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Abstract:According to Isaiah Berlin’s influential characterization, value monism holds
that there are discoverable, axiomatic ethical principles from which all ethical
knowledge may be derived, that ethical reasoning is algorithmic and mechanical,
and that it seeks permanent, “final solutions” to all ethical conflicts. Berlin’s account
of monism oversimplifies and distorts the idea of monism and its relation to liberal
values. There is a fundamentally distinct conception of monism, “asymptotic”
monism, that is not only compatible with liberty and liberal toleration but is
required by these values. I present this alternative through an exposition and
defense of Immanuel Kant’s monistic conception of ethics and public law, where it
finds full expression. Berlin’s warnings that monism tends to support political
despotism ignore the distinctive character of Kant’s asymptotic monism.

Isaiah Berlin’s classic 1958 essay “Two Concepts of Liberty” has introduced
generations of political theorists to the concepts of value monism and value
pluralism.1 There, as elsewhere, Berlin depicts the monistic ideal that
values are consistent and mutually supportive as an implausible and childish
dogma that sponsors political despotism.2 He argues that in order to avoid
the intolerance, domination, and massacre that monism may support, we
must grow up politically and intellectually, embrace the pluralist creed that
values conflict irreconcilably, and establish a political system devoted to pro-
tecting the negative liberty to choose among these conflicting values.3
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Following his lead, admirers of Berlin have proposed a variety of political
regimes premised on a rejection of monism and an endorsement of
pluralism.4 Critics have challenged both Berlin and these new proposals in
a variety of ways, some by showing that there is no necessary relation
between pluralism and liberal toleration,5 others that there is no necessary re-
lation between monism and despotism.6

Throughout these debates, however, the essentials of Berlin’s characteriza-
tion of monism are taken for granted. Even the most nuanced recent attempts
to distinguish different forms of monism assume the core features Berlin as-
cribes to monism.7 According to Berlin, the monist supposes that there are
discoverable, ultimate ethical principles stocked in some timeless ideal
realm from which ethical knowledge may be derived, that ethical reasoning
is algorithmic and mechanical, and that it seeks permanent, “final solutions”
to all ethical conflicts.8 At the core of this characterization is the notion of a
discoverable master criterion—an overarching good, decision procedure,

4William Galston, “Value Pluralism and Liberal Political Theory,” American Political
Science Review 93 (1999): 4; Galston, “Value Pluralism,” in The Practice of Liberal
Pluralism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); John Gray, Two Faces of
Liberalism (Cambridge: Polity, 2002).

5Richard Arneson, “Value Pluralism Does Not Support Liberalism,” San Diego Law
Review 46, no. 4 (2009): 925–40; John Gray, Isaiah Berlin (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2006), 145–51; Robert Talisse, Pluralism and Liberal Politics (NewYork: Routledge,
2012); and Alex Zakaras, who argues that Berlin regards pluralism as a factor in an ex-
planation of a person’s acceptance of liberalism rather than a premise in a justification of
liberalism, in Zakaras, “A Liberal Pluralism: Isaiah Berlin and John Stuart Mill,” Review
of Politics 75 (2013): 69–96.

6John Allen, “What’s the Matter with Monism?,” Critical Review of International Social
and Political Philosophy 12, no. 3 (2003): 472; Crowder, Isaiah Berlin, 130; Zakaras, “A
Liberal Pluralism,” 91.

7John Allen’s insightful essay describes a “continuum” of monistic theories whose
tendency to support despotism ranges from weakest to strongest. Allen’s continuum
does not detect the categorical distinction between what I call in this paper axiomatic
and asymptotic monistic frameworks. See Allen, “What’s the Matter with Monism?,”
471. See also Michael Stocker, Plural and Conflicting Values (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990).
Stocker’s conception of monism is not easy to grasp, but it falls within the axiomatic
framework because it supposes that monism assumes a single master value, like plea-
sure, that can be grasped and even quantified. This master value defines, permeates, or
otherwise characterizes all valuable instances (experiences, actions, etc.) the way
whiteness might define, permeate, or characterize multiple cans or droplets of white
paint (ibid., 244). Evaluative judgment, for Stocker’s monist, is a matter of comparing
the “amounts” of this master value that inhere in its instances (ibid., 169). Stocker
seems to take hedonistic utilitarianism as a paradigm of monism (ibid., 185).

8Berlin, Liberty, 215; Proper Study of Mankind, 263, 313, 321–22, 323–24, 425; Crooked
Timber of Humanity, 15–16
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dominant end, or “super-value”—that overrides and subordinates all other
values, and in whose light all values may be ranked and ordered.
The purpose of this essay is to expound Berlin’s dominant characterization

of monism, to argue that it oversimplifies and distorts the idea of monism and
its relation to liberal values, and to present the outlines of an alternative con-
ception of monism that I find in Immanuel Kant’s ethical and political
philosophy.9 As I argue in section I, what Berlin describes is a brand of
what we might call axiomatic monism. Axiomatic monism holds that there
is some master normative criterion that, like an axiom, is in principle discov-
erable and can serve as a fixed standard that confidently guides normative
reasoning and conflict resolution. Berlin and his followers are right to demon-
ize monism, so understood. But, I argue, it is difficult to see why we should
accept Berlin’s axiomatic understanding, for there is a conceptually distinct
account of monism that not only opposes coercive domination, but is a con-
stitutive aspect of respect for individual liberty and ethical diversity. I
present this alternative in sections II to IV through an exposition of Kant’s mo-
nistic conception of ethics and public law, where it finds full expression.
There are several reasons why political and social theorists should pay

closer attention to this Kantian alternative. One is that it defies the flimsy cat-
egories, defined by Berlin’s influential work, that now seem to dominate dis-
cussions about the relation between value pluralism, monism, and liberal
values. For some, pluralism’s plausibility and monism’s implausibility are
beyond serious doubt.10 Part of pluralism’s appeal derives from its supposed
status as the only alternative to the axiomatic monist’s uncompromising atti-
tude in social and political life. Pluralism is treated as sacrosanct on the
ground that anything else would be the axiomatic monism Berlin encourages
us to fear. Robert Talisse alludes to this phenomenon in suggesting that plu-
ralism has become a label one should want to have for one’s theory because it
possesses a “built-in halo.”11 I would add that this halo is sometimes used,
particularly by Berlin, to stigmatize the idea of a coherent ethical system as
an expression of a provincial outlook, not by showing through careful argu-
ment what the monistic outlook involves and why it is mistaken, but by dis-
crediting the whole project in advance in order to preempt the totalitarian
horrors he witnessed during his lifetime. I worry that theorists who may

9I do not suppose that Kant is the only proponent of this alternative conception, but
he is one of the first and certainly the most prominent thinker to articulate its relation
to liberal values. As I argue elsewhere, there is an important affinity between Kant’s
and Ronald Dworkin’s liberalism. See my “The Kantian Core of Law as Integrity,”
Jurisprudence 6, no. 1 (2015): 45–76.

10Michael Stocker, for instance, claims that the plurality of values is “obvious,” “the
rule rather than the exception,” and “commonplace and unproblematic” and demands
“an explanation of how any theorist could be a monist” (Plural and Conflicting Values,
168, 174, 175, 178, 200).

11Talisse, Pluralism and Liberal Politics, 2, 5.
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regard Berlin’s account of monism as canonical may be unaware of, or insen-
sitive to, alternatives to both it and pluralism. By presenting and distinguish-
ing Kant’s alternative conception of monism here, I hope to clear a path to a
defense of liberalism that transcends the framework that Berlin’s work seems
to have set for many of us. I also hope that the paper highlights Kant’s endur-
ing relevance to political and social theory by presenting his ethical and
political philosophy both in terms of, and as a live option within, the contem-
porary pluralism-monism-liberalism debate, which, I will argue, sometimes
seems either to misrepresent or to ignore Kant’s views.
More specifically, distinguishing Kant’s monistic moral and political philos-

ophy from Berlin’s dominant axiomatic model is important for conceptual,
normative, and historical reasons. Kant is an unabashed monist in both his
ethical and political philosophy. He holds that genuine duties, both ethical
and juridical, cannot conflict because statements of duty are statements of ob-
jective principles, which are systematically related, lawful, and necessary
truths. Since there cannot be contradictory necessary truths, there cannot be
contradictory principles. It follows, as Kant once wrote, that “a collision of
duties and obligations is inconceivable.”12 On a conceptual level, however,
Kant’s monism is fundamentally distinct from Berlin’s axiomatic model.
Berlin’s notion of a discoverable ultimate criterion in whose light we can
reliably arbitrate all conflicts is foreign to Kant’s practical philosophy. I
argue that we must distinguish Berlin’s axiomatic monism from what I call
Kant’s asymptotic monism. Unlike the rationalist monists Berlin and his fol-
lowers criticize, Kant emphasizes that monistic unity is merely sought after;
it is not a destination or a stopping point, but rather an ideal toward which
ethical and juridical reasoning strives but which it never fully realizes. We ap-
proach it only, as Kant once described, “asymptotically.”13 Responsible prac-
tical inquiry is oriented toward unity; it presupposes that there are single
right answers to normative questions, that practical reason ultimately
speaks in one voice, not many inconsistent voices, and that practical deliber-
ation gropes, though often unsuccessfully, toward those answers using differ-
ent strategies for refining principles in order to resolve apparent conflicts
among them. But Kant does not assume that this process ever achieves
closure or that reasoning finally discovers or comes to rest upon unshakeable
normative bedrock. On the contrary, we should not expect to overcome the
uncertainties that compel inquiry, and we must treat the search for single
right answers always as a work in progress.

12Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 6:224. Kant’s works are cited by
volume and page number in the standard edition of Kant’s works edited by the
Royal Prussian Academy of Sciences. All translations are from the Cambridge
Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant series, ed. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood.
Citations to the Critique of Pure Reason are by page in Kant’s first (A) and/or second
(B) editions.

13Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Aviii, A645/B673, A652/B680, A663/B691.
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On a normative level, it is precisely because Kant rejects axiomatic monism
in favor of an asymptotic conception that he is able to reconcile the demands
of a coercive legal order with individual freedom, a reconciliation Berlin
thought impossible. For Kant, an individual or a political community that
strives to act in accordance with a single, unified system of normative princi-
ples acts in a manner that respects individual freedom. We cannot treat our
freedom as an end in itself, rather than as a mere means to some contingent
end such as our own welfare or what a political majority prefers, except by
striving to act on an integrated system of practical laws. For this reason,
Kant’s monism bears an internal and constitutive relation, not an empirical
or contingent historical relation, to liberty and liberal equality. Kant is a
monist not in spite of his commitment to individual freedom, but because
of it.
Berlin warns that Kant’s conception of moral autonomy—that we are ethi-

cally free whenwe act for the sake of the moral law—is a counsel of perfection
that would justify state coercion aimed at eliminating moral error under the
cloak of positive liberation.14 He also claims that there is an inconsistency
between Kant’s focus in his ethical writings on individual autonomy and
Kant’s claim in his political philosophy that coercively enforced public laws
need not diminish individual autonomy so long as these laws pass a test of
rational acceptability.15 Both of these charges result from Berlin’s failure to ap-
preciate Kant’s fundamental distinction between the ethical and juridical
domains, and Kant’s distinction between ethical and juridical freedom. In sec-
tions III and IV, I argue that just as Kant’s dynamic conception of monism is an
ethical ideal that serves moral autonomy, it is also a political ideal that serves
juridical freedomwithin a coercive legal order. For Kant, the aim of public law
is not the inner moral improvement of its subjects. We must be forced to
comply with a coherent scheme of public juridical laws, not because that is
what our free rational selves truly wish, but because that is what juridical
freedom and equality require, whether or not we, our metaphysical selves,
or anyone else wishes it. Any state that coerces individuals on the grounds
that they cannot be trusted to achieve self-mastery on their own—as, for in-
stance, Gina Gustavsson recently suggests is the French government’s aim
in banning Muslim veils in public—may take itself to have a Kantian aim,
but is not a Kantian state.16

This is one of Kant’s most significant insights, and it ought to be isolated
and rescued from Berlin’s and his followers’ overdrawn attack on monism.
Once it is, we see the need to revise Kant’s place among history’s monists.

14Berlin, Liberty, 194–95, 199.
15Ibid., 198–99.
16This concern is stressed by Berlin in Liberty, 180–81, and more recently by Gina

Gustavsson in “The Psychological Dangers of Positive Liberty: Reconstructing a
Neglected Undercurrent in Isaiah Berlin’s ‘Two Concepts of Liberty,’” Review of
Politics 76 (2014): 267–91.
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Berlin intends his account of monism to be ecumenical, general enough to
capture the conceptual commitments of virtually every monist from Plato
to Tolstoy. He suggests that the difference between a monist such as Kant
and a pluralist such as himself represents a “chasm” between two fundamen-
tally different human characters: that of the immature hedgehog who lives in
obedience to unbreakable law, authority, or dogma, and that of the wizened
fox whose appreciation for the complexity of the human condition motivates
his humble acceptance of ethical uncertainty and fallibility.17 “Rationalists” of
Kant’s type supposedly cannot accommodate the personal aims and idiosyn-
crasies of individuals, and instead peddle “monist decision procedures” that
reduce normative judgment to algorithmic computation.18 But as we will see,
this characterization is not supported by Kant’s work. It ignores the role
reason plays in Kant’s account of both scientific and practical inquiry, and it
distorts our understanding of the varieties of monism in the history of ideas.
I proceed as follows. Sections I and II present and contrast Berlin’s and

Kant’s conceptions of monism. Section III demonstrates how Kant’s ethical
monism is a condition of ethical freedom, as Kant conceives it. Section IV
demonstrates how Kant’s legal monism is a condition of juridical freedom,
as Kant conceives it.

I. Berlin’s Axiomatic Monism

Berlin’s characterizations of monism are scattered throughout his work.
Sometimes his remarks draw sweeping generalizations about entire periods
of thinkers, and sometimes they focus on specific philosophers or ethical
systems. The reading I present here is implied by Berlin’s clearest attempts
to define monism, it accounts for his contemptuous rhetoric in criticizing
monism, and it illuminates the conception of value that tacitly underpins
both his account of monism and his pluralism.
According to Berlin’s clearest statement, monism has three parts.19 First,

monism holds that all genuine ethical questions must have one, and only
one, true answer; all the rest are errors. Second, monism holds that there
must be dependable paths to discovering these true answers, which are in
principle knowable even if currently unknown. Third, monism holds that
these true answers are compatible with one another and form a single, harmo-
nious whole.

17Berlin, Liberty, 233–34; Crooked Timber of Humanity, 14; Proper Study of Mankind, 436.
18Crowder, Isaiah Berlin, 141.
19Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 5–6; Liberty, 212–13; Crooked Timber of Humanity,

5–6; Power of Ideas, 5–7; Joshua Cherniss and Henry Hardy, “Isaiah Berlin,” section
4.1, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Fall 2014 edition, http://plato.stanford.
edu/archives/fall2014/entries/berlin/.
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Let us start by considering the first and third parts of this description.
Together, they plausibly express an assumption shared by all theories of
value that, in a clear sense, are “monistic.” This is the assumption that
value pluralism is false. Value pluralism, in general, is the thesis that
genuine normative questions can have multiple, objectively true, conflicting
answers so that in particular situations an agent can be subject to multiple,
objectively true, conflicting normative demands with no possibility of recon-
ciling them. In such situations, since normative demands are irreducibly
plural, in permanent conflict, and incapable of resolution, a tragic choice
must be made to follow one instead of others.20 Pluralism thus asserts a
certain kind of skepticism concerning right answers to normative questions.
But unlike some forms of normative skepticism, pluralism does not claim
that there is no objective normative truth in a particular situation, nor
merely that it is difficult to know what that truth is, but rather claims that
sometimes there is too much normative truth and that this truth is inconsistent
with itself. Monism, on the other hand, is pluralism’s contrary: it holds that
normative requirements speak univocally, and that the truth about what we
ought to do in any particular situation is in principle consistent. This formu-
lation of monism leaves room for disagreement among monists about many
other questions concerning, for example, the nature of value, the grounds of
normative truth, and the best ways to reason toward these truths. Although
all monists are at some level committed to the idea that ethical theory seeks
some form of unity, coherence, and mutual support among true ethical prop-
ositions, some might seek this unity by postulating an overarching metaprin-
ciple from which all others derive and in light of which conflicts might be
resolved, others by proposing various ordering criteria for prioritizing
values in conflict situations, and yet others by articulating methods for refin-
ing or limiting the scope of values in light of one another in order to approx-
imate something like Rawlsian reflective equilibrium.21 But a characteristic
claim of monism, which distinguishes it from pluralism, is that conflicts
among values are in principle resolvable.
Now consider the second part of Berlin’s statement of monism. What does

Berlin mean by saying that the monist accepts that there are dependable paths
to discovering normative truths? In his preferred and most loaded slogan,
Berlin calls this the faith in “final solutions,” and he claims to reject it.22 He
rejects the assumption that conflicts of value are “soluble, and soluble with

20Berlin, Liberty, 43, 214; Proper Study of Mankind, 324.
21John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971),

20–21. For a useful survey of the varieties of monistic and coherence theories in ethics
and law, see Kenneth Kress, “Coherence and Formalism,” Harvard Journal of Law and
Public Policy 16 (1993): 639.

22Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 263, 313, 321–22, 323–24; Liberty, 215; Crooked
Timber of Humanity, 15–16.
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finality.”23 He rejects the prospect of a “final harmony” in which “all riddles
are solved, all contradictions reconciled.”24 He associates the search for final
solutions with modernity’s hubristic assumption that “conclusive solutions
must always in principle be discoverable,” and that “all questions could
and would one day be settled.”25 According to Berlin, the great monists—
he includes, among others, Socrates, Plato, the Stoics, the authors of the
Christian Gospel, Christians, Muslims, Rationalists, Empiricists, Rousseau,
Kant, and Tolstoy—all share a commitment to discoverable solutions, to a
single all-embracing system that can reliably answer all questions of
value.26 The monist’s sense of certainty about discovering these truths flows
from the method of ethical inquiry Berlin thinks the monist assumes. The
single-minded monist, according to Berlin, accepts that there is a single
method of inquiry appropriate for all fields and through which we might
discover “eternal, timeless truths, identical in all the spheres of human
activity—moral and political, social and economic, scientific and artistic.”27

Underpinning this method is “some single central principle… which once
found, will govern our lives,” and which can serve as a “blueprint” for essen-
tially mechanical and deductive reasoning, a notion Berlin describes as
“complex computation.”28 This master principle serves as an “infallible mea-
suring rod” before the bar of which all problems can be brought, and which is
capable of settling all questions of value.29

Berlin uses mathematical metaphors like confetti to illustrate the role of this
ethical master principle in monism’s account of practical reasoning. For the
monist, ethical reasoning amounts to “operations which a slide rule can
perform,” where values are “graded on a scale” and can be reduced to a
“common denominator.”30 He portrays Descartes’s geometric method
of demonstration—of inferring irrefutable conclusions from axiomatic
premises—as an exemplar of monism’s method. Descartes’s ambition was
to discover a single system of knowledge embracing all areas of inquiry
and answering all questions, including ethical questions. According to
Berlin, these Cartesian answers “could be established by unbreakable
chains of logical argument from universally valid axioms, not subject to refu-
tation or modification by any experience of an empirical kind.”31

Berlin apparently understands an ethical axiom as a discoverable, brute, in-
corrigible, fixed point from which all propositions within an ethical system

23Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 425.
24Berlin, Liberty, 213.
25Ibid., 65–66; Proper Study of Mankind, 323.
26Berlin, Liberty, 213–14; Crooked Timber of Humanity, 3–5.
27Berlin, Liberty, 62, 112; Proper Study of Mankind, 78, 262.
28Berlin, Liberty, 8, 47; Crowder, Isaiah Berlin, 73.
29Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 315.
30Crowder, Isaiah Berlin, 4.
31Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 245, 332

610 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
34

67
05

15
00

05
95

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670515000595


can be derived with certainty. An ethical axiom could come in different forms
and be known by different means. It could be an object of intuition, introspec-
tion, or revelation, or given by God or by nature. It could be identified with
the nation, church, party, class, progress, or the material end of history.32

