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First Lecture: The Idea of Autonomy in Kant


Those of us who are sympathetic to Kantian ethics usually are so because we regard it as an ethics of autonomy, based on rational self-esteem and respect for the human capacity to direct one’s own life according to rational principles. Kantian ethical theory is grounded on the idea that the moral law is binding on me only because it is a law proceeding from my own will. The ground of a law of autonomy lies in  the very will which is to be subject to the law, and this leaves no room for any issue about why this will should obey the law.  The idea of autonomy also identifies the authority of the law with the value constituting the content of the law, in that it bases the law on our esteem for the dignity of rational nature in ourselves, which makes every rational being an end in itself.


But the very feature which attracts us to Kant’s principle of autonomy also raises troubling questions.  A moral law which proceeds from my will would seem to be a law valid only for me, or even a law whose content appears to be subject to my whims and arbitrariness. How can a law bind me when I am its author, and therefore capable of changing or invalidating it at my own discretion?  The self-esteem which grounds Kantian morality can therefore begin to seem (as it does to some of Kant’s critics), like a kind of arrogance or even a perverse self-deification, in which each person blasphemously usurps the traditional place of the Deity as the giver of moral laws.  


Kant emphasizes, however, that  the law of autonomy is not subject to my whims; I cannot loose myself from it at will, since it is not up to me to make or unmake the idea of a rational will, nor is the law of autonomy even my particular law any more than anyone else’s, since I am the author of this law in exactly the same sense that every other rational being is.  The moral law can be universally valid for all rational beings only because it proceeds from the will of every rational being, and in fact from this will in the form of an idea, from my will conceived in its rational perfection. 


With this clarification, however, the autonomy which attracted us so much to Kantian ethics begins to look like nothing but a euphemism, or even a deception.  If the will which gives the moral law is not my will, but an ideal rational will, then there seems no force left in the assertion that this will is mine. If the moral law is a law whose authority lies in the power of reason common to all people, then instead of saying that the authority of  the law lies in my will, why shouldn’t we say instead that its authority lies simply in the rationality of its content. Why shouldn’t we admit that when we are following the law, we aren’t following our own will at all, but merely doing what is rational (even if we really want to do something else)?  But if we admit that, then we can still raise the question, which Kant’s notion of autonomy claimed to have put to rest, namely, why we should follow the rational course if some other happens to appeal to us, or (to put it more pointedly) we can ask what interest binds us to follow principles of reason. Whatever answer we may give to this question, it will necessarily compromise the supposedly categorical nature of moral obligation, since a categorical obligation is one which must bind us independently of any interest.  An obligation is categorical if it is something we rationally ought to do not because we will something else, but because the thing we ought to do is itself rationally required.


The Kantian view, of course, is that reason obligates us apart from any interest. That view seems to be involved with the notion that the relation between who I am as an agent and my acting according to reason is much more intimate than any that could be represented by saying that I have an interest in so acting.  Yet the obvious possibility of my acting according to interests which oppose reason is enough to show that I am capable of understanding myself not only as having those interests, but even as being someone for whom they might outweigh moral (or other rational) considerations.  So the very possibility of my viewing moral considerations as decisive for me appears to be one which allows that I am either more or less than a being who acts for moral reasons, and hence that it cannot be true that the moral law is purely an expression of my will. 


Similar paradoxes – or perhaps just the same ones, looked at from a different standpoint – assail us when we consider the way Kant proposes to establish the moral law by identifying it as a law of autonomy and then relating the idea of autonomy to the idea of freedom.  Kant understands the practical proposition that the moral law is valid for the human  will as distinct from the speculative  proposition that the human will is free. Yet he thinks the two propositions reciprocally imply each other, so that if we grant for any reason that the will is free, then we are committed to the validity of the moral law. In the Groundwork, Kant even tries to use this reciprocity between freedom and the law to provide a sort of deduction of the law. 


Like the idea of autonomy itself, this ingenious argument raises troubling questions.  It seems to commit Kant to a theory of freedom many have found Byzantine in its metaphysical extravagance. For Kant denies that we can be free as members of the sensible world, and holds that freedom can be consistently thought only if we ascribe it to ourselves as members of an unknowable noumenal world lying beyond nature, beyond space, even beyond time. To lay such a theory at the ground of Kantian ethics has seemed to many to discredit the entire ethical theory. Further, it commits Kant’s theory of autonomy to the acceptance of an idea whose very expression is necessarily self-contradictory or at least oxymoronic: the idea of a law of freedom.  Kant himself admits that the function of practical laws, insofar as they are imperatives, is  to constrain the will, to limit it to a certain set of acts which it does only with some reluctance. Without the law to constrain it, the will would have been free to choose different ones. This makes it hard to understand how the law itself can be seen as arising from freedom. For it seems that what is free is precisely that which is not subject to any law, and what is subject to law is, to precisely to that extent, not free.  The very notions of freedom and law, therefore, appear to contradict each other on the most elementary level, and an ethical theory that requires their combination would therefore seem to be doomed before it starts.


The first Kantian line of defense against these objections is to maintain that freedom of the will, properly speaking, is nothing but the capacity to act according to reason, since this capacity is what agency itself consists in. Hence for a finite or imperfect will, which does not necessarily act as reason directs, freedom requires the capacity to constrain itself so to act. This constraint, far from being the opposite of freedom, is a necessary condition for freedom to exist at all. This reply, however, raises some of the same questions we encountered earlier.  For it is committed to saying that we have a fundamental interest simply as agents in acting according to reason, without saying (and even apparently denying that it is possible to say) anything further about what this interest consists in. But if reasons (in particular, moral reasons) can be experienced as constraints – and far from denying that they can be so experienced, Kant is at pains to affirm that for us they often are – then we must have interests which oppose them, and we must be capable of identifying ourselves with these interests or we could not experience reasons as constraints. What could be more evident than that experiencing the moral law as a constraint is incompatible with experiencing it as an expression of freedom?  


The two lectures I am about to give will attempt to reply to these worries about an ethics of autonomy. The first lecture will draw mainly on Kant’s thought about autonomy, and will proceed by clarifying some of the concepts employed both in an ethical theory based on autonomy and in the above objections to such a theory – concepts such as obligation, law, reason and freedom. The second lecture will focus on Fichte’s thought, and will go deeper – exploring Fichte’s view that if we explore the nature of self-hood (or ‘I-hood’) itself, then we will see why an ethics of autonomy is implied by a correct conception of selfhood and self-awareness. 


Theories of autonomy and the main objections to them derive from competing pictures of what morality is and what moral demands are about. Most of the objections start from the perception that moral obligations arise from demands made on us by others. We are first taught morality by our parents, and it takes the form of their giving us to understand that there are certain things that we must and must not do. When we are children, some of the do’s and don’ts they teach us are for our own protection, but the ones that lead most naturally into moral obligations are not of this kind. They are rather demands whose observance benefits other people, quite often at our expense. Where it is also in our interest to meet them, this is usually because if we don’t, others will punish us in some way for violating our obligations or because they will not show the same good will toward us in the future which our compliance with moral obligations shows toward them. This way of looking at morality naturally leads to the thought that moral demands are made by society on individuals, and their basic purpose is not directly the good of those on whom they are made, but some other good, such as the well-being of people other than the obligated agent, or some larger good, such as the greatest happiness of all, in which  I as an obligated agent participate not so much from fulfilling my obligations but from others fulfilling like obligations toward me. This is the conception of morality we find in a utilitarian moralist such as Mill, who represents obedience to moral rules as aimed at protecting the interests of others, and moral blame as an external sanction society attaches to these rules in order to secure our compliance with them. On this picture, just about the only way to represent moral obligations as proceeding from the legislation of a single will is to see them as demands God makes on us through the supreme authority he supposedly has over us in virtue of being our creator. 


It is perhaps not well enough appreciated that as long as we are looking at morality as a historical and social phenomenon, this picture is one with which Kant agrees at least in part. His view differs from the utilitarian one we have just sketching chiefly by being less flattering to morality as regards its social origins.  Kant maintains that  morality arose from certain peculiar features of social life, which he designates by the terms  Sittsamkeit (‘propriety’)  and guten Anstand (‘good behavior’) or Anständigkeit. (‘decorum’) (Ak 8:113, 7:152, 27:300).� Kant thinks our most basic natural impulse as sociable beings is to achieve a status of superiority over others. By the lights of Kantian ethics, this impulse is deeply irrational, since Kantian ethics holds that every rational being has dignity – a supreme and incomparable worth, which is therefore necessarily equal in all rational beings. From the standpoint of reason, then, real superiority over others is not to be had. 


In its place, what people in fact seek is the good opinion of others, and they especially try to avoid being despised by others as inferior to them.  Through its collective sensitivity to these matters, each society develops a set of customs (Sitten), conformity to which is a condition of maintaining the respect of others, and violation of which will cause the violator to be treated with contempt.  It is significant, however, that Kant does not see this system of customs as achieving (or even aiming at) any larger good, such as the general happiness.(On the contrary, its basis is the comparative and competitive impulse, which is not only irrational but even the fundamental source of the radical evil in human nature.)  Kant focuses instead on the fact that one of the main things I achieve by observing such customs is the successful concealment of things that would lower the opinion others have of me, or even the successful promotion of a false image of myself, which successfully deceives others about what I think, want and habitually do (Ak 7:149-153, 8:113-114). To the extent that morality is placed in the service of religion through the machinations of priestcraft, Kant thinks its rules become statutory observances whose superstitious aim is to win the special favor of supernatural beings by means of hypocritical flattery and self-abasement (Ak 6:167-180). The constant theme here is that the original aim of moral conduct is to win someone’s favor through conformity to their wishes, and that the attempt to do this typically involves some kind of dissimulation or falsehood.


