
KANT ON REFLECTION AND VIRTUE

There can be no doubt that Kant thought we should be reflective: we
ought to care to make up our own minds about how things are and
what is worth doing. Philosophical objections to the Kantian reflec-
tive ideal have centred on concerns about the excessive control that
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longstanding objections to the Kantian reflective ideal.
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To Markos and Eirene



Considered in its complete perfection, virtue is therefore repre-
sented not as if a human being possesses virtue but rather as if
virtue possesses him; for in the former case it would look as if he
still had a choice (for which he would need yet another virtue in
order to select virtue before any of the other wares on offer).

Metaphysics of Morals (6:406)
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Abbreviations and Conventions for
Citing Kant’s Works

1 Kant’s Texts in German

References to the works of Kant, with the exception of the Critique of
Pure Reason, follow volume and page of the German Academy edition:
Kants Gesammelte Schriften, edited by the Königlich Preußischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften, later the Deutschen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu
Berlin (Walter de Gruyter (and predecessors), 1902–). I have used both the
complete print edition and the electronic edition, which comprises only
volumes 1–23 (Berlin: Karsten Worm, 1998) and is available in the Past
Masters humanities texts database (Charlottesville, VA: InteLex).
References to the Critique of Pure Reason follow the Academy edition,

but are cited according to the pagination of the first (‘A’) and second (‘B’)
editions of 1781 and 1787, respectively. If the cited passage is included in
both editions, the citation includes both A and B page references.
When context makes it obvious which text I am referring to, I drop

the abbreviation of the title and cite just the Academy volume and page
(or A/B pagination in the case of the first Critique). I have typically ren-
dered all points of emphasis in Kant’s texts with italics, ignoring the dif-
ference between bold and Sperrdruck as two distinct modes of emphasis
found in the Academy edition. Generally, I explicitly remark on emphasis
only if I have altered Kant’s beyond this, so it may be taken for granted
that any emphasis in my quotation tracks an emphasis in the original
German.
My abbreviations of Kant’s works track the German titles, as follows:

A Works Published During Kant’s Lifetime

Anth Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht = Anthropology
from a Pragmatic Point of View (1798) – Ak. 7
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Introduction
Rethinking the Kantian Reflective Ideal

0.1 The Importance of Reflection

There can be no doubt that Kant thought we should be reflective: we ought
to care to make up our own minds about how things are and what is worth
doing. The reflective person is not blindly driven on by habitual patterns
of thought and desire, by the exigencies of tradition and external authority.
She is able to ‘step back’ from all of this and assert herself as the master of
her own thought. This is a commonplace Enlightenment ideal: Kant was
by no means the first to insist on the importance of thinking for oneself,
questioning epistemic authority and standing guard against the insidious
power of prejudice.1
But in Kant, this ideal takes root in a metaphysics that distinguishes the

mechanical operations of nature from whatever can be won in the expres-
sion of self-determined human reason. Kant understands the great bulk of
prejudices (although not, as we will see, the entirety of them) as a tendency
towards cognitive passivity, glossing them as the ‘inclination . . . towards the
mechanism of reason rather than towards its spontaneity under laws’ (LJ 9:76;
tracking RL-2527 [early 1770s], 16:406; see also LD-W 24:738).2 To make
oneself into a properly self-determined cognitive agent – and ultimately
into a properly self-determined human being – is an achievement of some
kind. When and how is this won? Kant seems to tell us that we must aim
for it on the occasion of every judgment. He repeatedly claims that ‘all

1 Kant and others debated the question of ‘What is enlightenment?’ in the Berlinische Monatsschrift
and other venues in the 1780s (see Schmidt 1996 and Ciafardone 1990, 321–75 for texts). The topic
of enlightenment also figures widely in Kant’s writings, from ethics to anthropology to logic. One
of the main sources of his conception of enlightenment is the discussion of prejudice that figured
in eighteenth-century logic texts, including G. F. Meier’s (1752) Auszug aus der Vernunftlehre, from
which Kant lectured over the course of several decades. For historical discussion of enlightenment
and the theory of prejudice in the Enlightenment era, see Schneiders (1983); for a focused account
of these issues as they figure in Meier and bear on Meier’s influence on Kant, see Pozzo (2005).

2 On the methodological issues surrounding working with the record of student notes from Kant’s
lectures, and regarding Logik Jäsche in particular, see §0.4 of this Introduction.

1



2 Introduction

judgments . . . require a reflection’ – if not before the judgment, then ‘at
least following critically after it’ (A260–1/B316–7). He speaks even of some
such reflection as a matter of ‘duty’ (A263/B319).3 With this, we can begin
to make out that the Kantian reflective ideal might stand in an uncertain
relation to moral requirement and virtue.
Many will be inclined to suppose, in light of remarks such as these, that

the Kantian reflective ideal is precious, hyper-deliberate and repugnantly
moralistic. Versions of this Kantian caricature abound in exegetical and
non-exegetical philosophical work, and likewise across work that is both
sanguine and sceptical about Kantianism. An example from sceptical quar-
ters provides an apt illustration: ‘[T]here . . . seems to be something wrong
with Kant’s ideal of the rational person. This person is always in control.
Reason is always holding onto the reins of the soul, ensuring that mental
processes are in accord with rational requirements . . .But there is more in
life. Being rationally reflective and being rational are not supremely valu-
able modes of thought and being, but forms of thought and being among
others’ (Zangwill 2012, 357).
It is no exaggeration to claim that Kant accords supreme value to being

rationally reflective. The error does not lie there. But just what this means,
and what the ideally reflective person looks like by Kantian lights has been
poorly understood. My overarching aim in this book is to show why the
supreme value that Kant accords to being reflective does not yield the com-
mon caricature, and to develop an alternative account of the Kantian reflec-
tive ideal.

0.2 Modelling a Solution

Why has Kant’s conception of reflection been poorly understood? One
problem is the complexity of the textual record on reflection, which I can-
vas in Chapter 1: there are various notions of reflection invoked in a range
of different contexts, of varying degrees of technical specificity. I am going
to set those complications entirely to one side for now, to focus just on the
idea that reflection is a kind of ‘stepping back’ from the immediacy of judg-
ment and action in order to inquire into, and critically assess, its sources or
operative principles. There are certain ways of running with this idea that
lead to obvious problems.

3 In the Amphiboly, Kant says that anyone who wants to judge about things a priori is subject
to a ‘duty’ of ‘transcendental reflection’; I give an account of transcendental reflection in Merritt
(2015).
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Take Kant’s claim that all judgments require reflection. If the relevant
notion of reflection is some deliberate consideration of the source of one’s
taking things to be a certain way – and an assessment of whether that
source entitles one to judge accordingly – then the requirement seems
overly demanding and out of step with what we generally have in mind
when we think of what it is for a cognitive state to be justified. As Andrew
Chignell puts it, ‘Typically . . . the sort of justification we’re interested in
is a state rather than an activity. A subject’s belief that p can be justified,
even if the subject doesn’t do anything to determine that it is’ (2007, 328).
Indeed, it is perhaps owing to its apparent implausibility that Kant’s claim
that all judgments require reflection has scarcely figured in the interpretive
literature on reflection; and where it is noted (as in Chignell 2007), there
seems to be some readiness to pass it off as a slip of the pen.
But Kant’s claim is not one-off. It appears not only as cited in both

editions of the Critique of Pure Reason, but also throughout the various
records of Kant’s lectures on logic, in his handwrittenNachlass and in Logik
Jäsche.4 It also figures (albeit obliquely) in the Anthropology, where Kant
claims that ‘reflection . . . is required’ for any cognition – including sensible
experience – because cognitions, one and all, ‘rest on judgments’ (Anth
7:141). Of course, what Kant might have meant when he claimed that all
judgments require reflection is a difficult question. The aim of Part I of this
book is to address that question in full acknowledgement of the problem
just raised. Bymy lights, the seriousness of the problem comes down to this:
if we take the claim that all judgments require reflection to lie at the heart
of Kant’s account of reflection, and if we suppose this reflection to be a
deliberately undertaken activity of some kind, then we will be hard pressed
to accommodate modes of cognitive activity – modes of knowing – that
are perfectly well justified, and quite possibly the expression of a certain
cognitive excellence, but that are not deliberate in any direct or interesting
way, like sensible experience.5
Consider next how a similar set of problems might arise for practical

judgment, which in Kant’s view is itself a determination of the will, and so
properly expresses itself in action. Presumably, most of us act unreflectively
much of the time: we just carry on and do what it occurs to us to do.We do

