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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE 

Kant's second Critique is, for me as translator, the third; my first was the 
Critique of Judgment1 (Kant's third), my second the Critique of Pure Rea­
son.2 This sequence is no accident. Kant's third Critique was generally 
agreed to be the one most in need of a new translation.3 The first was, by 
comparison, in much better condition; of the available translations, that by 
Norman Kemp Smith,4 although deficient in various respects, had served 
scholars well for decades—even though, during the same time period, there 
was a steadily and significantly increasing need by Kant scholars for greater 
accuracy. The Critique of Practical Reason, on the other hand, has fared 
best of all. Among the translations available until a few years ago, the most 
favored was that by Lewis White Beck;5 his translation, apart from having 
profited from Beck's profound familiarity with Kant's moral theory, was 

1 With an introduction by Werner S. Pluhar and a preface by Mary J. Gregor Indianapolis, 
Ind.: Hackett, 1987. 

2 With an introduction by Patricia Kitcher. Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1996. There is also an 
abridged version of this translation, with an introduction by Eric Watkins. Indianapolis, Ind.: 
Hackett, 1999. 

3 In the mid-seventies, at Gnnnell College in Iowa, I was teaching a Kant course that included 
the third Critique. Finding myself frustrated by the seeming impenetrability of much of the 
material as I found it in the existing translations, I decided to delve into the German original— 
and found, to my amazement, that the original was, on the whole, vastly clearer than the trans­
lations. By a fortuitous coincidence, the illustrious Lewis White Beck was visiting my depart­
ment just then, and I expressed to him my frustration with the translations. His reaction was 
quick and simple. "W^hy don't you translate the Critique of Judgment?" he replied. I was 
stunned; the idea had never occurred to me. But it took hold, and I soon embarked on my first 
major project of translating Kant. 

4 London: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin's, 1929. 2nd impression with corrections. Lon­
don: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin's, 1933, 1989. 

5 Critique of Practical Reason, and Other Writings in Moral Philosophy. Translated and 
edited, with an introduction, by Lewis White Beck. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

xi 
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praised for being extraordinarily easy to read. However, Beck had attained 
this high degree of readability in part by sacrificing terminological consis­
tency—even for key terms in Kant's philosophy—and thus, in effect, accu­
racy. This defect was finally addressed» with tremendous skill, in the recent 
translation of the second Critique by another great expert in Kant's moral 
theory: Mary J. Gregor.6 On close scrutiny of Gregorys excellent work, 
however, I became convinced that even it still suffered from significant 
problems that needed to be remedied.7 This new translation seeks to eliminate, 
as much as possible, these remaining problems. In addition, its appearance 
will make the three Critiques available, for the first time, in uniform English 
terminology. 

This translation, like my previous ones, has profited immensely from 
contributions made by two eminent Kant scholars: Professor James W. 
Ellington, whose skill and sensitivity as a Kant translator I greatly admire, 
and Professor Stephen Engstrom. Ellington's contributions are indicated 
below. Engstrom's contribution is his exceedingly fine Introduction to this 
volume. 

This translation of Kant's Critique of Practical Reason is based on the 
standard edition of Kant's works, Kants gesammelte Schriften, Königlich 
Preußische Akademie der Wissenschaften (Berlin: G. Reimer; Berlin and 
New York: Walter de Gruyter Sc Co. and Predecessors, 1902-), vol. 5, 
edited, with introduction, variant readings, and factual elucidations, by Paul 
Natorp (1908). 

Like my two previous translations, this one also is copiously annotated. 
Kant's own footnotes are distinguished from the translator's footnotes by 
their larger print, by bold footnote and reference numbers, and by the ab-

[1949]. The Critique by itself 3rd ed., with notes. New York: Macmillan; Toronto; Maxwell 
Macmillan Canada; New York: Maxwell Macmillan International, 1993; Upper Saddle River, 
NJ.: Prentice Hall, 1993. For the other earlier translations of Kant's second Critique—those 
by Thomas Abbott and Heinrich Cassirer (the latter published only recently)—see the Se­
lected Bibliography. 
6 Critique of Practical Reason. Translated and edited by Mary Gregor; with an introduction by 
Andrews Reath. Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­
versity Press, 1997. 
7 The defects, briefly, are the following. Gregor's appropriately heightened concern for accu­
racy has unfortunately resulted in a significant loss of readability: her grammar is often unclear 
because of excessively convoluted sentence structure. Moreover, she frequently uses English 
pronouns that, unlike their German originals, leave their referents ambiguous; and even she 
commits occasional important but unnecessary terminological inconsistencies. Finally, in 
some places Gregor simply misreads or misunderstands the German text. 
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sence of brackets. Translator's footnotes use smaller print, have no bold 
numbers, and are bracketed. When a Kantian footnote has a footnote in 
turn, this latter note is referenced by a lower-case letter, and its number is 
the same as that of the original note but is followed by the lower-case letter. 

Of the translator's footnotes, many contain references to other relevant 
passages in the work and to other Kantian works; I owe most of these notes 
to Ellington's kind efforts and keen expertise. Others provide references to 
works by other authors, explanatory comments, variant readings, or transla­
tions (all of which are my own). Still other such notes concern terminology. 
Of these, some explain or defend my renderings of certain German terms, 
but most give the original German terms whenever an original term has been 
translated rather freely or is otherwise of special importance or interest; 
whenever terminological relationships between adjacent terms in the original 
have either been lost or (seemingly) been created in translation; or when­
ever either the same German term is translated by different English terms or 
different German terms are translated by the same English term in the same 
context. The German terms are usually given in such footnotes not as they 
appear in the original, but as they can be found—by interested readers—in 
a modern German dictionary: viz., in their modern spelling, and the verbs in 
the infinitive, the nouns in the nominative, etc. 

References provided in this volume are given as follows. Page refer­
ences in the table of contents are to the pagination of the present volume. In 
footnotes, references to the text of the work are given by the page numbers 
of the Akademie edition, which appear in the margins of this translation. 
Similarly, references to footnotes give the Akademie edition's page contain­
ing the footnote's reference number, and then the footnote's number (or 
number and lower-case letter) preceded either by 'n.' ('ns.' in the plural) or 
by 4br. n.' ('br. ns.' in the plural)—respectively, for notes containing Kant­
ian materials, or bracketed notes provided by the translator. References to 
other works by Kant are also to the Akademie edition and are given as 'Ak.\ 
followed by volume and page numbers and, as applicable, by 'n.' for a note, 
except that references to the Critique of Pure Reason follow the standard 
format for that work, by indicating 'A' and 'B' (for the first and second orig­
inal editions) and then the page numbers in those editions. 

At the end of this volume will be found a Selected Bibliography, a Glos­
sary of the most important German terms in the work along with my trans­
lations of them, and an Index. 

Acknowledgments: In the course of translating the second Critique I fre­
quently checked the translation by Mary Gregor, and occasionally also that 
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by Lewis White Beck. I am tremendously grateful to Professor James W. 
Ellington for the contributions already mentioned, but especially for his 
careful reading of the entire manuscript. Indeed, Ellington's contribution to 
my translation of all three Critiques as a whole has been immeasurable. I 
address sincerest thanks, once again, to the various members of Hackett 
Publishing Company for their superbly professional and exceedingly 
friendly collaboration at every stage of this project. My warmest and deep­
est gratitude is reserved for my wife, Dr. Elissa J. Hoffman, whose expertise 
as a psychiatrist and writer has allowed me to share with her many philo­
sophical and linguistic queries and qualms, and whose empathy and kind­
ness have been immensely supportive to my project. 

WERNER SCHRUTKA PLUHAR 

The Pennsylvania State University 
Fayette Campus, Uniontown 



INTRODUCTION 

The Critique of Practical Reason (1788) is the second of the famous three 
Critiques that together form the core of Immanuel Kant's philosophical writ­
ings. In these works, Kant assesses the cognitive powers of the human mind 
with the aim of expounding, justifying, and delimiting the use that can be 
made of them a priori, or without the aid of experience. Each Critique inves­
tigates these capacities as they are employed in a different domain of activ­
ity. The Critique of Pure Reason (1781) examines the theoretical use of 
reason in the natural sciences; the Critique of Practical Reason is concerned 
with the use of reason in action, and in particular with the rational principles 
of morality that govern human conduct; and the Critique of Judgment (1790) 
considers the power of judgment as it is employed in our assessments of the 
products of nature and of human art as beautiful or purposive. 

The second Critique is largely a self-contained work, which may prof­
itably be studied by readers who lack a detailed acquaintance with the other 
Critiques. But as Kant is a systematic philosopher par excellence, a full ap­
preciation of this work requires an understanding of the place it occupies 
within his philosophical system. Of particular significance is the fact that 
the second Critique carries to completion the momentous project Kant ini­
tiated in the first Critique of rethinking speculative metaphysics as it had 
been practiced throughout the entire history of Western philosophy. Al­
though the second Critique is of interest to many readers today mainly be­
cause of the light it throws on particular themes and issues within Kant's 
ethical theory, Kant is grappling in this work with the much larger question 
of how ethics and metaphysics themselves are related. 

In addressing this larger issue, Kant is responding in part to a general 
problem that had become pressing in his day and that has remained with us 
to the present. Ever since the bloody religious conflicts of the Reformation 
and the emergence of science and secular society in the modern period, 
philosophers have looked for ways of providing a secure basis for morality 
that is independent of the specific religious creeds and traditions that have 
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divided society and culture throughout the modern era. Others before Kant 
had also sought solutions. Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz and his followers, 
for example, endeavored to provide ethics with a rational metaphysical 
foundation, and David Hume attempted to trace moral principles to an em­
pirically discoverable source in human nature. Similar concerns have 
moved others after Kant as well Many philosophers have been drawn to 
more recently developed moral theories, such as the nineteenth-century 
utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and Henry Sidgwick, 
or the emotivist theories that were popular in the mid-twentieth century, be­
cause such theories seem well suited to a secular, scientific outlook. 

In the second Critique Kant pursues this larger issue to its deepest level. 
In addition to asking whether the principle of morality, the most basic stan­
dard of right and wrong, has its basis in experience or a priori in reason, 
Kant takes on the question whether ethics depends on any antecedently ac­
cepted metaphysical view at all—be it a doctrine congenial to a traditional 
religious faith or a modern, secular outlook tied to a thoroughly empirical 
and scientific view of the world. In answer to these questions, Kant argues 
that the principle of morality is based in pure practical reason rather than 
experience, that it stands entirely on its own, independently of speculative 
metaphysical doctrines (even one so minimal as to assert nothing more than 
the freedom of the will), and further that this principle itself provides the 
basis for a rationally acceptable metaphysics. 

As Kant's argument for these claims is intimately linked to the critical 
assessment of traditional speculative metaphysics carried out in the first 
Critique, the second Critique is written with the presumption that its read­
ers will have at least some familiarity with that work. Indeed, there are 
many points in the second Critique at which Kant steps back from his dis­
cussion of practical reason to point out how it relates to issues treated in the 
first Critique or to draw parallels and contraste between the arguments and 
the arrangements of topics contained in these two great books. It will be ap­
propriate, therefore, to situate the second Critique in relation to the larger 
aims of Kanfs critical philosophy before turning to the specific problems 
and issues it addresses. 

1. THE PLACE OF THE CRITIQUE OF PRACTICAL REASON 
WITHIN KANT'S CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

Reason, according to Kant, is the highest of our cognitive capacities; its 
function is to introduce unity and order into our knowledge (or "cogni-



INTRODUCTION XV11 

tion").1 In doing so, it is guided by the idea of a system, an idea of which it 
is itself the source. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant considers this cog­
nitive capacity as it figures in theoretical knowledge—that is, the sort of 
cognition that we first acquire through ordinary experience and then seek to 
deepen and expand through the investigations we carry out in the natural 
sciences. The objects of such cognition exist independently of it and there­
fore can come to be known by us only through their somehow affecting us, 
by means of the senses. Although Kant does not attempt to explain how this 
affection takes place, he does argue that our capacity for sense perception is 
so constituted that the representations (or "presentations") of those objects 
provided by our senses are always subject to the conditions of space and 
time. In the pursuit of theoretical cognition, reason's idea of a system 
amounts to the general idea of nature, or a realm of objects, or substances, 
that exist independently of one another yet also causally interact according 
to a system of fixed laws and so depend on one another for their accidents, 
or nonessential features. The law-governed motion of the moon, for exam­
ple, depends in part on the position and motion of the earth, and the earth's 
motion similarly depends on the position and motion of the moon, though 
the earth and the moon themselves do not depend on one another for the 
very existence of the permanent substantial material, whatever it may be, of 
which they are composed. As is apparent from this brief characterization, 
the general idea of nature itself comprises several interrelated component 
concepts. Kant calls these concepts categories, or pure concepts of under­
standing. Three of them are of particular importance for our purposes: sub­
stance, cause, and community (or causal interaction among substances). 

