.

First, Kant reveals the basic difference between hypothetical and categorical imperatives.  All imperatives determine the will to some good, but hypothetical imperatives say only that some action is good given that one has a particular purpose.  Hypothetical imperatives reveal the means to given ends.  Since these ends are contingent, however, as are all the ends that one commonly imagines (including the desire for happiness) inasmuch as there is no necessity for human beings to be so constituted that they have any of the particular desires that they experience, these ends cannot give rise to a categorical imperative.  A categorical imperative, as Kant says, cannot depend on any contingent end, but "would be one which presented an action as of itself objectively necessary".

Second, by saying of a categorical imperative that it "would be one...," Kant is making it clear that there may be no categorical imperative.  Kant is only talking about what a categorical imperative would be like if one existed.  This is very important, and is consistent with a point made earlier.  Human beings can only be subject to a moral law if they are capable of resisting the influences of their inclinations, and determining their wills through reason in accord with a principle or law that is known a priori.  There can be no moral responsibility for beings whose actions are all causally determined.  Thus, before Kant can actually assert that there is a categorical imperative, he must first show that human beings have reason to believe themselves capable of determining their wills through reason.  Nevertheless, Kant's argumentative strategy is to hold off on the question of whether human beings are actually subject to the categorical imperative, and to first pursue the question of what a categorical imperative would be, assuming that one exists.

The First Formulation of the Categorical Imperative

Kant argues that there can be only one categorical imperative, and that, from the very idea of a categorical imperative, one can deduce a formula of the categorical imperative.  Kant's argument can be expressed as follows (See FMM 37-38).  A categorical imperative is an absolute law.  Although it is obvious that a categorical imperative entails an absolute law, it is not at all clear what this law will command.  Imagine any possible content of this law, say, to maximize human happiness.  Insofar as what constitutes human happiness is contingent (human beings could be constituted differently), all that one can construct is a hypothetical imperative directed to a particular contingent end.  Thus, a categorical imperative cannot be directed to any particular contingent end.

But if the imperative cannot be directed towards any particular contingent ends, then what is left?  Although later a formulation of the categorical imperative that is based on an end that is not contingent will be considered, for now it seems that the imperative can require nothing more than conformity to absolute law.  But since there is nothing in particular to which this absolute law can be directed, it can command only that one act in a way that is at least consistent with the possibility of absolute law.  Kant expresses this categorical imperative as follows: “Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law” (FMM 38). This imperative does not rely on any specific content, but states the formal requirement that one always act in a way that one could will to be required to act by an absolute law.

The Application of the Categorical Imperative and 

the Distinction Between Perfect and Imperfect Duties
What does it mean to act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law?  First, what is a maxim?  A maxim is a general principle according to which an individual acts.  Thus, one might hold the maxim "I will watch television when bored," or "I will steal things when I desire more goods."  Kant is saying that it is morally permissible to act according to one's maxim only if it is possible to at the same time will that it should become a universal law.

One of the most famous examples that Kant uses to help make his point clear is that of the maxim to make a false promise to honor one's debt when seeking a loan that one does not intend to pay back (See, e.g., FMM 18-19 and 39).  Can one hold this maxim and, at the same time, will that it should be a universal law?  Well, imagine that there were a universal law to make false promises.  In such circumstances, inasmuch as no one could be trusted, the institution of promising itself could not exist.  Now, since it is logically impossible for one to at the same time will both to make a false promise and to will that the institution of promising not exist, it is immoral to act on the maxim to make a false promise when desirous of another's money.  Thus, the categorical imperative, as well as stating a restriction on permissible behavior, also provides a test of whether the restriction applies.  If one cannot conceive of acting on the maxim while, at the same time, the maxim holds as a universal law, as is the case in the example of the false promise, then the maxim fails the test and may not be acted upon.

Immediately after introducing the categorical imperative, Kant provides four examples of its application, which are designed to represent a common division of duties into four basic categories.  Kant provides examples of perfect duties and imperfect duties both to oneself and to others, which can be classified shown below.



