
Introduction

Among the first conceptions I had of Kant’s philosophy, provided second- or
third-hand when I was in college before I had studied him enough to be able to
judge it, was the tale that Kant had divided the world into two separate realms,
that of appearances in space and time, constituting nature, and that of things in
themselves eerily existing not in space and time, constituting morality. This
neat division seemed like a tidy way of dealing with the potential conflict
between our moral lives and the scientific world view. As I learned more about
Kant, it became clear that the ontological division was not that simple and that
whatever it was, it did not map onto the nature/morality division. The proper
understanding of these issues became a lasting puzzle.

This book is an attempt to solve that puzzle by showing what morality is and
just how nature and morality relate to one another in Kant. I have two main
goals. The first is to show that Kant’s ethics is fully compatible with a
metaphysical naturalism, meaning that no property or entity outside of empir-
ically real nature in space and time is needed. The second is to determine the
extent to which Kant is a moral realist, which can be decided only through a
detailed look at the nature of Kant’s ethics and its specific elements. I will
conclude that the most plausible interpretation is that Kant is a moral idealist
(the term I prefer to “anti-realist” or “constructivist”) rather than a realist,
although given the resources in his philosophy, he could have been a realist in
a limited sense.

Part One, “Laying the Ground,” sets the stage for the detailed assessment by
providing definitions of metaphysical naturalism and moral realism and by
showing how ethics fits into Kant’s philosophical project as a whole. This part
is crucial for the overall project because it assesses the inadequacy of some
ways of approaching realism and naturalism, and provides an explanation for
the particular approach I take. The review of Kant’s philosophical project
importantly shows the way in which transcendental philosophy allows for a
metaphysical naturalism and the way in which the claims of practical reason
are prima facie not ontological. While some readers are familiar with these
basic positions, the details and conclusions I draw here bear specifically on the
particular topics in later chapters and form the foundation of their arguments.
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Chapter 1 provides a definition of realism in terms of the independence of some
moral principles, properties, or objects from the moral agent. I argue that this is a
better definition for use in assessing Kant than one focused on the truth of moral
claims because the real issue between realists and idealists is not whether Kant’s
morality claims objective validity but how to understand Kant’s a priori moral
law, the nature of practical reason, and autonomy in relation to moral agency.
I treat moral agency in two ways: as actual agents in nature (empirical) and as the
necessary conditions for the possibility of any moral agent at all (that I label
“transcendental” in reference to the transcendental method of justification).
This distinction allows for Kant to be both an idealist and a realist at different
levels, and provides the complexity necessary to resolve the multi-faceted issue.
I then turn to naturalism, which is divided into methodological and metaphysical
naturalism. The former would claim that the only proper methodologies for
finding knowledge are those of the natural sciences; Kant rejects this in light of
his use of a priori concepts and his transcendental method. I explain metaphysical
naturalism, which claims that the only entities that exist are those determined by
the natural sciences, in relation to Kant’s own conception of nature as consisting
of matter studied by physics (and less strictly also by chemistry and biology) and
thinking nature studied by empirical psychology (and related disciplines).
A metaphysically naturalistic Kantian ethics would hold that nothing beyond
the entities in space and time, physical and mental, is needed for morality. The
chapter concludes with a list of the eight elements of Kant’s ethics that need to be
assessed as realist or idealist: particular ends, particular duties, absolute value, the
highest good and the postulates, moral obligation, the moral law itself, pure
practical reason, and free choice. Thus, the task of the remainder of the book is
to assess these elements in terms of the transcendental and empirical levels of
realism and the possible limitation to nature in space and time.