Kant maintains, however, that, because our sense perception of the ob­
jects of theoretical cognition is subject to the conditions of time, temporal 
interpretations, or meanings, must be assigned to the categories in order for 
them to be used in theoretical cognition. The pure concept of cause, for ex­
ample, which might figure in a philosopher's metaphysical doctrine of 
God's timeless creation of the world, needs to be given a temporal meaning 

1 In the present translation of the second Critique, 'cognition' and 'cognize' are used to render 
Kant's Erkenntnis and erkennen. This practice is generally followed in this Introduction, 
though on numerous occasions I use 'knowledge' and 'know' instead, with a view to capturing 
Kant's thought more easily in ordinary English, or when I am relying on the fact that (accord­
ing to the primary sense in which Kant uses this term) Erkenntnis is true, or in agreement with 
its object. Except where otherwise indicated, both 'cognition' and 'knowledge' are used only 
for Erkenntnis in this Introduction. It should be noted, however, that in the translation 'knowl­
edge' is generally reserved for Wissen, which implies objectively grounded certainty. 
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through the representation of a rule-governed temporal succession of 
events. Only then can this concept be used in theoretical cognition of ob­
jects of experience, where the production of effects is always by temporal 
processes. By interpreting the categories in accordance with the temporal 
conditions of experience, Kant is able to argue that these concepts, despite 
having their origin in reason, nevertheless apply necessarily to the objects 
of experience. He does this by presenting proofs for various principles, 
such as the principle of causality, which asserts that every event is deter­
mined by causes acting in the preceding time. These "principles of pure 
understanding" explicate more determinately the general conception of a 
natural order provided by the categories. Kant argues that we are justified in 
applying this general conception a priori to the objects of experience on the 
grounds that the application of these principles is a constitutive element of 
experience itself, on which all pursuit of scientific theoretical cognition of 
nature depends. 

But Kant also maintains that, throughout the entire history of philoso­
phy, from the days of the ancient Greek philosophers to the time of his own 
contemporaries, speculative metaphysicians have attempted to use the three 
principal concepts that figure in this general idea of nature to acquire 
knowledge of things of which we can have no experience whatsoever. In their 
pursuit of such knowledge, metaphysicians have stripped these concepts 
of the temporally restricted meanings that are requisite for their legitimate 
use in systematizing the theoretical cognition we gain through experience. 
Through the removal of these restrictions, (1) the concept of a substance exist­
ing permanently in time is transformed into the idea of a substance existing 
outside of time (immortality); (2) the concept of a cause, which when used 
in experience always applies to things whose productions of effects are 
themselves effects produced by further causes operating in the preceding 
time, is transformed into the idea of an uncaused cause (freedom); and, fi­
nally, (3) the concept of a community among the substances of nature that 
makes possible their simultaneous interaction is transformed into the idea 
of the ground of all reality and of nature itself (God). Misled by an illusion 
to which human reason is naturally subject, traditional speculative meta­
physicians dogmatically sought to establish theoretical knowledge of 
objects represented through these ideas (the immortality of the soul, the 
freedom of the will, the existence of God), whereas other, more skeptical 
philosophers were continually challenging these claims to knowledge. It 
was a primary aim of the first Critique to put an end to these disputes once 
and for all by establishing that theoretical knowledge of the objects repre-
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sented by such unrestricted ideas is in principle impossible. Kant argued 
that, by removing the temporal restrictions that rendered reason's a priori 
concepts suitable for use in systematizing theoretical cognition, speculative 
metaphysicians had framed ideas of objects that were in principle impossi­
ble to encounter in experience and that, for this reason, could not be objects 
of our theoretical knowledge; but he also argued that, for the same reason, 
skeptical denials of the propositions asserted by these metaphysicians were 
equally dogmatic and unfounded. 

The agnostic conclusion of the first Critique does not, however, repre­
sent Kant's final judgment on the fate of metaphysics. In the Critique of 
Practical Reason, Kant shifts his attention from theoretical to practical 
knowledge to determine what reason is capable of knowing a priori in its 
practical use. Kant sometimes expresses the difference between these two 
sorts of cognition by saying that theoretical cognition is cognition of what 
is, and practical cognition is cognition of what ought to be. But he also 
sometimes describes the difference in the following more illuminating way: 
Theoretical cognition is cognition of objects that exist independently of it 
and that therefore must, in order to be known, or cognized, by us at all, be 
given to us in some way through sense-perception. Practical cognition, on 
the other hand, is cognition of objects that can be brought into existence by 
that cognition itself, or cognition that is at the same time a determination of 
the will to produce its object. Thus, although our theoretical knowledge that 
the moon orbits the earth does not bring it about that the moon orbits the 
earth, a person's knowledge that one ought to help others in need where one 
can is practical insofar as this very knowledge can move that individual to 
choose to help others in need and thus bring its object, the action of helping 
others, into existence. Since reason determines the will through such practi­
cal cognition, Kant also describes reason in its practical use as concerned 
with "the determining bases of the will" (15).2 

The second Critique takes up the question whether pure reason can de­
termine the will—that is, whether reason by itself, without reliance on em­
pirical conditions lying in the senses and feeling, is the source of practical 
knowledge, or whether the practical knowledge reason can provide is al­
ways empirically conditioned. This question is addressed in Book I of Part 

2 References to the Critique of Practical Reason use the page numbers of the Akademie edi­
tion. Except for references to the Critique of Pure Reason, which use the pagination of the first 
(A) or second (B) edition, references to passages from Kant's other writings are by the volume 
and page numbers of the Akademie edition. 
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I of the second Critique, the Analytic of Pure Practical Reason. There Kant 
first undertakes to identify what the principle must be by which pure reason 
determines the will, if it can indeed do so. Once he has isolated this princi­
ple, he points out that it is nothing other than the very principle we recog­
nize to be operative in our practical life as the moral law and draws the 
conclusion that pure reason is indeed practical, the source of practical 
knowledge. This conclusion, however, turns out to have important implica­
tions concerning the ideas of pure reason. Once we recognize that pure 
reason is practical, Kant argues, we are rationally compelled and thereby 
entitled to assume that we are free—that is, that pure reason's idea of freedom 
applies to our will insofar as the latter can be determined by pure reason. 
And in Book II, the Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason, Kant argues further 
that the practicality of pure reason has implications that involve the other 
two ideas of pure reason as well. Pure practical reason places us under an 
obligation to make the complete object of practical knowledge, the highest 
good, our end, and this obligation provides a practical-rational basis for be­
lief, or faith, regarding the immortality of the soul and the existence of God. 

Thus, the investigation into practical reason undertaken in the second 
Critique has the striking result that the very ideas of pure reason that Kant 
argued in the first Critique could not figure in any theoretical cognition turn 
out to play a legitimate role in certain beliefs that are sustained and justified 
by their relation to the practical use of pure reason, a relation that Kant ex­
presses by calling them "postulates of pure practical reason." In the end, 
then, the critical examination of the faculty (or "power") of reason that is 
carried out in the second Critique does fill in, after a fashion, the agnostic 
gap left at the conclusion of the first Critique, in that the former does credit 
pure reason with the capacity to have a type of a priori cognition of the ob­
jects of pure reason. This cognition, however, is neither theoretical cogni­
tion (for its objects cannot be given through sense-perception) nor practical 
cognition (for it does not bring its objects into existence); it is rather practi­
cal-rational belief. 

2. THE RELATION OF THE CRITIQUE OF 
PRACTICAL REASON TO KANT'S ETHICS 

For many readers, the second Critique is of interest not so much because of 
its relation to the first Critique and to the larger aims of Kant's critical phi­
losophy as on account of its relevance to his ethical writings, and in partie-
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ular to the two principal texts in which he presents his system of moral phi­
losophy, or what we might call his "normative ethics": the Grounding for 
the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), in which he seeks to identify and estab­
lish the supreme principle of morality, and the Metaphysics of Morals 
(1797), in which he elaborates the system of duties derivable from that prin­
ciple.3 How exactly the second Critique is related to Kant's ethical system 
is a matter of some disagreement among scholars, but the importance of this 
work for our understanding of his ethics is beyond dispute. For the purposes 
of this Introduction, it will be convenient to distinguish two ways in which 
the second Critique is relevant to Kant's ethical thought. One of these ways, 
to which we shall turn in the next section, is through the distinctive manner 
in which the second Critique contributes to the practical aim of Kant's 
moral philosophy. Isolating this work's contribution to that aim will provide 
a useful standpoint from which to survey its specific claims and arguments. 
The other way, our concern in this section, is through the light its discus­
sions of particular topics throw on a variety of specific ideas, claims, and 
themes that are integral to Kant's ethical theory. 

Kant's principal writings in practical philosophy did not begin to appear 
until he was in his sixties, after some thirty years of research and publica­
tion devoted almost exclusively to natural science and metaphysics. This is 
not to say, however, that it was only late in his career that Kant turned his at­
tention to practical philosophy. Both "the moral law within" and "the starry 
sky above" (to borrow the famous words of the second Critique's conclu­
sion) were enduring objects of Kant's philosophical interest as well as his 
admiration and reverence. When the Grounding, his first major work in 
moral philosophy, appeared in 1785, Kant had already been lecturing regu­
larly on ethics for nearly thirty years at the University in Königsberg. Nu­
merous clear indications of his interest in this subject can be found in his 
writings from that period. 

In his practical philosophy as in his theoretical philosophy, Kant endeav­
ored to arrive at a satisfactory understanding of how both intellectual and 
sensible capacities are at work in our cognition. In each of these parts of his 
system, he tried to preserve the elements of truth that he found in the Leib-
nizian rationalist tradition prevalent in his native Prussia while also ac-

3 It is worth noting that the expression "metaphysics of morals " which figures in the titles of 
both works, does not signify any type of speculative metaphysics—the illegitimate theoretical 
metaphysics Kant criticized in the first Critique. It refers rather to the a priori part of morality, 
which Kant takes to consist in the practical knowledge of the system of duties that pertain to 
human beings considered merely as such. 



XXII INTRODUCTION 

knowledging the insights of the empiricist tradition in Great Britain. But he 
also opposed the reductive tendencies that he saw in each of these schools 
of thought; the rationalists attempted to view sensations and feelings as 
confused workings of the intellect, whereas the empiricists sought to re­
solve the acts of the intellect into the refined workings of imagination and 
feeling. In contrast to both approaches, Kant maintained that our cognition 
comprises two distinct elements—form and matter—which differ in kind 
and therefore must arise from different sources within the mind: The form 
of cognition, which is spontaneous and universal, is due to the intellect, 
whereas its matter, which is passive and particular, is provided by the 
senses. Kant's form/matter analysis as it applies to practical cognition is 
nowhere more clearly and forcefully articulated than it is in the second Cri­
tique. As we shall see later, Kant locates the form of practical knowledge in 
the idea of a practical law (or what he calls "the mere form of a universal 
legislation"), and he identifies the matter with the objects to be produced 
through that knowledge, such as the objects of sensible desire, the things 
we find pleasing, or agreeable. This form/matter analysis provides the key 
enabling Kant to formulate the supreme principle of morality. 

As he sought to negotiate a path between the extremes of rationalism and 
empiricism, Kant also raised a variety of more specific criticisms against 
these two approaches. On the side of the rationalists, the two figures with 
whom he was most immediately engaged were Christian Wolff and his dis­
ciple Alexander Baumgarten. Following Leibniz, and to some extent the an­
cient Stoics, these thinkers based their ethical doctrines on a metaphysical 
system in which reality is identified with perfection. While only God, the 
being of highest reality, possesses perfection absolutely, all beings naturally 
seek perfection as their end, striving to imitate the divine, and share in it to 
the extent that circumstances and the natural limits on their powers allow. 
Against this metaphysical backdrop, the rationalists expounded an ethics of 
perfectionism. From their ideal of perfection they derived such principles as 
"Seek perfection," "Do good," and "Love the best"; and since the pursuit of 
perfection was, according to their metaphysics, something to which nature 
itself in any case directs us, they also endorsed the Stoics' principle "Live 
according to nature " Although Kant's earliest thinking about ethics grew 
out of this tradition, he soon began to raise objections to it, two of which are 
particularly worth noting. First, the general criticism that Kant directed in 
the first Critique against all traditional speculative metaphysics—that its 
claims pertaining to God and reality in general outstrip the reach of our ca­
pacity for theoretical cognition—meant that he could not accept the ratio-
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nalists' metaphysical doctrines nor indeed any attempt to provide a meta­
physical foundation for ethics. Second, he criticized the rationalists' attempts 
to derive moral principles from the concept of perfection as our natural end. 
Such attempts, he held, are vitiated not because this concept must lead us 
astray, but because it is empty and indeterminate and therefore throws no 
light on the question of what morality's principle is. The principle "Do good," 
for example, is an empty tautology, for it is implicit in the very idea of a prac­
tical principle of reason that the action it prescribes is good. 

On the other side were the British moral sense philosophers—the Earl of 
Shaftesbury, Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, and Adam Smith. From 
early on, Kant was much impressed by the writings of these thinkers, who 
sought to account for our approval of virtuous action by appealing to a 
moral sense woven into the fabric of human nature. Hutcheson saw this 
sense as originally expressed in our responses to benevolent action, and 
Hume, by developing an elaborate theory of the workings of the imagina­
tion and our natural feeling of sympathy, ingeniously extended the idea to 
account for our approval of a wide range of virtuous action, including acts 
of justice. Aided by his study of these philosophers, Kant gained an appre­
ciation of the indispensable role that moral feeling must play in any account 
of how a moral judgment can move us to act—an appreciation that in­
formed all of his subsequent thinking on ethical topics. He did not, how­
ever, accept their attempt to use feeling or sentiment as the standard by 
which actions are judged to be right or wrong. He argued, to the contrary, 
that if the standard were traceable to a moral sentiment, we would have to 
allow that it might be reasonably rejected by a rational being to whose nat­
ural constitution this sentiment did not belong. Yet the characteristic univer­
sal and necessary validity of our moral judgments reveals that the principle 
on which they depend applies not just to members of the human race, but to 
all rational beings, and hence that the standard must be known by reason. 
As a result, he also did not accept the moral sense philosophers' accounts of 
moral motivation. These accounts, he held, mistook the motive of virtuous 
action—a feeling of respect based in a rational recognition of the moral 
law—for an immediate inclination (or sensible desire) to perform the ac­
tion. In keeping with his form/matter analysis of practical cognition, Kant 
held that there is a difference in kind between the motive expressed in 
morally worthy action and all other motives. The moral motive must ulti­
mately have its source in reason, whereas other motives, because they arise 
from empirical sources, are all kindred to one another and belong to a per­
son's general interest in personal happiness. 
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In the end, then, Kant could no more follow the moral sense philoso­
phers than he could the Stoical rationalists. Moral principles can be derived 
neither from the transcendent heights of metaphysical speculation nor from 
the empirically discovered sentiments of human nature. As he later ob­
served in the Grounding, moral philosophy's position "is supposed to be 
firm even though there is nothing in heaven nor on earth from which it de­
pends or on which it is based" (IV, 425). 

