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Abstract
In §3 of the Critique of Judgement Kant argues that if the feeling of pleas-
ure were a sensation distinct fromwhatever representation gives rise to the
feeling, then we would be – in the terminology of the Metaphysics of
Morals – rational beings (vernünftige Wesen) but not moral beings
(Vernunftwesen); we would inescapably (and blamelessly) be hedonists.
I reconstruct this at first glance strange argument and suggest, first, that
Kant’s actual view of pleasure is an attitudinal theory that avoids the prob-
lem of hedonism. Second, the argument of §3 is to be understood in the
context of Kant’s emphasis on moral feeling and its cultivation in his writ-
ings since the Critique of Practical Reason.

Keywords: feeling of pleasure and displeasure, moral feeling, attitudinal
theory of feeling, aesthetic preconditions of receptivity to duty

In October  the Allgemeine Litteratur-Zeitung, always friendly
towards Kant, reported briefly about a book, published in Dutch, in
which the pseudonymous author posed several questions to Kant.

The first of these was whether practical reason is ‘completely different
from speculative reason so that there could be rational spirits that can
grasp mathematical, physical and other sciences but who are otherwise
completely lacking the practical principle’. The journal judged the ques-
tion, without supplying grounds, to be abgeschmackt (fatuous) and proof
of the author’s lack of understanding of Kant. Less than two years later,
however, in April  Kant in effect answered this question and
explained that practical reason is indeed a capacity that does not come
automatically with theoretical reason (: ). A few years later
(), in the Metaphysics of Morals, he distinguished vernünftige
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Wesen and Vernunftwesen along similar lines (: ). What has to be
added to a being with theoretical reason before it can count as morally
imputable is ‘moral feeling’. Such feeling, as it were, fills the gap between
theoretical and practical reason. This seems to be a development in
Kant’s thought that was first clearly expressed in the Critique of
Practical Reason of  in the scenario of a ‘marionette’ that has
self-consciousness (the spontaneity of theoretical reason) but lacks
freedom in the moral sense (: ). In the first Critique ()
and in the Groundwork (), by contrast, it seemed that the spon-
taneity of forming ideas did guarantee moral status.

During the years after the second Critique – perhaps since the Critique of
Judgement () – Kant stressed the importance of cultivating moral
feeling and any feelings – like the pleasure of taste or the feeling of the
sublime – that could assist in this task. Remarkably, in KU, §, he
employed a scenario in which subjects have prudential rationality and
are even aware of principles of reason like the moral law but nevertheless
lack moral status; they are blameless hedonists. The condition under
which this would be instantiated, Kant argued, is the seemingly innocu-
ous assumption that the feeling of pleasure is a sensation: if pleasure were
a sensation, then the gap between theoretical and practical reason could
not be filled; the subjects would inevitably lack moral feeling or
‘receptivity to concepts of duty as such’ (MS, : ). They would be
aware of the moral law, its content, but they would be incapable of
the feeling bywhich the law “immediately influences : : : [us] to obedience”
(KU, : ).

This short paragraph in KU thus is part of a larger issue in Kant’s moral
philosophy, as I will argue in section  below. Before I proceed to this
larger context, we need to clarify which view on pleasure Kant is rejecting
in KU (section ). It has often seemed to commentators that this suppos-
edly rejected view is one that Kant himself held only two years earlier in
KpV. I argue against this reading in section  and suggest a conjecture
about the immediate occasion for Kant’s refusal to identify pleasure as
a sensation in KU. Section  reconstructs how the erroneous view on
pleasure is supposed to lead to hedonismwhile section  briefly addresses
the question: if pleasure is not a sensation, what is it on Kant’s view?

1. The View Kant is Rejecting
In § ofKU (: –) Kant argues that if feelings were sensations, then
the subjects in this counterfactual scenario would assess their engagement
with what we in fact distinguish as the agreeable, the beautiful and the
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morally good according to one standard and with only one goal: the
amount of ‘gratification’ they expect, that is, the amount of pleasure
in the agreeable. These subjects would lack what Kant calls taste and,
in particular, they would be unreceptive to the concept of duty. If we
restrict the notion of happiness to gratification, we can say that the sub-
jects deliberate exclusively according to the ‘principle of happiness’
(PoH); they would be a species of hedonists. The argument to this conclu-
sion proceeds in two steps: (i) from the assumption that all pleasure is a
sensation it follows that there can be only the pleasure of the agreeable;
(ii) from this intermediary result, Kant infers further that the subjects
would follow PoH in all their affairs. This is taken to be a reductio of
the assumption about the nature of pleasure.

Here is the first step:

The agreeable is that which pleases the senses in sensation. Now
here there is an immediate opportunity to reprove and draw
attention to a quite commonconfusion of the doublemeaning that
the word ‘sensation’ can have. All satisfaction (Wohlgefallen)
(it is said or thought) is itself sensation (of a pleasure (Lust)).
Hence everything that pleases (gefällt), just because it pleases, is
agreeable : : : (: –)

How is the ‘common confusion’ about pleasure to be understood? If
feelings of pleasure were sensations, how would it follow that they
all collapse into the agreeable? Wouldn’t it still hold that, for example,
pleasure taken in the representation of a morally good deed is pleasure
taken in a conceptual representation and therefore does not fall under
the rubric of the agreeable? Kant seems to be claiming that, if pleasure is
a sensation, then the three types of pleasure he generally distinguishes –
in the good that ‘pleases : : : through the mere concept’ (: ), in the
agreeable that pleases in sensation and in the beautiful that pleases
through the mere form of a representation – cannot be differentiated
any more according to their source; they all turn out to be ‘what pleases
the senses in sensation’.

