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This dissertation is a critique of rationalist views which hold that moral actions 

are both justified and motivated by reason alone.  On some such views, this 

conjunction of rational motivation and justification gives some actions special 

status as, at once, rational, morally good, and autonomous.  I will refer to this 

sort of view as autonomous rationalism. 

 If morality is composed of requirements of rationality, then we must be 

able to explain through reason why we should act morally without appealing to 

any motivation or assumption other than our rationality.  One way to do so is to 

argue that moral requirements are in some sense constitutive of rational agency.  

I argue that this is not ultimately plausible.  The law of non-contradiction, for 

example, is taken to be a constitutive requirement of theoretical reason – one 

must be committed to it in order to engage in theoretical reasoning at all.  
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Morality seems to be different.  I argue that one can engage in practical 

reasoning, for example, without thereby being committed to moral principles. 

 My dissertation begins by presenting historical background for 

autonomous rationalism and its critique.  I develop an interpretation of certain 

aspects of Nietzsche’s criticism of morality that serve as background for the 

approach that I develop in later chapters.  I then discuss Kant’s view, which is 

the historical source for autonomous rationalism.  With this historical background 

in place, I turn to contemporary views.  I discuss in detail the views of Korsgaard 

and Nagel who in different ways attempt to defend autonomous rationalism.  

Finally, I step away from the particulars of Kant’s, Korsgaard’s, and Nagel’s 

arguments that were the focus of the earlier chapters and discuss the prospects 

for the type of argument they are all, at a more abstract level, employing.  They 

all justify moral requirements on the basis of a certain conception of ourselves 

that is, according to them, inescapable given our rational agency.  Although I 

think that the prospects for justifying some rational requirements in such a way 

are bright, I argue that it is unlikely that moral requirements in particular could be 

justified in this way. 
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Introduction 

 

I 

Rationalism in morality is the view that moral acts are rationally required.  On 

some rationalist views moral acts are also motivated by reason.  Some versions 

of this view also hold that because moral requirements originate from our rational 

nature, in acting morally we act in response to requirements that we set for 

ourselves – that is, we are autonomous.   In this dissertation, I will be concerned 

with rationalist views that hold that moral actions are both justified and motivated 

by reason alone.  On this type of view, this conjunction of rational motivation and 

justification concedes some actions the special status of both rational and 

autonomous action.  I will refer to this view as autonomous rationalism.   

 Autonomous rationalism is paradigmatically associated with Kant.  

Starting from an intuition that we are enslaved insofar as our actions and choices 

are causally necessitated by our desires (over which we seem to have no 

control) Kant claims that we are in some sense free when we can decide 

whether to be influenced by desire or when we can choose which desires to act 

on.  Yet he thinks that our actions need to be causally explainable.  Now, 

according to Kant, if our actions were caused by something external to us, then 

we would not be morally responsible for them.  So, Kant claims that the cause of 

moral action must be reason alone.  Of course, if reason itself were necessitated 
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by something external to it, then again we would not be responsible for being or 

failing to be moral.   

 If being moral is connected with being rational – as Kant thinks it has to be 

if morality might require us to resist even our strongest desires – then being 

rational cannot be a capacity to be necessitated by external facts.  Otherwise, 

our choices would be necessitated by something external and thus we would not 

be autonomous.  Kant thus arrives at the view that rational constraints are not 

external but internal to the will.  To be rational is to respect or to be committed to 

the formal constraints that govern the operation of reason so that when one’s 

actions are motivated by reason, one is not responding to external requirements 

but to one’s own commitments as a rational agent, to commitments that are 

internal to one’s reason.  Rational motivation is thus unlike motivation by desire 

because only the latter is for Kant causally determined by something external 

and it is only purely rational motivation that allows for autonomy and moral 

obligation. 

 This is the basic outline of the approach to ethics which will be the subject 

of this dissertation.  Some defenders of autonomous rationalism hold that for an 

act to be moral, it has to be motivated by reason alone, without the motivation 

depending on any intermediate desires.1  Others hold that motivation to act 

always depends on having the appropriate desires but that certain desires can 

                                                 
1 Kant and Korsgaard are two examples.  Nagel thinks that reason alone motivates moral action; 
he also thinks that in the same way that reason alone can motivate action, it can motivate the 
appearance of desires. 
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themselves be motivated by reason; thus the ultimate motivation of moral actions 

stems from reason which itself brings about the appropriate desires.2  In either 

case, moral acts are those that are ultimately motivated by reason alone.3   

 On a rationalist view, moral requirements are categorical in the strong 

sense that moral requirements provide reasons for action to all human beings 

independently of their particular desires, attitudes or aims.4  Philippa Foot 

famously contrasts this stronger sense with a weaker sense of “categorical”.  On 

the weaker sense, moral requirements are categorical because they apply to all 

human beings, or because all human beings are subject to moral judgment.  

Foot points out that, similarly, while everyone is subject to judgment for failing to 

abide by the rules of etiquette, not everyone has a reason to follow those rules.  

Only those for whom following such rules furthers some aim actually have 

reason to do so.5  According to rationalism however, it is because moral reasons 

are independent of desires, attitudes, or aims that they apply categorically.  If 

reasons depended on particular attitudes of the individual (like the desire for 

happiness), they would be hypothetical in the sense that their application would 

                                                 
2 Michael Smith is one example, see The Moral Problem, Blackwell, Oxford 1994. 
3 The view I will be concerned with assumes motivational internalism, the view that moral 
judgments can motivate without the appearance of an independent desire – a desire not 
rationally required.  Most rationalists assume internalism, and the views I will be focusing on do.  
The alternative but still rationalist view would hold that moral requirements are requirements of 
reason but that they cannot by themselves motivate action; an independent – not rationally 
required – desire would also be needed to motivate action.  Mill seems to have held such view.  
Korsgaard discusses Mill’s view in these terms in The Sources of Normativity, 78-86.  Nagel 
similarly refers to Mill’s view in The Possibility of Altruism, 8. 
4 In what follows, I will often use “attitudes” to stand for desires, attitudes or aims.    
5 Philippa Foot, “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,” Philosophical Review 81 (3) 
(1978). Reprinted in Foot, Virtues and Vices 1978. 
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depend on having such attitudes, even if the attitudes were as a matter of fact 

present in all human beings.   

 On these views, whichever considerations are used to show that moral 

requirements are requirements of reason, these considerations will need to 

provide the answer to the question “why act morally?” when the question is 

posed by a rational agent reflecting on what to do.  In showing that moral 

requirements are requirements of reason one is providing the reasons as to why 

one should act morally.  The question “why act morally?” could then be 

answered by giving the reasons as to why a certain action is rationally required.  

The rationalist attempts accordingly both to justify and explain moral action.  The 

action will be justified by the reasons in its favor and it will be explained by the 

agent’s recognition of these reasons.6  However, if reason alone could not 

explain the agent’s behavior, then it is unclear in what sense such behavior 

would be motivated by reason alone.  On the rationalist view I am considering 

here, the question “why do what morality requires?” needs to be answered in a 

way that would provide reasons to act morally for all human beings 

independently of their particular motivation.  It is only thus that we can say that 

everyone has a categorical reason to act morally. 

 Notice that the issue of motivation is of special concern to rationalism, and 

in particular to the type of rationalism under discussion.  On non-rationalist 

                                                 
6 Brink and Nagel make similar points connecting justification and explanation in rationalist views.  
See, Brink, “A Puzzle About the Rational Authority of Morality”, 11; and Nagel, The View From 
Nowhere 139.   
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views, moral requirements depend on particular attitudes of the individual which 

also provide the motivation; and so those attitudes are both part of the 

explanation and the justification of moral action.7  Such views give up on the 

strong sense of “categorical” mentioned above – that is, that one has a reason to 

act morally even if one does not have the corresponding attitudes.  But they can 

hold on to the weak sense of “categorical” because one may be subject to moral 

judgment even if lacking the appropriate attitudes.  Thus on such views one has 

no reason to act morally unless one has the appropriate attitude; if one does not 

have such an attitude, then failing to act morally is not ignoring a reason that one 

did have.  Perhaps this can be contrasted with other versions of rationalism – 

distinct from autonomous rationalism which is my focus here – which hold that 

while reason justifies moral action, motivation is not provided by reason alone.  

According to such views, some desire – like a desire to be moral – is also 

required for motivation.  Thus everyone may have a reason to act morally 

independently of their particular attitudes, but it would be a justificatory reason as 

opposed to a motivating reason.8

 The characteristic feature of moral rationalism is thus that it allows for 

everyone to have a reason to act morally independently of any particular 

attitudes they may have.  When we think that we have a moral obligation to do 

something, we seem to think that we have such an obligation regardless of how 

                                                 
7 On these views accounting for motivation is not so much the problem; but it is quite 
controversial whether they can successfully provide justification given that the ultimate source of 
moral actions would be attitudes of the individual that cannot themselves be rationally justified.  
8 This type of rationalist view is what I referred to in footnote 3 as an externalist rationalist view.   

 5



 

we may feel about the situation.  If rationalism were the only theory that could 

accommodate such an intuition, it would be a strong theoretical advantage.  

Those basing morality on particular attitudes of the individual can explain why it 

may seem to us that morality is categorical in the strong sense by appealing to 

our moral development or education.  But if rationalism allows for our intuitions to 

be justified, instead of explainable but false, it may have a theoretical advantage 

over the alternatives.   

Autonomous rationalists often explain moral motivation as a special kind 

of motivation, one where reason is the ultimate source.  Our moral actions are 

thus explained by our grasping their justification.  In so doing, we are able to put 

aside our particular attitudes and achieve a certain type of autonomy, 

independence from any motivation that we do not ourselves approve of.  The 

notion of autonomy that is at the center of autonomist rationalist views is that of 

self-government, or acting in accordance with one’s own laws.  In acting morally, 

it is argued, we are able to act in accordance with requirements that we 

ourselves see as justified.  We thus exhibit an independence from those attitudes 

that we do not or cannot approve of.  Autonomist rationalists accordingly follow 

Kant in maintaining that there is an intimate connection between autonomy, 

morality, and rationality.   

 So the views I will be concerned with hold: (i) that there are rational 

requirements on action, (ii) that such requirements are the requirements of 

morality, (iii) that the recognition of such requirements can by themselves 
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motivate action, and (iv) that there is a close connection between moral action 

and autonomous action.   

I will raise doubts about whether rationalism can show that the 

requirements of morality are requirements of reason alone.  If morality is 

composed of requirements of rationality we must be able to explain through 

reason why we should act morally without appealing to any other motivation or 

assumption except for our rationality.  One way of doing so is to argue that moral 

requirements are in some sense constitutive of rational agency.  I will argue that 

this is not very plausible.  The law of non-contradiction, for example, is taken to 

be a constitutive requirement of theoretical reason, in that it seems to be a 

requirement that we are committed to it insofar as we engage in theoretical 

reasoning at all.  Similarly, giving some weight in deliberation to one’s ends is 

supposed to be a constitutive requirement of practical reason because we seem 

to be committed to it insofar as we engage in practical reason at all.  Morality 

seems to be different.  There do not seem to be moral principles which we must 

commit ourselves to in order to engage in practical reason.  At least, this is what 

I will argue. 

Although I do not think that moral requirements are constitutive of 

rationality, there seem to be some requirements which are constitutive of 

rationality that set constraints on how we can explain or justify our actions.  In 

appealing to reasons, we are committed to certain constraints as to what can 

count as a reason.  But I argue that the formal constraints on what can count as 
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a reason are not enough to yield moral constraints.  Rather, it seems more 

plausible that one can engage in justifying one’s actions while still appealing to 

morally bad values.9  And so I hold that autonomy and morality part ways – one 

could be autonomous while not acting morally – which of course is not to say that 

we do not often aim for both of them. 

 

II 

We seem to be able to step back and observe ourselves almost as we observe 

others and others observe us.  When we do this, we can judge our actions and 

motives from something like a third person point of view.  From this perspective, 

we sometimes see our actions as alien, as ones we would not have performed if 

we, the judges, were acting.  But sometimes even from this perspective we see 

our actions as our own; we approve of them and take pride in them.  In these 

cases, our actions seem to be under our control – not influenced by 

considerations or forces we don’t approve of – and we feel in a certain sense 

free; while when we act in ways we disapprove of, our actions seem to be 

beyond our control and we often feel unfree. 

In judging our actions from this perspective, we can appeal not only to our 

own standards but also to the standards of those around us.  We judge 

ourselves but we can also imagine others judging us, and so in approving of our 

actions we can consider whether our actions would be approved by all other 
                                                 
9 Of course, this possibility is excluded if moral values are simply defined as whatever can be 
justified. 
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rational agents.  We thus seek to appeal to standards that nobody could reject 

insofar as they are rational, if our actions merited approval according to such 

standard they would be actions that everyone should approve of.  Because moral 

judgments seem to be made from this perspective, one may be tempted to 

equate judgments from this perspective with moral judgments.   

One may further think that our actions themselves could be motivated by 

our judgments directly, that the judging perspective literally can take over and 

act.  This would be a special type of motivation, purely rational motivation, that is 

provided directly by our judgments.  Thus when we act from the perspective of 

the judge we act rationally and we are free from our desires which may lead us 

astray.  In responding to reason we in a sense would be acting in ways that can 

be approved of from that perspective but we are also acting directly from that 

perspective.  In so doing we exhibit autonomy, we govern ourselves. 

This dissertation will be concerned with attempts to equate moral action 

with action from this perspective, and attempts to equate moral judgments with 

judgments that satisfy specifically rational constraints. 

 I don’t see good reason to think that we are motivated by reason alone.  

Rather, it seems more plausible that we have a certain desire or interest in acting 

in ways that can be justified or approved of.  This desire is what allows our 

judgments to affect our conduct.  But as one more of our desires, it has to 

compete with other desires we have for the motivation of our actions. 
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 I don’t think that this perspective that we take in judging our actions is a 

distinctively moral perspective – even if our moral judgments originate from that 

perspective – nor do I think that this perspective is fully determined by reason – 

even in the rational agent.  Although I think that reason sets certain constraints 

on the judgments we can make insofar as we are rational, I don’t think that this 

limits our judgments to moral judgments.  We may approve or disapprove of our 

actions for many reasons, because they did or did not live up to any number of 

standards that we may adopt, not simply a moral standard.  We may think that 

we are insensitive to a friend’s problems, rude to a caller; we can judge 

ourselves as lazy, selfish, overly concerned with others, mean, clumsy, not smart 

enough; and the list goes on.  On the other hand, we may also judge our actions 

or motives positively, we may think that we were helpful to a friend in need, nice 

to a stranger; we can judge ourselves as compassionate, clever, hard working, 

creative, friendly, etc.  We could also judge ourselves to be not skillful enough to 

open a bank safe, to have good aim in shooting, to be an unconvincing liar, etc.  

Given any standard – or conception of ourselves – that we accept for our actions 

or motives, we can judge ourselves according to it, some of these judgments will 

be moral, while others will not be.  The question of course, is whether there are 

any standards that we are obligated to accept.  

 

III 
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I start the dissertation by setting the historical stage on which the action of my 

project will take place.  Here I give some historical background to the type of 

criticism of autonomous rationalism that I will be developing throughout the 

dissertation.  In chapter 1, while working towards Nietzsche’s criticism of 

autonomous rationalism, I elucidate an interpretative puzzle in Nietzsche’s 

works.  On one hand, he criticizes morality for requiring free will; on the other 

hand, he seems positively to endorse a certain type of freedom.  I take Nietzsche 

to be influenced by Kant in his dualistic attitude towards freedom.  By separating 

his metaphysical concerns from his psychological ones, we realize that in 

criticizing morality he refers to an incompatibilist notion of free will; while he 

positively endorses a different type of freedom more akin to autonomy.  As I go 

on to argue in chapter 2, I don’t think that Nietzsche’s criticism that morality 

assumes that we have free will properly applies to Kant’s view.  However, 

Nietzsche’s criticism puts pressure on Kant’s possibilities for a justification of 

morality.  Nietzsche also argues that autonomy is not necessarily linked to moral 

action or to rational action.  This later criticism does seem to target the core of 

Kant’s view and of autonomous rationalism in general. 

 In chapter 2, I turn to Kant’s view itself, the view that serves as the basis 

for autonomous rationalism.  Kant seems to find himself with the following 

problem: morality requires a certain metaphysical conception of freedom of 

which his critical philosophy seems to preclude any proof.  Kant thus finds an 

alternative to providing a proof of freedom: Justifying morality on the basis of an 
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inescapable conception for rational agents, the conception of a free rational 

agent.  He links this conception with morality through the notion of autonomy.  I 

will provide an interpretation of the relationship between these notions in Kant’s 

practical philosophy taking as a centerpiece the view he develops in the 

Groundwork.  After arguing for this interpretation of Kant according to which he 

does not attempt to prove freedom but instead attempts to justify morality based 

on an inescapable conception of a free rational agent; I will argue that this 

attempt is insufficient to justify moral requirements that are categorically binding 

independently of any other attitude of the individual.  

 My discussion of Kant’s view is not meant to be exhaustive and there may 

be additional resources within Kant to defend his argument for the justification of 

morality.  But instead of pursuing further interpretation of Kant and in order to 

focus further on the relevant issues, I turn to contemporary Kantian views which 

defend and develop some of the weaker links in Kant’s own argument.  So in 

chapter 3, I turn to Christine Korsgaard who attempts to defend some aspects of 

Kant’s argument that I criticized in chapter 2.  She bases her justification of 

morality on the assumption that we must think of ourselves as human beings as 

such, where a human being means “a reflective animal that needs reasons to 

act”.  She appeals to an expanded notion of autonomy, more akin to Nietzsche’s, 

but in Kantian fashion she attempts to use it to derive a categorical imperative 

that is binding on all human beings.  I argue that as a result her view seems to 

have the consequence that everything becomes a hypothetical imperative and 
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thus she cannot make the distinction necessary to justify categorical reasons for 

all human beings. 

 In chapter 4, I discuss Nagel’s view.  Nagel, like Kant and Korsgaard, 

takes a certain conception of oneself as a starting point for the justification of 

morality, the conception of oneself as one individual among many.  The 

argument he develops in The Possibility of Altruism, if successful, would provide 

the missing link in Kant’s argument between the requirement of acting on 

maxims that could be universal laws and the requirement of acting on maxims 

that could be willed to be universal laws.  In chapter 2, I point out that Kant does 

not properly justify the move from the first test to the second.  Similarly, in 

chapter 3, I point out that Korsgaard illegitimately presupposes the validity of 

moving from the first to the second test.  In chapter 4, I argue that Nagel’s 

argument fails too and that its failure is instructive of the type of problem that 

such arguments are bound to encounter.  In the remainder of the chapter, I 

discuss Nagel’s view about the relationship between autonomy and ethics.  

Some of Nagel’s remarks about the connection between the two seem to point to 

a view surprisingly similar to the one I attribute to Nietzsche in chapter 1. 

 Finally, in chapter 5, I step away from the particulars of Kant’s, 

Korsgaard’s, and Nagel’s arguments that were the focus of the earlier chapters 

and discuss the prospects for the type of argument they are all, at a more 

abstract level, employing.  They all argue from a certain conception of ourselves 

that is inescapable given our rational agency; this conception is supposed to be 
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constitutive of agency or of rational agency.  Although I think that the prospects 

for arguing for some rational requirements in such way are bright, ultimately, my 

argument is that in one way or another it is unlikely that moral requirements 

could be argued for in this way. 

 14



 

 

Chapter 11

 

In this chapter I will argue for an interpretation of two of Nietzsche’s criticisms of 

morality, criticisms which concern his views about free will and autonomy.  These 

two criticisms will in turn serve as background for the critique of autonomous 

rationalism that I will develop in later chapters.  I will argue that there are two 

distinct but related critiques that Nietzsche makes that can be easily confused.  

The first questions morality on the basis that it relies on the unwarranted 

assumption that we have free will; while the second questions whether moral 

values provide an example of our autonomy.2 3   

 There is a standard interpretation according to which Kant holds both that 

morality requires free will and that we in fact have such free will.  If this is right, 
                                                 
1 References to Nietzsche’s works will be as follows: Beyond Good and Evil (BGE <section>; 
Daybreak (D <section>); The Gay Science (GS <section); On the Genealogy of Morality (GM 
<essay>:<section>); Human, all too Human (HAH vol.1, <section> or HAH vol.2, <part>, 
<section>); Twilight of the Idols (TI, <part>, <section>); Will to Power (WP <section>).  See the 
bibliography for the translations I am using. 
2 For an instance of the first, see for example, “… the history of the moral sensations is the 
history of an error, the error of accountability which rests on the error of free will.”  (HAH, II, 39)  
For an instance of the second, see “If, on the other hand, we place ourselves at the end of the 
enormous process, where the tree finally produces its fruit, where society and its morality of 
custom finally brings to light that to which it was only the means: then we will find as the ripest 
fruit on its tree the sovereign individual, the individual resembling only himself, free again from 
the morality of custom, autonomous and supermoral (for “autonomous” and “moral” are mutually 
exclusive), in short, the human being with his own independent long will, the human being who is 
permitted to promise…” (GM III, 2)  
3 There have been several discussions of Nietzsche’s claims about autonomy and free will which 
more or less explicitly make the distinction between two types of claims, one regarding free will, 
the other regarding autonomy.  See for example, Richard Schacht, Nietzsche (Routledge, 1983) 
pp. 304-315; John Richardson, Nietzsche’s System (OUP, 1996) pp. 207-216; Brian Leiter, "The 
Paradox of Fatalism and Self Creation in Nietzsche" in Janaway ed.  Willing and Nothingness 
(OUP 1998) and Nietzsche on Morality (Routledge 2002), chapter 3; Robert Solomon, Living with 
Nietzsche (OUP 2003), chapter 7. 
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then Nietzsche’s first criticism will clearly apply to Kant’s view.  However, I will 

argue in chapter 2 that this is not right – Kant needs to be interpreted differently.  

The second criticism does seem to apply to Kant’s view though.   For Nietzsche 

autonomy and morality are not as intimately related as Kant holds them to be.  

Kant on the other hand thinks that in acting morally we are exemplifying our 

autonomy.  According to Nietzsche, moral values (as generally conceived or as 

conceived by Kant) are just one possible set of values and thus one could be 

autonomous by committing to other values besides moral values.   

 The purpose of this chapter is to draw a distinction between the 

metaphysical and psychological claims Nietzsche makes with respect to the 

connection between freedom and morality.  This distinction in turn will play a role 

in my discussion of Kant.  I will argue that Nietzsche’s and Kant’s metaphysical 

views regarding free will are very similar, while their views about autonomy differ 

but not as significantly as one may expect.  My criticisms of contemporary 

defenses of Kantian rationalism will in many ways resemble Nietzsche’s. 

 In the first section of this chapter, I discuss Nietzsche's claim that we have 

a fixed nature:  that there are certain natural facts about each one of us which 

together with our environment significantly reduce the number of options we 

have available.  In the second section, I discuss Nietzsche's skepticism with 

respect to determinism, I argue that he does not take a stand on whether the will 

is determined or not.  In the third section I defend the view that Nietzsche’s 

psychology does not by itself imply that we do not have free will.  Finally, in the 
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fourth section, I will be concerned with Nietzsche's view of autonomy and its 

relation to his critique of morality. 

 

I 

Fixed Nature 

…at the bottom of us, really ‘deep down,’ there is, of course, something 
unteachable, some granite of spiritual fatum, of predetermined decision and 
answer to predetermined selected questions.  Whenever a cardinal problem is 
at stake, there speaks an unchangeable ‘this is I.’ (BGE, 231) 

 
Nietzsche holds that each one of us has something like a fixed nature which 

dramatically reduces the number of options he or she has available at any point.4  

This view may not seem very controversial if it weren’t for how wide reaching 

Nietzsche thinks it is, applying not only to our actions but also to our thoughts 

and desires.5 6

                                                 
4 As I mentioned above, by fixed nature I mean that for each one of us there are a number of 
natural facts which together with our environment significantly reduce the number of options we 
have available.  I do not mean to say that the nature of human beings is fixed in the sense that it 
cannot evolve over time or that it cannot differ among individuals. 
5 See also, “Thus one successively makes men accountable for the effects they produce, then for 
their actions, then for their motives and finally for their nature.  Now one finally discovers that this 
nature, too, cannot be accountable, inasmuch as is altogether a necessary consequence and 
assembled from the elements and influences of things past and present: that is to say, that man 
can be accountable for nothing, not for his nature, nor for his motives, nor for his actions, nor for 
the effect he produces.” (HAH, II, 39)  “… but even when the moralist addresses himself only to 
the single human being and says to him, “You ought to be such and such!” he does not cease to 
make himself ridiculous.  The single human being is a piece of fatum from the front and from the 
rear, one law more, one necessity more for all that is yet to come and to be.  To say to him, 
“Change yourself!” is to demand that everything be changed, even retroactively.”  (TI, “Morality 
as Anti-nature”, 6)  “What alone can be our doctrine?  That no one gives man his qualities – 
neither God, nor society, nor his parents and ancestors, nor he himself.  (The nonsense of the 
last idea was taught as “intelligible freedom” by Kant – perhaps by Plato already.)  No one is 
responsible for man’s being there at all, for his being such-and-such, or for his being in these 
circumstances or in this environment.  The fatality of his essence is not to be disentangled from 
the fatality of all that has been and will be.” (TI, “The four great errors”, 8)  “…  the suppressed, 
hiddenly glowing affects of revenge and hate exploit this belief and basically even uphold no 
other belief more ardently than this one, that the strong one is free to be weak, and the bird of 
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 The view that we have a fixed nature is to be distinguished from global 

determinism which holds that all states of the world are causally determined by 

previous states of the world.  I interpret Nietzsche’s claims about a fixed nature 

as claims about human nature, psychology and physiology, and not 

metaphysical claims about what the world is like.  This view is also to be 

distinguished from psychic determinism or the view that our actions and mental 

states are causally determined by facts about us and our environment.  Although 

the view that there is a fixed nature is closer to psychic determinism than to 

global determinism, they are different in that having a fixed nature does not 

determine one particular path but circumscribes the number of options 

available.7

 So, Nietzsche holds that our physical and mental constitution together 

with our upbringing and environmental influences severely limit the options we 

have at any particular point.  This view is incompatible with a certain radical view 

of free will: being causa sui (self-causing) in the sense of creating oneself out of 

nothing.  At times, Nietzsche claims that this view of free will is what is intimately 

connected with moral responsibility.  He thinks that many of the actions that 

people are held responsible for are actions that are hardly avoidable given the 

person’s nature and environment.  And yet that moral responsibility requires that 

                                                                                                                                                 
prey to be a lamb: - they thereby gain for themselves the right to hold the bird of prey 
accountable for being a bird of prey” (GM, I, 13). 
6 The development of the interpretation in this section owes a great deal to Leiter’s discussion of 
“causal essentialism”.  See Leiter, Nietzsche on Morality, chapter 3  
7 Notice for example, in the quotation above from BGE 231 that the answer is to selected 
questions, not to all questions.   
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one be ultimately responsible for one’s actions, that one create oneself out of 

nothing.8  I think that sometimes when he denies free will and morality as based 

on free will, he is referring to this notion of being causa sui.9

 More often however, Nietzsche criticizes morality for requiring free will in 

the sense of being able to choose otherwise. 

The evil acts at which we are now most indignant rest on the error that he 
who perpetrates them against us possesses free will, that is to say, that 
he could have chosen not to cause us this harm (HAH, I, 99)10

 
And although his view about fixed nature, is not compatible with being able to 

create oneself out of nothing, it does not preclude the possibility of choosing 

otherwise than one actually did.  The view about fixed nature does not claim that 

every choice is determined but that the number of options available are severely 

limited.  If this is right, it looks as though one could hold someone morally 

responsible for choosing a particular action on the basis that they could have 

chosen otherwise, even if the available options were limited by the person’s 

nature.  So, insofar as free will is identified with the possibility of choosing 

otherwise, we need to go beyond Nietzsche’s claims about fixed nature in order 

                                                 
8 For a view which relates the possibility of doing otherwise to self-creation but not to self-creation 
out of nothing, see Kane, The Significance of Free Will, Oxford University Press, New York 
1998.. 
9 See for example, BGE, 21, quoted later in this paper.  For a defense of the view that this is 
indeed what is at stake in moral responsibility, see Galen Strawson, “The Impossibility of Moral 
Responsibility”, Philosophical Studies (1994).  For an interpretation of Nietzsche’s criticism of 
morality along these lines, see Leiter, Nietzsche on Morality, chapter 3.  For an argument that 
this notion of self creation is not what is at stake, see Solomon, Living with Nietzsche, chapter 7. 
10 See also GM, II, 4. 
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to understand his criticism that morality relies on the unwarranted assumption 

that we have free will.11

 

II 

Determinism and Free Will 

While Nietzsche’s view about fixed natures may not be enough to warrant his 

criticism of morality for being based on free will – at least insofar as free will is 

being able to do otherwise – that is not all that he says that is relevant.  As I 

mentioned in the previous section, Nietzsche doesn’t think that we can create 

ourselves out of nothing.  But does this imply that all of our actions are 

determined?  I don’t think this is the case.  An artist trying to create a sculpture 

may need clay and some utensils to do it.  Just as we cannot create a sculpture 

out of nothing, we cannot create ourselves out of nothing.  At any point in our 

lives, we can work on our character out of the materials we have, our past, our 

habits, our drives, etc.  We cannot start from nothing and we cannot make 

ourselves into something incompatible with facts about us, in the same way that 

we cannot make a wood sculpture out of clay.  In BGE 15 Nietzsche calls the 

                                                 
11 It could be the case however, that in particular circumstances having a fixed nature may be 
enough to deny someone’s responsibility.  There may be cases where someone’s nature plus 
environmental influences  leave open only paths in which one will do something bad (or 
something good).  If that were the case then one could criticize holding someone morally 
responsible on the basis of this view about fixed nature.  This would be a criticism that applies 
only in certain cases, not one that would apply to moral responsibility in general.  Some of 
Nietzsche’s remarks seem to point in this direction; he seems to think that morality makes certain 
demands that can only be met by people with certain natures but not by those with other natures.  
At other times however, his remarks seem to point to a more general criticism that is supposed to 
apply to morality in general.  
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possibility of being causa sui “an absurdity”, but that is all he says about it there.  

In BGE 21 Nietzsche explains what he means by causa sui; and nothing he says 

in this passage seems to imply that he thinks that all of our actions are 

determined, his emphasis is rather that we cannot ignore the materials that 

partially constitute who we are.12   

The causa sui is the best self-contradiction that has been conceived so 
far, it is a sort of rape and perversion of logic; but the extravagant pride of 
man has managed to entangle itself profoundly and frightfully with just this 
nonsense.  The desire for ‘freedom of the will’ in the superlative and 
metaphysical sense… the desire to bear the entire and ultimate 
responsibility for one’s actions oneself, and to absolve God, the world, 
ancestors, chance, and society involves nothing less than to be precisely 
this causa sui and … to pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out of 
the swamps of nothingness. (BGE 21) 
 

One may take this passage in which Nietzsche denies that we are causa sui to 

imply that our actions are determined.  But notice that immediately following this 

passage Nietzsche rejects the idea of the will being determined as a misuse of 

causation. 

Suppose someone were thus to see through the boorish simplicity of this 
celebrated concept of “free will” and put it out of his head altogether, I beg 
of him to carry his “enlightenment” a step further, and also put out of his 
head the contrary of this monstrous conception of “free will”:  I mean 
“unfree will”, which amounts to a misuse of cause and effect.  One should 
not wrongly reify “cause” and “effect”, as the natural scientists do (and 
whoever, like them, now “naturalizes” in his thinking), according to the 
prevailing mechanical doltishness which makes the cause press and push 

                                                 
12 Robert Solomon makes a related point in chapter 7 of Living with Nietzsche.  See for example, 
"Whatever else it may be; self-creation is not a human version of what Nietzsche thinks is 
impossible even for God, namely creation de nihilo.  We cannot act as causa sui, ‘bootstrapping’ 
our way into selfhood.  Nor does it require or involve any break from natural laws, like Kant's 
noumenal subject, the target of Nietzsche's most ferocious attacks.  Self-making, which is 
ultimately a kind of self-cultivation, is by no means independent or separable from one's native 
talents, one's ‘instincts’, one's environment, the influence of other people and one's culture."  
(Solomon, Living with Nietzsche, 182) 
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until it “effects” its end; one should use “cause” and “effect” only as pure 
concepts, that is to say, as conventional fictions for the purpose of 
designation and communication – not for explanation.  In the “in-itself” 
there is nothing of “causal connections”, of “necessity” or of “psychological 
unfreedom”; there the effect does not follow the cause, there is no rule of 
“law”.  It is we alone who have devised cause, sequence, for-each-other, 
relativity, constraint, number, law, freedom, motive, and purpose; and 
when we project and mix this symbol world into things as if it existed “in 
itself”, we act once more as we have always acted – mythologically.  The 
“unfree will” is mythology; in real life it is only a matter of strong and weak 
wills.  (BGE 21) 
 

Given that this passage comes in the same section and immediately following 

Nietzsche’s rejection of causa sui, it is unlikely that Nietzsche’s rejection of the 

will being causa sui has the implication that it is externally determined.    

 Some of Nietzsche's writings suggest that he is working with a Humean 

notion of causation, where causation is observed regularity followed by a certain 

feeling of expectation.   

‘Cause and effect’. – In this mirror – and our intellect is a mirror – 
something is taking place that exhibits regularity, a certain thing always 
succeeds another certain thing – this we call, when we perceive it and 
want to call it something, cause and effect – we fools!  As though we had 
here understood something or other, or could understand it!  For we have 
seen nothing but pictures of ‘causes and effects’!  And it is precisely this 
pictorialness that makes impossible an insight into a more essential 
connection than that of mere succession. (D, II, 121) 13

 

                                                 
13 See also, “Cause and effect.- ‘Explanation’ is what we call it, but it is ‘description’ that 
distinguishes us from older stages of knowledge and science.  Our descriptions are better – we 
do not explain any more than our predecessors …  ‘Cause’ and ‘effect’ is what one says; but we 
have merely perfected the image of becoming without reaching beyond the image or behind it.  In 
ever case the series of ‘causes’ confronts us much more completely, and we infer: first, this and 
that has to precede in order that this or that may then follow- but this does not involve any 
comprehension.  In every chemical process, for example, quality appears as a ‘miracle’, as ever; 
also, every locomotion; nobody has ‘explained’ a push.  But how could we possibly explain 
anything?  We operate only with things that do not exist: lines, planes, bodies, atoms, divisible 
time spans, divisible spaces.  How should explanations be at all possible when we first turn 
everything into an image, our image!” (GS 112) 
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He also mentions Hume by name in a note from 1885-1886: 

We have no “sense for the causa efficiens”: here Hume was right; habit 
(but not only that of the individual!) makes us expect that a certain often-
observed occurrence will follow another: nothing more!  (WP 550) 14

 
As these passages suggest, there is good evidence to think that Nietzsche 

understood causation in Humean terms.  And given that Nietzsche rejects that 

we can know what “causes” the will, it is unclear to me how we could establish 

that there is an unknown cause, especially if what we mean by cause is that 

there is an observed regularity together with a certain feeling of expectation.   