While his thinking was significantly advanced by his critical engage­
ment with these two schools, it was not by drawing on these sources alone 
that Kant moved beyond them and worked out his most important positive 
ethical doctrines. It was rather his reading of the brilliant Swiss social and 
political philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau and an apparently momentous 
encounter with Plato in the 1760s that turned Kant onto the path that led to 
his formulation of the principle of morality and the mature moral philoso­
phy expounded in the great works he published in the 1780s and 1790s. 
Although comparatively little is known about the development of Kant's 
ethical views during this early period, it seems likely that it was in connec­
tion with his study of these two philosophers that he developed some of his 
most important ideas, now familiar to us from the Grounding. His concep­
tion of the good will as the only thing that is good without qualification, for 
example, seems to have been inspired by an argument that Plato gave to 
show that practical wisdom is the only thing good by itself alone. And his 
attempt to formulate the principle of morality—conceived as the principle 
governing a good will—by developing the idea that such a will must be 
autonomous, or self-legislating, and therein free, can be seen as an elabora­
tion, at a deeper level, of ideas that figure in Rousseau's account in the So­
cial Contract of the general will as the basis of civic freedom. 

Although the fundamental ideas of his ethical theory were all in place by 
the time he wrote the Grounding, Kant had not yet quite hit upon the idea of 
a critique of practical reason, at least not in the form in which it eventually 
appeared. In the Grounding's Preface, he did briefly contrast the project he 
was undertaking in that work with a critique of pure practical reason, de­
scribing the latter as something that would both (1) provide the true "foun­
dation" for a metaphysics of morals and also (2) show the unity of practical 
and theoretical reason (IV, 391); and he did, in the final chapter of the 
Grounding, claim to make a transition to the critique of pure practical rea­
son. But when the Critique of Practical Reason was finally published three 
years later, Kant began the work by pointedly explaining why it was not ti­
tled Critique of Pure Practical Reason, observing that if there is such a 
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thing as pure practical reason, no critique of it is needed, since pure reason 
itself furnishes the standard by which any critique of its employment is car­
ried out (3, 15-16). What is needed instead, Kant claimed, is a critical ex­
amination of the entire practical use of reason, so that, once it has been 
shown that there is pure practical reason, empirically conditioned reason 
can be prevented from presuming that it is the sole determining basis of the 
will. This broader investigation, dealing with practical reason in its entirety, 
is what the second Critique undertakes to provide. 

How significant a change in view is reflected in the omission of the word 
"pure" in Kant's title is a question on which scholarly opinion divides. It 
seems clear that Kant does attempt in the second Critique to deal, up to a 
point at least, with the question of the unity of practical and theoretical rea­
son.4 Whether he aims to provide the true "foundation" for a metaphysics of 
morals—the foundation that he said in the Grounding would be furnished 
by a critique of pure practical reason—is less clear. But it seems at the very 
least correct to say that Kant changes his thinking on the question whether 
it is possible and necessary to provide a "deduction," or justification, of the 
moral law. In the final chapter of the Grounding, the chapter in which a 
transition is made to a critique of pure practical reason, he actually presents 
what he there calls a "deduction" of the "supreme principle of morality" 
(IV, 453-54, 463), in which he relies on the claim that freedom can ("in a 
practical respect") be attributed to rational beings independently of their 
consciousness of the moral law and merely in virtue of their having a will. 
In the second Critique, on the other hand, he maintains that we can be con­
scious of ourselves as free only through our consciousness of the moral law 
and explicitly denies that a deduction of the moral principle can be pro­
vided, offering in its place his doctrine of the "fact of reason" and a "creden­
tial" for the moral law deriving from considerations bearing on the relation 
between practical and theoretical reason (46-48). 

Although the Critique of Practical Reason provides no deduction of the 
supreme principle of morality, it illuminates Kant's ethical theory in a num­
ber of important respects. By carrying out a full examination of the prac­
tical use of reason, it furnishes Kant's clearest and most comprehensive 
argument to show that the principle identified in the Grounding as the 
supreme principle of morality is based solely in pure reason. In addition, 

4 See in particular the sections On the Deduction of the Principles of Pure Practical Reason 
(42ff.), Critical Examination of the Analytic of Pure Practical Reason (89ff.), and On the Pri­
macy of Pure Practical Reason in Its Linkage with Speculative Reason (119ff.). 
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the second Critique contributes to our understanding of Kant's ethical 
views through its examination of a variety of related topics that are also of 
considerable interest in their own right. These include the idea of a practical 
principle and the distinction between maxims and practical laws, the rela­
tion between morality and freedom, the "justification" of morality, the 
meaning of 'good/ and the nature of moral motivation (see §§4-6). 

Through its treatment of these topics, the second Critique brings into 
sharp relief the features of Kant's ethical theory that have chiefly con­
tributed to his reputation as the preeminent exponent of modern ethical 
thought and the cosmopolitan ethics of the Enlightenment in particular, an 
ethics centered around the ideals of rationality, freedom, and equality. Here, 
as in the Grounding, we find Kant maintaining that genuine moral princi­
ples are based in reason rather than in human nature, social custom, or reli­
gious creed, and that they therefore hold not merely for the members of a 
particular race, tribe, or sect, but universally, enjoining all persons to act out 
of a regard for themselves and others as free and equal rational beings. We 
also find a characteristically modern emphasis on the idea of law and the 
representation of moral conduct as a matter of acting on principle rather 
than from inclination or with a view to the good. Indeed, the opposition be­
tween duty and inclination so emphatically asserted in the Grounding is 
echoed and amplified in the second Critique through its prominent depic­
tion of a fundamental opposition between the principle of morality and that 
of personal happiness, and through Kant's claim that the concept of the 
good is not to be defined independently of the moral law, but rather in ac­
cordance with it. 

Because of the great stress Kant lays on these and other similar claims, 
his ethics is sometimes thought to stand in stark opposition to the ethical 
thought of the ancient Greeks, who saw ethical conduct as lying in the pur­
suit of a good and happy life, and who conceived of ethical virtue as an 
essential element in such a life, rather than as something opposed to happi­
ness. The second Critique is of particular interest in this regard because in it 
Kant completes his critical assessment of practical reason with a detailed 
examination of the central problem of ancient ethics: What does the sum-
mum bonum, or highest good, consist in, and what does its pursuit involve? 
Kant's discussion of this topic reveals that, however dedicated he may be to 
Enlightenment ideals, his ethical views are in important respects closely re­
lated to those of the ancients. Despite certain criticisms he raises against 
them, Kant agrees with the ancients that, in the highest good, virtue and 
happiness, far from being opposed, are rather necessarily united. It is a 
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noteworthy fact that the only competing ethical theories receiving any de­
tailed discussion at all in the second Critique are those of the Stoics and the 
Epicureans. Kant's extensive critical commentary on these schools of antiq­
uity throws light back on his own position, showing that he regards his doc­
trine of the highest good as preserving the elements of truth in the opposing 
Stoic and Epicurean accounts. 

Finally, as noted earlier, the second Critique contains an extensive treat­
ment of the three "postulates of pure practical reason"—the freedom of the 
will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God. By expounding 
these postulates as presuppositions of the moral law and of the pursuit of 
the highest good, Kant completes his philosophical project of reconceiving 
the basis of metaphysics by replacing the traditional speculative arguments 
he criticized in the first Critique with supports that are derived from practi­
cal sources and furnish a moral basis for religious faith. In doing so, he pro­
vides his clearest statement of his distinctive account of the relationship 
between morality and religious faith, according to which morality leads to 
religion, though it cannot be founded on it. 

3. THE PRACTICAL PURPOSE OF THE 

CRITIQUE OF PRACTICAL REASON 

Through its contribution to Kant's aim of reconstituting traditional meta­
physics by overthrowing its speculative arguments and replacing them with 
an ethical basis, the Critique of Practical Reason serves a further purpose, 
which is purely practical and moral in character. Kant holds that because 
the dogmatic metaphysical claims that the will is free, that God exists, and 
that the soul is immortal are theoretically insupportable, they lead in the end 
to skepticism about these propositions. He thus regards the dogmatism in­
herent in traditional metaphysics as "the true source of all the unbelief that 
conflicts with morality" and sets out to reconceive traditional metaphysics 
with a view to protecting morality from this threat.5 But as we shall see, the 
second Critique serves to protect morality from other skeptical threats as 
well. Specifying more precisely this antiskeptical purpose and tracing its 
connection to the overall practical aim of Kant's moral philosophy will 

5 Critique of Pure Reason B xxx. The quotation is from the sentence containing Kant's famous 
remark that he found it necessary to overturn the dogmatic claims to theoretical knowledge 
(Wissen) in order to make room for practically based rational belief, or faith (Glauben). 
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put us in a good position to survey the claims and arguments presented in 
this work, 

Kant emphasizes repeatedly that ordinary human beings already have an 
understanding of the moral law and of what it requires of them. This means 
that the moral-practical purpose of moral philosophy cannot be to discover 
anything we do not already at least implicitly know. It cannot be the busi­
ness of the moral philosopher to presume to instruct the rest of the world as 
to what the moral law asserts. The proper moral contribution of moral phi­
losophy must lie rather in helping to secure "acceptance and durability" for 
the moral law as an efficacious motive in conduct.6 

There are, of course, a variety of ways in which the efficacy of the moral 
law is fostered. Parents contribute by providing their children with a good 
upbringing, the state contributes through its laws and the sanctions it at­
taches to them, and society contributes through the opinions, favorable or 
otherwise, that persons form of one another through their social interac­
tions. But the distinctive way in which philosophy can further this end is by 
making our ordinary understanding of morality clearer and more secure. 
This is accomplished in part by clarifying the content of morality, by iden­
tifying its principle and expounding the system of duties derivable from it. 
This task is carried out in Kant's system of ethics proper, in the Grounding 
and in the Metaphysics of Morals. In addition to promoting the moral mo­
tive in this direct way, philosophy can also contribute indirectly by counter­
ing obstacles and threats to our naturally sound understanding of the moral 
law that arise from thought and reflection and that are themselves at least 
incipiently philosophical or theoretical in nature. It is here, in the domain of 
philosophical criticism, that the Critique of Practical Reason makes its dis­
tinctive practical contribution, removing and forestalling the confusions 
and misunderstandings from which certain doubts that can impede the 
moral law's acceptance might otherwise arise. 

As Kant argues in the Grounding, the chief doubts concerning morality 
arise in large part from the fact that it has its origin in pure reason. Although 
obscurely present in ordinary moral thought, the idea that reason by itself 
can move us to act is so singular, so different from what we know about all 

6 See Grounding IV, 404-5. This broad practical aim is reflected in Kant's division of the sec­
ond Critique into two parts—a Doctrine of Elements and a Doctrine of Method. After com­
pleting the critique proper, which is carried out in the first of these parts, Kant proceeds in the 
second part to describe, in general outline and in the light of the conclusions reached in the 
first part, the method to be followed in cultivating morality, whereby the laws of pure practical 
reason gain "acceptance in the human mind and influence on its maxims" (151). 
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other types of motivation familiar to us, that it can easily strike us as utterly 
strange and suspect. Thus, Epicurus and many other philosophers after him 
have concluded that the sole practical function of reason is to minister to the 
inclinations, and Hume famously proclaimed that "Reason is, and ought 
only to be the slave of the passions."7 Those who would grant that morality 
must have its source in pure reason if it is possible at all may therefore be 
prompted to suppose, nihilistically, that it is simply a figment of our minds, 
without any genuine reality or capacity to move us to act. Others may rather 
doubt that morality has such an origin at all, and seek to understand it in 
some other way, by tracing it to self-interest, for example, as Epicurus did, 
or, like Hume, by deriving it from a feeling such as sympathy. 

Such doubts can also arise or receive further support from two additional 
sources, one motivational and the other theoretical. On the one hand, these 
doubts can result from the fact that the needs and inclinations of an individ­
ual human being can come into conflict with what the moral law requires. 
Kant notes that because the demands of self-interest tend to seem reason­
able to us even when the action that would be required to satisfy them is 
contrary to duty, they can awaken a certain propensity within us to quibble 
with the moral law and to raise doubts about its validity, or at least its strict­
ness and purity. Under such circumstances, we may concoct specious 
grounds for qualifying this law and allowing exceptions to it to accommo­
date our wishes and inclinations. This source of doubt, however, at least 
when taken by itself, is more a matter of deficiency of motive and character 
than a matter of philosophical or theoretical confusion or misconception. It 
is therefore more properly countered directly, by clarifying the content of 
morality and by the other means of fostering the moral motive mentioned 
earlier, than by undertaking a critique of practical reason. 

It is the other source of doubts about the rational basis of morality, the 
theoretical source, that is of primary significance for Kant's purposes in the 
second Critique. We have already noted that Kant undertakes his project of 
criticizing traditional speculative metaphysics with a view to protecting 
morality from the unbelief to which theoretically insupportable metaphysi­
cal claims regarding the freedom of the will, the existence of God, and so 
on can lead. But Kant recognizes that skeptical doubts can also arise more 
or less directly from experience and reflection on the character of empirical 
cognition. If reason by itself is practical, then it must be possible for us to 
choose and act directly from principles of reason without being determined 

7 A Treatise of Human Nature II.iii.3. 
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by anything outside of ourselves. But the empirical theoretical sciences 
seem to imply that our choices and even our moral judgments and convictions 
do not lie in the free exercise of our reason, but instead are determined, in 
accordance with empirical laws, by factors external to our understanding 
and our will. Biologists point to our genetic makeup and explain how it has 
arisen through natural selection; psychologists appeal to the drives, in­
stincts, and other psychic mechanisms that are operative in mental 
processes; and social scientists, impressed by the diversity of custom and 
opinion prevalent in different societies and historical periods, treat morality 
as a social artifact, seeking to explain how particular moral codes arise and 
are sustained within their economic, social, and cultural settings. 