Kant’s result follows in this way. Pleasurable representations R – which
can be ‘impressions of the senses’, ‘principles of reason’ or ‘merely
reflected forms of intuition’ (: ) – are representations that we prefer
to have rather than not have. Under the assumption that the pleasure
we take in a representation R is a representation distinct or separate
from whatever R occasions it, we would prefer to have this distinct
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representation (rather than not have it) and we would take pleasure in R
only indirectly or mediately: as a means to achieve the pleasure represen-
tation. This means–end structure follows from the assumption of sepa-
rateness; it leaves it open what sort of representation pleasure is. If we
further assume that the pleasure representation itself is a sensation, then
all pleasure falls under the notion of the agreeable as that which ‘pleases
the senses in sensation’.

The target of Kant’s criticism then is the conjunction of the separateness
and the sensation assumption:

(A) Pleasure is a sensation, a representation that is separate from
the representation that occasions it.

If we read ‘occasions’ as ‘causes’, (A) expresses a view that has often been
ascribed to Kant and in § of KU, at least on the face of it, Kant is explic-
itly rejecting this view. The result of the first step of the argument – all
pleasure reduces to the agreeable – sounds very much like Beck’s presen-
tation of Kant’s supposed view: ‘Whether the origin of the pleasure lies in
some physical stimulation, the physical fulfilment of a desire, or some
idea held in contemplation, the feeling is always an effect upon our
sensibility : : : there is no place for qualitative differences’ (Beck :
–). Similarly, Guyer suggests that for Kant ‘all feelings of pleasure
are a qualitatively uniform kind of sensation’ and that therefore pleasures
are ‘internally opaque with regard to their divers : : : relations to their
objects’ (Guyer : –).

It seems clear that Kant is arguing against a view – summarized in (A) –
that prominent commentators have attributed to him, a view that Guyer
admits ‘may strike us now aswildly archaic’ (: ). Indeed, I amnot
aware that any of the contemporary theories of pleasure could be char-
acterized by (A). If we think of pleasure in terms of a ‘hedonic tone’ that
colours experiences of objects or if we take pleasure to be an attitude that
we take towards such experiences – views that reject the separateness
thesis – Kant’s result that all pleasure reduces to the agreeable would
not follow. (More on attitudinal theories in section .) It is, however,
worth pointing out that (A) does have a tradition in eighteenth-century
philosophy. One can point to Locke’s influential characterization of
pleasure as a ‘simple idea’, distinct fromother ideas that itmay accompany,
and to Hutcheson who – for the case of the pleasure of taste – postulated
a special sense that enables us to perceive the ‘idea of beauty’, which is
identified with the sensation of pleasure, while the other (external) senses

ALEXANDER RUEGER

128 KANTIAN REVIEW VOLUME 25 – 1

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415419000499 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415419000499


receive other sensations of objects. And closer to Kant’s time, Johann
Nikolaus Tetens, in , spent some time on refuting the view, held
by some British and French philosophers, that feelings are sensations that
are separate from the sensations that give rise to them and who suggested
that this separation is based on a physiological difference between ‘nerves’
for receiving ordinary sensations and ‘nerves’ for receiving pleasure
sensations.

Beck and Guyer support their interpretation of Kant by drawing on pas-
sages in KpV. If Kant indeed held the pleasure-as-sensation view two
years before KU, there seems to be a choice: either the argument of
§, far from correcting a ‘common confusion’, is itself confused and
should be ignored because it is in conflict with Kant’s real view
(as expressed in KpV); or § is to be taken seriously and Kant changed
his mind in the short time between the second and third Critique.

A closer look at KpV shows, as I want to argue, that Kant did not reveal
his real view there and that he did not undergo a change of mind between
 and .

2. Did Kant Hold the Pleasure-as-Sensation View Before KU?
Although the textual evidence for the Beck-Guyer interpretation – that
Kant affirmed the pleasure-as-sensation view in KpV – seems impres-
sive, a preliminary hint that we should be cautious in reading him in this
way is provided by the widely and highly regarded review of KpV by
August Wilhelm Rehberg, published in  (Rehberg  []).
One of Rehberg’s main objections was that Kant does not explicitly
come out in favour of the pleasure-as-sensation view and that he
regards moral pleasure (the pleasurable aspect of respect) as a feeling
and not a sensation. For Rehberg, only as a sensation could respect for
the moral law have any influence on the faculty of desire. At least this
reviewer thus read KpV differently than the commentators. (I return to
Rehberg below.)

The relevant passages in KpV are found in the first Remark of § of the
Analytic. Kant argues there that those philosophers who accept PoH as
the only practical principle cannot legitimately introduce a distinction of
a lower and a higher faculty of desire ‘by noting whether the representa-
tions which are associated with the feeling of pleasure have their origin in
the senses or in the understanding [reason]’ (: –). The premises of the
argument are () the doctrine that all desire is determined by the feeling of
pleasure and displeasure (PoH), and () no prior distinction within the
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faculty of desire is assumed. The attempt to introduce a differentiation
within the faculty of desire fails, because

the pleasure which is given to us by these intellectual ideas and
which is the onlymeans bywhich they can determine thewill is of
exactly the same kind as that coming from the senses. : : : The
principle of one’s own happiness : : : contains no other determi-
nants for the will than those which belong to the lower faculty of
desire. (: )