 
       Duties to Oneself

|       Duties to Others

 
Perfect Duties

| Do not Commit Suicide

| Do not Falsely Promise

|

Imperfect Duties
| Develop Talents


| Be Beneficent


|
While the distinction between duties to oneself and duties to others requires no explanation, this is not the case with the distinction between perfect and imperfect duties.  Kant was not the first to distinguish between perfect and imperfect duties, but his distinction does not correspond exactly with that of his predecessors (FMM 38n).  As Kant employs the concepts, perfect duties are those with which one's every action must conform.  Thus, in all but one special case (i.e., the duty to join the state), perfect duties actually entail prohibitions against actions that should never be performed under any circumstances, e.g., stealing and murder.  Imperfect duties, for Kant, entail principles that one must adopt, but that one need not (and, in fact, cannot) act upon in every instance.  One would not think of another as moral who did not hold, and in some appropriate circumstances act upon, the principle "Be beneficent."  However, it is also clear that it is not possible for one's every act to be the fulfillment of an imperfect duty.  For one thing, one's every act cannot be, say, beneficent, since one also must tend to one's own physical needs.  Even more obviously, one's every act cannot be one of beneficence, and also one of developing talents, and also one that furthers every other imperfect duty.  Thus, Kant distinguishes between those duties with which one's every act must accord, and those duties that require one to adopt a principle, but leave one leeway in deciding when to act upon it.

With this distinction between perfect and imperfect duties in mind, it is important to look back to the categorical imperative, and to the test of the permissibility of actions. There are two ways that a maxim can fail the test of the categorical imperative.  There are maxims for which it is logically impossible, and thus inconceivable, for one to will the maxim and its universalization at the same time, as in the false promise example discussed above, and there are maxims for which there is merely a contradiction in the will of an individual who wills both the maxim and its universalization at the same time, as in the example discussed below.  Kant recognizes that there is an exact correspondence both between the duties generated by maxims failing the test of the categorical imperative in the former manner and perfect duties, and between the duties generated by maxims failing the test of the categorical imperative in the latter manner and imperfect duties (FMM 40-41).
  Both Kant's test of duties entailed in the categorical imperative and his reformulation of the distinction between perfect and imperfect duties gain support from this correspondence.

Having already seen in the example of a false promise how perfect duties are related to maxims for which it is inconceivable to will both the maxim and its universalization at the same time, let us turn to an example of an imperfect duty.  Consider the maxim "I will not develop my talents when I seem to be doing fine without bothering."  There is no logical contradiction that results from holding this maxim and, at the same time, willing that it should become a universal law.  After all, one can very well imagine a rather easy life on a tropical island where one need do nothing more than pick fruit when hungry.  Thus, adopting this maxim does not violate a perfect duty.

Remember, however, that the categorical imperative says to "act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law."  While the test of perfect duties focuses on whether one can will that the maxim should become a universal law, thereby focusing on the logical possibility of holding the maxim and its universalization at the same time, the test of imperfect duties focuses on the question of whether one can will that the maxim should become a universal law.  It may be logically possible to live a human life without developing one's talents, and yet it may be impossible, without contradiction, to will to live such a life.  Although Kant's treatment of the examples of imperfect duties is very unclear, I think that one can make the best sense of his discussion if one reads him as saying that the human will is essentially unlimited in that it can hold anything imaginable as its object, and that a contradiction therefore results if one wills to place a limitation on one's own will.  Thus, it is not logically impossible for people to will not to develop their talents (it doesn't violate a perfect duty) but it entails a contradiction in their will, since, on the one hand, their wills are essentially unlimited, but, on the other hand, willing the non-development of one's talents yields a limitation on what one can effectively will.  According to this analysis, it follows that there is an imperfect duty to develop one's talents.

The Second Formulation of the Categorical Imperative
Although Kant thinks that there is only one categorical imperative, he thinks that it can be formulated in more than one way.  Of course, any other formulation of the categorical imperative, if it is to be a formulation of the same imperative, must require and prohibit exactly the same actions as the first formulation.  Although Kant maintains that the first formulation discussed above is the most fundamental and precise, he develops alternative formulations of the categorical imperative because they make the demands of morality more intuitively plausible (FMM 53).

The derivation of the first formulation of the categorical imperative can be thought of as based on a consideration of the necessary form of a categorical imperative.  The idea is that the imperative must express an absolute law, but, since the law cannot command any contingent particular and still be absolute, all that can be commanded is that any particular maxim to be acted upon must be of such a form that it could be universal law.  The second formulation of the categorical imperative, in contrast, focuses on the proper content of one's maxims (FMM 48 and 53).  , Kant bases the second formulation of the categorical imperative on his view that rational beings have absolute value as ends in themselves (FMM 45-46).

Although Kant's argument in support of this view of rational beings is not very clear, it appears to rely on two fundamental claims.  Kant has elsewhere said that the only thing that is good without qualification is a good will (since anything else can be put to a bad end, but not good willing itself) (FMM 9-10), and seems to allude to this position during the argument.  He also begins the discussion of which this argument is a part by reminding his readers that only rational beings have a will (FMM 44).   From these two claims it is reasonable to conclude that rational beings are of absolute value because they are the only possible source of that which is good without qualification.  An imperative with content can therefore be a categorical imperative, provided that the end of that imperative is for rational beings to be treated as ends.  Thus, the second formulation of the categorical imperative is: “Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and never as a means only” (FMM 46).
 This imperative includes an absolute prohibition against treating others as means only, and to do so would violate a perfect duty.  It also requires one actively to treat others as ends, and this requirement is an imperfect duty.  A reconsideration of the examples introduced earlier will help make this clear.