This apparent conflict between the type of explanation of human choice 
that the theoretical sciences demand and the freedom of choice that morality 
presupposes does not arise by accident. As we noted earlier, Kant himself of­
fers a general argument in the first Critique for the principle of causality, 
which is meant to demonstrate that every occurrence, every happening in 
time, is determined by antecedent causal conditions. Accordingly, he main­
tains that every particular act of choice, simply in virtue of being an occur­
rence, is necessarily the effect of some antecedent determining basis, which 
provides the impulse required to determine the will The theoretical doubts 
about the rational basis of morality are thus decidedly philosophical in char­
acter, being at bottom inseparable from the problem of freedom and the re­
lated question whether practical and theoretical reason are compatible. 

In order to indicate properly the scope of Kant's project in the second 
Critique, however, it is not enough to identify the theoretical source of 
doubt; it is also necessary to describe briefly the alternative conception of 
practical reason that accompanies these doubts and the role that reason, ac­
cording to this conception, would play in moral thinking. The denial that 
there is pure practical reason is equivalent to the presumption that the prac­
tical employment of reason is always empirically conditioned. It is equiva­
lent, that is, to the supposition that in prescribing a practical rule, or perhaps 
a virtuous trait of character, reason always depends on a theoretical judg­
ment that the action or trait specified will contribute to the attainment of 
some object we have come to desire through experience—that is, through 
our discovery that its existence is something we find pleasing or agreeable. 
On this conception, then, the practical employment of reason presupposes 
materials provided by the concepts of such empirically discovered agree­
able objects; and it is confined to the business of fashioning from them a 
determinate conception of an achievable end and specifying the means of 
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attaining it. Accordingly, when philosophers develop theories of morality in 
the shadow of the theoretical doubt that reason by itself can be practical, 
they always follow the same path in their attempt to describe the role that 
practical reason plays in morality. They inevitably begin by looking among 
the things whose existence we know from experience to be pleasing or sat­
isfying in the hope of finding in one or a few of them—or perhaps in their 
sum total (under the name of happiness)—an object that is such that, in the 
rules and the traits of character reason directs us to adopt in order to attain 
it, we can recover the familiar duties and virtues of morality. Thus, a theory 
developed in this way starts with an experience, some pleasing or agreeable 
feeling, which provides the basis for identifying an object to be pursued 
(usually happiness); this object, in turn, is the basis for deriving practical 
principles or conclusions regarding character and virtue. 

The Critique of Practical Reason is a direct response to the theoretical 
doubts just described and to the associated presumption that the practical 
employment of reason, even in morality, is always empirically conditioned. 
To address these doubts, the Critique has "to show," as Kant announces at 
the beginning of the Preface, "that there is pure practical reason." Whereas 
empirical practical reason is just practical reason in respect of its capacity 
to produce rules or principles for the will on the basis of experience (of 
some agreeable object, or material), pure practical reason would be just 
practical reason in respect of its capacity to produce a principle for the will 
that can be known a priori, or independently of experience. Accordingly, to 
show that there is pure practical reason it is first necessary to expound com­
pletely a priori the idea of a principle of pure practical reason, deriving 
from this idea a formulation of what the principle would assert, and making 
clear that, being purely formal in character, it is different in kind from all 
material principles, which can be subsumed under the principle of personal 
happiness. It will then be necessary to show that the principle thus ex­
pounded and formulated is in fact operative in our practical life, which Kant 
does (in part) by identifying this principle as the basis of morality. It will 
also be necessary to address a concern regarding our right, or entitlement, 
to attribute to ourselves the freedom of the will that morality presupposes in 
virtue of having its origin in pure reason, given that all occurrences in na­
ture are subject to theoretical reason's a priori principle of universal deter­
minism. And to counter the presumption that the practical employment of 
reason, even in morality, is always empirically conditioned, it will be nec­
essary to spell out (in an order that reverses the sequence followed in moral 
theories based on that presumption) an account of how pure reason can first 
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immediately determine the will and thereby, through the application of its 
formal principle through which this determination takes place, subse­
quently provide for itself an object to be pursued and finally produce an ef­
fect on our feeling through which it can move us to act. 

These tasks are addressed, in the order just presented, in the three chap­
ters that make up the Analytic of Pure Practical Reason (Book I of the Doc­
trine of the Elements). The first chapter, On the Principles of Pure Practical 
Reason, endeavors to show that pure reason is practical by expounding the 
idea of a practical law, identifying this idea itself as the fundamental law of 
morality, and securing the presupposition of freedom that is revealed 
through our awareness of this law. After completing this argument, Kant ap­
pends two further sections to this chapter (42-57), in which he takes up 
questions of justification—that is, questions concerning the possibility of 
giving a "deduction" in his special sense of that term—that arise concern­
ing this principle and the associated concept of freedom. The second chap­
ter, On the Concept of an Object of Pure Practical Reason, then provides an 
account of the object of pure practical reason (the good), and the third chap­
ter, On the Incentives of Pure Practical Reason, describes how the moral 
law functions as a motive or spring of action through producing effects on 
feeling. Having now surveyed the main tasks to be addressed in the Ana­
lytic, we are ready to look more closely at the argument. 

4. SHOWING THE PRACTICALITY OF PURE REASON 

A, The Idea of a Principle of Practical Reason (§1) 

Reason, according to Kant, is the faculty of knowledge from principles, or 
our capacity to know the particular from the universal. In other words, it is 
the capacity to reach knowledge about particular things from universal 
knowledge that we already have. Thus, if we know that all hurricanes in the 
Northern Hemisphere rotate in a counterclockwise direction, we do not 
need to rely on observation to know that the next hurricane to hit Florida 
will rotate in that direction; we know this through reason, by applying the 
universal knowledge we have to the case in question. But the principles re­
lied on in such knowledge of the particular from the universal are, in many 
cases if not all, not themselves known through reason. Our knowledge of 
the principle just mentioned, for example, depends on, among other things, 
our knowledge of the direction of the earth's rotation, which we have ac-
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quired from experience. The question thus arises whether there is any prin­
ciple, or universal knowledge, that we already have in an absolute sense— 
that is, whether pure reason, or reason by itself, is a source of principles of 
knowledge, or whether the principles on which we rely in the use of our 
reason must always be borrowed from elsewhere—from experience itself or 
its sensible conditions. Principles that have their source in reason itself 
would have to be absolutely universal, pertaining not merely to all objects 
of a specific kind (for example, all hurricanes), but to all possible objects of 
rational knowledge, or to the fundamental material of which they are all 
composed. All more specific rational knowledge would therefore neces­
sarily be in conformity with these principles, just as all more specific 
knowledge about hurricanes in the Northern Hemisphere is necessarily in 
conformity with the knowledge that they rotate in a counterclockwise di­
rection. In the first Critique, Kant argues that, as far as theoretical knowl­
edge is concerned, pure reason is not itself a source of principles. 

In the second Critique, however, Kant raises a parallel question about 
reason in its practical employment and argues for a very different conclu­
sion. Since practical knowledge is knowledge about how to act that can 
itself move the subject possessing it to act accordingly, the principles of 
practical knowledge are principles of action: They are universal cognitions 
from which efficacious knowledge about how one should act in particular 
circumstances can be derived. Thus, if the prudent shopkeeper Kant de­
scribes in his famous example in the Grounding knows that where there is 
much trade, one should not overcharge, but keep a fixed general price for 
everyone, then he can know through reason that he should not overcharge 
when, in such conditions, an inexperienced customer enters his shop. By 
applying this universal principle of action to the case at hand, the shop­
keeper can know by reason what he should do, and insofar as the principle 
is practical, or capable of determining his will, this knowledge can move 
him to act accordingly. But though the shopkeeper's principle is universal 
in that it is conceived as equally applicable to any other merchant who aims 
to be successful in business (and, in a hypothetical way, even to all other 
human persons), it is nevertheless based on experience (whether the shop­
keeper's own or that of others), from which the shopkeeper has learned that 
this policy works to one's advantage. Kant raises the question whether all 
such principles, on which our knowledge of what we are to do or of how we 
are to act is based, are similarly dependent on experience or whether pure 
reason is itself a source of practical principles. In the latter case, there 
would be universal practical knowledge that we already have in an absolute 
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sense. Such knowledge would have absolute universality, and all more spe­
cific practical knowledge would necessarily be in conformity with it. If rea­
son by itself is a source of such universal knowledge, universal knowledge 
that can move us to act, then pure reason is practical. 

The question whether pure reason is practical, then, is a question about 
practical principles. Accordingly, Kant makes such principles his subject of 
investigation in the first chapter of the Analytic of Pure Practical Reason. In 
the introductory definition (Explication), practical principles are said to be 
propositions that contain a universal determination of the will. This charac­
terization is clearly fixed by the points about practical principles just noted: 
In order to be the source of knowledge of the particular from the universal, 
they must themselves be universal, and being practical, they must deter­
mine the will. 

This initial definition is too general, however, to isolate the specific sort 
of practical principle that will be operative in practical thought if pure rea­
son is practical. Thus, Kant proceeds immediately to introduce the idea of a 
practical principle that is objective, or a practical law (rather than merely 
subjective, or a maxim). Such a principle, Kant states, is one in which the 
"condition" to which the determination of the will is subject is cognized as 
valid for the will of every rational being. No immediate clarification is pro­
vided of what such a "condition" of the will's determination might be, but 
an understanding of what Kant has in mind can be gained by returning to 
the idea of a principle of practical knowledge. 

To the extent that a practical principle is a source of knowledge of the 
particular from the universal, there is another sense, in addition to the one 
indicated earlier, in which it can be said to be universal. All cognition, Kant 
holds, be it theoretical or practical, has what he calls subjective universal 
validity: If a particular judgment counts as knowledge, then it must be valid 
for every knowing subject, so that all such subjects could agree in the mat­
ter and share the same judgment. Thus, a principle of reason, being itself a 
cognition, is universally valid in two respects: In addition to being valid of 
all the objects that fall under its subject concept (objective universal valid­
ity), it is valid for every subject capable of rational cognition (subjective 
universal validity). This is true of both theoretical and practical principles 
of cognition. However, unlike theoretical cognition, which is of objects that 
are distinct from the cognizing subject and given to it from elsewhere by 
means of the senses, practical cognition is essentially knowledge subjects 
have that they themselves should act in a certain way, and as such it is always 
cognition of the very subjects who have such cognition. Therefore, in the 
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case of a principle of practical cognition, the two sorts of universal validity 
coincide in the sense that the principle is valid jfor the very subjects of which 
it is valid: The principle applies to the will of every rational being, and every 
such being can recognize this universal applicability. This is as much as to 
say that principles of practical cognition are necessarily such that every sub­
ject can agree to every subject's acting on them, as would actually happen if 
all subjects were jointly to legislate this principle for themselves. Kant thus 
gives expression to this necessary feature of all principles of practical 
knowledge by speaking of "the mere form of a universal legislation" (27). 
Such universal legislation must therefore be possible if, for example, the 
shopkeeper can rightly be said to have practical knowledge that, where there 
is much trade, one should keep a fixed general price for everyone. 

Because consideration of the bare idea of a principle of practical cog­
nition reveals that this "mere form of a universal legislation" necessarily 
belongs to any such principle, this form is just the form of a principle of 
practical cognition. Thus, diverse principles of practical cognition will all 
alike share the common form of a universal legislation merely in virtue of 
being principles of practical cognition. All differences among them must 
accordingly lie in differences in their matter—that is, differences among the 
objects they represent, objects that are to be realized through the actions 
that spring from these principles as general determinations of the will. 

This distinction between the form and the matter of a principle of practi­
cal knowledge can be drawn a priori, and, as soon as we draw it, we are in a 
position to see that (/"pure reason can determine the will—if, that is, reason 
by itself can be the source of practical principles—then the "form of a 
universal legislation" will necessarily be the "condition" to which its deter­
mination of the will is subject (that is, the condition that makes the determi­
nation possible), so that any principle that has its source in reason will 
necessarily have this form. Pure reason's determination of the will would 
have to be subject to this condition because principles that arise from a fac­
ulty of practical cognition from the universal must necessarily have the 
form of universal practical cognition. Because this "condition" is the a pri­
ori form of universal practical cognition, it is itself recognizable by every 
rational being as a condition of cognition that is valid for the will of every 
rational being, inasmuch as all rational beings, as such, share this same fac­
ulty of cognition from the universal. The principles Kant characterizes as 
objective principles and as practical laws are precisely those in which the 
determination of the will is subject to this universally valid condition. 

As Kant points out in his Comment in §1, in some rational beings 
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(human rational beings, for example), the will is "pathologically affected/' 
By this Kant means not that such a will is in any way diseased, but that it is 
by its very nature related to sensible desires (for shelter, food, sex, and so 
on) in such a way that the latter can play a causal role in the will's determi­
nation. In a rational being whose will is of such a nature, it is possible for 
the will to contain practical principles that have as their conditions the plea­
sure a subject takes in the existence of the objects of sensible desires rather 
than the condition described earlier (the mere form of a universal legisla­
tion) and that are therefore not practical laws, or principles of practical cog­
nition. Such principles would be merely maxims? 