It clashes with the popular image of Kant that he should be seen as a critic of morality for its inherent hypocrisy and for representing the subjugation of  individuals to mindless social customs. But that shows only that the popular image of Kant is seriously wrong in this, as in many other respects. As soon as we cease to neglect Kant’s writings on anthropology and history and begin to appreciate the crucial importance of his theory of human nature for his ethical thought, we will be forced to revise that image quite radically. Kant’s view of morality as a social and historical phenomenon follows closely  his view of other important social institutions, such as religion and the state. In all these cases, Kant views the institution in question as having a vital rational purpose in human life, but also as arising from something that directly contradicts this rational purpose. The state, whose purpose is to protect external freedom under universal law, arises from the unbridled power of military despots. The church, which is Kant’s model for a free ethical community seeking a universal realm of ends, has its origins in the degrading spiritual slavery of priestcraft, which gains power over people by exploiting their superstitious delusions. In these cases, as in the case of morality, it is our vocation to reform the social institution through enlightened thinking so that it might eventually come to serve its proper rational end. The point of Kantian ethics is that the vocation of the human race is to refashion itself, opposing its natural-social impulses that lead to competition and discord, and fostering instead a realm of ends, in which rational beings act according to those laws which bring their ends into necessary agreement in an organic system. 


The main point here for our purpose is simple:  Kant’s theory of morality as based on autonomy was never intended as an empirical sociological or psychological account of morality as a social or historical phenomenon. It aims from the start at telling us instead under what conditions something like moral obligation might have a rational basis.  The same is true, of course, of utilitarian reconstructions of moral obligation, such as Mill’s. It was never plausible to maintain that morality, as it actually functions in existing societies, effectively promotes the general happiness through protecting individuals from harm by others. The utilitarian’s claim, analogous to Kant’s, is rather that this is the sole legitimate function that anything like moral obligation might be given. 


Kant rejects the utilitarian’s rational reconstruction, of course. He does so mainly because it cannot make rational sense of the idea of moral obligation itself. The utilitarian account fastens on the point that moral obligations seem to involve demands made on us by others, with the implicit support of society, which benefit the others, often at our expense. But it neglects the even more important point that it is part of the concept of moral obligation that there are good reasons for us to comply with morality’s demands even in the absence of coercive threats from society. This feature of obligation, Kant thinks, can be properly accounted for only by a theory of autonomy.  Look at it this way: If the demands moral obligations impose on us are reasonable ones – reasonable not only for others to make, but also reasonable for us to fulfill – then there exist good reasons why we should do what morality requires. If such reasons are necessarily binding on us all, and strong enough to override our immediate desires and even our self-interest, then the principles of morality must belong to the fundamental principles of  self-government for every rational being.  This is equivalent to saying that moral principles must be principles of autonomy. 


In the Groundwork for a Metaphysics of Morals, Kant’s search for a principle of morality begins with the idea of a categorical imperative, which yields the Formula of Universal Law and its variant, the Formula of the Law of Nature (see Handout).  He then inquires after the motive, or the substantive value, which could ground obedience to a categorical imperative. This provides the second main formula of the principle of morality, the Formula of Humanity as End in Itself. The worth of every rational being as an end in itself also explains why the principles of every rational being’s self-government should include demands made on the rational being by other rational beings. Kant then puts together the two thoughts behind these principles, that of a categorically binding universal law and that of the will of every rational being as having value as an end in itself, and derives a third formula, the Formula of Autonomy, “the idea of the will of every rational being as a will giving universal law” (Ak  4:431). 


It is significant that Kant states the Formula of Autonomy using the word 'idea' (Idee). An idea is a concept of reason to which no object in the world of appearance can be adequate (KrV A310-320/B366-377). Thus to ground morality on the idea of the will of every rational being as legislative is precisely not to ground it on what particular rational beings arbitrarily decree. On the contrary, we regard ourselves as categorically bound by norms only to the extent that we see them as proceeding from reason, which has the critical capacity to recognize its errors and correct them. The volition which is author of categorical obligations is thus the will toward that (unattainable) idea, which is the same for every rational being. Kantian autonomy is therefore badly misunderstood when it is equated with the notion that moral laws are made by the arbitrary will of fallible beings. On the contrary, to ground the moral law on the idea of the will is therefore to distinguish moral truth from what any finite rational being (or all such beings) might believe. (Since Kant holds that moral truth is irreducible either to what people think or to the results of any verification procedures, he is a moral realist in the most agreed upon sense that term has in contemporary metaphysics and metaethics.) 


The nub of the argument as Kant presents it in the Groundwork is that no law whose bindingness rests on an external interest can be truly universal, that is, valid categorically for every rational will simply as such. For the interest which grounds it applies to the will only through a contingent inclination grounding the interest. Hence such a law “would itself need yet another law that would limit the interest of its self-love to the condition of a validity for universal law" (Ak 4:432). But a law so limited could not command unconditionally or categorically. The only way to conceive of a law which does command in that way is to suppose that its ground is the supreme worth of the rational will itself which obeys the law. This worth is present as much in others as in myself, and requires respect for them as much as for myself.  It is objectively valid, moreover, only if it accords with the idea of the will, and not merely with the fiat of some fallible being such as myself.  To the extent that I esteem myself as a rational being, a law conceived in this way is given by my will too, the very will that is to obey it. Thus it is possible to regard  this same law as categorically obligatory by viewing it as proceeding from my own will.  


	A law proceeding from a self-legislating rational will obligates us only through respect.  Since it is the rational will that is the author of this law, it is in a deeper sense the rational will which is the object of respect. Rational nature, that is, can be seen not only to be an end in itself (with fundamental objective worth), but to have dignity (absolute or incomparable worth).   


"Nothing can have a worth other than that which the law determines for it. But the lawgiving itself, which determines all worth, must for that reason have a dignity, that is, an unconditional, incomparable worth; and the word respect alone provides a becoming expression for the estimate of it that a rational being must give. Autonomy is therefore the ground of the dignity of human nature and of every rational nature" (Ak 4:436). 


Every other source of the law would have to bind the rational will to it by some other volition, thus grounding it contingently on a value different from that of the law (or of the rational will which gives the law). A law grounded on happiness, for instance, would have to appeal to our will to be happy. A law grounded on the will of God would have to appeal either to our love of God's perfections or our fear of his power. These further volitions would turn the categorical demand of the law into a merely hypothetical demand, by referring it to some other volition as its ground. This line of thinking convinces Kant that the principle of autonomy is the only possible solution to the problem of obligation, and that all other principles of obligation must fail to solve it because they must be grounded on heteronomy of the will (Ak 4:441-445; 5:34-41).


There are two possible kinds of rejoinders to this argument. The first kind denies that there really is such a thing as categorical obligation, and insists that moral volition can be grounded only on something contingent and subjective, such as a moral feeling or a desire for happiness. This says in effect that moral obligation, as Kant has been depicting it, is (in his words) nothing but a "high flown fantasy," "chimerical idea" or "cobweb of the brain" (G 4:394, 407, 445). It tries to depict the idea of a categorical imperative as something strange and fantastic, a metaphysical invention of philosophers rather than what it is, namely an essential feature of our ordinary notion of moral obligation. After this bit of rhetorical hand-waving, the objectors then dress up their favored deflationary alternative in its Sunday best, and through the pressure of skeptical arguments against the real thing, they try to blackmail us into accepting their sad imitation in its place. The second line of objection agrees that moral obligation as Kant presents it is real, but tries to account for it in some way other than autonomy of the rational will – usually by appealing to some objective value external to that of our own autonomous wills.  In the Second Section of the Groundwork, Kant discusses both sorts of positions under the heading of ‘principles of heteronomy’. His most systematic presentation of the alternatives is in the Critique of Practical Reason, in a table given at the bottom of the first page of the Handout (Ak 4:442, 5:40).


Kant’s examples of the first (or “deflationary”) strategy are the conventionalist theories of Montaigne and Mandeville, the hedonism of Epicurus, and the moral sense theory of Hutcheson (which was taken up by Hume and Adam Smith, and even tempted Kant himself for a while in the early 1760s) (Ak 2:298-300). In the Groundwork Kant seems to dismiss such views peremptorily as principles of heteronomy, but his real strategy is to postpone his response to them. For throughout the First and Second Sections, he is provisionally assuming that morality (as he conceives it) is not an illusion. After inquiring into the conditions of its possibility, he will present a positive argument for his account only in the Third Section, where he connects the moral law with the rational presupposition of freedom. We will turn to that argument presently.


The second (or “objectivist”) way of disagreeing with Kant accepts the reality of obligation but tries to account for its categorical bindingness through the idea of an objective good external to the rational will. These attempts include divine command theory (familiar to Kant from the writings of Christian August Crusius) and the theory of perfection (which Kant found in Christian Wolff and the Stoics) (Ak 4:443, 5:40-41). Although Kant's official objection is that these positions involve principles of heteronomy, a closer look shows that his real argument against them takes the form of a dilemma: Either these positions are committed to principles of heteronomy, and are therefore unsatisfactory because they cannot account for the categorical character of moral obligation, or else their account of objective goodness itself must remain opaque unless it is seen to be grounded on the dignity of self-legislating reason, which it requires to explain or complete it.


Kant has no objection to our thinking of ourselves as obeying God when we do what morality requires, but he denies that this thought provides a satisfactory account of moral obligation. Kant distinguishes the legislator of a law, the one who issues a command and attaches positive or negative sanctions to it, from the law's author, the one whose will actually imposes the categorical obligation to obey it. Kant has no objection to regarding God's will as the legislator of the moral law, but thinks only the rational will of the person obligated can be the author of the law (Ak 4:443). For if I regard a will other than my own as author of the law, then the law  obligates me only through some interest (such as love or fear) that I have in obeying that other will. This interest would undermine the categorical nature of moral obligation. 


If my motive for obeying God’s will is fear, then I seem to be representing God as a cosmic despot, motivated by a desire for glory. The authority of his commands to us -- his groveling minions – rests on our dread of divine vengefulness or our hope of gaining divine favor for our own aims (Ak 4:443). Such a picture demeans both the Deity and ourselves, and  degrades virtue into mere hired service (Ak 8:339; 28:1115, 1118). We don’t do much better by representing our obedience to God as grounded on love of God if that love is merely another volition on which our reason for obedience depends, since that equally destroys categorical obligation. We avoid the problem only if we hold that God’s will itself is inherently worthy of obedience because what God commands is in itself right (i.e. categorically obligatory). But this means we are still faced with our original problem of determining what makes something categorically obligatory, to which we now see that appeals to the divine will can contribute no solution.