Chapter 2 examines the nature of Kant’s philosophy overall in order to place
morality in its proper context and show how that framework affects realism
and naturalism. I note that Kant insists that philosophy aims at systematically
organized cognitions, with the overall aim at the essential ends of human
reason. Each part requires a domain and further subdivision into parts in
accordance with a system. I look at several broad divisions of philosophy in
Kant – critique/system, pure/empirical cognition, and theoretical/practical, and
note how they interrelate. I show how the method of transcendental argument
provides Kant with a general way to defend ethical claims without resorting to
a non-natural metaphysics. Transcendental argument justifies the use of a
priori cognitions by cognizers in nature as part of their empirical cognitive
systems. In looking at various ways to construe the theoretical/practical dis-
tinction, I show that the domain for practical philosophy is free acts understood
from the perspective of agents engaged in deliberation. With these founda-
tional issues settled, the detailed work can begin.
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Part Two, “Reason in Nature,” focuses on practical reason to show that
reason can exist within nature, and within the empirical minds of empirical
moral agents. The elements of Kant’s ethics that are tied directly to reason’s
systematization of free acts through the moral law, I show, are fully explain-
able within nature. Practical reason functions in action to guide behavior and to
that extent, operates independently of any concerns for ontological commit-
ments. Human beings experience the obligatory force of the moral law for
finite rational beings in the guise of the categorical imperative when engaged
in the actual process of deliberation before action. Practical reason is itself part
of nature as an empirical faculty of mind that would be validated through
transcendental argument, and in this way, empirical reason is the timeless
transcendentally free faculty that causes agents’ actions. This aspect of Kant’s
ethics would allow for transcendental idealism and empirical realism.

In Chapter 3, I note that Kant worked with two different conceptions of the
priority of practical reason. His direct discussion of primacy gives a strong role
to theoretical reason in confirming metaphysical demands of the practical in
what I call “the priority of belief.” In many other places, however, Kant also
insists on an independence of the moral agent in practice from any theoretical
concerns. I call this independence of moral action from theoretical concerns “the
priority of action.” I take this latter to express the genuine priority of practical
reason as guiding moral agents in deliberation for free acts – what ought to be –
without concern for ontological claims – what is. These points together culmin-
ate in my interpretation of the fact of reason as the actual awareness of the
categorical imperative in empirical agents, providing a ground for the practical
perspective that would need to be defended using transcendental analysis. I see
the fact of reason more as an act of reason in prescribing the moral law to agents
during deliberation as a categorical imperative. This provides a metaphysically
naturalistic aspect of morality that is also strongly idealist.

I regard Chapter 4 as the key chapter in the book. I show that pure practical
reason, as the source of the moral law, is the most important element in Kant’s
ethics. I take seriously Kant’s claims that reason is a cause, and even a natural
cause, by identifying an empirical faculty of reason that would be part of the
natural ontology provided by a robust empirical psychology. This faculty of
reason is also a timeless transcendentally free cause, as Kant stresses in the
Third Antinomy, in virtue of its unchanging structure that produces the
categorical imperative to systematize free acts, themselves understood as
decisions by the empirical power of choice determined within nature by
empirical reason. Such a view is transcendentally idealist, since the validity
of the moral law is justified as a product of reason, which itself constitutes the
very possibility of any moral agent at all, and simultaneously, an empirically
real view, since reason and its laws would be valid independent of each and
every actual empirical agent. I note that Kant falls short of endorsing this view
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when he denies that the moral law can be subject to a transcendental deduction
and when he limits his claim to the practical point of view. Kant would then be
an empirical moral idealist about reason and the status of the moral law.

The final part of the book, “Morality Beyond Nature?,” looks at God, free
choice, and absolute value. These elements of Kant’s ethics represent apparently
non-natural entities or properties and cannot be understood in the same meta-
physically naturalistic way that reason itself can, that is, they cannot be an actual
part of nature operating as the empirically real manifestation of the transcen-
dental conditions ofmoral agency. Instead, I show that God and free choice have
a role through the postulates that comprehends them as concepts created by
reason without reference to the purported non-natural object or property but
only with an immanent reference as aids to moral action. I argue that value for
Kant cannot be an independent property of objects either within or outside
nature, but is merely a part of the order imposed on nature by practical reason.
I then link that order back to the status of practical reason itself.

Chapter 5 argues that Kant’s conception of a postulate has much more in
common with the general nature of ideas of reason than it does with any claim
to existence. I trace Kant’s development of the notion of a postulate along with
the similar notions of transcendental hypothesis, idea of reason, and belief.
I show that the idea of the highest good has no ontological implications of its
own and focus on the postulate of God, since the same solution will also hold
of the postulate of immortality. The postulate of God, I show, is supposed to
have immanent reference, that is, to empirical agents’ moral lives, rather than
transcendent reference, that is, to a being in itself. In the practical point of
view, empirical moral agents operate with the concept of God for certain
purposes but relate it only to the ought, not to the is.