4 See also LJ 9:76 (‘we cannot and may not judge about anything without reflecting’) and LB 24:161
(reflection is ‘necessary for any judgment’). These claims are complemented by an overarching con-
ception of prejudice as ‘judgment without reflection’ that figures widely in the lectures and hand-
written Nachlass: see LB (24:168 (twice), also 165, 167), LPh (24:547), WL (24:863), RL-2519 [1760s]
(16:403), RL-2534 and RL-2536 [both c. 1776–78], where prejudice is judgment that ‘precedes reflec-
tion’ (16:408). Further discussion of these claims follows in Chapter 1.

5 McDowell (1994, 2009) is concerned with a problem along these lines.
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not step back from the default views that we have about what to do, to con-
sider in each case what its underlying principle is andwhether that principle
meets some legitimating standard. But this is what the reflective person of
Kantian ethics is imagined as doing. This person is widely supposed to have
some particular skill at identifying the ‘subjective principles’ – or maxims –
on which he proposes to act; and he is supposed to be resolute about
submitting those principles to the appropriate test. Kantian maxims are
commonly interpreted as subjective principles of action specifying, in the
first person, to do action of type A in circumstances of type C for end E.6
To consider themaxim, the agent not only needs consider what he proposes
to himself to do; he must also regard the proposed action as an instance of
some action-type, which is linked both to some general description of the
circumstances in which actions of that type are warranted or permissible or
required, as well as to some general characterisation of the end for which
such actions may or ought to be performed. So, our reflective moral agent
must recognise himself as being in such circumstances and having adopted
such ends as warrant the action in question. Necessary (although not suffi-
cient) warrant for an action lies in its moral permissibility. The special test
is supposed to check for precisely that – whether the action, determined
as the action that it is in light of its maxim, accords with the requirements
of morality. The ideally reflective agent is envisaged as someone who most
assiduously tests whether he proposes to act on a maxim whose universal
adoption he can coherently will.7
There are many problems with this picture of the reflective moral agent.

First, it is not clear that one’s maxims can be readily identified, as Kant
himself points out on occasion.8 Second, the proper scope of this reflec-
tive activity is unclear. Surely (common sense protests) I can act well – my
6 Kant calls a maxim a ‘subjective principle of action’ (G 4:421n), but what exactly he means by this
and how general such a principle must be in order to count as a maxim has been debated and remains
a subject of consternation for Kant’s commentators; among the best recent studies of the difficulties
of interpreting Kant on maxims is Kitcher (2003). If one takes it that universalisation tests (the so-
called ‘CI-procedure’) form the foundation of moral normativity by Kant’s lights, then one will in
turn need to commit to a particular view about what the general form of a maxim is. However, I
do not assume this view about the foundation of moral normativity in my arguments about Kant
on the importance of being reflective. I take maxims to be general practical commitments about
what is a reason for doing what; I take it that, for Kant, these commitments are endorsed when
we act (whether we step back and explicitly formulate and assess these commitments or not). The
maxims that will particularly concern me in the central arguments of this book are the three maxims
of healthy understanding, which Kant claims properly govern cognitive conduct.

7 Brewer (2000, 2002) queries this picture of the reflective moral agent, and considers whether Kant
offers the resources to reject it; however, his conclusions are ambivalent.

8 O’Neill (1998) emphasises this, citing a memorable remark from Religion: ‘we cannot observe
maxims, we cannot do so unproblematically even in ourselves’ (6:20). The lesson she (rightly, in my
view) aims to draw from this is that the cultivation of virtue doesn’t rest chiefly on introspection and
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actions can be perfectly well warranted, and quite possibly even morally
good – without going through all of this. Third, there is generally no time
to cogitate in this way – to step back from the immediacy of action to
identify one’s maxim and perform an assessment of its universalisability.
Further, in many situations, surely the right action, the morally worthy
action, will be one that issues as an immediate response to one’s simply
seeing one’s situation in a certain way. These are familiar objections to
what is presumed to be the Kantian reflective ideal in ethics. Critics of
Kant who lodge these objections very often embrace some form of virtue
ethics, and contemporary Kantians who acknowledge the force of these
objections have argued that the resources to address them can be drawn
from later developments in Kant’s ethics, particularly his account of virtue
in theMetaphysics of Morals.9
The turn to virtue amongKantians is part of a larger philosophical trend.

In the past half-century or so, there has been a resurgence of interest in the
concept of virtue in ethics and epistemology.10 In both cases, themovement
can be described as a broadening of view from isolated episodes of action or
belief to the character of the agent who acts or takes things to be a certain
way. This broadened view calls for us to recognise that a comprehensive
range of capacities and dispositions – including capacities of attention,
perception, feeling and desire – is integral to a general outlook oriented
towards the relevant moral or epistemic goods. Now, there are many rea-
sons why philosophers have found inquiry along these lines worth pursu-
ing. But within broadly rationalist quarters – where what makes character
good or virtuous is that it is appropriately governed by rational principle –
making virtue central conceivably provides a kind of buffer against the car-
icature, at least in its moral guise.
This is because the entire range of capacities and dispositions proper

to virtue will be conceived as shaped – or made what they are – by reason.
Reason infuses the whole package, which includes capacities that are passive
in their operation, such as perception and feeling. The exercise of such

the self-ascription of maxims. Cf. Grenberg (2005, 49–51, 62–64, 97–103), who argues that O’Neill
overstates the opacity point, and suggests that moral reflection centrally involves attentiveness to
one’s own inner life. While many of Grenberg’s criticisms of O’Neill are apt, I argue in this book
that reflection – and hence, in turn, specificallymoral reflection – cannot chiefly be an introspective
activity understood along such lines.

9 This approach to Kantian ethics has gathered considerable steam in recent years; consider e.g. two
recent edited collections devoted to the issue (Betzler 2008; Jost and Wuerth 2011).

10 In ethics, the seminal text is Anscombe (1958). Attention to virtue in epistemology came consid-
erably later – beginning with some of the papers collected in Sosa (1991). Not until Montmarquet
(1993) and Zagzebski (1996) was virtue epistemology pursued from cues borrowed from virtue ethics,
however.
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capacities can be recognised as proper to virtue and, as such, no less an
expression of the self-determination proper to a rational being than overt
efforts of deliberation and inquiry. The virtuous person will not be pictured
as excessively deliberate about meeting moral requirement, because it will
be recognised that much of the moral work will already be done simply by
seeing one’s situation in the right light.11
I am sanguine about taking a virtue-focused approach to Kant, as my

work in this book will attest. But the approach comes with certain risks –
not least the danger ofmaking Kant’s critical philosophy, arguably the high-
watermark of the Enlightenment ethos, into something that it is not.Much
contemporary work on virtue draws on Aristotle, but there is little reason to
think that Kant thought especially long or hard about him; in fact, Kant’s
conception of virtue draws more from the Socratic tradition developed by
the Stoics, which has exerted relatively little influence over contemporary
discussion of virtue.12 So, we need to be careful about the philosophical
assumptions driving any virtue-focused approach to Kant.
Further, while the recent focus of scholarly attention on Kant’s concep-

tion of moral virtue might help to dismiss the caricature of the reflective
moral agent, it is not clear whether (or how) it can address the problems
ensuing from the general importance that Kant places on being reflective.
Consider again Kant’s claim that ‘all judgments require reflection’. How

