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KANT ON THE UNITY OF THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL REASON. 

by PAULINE KLEINGELD 

Kant famously asserts that reason is one and the same, whether it is applied theoretically, to the realm of what is, or practically, to the realm of what ought to 
be. His view that theoretical and practical reason are two different applications of "one and the same reason"(1) is known as the doctrine of the unity of reason. 
Yet Kant himself seems to contradict this doctrine in two ways. In some passages in the very same works in which he asserts the unity of reason, he also states 
that this unity has yet to be demonstrated. According to the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, demonstrating the unity of practical and theoretical 
reason is one of the tasks of a critique of practical reason.(2) In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant further postpones this task by saying that we can expect 
this unity only to be demonstrated "some day."(3) Moreover, Kant also claims that theoretical and practical reason are "united" through the idea of the 
purposiveness of nature, suggesting an original disunity.(4) Thus, it seems that Kant defends three incompatible claims regarding the unity of reason. It would 
seem that he cannot consistently hold at the same time that (1) theoretical and practical reason are one and the same reason, applied differently, (2) that he 
still needs to show that they 

are, and (3) that they are united. 

The assessments in the literature are as divergent as Kant's statements. Some authors have argued that Kant does not give a coherent account of the unity of 
theoretical and practical reason at all. In his article, "The Unity of Reason: Pure Reason as Practical Reason in Kant's Early Conception of the Transcendental 
Dialectic," Paul Guyer argues that early in the critical period, Kant wisely realized that the notion of a unity of reason can refer only to completed systematicity in 
the sphere of practice, thereafter gradually giving up the idea of a unity of theoretical and practical reason, and finally reassigning theoretical reason's regulative 
ideal of systematicity to reflective judgment.(5) Others, most recently Jurg Freudiger, have argued that Kant does present a coherent account of the unity of 
theoretical and practical reason, but not until the Critique of Judgment.(6) This view that Kant does not present an account of the unity of reason until the third 
critique is often based on a stylized view of the three critiques, according to which the first critique establishes the a priori laws of nature, the second critique the 
a priori law of freedom, and the third critique the harmony between the laws of nature and freedom. In this vein, Henry Allison argues that before the Critique of 
Judgment, Kant defends "a rigid separation between the realms of freedom and nature," whereas in the third critique, he "now insists on the necessity of a 
mediating concept (the purposiveness of nature), which would make possible the transition from the concept of nature to the concept of freedom."(7) Despite 
their differences, these assessments share one assumption, namely, that before the Critique of Judgment (1790), Kant does not adequately address the 
relationship between theoretical and practical reason. 

Other commentators, by contrast, argue that Kant does present a coherent account of the unity of reason in his critical work of the 1780's. Susan Neiman and 
Klans Konhardt maintain that Kant develops this account in the first two critiques. On their view, the unity of theoretical and practical reason consists in the fact 
that they share structural and functional features.(8) Konhardt also argues that because Kant's account of the unity of reason was in essence ready as early as 
the Critique of Pure Reason, the Critique of Judgment brings "no essential modifications" in this account at all.(9) 

In this paper, I propose a new reading of Kant's doctrine of the unity of reason. I argue that this doctrine should be viewed as reaching a coherent form in the 
1780's, but for reasons other than those asserted by Neiman and Konhardt. I start by showing why their accounts fail to establish the unity of reason. I then 
discuss the tensions between Kant's three seemingly contradictory statements on the issue, mentioned at the beginning of this essay, and I propose a solution 
as to how to interpret them as compatible. In section 2, I argue that the first and the second statements are compatible if the first is interpreted as a regulative 
principle, and I argue that there are compelling reasons for interpreting it as such. In sections 3-7, I argue that the first two statements are compatible with the 
third, by showing that they bear on very different issues. In the final section, I argue that this interpretation necessitates a radical re-evaluation of the 
relationship between Kant's 1780's doctrine of the unity of reason and his position in the third critique. 

I 

The Failure of the Argument from Similarity. Neiman and Konhardt argue for the unity of reason by providing an analysis of the functions Kant ascribes to 
theoretical and practical reason, and by stressing the many similarities between them. Without actually arguing for this explicitly, they assume that these 
similarities prove that theoretical and practical reason are one and the same reason, applied differently.(10) 

Such similarities certainly exist. The two that are most important for the 

purposes of this paper are the following. First, both theoretical and practical reason strive for systematization. Kant defines the systematization of something as 
"[exhibiting] the interconnection of its parts in conformity with a single principle."(11) Theoretical reason strives for the systematic unity of knowledge and 
practical reason for the systematic unity of our maxims for action. Kant assumes that a systematic order can be achieved only when one employs an antecedent 
idea of such order.(12) That in turn means that this unifying idea cannot be derived from nature or from our maxims but has to be provided by reason itself.(13) 

Accordingly, a second characteristic that theoretical and practical reason share is the use of `ideas.' For its systematizing activity, theoretical reason employs the 
ideas of the soul, the world, and God as regulative principles.(14) Practical reason uses the very same three ideas as postulates.(15) Moreover, in its 
systematizing efforts, practical reason constructs the idea of an intelligible moral world (a realm of ends) as a systematic whole, in which there is harmony 
between our own moral maxims and those of others.(16) Finally, Kant argues that both from a theoretical and from a moral perspective, we have grounds to 
assume (subjectively) that nature is a purposive order.(17) 

It is worth noting that the fact that theoretical and practical reason share the use of ideas does not imply that the epistemic status of these ideas is the same in 
both cases. Theoretical reason is entitled to use these ideas only as regulative principles to guide empirical investigations. From a moral point of view, by 
contrast, the ideas can be given the stronger epistemic status of practical postulates. I return to Kant's description of the two uses of reason, and the primacy of 
practical reason, in sections 3-7. 