 I thus don’t think that Nietzsche is best interpreted as holding a 

deterministic view of agency.  One of the reasons is that he holds that the origin 

of our actions is unknown.  Nietzsche says in GS 335, for example, that our 

actions are unique and unknowable, that it is certain that our values have an 

effect on our actions but that in any particular case the law of their mechanism is 

indemonstrable.15  He sometimes says that at the source of our actions are facts 

about us, (e.g. unconscious drives or physiological facts).  However, if we take 

Nietzsche to be working with a view of causation like Hume’s, where causation is 

basically observed regularity without a necessary connection, then we can see 

that Nietzsche’s picture of agency cannot be understood as a deterministic one.  

                                                 
14 In the rest of this passage some differences between his view and Hume’s become clear.  He 
says that the source for our belief in causation is the belief that “every event is a deed” and that 
“every deed presupposes a doer” (WP 550).  I don’t think this difference affects my argument 
here.  See also, WP 551 (quoted later in this paper) and WP 552. 
15 For another example see, “Actions are never what they appear to us to be!  We have 
expended so much labour on learning that external things are not as they appear to us to be – 
very well! The case is the same with the inner world!   Moral actions are in reality ‘something 
other than that’ – more we cannot say: and all actions are essentially unknown.” (D 116) 
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The reason is that the “causes” of our actions are unknown to us and if they are 

unknown then we cannot observe regularities between those causes and our 

actions so as to say that there is a causal connection.  All that we can assert is 

that we don’t know the source of our actions or thoughts.  What we observe is 

that certain actions, thoughts, or values in a person are correlated with other 

observable facts about the person, i.e. desires, drives, etc.  But whether one is 

the cause of the other or both come from a common cause (i.e. a hidden drive or 

some sort of a free self) we cannot know; we do not observe the cause.16  What 

Nietzsche denies is that there is no correlation between mental events and other 

facts about us, our character, environment, past, etc.  But whether there is a 

further correlation with other unknown facts about us or whether there is a free 

self as the source is not something we can know.   

Now, we may be able to affirm that there must be an unknown cause to 

our actions if we believed that every event has a cause.  But even if we went that 

far, this would not imply that this unknown cause itself was determined.  

Although we might be able to establish that every event we experience must 

have a cause if we could establish that every event we have experienced in the 

past was caused, it seems that we have no grounds for saying that events that 

are not objects of experience – even if we had some reason to believe they 
                                                 
16 See also, “Wherever on earth the religious neurosis has appeared we find it tied to three 
dangerous dietary demands: solitude, fasting, and sexual abstinence.  But one cannot decide 
with certainty what is cause and what effect, and whether any relation of cause and effect is 
involved here.  The final doubt seems justified because among its most regular symptoms, 
among both savage and tame peoples, we also find the most sudden, most extravagant 
voluptuousness which then, just as suddenly, changes into a penitential spasm and denial of the 
world and will…”  (BGE 47) 
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existed – must themselves be caused.  By this I don’t mean that we must 

conclude they must be uncaused but that we have no way of knowing one way 

or the other.   

 The reading of Nietzsche I am proposing is one that is ultimately silent on 

the question of whether our choices among the possibilities delineated by our 

nature are determined or not.  I think that he thinks that this is a question we 

cannot settle.  I take Nietzsche to be presenting a psychological view and a view 

of human psychology need not take a stand on a metaphysical question.  The 

only way a psychological theory could help to make the case one way or the 

other would be if it could explain every particular detail about how actions come 

about.  If this were the case we may assume that determinism is true because 

there may be no need to appeal to further causes in order to explain actions.  

However, Nietzsche repeatedly says that the origin of our actions is unknown.17  

And so, it is unlikely that his theory of psychology will settle the metaphysical 

question of whether determinism is true or not.  

 Even if one accepted my interpretation of Nietzsche on the issue of 

determinism, one may argue that Nietzsche's view of psychology provides the 

basis for denying free will.  Nietzsche often claims that conscious thought is not 

the source of our actions but rather that it accompanies our actions.18

                                                 
17 Sometimes he seems to make the stronger claim that the origin of our actions is unknowable 
(See for example, GS 335). 
18 Leiter interprets Nietzsche along this lines.  He argues that Nietzsche takes consciousness to 
be epiphenomenal and that this provides the basis for denying free will.  See Nietzsche on 
Morality, chapter 3. 
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The ‘inner world’ is full of phantoms… the will is one of them.  The will no 
longer moves anything, hence does not explain anything either – it merely 
accompanies events; it can also be absent.  The so-called motive: another 
error.  Merely a surface phenomenon of consciousness, something 
alongside the deed that is more likely to cover up the antecedents of the 
deeds than to represent them…  What follows from this?  There are no 
mental causes at all. (TI, ‘The Four Great Errors’, 3) 19

 
Although Nietzsche thinks that the role of consciousness in bringing about action 

has been overemphasized, I don’t think he takes consciousness to be completely 

ineffectual.  He thinks that consciousness can affect our drives and thus at least 

indirectly affect our actions.   

 The view that our drives can be affected by our choices and beliefs 

appears repeatedly in Nietzsche’s works.  In the Genealogy of Morals, for 

example, Nietzsche seems to take up in detail the effects of holding certain 

beliefs or creating certain values.  It is clear that he thinks that they will play an 

important role in changing the way we are.  He says that through the creation of 

moral values and a metaphysical picture of the world that supports them, the 

direction of ressentiment, a reactive drive that was originally directed against 

others, was changed and directed against oneself to produce guilt.   

“I am suffering: for this someone must be to blame” – thus every diseased 
sheep thinks… “…you alone are to blame for it – you alone are to blame 
for yourself!” … That is bold enough, false enough: but one thing at least 
has been achieved by it, in this way, as noted, the direction of 
ressentiment has been – changed.  (GM III:15) 
 

                                                 
19 See also, “why could a ‘purpose’ not be an epiphenomenon in the series of changes in the 
activating forces that bring about purposive action – a pale image sketched in consciousness 
beforehand that serves to orient us concerning events, even as a symptom of events, not as their 
cause?” (WP 666) and  “everything of which we become conscious is a terminal phenomenon, 
and end – and causes nothing” (WP 478).   
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Notice here, that the direction of the drive, ressentiment, can be changed by the 

conscious thought of who is to blame for the suffering.  Nietzsche’s account 

seems to be that the unconscious facts may lead us to seek someone to blame, 

but who in particular we blame does not seem to depend on those facts but on 

our beliefs.20

Nietzsche claims that “a thought comes when ‘it’ wishes, not when ‘I’ 

wish” (BGE 17).  This may be taken to be evidence that even though 

consciousness may play a role in affecting our drives, that we don’t really have 

any control over our conscious mind, it is purely a result of our drives.  However, 

in essay II of the Genealogy, Nietzsche spends considerable time explaining 

“how does one impress something upon this partly dull, partly scattered 

momentary understanding, this forgetfulness in the flesh, so that it remains 

present” (GM II:3).  The discussion here has to do with how we came to 

remember and keep promises.   

…it is thus by no means simply a passive no-longer-being-able-to-get-rid-
of the impression once it has been inscribed … but rather an active no-
longer-wanting-to-get-rid-of, a willing on and on of something one has 
once willed, a true memory of the will: so that a world of new strange 
things, circumstances, even acts of the will may be placed without 
reservation between the original “I want,” “I will do,” and the actual 
discharge of the will, its act, without this long chain of the will breaking. 
(GM II:1)  
 

                                                 
20 For another example of conscious thoughts that change our nature, see  “…In spite of all this 
laughter which makes the required corrections, human nature has nevertheless been changed by 
the ever new appearance of these teachers of the purpose of existence:  It now has one 
additional need – the need for the ever new appearance of such teachers and teachings of a 
“purpose””.  (GS 1) 
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He says that the ability to remember and keep promises came about through 

strong punishments inflicted on those who broke promises.  These punishments 

served as powerful images that became associated with the breaking of 

promises. 

With the help of such images and processes one finally retains in memory 
five, six “I will nots,” in connection with which one has given one’s promise 
in order to live within the advantages of society … (GM II:3) 
 

Not only does Nietzsche here seem to present an exception to thoughts coming 

when they want to, but he also writes in the Genealogy about the role of 

consciousness once humans are living in society.  He says that once in society, 

people could not follow their instincts, since those would have led them to self-

destruction and so they had to rely on consciousness which was not very 

developed.  At the beginning of society, 

They felt awkward doing the simplest tasks; for this new, unfamiliar world 
they no longer had their old leaders, the regulating drives that 
unconsciously guided them safely – they were reduced to thinking, 
inferring, calculating, connecting cause and effect, these unhappy ones, 
reduced to their “consciousness,” to their poorest and most erring organ! 
(GM II:16) 

 
So, although Nietzsche certainly thinks that consciousness’ role in action has 

been overemphasized, he thinks it can play some role.  Conscious thoughts are 

strongly influenced and led by our drives, however there is no reason to think 

that the exact thought that we have is itself determined by the drives.  I think that 

Nietzsche thinks of our conscious thoughts in the same way he thinks of our 

actions: as far as we know, a limited number of possibilities are open but this 

should not be taken to entail that one particular option is causally determined. 
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 III 

Autonomy and Morality 

Nietzsche holds that claims that we have free will are errors.21  This is 

compatible with his denial that we can create ourselves out of nothing and also 

with his skepticism about free will in the sense of choosing among the possible 

options delineated by our nature.  He thinks that any assertion that we have free 

will would be unwarranted.  Nietzsche does not think that free will can provide a 

solid foundation for morality, since we cannot know whether we have free will 

and if morality requires free will, then morality itself cannot be known to be real.  

The free will that Nietzsche thinks is necessary for morality is the metaphysical 

one, which he does not think we can know to be true.  Nietzsche’s criticism of 

morality in terms of it requiring free will is really a criticism of those views of 

morality that require a free agent outside of nature as the source of our actions.  

He doesn’t think we have any way of knowing if there is such free agent and thus 

that moral judgments if based on this assumption cannot be taken to be true.  

 My concern thus far has been with Nietzsche’s claim that morality rests on 

an unjustified assumption.  But this is not by itself enough reason for Nietzsche 

to reject it.  He says at times that falsity is not necessarily an objection; there 

may be reasons to maintain a practice that we know to be based on false 

                                                 
21  “Insofar, however, as all metaphysics has had principally to do with substance and freedom of 
will, one may designate it the science that treats of the fundamental errors of mankind – but does 
so as though they were fundamental truths.” (HAH, I, 18) 
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assumptions.22  Nietzsche’s criticism is rather that if morality cannot itself be 

shown to be real, it is open to us to re-consider its value.23

 While the limitations established by Nietzsche's view of fixed nature are 

wide-reaching, he still thinks that there is a certain freedom we can have, 

namely, autonomy.  This freedom that we can have is akin to self-creation – that 

is, creating values and acting in accordance with them.  This section will be 

devoted to explaining what this freedom may consist in and how it bears on 

Nietzsche’s critique of morality. 

Let me start with a clarification:  Autonomy for Nietzsche does not require 

free will.  I previously discussed Nietzsche's stand with respect to determinism.  I 

think that Nietzsche takes a similar stand with respect to free will in the sense of 

being able to choose otherwise.24  Nietzsche denies that we know that we have 

free will because we have no reason to think there is a subject outside of nature 

that can make free choices.  However, he further denies that we can know our 

will to be unfree, because believing that we are unfree involves misapplying the 

                                                 
22 See for example, “The falseness of a judgment is for us not necessarily an objection to a 
judgment; in this respect our new language may sound strangest.  The question is to what extent 
it is life-promoting, life preserving, perhaps even species-cultivating…” (BGE 4) 
23 See also, “…I deny morality as I deny alchemy, that is, I deny their premises: but I do not deny 
that there have been alchemists who believed in these premises and acted in accordance with 
them.  – I also deny immorality: not that countless people feel themselves to be immoral, but 
there is any true reason to so feel.  It goes without saying that I do not deny – unless I am a fool 
– that many actions called immoral ought to be avoided and resisted, or that many called moral 
ought to be done and encouraged – but I think the one should be encouraged and the other 
avoided for other reasons than hitherto.”  (D 103) 
24 As I mentioned earlier, if free will means being causa sui – creating oneself out of nothing, then 
Nietzsche rejects it because it is incompatible with our fixed nature.  But he often refers to free 
will as being able to do otherwise (see for example, HAH, I, 99 quoted earlier in this paper).  

 30



 

concepts of cause and effect.25  It seems to me that much of what Nietzsche 

says is compatible with there being free agents who can cause actions (although 

there will be certain kinds of actions which these agents cannot cause due to 

certain facts about the agents).  While Nietzsche is skeptical about there really 

being a free agent or self of this sort, I do not think that he can consistently 

preclude its possibility.  As I have said earlier, he does deny that we can be 

causa sui in the extreme sense of creating ourselves out of nothing.  The reason 

for this is that he thinks that it is an incoherent notion and that it contradicts his 

views about fixed nature.  But whether we have free will in the sense of being 

able to choose one among several choices that are delineated by our nature, this 

he does not think we can know.  We can't know the will to be free and we cannot 

know it to be unfree because we don't know what is at the source of our actions.  

 Nietzsche's freedom is not metaphysical free will in the sense that it does 

not depend on facts that go beyond possible experience.  It is rather part of the 

psychological theory that he develops throughout his writings. Nietzsche's 

freedom is autonomy, acting in accordance with one’s values, and he often 

relates this to self-mastery and self-creation.   

The “free” human being, the possessor of a long, unbreakable will, has in 
this possession his standard of value as well … The proud knowledge of 
the extraordinary privilege of responsibility, the consciousness of this rare 

                                                 
25 See for example, the passage from BGE 21 quoted earlier in this paper.  See also WP 552: 
“From the fact that something ensues regularly and ensues calculably, it does not follow that it 
ensues necessarily.  That a quantum of force determines and conducts itself in every particular 
case in one way and manner does not make it into an “unfree will.”  “Mechanical necessity” is not 
a fact: it is we who first interpreted into events…” 
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freedom, this power over oneself and fate, has sunk into his lowest depth 
and has become instinct … (GM II:2). 
 

According to Nietzsche, while there are many facts about us and our 

environment that we cannot change, there are others that we can change or at 

least shape.   

In man creature and creator are united: in man there is material, fragment, 
excess, clay, dirt, nonsense, chaos; but in man there is also creator, 
formgiver, hammer hardness, spectator divinity, and seventh day: do you 
understand this contrast? (BGE 225) 
 

This passage suggests the appropriateness of the sculpture analogy I made 

earlier.  We have certain materials and instruments to work with and those may 

be more or less malleable and so there may be more or fewer options as to what 

sculptures we may create. 

 Nietzsche seems to hold that we often think of ourselves as fully 

developed, unchangeable facts and do not realize that we can do a lot of work in 

shaping who we are. 

What we are at liberty to do. - One can dispose of one’s drives like a 
gardener and , though few know it, cultivate the shoots of anger, pity, 
curiosity, vanity as productively and profitably as a beautiful fruit tree on a 
trellis; one can do it with the good or bad taste of a gardener and, as it 
were, in the French or English or Dutch or Chinese fashion; one can also 
let nature rule and only attend to little embellishment and tidying-up here 
and there; one can, finally, without paying any attention to them at all, let 
the plants grow up and fight their fight out among themselves – indeed, 
one can take delight in such a wilderness, and desire precisely this 
delight, though it gives one some trouble, too.  All this we are at liberty to 
do: but how many know we are at liberty to do it?  Do the majority not 
believe in themselves as in complete fully-developed facts?  Have the 
great philosophers not put their seal on this prejudice with the doctrine of 
the unchangeability of character? (D 560)  
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The work he describes is mostly related to strengthening or weakening our 

drives and controlling the way they are expressed.  Autonomy is then something 

like shaping ourselves according to our values.  This possibility of shaping our 

character and it in turn changing our actions is not something too mysterious or 

novel.  It is common for people to seek some type of exercise when upset in 

order to avoid getting angry at the first person they see; or for someone to spend 

some time dwelling on all the bad things someone did in order to develop anger.  

We may choose to do one or the other depending on what our character is like 

and whether we think it is appropriate for us to get angry at a particular person 

and in a particular circumstance.  Although we may be hard pressed to change 

our dispositions to become angry in certain circumstances and although we may 

have limited control over the circumstances we encounter, we may be able to 

control how these dispositions are developed or expressed. 

We, however, want to become those we are – human beings who are 
new, unique, incomparable, who give themselves laws, who create 
themselves.  To that end we must become the best learners and 
discoverers of everything that is lawful and necessary in the world: we 
must become physicists in order to be able to be creators in this sense – 
while hitherto all valuations and ideals have been based on ignorance of 
physics or were constructed so as to contradict it. (GS 335) 
 

In this passage Nietzsche seems to be cautioning about taking his view to an 

extreme and thinking that self creation is to be opposed to his view about fixed 

nature.  It is not opposed but rather complementary.  Self-creation is not creating 

ourselves out of nothing as we cannot change the materials we have.  And so he 

thinks it is a bad idea to set up values that ignore or oppose what is necessary.  
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Self-creation rather requires learning what we cannot change so that we know 

the materials we have to work with. 26   And one of the things we may be able to 

change is our values.27  How exactly these values play a role we do not know; 

but we do know that they do because we can see correlations between values 

people hold and their actions.28

So, it looks as though for Nietzsche autonomy is something between self-

creation and self-government.  Autonomy requires having some power over 

oneself and this is achieved by knowing what is necessary and what is 

possible within us and creating values accordingly.  That is, autonomy is 

making ourselves into what we want to be, as long as this is compatible with 

                                                 
26 See also, “One thing is needful. – To ‘give style’ to one’s character- a great and rare art!  It is 
practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature and then fit them 
into an artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses 
delight the eye.  Here a large mass of second nature has been added; there a piece of original 
nature has been removed – both times through long practice and daily work at it.  Here the ugly 
that could not be removed is concealed; there it has been reinterpreted and made sublime.  
Much that is vague and resisted shaping has been saved and exploited for distant views; it is 
meant to beckon toward the far and immeasurable.  In the end, when the work is finished, it 
becomes evident how the constraint of a single taste governed and formed everything large and 
small.  Whether this taste was good or bad is less important than one might suppose, if only it 
was a single taste!” (GS 290) 
27 See, “…every action is unknowable… our opinions, valuations, and tables of what is good 
certainly belong to the most powerful levers in the involved mechanism of our actions, but in any 
particular case the law of their mechanism is indemonstrable.  Let us therefore limit ourselves to 
the purification of our opinions and valuations and to the creation of our own new tables of what 
is good… “ (GS 335)   See also, “…  Where, then, must we reach with our hopes?  Toward new 
philosophers; there is not choice; toward spirits strong and original enough to provide the stimuli 
for opposite valuations and to revalue and invert ‘eternal values’; toward forerunners, toward men 
of the future who in the present tie the knot and constraint that forces the will of millennia upon 
new tracks.  To teach man the future of man as his will, as dependent on a human will, and to 
prepare great ventures and over-all attempts of discipline and cultivation by way of putting an end 
to that gruesome dominion of nonsense and accident that has so far been called ‘history’…” 
(BGE 203) 
28 I realize that there may be a correlation between our values and actions without causation.  But 
if causation is nothing but perceived regularity – as the Humean view that Nietzsche seems to be 
working with suggests – then insofar as there is constant conjunction between values and 
actions, there is no reason to deny that one causes the other. 
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what we can be.   This kind of freedom Nietzsche thinks we can have is not a 

metaphysical one in which we can create ourselves out of nothing, or choose 

freely among alternatives.  It is rather a more natural one that depends on 

one's ability to become something that one values. 

One may be concerned that the view under discussion in which freedom 

is creating oneself in accordance to one’s values overlooks the possibility that 

the values we hold are themselves determined by facts beyond our control.  If 

so, it may not be right to say that we are autonomous when we act in accordance 

to our values.29  As I argued earlier, I do not think that Nietzsche claims that our 

values are determined (or not) but rather that certain options are circumscribed.  

The issue of whether or not these values are determined is not one we can 

settle.  But in any event, I think that Nietzsche’s view of autonomy does not rely 

on the falsity of determinism, not even the falsity of psychic determinism.  That 

we seek to act or to be in ways that we value seems to depend on a drive that 

would itself have to be dominant in the autonomous individual, something like a 

desire to be such that one can endorse one’s own actions.  We achieve 

autonomy when we develop our drives in one way or another according to our 

values.  Our attempts to shape our drives according to our values is itself 

motivated by another drive, a second order drive which determines which first 

order drives are to be effective.  This drive is something like a desire for 

autonomy which motivates us to act only in ways that we value.   

                                                 
29 Leiter makes this point in relation to Nietzsche’s view.  See, Nietzsche on Morality, chapter 3. 
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Furthermore, autonomy does not simply require that we act according to 

the values we hold but also that our values be in a sense our own, that they be 

values that we ourselves endorse.  It is this desire for autonomy that is supposed 

to drive the re-evaluation of values that Nietzsche encourages.  In essay III of the 

Genealogy, Nietzsche argues that values, moral or otherwise, require an ideal 

that supports them, an ideal in terms of which we justify acting in one way or 

another.  Nietzsche thinks that the ideal that justifies morality is not the only 

possible ideal; there may be others.  He argues for the need to re-evaluate the 

values we hold, moral values in particular.  This re-evaluation involves 

considering whether these values are beneficial or detrimental to bringing about 

a certain ideal, but it also involves deciding what that ideal should be.  Nietzsche 

is somewhat ambiguous as to whether there is already an alternative ideal 

(something like human excellence or flourishing) which can be used to 

successfully criticize the moral ideal, or whether we need to create such an 

alternative.  But in either case, he seems to think that there is a perspective from 

which moral values themselves can be criticized. 30   

 So Nietzsche thinks that morality and the ideal of humanity that supports it 

needs to be reconsidered.  He claims that the question we need to ask is 

whether this is the best we can hope for humanity?  Or is it simply one (required) 

step in our evolution?  I don’t take it that Nietzsche wants to do away morality but 

                                                 
30 I take this to be the main point of the first essay of the Genealogy, that values are created by 
people, we hold certain moral values today as a result of their creation by people who wanted to 
see their own lives and suffering as meaningful.  In the first essay, Nietzsche compares moral 
values with other types of values so as to point out that there are other possibilities.  
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he thinks that we are capable of other types of excellence that may conflict with 

the reigning moral ideal.31   

                                                 
31 Susan Wolf makes a point along these lines in “Moral Saints” The Journal of Philosophy, Vo. 
79, No. 8 (August 1982).  She argues that the moral ideal conflicts with other ideals that we may 
hold and that it is not clear that the moral ideal should take precedence over the others.  She 
writes, “… if the moral saint is devoting all his time to feeding the hungry or healing the sick or 
raising money from Oxfam, then necessarily he is not reading Victorian novels, playing the oboe, 
or improving his backhand.  Although no one of the interests or tastes in the category containing 
these latter activities could be claimed to be a necessary element in a life well lived, a life in 
which none of these possible aspects of character are developed may seem to be a life strangely 
barren.” (436)  “Since either point of view [the moral and that of individual perfection] provides a 
way of comprehensively evaluating a person’s life, each point of view takes account of, and, in a 
sense, subsumes the other.  From the moral point of view, the perfection of an individual life will 
have some, but limited, value – for each individual remains, after all, just one person among 
others.  From the perfectionist point of view, the moral worth of an individual’s relation to his 
world will likewise have some, but limited, value – for, as I have argued, the (perfectionist) 
goodness of an individual’s life does not vary proportionally with the degree to which it 
exemplifies moral goodness.”  Wolf argues that “we must be willing to raise normative questions 
from a perspective unattached to any system of values.” (439)  We can see Nietzsche’s project 
as evaluating the moral point of view from the perfectionist – or from an unattached – point of 
view. 

 37



 

 
Chapter 2 

 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, Nietzsche criticizes morality for 

depending on a kind of freedom which we cannot know to exist.  If morality 

requires free will and free will cannot be known to exist, then there may be 

reasons to doubt our knowledge of morality.  Many will think that this poses a 

serious problem for Kant, who is often taken to hold that moral obligation 

depends on a proof of freedom.  However, I think that this is not the best way to 

interpret Kant.  Although at times Kant seems to say that freedom is necessary 

for morality and that we do have that kind of freedom, at a number of other points 

he says that it cannot be proved that we have freedom and that what is required 

for morality is not freedom but considering oneself free.1   

 If this is how Kant conceives the relationship between freedom and 

morality, Nietzsche’s criticism will not apply: the criticism operates on the 

assumption that morality requires a certain kind of freedom and then aims to 

show that we cannot know ourselves to actually have that sort of freedom.  On 

the interpretation of Kant I am recommending, this assumption is not required, 

and so Kant can (and does) grant that we do not know ourselves to have the sort 

of freedom in question.  However, Kant’s view is open to another criticism which 
                                                 
1 See for example, “Now I say that every being which cannot act otherwise than under the Idea of 
freedom is thereby really free in a practical respect.  That is to say, all laws which are inseparably 
bound with freedom hold for it just as if its wills were proved free in itself by theoretical 
philosophy.” (Groundwork 65)  All references to Kant’s Groundwork are from the L. W. Beck 
translation, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, Prentice Hall, 1997. 
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Nietzsche also makes: freedom, morality, and reason may all be an illusion.  

Nietzsche claims that the fact that morality, freedom, or reason look real to us 

can be explained in ways that are compatible with their being an illusion.  Thus 

he claims, unless something other than their seeming real is presented in their 

support, we cannot know them to be so.   

 Kant himself is aware of this problem but does not seem to be able to deal 

with it properly.  This becomes particularly apparent when looking at what could 

be read as Kant’s few attempts to prove the existence of freedom; they are 

based on the “fact of reason” or the “awareness of the moral law”.2  Now, could 

our reason and our awareness of the moral law themselves be illusions?  While 

Kant considers this possibility, he does not seem to take it seriously enough.  He 

claims to be concerned with the requirements of morality.  Whether there has 

ever actually been a moral act or not is beside the point; morality may still be the 

ideal to which we ought to aspire.3  However, his justification of morality does 

depend on reason and freedom.  If our believing ourselves to be free and to be 

rational are shown to be unjustified assumptions then, morality as Kant envisions 

it seems to be left unjustified. 

                                                 
2 These can be found in the Critique of Practical Reason and will be discussed in the last section 
of the present chapter.  References to The Critique of Practical Reason are from the Beck 
translation, Prentice Hall, 1993. 
3 He says, for example, “Our concern is with actions of which perhaps the world has never had 
an example, with actions whose feasibility might be seriously doubted by those who base 
everything on experience, and yet with actions inexorably commanded by reason.  For example 
pure sincerity in friendship can be demanded of every man, and this demand is not in the least 
diminished if a sincere friend has never existed, because this duty, as duty in general, prior to all 
experience lies in the Idea of reason which determines the will on a priori grounds.”  (Groundwork 
24) 
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If we take Kant’s critical philosophy seriously enough, and hold that 

freedom is necessary for morality, we cannot answer the question of whether 

morality is objectively real or not.  If we hold with Kant that morality depends on 

the assumption of freedom and not on its proof, then it isn’t clear why morality 

would be any more real or certain than freedom.  Kant’s claim that morality is 

real seems to be a sign of a leftover dogmatism which a more critical Nietzsche 

is willing to give up.4   

 In section I, I will discuss Kant’s argument for a conceptual connection 

between freedom and morality via autonomy.  The later steps of this argument 

are the target of the second criticism by Nietzsche that I discussed in chapter 1; I 

will consider them again at greater length in the later chapters of the present 

work.  The rest of this chapter, however, is concerned with showing where the 

argument that I will be discussing in the first section leaves us if it is correct given 

Kant’s other views.  Sections II and III argue that Kant’s theoretical commitments 

do not allow him to prove freedom and that Kant himself did not attempt to do so 

in order to justify morality.  Section IV discusses his attempt to justify morality 

based on the assumption that we are free, even if whether we are actually free 

has not been established.  Finally, in section V will discuss two alternative 

interpretations arguing that Kant is actually attempting to prove freedom in the 

Groundwork. 
                                                 
4 On a similar note, Karl Ameriks remarks that “at the very end of his career Kant frankly 
acknowledged that his practical philosophy was “dogmatic” and that only his theoretical 
philosophy was to be called critical” (“Kant’s Deduction of Freedom and Morality”, Journal of the 
History of Philosophy, 1981:Jan, 72.) 
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I 

Kant starts section III of the Groundwork by explicitly arguing for the connection 

between freedom and morality.  Kant claims that the concepts of freedom and 

morality imply each other.  The key passage where he argues for this claim in 

the Groundwork is at the beginning of Section III, immediately following his 

definition of freedom as the independence from external causes.  The passage is 

worth citing at length since it contains a condensed form of the argument I will be 

considering. 

The preceding definition of freedom is negative and therefore affords no 
insight into its essence.  But a positive concept of freedom flows from it 
which is so much the richer and more fruitful.  Since the concept of a 
causality entails that of laws according to which something (i.e., the effect) 
must be established through something else which we call cause, it 
follows that freedom is by no means lawless even though it is not a 
property of the will according to laws of nature.  Rather, it must be a 
causality of a peculiar kind according to immutable laws.  Otherwise a free 
will would be an absurdity.  Natural necessity is, as we have seen, a 
heteronomy of efficient causes, for every effect is possible only according 
to the law that something else determines the efficient cause to its 
causality.  What else, then, can the freedom of the will be but autonomy 
(i.e., the property of the will to be law to itself)?  The proposition that the 
will is a law to itself in all its actions, however, only expresses the principle 
that we should act according to no other maxim than that which can also 
have itself as a universal law for its object.  And this is just the formula of 
the categorical imperative and the principle of morality.  Therefore a free 
will and a will under moral laws are identical. (Groundwork 63) 

 

This argument connecting freedom and morality seems to go as follows5: 

                                                 
5 Thomas Hill and Henry Allison reconstruct this argument in similar terms.  See Hill “Kant’s 
Argument for the Rationality of Moral Conduct,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 66, 1985; and 
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1) A free will is a will that is independent of foreign causes. 

2) Insofar as the will enters into causal relations, it must behave according to 

laws; otherwise it would be an absurdity (this is supposed to be a truth 

about causation). 

3) The will cannot be governed by laws of nature, otherwise it would be 

unfree. 

4) So, the will must be governed by self-given laws (the will is thus 

autonomous). 

5) The categorical imperative must be the self-given law. 

6) The categorical imperative is the moral law. 

This argument is supposed to establish a conceptual connection between 

freedom and morality so that one cannot think of oneself as free without thereby 

thinking of oneself as obligated.  Kant thinks that if we start with the assumption 

of freedom, we can derive moral obligation from it, via the concept of autonomy.   

 The argument, however interesting, has several problems which of course 

have not escaped notice.  The second step is highly questionable.  I will be 

discussing it in some detail in chapter 3 when I discuss Korsgaard’s argument for 

it.  For the moment, I will just assume that it is correct.  Given Kant’s definition of 

freedom in the first step, the third step seems to follow from the second together 

with the plausible assumption that the laws of nature are external to the will.  But 

of course, many would question that being governed by the laws of nature 
                                                                                                                                                 
Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, Cambridge University Press, 1990, chapter 11.  Allison refers 
to this argument as the one establishing the “Reciprocity Thesis”.  
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makes the will unfree; indeed most compatibilists would do so.  In particular, this 

puts some strain on the definition of freedom given in the first step; if freedom is 

independence from foreign causes, it would seem that a determined will 

governed by the laws of nature could be free so long as it is internally 

determined.  It would be thus unclear why independence from external causes 

implies independence from the laws of nature.  But I take it that Kant thinks that 

insofar as the will is governed by the laws of nature, he thinks that its ultimate 

cause will be external to it.6   

 If we accept that the will must be governed by laws and that a free will 

cannot be caused by anything external; we get the fourth step the claim that the 

will must be autonomous – governed by self-imposed laws.  Steps five and six 

are supposed to have been established in the first two parts of the Groundwork 

and so are not argued for in Section III.  Step five states that the self-imposed 

law must be the categorical imperative; while step six states that the categorical 

imperative is the moral law.  Kant supports the claim that the categorical 

imperative is the only self-given law by arguing that a self-given law must be a 

law that is legislated by the will itself without being caused by anything external 

to it.7  And so it must govern the operation of reason itself as a formal constraint 

on how reason is to operate.  Such law would thus be valid for all rational beings 

independently of any particular attitudes they may have.  This is how the 
                                                 
6 Notice that this would seems to lead to the idea that the free will would have to be ultimately 
uncaused by anything external and so self-causing or causa sui. 
7 Kant thinks that desires are external to the will, they are given.  While a free will can decide 
whether to act on a desire or not, if the will were caused by a desire, it would be unfree.    
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argument is supposed to take us to the categorical imperative, the requirement 

that one be governed in one’s actions by a laws that one can will to be universal 

laws.  His argument showing that the categorical imperative is the moral law 

attempts to show that the formal constraints the categorical imperative yields are 

the same as those of morality. 

 Notice, however, that it looks as though the will may be independent of 

necessitation by something external without thereby being subject to the 

categorical imperative.  Insofar as the will is not necessitated by the agent’s 

desires – even assuming that they are external to the will and that the will must 

be governed by a self-given law – why must the will be subject to the categorical 

imperative, that is, be subject to a law that can be willed to be universal?  I take it 

that Kant’s response is that a law that applies only to oneself would not be a law 

at all.  A law must be such that at least it could be valid for others, insofar as it is 

a law it must be general or universal.  But notice that even granting that, we 

arrive at the requirement only that we act according to a maxim that is suitable to 

be a universal law, not the requirement that we act according to a maxim that 

could be willed to be a universal law.  A law requiring us to do what best satisfies 

one’s desires could be a universal law and thus it would satisfy the formal 

constraint as to what counts as a law.8

                                                 
8 I take it that Kant thinks that such a law could not be the law of a free will.  In acting on such a 
law one would have to be motivated by the particular desires which one intends to satisfy and 
thus one would not be autonomous but heteronomous.  Notice however that although this would 
exclude any particular hypothetical imperative from being the law of a free will, it does not seem 
to exclude the Hypothetical Imperative from being the law of a free will.  The Hypothetical 
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 There is another issue for step five of Kant’s argument however.  