Kant regards the principle of perfection as the alternative to autonomy that comes closest to a correct account of obligation (Ak 4:443). But problems arise when we ask what is meant by ‘perfection’. We get a thoroughly unsatisfactory theory of obligation if  'perfection' is understood as the fitness of an object to some (arbitrarily chosen) end, e.g. a perfect fruit knife is one that can successfully cut up fruit. For  that directly undermines the categorical character of duty. We do no better by understanding ‘perfection’ as  relative to a concept of the general kind of thing (e.g. a perfect fruit knife as one which is sharp, safe, easy to use, and so on; a perfect human being is one which behaves in this or that way). That makes the value of perfection conditional on our interest in that kind of thing, which – even if the kind is “human”--  is still an interest independent of the moral law (Ak 4:441-442, cf. 5:22-26).  


Of course in the case of a human being, “perfection” might be used in such a way that it refers simply to the goodness of the morally good will itself. One version of such a view, found in Aristotle and the Stoics, would be a form of eudaimonism (or theory of happiness) that identifies happiness not with subjective satisfaction but with a person's objective good, and equates this good (or its dominant component) with moral virtue or the exercise of practical reason. Kant’s objection here is not that perfection is a principle of heteronomy, but that this concept of perfection is too indeterminate and empty to provide a satisfactory account of moral obligation. Perfectionists might say at this point that they do exactly what Kant does -- they  rest obligation on our rational esteem for the objective worth of something. For Kant this value is the dignity of rational nature, for the perfectionist it is simply perfection or objective goodness wherever it might be found. Why does Kant think there is greater clarity in conceiving the ground of obligation is the dignity of rational will than as objective perfection or goodness?  (Theological moralists might make an analogous objection here, saying that they stop with the transcendent goodness of the Deity.) Kant's reply is that the recognition of a law as categorically binding presupposes the unconditional and incomparable worth of the source of the legislation, which in relation to practical reason is adequately conceived not as perfection or divinity only as rational self-legislation.  For only this has such a worth to the rational will originally rather than derivatively, making its commands  truly categorical. 


	Let us try to state Kant’s argument in a slightly different way. If my recognition of an obligation is supposed to be based on something over and above the dignity of my legislating reason (such as the value of objective perfection or divine goodness), then a further ground would be needed to explain why my will values that object.  If that ground is distinct from my respect for rational nature as self-determining, it thereby renders my acceptance of the obligation conditional on some other volition of mine, and the categorical nature of the obligation has been forfeited. If it turns out to be the same ground as respect for my rational nature, then perfectionism or divine command morality becomes acceptable, but only because its account of obligation turns out to be parasitic on a covert appeal to the autonomy of reason.  The point we have to come back to is that no property of any object could provide me with a reason for regarding any act as categorically obligatory except insofar as that property plays a reason-giving role in following some principle legislated by my rational will.  Kant does not deny that there is such a thing as objective goodness, but he does maintain that it can offer us objective reasons for acting only if it operates through our respect for our own rational capacity for self-legislation. 


Now let us return to the more radical (or “deflationist”) line of objection. As we have said, it is really answered only in Section Three of the Groundwork, by linking the moral law to the presupposition of freedom. Kant’s argument here is not easy to summarize. Between 1781 and 1788 he gave at least three distinct accounts of the relation between morality and freedom -- in the first Critique, the Groundwork and the second Critique.  My account of his argument will be closer to the Groundwork than to the other two works, but it is an unashamed reconstruction that does not precisely follow any of the three texts. Its aim is chiefly to call attention to those features of Kant’s account that (in my view) have the greatest lasting philosophical interest. 


The basis of Kant's deduction of the moral law is what Henry Allison has called the "Reciprocity Thesis", presented on the back page of your Handout.  The reciprocity thesis is an alleged mutual entailment between the propositions F and M: 





F: The rational will is free.


M: The moral law is unconditionally valid for the rational will. 


 The argument as I  will present it attempts to ground the moral law on  F(M by using the first half of the entailment (F(M), discharging the antecedent of the conditional by arguing that F as an indispensable presupposition of all rational judgment (theoretical or practical). 


Kant distinguishes several senses of 'freedom': Transcendental freedom is the capacity of a cause to produce a state spontaneously or "from itself" (von selbst) (KrV A533/B561). A transcendentally free cause, in other words, is a "first cause", one which can be effective independently of any prior cause. This is distinguished from practical freedom, which we attribute to ourselves as agents. Kant's metaphysical contention is that the will can be practically free only if it is transcendentally free, and transcendental freedom could exist only in a noumenal world, not in the empirical world. But his argument for the moral law is really concerned only with practical freedom – which even Kant himself sometimes thinks can be treated independently of speculative issues about transcendental freedom (KrV A800-802/B829-831).  Practical freedom, in turn, is taken in two distinct senses: In the "negative" sense, a will is practically free if it acts independently of external causes determining how it acts; in the "positive" sense, it is practically free if it has the power to determine itself in accordance with its own law (KrV A534/B562, Ak 4:446, 5:33). 


The key to understanding the Reciprocity Thesis is Kant’s view that freedom is causality, but causality "of a special kind" (Ak 4:446). A natural cause is a state of a substance upon which another state of some substance follows in accordance with a necessary rule; this rule is the pertinent causal law (KrV A189/B232, A534/B562.). But since a will acts not only according to laws but according to their representation, the “law” of a free cause must be one it represents to itself (Ak 4:412). This cannot mean merely that a free will is aware of the law it follows. For the law is one under which it considers its actions from a practical standpoint. In the case of an imperfectly rational will, which does not always act as reason directs, the law is represented as a principle according to which it ought to act.  I will refer to such a law, in contrast to a natural law,  as a normative law.


The notion of a cause acting according to normative laws may strike us as bizarre, but it is not. For we often, or even typically, explain human actions by reference to norms the agent recognizes. A chess player moves the bishop only diagonally because that is the rule in chess. In constructing the sentences they speak or write, people choose words that accord with the rules of grammar. We use these rules to explain why the sentences are formed as they are. An appeal to norms also explains why composers avoid parallel fifths and why a batter keeps his weight on his back foot as long as possible. Explanations of actions according to the agent’s intentions are all normative law explanations. It is only because intentions are norms that people can bungle their intended actions or fail to carry them through. Yet despite such cases, we do not regard explanations by reference to intentions as defective, pointless or merely bad substitutes for natural law explanations. We even use normative laws as part of explanations of actions that contravene them, by describing the actions as failed attempts to comply with the norm. Normative law explanations are uniquely appropriate to voluntary, rational actions, simply because rational actions are in their very concept freely chosen and norm-guided. 


Kant argues for F( M on the ground that freedom is a kind of causality, together with an analysis of what 'causality' must mean in the case of freedom. It must mean being subject to an unconditional and self-given normative law. (If the will is perfect or holy, the normative law tells us what its self-determined volitions necessarily are; if it is finite and imperfect rather than holy, then this law is a categorical imperative, determining what its volitions ought to be.)  The argument of the Second Section of the Groundwork has shown that the moral law, as most fully developed in the Formula of Autonomy, is exactly such a law for any rational will. Therefore, if there is a free will,  then the moral law is valid for it (in other words, F( M). To complete the argument, Kant now needs only to discharge the antecedent by showing that we have reason to assert F.


In the Groundwork Kant claims that "freedom must be presupposed as a property of the will of all rational beings" (Ak 4:447). Freedom is not being proved theoretically, but it is claimed to be a presupposition of taking the practical standpoint at all -- which we unavoidably do, even when we are engaged in theoretical inquiry. 


"Now, one cannot possibly think of a reason that would consciously receive direction from another quarter with respect to its judgments, since the subject would then attribute the determination of his 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 be regarded of itself as free" (Ak 4:448). 


Notice that these remarks, focusing not on actions but only on judgments, concern the way in which we must regard ourselves in making judgments of any sort, even wholly theoretical ones. If even there we must regard ourselves as free, then there is no room in any sort of understanding of ourselves for a conception of ourselves as other than free. 


	Kant holds that we must think of ourselves as free in all our rational judgments because we must regard our judgments as acts we perform because they are required by certain norms. Suppose I judge that q based on the evidence that p or q and not-p. Here I can regard this as a rational judgment on my part only if I am prepared to give it a normative explanation, by viewing it as proceeding from my correct application of the logical rule modus tollens, regarded as a normative principle which I, simply as a rational being, recognize as valid and therefore impose on my own judgments. To say that judgment is an exercise of free agency, in the sense we mean here, is therefore precisely not to say that I may judge any way I please. On the contrary, my judgment can go contrary to the norm only if it involves a failure or mistake.  If I think of my judgment as prompted by some conscious cause external to my free and rational norm-guided activity (for example, if I see it as prompted by fear of what my logic teacher will do to me if I don't give the answer of which I know she approves), then to that extent I cease to regard it as a judgment which is rational by the standard of the relevant norms (logical rules of inference). If my fear of my logic teacher leads to my giving the right answers, that will be because those happen to be the ones the teacher wants; but the rightness of my judgments would be only contingently the result of anyone’s applying rational norms (and the rationality of my judgments would have to be ascribed to my logic teacher, not to me). The verdict would be the same if I came to regard my judgment as the result of some unconscious process (of neurotic compulsion or post-hypnotic suggestion) whose results accord only contingently with the rules of logical inference.  (It is noteworthy, however, that even when Freudian explanations undermine the normative law explanation I consciously give for what I do, they are not natural law explanations but normative law explanations, insofar as they typically appeal to unconscious intentions.) Not all my reasoning processes need be entirely conscious and explicit, but to regard them as successful processes of reasoning, they must be regarded as the result of my freely (though perhaps habitually and unreflectively) following rational norms. Even mistakes in reasoning are regarded as rational processes only to the extent that I see them as falling under such norms and as failing to comply with them.


For this argument to be relevant to moral freedom, Kant must maintain that the norms of theoretical reasoning, like those of morality, are both self-given and unconditional. And he does maintain this. But Kant’s argument does not require him to say that logical rules are a species of moral rule, or that moral rules are merely rules of logic. What he needs to claim is only that the capacity we ascribe to ourselves in regarding ourselves as subject to moral obligations is of exactly the same kind as that we ascribe to ourselves in thinking of ourselves as judging according to rational norms. Thus if we cannot intelligibly doubt that we have such a capacity in one case, we have no good ground for doubting that we have it in the other. And this he can claim. For we do not accept logical rules only conditionally -- because, for example, we think that reasoning according to modus tollens will be advantageous to us. On the contrary, following modus tollens is unconditionally necessary simply in order to preserve the truth of our judgments in making inferences. But seeing myself as following the norms required to judge truly is not an independent interest. For seeing myself as trying to judge truly is no different from merely seeing myself as rationally judging.