Consider what happens when Mary makes a false promise to John, say to pay back a loan when, in fact, she intends to flee to Brazil.  Mary has used John as a means for gaining the money she needs to go to Brazil.  It is true that virtually any time two people make an agreement they are treating one another as means, but the important thing is that when the agreement is honest they are not treating one another as a means only.  When making an honest agreement, people know more or less how they are furthering the interests of the other, and this furthering of the other's interests is an explicit part of their own act.  Thus, in honest agreements people treat one another as means, but they also respect one another as ends, insofar as the other has been able to make a free and informed decision as to whether to participate in the agreement.  However, when Mary exploited John's trust by making a false promise, she treated him as a means only, in that he was not given the relevant information with which to decide whether he wanted to provide the benefit to Mary that she actually received.  He was not treated as an end at all, in that he was not provided the opportunity to embrace the results of their interaction as an end of his own.  Thus, Mary violated a perfect duty by treating another rational being, not as an end, but as a means only.

Now imagine that Mary is a botanist fascinated by, and extremely talented at, studying tropical deforestation, and she asks John, who won $50 million in the lottery, to help fund a research trip to Brazil.  Here there is no question of perfect duties.  Neither Mary's request for support, nor John's either providing it or refusing to do so, entails treating a rational being as a means only.  But should John provide the support?  Were John to provide the funding, he would be treating Mary as an end, insofar as he would be acting to facilitate her realization of her own ends.  Of course, as was pointed out in the previous discussion of imperfect duties, it is not humanly possible for one's every action to be one of actively treating (in the sense of furthering) others as ends.  Nevertheless, there is an imperfect duty to hold the principle of actively treating or furthering others as ends, and to act on this principle in appropriate circumstances.  John may not be specifically required to provide funding for Mary, but he does have an imperfect duty to, in a range of circumstances that seem appropriate to him, use his personal resources to actively treat or further other rational beings as ends.  Thus, it is a perfect duty never to treat oneself or another rational being as a means only, and an imperfect duty to actively treat or further all rational beings as ends in themselves.

The Third Formulation of the Categorical Imperative, the Principle of Autonomy, and Duty
Although Kant expresses his third formulation of the categorical imperative in a number of ways, its clearest statement may be in the "principle of autonomy".  According to this principle one is only subject to the moral law that one has legislated for oneself:  "Never choose except in such a way that the maxims of the choice are comprehended as universal law in the same volition" (FMM 57).  Although this principle seems quite similar to the first formulation of the categorical imperative, the important difference is that this principle requires one to think of the universal laws as issuing from one's own volitions, and thus that the constraints to which one is subject come from one's own will.  Kant's point is that rational beings are not merely subject to the moral law, but subject to the law because they created it themselves, i.e., because the law comes from their own will.

To understand the importance of autonomy for morality one must consider Kant's views on "good will" and "duty".  While other things might be good towards one end or another, or when employed in one way or another, Kant says that the only thing that is good without qualification is the good will (see FMM 9-10).  Kant then reveals the nature of the good will in a discussion of duty (see FMM 12-15).  Kant argues that acts do not have moral worth merely because they accord with duty, but only if they are done from (the motive of) duty.  For example, if a shopkeeper gives a young child the correct change because she knows that it is good for business, or even if someone helps another in need because she likes to be helpful, although the acts accord with duty, they have no true moral worth.  Kant is not saying that it is bad for people to behave in these ways, but only that they do not warrant moral esteem. In all the cases in which people behave in accord with duty, but for reasons other than just the requirements of duty, the person is moved by some particular interest, even if it is only the good feeling that she gets inside.  In all of these cases the person is acting out of some particular interest, and not merely manifesting a good will.  The good will is only manifest when one does one's duty, not from any particular interest, but precisely because it is one's duty.

Now the importance of the principle of autonomy can be clear.  Imagine that rational beings were subject to a moral law that they had not created for themselves.  If the moral law did not come from the rational being's own will, then there would have to be some influence external to this being that moved it to act in conformity to the law.  Obedience to the moral law would then be conditional on rational beings responding in a certain way to this external influence.  For Kant, however, this would be antithetical to morality.  Obedience might accord with duty, but it would not be from duty, it would not manifest a good will, and it would have no true moral worth.