Assuming that a law must be universal, why isn’t any universal prescription valid 

as a law of a free will?  Why is there any restriction as to what can be the 

universal law that restricts one’s will, besides it being universal in form?  There is 

a gap between a will that is governed by a self-imposed law and such law being 

the moral law.   

 I think that Kant attempts to fill this gap through the concept of a rational 

agent although it is unclear whether this concept can do all the work that Kant 

wants it to do.9  Kant conceives of a rational agent as one who acts on maxims.  

Maxims are subjective rules, and insofar as they are rules at all, they must be 

formulated as universal.  But rational agents must regard their maxims as in 

some way justifiable, they can’t just choose any maxim randomly; this would 

count against their rationality.  Once granted that rational agency requires 

justifying one’s actions, one may argue that a justification is not a justification at 

all if it is not applicable to others in similar circumstances.  Insofar as a certain 

consideration justifies my action, it would have to justify the action of someone 

else in relevantly similar circumstances.  A justification that is valid only for 

                                                                                                                                                 
Imperative tells us to take the means to our ends.  This law would not seem to depend on any 
particular end of the individual and as such it would seem to be a possible candidate for the law 
of a free will.  In chapter five, I will discuss this issue further, whether the Hypothetical Imperative 
could be a law of a rational agent and thus in a sense a categorical imperative, may be even the 
only categorical imperative.  This possibility has received some attention by Hill, “The 
Hypothetical Imperative”, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 82 No. 4, October 1973; Dreier, 
“Humean Doubts about Categorical Imperatives”, Varieties of Practical Reasoning, Millgram ed., 
MIT Press, 2001; and Korsgaard, “The Normativity of Instrumental Reason”, Ethics and Practical 
Reason, Cullity and Gaut eds., Oxford University Press, 1997.  
9 The following attempt is particularly indebted to Allison’s reconstruction of the argument, ch. 11. 
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myself, would not be a justification at all and thus the norm that I appeal to in 

justifying my actions must be universal. 

 The problem with this argument is that even if it were right it does not 

solve the problem mentioned above; it still allows for too many laws besides the 

moral law.  All that it requires is that the principles determining one’s actions be 

suitable for universal law.  But the categorical imperative requires that one be 

able to will one’s actions to be universal laws.  To will that others act on their own 

self-interest would probably be against one’s own self-interest; and so there 

would be a contradiction in trying to will this as a universal law.  But no 

contradiction would exist if one simply regards this as a law that others could 

also act on. 10          

 I have here mentioned some of the problems with the argument for the 

connection between freedom and morality as Kant envisioned it.  I don’t expect 

the present brief discussion to be decisive; I will spend the next three chapters 

discussing similar attempts to make this argument work.  In particular, I will be 

concerned with arguments attempting to establish the connection between the 

last three steps of the argument through the conception of a rational agent.  In 

the remainder of this chapter, I will consider where this argument, if sound, 

leaves Kant’s justification of morality.   

                                                 
10 I will be discussing with more care and detail other versions of this argument in the later 
chapters.  In particular I will discuss Nagel’s argument for the rational constrain that one act on 
those maxims which one can will universally, in chapter 4.  Some of the same considerations will 
come up in my discussion of Korsgaard in chapter 3. 
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The result of the argument is that if we start from the assumption that we 

are free we can derive from it the moral law, or moral obligation.  Even if this 

were right, the argument does not show that we are indeed free or that we are 

indeed obligated.  In the rest of this chapter, I will argue that Kant’s theoretical 

commitments do not allow him to prove that we are free and that Kant himself 

realized this.  Indeed immediately following the passage cited in the last section 

from the beginning of section III of the Groundwork, Kant says,  

Thus if freedom of the will is presupposed, morality together with its 
principle follows from it by the mere analysis of its concepts. (Groundwork 
64) 
 

It is clear from this and his subsequent discussion that Kant does not intend this 

argument to have shown more than the conceptual connection between freedom 

and morality.  Furthermore, I do not think that Kant attempts to prove freedom in 

the Groundwork at all; but if I am right, this would seem to leave morality 

obviously unjustified and Kant is certainly attempting to justify morality in the 

Groundwork.   But as my discussion will show, Kant attempts to derive moral 

obligation from the inescapable conception of a free rational agent, without 

attempting to settle whether we are indeed free.  

 

II 

In the third section of the Groundwork, Kant is concerned with showing that 

morality is real and “not a mere phantom of the mind”.  Although Kant seems to 

think that proving that we are free is the best way of showing morality to be real, 
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his theoretical philosophy, being critical, does not allow him to prove freedom to 

be real.11  He thus attempts to provide a justification of morality based on the 

assumption of freedom, instead of a proof of freedom.  In section III, I will discuss 

his arguments for the justification of morality based on the assumption of 

freedom.  In the current section and the next, however, I will be concerned with 

his views about freedom as they are presented in the Groundwork.  The present 

section will be concerned with demonstrating the possibility of freedom while 

section II will be dealing with the possibility of knowing freedom to be real.  By 

pointing to some of the serious conceptual difficulties with attempting to prove 

freedom to be real given Kant’s theoretical commitments, I will make clear why 

morality may need to be based on something other than a proof of freedom. 

Kant is often taken to be an incompatibilist, holding that freedom and 

determinism are incompatible.12  The main reason is that he does not think that 

the type of freedom advocated by compatibilists is sufficient to differentiate us 

from animals and the rest of the natural world. 13  Because Kant thinks that 

                                                 
11 For the distinction between dogmatic and critical, see for example, “The first step in matters of 
pure reason, marking its infancy, is dogmatic.  The second step is skeptical; and indicates that 
experience has rendered our judgment wiser and more circumspect.  But a third step, such as 
can be taken only by fully matured judgment, based on assured principles of proved universality, 
is now necessary, namely, to subject to examination, not the facts of reason, but reason itself, in 
the whole extent of its powers, and as regards its aptitude for pure a priori modes of knowledge.  
This is not the censorship but the criticism of reason, whereby not its present bounds but its 
determinate [and necessary] limits, not its ignorance on this or that point but its ignorance in 
regard to all possible questions of a certain kind, are demonstrated from principles, and not 
merely arrived at by way of conjecture.”  (Critique of Pure Reason 607) 
12 Henry Allison and Susan Wolf provide recent examples (Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom; 
and Wolf, Freedom Within Reason, Oxford University Press, New York 1990). 
13 Kant famously says that the freedom usually advocated by compatibilists (causal determination 
by something internal) is “no better than the freedom of a turnspit, which once bound up also 
carries out its motions of itself” (Critique of Practical Reason 101) 
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humans are different from the rest of the natural world with respect to their 

freedom, he is said to advocate a distinctly incompatibilist notion of freedom.  In 

the Groundwork, Kant defines freedom as the property of the will which allows it 

to be causally effective without itself being causally determined by anything 

external to it (Groundwork 63).  Natural necessity is a property of things by which 

they are “determined to activity [only] by the influence of foreign causes” 

(Groundwork 63).  Freedom then for Kant implies the absence of necessitation.  

And so, this view of freedom seems to be explicitly incompatible with 

determinism. 

 On the other hand, Kant is sometimes taken to be a compatibilist, holding 

that freedom and determinism are compatible.14  He makes several claims that 

lean in that direction, in particular, he says that his goal is to show that freedom  

does not contradict the mechanism of nature.15  So, there is one sense in which 

Kant does argue that freedom and determinism are compatible:  Freedom is 

compatible with the determinism of nature, where nature is the world as it 

appears to us.   

                                                 
14 See for example, Allen Wood, “Kant’s Compatibilism”, and Ralph Meerbote, “Commentary: 
Kant on Freedom and the Rational and Morally Good Will”, both in Self and Nature in Kant’s 
Philosophy, Allen Wood ed., Cornell University Press, 1984. 
15 There are lots of statements of this point.  See for example, “Philosophy must therefore 
assume that no true contradiction will be found between freedom and natural necessity in the 
same human actions, for it cannot give up the concept of nature any more than that of freedom” 
(Groundwork 73).   “Hence if we should never be able to conceive how freedom is possible, at 
least this apparent contradiction must be convincingly eradicated.  For if even the thought of 
freedom contradicted itself or nature, it would have to be surrendered in competition with natural 
necessity” (Groundwork 74). 
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 In section III of the Groundwork, Kant appeals to a familiar distinction from 

his earlier works between two ways of thinking about objects: as they appear to 

us and as they are in themselves, independent of our perceptions of them.  He 

calls the first way of thinking about objects sensible and the second intelligible.  

Given these two ways of thinking about the world, he attempts to show that 

freedom is compatible with determinism: Things under one description (sensible) 

may be determined, while under another (intelligible) they may be free.   If this 

were the case, then the determinism of all existing things (although not all 

existing things under all descriptions) could be compatible with freedom, even 

where freedom is defined as the absence of determinism. The main problem with 

this view is that it isn’t clear how you may have determinism under one 

description while freedom under another, if the two descriptions refer to the same 

objects.  If one thing is causally determined under its sensible description, how 

could that same thing not be causally determined under its intelligible 

description?  It seems rather strange to hold that something may be causally 

related to something else under one description while not under another.   

 In “Mental Events”, Davidson refers to Kant’s view in the Groundwork and 

attempts to make sense of it.16  In particular, Davidson is concerned with 

explaining how on a view like Kant’s, it is possible for determinism to be true with 

respect to one description while false with respect to the other.  This is exactly 

                                                 
16 Davidson’s concern is not with interpreting Kant’s view but with explaining how a view like it 
could be made sense of.  Davidson, “Mental Events”, Essay son Actions and Events, Oxford 
University Press, 2001. 
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the problem that Kant needs to solve for his view to make sense.  Davidson 

holds that causal relations apply to events, not to descriptions; and yet that 

deterministic laws apply to descriptions, not events17.  Davidson attempts to 

explain how it is possible for one event to be determined under one description 

while not be determined under another description, all this without thereby giving 

up the view that causal relations are extensional (i.e. that they apply to events 

and not to particular descriptions of events).  He says that one event may have 

both a physical and a mental description.  The physical description corresponds 

to Kant’s sensible realm while the mental corresponds to Kant’s intelligible realm.  

Deterministic laws involve only the physical (the sensible) description of events 

while mental (intelligible) descriptions cannot figure in laws.   

 Davidson’s view may be able to explain how the mental could be a cause 

without being determined.  This is essential to Kant’s view, he wants the 

intelligible to be a “cause through freedom”, i.e., to be a cause without itself 

being causally determined.  Davidson holds that although there are no laws in 

terms of mental predicates, mental events can be causes because causal 

relations apply extensionally to events, irrespective of description; and so if a 

certain event is a cause, it is so under all descriptions.  The deterministic laws 

however, apply only in terms of the physical description.   

                                                 
17 Davidson’s discussion deals with events.  Kant does not always refer to events but sometimes 
to what I loosely have been calling “objects” or “things” and other times to actions or what Kant 
calls “the causality of rational beings” (i.e. the will) and “the causality of irrational beings”.  I think 
that referring to “events” may be problematic in connection with Kant because events seem 
always to be in time and would thus be phenomenal. 

 51



 

 Although Davidson’s account is helpful in thinking about the problem, I 

don’t think that his solution would be satisfying to Kant.  One problem is that 

Davidson claims that on Kant’s view the mental is anomalous or lawless, while 

Kant says that to think of the will as lawless would be an absurdity (Groundwork 

63).  The intelligible for Kant must be subject to laws, even if these laws are 

different from natural laws.  But maybe this is not a problem.  Although Kant 

explicitly warns against thinking of the intelligible as lawless, what he means by 

intelligible laws is very different from natural laws.  In particular, it may be that 

intelligible laws do not determine the will in the same way natural laws determine 

the course of nature.  And so, Davidson’s account may show how the sensible 

and the intelligible could obey different types of laws. 18   

 However, Kant’s definition of freedom is lack of causal determination by 

something external.19  Although Davidson’s account may show how the mental is 

not subject to deterministic physical laws, it is not clear that it is able to show that 

it is not caused by something external, which is Kant’s concern here.  If causal 

relations are extensional then if the will is caused by something external under 

any description, it will be caused by something external (even if there are no 

                                                 
18 Some of what Kant says can be used to support Davidson’s interpretation of the intelligible as 
lawless, see for example, “the intelligible world is only a negative thought with respect to the 
world of sense, which does not give reason any laws for determining the will” (Groundwork 76).  
Most of the time however, Kant seems to think that the will in its intelligible character is 
determined by laws, but that these laws are legislated by the will itself and so that the will is self-
determining.  See for example, “[the will] is a faculty of determining himself to act as an 
intelligence and thus according to laws of reason independently of natural instincts” (Groundwork 
77).  “The practical use of reason with respect to freedom leads also to an absolute necessity, 
but to the necessity only of laws of actions of a rational being as such (Groundwork 81). 
19 “…freedom would be that property of this causality [the will] by which it can be effective 
independent of foreign causes determining it” (Groundwork 63, emphasis added). 
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laws that apply to it under all descriptions).  And if it is caused by something 

external; then it cannot be free under Kant’s characterization of freedom.20

 So, I do not think Davidson’s solution helps Kant here.  Kant is seeking a 

will that can be a cause without itself being externally caused.  Given his 

commitment to a two-description view, the only option available to him seems to 

be to deny that causal relations are extensional.  Although this may seem 

unintuitive, on further thought it seems to be exactly what Kant is up to.  

Causation, for Kant, is not a property of things but a property of things as they 

are experienced by us.21  And so, something may be involved in a causal relation 

insofar as it is experienced by us, while it may not be as it is in itself.  So, there 

seem to be two alternatives: Either the intelligible can be a cause, and thus can 

take part in causal relations but then it may be causally determined.  Or if it is not 

capable of being involved in causal relations, but then how could it be a cause?22

The discussion above is meant to shed light on Kant’s attempts to show 

that freedom is compatible with the determinism of nature.  While this is not an 

easy task, it is a task he takes to be necessary in order to justify morality.  While 

                                                 
20 The issue here is whether for Kant independence of “foreign causes determining it” implies 
lack of determination according to laws but not necessarily lack of causation (which is Davidson’s 
take) or whether it implies lack of causation by something external (which is my take).  This is not 
easily settled because Kant does not really make a distinction between being caused and being 
determined.  This is evidenced by his repeated use of “causal determination” and his claim that 
causality implies determining laws. 
21 See for example, “Even the concept of causality, having its application and hence significance 
only in relation to appearances which it connects into experiences (as shown in the Critique of 
Pure Reason), is not enlarged by this reality so as to extend its employment beyond these 
boundaries”  (Critique of Practical Reason 51).   
22 For a suggestive defense of interpreting Kant along Davidson’s anomalous monism, see Ralf 
Meerbote, “Commentary: Kant on Freedom and the Rational and Morally Good Will.” 
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Kant does not think that freedom needs to be proved for morality to be justified, 

the possibility of freedom given natural necessity does need to be shown. 

Notice that although Kant attempts to show that freedom is possible, he 

does not think that freedom can be proved to exist.  I appealed to Davidson’s 

account in order to explain how Kant may be able to show that freedom is 

compatible with the determinism of nature.  But while Davidson seems to be 

trying to show that the mental is lawless or free, Kant does not think that this can 

be known.  I now turn to discuss why Kant is led to the view that freedom cannot 

be known to be true. 

 

III 

In the Groundwork, Kant alternates between, first, the weaker claim that a proof 

of freedom is not necessary for justifying morality (so that he will not attempt to 

prove it) and second, the stronger claim that freedom cannot be proved to exist 

at all (and so that he will not attempt to prove it).  In either case, he makes it 

clear that he will not be concerned with trying to prove that we are free and that 

doing so is not in any case necessary for morality.  I find that as far as the 

Groundwork goes, the second and stronger claim is the one that Kant is 

defending.  Although there are some instances of the weaker claim,23 he makes 

the stronger claim pretty clear in several passages.  See for example, 

                                                 
23 For one of the few instances of the weaker claim, see the footnote on page 65 (quoted in full 
later in this paper).  He makes this weaker claim at the beginning of Section Three, as he 
progresses in his argument; he only makes the stronger claim. 
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…freedom is only an Idea of reason whose objective reality in itself is 
doubtful, while nature is a concept of the understanding which shows and 
must necessarily show its reality by examples of experience.  
(Groundwork 73) 

 
It is just the same as if I sought to find out how freedom itself as the 
causality of the will is possible, for in so doing I would leave the 
philosophical basis of explanations behind, and I have no other.  Certainly 
I could revel in the intelligible world, the world of intelligences, which still 
remains to me; but although I have a well-founded Idea of it, still I do not 
have the least knowledge of it, nor can I ever attain knowledge of it by all 
the exertions of my natural faculty of reason.  (Groundwork 80) 
 

It may seem surprising that Kant does not think that freedom can be proved.24  

Kant himself is not always careful enough and sometimes sounds like he is 

saying that freedom has been proved.25  However, examining what he says 

about the distinction between the sensible and the intelligible, it becomes clear 

that the same distinction that allows Kant to show that freedom does not 

contradict natural necessity is the one that commits him to denying that freedom 

can be shown to be true. 

 As discussed above, Kant thinks that there is no contradiction between 

thinking of ourselves as at once free and determined.  Insofar as we think of 

ourselves as part of the sensible world, we must think of ourselves as 

determined by natural laws.  He holds however, that we must think of ourselves 

also as members of the intelligible world, and when we do so, we think of 

                                                 
24 I find the stronger claim to be a better interpretation of Kant’s view in the Groundwork because, 
assuming that he makes the weaker claim while leaving open the possibility that freedom may be 
proved contradicts the several instances of the stronger claim.  However, assuming that he is 
affirming the stronger claim does not contradict the weaker claim. 
25 I will explain some of those in the last section; they mostly deal with the assumption of freedom 
and not with freedom itself. 
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ourselves as free.  The conception of the intelligible world, however, does not 

involve a positive claim about what kinds of things there are; it rather marks the 

limits of what we can know (Groundwork 76).  Kant claims that we cannot know 

anything about the world as it is in itself and so, we cannot know whether 

freedom is real or not.  To claim that freedom is real would be to overstep these 

limits and make claims about the world as it is independent of our experiences of 

it.   

 Kant is somewhat ambiguous as to why we can neither know ourselves to 

be free or not free.  One way of interpreting what he says is that we cannot know 

whether we are free or not because we cannot know anything about how things 

are independently of our experience.  Another interpretation is that we cannot 

know whether we are free or not because the word “knowledge” does not mean 

anything when applied to things in themselves.  I think that the first interpretation 

is better because the second one does not allow any knowledge of things 

independently of our experience, not even their existence, which Kant repeatedly 

claims we can know. 

But where determination according to natural laws comes to an end, there 
too all explanation ceases, and nothing remains but defense (i.e., 
refutation of the objections from those who pretend to have seen more 
deeply into the essence of things and who boldly declare freedom to be 
impossible).  We can show them only that the supposed contradiction they 
have discovered lies nowhere else than in their necessarily regarding man 
[only] as appearance in order to make natural law valid with respect to 
human actions, and now when we require them to think of man qua 
intelligence as a thing regarded only as it is in itself, they still persist in 
considering him as appearance [only].  Obviously, then, the detachment of 
his causality (his will) from all natural laws of the world of sense in one 
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and the same subject is a contradiction, but this disappears when they 
reconsider and confess, as is reasonable, that behind the appearances 
things regarded as they are in themselves must stand as their hidden 
ground, and that we cannot expect the laws of the activity of these 
grounds to be the same as those under which their appearances stand.  
(Groundwork 77) 
 

 One may think that Kant proves that we are free as follows:  causality 

applies only to the realm of experience; beyond it, the concept of causality does 

not apply; thus we are free.  However, Kant rejects that this is a way of showing 

freedom to be real.  The reason mentioned above is that he doesn’t think we can 

know anything about what the world is like independent of our experiences.  

Another reason is that he thinks that causality does apply in the world as it is in 

itself, at least insofar as there are causal relations between the intelligible and 

the sensible world.  The intelligible for Kant does cause actions and so it cannot 

be said that causality does not apply altogether beyond our experiences.  He 

seems to think that we can know the intelligible to cause our actions because we 

have experience of the effects.  So, Kant does not think that we can know things 

in themselves to be causally determined but he does think that things in 

themselves cause things in the phenomenal world.26  If he claimed that we can 

know ourselves to be free because “causation” is a concept that applies only to 

experiences, he could not consistently claim that things in themselves cause our 

experiences; something he wants to hold on to, in particular for our own will.  

                                                 
26 See for example, “The causality of these actions lies in him as an intelligence and in effects 
and actions in accordance with principles of an intelligible world, of which he knows only that 
reason alone, and indeed pure reason independent of sensibility, gives the law in it” (Groundwork  
75). 
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Furthermore, he holds that a free will is self causing.  Keep in mind that the 

definition of freedom given in the Groundwork is “that property of this causality 

[the will] by which it can be effective independent of foreign causes determining 

it” (Groundwork 63).27  Given such definition, Kant could not be claiming that we 

are free because the concept of causality does not apply to things in themselves.  

 
 

IV 

Whatever we decide about whether Kant is a compatibilist about freedom and 

determinism; I will argue that Kant is a compatibilist about determinism and 

moral obligation.  He rejects the view that moral obligation depends on 

determinism’s being shown to be false or on freedom’s being shown to be true.  I 

think that he is pushed to this rejection by the realization that his theoretical 

commitments do not allow a proof of freedom.  I attempted to show above, in 

section II, why Kant could be taken to defend the stronger claim that a proof of 

freedom is not possible.  But whether or not my interpretation there is convincing 

enough, the current section will rely only on the weaker claim that Kant will not 

attempt to prove freedom in order to show morality to be real.  The discussion in 

the earlier section at the very least should have elucidated why Kant may feel 

insecure about the possibility of proving freedom and thus would not want to 

base his moral philosophy on such proof.   

                                                 
27 See also, “… it is just the same as if I sought to find out how freedom itself as the causality of a 
will is possible, for in so doing I would leave the philosophical basis of explanation behind, and I 
have no other” (Groundwork 80). 
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 Some of the main features of Kant’s view as presented in the Groundwork 

are as follows: 

1)  We cannot know ourselves to be free and cannot know ourselves to be 

unfree.  Either of these would require making claims that go beyond the world 

of possible experience and thus it would transcend our capacity for 

knowledge. 

2)  Practically, we need to consider ourselves free.  In order to deliberate, to 

reason about how to act, we need to think of ourselves as having options. 

3)  Morality requires (2) and not (1).  It is enough for morality that we think of 

ourselves as free.  Insofar as we do, the laws of morality will apply to us as if 

we were free. 

In the Third Section of the Groundwork Kant claims that what is necessary 

for morality is that we take ourselves to be free and not that we actually be free.  

He says that if in order to act, we must consider ourselves free, then we are free 

in a practical respect.28  However, notice that freedom in the practical respect as 

defined here does not require that we know ourselves to be free in a theoretical 

respect or that we know freedom to be actual.  This terminology is a source of 

misunderstanding in interpreting Kant since what he calls freedom in a practical 

respect would not normally be considered a realist view of freedom.  Freedom in 

the practical respect is an assumption that Kant claims we need to make in order 

                                                 
28 “Now I say that every being which cannot act otherwise than under the Idea of freedom is 
thereby really free in a practical respect.” (Groundwork 65) 
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to act.29   Even if it were true that we need to make such assumption to act, this 

does not constitute a proof that freedom is real.  Kant is clear on the distinction 

between practical and theoretical philosophy.  Theoretical philosophy tells us 

what the world is like; practical philosophy tells us how to act.  No practical 

assumption as such could constitute a claim of what the world is like.30

Kant is often taken to argue that freedom is necessary for moral 

responsibility.31  However, in the Groundwork, he repeatedly says that only 

considering oneself free is necessary for moral responsibility, while it is not 

necessary that we know ourselves actually to be free.  I take Kant to be 

presenting an agnostic view about freedom and yet to be claiming that 

considering oneself free is a requirement for morality to be binding.   

 Since we cannot know whether we are really free or not, it is theoretically 

open to think of ourselves as free, to think of ourselves as not free, or neither.  

Theoretical reason is not going to settle the issue one way or the other.32   

However, Kant claims that practical reason requires that we consider ourselves 

free and that to consider oneself free is to be free in a certain practical respect.  
                                                 
29 As it will become clear later, only actions involving deliberation seem to require the assumption 
of freedom. 
30 “The theoretical use of reason is concerned with objects of the merely cognitive faculty, and a 
critical examination of it with reference to this use deals really only with the pure cognitive faculty, 
because the latter raised the suspicion, which was subsequently confirmed, that it might easily 
pass beyond its boundaries and lose itself among unattainable objects or even among 
contradictory concepts.  It is quite different with the practical use of reason.  In the latter, reason 
deals with the grounds determining the will, which is a faculty either of bringing forth objects 
corresponding to conceptions or of determining itself, i.e., its causality to effect such objects…” 
(Critique of Practical Reason 15) 
31 Allison develops such interpretation with care.  In the last section of this chapter, I will discuss 
Allison’s claim that Kant is providing a proof of freedom in section III of the Groundwork.   
32 Strictly speaking, theoretical reason seems to require that we withhold judgment and do not 
make claims one way or another. 
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Now I say that every being which cannot act otherwise than under the 
Idea of freedom is thereby really free in a practical respect.  That is to say, 
all laws which are inseparably bound with freedom hold for it just as if its 
wills were proved free in itself by theoretical philosophy.  (Groundwork, p. 
65) 
 

He argues that freedom cannot be proved to be real by theoretical philosophy 

but that showing it to be an assumption that all rational beings must make when 

acting is enough for justifying morality.  Notice how clearly he puts this point in 

the footnote to the passage above: 

I propose this argument as sufficient to our purpose: Freedom as an Idea 
is posited by all rational beings as the basis for their actions.  I do so in 
order to avoid having to prove freedom also in its theoretical aspect.  For 
even if the latter is left unproved, the laws which would obligate a being 
who was really free would hold for a being who cannot act except under 
the Idea of his own freedom.  Thus we escape the onus which has been 
pressed on theory. (Groundwork 65) 33

 
Kant seems to be saying that morality does not require freedom but it requires 

that we consider ourselves free (in his own terms, “that we act under the Idea of 

freedom”).  He then claims that rational beings must act under the Idea of 

freedom because reason cannot function as reason if it sees itself as being 

influenced by anything other than rational considerations.  That is, if when 

making a certain judgment we think of reason as being influenced by anything 

other than reason, then we would not think of it as an operation of reason but as 

something else.  

                                                 
33 He repeats the same idea a little bit later, “We have finally reduced the definite concept of 
morality to the Idea of freedom, but we could not prove freedom to be actual in ourselves and in 
human nature.  We saw only that we must presuppose it if we would think of a being as rational 
and conscious of its causality with respect to actions, that is, as endowed with a will, and so we 
find that on the very same grounds we must ascribe to each being endowed with reason and will 
the property of determining itself to action under the Idea of its freedom.”  (Groundwork, p. 66) 
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 Kant thus seems to be claiming that even if we were influenced by 

something other than reason, in order for reason to operate one has to consider 

oneself as being influenced only by rational considerations and not as influenced 

by anything other than those considerations. 

Now we cannot conceive of a reason which, in making its judgments, 
consciously responds to a bidding from the outside, for then the subject 
would attribute the determination of its power of judgment not to reason 
but to an impulse.  Reason must regard itself as the author of its 
principles, independently of alien influences; consequently as practical 
reason or as the will of a rational being it must regard itself as free. 
(Groundwork 65)  
 

Kant claims that we cannot deliberate as to how to act and at the same time 

consider ourselves as being determined by nature to act in a certain way.  While 

trying to make a decision as to how we are going to act we must at least think of 

ourselves as able to make choices that are not themselves determined by forces 

external to our decision-making capacity.34   

 Once again, this requirement of considering ourselves free does not 

require that we actually be free.  Deliberation, according to Kant, requires that we 

think of ourselves as having alternatives and that we think of our will as being 

determined by nothing external.   

But we now see that, if we think of ourselves as free, we transport 
ourselves into the intelligible world as members of it and know the 
autonomy of the will together with its consequence, morality; whereas if 
we think of ourselves as obligated, we consider ourselves as belonging 

                                                 
34 See also, “As a rational being and thus as belonging to the intelligible world, man cannot think 
of the causality of his own will except under the Idea of freedom, for independence from the 
determining causes of the world of sense (an independence which reason must always ascribe to 
itself) is freedom.” (Groundwork 70) 
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both to the world of sense and at the same time to the intelligible world.  
(Groundwork 70) 
 

Notice that in this passage autonomy and morality is dependent on thinking 

ourselves free and not on actually being free.35   

 Kant claims that in order to act we must think of ourselves as free.  But 

notice that his argument for that claim has to do with deliberation.  It rather looks 

as though he thinks that in order to deliberate we must think of ourselves as 

having options and thus as free.  And he thinks that it follows that we must think 

of ourselves as obligated.  But notice that this does not mean that we are 

actually obligated.  

 

V 

There are two important interpretations of Kant’s views which argue that in the 

Critique of Practical Reason Kant attempts to justify morality on the basis of a 

proof of freedom.  My concern in this section will not be so much with which of 

the two accounts if any, most accurately depicts Kant’s view.  Rather, I will argue 

that neither of the two accounts succeed in justifying morality as Kant envisions 

it.36   

                                                 
35 See also, “In respect to their will, all men think of themselves as free.  Hence arise all 
judgments of acts as being such as ought to have been done, although they were not done.” 
(Groundwork 73) 
36 As far as Kant’s view in the Critique of Practical Reason, I think that he continues to hold the 
view of the Groundwork that I discussed earlier in this chapter.  There is good evidence for such 
view.  However, there are also some difficult passages which support something like Beck’s or 
Allison’s interpretations.  I will not argue for an interpretation of Kant’s view, but rather show that 
two possible ways of interpreting Kant’s view in the Critique do not help rationalism with the 
problems of the Groundwork. 
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 Lewis White Beck argues that Kant attempts to justifies morality through a 

proof of freedom in the Critique of Practical Reason.37  Henry Allison argues that 

in the same work Kant presents a proof of the reality of freedom and that he 

shows freedom to be real by first showing morality to be real.38  Although they 

disagree about its meaning, both of them take as a starting point the “fact of 

reason”.  If the arguments that Allison and Beck attribute to Kant are successful, 

then whether Kant’s or not, they would provide a way of dealing with the problem 

of the Groundwork, i.e. that for all we know morality may be “a mere phantom of 

the mind” or “a chimerical idea” (Groundwork 62). 

 Beck points out six different meanings the expression “fact of reason” 

seems to have in Kant’s writings.  They mostly fall into two categories:  Either the 

fact of reason is consciousness of something (of the moral law or of freedom); or 

the fact of reason is what we are conscious of (that there is a moral law, that this 

law can determine the will, that this is a law of autonomy) (Beck 209).  Beck 

argues that on both accounts, the fact of reason fails to do what Kant wants it to 

do, i.e. justify morality.  On the first account, the problem is that consciousness of 

something does not entail that the thing we are conscious of is real.  So, if the 

fact of reason is that we are conscious of the moral law, we cannot conclude 

                                                 
37 See Lewis White Beck, “The Fact of Reason: An Essay on Justification in Ethics”, in Studies in 
the Philosophy of Kant, Bobbs-Merrill, Indianapolis 1965. 
38 See Henry Allison, “The Fact of Reason and the Deduction of Freedom” in Kant’s Theory of 
Freedom, chapter 13). 
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from it that the moral law is real; and similarly for freedom.39  On the second 

account, Kant comes out to be an intuitionist because he would be taking as 

given the reality of a fact about the world.  Beck argues that his view would then 

be subject to an important problem of intuitionism, that it cannot provide a way of 

distinguishing real from putative intuitions.  If consciousness of the moral law is 

an intuition of the moral law, it still needs to be determined whether this intuition 

corresponds to something real or not.40

 Beck argues that “the fact of reason” is best interpreted as the fact that 

there is pure reason.  He argues that this fact is known by reason “reflexively and 

not intuitively or modo directo”  (Beck 211).  On the view he is proposing, the fact 

of reason is not a fact external to reason but the realization that reason itself 

legislates.  Because this fact is not an external fact to be discovered, he holds 

that his view can avoid the troubles of intuitionism.  In summarizing his view, he 

says,  

To recapitulate: moral consciousness or consciousness of duty is an 
undisputed fact.  Prima facie, it does not justify the assertion that duty is a 
valid concept, for prima facie it seems to be an intuition of value, modo 
directo, which may be wrong.  But the moral law is not only the object of a 
putative intuition; it is not given to us in the first instance as a fact for 
consciousness, modo directo.  The moral law expresses nothing but the 
law-giving of reason itself, and this legislation is implicit in every rational 
choice, even though it might happen that every specific law or rule given 

                                                 
39 Allison picks up on this interpretation and argues that in the case of morality we can make an 
inference from the consciousness of the moral law to its reality.  I will be discussing this view 
below. 
40 Beck also gives some other reasons against interpreting Kant as an intuitionist with respect to 
the justification of ethics.  See for example, “An intuitionist is a kind of Platonist; for him, there is a 
given Idea or essence, set over against a receptive consciousness which accepts it without 
mediation or error.  But for Kant, the metaphysics of the moral law is not Platonic; the moral law 
is a creation of reason…”  (Beck 210) 
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by an imperfect human reason should in fact be wrong.  We might 
conceivably be wrong in every decision we make, but the decision, if 
made under the guidance of reason, is a fact or act of reason; and no 
other act is. (Beck 211) 
 

So Beck says that even if we are wrong about any given decision, insofar as we 

make a decision under the guidance of reason, then the fact of reason would be 

evident and reason would be shown to be practical.  But whether any particular 

decision is made under the guidance of reason is highly questionable.41  

Although it may be true that if any decision is made under the guidance of 

reason, reason would be practical, the problem of establishing that any decision 

is made in such a way is not very different from establishing the reality of 

practical reason. 