Taken out of their context, these quotations do seem to show that Kant
held that all feelings of pleasure are of ‘exactly the same kind’ as the
agreeable. But the context in which he makes these pronouncements
is decisive. All of the claims concerning the sameness of feelings stand,
in the overall argument, under premises () and (). That is, if we pre-
suppose PoH, then all feelings are of the same kind with respect to
their motivational role and further distinctions as to their origins cannot
be taken to be relevant to this role. ‘If the determination of the will rests
on the feelings of agreeableness or disagreeableness which he expects
from any cause, it is all the same to him through which kind of repre-
sentation he is affected’ (KpV, : ; my emphasis). If it is ‘the agreeable-
ness and enjoyment which one expects from the object which impels the
activity toward producing it’, then ‘however dissimilar the representa-
tions of the objects : : : the feeling of pleasure, by virtue of which they
constitute the determining ground of the will : : : is always the same : : :
(ibid.). This has to be so because PoH requires that all incentives be
comparable with respect to their degree or intensity; they cannot quali-
tatively differ from each other, which would render them incompa-
rable. The obvious differences, for example, between the pleasures
from reading a book and from going hunting are made, as it were,
inoperative so as to allow comparison of them, as determining grounds
of desire, under PoH. Pleasures of taste, for instance, could well contrib-
ute to one’s overall happiness but how much they contribute, in com-
parison to other pleasures, can only be assessed once they have been
rendered comparable, that is, once a ‘common currency’ has been intro-
duced. Only then can a ranking of alternatives be established to which
PoH can be applied.

Since the homogeneity or qualitative sameness of pleasures follows from
the requirements of the principle of choice, nothing can be said about the
nature of pleasures if the principle is not assumed at the start. And since
Kant rejects this assumption (in contrast to the philosophers addressed in
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the passage), he should not be understood as embracing the pleasure-as-
sensation view in KpV.

If we go further back than , we find numerousReflexionen in which
Kant makes it clear that feelings of pleasure are very different from each
other, depending on their origins, and that only with respect to their
affecting the faculty of desire do they have to be considered qualitatively
the same. In –, for instance, Kant explicitly noted that ‘feelings
(Fühlungen) are distinguished from sensations’ and that the former are
‘the subjective in my representations that cannot be objective’ (Refl.
, : ; cf. , : , and , : ). Throughout
the s he thought that even though pleasures are ‘of different kinds
(verschiedener Art), even when they are sensual’, they ‘subjectively : : :

agree among each other because each kind moves the subject’s desire;
objectively [however] they cannot be compared, e.g. a meal and a virtu-
ous action’ (Refl. , :  [–?]). That is, feelings are ‘atomic’
when considered with respect to the faculty of desire; only in this respect
do they all reduce to degrees of agreeableness:

All sensations of gratification and pains are equal (gleichartig)
insofar as they contribute to the unity of life; in themselves
(an sich), however, they are unequal [ungleichartig]. : : :

Gratification in sensation (subjective satisfaction) and satisfac-
tion (objective) in judgement (in der Beurtheilung) are com-
pletely different kinds of pleasure. (Refl. , : 

[–?])

These statements, I think, reflect Kant’s considered view on feelings
which did not change between the s and KU.

I return briefly to Rehberg, the acute reviewer ofKpV, who thought Kant
was mistaken in not treating the feeling of respect as a sensation. Since
Kant was aware of the review and respected its author, it is perhaps
not unlikely that he responded in § to this particular line of criticism.
An action, argued Rehberg, cannot be regarded as the effect of reason;
to claim this wouldmean to commit the very mistake Kant had diagnosed
in the Amphiboly section of KrV. The transition from reason to action
rather has to be mediated through ‘something’ that is homogeneous with
sensibility so as to subject pure reason to the determination of time, with-
out reason becoming thereby sensible, that is, what is required here is
something analogous to the schematism in the first Critique. This medi-
ating instance is
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moral feeling, respect for the law. But is this [feeling of] respect
not a sensation? Kant twists and turns in the . chapter of the
Analytic [of KpV] in order to show that this sensation is not a
sensible feeling. But here he is completely unconvincing.
(Rehberg  []: )

Kant ‘accuses those of enthusiasm who take this feeling of pleasure in the
law to be the moral incentive while the incentive has to consist of the law
itself’ (ibid. ). But, Rehberg concludes,

the idea that the law itself rather than the delight (Vergnügen) in
the law has to be the incentive for morality is itself enthusiasm
(Schwärmerei). For what else than enthusiasm (which consists
in the invention of supersensible objects) is the idea that respect
for the law is supposed to be a feeling but not a sensation (sinn-
liche Empfindung)? ()

Rehberg’s criticism of the way Kant treats the feeling of respect culmi-
nates in the accusation that denying it the status of a sensation (as Kant
appears to do) amounts to ‘enthusiasm’ because enthusiasm is the claim
that we have an unmediated experience of the intelligible realm. Kant’s
response to this, in KU, §, may well have consisted in pointing out that
the identification of feeling and sensation would not prevent enthusiasm
but lead to hedonism, to precisely the scenario where rational beings are
incapable of experiencing that feeling by which the law ‘immediately
influences : : : [us] to obedience’ (KU, : ).

3. How does the Assumption that Pleasure is a Sensation Lead to
Hedonism?
I have argued that we cannot extract from the KpV passage any commit-
ment on Kant’s part to the view that all pleasures are sensations. But even
if this is granted, it does not shed light on his claim in KU that assuming
pleasures are sensations would lead to hedonism. After all, theKpV argu-
ment presupposed PoHwhile the KU discussion is supposed to show that
PoH follows from the assumption about pleasure.