Kant concludes that the principle of autonomy expresses the fundamental claim of his moral theory:

That the principle of autonomy, which is now in question, is the sole principle of morals can be readily shown by mere analysis of concepts of morality; for by this analysis we find that its principle must be a categorical imperative and that the imperative commands neither more or less than this very autonomy. (FMM 58)
The concept of morality entails the idea of an absolute law, and, therefore, the fundamental moral principle must be a categorical imperative.  But when one thinks about this imperative one recognizes that, since the imperative must be absolute, it cannot be based on anything of contingent interest.  This requirement eliminates all principles that have their source outside of the individual, and leaves only the principle of autonomy.

Why People are Subject to the Categorical Imperative
So far it has been shown that if there is such a thing as morality, then its rule is expressed by the categorical imperative (in all of its alternative formulations) that Kant has provided.  What has not been shown is that beings like us are subject to this morality.  Kant has shown that it is essential to the concept of the categorical imperative, through the principle of autonomy to which it leads, that, if there is to truly be a categorical imperative, then it must be adopted by rational beings for themselves.  But why would rational beings adopt the categorical imperative?  Kant's answer is that, insofar as rational beings take themselves to be rational, they necessarily recognize the categorical imperative as a constraint upon themselves.  Kant is saying that a necessary component of the self-image of rational beings is their recognition of the fact that they must constrain themselves in accord with the categorical imperative.  Here again one can see that Kant is using an a priori argument based on the concept "rational being" to support his moral theory.

Kant's transcendental argument for his moral theory takes the following form.  First he argues that there is a relationship between freedom and autonomy such that all beings who consider themselves free must accept the principle of autonomy, which, as was previously discussed, entails the categorical imperative (FMM 64).  Then he shows that rational beings, because of how they experience the world, and, specifically, their own activity in the world, must consider themselves free (FMM 65).  Thus, it follows that rational beings must think of themselves as constrained by the categorical imperative.  An explanation of this transcendental argument for the categorical imperative best begins with an account of his view of freedom.

Rational beings have wills, and they cause things to happen in the world through their wills.  Kant says of the will of rational beings that

freedom would be that property of this causality by which it can be effective independently of foreign causes determining it, just as natural necessity is the property of the causality of all irrational beings by which they are determined to activity by the influence of foreign causes. (FMM 63)
This is Kant's view of negative freedom, i.e., freedom from determination by something external to the will.  The idea is that if one's will is free in this negative sense, then, as opposed to existing merely as a sensible or physical being, subject to strict causal determinism, one must also exist as an intelligible or purely rational being that can have effects on the world independently of any foreign influences one experiences.

Kant claims that this negative conception of freedom opens the door to a positive one.  Kant has said that the will is a kind of causality that, free in the negative sense, is not determined by foreign influences.  One must recognize, however, that "the concept of a causality entails that of laws according to which something (i.e., the effect) must be established through something else which we call cause" (FMM 63).

So how is a will that is free in the negative sense determined?  It is clear from the concept of "causality" that a free will must be determined in accord with some law.  This is also confirmed by common sense.  To imagine a will that is not determined in accord with some law, is to imagine a will that is random.  But a being whose will appears to be random is not thought of as free, but is ushered away by people in white coats.  Such a will does not accord with the concept of "freedom".

To be free, therefore, a will must be determined in accord with some law.  It cannot be determined by the laws of nature, for determination by the laws of nature is exactly what accounts for the lack of negative freedom in sensible or physical beings.  Thus, a will that is free in the positive sense must determine itself, it must act in accord with a law that it adopts for itself, a law of freedom.  This, however, is exactly what it is to be autonomous, and therefore to recognize oneself as subject to the categorical imperative.  After all, the categorical imperative is the only principle of the will that beings can adopt for themselves, since all other imperatives are based on ends that are of contingent value, and, thus, entail rational beings' determination by things external to themselves.  Kant concludes this discussion by stating that "a free will and a will under moral laws are identical" (FMM 64).

Kant still hasn't shown either that rational beings have free wills, or that there are any beings in the world that are subject to the morality that Kant has described.  What has been shown is that only free beings can be subject to morality, and, more importantly, that all beings that think of themselves as free must think of themselves as subject to morality.  Thus, if Kant demonstrates that rational beings necessarily think of themselves as free, then he will have shown that rational beings must think of themselves as subject to the categorical imperative.  And if this demonstration is based on the way that rational beings necessarily experience themselves in the world, then Kant will have provided a transcendental argument that rational beings are subject to the categorical imperative.  So the question is, "Do rational beings experience themselves in the world in a way that requires them to think of themselves as having a free will?"