 Allison criticizes Beck’s account along similar lines.  He points out that if 

the fact of reason is interpreted to mean that reason is practical then Kant would 

be begging the question.  What Kant is trying to prove by appealing to the fact of 

reason is that reason is practical and this cannot be done by appealing to the 

fact that reason is practical.  Allison argues that the best way of interpreting what 

Kant means by “the fact of reason” is “the consciousness of standing under the 

moral law” (Allison 233).  He says that Kant’s argument takes us from the fact of 

reason to autonomy, which is also the reality of the moral law.  And from 
                                                 
41 Kant himself admits that this is not something we can establish.  “It is, in fact, absolutely 
impossible by experience to discern with complete certainty a single case in which the maxim of 
an action, however much it might conform to duty, rested solely on moral grounds and on the 
conception of one’s duty.  It sometimes happens that in the most searching self-examination we 
can find nothing except the moral ground of duty which could have been powerful enough to 
move us to this or that good action and to such great sacrifice.  But from this we cannot by any 
means conclude with certainty that a secret impulse of self-love, falsely appearing as the Idea of 
duty, was not actually the true determining cause of the will” (Groundwork 23).  
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autonomy to the independence from the mechanism of nature which for Kant is 

the same as freedom.  Allison’s concern is with a proof of freedom, not of the 

justification of the moral law.  However, because he claims Kant arrives at 

freedom via the justification of the moral law, the argument he attributes to Kant 

is meant to establish the reality of morality first and then the reality of freedom.42  

The crucial step is the move from the consciousness of the moral law to our 

autonomy or the reality of the moral law.   He argues that this crucial step can be 

accomplished if the fact of reason is shown to be indeed a fact of reason.   

 Allison argues that this can be done if we assume that morality imposes 

categorical requirements. 43  He reminds us that categorical imperatives address 

us independently of our empirical conditions:   

On the face of it, then, such a law [the moral law] could not be regarded 
as a product of empirically conditioned practical reason; for in that case it 
would be reduced to a counsel of prudence  (Allison 236).   
 

He claims then, that consciousness of the moral law is consciousness of 

categorical requirements on action.  Because we make a distinction between 

counsels of prudence and moral requirements, consciousness of the moral law 

must be consciousness of something other than counsels of prudence; it must be 

                                                 
42 Allison argues that in the Second Critique Kant reversed his strategy from that of the 
Groundwork.  He argues that while in the Groundwork, Kant attempted to show the reality of 
morality based on freedom; in the Second Critique he attempts to show the reality of freedom 
based on the reality of morality.  In the Second Critique, “The primacy of the moral law is 
conceptual, since it is precisely our consciousness of being subject to it (a consciousness we 
have even in violating its dictates) that makes us aware of our autonomy and, with it, our 
independence from the mechanism of nature.”  (Allison 243) 
43 Kant argued for this in the first two sections of the Groundwork.  Allison claims that he is 
assuming in this argument that we have accepted that morality is based on categorical 
imperatives.  If we have not and consider morality to be based on hypothetical imperatives, we 
will not find this argument convincing. (Allison 238) 
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consciousness of categorical not simply hypothetical requirements.  What needs 

to be shown however is that these requirements are indeed requirements of 

reason.  What is crucial for the argument to work is the move from 

consciousness of the requirements to their reality as requirements of pure 

reason.   

 Allison argues that what Kant realizes in the Second Critique is that one 

cannot accept his analysis of morality and deny that our consciousness of the 

moral law is a fact of reason.  In support of such view, Allison proposes the 

following, 

The point can be made clear by even a cursory consideration of what 
Kant’s analysis of morality has supposedly shown.  Certainly, its most 
basic result is that moral requirements are categorical in nature and, 
accordingly, that the principle operative in moral deliberation must be a 
categorical imperative.  But this imperative addresses us in our capacity 
as rational agents and with a claim to universality and necessity that 
makes no concessions to our sensuous nature and no reference to 
empirical conditions.  In its commands we find reason dictating on its own 
behalf and not in the interests of inclination.  On the face of it, then, such a 
law could not be regarded as a product of empirically conditioned practical 
reason; for in that case it would be reduced to a counsel of prudence. 
(Allison 236, emphasis added)44

 
The same conclusion is also reached by focusing on the moral law as the 
principle of autonomy.  Here the key point is that for any heteronomously 
based moral theory the purely rational credentials of the moral law must 
be very much in doubt.  In fact, any such theory must deny that the law 
has any such credentials, since it presupposes some antecedent interest, 
some extrinsic reason to be moral.  If, however, the law of which we are 
conscious is indeed one that the will legislates to itself, independently of 
any empirical interest, then that law must be a product of pure reason.  
(Allison 237, emphasis added) 

                                                 
44 Notice that Allison says here that “In its commands we find reason dictating on its own behalf 
and not in the interests of inclination” but that this is a command of reason is what is to be shown, 
so it cannot be part of the premise. 
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Allison seems to be arguing that because the requirements of morality are 

categorical, consciousness of moral requirements cannot be consciousness of 

requirements that are dependent on particular interests.  Such requirements 

would then be hypothetical.  The problem is that Allison concludes that the 

requirements we are conscious of must be requirements of pure reason.  But 

that we are conscious of categorical requirements is not enough to show them to 

be requirements of pure reason.  Kant has shown moral requirements to be 

categorical in the sense that they allow for no exceptions according to the 

particular interests of the individual, but this does not mean that they are 

requirements of reason.  Philippa Foot has pointed out that requirements of 

etiquette seem to be categorical in this sense and yet they are not requirements 

of pure reason.45  Rules of etiquette are not hypothetical in the sense that they 

specify what proper behavior consists in without any concern for particular 

interests of the individual.  And yet, they are not requirements of pure reason.46

 Allison seems to be making an inference from the awareness of certain 

requirements that are independent of particular interests to these requirements 

being requirements of reason.  Notice that Allison says,  

                                                 
45 See Foot, “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives.” 
46 Allison seems to think that in section II of the Groundwork, Kant has shown moral requirements 
to be categorical in the strong sense, i.e. that every rational being has a reason to act according 
to moral requirements independently of their particular desires.  However it isn’t clear to me that 
this is the case.  The only argument that Allison cites as evidence seems to be insufficient for the 
strong sense of categorical (see Allison 236, quoted above). 
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If however, the law of which we are conscious is indeed one that the will 
legislates to itself, independently of any empirical interest, then that law 
must be a product of pure reason. (Allison 237)   
 

But the will could legislate to itself and yet not be a law of pure reason.  One may 

arbitrarily impose a certain law on oneself.  One may consider that one should 

act in one way or another without this consideration being a product of pure 

reason, even if it were independent of any empirical interest.  Furthermore, 

notice that “the fact of reason” is the consciousness of categorical requirements, 

this does not mean that they are indeed categorical or that they are indeed 

independent of any empirical interest.  They may, for example, be caused by 

some hidden desire.47      

 In response to the possibility that morality and freedom are an illusion, 

Allison cites the passage in the Second Critique where Kant discusses a 

hypothetical subject who is asked whether he could overcome his love of life in 

order to avoid making a false deposition against an honorable man.  Allison 

quotes Kant saying  

Whether he would or not he perhaps will not venture to say; but that it 
would be possible for him he would certainly admit without hesitation.  He 
judges, therefore, that he can do something because he knows that he 
ought, and he recognized therein his freedom, which, without the moral 
law, would have remained unknown to him.  (Allison 242, quoting from the 
Critique of Practical Reason) 
 

                                                 
47 Allison often makes the move from the requirements seeming categorical to their indeed being 
categorical.  See the passages cited immediately above from Allison 237.  He says if the law is 
“indeed categorical”.  But this is part of what needs to be shown.  We know that we are conscious 
of categorical requirements; whether this means that there are indeed categorical requirements is 
a different matter. 
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He says that this passage is crucial in understanding why “the moral law is 

established directly through the fact of reason” (Allison 243).  Although the 

hypothetical subject may not indeed be able to overcome his love of life, he 

judges that it would be possible for him to decide to do something in spite of it 

conflicting with all of his inclinations.  Allison says that with this consciousness of 

freedom of choice comes the recognition that failing to meet moral requirements 

is something to be imputed.  He says that the consciousness of freedom cannot 

be illusory because if it were our conception of ourselves as moral agents would 

be also.  “But this has been shown to be actual by the fact of reason.  

Consequently, if the fact of reason is, indeed, the fact of reason then this 

consciousness cannot be regarded as illusory” (Allison 246).  But that the fact of 

reason – the consciousness of the moral law – is indeed the fact of reason has 

not been established.  

 Allison says that it is one thing to show that morality rests on the principle 

of autonomy and another to show that the will is autonomous.  But he argues 

that the premise needed is our consciousness of the law as supremely 

authoritative (Allison 238).  I don’t see how this could be enough.  Allison’s 

account depends on showing that the fact of reason is indeed the fact of reason, 

that is, that the consciousness of the moral law is a fact of reason.  The only 

reason he gives to think that this is the case is that when conscious of the moral 
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law we attribute to the moral law independence of all our desires.48  But as I have 

pointed out he is assuming that the only way we can perceive certain 

requirements to be independent of our desires, is if they were requirements of 

reason.   

 It may be the case that we think that the requirements of morality are 

independent of our desires because of certain features of our upbringing.49  If 

that were the case, we may still perceive moral requirements to be independent 

of our desires, but they would not thereby be shown to be requirements of 

reason.  A masochist of sorts may feel compelled to do whatever is contrary to 

his or her known desires.  On Allison’s account such compulsion, even if it came 

from a desire, as long as the desire were hidden from the individual, would be 

enough to show that the person is obligated to follow it.  The reason is that for 

Allison the starting point for showing that we are morally obligated is the 

consciousness that we could decide to act against our desires.  Allison doesn’t 

take into account the many other possibilities for our consciousness of 

                                                 
48 See for example, “Once again, this claim rests on Kant’s general account of interest together 
with the unique, pure character of the moral interest.  Given this account, it follows that to take an 
interest in morality is not simply to find it interesting (or attractive), as if this were somehow how 
we happen to be constituted; it is rather to take or recognize the moral law as providing reasons 
for and restrictions on action.  Moreover, since these reasons do not reflect (at least not directly) 
any of our needs as sensuous beings, this reveals to us our capacity to be motivated 
independently of these needs, which in turn shows us our independence from the mechanism of 
nature.” (Allison 248) 
49 Freud’s theories seem to provide a way of explaining how the requirements of morality come to 
be perceived as being independent of our desires given certain features of our upbringing.  John 
Deigh develops an interpretation of Freud’s views on moral development along these lines.  See 
for example, The Sources of Moral Agency.  
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requirements that seem to be independent of our desires other than that they are 

legislated by reason.   

 Notice that Allison says that even when reasoning incorrectly we are 

thereby showing that reason can influence our decisions.  However, what I am 

arguing here is that the so called “fact of reason” may not be the result of a 

process of reasoning at all.  And if it may not be, then much more is needed to 

show that consciousness of the moral law is indeed a fact of reason, and not 

something else.   

 At the end of the book, Allison qualifies what his argument has shown.  He 

says that the moral law and freedom have been shown to be real only from the 

practical point of view.   

“Actuality” (Wirklichkeit), for Kant, always requires “givennes” in some 
sense as opposed to mere conceivability.  According to the doctrine of the 
first Critique, in a theoretical context, it requires connection with some 
actual perception (A225/B272).  Clearly, freedom is not actual in this 
sense, since it is not an item of possible experience.  Kant’s position is 
rather that freedom is actual, or better, actualized, in the interest that we 
take in the moral law.  (Allison 248) 
 
Finally, as revealed or manifested in an interest, freedom, like the moral 
law, is actual only from the practical point of view, since it is only from that 
point of view that one has interests.  Nevertheless, this is sufficient for 
practical purposes, that is, for any concerns we may have as rational 
agents…  (Allison 248) 
 

If Allison’s view is best represented by what he says here, it does not seem to be 

significantly different from the one I presented in the previous sections as the 

view of the Groundwork.  Allison seems to be claiming that freedom from the 

practical point of view is sufficient to respond to our concerns about morality.  But 
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as I claimed earlier the view only shows that we think of ourselves as obligated, 

not that we are obligated.  And if we have any reason to doubt that there is real 

obligation corresponding to our feeling obligated, it is open to us to attempt to 

disregard such feeling without thus failing in our rationality. 
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Chapter 3 

 

I argued in the previous chapter that there are reasons to think that Kant is not 

able to justify morality’s authority – that is, there are reasons to think that Kant is 

not able to show that morality’s requirements are requirements of reason.  

Christine Korsgaard, defending a Kantian view of morality, attempts to do just 

this: justify morality on the basis of its rational authority.   

 In the Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard defines the normative problem 

as the need for a justification of "the claims morality makes on us" (Sources 10).1  

Korsgaard contends that the normative problem results from our reflective nature 

as human beings and that her solution does as well.  It is because we can look at 

our desires and impulses and decide whether to act on them that the normative 

problem exists for us.  We may have a desire to avoid a big argument or 

recriminations, we are thus tempted to lie about why we were late; but we think 

we should not, i.e., we think there is a reason for us not to lie.  Or, more in line 

with the type of cases Korsgaard concentrates on, we know we would be risking 

our lives by hiding our friends from the military police during a dictatorship but we 

may think we should hide them nevertheless.  She says that claims about what 

we morally should and should not do conflict all the time with our desires or with 

what we otherwise think is a good idea to do.  Sometimes the conflict is not very 
                                                 
1 I will refer to Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, Cambridge University Press, 1996 as  
Sources. 
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important, when what is at stake is the frustration of desires that are not so 

strong; other times, though, what is at stake may be risking one's life.  Korsgaard 

says that if we are going to risk our lives over moral requirements, we better 

have good justification for them.  Her project thus is not only to explain but also 

to justify the claims of morality.   

 In the following two sections I will be discussing Korsgaard’s proposed 

justification for moral requirements.  She argues that moral requirements provide 

reasons for action to all human beings independently of any of their particular 

desires, attitudes, or goals.  She claims that values are constructed by “the 

procedure of making laws to ourselves” (Sources 112).  Moral constraints are the 

constraints on what counts as a law and thus on what can be regarded as 

valuable.  In abiding by moral constraints, she argues, we are autonomous; we 

are simply respecting formal constraints set by ourselves as to what can be held 

as valuable.   

 But for Korsgaard moral obligation is only one type of obligation.  She 

argues that we must appeal to reasons in order to decide how to act; and that 

reasons depend on laws we give to ourselves.  So, she claims,  we must always 

act according to laws, but in Kantian fashion these laws must be laws that we 

give to ourselves.  She thus has an more extended conception of autonomy than 

Kant; we are autonomous when we act according to any law we give to 

ourselves.  In the next section I will discuss Korsgaard’s argument for one of the 

steps in Kant’s argument presented in the first section of chapter 2: the claim that 
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we must always act according to laws, which according to Korsgaard is 

equivalent to the claim that we always need a reason to act.  This claim is 

essential in linking moral requirements to our actions.  Insofar as moral 

constraints are constraints on which laws we can accept, if we are not required 

to act according to laws, then moral requirements would not be requirements on 

our actions but on the laws that we can appeal to in justifying our actions.   

 I then turn to the question of whether the rational requirements on action 

Korsgaard defends are indeed the requirements of morality.  We usually think 

that morality involves obligations to others and not just to ourselves, thus in 

section II I will be concerned with her response to the criticism that she hasn’t 

shown that we have obligations to others.  The last two sections will then be 

concerned with more general problems with her view.  In Section III, I will argue 

that her answer to the normative question – why do what morality requires? – 

relies on an unjustified assumption and so that the question remains 

unanswered.  And finally in section IV, I will show why Korsgaard’s justification of 

morality fails to be categorical in the strong sense that it allows for morality 

providing reasons for action to all human beings.  

 

I 

Korsgaard claims that because of our reflective nature we don't just act on a 

desire or an impulse but we consider whether the desire or impulse is a reason 

 77



 

to act.  Korsgaard thinks we need reasons in order to act; and says that a reason 

is the endorsement of a desire or impulse.  

When an impulse – say a desire presents itself to us, we ask whether it 
could be a reason.  We answer that question by seeing whether the 
maxim of acting on it can be willed as a law by a being with the identity in 
question. (Sources 113) 
 

Korsgaard defines a 'reason' as reflective success.   "... if I decide that my desire 

is a reason to act, I must decide that on reflection I endorse that desire" (p. 97).  

But, she claims, "until the will has a law or principle there is nothing from which it 

can derive a reason" (Sources 98).  So, a reason is the reflective endorsement of 

a certain desire; and we decide which desires to endorse and which not to 

endorse by appealing to a law or principle.  In turn, the normative force of this 

law or principle depends on our practical identities, i.e., how we think of 

ourselves.  My concern here is with her argument that we must act according to 

laws. 

 Korsgaard cites the Groundwork where Kant says that causality entails 

laws and so, if the will is to cause our actions then it must be governed by laws.2

Nagel, in his response to Korsgaard's lectures, questions the necessity of 

deciding according to laws:  Why can't the self-determining will, determine itself 

in "individual, disconnected choices as well as according to some consistent 

                                                 
2 See for example, “The free will must be entirely self-determining.  Yet, because the will is a 
causality, it must act according to some law or other.  Kant says: ‘Since the concept of a causality 
entails that of laws... it follows that freedom is by no means lawless...'  Alternatively, we may say 
that since the will is practical reason, it cannot be conceived as acting and choosing for no 
reason.  Since reasons are derived from principles, the free will must have a principle.” (Sources  
97)      
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law?" (Sources 202)  In her reply, Korsgaard says that she is expanding on an 

argument of Kant’s – the argument I discussed in the first section of chapter 2.   

 Korsgaard says that there is a parallel between the ordinary notions of 

causality and of a reason.  The ordinary notion of causality combines the idea of 

power or of one thing affecting another and the idea of universality, regularity or 

law-like formulation (Sources 225).  Similarly, the ordinary notion of a reason 

combines the idea of normativity or of obligation and the idea of universality, 

regularity or law-like formulation (Sources 226).  Korsgaard says that although 

Kant rejects Hume's claim that regularity is all there is to causation, he accepts 

that regularity is necessary to recognize causality.  Notice here that there seems 

to be a shift from metaphysics to epistemology here, a shift from regularity being 

part of the concept of causality to regularity being necessary to recognize 

causality. 

Without endorsing Hume's more reductive and sceptical conclusions, we 
can agree with him that we could never identify the element of 
necessitation and therefore distinguish cases of causal connection from 
cases of mere temporal sequence without regularity.  And this is part of 
the story about why we need regularity or law for the idea of causality. 
(Sources 227)   
 

She doesn't say much about the rest of the story.  That regularity is necessary to 

identify an instance of causation does not by itself imply that regularity is part of 

the concept of causality, just as the fact that a microscope is necessary to 

identify a germ does not imply that a microscope is part of the concept of a germ.   

 Korsgaard goes on to claim that in Kant's argument the point about 

reasons is not only parallel to but also dependent on the point about causality. 
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For to regard oneself as an agent is to regard oneself as a cause, as 
productive of certain actions and their effects.  And given the connection 
between causality and regularity, to do that must be to regard oneself as 
productive of these actions and effects in some regular way.  This is what 
Kant means when he says that since the will is a cause it must operate 
according to a law. (Sources 227) 
 

She says that if we are to think of ourselves as causes of our actions we have to 

think of ourselves as acting regularly or acting similarly in similar situations.  The 

reason she gives is the connection between causality and regularity.   

To will is not just to be a cause, or even to allow impulse in me to operate 
as a cause, but, so to speak, to consciously pick up the reins, and make 
myself the cause of what I do.  And if I am to constitute myself as the 
cause of an action, then I must be able to distinguish between my causing 
the action and some desire or impulse that is 'in me' causing my body to 
act.  I must be able to see myself as something that is distinct from any 
particular, first order, impulses and motives, as the reflective standpoint in 
any case requires.  Minimally, then, I am not the mere location of a 
causally effective desire but rather am the agent who acts on the desire.  
It is because of this that if I endorse acting a certain way now, I must at 
the same time endorse acting the same way on every relevantly similar 
occasion. (Sources 227) 

 

Here she seems to be going beyond Kant's argument.  Kant claims that freedom 

does not mean lawlessness and that causality implies a law.  Korsgaard goes 

further, she says that my will being the cause of my actions is not enough; I have 

consciously to be the cause of my actions, and to do that I must see myself as 

acting according to a law.3

                                                 
3 Korsgaard writes, “The point I am making here is exactly analogous to the point about 
distinguishing causal connections from mere temporal sequences of events.  Just as the special 
relation between cause and effect, the necessitation that makes their relation different from mere 
temporal sequence, cannot be established in the absence of law or regularity, so the special 
relation between agent and action, the necessitation that makes that relation different from an 
event's merely taking place in the agent's body, cannot be established in the absence of at least 
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 Notice that there is a certain ambiguity here.  Her argument in support of 

the following claim: 

A) I cannot regard myself as the cause of my actions without thinking of my 

actions as regular  

can be interpreted in either of the following two ways: 

(1) I need regularity in order to identify a certain relation as one of causality. 

(2) Thinking of the concept of causality implies thinking of the concept of 

regularity. 

Korsgaard seems to go back and forth between the two alternatives.  While (1) 

focuses on how I am to identify an instance of causation and holds that I do so 

by noticing regularities; (2) says that I cannot think of causation without thinking 

of regularity.  She says that (1) is part of the reason for (2) (p.227, quoted 

above).  It seems to me that she needs (2) for the argument to work, but as she 

herself said (1) is not enough to prove (2).  She recognizes this but does not give 

any other arguments for (2).    

 I actually think that (1) presents a problem for the point she is trying to 

make.  If (1) were the reason for A, then in order to recognize myself as the 

cause of my actions I must have observed certain regularity in my actions in the 

past.  That is, in order to recognize that my decision to lie in a certain 

circumstance is the cause of my lying in a certain circumstance, I must have 

observed that my decision to lie in similar circumstances prompted me to lie 
                                                                                                                                                 
a claim to law or universality.  So I need to will universally in order to see my action as something 
which I do.” (Sources 228) 
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before.  This is the case if the idea of regularity at stake is one that is based on 

particular decisions, which seems to be what she wants.  But if this is the case I 

am able to recognize myself as the cause of my actions only after acting 

repeatedly in similar ways.  The first time one chooses to lie could be one in 

which my will causes my action but it would not be one I could recognize.  Thus it 

looks as though on this occasion it would not be the case that I must see myself 

as acting according to laws.  

 Alternatively, I could recognize that a certain action was caused by a 

decision of my will because I have seen in the past that when I decided to do 

something, I did it.  So for example, if I make a decision to lie now, I do not need 

to have made a similar decision in the past to think of myself as the cause of my 

action, all I need is to have observed a certain regularity: my decision to do x 

was followed by my doing x, whatever x was.  Notice that this second more 

plausible interpretation of (1) does not support the conclusion Korsgaard wants:  

that to think of myself as the cause of my actions requires regularity in the sense 

of acting similarly in similar circumstances.   

 I think that (2) is what she really wants, that is, the reason why I must 

regard my actions as regular is that I can't think of myself as causing my actions 

without thinking of them as regular.  But she hasn't given any argument for it 

except that (1) supports it.  And the interpretation of (2) that would be supported 

by the more plausible interpretation of (1) is that I cannot think of my will causing 

my action now without thinking of my will as repeatedly causing my actions.  That 
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is, the regularity at stake is that of my will causing my actions; not of similar 

decisions in similar circumstances. 

…if all of my decisions were particular and anomalous, there would be no 
identifiable difference between my acting and an assortment of first-order 
impulses being causally effective in or through my body.  And then there 
would be no self – no mind – no me – who is the one who does the act. 
(Sources 228) 
 

Korsgaard seems to think that if I don't think of myself of making decisions based 

on laws, I cannot think of myself as the cause of my actions and thus there is no 

difference between my acting and my actions being caused by something else.  

However, it is not clear to me why constant agreement of the will and the action 

is not enough to establish that the actions were caused by me.  I can approve or 

disapprove of my desires and if there is agreement between my approvals and 

my actions while my disapprovals do not lead to action, then I can distinguish my 

acting self from desires acting on me.   

 A more general problem with her argument for having to act on laws is 

that “cause” is supposed to be a concept of the understanding which is supposed 

to apply only to the world as we experience it.4  Here she is using it for a relation 

between the will – which for Kant is outside of the world of experience – and the 

world of experience.  The claim that the concept of “cause” is not to be applied 

outside of our experiences is sometimes taken to support the claim that we can 

think of ourselves as free without contradicting the causal determinism that we 

                                                 
4 At least this is arguably how the concept is understood by Kant (and Korsgaard doesn’t say 
anything to reject it, even though she specifically brings up Kant’s notion of causality to bear on 
her discussion). 
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observe in the natural world.  Kant notices that there is a problem with using 

causation to apply to a relation between something beyond all possible 

experience and something within the world of experience – in the Groundwork he 

calls it a “causality of a peculiar kind” and has a lengthy discussion of it in the 

Critique of Practical Reason – but Korsgaard doesn’t say anything about it here.  

Because of this, I am not sure that she can rely on observations about cause and 

effect relations to make a point about the will “causing” actions.5

 Korsgaard sometimes stresses a parallel between the argument about 

reasons and the argument about causality and not the dependence of the one on 

the other.  I find this route is more promising. 

She claims that Hume presented two problems:  That we don't encounter 

the power of causes in experience and that we do not encounter the active self in 

experience.  According to Korsgaard, Kant's reply to the first is that the mind  

…imposes the notion of causal law on certain temporal sequences in its 
attempt to understand the empirically given world as a single systematic 
whole organized in space and time (Sources 229).   
 

His reply to the second problem, claims Korsgaard, is similar, 

…we impose the form of universal volitional principle on our decisions in 
our attempts to unify ourselves into agents or characters who persist 
through time - or rather - as I will explain below - who are committed to 
making the same decision on some range of possible occasions. (Sources 
229) 
 

                                                 
5 Kant seems to claim that the way we establish causal relations in the case of the will is not 
“observed regularity”.  If it were so, then the will that is the cause would be phenomenal and thus 
not free. 
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The two cases are similar, she claims, because in both cases there is an a priori 

principle that allows us to unite what otherwise would be separate phenomena 

(Sources 229).  And so, the normative principles of the will bring “integrity and 

therefore unity – and therefore, really, existence – to the acting self" (Sources  

229).  By viewing itself as the cause of our actions, the self projects itself into 

other possible occasions (Sources 230).  The question remains however, of 

whether this projection requires thinking of oneself as making similar decisions in 

similar situations or simply thinking of the acting self as also acting in other 

situations. 

 

II 

The discussion above was focused on Korsgaard’s account of obligation in 

general.  Korsgaard argues that moral obligation has its source in our moral 

identity, which is our identity as human beings.  She says that to value oneself as 

a human being is to have a moral identity, at least if valuing one's own humanity 

requires valuing it in others (Sources 121).  But if this is the case, then it looks as 

if our moral obligations are obligations we have to ourselves.  We are committed 

to our identity as humans and thus we must act in a certain way.  But it also 

seems that moral obligation requires obligations to others, not just to oneself.  

Moral obligation involves other people in a more essential way than Korsgaard’s 

view seems to allow.  It isn’t only that we have obligations to ourselves that 

involve other people.  But we think that we have moral obligations to others.  I 
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don’t just think that I must help my friends when they are in need because I owe 

it to myself as a friend to do so; I think I somehow owe it to them.   

 In lecture 4, Korsgaard attempts to answer the criticism that she has not 

shown that we have obligations to other people but only that we have obligations 

to ourselves.  It is to this argument, which she gives in an attempt to show that 

her view entails that we do have obligations to others, that I now turn.  

 Korsgaard claims that there are significant problems with the most 

common arguments attempting to show that we have obligations to others.  She 

says that most philosophers take 'private reasons' as a starting point and then try 

to get to 'public reasons'.  'Private reasons' are subjective, agent-relative or 

egoistic reasons while 'public reasons' are objective, agent-neutral or altruistic 

reasons (Sources 221).  She discusses two attempts at justifying morality.  The 

first attempt is associated with some interpretations of Hobbes and with 

Gauthier.  Starting from a self-interested individual, they try to show that it is in 

one's self-interest to be moral.  The other attempt is neo-Kantian.  It first attempts 

to show that one is rationally committed to a certain conception of oneself and 

then moves to the conclusion that one has to value these same features in 

others if one is to be consistent (Sources 133). 

Korsgaard points out that both arguments fail for similar reasons.  They 

both attempt to go from private reasons to public reasons.  But this is not quite 

possible, she claims: "private reasons will remain forever private, ... the gap from 

private reasons to public ones cannot be bridged by argument" (Sources 134).  
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In response to the first attempt, she cites Prichard's objection, that self-interested 

arguments are irrelevant for legitimizing morality since "moral conduct by 

definition is not conduct motivated by self-interest" (Sources 134).  What these 

arguments may show is that it is in one's best interest to take the interest of 

others into account.  But, she says, morality is not supposed to be motivated by 

self-interest, so an appeal to self-interest at their source invalidates them as 

moral reasons. 

In response to the second, neo-Kantian argument, Korsgaard claims that  

…consistency can force me to grant that your humanity is normative for 
you just as mine is normative for me.  It can force me to acknowledge that 
your desires have the status of reasons for you, in exactly the same way 
as mine do for me.  But it does not force me to share in your reasons, or 
to make your humanity normative for me. (Sources 134).   
 

She claims that the solution to these problems is to show that reasons are not 

private but are instead essentially public (Sources 135).  She tries to show that 

"to act on a reason is already, essentially, to act on a consideration whose 

normative force may be shared with others" (Sources 136).  This seems like a 

promising route.  If her argument is successful, she will be able to show that the 

reasons she argued for earlier are not private but public. 

Korsgaard proposes that her argument against the privacy of reasons is 

parallel to Wittgenstein's argument against the possibility of a private language.6  

Wittgenstein argues that the idea of a private language is inconsistent with the 

normativity of meaning.  Language is by its nature normative and normativity 

                                                 
6 See also, Kripke, Wittgenstein on rules and Private Language. 
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requires that we can be wrong; but if a language were private we could not be 

wrong.  Wittgenstein defines a private language as a language that refers to 

something essentially private and incommunicable, like a sensation that is yours 

alone and cannot be described other than by the name you give it (Sources 137).  

Korsgaard interprets Wittgenstein as arguing that there couldn't be any such 

language because 

…meaning is relational because it is a normative notion: to say that X 
means Y is to say that one ought to take X for Y; and this requires two, a 
legislator to lay it down that one must take X for Y, and a citizen to obey.  
And the relation between these two is not merely causal because the 
citizen can disobey: there must be a possibility of misunderstanding or 
mistake. (Sources 137)  
 

The reason why a private language seems to be incompatible with the 

normativity of meaning is that if a language were private one could not be wrong 

about the meaning of its words.  Korsgaard explains that if I name a certain 

sensation ‘S’ that cannot be identified in any way other than ‘S’ and later when 

having a certain sensation I feel like saying 'S' again, I could not be wrong about 

whether the second sensation is really ‘S’ or not (Sources 137).   

 I am unsure as to why I could not be wrong about this, it seems rather that 

there may be no way of telling whether I am wrong or not but that there would be 

a fact of the matter about whether my second sensation is like the first one or 

not.  However, part of the point Wittgenstein seems to be making is that 

something can be right only if there is some way of telling whether something is 
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right or not. 7  Korsgaard quotes the following from the Philosophical 

Investigations, section 258, 

But 'I impress it on myself' [that is, I impress upon my self that 'S' will be 
my name for this sensation] can only mean: this process brings it about 
that I remember the connection right in the future.  But in the present case 
I have no criterion of correctness.  One would like to say:  whatever is 
going to seem right to me is right.  And that only means that here we 
cannot talk about 'right'. (Sources 137)  
 

Korsgaard makes a similar argument against private reasons, however 

with a surprising difference italicized below: 

…reasons are relational because reason is a normative notion: to say that 
R is a reason for A is to say that one should do A because of R; and this 
requires two, a legislator to lay it down, and a citizen to obey.  And the 
relation between them is not just causal because the citizen can disobey: 
there must be a possibility of irrationality or wrongdoing.  Since it is a 
relation, and indeed a relation in which one gives a law to another, it takes 
two to make a reason.  And here the two are the two elements of 
reflective consciousness, the thinking self and the acting self: what I have 
been talking about all along is how you can make laws and reasons for 
your self (Sources 137, emphasis added). 
 

She points out that what is important in this argument is that there are similar 

mistakes in (i) thinking that meaning is a mental entity and (ii) thinking that a 

reason is a mental entity.  She says that values and meanings are not entities at 

all but relations that we have with ourselves and others.  She also points out that 

the private language argument does not show that one could not have one's own 

private language, but rather that one could not have a language which is "in 

principle incommunicable to anybody else" (p. 138).  The idea is that when I 

make a language I bind myself to certain meanings and "however I 'bring it about 

                                                 
7 See Albritton, “On Wittgenstein’s Use of the Term ‘Criterion’”, Journal of Philosophy, vol. 56. 
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that I remember the connection right in the future', it must be possible for me to 

bind another in exactly the same way" (p.138).  She doesn't say it explicitly but I 

take it that the consequence of this second point is that when I have a reason, it 

must be that this reason is shareable; that is, however it is that I am bound by a 

reason it must be possible for somebody else to be bound in the same way.   

Notice that Korsgaard claims that there cannot be essentially private 

reasons because normativity takes at least two.  However, the two involved in 

this case are the two parts of reflective consciousness.  If this is right, it seems to 

undermine the private language argument that she is taking as a parallel.  If I 

have two parts within myself and thus I can obligate myself, then it seems that I 

could have a private language, a language that I can set for myself.  Otherwise 

the private language argument seems to undermine her view by showing that 

one cannot give laws to oneself because there would be no way of being wrong.8  

Rather than parallel, the two arguments now seem incompatible.  But this may 

not be a serious problem; Korsgaard may be trying to show only that reasons 

must be in principle shareable just as language must be shareable.  The idea 

would be that I can have reasons that I set for myself but that these reasons 

must be in principle shareable, even if not actually shared.   

                                                 
8 This problem seems related to a similar criticism made by Cohen in his reply to Korsgaard’s 
lectures.  His criticism is aimed more generally at Korsgaard’s way of setting up the possibility of 
giving laws to myself.  He says that Kant can avoid this problem but Korsgaard doesn’t seem to 
be able to.  See Sources Lecture 5. 
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However, why must they be shareable even in principle among other 

human beings?  All she seems to be showing is that they require two parts of 

consciousness.  She seems to address a similar issue in a footnote 

It may look as if there is a disanalogy here.  The private language 
argument shows that you cannot mean a certain sensation by 'S' just now 
and never again, because then you could not be wrong.  The remark I just 
made makes it look as if you could have a reason just now and never 
again – the thinking self could bind the acting self to act a certain way just 
now.  Actually however I do not think that is a possibility, since the acting 
self cannot coherently be taken to exist just at a particular moment 
(Sources 138 fn9). 
 