The second step in Kant’s argument starts from the result that under (A),
all pleasure is pleasure in the agreeable:

But if this is conceded, then impressions of the senses, which
determine inclination, or principles of reason, which determine
the will, or merely reflected forms of intuition, which determine
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the power of judgement, are all entirely the same as far as the
effect on the feeling of pleasure is concerned. For this would
be the agreeableness in the sensation of one’s state, and, since
in the end all the effort of our faculties is directed to what is prac-
tical andmust be united in it as their goal, one could not expect of
them any other assessment of things and their value than that
which consists in the gratification (Vergnügen) that they prom-
ise. In the end, how they achieve this does not matter at all, and
since the choice of means alone can make a difference here, peo-
ple could certainly blame one another for foolishness and incom-
prehension, but never for baseness and malice: for all of them,
each seeing things his own way, would be after one goal, which
for everyone is gratification. (: )

Although the argument here proceeds from the result of the first step
(all pleasures are pleasures in the agreeable) to PoH as the only practical
principle for the subjects in question, Kant is not narrowly concerned
with moral deliberations. The somewhat obscure phrase that ‘in the
end all the effort of our faculties is directed to what is practical and must
be united in it as their goal’ suggests that the discussion is more generally
concerned with the ways in which the deliverances of the faculties
motivate us to engage with objects or actions in different contexts.

(‘Motivate to engage’ is chosen here to indicate that the discussion is
notmeant to be restricted to determinations of the faculty of desire, which
would exclude the case of aesthetic response.) In the actual world – as
opposed to the counterfactual scenario that Kant describes – the response
to what is agreeable motivates us to procure the agreeable objects or to
prolong their effect; in taste, the pleasure of taste induces us to continue
contemplation of, or ‘linger’ over, the beautiful object (: ); and in
moral contexts, the feeling of respect motivates us to do what is morally
good.Our conductwith respect to these different contexts can be assessed
and we assign value to what we engage in or accomplish. In the cases of
taste and moral conduct we evaluate our engagement in terms of whether
we appreciate the (form of) the object for its own sake and whether we
perform an action that is judged to be morally good for its own sake and
not as a means for some further end.

These are, for Kant, the standard ways of assessment. What happens to
these practices when we assume (A) and its consequence? If the pleasures
that motivate our engagement are all sensations, then what we immedi-
ately or intrinsically like are these (pleasure) sensations while the objects
that occasion them are liked only as means; the liking of an object or
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action for its own sake is ruled out. This is the consequence of the sepa-
rateness claim in (A). Assuming (A) makes it effectively impossible in the
counterfactual scenario to draw the crucial distinctions of our actual
evaluative practices between the agreeable, the beautiful and the good:

in the case of the good there is always the question whether it is
merely mediately good or immediately good (whether it is useful
or good in itself), while in contrast this cannot be a question at all
in the case of the agreeable, since the word always signifies some-
thing that pleases immediately. (This is exactly the same in the
case of that which I call beautiful.) (: )

Under the assumption that pleasure is a distinct sensation, the pleasure in
the good in itself and in the beautiful could not be immediate kinds of
satisfaction in some representation R. In each of these cases what we
would like immediately is the pleasure sensation rather than the having
of R. The same holds for the agreeable itself: the taste sensation of the
wine would not be the object of our immediate liking but rather the fur-
ther pleasure sensation, produced by the taste sensation. (This is the rea-
son why I understand Kant’s rejection of ‘all pleasures are sensation’ not
as ‘there are at least some pleasures that are not sensations’ but as the
stronger claim that ‘no pleasures are sensations’. The agreeable itself
cannot be a distinct sensation because this would entail that agreeable
objects or representations do not please immediately.)

Furthermore, according to the sensation claim in (A), pleasure is now sup-
posed to be a sensation and from this Kant concludes that the pleasure sen-
sations are ‘homogeneous’, that is, differences between them (if there
are any) cannot be indicated by their different sources,which ‘are all entirely
the same as far as the effect on the feeling of pleasure is concerned’. This
does not exclude, of course, differences in intensity of the pleasure sensa-
tions. In fact, such differences – quantitative differences – seem to be the
only feature that allows for discrimination of pleasures and for their com-
parative assessment. That intensity or degree of sensations is the only stan-
dard for assessment Kant had already argued in the passage from KpV
discussed above (cf. also KU, : ). But how is this claim to be defended
in the present context? In KpV he had argued that such homogeneity is
required by PoH, which, so I claimed, was the premise of the whole discus-
sion. In theKU argument, however, this presupposition is notmade; PoHas
the only practical principle is rather supposed to be the conclusion of the
argument. Kant therefore needs a different reason (independent of PoH)
for the homogeneity of pleasures – which he does not provide.
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I suggest that as a sensation that is occasioned by some other represen-
tation, pleasure shares with all sensations a lack of transparency as to
its source (what Guyer called its ‘opaqueness’). A sensation, for Kant,
does not have an intentional object, nor does it somehow indicate the
object that causes it. It is a perception that ‘refers merely to the subject
as a modification of its state’ (A/B) and only in conjunction with
a concept can it become an ‘objective perception’, a representation of an
object. But if neither causal origin nor intentional object can discriminate
between the pleasure sensations, then it is hard to see what other standard
for our liking could be applied than intensity or degree of the sensations.

