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The purpose of this paper is to defend the view that Kant has propounded an internalist 

theory of moral motivation. All too often, internalism is misconstrued as standardly implying that 

the validity of a moral reason depends on the pre-existing dispositions and capacities of a well-

informed deliberator. Convincingly allowing Kant into the internalist camp will enable an 

alternative conception of how to account for the necessary connection between moral judgment 

and motivation. In particular, I shall argue that Kant’s espousal of internalism is evidenced by his 

claim that pure reason’s relation to the will is premised on a practical synthetic a priori 

proposition. What I aim to demonstrate is that Kant treated practical syntheticity as a pivotal 

concept for his account of what it means to be motivated by principles of pure reason. On my 

construal of Kant’s motivational theory, the relation between universalizable maxims and the 

moral interest to act upon them is necessary but non-tautological, since violations of duty are 

logically possible despite our having a moral reason to act. What prevents the latter argument from 

collapsing into a quasi-externalist account of moral motivation is that the motivational impact of 

law-like maxims is ultimately premised on a normative conception of ourselves as free agents. As 

I aspire to show, it is Kant’s firm belief that the possibility of freedom in the practical realm is 

justified only by means of the normative demand to treat our will as a valid source of universal 

legislation and hence to regard the very practice of autonomy as necessarily prior to the 

vicissitudes of human psychology.  

 

a. Internalism and the Kantian Paradigm 

 

Internalism can accommodate profoundly opposing first-order moral views. Internalists 

primarily hold that there exists a necessary connection between normativity and motivation. I 

deliberately frame the internalist argument in very broad terms in order to bracket certain difficult 

questions that could not be explored adequately in the space of this interpretive essay, among 

them, the question of what is the precise form1 in which normativity establishes its relation to 
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motivation. My aim in this paper is to provide a cogent account of how Kant responds to a more 

fundamental question, that is, in what way normativity is necessarily connected with motivation. 

To illustrate my point I take the next two exemplary propositions P1 and P2: 

P1: If A has a reason to φ, that is because she could be motivated to φ, and 

 

P2: If A has a reason to φ, then, because of this, she could be motivated to φ. 

 

Both propositions fall within the internalist class because both accept that in some way to 

be further specified moral judgments are necessarily connected with a certain motivational 

process. Nevertheless, they depart in opposite directions with regard to the prioritization of the 

related terms. In the first example, the moral reasons an agent is presented with are dependent on 

the psychological capacity to arrive at a desire to act accordingly, whereas, in the second case, a 

moral demand becomes the ground of the ensuing motivation. In either case there is an obvious 

asymmetry2 in the relation between normativity and motivation and what actually distinguishes 

the two examples is the choice to bestow primacy on either term. 

As I shall try to demonstrate, Kant has espoused a type of internalism akin to the second 

proposition. Showing that Kant acknowledges the primacy of pure practical reason over 

motivation will serve as a basis for explicating his understanding of the precise way in which they 

are necessarily related. To begin with, I shall provide a necessary textual background for filling in 

the details of my approach to Kant’s motivational theory. The Kantian corpus abounds in 

references suggestive of an internalist conception of moral agency. More specifically, Kant’s 

grasp of internalism standardly takes the form of the claim that ‘‘‘‘tthhee  oobbjjeeccttiivvee  pprriinncciippllee  ooff  

ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  mmuusstt  aallwwaayyss  aanndd  aalloonnee  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  bbee  aallssoo  tthhee  ssuubbjjeeccttiivveellyy  ssuuffffiicciieenntt  

ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  pprriinncciippllee  ooff  tthhee  aaccttiioonn’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::7711)). From this short passage we immediately infer 

that the objectively binding moral law always, i.e. necessarily (1), suffices alone, i.e. prior to any 

conative state (2), to motivate the will. Kant’s claim about the primacy of pure practical reason 

over the agent’s motivational capacities is even more lucidly depicted in his Groundwork remark 

that ‘‘‘‘tthhiiss  mmuucchh  oonnllyy  iiss  cceerrttaaiinn::  tthhee  llaaww  iiss  nnoott  vvaalliidd  ffoorr  uuss  bbeeccaauussee  iitt  iinntteerreessttss  uuss……tthhee  llaaww  

iinntteerreessttss  uuss  bbeeccaauussee  iitt  iiss  vvaalliidd  ffoorr  uuss  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  mmeenn  iinn  vviirrttuuee  ooff  hhaavviinngg  sspprruunngg  ffrroomm  oouurr  

wwiillll  aass  iinntteelllliiggeennccee  aanndd  ssoo  ffrroomm  oouurr  pprrooppeerr  sseellff..’’’’  ((GGMMSS  0044::  446600)). In the Metaphysics of Morals, 

Kant’s internalist argument is further refined by means of the distinction between what he calls 

ethical (ethische) or internal (innere) and rightful (rechtliche), juridical (juridische) or external 

(äußere) lawgiving (Gesetzgebung). Although both kinds of lawgiving comprise a law ‘‘‘‘wwhhiicchh  
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rreepprreesseennttss  aann  aaccttiioonn  tthhaatt  iiss  ttoo  bbee  ddoonnee  aass  oobbjjeeccttiivveellyy  nneecceessssaarryy’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::  221188))  aanndd  aann  iinncceennttiivvee  

‘‘‘‘wwhhiicchh  ccoonnnneeccttss  aa  ggrroouunndd  ffoorr  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  cchhooiiccee  ttoo  tthhiiss  aaccttiioonn  ssuubbjjeeccttiivveellyy’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::  lloocc..  cciitt..)), 

only in the case of moral lawgiving does the law make duty the incentive, whereas a lawgiving 

which does not include the incentive of duty itself is juridical. Moral internalism or Moralität 

consists in ‘‘‘‘tthhaatt  ccoonnffoorrmmiittyy  iinn  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  IIddeeaa  ooff  dduuttyy  aarriissiinngg  ffrroomm  tthhee  llaaww  iiss  aallssoo  tthhee  iinncceennttiivvee  ttoo  

tthhee  aaccttiioonn’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::221199)) whereas juridical externalism or Legalität amounts to ‘‘‘‘mmeerree  ccoonnffoorrmmiittyy  

oorr  nnoonnccoonnffoorrmmiittyy  ooff  aann  aaccttiioonn  wwiitthh  llaaww,,  iirrrreessppeeccttiivvee  ooff  tthhee  iinncceennttiivvee  ttoo  iitt  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  

((MMMM  0066::  lloocc..  cciitt..)). 

 

b. Disambiguation of Some Key Terms 

 

In the rest of this paper, I shall capitalize on the textual evidence to point out that Kant’s 

particular way of referring to the relation of pure reason to the will is expressed through his claim 

that the motivational grip of the moral law ‘‘‘‘ffoorrcceess  iittsseellff  oonn  uuss  aass  aa  ssyynntthheettiicc  aa  pprriioorrii  pprrooppoossiittiioonn,,  

wwhhiicchh  iiss  nnoott  bbaasseedd  oonn  aannyy  iinnttuuiittiioonn,,  eeiitthheerr  ppuurree  oorr  eemmppiirriiccaall’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::3311)). I shall term this type 

of internalism practical syntheticity although I will interchangeably refer to it as autonomous 

motivation. What I aim is to show is that pure reason’s synthetic relation to the will preserves the 

necessary link between normativity and motivation while safeguarding the categoricity of moral 

rules. Before embarking on this task, a few additional Kantian jargon needs to be spelled out so as 

to facilitate the course of the argument.  

 First, it should be noted that Kant employs a variety of terms signifying the objective 

necessity of the moral law (moralisches Gesetz). Terms such as mere legislative form of maxims 

(bloß gesetzgebende Form der Maximen, for similar formulations see KpV 05:27, 29, 31, 34), 

practical law (praktisches Gesetz) and objective determining ground of the will (objectiver 

Bestimmungsgrund des Willens, KpV 05:71, 81 and GMS 04:449) are alternative ways of 

expressing his central idea that pure reason is capable of determining the will by ‘‘‘‘tthhee  mmeerree  IIddeeaa  

tthhaatt  aa  mmaaxxiimm  qquuaalliiffiieess  ffoorr  tthhee  uunniivveerrssaalliittyy  ooff  aa  pprraaccttiiccaall  llaaww’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::222255)). For Kant moral 

oughts are rational requirements that every agent could adopt as universally binding. 

Nevertheless, a law-like maxim is not motivationally efficient solely in virtue of our 

grasping its meaning. What is further required is an ensuing moral interest (moralisches Interesse) 

which ““iiss  ffoouunndd  oonnllyy  wwhheerree  tthheerree  iiss  aa  ddeeppeennddeenntt  wwiillll  wwhhiicchh  iinn  iittsseellff  iiss  nnoott  aallwwaayyss  iinn  aaccccoorrdd  wwiitthh  

rreeaassoonn  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]””  ((GGMMSS  0044::441133nn)). Kant frequently refers to this moral interest as a 

subjective determining ground of the will (subjectiver Bestimmungsgrund des Willens). Both 
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terms interchangeably denote the motivational impact of pure reason on the agent as evidenced by 

the fact that the moral interest and the subjective determining ground alike are analyzed in terms 

of ‘‘‘‘aa  mmoottiivvee  ttoo  oobbeeddiieennccee  ttoo  tthhee  llaaww’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::7799)). The term I will be employing in the rest of 

this paper will be that of moral interest since it fits better to the contemporary talk of moral 

motivation.  

Given that Kant attributes such an interest only to the will of finite agents defining it as ““aa  

mmoottiivvee  [[TTrriieebbffeeddeerr]]  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  iinn  ssoo  ffaarr  aass  iitt  iiss  ccoonncceeiivveedd  bbyy  tthhee  rreeaassoonn  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]””  ((KKppVV  

0055::7799)), the moral interest cannot refer to a pre-existing disposition to behave morally, but 

presupposes the agent’s engagement in a rational appraisal of her maxim’s potential as a universal 

norm of conduct. Moreover, it is important to point out that the notion of moral interest does not 

pertain to an unexceptionally law-abiding will for the reason that, as I shall try to show in detail 

below, Kant treats the relation of motivation to pure reason as synthetic and hence as between two 

semantically non-identical terms. Should the law refer to an agent possessed of a perfectly good 

will (vollkommen guter Wille, GMS 04:414), internalism would turn out to be an analytic claim 

since in such a case the very concept of a perfect (vollkommen) or holy (heilig) will would contain 

in itself the notion of the capacity to always act out of reverence for the moral law, or as Kant puts 

it,  ““‘‘II  oouugghhtt’’  iiss  hheerree  oouutt  ooff  ppllaaccee,,  bbeeccaauussee  ‘‘II  wwiillll’’  iiss  aallrreeaaddyy  ooff  iittsseellff  nneecceessssaarriillyy  iinn  hhaarrmmoonnyy  wwiitthh  

tthhee  llaaww””  ((GGMMSS  0044::441144,,  sseeee  aallssoo  0044::445555)). As a result, the necessity of the relation between a 

perfect will and the moral law would be conceptual, not synthetic. The internalist requirement 

pertaining to the motivation of finite agents presupposes that the moral law is vested with its 

imperatival ‘ought’ (Sollen) formulation which marks ‘‘‘‘tthhee  rreellaattiioonn  ooff  aann  oobbjjeeccttiivvee  llaaww  ooff  rreeaassoonn  

ttoo  aa  wwiillll  wwhhiicchh  iiss  nnoott  nneecceessssaarriillyy  ddeetteerrmmiinneedd  bbyy  tthhiiss  llaaww  iinn  vviirrttuuee  ooff  iittss  ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  ccoonnssttiittuuttiioonn  

[[ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  BBeesscchhaaffffeennhheeiitt,,  eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  ((tthhee  rreellaattiioonn  ooff  nneecceessssiittaattiioonn))’’’’  ((GGMMSS  0044::441133)). It is 

precisely this relation of necessitation (Nöthigung) that Kant characterizes as practical synthetic a 

priori and it is precisely this claim that will serve as the core of my analysis. 

 

c. The Motivational Relevance of Respect for the Moral Law 

 

I have deliberately excluded from the preceding analysis the ardently debated concept of 

respect for the moral law (Achtung fürs moralische Gesetz). What I aim to demonstrate by 

examining this concept separately is that the distinctness of its motivational role has been 

mistakenly overemphasized. Indeed, there has been a lot of controversy as to whether respect for 

the moral law denotes a conative state or, conversely, signifies an intellectual appraisal of the 
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action-guidingness of the moral law. As I will try to show, both assumptions are fallacious insofar 

as they insist on interpreting the concept of respect independently of its relation to Kant’s 

internalist thesis. What I propose instead is a normative reading that treats respect as synonymous 

with the moral interest to act in accordance with pure practical laws. 

It is indeed perplexing how Kant oscillates between respect as ‘‘‘‘ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss  ooff  

iimmmmeeddiiaattee  oobblliiggaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  bbyy  tthhee  llaaww  ’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::111177)) and respect as a moral feeling 

(moralisches Gefühl) cognizable a priori. Nonetheless, the mutual exclusiveness of these two 

employments can be shown to be a nonexistent dilemma. Kant gives a clearer view of his thought 

when he mentions that human beings are often under ‘‘‘‘tthhee  iilllluussiioonn  tthhaatt  rreeggaarrddss  tthhee  ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  rroollee  

ooff  tthhiiss  ccaappaacciittyy  ooff  iinntteelllleeccttuuaall  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  aass  ssoommeetthhiinngg  sseennssiibbllee  aanndd  tthhee  eeffffeecctt  ooff  aa  ssppeecciiaall  

sseennssiibbllee  ffeeeelliinngg  ((ffoorr  aann  iinntteelllleeccttuuaall  ffeeeelliinngg  wwoouulldd  bbee  aa  ccoonnttrraaddiiccttiioonn))’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::  111177,,  ccff..  GGMMSS  

0044::446600)). Kant terms this fallacious perception “vitium subreptionis”, namely ‘‘‘‘aass  iitt  wweerree  [[ooff]]  aann  

ooppttiiccaall  iilllluussiioonn,,  iinn  tthhee  sseellff--ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss  ooff  wwhhaatt  oonnee  ddooeess  aass  ddiissttiinngguuiisshheedd  ffrroomm  wwhhaatt  oonnee  ffeeeellss  ––  

aann  iilllluussiioonn  wwhhiicchh  eevveenn  tthhee  mmoosstt  eexxppeerriieenncceedd  ccaannnnoott  aallttooggeetthheerr  aavvooiidd  ’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::111166)). The 

importance of this remark lies in the distinction it draws between the ground of the subjective 

determination of the will and the way the latter is perceived by the agent. For Kant rational action 

is not an embodiment of feelings, but of practical laws which simultaneously describe and 

prescribe a type of action. The moral feeling is always an effect of an already consummated 

determination of the will and thus it falls beyond the scope of Kant’s internalism. The positive 

feeling resulting from a morally motivated will retains a descriptive function explicating ‘‘‘‘wwhhaatt  

eeffffeecctt  iitt  [[tthhee  mmoorraall  llaaww]],,  aass  ssuucchh,,  pprroodduucceess  ((oorr,,  mmoorree  ccoorrrreeccttllyy  ssppeeaakkiinngg,,  mmuusstt  pprroodduuccee))  oonn  tthhee  

mmiinndd’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::7722)). On the contrary, respect as the interest arising from an autonomous will is a 

normative concept denoting the ‘‘‘‘aasssseessssmmeenntt  ooff  aa  wwoorrtthh  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  wwhhiicchh  ffaarr  oouuttwweeiigghhss  aallll  

tthhee  wwoorrtthh  ooff  wwhhaatt  iiss  ccoommmmeennddeedd  bbyy  iinncclliinnaattiioonn””  ((GGMMSS  0044::440033,,  sseeee  aallssoo  0044::440022  nn22))..  