11 This broadly rationalist tradition of virtue ethics draws typically from Aristotle; an important exam-
ple is McDowell (1979). Herman (1993, 2007) develops a compelling Kantian account of virtue
along these (broadly Aristotelian) lines. It should be noted that the development of broadly ratio-
nalist virtue ethics has not been uniformly neo-Aristotelian. Murdoch (1971, 36) argues that ‘the
exercise of our freedom is a small piecemeal business which goes on all the time’ through the exer-
cise of attending properly to persons; she presents her position as Platonic in spirit (and, it should
be noted, McDowell 1979 suggests it as an influence). Although Murdoch’s essays in that volume
attack then-contemporary (i.e., mid-twentieth century) Kantianism, she is consistently careful to
distinguish her target from Kant himself; indeed, despite superficial appearances otherwise, her own
variety of moral rationalism is not so far from Kant by my lights (see Merritt 2017b). Reading Mur-
doch has influenced my project here to some extent, although I have not attempted to work with
Murdoch’s writings directly in what follows, and I won’t make an explicit case for the closeness that
I find. Grenberg (2013, 292) also notes Murdoch as an influence on her work on Kant’s conception
of virtue, but takes the attention required to live well to be directed at the goings-on of one’s own
inner life (2013, 24 and 159–86), which I think misses the spirit of Murdoch’s distinctive notion of
attention – although I cannot argue this point here.

12 Grenberg (2005, 49–51) notes some of the distorting effects of taking cues from Aristotle when inter-
preting Kant’s conception of virtue. While I agree with her remarks that some of the key differences
between Kant and the Stoics on virtue turn on differing views of human nature (see Grenberg, 2005,
20–2), I also think that Kant draws more from Stoic ethics than she realises. See Sherman (1997,
99–120) for the beginnings of an account of the relevance of the Stoics for Kant’s conception of
virtue – although ultimately, she takes Kant to be more deeply allied with Aristotle. I do not track
the influence of the Stoics on Kant in this book, but aim to develop this line of inquiry in future
work.
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might the common complaint that this requirement is overly demanding
play out in the practical case? We can find an example in a recent debate
between Martin Sticker (2015) and Ido Geiger (2015). For Sticker, univer-
salisation tests are the foundation of moral normativity, and implicitly the
fundamental exercise of moral reflection by Kant’s lights. Sticker considers
the worry that Kant may have an overly demanding view of moral reflec-
tion, which he aims to assuage with the suggestion that we need run the test
on a maxim only once – after that, we can simply act on the maxim with-
out again stepping back in this way (2015, 982). Geiger replies that Sticker’s
proposal effectively waives the requirement to be reflective, at least for the
most part; what we should do instead, Geiger suggests, is ‘make reflection
less demanding’ (2015, 993–4).
The spirit of Geiger’s rejoinder may simply be to point out that by Kant’s

lights, a life that is lived well can only be reflective through and through –
and not solely when we submit maxims to universalisation tests. That, I
would endorse. But I cannot accept the assumption that such a picture
of a reflective life should show reflection to be less demanding than the
maxim-universalising view. For if we interpret Kant’s claim that all judg-
ments require reflection as calling for stepping back on the occasion of every
judgment, and then baulk at the implausibility of this, we will have already
conceded too much to a picture of the Kantian reflective ideal that I aim to
reject: we will assume that the requirement is overly demanding, when we
should worry that the interpretation of the demand has gone awry.13 There
is important foundational work to be done on what Kant takes reflection to
be – in general terms – so that we might, down the road, arrive at a more
stable and compelling account of its role in moral life. My arguments in
this book follow that trajectory.

0.3 Précis

In Chapter 1, I begin by drawing a distinction between constitutive and
normative requirements to reflect. It is partly constitutive of what it is to
possess a rational mind that one has an at least tacit handle on oneself as
the source of a point of view on how things are or what is worth doing.
We cannot think at all without this; this self-consciousness – or reflection,
I argue – is a constitutive requirement on thought. Reflection in this sense
needs to be distinguished from the consideration of whether one has reason
to take it that p or to φ: such questions can be settled in judgment, but there

13 I thank Bridget Clarke for pressing me to clarify my point along these lines.
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is a subjective orientation to such thinking that consists in taking a certain
interest in oneself as the one who settles the question. I argue that this is
the sense of reflection Kant has in mind when he claims that all judgments
require reflection. As we learn through close examination of Kant’s views on
prejudice, his idea is not that it is impossible to make use of one’s cognitive
capacities at all without this reflection, but only that it is impossible to do
so well. That is why reflection, in this sense, is a normative requirement on
judgment.
However, the account I offer of the normative requirement to reflect

in Chapter 1 is only preliminary, as it does not provide ready resources
to meet the objection, already raised in this Introduction, that it is overly
demanding (or, rather, makes the wrong demands). In Chapter 2, I suggest
that Kant offers a more nuanced account of the requirement in question
when he formulates three ‘maxims’ of ‘healthy human understanding’ in
some of his later work. One of my aims is to show that the requirement
issued in the claim that all judgments require reflection is both normative (we
cannot make good use of our cognitive capacities without it) and yet need
not be conceived as a deliberately undertaken activity of some kind. To that
end, I argue that reflection, in this sense, is internal to sound judgment: it
is nothing separate from considering the objective cognitive question in
the right spirit, or with the right frame of mind. This is how I argue that the
requirement to reflect in this sense lodges at the level of character, rather
than piecemeal on the occasion of each and every act of judgment.
In Chapter 3, I take on questions about the relation between the con-

stitutive and normative requirements to reflect, arguing that as soon as the
first is met (and thus, there is genuine thought), the latter must be met
to some degree as well. My aim here is to clarify what is basic to cognitive
agency by Kant’s lights. I do this by looking into Kant’s remarks about
perception, attention and experience in the Anthropology and in related
passages of the Critique of Pure Reason. I argue that experience requires
attention by Kant’s lights; this in turn allows us to understand how the
enjoyment of experience is an engagement of cognitive agency, despite its
putatively passive character. From this, we can begin to understand how,
by Kant’s lights, sensible experience is in principle no less the expression of
our rational self-determination than overt efforts of deliberation and the
like. This concludes Part I, which focuses on the interpretation of Kant on
reflection.
The account of the normative requirement to reflect in Part I raises ques-

tions about the relation between cognitive and moral character. In Part II,
I argue for the thesis that moral virtue is a specification of general cognitive
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virtue, and that general cognitive virtue is nothing other than the notion
of healthy understanding discussed in Chapter 2: I call this the specification
thesis.14 The specification thesis presupposes a certain conception of reason:
namely, that reason is at bottom a cognitive capacity, albeit one admitting
of distinct theoretical and practical employments. However, some Kantians
think that only the theoretical exercise of reason is genuinely cognitive, and
assume that when Kant speaks of ‘practical cognition’ – as he often does –
the cognition in question does not share anything basic, qua cognition,
with theoretical cognition. I disagree: the textual evidence, as I see it, over-
whelmingly supports the ascription of the former view to Kant. Since this
remains a contested issue among Kantians, and since the specification the-
sis might seem to some to run afoul of Kant’s remarks about the ‘primacy
of practical reason’, Chapter 4 adduces the textual evidence for the con-
ception of reason I attribute to Kant, and explains why my thesis does not
get into trouble over the ‘primacy of practical reason’. This sets the stage
for Chapter 5, which argues for the specification thesis. There, I argue that
healthy understanding is a conception of good cognitive character, which
I then locate in relation to good moral character through the account of
virtue in theMetaphysics of Morals. This work underwrites the project that
occupies me for the final two chapters, which is to elaborate on the cogni-
tive basis of moral virtue by Kant’s lights.
In Chapter 6, I examine Kant’s qualified endorsement of the idea that

moral virtue may be a certain sort of skill (Metaphysics of Morals 6:383–4).
Exploring the historical context of this remark, and carefully working out
its philosophical implications, allows me to begin to make clearer andmore
determinate sense of the cognitive basis of moral virtue. This is also where
my alternative sketch of the Kantian reflective ideal begins to take shape,
firmly planted at considerable distance from its widely peddled caricature.
Chapter 7 elaborates on the cognitivist implications of the skill model of