From the homogeneity of pleasures Kant concludes that the subjects in
the scenario under (A) can have only ‘one goal’ and that ‘one could
not expect of them any assessment of things and their value than that
which consists in the gratification that they promise’ (KU, : ).
The subjects can evaluate their conduct only with respect to the goal
of maximized gratification, that is, in terms of how adept they are in pro-
curing whatever means are suitable to reach that goal. In such evalua-
tions, ‘the choice of means alone can make a difference’ and the
subjects ‘could certainly blame one another for foolishness and incompre-
hension, but never for baseness and malice’. Thus engagement with the
beautiful can be assessed, as a means, for what degree of the pleasure sen-
sation it provides but not in terms of whether somebody has taste or not.
Telling a lie can be evaluated as a means for the same goal but not as an
intrinsically malicious act.

In the light of these results, how should we understand Kant’s explicit
claim that in the counterfactual scenario ‘principles of reason’ have an
effect on feeling? Under (A) such principles occasion sensations of pleas-
ure or displeasure, feelings of the agreeable or disagreeable. The moral
law might be one of these principles. The subjects then are aware of
the moral law (the imperative to choose maxims that are universalizable);
but they do not feel respect for the law, i.e. they do not feel that the law
obliges unconditionally, that they are to execute actions for the sake of
duty alone. Instead, under some circumstances the subjects might feel
pleasure in obeying the law but this pleasure would have to be weighed
against the pleasure associated with alternative action options. If it so
happened that the pleasure attained from acting on principles of reason
is greater than what the alternatives can deliver, then the subjects obey
the law. Not, however, for its own sake, as the concept of duty requires,
but for the sake of the agreeable state of mind that they expect from such
obedience. The subjects would act in accordance with what moral duty
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requires but not from duty. In short: under (A), the moral law would lack
its appropriate incentive.

This result – which started with (A), the claim that pleasures are
sensations – is evidently a scenario in which subjects have reason (they
calculate their maximal expected pleasure and are aware of the content
of the moral law) but their actions cannot be imputed to them since
they lack the feeling of respect for the moral law that would let them
experience the obligating force of the law. In the terms of MS, these
subjects possess reason (they are vernünftige Wesen) but they are not
intelligible beings (they are not Vernunftwesen).

4. An Alternative View of Pleasure
If pleasure is not to be considered a distinct sensation, what is it then for
Kant? KU, §, does not contain further information about his positive
view regarding feelings. For this we have to look at §, the First
Introduction ofKU, lecture transcripts and indeed at the writings of some
of his contemporaries. In the First Introduction and then again in §
Kant attempted an admittedly ‘inadequate’, ‘transcendental explanation’
or ‘definition’ in terms of the influence or effect that a pleasurable repre-
sentation has on the activity of the mind. This influence, he claimed, is the
tendency of such a representation to maintain itself in the mind; in more
technical terms, pleasure is ‘the consciousness of the causality of a repre-
sentation with respect to the state of the subject, for maintaining it in that
state’ (: ; cf. First Introduction, : ).

This ‘maintenance’ definition was not original to Kant but can be found
in a number of his contemporaries, among them Mendelssohn, Sulzer
and Tetens. They all adopted what can be classified as ‘attitudinal’
theories of pleasure: a pleasurable representation is one towards which
we adopt an attitude that is variously described as preference or desire.
This is accompanied by rejection of the view that pleasure is a distinct
kind of sensation.

In  Moses Mendelssohn discussed the similarities between pleasure
and desire in his lettersOn Sentiments. In pleasure and desire, he claimed,
‘the determination of our power of representation is the same, differing
only in degree’ (Mendelssohn  []: –). They share a
common structure because they are both directed at an object or a rep-
resentation that we judge to be ‘good’ (perfect, beautiful, morally good).
This judgement is followed either by the desire for the object (or for pro-
ducing it) or by a ‘second judgement: I want to have this representation
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more than not have it’ (). Mendelssohn has arrived here at what he took
to be the commonly accepted ‘nominal definition’ (Worterklärung) of
pleasure: an object gives us pleasure if we prefer having a representa-
tion R of the object over not having R (). For the publication of
the letters in the second edition of his Philosophische Schriften of
Mendelssohn changed the definition: the judgement that this object
is good is now followed either by the ‘desire to make the object of such a
representation actual or by the striving of the mind to preserve the
representation’ (Mendelssohn  []: ; my emphasis). This for-
mulation is now very close to Kant’s disjunctive definition of pleasure in
the First Introduction (: ) and explicitly contains the definition in
terms of the maintenance of a representation in the mind. Although
the attitude we take towards pleasurable representations is described
as ‘wanting it to continue’ or ‘preferring to have it’, Mendelssohn
adds that this preference is based on a desire or interest. We have to
ask: does this object or its representation ‘agree with the true need
of a rational being?’ – where this need is our ‘inclination (Neigung)
towards perfection’ ().

This characterization of pleasure was taken up by other German
philosophers in the s (without attribution to a source). Johann
Georg Sulzer, for instance, wrote that the sensation of warmth is agree-
able (pleasurable) when we ‘desire to remain in this state or to enjoy the
sensation more intensely. If the state displeases us, the force that we
regard as our own essence manifests a strife for a different state’
(Sulzer : ) Johann Nikolaus Tetens, in his Philosophische
Versuche über die menschliche Natur characterized the ‘most perfect
satisfaction’ in having a representation of an object (i.e. pleasure) as
‘a tendency to maintain [or preserve] oneself in such a state’ (Tetens
 []: ).