 My argument is not meant to compromise the motivational function of respect. All I aim 

to show is that the account of respect as the crux of Kant’s theory of moral motivation needs to be 

cautiously qualified. Put more succinctly, the motivational relevance of respect should not be 

thought of as distinct from the concept of moral interest as explicated in the previous section. Kant 

treats these concepts co-extensively as evidenced by his claim that ““aallll  mmoorraall  iinntteerreesstt,,  ssoo--ccaalllleedd,,  

ccoonnssiissttss  ssoolleellyy  iinn  rreevveerreennccee  ffoorr  tthhee  llaaww””  ((GGMMSS  0044::440011nn22,,  sseeee  aallssoo  KKppVV  0055::8811)). Consequently, 

what I propose is the embedding of the concept of respect qua moral interest in the internalist 

structure. This is the only way to account for the normative character of this concept which 

denotes a practical stance of the agent towards her freedom or, as Kant puts it, it is ““ppuurreellyy  
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pprraaccttiiccaall  aanndd  ffrreeee  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]……nnoott  ssuuggggeesstteedd  bbyy  aannyy  iinncclliinnaattiioonn,,  bbuutt  [[iiss]]  ccoommmmaannddeedd  aanndd  

aaccttuuaallllyy  bbrroouugghhtt  aabboouutt  bbyy  rreeaassoonn  tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  pprraaccttiiccaall  llaaww””  ((KKppVV  0055::8811)). The idea of 

autonomous motivation entails the deliberative choice to act on universalizable maxims. It is 

implausible to assume that a moral feeling or a benign disposition could accommodate Kant’s 

strong claim about the free will. For Kant, choosing to act upon a universally adoptable maxim 

just is an exercise of one’s autonomy and hence of one’s positive freedom. Moral feeling does not 

mediate between pure reason and the will’s determination and thus cannot be the ground of 

autonomous acts. This is precisely the point that Kant wants to make when he claims that ““ppuurree  

rreeaassoonn  mmuusstt  ooff  iittsseellff  bbee  pprraaccttiiccaall;;  tthhaatt,,  iiss,,  iitt  mmuusstt  bbee  aabbllee  ttoo  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthhee  wwiillll  bbyy  tthhee  mmeerree  ffoorrmm  ooff  

tthhee  pprraaccttiiccaall  rruullee  wwiitthhoouutt  ssuuppppoossiinngg  aannyy  ffeeeelliinngg    [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::2244)). 

 

d. The Formulations of Practical Syntheticity 

 

The preceding remarks on the primacy of pure reason over motivation and the role of 

respect are aimed at bringing to the fore the conceptual tools Kant has used to expound his 

motivational theory. This might facilitate the understanding of his particular way of using the 

concept of practical syntheticity as a means to defend his internalist thesis3. An early formulation 

of his proposition is found in the second chapter of the Groundwork where the will’s necessitation 

by the moral law is said to be a ‘‘‘‘pprraaccttiiccaall  pprrooppoossiittiioonn  iinn  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  wwiilllliinngg  ooff  aann  aaccttiioonn  iiss  nnoott  

ddeerriivveedd  aannaallyyttiiccaallllyy  ffrroomm  ssoommee  ootthheerr  wwiilllliinngg  aallrreeaaddyy  pprreessuuppppoosseedd  ((ffoorr  wwee  ddoo  nnoott  ppoosssseessss  aannyy  ssuucchh  

ppeerrffeecctt  wwiillll)),,  bbuutt  iiss  oonn  tthhee  ccoonnttrraarryy  ccoonnnneecctteedd  iimmmmeeddiiaatteellyy  wwiitthh  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  ooff  aa  

rraattiioonnaall  bbeeiinngg  aass  ssoommeetthhiinngg  wwhhiicchh  iiss  nnoott  ccoonnttaaiinneedd  iinn  tthhiiss  ccoonncceepptt’’’’  ((GGMMSS  0044::442200  nn11,,  sseeee  aallssoo  

0044::444400)). According to this formulation, the willing of an action (das Wollen einer Handlung) 

refers to the agent’s interest in fulfilling her moral duty. That interest is not contained in the 

concept of autonomy of the will which is the source of practical laws enjoining action. In the 

Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, the same argument is refashioned in terms of the 

relation between the predisposition to humanity (Anlage für die Menschheit) and the 

predisposition to personality (Anlage für seine Persönlichkeit). Kant claims that the predisposition 

to humanity which is equated with man’s capacity to employ practical reason instrumentally does 

not contain in itself the predisposition to personality, namely ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ffoorr  rreessppeecctt  ffoorr  tthhee  

mmoorraall  llaaww  aass  iinn  iittsseellff  aa  ssuuffffiicciieenntt  iinncceennttiivvee  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll’’’’  ((RR  0066::2277)). The argument adduced in 

support of this non-analytical relation is based on the idea that ‘‘‘‘ffrroomm  tthhee  ffaacctt  tthhaatt  aa  bbeeiinngg  hhaass  

rreeaassoonn  iitt  bbyy  nnoo  mmeeaannss  ffoolllloowwss  tthhaatt  tthhiiss  rreeaassoonn,,  bbyy  tthhee  mmeerree  rreepprreesseennttiinngg  ooff  tthhee  ffiittnneessss  ooff  iittss  
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mmaaxxiimmss  ttoo  bbee  llaaiidd  ddoowwnn  aass  uunniivveerrssaall  llaawwss,,  iiss  tthheerreebbyy  rreennddeerreedd  ccaappaabbllee  ooff  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  tthhee  wwiillll  

uunnccoonnddiittiioonnaallllyy,,  ssoo  aass  ttoo  bbee  pprraaccttiiccaall  ooff  iittsseellff;;  aatt  lleeaasstt,,  nnoott  ssoo  ffaarr  aass  wwee  ccaann  sseeee’’’’  ((RR  0066::2266nn)). The 

predisposition to humanity  ‘‘‘‘iiss  bbaasseedd  oonn  pprraaccttiiccaall  rreeaassoonn,,  bbuutt  aa  rreeaassoonn  tthheerreebbyy  ssuubbsseerrvviieenntt  ttoo  

ootthheerr  iinncceennttiivveess’’’’  ((RR  0066::2288)) while the predisposition to personality ‘‘‘‘aalloonnee  iiss  rrooootteedd  iinn  rreeaassoonn  

wwhhiicchh  iiss  pprraaccttiiccaall  ooff  iittsseellff,,  tthhaatt  iiss,,  rreeaassoonn  wwhhiicchh  ddiiccttaatteess  llaawwss  uunnccoonnddiittiioonnaallllyy’’’’  ((RR  0066::lloocc..  cciitt..)). It 

is precisely the possibility of desire-based actions that necessitates the semantic difference 

between pure reason and the will’s determination. Hence, our having a universally adoptable 

maxim to φ does not mean by itself that we are motivated to φ. Inclination might still impede 

action or assume the role of the will’s motive. As I shall argue in the last two sections of this 

essay, the argument from practical syntheticity is aimed at demonstrating that the lack of a 

conceptually necessary link between pure reason and motivation cannot tell against the possibility 

of an a priori necessity4 grounded in the normative demand to regard ourselves as free agents.  

 

e. The Fact of Reason as Consciousness of the Possibility of Autonomous Motivation 

 

 Kant does not content himself simply with stipulating the synthetic relation between pure 

practical reason and the ensuing moral interest. The mere assertion of their semantic difference 

does not entail anything at all about the possibility of autonomous motivation. This task is mainly 

carried out in the Second Critique where Kant highlights the importance of the distinction between 

theoretical and practical synthetic a priori necessity. It is only the latter kind of necessity that is 

deemed capable of attaining a vindication of the practicality of pure reason. Although Kant does 

not explicitly reveal his intention to vindicate practical a priori syntheticity – as he does in the 

First Critique with regard to theoretical a priori syntheticity -, he couches it under the notion of 

the Fact of Reason (Factum der Vernunft). Indeed, we can legitimately infer that the Fact of 

Reason just is consciousness (not knowledge) of the possibility of practical syntheticity or 

equivalently of the possibility of autonomous motivation. This connection is perspicuously 

reflected in Kant’s remark that ‘‘‘‘iitt  iiss  aatt  lleeaasstt  nnoott  iimmppoossssiibbllee  ttoo  ccoonncceeiivvee  tthhaatt  aa  llaaww,,  wwhhiicchh  oonnllyy  

aapppplliieess  ttoo  tthhee  ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  ffoorrmm  ooff  pprriinncciipplleess,,  yyeett  sseerrvveess  aass  aa  pprriinncciippllee  ooff  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  bbyy  mmeeaannss  ooff  

tthhee  oobbjjeeccttiivvee  ffoorrmm  ooff  llaaww  iinn  ggeenneerraall..  WWee  mmaayy  ccaallll  tthhee  ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss  ooff  tthhiiss  ffuunnddaammeennttaall  llaaww  aa  ffaacctt  

ooff  rreeaassoonn’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::3311)). As clearly stated in this passage, the synthetic concurrence of the 

subjective and objective determination of the will is considered to be the content of every rational 

being’s consciousness.  



  

Kant’s justificatory strategy, however, is not fully deployed merely on the assumption that 

moral agents are conscious of the motivational efficacy of pure reason. Such an argument would 

trivially entrust pure practical reason’s vindication in a metaphysically inscrutable power of moral 

insight. Therefore, the notion of the Fact of Reason should not be construed as a deductive proof 

of pure reason’s motivational impact and hence it should not be thought of as playing a 

distinctively justificatory role5. All that is claimed through this Fact is that the possibility of 

autonomous motivation is actually (consciously) recognizable by every rational being. Everyone 

possessed of a rational will can attest that autonomous motivation manifests itself in fact and deed, 

being traceable in our everyday moral reasoning, feeling and judgment. Scholarly attempts to 

confer upon this Fact a distinct vindicatory role reasonably attract scathing comments such as that 

Kant had obliquely introduced a dogmatic metaphysics into his ethical theory. There is nothing, 

however, metaphysically factual behind this concept. On the contrary, what is suggested is that 

rational agents are actually conscious of their capacity to make (possunt facere) practical laws out 

of their subjective maxims or, in Kant’s own words, we become directly conscious of the moral 

law’s motivational grip ‘‘‘‘aass  ssoooonn  aass  wwee  ttrraaccee  [[eennttwweerrffeenn]]  ffoorr  oouurrsseellvveess  mmaaxxiimmss  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll’’’’  ((KKppVV  

0055::2299)). This immediate consciousness which is synonymous with the Fact of Reason results in the 

construction6 of universally adoptable maxims which can motivate our actions. There is no 

deductive allusion whatsoever with regard to the function of the Fact of Reason. In the following 

section, I shall further expand on the semantic (not metaphysical) contribution of the Fact of 

Reason with respect to the understanding of freedom as the ground of autonomous motivation. 

 

f. Freedom as the Ground of Autonomous Motivation 

 

Granted that the notion of Fact of Reason is not assigned with the task of vindicating pure 

reason’s motivational capacity, I shall examine Kant’s further claim that the possibility of 

autonomous motivation does not require to be deduced from metaphysically secured premises7. 

All that is needed to legitimately affirm this possibility is to ensure whether we are entitled to 

acknowledge the real possibility of freedom for practical purposes. 

As early as in the Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Kant correlates the practical use of 

pure reason to freedom, when he declares ‘‘‘‘II  tteerrmm  aallll  tthhaatt  iiss  ppoossssiibbllee  tthhrroouugghh  ffrreeee  wwiillll,,  pprraaccttiiccaall’’’’  

((KKrrVV  AA779988//BB882266)). In the Foreword of the Second Critique, the motivational capacity (praktisches 

Vermögen) of pure reason and freedom are presented as deeply interwoven concepts. Kant firmly 

asserts that ‘‘‘‘iinnaassmmuucchh  aass  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  tthhee  rreeaalliittyy  ooff  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  ffrreeeeddoomm  iiss  pprroovveedd  bbyy  aann  
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aappooddeeiiccttiicc  llaaww  ooff  pprraaccttiiccaall  rreeaassoonn,,  iitt  iiss  tthhee  kkeeyyssttoonnee  ooff  tthhee  wwhhoollee  ssyysstteemm  ooff  ppuurree  rreeaassoonn’’’’  ((KKppVV  

0055::0033)). 

In order to gain further insight into Kant’s understanding of freedom as the ground of 

autonomous motivation, I will begin by explicating the distinctive mark of practical as opposed to 

theoretical syntheticity. With respect to the theoretical employment of reason, says Kant, ‘‘‘‘iiff  wwee  

aarree  ttoo  ffoorrmm  aa  ssyynntthheettiiccaall  jjuuddggmmeenntt  rreeggaarrddiinngg  aa  ccoonncceepptt,,  wwee  mmuusstt  ggoo  bbeeyyoonndd  iitt,,  ttoo  tthhee  iinnttuuiittiioonn  iinn  

wwhhiicchh  iitt  iiss  ggiivveenn’’’’  ((AA772200//BB774488)). By sharp contrast with theoretical syntheticity, the practical 

synthetic a priori relation of pure reason to the will is characterized as totally intuition-

independent (see KpV 05:31, 05:99). This intuition-independence is twofold since it refers both to 

sensible (sinnliche) and intellectual intuitions (intellectuelle Anschauungen). These two kinds of 

intuition are to be strictly distinguished as Kant permits use of the former as a means of knowing 

objects qua appearances whereas he explicitly denies any possible use of the latter by finite 

cognizers either in theoretical or in practical endeavors.  