Kant’s argument may also be regarded as a practical reductio or as showing that the denial of  practical freedom is in a way self-refuting. Let a fatalist be someone who denies practical freedom (where this freedom is understood in the Kantian way, as causality according to norms).  The fatalist, therefore, holds that (F. She must regard her own acts of judgment solely as the necessary effects of natural laws, denying that they can be correctly explained by reference to reasons or normative rules of inference (such as modus tollens). If fatalism is to be an interesting position, then the fatalist must be prepared to give arguments to for (F, assert (F on the basis of those arguments and expect those to whom she gives the arguments to be convinced that (F on the basis of them. Yet fatalism itself says that all judgments (including the fatalist’s judgment that (F and the judgments of those she hopes to convince), are to be explained solely by reference to natural laws and can never be correctly explained by reference to norms of reasoning.  Fatalism itself, therefore, undermines the fatalist’s claim that she, and those she tries to persuade of fatalism, can hold fatalism on any rational grounds. 


In 1783  Kant reviewed a book on moral philosophy by Johann Henrich Schulz, whose position he described as a “universal fatalism, which…turns all human conduct into a mere puppet show and thereby does away altogether with the concept of obligation” (Ak 8:13). In the review, Kant stated his argument against fatalism quite explicitly:





“Although he would not himself admit it, [Schulz] has assumed in the depths of his soul that understanding is able to determine his judgment in accordance with objective grounds that are always valid and he is not subject to the mechanism of merely subjective determining causes, which could subsequently change; hence he always admits freedom to think, without which there is no reason” (Ak 8:14). 





This argument makes the point that we can doubt the reality of freedom only if we also doubt our capacity to judge rationally, including even our capacity to judge whether to entertain those very doubts. A fatalist might still assert fatalism and even present arguments for it. But she would be unable to represent herself or those to whom she offers the arguments as holding fatalism rationally on the basis of those arguments.


Classical compatibilist (or "soft determinist") approaches to the free will problem would accept the fatalist’s idea that rational judgment is a natural causal process, but try show, contrary to the fatalist, that it could be at the same time a case of free action, or conformity to rational norms. Here Kant sides with the fatalist, holding the compatibilist project to be impossible. Note, however, that the argument for freedom we have just seen is even more basic than Kant’s arguments for incompatibilism. For they say that whatever we may or may not hold about the compatibility of freedom and natural causality, we must presuppose our own freedom, as the capacity to act under norms of reason, in order even to represent ourselves as competent to decide on rational grounds whether fatalism or compatibilism are true. Our agreement or disagreement with Kant’s incompatibilism  therefore should make no difference to our acceptance of his argument that F is a necessary presupposition of all rational judgment. For the same reason, accepting Kant’s argument from freedom for the validity of the moral law does not by itself require us to appeal to Kant’s theory of noumenal causality. Of course, if Kant and the fatalist are right that understanding ourselves as rational judgers and agents is incompatible with regarding ourselves as beings belonging to a natural causal order, then Kant’s desperate theory of noumenal causality might unfortunately turn out to afford the only possible solution to the problems that raises. But Kant’s argument for the validity of moral obligation does not by itself raise those problems or require Kant’s solution to them.


Kant’s way of vindicating the principle of morality is thoroughly consistent with the transcendental strategy Kant employs throughout the critical philosophy. Kant's argument attacks skepticism about morality by showing that the skeptical doubts undermine the very conditions of their own intelligibility. It is grounded on the typically Enlightenment appeal to that critical self-confidence in reason without which it would be impossible even to acknowledge the limits and fallibility of reason.


In this lecture I  still haven’t replied to all the objections I raised at the beginning. In particular, I have said very little explicitly about those objections that might be said to turn on the question of who I am. We saw that Kantian ethics apparently holds that I must regard myself simultaneously in two incompatible ways. In order to regard the moral law as a law of autonomy, I must identify myself with the rational will (or even the idea of a rational will in general). But in order to see it as a source of obligation on me, I must simultaneously regard my will as one which resists reason and needs to be constrained to obey its law.  Kant underestimates the problem when he says such things as that I must regard myself from two standpoints, or as belonging to two worlds, or as having inclinations which conflict with the moral law.  For all these formulations still permit me to say unproblematically that I am both the giver of the law and the one who obeys it. But the problem is that it looks like I cannot say both these things. For if the law is to be a law of autonomy, then I must regard the moral law as my law, given by my will. I must therefore identify my will as the will which gives the law, and any volition which resists obeying it must be regarded as other than mine, as alien to me. If  the law is an expression of my freedom, then my will cannot be constrained by it; if it were, then acting according to the law would no be freedom for me, but constraint. Yet this relation of being constrained by the law (of being unfree in relation to it) is precisely the relation in which I must stand to the law if I am to experience it as a law for me at all. 


In the second lecture I will address these worries not by talking more about Kant, but instead by expounding the practical philosophy of Johann Gottlieb Fichte.  I hope along the way I can begin to persuade you of something else as well – that Fichte is not only Kant’s most original follower but perhaps even the most underrated of all modern philosophers.


�



Second Lecture: Selfhood and Autonomy in Fichte


The most plausible and appealing Kantian accounts of moral motivation are those that make my conception of my own identity central to that motivation.  That is, what motivates me to act morally is a certain conception of myself and my attempt to live up to that conception.  The foundation of  Kantian morality is our esteem for ourselves as autonomous or self-directing rational agents. When we do our duty for duty’s sake, we act so as to be worthy of this esteem and to avoid the diminution of self-worth which we incur when we fail to live up to our capacity for rational autonomy.  One recent account of this kind is given by Christine Korsgaard in her book The Sources of Normativity.�


Moral motivation, on any such account arises from the project, conceived as essential to rational agency as such, of sustaining a sense of self-worth that goes along with recognizing oneself as a free and rational being.  Kant suggests such an account in many places, when he speaks of the dignity of  personhood, the esteem we have for the good will and the inner self-abhorrence we experience when we are conscious of having violated the law of duty.  One danger to be avoided here, however, (a danger Korsgaard avoids quite well) is that of representing this concern with self-worth as merely a desire to live up to our rational nature, grounding an interest in performing morally worthy actions and avoiding blamable ones. Of course Kant does not deny that there is such a desire, or that we feel pleasure or displeasure in ourselves when we are conscious (respectively) of  our good or evil conduct.  He even regards the capacity for such pleasure or displeasure  in ourselves as constituting our conscience – one of the four basic predispositions  to feeling  which is an indispensable condition for being a moral agent at all (Ak 6:400-401).  But moral motivation cannot fundamentally consist in a desire for these pleasures, or for the state of self-approbation they reflect on the side of feeling.  For, as Kant points out, these feelings and desires all presuppose that we already value doing our duty for its own sake (Ak 5:38). Feelings and desires related to our self-worth, if they are to relate to the kind of self-worth that grounds a morality of autonomy, must instead be seen as arising from objective reasons we have for living up to our self-conception as self-governing rational agents. If the moral motive were nothing but a desire for self-approbation, then morally right conduct would consist in satisfying this desire in the way most of us in fact satisfy it: through yielding to self-serving illusions about ourselves and making the corresponding complacent adjustments in what we think morality demands of us. A theory of morality which underwrites that conduct would be conspicuous only for its moral bankruptcy.


The possibility of a moral theory based on autonomy therefore depends on showing that the grounds for this special kind of self-concern are necessarily bound up with being a self with a rational capacity for autonomy.  This task also involves linking this special self-concern with the content of morality.  It must be shown, in other words, that the reason we have for living up to our self-conception as self-governing beings is also a reason for following certain determinate principles which we recognize as moral principles.  Korsgaard has more trouble, I think, with this second task. For she seeks to root our interest in living up to rational nature or humanity as such in our interest in living up to contingent identities of one sort or another, and she regards any such identity (however distant from our opposed to morality) as a possible source of normativity. But it is deeply questionable that every contingent self-conception which might motivate me deserves to be considered a source of normativity.  Korsgaard is at best unclear about how exactly the argument is supposed to go from my reflecting on the normativity of contingent identities to my recognizing the unconditional moral normativity of my identity as a rational being. 


Korsgaard is not following Kant when she seeks to ground a morality of autonomy by accepting the normativity of every contingent self-conception I may have. As we saw in the last lecture, Kant’s approach is to relate morality to freedom, and to argue that freedom is a necessary practical presupposition. What we have just seen, however, is that there has to be a third element in the picture, which both plays a more fundamental role in grounding a morality of autonomy than either the idea of  freedom or the moral law, and is required to effect the connection between the two.  This third element is a conception of the self as a self-directing rational agent, a conception which necessarily involves both a mode of self-valuation and a kind of self-concern which is capable of motivating us to comply with self-given moral principles. Kant’s moral psychology undeniably  recognizes  the fundamental importance of issues involving self-worth, but it cannot be said that Kant did enough to ground morality on practical self-concern. 


Korsgaard is by no means the first Kantian to develop the theory of autonomy in this direction.  The first to do it was Johann Gottlieb  Fichte. Fichte’s deduction of the moral law occurs in Chapter One (§§ 1-3) of  the System of Ethics (1798). Fichte’s moral philosophy supposes from the start a sharp distinction between ordinary moral consciousness and the transcendental or philosophical comprehension of what is given in it. Hence he begins by noting that we find in ourselves an absolute necessitation (Zunöthigung) to do certain things for their own sake, independently of any end to be reached by doing them. He calls this our moral nature. We can, he says, simply accept this moral nature through an unconditional faith in it, or we can seek a theoretical comprehension of it (SW4:13-14).�  Fichte’s deduction of the moral law belongs to the latter philosophical enterprise. 