Chapter 6 assesses the most difficult problem for a naturalist interpretation
of Kant ethics: freedom of the will as the freedom of the power of choice in
making a decision uncaused by anything in nature. I have two strategies in this
chapter. I first show that Kant insists that free choice is needed for two reasons
related to ought-implies-can and moral responsibility. Both reasons require
only one non-natural choice, not a multitude as some commentators prefer.
This single timeless choice of the entirety of one’s phenomenal character is the
best interpretation of his claims about freedom, timelessness, distinct causality,
and the intelligible character in relation to free choice. While still unnatural, it
is at least the minimal non-natural interpretation. Second, I argue that stressing
the status of freedom as a postulate, which Kant himself does not, allows for a
naturalistic interpretation of this choice as a concept merely playing a heuristic
role in moral life.

The final chapter moves from value in particular to the status of the practical
point of view, or moral experience more broadly, in general. I reject the
possibility of any non-natural, intrinsic value property and instead show that
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the value of humanity as an end in itself is nothing more than the highest rank
in the order of ends that reason imposes on nature through the categorical
imperative. The intelligible order of things is not an order of intelligible things
but a rational ordering of natural things. I draw together Kant’s various
discussions of this direct application of the moral law to experience as a moral
world. This is the way that practical reason applies to nature within the
practical point of view. Culminating this chapter is a look at the limits to
practical reason that Kant reveals in Groundwork III, where he admits that
reason’s own structure that requires both systematic connection and uncondi-
tional explanation is responsible for the claim that there is a necessary moral
law, and holds, in language similar to that of the Third Antinomy, that reason,
the source of morality, is itself ultimately incomprehensible.

In a postscript, I review the particular assessments I made regarding the
eight elements of Kant’s moral theory laid out in Chapter 1. I pull together the
features of my interpretation of Kant as a metaphysical naturalist. The various
claims about transcendental and empirical realism and idealism are arranged
into their basic sets and the core interpretive points that ground the main
disagreement set out. I have identified a Kantian transcendental moral idealism
that is also an empirical realism, thus dissolving some of the realist/construct-
ivist disagreement. I show, however, that Kant is himself hesitant to endorse
this transcendental validity for morality and, particularly in light of the priority
of the practical point of view as an agent-perspective rational ordering of
nature with no ontological claims of its own, that the more appropriate
conclusion is that Kant was an empirical moral idealist.

A brief word about my methodological approach. I am not providing a
strictly exegetical work. There are passages in Kant’s writings that are incon-
sistent with elements of my interpretation, but I would argue that the same is
true of all interpretations of Kant given his own inconsistent use of termin-
ology and the diverse contexts in which he applies the same terms. The
purpose of this book is not merely historical but is aimed at assessing Kant’s
ethics in light of twenty-first century concerns about naturalism and realism.
My work is reconstructive in that I pursue the philosophical implications of
Kant’s positions to sometimes make connections that Kant himself does not
explicitly make. I believe that all of my claims are consistent with Kant’s
general philosophical aims, methods, arguments, and conclusions, and nearly
always with his particular stated positions. Given the novelty of Kant’s
philosophy, the complexity of the issues he raises, the vast range of his project,
the transformations of some of his positions over time, and above all, the
requirement of the interpreter to go beyond merely quoting texts in order to
explain a great philosopher’s work in ways relevant to the present, no compre-
hensive interpretation can offer more than that.
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Part I

Laying the ground
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1 Moral realism and naturalism