14 ‘Cognitive virtue’ is not a term Kant himself used, and so I should set out with at least a rough
and ready account of what I do and do not mean by it. I have chosen not to use the terms most
widely in use in contemporary virtue epistemology: ‘intellectual virtue’ and ‘epistemic virtue’. What
is meant by these of course varies from theory to theory, but there are two assumptions that may
be explicitly or implicitly bound up with their use – or interpretation – in contemporary circles.
One is the common assumption that knowing is essentially or exclusively theoretical (i.e. concerns
natural or historical facts); the other is the somewhat less common assumption that knowledge is
essentially realised only in the explicit grasp of claims and principles. Kant himself assumed neither.
As to the first, see Chapter 4. As to the second, we will see that Kant considers at some length modes
of knowledge that are possible without explicit grasp of the principles that makes the knowledge
in question possible (Chapters 2 and 6). So, I have chosen to speak of ‘cognitive’ virtue to distance
myself from either assumption, regardless of the extent to which they may or may not be operative
in any given contemporary conception of intellectual or epistemic virtue.
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moral virtue, and demonstrates how this model plays out at greater length
in the Doctrine of Virtue of theMetaphysics of Morals.

0.4 Comments on Methodology

One of my motivations for working on Kant’s conception of reflection is
to reconstruct Kantian commitments about mental agency. There is a ten-
dency among commentators, when giving an account of the core argu-
ments of Kant’s critical philosophy – above all in the Critique of Pure
Reason – to craft explanations of cognitive activity in terms of what fac-
ulty contributes what to the production of knowledge. But it seems to me
that we should never lose sight of the fact that it is a person who knows,
believes, perceives, is inclined to think one thing, judges another. Although
there is a place for considering how Kant assigns various cognitive tasks to
various cognitive faculties, in my view the core arguments of Kant’s critical
philosophy should be interpreted in a manner that tethers these arguments
to a ground-level view of our cognitive lives, and the nature and scope of
the agency that we have in them. In this book, I am mostly interested in
the ground-level view; and to maintain some kind of focus on it, it will be
necessary to take the results of the core arguments of the critical philosophy
more or less for granted. Thus, I will have little or nothing to say about how
Kant arrives at the particular set of principles he claims are constitutive of
human reason in its theoretical employment, nor about how he stands to
claim that the categorical imperative is constitutive of human reason in its
practical employment. I am interested, rather, in what follows about the
agency of creatures who are so constituted, in some sense, by nature.
Much of my work in this book connects the dots between claims Kant

made in various places and in disparate contexts in order to work out his
commitments on the topics of interest: reflection and cognitive virtue. This
interpretive work takes place where various lines of philosophical inquiry
converge – particularly in Kant’s ethics, anthropology and logic. While my
discussion has roots in Kant’s critical-period works, it is mostly in his later
works – chiefly the Metaphysics of Morals (1797) and Anthropology from a
Pragmatic Point of View (1798) – where the key ideas that I am concerned
with are developed. I have also found Kant’s handwritten Nachlass and the
records of notes from his lectures on these subjects to be helpful in this
reconstructive work. My principles in working with such materials are as
follows. First, while there are a few places where I consider at some length
this or that remark from the handwritten Nachlass, my intention is that
this should only corroborate a picture that rests on an interpretation of the
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texts Kant wrote and prepared for publication himself. Second, since the
handwritten notes – collected in volumes 15 through 19 of the Academy
edition as Reflexionen on various topics (anthropology, logic, metaphysics
and moral philosophy, respectively) – came from Kant’s own pen, I tend to
accord them a somewhat higher status, as a source for working out Kant’s
views on a given matter, than the student notes from his lectures on these
topics. For we in fact know relatively little about how the lecture notes
originated; and in many cases, the notes were likely taken by professional
note-takers who may not themselves have had any first-hand understand-
ing of the topics being discussed.15 This is not to say that the lecture notes
cannot inform an interpretation of Kant, only that we should be careful
about how we put them to use: they need to fill out and corroborate a pic-
ture that is formed by close study of the works that Kant wrote himself,
and ideally also saw to publication.
Special concerns hold for the Jäsche Logic, which (perhaps owing to its

placement in the subset of volumes in the Academy edition devoted to
works published in Kant’s lifetime) is often treated by commentators as
if it were on par with works Kant wrote himself and saw to publication.
Towards the end of his life, Kant commissioned Gottlob Benjamin Jäsche
to draw up a text of his logic lectures; to this end, he provided Jäsche with
his own heavily annotated copy of the logic textbook from which he had
lectured over many decades, Georg Friedrich Meier’s Auszug aus der Ver-
nunftlehre. Kant’s notes were written in the margins and between the lines
of the text itself, and on interleaving pieces of paper; they are collected as
Reflexionen zur Logik in volume 16 of the Academy edition. To generate
his text, Jäsche can only have interpolated from those notes, and probably
also from copies of lecture notes in circulation in Königsberg at the time.
There is, further, no evidence that Kant approved the text that Jäsche came
up with.16 So even though Kant commissioned the Jäsche Logic, and even
though it was published in his lifetime, we have good reason to handle it
cautiously.When working with it, I typically begin by checking to see if the
remark that I am interested in can be traced directly to Kant’s handwrit-
ten notes, and cite both in conjunction when such correspondence can be
found (noting that the relevant passage in Jäsche ‘tracks’ a given Reflexion).
Then, at least, I know that the remark is not merely Jäsche’s interpolation.

15 For documentation of some of these issues, see Naragon (2006) and Boswell (1988). For a proposal
on how to work with the lecture notes on logic, see Lu-Adler (2015).

16 As Young (1992, xvi–xviii) and Naragon (2006) both point out. Something similar holds for
Friedrich Theodor Rink’s compilation of Kant’s Lectures on Pedagogy (Päd) – although in that case,
we know even less, since we don’t have the handwritten notes that Kant supplied to Rink.





part i

Reflection

Like most people, she naturally believed that what she had not expe-
rienced was either non-existent or of no importance. Who ever heard
an egoist admit to ignorance?

Zoe, in Elizabeth Harrower’s In Certain Circles
(Harrower 2014, 166)





chapter 1

Kant on the Requirement to Reflect

1.1 Preliminaries

My aim in this chapter is to show that Kant distinguishes between consti-
tutive and normative requirements to reflect. This distinction has not been
much noted in the interpretive literature on Kant. This is because the con-
stitutive requirement that I have in mind principally goes under another
name (pure apperception), and the normative requirement that I have in
mind has been overlooked altogether. Prima facie grounds for pursuing my
thesis can be found in Kant’s distinctive, and well known, version of the
cogito: ‘The I think must be able to accompany all of my representations’
(B131–2). Intuitively, this is a claim about the basic nature of a rational
mind: namely, that a rational mind, or rather the possessor of such a mind,
is necessarily capable of stepping back from its own representations in order
to recognise them as its own. What it doesn’t tell us is when and how this
reflective capacity is to be engaged, and to what end. We uncover a norma-
tive requirement to reflect when we consider those issues. Kant’s account
of a normative requirement to reflect can be found where the concerns of
epistemology, logic, ethics and anthropology intersect in his later work. My
aim in the next two chapters is to uncover that account, and to situate it
within an extended family of conceptions of reflection.
Let me first give some indication of the complexity of the textual record

on reflection (Überlegung, Reflexion).1 Kant sometimes speaks of reflec-
tion as (a) the activity of thinking quite generally,2 or as (b) the self-
consciousness that is internal to the activity of thinking or that makes it
‘possible’. This, as I will argue, is the notion of reflection as partly consti-
tutive of the rational mind. To reflect in this sense is to have some (typically
1 Kant consistently glosses the German Überlegung (and cognates) either with the Latin reflexio or the
Latinate Reflexion: see e.g. A260/B316, LJ 9:94, Anth 7:139 and 141, RA-650 [1769–70] (15:287) –
strongly suggesting that he regards the two terms as interchangeable. According to Liedtke (1966,
208), the translation of the Latin reflexio with the German Überlegung can be traced to Baumgarten.