Before explicating the importance of intuition-independence in relation to the grounding of 

autonomous motivation in freedom, I shall briefly sketch the semantic content of sensible as well 

as of intellectual intuitions. Kant generally defines intuition as the representational means through 

which cognition immediately refers to objects (see KrV A19/B33). Sensible intuitions, in 

particular, either pure or empirical, are necessarily related to the sensory experiences of a finite 

cognizer (see KrV A50/B74) in the sense that the intuiting subject cannot attain knowledge of an 

object merely by thinking of it, but also needs to be affected in some way by its existence 

(Dasein). In that sense, sensible intuitions provide knowledge of things only as appearances 

(Erscheinungen) palpable by human sensibility but not as things in themselves (Dinge in sich). On 

the contrary, Kant conceives the idea of an intellectual intuition as belonging only to a divine 

cognizer who ‘‘‘‘ggiivveess  iinn  iittsseellff  tthhee  eexxiisstteennccee  ooff  tthhee  oobbjjeecctt  ooff  tthhee  iinnttuuiittiioonn’’’’  ((ΒΒ7700)). A supernatural 

being possessed of the faculty of intellectual intuition would be capable of knowing noumenal 

objects by her very act of conceptualizing them. Kant refers to a non-sensible yet intellectually 

graspable object as noumenon in the positive sense (Noumenon in positiver Bedeutung) and 

contrasts it with a noumenon in the negative sense (Noumenon im negativen Verstande) which is 

exactly the same thing viewed from the perspective of a finite cognizer (see KrV B306). 

Keeping track of the above definitional scheme, I shall try to clarify the bearing of 

intuition-independence on the possibility of autonomous motivation. To highlight my argument, I 

shall utilize a distinction Kant makes to illustrate his point about what the two a priori 

syntheticities refer to. As he remarks, whereas theoretical syntheticity pertains to the relation of 
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pure understanding (reiner Verstand) to objects, practical syntheticity refers to the relation of pure 

reason (reine Vernunft) to the will (see KpV 05:55). In the former case it is sensible intuitions that 

allow us to advance beyond the intension of a subject-concept and establish a necessary yet non-

tautological relation to another predicate-concept. In the latter case, it is not intuition but freedom 

that is required so as to ground the connection of pure reason to the will of a finite agent. This idea 

is clearly portrayed in Kant’s statement that ‘‘‘‘iinnsstteeaadd  ooff  iinnttuuiittiioonn  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  iitt  [[tthhee  ccrriittiiqquuee  

ooff  pprraaccttiiccaall  rreeaassoonn]]  ttaakkeess  aass  tthheeiirr  [[ooff  ppuurree  pprraaccttiiccaall  llaawwss]]  ffoouunnddaattiioonn  tthhee  ccoonncceeppttiioonn  ooff  tthheeiirr  

eexxiisstteennccee  iinn  tthhee  iinntteelllliiggiibbllee  wwoorrlldd,,  nnaammeellyy,,  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  ffrreeeeddoomm  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]..’’’’  ((KKppVV  

0055::4466)).  

In this dense passage Kant glides smoothly from intuition-independence to freedom 

despite the fact that his background assumptions are much more intricate. Therefore, I shall try to 

recompose his argument in a chain of premises followed by an analysis of how intuition-

independence is specifically applied to moral motivation. I have already shown that Kant’s 

internalist thesis consists in the claim that pure reason can immediately determine the will, the 

latter being ‘‘‘‘aa  kkiinndd  ooff  ccaauussaalliittyy  bbeelloonnggiinngg  ttoo  lliivviinngg  bbeeiinnggss  ssoo  ffaarr  aass  tthheeyy  aarree  rraattiioonnaall’’’’  ((GGMMSS  

0044::444466)). The immediateness of this determination further implies that a will qua causality can 

function independently of determination by alien causes, such as desires or extra-mental 

properties. It is in that sense that Kant refers to the free will as causa noumenon. Consequently, 

the very concept of a will unimpeded by alien influences ‘‘‘‘ccoonnttaaiinnss  tthhaatt  ooff  aa  ccaauussaalliittyy  

aaccccoommppaanniieedd  wwiitthh  ffrreeeeddoomm,,  tthhaatt  iiss,,  oonnee  wwhhiicchh  iiss  nnoott  ddeetteerrmmiinneedd  bbyy  pphhyyssiiccaall  llaawwss,,  aanndd  

ccoonnsseeqquueennttllyy  iiss  nnoott  ccaappaabbllee  ooff  aannyy  eemmppiirriiccaall  iinnttuuiittiioonn  iinn  pprrooooff  ooff  iittss  rreeaalliittyy’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::5555,,  sseeee  aallssoo  

GGMMSS  0044::444466)).  

Given the above premises we are in a better position to estimate the weight of Kant’s claim 

that the relation of pure reason to the will is intuition-independent and hence freedom-dependent. 

As I have already stressed, intuitions can be thought of as either sensible (pure or empirical) or 

intellectual. As a result, the very concept of a free will immediately determinable by pure reason 

alone precludes both kinds of intuitional mediation. First, with respect to sensible intuitions, it 

precludes instrumental conceptions of moral agency which treat reason as capable of motivating 

the will only by means of the motivating influence of subjective ends such as individual 

preferences or desires. Second, in relation to intellectual intuitions, it precludes a Platonist model 

of moral motivation according to which merely thinking of a supersensible, extra-mental property 

of goodness is considered to be sufficient to move an agent to act. In the case of autonomous 

motivation this supersensible property or, as Kant would term it, this noumenon in a positive sense 
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would be the order of things ruled by the law of freedom8. For Kant, ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ppoossssiibbiilliittyy  ooff  ssuucchh  aa  

ssuuppeerrsseennssiibbllee  ssyysstteemm  ooff  nnaattuurree,,  tthhee  ccoonncceeppttiioonn  ooff  wwhhiicchh  ccaann  aallssoo  bbee  tthhee  ggrroouunndd  ooff  iittss  rreeaalliittyy  

tthhrroouugghh  oouurr  oowwnn  ffrreeee  wwiillll,,  ddooeess  nnoott  rreeqquuiirree  aannyy  aa  pprriioorrii  iinnttuuiittiioonn  ((ooff  aann  iinntteelllliiggiibbllee  wwoorrlldd))  wwhhiicchh,,  

bbeeiinngg  iinn  tthhiiss  ccaassee  ssuuppeerrsseennssiibbllee,,  wwoouulldd  bbee  iimmppoossssiibbllee  ffoorr  uuss  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4455)). If 

a finite agent could gain insight into her noumenal character, she could have access to the 

noumenal mechanics of autonomous motivation, that is, she ‘‘‘‘sshhoouulldd  ppeerrcceeiivvee  tthhaatt  tthhiiss  wwhhoollee  

cchhaaiinn  ooff  aappppeeaarraanncceess  iinn  rreeggaarrdd  ttoo  aallll  tthhaatt  ccoonncceerrnnss  tthhee  mmoorraall  llaawwss  ddeeppeennddss  oonn  tthhee  ssppoonnttaanneeiittyy  ooff  

tthhee  ssuubbjjeecctt  aass  aa  tthhiinngg  iinn  iittsseellff,,  ooff  tthhee  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  ooff  wwhhiicchh  nnoo  pphhyyssiiccaall  eexxppllaannaattiioonn  ccaann  bbee  

ggiivveenn’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::9999)). 

Nevertheless, the vindication of autonomous motivation is not attained merely by seeking 

recourse to the intuition-independence of pure reason’s relation to the will. Our farthest progress 

has not yet reached the point of  finding the ground beneath the conceptual claim that a free will 

motivated by pure reason purports to preclude the mediation of intuition. It remains unclear how 

we can legitimately assume that instead of intuition it is the concept of freedom that really is the 

ground of autonomous motivation. Kant terms freedom an idea or concept of pure reason (Idee, 

Begriff der reinen Vernunft) to which no corresponding object can be discovered in sense-

experience. As such it can only assume the role of a regulative principle of speculative reason thus 

limiting its employment to ““ccoonnttaaiinniinngg  iiddeeaass  ffoorr  tthhee  gguuiiddaannccee  ooff  tthhee  eemmppiirriiccaall  eexxeerrcciissee  ooff  rreeaassoonn””  

((KKrrVV  AA666633//BB669911)). All that theoretical reason is legitimized to do is to refer to freedom as merely 

logically possible but it totally fails with regard to ascertaining its objective reality. Given Kant’s 

firm position that finite cognizers cannot acquire positive knowledge of what freedom is really 

about and hence of how moral motivation actually works, on what grounds are we entitled to 

insist on treating it as the founding idea of pure reason’s motivational capacity? I believe that, in 

grappling with this issue, three distinct yet closely connected questions need to be answered, 

namely what exactly is to be justified by the concept of freedom, how are we to understand 

freedom in relation to what it grounds and what entitles us to use freedom as a justificatory 

concept. 

First, it is imperative to clarify that it is pure reason’s relation to the will (practical 

syntheticity or autonomous motivation) not the moral law per se that calls for the employment of 

freedom as a means to establish its validity. The principle of morality viewed independently of its 

motivating effect is an idea of reason that, as Kant strongly supports, is by its nature not amenable 

to any kind of deduction (see especially KpV 05:47 and 05:105). Put more succinctly, trying to 

ground one concept of reason (the moral law) on another concept of reason (freedom) is a circular 
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endeavour that yields nothing but conceptual oversophistication. Freedom assumes a vindicatory 

role as soon as we accept that pure reason can guide the will independently of any intuition. This 

point is lucidly depicted in Kant’s remark that the moral law per se ‘‘‘‘iiss  iinnddeeeedd  qquuiittee  iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  

ooff  tthheessee  ssuuppppoossiittiioonnss  [[ii..ee..  tthhee  iiddeeaass  ooff  GGoodd,,  ffrreeeeddoomm  aanndd  iimmmmoorrttaalliittyy]]  aanndd  iiss  ooff  iittsseellff  

aappooddeeiiccttiiccaallllyy  cceerrttaaiinn……aanndd  ssoo  ffaarr  iitt  nneeeeddss  nnoo  ffuurrtthheerr  ssuuppppoorrtt  bbyy  tthheeoorreettiiccaall  vviieewwss  aass  ttoo  tthhee  iinnnneerr  

ccoonnssttiittuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhiinnggss’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::114422  iinn  ffiinnee,,  114433)). Conversely, freedom is called upon to attest the 

reality of ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  eeffffeecctt  ooff  tthhiiss  llaaww,,  nnaammeellyy,,  tthhee  mmeennttaall  ddiissppoossiittiioonn  ccoonnffoorrmmeedd  ttoo  iitt  aanndd  

mmaaddee  nneecceessssaarryy  bbyy  iitt  [[tthhee  mmoorraall  llaaww  ppeerr  ssee]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::114433)).  

Granted that freedom is taken to be the ground of the moral law’s ‘subjective effect’, we 

still need guidance as to how to understand a concept to which theoretical reason has not furnished 

a meaning graspable by human intellect. It is precisely with respect to this question that the 

actuality of autonomous motivation - consciousness of which is called a Fact of Reason – confers 

a positive meaning on the concept of freedom. Kant analyzes the positive definition (positive 

Bestimmung) of the concept of a free will as referring to ‘‘‘‘tthhee  nnoottiioonn  ooff  aa  rreeaassoonn  tthhaatt  ddiirreeccttllyy  

ddeetteerrmmiinneess  tthhee  wwiillll  ((bbyy  iimmppoossiinngg  oonn  iittss  mmaaxxiimmss  tthhee  ccoonnddiittiioonn  ooff  aa  uunniivveerrssaall  lleeggiissllaattiivvee  ffoorrmm))’’’’  

((KKppVV  0055::4488,,  sseeee  aallssoo  MMMM  0066::221144)). One again I caution against deductive employments of the 

Fact of Reason. In close connection with my earlier remarks, consciousness of the fact that the 

world of sense is replete with actual examples of principle-based (as opposed to desire-based) 

action is not to be treated as the truth-maker either of freedom or of pure reason’s motivational 

impact. On the contrary, the contribution of this Fact consists in disambiguating the employment 

of the concept of freedom solely with respect to moral motivation. By treating the moral law as the 

law of free agency, Kant wants to endow freedom with a merely practical meaning (lediglich 

praktische Bedeutung) ‘‘‘‘iinnaassmmuucchh  aass  tthhee  iiddeeaa  ooff  tthhee  llaaww  ooff  ccaauussaalliittyy  ((ooff  tthhee  wwiillll))  hhaass  sseellff  

ccaauussaalliittyy,,  oorr  iiss  iittss  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  pprriinncciippllee’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::5500)). He explicitly denies any further 

ontological commitment with regard to the employment of freedom noting that pure practical 

reason ‘‘‘‘eemmppllooyyss  tthhee  nnoottiioonn  ooff  ccaauussee,,  nnoott  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  kknnooww  oobbjjeeccttss,,  bbuutt  ttoo  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  ccaauussaalliittyy  iinn  

rreellaattiioonn  ttoo  oobbjjeeccttss  iinn  ggeenneerraall’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4499)).  