But whatever the axiom’s source, and although it might be difficult to dis-
cover, it is in principle discoverable with finality and certainty.
This notion of a single, ultimate, ethical axiom readily accounts for Berlin’s

suspicion that monism supports despotism that parades under the banner of
positive liberty. Once the axiom is known, the ethical whole is then given, and
practical deliberation can be reduced to technical means-end reasoning.33 The
only rational disagreements that are then possible concern the axiom’s entail-
ments. Disagreement, uncertainty, and conflict about ultimate values are
signs of confusion, vice, or mental disease.34 The despotic monist’s dogmatic
faith justifies coercively submerging these disagreements and conflict in the
name of right reason and positive self-liberation. If the despot’s reasoning
from incorrigible axioms is sound, then coercion cannot be regarded as dom-
ination but is rather a form of positive liberation, for coercion which forbids
someone from doing what he or she cannot rationally wish to do is not a re-
straint on freedom at all because it fully agrees with what that person’s free,
rational self truly wills.35

It is well known that Berlin endorses value pluralism as a prophylactic
against monism’s supposed dangers.36 Less often appreciated, however, is
that the axiomatic conception of ultimate values that Berlin associates with
monism also underwrites Berlin’s own account of value pluralism. This will
strike some as a surprising and perhaps controversial claim, but it is neverthe-
less one to which Berlin’s pluralism is committed. Let me explain why before
addressing two potential objections to this reading.
Berlin’s pluralism does not merely declare that we are often uncertain about

what the right solutions to value conflicts are, but rather asserts that it is
sometimes certain that principled resolutions to such conflicts are impossi-
ble.37 This certainty is implied by pluralism’s central idea of permanent, irre-
solvable—indeed, final—conflict among irreducibly plural values.38 If, in a
conflict situation, we were merely uncertain whether the conflict could be re-
solved, then we could not reasonably conclude, as Berlin does, that such con-
flicts are permanent or inescapable and that values are irreducibly plural.
Rather, if we were merely uncertain whether the conflict could be resolved,
then we could at most conclude that such conflicts are sometimes very

32Berlin, Crooked Timber of Humanity, 16; Liberty, 212.
33Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 334.
34Berlin, Liberty, 43–44, 77–78, 80–81.
35Ibid., 179, 180–81, 191–92, 195.
36Ibid., x.
37Ibid., 17; Berlin, Crooked Timber of Humanity, 17.
38Berlin, Liberty, 214.
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difficult to resolve and a source of great anguish. The pluralist, therefore,
cannot justifiably maintain pluralism’s characteristic claim that there certainly
are multiple, permanently conflicting values unless he also assumes that the
particular demands of some values can be known with certainty. Moreover,
pluralism’s key assertion that value conflicts are insoluble can be sustained
only by assuming that conflicts cannot be resolved by refining or adjusting
the scope of values in light of normatively relevant facts about a situation,
or by reflecting on higher-order values against which conflicting values
might be commensurated and ordered. For if, in a conflict situation, adjust-
ment of competing values or reflection on progressively more abstract
values remains in the cards, then we would not be entitled to assume that
deliberation could never resolve apparent conflicts. But the impossibility of re-
solving value conflicts is precisely what value pluralism asserts—that is what
value pluralism is. To deny the possibility of refinement or the appeal to a
higher tribunal of value is just to take the conflicting values themselves to
be fundamental hypotheses that play a fixed, axiomatic role in practical rea-
soning, and this is just to affirm that there are some fixed, ultimate values that
we can reliably know. This implies that although Berlin denies the first and
third features of monism, his pluralism tacitly assumes the second feature
he attributes to monism, which is that some values are axiomatic and discov-
erable with finality.
Berlin’s rhetoric about the nature of values supports this reading of his po-

sition. He treats values as if they are stubborn fixtures of reality or of our own
ethical personalities. Value conflicts, he contends, are “the essence of what
[values] are and what we are,” and “choices must be made for no better
reason than that each value is what it is.”39 Berlin assumes that the content
of these values is brute, not something that can be limited or adjusted in a
way that might resolve conflicts between them. This explains why he
derides as “procrustean” any attempt to reconcile conflicting values by rein-
terpreting their scope or meaning.40 Nowhere is this clearer than in his discus-
sion of the concept of negative liberty, where Berlin’s determination to use
words in a certain way is most apparent.41 He insists that “liberty is liberty,
not equality or fairness or justice or culture, or human happiness or a quiet
conscience,” and “nothing is gained by a confusion of terms.”42 He
assumes that the content of this value is fixed and that any attempt to inter-
pret it in a way that eliminates conflict with other values amounts to gerry-
mandering a settled definition. For Berlin, the meaning of liberty is clearly
distinct from the conditions under which it is valuable.43 We may regret, on

39Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 11, 238, 324.
40Berlin, Liberty, 217.
41Berlin, Crooked Timber of Humanity, 14; Proper Study of Mankind, 316; Liberty, 43.
42Berlin, Liberty, 172.
43Ibid., 45.
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egalitarian grounds, that a person born into poverty and who receives poor
education lacks the resources and opportunities to make worthwhile life
choices, but according to Berlin this person is no less free as a result.44 This
is simply a hard fact about liberty that we have to accept even though it some-
times makes liberty seem utterly valueless.45 Liberty for the wolves, after all,
is death for lambs.46

I want to address two objections to this reading of the conception of value
underpinning Berlin’s monism and pluralism before proceeding to Kant’s
alternative.47 First, it may be objected that this reading inaccurately takes
Berlin to hold that under value pluralism there can be no rationally superior
choice in any conflict situation. Yet, the objection continues, this overlooks the
fact that Berlin appears to accept the more plausible view that rational
choices can indeed be made in particular contexts where general rules or prin-
ciples conflict. For instance, Berlin writes:

If we wish to live in the light of reason, wemust follow rules or principles.
When these rules or principles conflict in concrete cases, to be rational is to
follow the course of conduct which least obstructs the general pattern of
life in which we believe. The right policy cannot be arrived at in a mechan-
ical or deductive fashion: there are no hard-and-fast rules to guide us; con-
ditions are often unclear, and principles incapable of being fully analyzed
or articulated. We seek to adjust the unadjustable, we do the best we can.48

Here Berlin says that conflicts among priority rules or principles that can
neither be adjusted nor fully analyzed can nevertheless be arbitrated in
light of a more abstract ambition or “general pattern of life.” The principle
prescribing conduct that least disturbs that pattern is, according to Berlin,
the rational principle to follow. Elsewhere, in an essay cowritten with
Bernard Williams, Berlin echoes this point in remarking that we have no
reason to think that judgments based on a “simple priority rule” (e.g., that
justice always trumps loyalty) are any more rational than what he calls “judg-
ments of importance” whereby one of two conflicting values is judged to be
weightier than another in a particular case.49 Berlin and Williams conspicu-
ously omit an explanation of what such “judgments of importance” involve
beyond suggesting that we make them by attending to “context,” but it
seems reasonable to infer that such judgments involve selecting whichever

44Ibid., 45–46.
45Ibid., 46, 50, 271–72.
46Berlin, Crooked Timber of Humanity, 12–13.
47I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for raising these objections.
48Berlin, Liberty, 47.
49Isaiah Berlin and Bernard Williams, “Pluralism and Liberalism: A Reply,” Political

Studies 41 (1994): 306–9.
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value or conduct least disturbs what Berlin calls one’s “general pattern of
life.”50

The conception of practical rationality Berlin articulates in these discussions
is at once revealing and mysterious. If, on one hand, the concrete conflict
Berlin has in mind is the type of conflict that value pluralism stresses—a per-
manent, irreconcilable conflict among incommensurables that necessitates a
tragic choice—then it is revealing that he describes it as a conflict between
principles that are “unadjustable.” As I argued above, value pluralism
depends on treating the content of competing principles and values as fixed
and therefore as incapable of refinement or adjustment that could release
us from one of the conflicting demands; that is part of what it means to
treat these principles as axioms.
On the other hand, if following whichever principle is judged to be most

“important” in light of one’s “pattern of life” may be, as Berlins suggests,
“the right policy” in such a case, then it is mysterious whether such a case
is well described as a genuine pluralist conflict at all, rather than as merely
an apparent conflict from which an agent can be released through the other
strategy I described above, namely by reflecting on a higher-order standard.
Again, the characteristic claim of value pluralism is that some conflicts are not
resolvable through such strategies precisely because in some cases there is no
single common standard—no single “pattern of life”—in light of which to
compare and order values. That is what it means for values to be incommen-
surable. It is also the reason why Berlin elsewhere states that “rationality and
calculation can be applied only to means or subordinate ends, but never to
ultimate ends.”51 It is, furthermore, the reason why Berlin repeatedly insists

50Bernard Williams elsewhere attacks the assumption that two considerations
cannot be rationally weighed against each other unless there is a common consider-
ation in terms of which they can be compared. He writes that “this assumption is at
once very powerful and utterly baseless. Quite apart from the ethical, aesthetic consid-
erations can be weighed against economic ones (for instance) without being an appli-
cation of them, and without their both being an example of a third kind of
consideration” (Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy [Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1985], 17). But Williams provides no suggestion as to
how such considerations could be “weighed,” or what it means to “weigh” them.

51Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 324. Alex Zakaras writes that what Berlin means
by this remark “is not that conflicts between objective values must be settled
without appeal to any reasons at all, but rather that there will often be no single, ratio-
nally correct solution” (“A Liberal Pluralism,” 72). But it is not clear what distinguishes
“a reason” from a “rational solution” in this formulation. Since any rational solution
must appeal to reasons that make the solution rationally intelligible, the claim that
there is no single, rationally correct solution can be restated as the view that no
single, undefeated reason supports one conflicting value over the other. But if that is
the case—if reasons themselves are not dispositive—then how can appealing to
“reasons” settle the conflict? Of course it is possible for an agent to simply pick one
among several possible conflicting reasons to support her decision, but then the
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that we are forced by the nature of ultimate values to make tragic choices
among them.52 The Pickwickian pluralism Berlin seems to describe here
buys rationality at the cost of pluralism’s distinctive features.
There is a more general point worth stressing about the relation between

pluralism and practical rationality. At a minimum, a rational choice among
competing values or courses of conduct is one that renders the choice both ra-
tionally intelligible and nonarbitrary. A choice is minimally rationally intelli-
gible when it is based on considerations that explain how the chosen option is
at least as likely to serve some worthwhile purpose as competing alternatives
are. A choice is minimally nonarbitrary when the purpose thus served enjoys
authority in guiding the choice and is not based on arbitrary factors such as
brute inclination, whim, or blind prejudice. A purpose generally enjoys
such authority when it itself can be located within a broader scheme of
aims that renders the purpose intelligible because necessary to one’s more
general projects. In this way, and as we will see Kant recognizes, practical
rationality strives to achieve a kind of systematicity among actions, purposes,
and the wider network of projects we pursue and try to integrate within our
lives. The rational agent is someone whom we at least presume to be capable
of actively, though perhaps not always reflectively or successfully, integrating
values at different levels of abstraction in this manner. It is not at all clear
whether value pluralism, whose distinctive claim is that some values are es-
sentially fragmented and incapable of reconciliation, is compatible with even
this minimal standard of rationality. On what basis could an agent resolve a
genuine, permanent, irreconcilable conflict among incommensurables other
than arbitrary considerations? If the basis were not arbitrary but rather prin-
cipled, then we could not assume that the conflict is permanent and
irreconcilable.53

In any case, under either the revealing or the mysterious interpretation of
Berlin’s conception of practical rationality, Berlin’s remarks seem to confirm

decision is not based on a reason at all; it is better described as a brute choice or a
rationalization.