Its starting point – the starting point of all systematic philosophy for Fichte – is the I’s awareness of itself, and specifically,  the way the I thinks itself when it is aware of nothing but itself (SW 4:18). This awareness is in fact the starting point of all philosophy for Fichte. For the pure and wholly abstract awareness of the I is the first principle of Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre as a whole, and about this awareness Fichte frequently explains that it is difficult to attain to it because in ordinary consciousness we are accustomed to thinking of the I not in its pure abstractness but only as it is combined with other thoughts and experiences (SW 1:91, 338, 501, 4:447).  We may call Fichte’s procedure here a ‘phenomenology’ of self-consciousness, but only if we take that term in a sense closer to the Husserlian one than to the one in which it is usually employed by analytical philosophers. That is, Fichte is interested not in what it feels like to be self-aware or how self-awareness just seems to us (insofar as we abstract from, or try to stay innocent of, all our theories about it), but rather in what specific thoughts or concepts we necessarily employ when we focus entirely on the basic fact of our self-awareness and consider it in abstraction from all the other facts with which it is usually combined (and which therefore inevitably determine how it usually feels or seems to us even when we consider it in maximal philosophical innocence). 


In the System of Ethics, Fichte sets the problem as that of “thinking oneself merely as oneself, separated from what is not oneself”; and his first solution to the problem is presented in the thesis that “I find myself, as myself, only as willing” (SW 4:18; cf. GA 4:2:182-183). Fichte specifies what he means by the ‘self’ by determining the ‘I’ as that in which subject and object completely coincide (SW 4:8-11). That is, the self is found when that which is found is the same as the finding (SW 4:18-19).  By ‘finding  oneself’ Fichte means that which is not acted on or modified by my grasping it, so that it is what it is entirely independently of our act in finding it. In order for there to be a self to be found, in accordance with these two criteria, it must be the case that we have access to something in self-awareness which was already there and already available to us prior to our act of finding it. That there are such objects of awareness is indicated by the fact that whenever I stop to reflect on who I am or what I am doing, I do indeed find something already there which is me, engaged in some state of acting, feeling, perceiving and so on. The problem is to isolate, within what is found, precisely what counts as myself, and to distinguish this both from the results of my self-finding and from the objects of my awareness which do not entirely coincide with the subject of that same awareness. 


Fichte’s first thesis is that when I make this act of abstraction, what remains as my self is simply a willing. By ‘willing’ here Fichte means, first of all, simply an acting. This (he insists) is not a substance or thing which wills or acts, for that thought first gets added when we think of the willing as a specific act in relation to a world outside it; instead it is simply the willing considered all by itself.  ‘Willing’ Fichte here equates with ‘an actual determination of itself through itself’ (SW 4:22) – that is, an act of giving itself a specific state or determination purely through its own activity.  In other words, what I find as myself in every awareness is always completely and solely expressed through the thought of an act by which I put myself in some determinate state.  This thesis is thus a particular version of  Fichte’s fundamental thought that to be an I is to act in such a way as to be immediately conscious of acting. Every awareness, according to Fichte, whatever its object may be, involves (or is even grounded on) this original activity of the I; and the I itself, in its original meaning, is simply this acting insofar as it is directed precisely at this same acting, or which makes itself be the very acting that it is. And this acting is what Fichte calls willing.  Fichte acknowledges, of course, that every act of willing also involves a specific relation to some object beyond itself. Every willing involves the conception of an end, which is conditioned through the conception of an external, material world in which it is to be realized, and realized through a specific material body that I call my body. But all these thoughts, in Fichte’s view, though they do necessarily proceed from the pure thought of the I or the self as willing, are distinct from and subsequent to that original thought (SW 4:8-12, 23-24). The task of transcendental philosophy is to grasp these thoughts both in their distinctness and in their proper transcendental order, without running them together or mistaking for what is original something that is a consequence or result. 


Essential to the original thought of myself or the I is that it is entirely active and self-determining. This self-determination appears presently in the account under the title of ‘freedom’ (SW 4:34-36, cf. 4:8-9). Self-awareness, therefore, involves the awareness that we are free. And the very phenomenon of willing, as Fichte understands the term, involves the awareness of self-determination or freedom. Perhaps it is because he was relying implicitly on Fichte’s exposition of these conceptions that Hegel was later to proclaim that the will is free by its very nature or in its concept.�  No more than Kant, however, does Fichte suppose that freedom of the will is to be proven through an experience of self-awareness or self-activity. He realizes that the entire thought of the I as willing or self-determining may be rejected as a mere appearance, on the basis of a theory which takes substances or things to be prior to actings, and consequently proposes to explain away our experiences from the practical standpoint as illusory.  As he did a year earlier in the First Introduction to the Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte proclaims that  it requires a ‘resolve’ (or even a faith) to accept the standpoint of the I  as veridical. At the same time, however, he points out that the alternative view (called ‘dogmatism’) which dismisses the awareness of self-determination as illusory, must  rest equally on an act of faith (AK 4:25-26; cf. 1:429-435).   In the System of Ethics,  Fichte says he does not intend to undertake a theoretical defense of the thesis that we are free, but instead holds that morality itself can be grounded solely on the ‘firm resolve’ to accept the appearance of freedom as a reality  (SW 4:54-55). 


Fichte’s show of evenhandedness here is misleading, however, or possibly even ironical.  For in fact Fichte believes that his critical or idealistic view, which is grounded on taking the thought of the self-determining activity of the I as veridical, has decisive theoretical advantages over dogmatism. When they are appreciated, these advantages render idealism’s ‘faith’ rational, and reveal the faith of dogmatism to be false and untenable.  For the volitional resolve to accept the freedom of the I belongs at every moment to our awareness, and cannot be gotten rid of by dogmatism’s theories which purport to explain it away as an illusion. In order to accept such an explanation, however,  we must deny something built into our every act of awareness, and which cannot be refuted by any datum dogmatism may offer in support of its theories. If we then turn to the question which theory, idealism or dogmatism, can give a better account of itself, Fichte holds that only idealism can provide an adequate grounding  to its faith, whereas the faith of dogmatism must forever remain inadequately supported (SW 1:435; GA 4:2:15).  Fichte maintains that the dogmatist “cannot be refuted” only in the sense that someone can be a dogmatist only through being so irrationally prejudiced in favor of his own system that at least when he philosophizes, he is incapable of grasping the standpoint of idealism, even though this is the standpoint he himself necessarily occupies at every moment simply as a rational agent (SW 1:439). 


Fichte often presents the issue of freedom as a matter of faith because thinks that it can be decided only at the point where we judge the relative adequacies of entire philosophical systems or views of life.  In one way, then, freedom of  the will grounds the system of ethics he proposes to develop, and cannot be demonstrated within this system. For it can be only as a result of considering the system and accepting or rejecting it as a whole. The reasons for thinking we are free are merely the reasons we have for accepting this system when it is considered in this totalizing way.  In that context, the thesis that we are free has the status not of a particular philosophical thesis within the system but of a meta-comment on it -- an assessment of its adequacy, in relation to the tasks of philosophy and to its rivals. 


It is a nice question whether Fichte thinks the practical commitment we make in regarding ourselves as free is one which we are ever free not to make. He sometimes regards the I as the starting point of all philosophy because he thinks of it (as Descartes seems to have thought of the cogito) as something both absolutely undeniable and ubiquitously available to us. Yet Fichte often insists  that there can be dogmatists who not only theoretically reject this starting point but even adopt attitudes toward themselves and their lives which express this rejection.  His view, however, seems to be that occupying the standpoint of free agency is unavoidable even for these dogmatists. However, some people are capable of embracing dogmatism through a philosophical misunderstanding of what the issue is, or a failure to appreciate the bearing of their consciousness of their own moral nature on philosophical issues. These people Fichte hopes to enlighten, by inviting them to follow the path of transcendental reflection, so that they can come to see the self-evident truth on which critical or idealistic philosophy rests. 


Fichte thinks there is another kind of dogmatist, however, who denies the standpoint of free agency itself through a morally culpable process of self-deception or a “darkening” of moral consciousness (cf. SW 4:192).  Those who are dogmatists in this way exhibit not a weakness of intellect, but a weakness of character (SW 1:505). Dogmatism consorts well, in Fichte’s view, with the life-attitudes of those who, complacently accepting the habitual course of life, enjoy their privileges under the corrupt, old political regimes and shrink back, in fear, lethargy, misanthropy and cynicism from the hope for anything like social and political revolution -- and even more, in cowardice, falsehood and despair, from the prospect of  their own moral rejuvenation (SW 4: 198-205, 317-322). For this reason, Fichte expects few converts to his philosophy from those whose characters are already formed, and looks instead hopefully to the young “whose innate powers have not already foundered on the indolence of our age” (SW 1:435).  ‘Dogmatist’, ‘fatalist’ and ‘materialist’ can thus serve in Fichte’s view as philosophical names for a certain kind of morally corrupt personality.  The technical theological names for this type of person (in the Christian tradition, to which Fichte often appeals) are ‘unregenerate’ and ‘reprobate’.  The political name for it in the modern world (hence a far more damning epithet to a genuine Fichtean of today -- and a term the notorious Jacobin Fichte would also be the first to accept) is: ‘conservative’. 


Dogmatism for Fichte does not count as a genuine intellectual alternative to the standpoint of free agency. It is either a form of innocent philosophical confusion or else a practical attitude in which free agency freely (and blamably) assumes a flawed or deficient form.  In that sense, the standpoint of free agency does have the status of something like a self-evident theoretical foundation, since it can be theoretically denied only by those who are either the victims of basic philosophical confusion or else culpably dishonest with themselves. 


For this reason, Fichte’s aim in the System of Ethics is in any case not to demonstrate that we are free, but to develop the self-awareness which involves practical commitment and presupposes freedom into a theoretical account of the basis of our ordinary moral consciousness. To this end, Fichte begins with the thought that the self is found as willing, and seeks to determine this thought further, by attempting to locate a ‘tendency’ or ‘drive’ which characterizes the willing of the self fundamentally and in abstraction from all the conditioned and subsequent volitions in which it may be engaged. Fichte here compares the I’s willing to an elastic steel spring, which is bent by an external force and exerts a counter-pressure to it. He claims that we must posit in the spring an original tendency to resist, which cannot be reduced to the effect of the external force on it. Analogously, the will always exhibits itself determinately by setting ends in particular circumstances, determined by its situatedness in opposition to an external world. But its action over against this world presupposes an original tendency or drive within the will itself (SW 4:26-28). This original tendency, Fichte claims, cannot be toward any finite or conditioned end.  It can be characterized only as “an absolute tendency to the absolute; absolute undeterminability through anything outside it; tendency to determine itself absolutely, without any external impulse” (SW 4:28) or “a tendency to absolute activity” (SW 4:37). 