How precisely does the actuality of autonomous motivation suffice to ascribe a positive 

meaning to the concept of freedom despite the fact that Kant explicitly denies the possibility of 

establishing its reference to intuitable objects? In other words, how are we to understand Kant’s 

talk of the objective practical reality (objective praktische Realität, KpV 05:56) of freedom as 

opposed to the unfruitful attempts to prove its objective theoretical reality (objective theoretische 

Realität, KpV 05: loc. cit.)? The answer lies in what Kant believes to be the fundamental 
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distinctive mark of the practical vis-à-vis the theoretical use of pure reason. Whereas in theoretical 

reason concepts must be established by mediation of intuition in order to acquire objective reality 

and hence ‘‘‘‘tthhee  oobbjjeeccttss  mmuusstt  bbee  tthhee  ccaauusseess  ooff  tthhee  iiddeeaass  wwhhiicchh  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthhee  wwiillll’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4444)), in 

practical reason ‘‘‘‘tthhee  wwiillll  iiss  tthhee  ccaauussee  ooff  tthhee  oobbjjeeccttss;;  ssoo  tthhaatt  iittss  ccaauussaalliittyy  hhaass  iittss  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  

pprriinncciippllee  ssoolleellyy  iinn  tthhee  ppuurree  ffaaccuullttyy  ooff  rreeaassoonn’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::  lloocc..  cciitt..)). Explorations into what we are 

justified in believing are causally dependent on the representation of things as they are. By sharp 

contrast, practical deliberation is primarily based on principles, that is, on rational considerations 

concerning what ought to be done. Pure practical reason categorically demands actions ““wwhhiicchh  

nneevveerrtthheelleessss  hhaavvee  nnoott  ttaakkeenn  ppllaaccee,,  aanndd  wwhhiicchh  ppeerrhhaappss  nneevveerr  wwiillll  ttaakkee  ppllaaccee””  ((KKrrVV  AA554477//BB557755,,  

sseeee  aallssoo  GGMMSS  0044::440088)).  It is precisely Kant’s distinction between intuition-based knowledge and 

principle-based action that underwrites his claim according to which ‘‘‘‘tthhee  pprraaccttiiccaall  aa  pprriioorrii  

pprriinncciipplleess  iinn  rreellaattiioonn  ttoo  tthhee  ssuupprreemmee  pprriinncciippllee  ooff  ffrreeeeddoomm  aarree  aatt  oonnccee  ccooggnniittiioonnss,,  aanndd  hhaavvee  nnoott  ttoo  

wwaaiitt  ffoorr  iinnttuuiittiioonnss  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  aaccqquuiirree  ssiiggnniiffiiccaannccee,,  aanndd  tthhaatt  ffoorr  tthhiiss  rreemmaarrkkaabbllee  rreeaassoonn,,  bbeeccaauussee  

tthheeyy  tthheemmsseellvveess  pprroodduuccee  tthhee  rreeaalliittyy  ooff  tthhaatt  ttoo  wwhhiicchh  tthheeyy  rreeffeerr  ((tthhee  iinntteennttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll))  

[[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]],,  wwhhiicchh  iiss  nnoott  tthhee  ccaassee  wwiitthh  tthheeoorreettiiccaall  ccoonncceeppttss’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::6666,,  ccff..  aallssoo  iibbiidd..  

4444,,5555  aanndd  5566  iinn  ffiinnee))..  The moral determination of the will is not an instantiation of a pre-existing 

desire or a Platonist conception of the good.  Principle-based actions are good because of the way 

that they are willed – that is, because the reasons for which they are performed qualify to be a 

universal law - not because they are responsive to independent good-making properties. Provided 

that ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  ggoooodd  aanndd  eevviill  mmuusstt  nnoott  bbee  ddeetteerrmmiinneedd  bbeeffoorree  tthhee  mmoorraall  llaaww……bbuutt  oonnllyy  aafftteerr  iitt  

aanndd  bbyy  mmeeaannss  ooff  iitt’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::6633)),, the reality of moral interest cannot be corresponding to pre-

existing ‘good objects’ realized through action but to ‘‘‘‘tthhee  mmaannnneerr  ooff  aaccttiinngg,,  tthhee  mmaaxxiimm  ooff  tthhee  

wwiillll’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::6600)) and hence to ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ffoorrmm  ooff  aa  ppuurree  wwiillll,,  wwhhiicchh  iiss  ggiivveenn  iinn  rreeaassoonn’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::6666,,  

sseeee  aallssoo  0055::7700)). But if the moral interest produced by pure practical reason refers to a particular 

way of willing (not to instantiations of goodness) it follows that the practical meaning ascribed to 

freedom merely refers to the way or law of directing the causa noumenon in the sensible world. 

That is to say, autonomous acts as empirical tokens of a good will should not be regarded as an 

intuitional substitute for the supersensible object of the free will and hence of the concept of the 

unconditionally good. The free will acquires a practical meaning in the sense that pure practical 

reason furnishes its supreme law which amounts to nothing more but the way that a free will 

should be employed even though its noumenal reference remains unknown. By defining ‘‘‘‘tthhee  

mmaannnneerr  [[AArrtt]]  iinn  wwhhiicchh,,  aass  ssuucchh,,  iitt  ccaann  bbee  aaccttiivvee  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::110066)) pure reason 

allows us to employ the concept of freedom which ‘‘‘‘eennaabblleess  uuss  ttoo  ffiinndd  tthhee  uunnccoonnddiittiioonneedd  aanndd  
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iinntteelllliiggiibbllee  ffoorr  tthhee  ccoonnddiittiioonneedd  aanndd  sseennssiibbllee  wwiitthhoouutt  ggooiinngg  oouutt  ooff  oouurrsseellvveess  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  

((KKppVV  0055::110055  iinn  ffiinnee))..  We don’t need to stretch our intuitive capacities beyond the limits of 

empirical knowledge in order to understand how freedom of the will manifests itself in the 

practical realm because all we need to know –and of that we are actually conscious in virtue of the 

Fact of Reason – is the law or way of willing an action. We don’t need also to become cognizant 

of what freedom is really about and hence how noumenal causation is really possible. Kant 

explicitly limits the semantic contribution of the Fact of Reason to providing the law but not the 

object and the mechanics of the causa noumenon when he remarks that consciousness of the moral 

law as a sufficient motive of the will ‘‘‘‘ccaann  ttrraannssffeerr  tthhee  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  pprriinncciippllee  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  iinnttoo  tthhee  

iinntteelllliiggiibbllee  oorrddeerr  ooff  tthhiinnggss,,  aaddmmiittttiinngg,,  aatt  tthhee  ssaammee  ttiimmee,,  tthhaatt  wwee  ccaannnnoott  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  hhooww  tthhee  nnoottiioonn  

ooff  aa  ccaauussee  ccaann  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthhee  kknnoowwlleeddggee  ooff  tthheessee  tthhiinnggss’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4499)). Freedom becomes 

practically intelligible insofar as we choose to be motivated by universally adoptable maxims. 

Hence freedom’s practical reality solely consists in the specific way of its employment by moral 

agents as it ‘‘‘‘iiss  eexxhhiibbiitteedd  iinn  ccoonnccrreettoo  iinn  iinntteennttiioonnss  oorr  mmaaxxiimmss’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::5566)).. 

However, even if we are willing to concede that freedom purports to be the ground of 

autonomous motivation and that freedom as the ground of autonomous motivation is to be meant 

as autonomy  of the will,  we still encounter the question of what legitimizes our acceptance of 

freedom as a real ground in the first place. Admittedly, intuition-independence which was 

presented as the distinctive mark of the concept of practical syntheticity purports to require a 

conception of freedom as its foundation. Furthermore, in virtue of the nature of practical reasoning 

we could at least initially assume that the actuality of autonomous agency endows the free will 

with a law governing its practical manifestation although without any further metaphysical 

implications. Nevertheless, neither intuition-independence nor autonomous motivation as a Fact of 

Reason can justify Kant’s choice to employ freedom as the real ground of pure reason’s 

motivational capacity. In the last part of this lengthy section I shall try to show that what 

legitimizes Kant’s move is his employment of freedom as a postulate of pure practical reason 

(Postulat der reinen praktischen Vernunft). 

Whereas freedom was taken to be the ground of pure reason’s relation to the will, the 

postulate that freedom really is the supreme condition of autonomous motivation is not grounded 

in the capacity of pure reason to motivate but solely in the supreme principle of pure practical 

reason which demands the determination of the will ‘‘‘‘bbyy  tthhee  mmeerree  uunniivveerrssaall  lleeggiissllaattiivvee  ffoorrmm  ooff  

wwhhiicchh  iittss  mmaaxxiimm  mmuusstt  bbee  ccaappaabbllee’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::3333)). This is a crucial point in Kant’s justificatory 

strategy which calls for more attention. Suppose that Kant contented himself with stipulating that 



  

freedom is the ground of autonomous motivation because the actuality of moral interest bears 

testimony to the fact that pure reason furnishes the law directing the free will in the practical 

domain. But then, as Kant alleges, the law of a free will just is the moral law. Therefore we 

conclude that a free will as it manifests itself in experience and a will motivated by law-like 

maxims are synonymous concepts because the law that governs their practical employment is one 

and the same. The preceding chain of premises can justifiably raise the objection that Kant is 

trivially reducing the law of a free causality to the moral law. Convincingly establishing this 

reduction presupposes that not only the law but also the object it applies to is one and the same. 

However, the morally or unconditionally good (das sittlich / unbedingt Gute KpV 05:68 and 05:69 

respectively) as the object of pure practical reason as well as the Idea of ‘‘‘‘aa  nnaattuurraall  ssyysstteemm  nnoott  

ggiivveenn  iinn  eexxppeerriieennccee,,  aanndd  yyeett  ppoossssiibbllee  tthhrroouugghh  ffrreeeeddoomm’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4444)) are concepts to which no 

corresponding intuition can be given (see KpV 05:68-69). Hence, even by Kant’s own lights, we 

cannot help but regard as problematic the transition from the conceptual level of understanding 

the law of a free will as the moral law to the substantive level of claiming that the moral law is the 

law of a free will. Insofar as we are unable to epistemically ascertain the identity relation between 

the free will and the autonomous or moral will, we can never be sure that the way we understand 

freedom is also the way that makes it true.       

Nonetheless I shall suggest that Kant has never attempted this transition in the first place. 

To be more specific, I believe that there is a promising way to rescue Kant’s argument from 

trivialization as soon as it becomes clear that the reason why freedom is understood as the ground 

of autonomous motivation and the reason why freedom is really taken to be the ground of 

autonomous motivation are not identical. The first reason is provided by the Fact of Reason 

which, as already noted, suggests that actually willing an action for universally adoptable reasons 

evidentially warrants our understanding of how to employ freedom on the empirical plane even 

though its noumenal reference is beyond our grasp. The second reason suggests that the only 

means of attesting freedom’s reality is to postulate its existence as a necessary condition of 

obeying the moral law. Alternatively stated, the Fact of Reason makes freedom meaningful as the 

ground of autonomous motivation whereas the postulation of freedom in virtue of the supreme 

moral principle makes freedom practically true, that is, a valid ground of pure reason’s 

motivational capacity. Kant alludes to the distinction between the semantic function of the Fact of 

Reason and the justificatory or normative function of the postulate of pure practical reason when 

he remarks that the concept of freedom is rendered meaningful ‘‘‘‘bbyy  mmeeaannss  ooff  [[iittss]]  rreeffeerreennccee  ttoo  

wwhhaatt  iiss  pprraaccttiiccaall  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::113322,,  sseeee  aallssoo  0055::5500,,  5566)),,,  whereas the postulate of 
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freedom gives ‘‘‘‘aa  rriigghhtt  ttoo  ccoonncceeppttss  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]],,  tthhee  ppoossssiibbiilliittyy  ooff  wwhhiicchh  iitt  [[tthheeoorreettiiccaall  

rreeaassoonn]]  ccoouulldd  nnoott  ootthheerrwwiissee  vveennttuurree  ttoo  aaffffiirrmm’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::  lloocc..  cciitt)).. 

The above remarks provide strong support for the claim that Kant’s vindication of pure 

reason’s motivational capacity is normative all the way down. Neither a metaphysical assumption 

based on the merely logical undeniability of freedom nor the conceptual claim that the law of 

freedom purports to be the moral law can qualify for giving sufficient credit to the possibility of 

autonomous motivation. On the contrary, the fact that it is practically necessary that pure reason 

motivate the will is ultimately grounded in what is taken to be ‘‘‘‘aa  nneeeedd  wwhhiicchh  hhaass  tthhee  ffoorrccee  ooff  llaaww  

ttoo  aassssuummee  ssoommeetthhiinngg  wwiitthhoouutt  wwhhiicchh  tthhaatt  ccaannnnoott  bbee  wwhhiicchh  wwee  mmuusstt  iinneevviittaabbllyy  sseett  bbeeffoorree  uuss  aass  tthhee  

aaiimm  ooff  oouurr  aaccttiioonn’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::55)).. Kant believes that insofar as speculative reason has shown that 

freedom is at least logically possible, pure practical reason has the right to extend itself beyond 

this logical possibility and demand freedom’s reality as the necessary and sufficient condition of 

autonomous motivation.  

However, one could reasonably retort that Kant’s final argument is inconclusive. From the 

fact that, necessarily, pure reason is capable of motivating the will and that, assuming the truth of 

this premise, the will must be free we cannot immediately infer that we ought to believe that we 

are free. That is to say, from the fact that autonomous motivation presupposes the reality of 

freedom no independent epistemic commitment can be detached. Kant himself attempts to avert 

this misconception by pointing out that the need of pure practical reason (Bedürfnis der reinen 

praktischen Vernunft) to presuppose the reality of freedom ‘‘‘‘iiss  ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee,,  tthhaatt  iiss,,  iitt  iiss  aa  wwaanntt,,  aanndd  

nnoott  oobbjjeeccttiivvee,,  tthhaatt  iiss,,  iittsseellff  aa  dduuttyy,,  ffoorr  tthheerree  ccaannnnoott  bbee  aa  dduuttyy  ttoo  ssuuppppoossee  tthhee  eexxiisstteennccee  ooff  aannyytthhiinngg  

((ssiinnccee  tthhiiss  ccoonncceerrnnss  oonnllyy  tthhee  tthheeoorreettiiccaall  eemmppllooyymmeenntt  ooff  rreeaassoonn))’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::112255)). Pure reason 

wants the will to be free because only on that condition can it determine the will immediately. 

This requirement is subjective in the sense that it is raised by pure reason itself and it is not 

individually addressed to us as an additional duty. Therefore, we don’t have a self-standing duty to 

accept that we can be motivated by pure reason and hence that our will is free because, as Kant 

remarks, ‘‘‘‘aa  ffaaiitthh  tthhaatt  iiss  ccoommmmaannddeedd  iiss  nnoonnsseennssee’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::114444)). Our only duty is to obey the 

moral law, not to believe that the moral law can immediately motivate our will and hence that we 

are free. In what sense then is this postulate normative for us? The answer lies, I contend, in the 

fact that that the principle of autonomy gives us a reason to accept, not simply to believe, that we 

are free. Kant keenly expresses the voluntariness of the postulation of freedom by terming it ‘an 

acceptance from a moral point of view’ (Fürwahrhalten in moralischer Absicht, KpV 05:146). An 

act of acceptance9, as opposed to that of a theoretical belief, involves a conscious and voluntary 
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choice of a premise which in our case is the real possibility of freedom and as such it ‘‘‘‘iiss  nnoott  

ccoommmmaannddeedd,,  bbuutt  bbeeiinngg  aa  vvoolluunnttaarryy  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  ooff  oouurr  jjuuddggmmeenntt,,  ccoonndduucciivvee  ttoo  tthhee  mmoorraall  

((ccoommmmaannddeedd))  ppuurrppoossee……iitt  hhaass  iittsseellff  sspprruunngg  ffrroomm  tthhee  mmoorraall  ddiissppoossiittiioonn  ooff  mmiinndd’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::114466)). 