52Berlin, Liberty, 43, 215; Crooked Timber of Humanity, 14.
53Some pluralists defend the possibility of rational choice among incommensura-

bles. Although I cannot address each of these arguments here, I would invite
readers to consider whether these arguments do not also (as I argue in the text that
Berlin does) surrender the distinctive claim of pluralism that value conflicts are perma-
nent and irreconcilable and that some choices are necessarily tragic. For these argu-
ments, see, for example, James Griffin’s discussion of “super-scales” in Griffin,
Well-Being: Its Meaning, Measurement and Moral Importance (Oxford: Clarendon,
1986), 90; Michael Stocker’s discussion of “higher-level synthesizing values” in
Stocker, Plural and Conflicting Values, 172; and Ruth Chang on “covering values” in
Chang, Incommensurability, Incomparability and Practical Reason (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1997).
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my contention that conflict resolution requires that we keep either adjustment
or higher-order reflection in the cards. Pluralism—the view that there is
sometimes no resolution among incommensurables so that we must simply
choose—works only by denying that either or both of these possibilities is
available. In other words, pluralism works by assuming the axiomatic
account of value.
The second objection I mentioned suggests, contrary to my interpretation,

that Berlin does not in fact regard values as “stubborn fixtures of reality”
similar to brute facts. Normative truths, says Berlin, are “not statements of
fact at all, but orders, commands, ‘imperatives,’ deriving neither from an ar-
tificial convention, like mathematics, nor from the observation of the world,
like empirical statements.”54 Instead, this objection continues, Berlin derives
essential aspects of his conception of value from Kant.55 As Joshua Cherniss
writes, “Kant, Berlin explained, held that individuals are ends in themselves
‘because they were the sole authors of moral values.’ Values existed, not in
nature, but only in the wills of individuals.”56 On this Kantian reading of
Berlin, the value of our choices derives not from anything outside of us, but
from the fact that we will them. We, as individuals, are agents whose capacity
for choice is itself the basic bearer of value, “the sole source of all morality, the
beings for whose sakes alone whatever is worth doing is worth doing,
because the notion of ends in themselves is one of the ends which men
invent for themselves.”57

First, notice that this Kantian reading of Berlin’s conception of value is at
least controversial. Alex Zakaras, for instance, recently attributes to Berlin
the distinctly un-Kantian view that normative values are known empirically
through history and anthropology.58 It is not obvious how to square this
reading with the view that, for Berlin, all values exist “only in the wills of in-
dividuals.” If Zakaras is correct, then Berlin not only holds an un-Kantian
theory of value, but he also treats values as a species of brute fact. As I
argued above, the assumption that values impinge upon us like brute facts
is one way to guarantee that values conflict irreconcilably.
But even if we assume that the objection describes the best interpretation of

Berlin’s conception of value, it nevertheless highlights another gap between
him and Kant. As we will see in section III, the Kantian view is not that an

54Berlin, Political Ideas in the Romantic Age, 329, 77.
55For this reading, see ibid., 259 and also Joshua Cherniss, “Berlin’s Early Political

Thought,” in The One and the Many: Reading Isaiah Berlin, ed. George Crowder and
Henry Hardy (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2007), 109, 116.

56Cherniss, “Berlin’s Early Political Thought,” 109.
57Berlin, Political Ideas in the Romantic Age, 259.
58See Zakaras, “A Liberal Pluralism,” 89; and “Isaiah Berlin’s Cosmopolitan Ethics,”

Political Theory 32, no. 4 (2004): 502–4. Kant rejects empirical moral theory in virtually
every major work he wrote on the subject. For a canonical statement, see Groundwork,
4:406–12.

616 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
34

67
05

15
00

05
95

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670515000595


action possesses value because it is willed by an agent. Rather, an action has
value—indeed fully counts as an action at all—only to the extent that it
issues from the agent’s own conscious representation of the action as required
by principles of pure practical reason, in particular by the categorical impera-
tive.59 These principles are not ends that agents author or freely “invent for
themselves,” but rather state normative demands to which we must conform
in order to conceive of ourselves as free authors of any ends at all. The agent
who acts according to these principles must actively construct, interpret, rein-
terpret, revise, and attempt to reconcile his or her particular ends so that these
ends comprise a coherent practical system. The Kantian agent is under a stand-
ing obligation always to be prepared to revise ends and courses of action in
order to try to resolve apparent tensions among them. An agent who fails to
do this is, to the extent of the failure, ethically heteronomous, not autonomous.
Moreover, as I argue below, Berlin’s conception of practical freedom is fun-

damentally different from Kant’s. For Berlin, freedom of the will does not
include the capacity to self-legislate actions in accordance with principles of
practical reason, but is rather merely the executive capacity to steer the
hinge of one’s will toward one of many conflicting possible courses of
conduct.60 Unlike the Kantian agent, the Berlinian agent remains passive in
relation to the content of the courses of conduct between which she must
choose. It is in that sense—that Berlin’s agent is a chooser between a plurality
of, as Berlin says, “unadjustable,” permanently irreconcilable courses of
conduct—that Berlin regards values as stubborn fixtures of reality.
Berlin’s pluralism is axiomatic monism multiplied. Like Berlin’s axiomatic

monism, his pluralism does not deny the existence of discoverable normative
axioms, but merely proliferates them and presses them into the breast of the
individual. If his view really is that we create our values, then the values we
create function in our lives as warring sovereign deities with fixed, conflicting
wills between which we must tragically choose.

II. Kant’s Asymptotic Monism

Kant’s monism is fundamentally different from Berlin’s. According to Kant,
we never discover normative axioms from which to derive normative

59For an excellent recent statement of this Kantian position, see Christine Korsgaard,
Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009),
esp. 59–76, 81–100, and 133–53; and The Constitution of Agency: Essays on Practical
Reason andMoral Psychology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), esp. the introduc-
tion and chap. 3.

60Berlin’s account of freedom thus omits the power so central to Kant’s, namelyWille,
the capacity of pure practical reason to give oneself a law of action. This power is not
the liberty of indifference between given candidate courses of action. See Kant,
Groundwork, 4:412 and section III of this paper.
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conclusions. Instead, Kant conceives of the ineradicable impulse toward unity
as a working postulate, never a theoretical given. Practical reasoning presup-
poses that there are unique answers to any particular normative question, that
practical reason ultimately speaks in one voice, not many inconsistent voices,
and that practical deliberation gropes, though tentatively and uncertainly,
toward those answers using different strategies for refining values in order
to resolve apparent conflicts among them. But Kant’s monism does not
assume that this process ever achieves closure or finally comes to rest upon
unshakeable normative bedrock. On the contrary, the search for the whole
of value is always a work in progress, somewhat like solving a cosmic
jigsaw puzzle where pieces are continually added and changing.61

This initial characterization might strike you as an odd account of Kant. The
notion of a categorical imperative alone might seem to qualify Kant as an
axiomatic monist par excellence.62 So too might recent interpretations of
Kant’s ethics that emphasize the role of “procedures” of construction that sup-
posedly ground moral truth in Kant’s theory.63 There does not seem to be
much room in this familiar image of Kant for the kind of holism I am now
claiming is so central to his ethics and political philosophy. But we fundamen-
tally misunderstand Kant if we think of his system of duties as resting on a
master imperative from which we can derive final solutions with certainty.
Berlin himself encourages this misunderstanding by suggesting that Kant’s
ethics, like utilitarianism, embraces “monist decision procedures.”64

Although Kant’s system of duties does indeed presuppose a fundamental
principle (the categorical imperative) and a fundamental end (humanity as
an end in itself) to which all other practical principles are in a sense subordi-
nate, the categorical imperative serves a very different function than, say
Bentham’s Greatest Happiness Principle serves within classical utilitarianism.
Whereas Bentham’s principle instructs us to act in accordance with principles
conformity to which would produce an empirically knowable state of affairs
containing the largest surplus of pleasure over pain, Kant’s categorical imper-
ative instructs us to seek systematicity among the principles according to
which we act for the sake of systematicity itself. As we will see, only by
acting in accordance with a scheme of systematically interrelated ethical
and legal principles is individual freedom possible.
To understand Kant’s notion of systematicity and its relation to freedom,

we must grasp Kant’s general account of a rational system in both science
and ethics. According to Kant, what distinguishes a system from a disordered

61Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:409; Critique of Practical Reason, 5:32–33.
62Kant, Groundwork, 4:402; Critique of Practical Reason, 5:19, 5:21.
63See John Rawls, “Themes in Kant’s Moral Philosophy,” in Collected Papers, ed.

Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); Onora Nell,
Acting on Principle (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975); Christine
Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 112.