It is not clear to me however why the fact that the acting self does not exist only 

at a particular moment shows that the reasons cannot be ones which bind the 

self at just that moment.9

Although she is not explicit about it, the arguments I have discussed 

above seem to be an attempt to show that reasons are not private mental 

entities.  As such they are shareable.  The argument, however, hasn’t shown that 

they are shared or that they should be shared.   

 Korsgaard claims that  

the reasons of others have something like the same standing with us as 
our own desires and impulses do.  We do not seem to need a reason to 
take the reasons of others into account.  We seem to need a reason not to 
(Sources 140). 
 

She cites as examples the many times we do things because others ask us to, 

tell us to or want us to.   

                                                 
9 She talks about this again in her reply to the comments on her lectures, Sources 229-230.  She 
seems to suggest that having the same reasons over time is the only way to keep a unified self. 
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If I call out your name, I make you stop in your tracks.  (If you love me, I 
make you come running.)  Now you cannot proceed as you did before.  
Oh, you can proceed, all right, but not just as you did before.  For now if 
you walk on, you will be ignoring me and slighting me.  It will probably be 
difficult for you, and you will have to muster a certain active resistance, a 
sense of rebellion.  But why should you have to rebel against me?  It is 
because I am a law to you.  By calling your name I have obligated you.  I 
have given you a reason to stop (Sources 140). 
 

Keeping the parallel to language she says that it is almost impossible to hear the 

words of a language you know as mere noise, similarly she says it is hard not to 

take the reasons of others as reasons. 

 To get from this general view of reasons to moral obligation she brings up 

an argument from Nagel's The Possibility of Altruism.  She asks us to imagine 

that we are strangers and upon being tormented "I say: 'How would you like it if 

someone did that to you?' " (Sources 142).  She says that once this has been 

said, you cannot proceed as you did before, even if you do proceed, I have given 

you a reason to stop.  The obligation, she says, comes from making you think 

about being in my situation, you would notice that you wouldn't like being in my 

situation and would think that others would have an obligation to stop that 

springs from  

…your own objection to what he does to you.  You make yourself an end 
for others in so far as you are just human, just someone, then the 
humanity of others is also a law to you.  By making you think these 
thoughts, I force you to acknowledge the value of my humanity, and I 
obligate you to act in a way that respects it (Sources 143). 
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Notice that she first says “I force you” and later “I obligate you”.  As she points 

out earlier in the book, these two are not equivalent.10  Korsgaard argues that we 

do take the reasons of others into account.  But she needs to claim that we 

“ought” to take their reasons into account.  On her view, a reason is normative 

for me because of a threat of a loss of identity.  So, although a reason is 

normative for me, it need not be for you.  If her arguments were successful, she 

would have shown that reasons are potentially shareable so that they may be 

used to bind someone else.  This would mean that what is a reason for me may 

be a reason for you.  She then argues that reasons are shared, that as a matter 

of fact we care about other people’s reasons.  But notice that she needs to show 

that we have reason to care about other people’s reasons or that their reasons 

have normative force over us not that as a matter of fact we do take other 

people’s reasons seriously.11  What she is assuming here is that what we 

unreflectively do is what we should do and this is exactly what she claims we are 

questioning when we ask the normative question.    

 

III 

Korsgaard claims that the reflective structure of our minds forces us to have a 

conception of ourselves. Because we are self-conscious we must think of 

                                                 
10 I will discuss this issue in more detail in the next section. 
11 I will come back to this issue in chapter 4 when discussing a different argument for this claim 
given by Nagel in The Possibility of Altruism.  The problem Korsgaard faces here is the same as 
the one I claimed in chapter 2 Kant faces in arguing that there is a requirement that one act in 
accordance with maxims that one can will to be universal laws as opposed to act in accordance 
with maxims that could become universal law (see chapter 2, section I). 
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ourselves in some way.  She says that from the outside, it may seem as though 

what happens when someone makes a choice is that the strongest of her 

conflicting desire wins.   

But that isn't the way it is for you when you deliberate.  When you 
deliberate, it is as if there were something over and above all of your 
desires, something which is you, and which chooses which desire to act 
on.  This means that the principle or law by which you determine your 
actions is one that you regard as being expressive of yourself. (Sources 
100)    
 

Korsgaard says that “autonomy is the source of obligation” (Sources 91); thus, 

she claims, there is a connection between the law that you choose to base your 

actions on and your conception of yourself.12  

She says that the conception of one's identity is a description under which 

one values oneself, one under which one finds one’s life worth living.  The 

different identities we have, being a man or a woman, a member of a certain 

ethnic group or an adherent to a certain religion, being someone's friend or lover, 

any of these identities give rise to reasons and obligations.  Our reasons express 

our identities; our obligations on the other hand spring from what those identities 

forbid.  For example, it is from your conception of yourself as a mother that you 

                                                 
12 It isn’t clear to me that you always choose your actions based on a principle that is “expressive 
of yourself”.  She rightly points out that not all our actions need to be in accordance with our 
conception of ourselves, we may sometimes make an exception.  This may be more pervasive 
than she thinks and so it is not quite accurate to say that the principle you choose is the one that 
you regard as being expressive of yourself.  She may think, however, that whenever you make 
an exception you are following some other conception of yourself; and yet it is unclear that you 
would see this other conception as expressive of yourself.  See Sources section 3.3.2 for further 
discussion. 
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have a reason to take care of your children and because of this conception you 

also have an obligation not to neglect them.13

 Korsgaard claims that obligation stems from a threat of losing one's 

identity.  This applies to all obligation, not just moral obligation.  All obligation 

stems from “the reflective structure of human consciousness”, which “requires 

that you identify yourself with some law or principle which will govern your 

choices” (Sources 103). 

Korsgaard claims that “reflection does not have irresistible power over us”.  

But she points out that  

…when we do reflect we cannot but think that we ought to do what on 
reflection we conclude we have reason to do.  And when we don't do that, 
we punish ourselves by guilt and regret and repentance and remorse 
(Sources 104).   
 

She says that normativity arises from the reflective nature of consciousness 

which establishes a relation to itself.  This relation, she claims, is one of authority 

not just of mere power.  Thus her view is a form of voluntarism.  She argued 

earlier that voluntarism could not answer the normative question because it 

needed to appeal to the notion of a “legitimate authority” not simply of power, 

and that such a notion is already normative (Sources 29).  But she claims that 

her view is not subject to the problems of voluntarism because the legislator in 

question here is one  

…whose authority is beyond question and does not need to be 
established.  It is the authority of your own mind and will. It is not the bare 

                                                 
13 Notice that it looks as though you have an obligation not to neglect them only insofar as you 
continue to think of yourself as a mother. 
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fact that it would be a good idea to perform a certain action that obligates 
us to perform it.  It is the fact that we command ourselves to do what we 
find it would be a good idea to do. (Sources 104)   
 

But isn’t this exactly what she is trying to prove: That the authority of our minds is 

legitimate?  The question she is trying to answer is “whether our more 

unreflective moral beliefs and motives can withstand the test of reflection” 

(Sources 47).  And her response is that on reflection we can just assume they 

do.  This is certainly unsatisfactory.   

 Korsgaard’s reply to the normative question, i.e., why we should do what 

morality requires, is that morality is required by the authority of our minds and 

that the authority of our minds cannot be questioned.  But notice that the reason 

we ask the normative question at all is because we may feel insecure that what 

seems right to us is really so.  As Korsgaard points out, this lack of confidence 

may be brought about by situations in which doing what we think is right is very 

hard.  Or it may be brought about by accounts that explain how we came to think 

that we have a certain obligation, accounts that seem to undermine or at least 

call for us to reexamine why we think that something is right or wrong.14  In both 

cases our asking the normative question is in a sense to doubt the authority of 

our own minds.  So it looks as though Korsgaard’s answer cannot involve simply 

assuming the legitimate authority of our minds.   

                                                 
14 Korsgaard mentions both ways of undermining our confidence in our moral judgments 
repeatedly.  As an example of the first one, she presents a situation in which we are faced with 
the choice of whether to lie in order to save the Jews from the Nazis.  She mentions the second 
one repeatedly, in different ways.  She sometimes appeals to the accounts of Nietzsche and 
Freud.  Other times she presents an evolutionary story.  See for example, Sources 12-16.  
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 It may be that the distinction between what prima facie seems right and 

what seems right to us on reflection is, as Korsgaard often claims, key to her 

answer.  When we ask the normative question we may be questioning the 

authority of what seems right to us before reflection.  On reflection, we question 

whether what seems right to us is really right.  She would then escape the 

criticism that she is begging the question.  She is not assuming what she is 

questioning; she is questioning the authority of the unreflective mind while she is 

assuming the authority of the reflective mind.  Furthermore, she sometimes 

claims that if we mistrust the capacity of our minds to answer questions, even on 

reflection, then there is nothing left for us to do; whatever reasons or arguments 

we present, regardless of how definitive they seem, will not be able to eradicate 

such doubts.   

 However, when questioning the authority of our reflective minds, we are 

not questioning the capacity for the mind to have knowledge in general.  What 

we are questioning is the legitimacy of the reflective mind to answer moral 

questions.  Notice that the authority she claims is beyond question is that of 

reason.  Even if we don’t question reason’s authority to decide what is true and 

false, we may question its authority to tell us what is right and wrong to do.15   

Notice that this is especially problematic for Korsgaard’s view where moral 

questions are not answered by appealing to mind-independent facts.  Without 

questioning reason’s capacities in general, we may question reason’s legitimacy 

                                                 
15 Hume would be one of many to question such authority of reason.   
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as a legislator; and this is something Korsgaard needs to justify.  Why is it that 

reason’s legitimacy in telling us what is right to do is not to be questioned?   

 In effect I am asking the normative question one level up.  Korsgaard 

proposes that there may be reasons to feel insecure about our unreflective moral 

judgments.  She proposes that their justification can be found through reflection; 

and that the authority of our minds on reflection is not to be questioned.  She 

seems to be assuming that the reflective mind will not be subject to the same 

problems as the unreflective mind.  While our confidence in the unreflective mind 

can be shaken by evolutionary stories or different causal stories, she thinks that 

the reflective mind is immune to such problems and that our confidence in it 

cannot be shaken.16

 

IV 

Korsgaard's view attempts to put together elements from several other views she 

discusses:  voluntarism, realism, reflective endorsement, and autonomy.  This 

makes the view attractive: if it works then a large part of the history of philosophy 

would have been right and parts of each of the views mentioned would be put 

together into a single view.  It is certainly an ambitious project.  However, as I 

have pointed out, her view has some important problems.   

 I think Korsgaard is right to emphasize the reflective aspect of our 

consciousness.  Our seeking the sources of normativity at all has its source in 
                                                 
16 I think that she is assuming that the reflective mind is free; and that because of that, such 
problems won’t arise for it.  But she doesn’t develop such view, so I will not go into it here. 
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our capacity for reflection.  This however doesn't mean that our reflective nature 

is itself the source of the obligation.  Korsgaard attempts to show that we are 

indeed obligated, and not just to explain why it looks to us as though we have 

moral obligations.17  I think that her arguments, if successful would only 

accomplish the latter, but not the former.18  This is clearly not what she is 

attempting to do.   

 Furthermore, Korsgaard overemphasizes the influence of reason in 

determining our actions.  She thinks that we cannot act unless we act for a 

reason. 19  And acting for a reason means reflectively endorsing a certain desire 

in accordance with a law which we give to ourselves.  These laws in turn depend 

on our conceptions of ourselves.  I don't find this plausible as a description of all 

our actions.20   

 That Korsgaard presents all of our actions as requiring reflective 

endorsement based on laws is a significant drawback of her theory.  Kant, whom 

                                                 
17 See for example, “People who take up the study of moral philosophy do not merely want to 
know why those peculiar animals, human beings, think that they ought to do certain things.  We 
want to know what, if anything, we really ought to do.” (Sources 13, emphasis added) 
18 On a similar note, in his response to Korsgaard’s lectures, Cohen says that she has 
investigated the phenomenology of obligation but not its authenticating force (p. 183). 
19 See for example, “If you had no normative conception of your identity, you could have no 
reasons for action, and because your consciousness is reflective, you could then not act at all.” 
(Sources 123) 
20 I am tempted to disagree at both of the mentioned points: that all actions are done for a reason 
and that all reasons depend on laws (though whether my disagreement is with the first point or 
the second may be ultimately a terminological issue).  If having a reason implies reflective 
endorsement based on a law, then I disagree that we must always act for a reason.  However, if 
having a reason requires only endorsement, not necessarily based on a law, I don't find it as 
problematic.  So, I may agree that all actions require a reason but disagree that they require 
accordance to a law.  At times, Nagel's disagreement with Korsgaard seems to rely on this 
terminological issue about reasons.  He says he agrees that all action must be done for a reason 
but seems to deny that reasons depend on laws.  See lecture 7, Nagel’s reply to Korsgaard’s 
lectures. 
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she claims to base her view, did not make a similar claim.  For Kant rational acts, 

that is, those acts based on laws, may be very few.  He seems to think that it is 

possible that we may never have seen an example of purely rational action.21  

He thinks most and maybe all of our actions are not in fact motivated by reason 

alone and are not based on laws.  He nevertheless thinks that morality is 

concerned with laws; even if that means that there may be very few moral acts.  

Korsgaard thinks that not only moral actions are based on laws but that all of our 

actions require conscious endorsement based on laws.  I find this very 

implausible, unless it is meant to be a definition of a special term 'action' that is 

restricted to a certain part of what we usually call actions.   

 This divergence from Kant is much more important than she seems to 

think.  Korsgaard takes Kant's argument from autonomy to justify morality.  But 

she claims that the argument doesn't by itself justify moral obligation in particular, 

but rather justifies obligation in general.   For Korsgaard, moral obligation is a 

subset of obligation.  But all obligations depend on the laws we give to ourselves, 

which in turn depend on our practical identities.   

 For Kant moral obligation is different in kind from other types of obligation, 

just as moral actions are different in kind from other actions.  Moral actions for 

Kant are those that are motivated by reason alone without any appeal to the 

particular situation of the person; and so moral obligation stems from reason 

                                                 
21 “Our concern is with actions of which perhaps the world has never had an example, with 
actions whose feasibility might be seriously doubted by those who base everything on 
experience, and yet with those actions inexorably commanded by reason.” (Groundwork. 24) 
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itself.  Kant famously distinguishes moral obligation from other types of obligation 

by means of a distinction between categorical and hypothetical imperatives.  A 

hypothetical imperative in effect tells us that a certain action is good for achieving 

a certain purpose; while a categorical imperative commands us to perform a 

certain action, without any reference to any further purpose (Groundwork 31).  

Strictly speaking, for Kant, the only kind of obligation is moral obligation and it is 

based on the categorical imperative.  Hypothetical imperatives have normative 

force only in so far as one is committed to the end or purpose in question.  The 

categorical imperative, on the other hand, derives its force from the nature of 

rationality and thus as long as one is a rational agent, its normativity cannot be 

escaped.  

In Korsgaard's case whether obligation (not specifically moral obligation) 

is composed of categorical or hypothetical imperatives is a harder question.  She 

presents her view as if all obligation depended on categorical imperatives.  She 

says, for example,  

I am going to call the law of acting only on maxims you can will to be laws 
'the categorical imperative'.  And I am going to distinguish it from what I 
will call 'the moral law'. (Sources 98). 
 

So, what she calls 'the categorical imperative' is the requirement to act on 

maxims that you can will to be laws, and by laws she means universal 

requirements.  However, she claims such requirements do not specify the 

domain over which the laws apply; it could apply over all human beings and so it 

would be the moral law; or it could apply over one's whole life and then it would 
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be a law of prudence; or it could apply over all parents, friends, or doctors and so 

it would be a law that those specific identities require.22  Notice that Kant would 

use the expression 'law' only for the moral law.  All the other requirements would 

be principles but not laws.23  Furthermore, principles are based on hypothetical 

and not categorical imperatives. Although Korsgaard calls the imperatives that 

obligate us 'categorical,' I find the label misleading since it is not clear to me that 

they would be so for Kant.   Korsgaard doesn't say much as to why she thinks 

they are categorical.  The most obvious reason is that they look similar to Kant’s 

categorical imperative: “Act only on maxims that you can will to be laws” is 

Korsgaard’s statement of the imperatives that ground obligation and it certainly 

sounds like Kant’s categorical imperative.  Another reason is that it looks as 

though her imperatives do not depend on particular purposes that we may have, 

and they also seem to be principles for determining the will which are not 

concerned with bringing about a certain effect.  This all seems to be in line with 

                                                 
22 “Any law is universal, but the argument I just gave doesn't settle the question of the domain 
over which the law of the free will must range.  And there are various possibilities here.  If the law 
is the law of acting on the desire of the moment, then the agent will treat each desire as a 
reason, and her conduct will be that of a wanton.  If the law ranges over the agent's whole life, 
then the agent will be some sort of egoist.  It is only if the law ranges over every rational being 
that the resulting law will be the moral law.” (Sources 99)  
23 “The categorical imperative alone can be taken as a practical law, while all other imperatives 
may be called principles of the will but not laws.  This is because what is necessary merely for 
the attainment of some chosen end can be regarded as itself contingent and we get rid of the 
precept once we give up the end in view, whereas the unconditional command leaves the will no 
freedom to choose the opposite.  Thus it alone implies the necessity which we require of a law.” 
(Groundwork 36) 
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Kant’s descriptions of categorical imperatives.24  If this were all that Kant said 

about categorical imperatives, then there wouldn't be much of a problem.   

 But for Kant categorical imperatives are not based on any particular 

condition of human beings as well not just particular aims of the individual.  If 

they were he wouldn't think they are an appropriate basis for morality.25  

Remember, he starts the Groundwork by making a distinction between 

“Metaphysics of Morals” and “Practical Anthropology.”   

Applied to man, it [moral philosophy] borrows nothing from knowledge of 
him (anthropology) but gives man, as a rational being, a priori laws. 
(Groundwork 5) 
 

Korsgaard says that on both her view and Kant's, obligation depends on our 

human nature.  However, this is something that Kant rejects as a possibility.26

                                                 
24 “Imperatives determine either the conditions of causality of a rational being as an efficient 
cause only in respect to its effect and its sufficiency to bring this effect about, or they determine 
only the will, whether it be adequate to the effect or not.  In the former case, imperatives would 
be hypothetical and would contain only precepts of skill; in the latter, on the contrary, they would 
be categorical and would alone be practical laws.”  (Critique of Practical Reason 18) 
25 See for example, “Laws must completely determine the will as will, even before I ask whether I 
am capable of achieving a desired effect.  They must thus be categorical; otherwise they would 
not be laws, for they would lack the necessity which in order to be practical, must be independent 
of pathological conditions, i.e. conditions only contingently related to the will” (Critique of Practical 
Reason 18).  See also, “Tell someone, for instance, that in his youth he should work and save in 
order not to want in his old age - that is a correct and important practical precept of the will.  One 
easily sees, however, that the will is thereby directed to something else which he is assumed to 
desire; and, as to this desire, we must leave it up to the man himself if he foresees other 
resources than his own acquisitions, does not even hope to reach old age, or thinks that in case 
of need he can make out with little.  Reason, from which alone a rule involving necessity can be 
derived, gives necessity to this precept, without which it would not be an imperative; but this 
necessity is dependent on only subjective conditions and one cannot assume it in equal measure 
in all men.  But for reason to be legislative, it is required that reason need presuppose only itself, 
because the rule is objectively and universally valid only when it holds without any contingent 
subjective conditions which differentiate one rational being from another.”  (Critique of Practical 
Reason 19, emphasis added) 
26 “… the ground of obligation here must not be sought in the nature of man or in the 
circumstances in which he is placed but a priori solely in the concepts of pure reason, and that 
every precept which rests on principles of mere experience, even a precept which is in certain 
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For Kant morality does not and cannot depend on human nature, because the 

source of moral obligation for Kant is reason and so moral laws must be laws 

that are given by reason alone without any influence from anything external to 

it.27   

 The difference between other types of obligation and moral obligation for 

Kant is a difference in kind.  This does not seem to be the case for Korsgaard.  

On Korsgaard's view, moral obligation is one of many obligations, one that is 

much harder, although not impossible, to escape.  All obligation depends on our 

giving laws to ourselves.  These laws are based on our practical identities.  

Which identities we choose is dependent on our particular situation.  

Our contingent practical identities are, to some extent, given to us – by 
our cultures, by our societies and their role structures, by the accidents of 
birth, and by our natural abilities – but it is also clear that we enter into 
their construction. (Sources 239). 
  

If our identities are contingent and depend on our particular situation, the laws 

based on them are good candidates for hypothetical and not categorical 

imperatives in Kant's sense.   

Our moral identity however, our identity as a human being, is one which 

Korsgaard says is necessary.  If this were the case, then this could be a way of 

distinguishing between other types of obligation and moral obligation.  If our 

identity as a human being were one that we cannot shed, then this makes it a 

necessary identity and it may make sense to say that the imperative based on it 

                                                                                                                                                 
respects universal, so far as it leans in the least on empirical grounds (perhaps only in regard to 
the motive involved) may be called a practical rule but never a moral law.” (Groundwork 5)  
27 Cohen makes a similar point in his reply to Korsgaard, see lecture 5, pp. 173-4.  
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is categorical.  She says that although most of our self-conceptions are 

contingent, 

…what is not contingent is that you must be governed by some 
conception of your practical identity (Sources 120). 
 

However, even if our identity as human beings were not one we can shed, this 

still doesn't seem to make it the basis of a categorical imperative.  Rather, it 

looks more like the basis for what Kant calls a counsel of prudence, a 

hypothetical imperative with a condition that is always true.   

The maxim of self-love (prudence) merely advises, the law of morality 
commands.  Now there is a great difference between that which we are 
advised to do and that which we are obligated to do. (Critique of Practical 
Reason 37) 
 
... suppose that finite rational beings were unanimous in the kind of 
objects their feelings of pleasure and pain had, and even in the means of 
obtaining the former and preventing the latter.  Even then they could not 
set up the principle of self-love as a practical law, for the unanimity itself 
would be merely contingent.  The determining ground would still be only 
subjectively valid and empirical, and it would not have the necessity which 
is conceived in every law... (Critique of Practical Reason 25) 
 

Korsgaard herself says that the various principles based on practical identities 

other than the moral identity are similar to the principle of self-love in Kant.  But 

that would seem to make them the source of hypothetical, not categorical 

imperatives as she claims they are.28  And if there is no difference in kind 

between them and the principles of morality then morality would also be based 

on hypothetical imperatives.  This may not be so problematic if at least the 

                                                 
28 See for example, “In my own account, the principle of self-love is replaced by the various 
principles associated with our contingent practical identities.  That Susan is in trouble is a reason 
for action from the perspective of Susan’s friend; that the law requires it is a reason for action 
from the perspective of a citizen, and so forth.” (Sources 243) 
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hypothetical imperatives that are the basis of morality were such that they always 

obtained for all human beings.  That is, Korsgaard’s view may be analogous to 

those views that derive morality out of our desire for happiness which it is 

assumed is a desire all humans have.  In her case what all humans would be 

assumed to have is the human identity, seeing themselves as a human being as 

such.  However, as is usually the case for those who defend morality as based 

on our desire for happiness, she admits that some people may not have a moral 

identity, they may not think of themselves as one human among many.  She 

thinks the consequences of such attitude are severe: complete practical 

skepticism.  But she thinks it is nonetheless a possibility. 

Practical reasons that can only be found in the perspective of rational 
agents as such or human beings as such are 'objective' if we have no 
choice but to occupy those perspectives (Sources 246). 
 

and in a footnote to this passage, she says, 

Of course, in my view there is one sense in which we do have a choice 
about whether to occupy the perspective of a Citizen of the Kingdom of 
Ends (or a valuer of humanity) - we can take refuge in complete normative 
scepticism... (Sources 246) 
 

Whether or not we take the possibility of being a complete normative sceptic 

seriously seems to make a difference only as to whether her view of morality as 

hypothetical imperatives is one which the condition is always true or one in which 

it is true most of the time.  In either case, her view does not seem to be based on 

categorical imperatives.  Notice also that the choice of whether or not to be a 

normative sceptic is not one you can make based on reasons, because reasons 

depend on your identities, and so whether you make this choice seems to be 
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arbitrary.  It is likely that the choice will depend on your upbringing and 

environment. If this is the case, the moral law, being based on this arbitrary 

choice could not qualify as springing from a categorical imperative in Kant’s 

sense. 

 I find the divergence from Kant that I have indicated to be an important 

problem for Korsgaard because of her reliance on some of Kant's arguments; but 

without Kant’s commitment to the categorical status of the moral law, those 

arguments do not seem to cohere well into her view.  Morality is supposed to be 

based on autonomy; and yet at the base of morality, for Korsgaard, there seems 

to be a non-autonomous choice, in Kant’s sense of “non-autonomous.” 

 So, if all of Korsgaard’s arguments work, what she has shown is that 

those who identify themselves as human beings as such have moral obligations.   

Sometimes it looks as though she is saying that humanity itself is the source of 

the obligations.29  But this seems incompatible with many places where she says 

that the source of the obligation is the laws we give to ourselves; and at times, 

she seems to equate the two.30  When describing her own argument, Korsgaard 

says that it shows why we must identify ourselves as human beings.  If so, then it 

looks as if the real source of moral obligation is not our humanity or our identity 

                                                 
29 “Since you cannot act without reasons and your humanity is the source of your reasons, you 
must value your humanity if you are to act at all.” (Sources 123) 
30 See, “...this reason for conforming to your particular practical identities is not a reason that 
springs from one of those particular identities.  It is a reason that springs from your humanity 
itself, from your identity simply as a human being, a reflective animal who needs reasons to act 
and live.  And, so it is a reason you have only if you treat your humanity as a practical, normative, 
form of identity, that is if you value yourself as a human being.” (Sources 120).   
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as human beings but the reason why we cannot reject our human identity.31  And 

the reason seems to be that rejecting such an identity makes us practical 

skeptics and such a rejection is for Korsgaard akin to suicide, putting us in a 

condition worse than death.32

But practical skepticism doesn’t have to be as bad as Korsgaard paints it 

to be.  It doesn’t necessarily mean that you cannot act, nor even that you cannot 

reflect about your actions, only that reflection, on its own, won’t determine your 

decision.  You could think about the path to take, consider the consequences of 

your actions and then choose, either based on a desire, a goal, or without any 

basis at all.  I may be trying to decide whether to go to work today or not.  I may 

feel a bit sick but not sick enough to make it impossible that I go to work; and yet 

I know that if I go out in the cold I may feel worse tomorrow and then have to 

miss more workdays.  I can think about the alternatives and be unable to decide 

given the reasons available in the case – reason may not settle the issue for me.  

And then at some point, I’ll have to make a decision, to go or not go and I can 

make it even if I am a practical skeptic for whom reason does not settle any 

decision. 

                                                 
31 “To get to the conclusion that the laws in question must be moral laws, however, I think we 
need another argument, and I tried to provide it by arguing that we must identify ourselves, 
normatively, as human beings as such.” (Sources 237, emphasis added) 
32 See, for example, Sources 163. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Nagel, like Kant and Korsgaard, sees a connection between ethics, freedom, and 

rationality.  Nagel’s argument in The Possibility of Altruism, if successful, would 

provide one of the links needed by Kant’s argument discussed in chapter 2; that 

is, the link between the requirement of acting on maxims that could be universal 

laws and the requirement of acting on maxims that could be willed to be 

universal laws.1  The first three sections of this chapter are devoted to a 

discussion of Nagel’s argument.  The argument itself is rather complicated and 

relies on a number of distinctions that are easily confused; but I think that part of 

Nagel’s contribution is a clarification of the relevant distinctions allowing us to 

make this argument more tractable.  I argue that Nagel’s argument fails however; 

its failure, I think, is instructive of the type of problems any such argument is 

bound to encounter.   

 In the last section of this chapter, I turn to Nagel’s view about the 

relationship between freedom and ethics.  He expresses this view in The View 

from Nowhere, and although there are some important differences between this 

later work and the earlier The Possibility of Altruism, Nagel appeals to some of 

the argument he presented in the earlier work and that I criticize in the earlier 

sections of this chapter.2  Nagel’s view about freedom initially looks surprisingly 

                                                 
1 In what follows I will often refer to Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, Princeton University Press, 
1970 as PA. 
2 I will often refer to Nagel, The View from Nowhere, Oxford University Press, 1986 as VN. 

 109



 

closer to Nietzsche’s than one may think.  Although I point out some important 

differences, I also find some inconsistencies in Nagel’s claims.  In order to avoid 

such inconsistencies, I think we will need to adopt a view much closer to 

Nietzsche’s.   

 

I 

For Nagel, as for Kant and Korsgaard, the possibility of ethics depends on its 

principles being rationally required.  The main ethical principle that Nagel is 

concerned with is altruism.  Nagel devotes The Possibility of Altruism to showing 

what system of reasons would be required for altruism to be possible.  He 

defines altruism as being motivated to act by other people’s interests,3 and 

argues that altruism depends on the formal constraint of objectivity.  The denial 

of the objectivity of reasons makes altruism impossible and is itself contrary to 

reason.   

 In The Possibility of Altruism, Nagel argues that one should act only on 

objective reasons, or reasons that can be justified by objective principles.  Failing 

to act on objective reasons inevitably leads to dissociation between the 

impersonal and personal standpoint.  Such dissociation is tantamount to a form 

of solipsism – practical solipsism.  Solipsism, for Nagel, is being able to say in 

the first person about oneself something that one cannot say from the 

                                                 
3 “By altruism I mean not abject self-sacrifice, but merely a willingness to act in consideration of 
the interests of other persons, without the need of ulterior motives” (PA 79).   
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impersonal standpoint, without reference to the particular person one is.4  

Practical solipsism is thus being able to make certain practical judgments in the 

first person that one cannot make from the impersonal standpoint.5

Nagel notes the similarity between his own view and Kant’s.  For Kant 

moral requirements are justified by one’s conception of oneself as free and such 

conception is required by reason.  For Nagel, the conception from which he 

derives moral requirements is the conception of oneself as one individual among 

many.  This conception in turn is required by our own rationality because it is the 

equivalent of the rejection of solipsism in the practical sphere.   

Nagel argues that all reasons must be objective because only objective 

reasons permit the motivational content of practical judgments to be retained 

within the impersonal conception of oneself.6  Such judgments maintain their 

motivational content in the impersonal standpoint because they are reasons for 

things to occur as opposed to values for particular agents.7  So, impersonal 

judgments can carry motivational content insofar as they rely on objective 

reasons.  Given that avoiding solipsism requires that one be able to say from the 

impersonal standpoint what one can say from the personal standpoint, only when 
                                                 
4 Nagel depicts solipsism in general as the view that there is nothing that I can say about others, 
or that I can only make claims about myself.  But he claims that insofar as there is something that 
I can say about myself that I cannot say about others, I am a solipsist in that respect.  “Solipsism, 
as a metaphysical rather than an epistemological position, denies sense to the supposition that 
there are other persons besides oneself.  It denies sense to that supposition on the ground that 
the concepts which one applies to one’s own experiences do not include the possibility of 
application in the same sense to anything which is not one’s experience.”(PA 104)   
5 “… one can imagine an analogue of solipsism in the practical sphere: an inability to make 
practical judgments about other persons in the same sense in which one can make them in one’s 
own case.” (107) 
6 See PA 97. 
7 See for example, PA 91 and PA 119. 
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we act on objective reasons do we avoid solipsism.  Assuming that solipsism is 

irrational, it then follows that being motivated to act by objective reasons is 

rationally required.  This motivation is what makes altruism possible: it is 

rationally required that we act on reasons that are shared with others.8    

So, altruism, for Nagel, is the ability to be moved by considerations about 

others’ interests, which is only possible if we believe in objective reasons.  Nagel 

claims that the acceptance of other people’s reasons is required by one’s 

conception of oneself as one individual among many; and conceiving of oneself 

in such way is to reject solipsism.  This conception requires that we be able to 

formulate impersonally any personal judgments – otherwise there would be 

dissociation between the personal and impersonal standpoints.  And so this 

conception sets a structural constraint on the system of reasons: That we accept 

only objective reasons.  Accepting only objective reasons, however, is not the 

same as accepting reasons that can be impersonally formulated.9  Nagel’s 

argument relies on three distinct formal requirements on reasons:  

Impersonality Requirement:  That we accept only reasons that can be derived 
from reasons that can be impersonally formulated;10

 

                                                 
8 Note that there is a certain oddity in how Nagel understands altruism.  On his view, altruism 
involves being motivated by other people’s reasons because they are also our own reasons.  We 
are not however, required to be motivated by reasons of others which are not also our own; 
actually nobody is supposed to be motivated by any reason that is not also a reason for others.  
9 Nagel’s terminology changes between The Possibility of Altruism and The View from Nowhere.  
“Objective reasons” in PA becomes “agent-neutral reasons” in VN; while the “impersonal 
standpoint” in PA is akin to the “objective standpoint” in VN. 
10 This requirement allows for reasons that can themselves be impersonally formulated since any 
reason could be derived from itself.  The same applies to the Objectivity Requirement, it allows 
for reasons that are themselves objective. 
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Objectivity Requirement: That we accept only reasons that can be derived 
from objective reasons or reasons that can be justified by objective principles; 

 
Universality Requirement: That we accept only reasons that can be derived 
from universal principles. 
 

The Impersonality Requirement appeals to a distinction between judgments 

made from the personal and impersonal standpoints.   