What is it to think of oneself as a rational being?  To think of oneself as rational is to think that one applies reason (competently) when making judgments.  The following is an example of applying reason when making a judgment:  If a rational being knows that if statement P is true then statement Q is true, and also knows that P is, in fact, true, then, if it actually manifests its rationality, it will conclude that Q is true, through the application of a certain, in this case obvious, principle of logic.  A being that came to hold that Q is true without having applied the principle of logic, say because Q just popped into its mind, would not be thought of as having made a rational judgment (regardless of the truth of its belief).  Furthermore, even a being who applied the principle of logic, if it did so out of instinct, or because it was forced to by some external power, would not be thought of as having (itself) made a rational judgment.  Calling a judgment rational, and, by extension, a being rational insofar as it makes rational judgments, is only appropriate when the being has itself adopted and correctly applied the relevant principle of logic.  If the being does not do this for itself then it is like a simple computer (one for which there is no question of artificial intelligence).  It never deserves credit for the conclusions that it draws because its application of logical principles is solely the result of forces external to itself, e.g., the skill of its programmer.

Thus, with respect to logical judgments, a being can only think of itself as rational if it thinks that it has adopted and applied the principles of logic for itself.  Of course, one can adopt and apply these principles for oneself only if one is free in Kant's positive sense.  Thus, to think of oneself as rational, at least in one's logical judgments, one must think of oneself as free, and as having freely adopted the laws of logic.  Nevertheless, although one must freely adopt these laws if one is to think of oneself as rational, that does not necessarily mean that one could adopt some other laws of logic and still think of oneself as rational.  It is quite possible (though there are some who would question this claim) that there is only one set of fundamental logical laws that one can adopt without belying one's rationality.  One's freedom is still manifest, however, by the fact that one has adopted the laws of logic for oneself, even though there is only one set of logical laws that one can adopt as a rational being.

The situation with regard to morality is analogous.  To consider oneself possessed of practical reason, i.e., to think that one applies reason in determining one's will and consequently one's actions, one must think of oneself as freely adopting one's principles of action.  In other words, one must think of oneself as having a free will.  However, the fact that one must be free in adopting one's principles of action does not mean that there must be some range of options for one to select from among.  As appears to be the case with logic, in the case of morality, there is exactly one fundamental principle of action that can be freely adopted, and that is the categorical imperative.

These considerations lead to a common confusion with respect to Kant's views on freedom, which can be expressed in the following question:  How is it possible for one both to be free and to have to adopt the categorical imperative?  This question manifests a misunderstanding of what Kant means by freedom.  By freedom Kant does not mean the option of choosing one thing or another (which one might also call liberty), but rather, the power of self-determination (which can also be called autonomy).  

Kant's point is that if the moral law is truly to be freely adopted, then it cannot get its force from any contingent conditions external to the individual.  However, the only principle of action that is independent of determination by any contingent external influences is the categorical imperative.  Therefore, insofar as one thinks of oneself as a rational being, possessed of practical reason, one must think of oneself as subject to the categorical imperative.

A second common confusion with respect to Kant's views on freedom is that he thinks that people are free only when they act in accord with the categorical imperative.  The concern is that Kant is claiming that people are not acting freely on those occasions when they succumb to the influence of their inclinations and act contrary to the categorical imperative.  If this were true it would raise quite a problem, because it entails the claim that people who act immorally are not free, and therefore cannot be held responsible for their actions.  Kant, however, thinks of all rational beings as free insofar as they recognize the categorical imperative as a constraint upon their actions.  Those who violate this constraint, insofar as they are rational, recognize that they have done wrong exactly because they recognize the categorical imperative as a proper constraint upon their wills (FMM 41).  A being who violates the categorical imperative, and does not recognize that it has done wrong, must not have adopted the categorical imperative as a constraint upon its will.  Such a being cannot think of itself as rational.  Thus, the categorical imperative expresses the definitive principle of how rational beings ought to act.

� For Kant these identities are necessary, thus obviating the claim that he is substituting into an intentional context.


� FMM stands for Immanuel Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, second edition, revised, translated by Lewis White Beck (New York: Macmillan, 1959).


� Kant wouldn't consider this correspondence mere coincidence, but space does not permit a discussion of its grounds.


� It is clear that by "humanity" here, Kant is referring to rational beings generally.


� Kant argues only that in so far as we think of rational beings as actors in the world, i.e., from the point of view of practical philosophy, can we argue that these beings are free.  This argument does not constitute a theoretical proof of the freedom of rational beings.
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