B. Theorems about Practical Principles (§§2-4) 

After presenting the initial definition in § 1, Kant proceeds to deduce several 
theorems by drawing on the concepts introduced in the definition.9 The task 
of §2 is to establish Theorem I, which concerns a certain type of practical 
principle, what Kant calls a "material practical principle." This theorem 
states, roughly, that if the determining basis of a practical principle lies in 
its matter—-that is, in the object to be realized through acting on the princi­
ple—then the possibility of the will's determination is subject to a condition 
that is not valid for all rational beings, and the principle therefore cannot be 
a practical law. The argument for this proposition is striking in its simplic­
ity and generality. Any such object, Kant maintains, can be a basis of the 
will's determination only under the condition that the object stands in a re­
lation to the subject that consists in a feeling of pleasure in the existence of 
the object. This relation can be known only by experience, never a priori, 

8 It is worth noting here that, although it may appear that in the definition at the beginning of 
§1 Kant defines maxims in such a way as to preclude the possibility that one and the same 
practical principle could be both a maxim and a practical law, this is not a possibility he wishes 
to close off (see Theorem III in §4). If we follow Kant's characterizations of maxims in the 
Grounding (IV, 420n), according to which a maxim is a "subjective" principle in that it is one 
on which the subject acts (an objective principle being one on which the subject ought to act), 
we can then understand him to be saying in the opening definition in §1 that if a practical prin­
ciple has a condition that is regarded by the subject as valid only for that subject's own will, 
then it is a maxim and nothing more—that is, not also a practical law. 
9 This is not to say that the definitions of practical principle, maxim, and practical law are the 
only ones on which Kant relies in his arguments for the theorems. He acknowledges in the 
Preface that he also makes use of certain other concepts not specific to practical philosophy, 
mentioning in particular that he can reasonably presuppose, as obtainable from psychology, 
definitions of the concepts of the power of desire and of the feeling of pleasure (9n), 



INTRODUCTION XXXVÜ 

and therefore cannot furnish a condition that is recognized to be valid for 
the will of every rational being. It is a relation of causal affection, in which 
the representation of an object's existence—for example, the visual impres­
sion of a sunset, or the sensations of taste and smell that accompany the 
eating of an apple—produces a feeling of pleasure in the mind; this connec­
tion, however, like any other specific causal connection, can be known only 
by experience. From the mere representation, independently of the actual 
feeling of pleasure it produces, it is thus impossible to know even in one's 
own case—to say nothing of that of others—that it has such an effect. Like­
wise, it is impossible to infer from the actual effect produced in oneself that 
the same effect would be produced in all other rational beings. 

The examples just mentioned might suggest that this argument applies 
well enough to material principles that depend on what are sometimes 
called "the pleasures of the senses," but that it does not touch material prin­
ciples whose objects lie in the exercise of our active and rational powers— 
objects that we could place under such headings as "the pleasures of the 
mind" (invention, discovery, learning, and the like) and "the pleasures of 
society" (friendship, conversation, competition, and so on). But it is clear 
from Kant's later discussion in §3 that even principles whose determining 
bases are objects of this latter sort are meant to be covered by his conclu­
sion. As an example, we might consider a case in which the object is the ac­
tion of helping others in need. The sympathetic man Kant describes in the 
Grounding delights in helping others out of an immediate inclination to 
help. This man, however, can hardly know a priori that every rational being 
will in every case find a similar delight in such action, and even in his own 
case occasions can arise in which, his mind being overclouded by his own 
grief, the delight he customarily takes in helping others dissolves (Ground­
ing IV, 398). Moreover, for reasons that will emerge shortly when we con­
sider Kant's discussion of the material principle of personal happiness, even if 
we could know that every rational being did delight in the action of helping 
others, this would not be enough to show that a principle of helping others 
that had this basis would be a practical law. The condition of the possibility 
of a practical principle whose determining basis lies in the object to be pro­
duced thus cannot be known to be valid for all rational beings, and therefore 
a principle with such a determining basis cannot be a practical law. 

In §3 Kant argues for Theorem II, which asserts that all material practi­
cal principles belong under the general principle of self-love or personal 
happiness, a principle whose object is identified as the consciousness of the 
agreeableness of life uninterruptedly accompanying one's whole existence. 
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This principle too is a material principle, but one whose object is indetermi­
nate, being specified simply in terms of the agreeable effect it produces in 
the subject. Kant claims that happiness is an end that every rational being 
has necessarily, by nature. This claim prompts the question whether, con­
trary to what was claimed in §2, this principle provides an example of a ma­
terial practical principle that can be a practical law. Kant, however, denies 
that this is so. It is true that, if personal happiness is indeed an end every fi­
nite rational being has by nature, then there is a sense in which the principle 
of personal happiness can be said to have a condition that is recognized to 
be "valid for the will of every rational being"; but this is not the sense Kant 
has in view in his definition of a practical law. As he points out, personal 
happiness does not really supply a single determining basis, or condition, 
that is valid for all rational beings: In your case, the determining basis is 
your happiness; in my case, the determining basis is my happiness. So, 
strictly speaking, there is no common determining basis here that is valid 
for the will of every rational being, nor, therefore, are persons who act on 
the principle of personal happiness, strictly speaking, acting on the same 
practical principle. Where there is a single determining basis and a single 
principle that different persons share, there is no possibility of conflict 
among their wills (except incidentally, as when they disagree about the best 
means to a given end because they have different theoretical opinions about 
which course of action would be most effective). But nothing is more com­
mon than for the wills of persons who are pursuing the "same" end of per­
sonal happiness to come into conflict. 

Having argued that practical principles whose condition lies in their mat­
ter cannot be practical laws, Kant has laid the ground for Theorem III (§4), 
which states that in order for a subjective practical principle, or maxim, to 
be a practical law, its determining basis, or the condition of its possibility, 
must lie in the principle's having the form of a universal legislation. The 
considerations on which Kant relies in making this linkage of practical laws 
to the form of a universal legislation have already been sketched in our 
foregoing discussion of the idea of a practical law. We observed that the 
universal validity of the "condition," or determining basis, of such a law is 
due to this condition's being the a priori cognizable form of a principle of 
practical cognition—a form that amounts to the form of a universal legisla­
tion. But in view of the highly abstract terms in which this important theo­
rem is stated, it will be helpful to consider an example Kant provides a few 
pages later—in Comment I to Theorem IV (§8)—to illustrate how the form 
of a universal legislation can function as the determining basis of a practical 
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principle. Noting that all finite rational beings necessarily have their own 
happiness as an end, Kant observes that such a being can pursue this object 
in accordance with a principle that is a practical law only by subjecting the 
end to the restricting condition that is provided by the form of a universal 
legislation—the condition that it be possible for every rational being to 
agree to every rational being's pursuing the end in question. Since all such 
beings necessarily have their own happiness as an end, the happiness of one 
rational being is not something other rational beings can agree to make their 
end unless their own happiness is also included. Therefore, subjecting the 
end of one's own happiness to this condition is a matter of including others' 
happiness along with one's own in the object, which yields an end that all 
can share. Insofar as the practical principle in accordance with which one 
pursues one's own happiness is adopted only subject to this condition, it is 
a practical law.10 

C. Practical Laws and Freedom (§§5-6) 

Having reached the conclusion that the determining basis of a practical law 
can lie nowhere but in the form of a universal legislation, Kant is in a posi­
tion to argue, in his solutions to Problems I and II (§§5-6), that a will that 
can be determined only by this form (that is, a will whose practical princi­
ples can be practical laws) is a free will, and, conversely, that a free will is a 
will whose practical principles can be determined only by the form of a uni­
versal legislation. Indeed, the distinction Kant has already drawn between 
the form and the matter of practical principles enables him to present very 
succinct arguments for these claims. 

In the first argument, Kant relies on a premise for which he argued in the 
first Critique: If a thing is determined in accordance with laws of nature and 
hence subject to natural necessity, its determining basis must lie among the 
appearances—that is, among things representable by means of the senses, 

10 Specifically, it is the law that underlies the duty of beneficence (cf. Metaphysics of Morals 
VI, 393). While there is not space here to discuss this principle in detail, it is worth mentioning 
that although it may at first sight appear to be similar to John Stuart Mill's principle of utility, 
according to which the object on which the standard of right conduct is based is the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number, it differs from the latter not only in respect of its determin­
ing basis but also in what it prescribes, which is not that one act in a way that maximizes hap­
piness in general, but (roughly) that one limit the pursuit of one's own happiness by a readiness 
to give such assistance to others as one can when circumstances arise in which they are in need 
of help. 
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as existing in time. Drawing on the argument developed in the preceding 
sections (§§1-4), he adds to this the claim that a practical principle can 
have an appearance as its determining basis only insofar as the latter lies in 
the principle's matter rather than its form, since the form of a universal leg­
islation is not representable by means of the senses at all. From these 
premises it follows that a will that is determinable only by the form of a uni­
versal legislation is not determinable in accordance with laws of nature and 
is therefore free, 

Kant's argument in the reverse direction relies on the thought that, if a 
will is free, or not determinable in accordance with laws of nature, then the 
determining bases of the acts of self-determination in which its principles 
consist must lie, not in appearances, but rather in what the subject can think 
entirely a priori, through reason. As Kant argued in §2, however, the deter­
mining basis of a material practical principle lies in a feeling of pleasure re­
sulting from the empirical awareness of the existence of some object. Such 
a determining basis therefore belongs among the appearances. On the other 
hand, the form of a universal legislation, as the a priori form of a principle 
of practical cognition, can be thought a priori by reason alone and is not the 
representation of any appearance at all. Thus, the determining basis of the 
principles of a free will must lie in this form. 

As Kant well knows, to show that these reciprocal entailments hold is 
not to show that the two propositions are themselves true. By introducing 
the concept of freedom into his analysis, however, the arguments prepare 
the way for further important conclusions that Kant will soon be in a posi­
tion to draw. 

D. The Basic Law of Pure Practical Reason (§7) 

Besides enabling him to introduce the concept of freedom, Kant's arrival at 
the conclusion stated in Theorem III puts him in a position to state the 
"basic law of pure practical reason." We have already noted that if pure rea­
son is itself practical, then it must have its own a priori principle, to which 
all practical knowledge necessarily conforms. But since only practical laws 
have the form of practical knowledge (the form of a universal legislation), 
and since, as Theorem III states, the determining basis of all such practical 
laws lies in this very form, the a priori principle of pure practical reason 
with which these laws necessarily conform can be nothing other than this 
form of universal legislation itself. In Kant's statement of it, however, this a 
priori principle is couched in terms that capture not only this form, but also 
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the specific way it manifests itself in the consciousness of a finite rational 
being. Because the will of such a being is pathologically affected, the prin­
ciples actually adopted may lack the form of practical knowledge and so be 
maxims that are not also practical laws. For this reason, the basic law of 
pure practical reason is represented by such a being as an unconditional 
command, or imperative, of pure practical reason, which Kant states as fol­
lows: "So act that the maxim of your will could always hold at the same 
time as a principle of a universal legislation" (30). 

There are several points to be noted here concerning Kant's presentation 
of this basic law of pure practical reason and the comment he offers regard­
ing it. First, in contrast to the three theorems that preceded it, the basic law 
is not a proposition for which any proof is offered. One reason for this dif­
ference is that, as a basic law, it is not derivable from any more fundamen­
tal proposition and is, therefore, not any sort of theorem at all. But another 
reason can be found in the second point to be noted here—that, again in 
contrast to what precedes it, this basic law is & practical proposition. As the 
first principle of all practical cognition, this basic law lays down what ought 
to be, or how one ought to act, and it is therefore not entailed by the propo­
sitions preceding it. As theorems about practical principles reached by 
reflection on the concepts of such principles introduced in the opening defi­
nition (in §1), those propositions merely concern what necessarily is the 
case (provided that there are indeed practical principles). Kant's argument, 
up to this point, can establish no more than that if pure reason is practical, 
then its principle must be the one he identifies as the basic law of pure prac­
tical reason. This conclusion, however, is not the same as the imperative it­
self; it identifies what the basic law is and thus enables Kant to display it, 
but it does not assert it. On the one hand, then, this basic law is valid for all 
rational beings in the sense that all such beings should be able, by following 
the argument, to agree that if pure reason is practical, then its principle must 
be the one Kant states. Yet, on the other hand, the possibility has not thereby 
been excluded that pure reason is nevertheless not practical in some of these 
beings, or perhaps indeed not in any of them. 

It is clear, moreover, that Kant does not intend to achieve his aim of 
showing that there is pure practical reason by reasoning from a priori con­
cepts and definitions. As he remarks at the beginning of the Preface, if pure 
reason is practical, "it proves its reality and that of its concepts through the 
deed" (3). This somewhat cryptic statement anticipates the point Kant elab­
orates in the Comment that follows his statement of the basic law in §7, 
where he indicates that this law is produced or generated a priori as the fun-
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damental act, or deed, of pure practical reason itself. To capture this idea of 
something reason does, Kant describes the basic law and the consciousness 
of it as a "fact of reason" (Faktum der Vernunft), employing a transliteration 
of the Latin term factum, which signifies a deed or action.11 Thus, perhaps 
somewhat surprisingly, given our usual understanding of 'fact' today, Kant 
uses the expression "fact of reason" precisely to indicate that the basic law 
is neither given to us from without, as it would be if it were an empirical 
fact given to us through the senses, nor reached as a conclusion from any 
"antecedent data of reason," such as the antecedent consciousness of our 
freedom—something Kant denies we have, as it would require an intellec­
tual intuition, a mode of cognition that, if possible at all, would be available 
only to an infinite rational being. 