The essence of personal judgments, beliefs, attitudes, etc., is that they 
view the world from a vantage point within it, and their subject or author is 
the locus of the vantage point.  The impersonal standpoint, on the other 
hand, provides a view of the world without giving one’s location in it. (PA 
101)   
 

Personal judgments often include first person or other token reflexives, while 

what is common to judgments even when the point of view from which they are 

made shifts, is characteristic of the impersonal standpoint.  So, what the two 

personal judgments “I should go to the movies” and “she should go to the 

movies” have in common is what can be expressed from the impersonal 

standpoint, i.e. “someone should go to the movies.”  Impersonal judgments do 

not refer to any particular person but judge things to be the case generally or for 

someone.11  Nagel argues that avoiding solipsism requires that “the conception 

of other persons like oneself (not necessarily the belief that there are any) be 

included in the idea of one’s experience from the beginning.”(PA 106)  And we 

can successfully avoid solipsism only when we conceive of ourselves in such 

                                                 
11 “The impersonal standpoint, like the standpoint of temporal neutrality, abstracts from the 
relation between speaker and what is being spoken about, and merely asserts what can be 
asserted given any such relation.” (PA 102) 
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way that every feature of one’s situation can be described impersonally.12    

 On the other hand, the Objectivity Requirement appeals to a formal 

distinction between objective and subjective reasons.  Nagel initially defines 

reasons in terms of a predicate, which is such that “if the predicate applies to 

some act, event, or circumstance (possible or actual), then there is a reason for 

that act, event or circumstance to occur.”(PA 47)  Notice that on this view, 

reasons are not in the first instance reasons for people to act, but reasons for 

events to occur.13  However, he argues that if there is a reason for a certain 

event to occur, then everyone has a reason to promote this event.14  And so, his 

complete definition of a reason is as follows: 

…every reason can be expressed by a  predicate R, such that for all 
persons p and events A, if R is true of A, then p has prima facie reason to 
promote A. (PA 90) 
 

Keeping this picture in mind, a subjective reason is a reason containing within 

the reason predicate (R) some reference to the agent (p) who is to have the 

                                                 
12 “… all of our personal judgments, including first-person psychological claims, commit us to 
corresponding impersonal judgments about the same circumstances, viewed impersonally.  
Otherwise it would be impossible to apply the operative concepts to others in the same sense, 
and the supposition that there are other persons like oneself would be unintelligible.” (PA 106) 
13 Notice that the first is a three-place predicate relating a certain feature of the world, a person, 
and an action; while the second is a two-place predicate relating a feature of the world and an 
occurrence.  
14 Objective reasons “…are not just universal reasons in the sense that anyone can have them; 
they are in addition reasons for anyone to promote what they apply to.  They are not reasons for 
particular individuals, but simply reasons for the occurrence of the things of which they hold true.  
(this last form may be unacceptable to some.  For the purpose of my argument, however, it is not 
necessary to distinguish between objective reasons as reasons for things simply to occur, and as 
reasons for anyone to want and promote those things to which they apply.)” (PA 91)  This comes 
up again a bit later, Nagel claims that “If one acknowledges the presence of an objective reason 
for something, one has acknowledged a reason for anyone to promote or desire its occurrence – 
at least to desire it, even if he is not in a position to do anything about the matter.  This is 
because objective reasons represent the values of occurrences, acts, and states of affairs 
themselves, not their values for anyone.” (PA 119) 
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reason.15  So, subjective reasons are conditional on some feature of the agent 

having them, while objective reasons are not.  Given this characterization of 

subjective reasons, they include not only reasons that depend on particular 

attitudes of the individual but also any reasons that depend on any feature of the 

individual to which the reason applies.  So reasons like the following are 

subjective: 

(1) (∀p)(∀A) If A will fulfill p’s goals, then p has a reason to promote A 

(2) (∀p)(∀A) If A will stop p’s pain, then p has a reason to promote A 

(3) (∀p)(∀A) If A will help p’s family, then p has a reason to promote A 

(4) (∀p)(∀A) If A will develop p’s character, then p has a reason to promote A  

By contrast, objective reasons are not conditional on any feature of the individual 

having the reason, but apply equally to everyone.  The following would be 

objective reasons: 

(5) (∀p)(∀A) If A will stop Martha’s pain, then p has a reason to promote A 

(6) (∀p)(∀A) If (∃q) A will stop q’s pain, then p has a reason to promote A 

                                                 
15 “Formally, a subjective reason is one whose defining predicate R contains a free occurrence of 
the variable p.  (The free-agent variable will, of course, be free only within R; it will be bound by 
the universal quantification over persons which governs the entire formula.)  All universal reasons 
and principles expressible in terms of the basic formula either contain a free-agent variable or 
they do not.  The former are subjective, the latter will be called objective.” (PA 90)   Nagel’s 
“subjective reasons” correspond to what is often referred to as “agent-relative reasons”, while his 
“objective reasons” are often called “agent-neutral reasons”.  See for example Parfit, Reasons 
and Persons.  Nagel adopts Parfit’s terminology in The View from Nowhere.  After saying that 
“agent-relative” reasons correspond to what he referred in The Possibility of Altruism as 
“subjective reasons”, Nagel characterizes agent-relative reasons as those reasons which include 
in their general form “an essential reference to the person who has it.” (VN 153)  This is more 
straightforward but logically equivalent to his earlier characterization of them as reasons 
containing a free-agent variable. 
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Again, Nagel argues that we should act only on objective reasons or reasons 

that can be derived from objective reasons.  One could act on (2) even though it 

is subjective because (2) can be derived from (6), and (6) is an objective reason.  

However, from the objective reason (6) we can get other reasons besides those 

given by (2), we can also get reasons to stop somebody else’s pain.  For 

example, (6) logically entails both (2) and (5).  The restriction that we act only on 

objective reasons implies that one should not be motivated by considerations 

that others do not also have a reason to promote.  

 Going back to the first requirement above, notice that the Impersonality 

Requirement does not rule out subjective reasons since they could also be 

formulated impersonally.16  But Nagel argues that subjective reasons would lack 

in their impersonal formulation the motivational content that they have in their 

personal formulation.  Thus, he claims, they are not literally the same reasons 

formulated impersonally as when formulated personally.  Only by accepting 

objective reasons can we have the same motivational content in judgments 

made from the personal and impersonal standpoints.  The Objectivity 

Requirement is supposed to follow from the Impersonality Requirement given the 

following two assumptions: 

(i) If two judgments differ in their motivational content, they are not judging 

the same thing to be the case; 

(ii) A first person practical judgment has motivational content. 
                                                 
16 See for example, (1)-(4) above, each of which is formulated impersonally but nevertheless 
subjective. 
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The first of these is a claim about how judgments are individuated.  The claim is 

that a difference in motivational content is a difference in content, thus if two 

judgments differ in motivational content they are not judging the same 

proposition to be the case.  The second is a claim about which judgments carry 

motivational content, it claims that first person judgments can by themselves 

provide motivation.17   

 The third requirement above, the Universality Requirement does seem to 

follow from the Impersonality Requirement.  Nagel claims that reasons must be 

derived from universal principles because only universal principles can be 

significantly applied from the impersonal standpoint, and thus allow us to avoid 

dissociation. 

The avoidance of dissociation therefore requires the acceptance of 
universal practical principles which apply in the same sense to everyone, 
and which are impersonally formulable, so that one can arrive at any true 
conclusion about what the persons in a situation should do, or have 
reason to do, without knowing what one’s own place in the situation is, or 
indeed whether one occupies a place on it at all. (PA 108) 

 
One may be tempted to think that the Impersonality Requirement simply is the 

Universality Requirement.  However, notice that they are defined independently 

of each other and that Nagel argues for their connection. 

This yields a significant result, namely that one’s basic practical principles 
must be universal.  This is not a trivial claim; for it is not obvious why there 
should be any need to acknowledge, as the source of one’s own reasons 
for action, a principle which applies to all persons.  Why cannot each of us 
content himself with principles which state what he should do (principles 
like ‘I should always act in my own interest’) instead of expanding them 
into principles which yield reasons for everyone?  The answer is that 

                                                 
17 I will be concerned with (ii) in the next section, and (i) in the following. 
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principles of the former type cannot be significantly applied to oneself from 
the impersonal standpoint; they therefore involve dissociation.  To apply a 
principle to oneself impersonally, one must be able to apply it to the 
person one is, in abstraction from the fact that it is oneself.  And this 
cannot be done with a practical principle which applies only to oneself. 
(PA 107) 
 

Nagel’s claim here is reminiscent of Korsgaard’s argument which draws a 

parallel between private reasons and a private language.  But as I argued with 

respect to Korsgaard’s argument, a reason that can in principle apply to others 

need not actually apply to others (at least not to all others). 18  Although we may 

agree that one should not have practical principles that could apply only to 

oneself, this does not imply that all of one’s principles should actually apply to 

everyone else.  In particular we may have practical principles that are dependent 

on the situation of the individual; which would actually apply only to those in such 

a situation.  These principles may in fact end up applying only to oneself or just 

to some.   

Nagel seems to realize this and thus he argues that universality is not 

enough.  The Universality Requirement does not entail a requirement to act only 

on objective reasons.  While the principle “I should always act in my own 

interest” is not universal (and thus could not be applied from the impersonal 

standpoint), the principle “everyone should act on his/her own interest” is 

universal (and thus could be applied from the impersonal standpoint).19  But this 

universal principle would give rise only to subjective reasons.  This is why Nagel 

                                                 
18 See chapter 3, section II. 
19 Nagel is aware of this and uses this example on p.48.  He discusses it again on p. 108. 
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claims that universality alone is not enough; “the motivational content of ethical 

judgments must be present in their impersonal as well as their personal versions” 

(PA 109, emphasis added).  He argues that if the motivational content of ethical 

judgments is lacking in the impersonal versions of the judgments, our acting on 

those principles involves an unacceptable dissociation between the personal and 

impersonal standpoint.20

 

II 

I mentioned in the previous section that Nagel’s argument depends on the 

following principle:  

 (ii) A first person practical judgment has motivational content. 

If (ii) were false then there would be no dissociation when acting on subjective 

reasons.  That is, if we assume as Nagel does that impersonal judgments about 

subjective reasons do not have any motivational content, then unless personal 

judgments about subjective reasons have motivational content, there would be 

no dissociation.  One may think that all that Nagel needs for his argument to 

work is that (ii) be true for judgments about objective reasons.  However, the 

argument is supposed to show that it is rationally required to act on objective 

reasons because only they avoid dissociation between the two standpoints.  

Dissociation is supposed to result when one acts on a subjective reason 

                                                 
20 Nagel is here careful not to take for granted the move that Kant and Korsgaard seem to take 
for granted between the requirement of acting on maxims that could become universal laws and 
acting on maxims that could be willed to be universal laws.  See chapter 2, section I and chapter 
3, section II. 
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because the impersonal formulation of a subjective reason does not carry 

motivational content, while the personal formulation does.  But if the personal 

formulation did not carry motivational content, then there would be no 

dissociation even if the impersonal judgment did not have any motivational 

content. 

 There seem to be three options with respect to the motivational content of 

first-person judgments about subjective reasons: 

(a) First-person judgments about subjective reasons cannot motivate 

action independently of other attitudes of the individual; 

(b) First-person judgments about subjective reasons add some motivation 

to that present in other attitudes of the individual; 

(c) First-person judgments about subjective reasons can by themselves 

motivate action. 

In this section, I will argue that (a) and (b) are not enough for Nagel’s argument 

to work.  In the next section, I will argue that even granting (c), Nagel’s argument 

is not successful.   

 Dissociation is supposed to result because impersonal judgments about 

subjective reasons do not have motivational content.  So if first-person 

judgments did not have any motivational content either – if they merely 

acknowledged a motivation that is already present –  there would be no 

dissociation.  Similarly if first-person judgments added some motivational content 

but this content was also present in impersonal judgments about subjective 
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reasons then there would be no dissociation.  This would suggest that (c) is what 

Nagel’s argument requires.  However at times, he seems to hold that his 

argument would succeed even if first person judgments about subjective reasons 

added some motivational content to that existing in other attitudes of the 

individual (this is (b) above).   

 In his discussion of prudence early in the book, Nagel claims 

What is essential for my argument is that a practical judgment about what 
one has a reason to do now should be acknowledged to possess some 
motivational content. (PA 67) 
 

Throughout The Possibility of Altruism, Nagel argues that there are three rational 

requirements on reasons: timelessness (which allows for prudence), objectivity 

(which allows for altruism), and the congruence of means and ends.   

 In arguing that first-person practical judgments have motivational content, 

Nagel points out that even judgments about subjective reasons must have some 

motivational content.  He holds that somebody’s motivation on the basis of a 

judgment about a subjective reason cannot be completely explained by the 

pertinent desire.  A desire could prompt somebody to do something that is not a 

proper way of fulfilling the desire, like putting a dime on a pencil sharpener in 

order to get a drink.  In those cases, we think that something has gone wrong, 

but how does a desire motivate us to do what is required to fulfill it and not 

something else?  In response to this concern, he says that  

The solution is to confer a privileged status on the relation between ends 
and means.  This is easily incorporated into the definition of a reason.  We 
may say that if being thirsty provides a reason to drink then it also 
provides a reason for what enables one to drink.  That can be regarded as 
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a consequence of a perfectly general property of reasons for action: that 
they transmit their influence over the relation between ends and means. 
(PA 34)   
 
Any acceptance of a reason for action must conform to the general 
principle concerning means and ends.  The full influence of desires and of 
other types of motivation is explained by their interaction with the system.  
Consequently desires cannot account for its operation. (PA 35) 
 

So, with respect to means-end rationality, he claims that an action based on a 

first-person judgment about a subjective reason cannot be completely explained 

by the desire that prompted it.  In addition to the desire, a structural constraint on 

reasons is required to explain why a desire gives rise only to reasons for those 

actions which are conducive to fulfilling the desire.  Structural constraints on 

reasons allow for motivation to be transferred between ends and means, my 

desire for a drink can give rise not only to a reason to get a drink but also to a 

reason to do what will provide me with a drink.  

 If this is right, then a first-person practical judgment about a subjective 

reason can add some motivation that is independent of any other desire or goal 

that one already has.21  The judgment “I have a reason to go hiking” adds some 

motivational content that is not present with the desires or goals of getting 

exercise and leaving the city.   Namely what is added is that hiking best fulfills 

those goals and so on the basis of those goals, I have a reason to go hiking 

rather than a reason to go to the movies.  Thus as a result, I don’t just have a 

                                                 
21 For an interesting discussion along these lines, see James Dreier, “Humean Doubts about 
Categorical Imperatives”, Varieties of Practical Reasoning, Elijah Millgram, ed., MIT Press.   
Similar considerations take Dreier to say that the means-end principle is the only categorical 
imperative (Dreier 96). 
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desire to get some exercise and leave the city, but I also have a motivation to go 

hiking.  And if the result of my thinking how to best fulfill these goals were a 

motivation to go to the movies, something would have gone wrong.   

 But if first personal judgments about subjective reasons carry some 

motivational content that is independent of other attitudes of the individual, this 

content seems to also be carried by impersonal judgments about subjective 

reasons and so there is no dissociation when acting on subjective reasons.  That 

is, (b) is not enough for Nagel’s argument to work.  Take for example, a 

judgment about a subjective reason: “I have reason to go hiking”.  With such 

judgment, I may be acknowledging a desire or goal that I have and judging that 

going hiking would fulfill it.  I can certainly express this in the same sense 

impersonally, I can judge that someone has reason to go hiking, and mean by it 

that someone has a desire or goal and that hiking would fulfill it.  This impersonal 

judgment may motivate me insofar as I acknowledge that if I had the pertinent 

desire or goal, hiking would be the best way to fulfill it.  However, in forming this 

judgment I myself need not be motivated to go hiking: I may not share this 

person’s goals.  In such cases, there seems to be no dissociation even if the 

reason is clearly subjective.   

 Nagel claims that what is required to avoid solipsism, is acting on 

objective reasons because only they can be accepted from the impersonal 

standpoint.  He allows that subjective reasons can be stated impersonally.  The 

problem is that they lack motivational content in their impersonal formulation.  
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But as I argued above they may have the same motivational content as the first 

person judgments insofar as first person judgments do not carry motivational 

content but acknowledge motivation that is provided by the attitudes of the agent 

and maybe some means-end rationality.  So the need to avoid solipsism would 

not seem to give us any reason to think that there must be universal objective 

principles with motivational content unless first person judgments have 

motivational content.  But why should we think that first person judgments about 

subjective reasons have motivational content beyond that provided by other 

attitudes of the individual and means-end rationality?  In the next section, I will 

outline Nagel’s answer to this question and explain why it still does not help his 

argument to succeed. 

 

III 

As we have seen, Nagel’s argument relies crucially on the notion that practical 

judgments have motivational content.  This section will be concerned with trying 

to understand what it means for a judgment to have motivational content.  I will 

argue that at various points the notion of motivational content that Nagel seems 

to be working with is not the notion that is crucial to his argument.  Because of 

ambiguities in his claims about the relationship between a practical judgment and 

motivation, the shift in the notion of motivational content is hard to detect.  Once 
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we better understand his view about this relationship, it will become clear that his 

argument is not successful even given his assumptions. 22

 So again, Nagel holds that first person practical judgments have 

motivational content.  For example, my first person practical judgment that I have 

a reason to go hiking can motivate me to go hiking.  When the judgment is about 

an objective reason, my accepting the judgment is not based on any recognition 

of other particular attitudes that I have.  But when a practical judgment is about 

subjective reasons, I acknowledge some desire or goal that I have and judge that 

it gives me a reason to act.  Notice that on this view, my going hiking would be  

motivated by my judgment that I have a reason to go hiking – that is, my action 

can be explained solely by my judgment – even if such judgment motivates me 

because there is a certain desire that I have.23   

 On Nagel’s view, objective reasons or principles depend on objective 

values.  If an event is objectively valuable, anyone has a reason to bring it about.  
                                                 
22 The arguments in this section are influenced by John Deigh’s discussion in “Reason and 
Motivation”, ch. 7 of his book The Sources of Moral Agency, Cambridge University Press, 1996.  
He criticizes Nagel’s view specifically with respect to the motivational content of prudential 
judgments.  Nagel’s primary strategy for arguing that practical judgments have motivational 
content is to show that this allows us to better explain prudential motivation.  Thus, if Deigh’s 
criticism is successful, it leaves Nagel without his central argument for the claim that practical 
judgments have motivational content; and as a consequence without a crucial assumption of his 
argument for the objectivity of reasons.  I am here taking a somewhat different path than Deigh’s: 
I will argue that any cogent way of understanding that notion, given Nagel’s other assumptions, is 
still not enough for the argument to work. 
23 See Deigh’s characterization of Nagel’s view of motivational content arising from Nagel’s 
explanation of prudential motivation: “…Nagel takes the conclusion’s motivational force to derive 
from the considerations from which the deliberation proceeds and on which its conclusion is 
based.  His point is that, while these considerations include the recognition of a desire, they do 
not include any desire itself.  Accordingly, Nagel locates the conclusion’s motivational force in its 
content.  Because this force, on his view, cannot be traced back to some antecedent desire, it 
must emerge from the considerations from which the deliberation proceeds and they way they 
combine to produce its conclusion.  It is thus contained in the conclusion, which is to say that the 
conclusion, as a practical judgment, has motivational content.” (Deigh 147) 
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So the judgment that a certain event is valuable carries motivational content 

because it is a judgment about what everyone has reason to pursue.24  Even 

when formulated impersonally, one acknowledges that one has a reason to act 

because everyone has such reason.  And so one can accept a reason and be 

motivated to act even by judgments made in the impersonal standpoint insofar 

as they are judgments about objective reasons.  Even if the action itself can only 

occur when one knows what one’s particular situation is, one can commit oneself 

to doing something if it is in one’s power to do so.   

 In order to actually act however one must take the personal standpoint. In 

light of this, one may wonder whether motivational content is only present in 

judgments made from the personal standpoint.  Nagel’s response to this concern 

is to note that one can be willing to act if certain circumstances were to arise 

even if one is not sure whether those circumstances will actually arise or not.  

Consider desire.  Nagel claims that having a desire requires only a willingness to 

act should the appropriate means be available; this willingness need not involve 

the thought of a particular action.25  Along similar lines, he says that it is possible 

to desire something to have happened in the past – which again, requires a 

willingness to act - without believing that one can do anything to bring it about, 

                                                 
24 Although Nagel claims that reasons are mind-independent facts and that as a result they are 
universally shared, he does not really argue in The Possibility of Altruism for their being mind-
independent.  He mentions that for the purposes of his argument he will not make a distinction 
between understanding reasons as reasons for things to occur and as reasons for everyone to 
pursue (see PA 91 and PA 120 cited earlier).   
25 “…although desire usually involves a willingness to act, should appropriate means be 
available, it need not involve action proper, and may be unaccompanied by any thought of 
action.” (PA 121) 
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and thus without acting on that desire in the present.  It is this willingness to act, 

then, which seems to be what can be brought about by the motivational content 

of judgments made from the impersonal standpoint.  Apparently on this basis, 

Nagel accepts that in order to actually act one has to know one’s place in the 

situation involving a personal judgment of that situation.  But, he claims, 

sometimes an action can be motivated by a consideration that is present even in 

an impersonal judgment about the situation.  In such cases, the acceptance of 

the impersonal judgment would carry with it a motivation or a willingness to act 

regardless of one’s particular place in the situation.  

 So, Nagel claims that practical judgments have motivational content, and 

when one judges that a certain proposition with motivational content is the case, 

one’s actions can be explained by this judgment.  For example, when I judge that 

I should help my friend or that I have a reason to help my friend, my helping my 

friend can be explained by this judgment.  This is the basis for an internalist 

position with respect to the relation between judgment and motivation.  The 

internalism/externalism distinction Nagel is concerned with is a distinction about 

the connection between practical judgments and motivation.26  Internalism is the 

view that when one judges that one is morally required to do something, it 

                                                 
26 This distinction is made in Falk, “ “Ought” and Motivation”, Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society (1947-8) and Frankena, “Obligation and Motivation in Recent Moral Philosophy”, in 
Essays in Moral Philosophy, ed. Melden (Seattle, 1958).  Korsgaard refers to this distinction in 
Sources 81-82; and Darwall refers to it as “judgment internalism” in “Internalism and Agency”, 
Philosophical Perspectives (1992). 
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follows that one is motivated to do it.27  Externalism, on the other hand, is the 

view that a judgment about what one is morally required to do does not 

guarantee a motivation to do it. 

 Given what Nagel says and what his argument seems to require, there 

are two relevant ways of understanding the relation between a judgment about 

what one should do and a motivation to act:  either the judgment that one has a 

reason to act implies a disposition to act in the appropriate circumstances28 or it 

implies that one is actually moved to act.29

                                                 
27 Nagel characterizes internalism as follows: “Internalism is the view that the presence of a 
motivation for acting morally is guaranteed by the truth of ethical propositions themselves.  On 
this view the motivation must be so tied to the truth, or meaning, of ethical statements that when 
in a particular case someone is (or perhaps merely believes that he is) morally required to do 
something, it follows that he has a motivation for doing it.” (PA 7) Notice that this is ambiguous 
between two views: the view that internalism is a thesis that relates the truth of a judgment with 
motivation, and the view that internalism relates belief or judgment with motivation.  Given what 
he says in the rest of the book, only the later view is relevant.  If he believes that the first is true 
he does not defend it nor does it play a role in his argument.  His further discussion in pp. 7-8 is 
also good evidence that he is not concerned with the first view but with the second. 
28 See for example, “Practical judgments carry potential commitment to act or to desire – this is 
motivational content.” (PA 64, emphasis added).  “A more detailed description of this content 
presents difficulties, for motivational content does not necessarily imply motivational efficacy.” 
(PA 65)  See also, “I do not wish to make a stronger claim than is necessary in this connection.  
There is no need to hold that ‘X acknowledges a reason to A’ entails ‘X does A, or wants to do A,’ 
or that the latter statement is part of the meaning of the former.  Nor is it necessary to maintain 
that the first-person acknowledgement of a reason will produce a motivation unless other, 
contrary influences interfere.  All I wish to claim is that such an acknowledgement [of a reason to 
act] is by itself capable of providing a motivation in the appropriate direction.” (PA 111, emphasis 
added)  “The belief that a reason provides me with sufficient justification for a present course of 
action does not necessarily imply a desire or a willingness to undertake that action; it is not a 
sufficient condition of the act or desire.  But it is sufficient, in the absence of contrary influences, 
to explain the appropriate action, or the desire or willingness to perform it.  That is the 
motivational content of a judgment about what one presently has reason to do.”  (PA 67) 
29 Nagel is ambiguous between the stronger and weaker link between judgment and motivation.  
In addition to the references in the previous footnote, see his characterization of internalism 
quoted above, from p.7.  And his description of the view he is defending: “A stronger position, 
one which ties the motivation to the cognitive content of ethical claims, requires postulation of 
motivational influences which one cannot reject once one becomes aware of them.  If such 
influences can be shown to belong to the content of ethics, then someone who recognizes the 
truth of an ethical claim will have to accept the corresponding motivation.” (PA 8)  “If someone 
arrives at a practical judgment and no contrary influences are operative, that judgment can by 
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 One consideration which supports the view that a disposition is involved 

between the practical judgment and the action is that circumstances seem to 

affect whether a judgment in fact moves.  For example, I may judge that if I get 

hungry, I should buy a sandwich.  This is a practical judgment, which actually 

moves me to act when hungry, but not when I am not.   

 As I mentioned earlier, Nagel’s argument requires (i) If two judgments 

differ in their motivational content, they are not  judging the same thing to be the 

case.  That is, Nagel assumes that if two judgments prima facie seem to have 

the same content (involve the same proposition) but one is capable of motivating 

while the other one is not, then they do not really have the same content.  

However, one may instead argue that given that there are judgments that seem 

to have the same content but differ in their motivational influences, one can 

conclude that motivation is not solely dependent on the content but also related 

to some other feature of the agent.  But Nagel denies this, he claims that if one 

judgment motivates while the other one does not, then they are not judging the 

same thing to be the case. 

If the impersonal analogues of one’s first person practical judgments lack 
motivational content, then one cannot make the same judgment about a 
situation from the impersonal standpoint which one makes about that 
situation from the personal standpoint. (PA 114) 

 
Nagel argues that if impersonal practical judgments lacked the motivational 

content present in personal practical judgments, then one could not judge the 

                                                                                                                                                 
itself motivate him to the appropriate act or desire, and usually does.  Either he or someone else 
can offer the judgment and its grounds as sufficient explanation of his action, without a further 
account of why it prompted him to act.” (PA 66) 
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same thing to be the case from the impersonal standpoint as from the personal 

standpoint.  This, once again, would amount to dissociation and practical 

solipsism.   

 Notice however, that if it is possible to be motivated by an impersonal 

judgment at all, being motivated cannot mean that one is actually moved to act.  

Although one could judge impersonally that something is required of somebody, 

one could not actually be moved to do it unless one knows what role in the 

situation one plays.  And this is true even when one is making a judgment about 

objective reasons.  For example, if I judge impersonally that “taking the hand 

from the fire will stop someone’s pain” and assuming that pain is something to be 

avoided, I will judge impersonally that “someone has a reason to take the hand 

from the fire”.  But it is only when I find out who I am in the situation - only when I 

find out that it is my hand which is in the fire - that I am indeed moved to take my 

hand out of the fire.   

 Nagel insists that the judgment from the impersonal standpoint must itself 

motivate me, even if what exactly I do depends on my particular circumstances 

and thus on judgments from the personal standpoint.  That is, the judgment that 

“someone should take the hand out of the fire” must motivate me even if I am not 

that someone and my hand is not in the fire.  In the case that my hand is not in 

the fire, the judgment should motivate me to get someone else’s hand away from 

the fire.  And if I am in no position to help because there is nobody within 

proximity whose hand is in the fire, then I should still be motivated in the sense 
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that in so judging I am expressing a willingness to act.  But if to be motivated is 

to have a willingness to act, then it looks as though being motivated by a 

practical judgment is not to be moved to act but to have a disposition to act in the 

right circumstances.   

 So when Nagel says that impersonal practical judgments motivate, he 

seems to be saying that they imply a disposition to act.  But if this were the case 

then the claim that judgments have motivational content in the impersonal 

standpoint commits us only to the view that these judgments are capable of 

moving us to act in the right circumstances.  And it is not clear why the right 

circumstances could not include particular attitudes of the agent.30  What I am 

proposing, is that two judgments may have the same motivational content while 

one moves the agent and the other one does not depending on whether they are 

found in the right circumstances.  If this is right, then even whether first person 

judgments about subjective reasons actually move us or not could depend on 

whether the right accompanying attitudes are present, and similarly for 

impersonal judgments about subjective reasons.  Thus dissociation could be 

avoided even when acting on subjective reasons. 

 One may think that on this view there is something that one can say from 

the first person perspective that one cannot say impersonally, namely that one is 

moved.  But this is not the case, one can say that somebody is moved, just as 

                                                 
30 Notice that the Objectivity Requirement rules out that the right circumstances include any 
particular feature of the agent.  But it is this requirement that Nagel is arguing for, and he argues 
for it by attempting to derive it from the Impersonality Requirement.  But the Impersonality 
Requirement does not seem to yield any view about what the right circumstances may include. 
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one can say that one is moved; although no claim about another’s reasons would 

imply that I be moved to act. 

  To have an analogy, consider another disposition, being soluble in water. 

Two equal sized sugar cubes may be equally water soluble, and yet one may 

dissolve while the other one does not because one is found in water while the 

other is not.  Perhaps similarly, first person judgments can have motivational 

content in the sense that in the presence of the appropriate accompanying 

attitudes they will move the person to act.  It may be the case that if they do 

move us to act, the action can be explained by the judgment, just like the sugar 

cube dissolving in water can be explained by its solubility.  But this does not 

mean that further conditions need not be present.31  So practical judgments 

could be understood in similar terms as dissolving in water, in both cases a 

capacity or disposition is actualized only in certain circumstances.  The two 

judgments, like the two sugar cubes, may be exact duplicates in terms of their 

content while one in fact motivates and the other one does not. 

 But if motivational content is dispositional in this sense, then we do not get 

the Objectivity Requirement from the Impersonality Requirement, even assuming 

(i) and (ii).  Nagel would need the following to be the case: 

(ii) For two judgments, if one actually moves me to act while the other one 

does not, then they are not judging the same thing to be the case. 

                                                 
31 Notice that all the caveats to Nagel’s claim that practical judgments move us to action give 
support to the view that their actually moving us depends on something other than the judgment 
itself. 
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But (ii) seems highly unlikely.  Nagel himself seems to reject it.  Furthermore, the 

claim that judgments, even those about objective reasons, from the impersonal 

standpoint actually move us to act is very unlikely.  How can one be moved to do 

something without knowing what role, if any, one plays in the situation?  One 

may at most acquire a disposition or readiness to act, if found in the right 

circumstances, but one would not actually be moved to act. 

 What this disposition may amount to is the equivalent of any other belief 

that may have practical implications.  Insofar as I believe that a sandwich is the 

best means of satisfying my hunger at lunch time, this belief need not motivate 

me to act unless I am hungry.  Insofar as a judgment about impersonal reasons 

provides only a disposition, it is not clear that it can actually move me to act 

without the presence of a certain desire which is not itself required by the 

judgment.32   

  Nagel considers the possibility that the motivational effects of impersonal 

practical judgments be even weaker than providing a disposition to act.   

                                                 
32 Nicholas Sturgeon has offered a detailed criticism of the Nagel argument under discussion 
here.  He presents a number of points attempting to show that Nagel’s argument for the 
objectivity of reasons fails.  In the final section however, Sturgeon presents an argument 
concerning Nagel’s notion of motivational content that is somewhat at odds with the one 
presented here.  I think that Nagel’s argument allows for two alternative critical paths.  The first 
attempts to find a notion of motivational content in Nagel’s work so that Nagel’s argument has 
better chances of showing that one can avoid dissociation when acting on objective reasons (this 
is the path I took).  The other starts from an account of motivational content that is found 
plausible – and that is suggested by some of Nagel’s claims – and shows that dissociation is 
unavoidable (this is the path Sturgeon took).  Notice that the two options seems to be: Either we 
understand motivational content as I argued in the previous section and Nagel’s argument fails 
because there is no dissociation even when acting on subjective reasons; or we appeal to 
Sturgeon’s alternative way of understanding motivational content and Nagel’s argument fails 
because there is dissociation even when acting on objective reasons.  See, Sturgeon, “Altruism, 
Solipsism, and the Objectivity of Reasons,” Philosophical Review, 1974. 
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There may be certain evaluative principles whose motivational content is 
much weaker than that of practical judgments.  There may be (though I 
doubt it) principles which give rise to nothing more than motivationally 
impotent feelings of approval or disapproval, whether in application to 
one’s own case or to that of others.  But this is irrelevant to the case we 
are considering, for we are considering reasons for action rather than 
principles of aesthetic assessment; and these specify not only the 
conditions in which it is rational to say or feel certain things about one’s 
behaviour, but conditions in which it is rational to be motivated in certain 
ways – to want and do things.  The first person acknowledgment of such a 
reason has significant motivational content.  (PA 111) 
 

Although I will not argue for it here, I want to mention the possibility that the 

motivational content of impersonal practical judgments gives rise to something 

weaker than even a disposition to act, that they give rise to something like a 

feeling of approval or disapproval.  If this were the motivational content of 

impersonal practical judgments, they could have an effect on our behavior 

insofar as we had a desire or interest in acting in ways that we or others can 

approve of.  Nagel further rejects such notion of motivational content on the 

basis that the acknowledgment of a first person reason has significant 

motivational content.  We might wonder however whether the first person 

acknowledgment of a reason does not simply have the weaker version of 

motivational content.  It may be that first person judgments about what reasons 

one has only give rise to a feeling of approval or disapproval which can motivate 

only insofar as one is interested in acting in ways that can be approved of in 

terms of standards one endorses. 

 

IV 
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By the time he writes The View from Nowhere, Nagel no longer believes that the 

argument from The Possibility of Altruism succeeds in showing that we are 

rationally required to act on reasons that can be objectively formulated, or using 

the terminology from the later work, that we are required to act on agent-neutral 

reasons.  But nonetheless, he thinks that morality is related to a certain 

integration between the two standpoints.  

Though I no longer think that the argument works, I don’t think there was 
nothing in it.  Integration of the two standpoints and full recognition that 
one is only a person among others are the essential forces behind the 
development of a moral position.  But they do not in every case require 
the acceptance of neutral reasons: some values are agent-relative and full 
recognition of the reality of other persons does not require that we accord 
these values any greater objective range than that…  (VN 159) 
 

In The View from Nowhere, Nagel claims that we are not rationally required to 

act only on agent-neutral reasons and that some agent-relative reasons will be 

tolerated from the impersonal standpoint. 

 Although Nagel recognizes that the earlier argument does not work, he 

does not think that “there was nothing to it.”  He explicitly endorses parts of the 

argument and, I think, implicitly relies on it in his discussion of the relationship 

between ethics and freedom.  If the conclusion I reached in the previous sections 

is right – if there is the same amount of dissociation when acting on agent-

relative reasons as when acting on agent-neutral reasons – then this will have 

some implications for Nagel’s conception of the relationship of ethics and 

freedom. 
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 In The View from Nowhere, Nagel argues for an internal connection 

between ethics and freedom.  Before I explain such connection, I will briefly 

explain what the freedom at stake consists in.   