The terms used by these writers suggest that they indeed took pleasure
in a representation to consist in an attitude – better: a pro-attitude –

we take towards having that representation. In his metaphysics lectures
from the mid-s Kant made this quite vivid:

Feeling is the relation of objects not to the representation
[that would be cognition], but rather to the entire power of
the mind, for either most inwardly receiving them or excluding
them (innigst zu recipiren oder auszuschliessen). The receiving
is the feeling of pleasure, and the excluding of displeasure.
(Metaphysik L, : )
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The attitude is characterized in slightly different ways – as a kind of desir-
ing, as a preference, as a liking – but in all these cases no attempt is made
to identify a special quality of feeling common to all pleasurable experi-
ences or to define a distinct pleasure sensation. In fact, the widely held
opinion among eighteenth-century philosophers that there cannot be a
proper definition of pleasure may well be the result of failing to identify a
common feature that would distinguish pleasure from other experiences.

Kant himself seems to refer to this difficulty when he insists that an
‘explanation of this feeling considered in general, without regard to the
distinction whether it accompanies sensation, reflection or the determina-
tion of the will, must be transcendental’ (First Introduction, : ),
that is, in terms of a pro-attitude towards whatever kind of representation
(sensation, form, concept) is in our mind.

In such an attitudinal framework Kant’s three variants of pleasure, in the
agreeable, in the beautiful and in the good – which are ‘three different
relations of representations to the feeling of pleasure and displeasure’
(: ) – are distinguished from each other by the different types of rep-
resentations that give rise to them: sensations, concepts, reflected forms.
What is common to them as pleasures is our attitude towards having
the representations, or, in Kant’s transcendental terms, their causal role
(‘the consciousness of the causality of a representation with respect to the
state of the subject, for maintaining it in that state’: : ).

As we saw, Mendelssohn tried to explicate the pro-attitude associated
with pleasure further as involving a ‘true need’ or interest of rational
beings that is satisfied by our having a certain representation. We find
a similar characterization of pleasure in the second Critique:

The faculty of desire is the faculty : : : of causing, through its
representations, the reality of the objects of these representa-
tions. Pleasure is the representation of the agreement of an
object or an action with the subjective conditions of : : : the
faculty through which a representation causes the reality of its
object : : : (: n.)

This is apparently a quite different definition of pleasure than the one in
KU. First, the KpV definition is tied to the faculty of desire, which would
seem to exclude from the definition’s domain the pleasure of taste as a
contemplative, or disinterested, pleasure. Second, instead of using main-
tenance of a representation in the mind as the characteristic mark, the
KpV definition requires a pleasurable representation to satisfy the
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‘subjective conditions’ of the faculty of desire. Kant does not elaborate at
this point what such conditions might be. But it seems plausible to under-
stand such a representation to ‘agree with’ or satisfy some pre-existing
disposition (an interest) of the faculty of desire. This agreement triggers
a pro-attitude towards the representation (the feeling of pleasure) which
in turn determines the faculty to produce the object of the representation.

Both definitions of pleasure can be combined if we take into account the
generalization of ‘desire’ that Kant introduces later in the KpV and that
Paul Guyer has discussed in his interpretation of the theory of pleasure in
KU.This is the notion that faculties of the mind – not only the faculty of
desire – have ‘interests’, or generalized desires, where such interests con-
sist in ‘the conditions under which alone [the faculty’s] exercise is pro-
moted’ (KpV, : ). Agreement of the representation of an object
with the ‘subjective conditions’ of the faculty of desire then means that
the representation satisfies an interest of this faculty; hence, we desire
to have the representation or realize its object. In the case of the contem-
plative pleasure of taste, we want the representation to continue in our
mind: we desire to have it because it satisfies the interest of a faculty,
i.e. the power of reflective judgement. Here the ‘consciousness of the
merely formal purposiveness’ of the representation – its satisfying the fac-
ulty interest by inducing the free ‘play of the cognitive powers’ – ‘is the
pleasure itself’ (KU, : ).

Guyer has recently proposed to understand Kant’s view on the pleasure
of taste in terms of a dispositional interpretation (Guyer ). Although
he does not refer to the distinction of §, Guyer argues – thereby revising
his own earlier view on howKant thought about pleasure – that the pleas-
ure of taste is best understood not as a ‘separate and unique sensation’

but as a dispositionwe have: the tendency to remain in the state in which
we have the representation of something beautiful. Such a dispositional
interpretation, if generalized to all pleasures, rejects (A) and would there-
fore block the inference to hedonism in §. But the advantage of a pro-
attitude interpretation, I suggest, is that it lends itself to be joined with the
theory of faculty interests. That is, the attitudinal view allows us to see
how Kant’s maintenance definition of pleasure is consistent with the def-
inition in KpV.

5. The Moral Significance of Feeling: the Wider Context of §3
I have argued that inKUKant argued from the assumption that all pleas-
ures are sensations to the conclusion that subjects would behave in accor-
dance with PoH even though they are – in some sense – aware of the
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moral law. If the argument is granted, he has thus specified a condition
under which rational subjects could fail to be moral subjects. This
condition – that moral pleasure is not a sensation – is identified by
considering a counterfactual scenario, a possible world in which all
pleasures are sensations. This is surprising since Kant is usually taken
to claim that the moral law holds, unconditionally, for all rational
beings and that its reception by us as rational and sensual beings is
in the form of the categorical imperative. No mention is made of a fur-
ther condition concerning the nature of pleasure. Reason, even in sen-
sually affected subjects like humans, is supposed to be practical of
itself, i.e. it provides its own incentive, the feeling of respect. And
Kant claims that this effect of reason on our feeling can be demon-
strated a priori (KpV, : ); hence it seems a necessary consequence
of awareness of the law. Given this claim, it would seem that a sce-
nario in which subjects are aware of the law and would nevertheless
lack the appropriate incentive is ruled out. The blameless hedonists of
the scenario are conceptually impossible and Kant’s intended reductio
does not succeed.