64Crowder, Isaiah Berlin, 139–41.
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“heap” or “mere aggregate” of particulars is that the parts of a system coop-
eratively relate to an organizing idea that serves as a principle of their unity.65

But although we often judge and understand systematic or purposive objects
or events, such as human artifacts or human actions, in light of some given,
fixed, material principle that organizes and makes sense of them (e.g., for a
watch, its time-keeping function; for a human action, the intended end
suggested by a desire or inclination), we need not understand all systems
in relation to such a principle. This is because, according to Kant, the
concept of a system’s organizing principle includes more than a given,
fixed, material end. A system’s organizing principle may also be understood
merely as an idea of order that we impute to the objects or events that com-
prise the system, and which helps guide our efforts in interpreting and sys-
tematizing our conception of these objects and events. Sometimes we find
systematicity among seemingly disparate parts using only the relation
among the parts themselves to one another as our guide. In this way, although
we may assume, as a working postulate, the idea of a systematic whole, we
may never in fact conclusively possess the actual whole or any part of it
from which to derive the rest.66 Famous philosophical metaphors capture
this notion of ungrounded systematicity or coherence. Otto Neurath com-
pared the task of inquiry to that of sailors “who must rebuild their ship on
the open sea, never able to dismantle it in dry-dock and to reconstruct it
there out of the best materials.”67 W. V. O. Quine similarly held that it is
only in the light of all of our cognitions, adjusted and understood as a system-
atic whole, that any particular belief should be accepted.68 On this view, there
is no fixed, Archimedean standpoint from which we might judge or construct
a systematic body of knowledge.
Kant’s conception of systematicity is holistic in this way. His holism follows

from his conception of the function of reason in empirical and practical
thought. Reason is our highest cognitive power and its fundamental aim is
to unify the concepts of the understanding into a system, arbitrating and re-
solving conflicts between them in order to achieve unity and lawlikeness
among them.69 Reason’s function is to transform indeterminate concepts
and unprincipled distinctions into a single, coherent whole, by weaving to-
gether as much as possible in terms of as little as possible, minimizing higher-
order explanatory and classificatory concepts and maximizing lower-order
concepts.70 Unlike the rationalist monists Berlin criticizes, Kant emphasizes
that this idea of unity is merely sought after; it is not an end point for

65Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A646/B676.
66Ibid.
67Otto Neurath, Philosophical Papers, 1913–1946, ed. R. S. Cohen and Marie Neurath

(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1983), 91–99.
68W. V. O. Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1960), 3–4.
69Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Bvii, A131/B169, A302/B359, A547/B575, A834/B862.
70Ibid., A657–58/B685–86.
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inquiry, but rather an ideal toward which reason strives. Kant explicitly
rejects the notion, central to Berlin’s account of monism, that we can even
in principle realize this unity. Kant writes that the ideal of systematic unity
is something “we can only approximate and never fully attain.” It is “only
a projected unity, which one must regard not as given in itself, but only as
a problem,” something we realize “merely by approximation, without ever
reaching them.”71 Reason’s questions never cease; we approach unity
“asymptotically.”72

Kant expounds this conception of reason while presenting his metaphysics
of nature, but he is clear that reason performs an analogous function in mo-
rality.73 In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant presents the moral law
through an analogy to his system of nature. He argues that practical judgment
requires one to ask oneself whether, if the action one proposes to take were to
take place “by a law of the system of nature of which you were yourself a
part,” one could still regard it “as possible by your own will.”74 Here Kant
is proposing that a principle of action must fit into a coherent system of prac-
tical laws in the same way that a principle of nature must fit into a system of
natural laws. This analogy follows from his general view that morality and
natural science comprise two grand domains of inquiry distinguished by
two different kinds of objects and systems of laws to which each domain cor-
responds. On one hand, there are natural objects and the “laws in accordance
with which everything happens” and, on the other hand, there are free actions
and the laws governing them, namely the laws “in accordance with which ev-
erything ought to happen.” The former are the subject matter of “physics” or
natural science, and the latter are the subject matter of “ethics” or the “doc-
trine of morals.”75

Whereas scientific reasoning seeks a systematic union of physical concepts
and efficient causes and effects that comprise physical events, moral reasoning
seeks a union of moral concepts and final causes, or ends, that determine a free

71Ibid., A647/B675, A663/B691.
72Ibid., Aviii, A645/B673, A652/B680, A663/B691.
73I should stress that the analogy is not an identity. Although Kant holds that there is

only a single faculty of reason, its use differs in the theoretical and practical domains.
In the theoretical domain, reason seeks unity among perceptions that constitute the
agent’s representation of her environment and comprise the raw material of belief;
in the practical domain, reason seeks unity among desires and inclinations that
suggest possible responses to that environment and form the raw material of action.
For a detailed account of the scope of the analogy between the theoretical and practical
uses of reason, and an argument that reason’s ideal of unity, which is a merely regu-
lative principle in science, in fact constitutes practical knowledge, see Paul Guyer,
“The Unity of Reason,” in Kant on Freedom, Law, and Happiness (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000).

74Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, 5:69–70.
75Kant, Groundwork, 4:388.
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agent’s will. Just as, in constructing a system of nature, scientific reasoning
does not settle for inconsistencies in empirical laws governing how things
happen, practical reasoning, in constructing a system of morals, does not
settle for inconsistencies in how things ought to happen.76 In empirical reason-
ing, we withhold assent to propositions that contradict our experiences or
other empirical propositions our best theories affirm. If, for example, we do
not have a law of optics that accounts for highway mirages, then we had
better adjust the laws of convection to account for our perceptions of vanish-
ing pools of water on highways on hot summer days. In this way, when we
confront recalcitrant experiences, we inquire in order to arrive at principles
of nature that square with our experience. We do not settle for absurdities,
but investigate alternative hypotheses that are consistent with both old and
fresh observations.77 Similarly, inconsistencies in potential normative princi-
ples must be settled with fresh hypotheses, distinctions, and refinements of
proposed acts in particular cases. There is no given end, such as pleasure,
or well-being, or god’s will, or the force of history that can guide practical
reason’s search for unity.
Kant famously describes different ways in which conflicts might enter this

ethical system. His several examples offered to illustrate the categorical imper-
ative describe different types of “contradictions” thatmight arise among agents’
“maxims,”which are the subjective principles according to which an agent acts
or proposes to act.78 The moral significance of these inconsistencies is that a
morally permissible maxim must be one that can serve as an objective law by
virtue of its membership in a system of principles that applies consistently to
all free agents. The point of morality, for Kant, is to constrain our maxims by
requiring them to be inter- and intrapersonally systematic: no principle may
apply to any person on some occasion or in some circumstance that cannot
also apply to all in identical or relevantly similar circumstances. Immoral behav-
ior always involves acting on considerations whose validity for others or for
ourselves on different occasions we cannot rationally accept. When we apply
different reasons to others, or to ourselves, on different occasions, without
making principled distinctions between situations to justify the different appli-
cation, we flout the characteristic demand of practical reason, which is that it
must apply systematically and universally to all rational agents.
We saw in section I that Berlin maintains that the content of a value has a

fixed core that must not be confused with the conditions that make the value
good or useful. According to Kant’s conception of value, however, to say that
something is good or valuable is to say it is something we have reason to
pursue or to which we have reason to respond.79 Once again, the analogy

76Ibid.
77Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A662–63/B690–91.
78Kant, Groundwork, 4:422–23; Critique of Pure Reason, A812/B840.
79Kant, Groundwork, 4:412–13.
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to science is useful. Whereas physical concepts systematically classify natural
substances (such as gold) and causal explanations (such as evaporation) of
what in fact happens, values and normative concepts systematically classify
instances of actions that ought to happen. So whereas scientific inquiry aims
to unify empirical concepts, for instance by adjusting our conceptions of refrac-
tion, sublimation, and gravitation, ethical inquiry aims to unify normative con-
cepts by adjusting our concrete conceptions of goodness, freedom, equality,
beneficence, and so on. Just as we might refine our empirical concepts in
light of recalcitrant observations or experiences, we can also learn about
and refine our conceptions of normative concepts in light of recalcitrant con-
victions we might have about what ought to be done in particular situations.
This implies that the meaning of our normative concepts is no more fixed by
our definitions of them than the meanings of “water” or “gravitation” are
fixed by our definitions of those substances and phenomena. For example,
just as the scientific discovery that water is H20 refined our conception of
water, the emerging conviction that slavery is abominable refined our concep-
tion of justice.
Onora O’Neill, in presenting Kant’s view that practical judgment requires

us to “limit one maxim of duty by another,” compares practical judgment
to a process of “triangulating” acts in relation to one another in order to
bring maxims into a more coherent relation.80 Like solving a system of simul-
taneous equations, practical judgment must aim to take into account the con-
straints of multiple principles of obligation in order to try to make sure that all
are satisfied. Unlike Berlin, who assumes that in conflict situations we must
always do some wrong nomatter what choice wemake, the kind of reasoning
O’Neill attributes to Kant involves finding ways to perform permissible
actions that do not also involve some wrong, such as identifying ways of
being truthful and honest that are not also cruel.81 We adjust and refine pos-
sible principles of action by reflecting on our convictions about virtue and
vice, good and bad, and what really ought to be done, until we come to
some provisionally satisfactory understanding of what particular situations
coherently demand.

80Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:390.
81Onora O’Neill, “Instituting Principles: Between Duty and Action,” in Kant’s

Metaphysics of Morals: Interpretative Essays, ed. Mark Timmons (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), 344–46. Kant’s dynamic account of moral concepts has impor-
tant affinities to the interpretive theory of moral concepts defended by Ronald
Dworkin. See Dworkin, “Do Values Conflict: A Hedgehog’s Approach,” Arizona Law
Review 43, no. 2 (2001): 251–59; “Value Pluralism,” in Justice in Robes (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); and Justice for Hedgehogs (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2011), 157–89.
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III. Kant’s Monism and Ethical Freedom

As we have seen, Berlin’s view that monism supports despotism leans heavily
on the axiomatic character he attributes to ultimate values. The pluralism that
results, he suggests, mitigates the threat of despotism by declaring that these
axioms are many and irreconcilable. His normative prescription—that we
must value negative liberty as the unhindered freedom to choose among al-
ternative paths—follows from this supposed fact of pluralism. Kant, by con-
trast, inverts Berlin’s order of explanation and reaches a different conclusion.
Instead of arguing from his conception of monism to the need for a liberal po-
litical order to protect our practical agency, he rather argues that we must
regard values as comprising a coherent system because the value of our ratio-
nal agency—our freedom—demands that we do. For Kant, monism thus
follows from his commitment to individual freedom. Acting in accordance
with a system of principles itself constitutes proper valuation of our
freedom. Acting on that system and respecting freedom are equivalent tasks.
In order to grasp this profound insight, we must consider carefully the

meaning of some familiar ideas in Kant’s ethics—especially his conception
of respect for humanity—and their relation to the conception of reason I
have just described.82 Kant held that there is an incomparable dignity in ele-
vating ourselves above the laws of nature by the free exercise of our rational
nature, or what he called our “humanity.” Despite suggestions from Berlin
and his followers that Kant and Berlin share a conception of freedom as the
power of “pursuing ends for their own sake by deliberate acts of choice,”
Kant’s conception of practical freedom is fundamentally different from
Berlin’s.83 The difference is crucial because each conception of freedom spon-
sors a very different theory of value. Berlin understands practical agency as
the power to steer the hinge of one’s will, and thus one’s choices and
actions, toward one among several possible unobstructed paths.84 If, as
value pluralism maintains, ultimate ends conflict irreconcilably, then our
agency to choose between these paths is very important because it will
always be called upon to select a path in conflict situations. Kant, by contrast,
locates freedom in our capacity as rational agents to act for reasons.85 In the
Critique of Practical Reason, Kant argues that our freedom can be shown only
by acknowledging the fact of our subjection to laws of reason.86 The free will,
he writes, is “a will that is a causality inasmuch as reason contains its

82A more developed discussion of the ideas in the next five paragraphs appears in
my “The Kantian Core of Law as Integrity,” 49–60.