2 See RA-425 [1776–78] (15:171), and implicitly Prol (4:288). This usage is rare.
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tacit) handle on oneself as the source of a point of view on how things are or
what is worth doing. We can’t think at all without this; and, thus, reflec-
tion in this sense is partly constitutive of rational thought. More widely
discussed among Kant scholars is his suggestion that reflection might be
(c) some mental operation by which concepts, or general representations,
are possible. I will argue that this conception of reflection is only notion-
ally distinguishable from reflection in sense (b), and indeed that senses
(a)–(c) are all variants of the constitutive notion of reflection. Now, as I
noted in the Introduction, Kant repeatedly claims that (d) all judgments
require reflection: and here, as I will explain, reflection figures as a norma-
tive requirement on judgment, since it is a requirement that one must meet
if one is to make good use of one’s cognitive capacities. My task in this chap-
ter is to distinguish the constitutive requirement to reflect as it figures in
(a)–(c) from the normative requirement to reflect that figures in (d).3

1.2 Drawing the Distinction: Two Notions of Reflection

Although the distinction between constitutive and normative requirements
to reflect is largely overlooked by Kant’s exegetical commentators, it figures
in recent neo-Kantian work in philosophy of action and mind, particu-
larly that of Christine Korsgaard. Since I think Korsgaard gets something
deeply right about Kant’s conception of reflection – something that exeget-
ical commentators tend to miss – I want to begin by setting that out, before
bringing out her work’s potentially instructive ambiguities. Go back, then,
to the Kantian cogito: ‘The I think must be able to accompany all of my
representations.’4 The remark might be read as simply saying that a ratio-
nal intelligence is necessarily capable of representing with some awareness
that it is doing so. While that may be true, such a rendering fails to take

3 This does not exhaust the ways in which Kant appeals to reflection. In the ethical works, reflection
figures in cognates, where it suggests (e) a considered endorsement of practical principles and ends.
This appeal to reflection is obscured in standard English translations, which, for understandable
reasons, have Kant speaking of ‘considered’ (rather than ‘reflected’ or ‘reflected upon’) maxims and
principles (überlegte Maximen, KpV 5:118; überlegte Grundsätze, MS 6:383–4), and of virtue as resting
on a ‘considered’ resolution of some kind (überlegter Vorsatz, MS 6:380; überlegte Entschließung, MS
6:409). I will mostly consider these remarks in Chapters 6 and 7, but I will have something to say in
passing here about KpV 5:118.
There are also, of course, (f ) the special ‘reflective’ judgments at issue in the Critique of Judgment. I

will not attempt to consider how such judgments might figure in the map of reflection provided here;
but, prima facie, I see no reason to assume that these judgments can be identified with reflection,
as is widely assumed (Allison 2001 is representative of this tendency). I would rather take it that
these judgments somehow render thematic the essentially reflective nature of the rational mind, but
I won’t argue the point here.

4 Explicitly invoked by Korsgaard (2009, 18).
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the full measure of the principle’s formulation in the first-person singular.
When we take this duly into account, Korsgaard has suggested, we will be
able to appreciate the broadly practical significance of Kant’s principle. It
can be admitted as a plain fact about how a rational intelligence is, that
it can stand at some distance from its own representations. But this fact
gives rise to a problem – the inherently first-personal problem of needing
reasons to believe and to act – and, it seems, an imperative to address that
problem. ‘The reflective mind cannot settle for perception and desire, not
just as such. It needs a reason. Otherwise, at least as long as it reflects, it
cannot commit itself or go forward’ (Korsgaard 1996, 93). Reflective dis-
tance allows us to view our representations as mere proposals about how
things are and what to do – and, viewing them thus, to endorse or reject
them accordingly.
Let me make clear what I find insightful about this. Korsgaard suggests

that there is a master inference at work, that a fact about the reflective struc-
ture of the rational mind has broadly practical implications. Further, she
suggests that reflection is internal to judgment. In other words, the objec-
tive orientation of thought is always implicitly subjective as well: what to
make of one’s own cognitive and conative constitution remains a live ques-
tion, one that is determined, continually, by what one admits as reasons
for belief and for action.5
Yet, the account is vague about the nature and scope of the requirement

to reflect. Consider Korsgaard’s ambiguous proviso that a rational mind
‘cannot commit itself or move forward’ without endorsing some of its per-
ceptions and desires as reasons for belief and action, ‘at least as long as it
reflects’ (1996, 93). It is in virtue of the reflective nature of our minds that
we are such as can reflect; but that tells us nothing about when (how long,
how often) we must reflect. The answer to that question, moreover, is not
neatly separable from what we might say about the nature of that ‘must’.
If the answer were that we could not judge or act at all without reflecting,
then we would be reflecting as long as we were judging and acting, and
reflection would be partly constitutive of those activities. But if the answer
5 Does Korsgaard suppose that reflective endorsement answers the ‘need’ of a rational mind for reasons
by giving it reasons that it (or its possessor) would not otherwise have? Or is reflective endorsement, in
her view, amatter of recognising the reasons that one has anyway, regardless of whether one appreciates
these reasons and endorses them? It is widely supposed that Korsgaard is a voluntarist about reflective
endorsement, and thus takes the first view (see e.g. Larmore 2008, 112–22 and Wood 2008, 106–
22). I think this may be an interpretive mistake (but if it is, it is one which Korsgaard seems to
invite); however, that is an issue for Korsgaard exegesis, which I will not take on here. I mention it
because it is relevant to the question of what to make of the Kantian reflective ideal: whether the self-
determination at issue rests on a voluntarist foundation or whether it is to be won through knowing,
broadly construed. I will be arguing for the latter.
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were that we could judge and act without reflecting, only we could not do
so well, then the requirement to reflect would be normative in some sense.
These sorts of answers about the nature of the requirement again do not
swing independently of the question about the scope of the requirement,
because they entail conclusions about when reflection is either (out of sheer
necessity) going on or ought to be going on.
Now, the idea that the requirement to reflect might be constitutive of

judging and acting seems to be blocked by the apparent fact that we can
judge and act without ever putting ourselves, or finding ourselves, at the
sort of reflective distance that Korsgaard has in mind. If we commit our-
selves directly in judging and acting, then reflection might not be even
partly constitutive of those activities, since reflecting will not be what com-
mits us to a view about how things are or what is worth doing.We’re already
committed. The Kantian idea that Korsgaard draws upon here is that any
analysis of what it is to commit oneself through judging or acting directly
always uncovers some implicit endorsement of a view about what one has
reason to believe or to do. Suppose my five-year-old daughter, Eirene, is
struggling to tie her shoes. As long as she is trying to tie her shoes, even
if she can’t quite, then we say (à la Korsgaard) that she is endorsing an
impulse or a desire of some kind: she allows the impulse to tie her shoes to
be operative in her, which commits her to the view that tying her shoes is
worth doing.
Before we complain that this grossly distorts the reflective capacities of