It is true that the subjects are actually not aware of the law in the sense in
which we are aware of it. We are aware of it as a categorical imperative,
an unconditional command, because we are aware of both the universal-
izability requirement (the content) and the attendant feeling that makes
the requirement obligating for us. The two ingredients, however, are con-
ceptually distinct: the law represents some action as a duty which is, as
Kant says in MS, ‘a merely theoretical cognition of the possible determi-
nation of Willkür’; to this has to be added an incentive which turns the
theoretical cognition into an actual determination of Willkür (MS, :
). It is a characteristic feature of Kant’s moral philosophy after
KpV that he identifies a special disposition or capacity for feeling as a
condition for subjects to be receptive for the incentive of the law. He
made this disposition explicit for the first time in the Religion of
/ where he presented three dispositions that can be assigned to
human beings:

1. The predisposition to the animality of the human being, as a living
being;

2. To the humanity in him, as a living and at the same time rational
being;

3. To his personality, as a rational and at the same time responsible
being. (6: 26)
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In a long footnote added to this distinction, Kant elaborated on the
differentiation of dispositions  and . Personality is not ‘already
included in the concept of’ humanity, but must be treated as a ‘special
predisposition’. From the fact that a being has reason – theoretical reason,
including the ability for prudential calculations – it does not follow
that ‘this reason contains a faculty of determining the power of choice
unconditionally by virtue of simply representing its maxims as suited
to universal legislation’ (: n.; trans. modified). Such a ‘merely’ rational
being – even a maximally rational being – would not have an inkling of
something like the moral law that commands unconditionally. A most
rational being (allervernünftigstes Wesen) therefore could be, as Kant
puts it inMS, ‘morally dead’ (: ), unreceptive to the obligating force
of the moral law.

Thus a few years later Kantmade the same point in different terminology:
a human being considers herself ‘first as a sensible being, that is as a
human being (a member of one of the animal species), and secondly as
an intelligible being (Vernunftwesen) (not merely as a being that has rea-
son (vernünftiges Wesen), since reason as a theoretical faculty could well
be an attribute of a living corporeal being)’ (MS, : ). By analogy to
the predisposition to personality of the Religion, in MS Kant identifies
‘natural predispositions of the mind : : : for being affected by concepts
of duty’, capacities for feeling that are given by nature to ‘every human
being’ (: ). These capacities are, as it were, activated by conscious-
ness of the moral law and generate what Kant now calls ‘moral feeling’
(among other kinds of morally relevant feeling). He explicitly denies that
any actual human lacks these predispositions (: ), but it would seem
to be a contingent fact about us that nature equipped us in this way.
Considerations of counterfactual scenarios in which subjects lack these
predispositions should therefore be legitimate. It becomes a conceptual
possibility that subjects have ‘theoretical cognition’ of the law without
experiencing it as a categorical imperative because they lack the required
disposition.

It is a contingent fact about us that we are conscious of the law as a cat-
egorical imperative because we happen to have inclinations that can con-
flict with the law. But a holy will who is not afflicted in this way is a
conceptual possibility. When Kant identifies a special capacity for feeling
inReligion andMS as a contingent part of our nature, it becomes possible
to consider further counterfactual scenarios about what happens when
the condition is not satisfied. Only if the condition is in place does the
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necessary relation between the law and its incentive in the form of a
feeling of respect hold.

That such a special capacity for feeling is required is an insight that Kant
seems to have fully realized only in his later works. I suggest that the
discussion in § of KU is in the spirit of this insight: Kant describes sub-
jects that are (in the attenuated sense) aware of themoral law but are inca-
pable of experiencing it as a categorical imperative because for them
feelings are always sensations which, for the reasons given in section 

above, prevents them from having the capacity for moral feeling. (It is
interesting that at the end of the Dialectic of KpV Kant considers a
counterfactual situation in which subjects are prevented from feeling
respect for the law – and hence follow PoH – not out of a lack of the
capacity for moral feeling but out of an excess of knowledge.)

I would like to sketch – very briefly and speculatively – how Kant’s views
on the relation of theoretical and practical reason developed and why the
topic of moral feeling became more prominent in his works after .
From the point of view of his moral writings before KpV, the distinction
of rational beings who possess theoretical reason (or technical-practical
reason, in the terminology ofKU, : ) but lack (morally) practical rea-
son must seem strange indeed. In the Transcendental Dialectic of KrV
and inGMS he had argued that there is a ‘transition’ from the fact that
a creature possesses theoretical reason – a spontaneous capacity of the
mind – to the claim that such a creature must therefore also be subject
to the moral law, i.e. possess practical reason. In these works, as well
as in lectures and notes from the s, Kant seems to have held that
the spontaneity that comes with theoretical reason indeed is sufficient
for having moral status. If he still held this view in , the reductio
of § could not succeed, because beings who are aware of principles
of reason would inevitably possess the kind of spontaneity that makes
them subject to the moral law.