It is this tendency of the I which Fichte uses to deduce the principle of autonomy, by arguing that the thought of this tendency must be the thought of a law which is identical with the freedom of the I. According to the official deduction, the thought of the absolute tendency is first determined as a “drive toward the whole I,” by which phrase Fichte says he means a drive toward both the subjective and objective aspects of the I, and toward their unity or harmony (SW 4:40-42).  This thought is then further determined, as regards both its form and its content.  Regarding its form, the thought is determined as an intellectual intuition; regarding its content, it is determined as a law.  The latter feature of the thought is deduced from the claim that the essence of objectivity is “unalterable subsistence”, which, considered in relation to the objective side of the I’s activity, must be taken as the necessity of acting, or lawfulness (SW 4:48).  This official deduction -- which is a veritable model of Fichtean opacity -- is obviously much in need of supplement if we are to see what really motivates Fichte’s position. 


Even before we try to understand the argument better, we can already take note of a couple of points which decisively separate Fichte’s approach to autonomy from Kant’s.  First, Kant understands freedom, at least when considered transcendentally, as a theoretical or metaphysical postulate, and the moral law as a practical principle distinct from this theoretical proposition. Even practical freedom is regarded as distinct from the moral law  whose validity for us is claimed to be reciprocally implied by it. Fichte, on the contrary, regards the thought that we are free and the thought that we are subject to a law of autonomy as one and the same thought. “Freedom does not follow from the law, just as little as the law follows from freedom. These are not two thoughts, of which one is thought independently of the other, on the contrary, this is one and the same thought” (SW 4: 53).  Or, as we have seen Fichte also put it, the law is said to be the content of the drive for absolute self-activity directed toward the whole I, which is held to result in the thought that we are free (SW 4:45).  The thought of my freedom for Fichte is never a metaphysical thesis but always an attitude involving a practical commitment.  Fichte’s aim in discussing the thought of freedom is not – like Kant’s --  to elaborate a theoretical conception of a certain kind of causality, but to provide a kind of transcendental conceptual articulation of what is contained in the standpoint or commitment that goes along with regarding oneself as a free agent.  


Next, just as he distinguishes the metaphysical thesis of the will’s freedom from the law, so Kant also distinguishes the causal capacity to act with freedom from the faculty of reason, which enables us to be cognizant of the moral law.  This leads immediately to the troubling question why we, who are free, should choose to follow the law reason gives, or (as we may be tempted to put it) what interest we have in being rational or following reason’s law.  But as we noted in the previous lecture, any answer at all we may give to this question appears to concede that moral obligation is dependent on an external interest and hence is not really categorical after all.  Viewing the law of reason as a law of autonomy was supposed to have the effect of obviating or precluding any such question, yet it may not be clear on Kant’s account precisely how it does so.  Fichte seeks the most direct possible solution to this problem when he claims that the terms ‘I-hood in us’ and ‘our rational nature’ refer to one and the same conception,  adding, however, that “the latter term, by a wide margin, does not signify the thing nearly so expressively as the former” (SW 4:14).   That ‘reason’ for Fichte signifies nothing different from ‘I’, means that what is to be counted as the law of reason is nothing different from what Fichte calls the drive to absolute self-activity or to the whole I, or in other words, from that willing which we find as ourselves in our most basic self-awareness. Here it is quite clear why no question could arise about what might motivate us to act according to our rational nature or what interest we have in so acting.  For to be who I am is the same as being motivated to do what I ought.


Finally, since Kant regards freedom as a theoretical postulate, he treats the free will as a kind of cause. Hence it is subject – as is required by the very concept of a cause --  to a law, which Kant alleges to be a normative law (hence one which the cause ought to obey but may not obey)  rather than a law of the sort that pertains to natural causes, which describes the way the cause necessarily acts. Fichte’s account of freedom and lawfulness, however, is even more radical, and is apt to strike us as even more unfamiliar and questionable, since he proposes to derive these concepts in their genuine significance entirely from a transcendental  analysis of the thoughts we must have in order to articulate our experience of the standpoint of the I insofar as it is practically committed to its own agency.  This is why we were bound to find Fichte’s official deduction of the moral law so hopelessly opaque.  To understand it better, we need to follow more closely and sympathetically the path of thought which it is trying to express. 


Fichte’s basic thought is that even though there are many conditions which are indispensable to our experience of self-awareness, the standpoint of agency and the conception of ourselves as active is fundamental to all of them.  That we are situated in an objective world, that we have a body through which we interact with it, that we have sensuous cognition of it, and so on – all these are indispensable features of our experience and even of our agency.  But (and this is the essential point) they always remain features from which we can abstract when we seek to be conscious only of ourselves – we can oppose ourselves to each of them and consider them not to be the I, but merely that through which or on which it acts.  That from which we cannot abstract, by contrast, is a certain awareness of our own agency -- not in the sense of some contemplative perception of an agency going on in or around us, but rather in the sense of our awareness of a practical commitment to doing, a practical engagement with that world which we oppose to the I.  This inevitable engagement is the starting point of  Fichte’s philosophy. 


In the System of Ethics, Fichte’s favorite term for this fundamental structure is Agilität, which. I will translate (I hope not too misleadingly) as ‘agency’.  Agency, as the basic structure of the I as subject and object, involves (as does every consciousness) both the separation of subject from object and their agreement or harmony (SW 4:1, 8). The specific structure  or “image” of agency, however, is described by Fichte as “the causality of the mere concept on the objective” (SW 4:9).  What Fichte appears to mean by this is that in acting, I as subject have a certain concept which I then transform into something objective. He appears to conceive of the “objective’ here  most basically not in the shape of my bringing about some result outside myself, but rather as my making myself to be something determinate through a concept I have of my own self. Thus understood, agency is simply another way of stating the famous formula from the 1794 Wissenschaftslehre: ‘The I posits itself absolutely” (SW 1:96). He repeats this formula in the System of Ethics when he says that “the I is only that as which it posits itself” (SW 4:39).  The “absoluteness” of this self-positing is indicated by the fact that the I is not even a determinate object until it makes itself to be that very object through a concept. 


In Chapter One of the System of Ethics Fichte also expresses this same idea in a strikingly paradoxical fashion which is bound to remind us of something we may have thought did not come along until nearly the middle of the twentieth century:  


“You required that it must determine itself  in order to be able to be thought of as free – not determined from outside or even through its own nature.  But what does the itself signify here? Thereby there is obviously a certain doubleness in the thought. What is free is to be before it is determined –  to have an existence which is independent of its determinacy. Hence a thing cannot be thought as determining itself, because it is not before its nature, i.e. the domain of its determinations. As just said, what is to determine itself  must in a certain respect be before it is – before it has properties or indeed any nature at all” (SW 4:36). 





Fichte does not say in so many words that the I’s “existence precedes its essence”;  but since Sartre, that has become the more familiar way of expressing Fichte’s thought. Fichte prefers to say that the I must exist “in concept” before it exists “as object”, and that regarded merely as the concept of what it is to be, it has as yet no determinacy, no properties, no nature at all.  Of course Fichte does not mean that there ever could be at any time an actual person who lacks a nature, any more than there is a person who lacks a body in which it feels or who does not act in an objective world  which it perceives. But what is crucial for him is to maintain the proper transcendental order in which we think these necessarily connected concepts. If I am not to lose entirely the perspective of free agency, then grasping myself as having a nature, just as much as regarding myself as embodied or open to influence from the external world, must be subsequent to grasping myself as able to determine my own objectivity through a mere concept. To dogmatism, and even to common sense, the order of the thoughts on which Fichte insists may appear paradoxical, because common sense is not used to thinking these thoughts in abstraction from the whole of experience that they constitute. But the order is one which transcendental philosophy must recognize as necessary. “The rational being, considered as such, is absolutely and self-sufficiently the ground of itself. It is originally, i.e. without its own contribution, absolutely nothing; what it is to become, it must make of itself through its own doing” (SW 4:50).


In the same discussion Fichte explains agency using yet another arresting figure of speech: “The I tears itself loose from itself” (Das Ich reißt sich von sich selbst los)(SW 4:32). By this he appears to mean that when I regard myself as an agent, I separate myself as a power of self-determining from myself as what is given in my self-intuition as an object. “The I, as absolute power and consciousness, tears itself loose -- from the I as a given absolute, without power and consciousness” (SW 4:33).  Whatever I may be or have been, in acting I tear myself away from that in order to posit myself once again as determined -- but now determined only through my own concept, not through any determination given previously or independently of it.  


“Every being which flows from a being is a necessary being, not a product of freedom” (SW 4:35).  This has to remind us of Sartre’s idea that freedom requires that the for itself should be a nothingness because the causal series constitutes being and can produce only being.� But Fichte’s position is not the same as Sartre’s. For immediately after saying this, Fichte hastens to add that the point is not that a free being has no ground at all. He accepts Kant’s definition of freedom as “the power to begin absolutely a state or being” – but insists that this is only a nominal definition, since it does not explain how it is possible for there to be such a power (SW 4:37). Fichte’s suggestion is that such a power requires a ground which is not itself a being – in other words,  it must have its ground in a thinking or a concept (SW 4:35, 37). This, according to Fichte, must be a ground in a “mere pure faculty” (blo(es reines Vermögen) which is “nothing like its nature and essence, not a tendency, inclination or susceptibility to any such” (SW 4:38).  


Yet we have seen that Fichte’s own characterization of the willing  as which the self  necessarily finds itself is that this is a “tendency” or “drive” to the whole I.  Fichte resolves the apparent contradiction by saying that this tendency or drive is not something found in the I, like a determination or nature, and is certainly not there as a mere experience or feeling,  but instead names the very thought itself through which the I fundamentally determines itself  (SW 4:39-45).  But Fichte also considers it in a sense misleading to describe the ground of freedom as a faculty, since this might be thought of as “an empty undetermined  faculty of self-sufficiency (Selbständigkeit),” as something that might make “the thought of a self-sufficient existence merely possible but not actual” or  which “you can merely connect to an actual being as to its ground, if it is given to you as something external to it, but not from which you must derive it”  (SW 4:51). 