Unlike the familiar deeds that human beings perform in practical life, 
which are occurrences that take place in time, a deed of pure reason is not 
an action undertaken in response to any specific empirical conditions and 
cannot be assigned to any particular position in time; it is rather the activity 
of reason itself, manifest in practical life as a fundamental law, something 
unchangingly operative at all times and in all conditions, even if its effects 
may vary owing to differences in the conditions and circumstances in which 
it is operative. And in having this unchanging standing in practical thinking, 
the deed of pure reason has an independence from all particular acts of 
practical thinking that enables Kant also to characterize it as given, though 
of course not in the way that an empirical fact is given, but rather as a fact 
of reason. That is to say, it is not given to us, from some external source, but 
rather given in us, by our own reason. 

If the basic law of pure practical reason is a fact in the sense just indi­
cated, then showing that pure reason is practical must be a matter of draw­
ing attention to this law, of directing thought to it in a way that clearly reveals 
its basis in reason and thereby puts us in a position to achieve a reflective 
(philosophical) recognition of it as given in us by reason. Kant does this in 
two ways. The first is through the argument of §§ 1-6, which, though it does 
not have the assertion of this fundamental law as its logical conclusion, 
does identify what the law is and show that it originates solely in reason. 
The argument thus directs our attention to the idea of such a law and puts us 

11 See Metaphysics of Morals VI, 227. Because the basic law of pure practical reason is a prac­
tical law, the law and the consciousness of it are ultimately the same, for practical laws differ 
from laws of theoretical cognition precisely in that they depend for their very reality on the at 
least implicit awareness of them by the beings who are subject to them. 
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in a position to be conscious of the practicality of pure reason in ourselves 
through our own awareness of the actuality of this law in our own practical 
thinking. Kant is thus in a position to state, as he does in the Corollary (31 ), 
that pure reason is indeed practical. To come to this awareness of pure rea­
son's practicality in ourselves simply by working through the argument of 
§§1-6 is no easy feat, of course, owing at least in part to the necessarily 
highly abstract character of the philosophical considerations contained 
within it. The achievement of this recognition is aided, however, by the sec­
ond way in which Kant draws our attention to the basic law, through his ob­
servation in the Corollary that this law is nothing other than what we have 
known all along under another name, as the moral law.12 Recognizing the 
basic law as identical with the moral law enables us to appreciate its actual­
ity in our practical thinking, and recognizing, in accordance with the argu­
ment of §§1-6, that this law originates solely in reason, enables us to see 
that the actuality of this law in our practical thinking is the actuality of pure 
reason itself. 

E. Autonomy and Freedom (§8) 

Kant is now finally in a position from which he can derive a positive con­
clusion regarding freedom. This conclusion, which he presents as Theorem 
IV, states that the autonomy, or freedom, of the will is the source of the 
moral law. Having established, in his solutions to Problems I and II 
(§§5-6), that a relation of mutual entailment holds between the concept of 
a will determinable only by the basic law of pure practical reason (now 
identified with the moral law) and the concept of a free will, Kant can now, 
by appealing to the actuality of that law, which is given in the fact of reason, 
infer the actuality of freedom as well and positively characterize this free­
dom in terms of that law as the will's autonomy, or self-legislation. 

The fact that this proposition is placed under the heading "Theorem IV" 
should not prevent us from appreciating that its status is fundamentally dif-

12 Kant does not present here any detailed argument in support of this identification of the 
basic law of pure practical reason with the moral law, presumably for the reason that he as­
sumes a familiarity on the part of his readers with the first two chapters of the Grounding, 
where, in seeking to identify the principle that lies at the basis of morality, he eventually 
reached a formulation of it in terms of the idea of universal legislation (IV, 431-33). As Kant 
says in the Preface, the Critique of Practical Reason does presuppose the "preliminary ac­
quaintance with the principle of duty" and an indication and justification of "a determinate for­
mula of duty," which are provided in the Grounding (8). 
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ferent from that of the three theorems that precede it. This difference in sta­
tus stems directly from the fact that Theorem IV is the only theorem whose 
derivation depends on the basic law of pure practical reason. Kant points 
out in his Comment on the basic law that, although not itself a postulate, 
this law can be compared to the postulates used in geometry insofar as it is 
a practical proposition. And just as geometers use their postulates to derive 
further theorems, so Kant uses this law as a basis for establishing Theorem 
IV. Thus, despite the fact that Theorem TV is like the three preceding theo­
rems in that it is a theoretical proposition—a proposition about what is, 
rather than what ought to be—it is unlike the other three in that its proof de­
pends on a practical proposition. To mark this difference in standing, Kant 
employs the phrase "postulate of pure practical reason," which, as he later 
tells us, signifies "a theoretical proposition, though one not provable as 
such [i.e., not provable by a purely theoretical argument, which relies on no 
practical propositions], insofar as it attaches inseparably to a practical law 
that holds a priori [and] unconditionally" (122).13 Thus, we have reached 
here in Theorem IV the first of the three postulates of pure practical reason 
expounded in the second Critique, in which the ideas of pure reason, 
though declared in the first Critique to be unsuited for use in theoretical 
cognition, receive a practically justified application. 

5. CAN THE HIGHEST PRINCIPLE OF 
PRACTICAL REASON BE JUSTIFIED? 

The exposition of the fundamental principle of practical reason is followed 
by a section titled Of the Deduction of the Principles of Pure Practical Rea­
son. Despite what this title might lead us to expect, Kant argues here that a 
deduction of the fundamental principle—that is, a justification of its objec­
tive and universal validity and of insight into its possibility—is neither pos­
sible nor needed. In the first Critique, Kant provided such justification of 
the a priori principles of theoretical cognition (for example, the principle 
that everything that happens has a cause) by relating them to the possibility 
of experience: To provide insight into how we are able to have such a priori 
theoretical cognition of the objects of experience, Kant sought to show that 
it is only by presupposing these principles that it is possible to have experi-

13 As Kant points out in the Preface, in this use 'postulate' has a sense quite different from the 
one it has in mathematics (see 1 In). 
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ence of those objects at all. The fundamental principle of pure practical rea­
son, however, does not stand in any such relation to the possibility of expe­
rience. Nor, Kant points out, is it possible to supply in place of a deduction 
any proof from experience, given that the principle is formal rather than 
material. 

Kant does present, in lieu of a deduction, a "credential" for the moral 
law, or what amounts to a philosophical confirmation of our awareness, 
through the fact of reason, of this law's actuality. A satisfactory elucidation 
of this credential would require an examination of doctrines in the first Cri­
tique that lie beyond the scope of this Introduction. In brief, Kant suggests 
that the credential is furnished by the fact that the moral law is itself the 
source of a deduction of the idea of freedom (as we noted, the proof of The­
orem IV, in which the idea of freedom is applied to the will, depends on the 
moral law). The moral law thus provides an application for an idea that 
would otherwise have a merely problematic standing in the eyes of reason. 
According to Kant's argument in the Third Antinomy of the first Critique, 
theoretical reason cannot apply the idea of a freely acting cause to any ob­
ject yet must regard this type of causality as somehow compatible with its 
principle of natural necessity, which states that everything that happens in 
nature is determined by the operation of causes in the time that precedes it. 
The compatibility of these two sorts of causality—that of freedom and that 
of natural necessity—depends, Kant argues, on a distinction between things 
as they appear to us and are knowable by means of the senses, through 
which they are represented according to the condition of time, and things as 
they are in themselves, as conceived by reason, without reference to that 
condition. With this distinction in place, it becomes possible to see that the­
oretical reason's principle that all occurrences in nature are determined by 
natural necessity applies only to things as appearances, and that the possi­
bility is therefore left open that the actions of things in themselves may 
nevertheless be free, even though the latter cannot be known by theoretical 
reason. In the case of human beings, this possibility can be described more 
definitely by saying that, although the actions whereby the exercise of a 
human being's will appears and is knowable by means of the senses are all 
occurrences in time subject to natural necessity, the will itself, conceived 
solely by reason as the causality of the human subject as it is in itself, may 
nevertheless be free. The acts in which the will's exercise consists are not 
themselves occurrences in time appearing to us by means of the senses, but 
rather the very practical principles, or maxims, in which the will's self-
determination consists and in accordance with which the temporally deter-
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mined actions that appear to the senses occur. By providing a determinate 
conception of the law by which a free cause determines itself and a practi­
cally justified use for the concept of freedom, the moral law fills a gap that 
theoretical cognition by itself is unable to close. This harmonious way in 
which practical reason complements theoretical reason provides a confir­
mation of the fact of reason, or a credential for the moral law. 

6. THE EFFECTS OF PURE PRACTICAL REASON 

Having completed his argument that there is pure practical reason and hav­
ing secured the concept of freedom for use in a practical connection, Kant 
is in a position to finish his task in the Analytic of countering the presump­
tion that the practical employment of reason, even in morality, is always 
empirically conditioned. As noted earlier, this is to be accomplished by 
spelling out an account of how pure reason, by applying its formal practical 
principle, can provide for itself an object to be pursued and finally produce 
an effect on our feeling through which it can move us to act. Thus, Chapter 
II deals with the objective effect of the moral law—that is, the effect that is 
to be produced through action in accordance with pure practical reason *s 
concept of that effect—and Chapter III concerns the subjective effect of this 
law—that is, its effect on feeling in the mind of the subject. 

A« Defining the Concept of an Object of Practical Reason 

We have noted that the basic law of pure practical reason requires that prac­
tical principles, or the will's general acts of self-determination, be in accor­
dance with the mere form of a universal legislation, and that this form is just 
the form of a principle of practical knowledge, It follows that all practical 
principles that are in accordance with this basic law are principles of such 
knowledge. Thus, insofar as the will is determined by the basic law, the ob­
ject, or the matter represented in its principle, is an object of practical 
knowledge. Accordingly, the task of Chapter II—to specify the object of a 
will determined by this law—amounts to the task of specifying the object of 
the will insofar as it is an object of practical knowledge. Pointing to certain 
features of our understanding of the concept of the good that mark it out as 
a concept that we employ in cognitive claims about objects, namely, that in 
calling something good we take it to be a necessary object of desire and 
suppose that rational beings should universally agree with our judgment 
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(59), Kant identifies the good as the object of practical knowledge. And re­
lying on his argument in Chapter I that there is pure practical reason, which 
asserts its moral law a priori, independently of all experience, as the condi­
tion of all practical knowledge, Kant can now say of the good, identified as 
the object of such knowledge, that the determination, or specification, of 
what it consists in must be carried out in accordance with the moral law. 

Kant acknowledges that many will find this claim paradoxical. The 
widespread assumption that the practical employment of reason is always 
empirically conditioned has led moral philosophers to suppose that the ra­
tional determination of the will must start with the identification of an ob­
ject for the will (often under the heading of the agreeable, or happiness) and 
then proceed, with the aid of theoretical reason, to the specification of prac­
tical principles that have this object as their matter. On the strength of his 
demonstration that there is pure practical reason, Kant maintains to the 
contrary that the object of the will, thought under the concept of the good, 
must be determined only after and by means of the moral law (62-63). 
Readers familiar with the first Critique will recognize that this "paradox of 
method" parallels the approach Kant follows in that work with regard to 
theoretical cognition, wherein he abandons the assumption prevalent 
among traditional metaphysicians that "all our cognition must conform to 
the objects" and proclaims, to the contrary, that "the objects must conform 
to our cognition" (Critique of Pure Reason B xvi). 

One important implication of this way of proceeding—given the cogni­
tive character of the concept of the good and given Kant's argument in 
Chapter I that a practical principle whose determining basis lies in its mat­
ter cannot be practical knowledge—is that it makes it possible to call things 
good without thereby meaning merely that they are good for something 
(that is, as a means for attaining some object). If it is assumed that the prac­
tical employment of reason is always empirically conditioned, then the cog­
nitive character of the concept of the good restricts the application of it to 
means, or to what is useful. On this assumption, the prudent shopkeeper 
could say that it is good to keep a fixed general price, but not that the aim of 
personal advantage or prosperity for the sake of which he follows that prac­
tice is likewise good, for the latter is not pursued for the sake of anything 
further. If, on the other hand, pure reason is practical, then the concept of 
the good can also be applied to ends to the extent that these are objects of 
practical laws and thus objects of practical knowledge. This enables Kant to 
go so far as to say that the concept of the good itself, where this is under­
stood not as the mere relativized concept good-for-something but as a con-
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cept that is applicable to ends, is made possible by the moral law (64). And 
it will also enable him» in the Dialectic, to provide an account of the com­
plete ultimate md as the highest good, to the pursuit of which all persons 
are enjoined by the moral law. 

B. The Subjective Effects of Pure Practical Reason 

In the third and concluding chapter of the Analytic, Kant provides an ac­
count of how the moral law can be an "incentive,"14 or subjective determin­
ing basis of the will, an account in which, starting with the fact of reason, he 
indicates a priori what effects the moral law must produce in the mind of a 
rational being in whom the will is affected by sensible impulses, Kant has 
already argued, in Chapter I, that objectively, or in the a priori and ideal rep­
resentation of reason, the moral law is the determining basis of a free will 
But in the case of a rational being such as the human being, in whom the 
will is by its nature pathologically affected, the exercise of the will is liable 
to be influenced by subjective factors—that is, by feelings and the inclina­
tions associated with them—and hence such a will is not necessarily, by its 
very nature, in conformity with the moral law. Therefore, if the moral law is 
to determine the will of such beings, it must do so not only objectively, in 
the judgment of reason, but also subjectively, through producing effects on 
feeling that both prevent sensible impulses from influencing the will's exer­
cise and also, positively, provide a basis for our taking an interest in morally 
good action. 