83Berlin, Liberty, 337.
84Berlin, Proper Study of Mankind, 492–93; Liberty, 263, 270–71, 323.
85Christine Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends (New York: Cambridge

University Press, 1996), 173; Allen Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 175–76.

86Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, 5:29–30.
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determining ground.”87 By describing the will as a “causality” Kant is not
suggesting that freedom is a capacity to step outside the natural order and ini-
tiate a causal series independently of antecedent natural causes. Such a con-
ception of the will as an uncaused cause of action results from conceiving
the world of rational actions in mechanistic terms. Instead, Kant is arguing
from the practical standpoint of an agent who must deliberate about how
best to act. From that standpoint, we see that we regard our will as free in
all our rational actions because we regard our actions as actions we conscious-
ly perform under principles of practical reason, not as movements that simply
happen to us or that we passively observe.We are “noumenally” free from the
causal transactions of the physical and biological world, not when, as Berlin
assumes, our movements are causally indifferent as between possible future
courses of conduct, but rather when our actions issue from our own rational
capacities in a way that makes it appropriate to hold us responsible for those
actions. The difference between what we do and what happens to us depends
on our having a rational capacity to form justified beliefs about our environ-
ment, to set ends, and to rationally pursue these ends—that is, the difference
depends on what Kant calls our humanity.
Valuing our freedom properly, therefore, requires valuing our humanity

properly. But what is our humanity and how must we value it? By “human-
ity” Kant does not mean a biological characteristic ofHomo sapiens. Kant often
uses “rational being,” “rational nature,” and “humanity” interchangeably. In
its practical role, humanity is the capacity to set, revise, and pursue ends
through reason, to systematize different ends into a rational order and so to
form an idea of our happiness as a whole.88 These capacities together com-
prise the basic forms of the exercise of freedom of choice and freedom of
action. Kant plainly writes in the second section of the Groundwork that all ra-
tional action must aim at an end, and that if there are any universally binding
principles then there must be an “objective end” that is “valid and necessary
for all rational beings.”89 Kant postulates that this objective end simply is hu-
manity or rational nature itself, that humanity is an end in itselfwhose worth is
unconditioned by desire or inclination or any particular act of willing, and
that humanity is necessarily an end for all rational beings.90 Kant held that
the supreme worth of humanity, the form of our freedom, is presupposed
in all rational willing. We value and stick to our plans because we already,
even if only tacitly and unreflectively, have a conception of our own self-
worth as rational end-setters who can freely form and pursue plans.
Kant stresses that humanity, and so also freedom, is an “existent” end, an

end to be esteemed and preserved wherever it arises. He contrasts an existent

87Ibid., 5:89.
88Kant, Groundwork, 4:437, 4:416, 4:418; Metaphysics of Morals, 6:392.
89Kant, Groundwork, 4:428.
90Ibid., 4:429, 4:428, 4:435–36.
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endwith an end to be effected or produced such as our ownmaterial welfare or
happiness.91 In contrast to an end to be effected, the end of humanity is some-
thing for the sake of which we act with no aim of producing a new state of
affairs, as when we doff our hats or observe a moment of silence. Acting
for the sake of humanity fundamentally involves adopting a certain attitude
that appropriately expresses recognition of humanity’s special status. For
Kant, we adopt this attitude when we treat humanity as an end in itself
rather than merely as a means to some contingent end. To treat humanity
as an end in itself is to treat it as having objective and unconditional value,
rather than as something that can be subordinated to or used merely in
service of a particular end of merely conditional value. The imperative
always to treat humanity as an end in itself enjoins us to recognize the uncon-
ditional value of freedom.
We are now in a position to isolate the relation between, on one hand,

Kant’s monism and, on the other hand, Kant’s conception of freedom. The
only way not to subordinate your own or another’s freedom to set, systemat-
ize, and pursue ends is to strive always to act in accordance with a system of
ethical principles. For illustration, consider Kant’s own example.92 Suppose I
make a false promise to you even though I could not rationally permit you to
make one to me if you were in my shoes. In doing so, I fail to act on a system
of principles, for I am acting on a maxim that I refuse to extend to you.
What could justify this exceptional treatment for myself? The most plausible
difference seems to be that I am assuming that your rational agency—your
capacity to recognize and make choices in light of practical reasons—
matters less than mine does, and that this justifies subordinating, indeed
using, your agency in service of whatever end I aim to realize through my
deceptive promise. That assumption expresses disrespect for your freedom
because it presupposes that your ability to recognize and respond to
reasons matters less than mine does and that this justifies subordinating
your agency to my contingent end.
The demand for systematicity among our principles thus serves an ideal

of equal freedom: we must each strive to act in accordance with principles
that afford all persons similar privileges and subject them to similar
burdens. Any contradiction that might arise within or between maxims
signals the impermissibility of a maxim, not because logical inconsistencies
are in themselves immoral, but rather because acting on a maxim that is in-
consistent with others I would apply to myself when in another’s place ex-
presses indifference or contempt for the value of that other person’s
freedom. This is why Kant insists that the unity reason seeks is the intrinsic
means to the end of humanity; it is why “reason relates every maxim of the
will” not to satisfy any contingent interest, but “rather out of the idea of

91Ibid., 4:437; Critique of Practical Reason, 5:22.
92Kant, Groundwork, 4:422.
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the dignity of a rational being.”93 The categorical imperative to “act only on
that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should
become a universal law” expresses the formal condition of respecting human-
ity, which is the coherence of universally applicable principles.94

Monism’s role in what Kant calls ethical “autonomy” fits into this picture.
Kant famously distinguishes autonomy from heteronomy. The latter involves
the subordination of the will to principles whose ground is some contingent
material end such as pleasure, or an empirical idea of happiness as the fullest
satisfaction of our inclinations, or the will of someone else or of some god.95 In
short, for Kant, the heteronomous agent is governed by Berlin’s axiomatic
values. The autonomous person, by contrast, treats humanity as an end in
itself not merely by acting in accordance with the moral law (which could
be done by accident), but by actively striving to comply with it for the sake
of the moral law.96 The dignity of our self-governance, therefore, inheres in
our capacity to act on a well-integrated system of principles for the sake of
our freedom. As Kant writes, autonomy is “the principle of every human
will as a will universally legislating through all its maxims.”97 Autonomous
agents strive to act from a set of principles that comprise a harmonious,
lawful whole, not from atomistic, colliding principles considered one by
one in isolation.
Where does this leave us? It may seem that we are no longer in the territory

of “asymptotic monism,” but rather in the grip of yet another form of axiom-
atic monism that is confident about its basic principles and how to apply
them. After all, Kant identifies an ultimate, unconditional moral end—the
freedom our humanity gives us—and tells us what respecting this end re-
quires. We might be tempted to conclude that Kant, just as Berlin warns, en-
dorses basic axioms and decision procedures.
We should resist this temptation. Although freedom is indeed the funda-

mental end of Kantian ethics, as we have seen there is a crucial sense in
which it is not well described as an “end” at all, at least not in the familiar
sense of a state of affairs to be effected or produced. Freedom is not an end
state or destination or metric for practical reasoning. Rather, freedom reflects
the distinctive problem that conscious agents must confront by virtue of their
very capacity for practical reasoning. This is the problem, indeed the necessi-
ty, not merely of deciding what to do, but of deciding what is the best thing to
do given our beliefs about the world and the various possible actions we may
be inclined toward. We respect our freedom to the extent that we remain
always prepared to revise and reorder possible ends suggested by inclination,

93Ibid., 4:434.
94Ibid., 4:421, 4:402.
95Ibid., 4:442, 4:461.
96Ibid., 4:390, 4:432–33, 4:440.
97Ibid., 4:432.
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rather than resting on brute desire, prejudice, dogma, or axiom. To respect
freedom is to accept that there is no contingent end so desirable that it may
be exempted from reason’s inspection, revision, or abandonment.
An ideal such as this, which demands that we take no end as axiomatic, is

not itself well described as an axiom. Kant’s asymptotic image is more illumi-
nating. Just as a curve may come arbitrarily close to a line as it races to infinity,
asymptotic monism holds that moral actions and judgments realize the ideal
of respect for freedom only by approximation. The intrinsic—indeed constitu-
tive—means of this respect is to strive to act upon a coherent scheme of
maxims. But since this ideal of systematicity can only be approached in the
limit, complete knowledge and realization of the ideal is possible only for
what Kant calls a “holy will,” and no human being is sufficiently knowledge-
able, intelligent, or divine to achieve this.98 Under Kant’s monism, unlike
Berlin’s, morality’s questions never cease.