Nonetheless, the acceptance of freedom needs to be evidentially warranted and the ground for this 

is not an irresistible metaphysical cause, so to speak, but the supreme principle of morality itself 

which ‘‘‘‘iiss  nnoott  aa  ppoossttuullaattee  bbuutt  aa  llaaww’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::113322)) and hence applies to us as a categorical 

imperative. That is to say, we are objectively bound by the moral law and that legitimizes our 

choice to assume that we are capable to obey it and so that we are free. I have deliberately 

emphasized the importance of construing the postulate of freedom as an act of will because merely 

focusing on the peremptory function of the moral law would make us miss an important normative 

aspect of Kant’s argument. To put it more graphically, we don’t have freedom merely as a matter 

of principle, we have the right to demand that it really exist even though there might be an 

undiscovered mechanism that either foreordains the way we act morally or shows no interest at all 

in what the principle of morality has to say. The autonomy of pure reason does not simply induce 

faith in the reality of freedom. Faith can be lost and this is not a state of mind that can be restored 

or maintained at will. Kant keenly alludes to the voluntary nature of the practical postulation of 

freedom in his remark that ‘‘‘‘iitt  mmaayy  tthheerreeffoorree  aatt  ttiimmeess  wwaavveerr  eevveenn  iinn  tthhee  wweellll--ddiissppoosseedd,,  bbuutt  ccaann  

nneevveerr  bbee  rreedduucceedd  ttoo  uunnbbeelliieeff  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::114466)). Therefore our acceptance that we 

are really free is an act of freedom in itself. 

 

g. A Kantian Rejoinder to Externalism 

 

In the preceding analysis, I have tried to show that freedom is the ground of autonomous 

motivation in virtue of its postulation by the supreme principle of pure practical reason. In this last 

section, I shall capitalize on the merits of Kant’s normative defence of autonomous motivation in 

order to advance a rejoinder to the plausibility of motivational externalism10. What I hope to make 

explicit is that Kant’s intention to ‘‘‘‘pprroovvee  tthhaatt  mmoorraalliittyy  iiss  nnoo  mmeerree  pphhaannttoomm  ooff  tthhee  bbrraaiinn’’’’  ((GGMMSS  

0044::444455)) further implies his interest in guarding autonomy of the will against the possibility of 

motivational skepticism. My final argument will focus on an analysis of the concept of practical 

syntheticity followed by an explication of what the determination of the will by pure reason 

consists in. In that way I hope to provide adequate support for my claim that failing to be 

motivated by moral principles cannot disprove the necessary bearing pure reason has on conduct.  
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It is worth mentioning from the outset that necessity is a common property of both 

analytic and synthetic a priori judgments. In the case of theoretical reason necessity – analytic and 

synthetic alike - is equated with strict universality (strenge Allgemeinheit) which further implies a 

proposition’s lack of any possible exception (mögliche Ausnahme) to its validity (see KrV B3). 

Nevertheless, there is a significant difference between analytic and synthetic necessity in virtue of 

the fact that the latter does not possess the inexorability of the former. That is to say, the negation 

of a synthetic a priori judgment does not entail a logical contradiction. For Kant, synthetic truths 

always remain logically defeasible11 in the sense that synthetic judgments imply a relation ‘‘‘‘wwhhiicchh  

iiss  ccoonnsseeqquueennttllyy  nneevveerr  oonnee  eeiitthheerr  ooff  iiddeennttiittyy  oorr  ccoonnttrraaddiiccttiioonn,,  aanndd  bbyy  mmeeaannss  ooff  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  ttrruutthh  oorr  

eerrrroorr  ooff  tthhee  jjuuddggmmeenntt  ccaannnnoott  bbee  ddiisscceerrnneedd  mmeerreellyy  ffrroomm  tthhee  jjuuddggmmeenntt  iittsseellff’’’’  ((KKrrVV  AA115533//BB119922)).  

With respect to the practical realm, the synthetic necessity by which pure reason relates to the will 

also entails universality in the sense that the moral law holds ‘‘‘‘nnoott  mmeerreellyy  ffoorr  mmeenn,,  bbuutt  ffoorr  aallll  

rraattiioonnaall  bbeeiinnggss  aass  ssuucchh’’’’  ((GGMMSS  0044::440088,,  sseeee  aallssoo  KKppVV  0055::2211)). Furthermore, insofar as the moral 

law applies to the imperfect will of finite rational agents practical synthetic necessity takes the 

form of  ““aann  iimmppeerraattiivvee,,  ii..ee..  aa  rruullee  cchhaarraacctteerriizzeedd  bbyy  ““sshhaallll””,,  wwhhiicchh  eexxpprreesssseess  tthhee  oobbjjeeccttiivvee  

nneecceessssiittaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  aaccttiioonn  aanndd  ssiiggnniiffiieess  tthhaatt,,  iiff  rreeaassoonn  ccoommpplleetteellyy  ddeetteerrmmiinneedd  tthhee  wwiillll,,  tthhee  aaccttiioonn  

wwoouulldd  iinneevviittaabbllee  ttaakkee  ppllaaccee  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhiiss  rruullee’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::2200)). Hence the very concept of 

practical syntheticity is inextricably linked to the finitude of human motivational capacities.  

In the rest of this section I shall avail myself of what I profess to be a striking resemblance 

between the logical defeasibility of theoretical synthetic truths and the failure to be motivated by 

practically synthetic moral imperatives. To illustrate my point, I believe that there is a common 

rationale behind the facts that a finite rational agent may fail to comply with the necessity of duty 

and that a theoretical judgment such as ‘‘All bodies are heavy’’ is true if and only if it is true and 

its denial does not logically entail a contradiction (see KrV A153/B192). By employing this 

analogy I hope to provide a cogent account of how the logical possibility of akratic or amoral 

conduct cannot vitiate the normative foundation of pure reason’s synthetic relation to the will. 

In order to employ constructively the aforementioned analogy, I shall first digress for a 

moment to examine the concept of an imperfect will determined by pure reason. Kant’s ethical 

corpus abounds in suggestions that the will’s necessitation by pure practical reason is related 

‘‘‘‘oonnllyy  wwiitthh  tthhee  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  aanndd  tthhee  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  pprriinncciipplleess  ooff  iittss  mmaaxxiimmss  aass  aa  ffrreeee  

wwiillll,,  nnoott  aatt  aallll  wwiitthh  tthhee  rreessuulltt  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4455,,  sseeee  aallssoo  0055::6666  aanndd  GGMMSS  0044::339999--

440000))..  As I have previously noted, the will is immediately determinable by pure reason only insofar 

as it is free, that is, insofar as it is not motivationally dependent on intuitable objects such as 
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desires or extra-mental properties. Furthermore, I have argued that the real possibility of a free 

will is premised on a practical postulate grounded in the principle of autonomy of the will. Once 

we supply these premises it follows that autonomous motivation cannot be conditional on the 

desirability of objects of any kind. 

Provided that Kant divests the free will of its dependence on objects of desire, how are we 

to understand the will merely as a formal concept? To be more specific, Kant defines such a will 

as ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ffoorr  ddeessiirriinngg  iinn  aaccccoorrddaannccee  wwiitthh  ccoonncceeppttss,,  iinnssooffaarr  aass  tthhee  ggrroouunndd  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  iitt  ttoo  

aaccttiioonn  lliieess  wwiitthhiinn  iittsseellff  aanndd  nnoott  iinn  iittss  oobbjjeecctt  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::221133)). As late as in the 

Metaphysics of Morals he came to term this will the capacity for choice (Willkür) to the extent 

that this capacity ‘‘‘‘iiss  jjooiinneedd  wwiitthh  oonnee’’ss  ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss  ooff  tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ttoo  bbrriinngg  aabboouutt  iittss  oobbjjeecctt  bbyy  

oonnee’’ss  aaccttiioonn’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::  lloocc..  cciitt..)). By sharp contrast, Kant has been frequently referring to pure 

practical reason itself as Wille, that is, ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ffoorr  ddeessiirree  ccoonnssiiddeerreedd  nnoott  ssoo  mmuucchh  iinn  rreellaattiioonn  

ttoo  aaccttiioonn  ((aass  tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ffoorr  cchhooiiccee  iiss))  bbuutt  rraatthheerr  iinn  rreellaattiioonn  ttoo  tthhee  ggrroouunndd  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  cchhooiiccee  ttoo  

aaccttiioonn’’’’  ((ΜΜΜΜ  0066::  lloocc..  cciitt..)). Undoubtedly the latter distinction raises a terminological issue which 

had remained unsettled at least until Kant came to regiment his use of these two terms in the 

Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone and later in the Metaphysics of Morals. Nonetheless, 

the distinction between the, so to speak, executive and the legislative aspect12 of the will might 

prove fruitful for our present analysis as soon as we realize that it squares superbly with the 

structure of Kant’s internalist proposition. To clarify this point, my proposal is to read the relation 

of Wille to Willkür as an equivalent reformulation of the relation of pure practical reason to the 

will. As Kant says, ‘‘‘‘tthhee  wwiillll  iittsseellff  ((WWiillllee)),,  ssttrriiccttllyy  ssppeeaakkiinngg,,  hhaass  nnoo  ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  ggrroouunndd;;  iinnssooffaarr  

aass  iitt  ccaann  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ffoorr  cchhooiiccee  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]],,  iitt  iiss  iinnsstteeaadd  pprraaccttiiccaall  rreeaassoonn  

iittsseellff’’’’((MMMM  0066::  lloocc..  cciitt..)). Hence, Wille, that is, pure practical reason, is the source of a priori 

practical principles that serve as the determining ground of Willkür understood as the capacity of 

rational beings to ‘‘‘‘ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthheeiirr  ccaauussaalliittyy  bbyy  tthhee  ccoonncceeppttiioonn  ooff  rruulleess΄́΄́  ((KKppVV  0055::3322)).  

Consequently, the capacity of the will to generate its own principles and be motivated by 

them irrespective of the desire for an end is indicative of Kant’s understanding of moral 

motivation as a reflexive exercise an agent engages herself in by asking the second-order question 

of ‘‘‘‘wwhheetthheerr  wwee  sshhoouulldd  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  wwiillll  aann  aaccttiioonn  tthhaatt  iiss  ddiirreecctteedd  ttoo  tthhee  eexxiisstteennccee  ooff  aann  

oobbjjeecctt,,  iiff  tthhee  oobbjjeecctt  wweerree  iinn  oouurr  ppoowweerr’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::5588)).This reflexive quality in Kant’s conception 

of internalism sheds new light on his claim that action in accordance with principles presupposes 

the determination of the will (qua Willkür) by pure reason ‘‘‘‘eevveenn  bbeeffoorree  II  aasskk  wwhheetthheerr  II  hhaavvee  

ppoowweerr  ssuuffffiicciieenntt  ffoorr  aa  ddeessiirreedd  eeffffeecctt,,  oorr  tthhee  mmeeaannss  nneecceessssaarryy  ttoo  pprroodduuccee  iitt’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::2200)). Both the 
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action per se and its desired effect occupy the position of what Kant calls the maxim’s matter 

(Materie) which is interchangeably defined as the object ‘‘‘‘tthhee  rreeaalliizzaattiioonn  ooff  wwhhiicchh  iiss  ddeessiirreedd’’’’  

((KKppVV  0055::2211)) or ‘‘‘‘tthhee  oobbjjeecctt  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::2277)). The matter of a practical maxim is to be 

strictly distinguished from its determining ground (Bestimmungsgrund), that is, from the reflexive 

appraisal of the matter’s suitability as a universal practical law. If the matter assumes the function 

of a determining ground without the mediation of this reflexive evaluation, that is, without 

ascertaining the moral, not simply the physical possibility13 (physische Möglichkeit) of a desired 

end, the result will be heteronomous motivation. Although both the matter and the determining 

ground are necessarily related to the act and its desired effect, the former regards only the 

empirical attainability of an act as a means to an end whereas the latter provides an answer to the 

question of moral possibility (moralische Möglichkeit), that is, whether a causally efficient desire 

to φ by means of π is also a universally adoptable reason for pursuing it.  

The preceding remarks provide a sufficient background for gaining a better grasp of Kant’s 

principle-based conception of moral agency. The desirability of an act as a means to an end is not 

banished rather it is subjected to the limiting condition of its being fit for serving as the content of 

a universal law. It is precisely the representation of this fitness for universal legislation that serves 

as the only genuinely moral motive. Objects of desire can never supply the motive of moral 

actions although they are indispensable14 to them in terms of supplying the material necessary for 

their empirical manifestation. Kant stresses this point by saying that ‘‘‘‘iitt  iiss  iinnddeeeedd  uunnddeenniiaabbllee  tthhaatt  

eevveerryy  vvoolliittiioonn  mmuusstt  hhaavvee  aann  oobbjjeecctt,,  aanndd  tthheerreeffoorree  aa  mmaatttteerr;;  bbuutt  iitt  ddooeess  nnoott  ffoollllooww  tthhaatt  tthhiiss  iiss  tthhee  

ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  pprriinncciippllee  aanndd  tthhee  ccoonnddiittiioonn  ooff  tthhee  mmaaxxiimm’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::3344)). Therefore autonomous 

motivation does not refer to ‘‘‘‘tthhee  rreellaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  ttoo  tthhee  aaccttiioonn  bbyy  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  oobbjjeecctt  oorr  iittss  

ooppppoossiittee  wwoouulldd  bbee  rreeaalliizzeedd’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::5577)) but, as it has been previously mentioned, only to the 

relation of pure practical reason to the will per se. Insofar as a free will is presented with a 

principle that fulfills the criteria of universal legislation, there is nothing more to be said about 

moral motivation. Our appraisal of the moral possibility of what we desire to bring about suffices 

of itself to provide a motive compatible with our moral status as free agents. Kant explicitly 

endorses this view when he remarks that ‘‘‘‘pprroovviiddeedd  tthhaatt  tthhee  wwiillll  ccoonnffoorrmmss  ttoo  tthhee  llaaww  ooff  ppuurree  

rreeaassoonn,,  tthheenn  lleett  iittss  ppoowweerr  iinn  eexxeeccuuttiioonn  bbee  wwhhaatt  iitt  mmaayy’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::4455  iinn  ffiinnee)). According to his 

internalist conception, a will motivated by principles of pure reason is to be understood merely as 

a capacity which is ultimately attested by the practical postulation of freedom.  