Neiman and Konhardt are right to point out that there are similarities between theoretical and practical reason, but it does not follow from this fact that they are 
different uses of "one and the same reason."(18) Showing that they perform similar activities or use similar ideas does not suffice to show that they are the 
same entity employed differently. There could very well be two separate but similar faculties, each operating in its own sphere. Theoretical and practical reason 
could be two similar kinds of reason, or two reasons, instead of being two modes of application of a single faculty. In order to prove that there is only a single 
faculty at work, more argument is needed than Konhardt and Neiman provide. 

The problem at issue here is not that of the identity of theoretical and practical reason. Kant's claim is not that they are indistinguishable. As different uses of 
one and the same reason they are nonidentical. Rather, the question is whether or not there is one faculty (reason) that is employed in two different ways 
(theoretically and practically). The argument from similarity does not suffice to answer this question. 

In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant himself is keenly aware that he has not yet demonstrated the unity of theoretical and practical reason. The structural 
analogies between the first two critiques "rightfully give rise to the expectation" that "we may perhaps gain insight into the unity of the entire pure rational 
faculty (both theoretical and practical) and be able to derive everything from one principle."(19) In other words, in order to demonstrate the unity of the two 
Kant would have to move to a higher level of analysis.(20) He would have to discuss reason as such, and subsequently explain its dual application in terms of 
this general analysis. Nowhere, however, does Kant provide such an explicit analysis and discussion of reason. Instead, he always discusses it in one of its two 
employments, as either theoretical or practical reason. 

Yet one might perhaps think that Kant's claim that reason is the faculty of principles(21) could be read as such a general statement about reason. Kant makes 
this claim in the context of his discussion of theoretical reason in the first critique, and in investigating its a priori ideas he explicitly "puts practical reason 
aside."(22) At least one commentator has taken the claim to also express his implicit doctrine of reason as such. Lewis White Beck, after noting the contradiction 
between Kant's assertion of the unity of reason and his admission that he has not shown it yet, cheerfully brushes the interpretative quandaries raised here 
aside, saying "it is fortunately not difficult" to state the "one principle" warranting the unity of reason.(23) On Beck's view, this is the idea that reason is the 
faculty of principles. Kant himself may not always have been clear about this, and in the first critique he applies the statement only to theoretical reason because 
he has not yet fully developed his second critique view of moral autonomy. Yet given Kant's later view that practical reason provides universal moral principles, 
Beck argues, we can easily broaden the application of the statement and take it as a statement about reason as such, whether in its theoretical or its practical 
mode. 

Appealing though it may be, this strategy leaves two important questions unanswered. First, it fails to explain why Kant would so severely understate his own 
achievements. If it is so easy to show the unity of reason, and if the first and second critiques provide the building blocks for doing so, why does Kant claim in 
the second critique that he can only hope to do so in the future? Beck provides no explanation for this. 

Second, Beck does not address the issue of what justifies Kant's statement that "it is only one and the same reason which judges a priori by principles, whether 
for theoretical or for practical purposes."(24) A full account of the unity of reason should also show what grounds Kant has for believing there is only one reason, 
especially in light of both his explicit denial that he has proven this and his explicit bracketing of practical reason in the investigation of the transcendental ideas. 
The fact that, in both of its modes, reason provides us with a priori principles does not provide the necessary grounds. Instead, it merely constitutes a similarity 
between theoretical and practical reason, and as I showed above, the argument from similarity is insufficient to show the unity of reason. 

II 

In Defense of a Regulative Reading. These problems can be solved if we take Kant's statement that theoretical and practical reason are uses of one and the 
same reason as a regulative claim. A regulative reading of the statement also makes it possible to reconstruct Kant's grounds for assuming the unity of reason 
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before he has actually shown it. This will make it possible to reconcile the first two of the three statements mentioned at the beginning of this paper. 

In justifying the use of regulative ideas of the soul, the world, and God, Kant generally appeals to theoretical reason's interest in systematic unity. His basic view 
is that although it is impossible to prove or disprove objectively the existence of things that correspond to the transcendental ideas, we are nevertheless justified 
in using these ideas as regulative principles, since their use is necessary to guide reason's effort to establish a systematic unity of knowledge.(25) A systematic 
unity of knowledge can be achieved only when one employs an antecedent idea of such order. Thus, for example, Kant defends the use of the regulative idea of 
God by saying that "its speculative interest, and not its insight, gives reason the right" to use this idea.(26) 

Now if striving for systematic unity is one of the hallmarks of reason, then it would be only natural if this striving were also extended to reason itself. Kant does 
indeed call "insight into the unity of the entire pure rational faculty (both theoretical and practical)" an "unavoidable need of human reason, as it finds complete 
satisfaction only in a perfectly systematic unity of its cognitions."(27) Then reason's interest in its own unity would seem to justify the use of the regulative idea 
necessary for that purpose. 