The thought which is to be the ground of being in the I is not, however, a “mere faculty” in any of these senses. It is the thought from which the I necessarily arises as an object to itself, but at the same time as a self-sufficient and self-determined object.  This means that the thought from which the objectivity of the I is to arise must not be merely the thought of an abstract possibility, or something which could bring the I into being; it has to be a thought determining what the I, as object, is to be.  This is what drives Fichte to formulate the thought which grounds the I by saying that it is a tendency or drive toward the whole I – that is, the I as both subject and object.  


The point Fichte is making here might be more accessibly expressed if we said that free agency must not be conceived only in terms of what the free agent can do, but also in terms of what the agent actually does and of what the agent is, or rather what the agent becomes in virtue of the exercise of free agency. The same point was later expressed by Hegel when he held in, Philosophy of Right §§ 5-7, that freedom was not to be conceived solely in terms of abstract universality or possibility which negates and flees from every actuality as from a restriction, but requires also particularity and the unification of the universal and the particular.  Or, yet again, it is the point made by Kierkegaard’s  Judge William against the aesthetic mode of life, when he insists that the freedom of the self requires an act of “self-choice”. The practical commitment in which our awareness of free agency consists must be a commitment to definite possibilities, which the I regards as actualizing or fulfilling the concept or thought which is the ground of its being or self-determination.  Fichte expresses this in terms of his model of the I as the subject-object by asserting that even the thought or concept which grounds the objectivity of the I must have an objective aspect, so that the drive or tendency of the I is a drive to actualize certain possibilities rather than others.  This “objective” side of the I’s grounding thought appears to Fichte under the guise of the content of its concept, and as bearing the sense of a necessity or “unalterable subsistence” that characterizes the objective in general.  For this reason, it also seems natural to Fichte to describe this aspect of the I’s grounding concept as a law, namely, the law  expressing the conditions of the I’s self-determined and self-sufficient existence, or of its actualized freedom (SW 4:52). 


This is how I think we should understand Fichte’s deduction of the law from the thought of the I, which we earlier found so opaque and forbidding.  Fichte goes on to endorse various Kantian expressions for the thought he claims to have deduced: It is called an ought (Sollen), because it defines the actuality of the I as a  practical commitment to being one way rather than another, and this ought is a categorical imperative, because it expresses the fundamental and unconditional tendency of the I as a free agent, and not a merely contingent commitment that it might have in virtue of some feeling or desire it may find in itself or some specific decision it has made under this or that condition (SW 4:54).  In light of this concept of itself,


 “[The I as an intelligence] might make very different rules or maxims for itself, e.g. of selfishness, laziness, oppression of others, and might follow these without madness or exception, always with freedom. But now let one assume that the concept of such a rule imposes itself on [the I], i.e. that it is necessitated under a certain condition of thought to think a certain rule and only this one as the rule of its determinations through freedom… In this way the intelligence might think a certain acting as in accord with the rule and another as conflicting with it… How is this necessity in the mere concept, which is by no means a necessity in actuality, to be appropriately characterized? I should think not more suitably than this: Such an acting belongs or is proper, it ought to be: the opposed one is improper, it ought not to be” (SW 4:55).





 In this passage, Fichte seems to be considering two ways in which a free agent might regard a rule of free action:  First, it might regard the rule as something it has simply made freely for itself , which it has decided to follow. Or second, it may regard the rule as something that imposes itself on the agent by a condition of thought, that is, by that very thought which is the ground of agency. Here freedom involves an awareness that one can either comply with the rule or not, and yet the rule retains despite this a special kind of practical necessity, which is appropriately characterized by saying that the actions which accord with the rule belong or are proper to the freedom of the agent, hence that they ought to be done, whereas the opposed actions are improper and ought not to be done. 


Fichte goes on then to characterize the latter sort of rule as the legislation of autonomy, giving three reasons for doing this: 


It is a law only for the I, because it is up to the I to obey it in particular cases, and up to the I’s free judgment to determine what it requires in particular cases.


Nothing is demanded in general by such a law except absolute self-sufficiency or indeterminability of the I by anything outside itself. 


The concept of subjection to such a law arises solely out of the I’s free reflection on its true essence, i.e. its self-sufficiency. (SW 4:56-57).


The I becomes a law to itself because it is grounded on a striving to actualize a concept  of itself. To be an I at all for Fichte is to be simultaneously conscious of positing or producing oneself as a determinate being out of a concept, and also of this same concept as standing over against the being produced, as an end or norm, as an ideal still to be achieved.  In the I as object there is always a subjective element, a consciousness of  freedom, the awareness that whatever one is or has become, one could have determined oneself otherwise and can still do so. At the same time, however, there is also in the I as subject (or in the  I’s self-concept) an objective element, a law or unfulfilled end, which one as subject is at every moment but without yet being it as object, so that it is required that one actualize it as object or fulfill it as a duty.  Morality for Fichte is based on this aspect of the I, which makes it at every moment a self-legislating being and presents its self-concept always as a law to be fulfilled. 


Yet if the objectivity of the I’s self-concept has the affinities we have suggested with Hegel and Kierkegaard, it might also seem to imply something like Sartre’s more disturbing notion that the fundamental project of the for-itself is the ‘project of being’ – the impossible attempt to combine the absolute freedom of self-consciousness, which is wholly negative, with the positivity of the in itself, which wholly is, and is what it is.  I think there actually are affinities here, since Fichte begins the System of Ethics by reflecting on what he calls the “whole mechanism of consciousness” – the simultaneous separation of the subjective and the objective and the project of uniting them again (SW 4:1).  And this striving to reunify subject and object is precisely the way he sees the drive toward the whole I, which he also describes as a ‘longing’ (Sehnen), a willing or desire which can never achieve final satisfaction because, arising out of the original doubleness of self-consciousness, it never finds any determinate object in whose actualization it can rest satisfied (SW 4:31; cf. 1:254-270, 301-308, 327).  For Fichte, however, the “endlessness” of the I’s striving is not (as it is for Sartre) a “useless passion” or a fantastic “desire to be God.” It points instead to the infinitude of our ethical task, akin to the endless progress in virtue which grounds Kant’s postulate of  immortality in the Critique of Practical Reason (Ak 5:122-124).  The striving to unite subjective and objective in the I will never be completed, but it does not  present itself as an impossible object of desire because at each moment it takes the concrete form of an end to be achieved, a duty to be done. But I admit there is something disturbing about this vision of  the I’s ethical task, and will return to this point at the end of the lecture


Fichtean autonomy is admittedly less like the subjection of the will to a law than it is like the actualization of  an ideal of the self -- except that this ideal is never wholly complete or determinate, but is constantly developing on the basis of  moral reflection on one’s particular situation and what it morally requires.  Like Kantian autonomy, however, the fundamental value here is always that of living up to a conception of one’s self-worth as a rational being.  And for Fichte as for Kant, moral good and evil are fundamentally concerned with the ways in which we value ourselves – the distinction between “respect for one’s own value as a self” (Werthactung seiner Selbst) and “self-conceit” (Eigendünkel), and the danger of inner falsity or self-deception in our attempt to pass off the latter as the former (SW 4:188-195). 


There is much in my account of Fichte’s project which should also remind us of Korsgaard’s attempt to root all normativity in our practical self-conceptions. Fichte, however,  starts not with particular contingent self-conceptions but with what belongs to any and all practical self-conceptions when we attend only to the “I-hood” that belongs to the essential structure of every consciousness.  For this reason, Fichte is not committed (as Korsgaard is) to the normativity of every contingent practical self-conception, but only to the normativity of I-hood  (or rationality) as such, which is the common root of all of them. Consequently, he does not have to argue, as Korsgaard tries all too obscurely to do, that we can (or must) appreciate our worth as rational beings by reflecting on what it means to have a practical self-conception in general. 


Let me conclude by noting three further peculiarities of this Fichtean concept of autonomy, all of which decisively distinguish it from the Kantian conception. Kantians may well regard these features as serious drawbacks, but I will try to say why I regard at least two of them as advantages. 


The first feature is that the Fichtean concept of autonomy appears to be wholly formal, leaving it entirely indeterminate (at least at this point) what specific rules the autonomous agent is to follow and what specific actions the agent is supposed to perform.  The Kantian formula of autonomy, by contrast, is (in the context of the Groundwork) supposed to follow from the formulas of universal law and humanity as end in itself, which presumably are intended to specify its content, at least in a general way. The formula of autonomy  even has a more intuitive variant, the formula of the realm of ends, which is supposed to render it more readily applicable. Kantians may think that this difference is decisively to Kant’s advantage, because it seems to leave Fichte in the position of being unable to say anything at all about what autonomy requires.  Fichte even seems to be admitting this much above, since it seems that from the transcendental standpoint he has reached, he is acknowledging that rules such as selfishness, laziness and oppression of others are equally eligible to be regarded as either kind of practical rule. But of course Fichte would not admit that such rules are consistent with the concept of autonomy when the further development of his system of practical philosophy is taken into account.  What he would insist on, I think, is that it is premature to try to provide such specific content to the moral law at the fundamental stage of a transcendental moral philosophy, where we must establish the source of the moral principle in the freedom of the I.  Fichte would insist that it is a mistake to try to do moral epistemology at the fundamental stage where we must establish autonomy as the ground of moral legislation. 


 Here Fichte seems to be right, and Kant might even be read most sympathetically by reinterpreting his procedure in similar terms. In the Groundwork Kant never tries to apply the formulas of autonomy or the realm of ends as he does the other two formulas of the law, even though it is the formula of autonomy alone which he uses to relate the moral law to freedom and to establish its validity. Perhaps instead of thinking that it is appropriate in the Groundwork to derive specific duties (against suicide, making false promises, letting one’s talents rust and being uncharitable) Kant might have been wiser to admit that this should be left to the more systematic theory of duties he attempted to develop later in the Metaphysics of Morals.  Fichte’s moral epistemology – an important topic in itself, which is beyond the scope of what I can cover here – is  in any case very different from Kant’s. It develops profoundly both the subjective and the intersubjective aspects of moral reasoning, the former by appealing to our reflection on the particularity of  each situation and our feelings about ourselves as we contemplate different courses of action in it (SW 4: 163-177), and the latter by emphasizing the indispensability for moral knowledge of free and respectful communication with others about the objective ends of reason and the common task in which all moral agents should see themselves as collective participants (SW 4:230-236, cf. 3:201-203 6:300-307).  