Granted that autonomous motivation is regarded as a capacity to act on unconditional 

principles of reason, we stand on firmer ground with respect to the question of whether 



  

externalism15 provides a serious reason for skepticism about the motivational efficacy of practical 

reason. If we utilize the aforementioned analogy between the motivational deviations of finite 

agents and the logical defeasibility of theoretical synthetic judgments, we can convincingly 

attribute to Kant the view that the actual violations of moral duty are instantiations of a merely 

logical possibility which remains totally unintelligible16 from the standpoint of pure practical 

reason. The necessity17 by which pure reason furnishes the capacity to act on its principles is, by 

its very nature as synthetic, prone to the logical (not practical) possibility of akratic or amoral 

conduct. The scope of practical synthetic necessity is not as all-encompassing as that of logical or 

conceptual necessity. It is Kant’s firm belief that motivation is not synonymous with having an 

unconditional reason for action. Still we can rest assured that our capacity to act on universalizable 

reasons is necessarily attested by our rightful demand for freedom. For Kant, it is the will as a 

rational capacity that is necessitated by pure reason, not the will’s result-producing acts as 

evidenced by his comment that ‘‘‘‘eetthhiiccss  ddooeess  nnoott  ggiivvee  llaawwss  ffoorr  aaccttiioonnss……bbuutt  oonnllyy  ffoorr  mmaaxxiimmss  ooff  

aaccttiioonnss’’’’  ((ΜΜΜΜ  0066::338888)). Pure practical reason is the source of principles that necessarily can 

determine a will to action, whereas the extent to which an agent is actually motivated by the law-

like character of her maxim falls beyond the purview of practical rationality. Autonomous 

motivation becomes possible as soon as we have ascertained that we have a universally adoptable 

reason for attaining a purpose φ by means of an act π. Even though an agent can desire to φ 

simultaneously with having a reason to φ, it is only the latter consideration that she should cite as 

the determining ground of her will. The rest is open to an infinite set of logical possibilities among 

which moral evil in all its ramifications.  

My point, therefore, is that what preserves the necessity of the relation between pure 

reason and the will’s determinability is neither a metaphysical truth nor a nomic physical fact but 

solely our inalienable right to postulate freedom as the property of ‘‘‘‘aa  ccaauussaalliittyy  ooff  ppuurree  rreeaassoonn  ffoorr  

ddeetteerrmmiinniinngg  cchhooiiccee  iinnddeeppeennddeennttllyy  ooff  aannyy  eemmppiirriiccaall  ccoonnddiittiioonnss’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::222211)). Taking as a 

premise Kant’s claim that only ‘‘‘‘tthhaatt  cchhooiiccee  [[WWiillllkküürr]]  wwhhiicchh  ccaann  bbee  ddeetteerrmmiinneedd  bbyy  ppuurree  rreeaassoonn  iiss  

ccaalllleedd  ffrreeee’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::221133)), we can infer that the will is necessarily determined by pure reason 

only insofar as the deliberating agent exercises her rightful demand that she be free to act on 

principle. The asymmetric dependence18 of the free will on pure reason rests solely on the need of 

pure reason to regard itself as immediately practical. Once an agent waives her right to postulate 

her freedom, everything is logically possible including immoral or amoral conduct. Conversely, 

no logical possibility can vitiate the practically necessary impact of pure reason as long as 

freedom is postulated as its ground because, as Kant points out, it is conceptually impermissible to 
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locate freedom ‘‘‘‘iinn  aa  rraattiioonnaall  ssuubbjjeecctt’’ss  bbeeiinngg  aabbllee  ttoo  mmaakkee  aa  cchhooiiccee  iinn  ooppppoossiittiioonn  ttoo  hhiiss  

((llaawwggiivviinngg))  rreeaassoonn,,  eevveenn  tthhoouugghh  eexxppeerriieennccee  pprroovveess  oofftteenn  eennoouugghh  tthhaatt  tthhiiss  hhaappppeennss  ((tthhoouugghh  wwee  ssttiillll  

ccaannnnoott  ccoonncceeiivvee  hhooww  tthhiiss  iiss  ppoossssiibbllee))’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::222266)). To clarify this last remark, I shall 

recompose Kant’s overall argument against externalism in the following chain of premises: 

(a) Freedom purports to be the ground of the practical synthetic necessity by which 

pure reason immediately determines the will because immediateness implies 

lack of dependence on the mediation of intuitions. 

(b) Freedom is really possible in virtue of our right as rational agents to postulate 

its reality in the practical realm. 

(c) If freedom is really possible, then freedom really is the ground of practical 

synthetic necessity. 

(d) The concept of freedom as a negative regulative principle of speculative reason 

cannot be understood as referring to particular objects and hence it is void of 

meaning (see KpV 05:50 and 05:55 in fine, MM 06:221). 

(e) Only the Fact of Reason, that is, consciousness of pure reason’s practical 

manifestation, can provide freedom with a positive meaning as autonomy of the 

will (see KpV 05:48, GMS 04:336-447). 

(f) Granted that freedom can be understood only as the property of the will of 

being a law to itself independently of the objects of volition, ‘‘‘‘ffrreeeeddoomm  ooff  

cchhooiiccee  ccaannnnoott  bbee  ddeeffiinneedd  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]……aass  tthhee  ccaappaacciittyy  ttoo  mmaakkee  aa  cchhooiiccee  

ffoorr  oorr  aaggaaiinnsstt  tthhee  llaaww  ((lliibbeerrttaass  iinnddiiffffeerreennttiiaaee)),,  eevveenn  tthhoouugghh  cchhooiiccee  aass  aa  

pphheennoommeennoonn  pprroovviiddeess  ffrreeqquueenntt  eexxaammpplleess  ooff  tthhiiss  iinn  eexxppeerriieennccee’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::222266)). 

(g) Therefore, granted that freedom really is the ground of practical synthetic 

necessity and that it is conceptually true that freedom of the will is the capacity 

to be motivated by pure reason, pure reason necessarily motivates the free will.   

The fact that freedom is meant as autonomy of the will is not a self-standing conceptual 

truth. Pure reason itself demands that it be conceptually true that freedom as the ground of 

autonomous motivation is understood only as the capacity to obey the moral law. The ground of 

this conceptual claim is ultimately normative19, that is, a free will solely understood as a moral 

capacity is not a conceptual truth simpliciter but a conceptual truth grounded in a practical demand 

of reason. Therefore, it is not that we cannot, so to speak, escape from acting as free in virtue of a 

metaphysical, conceptual or nomic necessity. Neither can we claim ex post facto that our failure to 

be motivated by the moral law bears witness to our lack of freedom and hence to our lack of moral 



  

 23

responsibility. Kant proclaims the asymmetric dependence of the free will on the consciousness of 

moral duty by suggesting that ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  tthhee  ffrreeeeddoomm  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  ddooeess  nnoott  pprreecceeddee  tthhee  

ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss  ooff  tthhee  mmoorraall  llaaww  iinn  uuss  bbuutt  iiss  ddeedduucceedd  ffrroomm  tthhee  ddeetteerrmmiinnaabbiilliittyy  ooff  oouurr  wwiillll  bbyy  tthhiiss  

llaaww  aass  aann  uunnccoonnddiittiioonnaall  ccoommmmaanndd  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]……EEvveerryyoonnee  wwiillll  hhaavvee  ttoo  aaddmmiitt  tthhaatt  hhee  ddooeess  

nnoott  kknnooww  wwhheetthheerr,,  wweerree  ssuucchh  aa  ssiittuuaattiioonn  ttoo  aarriissee  [[tthhee  tteemmppttaattiioonn  ttoo  vviioollaattee  dduuttyy]],,  hhee  wwoouulldd  nnoott  bbee  

sshhaakkeenn  iinn  hhiiss  rreessoolluuttiioonn..  SSttiillll,,  dduuttyy  ccoommmmaannddss  hhiimm  uunnccoonnddiittiioonnaallllyy::  hhee  oouugghhtt  ttoo  rreemmaaiinn  ttrruuee  ttoo  hhiiss  

rreessoollvvee;;  aanndd  tthheennccee  hhee  rriigghhttllyy  ccoonncclluuddeess  tthhaatt  hhee  mmuusstt  bbee  aabbllee  ttoo  ddoo  ssoo,,  aanndd  tthhaatt  hhiiss  wwiillll  iiss  

tthheerreeffoorree  ffrreeee’’’’  ((RR  0066::4499nn)). Here Kant willingly concedes that failing to act as morality enjoins is 

always logically possible, yet reason still demands that we understand our freedom as the ability to 

overcome inclinations and act on principles everyone could adopt as action-guiding. Kant claims 

that the possibility of motivational failure is an empirical proposition20 (Satz der Erfahrung, MM 

06:226 in fine) which cannot constitute the expository principle (Erklärungsprincip, MM 06:loc. 

cit.) of the concept of free choice. The latter concept is an Idea of pure reason and hence 

transcendent (see KrV A296/B352). As such it can only be given a practical (nor theoretical 

neither logical) definition that serves the need of pure reason to be of itself practical. The attempt 

to include in this practical definition the empirically logical possibility of motivational failure is 

nothing but a hybrid definition (definitio hybrida or Bastardeklärung) that adds ‘‘‘‘ttoo  tthhee  pprraaccttiiccaall  

ccoonncceepptt  tthhee  eexxeerrcciissee  ooff  iitt,,  aass  iitt  iiss  ttaauugghhtt  bbyy  eexxppeerriieennccee’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::222277)). 

 

Conclusion 

 

Are practical synthetic a priori judgments possible? This question could aptly epitomize 

Kant’s overall enterprise regarding the possibility of autonomous motivation. My aim was to show 

that practical syntheticity establishes an asymmetric dependence of the free will on pure practical 

reason in a way conducive to a normative understanding of moral motivation. Folk psychology 

can always occupy the matter of our maxims and thus shape the content of change we bring about 

on the empirical plane. Nevertheless, it totally fails to establish the ground upon which we choose 

to shape our reality. I believe that only a normative construal can allow us to see the depth in 

Kant’s claim that ‘‘‘‘oonnllyy  ffrreeeeddoomm  iinn  rreellaattiioonn  ttoo  tthhee  iinntteerrnnaall  llaawwggiivviinngg  ooff  rreeaassoonn  iiss  rreeaallllyy  aa  

ccaappaacciittyy;;  tthhee  ppoossssiibbiilliittyy  ooff  ddeevviiaattiinngg  ffrroomm  iitt  iiss  aann  iinnccaappaacciittyy’’’’  ((MMMM  0066::222266--222277)). All the rest 

follows from this initial premise. The normative gist of autonomous motivation consists in the 

idea that the change we can effect in the world by acting morally is the only way to affirm that if 

we are to be really free, this is how our freedom should manifest itself in the world. There is no 



  

need to resort to unfruitful investigations of the inscrutable causal capacities of our intelligible 

nature, since ‘‘‘‘ffoorr  uuss  mmeenn  iitt  iiss  wwhhoollllyy  iimmppoossssiibbllee  ttoo  eexxppllaaiinn  hhooww  aanndd  wwhhyy  tthhee  uunniivveerrssaalliittyy  ooff  aa  

mmaaxxiimm  aass  aa  llaaww  ––  aanndd  tthheerreeffoorree  mmoorraalliittyy  ––  sshhoouulldd  iinntteerreesstt  uuss’’’’  ((GGMMSS  0044::446600)). 

 

A Note on the Text 

 

For convenience I cite Kant’s works infratextually in parentheses. Citations from Kant’s works 

will be located by volume and page number of the Academy Edition, Kant’s gesammelte 

Schriften, edited by the Royal Prussian (successively the German and then Berlin-Brandenburg) 

Academy of Sciences (Berlin: Georg Reimer, later Walter de Gruyter & Co., 1900-). References 

to the Critique of Pure Reason will be located in the traditional manner by the pagination of its 

first (΄΄Α΄΄) and second (΄΄Β΄΄) editions. 

Translations from the Critique of Pure Reason are from Immanuel Kant: Critique of Pure Reason: 

A revised and expanded translation based on Meiklejohn, ed. by Vasilis Politis, London: J. M. 

Dent, Everyman, 1997 (4th edn.). Translations from the Critique of Practical Reason are from 

Immanuel Kant: Critique of Practical Reason, trans. by Thomas Kingsmill Abbott, Dover 

Publications, Inc., 2004 (unabridged republication of the 1954 reprint by Longmans, Green and 

Co., London and New York, of the work originally published in 1909); those of Religion are from 

Immanuel Kant: Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, trans. by Theodore M. Green and 

Hoyt H. Hudson, HarperOne 1960; those from the Groundwork of  the Metaphysics of Morals 

from Immanuel Kant: Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. By H. J. Paton, New 

York: Harper & Row Publishers, Inc., 1964; and finally those of The Metaphysics of Morals from 

Immanuel Kant: The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. with an introduction and notes by Mary 

Gregor, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. The abbreviations used throughout this 

essay are as follows: 

 

KrV = Critique of Pure Reason 

GMS = Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals 

KpV = Critique of Practical Reason 

R = Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone 

MM: The Metaphysics of Morals 
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Notes 
 

 
1 Motivating force has been attributed to a vast gamut of candidate normative concepts. A standard though not 

exhaustive division of opinion regarding the way in which normativity manifests itself in the practical realm is 

between proponents of judgment and existence internalism. Briefly put, judgment internalism holds that motivation is 

the result of making a sincere judgment or believing that one ought to φ or has a reason to φ. On the contrary, 

existence internalists claim that it is in virtue of a consideration’s being a reason or right-making that an agent is 

capable of being motivated to act accordingly. Although I am inclined towards classifying Kant as a proponent of 

existence internalism, this will not be the primary concern of this paper. What I will try to present instead is Kant’s 

position on the more fundamental question concerning the way in which normativity broadly construed is necessarily 

related to motivation. For an attribution to Kant of existence internalism, see Darwall, Stephen, Morality and 

Practical Reason: A Kantian Approach, in Copp, David (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Ethical Theory, Oxford 

University Press, 2006, pp. 296-297. For an informative discussion of the existence versus judgment internalism 

debate see Darwall, Stephen, Impartial Reason, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983, pp. 51 ff. 
2 A binary relation between x and y is asymmetric when it holds from x to y, but not also from y to x. Such a 

unidirectional implication is logically expressed as ∀x∀y (Rxy → ¬Ryx). The opposite holds for symmetric 

relations which hold both ways, i.e.∀x∀y (Rxy→Ryx). The asymmetric qualification of internalism works as a 

safeguard against the logical consequences of entailment, which allows that impossibility entails everything and 

necessary truth is entailed by everything. In the case of internalism, that would result in our having an invalid moral 

reason that does not affect the validity of its ensuing motive. For an in-depth analysis of the asymmetric structure of 

internalist relations see Hurley, Susan L., Reason and motivation: the wrong distinction? , in Analysis, Vol. 61, No. 