This regulative idea is that of the soul. The use of this idea involves, among other things, that we "represent ... all [mental] powers, so far as possible, as 
derived from a single fundamental power."(28) Because the idea of the soul includes the notion of the unity of all mental powers, and because theoretical and 
practical reason are mental powers, use of the idea of the soul involves representing them as two manifestations of a single power, instead of as two 
independent entities. Kant says in the Critique of Pure Reason: 

   At first glance the various appearances of one and the same substance show                                                             

   so much dissimilarity that initially one cannot but assume almost as many                                                              

   powers as there appear effects, as in the human mind there are sensation,                                                              

   consciousness, imagination, ... and so forth. Initially a logical maxim                                                                

   requires that we reduce this seeming variety as far as possible by

   detecting hidden identity through comparison.... Although logic does not at                                                            

   all determine whether such a power actually exists, the idea of a 

   fundamental power is at least the problem of a systematic representation of                                                            

   the diversity of powers. The logical principle of reason demands that this                                                             

   unity be brought about as far as possible.... But this unity of reason(29)                                                             

   is merely hypothetical. One asserts not that it must actually be found, but                                                            

   rather that one must seek it in the interest of reason, in order to set up                                                             

   certain principles for the many rules that experience may supply us with,                                                              

   and thereby to bring systematic unity into cognition whenever this is                                                                  

   possible.(30)                                                     

 

The heuristic assumption of the unity of mental powers also applies to theoretical and practical reason. Hence, Kant's claim that they are different modes of 
application of one and the same reason should be regarded as an expression of this more general regulative idea of a fundamental power.(31) Given that the 
problem of the unity of reason is itself a theoretical, not a moral problem, the unity of reason is a regulative idea, not a practical postulate. This interpretation 
makes it possible to reconcile Kant's claim that theoretical and practical reason are one and the same reason, applied differently, with his statement that he has not 
yet shown that this is so. If the first claim is read as an expression of a regulative assumption, instead of as a claim to knowledge, it is compatible with the lack of 
theoretical insight expressed in the second statement. 

At this point, however, the regulative reading of the unity of reason raises a new objection. Recall that Kant expresses hopes of demonstrating that reason is one 
and the same in its two employments. Yet if the unity of reason has the status of a regulative idea, in particular, if it is to be subsumed under the regulative idea of 
the soul, this might seem to doom his hopes from the start. For he also claims that the idea of the soul transcends the limits of possible experience.(32) That would 
seem to make the regulative reading of Kant's statement about the unity of reason incompatible with his declaration that we may one day gain insight into this 
unity. 

This objection can be easily answered, though. Although complete conformity to the regulative idea of the soul will never be found, one cannot know a priori to 
what extent things will turn out to conform to it.(33) Therefore, one should not set a limit a priori to what insights might be gained, except where one can 
demonstrate that such insight is impossible. Although the unity of reason cannot be ascertained by empirical means, as reason itself is not a possible object of 
experience, Kant leaves open the possibility that its unity may be discovered by philosophical means. Moreover, establishing the unity of reason would not exhaust 
the scope of the regulative idea of the soul, because its scope is much broader. Accordingly, in his discussion of the idea of a fundamental mental power, Kant 
suggests that it is impossible ever to discover whether there is an "absolutely" fundamental power, but that one may be able to find "comparatively" fundamental 
powers.(34) Demonstrating that there is only one reason, then, requires identifying a comparatively fundamental power, not the absolutely fundamental power. 

So far I have argued that Kant has grounds to defend the unity of reason as a regulative principle. This does not yet suffice, however, to defend the regulative 
reading of the particular passage in the text in which Kant asserts reason's unity.(35) If the context clearly indicated that Kant presents the statement as a claim to 
knowledge, this would invalidate a regulative reading. Thus, it needs to be shown that the context of the statement allows or even invites a regulative reading. To 
this end, I here add two supporting considerations that pertain to the passage in question. 

The first point to note is that while Kant does not indicate in the text that the statement should be read as regulative, this is no argument against reading it in such 
a way. Other regulative principles, for example, the teleological maxim that "everything in nature originates from the wise intentions of an intelligent author of the 
world,"(36) are not formulated explicitly as regulative principles either. The regulative epistemic status of such principles becomes clear only in the discussion of 
their justification. 

Second, in the same sentence in which Kant claims that theoretical and practical reason "are" uses of one and the same reason, he also states that our 
consciousness of the moral law "shows" that pure reason can be practical. It is clear from the context, however, that this showing does not lead to theoretical 
knowledge of pure reason's being practical, but rather, to a subjective practical certainty which is not (and cannot be) objectively secured. In other words, the very 
same passage in which Kant claims that theoretical and practical reason are different uses of one and the same reason contains another assertion that looks like a 
claim to theoretical knowledge but must be interpreted as having a weaker status when read in context. In this situation it is natural to use a similar interpretive 
strategy for the statement about the unity of reason. This resolves the tension between Kant's claim that theoretical and practical reason are different applications 
of one and the same faculty (now understood as a regulative statement) and his claim that he has not shown this yet (in the sense of not having proven it). 