 Nagel claims that the problem of free will is a real problem which arises 

because of a conflict between the subjective and objective perspectives towards 

our actions and those of others.33  According to Nagel, this problem manifests 

itself in two distinct but related ways: as the problem of autonomy and the 

problem of responsibility.  The problem of autonomy arises because subjectively, 

it seems to us that we choose our actions over a number of alternatives, but 

when we take the objective standpoint and look at our actions from the outside, 

we realize that what looked like options for us do not seem to be alternatives at 

all.  Furthermore, Nagel claims that what we believe we have from the subjective 

standpoint seems to involve an incoherent notion.34  We seem to want to “act 

from a standpoint completely outside ourselves, choosing everything about 

                                                 
33 The objective/subjective standpoints in The View from Nowhere are akin to the 
impersonal/personal standpoints in The Possibility of Altruism.  Judgments from the 
objective/subjective standpoints in the terminology of VN are not to be confused with the 
acceptance of objective/subjective reasons in PA.  In VN, what were earlier called “objective 
reasons” are referred to as “agent-neutral reasons” while “subjective reasons” are referred to as 
“agent-relative reasons”.  Since I will be concerned with his view in VN, in the reminder of this 
chapter, I will adopt this terminology using “objective” and “subjective” exclusively to refer to the 
objective/subjective standpoints.  Nagel characterizes it as follows: “In theoretical reasoning 
objectivity is advanced when we form a new conception of reality that includes ourselves as 
components.  This involves the alteration or at least an extension of our beliefs.  In the sphere of 
values or practical reasoning, the problem is different.  As in the theoretical case, we must take 
up a new, comprehensive viewpoint after stepping back and including our former perspective in 
what is to be understood.  But here the new viewpoint will be not a new set of beliefs, but a new 
or extended set of values.  We try to arrive at normative judgments, with motivational content, 
from an impersonal standpoint.”  (VN 138) 
34 “When we try to explain what we believe which seems to be undermined by a conception of 
actions as events in the world – determined or not – we end up with something that is either 
incomprehensible or clearly inadequate.” (VN 113) 
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ourselves, including all our principles of choice – creating ourselves from 

nothing, so to speak.  This is self-contradictory: in order to do anything we must 

already be something.” (VN 118)   

 The problem of responsibility arises partially because of the problem of 

autonomy.  Nagel holds that in judging ourselves and others we take the 

subjective standpoint of the actor and consider whether he/she chose the best 

option given the alternatives that seemed open to them.  So, when we judge 

ourselves and others as responsible, we assume that the agent is in control of 

her actions, and that there are alternatives from which she can choose.  But 

when we take the objective standpoint, what looked like alternatives for the agent 

seem to disappear. 

 Nagel acknowledges that he does not have a proposed solution to these 

problems; he thinks that “nothing approaching the truth has yet been said on this 

subject” (VN 137).35  But he thinks that there is a way of minimizing the conflict 

between the objective and subjective standpoints, at least with respect to the 

problem of autonomy, even if this would not constitute a real solution to the 

problem.  He thinks that the conflict between the objective and subjective 

standpoints can be minimized through ethics, through engaging the will from the 

                                                 
35 As I mentioned above, Nagel not only thinks that the notion of freedom that seems to be 
involved in incompatibilist accounts is incoherent, but he also think that compatibilist accounts 
are even less plausible (VN 113).  For an alternative incompatibilist account that attempts to 
avoid the incoherence that Nagel claims is involved here and discusses both Nagel’s and Kant’s 
views, see Kane “Two Kinds of Incompatibilism”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 
Vol. 50, No.2, December 1989. 
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objective standpoint, “co-opting the objective self to action” (VN 135).36  “Since 

we can’t act in light of everything about ourselves, the best we can do is to try to 

live in a way that wouldn’t have to be revised in light of anything more that could 

be known about us” (VN 127).  He thinks that when we act in response to 

judgments made from the objective standpoint, we can increase our freedom, 

where the freedom involved is acting in ways that can be approved of even from 

an objective perspective.  The problem of freedom is minimized in these cases 

because when taking the objective standpoint we see the actions as our own 

instead of rejecting some of our motives and actions as alien.  The extreme 

version of this freedom would be to act on principles that one would not have to 

revise, no matter how external a view of the world one took.37  This would be the 

equivalent to finding mathematical certainty in our principles of action – finding 

principles that one could not imagine rejecting regardless of how objective a view 

of the world one took (VN 130).  But he claims that this is too ambitious; we don’t 

seem to find such principles with respect to our actions.  Furthermore, he claims 

that regardless of how much we step back from our personal perspective, there 

is always the risk that there is more that we don’t know and that could challenge 

                                                 
36 “We cannot act from outside ourselves, nor create ourselves ex nihilo.  But the impulse to this 
logically impossible goal pushes us toward something else, which is not logically impossible and 
which may assuage the original impulse somewhat to the extent that we can attain it.  We want to 
bring the external view of ourselves back into connection with our actions, as far as we can.  We 
must learn to act from an objective standpoint as well as to view ourselves from an objective 
standpoint.” (VN 126)   
37 “The most ambitious strategy would be to seek positive grounds for choice that commanded 
the assent of the objective will no matter how far removed it was from my particular perspective.  
This, if it were possible, would amount to acting sub specie aeternitatis… “ (VN 130) 
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our current view of the world.38  The best we can hope, he claims, “is to act in a 

way that permits some confidence that it would not prove unacceptable no 

matter how much more completely we developed the objective view – no matter 

how many more steps we took outside ourselves…” (VN 128)39

 So, Nagel, like Kant, thinks that there is an internal connection between 

ethics and freedom.    

In a sense, I am agreeing with Kant’s view that there is an internal 
connection between ethics and freedom: subjection to morality expresses 
the hope of autonomy, even though it is a hope that cannot be realized in 
its original form.  We cannot act on the world from outside, but we can in a 
sense act from both inside and outside our particular position in it.  Ethics 
increases the range of what it is about ourselves that we can will – 
extending it from our actions to the motives and character traits and 
dispositions from which they arise.  We want to be able to will the sources 
of our actions down to the very bottom, reducing the gap between 
explanation and justification.  To put it another way, we want to reduce the 
size of the range of determinants of our actions that are not willable but 
merely observable – that from the outside we can only watch. (VN 135) 
 

Nagel thinks that ethics expresses “the hope for autonomy”, a hope that cannot 

be realized as genuine free will.  But ethics allows us to critically revise our 

                                                 
38 This is what Nagel calls “the incomplete view”, the view of the world that “includes a large blind 
spot, behind our eyes, so to speak, that hides something we cannot take into account in acting, 
because it is what acts.”  (VN 127) 
39 Nagel’s depiction of the connection between ethics and freedom is reminiscent of Rawls’ – of 
course, both Nagel and Rawls relate their own views to Kant’s.  “Now on the contract view the 
notions of autonomy and objectivity are compatible:  there is no antinomy between freedom and 
reason.  Both autonomy and objectivity are characterized in a consistent way by reference to the 
original position.  The idea of the initial situation is central to the whole theory and other basic 
notions are defined in terms of it. Thus acting autonomously is acting from principles that we 
would consent to as free and equal rational beings, and that we are to understand in this way.  
Also, these principles are objective.  They are principles that we would want everyone (including 
ourselves) to follow were we to take up together the appropriate general point of view.”  (Theory 
of Justice, 516, see also the rest section 78 and section 40.)  For an interesting exchange about 
the affinity of Rawls’ and Kant’s views of autonomy and rationality, see Oliver Johnson, “The 
Kantian Interpretation”, Ethics, vol. 85, No. 1 (October 1974) and “Autonomy in Kant and Rawls: 
A Reply”, Ethics, vol. 87, No. 3 (April 1977); and Stephen Darwall, “A Defense of the Kantian 
Interpretation,” Ethics, Vol. 86, No. 2 (January 1976). 
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motives, and act on the basis of our objective judgments thus “reducing the gap 

between explanation and justification”.   

The objective standpoint for Nagel is the standpoint of values:  we form 

value judgments from this standpoint.40  And so the type of freedom we can 

achieve through ethics would be akin to autonomy in the sense I have used 

earlier – self-government, creating ourselves in accordance to our values.41  

Notice at this point the striking similarity between Nagel’s view and Nietzsche’s.  

Like Nietzsche, Nagel thinks that self-creation out of nothing is incoherent.  Also 

like Nietzsche, Nagel thinks that there is a certain freedom that can be found in 

acting or creating ourselves in accordance to our values.  

Nagel however emphasizes the connection between freedom and ethics.  

Nietzsche as we have seen does not think that an impersonal morality is 

especially connected to freedom; although he may allow that a certain type of 

ethics – broadly construed as a system of values which help us to decide what to 

do – is so connected.  It is somewhat less clear, however, whether Nagel thinks 

that this type of freedom is only found in morality, that is, only when the values 

according to which we act are moral values, or whether it is found in other types 

of values as well.  He is somewhat ambiguous about this.   

                                                 
40 “The essential activity of the objective will, in assessing, endorsing, rejecting, and tolerating 
immediate impulses, is to recognize or form values, as opposed to mere preferences.” (VN 134)  
“Values are judgments from a standpoint external to ourselves about how to be and how to live.  
Because they are accepted from an impersonal standpoint, they apply not only to the point of 
view of the particular person I happen to be, but generally.  They tell me how I should live 
because they tell me how anyone should live.” (VN 135) 
41 I say “creating ourselves in accordance to our values” as opposed to merely “acting in 
accordance to our values” because Nagel says that we can assess not only our actions but also 
our motives, dispositions, and character (see for example, VN 135).  
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Values express the objective will.  Ethical values in particular result from 
the combination of many lives and sets of interests in a single set of 
judgments.  The demands of balancing, coordination, and integration that 
this imposes have consequences for what can be objectively willed for 
each individual, and therefore for oneself.  Ethics is one route to objective 
engagement because it supplies an alternative to pure observation of 
ourselves from outside.  It permits the will to expand at least some of the 
way along the path of transcendence possible for the understanding. (VN 
136) 

 
In this passage it looks as though ethical values are but one type of value that 

can be endorsed from the objective standpoint.42  And so, it would seem that 

ethics is only one way of achieving autonomy.  Nagel thinks that prudence also 

allows for an increase in freedom (although he thinks that the standpoint of 

morality is more external than the standpoint of temporal neutrality required for 

prudence).43

However, at the end of his discussion of the connection between ethics 

and freedom, Nagel claims that although ethics may help to provide an 

alternative solution to the problem of autonomy, it does not similarly help with the 

problem of responsibility.  Surprisingly, he claims in this passage that one cannot 

                                                 
42 See also, “It is important to recognize that the objectivity of reasons may be implied by a great 
variety of substantive views about what reasons there are, including some that have little or no 
ethical content.” (VN 149)  Nagel’s discussion of the conflict between the good life and the moral 
life seems to provide another example of the conflict between more than one type of value which 
can be objectively endorsed (see his discussion VN chapter X).  Nagel says that his position with 
respect to the conflict between the good life and the moral life resembles that of Susan Wolf but 
that he differs from her in his “hope that there is some way of preserving the priority of moral 
requirements – if not of moral considerations generally – in determining how it is rational to live, 
though not how it is good to live.” (VN 197)  For Wolf’s position, see “Moral Saints,”  I also 
mentioned this aspect of her view in a footnote at the end of chapter 1. 
43 Prudence “is an example of the pursuit of freedom because through prudence we try to stand 
back from the impulses that press on us immediately, and to act in a temporal sense from outside 
ourselves.  If we could not do it, we would as agents be trapped in the present moment, with 
temporal neutrality reduced to a vantage point of observation.” (VN 132) 
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be both free and bad, which would seem to contradict the claim that moral values 

are just one type of objective value. 

When it comes to moral responsibility and the internal comparison of 
action with the alternatives, nothing is changed by the possibilities of 
objective engagement I have discussed.  If there is such a thing as 
responsibility it would have to be found in bad actions as well as good 
ones – that is, in actions which one could not endorse from an objective 
standpoint.  This means that any attempt to locate freedom in the 
development of rational and moral self-command will run into the problem 
Sidgwick posed as an objection to Kant.  The problem is that if freedom 
can be pursued and approached only through the achievement of 
objective and ultimately ethical values of some kind, then it is not clear 
how someone can be both free and bad, hence not clear how someone 
can be morally responsible for doing something wrong, if freedom is a 
condition of responsibility. (VN 136) 
 

Nagel seems to be claiming here that an analog to the “solution” to the problem 

of autonomy does not work for the problem of responsibility because it would 

have the unacceptable consequence of attributing responsibility only to good 

actions while not to bad ones.  This is especially surprising if he thinks, as it 

seems he does, that from the objective standpoint we can hold values other than 

moral values.  For, if we can do this, then it is not clear why it would not be 

possible for us to sometimes act in a way that is morally wrong even though we 

are acting in a way we would endorse from the objective standpoint.   

 One possible explanation as to why Nagel thinks that one cannot act 

wrongly on the basis of objective values is that Nagel thinks that moral values 

are overriding that in cases of conflict between moral and other considerations.44  

Although moral and other values can be objectively endorsed, any action that 

                                                 
44 See his discussion in pages 197-204. 
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does not meet moral standards would be against the values that objectively we 

consider having the greatest priority.  This appeal to the overridingness of 

morality would explain his earlier claim that one cannot be both free and bad 

while maintaining that ethics is one way, but not the only way, of increasing our 

freedom.  Unfortunately, while this line of thought seems to hold the promise of 

making Nagel’s claims consistent, Nagel’s discussion of whether morality is 

overriding is extremely tentative.  He says that he is inclined to think that moral 

values have priority over those of the good life but that he is also tempted by the 

view that neither overrides the other.45  It would be surprising if Nagel’s claim 

about the connection of freedom and ethics and his refusal to extend to the 

problem of responsibility his rejoinder to the problem of autonomy relied on such 

preliminary discussion of the priority of moral values over other types of values.   

 Another possibility is that in his discussion of freedom, Nagel is assuming 

parts of his earlier argument in The Possibility of Altruism.  When we look more 

closely at why he thinks that ethics increases our freedom we see that his view 

relies on the possibility of “acting from outside ourselves”, “co-opting the 

objective self to agency”.  The possibility of increasing our freedom is not simply 

to act in accordance with our values, or to act in ways we could approve of from 

the objective standpoint – even if a lot of what Nagel says suggests that it is.46  

                                                 
45 See for example, VN 197.  See also, “I am inclined strongly to hope, and less strongly to 
believe, that the correct morality will always have the preponderance of reasons on its side, even 
though it needn’t coincide with the good life.” (VN 199)   
46 For example, at the beginning of the section titled “Morality as Freedom”, he says, “More 
external than the standpoint of temporal neutrality is the standpoint from which one sees oneself 
as just one individual among others, viewing one’s interests and concerns entirely from outside.  
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The increase of freedom is achieved when we will our actions or motives from 

the impersonal standpoint.47  And consistent with his view in The Possibility of 

Altruism, he seems to think that only agent-neutral reasons allow us to be 

motivated from the objective standpoint; even if some agent-relative reasons 

could be objectively tolerated or endorsed.48

 There is a further problem insofar as we want to make sense of Nagel’s 

claim that there is a connection between freedom and ethics.  In the later 

sections of The View from Nowhere, Nagel claims that ethics is composed of 

both agent-relative and agent-neutral reasons.49  The agent-relative reasons that 

                                                                                                                                                 
In some respects the appropriate attitude from this standpoint may be tolerance rather than 
endorsement.  But we are not in general content to regard our lives in this way once we have 
taken up an external view, nor are we content to act without a more positive endorsement from 
the objective self.” (VN 134)  Notice that the alternatives he gives from the objective standpoint 
are tolerance and endorsement, neither of them would seem to require the objective self to 
motivate the actions.  
47 “What is wanted is some way of making the most objective standpoint the basis of action: 
subordinating it to my agency instead of allowing it, and therefore me, to stay outside of my 
actions as a helpless observer.  Given that I cannot do this by acting from outside the world, on 
the basis of a complete objective view of myself and it, the next best thing is to act from within the 
world on the basis of the most objective view of which I am capable…” (VN 129)  See also the 
two passages, one from VN 126 and one from VN 127 cited in footnotes above.  
48 Although he thinks that “both agent-relative and agent-neutral reasons are objective, if they 
can be understood and affirmed from outside the viewpoint of the individual who has them” (VN 
153), he thinks that only agent-neutral reasons allow objective judgments with motivational 
content, see pp. 153-4.  See also,” From within I am directly subject to certain agent-relative 
reasons.  From without all I can do is to acknowledge the reasonableness for the person I am of 
being motivated by those reasons – without being motivated by them myself, qua objective self.  
My objectivity shows up in the acknowledgment that these relative reasons are examples of 
something general, and could arise for any other agent with optional goals of his own.” (VN 170)  
The following is one of the places where he claims that agent-relative reasons could be 
objectively tolerated: “If in the sequence of more and more external perspectives they would be 
endorsed up to a certain point and thereafter tolerated, then I need not fear radical objective 
separation from acts that depend on them – though there will be a certain detachment.” (VN 131) 
See also, VN 132 and “But there is no necessity, I now believe, to abandon all values that do not 
correspond to anything desirable from an impersonal standpoint, even though this may be 
possible as a personal choice – a choice of self-transcendence.” (VN 173) 
49 See for example, “I believe that the human duality of perspectives is too deep for us 
reasonably to hope to overcome it.  A fully agent-neutral morality is not a plausible human goal.” 
(VN 185) 
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are part of moral theory, he calls “reasons of deontology”  – reasons against 

doing certain things oneself even if they would result in a greater good.50  From 

the objective standpoint, which agent causes a certain result does not seem to 

matter insofar as the action prevents further suffering or promotes further 

happiness.  But he thinks that morality also contains agent-relative reasons not 

to do certain things even if they would bring about objectively desirable good. 

 So, Nagel seems to hold all of the following: 

(1) Our freedom is increased by allowing the objective standpoint to engage 

our will. 

(2) The objective will can be engaged in our actions only when we act on 

agent-neutral reasons. 

(3) Ethics is composed of both agent-relative and agent-neutral reasons. 

(4) There are other objective values besides ethical value. 

(5) Ethics is intimately connected to freedom; ethics increases our freedom. 

 Nagel cannot consistently hold on to all of the above.  In particular (4) 

implies that ethics is just one way of increasing our freedom; but (1)-(3) together 

imply that only part of ethics allows us to increase our freedom.  If so, then the 

connection between ethics and freedom would not be “intimate” but somewhat 

tenuous; acting ethically would not be sufficient for acting freely and acting freely 

would not be sufficient for acting ethically.   

                                                 
50 Examples of reasons of deontology are reasons against causing harm to an innocent person in 
order to prevent greater suffering.  He discusses several examples in pages 175-188. 
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 One possibility is that (1) can be weakened to require only approval as 

opposed to engagement from the objective standpoint.  This could be the result 

of accepting either agent-neutral or agent-relative reasons.   As I argued in the 

earlier sections of this chapter, I don’t think that (2) is right, I think that to 

whatever extent the will can be engaged from the objective standpoint by agent-

neutral reasons, it makes sense to think that it could be engaged by agent-

relative reasons.  Furthermore it could be that all that results from the 

acceptance of either type of reasons from the objective standpoint is a feeling of 

approval or disapproval.  If so, and if (1) were weakened as I just suggested, 

then Nagel could consistently hold on to all the other claims.  Ethics would then 

be only one way of increasing our freedom, and our freedom could be increased 

by either acting on agent-neutral or agent-relative reasons.  This freedom would 

be acting in ways that could be approved from as objective a perspective as 

possible.  If this were right, then in deciding what can be approved (as opposed 

to willed) we would be able to include deontological agent-relative reasons but 

also what Nagel calls “reasons of autonomy.”  Reasons of autonomy are agent-

relative reasons that result from personal projects, desires, or goals.51  Nagel 

thinks that these projects, desires, or goals could not be found to have objective 

value and thus to give rise to agent-neutral reasons, although they could be 

                                                 
51 See his discussion in pp. 166-175. 
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objectively tolerated insofar as one could see from the objective standpoint that 

they have agent-relative value.52

 If this is right, then freedom will not be exclusively connected with ethics 

but also with any type of action that one may endorse from the objective 

standpoint.  This would make his view about freedom more plausible by allowing 

that one can be free not only when acting on the basis of ethical – and thus 

impersonal – motives but also when engaging in projects that one values 

subjectively.  On this view, whether one could ever act freely while acting against 

morality would depend on whether moral values override any other type of value.     

 

                                                 
52 On this point, see also, “It is also possible that some idiosyncratic individual grounds of action, 
or the values of strange communities, will prove objectively inaccessible.  To take an example in 
our midst: people who want to be able to run twenty-six miles without stopping are not exactly 
irrational, but their reasons can be understood only from the perspective of a value system that 
some find alien to the point of unintelligibility.  A correct objective view will have to allow for such 
pockets of unassimilable subjectivity, which need not clash with objective principles but won’t be 
affirmed by them either.” (155) 
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Chapter 5 

 

In the last three chapters, I have discussed how Kant, Korsgaard, and Nagel 

attempt to show that being motivated by moral norms is required by our own 

rationality independently of any particular desires, attitudes, or goals that we may 

have.  They argue that to fail to abide by moral requirements is to lack autonomy, 

fall into solipsism, or fail to have a unified self.  More or less explicitly, their 

arguments share a common strategy: They all take being susceptible to the 

motivational force of moral requirements to be constitutive of rational agency.  

For all of them, being motivated to act morally is part of what it is to be a rational 

agent.1

While in previous chapters I discussed their specific arguments, in this 

chapter, I will be concerned with the general prospects for such a view.  I will 

start by explaining the general strategy of what I am calling constitutive 

                                                 
1 For some examples, see “As a rational being and thus as belonging to the intelligible world, 
man cannot think of the causality of his own will except under the Idea of freedom, for 
independence from the determining causes of the world of sense (an independence which 
reason must always ascribe to itself) is freedom.  The concept of autonomy is inseparably 
connected with the Idea of freedom, and with the former there is inseparably bound the universal 
principle of morality, which is the ground in Idea of all actions of rational beings, just as natural 
law is the ground of all appearances.” (Kant, Groundwork, 70).  “The claim to generality, to 
universality, is essential to an act’s being an act of the will.” (Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 
232).  “The normative requirements embodied in the theory of motivation do not merely describe 
externally observable (or internally observable) patterns; they are internalized, they govern the 
agent’s critical faculty, they characterize him as the source of his actions and thoughts.  He does 
not choose them, for choices must issue from him if they are to be his, and this means that they 
must be the product of determining principles which constitute him as the source of his choice, 
and which could not be chosen by him because in their absence there would be no he to 
choose.” (PA 23) 
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arguments.2  This will be followed with a brief discussion of what sort of 

rationality is at stake in these arguments, and an example of a constitutive 

argument in theoretical reason.  I will then consider the claim that the means-

ends principle is a constitutive requirement of practical reason.  Although I think 

that the prospects for a constitutive argument for the means-ends principle are 

brighter, I don’t think that moral requirements can be argued for in a similar 

fashion.  Moral requirements are constitutive of morality; failing to abide by them 

is failing in our morality but not necessarily in our rationality.  I think that a 

concern for the interests of others or simply an interest in following moral rules is 

constitutive of being a moral agent, one for whom moral reasons have motivating 

force.  If the suffering or happiness of another means nothing to a person in their 

deliberation, if moral rules leave one cold, then one is not a moral agent.  

Somebody who is amoral in this way would have no motivation to act morally, 

even if nonetheless subject to moral praise/blame. 

 

I 

The general form of constitutive arguments is that of arriving at categorical 

requirements by explaining what it is to engage in a certain activity.  

Philosophers often use game-analogies of the following sort: one may think of 

                                                 
2 In calling this type of argument “constitutive,” I am following Peter Railton, “On the Hypothetical 
and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning about Belief and Action”  in Cullity and Gaut eds. Ethics and 
Practical Reason, Oxford University Press, 1998. The discussion in this chapter has benefited 
greatly from his work in this paper. 
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respect for the rules of soccer as being constitutive of playing soccer.3  One may 

make a mistake about what the rules are while still playing soccer; but if one 

does not care at all about the rules, then one would not be playing the game.  

Even if the rules were constitutive of the game, one could break them and still be 

playing, insofar as one pays attention to the rules.  So, if one mistakenly (or 

intentionally) touches the ball with one’s hand, one would be breaking the rules; 

but if one throws the ball around with one’s hands and the fact that this is against 

the rules does not play any role in one’s deliberation, then one would not be 

playing soccer at all.  Some respect for the rules, even if one decided to break 

them, is part of what it is to be playing the game.4  This type of argument as to 

why one should abide by the rules of soccer seems to provide a way of getting 

categorical constraints on our actions; the requirements it yields do not depend 

on any particular aim of the individual.  The rules of soccer say that you are not 

to touch the ball with your hands.  If this consideration leaves you cold, then you 

aren’t playing soccer – this is what it means for a respect for the rules of soccer 

to be constitutive of playing soccer. 

 Philosophers sometimes try to construct analogies between the moral 

case and the game case with the hope to show how there can be categorical 

moral requirements.  I believe that we can see the problems with this sort of 

                                                 
3 Velleman and Dreier, for example, use chess as an analogy.  See, Dreier, “Humean Doubts 
about the Practical Justification of Morality”, in Ethics and Practical Reason, Cullity and Gaut 
eds,; Velleman, “The Possibility of Practical Reason”, in The Possibility of Practical Reason, 
Oxford University Press, 2000. 
4 I am using “respect” here as recognition or acceptance of the rules, that is, awareness of them 
plus taking them into account in deliberation. 
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move just by considering the soccer example.  One may not be interested in 

playing soccer and thus not interested in following its rules.  Thus the argument 

yields results that are hypothetical, it does not tell us that we should play soccer 

regardless of any other attitudes we may have; it only tell us what to do if one is 

interested in engaging in the activity in question.  How is the argument given for 

morality supposed to be different?   

 One of the differences between soccer and morality, one may argue, is 

that morality applies categorically, while the rules of soccer apply only to those 

playing the game.  That is, one can be judged for failing to abide by the rules of 

morality even if one does not care about morality; one’s interests do not seem to 

exempt one from moral rules.  The idea that one can break the rules of soccer 

even if one is not playing soccer at all seems rather strange.  Would the player 

who picks up the soccer ball at the end of the game to take it home be guilty of 

using her hands?  It is unlikely that even soccer fanatics would apply the rules of 

soccer to people who are not playing soccer.   

 There seems to be the following intuitive disanalogy between the soccer 

case and the morality case – the rules of soccer are hypothetical, while the rules 

of morality are supposed to be categorical.  Now, insofar as one is attempting to 

use a constitutive argument to support categorical moral requirements, one 

needs to say something about the disanalogy, and show that it doesn’t ruin the 

analogy between games and morality.  For the argument to work one somehow 

needs to introduce categoricity in the moral case without completely ruining the 

 151



 

analogy between games and morals.  However one wants to solve this problem, 

one cannot merely point out that the rules of soccer apply to only some while the 

rules of morality apply to all.  For, even though this is true, Philippa Foot has 

famously shown that categoricity of application doesn’t imply categorical 

reasons.5  She argued for this claim from the example of etiquette, which like 

morality, contains requirements that apply categorically; however, unlike 

morality, not everyone has a reason to abide by them – only those interested in 

etiquette.  So even if a requirement is categorical in its application, this is not 

enough to show that it gives categorical reasons, that is, that it gives reasons for 

action to all human beings independently of their other interests.6  If this is right, 

then why is anybody still attempting to show that moral requirements give 

categorical reasons for action by means of a constitutive argument? 

 The reason why the constitutive argument for morality has significantly 

more force than the argument for etiquette or soccer is that constitutive 

arguments for morality attempt to show that failing to care about moral 

requirements is failing to be a rational agent, period.  Notice two things about this 

move.  First, it preserves the soccer analogy: if you fail to care about the rules of 

soccer, you fail to be a soccer player.  Second, it promises to offer categorical 

requirements and not just hypothetical ones: if you fail to be a rational agent, 

then no requirements could possibly apply to you.   

                                                 
5 See, Foot “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives.” 
6 The distinction at stake here is a distinction between whether everyone can be judged by such 
standard and whether everyone is required to pay attention to the standard in deliberation.  
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 But what does this argument add besides adding another bad name to 

that of immorality?  In what way is it illuminating to say that it is constitutive of 

(rational) agency to be motivated by moral considerations?7  Take the person 

who is not moved by moral considerations, but otherwise shows all signs of 

agency.  In what sense is this person defective besides failing in their morality?  

Let’s grant proponents of the constitutive argument that this person would ipso 

facto fail to be an agent.  Still, we can define an agent1 as a person who is in 

every other sense like an agent but who fails to care about moral requirements.  

Why should somebody care about being an agent and not an agent1?  The 

answers by proponents of the constitutive argument seem to be that otherwise 

there is no you, you are not autonomous, you are dissociated, or you are 

irrational.  But all of these seem to be just new terms for the same situation, a 

lack of morality.   

 If the relationship between accepting moral requirements and rational 

agency is terminological, it will all be a matter of which label we are going to use 

to refer to the same fact, the failure to be motivated by moral requirements.  But 

the relationship may be more substantial; it may be that the relation between 

being motivated by moral requirements and rational agency is deeper.  Maybe 

moral motivation is required by some basic feature of rational agency.  If so, 

failing to accept moral requirements would be a failure of rational agency not 

simply because moral requirements are also rational requirements, but because 

                                                 
7 In what follows I will sometimes drop the “rational” from “rational agency.”   
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moral requirements are derivatively required by some essential feature of agency 

or rationality.  This, I think, is the most promising path that a constitutive 

argument can take; and it is, not surprisingly the one that in their best moments 

Kant, Korsgaard, and Nagel take.  There are some essential requirements that a 

rational agent is committed to caring about insofar as they are a rational agent 

(or an agent tout court), and these features yield the requirements of morality.  

Failing to abide by these requirements is failing to abide by requirements that 

one accepts insofar as one is an agent.  And so, failing to abide by them is failing 

to abide by what one requires of oneself.8   

 Of course, one may not care about being an agent, and thus fail to commit 

to the requirements that agency implies (and derivatively to moral requirements).  

Although in such a case one would not be an agent, one may be content with 

being an agent1, one who is committed to all rational requirements except for the 

ones that yield moral ones.  The success of a constitutive argument that shows 

moral requirements to be rational requirements depends on the costs and the 

implausibility of this.  Arguments of this type attempt to show that what yields 

moral requirements is such an essential feature of agency that one cannot fail to 

be committed to it and still be anything in the vicinity of an agent.9   

                                                 
8 Notice the connection between this and autonomy, one is governed by what one commits 
oneself to, by one’s own requirements.  
9 Nagel makes this point, see for example, “I have no confidence that it is a necessary truth that 
we are constituted as we are, in the fundamental respects which give rise to our susceptibility to 
moral considerations.  But if we were not so constituted, we should be unrecognizably different, 
and that may be enough for the purpose of the argument.” (PA 19)  “Perhaps the most we can 
hope is that such principles should apply to us in virtue of particular deep features of our make-
up, features which we cannot alter.” (PA 22) 

 154



 

 

II 

I have been claiming that constitutive arguments may fail to show the rules of 

morality to be categorical in the sense that they give reasons for action to all 

human beings independently of any other attitudes they may have.  I want to 

mention another possibility; it may be that moral requirements can be shown to 

be rational requirements even if they don’t always provide reasons for action.  

There may be requirements of rationality that do not give reasons for action but 

that limit what we can accept as a reason as opposed to giving specific reasons 

for action.10  This would seem to be the most promising route for constitutive 

arguments to take.  On this view, being motivated to act morally is abiding by 

certain rational requirements as to what reasons to accept.11  Moral 

requirements, on this view, are simply limitations on which reasons one can 

accept, these limitations are grounded in what it is to be a reason for action.  The 

argument thus takes moral requirements to be constitutive of rational agency in 

the following way: A rational agent is one who accepts certain requirements 

which in turn yield moral requirements.   

Notice that on this view a rational agent is one who accepts the 

requirements, not necessarily one who follows or abides by them.  If it were 

                                                 
10 John Broome presents this distinction in “Normative Requirements”, in Dancy ed., Normativity, 
Blackwell, 2000.  He argues that the instrumental principle and some principles of rationality work 
as rational requirements on combinations of mental attitudes, but that they themselves need not 
provide reasons for action. 
11 As opposed to taking moral requirements to be considerations that favor a certain action, and 
thus to themselves be reasons for action. 
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otherwise, then it would all be a matter of labeling; one is rational if one does 

something, if one fails to do it, one fails to be rational.  This view would not be 

able to explain why one is obligated to follow these requirements.  The strategy 

in question is rather to claim that being a rational agent is to accept or commit 

oneself to these requirements; thus these requirements are normative for us 

because they are required for being rational.  Breaking them is failing to follow 

through with what one accepts as a norm for behavior.  And so we should take 

these norms into account because we ourselves are committed to doing so.  To 

break them is to fall short of one’s own commitments.   

On this view, it is reason itself which sets a limitation on what reasons to 

accept.  Although it is possible that one could in this way explain the authority of 

some other rational requirements it seems doubtful to me that it could be used to 

explain the rational authority of morality.  In earlier chapters, I have presented 

some doubts that the authors I discussed have succeeded in finding a feature 

which is essential to agency and which yields categorical requirements that we 

are committed to accepting, regardless of other attitudes we may have.  I will 

now briefly discuss two slightly less controversial cases, that of the requirements 

of theoretical reasoning and that of the means-ends requirements in practical 

reasoning.  I will attempt to find what features these requirements have that 

make the prospects for constitutive arguments for them brighter than those for 

moral requirements.  I will then point out why moral requirements are less likely 
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candidates for a successful constitutive argument that shows them to be 

requirements of practical reason. 

 

III 

Let me start with a brief discussion of a constitutive argument in the area of 

theoretical reason.  One may think that beliefs aim at accepting what is true and 

only what is true.12  That is, in order for an attitude to be one of belief, it must aim 

at accepting only those propositions which are true.  Given that logical rules of 

inference are truth-preserving, insofar as we are committed to accepting only 

what is true we are committed to following certain logical rules (e.g. the law of 

non contradiction, Modus Ponens, etc.).  And so we are required to follow these 

rules because we are committed to them insofar as we believe something; if we 

were not committed to them, we would not be believers at all.  But, could we fail 

to care about being believers?  And if so, should we care?  In response to these 

concerns, one may argue that having beliefs is constitutive of agency. 