270, (April 2001), pp. 151-155. Michael Smith appears to defend a symmetric-analytic account of internalism based 

on what he considers as a conceptual truth, namely that ““IIff  aann  aaggeenntt  bbeelliieevveess  tthhaatt  sshhee  hhaass  aa  nnoorrmmaattiivvee  rreeaassoonn  ttoo  ΦΦ,,  

tthheenn  sshhee  rraattiioonnaallllyy  sshhoouulldd  ddeessiirree  ttoo  ΦΦ”” (see, Smith, Michael, The Moral Problem, Blackwell Publishing, 1994, p. 

148). Space limit does not allow me to thoroughly critique Smith’s argument; hence I shall confine myself to the 

remark that symmetricity entails a very strong account of concept possession that cannot disprove without any cost the 

objections raised by a linguistically competent amoralist. 
3 The most direct reference to the connection of practical syntheticity with motivational internalism is made by 

Nelson Potter, see Potter, Nelson, The Synthetic A Priori Proposition of Kant’s Ethical Philosophy, in Jahrbuch für 

Recht und Ethik / Annual Review of Law and Ethics, Vol. 5 (1997), pp. 437-459. 
4 Matthew Bedke has recently expounded an internalist theory which is based on the possibility of an a posteriori 

synthetic identity between moral judgments and motivation (see Bedke, Matthew S., Moral judgment purposivism: 

saving internalism from amoralism, forthcoming in Philosophical Studies). His account (moral judgment 

purposivism) is premised on a synthetic necessity claim according to which ‘‘‘‘iittss  iiss  mmeettaapphhyyssiiccaallllyy  iimmppoossssiibbllee  ffoorr  aa  

mmoorraall  jjuuddggmmeenntt  ttoo  ffaaiill  ttoo  hhaavvee  aa  ppuurrppoossee,,  mmuucchh  aass  iitt  iiss  mmeettaapphhyyssiiccaallllyy  iimmppoossssiibbllee  ffoorr  wwaatteerr  ttoo  hhaavvee  aa  cchheemmiiccaall  

ccoommppoossiittiioonn  ootthheerr  tthhaann  HH22OO’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  pp..  1133)). Bedke’s empiricist account views moral motivation as a social 

phenomenon causally explicable by means of ‘‘‘‘eemmppiirriiccaall  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,  ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  aabboouutt  tthhee  eevvoolluuttiioonnaarryy  

hhiissttoorryy  ooff  oouurr  mmoorraall  pprraaccttiicceess’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  pp..  22)).  
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5 For the view that the Fact of Reason does not carry the burden of justifying the autonomy of pure practical 

reason, see, Łuków, Pawel, The Fact of Reason: Kant’s Passage to Ordinary Moral Knowledge, in Kant-Studien, Vol. 

84 (1993), pp. 204-221 and O’Neill, Onora, Autonomy and the Fact of Reason in the Kritik der praktischen Vernunft, 

in Ηöffe, Otfried (ed.), Immanuel Kant: Kritik der praktischen Vernunft, Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2002, p. 83.  
6 My analysis is consonant with a constructivist interpretation of Kant’s ethics. Unfortunately the length of this 

essay does not permit a thorough defence of Kantian constructivism; however, I firmly support the view that 

constructivism offers the most fitting account of the objectivity of moral principles in light of Kant’s overall Critical 

enterprise. 
7 Kant’s conception of the relation of freedom and morality has not been unshakeable. Even his critical writings do 

not suggest a continuity of thought with regard to this issue. In the Groundwork, Kant explicitly embarks on the 

endeavor to deduce morality from a metaphysically robust conception of freedom, or in his own words ‘‘‘‘ssiinnccee  iitt  

[[mmoorraalliittyy]]……mmuusstt  bbee  ddeerriivveedd  ssoolleellyy  ffrroomm  tthhee  pprrooppeerrttyy  ooff  ffrreeeeddoomm,,  wwee  hhaavvee  ggoott  ttoo  pprroovvee  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  tthhaatt  ffrreeeeddoomm  

ttoooo  iiss  aa  pprrooppeerrttyy  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  ooff  aallll  rraattiioonnaall  bbeeiinnggss’’’’  ((GGMMSS  0044::444477)). Although almost all contemporary scholars agree 

on the fact that the Second Critique marks a shift in Kant’s argumentative strategy, there has been an ongoing 

controversy as to whether this reversion signifies a total abandonment of a metaphysical grounding of freedom. Karl 

Ameriks is the most ardent proponent of the view that Kant never actually denied the need of an ontological proof of 

freedom; see especially Ameriks, Karl, Kant’s Deduction of Freedom and Morality and Kant’s Groundwork III 

Argument Reconsidered both in Ameriks, Karl, Interpreting Kant’s Critiques, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003, pp. 

161-192 and 226-248 respectively. On the contrary, Christine Korsgaard and Onora O’Neill (although in a less critical 

tone) share the view that Kant’s final position is purely practical. For a concise presentation of this argument, see 

Korsgaard, Christine M., Morality as freedom, in Korsgaard, Christine M., Creating the Kingdom of Ends, Cambridge 

University Press, 1996, especially pp. 162-171, and O’Neill, Onora, Reason and Autonomy in Grundlegung III and 

Action, anthropology and autonomy, both in O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of reason: Explorations of Kant’s 

Practical Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 51-65 and 66-77 respectively. 
8 If the concept of free will was intellectually intuitable the relation of pure reason to the will would be analytic a 

priori. Autonomy of the will would be analytically contained in the concept of causa noumenon. Kant refers to this 

hypothesis when he remarks that this synthetic relation ‘‘‘‘wwoouulldd,,  iinnddeeeedd,,  bbee  aannaallyyttiiccaall  iiff  tthhee  ffrreeeeddoomm  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  wweerree  

pprreessuuppppoosseedd,,  bbuutt  ttoo  pprreessuuppppoossee  ffrreeeeddoomm  aass  aa  ppoossiittiivvee  ccoonncceepptt  wwoouulldd  rreeqquuiirree  aann  iinntteelllleeccttuuaall  iinnttuuiittiioonn,,  wwhhiicchh  ccaannnnoott  bbee  

aassssuummeedd’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::3311,,  sseeee  aallssoo  GGMMSS  0044::444477)). 

     9 Andrew Chignell ingeniously correlates Kant’s notion of Fürwahrhalten to the epistemic concept of acceptance. 

He further emphasizes the voluntary aspect in Kant’s normative justification of freedom noting that the latter is 

effected by means of a positive epistemic attitude which is not to be confounded with a ‘‘‘‘pprroo--aattttiittuuddee  ––  ii..ee..,,  ggllaaddnneessss  

oorr  hhooppee  oorr  ggooooddwwiillll  ttoowwaarrddss  tthhee  pprrooppoossiittiioonn  oorr  iittss  ttrruutthh’’’’, rather it should be understood as ‘‘‘‘aa  wwiilllliinnggnneessss  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  

aaddddeedd]]  ttoo  ttaakkee  iitt  oonn  bbooaarrdd,,  ttoo  ttaakkee  iitt  ttoo  bbee  ttrruuee..’’’’ (Chignell, Andrew, Kant’s Concepts of Justification, in Noûs, Vol. 

41, No. 1 (2007), pp. 35). For an excellent presentation of the distinction between belief and acceptance see also 

Cohen, Jonathan L., Belief and Acceptance, in Mind, Vol 98, No. 391 (Jul. 1989), pp. 367-389. 
10 One of the few externalist approaches of Kant’s motivational theory belongs to Karl Ameriks (see Ameriks, 

Karl, Kant and Motivational Externalism, in Klemme, H., Kühn, Schönecker, D. (Hg.), Moralische Motivation, Kant 

und die Alternativen, Kant-Forschungen, Band 16, Felix Meiner Verlag, Hamburg 2006, pp. 3-22). Ameriks 
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mistakenly assumes that respect as the motivational component of the allegedly internalist relation just is the moral 

feeling that moves the agents towards the proper action. His view is manifestly reflected in his claim that ‘‘‘‘……aalltthhoouugghh  

iitt  iiss  ccrruucciiaall  oonn  KKaanntt’’ss  vviieeww  ooff  pprrooppeerr  aaccttiioonn  tthhaatt  tthhee  ssppeecciiffiicc  ffeeeelliinngg  ooff  rreessppeecctt  ffoorr  dduuttyy  bbee  pprreesseenntt  iinn  ssoommee  wwaayy,,  iitt  aallssoo  

ccrruucciiaall  ffoorr  aannyy  pprrooppeerr  hhuummaann  mmoottiivvaattiioonn  tthhaatt  tthheerree  bbee,,  iinn  aaddddiittiioonn  ttoo  ffeeeelliinngg  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]],,  aa  pprreecceeddiinngg  

((llooggiiccaallllyy,,  iiff  nnoott  tteemmppoorraallllyy))  ffoouunnddiinngg  jjuuddggmmeenntt……FFoorrttuunnaatteellyy,,  KKaanntt  ddooeess  nnoott  iinnssiisstt  tthhaatt  tthhee  ffeeeelliinngg  ooff  dduuttyy  aallwwaayyss  hhaass  

ttoo  bbee  cclleeaarrllyy  eexxpplliicciitt  ttoo  ccoonnsscciioouussnneessss’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  pp..  1199)). 

      11 For an excellent analysis of the logical defeasibility of theoretical synthetic a priori judgements, see Hanna, 

Robert, Kant and the Foundations of Analytic Philosophy, Clarendon / Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 239-264. 

      12 Lewis White Beck astutely distinguishes the qualitative and functional difference between Wille and Willkür by 

employing the contrast between freedom as spontaneity, that is, the faculty of initiating a new causal series in time, 

and freedom as autonomy. For a further analysis of this analogy, see White Beck, Lewis, A Commentary on Kant´s 

Critique of Practical Reason, Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1960. 
13 Kant’s claim that the physical possibility of actions should not constitute the ground of autonomous motivation 

should not be construed as implying that physical impediments to action are unexceptionally of no moral interest. 

Kant dispels this error by clarifying that ““tthhiiss  oouugghhtt  iinnddiiccaatteess  aa  ppoossssiibbllee  aaccttiioonn,,  tthhee  ggrroouunndd  ooff  wwhhiicchh  iiss  aa  ppuurree  

ccoonncceepptt..  TThhiiss  aaccttiioonn  mmuusstt  cceerrttaaiinnllyy  bbee  ppoossssiibbllee  uunnddeerr  pphhyyssiiccaall  ccoonnddiittiioonnss……bbuutt  tthheessee  pphhyyssiiccaall  oorr  nnaattuurraall  ccoonnddiittiioonnss  

ddoo  nnoott  ccoonncceerrnn  tthhee  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  iittsseellff,,  tthheeyy  rreellaattee  ttoo  iittss  eeffffeecctt  aalloonnee,,  aanndd  tthhee  ccoonnsseeqquueenncceess  ooff  tthhee  eeffffeecctt  

iinn  tthhee  wwoorrlldd  ooff  aappppeeaarraanncceess  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]””  ((KKrrVV  AA  554477//BB557755,,  sseeee  aallssoo  MMMM  0066::440044)). What is clearly stated in 

this passage is that physical possibility refers to acts as means to certain purposes, whereas moral possibility refers to 

the reasons for pursuing an end φ by means of act π. A physical incapacity must also be a moral incapacity in order to 

supply a reason against a certain action. To clarify this point, suppose that a person suffering from an incapacitating 

illness is the only witness of a child’s drowning. Her handicap bears testimony to the empirical fact that it is 

physically impossible for her to save the child. If asked why she has refrained from trying to save the child, her first 

spontaneous answer might indeed be that a physical obstacle prevented her from doing so. However, once again the 

same question can be pressed on her in an intelligible manner, but this time the answer expected does not concern the 

cause of the forbearance but its reason and these two features are far from being trivial alternatives. If asked to 

provide a moral reason for her omission she could by proper reflection refine her answer and say that a moral norm 

enjoining salvation despite the savior’s physical incapacity cannot be conceivably adopted by everyone, because it is 

not everyone that suffers from a physical deficiency, but only a minority of persons who thus would unequally carry 

the burden of its enactment.  
14 The fact that Kant subsumes acts as a means to desirable ends under the concept of a maxim’s matter provides 

sufficient reason for refuting the platitude that Kantian ethics marginalizes moral sentiments. While it is true that Kant 

excludes any feeling from assuming the position of a moral maxim’s determining ground, he is totally affirmative 

with regard to the possibility of a maxim’s matter having an affective content. The inclusion of both the act and its 

end within the matter of a maxim lifts the veil of confusion as to whether an emotional disposition is compatible with 

the maxim’s moral worth. Kant does not show enmity towards the psychological involvement of the agent vis-à-vis 

her actions; indeed he clearly thinks that such an involvement is a necessary condition of agency in general. What he 

proposes instead concerns the further step of where to locate the normative weight carried by the matter of a maxim, 

that is, whether there are any universally adoptable reasons validating the attainment of what we feel as right. His 
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view then is that the moral worth of a maxim’s matter (act-end) cannot be attested by the matter itself ‘‘‘‘bbuutt  mmeerreellyy  

ffrroomm  tthhiiss,,  tthhaatt  tthhee  ffoorrmm  ooff  uunniivveerrssaalliittyy  wwhhiicchh  rreeaassoonn  rreeqquuiirreess  aass  tthhee  ccoonnddiittiioonn  ooff  ggiivviinngg  ttoo  aa  mmaaxxiimm  ooff  sseellff--lloovvee  tthhee  

oobbjjeeccttiivvee  vvaalliiddiittyy  ooff  aa  llaaww’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::3344)). 

      15 Derek Parfit erroneously tries to condense all versions of synthetic internalism by means of the general term 

“non-analytically reductive internalism”. I believe that his misconception lies in the assumption he makes that 

internalism always entails the asymmetric priority of the psychological capacities of the agent (see Parfit, Derek, 

Reasons and Motivation, in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 71, pp. 99-130 and his 

Normativity, in Shafer-Landau, Russ (ed.) Oxford Studies in Metaethics, vol. 1, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006, pp. 