It lies beyond the scope of this article to pursue the many methodological questions that are raised by Kant's assertion that reason's interest in unity is also 
directed towards itself, questions that go to the heart of his transcendental philosophical project as a critique of reason by reason.(37) I here limit myself to his 
account of reason's unity. Therefore, after having shown that Kant's first two claims about the unity of reason are compatible, I now move to the third claim, that 
theoretical and practical reason are united. 

III 

Theoretical and Practical Reason as United. We can now ask how there could be a need to unite theoretical and practical reason. If Kant assumes--as a regulative 
principle--that they are one and the same reason, used differently, what could it possibly mean to say that they are united? The very notion of unification 
presupposes an antecedent disunity, which seems to go against Kant's doctrine of the unity of reason. 

The answer to this question can be found by pursuing some of the questions that arise from Kant's account so far. If, in line with the results of the previous section, 
one assumes (regulatively) that theoretical and practical reason are two different uses of one and the same reason, it is still possible that these uses are in conflict. 
If there is a radical division of labor between them, as Kant suggests, the question arises as to whether their activities are compatible. Should they be in conflict, 
this would threaten the very possibility of representing reason--and thus our mental powers in general--as a systematic unity. 

Kant indeed mentions the possibility of a "conflict of reason with itself," a conflict which would arise if theoretical and practical reason "were arranged merely side 
by side."(38) Under such circumstances, he suggests, a scenario could emerge in which theoretical reason would "close its borders and admit into its domain 
nothing from [practical reason], while the latter would extend its boundaries over everything and, when its needs required, would seek to comprehend the former 
within them."(39) What Kant seems to be saying in this difficult passage is that it is conceptually possible that reason in its theoretical use, which strives for 
systematic knowledge of what is, would reject the normative moral claims of reason in its practical use, and thus would reject the postulates that Kant says are 
connected with morality. After all, theoretical reason has nothing to do with claims about what ought to be or with postulates that are based entirely on such 
claims. Practical reason, on the other hand, which determines how we ought to act, would not let itself be constrained by questions of what can or cannot be 
known. It would disregard the limits of knowledge and pass off postulates as facts. 

Given that Kant attributes to reason an interest in its own systematic unity, though, he can be expected to argue that the two modes of reason can be reconciled. 
Indeed, Kant argues that theoretical and practical reason not only do not contradict each other but even converge on important propositions. In the Critique of Pure 
Reason, he calls this the "unification" of theoretical and practical reason, in the Critique of Practical Reason their "combination in one cognition."(40) Here I shall 
first indicate briefly the main steps in Kant's argument. In the next sections, I fill in some of the details. 

To support his claim that the uses of theoretical and practical reason are in harmony, Kant points out that both lead to the assumption that nature is ordered and 
owes its rational order to a highest intelligence. In the Critique of Pure Reason, he first discusses the importance of this assumption for theoretical reason (in the 
Transcendental Dialectic). He later argues that morality, too, leads to this assumption,(41) and that this makes it possible to regard nature and morality as being in 
harmony. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant argues similarly that we must assume that a moral author of the world has brought about a purposive harmony 
between nature and morality--a belief which is also "in unison with the theoretical need of reason."(42) 

When seen in this context, it becomes clear that Kant's talk of uniting theoretical and practical reason refers to the harmony of the two uses of reason, and not to 
the singleness of the one faculty whose uses they are. This makes it possible to see that there is no conflict between Kant's statements regarding the unity and the 
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unification of reason. The problem of the unity of reason discussed in the previous two sections was the problem of whether theoretical and practical reason could 
be said to be two modes of employment of one and the same reason. The problem of the unification of theoretical and practical reason, on the other hand, is the 
problem of whether these two uses are in harmony with each other. 

This reading of Kant's claim regarding the unification of theoretical and practical reason calls for more clarification, though, especially as to the role of the 
assumption that nature is ordered by a highest intelligence. I shall argue that the view of nature as designed is not merely a view on which theoretical and practical 
reason concur (since that is also true of the three transcendental ideas), but that it connects the two uses of reason. The nature of this connection is the subject of 
the next three sections. We shall see that the problem Kant addresses here is in essence the problem that he formulates in the Critique of Judgment as the 
well-known problem of the "immense gulf" between the realms of nature and freedom, a problem that many commentators (erroneously, in my view) believe Kant 
does not pose until the third critique. 

In section 4, I examine the role of theoretical reason. This examination serves a preparatory role by providing some necessary elements for clarifying the nature of 
the unification of the two uses of reason in section 5. 

IV 

Theoretical Reason. This section contributes to solving the problem of the unification of theoretical and practical reason only indirectly, and its contribution will 
become fully clear in the discussion of practical reason. To anticipate, however, the point is this. Kant claims that practical reason provides grounds for regarding 
nature as being in harmony with its demands. Before this claim can be taken as unifying theoretical and practical reason--as Kant claims it should be--it needs to 
be shown that practical reason's assumption of such harmony does not conflict with theoretical reason's essential endeavors. Because much of the most influential 
literature on the Critique of Pure Reason does not deal with the Transcendental Dialectic or the Doctrine of Method in much detail (typically focussing on the 
Transcendental Aesthetic and Analytic instead), it is necessary to provide some background on the role of theoretical reason. 

In Kant's account of the function of theoretical reason in the Critique of Pure Reason, the concept of systematicity plays a central role. Kant distinguishes between 
two kinds of systematic unity of nature. The first consists in the formal coherence and hierarchical order of a multitude of empirical laws, which is what he later will 
call "formal purposiveness" in the Critique of Judgment. The second consists in a teleological order of nature. I shall discuss each in turn. 