young children, let’s propose a distinction. Suppose that there is one sense
of reflection that, as it were, goes on by default whenever anyone does any-
thing – or has a view about how things are – at all. One ‘reflects’ in this
sense simply by having some tacit handle on oneself as the source of a point
of view. Call this reflection-c – since, as we will see, on Kant’s view it is con-
stitutive of the thinking of a rational being. It may need to be distinguished
from – and complemented by – some souped-up variety of reflection that
does not obtain by default, and which the ordinary five-year-old seems only
barely capable of. This is the reflection that Eirene would go in for if, in the
midst of her efforts, she were to stop and ask herself: ‘Why bother?’ Reflec-
tion in this sense belongs to the deliberate consideration of whether one has
reason to φ or to take it that p. The objective question here is whether p or
whether it is good, or would be good, to φ; the subjective orientation of
such thinking consists in recognising that one addresses the question to
oneself. It is not a merely tacit recognition of oneself as the source of a
point of view on how things are or ought to be, but rather involves car-
ing about how one’s point of view is constituted. If we ought to care how
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that point of view is constituted – even though it will be constituted in
some way or another regardless of whether or not we care – then we will
have identified a normative requirement to reflect. Call it reflection-n. My
next task is to demonstrate Kant’s commitment to this distinction between
reflection-c and reflection-n.
Let me outline how I will proceed. In §1.3, I present a puzzle about reflec-

tion that arises in Kant’s discussion of affect and passion as distinct modes
of reflective failure. Prima facie, any resolution to the puzzle would call for
there to be two senses of reflection in play – reflection-c and reflection-n. In
order for us to resolve it, we will need to understand howKant distinguishes
reflection-c and reflection-n; as we will see in §1.4, his distinction in this
regardmaps on to the distinction that he draws between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’
modes of logic: pure logic has reflection-c in its sights, while applied logic
has reflection-n. What we learn about the distinction between reflection-c
and reflection-n in this context will then be brought back to bear on the
interpretive puzzle about affect and passion as distinct modes of reflective
failure in §1.5. Although this approach will have us switching between two
considerably different corners of Kant’s corpus, it stands to reveal that Kant
has a unified and coherent conception of reflection – or, at least, that a close
family of ideas is at work across a wide range of contexts.

1.3 A Puzzle about Reflection

Kant discusses affect and passion at length in the Anthropology (7:251ff.),
and makes many of the same points in his discussion of the self-mastery
required for virtue in the Metaphysics of Morals (6:407–9) and of the sub-
lime in the Critique of Judgment (5:272–5). I will draw on all three of these
sources here, although my focus will be on the Anthropology account.6
Many commentators who have addressed these passages have taken note
of Kant’s remarks about reflection in this context; however, there has been
little attempt to work out what account of reflection is implied in these
remarks, or to assess its relation to Kant’s remarks on reflection in other
contexts, chiefly in logic.7 Such an approach has therefore done little to
advance our understanding of what reflection is by Kant’s lights. With that

6 I examine the MS account of affect more closely in Chapter 7. On affect and passion, see also the
following stretches of the student notes on Kant’s lectures on anthropology from the critical period:
Menschenkunde (25:1115–25), AMr (25:1353–6), ABu (25:1519–27).

7 See e.g. Denis (2000), Frierson (2003), Formosa (2011) and Hare (2011) – where there is little effort to
explain just what the ‘reflection’ is that is missing. Frierson (2014) does, however, provide an account:
he effectively takes reflection to be deliberation, and holds that affect suspends the capacity to deliber-
ate entirely (although momentarily), whereas passion involves deliberation or practical thinking but
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in mind, I shall begin not by turning immediately to the logic – where
reflection plainly figures as a technical term of sorts – but by looking at what
Kant suggests about the role of reflection in the emotional and desidera-
tive life of a human being when he points to affect and passion as distinct
modes of reflective failure.
In this context, Kant presents reflection (Überlegung) as ‘the rational rep-

resentation [Vernunftvorstellung] of whether one should give oneself up’
to a certain feeling, or instead ‘refuse it’ (Anth 7:251). He then attempts
to illustrate this, at least indirectly, with an example of a rich man who
is thrown into an ‘affected state’ when his servant clumsily breaks a pre-
cious crystal goblet. What distinguishes affect from other modes of feeling,
Kant explains, is not so much its qualitative intensity – although affects
do indeed tend to be ‘stormy’ (Anth 7:265, KU 5:272n; cf. MS 6:408) –
but rather ‘the lack of reflection’ involved (Anth 7:254). To suffer an affect
is to be thrown into a state of mind in which one is momentarily unable
to reflect (Anth 7:251; MS 6:407; KU 5:272). As we will see, what Kant
evidently has in mind here is reflection-c: affect involves losing even that
self-consciousness that is implicit inasmuch as one judges or acts inten-
tionally at all.8 If so, then Kant already says too much when he claims that
his unreflecting rich man ‘gives himself over completely to this one feeling
of pain’ (Anth 7:254). For if affect momentarily suspends the capacity to
reflect-c, it should not leave the rich man the resources to give himself over
in one way or another at all: rather, it must be that he so finds himself.
How is affect different from passion? The first thing to note is Kant’s

claim that passion is compatible with ‘the calmest reflection’ (Anth 7:265).9
The second is that the difference can be tracked by locating affect with our
capacity for feeling, and passion with the ‘faculty of desire’ (KU 5:272n;
Anth 7:252; MS 6:408–09). Passion is therefore an expression of a person’s
views about what is worth having, or going for, or doing – or, for that
matter, rejecting or avoiding. ‘The calm with which one gives oneself up
[to passion] permits reflection and allows the mind to form principles on
it’ (MS 6:408; see also Anth 7:265). This is why Kant goes on to claim
that passion ‘always presupposes a maxim on the part of the subject’ (Anth

without a consideration of the value of the maxims on which one acts from prudential and moral
points of view (2014, 231). While there is something right in this (affect does suspend, among other
things, the capacity to deliberate), I object to Frierson’s assumption that reflection (of any sort) is
deliberation. One of my overarching aims in this book is naturally to present an alternative account.

8 By extension, it must also suspend the capacity to reflect-n; but Kant’s point, when he says that affect
lacks reflection, is that it lacks even reflection-c.

9 Kant also says that affects are ‘stormy and unpremeditated’ whereas passions are sustained and con-
sidered [überlegt]’ (KU 5:272n).
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7:266): to be driven by a passion is to be committed to a view of what is
worth doing, on what grounds, and for what end.
So there is some sense in which affect lacks reflection, and passion

involves – indeed, as some of the preceding remarks seem to suggest, even
requires – reflection. However, at the same time, Kant suggests that both
are modes of reflective failure. For it is a striking feature of the Anthro-
pology account that affect and passion are presented, each in its turn, as a
kind of blindness (7:253, 7:266). I will examine these remarks in full once
we learn more about how Kant distinguishes reflection-c and reflection-n
in logic. At this point, we can assume that Kant is speaking metaphori-
cally: someone who succumbs to affect, or is caught up in the throes of
passion, does not literally lose visual capacity. The idea is rather that these
are states where one fails to notice something one ought to notice. Some-
one who is blind in this metaphorical way needs to look again, consider
a situation – or perhaps an entire past history – in a new light. And this
means, in a common-sense way, that such a person ought to reflect. Now,
ultimately I will provide more of an interpretation of Kant’s claims about
the blindness of affect and passion, as the blindness is not quite the same in
each case. But the common-sense connection between metaphorical blind-
ness and reflective failure provides enough to go on to see that there is a
puzzle here: If affect and passion are both modes of reflective failure, then
how can Kant say that affect lacks reflection, while passion is compatible
with – and may even require – reflection? The solution must be that Kant
draws on different notions of reflection. Affect lacks reflection altogether:
it is a momentary madness, whereby one loses one’s grip on oneself as the
source of a point of view on how things are and what is worth doing. Affect
lacks reflection-c, and a fortiori lacks reflection-n. But passion involves
reflection-c: a passionate person takes a point of view on how things are
and what is worth doing. Yet, affect and passion are alike modes of reflec-
tive failure, since they render one blind to what one needs to pay attention
to in order to see one’s situation aright. And this, ultimately, needs to be
understood in terms of the normative requirement to reflect.