In this chapter, as in the preceding one, Kant develops his account in 
opposition to the presumption that the practical employment of reason is 
always empirically conditioned. With regard to the will's subjective deter­
mining bases, this presumption amounts to the thought that the only such 
determining bases are the feelings of pleasure or displeasure, agreeableness 
or disagreeableness, that attend the representation of the existence of some 
object. This presumption cannot accommodate the fact of reason, for the 
representation that figures in the will's determination by pure reason—the 

14 It has become the almost universal practice of English language translators of Kant's ethics 
to render the German term Triebfeder as incentive.' It is important, however, not to be misled 
by this practice into thinking that Kant has in mind some circumstance or prospect that incites 
or tends to incite a person to action—the sort of thing we mean when we speak, for example, 
of the bonuses or rebates a company may offer as providing prospective customers with an in­
centive to do business with it. Kant is rather thinking of a "spring" or source of action lying in 
the subject. 
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bare idea of practical law, or the mere form of a universal legislation—is 
not, and cannot be, the representation of the existence of anything at all. As 
the fact, or deed, of reason, this idea is itself actual, but it is not a represen­
tation of anything actual; it says nothing about how the will is determined 
but is rather a law that sets forth a priori how the will is to be determined. 

Accordingly, the account Kant is to provide of how this law can produce 
a positive effect in feeling must accommodate the fact that, as a purely in­
tellectual representation, it cannot itself be anything we find agreeable. 
Kant accomplishes this by identifying an indirect effect that the moral law 
has on feeling in a rational being in which, as in the human case, there is a 
sensible nature that, in addition to being the source of inclinations, also 
contains a certain propensity, under the name of self-love, to regard oneself 
as an objective determining basis of the will in general—a propensity that 
can be called self-conceit to the extent that one comes to regard oneself as 
an unconditional practical principle. This indirect effect arises through the 
moral law's striking down the presumptuous claims of self-conceit, which 
produces a painful feeling of humiliation. This feeling of humiliation, how­
ever, is, at the same time, a feeling of respect for the moral law, a feeling 
that can come to have a positive aspect to the extent that we recognize that 
it is in the judgment of our own reason that our self-conceit has been struck 
down. Through this recognition, the feeling of respect takes on a certain 
elevating and ennobling character, insofar as its object is recognized to be a 
law that has its source in our own rational nature. As a result, the feeling of 
respect can have a positive influence on the exercise of the will, providing 
us with an interest in acting according to this law and thereby a basis on 
which morally worthy maxims of action can be founded. To this feeling of 
respect for the moral law and for persons as subjects of the moral law Kant 
gives the name moral feeling. As the subjective effect the moral law pro­
duces on the human mind, this feeling is nothing other than the moral law's 
own operation as a subjective determining basis of the will. 

7. THE HIGHEST GOOD AND THE 
ANTINOMY OF PRACTICAL REASON 

As mentioned earlier, Kant argues in Chapter II that the moral law makes 
possible a concept of the good that is applicable to ends. This concept is 
taken up again in the Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason, which begins with 
an exposition of the idea of the totality of the good, under the name of the 
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highest good, an idea that pure practical reason frames simply in virtue of 
its cognitive function of introducing unity and order into our practical cog­
nition. Corresponding to the distinction drawn in the Analytic between the 
form and the matter of practical knowledge, two specifically different ele­
ments—virtue and happiness—are identified as constituents of the highest 
good. That virtue should be counted as something good comes as no sur­
prise, of course, for virtue is just the will's perfection in determining itself 
in accordance with the moral law, or in making the form of a universal legis­
lation the determining basis of one's maxims. But many readers are sur­
prised to find Kant now claiming that, in the judgment of pure practical reason, 
the happiness of a virtuous person is also something good. Interpreters have 
often questioned whether this claim is consistent with Kant's earlier denial 
(§§3-4) that the principle of personal happiness can be a practical law, or 
with the many passages in which happiness is linked with the agreeable, 
which Kant sharply contrasts with the good. Yet the grounds for this claim 
can be found in the conclusions that have already been reached in the 
Analytic. As we have seen, a finite rational being's necessary end of happi­
ness can be pursued in accordance with a maxim that has the form of a uni­
versal legislation if others' happiness is also included along with it, and we 
have also noted that this form is just the form of a principle of practical 
knowledge. Since the maxim in accordance with which a virtuous person 
pursues this necessary end has this form as its determining basis, it is a prin­
ciple of practical knowledge. And since practical knowledge has the good 
as its object, the object of this virtuous maxim is good. Given, then, that the 
highest good includes all ends that are good, it must be conceived as a con­
dition in which all persons are not only virtuous, but also happy. 

To achieve an adequate conception of the highest good, however, it is not 
enough simply to identify virtue and happiness as its ingredients. In con­
ceiving of the totality of the good, pure practical reason represents it as sys­
tematically unified. Hence it conceives of the highest good not as a mere 
aggregate of virtue and happiness, but as a whole in which these two ele­
ments are necessarily connected. Kant observes that both the Stoics and the 
Epicureans appreciated that, in the highest good, virtue and happiness are to 
be found united, but he argues that these two schools of antiquity erred in 
their understanding of how the elements are related. Each of these schools 
attempted, as best it could, to define the elements in such a way that the 
presence of one entailed the presence of the other. The Epicureans endeav­
ored to reduce virtue to a maxim of prudence grounded in the secure cog­
nizance that it leads to happiness, and the Stoics sought to reduce happiness 
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to the satisfaction that cornes from being conscious of one's virtue. Kant ar­
gues that in attempting such reductive definitions both schools overlooked 
the fundamental difference brought to light in the Analytic between the 
principle of morality and the principle of happiness. Since the former is a 
principle by which the will can immediately determine itself a priori, 
whereas happiness includes agreeable states of mind that depend on exter­
nal conditions (health, material goods, and so forth), the attainment of hap­
piness depends on further conditions beyond those on which the attainment 
of virtue depends. Neither virtue nor happiness, then, can be reduced or as­
similated to the other through such definitions. Instead, Kant says, virtue 
and happiness must be regarded as connected within the highest good sim­
ply as cause and effect, so that in the achievement of the highest good, 
persons would be, through their virtuous conduct, the authors of their own 
happiness. 

Once this proper understanding of the relation between these elements 
has been reached, however, a difficulty immediately arises, which lies at the 
heart of what Kant calls the Antinomy of Practical Reason. As in the case of 
the concept of freedom, the difficulty here concerns whether the ideas on 
which pure reason relies in its practical use are compatible with the princi­
ples of theoretical reason. Whereas the achievement of the highest good 
would require virtue and happiness to be so related that happiness follows 
as a necessary effect of virtue, the conception of nature on which theoreti­
cal reason relies seems to rule out the possibility of any such connection. 
How, after all, could virtue protect us from disease and other natural 
calamities? And even where we do succeed in making one thing serve as 
means for achieving another, we do so by ingenuity and skill, forms of 
intelligence quite different from the practical knowledge that lies at the 
basis of virtue. Because this antinomy seems to entail that the highest good 
is impossible, it threatens the validity of the moral law itself, insofar as the 
highest good is something the moral law unconditionally commands us to 
pursue. 

We noted earlier that Kant's distinction between appearances and things 
in themselves makes it possible to understand how the concept of freedom 
is compatible with the principle of natural necessity. This compatibility, to­
gether with the connection between the moral law and freedom, enables 
Kant to find a credential for the moral law in lieu of a deduction. In the Dia­
lectic, Kant again appeals to his distinction between appearances and things 
in themselves, this time to remove the antinomy concerning the concept of 
the highest good. By appealing to this distinction, Kant is able to introduce 
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the other two ideas of pure reason as representations figuring in two further 
postulates of pure practical reason—namely, the immortality of the soul 
and the existence of God—which together express necessary and sufficient 
conditions under which the highest good is achievable. Despite the fact that 
the ideas of God and immortality are not concepts that can enter into our 
theoretical cognition of objects, Kant argues that, on account of the uncon-
ditionality of the moral law's command, pure practical reason has a primacy 
over theoretical reason that justifies us in using them for practical purposes. 

Linking the two postulates just mentioned with the highest good's two 
elements, virtue and happiness, Kant first argues that the immortality of the 
soul must be postulated in order to conceive of the full attainment of virtue 
as possible. Since the human will is by its nature pathologically affected, 
complete adequacy to the moral law does not belong to it simply by nature, 
but rather must be attained, through the will's exercise; and, for the same 
reason, this attainment of complete adequacy to the moral law is not possi­
ble in a finite period of time. So in order to conceive of the attainment of 
such adequacy as possible, we must assume the possibility of an unending 
progress toward it. Conceiving of an unending progress enables us to con­
ceive of the human will as in itself completely adequate to the moral law, 
for we can regard unending progress as the way in which, in a finite being, 
the complete adequacy that belongs to the exercise of its pathologically af­
fected will in itself appears in time. 

With regard to the other element of the highest good, Kant argues that 
the existence of God must be postulated in order to conceive of happiness 
as an effect that follows necessarily from virtue. We can think of virtue and 
happiness as necessarily connected in this way only by supposing that na­
ture itself, which contains the external conditions on which virtuous action 
depends for its attainment of the happiness included in its end, depends in 
turn on a supreme moral being—that is, a being of infinite wisdom and 
power whose ultimate purpose in creating the world lies in the highest 
good. Although it is not explicitly asserted as part of his argument, we 
might reasonably surmise that, just as Kant sees the adequacy of a finite 
being's will in itself to the moral law as something that appears in time as 
unending progress toward perfect virtue, so he sees the happiness that fol­
lows as virtue's necessary effect in the highest good as something that grad­
ually and proportionately increases in time as the human being—in the 
species as well as in the individual—makes progress in virtue. 

These two postulates differ from the postulate of freedom in that they are 
necessarily required to conceive of the possibility of the object of the moral 
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law, whereas the idea of freedom is immediately connected with the repre­
sentation of the moral law itself. Yet all three postulates are alike insofar as 
they are theoretical propositions that, because they concern objects that 
cannot be given in experience, cannot be supported by theoretical reason, 
and so cannot contribute to our theoretical cognition of the world, yet are 
rationally justified for practical purposes merely through the relation they 
bear to the unconditional requirements of pure practical reason. In this re­
gard, they have a unique standing within Kant's philosophy. 

8. CONCLUSION 

Having completed our outline of Kant's argument in the second Critique, 
we may now cast our glance back over the whole in a concluding observa­
tion. We noted earlier that, for Kant, the practical aim of moral philosophy 
is to remove and to forestall the confusions and misunderstandings from 
which certain doubts that can impede the moral law's acceptance might oth­
erwise arise, especially the theoretically engendered doubts concerning the 
concept of freedom and the related presumption that the practical employ­
ment of reason is always, even in morality, empirically conditioned. Having 
traced Kant's attempt to remove these sources of doubt through his argu­
ments in the Analytic and the Dialectic, we are now in a position to see that 
the philosophical understanding of morality expressed in these arguments 
also helps, in a direct and positive way, to secure "acceptance and durabil­
ity" for the moral law in two quite distinct yet complementary ways. The 
first emerges in the Analytic, the second in the Dialectic. 

In the Analytic, Kant carries out an analysis of the faculty of reason in its 
practical employment, in which the a priori and empirical sources of its 
principles and of the motives for acting on them are distinguished. Kant 
himself calls attention to this procedure of separating the pure from the em­
pirical and explicitly likens it to a chemist's analysis. Indeed, it is difficult 
to overstate the great emphasis he places on the importance of clearly dis­
tinguishing the formal principle of pure practical reason from the principle 
of personal happiness, under which he places all empirical sources of moti­
vation. And the reason for this emphasis is not difficult to see. In addition to 
enabling Kant to identify the source of morality in the autonomy of the will, 
this separation of the moral law from all other practical principles enables 
him to argue in Chapter III that in virtue of its origin in pure practical rea­
son, the moral law can both inspire respect for itself and for ourselves as 
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subjects who share this reason and also thereby be the source of a height­
ened consciousness of our freedom and autonomy, thus effecting an ele­
vated and ennobled frame of mind that does much, Kant thinks, to 
strengthen the moral motive. 

Yet this analysis, if taken by itself, can easily give the impression that the 
two elements it separates—morality and happiness—have no relation to 
one another. It may leave us with the image of a fragmented practical life, in 
which these two principles work within us in an altogether unrelated way. If 
not dispelled, such an image can itself easily become the source of doubts 
about morality that can weaken the moral motive, or (what is perhaps more 
likely) it can become the source of doubts about Kant's own analysis— 
doubts that have been raised by many critics of his moral philosophy. 