Theoretical reason strives to bring about a systematic unity of experience, thereby combining the material given by the understanding to a higher unity.(43) The 
Transcendental Analytic of the Critique of Pure Reason shows that all experience conforms to a set of systematic principles a priori and that it is experience of a 
single nature.(44) These results, however, do not yet explain the possibility of forming a systematic whole of empirical knowledge. For example, the synthetic a 
priori principle that every event has a cause does not by itself imply that our finite cognitive powers can grasp particular causes and events and subsume them 
successfully under identifiable empirical laws, let alone that we can organize these laws into a systematically unified body of knowledge. Kant has not yet 
established the conditions of the possibility of transforming an aggregate of empirical cognitions into a systematic body of empirical knowledge. 

Kant formulates this problem in the Transcendental Dialectic, especially in the Appendix. There he argues that our very search for a systematic unity of knowledge 
presupposes that nature will enable such unity, that is, that nature is systematizable for our cognitive powers. For instance, it presupposes that the things in nature 
can be organized in terms of genera and species, and that it is possible to discover and organize empirical laws. In other words, it presupposes that systematic 
unity is "inherent in the objects" and given by nature itself.(45) We cannot begin scientific research without employing this assumption. Given that this assumption 
is operative before any particular research is undertaken instead of being a posteriori derived from nature, it must stem from reason itself and thus be 
transcendental.(46) 

To the uncritical mind, the assumption of the systematicity of nature looks like a constitutive principle. Kant's aim in the Transcendental Dialectic is to show that 
this is the result of a transcendental illusion.(47) The critique reveals that although this assumption is transcendental, it is not constitutive (in contrast to the 
categories of the understanding), but merely regulative. It is transcendental in the sense of being a necessary a priori principle that is always already employed by 
the cognizing subject. Rather than determining experience it helps organize the experiences presented to reason by the understanding. Thus, the assumption that 
nature can be systematized by us is not a piece of knowledge about the world, but a perspective that we naturally take up to guide our investigations. 

Kant further argues that regarding nature as a systematic unity means regarding it as a rational order, which in turn means regarding it as if its order were created 
by a higher, rational cause. In looking for systematic unity in the universe, we "represent all connections as if they were the arrangements of a highest reason, of 
which our reason is a faint copy."(48) This is not the same as believing that such a highest cause exists; it is merely an idea that we implicitly or explicitly use 
when we look for order in nature.(49) 

The similarities between this notion of systematicity in the first critique and the concept of formal purposiveness in the third are striking.(50) For in the Critique of 
Judgment, Kant argues that "through this concept [of the formal purposiveness of nature] we represent nature as if an understanding contained the ground of the 
unity of the manifold of nature's empirical laws."(51) As in the first critique, he argues that this principle is transcendental even though it is not constitutive.(52) 

Taking the use of the idea of a highest intelligence one step further, Kant also justifies a teleological view of nature, on the grounds that this makes possible the 
"greatest systematic unity" of things.(53) The teleological principle states that everything in nature serves some good purpose,(54) and Kant emphasizes that this 
principle, like the idea of a highest intelligence on which it is founded, is merely regulative. In the first critique, Kant also applies this principle to all of nature. We 
should "not merely consider certain parts of nature" from the teleological point of view, but "make this systematic unity of nature completely universal, in relation 
to the idea of a highest intelligence."(55) 

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant does not fully develop his argument regarding the use and justification of teleology. He fails to explain why teleology leads to 
the "greatest systematic unity" or, conversely, why conceiving of nature as a mechanistic system does not suffice.(56) Moreover, it would seem that the 
introduction of final causation into the sciences, whatever the merits of the argument might be, would raise the question of the interrelation of final causes. It 
would seem to follow from the logic of Kant's argument concerning reason's quest for systematicity that the teleological maxim that everything in nature serves 
some good purpose motivates a search for a single end towards which all of nature is oriented. If reason strives for systematicity, it cannot rest content with 
viewing nature as containing a mere aggregate of teleological relations. However, Kant fails to raise this issue in the first critique. 

In the Critique of Judgment, Kant does solve precisely this problem in sections 82-4.(57) There he argues that if we assume (regulatively) that there is teleology in 
nature, we need to ask for an "ultimate end of nature," in order to be able to regard nature as a system of ends,(58) and a "final end of creation," in order to 
provide a "complete grounding" for the teleological order.(59) He borrows from his practical philosophy the claim that humans, as moral beings, are the final end of 
creation, and he argues that the ultimate end of nature is to further the development of the end-setting capacities of humans.(60) This ultimate end of nature Kant 
calls "culture," using that term--in a sense still closely tied to its etymological origins--as synonymous with "development" (namely, of the rational predispositions 
of humankind).(61) Culture is the gradual development of the aptitude to set ends for oneself, to be receptive to "higher purposes" (namely, moral ones),(62) and 
to use nature as a means to those ends. Kant conceives of this as a historical process of humankind's rational and moral development. 