1.4 Constitutive and Normative Requirements to Reflect as
Distinguished in Logic

The distinction that I have been sketching between constitutive and nor-
mative requirements to reflect is clearly demarcated in Kant’s logic: for,
this distinction tracks the distinction that Kant draws between ‘pure’ and
‘applied’ logic. So, I will begin with a few words about Kant’s conception
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of logic, focusing on how he draws that division (§1.4.1). I will then iden-
tify the conception of reflection that figures in pure general logic, show-
ing it to be a constitutive requirement on thought (§1.4.2). The norma-
tive requirement to reflect is expressed in Kant’s repeated claim that all
judgments require reflection: I will explain how this counts as a normative
requirement on judgment, and provide a preliminary interpretation of this
claim (§1.4.3).10

1.4.1 Logic: Pure and Applied, Domain-Independent and Domain-Relative

Kant elaborates on his conception of logic when he introduces his readers
to the project of ‘transcendental logic’ that will occupy him for the vast bulk
of the Critique of Pure Reason. Logic is ‘the science of the rules of the under-
standing in general’ (A52/B76); it is concerned with the necessary rules of
thought. Kant first points out that logic can be distinguished depending on
whether it is concerned with ‘the general, or the special, employment of the
understanding’ (A52/B76). General logic is concerned with the necessary
rules of thought as such, and so it abstracts from any consideration of what
our thought might be about (A52/B76–7; cf. G 4:387). General logic is, as
I will say, domain-independent. ‘The logic of the special employment of the
understanding’ does not make this abstraction; it ‘contains the rules for
thinking correctly about a certain kind of objects’ (A52/B76). With this,
Kant points to domain-relative logic. The transcendental logic that Kant
aims to pursue in the Critique of Pure Reason is domain-relative: it is chiefly
concerned with the necessary rules for thought about phenomenal objects,
or objects in the domain of nature.11 Kant also distinguishes between
pure and applied logic. Thus, he maps logical inquiry along two axes: a
logic can be either pure or applied, and either general or domain-relative.
(Table 1 shows these two axes.)
In principle, this yields four modes of logical inquiry: pure general logic,

pure domain-relative logic, applied general logic and applied domain-
relative logic. I will be mostly concerned with the division between pure
and applied logic here, since that is what enables us to pick out distinct con-
stitutive and normative requirements to reflect. To distinguish pure from
applied logic, Kant says that pure logic abstracts entirely

10 The discussion in §1.4 is drawn fromMerritt (2015), ‘Varieties of Reflection in Kant’s Logic’, British
Journal for the History of Philosophy copyright C© BSHP, reprinted by permission of Taylor & Francis
Ltd, www.tandfonline.com on behalf of BSHP.

11 Cf. Tolley (2012) for a contrasting (and, I think, far more controversial) position denying the
domain-relative status of transcendental logic.
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from all empirical conditions under which our understanding is exercised
[ausgeübt], e.g. from the influence of the senses, the play of imagination,
the force of habit and inclination, etc., and so from all sources of prejudice.
(A53/B77)

By abstracting entirely from all empirical conditions under which our cog-
nitive capacities are put to use, pure logic sets to one side certain facts about
human psychology that make us liable not to make good use of our cogni-
tive capacities. Thus, applied logic deals with the broadly practical problem
of how to make good use of our cognitive capacities: I will consider it in
§1.4.3. Pure logic sets this problem entirely to one side. Pure logic deals
with constitutive requirements on thought: that without which there could
be no employment of the understanding – no thinking – at all. Thus, Kant
remarks that pure general logic ‘contains the absolutely necessary rules of
thought, without which there could be no employment of the understand-
ing’ (A52/B76).12 By contrast, applied logic is concerned with normative
requirements on thought, or with what is necessary to make good use of
our cognitive capacities.13
Kant continues by likening the division between pure and applied logic

to the division between ‘pure ethics’ and a ‘doctrine of virtue’. Pure ethics

12 This remark is one half of a sentence in which Kant accounts for what pure general logic is. Kant,
I am arguing, maps logical inquiry along two axes: pure versus applied, and general versus domain-
relative. Pure general logic is plotted along both: it is pure and it is general. The remark I have
just quoted in the main texts glosses its purity; Kant continues, glossing its generality: ‘it treats of
understanding without any regard for the difference of the objects to which the understanding may
be directed’ (A52/B76). Here, we are concerned just with the distinction between pure and applied
logic – the horizontal axis of Table 1. That is why I have relegated this complication to a footnote. I
provide a more extensive account of Kant’s mapping logical inquiry along these two axes in Merritt
(2015).

13 Tolley (2006) argues against the prevailing view that Kant takes logic to be a ‘normative’ science –
a view that he notes is based almost entirely on LJ (9:13–16) and argues is at odds with a range of
Kant’s other views. (I would add that I have been unable to trace LJ (9:13–16) to Kant’s handwritten
notes on logic, which might place it under further suspicion.) Tolley does not draw attention to the
distinction between pure and applied general logic: his remarks mostly assume that logic is pure,
not applied. On Tolley’s terms, a being that is subject to a normative law ‘must both be able to
succeed and be able to fail to act (or be) in accordance with the law’ (2006, 375). What I would add
to this is that such a possibility comes into view with applied logic.
But surely there is some sense in which pure logic should be deemed ‘normative’: after all, Kant

speaks of logic (evidently meaning pure general logic) as a ‘canon’ for the ‘correct use’ of cognitive
capacities (A796/B824; RL-1571 [early to middle 1750s] 16:8; RL-1579 [1760s] 16:18; RL-2173 [late
1770s] 16:258; cf. A132/B171).What does it mean to say that logic is a canon for correct use? Consider
that there is something like a canon (a set of rules) for permissible moves in chess; someone who
makes a canon-violating move is doing something elsewith the pieces – something other than playing
chess. Something similar might be said of one who violates a rule in the canon of pure general logic:
he is not, in this instance, (e.g.) inferring at all. So we might say that a canon is ‘normative’ because
it regulates practice by ruling things out of bounds, as non-thought and non-chess; but this is not
the sense I have in mind here, which aligns with Tolley (2006) as well.
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provides an account of the principles constitutive of any determination of
the good, whereas a doctrine of virtue ‘considers these laws under the hin-
drances of the feelings, inclinations, and passions to which human beings
are more or less subject’ (A55/B79; see also G 4:410n). Where this compar-
ison breaks down, of course, is that ethics is a domain-relative inquiry, and
general logic is not.14 But no matter: for, at present, we are concerned just
with Kant’s distinction between pure and applied logic. Pure logic is con-
cerned with the constitutive requirements on thought; and pure ethics is
likewise concerned with the constitutive requirements on practical thought
about the good. Applied logic is concerned with the normative require-
ments on making good use of our cognitive capacities, taking full account
of the human liability not to do so; and a ‘doctrine of virtue’, as Kant
sketches it here, is similarly concerned with the determination of the good
in the face of the normal human liability not to move sure-footedly on
this.15
Having distinguished between pure and applied logic, my next aim is to

identify senses of reflection proper to each. In §1.4.2, I will argue that pure
logic is concerned with reflection-c, which is most basically pure appercep-
tion. In §1.4.3, I will show that applied logic is concerned with reflection-n,
and in that context will offer a provisional interpretation of the claim that
all judgments require reflection.

1.4.2 Reflection-c in Pure Logic

Pure logic deals with constitutively necessary principles and sources of
thought; so, to identify the reflection that belongs under the scope of pure
logic, we will need to begin by considering what thought is. Kant says that
some animals can compare and associate representations, but they do not
think.16 Kant generally speaks of thinking as the activity of the intellect
or understanding (broadly construed); and he takes this activity to involve

14 That ethics and logic differ in this way is made quite explicit at G (4:387).
15 Note that the transition from pure ethics to the doctrine of virtue, and likewise from pure to applied
logic, does not amount to a change of subject: it is not as if the moral law becomes irrelevant in the
doctrine of virtue, or the law of non-contradiction irrelevant in applied logic. The ‘applied’ inquiries
consider the same principles, only with certain facts about the human condition now brought clearly
into view. Yet, for that very reason, additional principles that have no place on the left will become
special foci of concern in the ‘applied’ inquiries – the three maxims of healthy understanding will
provide an example of this later. Thanks to Mark Alznauer for prompting this clarification.