IV. Kant’s Monism and Juridical Freedom

In Kant’s thought, the relation between ethical monism and ethical freedom
parallels the relation between legal monism and juridical or political
freedom. In order to understand this parallel, we must understand Kant’s dis-
tinction between rightful conduct and ethical conduct.99 Rightful conduct
depends only on the external consistency of many agents’ deeds and interac-
tions in physical space. Since the free movements of our bodies and property
can collide, we must regulate the movement of our bodies and property in a
way that preserves everyone’s freedom. Conduct that conforms to such regu-
lation is rightful. Conduct can be rightful even if it is not performed autono-
mously from the motive of duty because it involves only the outer form of an
action, namely its external consistency with other people’s deeds and belong-
ings, or what Kant calls its “legality.” Since the legality of conduct concerns
only the outer form of actions, it can in principle be compelled coercively
by some other person or by a state. Ethical conduct, by contrast, depends
on the internal consistency of the maxims on which an agent acts. Since
ethical conduct concerns the inner form of one’s motives necessary for auton-
omous action, it may not be compelled by someone else because compulsion
may only direct outer conduct. Kant divides his moral system into two sub-
systems that correspond to this distinction between Right and ethics.100 The

98Ibid., 4:439.
99Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:219–20, 6:380.
100The German word Recht has no precise English equivalent. It refers both to law

and the more general idea of a legitimate public power. Mary Gregor and other
recent translators have used the word “right,” rather than “justice” or “law,” which
retains some of this ambiguity. Here I adopt Gregor’s translation, but utilize an upper-
case R to signify the special sense of the term “Right.”
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first part is “the system of the doctrine of right,” which concerns duties of
Right, or juridical duties, that others can establish and enforce. The second
part is the “system of the doctrine of virtue (Ethica) which treats duties
which cannot be so given,” namely ethical duties.101

Kant introduces his Universal Principle of Right (UPR)—the most abstract
principle in his system of Right—as the principle that “an action is right if it
can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with a universal law, or if
on its maxim the freedom of choice of each can coexist with everyone’s
freedom in accordance with universal law.”102 There is an important
analogy between the UPR and the categorical imperative (CI). Whereas the
CI, as we have seen, is an ethical principle that requires us to act in accordance
with maxims that comprise a unified, systematic whole that applies equally to
all agents in relevantly similar circumstances, the UPR demands that external
laws authorizing coercion similarly comprise a system of equal, reciprocal re-
straints on outer freedom so that no person’s outer freedom is restricted by
laws which do not similarly restrict the outer freedom of others.103 The
UPR’s demand for equal, reciprocal restraints on outer freedom thus
mirrors the CI’s demand that agents organize their inner maxims under uni-
versal laws that could univocally guide all agents in similar circumstances.
Although they are distinct imperatives, both the CI and UPR share a

common justification in the same fundamental value of humanity—our ca-
pacity freely to set and pursue ends—and this common justification elimi-
nates the potential for conflict between the ethical and juridical spheres.104

Both imperatives, and hence the ethical and juridical systems of duties each
underwrites, arise in response to different potential incompatibilities with hu-
manity. In the ethical case, inner freedom is threatened or disturbed when one
chooses to make it his or her maxim to subordinate the moral law to some
contingent end. It is precisely because of the inner, ethical character of heter-
onomy that external coercion may not be imposed to mitigate it; autonomy
must come from within. Moreover, since only a person’s acts, not his or her
intentions or maxims, can restrict the outer freedom of another, then insofar
as coercive laws are needed to enforce outer freedom they cannot be con-
cerned with ethical autonomy that derives from the purity of inner motives.
So, contrary to Berlin’s suggestion, because of the inner character of this

101Ibid., 6:205–6, 6:239–42, 6:380–83.
102Ibid., 6:237.
103Kant, Toward Perpetual Peace, 8:350.
104For a careful exposition of Kant’s view that both the CI and the UPR derive from

the fundamental value of humanity, see Paul Guyer, “Kant’s Deductions of the
Principles of Right” and “Kant’s System of Duties,” both in Kant’s System of Nature
and Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), esp. 249–52. For an original
account of the parallel relation between the CI and UPR defended here, see Arthur
Ripstein, Force and Freedom: Kant’s Legal and Political Philosophy (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2009), 366–73.
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dimension of freedom there can be no conflict between coercive laws and
inner autonomy. Moreover, the Kantian state does not parade as a means of
positive self-liberation while overriding the ethical self-understanding of its
subjects. Since the juridical domain, in contrast to the ethical domain, is a
domain of coercively enforceable external duties, the state’s actions are indif-
ferent to the ethical motives of its subjects because the problem it aims to solve
is not that the citizen is in some way morally deficient or rationally “divided
against himself.”105 Kant is explicit that the problem of establishing a state
must be “soluble even for a nation of devils,” because “the problem is not
the moral improvement of human beings.”106 Rather, the problem is to
bring the outer form of individuals’ actions under a system of public laws
that enables them to interact peacefully under conditions of equal juridical
freedom. Kant’s view on the relation between freedom and coercion simply
does not support Berlin’s concern, which is recently stressed by
Gustavsson, that force may masquerade as a means of positive self-
mastery.107 Positive ethical liberation is never coercion’s legitimate purpose.
“Kant’s rational judge” does not send you to prison because, “like a child, a
savage, an idiot, you are either not ripe for self-direction, or permanently in-
capable of it.”108 Rather, you are sent to prison only if your acts in some way
threaten or disturb the juridical freedom of others.109

This does not mean that the Kantian state may never justify coercion on the
basis of a judgment about an individual’s rational capacities when that indi-
vidual disagrees with the judgment. Kant is clear, for instance, that parents
have an enforceable right against their children to “manage and develop”
them to ensure that their capacity to understand and take responsibility for
their actions fully matures.110 This right does not depend on the children’s
consent because the state judges that children are not in a position to
consent to this at a young age. Similar judgments of responsibility are ordi-
nary fixtures of criminal law’s framework of guilt and punishment, which
assumes that criminal defendants must have a substantial capacity to

105Berlin, Liberty, 181.
106Kant, Toward Perpetual Peace, 8:366.
107Gustavsson, “Psychological Dangers of Positive Liberty.”
108Berlin, Liberty, 199.
109Gustavsson suggests that Kant’s speculations that diminished civil freedom may

indirectly and over time enhance citizens’ capacity to think and act in accordance with
reason comes close to an argument that coercion could be justified for the sake of pos-
itive self-mastery. See Kant, What Is Enlightenment?, 8:41–42, and Gustavsson,
“Psychological Dangers of Positive Liberty,” 285. But speculating that coercion
might tend to a good effect is not the same as justifying coercion in terms of that
effect. As I argue in the text, Kant’s justification of coercion is that it secures a
system of equal juridical freedom whether or not it tends to enhance people’s capacity
to think and act autonomously.

110Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:281.
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understand their conduct and conform it to the law, and that courts can have
the authority to decide whether they do. These practices are not based on an
ideal of moral perfection, nor do they demand that individuals achieve ethical
autonomy in Kant’s sense. They also do not assume that these judgments are
easy to make, and it is surely possible to complicate the picture by introduc-
ing borderline cases. Nevertheless, states must make at least some judgments
of this kind. Even Berlin’s theory rests on a judgment about which capacity
the liberal state should be in the business of protecting, namely the capacity
for choice between incommensurable values; this is why Berlinian negative
liberty applies to human beings and not to beings that lack the capacity to
choose.
Unlike the ethical case, in the juridical case the threat to freedom is not the

inner threat of a person herself subordinating the moral law to a contingent
incentive, but rather the potential of each person’s power to act to be subjected
to that of another person. This subjection occurs, not when someone subordi-
nates the moral law to some contingent incentive, nor, as I describe below,
when someone’s acts or ends are frustrated by others, but rather when
another interferes with one’s capacity to set ends with one’s rightful means,
either by usurping one’s ends through fraud or coercion, or by destroying
one’s means through injury to one’s body or theft or destruction of one’s right-
ful holdings.111 It is because of the external, juridical character of this type of
domination that coercion may be deployed in order to deter or repel it. Kant
explains the idea of coercive enforcement in terms of the “hindering of a hin-
drance to freedom”: those who coercively hinder the external freedom of
others may be coercively hindered from doing so.112 Since the ideal of
equal external freedom, expressed by the UPR, serves both to justify and
limit the use of coercion, it cannot justify uses of coercion that diminish indi-
vidual outer freedom.
In both the ethical and juridical cases, the solution to these different threats

to freedom is a systematic, coherent system of either inner laws (in the ethical
case) or external laws (in the juridical case). Whereas ethical laws subject the
will to an impartial ethical principle—namely, the categorical imperative’s
demand for inner systematicity of maxims—that subordinates contingent in-
centives, juridical laws are needed to subject and direct external coercion to an
impartial legal principle—namely, the UPR’s demand for outer systematicity
of actions—that can render coercion consistent with juridical freedom. What
emerges is the legal analog of Kant’s ethical monism, which we have already
considered. Kant’s legal monism, like his ethical monism, imposes on political
actors who act in and on behalf of the rest of the community a duty to act from
legal principles that can serve as universal laws for all. Whereas Kant’s ethical
monism demands that any particular principle we each embrace must cohere

111On this point, see Ripstein, Force and Freedom, 31–50.
112Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:232.
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with our own personal ethical convictions considered as a whole, Kant’s legal
monism demands that officials act in the name of the community only on
principles that cohere with the community’s institutionally defined public po-
litical morality, a morality that is embedded within the community’s legal
record interpreted as a whole.
Kant’s argument for a monistic legal order of this kind flows from his con-

ception of juridical freedom. Kant defines juridical freedom as independence
from having one’s power to act directed by another for another’s purpose.113

This is not the Berlinian conception of negative liberty as an “area within
which man can act unobstructed by others.”114 Rather, a person is indepen-
dent of another only if she, not someone else, determines which ends she
will pursue with her rightful means. I am not unfree, on this view, if I am
obstructed from stealing from or assaulting others because another’s property
and person are not among my rightful means. Nor am I unfree simply
because another person’s acts or omissions limit my options; the person
who frustrates my end by purchasing the last quart of milk at the store
simply changes the environment in which I must act but neither usurps my
means nor sets my ends for me.115 The distinctly interpersonal character of
this formulation follows from the idea of a person’s humanity, which we
have seen is the capacity to set and pursue purposes with the means one
takes oneself to have. A person’s right to external freedom is one’s entitlement
to use one’s rightful means for setting and pursuing ends consistently with
other people’s capacity to do the same.
Certain types of interpersonal relationships threaten juridical freedom.