For purposes of this essay, however, it is important that this argument is already found in Kant's first essay on history, published a few years after the first edition 
of the Critique of Pure Reason. In this essay, "Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View" (1784), Kant raises the question of whether the 
seeming aggregate of human history can be presented as a systematic whole.(63) The argument in the "Idea for a Universal History" is supposed to make it 
possible for reason to avoid the conclusion that "that nature is purposive in parts but purposeless as a whole."(64) Kant argues that it is possible to regard nature 
as being teleologically arranged so as to promote the development of the human capacity to use reason. This should lead to a point at which humankind is able to 
go beyond what nature can accomplish and transform itself into a "moral whole."(65) This is a world in which humankind has reached its destiny as a community of 
rational beings, legislating and obeying moral law. 

The specifics of Kant's teleological idea of history need not concern us here. In the present context, the important point is that this idea of the course of history 
provides the very same teleological ordering principle that Kant later provides in the Critique of Judgment in his discussion of "culture" as the "ultimate end of 
nature." Already in the "Idea for a Universal History," Kant fleshes out the principle of the teleological order that was lacking in the Critique of Pure Reason. Thus, 
he dealt with the problem of the internal order of the teleological system of nature as early as the mid 1780's. 

Although we have seen that, on Kant's view, theoretical reason borrows the idea of humanity's moral vocation from practical reason to provide an ordering principle 
for a teleological conception of nature as a whole, the account thus far does not yet explain how theoretical and practical reason are united. For that we now need 
to turn to Kant's account of practical reason. 

V 

Practical Reason. In this section, I return to the issue of the unification of theoretical and practical reason. In Kant's work, this issue comes up in the context of the 
question of the possibility of a moral world (realm of ends). Already in the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant argues that because the a priori laws of nature and of 
morality are radically different and independent of each other, there is no guarantee that moral agency will be able to have any impact on nature (where nature 
includes our own inner nature). Kant argues that the approximation of a moral world, demanded by practical reason, is possible only if nature is designed to 
harmonize with morality, and that our unconditional duty to promote such a world justifies our believing that nature is so designed.(66) Given that the idea of the 
order of nature as the product of intelligent design is also an idea used by theoretical reason, practical reason's idea of the world as it ought to be harmonizes with 
theoretical reason's idea of the world as it is. Thus, the two uses of reason are united by the notion of nature as ordered by a highest intelligence, that is, as 
purposive. This design need not be conceived of as involving natural teleology, but because theoretical reason already defends the teleological view of nature as 
promoting the moral development of humankind, practical reason can use this teleological idea for its own purposes. Let me sketch the steps in Kant's argument. 

Like theoretical reason, pure practical reason strives for systematic unity. The categorical imperative commands us to act only on maxims that are compatible with 
other maxims of our own and with the moral maxims of others.(67) Thereby, it organizes all moral maxims under one general principle. 

Moreover, practical reason constructs an idea of the world that would result if all individual agents always acted perfectly morally. Kant says we arrive at the idea of 
a moral world when we abstract from human weaknesses and conceive of a world in which all members always obey the moral law.(68) The members of such a 
world regard each other as ends, and because they all act on the moral law, their moral ends form a systematic unity. In such a world, "the free will of each, under 
moral laws, is in complete systematic unity with itself and with the freedom of every other."(69) This notion of a moral world returns in the Foundations as the 
realm of ends, which Kant calls the "systematic union of different rational beings through common objective laws."(70) 

The moral world is an idea of a world that ought to be.(71) This idea is constructed by abstracting from the shortcomings of humans, and it cannot be empirically 
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instantiated. Kant claims that although the idea cannot be fully realized, we ought to "bring the sensible world as much as possible into conformity with the idea of 
the moral world" through moral agency.(72) 

We can do that, he suggests in the Critique of Pure Reason, only if we view nature as a purposive system: "this systematic unity of ends in this world of 
intelligences [that is, in the moral world] ... also leads inevitably to the purposive unity of all things that constitute this great whole [namely, the world], in 
accordance with universal laws of nature."(73) Furthermore, the laws of nature and of morality are so radically different that they can be regarded as being in 
harmony only if such harmony is thought to be brought about by an intelligent creator:(74) "[T]he world must be represented as having originated from an idea if 
it is to be in harmony with ... the moral employment [of reason]." This unites theoretical and practical reason, and "thereby, all investigation of nature tends 
towards the form of a system of ends, and in its widest extension becomes a physico-theology."(75) Thus, the conception of nature as purposive and as the result 
of divine design is the linchpin that unites theoretical and practical reason. 

Kant does not spell out what it means to say that the study of nature "tends towards the form of a system of ends." In the first critique, it remains unclear whether 
Kant thinks the harmony between nature and morality requires a teleological natural order, or whether a systematic unity of mechanical causal laws might do as 
well. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant states that we have a "choice" as to how we think of the harmony between natural laws and the laws of morality and 
that reason naturally opts in favor of the assumption that a moral author of the world has established an exact harmony between the realm of nature and the realm 
of morality.(76) Yet Kant fails to indicate whether this harmony has to be conceived of as involving natural teleology. 