16 Anth §1 (7:127); LJ (9:64–5); LD-W (24:702); MetMrong (29:888).
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general representations – concepts, fundamentally.17 Thus, we think when-
ever we conceive a general representation (a concept), and in turn whenever
we employ a concept as the determination of some other representation (i.e.
judge), and finally whenever we consider the entailment and exclusion rela-
tions among given judgments (i.e. infer). So, all thinking, it seems, depends
on concepts.
Is there any claim in the offing that concepts depend on some activ-

ity or operation of the mind that could be called ‘reflection’? If so, then
that would be a conception of reflection that naturally figures within the
ambit of pure general logic. Most recent accounts of Kant on reflection
are anchored in a passage from Logik Jäsche that claims that the source
of concepts ‘as to their form’ – i.e. as to their mere generality, irrespec-
tive of content – consists in three ‘logical acts of understanding [logische
Verstandes-Actus]’:

(1) comparison [Comparation], i.e. the comparison [Vergleichung] of
representations among one another in relation to the unity of con-
sciousness;

(2) reflection [Reflexion], i.e. the reflection as to how various represen-
tations can be conceived in one consciousness [Überlegung . . .wie
verschiedene Vorstellungen in Einem Bewußtsein begriffen sein kön-
nen]; and finally

(3) abstraction [Abstraction], or the separation [Absonderung] of every-
thing else in which the given representations differ (LJ 9:94).

The passage is billed as an account of the ‘logical origin’ of concepts. Since
this account belongs under the banner of general logic, it abstracts entirely
from what thought might be about. There can be nothing left for such an
account to concern except the mental activity in virtue of which it is possi-
ble to represent with the form of generality at all. That is why the text indi-
cates that general logic can consider concepts ‘only subjectively’ (LJ 9:94): it
claims that concepts are possible through a certain mental activity.18 These
three mental operations, the text claims, ‘constitute [ausmachen] a concept’
(LJ 9:93).

17 An exception might be the aesthetic judgment of reflection, a non-cognitive mode of judgment
that nevertheless exercises the ‘faculty of concepts’ but without employing any particular concept.
However, as already noted, I am bracketing this type of judgment for present purposes.

18 Longuenesse (1998, 5–6) and Smit (1999, 209–10) both note that while we today tend to assume
that talk of mental operations has no place in pure logic, early modern logicians did not.
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Let me pause to acknowledge the received view about what reflection is
for Kant. Most commentators focus on this passage about the three men-
tal acts (comparison, reflection, abstraction), together with the example
that Jäsche appended about looking at a spruce, a willow and a linden and
forming the concept tree (LJ 9:94–95). Many have taken note of the cir-
cularity of this account; I argue at length elsewhere (Merritt 2015) that we
should be wary of supposing that Kant means to put on offer an account
of the generation of concepts from non-conceptual materials, and that the
spruce–willow–linden example (which cannot be traced to Kant’s hand-
written notes) should not have canonical status in our interpretation of
what Kant means by ‘reflection’. By contrast, the ‘three mental acts’ pas-
sage just quoted, with the attendant suggestion that they are the mental
operations required to represent with the form of generality at all, can be
traced nearly verbatim to RL-2876 [c. 1776–78 or c. 1778–83] (16:555). Now,
it would distract from the present line of thought to rehearse my argu-
ments against the widespread view that reflection for Kant just is somemen-
tal operation involved in the generation of concepts from non-conceptual
materials. What I will take on board here is rather the idea that one sense
of reflection, for Kant, is a certain mental operation required to grasp a
concept – i.e., to represent with the form of generality at all. My immedi-
ate aim now is to show why this counts as a mode of reflection-c.19
The ‘three mental acts’ passage points to a kind of reflection that figures

as a constitutive requirement on thinking. But what exactly is this require-
ment? The passage glosses reflection as the recognition of some basis for
unifying mental contents into a single thought. This activity presupposes
some comparison of representations, disregarding features in which they
differ. To recognise both that the book is green and that the cup is as well
is to represent them both through one and the same rule – even though, in

19 Like most commentators, Frierson (2014, 103–4) takes it that the reflection mentioned in the three
mental acts passage (LJ 9:93–4) is a certain mental operation involved in the generation of concepts
from non-conceptual materials, and accordingly draws on the spruce–willow–linden example that
follows in Jäsche’s compilation. However, he departs from the received view in taking this notion of
reflection to point to a normative requirement on concept formation. Kant, on Frierson’s reading,
is not there making a claim about ‘how people in fact arrive at concepts, but how one should arrive
at concepts’ (2014, 104). But it is puzzling how this suggestion could accord with Kant’s claim that
the three mental acts constitute what it is to represent with the form of generality at all. Thus, even
if one’s concepts are badly formed – although Frierson doesn’t spell out how to think about this –
thinking them at all should still involve the three mental acts, according to Kant. (By my lights, the
background problem here is that Frierson does not take account of Kant’s distinction between pure
and applied logic; so, when he goes on to suggest that the normative ideal of concept formation
is nothing other than ‘healthy understanding’, he has crossed from pure logic, which deals with
constitutive requirements on thought, to applied logic, which deals with normative requirements
on judgment – without clearly appreciating the difference.)
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their particularity, they might be quite different shades of green. To do this
is to grasp a rule that can govern the determination of indefinitely many
other representations. If the same thing is thought in all of these deter-
minations, then there is a sense in which one and the same ‘conscious-
ness’ unifies them. Representations, moreover, are unified only in think-
ing them; they are not unified, as it were, under their own steam. There-
fore, the appreciation of how various representations can be grasped in one
and the same consciousness (to ‘reflect’, as it is put here) entails, as part of
this, the thinking subject’s at least tacit handle on himself as the source of
this unity.
At the outset of this chapter, I briefly took account of the complexity of

Kant’s textual record on reflection. I noted that Kant sometimes speaks of
reflection as (a) the activity of thinking generally, and sometimes (b) as the
self-consciousness that is internal to the activity of thinking or that makes
it ‘possible’. Further, there is the bit of the textual record that we have just
considered here where reflection is (c) some mental operation by which
concepts are possible. Under (a), the activity of the intellect is conceived
in the highly general terms by which it is distinguished from sensibility.
We see this when Kant claims that the intellect, viewed in distinction from
sensibility, ‘only reflects’ (Prol 4:288): that is, it does not receive representa-
tions, but only unifies them to some determinate content, such as can figure
in judgment. That is tantamount to how I have just presented reflection as
it figures under (c).
That leaves item (b), that reflection can refer to the self-consciousness

that is internal to thinking. Reflection, in this sense, would be nothing
other than pure apperception. The textual evidence for this claim comes
from the Anthropology (7:134n). Kant speaks there of an ‘inner activity’ by
which ‘a concept (a thought) becomes possible’ and calls that ‘reflection’ –
which straightforwardly accords with sense (c). He also claims there that
pure apperception is the self-consciousness ‘of reflection [der Reflexion]’:
it is the consciousness of ‘the “I” as subject of thinking (in logic)’ (7:134n).
This remark does not unambiguously entail an identity between reflec-
tion and pure apperception: it arguably leaves open the possibility that
Kant means to distinguish between the mental activity of reflection and
the thinking subject’s (separate) consciousness of this mental activity; on
this reading, he would be calling the latter ‘pure apperception’ and distin-
guishing it from the former, which would remain ‘reflection’. But this read-
ing fails to recognise the implications of the account of reflection reported
in the ‘three mental acts’ passage: namely, that ‘reflection’ as to how var-
ious representations can be unified in a single consciousness must always