 Railton discusses this sort of constitutive arguments in detail.  He 

considers the claim that being responsive to the truth of a proposition is not 

optional insofar as one believes a proposition.13  Responsiveness to the truth is 

                                                 
12 The connection between belief and truth is discussed in Velleman, “The Possibility of Practical 
Reason,” “On the Aim of Belief,” and “The Guise of the Good,” all in The Possibility of Practical 
Reason; Railton, “On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning about Belief and 
Action”; Wallace, “Normativity, Commitment, and Instrumental Reason”, Philosophers Imprint, 
Vol.1, No. 3 (December 2001). 
13 See, “In order for a propositional attitude to be an attitude of belief, it cannot represent itself as 
wholly unaccountable to truth or evidence” (Railton 57).  “It is part of the price admission to belief 
as propositional attitude that one not represent one’s attitude as unaccountable to truth.  
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part of what it is to have a belief.  One cannot conceive of one’s mental attitude 

as indifferent to what is true and yet think of it as a belief.  So representing one’s 

attitude as sensitive to the truth is not optional; one cannot fail to do so and have 

beliefs.  However, whether someone should represent their attitudes in such a 

way depends on whether she is interested in having beliefs and so to that extent 

epistemic requirements would be practically hypothetical.  But once one 

considered one’s mental attitude as a belief, one would then be committed to 

being sensitive to its truth.  Railton rightly points out that the mistake involved 

here better not be a simple labeling error, one that can be corrected by re-

labeling the attitude as something other than belief, as I suggested earlier that 

we could do with agency.14

 If this is where the story ended, the argument for theoretical reason would 

not seem to fare any better than the argument for the rules of soccer being 

categorical.  However, it is not the end of the story.  Having beliefs, it is claimed, 

is essential to being an agent.  

… paying the price of admission to belief is necessary to gain entry to 
agency.  A self-representation of certain of one’s attitudes as ‘aiming at’ 
truth is partially constitutive of belief, which in turn is partially constitutive 
of agency. (Railton 59) 
 

Notice that it is conceiving of one’s attitude as responsive to the truth that is 

constitutive of belief, not actually conforming to the truth.  If the latter were the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Someone unwilling to pay this price… would not succeed in believing these propositions at all.  
The special relation between belief and truth thus comes with the territory of belief, and is not 
hypothetical upon any contingent aim of the believer.” (Railton 57) 
14 “Labeling errors are not, however, defects of rationality.  Once she has found the right word for 
her propositional attitude, the criticism would vanish.” (Railton 70) 
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case, false beliefs would not actually count as beliefs.  But if what is constitutive 

of belief is conceiving of one’s attitude as responsive to the truth, one could fail 

to actually respond to the truth, even if one is having a belief.   

 Several questions remain unanswered:  Is having beliefs – propositional 

attitudes conceived of as responsive to the truth – really required for agency?  

Could one be an agent without having any beliefs?  What about being an agent2, 

where being an agent2 is just like being an agent but does not require belief?  If 

having beliefs is constitutive of agency, is agency conceived in such way 

something that we all should strive for?  What is wrong with failing to be an agent 

in this sense?  I will not attempt to answer them here, but I want to briefly 

mention how this account of the relationship between having a belief and truth is 

related to the normativity of certain epistemic norms. 

 The rational requirements of theoretical reason are requirements on the 

formation of belief, i.e. that we be sensitive to evidence and/or follow certain 

rules of inference.  The normativity of these requirements may be linked to the 

fact that they are truth preserving or the best means for arriving at what is true.  

The connection seems to be as follows: pursuing the truth entails being sensitive 

to the best available evidence; this in turn seems to imply at least a commitment 

to some basic rules of inference.  So, in representing one’s attitudes as aiming or 

being sensitive to the truth one is committed to certain rational requirements.  

But whatever the exact connection between truth and the basic rules of 

inference, we may be able to give a constitutive argument for these rules without 
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directly appealing to their relation to the truth.15  Being a rational agent seems to 

require that one respect the basic rules of inference and correct one’s beliefs 

according to them.   

 

IV 

There seem to be two ways of thinking about rationality: 

Formal rationality:  Being rational is a matter of accepting or following certain 

rational requirements. 

Substantive rationality: Being rational is a matter of grasping certain facts. 

One may think that being fully rational requires both Formal and Substantive 

rationality.  The discussion of epistemic norms in the previous section grounded 

their normativity in their connection to the truth.  So, on this view we are rational 

insofar as we satisfy certain substantive constraints, insofar as we believe what 

is the case and abstain from believing what is not.  But there are also formal 

constraints: arriving at our beliefs by following certain rules of inference.  

 Similarly, there are certain rationalist views in ethics which take morality to 

be required by a combination of Substantive and Formal rational constraints.16  

On this view reason discovers certain moral facts which require us to act morally.  

                                                 
15 Korsgaard, for example, refers to the commitment to the law of non-contradiction without 
making any reference to the truth.  See for example, “The rational necessity of believing the 
implications of our beliefs can only be explained if we regard believing itself as a normative act.  
To believe something is not to be in a certain mental state, but to make a certain commitment.  It 
is, we might say, to be committed to constructing one’s view of the world in one way rather than 
another”  (“The Normativity of Instrumental Reason”, in Ethics and Practical Reason, 249). 
16 Velleman provides one example of such a view.  At points, Nagel would seem to provide 
another.  
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These facts move us because we are rational and as rational agents we listen to 

reason.  On this view there may or may not be something like a desire to be 

rational or a desire to be moral that is posited.  This desire would be what makes 

a rational agent a rational agent, one who is motivated by moral facts.  But in 

either case, being motivated by moral facts is in a sense constitutive of 

rationality.   

Those defending this type of view may think that there is such a thing as 

specifically practical rationality which requires that one be motivated by the facts 

that one does believe.  Our believing a certain moral fact may impose a rational 

requirement that we be motivated accordingly.  This would be a rule that we are 

required by practical reason to follow and so it already takes us into a constraint 

of Formal Rationality.  But what would be the source or nature of such 

requirement?  It could not be a further fact if it is supposed to bridge the gap 

between facts that we can know and motivation or action; the likely source of 

such a rule would seem to be reason itself.  This is an outline of a view that 

combines substantive and formal requirements.  But once some requirement is 

admitted to be formal, one may be tempted to say that we can reduce all rational 

requirements to formal requirements.17  This leads to the view that a rational 

agent is simply someone governed by a set of rules – the Formal Rationality 

view.   

                                                 
17 Korsgaard’s defends this view.  See “The Normativity of Instrumental Reason.”  I will discuss 
her argument in this paper in section VIII. 
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 The views I have been discussing throughout this dissertation, do not 

attempt to show that we are required to act morally because there are moral 

facts that reason discovers; rather they hold that moral motivation is required by 

reason itself.18  Just as there are rational requirements on which beliefs we form, 

there are rational requirements on which actions we choose to perform.  

Rationality on this view is not a matter of believing certain facts, but a matter of 

accepting certain norms.  In the theoretical case, this means norms for drawing 

licensed inferences, avoiding contradictions, proportioning belief to available 

evidence, etc.  In the practical case, what is required in this way is more 

controversial.  Means-ends coherence is the most widely proposed candidate; 

prudence is another one; and of course moral requirements have been defended 

in such a way.   

 The type of argument that I am concerned with is a constitutive argument 

attempting to show that moral requirements are formal rational requirements.  In 

                                                 
18 Notice that in PA Nagel claims that we are required to be motivated to act morally by reason 
itself.  See for example, “I have tried to show that altruism and related motives do not depend on 
taste, sentiment, or an arbitrary and ultimate choice.  They depend instead on the fact that our 
reasons for action are subject to the formal condition of objectivity, which depends in turn on our 
ability to view ourselves from both the personal and impersonal standpoints, and to engage in 
reasoning to practical conclusions from both standpoints.” (PA 144)  In VN, however, his view 
seems to be closer to the combination view I described above, one that combines formal and 
substantive requirements.  Although he still holds that there are formal requirements on reasons, 
he also seems to hold that the formal requirements allow us to arrive at substantive moral facts 
(this may have also been his view in PA, but it is less clearly developed as such).  See his 
discussion of realism in chapter VIII of VN; and for example, “The objective badness of pain, for 
example, is not some mysterious further property that all pains have, but just the fact that there is 
reason for anyone capable of viewing the world objectively to want it to stop.  The view that 
values are real [which Nagel is defending] is not the view that they are real occult entities or 
properties, but that they are real values: that our claims about value and about what people have 
reason to do may be true or false independently of our beliefs and inclinations.” (VN 144).   
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what follows, unless I explicitly specify them as Substantive, when I refer to 

rational requirements I mean requirements of Formal Rationality. 

 

V 

A parallel argument to the constitutive argument for epistemic norms is often 

made with respect to the instrumental principle in practical reason.19  The 

instrumental principle can be understood as a rule on a combination of attitudes.  

Take for example a desire or goal that provides motivation and a belief as to how 

to satisfy it; only certain actions would be appropriately (rationally) motivated by 

them, while others would be ruled out as practically irrational.  Nagel gives the 

example of a person who puts a dime in a pencil sharpener in order to get a 

drink as someone who is practically irrational.20  If this person really thought that 

putting a dime in a pencil sharpener would provide her with a drink, there may be 

nothing irrational about her.  We may of course wonder what possessed her to 

have such belief.  But if she came to have it on the basis of sufficiently reliable 

evidence, there may be nothing wrong with her.21  Of course, she better change 

her belief when presented with evidence to the contrary.   

 In any case, if there is anything wrong with this person for believing that 

putting a dime in a pencil sharpener would provide her with a drink, it would be a 
                                                 
19 For various examples, see Railton, “On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning 
about Belief and Action;” Wallace, “Normativity, Commitment, and Instrumental Reason;” 
Velleman, “The Possibility of Practical Reason” and “The Guise of the Good;” Korsgaard, “The 
Possibility of Practical Reason”. 
20 PA 34. 
21 This is the case assuming Formal Rationality.  Insofar as one assumes Substantive Rationality, 
there would be something wrong with her: she would have a false belief. 
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failure of theoretical reason, not practical.  For it to be practical irrationality, it has 

to be that she does not believe that putting a dime in a pencil sharpener will 

provide her with a drink, and yet she decides to put a dime in a pencil sharpener 

on the basis of her desire for a drink.  Admittedly, this is an extreme case and 

one may wonder whether it is even possible; but it seems to be a clear case of 

instrumental irrationality, if there ever is such thing.22   

 Imagine that the problem with her intended action is pointed out to her 

and yet she does not see what is wrong; she does not see why one’s actions 

should exhibit a certain connection between what we desire or intend to do and 

our beliefs as to how to accomplish it.  If someone rejected the instrumental 

principle, even in this basic form, how could we convince them to accept it?  

What could we say to somebody who says, “I don’t see anything wrong with 

putting a dime in a pencil sharpener to get a drink even though I know that pencil 

sharpeners do not provide drinks”?  If someone says, “I do not see why I should 

take the means I acknowledge to be necessary to the ends I am pursuing,” there 

wouldn’t be much to say in response.  We don’t know what to say to such 

person, because we don’t understand what is going on with them.23

 One may argue that such a person simply does not exist.  We all do act 

according to some version of the instrumental principle.  If I find myself putting a 

                                                 
22 One may argue that such a thing does not ever happen, but insofar as one agrees that this 
would constitute irrationality, all that one would be arguing is that we are all fully rational in this 
sense.  
23 On this point, see Davidson, “How is Weakness of Will Possible?”, Essays on Actions and 
Events, Oxford University Press, 2001. 
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dime in a pencil sharpener, we would not assume that I wanted to get a drink but 

that I wanted to play or to demonstrate a philosophical point.  But when we act 

intentionally we normally can say what is it that we are doing.  We have some 

intention that we are pursuing, and although we may be wrong about what is it 

that we are doing, we can describe our actions in one way or another.  Now, 

some description has to make some sense if we are rational.  If I am intentionally 

putting a dime in a pencil sharpener, and somebody asks me what I am doing, I 

may reply that I am intending to get a drink because I am thirsty.  If even after 

being told that this is crazy, and asked about whether I believe that doing this 

would provide me with a drink, I still insist that this is what I am doing, we would 

have to choose what to think, either that there is some hidden psychological fact 

that makes this action make sense as an intentional action or that I am violating 

the instrumental principle.  I think that work on unconscious motivation takes the 

first route, and often when our behavior seems to make no sense, we can find 

some deeper explanation for it which allows us to make sense of it.  However, 

even if this may be very rare, we could imagine that there are cases in which no 

explanation exists besides the fact that I don’t see the connection between 

judgments about how to accomplish an end and pursuing an end. 

 Now such a person is not easy to imagine.  Again this is not someone 

who merely violates the instrumental principle, but someone who just does not 
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see why she should abide by the instrumental principle.24  Notice that to such a 

person, getting them to set the instrumental principle as one of her ends would 

not help, insofar as she is not already motivated to take her ends seriously.25  

This is why the instrumental principle is taken to be constitutive of practical 

rationality.  If there is anything like practical rationality, something like abiding by 

the instrumental principle would seem to be part of it.26     

 

VI 

So, we have considered constitutive arguments in theoretical and practical 

reason, and I am willing to grant that such arguments have a good deal of 

plausibility.  But I don’t think that an analogous argument about morality is 

similarly plausible.  One can have a variety of goals, pursue them, modify one’s 

actions on the basis of preferences, and still not accept moral rules.  Agents who 

don’t see the pull of morality are still agents, and they may exhibit perfect 

rationality in pursuing their ill-chosen ends.  Someone who does not see the 

                                                 
24 Someone who violates the instrumental principle is easier to imagine.  One can do so by 
mistake by not paying attention to one’s judgments as to how to attain certain ends or by being 
weak willed.  I may intend to lose weight, know that eating lots of ice cream will not help; and still 
decide to eat ice cream, without dropping my end to lose weight.  Notice that on this case I don’t 
decide to eat ice cream on the basis of my desire to lose weight but on the basis of my craving 
for ice cream.   
25 Railton, Dreier, and Blackburn make a similar point by means of a parallel to Carroll’s 
discussion of Modus Ponens. See, Railton, “On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in 
Reasoning about Belief and Action”; Dreier, “Humean Doubts about the Practical Justification of 
Morality”; Blackburn, “Practical Tortoise Raising”, Mind, vol. 104, No. 416 (October 1995); Carroll, 
“What the Tortoise Said to Achilles”, Mind, Vol. 104, No. 416 (October 1995). 
26 “An agent as such must in effect see herself as deliberating in a way that gives weight (in the 
limit, etc.) to the realization of what she takes to be her ends, independently of what these 
particular ends might be.  This is so even for agents who are acting irrationally relative to their 
ends.” (Railton 69) 
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force of the instrumental principle cannot be given any reasons for following it; 

practical reasons seem to presuppose it.  Someone who does not see the pull of 

morality and wonders why they should act morally could be given some reasons 

as to why they should act morally, prudential reasons for example.   

 Notice the difference between what I am claiming here and the views I am 

criticizing.  Korsgaard for example claims that somebody who is not motivated by 

the reasons of others is not an agent at all.  I am claiming that such person 

would not be a moral agent if they lacked any interest or concern for other’s 

interests, but they may nonetheless be an agent.  This person would be a bad 

person, all sorts of moral criticism may still apply to her, but she need not 

necessarily be irrational.  There are moral reasons for stopping another’s 

suffering, but an amoral agent would not care about such reasons (though this 

lack of care does not allow such an agent to escape moral judgment).  Of 

course, some morally bad actions are also irrational.  If a person does have a 

concern for another’s suffering, this should figure in their deliberation.  If other’s 

suffering is ignored this could represent a failure of rationality, failing to take 

one’s own ends and commitments into account.  The point is that someone who 

acts against the rules of morality could be formally practically rational. 

 What I am arguing is that practical reason is very limited in what it 

requires of our choices.  It seems to require either that we intend to do what 
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would fulfill the ends we decide to pursue or that we drop those ends.27  But it 

does not seem to require us to pursue particular ends.  What ends we pursue 

has to do with our interests, desires, goals, values.  Some of these ends qualify 

us as moral agents, some of them do not.   

 

VII 

If a constitutive argument with respect to the instrumental principle in practical 

reason is successful, it is because one cannot even ask the question as to why 

one should care about the instrumental principle unless one already accepts 

means-ends rationality.  If this is right, it may be clear why it is so hard to give an 

analogous constitutive argument for the principles of morality.28   

Constitutive arguments seem to appeal to one’s commitment to some rules 

insofar as one participates in a certain activity.  So, insofar as one is playing 

soccer, one must have a respect for the rules of the games.  Insofar as one has 

any beliefs at all, one commits oneself to certain epistemic norms.  Insofar as 

one is going to deliberate/act, one commits oneself to paying attention to some 

rules, at least to intend to take the means to ends one has decided to pursue.  

                                                 
27 There may be some other rational requirements of this sort, such that they require some 
combination of attitudes.  My discussion here is limited to the instrumental principle.  And I think 
that this is controversial enough; I don’t even expect to have provided a thorough discussion to 
how this principle could be grounded in rationality. 
28 Dreier makes an analogous point in “Humean Doubts about the Practical Justification of 
Morality”.  He appeals to a constitutive argument for the instrumental principle but claims that 
moral requirements cannot be argued for in a similar fashion.   
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Insofar as one does not do that, one is violating one’s own commitment to those 

rules. 

The difference between, say, the instrumental principle and modus 

ponens on one hand, and the principles of morality on the other hand, is that the 

first two seem to be basic – respect for them seems to be constitutive of 

reasoning, in the one case theoretical and in the other practical.  Moral principles 

may be similarly basic in moral reasoning; but we have not seen any convincing 

argument that they are basic in practical reasoning.  The question why should I 

abide by the principles of morality makes sense, one may for example reply with 

prudential reasons or with legal reasons, if they happened to coincide.  One 

could not reply with moral reasons however, since it is moral reasons that one is 

questioning.  If moral principles were themselves principles constitutive of 

practical reason a practical answer as to why one should follow the principles of 

morality would not be available; but such answers are possible. 

 One may argue that one can give a practical answer for following some 

principles of practical reason in terms of other principles of practical reason, 

parallel to justifying some principles of theoretical reason in terms of others.  But 

the instrumental principle seems to be basic; it cannot be justified in terms of 

other principles of practical reason; it seems to be what is needed for justifying 

any principles of practical reason at all.  Although I have been arguing against 

the possibility of moral requirements being shown to be similarly basic, I cannot 

offhand rule out the possibility that they could be justified in terms of other 
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principles of practical reason.  But I am skeptical that this is possible.  Even if 

one rejected moral requirements, one can deliberate about what to do.  This may 

mean thinking about one’s desires, interests, or goals and seeing which one to 

act on, or it may mean considering the best way of satisfying them.  Could any 

practical argument convince me to accept the instrumental principle?  It does not 

look like it.  If any argument is going to have practical results, I better accept this 

principle.  Failure to accept it is to deny that deliberation can be practical.   

 

VIII 

In earlier chapters, I have considered at length whether moral requirements 

could be derived from a formal constraint of universality or generality.29  As I 

have pointed out this constraint fails to yield categorical moral requirements, that 

is, requirements which everyone has reason to abide by independently of their 

particular attitudes.  What is at stake is whether there might be a rational 

constraint to accept only reasons that are universally applicable.  This would be 

a requirement that what is a reason for me must also be a reason for others.  

Universality rules out the possibility that something which is a reason for me 

could not be a reason for others, but it does not rule out the possibility that 

something which is a reason for me is not actually a reason for others.  Thus, 

once this is allowed, the universality requirement fails to exclude the possibility 

that all of one’s reasons depend on one’s desires or goals.   
                                                 
29 This has been a present concern in my discussion of Kant (chapter 2, section I), Korsgaard 
(chapter 3, sections I and II), and Nagel (chapter 4, sections I- IV). 
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In addition to the argument from The Sources of Normativity which I 

discussed in Chapter 3, Korsgaard in a later paper argues that the instrumental 

principle could not be the only requirement of practical reason.30  In that paper, 

Korsgaard presents a constitutive argument for the normativity of the 

instrumental principle and argues that the instrumental principle cannot stand on 

its own as a rational requirement without some normative requirement as to what 

ends to adopt.31  I think that even if the normativity of the instrumental principle is 

established on the basis of a constitutive argument along the lines she presents, 

this would not imply any particular view about how one’s ends are to be chosen. 

 Korsgaard argues that the normativity of the instrumental principle cannot 

be explained either on an empiricist model, like Hume’s, or on a dogmatic 

rationalist model, like Clarke’s.  I will not be concerned here with her arguments 

against these two views with respect to the instrumental principle.  I will assume 

that she is right in claiming that the normativity of the instrumental principle can 

only (or can best) be explained on a Kantian view like the one she proposes.32  

What I will contest is that accepting that the instrumental principle is a formal 

                                                 
30 Korsgaard, “The Normativity of Instrumental Reason”. 
31 In addition, she thinks that if the rational authority of the instrumental principle is explained 
through a constitutive argument, it is unlikely that other principles of reason could be given a 
dogmatic rationalist account. (242)  She thus claims that there are only two alternatives to her 
Kantian view: complete normative skepticism, a view she associates with Hume; and what she 
calls heroic existentialism, the view that reasons for action are only provided by one’s acts of will. 
Of these alternatives, only the existentialist and her own view allow for autonomy.  (see her 
discussion in the Epilogue, 251-254) 
32 I am also assuming with her that the instrumental principle is indeed a normative rational 
requirement. 
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rational requirement commits one to accepting that moral requirements are also 

formal rational requirements. 

 Korsgaard defends the view that what makes the instrumental principle 

normative is that it is constitutive of willing.  For Korsgaard the instrumental 

principle is normative because in willing an end we commit ourselves to taking or 

willing the means to that end; that is what willing an end is.33  And so when we 

fail to take the means we are violating that commitment which we ourselves 

made.  One may think that in failing to take the means we are also thereby 

dropping the end.  But Korsgaard argues that if failing to take the means implies 

that we are giving up the end, the instrumental principle would not be normative 

because we could not violate it – it would never be the case that one fails to take 

the means to one’s ends.  She thinks that we can get an independent fix on what 

someone’s ends are in other ways, for example by asking her.  So for her, the 

normativity of the instrumental principle depends on one’s commitment to take 

the means insofar as one wills or intends to pursue a certain end.34   

 It is somewhat unclear however whether she thinks that it is commitment 

to (or perhaps acceptance of) the instrumental principle that is constitutive of 

willing, or that it is conforming to the instrumental principle that is constitutive of 

                                                 
33 She seems to shift between the view that the instrumental principle requires that you will the 
means insofar as you will the end and that you take the means insofar as you will the end.  Kant 
seems to have held the first, not the second; Korsgaard discusses Kant’s view in section 3.  For a 
discussion of Kant’s view see also Hill, “The Hypothetical Imperative”.  David Sosa defends the 
first as more plausible as a rational requirement than the second in “Unreasonable Desire” 
(unpublished manuscript). 
34 I will be using intending and willing interchangeably. 
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willing.35  If it is conforming to it which is constitutive of willing, you cannot violate 

it.  Insofar as “you” violate the principle, there is no you.  Or rather, if conforming 

to the instrumental principle is constitutive of willing, one cannot will to violate the 

instrumental principle; insofar as one wills at all, one would be conforming to it.  

But if Korsgaard thought that the instrumental principle requires that one take the 

means to one’s ends, it would then follow that one would only really will an end 

insofar as one actually takes the means – that is, there is no room for someone 

who fails to take a given means but nevertheless will the corresponding end.36  

But if so, then her view would fail to account for the normativity of the 

instrumental principle in exactly the same way she thought the empiricist view 

failed: the instrumental principle would not be a principle that one can fail to 

conform to – to fail to take a given means is to fail to will the corresponding end, 

but if you do not will that end then the instrumental principle does not apply to 

you with respect to that end.37

                                                 
35 This formulation suggests that it is acceptance of the principle that is required, “There is no 
position from which you can reject the government of instrumental reason: for if you reject it, 
there is no you.” (254)  While in the following it is conforming what is required: “The instrumental 
principle is, in this way, a constitutive norm of willing, of deliberate action.  If you are going to act 
at all, then you must conform to it.  And being human you have no choice but to act.” (249)  See 
also, “So the reason that I must conform to the instrumental principle is that if I don’t conform to 
it, if I always allow myself to be derailed by timidity, idleness, or depression, then I never really 
will an end.” (247) “The instrumental principle is constitutive of an act of will.  If you do not follow 
it, you are not willing the end at all.” (244) 
36 In both of the following instances she is referring to the instrumental principle: “Most 
philosophers think it is both uncontroversial and unproblematic that practical reason requires us 
to take the means to our ends.” (215)  “If there is a principle of practical reason which requires us 
to take the means to our ends…” (252) 
37 In arguing against Hume’s view, she says, “If we don’t make a distinction between a person’s 
ends and what he actually pursues, it will be impossible to find a case in which he violates the 
instrumental principle.” (230)  She also explicitly gives examples of people failing to take their 
ends (228).  
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 I think that there are two options in interpreting her view so that it does not 

fall into the same problem for which she faults the empiricist view.  On the first 

option, it is conformity to the instrumental principle which is constitutive of willing, 

as opposed to a commitment or acceptance of it; but the instrumental principle is 

understood as a requirement that one will the means that one believes are 

necessary for a willed end.  This is required because it is constitutive of willing an 

end that one will the (believed required) means.38  On the second option, it is a 

commitment to or acceptance of the instrumental principle that is constitutive of 

willing, but the instrumental principle itself requires that one take the means to 

one’s ends.39   

 Notice that both options result in the same requirement: a requirement 

that one will or commit oneself to the means one believes are necessary for the 

ends one wills or intends to pursue.  And in either case one would be required to 

intend to take the means to one’s ends because one committed oneself to doing 

so.  Such commitment is constitutive of willing a certain end.  At this point 

however, one may wonder why one should not violate such commitment?  As I 

also argued in chapter 3, Korsgaard seems to assume that one is obliged to 
                                                 
38 For simplicity of exposition, I often drop the “believed required” out of the formulation of the 
instrumental principle.  I am assuming that the instrumental principle requires one to take what 
one believes are the means to one’s ends (even if one’s beliefs are mistaken).  This is because 
on the views under discussion the instrumental principle is a requirement on a combination of 
mental attitudes, not a requirement that one know how to best accomplish one’s ends. 
39 This second option seems to be consistent with the parallel she makes between the 
instrumental principle and the principle of non-contradiction.  “A person who rejects the principle 
of non-contradiction does not reject a particular restriction on his beliefs.  Since he commits 
himself to nothing, he rejects the project of having beliefs.” (248, emphasis added)  Notice that it 
is rejecting the principle of non-contradiction that is constitutive of having beliefs, not failing to 
conform to it.  I take it that Korsgaard thinks that one can have contradictory beliefs; what one 
cannot do is ignore that there is a certain consistency requirement on one’s beliefs. 
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abide by any laws that one makes for oneself.  That insofar as one requires 

something of oneself, one cannot question the obligation to comply to such a 

requirement.  I already gave some reasons to doubt that this is right.40  But even 

if one agrees that one is obliged by one’s own commitments, why think that 

failing to follow through with them is a failure of rationality?  That is, why think 

that violating a commitment one makes to oneself is irrational?  It may be bad in 

many ways, undesirable, but why must it be irrational?  At this point the 

constitutive argument does not seem to apply anymore.  Failing to follow through 

with one’s commitment does not imply that one is not willing, or that one is not an 

agent.  One can certainly wonder why one should follow through with one’s 

commitments.41   

 I think that what may be irrational is not exactly to fail to take the means to 

one’s ends but to willingly or intentionally fail to do so.  Let’s us assume that by 

willing an end X one thereby intends to take the means to it Y, and that one fails 

to intend to Y.  If one fails to do so because one wills something else Z, and one 

knows that one’s doing Z would make Y impossible; then there would be a 

certain contradiction in one’s will; one would will both Y and Z, knowing that one 

cannot do both.  Take for example, X to be “getting to work by 9am,” Y to be 

“getting up by 8am,” and Z to be “staying in bed until 9am.”  If I intend to get to 

                                                 
40 See chapter 3 above. 
41 Notice that her explanation of the requirement in terms of a commitment seems to open up a 
valid question which otherwise would seem to make no sense.  The question “why should I do 
what I intend to do?” seems to have no proper answer unless one is thus questioning one’s 
original intention.  But the question “why should I do what I am committed to do?” seems 
perfectly valid. 
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work by 9am, and I know that in order to so I need to get up by 8am; then I 

should not also intend to stay in bed until 9am.  One reason why this may be 

irrational is that willing or intending to do something, as opposed to wishing it, 

implies that one believes that it is possible for one to do it, and by willing Y and Z 

(or willing to be at work by 9am and to stay in bed until 9am) one is willing 

something one knows to be impossible.42  This would also fit well as a parallel to 

Korsgaard’s account of the normativity of belief.  She says that 

The rational necessity of believing the implications of our beliefs can only 
be explained if we regard believing itself as a normative act.  To believe 
something is not to be in a certain mental state, but to make a certain 
commitment.  It is, we might say, to be committed to constructing one’s 
view of the world in one way rather than another.  (248) 
 

Similarly, willing or intending could be to commit oneself to doing something 

rather than something else.  And if one is committed to doing X, one may be 

rationally required not to also commit to not doing X, unless one drops one’s 

commitment to X. 

 I don’t think I have here settled the issue as to whether and how the 

instrumental principle is a rational requirement.  But I think that it is plausible to 

                                                 
42 This account owes a great deal to the one given by R. Jay Wallace’s “Normativity, 
Commitment, and Instrumental Reason,” Philosopher’s Imprint (December 2001).  He traces the 
normativity of the instrumental principle to an incoherence in beliefs. “For consider now a 
situation in which the following attitudes can be ascribed to you: you intend to do x, you believe 
that your doing y is necessary if x is to be brought about, and you believe that you will do y only if 
you intend to do y.  Given that the intention to do x brings with it the belief that it is possible for 
you to do x, your further beliefs about y-ing and its relation to your doing x entail that you will be 
subject to an incoherence in beliefs if you do not either abandon the original intention to do x, or 
adopt a new intention to do y.  Failing to take either of these steps, you will be left in effect with 
the following incoherent set of beliefs (assuming you are minimally self-aware): the belief that it is 
possible that you x, the belief that it is possible that you do x only you also intend to do y, and the 
belief that you do not intend to do y.”  (21) 
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think that there is a rational requirement that precludes intending to do 

something and also intending not to do it.43   

Now, Korsgaard claims that the instrumental principle cannot stand alone 

without some other rational principle that gives normative status to one’s ends.   

To that extent, the normative force of the instrumental principle does 
seem to depend on our having a way to say to ourselves of some ends 
that there are reasons for them, that they are good.  (251)44

 
She claims that the normative force of the instrumental principle depends on 

some requirement to take certain ends.  But this seems to go against her own 

explanation of the normativity of the instrumental principle.  She is arguing that 

the instrumental principle is normative because it is a rational requirement that 

we cannot fail to be committed to insofar as we act intentionally, insofar as we 

are agents.  So, if the normative force of the instrumental principle depends on 

some rational requirement on what ends to adopt, then its normativity would not 

be explained in the way she herself explained it.  What she seems to have in 

mind rather is that if one can will any end at any time, drop one’s ends or change 

                                                 
43 This would give support to the view that the requirement is not a requirement on one’s actions 
but a requirement on one’s intentions or one’s will.  It may be, of course, that they are connected, 
so that a requirement on one’s intentions translates into a requirement on one’s actions.  For a 
discussion of this issue, see David Sosa, “Unreasonable Desire” (unpublished manuscript). 
44 See also, “The conclusion of this essay is hypothetical: the argument shows that if there are 
any instrumental requirements, then there must be unconditional requirements as well.  
Conversely, if there are unconditional requirements to adopt certain ends, then there are also 
requirements to take the means to those ends, since a commitment to taking the means is what 
makes the difference between willing and end and merely wishing it or wanting it or thinking that 
it would be nice if it were realized.” (252)  “I think that the argument of section 3 establishes not 
only that instrumental principles depend on unconditional ones, but also that particular 
instrumental requirements must be self-given laws, grounded in our autonomy.” (252) 
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them at will, then the requirement to take the means to one’s ends would be 

somewhat vacuous. 

If I am to will an end, to be and to remain committed to it even in the face 
of desires that would distract and weaknesses that would dissuade me, it 
looks as if I must have something to say to myself about why I am doing 
that – something better, moreover, than the fact that this is what I wanted 
yesterday.  It looks as if the end is one that has to be good, in some sense 
that goes beyond the locally desirable.  I have to be able to make sense to 
myself of effort and deprivation and frustration, and it is hard to see how 
the reflection that this is what I wanted yesterday can do that by itself, 
especially when I want something else today. (250) 
 

Korsgaard thinks that we need a principle for determining ends because 

otherwise the instrumental principle would not have too much hold; it would allow 

us to change ends all the time, whenever the means seem too difficult.  But the 

instrumental principle only requires that one be committed to the means to the 

ends one intends to pursue; one can fulfill this requirement by either being 

committed to the means or giving up the intention.  One is not rationally required 

to take the means to one’s ends unconditionally; one can change one’s mind.  

And there need not be anything wrong with that.45  The instrumental principle 

does not require you to maintain your ends over a period of time, it only seems to 

require you to keep some consistency between your current intentions.  And this 

is exactly what she thinks is insufficient, having a will requires more, that one 

pursue the same ends over time.   

                                                 
45 She seems to agree with this, “The hypothetical character of the principle implies that you can 
actually conform to it in either of two ways: you may take the means, or you may cease to will the 
end.” (237) 
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While Korsgaard may be getting at something correct here, I don’t see 

why this would be a requirement of reason.  Being constant in one’s ends may 

be a virtue, but not all good things must be mandated by reason.  Even if one 

grants that means-ends coherence is required by reason, one need not fall onto 

a slippery slope and accept that every other good trait of character is mandated 

by reason too.  The reason why the means-end principle may be special is that 

accepting it (or something in its vicinity) seems to be required for deliberating 

about how to act.  Because of this, one seems unable even to question its import 

in deliberation.  Insofar as one deliberates one seems to accept it.  This is not 

the case for constancy in one’s ends or for the choice of moral ends.  

Questioning why should one act morally, or why should one have the same ends 

today that one had yesterday, seem to be valid questions, which one can and 

often does ask within deliberation; this sets them apart from the instrumental 

principle. 

 

IX 

I hope to have tried to point out some of the problems facing a constitutive 

argument for moral requirements.  It is this argument which is at the core of 

autonomous rationalism.  I have not attempted to pose problems for every type 

of rationalist view.  But because autonomous rationalism takes both moral 

motivation and moral justification to be provided by reason alone, it is the only 

type of rationalism claiming that moral action rests on reason alone.  Alternative 
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but still rationalist views may hold that the justification for moral requirements is 

based on moral facts which are external to us or that moral motivation is not 

provided by reason alone but that it at least partially depends on desire.  These 

views face other difficulties of their own and although autonomous rationalism 

may appear to be an attractive alternative, I hope to have shown that it faces 

significant difficulties.
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