In the Critique of Judgment, however, we find an indication of why Kant may have found it unnecessary to settle this issue in the first two critiques. He states 
explicitly that there could be a harmony between the laws of nature and the laws of freedom without there being natural teleology. He argues that the moral proof 
for the existence of God is not dependent on the existence of empirical material for teleology, and that even without natural teleology we could still postulate that 
nature harmonizes with the laws of freedom: 

   [T]he moral proof ... would still retain its force if we did not find in                                                               

   the world any material at all, or only ambiguous material, for physical                                                                

   teleology .... And yet reason ... would still find in the concept of                                                                   

   freedom, and in the moral ideas based on it, a practically sufficient basis                                                            

   for postulating the concept of the original being as adequate to these                                                                 

   ideas, that is, as a deity, and for postulating nature ... as a final                                                                  

   purpose that conforms to the concept and the laws of freedom.(77) 

 

The fact that a harmony between nature and morality does not require natural teleology does not mean there is no natural teleology. Indeed, in the same passage 
in which Kant says that we have grounds to believe in such harmony, even if there were nothing in nature that could be judged teleologically, he also claims that 
the fact that there is "ample material for physical teleology" presents a "desired confirmation" of the harmony between nature and morality.(78) Earlier in the 
"Critique of Teleological Judgment," of course, Kant already argued that it is defensible to regard nature (regulatively) as a teleological order. There, the 
impossibility of understanding organisms without regarding them as ends is said to provide the justification for introducing teleological concepts into the study of 
nature. Once parts of nature are judged teleologically, we are also justified, at least for heuristic purposes, to broaden the scope of the teleological principle to all of 
nature.(79) As we saw above, Kant looks to morality to conceive of the teleological order as providing a fit between the ends of nature and the moral vocation of 
humans. He conceives of nature as teleologically oriented towards promoting the development (culture) of the human rational predispositions, preparing humanity 
for fulfilling its moral vocation.(80) 

This is a view that, as we also saw in the previous section, is already expressed in Kant's 1784 essay, "Idea for a Universal History." In that essay, Kant expressly 
states that the teleological view of nature and history is of both theoretical and practical importance. The account of nature as teleologically directed towards the 
rational and moral development of humankind does not merely help guide theoretical reason's pursuit of systematic unity of the phenomenal world, but it also 
opens up a "consoling view of the future," namely, the prospect of a human race having developed its rational predispositions and fulfilling its moral destiny here 
on earth. If there were no such prospect, despair would force the moral agent to hope for "another world." The fact that his view of nature and history makes it 
possible to avoid such moral despair, says Kant, provides a second reason for adopting the teleological view of history.(81) 

We are now in a position to draw some conclusions with regard to the unification of theoretical and practical reason. First, this unification is achieved, on Kant's 
view, by the fact that practical reason leads to the assumption that nature is purposively organized by a wise creator. This makes it possible to regard moral 
agency as able to influence the empirical world, and hence to regard practical reason's idea of the world as it ought to be as harmonizing with theoretical reason's 
idea of the world that is. 

Second, according to Kant, practical reason does not require that we conceive of nature, as created by God, in terms of natural teleology. He maintains that there 
are independent arguments that support regarding nature as a teleological system, and this makes it possible to give a teleological account of how exactly nature 
harmonizes with morality, namely, by promoting the rational, and especially moral development (culture) of humankind. 

VI 

The Primacy of Practical Reason. Kant's talk of uniting theoretical and practical reason should not be taken to suggest that they have equal standing. Kant argues 
that practical reason has "primacy." There are two respects in which practical reason reaches results that lie beyond the power of theoretical reason. First, from the 
moral point of view, the belief in the harmony between morality and nature as well as the belief in the existence of God are justified unconditionally, since these 
beliefs are directly connected with the consciousness of duty, and duty is unconditional. By contrast, theoretical reason justifies merely the use of the ideas of God 
and the systematicity of nature to guide the study of nature and its order. Because we are not unconditionally required to examine nature, the use of these ideas is 
only conditionally justified. It is justified only "with respect to the worldly use of our reason" (respektiv auf den Weltgebrauch unserer Vernunft), namely, "when we 
study nature.(82) 

Second, practical reason leads to much stronger assumptions than theoretical reason. It justifies the (subjectively certain) belief that God exists (as a practical 
postulate) and the associated belief that nature is purposively ordered. Theoretical reason, by contrast, justifies merely the use of the idea of nature as 
systematically ordered by a highest intelligence (as regulative principle). Theoretical reason cannot prove or disprove the existence of God, but according to Kant 
this also means that as soon as practical reason justifies the belief in the existence of God, theoretical reason cannot reject it. As Henry Allison has aptly put this, 
"our practical interest (in morality and the conditions of its possibility) is entitled to override our speculative interest in avoiding ungrounded claims and the latter 
must therefore submit to the former."(83) 

Thus, practical reason has "primacy."(84) What Kant means by this is that theoretical reason is subordinated to practical reason in the sense that it must accept 
and seek to integrate certain theoretical positions justified by practical reason--such as the belief in the existence of a God who has purposively ordered 
nature---even though justifying these positions transcends the capacities of theoretical reason.(85) 

VII 

"Thin" and "Thick" Unification. There is one issue that still requires further discussion, namely, the fact that Kant in effect seems to give two different accounts of 
the unification of theoretical and practical reason. We should distinguish--better than Kant did--between a "thin" and a "thick" account. The thin account is more 
abstract than the thick account, which provides concrete details as to how this harmony is to be conceived of. The thin account states that, from a moral point of 
view, we need to believe that nature is the product of a wise God who has brought nature and morality into harmony. The thin account does not further specify 
how this harmony should be conceived of, and therefore does not include (or exclude) natural teleology. For a moral agent it is strictly speaking not necessary to 
provide such specifics: the mere faith that morality can be effective in the world suffices. 