My study aims at providing an interpretation of Kant’s ethics that cuts across
the issues of realism and naturalism. I see these two issues as closely con-
nected. One cannot resolve the question of whether and to what extent Kant
was a moral realist without resolving questions about the metaphysical status
of the elements of Kant’s ethics. These elements, such as the status of reason
itself, the nature of value, and freedom of the will, relate to the conception
Kant has of the limits of human experience and legitimate claims that go
beyond experience. This concern in turn raises the issue of nature as a limit for
experience. Whether ethics goes beyond nature is in this way tied to the issue
of realism. The reverse is also true: When asking about whether Kant’s ethics
is compatible with naturalism, one has to start with a conception of nature in
Kant and then turn to the particular elements. One would expect that anything
in nature would count as real for Kant, and on the empirical level, that is true of
objects and of mental states and faculties. Questions arise, however, about how
to place in nature the distinctive perspective of the practical and its distinctive
role in determining what ought to be rather than what is. And since Kant also
invokes a transcendental level of analysis, some elements of the experience
moral beings have in nature might be ideal in the same sense that space and
time and the categories are ideal. A detailed understanding of what might be
real and what ideal, and in what senses, will help to resolve the issue about
whether morality requires more than is available in nature.

Both the term “naturalism” and the term “moral realism” need to be
specified and adapted to the peculiarities of Kant’s philosophy. Contemporary
philosophical work on these issues does not always approach these issues in a
way amenable to Kant’s critical philosophy. Kant’s different conceptions of
the sciences and his transcendental idealism inform his understanding of
nature. His use of the terms “realism” and “idealism” in both empirical and
transcendental senses, and the very nature of his critical philosophy as largely
subject-centered, do not easily map onto discussions of realism in terms of
objective facts or empirical properties of human nature.

My aim in this chapter is twofold. First, I will provide an analysis of
definitions of moral realism and nonrealism with a focus on how well they
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can account for the peculiarities of Kant’s general philosophical approach.
I use the term “nonrealism” to capture all alternatives to moral realism until
their particular characteristics are defined in this chapter. The analysis of
realism I adopt stresses the independence of elements of morality from moral
agency as such; I contrast realism with idealism. I examine the transcendental
and empirical levels of realism and idealism in Kant and show where my
approach differs from the typical emphases in constructivism.

Second, I will examine the meaning of “naturalism”. I stress that my aim is
limited to showing that Kant’s ethics is compatible with a metaphysical
naturalism, understood in Kant’s own terms as including both the physical
and the mental. He rejects methodological naturalism. In fact, his methodo-
logical antinaturalism will play an important role in my interpretation.

Third, I will identify the particular elements of Kant’s moral theory that can
be interpreted as real or ideal, natural or nonnatural. This taxonomy will
illuminate the point that inquiring whether Kant is a moral realist or naturalist
is not a simple yes-or-no question. On different levels and about different
elements, Kant holds realist as well as idealist views. Further, by highlighting
particular issues, this taxonomy will push the debate beyond mere terminology
to the concrete differences among Kant interpreters.

Defining moral realism and moral idealism

Philosophy over the past three decades has included extensive discussion of
the nature of moral realism and its alternatives.1 The issue entered the Kantian
literature with John Rawls’ John Dewey Lectures in April 1980, “Kantian
Constructivism in Moral Theory”,2 which also introduced the term “construct-
ivism” into the literature on Kant’s practical philosophy.3 Rawls’ intention was
not simply to provide an interpretation of Kant’s ethics along constructivist
lines but mainly to present Kantian constructivism as a general moral theory
alongside utilitarianism, intuitionism, and perfectionism.4 Kant commentators

1 Some of the earliest contributions to the debate are collected in (Sayre-McCord 1988a). My
discussion will invoke contributions to the debate about moral realism in general only when
doing so is useful for understanding the particular debate within Kant circles.

2 The Dewey Lectures were published in (Rawls 1980) and reprinted in (Rawls 1999b,
pp. 303–58).

3 Larry Krasnoff traces the first use of the term “constructive” in moral theory to a review by
Ronald Dworkin in 1973 (reprinted in [Dworkin 1978, pp. 150–83]) of John Rawls’ book
A Theory of Justice. Rawls did not use the term “constructivism” in A Theory of Justice but
soon adopted it to describe his own theory. See (Krasnoff 1999).

4 Since constructivism was introduced by Rawls, one might think that it can be applied in political
philosophy in addition to moral theory. In this book, I exclude directly political principles in
favor of moral ones, broadly speaking. For work on the political use of constructivism, which
draws more directly on Rawls’ own work in A Theory of Justice and Political Liberalism rather
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