Given this concern, the Dialectic takes on an additional importance, for it 
is here that Kant offers the means of removing it. Once the a priori and the 
empirical elements have been clearly separated through the analysis carried 
out in the Analytic and understood in their difference from one another, Kant 
is able in the Dialectic to show how these elements are necessarily combined 
in the highest good and to remove obstacles that may impede understanding 
of this object as something that is possible. In working out his doctrine of the 
highest good, Kant identifies the relation the moral law bears to the totality 
of the good, and the relation in which, within that good, virtue stands to 
happiness. By explaining these connections, he provides the outlines of a 
systematically unified conception of practical life, to which both virtue and 
happiness are integral, and in this way too helps to secure "acceptance and 
durability" for the moral law. Thus, through appreciating both parts of 
Kant's work—both the analysis with which it begins and the synthesis with 
which it is completed—it is possible, if Kant's argument is successful, both 
to find the moral law, taken just by itself, as based in the autonomy of the 
will, to be an ennobling and inspiring source of motivation, and also to find 
a source of further support for this motivation by comprehending how it is 
possible for the virtuous action that issues from it to contribute to the totality 
of the good and, therewith, to human happiness as well.15 
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PREFACE 

Why this Critique1 is titled a critique not of pure practical reason but sim­
ply2 of practical reason as such,3 although its parallelism with the critique 
of speculative reason4 seems to require the former—on this the treatise pro­
vides sufficient information. This Critique is to establish merely5 that there 
is pure practical reason, and with this aim it critiques6 reason's entire prac­
tical power1 If it succeeds in this [aim], then it does not need to critique (as 
does happen with speculative reason)8 the pure power itself in order to see 

1 [Kritik. Here Kant uses the term to refer to the work rather than, as he does most often, to the 
activity of critique.] 
2 [schlechthin, used informally here; usually Kant employs this term (synonymously with 
schlechterdings) more formally, to mean 'absolutely.'] 
3 [überhaupt. I render this term—except where doing so would be misleading—by 'as such' 
rather than by 'generally' (or 'in general') because the latter can too often be misread as an ad­
verb modifying some nearby verb. In the few cases where 'as such' is used to translate als 
solch-, this use is readily identifiable by the expression's placement or by its being set off by 
commas.] 
4 [I.e., the critique of speculative pure reason—the subject of the Critique of Pure Reason. Ac­
cording to Kant's own definition of the term, 'speculative' means the same as 'theoretical' 
(compare the etymology of the two terms) except for being confined to objects beyond any 
possible experience: see the Critique of Pure Reason, A 634-35 = B 662-63, and cf. below, 
Ak. V, 47. However, Kant often uses the term more broadly, as pertaining not only to such ob­
jects but also to objects of possible experience.] 
5 [soll bloß dartun, which could also mean 'is merely to establish.' The rendering adopted here 
looks ahead to 'in order to see [i.e., establish]' in the next sentence.] 
6 [I.e., examines the scope and limits of: kritisiert.] 
7 [Or 'practical ability': praktisches Vermögen. I avoid translating Vermögen as 'faculty,' be­
cause this term may wrongly suggest—in line with the traditional "faculty psychology"—that 
a Vermögen is some kind of psychological entity "in" the mind, rather than a mere power or 
ability.] 
8 [Although in the original the parenthesis, as is typical for Kant's writing, occurs at the end of 

3 
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whether reason is not overreaching itself, by merely claiming such a power. 
For if as pure reason it is actually9 practical, then it proves its reality10 and 
that of its concepts through the deed,11 and all subtle reasoning12 against the 
possibility of its being practical is futile. 

With this pure practical power of reason, transcendental freedom is now 
also established—taken, moreover, in that absolute signification in which 
speculative reason needed this freedom, when using the concept of causal­
ity, in order to rescue itself from the antinomy into which it unavoidably 
falls when it wants to think the unconditioned in the series13 of causal link­
age.14 Speculative reason was able to put this concept15 forth only problem­
atically, as not impossible to think, without securing the concept's objective 
reality,16 but only in order to keep an alleged impossibility of what specula­
tive reason must surely accept17 at least as thinkable from challenging spec­
ulative reason's essence and from plunging this power into an abyss of 
skepticism.18 

Kant's sentence (just after 'not overreaching itself'), the present context—including, in partic­
ular, the next sentence—clearly suggests that Kant intends it to apply to 'does not need to cri­
tique.'] 

9 [Wirklich. Unlike in contemporary German, this term never means 'real' in Kant (as he uses 
this latter term), and translating it so tends to distort what Kant is trying to say, especially in 
contexts—such as the present one—where reality in Kant's sense is likewise mentioned.] 

10 [I.e., its applicability to things (Latin res, from which 'reality' is derived).] 

11 [Or 'through action': durch die Tat. In the Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. VI, 22, Kant defines 
'deed' as follows: A deed is what we call an action insofar as it falls under [more precisely, 'is 
subject to': unter. . . steht] laws of obligation, thus also insofar as the subject is regarded in it 
in terms of the freedom of his power of choice.' (Translation mine.)] 

12 [alles Vernünfteln.] 

13 [The term is singular here: Reihe.] 

14 [-Verbindung. Whenever possible (exceptions are noted), I use 'linkage' and sometimes 
'link' (or, where needed, 'combination') for Verbindung, and 'connection' for Verknüpfung; 
similarly for the verbs. This is especially appropriate where the two terms occur in the same 
context, as, e.g., at Ak. V, 51.] 

15 [The concept of transcendental freedom taken in the absolute signification.] 

16 [I.e., without securing (rendering secure) the reality that the concept does indeed have. More 
literally, Kant says 'without securing [sichern] for the concept its objective reality.'] 

17 [gelten lassen.] 

18 [See, in the Critique of Pure Reason, the Third Antinomy of Pure Reason, A 444-51 = 
B 472-79, and cf. A 488/B 516, A 532-58 = B 560-86.] 
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Now the concept of freedom, insofar as its reality is proved by an apo-
deictic law of practical reason, forms the keystone of the whole edifice of a 
system of pure reason, even of speculative reason.19 All other concepts 4 
(those of God and immortality) that, as mere ideas, remain unsupported in 
speculative reason now attach themselves to the concept of freedom and ac­
quire, with it and through it, stability and objective reality.20 I.e., their pos­
sibility21 is proved by freedom's being actual,22 for this idea reveals itself 
through the moral law. 

But freedom, among all the ideas of speculative reason, is also the only 
one whose possibility we know23 a priori—though without having insight into 
it24—because it is the condition25 of the moral law, which we do know.26 

The ideas of God and immortality, on the other hand, are not conditions of 

19 [See below, Ak. V, 28-57.] 
20 [See below, Ak. V, 119-34.] 
21 [Their real, not just logical, possibility.] 
22 [wirklich. Here again, translating this term as 'real' distorts what Kant is saying, especially 
since here too reality in Kant's sense has just been mentioned.] 
23 [wissen.] 
24 [sie . . . einzusehen. Insight (Einsicht), in Kant, is theoretical (rather than practical) cogni­
tion; cf. the etymology of 'theoretical.'] 

25 Lest anyone surmise that he encounters inconsistencies here if I now call freedom 
the condition of the moral law and afterwards, in the treatise, maintaina that the 
moral law is the condition under which we can first of all become awareh of free­
dom, I wish only to point ouF that whereas freedom is indeed the ratio essendi of 
the moral law, the moral law is the ratio cognoscendid of freedom. For if the moral 
law were not previously thought distinctly in our reason, we would never consider 
ourselves entitled to assume such a thinge as freedom (even though freedom is not 
self-contradictory). But if there were no freedom, then the moral law could not be 
encountered1 in us at all. 

a [behaupten.] 
b [Or 'conscious': bewußt.] 
c [erinnern.] 
d [Respectively, 'reason for the being' and 'reason for the cognizing.'] 
e [so etwas.] 
f [Literally, 'would not be [there] to be encountered': würde . . . nicht anzutreffen sein. This 

second case thus illustrates how freedom is the moral law's ratio essendi, whereas the preced­
ing case illustrated how the moral law (as thought by us) is the ratio cognoscendi of freedom.] 
26 [See below, Ak. V, 27-33, 42-50.] 
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the moral law,27 but conditions only of the necessary object28 of a will de­
termined by this law, i.e., conditions of the merely practical29 use of our 
reason. Hence concerning those ideas we cannot claim30 to cognize31 and 
have insight into—I wish to say not merely their actuality, but even their 
possibility. But they are nonetheless conditions32 for the application of the 
morally determined will to its object that is given to it a priori (the highest 
good).33 Consequently their possibility can and must in this practical refer­
ence34 be assumed even without our theoretically cognizing and having in­
sight into them. For this latter demand [that we assume the possibility of 
these ideas] it suffices, for a practical aim,35 that they contain no intrinsic 
impossibility (contradiction). Here there is, then, a basis of assent36— 
merely subjective in comparison to speculative reason, yet valid objectively 
for an equally pure but practical reason—whereby the ideas of God and im­
mortality are provided, by means of the concept of freedom, with objective 

27 [des moralischen Gesetzes.] 

28 [Viz., the highest good. Cf. just below.] 

29 [Rather than theoretical.] 

30 [behaupten.] 

31 [Kant here means (cf. just below) cognize theoretically: [theoretisch] erkennen; on Kant's 
view we do have practical cognition of God and (our soul's) immortality—not, however, the­
oretical cognition and hence insight. It is essential, moreover, that erkennen (similarly for the 
noun, Erkenntnis) be translated throughout not as Ho know,' but as 'to cognize,' precisely be­
cause on Kant's view—as this passage begins to indicate—our practical cognitions (Erkennt­
nisse) of God and immortality are not instances of knowledge (Wissen) but of rational (moral) 
faith. See below, Ak. V, 122-48, esp. 132-38 and 144-46, cf. 57. See also the Critique of Pure 
Reason, B xxi and the famous passage at B xxx, as well as A 633-34 = B 661-62 and 
A 828-29 = B 856-57; and cf. the Critique of Judgment, Ak. V, 467, 469-70, 472, and 475.] 

32 [Reading sind sie Bedingungen for sind die Bedingungen. Karl Vorländer instead reads sind 
sie die Bedingungen, i.e., 'they are . . . the conditions.' The reading adopted here fits best with 
what Kant has just said.] 

33 [On the highest good, see below, Ak. V, 107-19.] 

34 [Beziehung.] 

35 [in praktischer Absicht.] 

36 [Literally, 'basis of considering-true': Grund des Fürwahrhaltens. With a few exceptions, I 
translate Grund as 'basis' rather than 'ground.' One advantage of this rendering is that the cor­
responding 'based on' is rather less awkward than 'grounded in.' But the main advantage is 
that whereas the 'ground' terminology tends to suggest a logical relation, the 'basis' terminol­
ogy is much broader—almost always appropriately so. E.g., a Bestimmungsgrund, i.e., a basis 
determining something, can be all sorts of things.] 
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reality and with an authority,37 indeed a subjective necessity (a need of pure 
reason), to assume them. This,38 however, does not expand reason in its the­
oretical cognition, but only gives us the possibility39 [of God and immortal­
ity], which previously was only ^problem and here becomes an assertion,40 

and thus connects41 the practical use of reason with the elements of the the­
oretical use. And this need [of pure reason] is by no means a hypothetical 
one for a discretionary42 aim of speculation, where one must assume some­
thing if one wants to ascend to the completion43 of reason's use in specula­
tion; rather, it is a legal need44 to assume something without which what 
one ought to set irremissibly as the aim of one's doing and refraining45 can­
not be done.46 

It would indeed be more satisfying for our speculative reason to solve 
those problems47 on its own, without this detour, and to preserve them as 
insight for practical use; but it so happens that our power of speculation is 
not so well off. Those who boast of such lofty cognitions should not keep 
them back but should exhibit them publicly to be tested and highly es­
teemed. They wish48 to prove; very well, let them prove, and the critique49 

will lay all its weaponry at their feet, [acknowledging them] as victors. 
Quid statis? Nolint. Atqui licet esse beatis.50 Since, then, they are in fact not 

37 [Befugnis.] 

38 [I.e., the providing of the ideas of God and immortality with objective reality and with an au­
thority and subjective necessity to assume them.] 

39 [The real, not just logical, possibility.] 

40 [Assertion.] 

41 [verknüpfen.] 

42 [Or 'optional': beliebig.] 

43 [Or 'perfection': Vollendung.] 

44 [I.e., a need arising from the (moral) law: ein gesetzliches. I have deleted the emphasis on 
cm ('a').] 

45 [seines Tuns und Lassens.] 

46 [geschehen.] 

47 [Of God and immortality: Aufgaben.] 

48 [wollen.] 

49 [The (activity of) critique in general. Likewise at the beginning of the next paragraph.] 

50 [The quote is from Horace's Satires, I, i, 19. A god (who turns out to be Jupiter), having of­
fered to people unhappy with their lives the opportunity to change places with others, yet find-
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willing,51 presumably because they are unable, we must only take up that 
weaponry again in order to seek the concepts of God, freedom, and immor­
tality—-for the possibility52 of which speculation does not find sufficient 
warrant—in a moral use of reason, and to base them on this use.53 

Here the critique's puzzle as to how one can deny objective reality to the 
suprasensible54 use of the categories and yet grant them55 this reality in re­
gard to the objects of pure practical reason is also for the first time ex­
plained. For beforehand, as long as such a practical use is familiar56 only by 
name, this must necessarily look inconsistent. But now one becomes aware, 
by a complete dissection of reason's practical use,57 that here the reality at 
issue does not aim at any determination of the categories and expansion of 
cognition to the suprasensible, but that what is meant by this reality is only 
that in this [practical] reference an object belongs to them at all, because 
they are either contained in the necessary a priori determination of the will 
or inseparably linked with the object of this determination. Hence that in­
consistency vanishes, because a different use is being made of those 
concepts58 from the use that speculative reason requires. On the contrary, 

6 there now discloses itself a very satisfying confirmation, hardly to be ex­
pected before, of the speculative critique's consistent way of thinking. For 
while that critique urged us to allow objects of experience taken as such59— 

ing them reluctant, says to them, "What are you waiting for?" (literally, "Why are you stand­
ing still?"), and then comments, "They are not willing; yet they could be happy" All transla­
tions given in footnotes are my own, though I do not say so on each occasion. As regards this 
particular translation, however, I am indebted to Garrett G. Fagan for his valuable and insight­
ful assistance concerning both a grammatical subtlety in the passage (viz., the role of the da­
tive in beatis) and Horace's most likely intended meaning,] 

51 [nicht wollen.] 

52 [I.e., again, real possibility.] 

53 [See below, Ak. V, 119-21, 134-41.] 

54 [übersinnlich.] 

55 [ihnen. Erdmann instead reads ihm, i.e., 'it,' which then refers not to the categories but to 
their suprasensible use.] 

56 [man . . . kennt. See below, Ak. V, 35 br. n. 120.] 

57 [Reading, with Erich Adickes and with Paul Natorp in the Akademie edition, des letzteren 
for der letzteren, which would refer (implicitly) to practical reason.] 

58 [I.e., the categories.] 

59 [I.e., taken as objects of experience, not as the things that these objects are in themselves. 
For Kant's view that the things that appear are things in themselves (although we can have the-