The thick account builds on the thin account. On the thick account, viewing nature as a teleological realm of ends oriented towards human rational development 
provides a concrete representation of how nature harmonizes with morality. This teleological account of nature is defended by theoretical reason, which uses the 
notion of the moral vocation of humanity as a systematizing principle. The thick, teleological account is not strictly necessary to conceive of the conditions for the 
possibility of the moral world, and its justifiability depends on whether the empirical world gives us occasion to regard nature as a teleological order. Because Kant 
argues there are good reasons for viewing nature as a teleological order, he regards the thick account as justified. 

As a result, Kant is drawn to comparisons between the role of teleology for theoretical and for moral purposes. For example, in a footnote in the Foundations, he 
describes the relationship between the notion of a realm of ends in natural teleology and in moral theory as follows: 

 

   Teleology considers nature as a realm of ends; morals regards a possible                                                               

   realm of ends as a realm of nature. In the former the realm of ends is a                                                               

   theoretical idea for the explanation of what exists. In the latter it is a                                                             

   practical idea for bringing about that which does not exist but which can                                                              

   become actual through our conduct, in accordance with this idea.(86)                                                                   

 

When the teleological natural order is conceived as oriented towards human moral development, it provides a representation of how the practical idea can be 
approximated, by representing nature as conducive to rational development in general and moral development in particular. At the same time, representing nature 
as teleologically oriented towards the rational and moral development of humans provides an organizational principle for regarding nature as a whole as a 
teleological system. In sum, the two uses of reason are not only not in conflict, but they both lead to the (thin) view of nature as divinely designed.(87) Theoretical 
and practical reason are united or combined through the belief that nature harmonizes with morality. Their unification does not depend on whether there is any 
ground for judging nature from a teleological point of view. Kant's conviction that teleological judgments are justified (if only regulatively) enables him to defend, in 
addition, a thick version of their unification. 

VIII 
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The Unity of Reason and the Critique of Judgment. Part of what the preceding discussions show is that, contrary to what many commentators assert, the famous 
passage in the introduction to the Critique of Judgment,(88) about the "immense gulf" between nature and freedom, does not state a new problem. Rather, it is a 
restatement of the problem of the unification of theoretical and practical reason in the Critique of Pure Reason. In the third critique, Kant states that while no 
transition from nature to the realm of freedom is possible, it is practically necessary to conceive of freedom as having an influence in the world of sense, because 
such influence is morally demanded. Kant concludes: "it must be possible to think of nature as being such that the lawfulness in its form will harmonize with at least 
the possibility of the purposes that we are to achieve in nature according to laws of freedom."(89) In the rest of the introduction, he argues that the transcendental 
concept of the purposiveness of nature provides the connection between nature and freedom: "[T]hrough this concept we cognize the possibility of the final purpose 
[set by the concept of freedom], which can become actual only in nature and in accordance with its laws."(90) This transcendental concept of the purposiveness of 
nature, however, is nothing else than the concept of nature as a product of the final causality of an intelligent designer. This concept appears already in the first 
critique. 

Despite this and the many other continuities between Kant's account of the 1780's and that of the Critique of Judgment discussed above, there are also some very 
significant differences. Commentators who claim that Kant here argues for the unity of reason (either for the first time or as an elaboration of his earlier views)(91) 
overlook the fact that the third critique does not seem to offer an account of the unity of theoretical and practical reason at all. As Paul Guyer has tightly observed, 
in reassigning the concept of purposiveness to the faculty of judgment, Kant strips theoretical reason of an important function. This reassignment, however, does 
not represent Kant's last step on the long road towards a coherent doctrine of the unity of reason--as Guyer suggests--but rather a radical alteration of this 
doctrine. After having developed the doctrine of the unity of theoretical and practical reason in the 1780's, Kant now seems suddenly to reduce reason to practical 
reason,(92) erasing theoretical reason from his charts of mental powers.(93) The notion that there is one and the same faculty of reason that is used theoretically 
and practically virtually disappears, and instead Kant now focuses on the relationship between the understanding, (practical) reason, and judgment.(94) Instead of 
unifying theoretical and practical reason, the concept of the purposiveness of nature now "connects the legislations of the understanding and reason."(95) 

Despite the many continuities, then, the Critique of Judgment seems also to depart from Kant's previous account of the unity of reason.(96) It lies beyond the 
scope of this essay, however, to work out the details of the later view. I have mentioned it here to underscore the fact that if the proposed account of Kant's 1780's 
doctrine of the unity of reason is convincing, it necessitates a reevaluation of the relationship between this doctrine and the third critique. 

Conclusion. Kant's three claims about the unity of reason are consistent. The claim that theoretical and practical reason are one and the same faculty, merely 
applied differently, should be seen as a regulative principle based on reason's own interest in systematicity, and not as a claim to knowledge. This makes it 
consistent with the claim that we do not yet have insight into reason's unity. Furthermore, the claim that theoretical and practical reason are united should be read 
as referring to the compatibility of and connection between the two uses of this one faculty. This reading not only resolves the apparent tension between Kant's 
three claims, but it also brings into view Kant's account of the unity of reason before the Critique of Judgment.(97) 
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