The second non-Kantian feature of Fichtean autonomy is made explicit when Fichte says that the law of autonomy is “a law only for the I” (SW 4:56), whereas for Kant, the principle of autonomy  is “the idea of the will of every rational being as a will giving universal law” (Ak 4:431).  This difference between Kant and Fichte seems to follow from the first one, since autonomy for Fichte refers solely to the ground of moral duties as lying within the free agency of the I, whereas for Kant it includes also the notion of a determinate law which is  universally valid for all rational beings.  The point to be emphasized once again is that Fichte’s theory in no way makes the content of moral duty merely subjective, nor does it make the ends of morality any the less intersubjectively valid. On the contrary, as I have just indicated, Fichte stresses the importance of reciprocal communication between rational agents in determining the content of duty, and does so all the more because he also takes  what is clearly a controversial position in claiming that the ends of moral agents must ultimately be conceived as one single end of reason, shared by all of them. Since this idea seems to be part of Kant’s formula of the realm of ends, the only point of real disagreement is at what stage of transcendental theorizing the universality of moral principles is to be asserted. 


The third and final distinctive feature of Fichte’s conception of autonomy may be less obvious than the other two, but once appreciated it is even more striking, and also (to me at least) far more troubling.  For Fichte it belongs to being a free I to bring one’s actions under a law of autonomy, because the thought of such a law is necessarily involved as the objective side of the concept which grounds the being of agency as such. This is crucial to Fichte’s solution to the problem about autonomy which has occupied us in this lecture. That problem was that if we think of ourselves as the lawgiver of the moral law, then we cannot identify ourselves also with the one who obeys it, while if we identify ourselves with the subject of the law, who may have an interest in not obeying it, then it seems no longer to be a self-given law to which this self is subject. Fichte’s argument, however, is that to be an ‘I’ at all is to think of oneself as always emerging into being through a concept which is determined as a law or an “ought”. Thus to be a self at all is to be bound by a law which one is always striving to fulfill. The giver of the moral law and its subject are not two different selves but two necessarily connected aspects of any practical self-awareness or, if you prefer, two reciprocally necessary forms that any self or ‘I’ must take.  


Yet this solution seems to imply that every exercise of free agency involves the thought of a law as the content of the concept of free agency. To be free at all is to give oneself a law, to put before oneself the sharp division of an either/or  between proper and improper, ought and ought not, what must be done and what it is wrong to do. At any rate, Fichte himself does not shrink from embracing this consequence:


 “Hence the whole of moral existence is nothing other than an uninterrupted legislation of the rational being toward itself; and where this legislation ceases, there immorality applies. For as to the content of the law, nothing else is required except absolute self-sufficiency, absolute indeterminability through anything whatever external to the I.  Material determination of the will in accordance with the law is thus solely drawn out of our self; and all heteronomy, the borrowing of determining grounds from anything outside us, is directly against the law” (SW 4:56). 





From these considerations, Fichte concludes that there are no merely permissible acts, all possible acts are either required or forbidden by the moral law (SW 4:156). For each human being there is at each point in life a determinate act which ought to be done, all other acts being wrong (SW 4:166). Duty thus constitutes for each of us a single series of  morally optimal acts, all of which ought to be done, and the omission of any of them is wrong and blameworthy (SW 4: 208, 264). Further, even those acts which ought to be done are wrong and blameworthy if they are not done autonomously, solely for the reason that the concept grounding our freedom requires them (SW 4: 154).  These views stand in sharp contrast to those of Kant, for whom there must be latitude or play-room in the moral life, lest the dominion of virtue be turned into a tyranny (Ak  6:409), and for whom acts which accord with duty, even when not done from duty, are to be praised and encouraged – even if they are not esteemed (Ak 4:398). Probably Fichte’s most horrifying formulation of this fanatical rigorism is his pronouncement that we must make ourselves, our bodies, wills and our entire existences, into nothing but tools of the moral law (SW 4:255). 


The only person I have ever found not to be horrified by these conclusions is my colleague Shelly Kagan, who draws similar rigoristic conclusions on the basis of a very different (consequentialist) starting point. (Even he admits such conclusions are troubling and contrary to moral common sense.) I would myself prefer the more moderate (or even lax) version of  the ethics of autonomy worked out by Kant. Before trying to find ways around Fichte’s views, it is worth emphasizing a couple of respects in which they are not as bad as they might be (or might seem to be). First, Fichte thinks of moral obligation as something the individual agent should inwardly make herself perform, but not something she may be rightfully coerced to perform by others. So Fichte’s view should not be associated with any picture of the lives of individuals being regulated down to the last detail by society or the state.�  Second, Fichte’s moral epistemology is very much oriented to the individual’s reflection about particular situations. His rigorism therefore amounts to no more than the view that in each individual situation, the moral agent can (and should) determine what is the right thing to do then and there. He does not think that there are general principles that dictate the details of what we should do in each situation in abstraction from all the specific circumstances.  His view really amounts to no more than the claim that the task of a moral agent, in meeting each situation, is to decide rationally what she ought to do in that situation, and then do it. 


Even so, I think the rigorism of Fichte’s position is excessive, and that it does not necessarily follow from his account of autonomy, which, I have argued, has a great deal to recommend it.� The basic idea in Fichte’s theory is that to be a self (or an ‘I’) is necessarily to instantiate a certain structure, that of a ‘being’ which comes forth from a ‘concept’ which is normative for the being who I am. Because of this normative character, Fichte identifies the ‘concept’ with that of a law or categorical imperative. And it is from this that he draws all his further conclusions about the stringent nature of the obligations the self must impose on itself. It is far from clear, however, that all these conclusions follow. For “required” and “forbidden” hardly exhaust the repertoire of normative concepts or normative attitudes that a self may take toward itself and its possible actions. If the norms I give myself provide me, in effect, with reasons for doing some actions and not others, then in accordance with my self-concept I can surely recognize cases in which there is a good reason to do something which it would nevertheless not be wrong or irrational not to do. The “concept” which is normative for me might therefore mark out some of my possible actions as “permitted” (as consistent with my self-concept, but such that their omission is also consistent with it) or “meritorious” (that is, I may esteem myself for performing them, but need not blame myself for omitting them).  


Fichte’s reduction of the normative to the required and the forbidden may have resulted from an overly narrow construal of the term “law”. But even criminal law allows for actions that are permitted but not required. I suspect that what may motivate Fichte here is two ideas, distinguishable though related and mutually reinforcing, about rational deliberation and choice. These ideas are not specifically ideas about moral deliberation choice; they have no special association with an ethics based on autonomy; and  they are perennially tempting, at least until some of their consequences are appreciated. 


The first idea is optimization: that rational deliberation always aims at determining the optimal course of action, rather than distinguishing actions that are “good enough” from those that aren’t, or just sorting possible courses of action into those that would be reasonable to follow and  those that would be unreasonable. The second idea is determinacy: that rational deliberation must always aim at identifying and justifying some unique course of action as the one to be done, and that until this sort of unique result has been achieved, the deliberation must be considered incomplete or defective. Optimization and determinacy fit together in the thought that whenever there is an optimal course of action, then it is the job of deliberation to identify it, and then the only rational course must be to follow it. This combination was famously brought to bear in metaphysics by Leibniz, when he argued that the principle of sufficient reason requires us to hold both that among all possible worlds there must be a best one, and that God must have chosen to create precisely that world and no other. 


 I think both ideas are questionable, whether they are applied in morality or in any other species of rational deliberation. For evaluating actions or outcomes is not always a matter of determining an optimal or best one. And even where a best action or outcome might be determinable, the task of rational deliberation is not always to identify it and make sure that we do it. For the task of deliberation is not always to pick out the unique action we ought to perform. Sometimes its aim is just to rule out certain actions, leaving it to our whims or momentary inclinations which of various entirely reasonable courses of action we choose to adopt. In choosing a dinner at a restaurant, for example, it is not a canon of rational deliberation that I must determine which item on the menu will be most nutritious, most pleasant or amounts to the best value (considering these two and any other relevant factors) at the price offered. It might be enough to rule out some items that are objectionably unhealthy, that I know I won’t like, or know I can’t afford, and then pick from the remaining items whatever I happen to feel like ordering at the moment. In fact, I would describe as “unreasonable” (or even “irrational”) anyone who felt they  always must have a good reason for picking exactly the item on the menu they do pick, and a decisive reason for excluding every other item. I see no reason why it has to be different from this in moral deliberation. When it comes to charitable giving, for example, it is reasonable to establish certain priorities, by considering which causes are worthier in comparison to others, and which ones you personally ought to support. But it would be excessive to the point of irrationality think that you needed to work out a precise plan for optimal charitable giving which specifies to the penny how much you should give to each cause, and to feel you need to have a specific reason for not giving even a penny more to this cause and a penny less to that one. It would be equally irrational, if you did have such a plan, to think it would be wrong or blamable of you not to follow it down to the last detail. 


You can be tempted by optimization and determinacy whether you are thinking about moral deliberation or rational deliberation of some other kind. For this reason, I think Bernard Williams is quite wrong to suggest that a tendency (or “pressure”) in the direction of such rigorism is an inevitable part of “the system morality” (unless, as I suspect, that term designates only an invidious caricature of Williams’ own invention, which has only the most contingent connections either with real life moral thinking or with philosophical theories of morality).�  It is possible to be either attracted or repelled by this pair of ideas whether you are thinking about morality or not, and whether you advocate a moral theory based on autonomy or a theory with some other basis. I suggest they might be easier to resist if you hold a theory based on autonomy, because the sense of self-esteem which lies at the ground of such a theory ought to lead you to be offended at the thought that you must be bound so rigorously by a particular narrowminded strategy of moral deliberation, demanding optimization as its only acceptable result and rigid conformity to that result as the only way to escape moral blame.  But I doubt that you need to hold a theory of autonomy in order to justify resisting optimization and determinacy in moral reasoning, and (as the example of Fichte shows) even someone who holds a theory based on autonomy may not in fact resist them. 


These, at any rate, are my own reasons for thinking that we may accept Fichte’s solution to the problems about autonomy I have raised without having to embrace some of the conclusions Fichte himself draws. But in the spirit of my subject, I  will end by leaving to each of you, as a rational being, to settle this question, along with all the others I have been raising, autonomously for yourself.
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