323-380, especially p. 335). With respect to the relation between normativity and motivation he says, ‘‘‘‘TThhoouugghh  tthheessee  

ccllaaiimmss  ddoo  nnoott  mmeeaann  tthhee  ssaammee,,  wwhheenn  ((RR))  [[wwee  hhaavvee  aa  rreeaassoonn  ttoo  ddoo  ssoommeetthhiinngg]]  iiss  ttrruuee,,  tthhaatt  nnoorrmmaattiivvee  ffaacctt  iiss  tthhee  ssaammee  aass,,  

oorr  ccoonnssiissttss  iinn,,  tthhee  ffaacctt  rreeppoorrtteedd  bbyy  ((MM))  [[iiff  wwee  ddeelliibbeerraatteedd  oonn  tthhee  ffaaccttss  oonn  aa  pprroocceedduurraallllyy  rraattiioonnaall  wwaayy,,  wwee  wwoouulldd  bbee  

mmoottiivvaatteedd  ttoo  ddoo  tthhiiss  tthhiinngg]]’’’’  ((RReeaassoonnss  aanndd  MMoottiivvaattiioonn,,  iibbiidd..,,  pp..  110088)). He then immediately remarks that ‘‘‘‘SSuucchh  

IInntteerrnnaalliissttss  bbeelliieevvee  tthhaatt,,  tthhoouugghh  ((11))  [[aa  nnoorrmmaattiivvee  rreeaassoonn]]  iiss  ttrruuee  oonnllyy  iiff  ((22))  [[aa  mmoottiivvaattiinngg  rreeaassoonn]]  iiss  ttrruuee,,  tthheessee  ccllaaiimmss  

hhaavvee  ddiiffffeerreenntt  mmeeaanniinnggss..  TThheessee  IInntteerrnnaalliissttss  wwoouulldd  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  ––  tthhoouugghh  tthheeyy  wwoouulldd  rreejjeecctt  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  ––  tthhee  vviieeww  

tthhaatt,,  ddeessppiittee  tthhiiss  mmaann’’ss  mmoottiivvaattiioonnaall  ssttaattee,,  hhee  hhaass  rreeaassoonnss  ttoo  ttrreeaatt  hhiiss  wwiiffee  bbeetttteerr’’’’  ((RReeaassoonnss  aanndd  MMoottiivvaattiioonn,,  iibbiidd..,,  pp..  

111100)). Parfit’s description of internalisms of the synthetic genre is inadequate in two ways. Firstly, he excludes without 

argument the possibility that the asymmetric primacy is held by what he calls a ‘‘normative fact’’. Secondly, he 

equally fails to consider the possibility of an a posteriori correlation of normative and physical facts without the 

former being eliminatively reduced to the latter (see also supra note 4). 
16 Kant overtly refers to the practical unintelligibility of moral evil when he remarks that ‘‘‘‘BBuutt  tthhee  rraattiioonnaall  oorriiggiinn  

ooff  tthhiiss  ppeerrvveerrssiioonn  ooff  oouurr  wwiillll  wwhheerreebbyy  iitt  mmaakkeess  lloowweerr  iinncceennttiivveess  ssuupprreemmee  aammoonngg  iittss  mmaaxxiimmss,,  tthhaatt  iiss,,  ooff  tthhee  pprrooppeennssiittyy  

ttoo  eevviill,,  rreemmaaiinnss  iinnssccrruuttaabbllee  ttoo  uuss……  tthheerree  iiss  tthheenn  ffoorr  uuss  nnoo  ccoonncceeiivvaabbllee  ggrroouunndd  [[kkeeiinn  bbeeggrreeiifflliicchheerr  GGrruunndd]]  ffrroomm  wwhhiicchh  

tthhee  mmoorraall  eevviill  iinn  uuss  ccoouulldd  oorriiggiinnaallllyy  hhaavvee  ccoommee..’’’’  ((RR  0066::4433)). For an insightful elaboration on the practical 

unintelligibility of moral evil see Korsgaard, Christine M., Morality as freedom, supra note 7, p. 171, 173. 
17 Mark Timmons (see Timmons, Mark, McCarthy on Practical Necessitation in Kant, in  Kant-Studien, Vol. 80, 

No. 2 (1989), pp. 198-207) tries to analyze the notion of practical necessitation in terms of Kant’s counterfactual 

claim that ‘‘‘‘aann  iimmppeerraattiivvee……ssiiggnniiffiieess  tthhaatt,,  iiff  rreeaassoonn  ccoommpplleetteellyy  ddeetteerrmmiinneedd  tthhee  wwiillll,,  tthhee  aaccttiioonn  wwoouulldd  iinneevviittaabbllyy  ttaakkee  

ppllaaccee  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhiiss  rruullee’’’’  ((KKppVV  0055::2200)). Timmons reads this passage in a way that suggests ‘‘‘‘tthhaatt  tthhee  rreellaattiioonn  ooff  

nneecceessssiittaattiioonn  eexxpprreesssseedd  iinn  ‘‘oouugghhtt’’  ssttaatteemmeennttss  rreellaatteess  tthhee  iiddeeaa  ooff  wwhhaatt  rruulleess  aann  aaggeenntt  wwoouulldd  aacctt  oonn,,  oorr  wwiillll  iinn  

aaccccoorrddaannccee  wwiitthh,,  wweerree  sshhee  ccoommpplleetteellyy  rraattiioonnaall……ttoo  tthhee  iiddeeaa  ooff  aann  aaggeenntt  wwhhoo  iiss  nnoott  bbyy  nnaattuurree  ccoommpplleetteellyy  rraattiioonnaall……ttoo  

ccllaaiimm  tthhaatt  ssoommee  aaggeenntt,,  PP,,  iiss  nneecceessssiittaatteedd  ttoo  ssoommee  AA  iinn  ssoommee  cciirrccuummssttaannccee  CC  iiss  eeqquuiivvaalleenntt  ((vviiaa  aann  aannaallyyssiiss  ooff  tthhee  

nnoottiioonn  ooff  nneecceessssiittaattiioonn))  [[eemmpphhaassiiss  aaddddeedd]]  ttoo  tthhee  ccllaaiimm  tthhaatt  iiff  PP  wweerree  ddeelliibbeerraattiinngg  iinn  aa  ccoommpplleetteellyy  rraattiioonnaall  mmaannnneerr,,  PP  

wwoouulldd  nneecceessssaarriillyy  wwiillll  ttoo  ddoo  AA  iinn  CC’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  pp..  220066)). What seems to be the core mistake in Timmons’s account is that 

practical necessity denotes a practical synthetic a priori relation and thus only pertains to finite, not ideally conceived 

rational agents who are not always willing to apply the moral rules. On the contrary, the necessity he analytically 

derives from the latter, is rather a conceptual (not synthetic) one, since it refers to an agent endowed with a divine 

will, i.e. a will that conceptually entails an always available disposition to act morally. As a result, the Kantian notion 

of practical necessitation (praktische Nöthigung) cannot be analytically equivalent with the conceptual necessity of a 

perfectly rational being who is unexceptionally willing to fulfill her duty. Timmons’s argument constitutes a 
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refinement of a similar argument presented by Michael H. McCarthy, see McCarthy, Michael H., Kant’s Application 

of the Analytic/Synthetic Distinction, in Dialogue, Vol. 18, (1979), pp. 373-91 as well as his Paton’s Suggestion that 

Kant’s Principle of Morality Might Be Analytic, in Kant-Studien, Vol. 76, (1985), pp. 28-42. 
18 I believe that Kant’s conception of the synthetic relation between pure reason and the will can be analyzed into 

the proposition that the will is asymmetrically dependent on pure reason. The fact that Kant views the will’s synthetic 

necessitation as an instance of asymmetric dependence is evidenced by his standard use of the terms Abhängigkeit and 

Bestimmung as a way of reference to his internalist proposition. This idea is perspicuously expressed in his remark 

that ‘‘‘‘tthhee  rreellaattiioonn  ooff  ssuucchh  aa  wwiillll  [[tthhee  iimmppeerrffeecctt  wwiillll  ooff  aa  ffiinniittee  rraattiioonnaall  aaggeenntt]]  ttoo  tthhiiss  llaaww  iiss  ddeeppeennddeennccee  

[[AAbbhhäännggiiggkkeeiitt]]  uunnddeerr  tthhee  nnaammee  ooff  oobblliiggaattiioonn,,  wwhhiicchh  iimmpplliieess  aa  ccoonnssttrraaiinntt  [[NNöötthhiigguunngg]]  ttoo  aann  aaccttiioonn,,  tthhoouugghh  oonnllyy  bbyy  

rreeaassoonn  aanndd  iittss  oobbjjeeccttiivvee  llaaww””  ((KKppVV  0055::3322,,  sseeee  aallssoo  GGMMSS  0044::445544)). Jaegwon Kim (see Kim, Jaegwon, Supervenience 

as a Philosophical Concept, in Metaphilosophy, Vol. 21, Nos. 1&2, (Jan-Apr. 1990), pp. 1-27) locates the close tie 

between dependence and/or determination and asymmetricity within the framework of his account of supervenience, 

claiming that ‘‘‘‘ddeeppeennddeennccee,,  oorr  ddeetteerrmmiinnaattiioonn,,  iiss  uussuuaallllyy  uunnddeerrssttoooodd  ttoo  bbee  aassyymmmmeettrriicc  wwhheerreeaass  eennttaaiillmmeenntt……iiss  nneeiitthheerr  

ssyymmmmeettrriicc  nnoorr  aassyymmmmeettrriicc’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  pp..  1133)). If we further attempt to translate practical syntheticity in terms of 

supervenience, we could endorse Kim’s definition of a dependence relation as follows: ‘‘‘‘AA--pprrooppeerrttiieess  [[tthhee  mmoorraall  

iinntteerreesstt]]  ddeeppeenndd  oonn  BB--pprrooppeerrttiieess  [[tthhee  pprraaccttiiccaall  llaaww]]  jjuusstt  iinn  ccaassee  AA  ssttrroonnggllyy  ccoovvaarriieess  wwiitthh  BB,,  bbuutt  nnoott  ccoonnvveerrsseellyy;;  tthhaatt  iiss,,  

aannyy  BB--iinnddiisscceerrnniibbllee  tthhiinnggss  aarree  AA--iinnddiisscceerrnniibbllee  bbuutt  tthheerree  aarree  AA--iinnddiisscceerrnniibbllee  tthhiinnggss  tthhaatt  aarree  BB--ddiisscceerrnniibbllee’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  

pppp..1133--44)). The latter case refers to the logical (not practical) possibility of violating the moral law, which does not of 

itself abolish the synthetic necessity established between the asymmetrically supervenient law and the subvenient or 

dependent will. 

     19 R. Lanier Anderson provides an excellent theoretical analogue of the normative grounding of a priori 

syntheticity which corresponds glibly to my moral argument against externalism. As Anderson remarks, ““UUnnlliikkee  aa  

ddeessccrriippttiivvee  nnaattuurraall  llaaww,,  aa  pprreessccrriippttiivvee  nnoorrmmaattiivvee  rruullee  ddooeess  nnoott  eennttaaiill  tthhaatt  aallll  tthhee  ppaarrttiiccuullaarr  ccaasseess  iitt  ccoovveerrss  aaccttuuaallllyy  

ccoonnffoorrmm  ttoo  tthhee  rruullee……TThhee  nnoorrmmaattiivvee  rruullee  tthhuuss  rreemmaaiinnss  bbiinnddiinngg,,  eevveenn  wwhheenn  iitt  iiss  vviioollaatteedd,,  aanndd  tthheerreebbyy  hhaass  aa  ddiiffffeerreenntt  

‘‘ddiirreeccttiioonn  ooff  ffiitt’’  ffrroomm  ddeessccrriippttiivvee  rruulleess”” (see, Anderson, R. Lanier, Synthesis, Cognitive Normativity, and the Meaning 

of Kant’s Question, ‘How are synthetic cognitions a priori possible?’, in European Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 9, No. 

3 (2001) p. 277). 
20 My claim that autonomous motivation is impervious to the logical possibility of moral evil is an indirect 

rejoinder to Henry Allison’s famous Incorporation Thesis (see Allison, Henry, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990, pp. 155 ff.). Allison, in an attempt to disqualify the causal accounts of 

autonomous motivation, has focused on a ever since highly quoted passage from the Religion, according to which 

‘‘‘‘ffrreeeeddoomm  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  iiss  ooff  aa  wwhhoollllyy  uunniiqquuee  nnaattuurree  iinn  tthhaatt  aann  iinncceennttiivvee  ccaann  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthhee  wwiillll  ttoo  aann  aaccttiioonn  oonnllyy  ssoo  ffaarr  aass  

tthhee  iinnddiivviidduuaall  hhaass  iinnccoorrppoorraatteedd  iitt  iinnttoo  hhiiss  mmaaxxiimm  ((hhaass  mmaaddee  iitt  tthhee  ggeenneerraall  rruullee  iinn  aaccccoorrddaannccee  wwiitthh  wwhhiicchh  hhee  wwiillll  

ccoonndduucctt  hhiimmsseellff));;  oonnllyy  tthhuuss  ccaann  aann  iinncceennttiivvee,,  wwhhaatteevveerr  iitt  mmaayy  bbee,,  ccoo--eexxiisstt  wwiitthh  tthhee  aabbssoolluuttee  ssppoonnttaanneeiittyy  ooff  tthhee  wwiillll  

((ii..ee..,,  ffrreeeeddoomm))’’’’  ((RR  0066::2233  iinn  ffiinnee,,  2244)). Allison concludes that moral good as well as moral evil must be an act of a free 

will. Based on this assumption, he suggests that Kant’s frequent comments on the universality of the propensity to evil 

(Allgemeinheit des Hanges zum Bösen) imply that the relation of evil to the executive will (Willkür) must also be 

necessary and thus synthetic a priori, exactly as in the case of the will’s relation to pure reason. Allison’s argument 

about the incorporation of good or vicious incentives should not be dissociated from his underlying purpose of 
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positing a parallel syntheticity with regard to the evil’s relation to the will. I believe that Kant’s explicit comments on 

the practical unintelligibility of evil clearly exclude the possibility of a practical synthetic a priori relation of the latter 

to the will. Furthermore, even if we tried to discern in his comments on the universality of evil an allusion to a 

possibly theoretical synthetic a priori relation, such a conclusion would certainly have no bearing on the practical 

issue of moral motivation. For a more sympathetic- though no less critical – account of Allison’s argument see 

Frierson, Patrick, Freedom and Anthropology in Kant’s Moral Philosophy, Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. 34-

38. Frierson keenly characterizes the propensity of man to evil as an expression of an empirical abuse of freedom, 

adding that ‘‘‘‘tthhee  ´́nneecceessssiittyy´́  tthhaatt  oonnee  wwiitthh  aa  pprrooppeennssiittyy  ttoo  eevviill  wwiillll  ppeerrffoorrmm  eevviill  iiss  nnoott  aa  llooggiiccaall  nneecceessssiittyy,,  nnoorr  aa  

mmoorraallllyy  rreelleevvaanntt  nneecceessssiittyy,,  bbuutt  aakkiinn  ttoo  aa  nnaattuurraall  nneecceessssiittyy’’’’  ((iibbiidd..,,  pppp..  118899--9900)).. 
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