Since public officials claim to and usually do in fact possess the power to
make coercively enforceable arrangements for citizens without their
consent, the juridical relationship between state and subject poses one such
threat to independence. The unavoidable, nonconsensual, and essentially
coercive character of the relationship between state and subject can be
made rightful only if officials making arrangements for subjects act to
ensure the continuing independence of those for whom they make arrange-
ments. In particular, the state’s actions can be rightful only if authorized by
an “omnilateral will,” which Kant ultimately conceives in terms of a public
institutional perspective: a system of public law. In order to constrain discre-
tionary and potentially arbitrary exercises of political power that might
violate independence, Kant’s conception of juridical freedom requires a
legal system that places reciprocal limitations on everyone’s use of freedom
so that no person may bind others in ways that they themselves cannot
also be bound. That requirement implies that law must authorize all political

113Ibid., 6:237.
114Berlin, Liberty, 169.
115For this example and lucid exegesis of Kant’s position, see Ripstein, Force and

Freedom, 16.
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action in one voice, not a plurality of inconsistent voices, and that there must
be unique legal answers to all questions that might arise concerning persons’
juridical relations to one other. As Arthur Ripstein expresses this point, “the
only way that any particular application of concepts governing interpersonal
interaction can be consistent with the freedom of everyone is if there is a
single, public interpretation, provided by a public authority authorized to
speak on behalf of everyone.”116

A helpful route to this conclusion is through a further parallel to Kant’s
ethical system.117 Kant famously argues that ethical freedom has both a
negative and a positive aspect. One is internally free when one’s will is, neg-
atively, not determined fundamentally by sensual drives or inclinations and,
positively, is determined by the moral law’s demand that we act frommaxims
that have the form of universal law.118 Analogously, Kant holds that juridical
freedom also has both a negative and positive aspect. One is juridically free
when the outer form of one’s power to act is, negatively, independent from
domination by the unilateral choice of other persons and, positively, depen-
dent upon the universal public lawgiving of the juridical state, which Kant
calls a “condition of public lawful freedom.”119 As a state of universal
public lawgiving, the juridical state must strive to legislate, apply, and
enforce public laws defining the private relations between individuals in a
way that can be rationally accepted from every citizen’s point of view.
Positive dependence on public law is not, as Berlin warns, a perfectionist
ideal of self-mastery that would license despotism under the rhetoric of
freedom. It is rather the other side of negative juridical freedom: one is neg-
atively free from coercive dependence on another private actor when, and
only when, her entitlements to use her power to act, including her property,
are determined not by any private person but by an impersonal system of
public law. One cannot be negatively free without being positively dependent
on public law because one’s entitlement to use objects consistent with every-
one else’s entitlement to do the same must be determined somehow, and if it is
determined by any private individual or group, rather than by law, then this
creates a condition of dependence, not freedom.
Kant’s Idea of the Original Contract (IOC) plays a critical role in both the

construction and interpretation of a condition of public lawful freedom.
The purpose of Kant’s contract argument is not to suggest that the state
results from an actual, voluntary agreement between private contracting

116Arthur Ripstein, “Kantian Legal Philosophy,” in The Blackwell Companion to
Philosophy of Law and Legal Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2010), 393.

117For a more developed recent account of the negative and positive aspects of jurid-
ical freedom, see B. Sharon Byrd and Joachim Hruschka, Kant’s Doctrine of Right: A
Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 87.

118Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 4:446–47.
119Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:257.
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parties.120 It is rather meant to express the fundamental normative conditions
under which the exercise of public power can be consistent with individual
freedom.121 The IOC binds officials to give laws “in such a way that they
could have arisen from the united will of a whole people.”122 The notion of
possible acceptance in this formulation is best understood as the requirement
that government’s actions and decisions express a coherent, consistent, and
intelligible conception of equal freedom, one that everyone subjected to it
has reason to endorse. For Kant, this ideal must guide all acts of legislation,
judgment, and coercion not merely for identifying or assessing deficiencies
in the existing legal system, but also for understanding and interpreting exist-
ing law’s requirements. This means that the parts of existing legal systems
must be thought of as conditioned by the ideal form of government: just as
the parts of an organism can be judged to be what they are and function as
they do in relation to the concept of a well-functioning version of the organ-
ism, so too government’s discrete decisions and judgments must strive to
conform to its internal ideal of a system of universal public law expressed
in the IOC. Laws can violate the IOC, therefore, not only because they are sub-
stantively very unjust or procedurally unfair, but also if they are unsystemat-
ic, arbitrary, or otherwise inconsistent with the community’s own conception
of justice and fairness as expressed in their institutional history. In that way,
one demand of the IOC is that governments strive for systematicity and con-
sistency in the principles that underpin its laws in order to render the relation-
ship between ruler and subject consistent with each person’s freedom.
The demand for consistency with the community’s own standards of justice

and procedural fairness does not imply that these standards operate as fixed
axioms within a Kantian legal system. They would serve as axioms only if
their content were fixed in such a way that immunized them from revision
and interpretation. Conceptions of law and democracy that identify the
content of a public political will with a particular kind of axiom (an original
founder’s intention, or the plain meaning of a text, or a factually agreed upon
basic norm, or the decision of a statistical majority, for example) do indeed
furnish such fixed, merely contingent, and conflicting grounds of political in-
stitutions. Contingent axioms like these disrupt the rational unity of the
system by introducing arbitrary fixed points into the community’s normative
character. On the Kantian view, by contrast, a truly omnilateral will is gov-
erned by laws that comprise a systematic whole, always subject to reinterpre-
tation and reform. The conception of legal reasoning that emerges is not
mechanical deduction from axiomatic premises. Apparent conflicts between
the community’s more concrete conceptions of freedom and equality, for

120Ibid., 6:266.
121Ibid., 6:307.
122Kant, “On the Common Saying: That May Be Correct in Theory, but It Is of No

Use in Practice,” 8:297.
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instance, can be resolved by reflecting on the purposes of the entire system of
Right.123 If, for example, in the context of a law prohibiting hate speech, the
basic principles of equal citizenship seem to collide with freedom of expres-
sion, then any limitation on the latter right must be justified in terms of the
more basic right to independence that underlies both. On this view, efforts
to reconcile these principles must assume that they can be refined in light
of their shared presupposition that we are free and equal. Reconciling differ-
ent aspects of equal freedom involves adjusting each aspect holistically under
the idea that they can be brought progressively into a unified doctrinal whole.
Kant argues that public institutions with the authority to legislate, reform, in-

terpret, and enforce the positive public expression of equal freedom are needed
in order to protect private citizens from the unilateral legislation, interpreta-
tions, and enforcement of other private citizens.124 But would not the very ex-
istence of such authorities simply reintroduce a kind of political axiom into
Kant’s system by tying the content of equal freedom to the positive—as in em-
pirical—acts and decisions of public officials?125 No, it would not. For it does
not follow from the fact that a public authority’s judgment must replace each
person’s private judgment about the demands of equal freedom that what
that authority actually decides can be identified or interpretedwithout reference
to the idea of equal freedom upon whose meaning the authority is supposed to
pronounce.Wemust not confuse the need,whichKant certainly accepts, for pos-
itive official activities to establish, interpret, and enforce law with the very dif-
ferent requirement that we must understand and judge those activities
according to the doctrine of legal positivism, according to which the meaning
of those activities is simply a matter of brute social fact. Kant’s argument for a
system of public Right asserts the moral need for law that is established by
the empirical activities of a coercive sovereign state. But it does not follow
merely from that requirement that the content of these standards is simply a
matter of social fact. The need for public authorities is fully compatible with—
indeed requires—a nonpositivistic conception of law which treats the products
of public legislation and judgment as a dynamic system of public principles that
is to be reformed and judged holistically in light of its parts and purposes.126

Conclusion: The “Dangers” of Monism and Pluralism

I have argued, following Kant, that treating individual freedom as an end in
itself, rather than as a mere means to particular ends we happen to have,

123Ripstein, Force and Freedom, 214–15.
124Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 6:313.
125I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for raising this question.
126Ronald Dworkin’s theory of law as integrity is an exemplar of this approach. See

generally Dworkin, Law’s Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986),
particularly chaps. 6 and 7.
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requires—just is—striving to act on a unified scheme of principles. Although
we realize this unity only asymptotically, striving to constrain our actions by
the demands of unity expresses a kind of impartiality and freedom from blind
prejudice, arbitrary choice, and unchecked self-interest. Berlin derides the
monistic aspiration to coherence as symptomatic both of “a deep and incur-
able metaphysical need” and of “an equally deep, and more dangerous,
moral and political immaturity.”127 He compares “monism,” which he char-
acterizes in the axiomatic way I have described, to a theoretical outlook
that is “responsible for the slaughter of individuals on the altars of the
great historical ideas.”128 Berlin’s worries about axiomatic monistic ideolo-
gies, which fueled some of the twentieth century’s worst violations of individ-
ual liberty, were understandable, especially at the time he wrote: at the end of
the Second World War and the start of the Cold War. But his concerns were
overstated and unfair, for Berlin insufficiently acknowledges certain political
dangers of pluralism itself.
As long as states exist, the coercive imposition of some values and ways of

life is unavoidable. As I have argued, value pluralism seems to have the dis-
tinctive moral disadvantage of ruling out the possibility that public decisions
about values and ways of life could be made on principle, in a way that is
rationally intelligible to those who do not accept them but are nevertheless
coercively bound by them. That possibility alone—of rationally intelligible,
rather than arbitrary normative decision-making—has enormous social
and political value. Kant’s asymptotic monism allows and insists on it.
Pluralism implies that it is often impossible because there is often nothing
substantive to argue about, nothing beyond the power of brute choice to rec-
ommend any political value or decision over any other. If Berlin’s pluralism—
the idea that sometimes there simply is no unique answer—were correct, then
it should dissolve the burden of hard decisions; there should be no uncertain-
ty at all, but rather perfect certainty that such problems are insoluble and
continued reflection pointless. If that is the case, then pluralism can be an
excuse for not confronting the hard questions Kant’s asymptotic monism
demands we confront. The discourse of pluralism may thereby risk distorting
and inhibiting intellectually responsible thought and argument about the
demands of our values, laws, and socials institutions. On this view, the idea
of “moral pluralism” is not merely a conceptual confusion, but also a moral
mistake.

127Berlin, Liberty, 216–17.
128Ibid., 212.
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