InGMS III Kant argued that it is quite possible – ‘as speculative philoso-
phy can show’ (in KrV) – to presuppose freedom of the will without cre-
ating a conflict with the principle of natural necessity (: ). And for
every rational being that is conscious of itself as having a will it is, ‘with-
out further conditions’, even necessary to think of its actions as free
(ibid.). Speculative philosophy presumably has shown, in the resolution
of the third antinomy: (i) that transcendental freedom can be thought
without contradiction if an intelligible realm is admitted, though it is
true that within the sensible world it cannot be thought coherently;
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and furthermore (ii) that it is also possible to attribute such freedom to
human beings if it can be demonstrated that humans are not only sensible
creatures but also participate in the intelligible world. The argument in
KrV is as follows:

The human being is one of the appearances in the world of sense,
and to that extent also one of the natural causes whose causality
must stand under empirical laws. : : : In the case of lifeless nature
and nature having merely animal life, we find no ground for
thinking of any faculty which is other than sensibly conditioned.
Yet the human being, who is otherwise acquaintedwith the whole
of nature solely through sense, knows himself also through pure
apperception : : : ; he obviously is in one part phenomenon, but in
another part, namely in regard to certain faculties, he is a merely
intelligible object, because the actions of this object cannot at all
be ascribed to the receptivity of sensibility. We call these faculties
understanding and reason : : : (A–/B–)

The argument is repeated in GMS III (: –) after the moral law has
been established as binding for any purely rational will. Since humans are
not purely rational wills – they are sensibly affected by inclinations – the
question is: why should the law also be binding for them?As inKrV, Kant
infers from the fact that we have theoretical reason (the ability to form
ideas) that we are not merely sensible beings but also intelligible subjects,
and that the moral law is therefore binding for us as an unconditional
imperative.

If this was Kant’s view on the relation of theoretical and practical reason
up to and including GMS, then it seems clear that on this basis a disso-
ciation of humanity and personality is not possible. By the time of KpV,
however, Kant had clearly withdrawn this doctrine. He considered a sce-
nario, for instance, in which the actions of a being ‘have their determining
ground : : : in the causality of a supreme being which is distinct from
him’, as a ‘marionette’. Such a being could well be equipped with self-
consciousness, with the ability to think, but ‘the consciousness of his
own spontaneity, if taken for freedom, would be a mere delusion”
(KpV, : ; cf. the automaton spirituale at : ). That is, a being
could have the spontaneity of apperception and still lack freedom in
the transcendental sense.

How did Kant come to realize that there is no ‘transition’ from sponta-
neity in the theoretical sense – the ability to form ideas, concepts without
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possible instantiations in experience – to spontaneity in the practical
sense? Many commentators have suggested that Kant saw, after the pub-
lication ofGMS, that the argument considered above is faulty. He indeed
seems to have retracted the argument in KpV (: ) and presented
instead the doctrine of the ‘fact of pure practical reason’ (: ).

In this framework the scenario of § of KU becomes possible. Kant can
now conceive of rational beings that are not able to feel the obligating
force of the moral law because they lack the appropriate feeling
‘by which the moral law immediately influences [them] to obedience’
(: ). It would be a situation in which there are ‘principles of
reason which determine the will’ (: ) but the subjects would only
know the content of such principles without experiencing their special
obligating force.

Kant thus explicitly introduces a gap into the spontaneous faculties.
Theoretical reason (including the understanding) is dissociated from
practical reason in a way that contrasts significantly with his earlier
views. What takes on a more prominent role for Kant is the capacity
for moral feeling because it is this capacity that, as it were, bridges
the gap.

In sum, my suggestion is that only if we assume that, by the time of KU,
Kant has rejected the view he held inGMS does the argument of §make
sense. The argument shows that if we subscribe to the common confusion
of pleasure and sensations, i.e. if we accept (A), then we would just have
‘humanity’ but not ‘personality’, we would have theoretical awareness of
the moral law (we would know its content) but we would not feel obli-
gated by it. The rejection of (A) is thus a condition for experiencing moral
feeling.

This development, I suggest, explains why after  Kant placed so
much emphasis on ‘finding ways in which morality, based in freedom,
can be made accessible to feeling as well as reason’ and that ‘every means
for cultivating moral feeling : : : must be seized’ (Guyer : ). Thus
increased focus on feeling is due not so much to his belated realization
that the doctrine of KpV was too austere for humans. In my view it is
more likely the loss of the ‘transition’ from theoretical spontaneity to
moral status – the new split within the spontaneous faculties – that
required the more prominent role of moral feeling as the missing link
between the faculties. Kant of course had not earlier ignored the role
of feeling in moral beings; but what is clearly new, after , is the
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significance such feelings take on for him because the difference between
rationality and morality consists precisely in the capacity for moral
feeling.

Notes
 The author was Allard Hulshoff, posing as ‘Zeno’. See Hulshoff (: –). Hulshoff

had previously corresponded with Kant (: ff.; cf. Onnasch ). All references to
Kant’s works are given by volume and page number of the Akademie edition except in
the case of the firstCritiquewhere I refer to the first (A) and second (B) editions. I usually,
but not always, follow the translations in the Cambridge edition of Kant’s works (Kant
, , ). I use the following abbreviations of titles: GMS =Groundwork for
the Metaphysics of Morals,KpV = Critique of Practical Reason,KrV =Critique of Pure
Reason, KU = Critique of the Power of Judgement, MS = Metaphysics of Morals.

 As quoted in the Anmerkungen to Hulshoff’s letter at : .
 Intelligenzblatt der Allgemeinen Litteratur-Zeitung,  ( October ), .
 In the essay ‘On Radical Evil in Human Nature’, which became the first part of the

Religion within the Bounds of Reason Alone in .
 In the second paragraph of KU, § Kant introduces a more general distinction than the

one between the feeling of pleasure and sensations, namely, the contrast between ‘sub-
jective’ and ‘objective sensations’. Although his intention in choosing these terms is
clear – he wants to distinguish those products of sensibility (feelings) that can never
become an ingredient in cognitions from those (sensations) that can function in this
way – the choice of ‘subjective sensation’ is not fortunate. It encourages the impression,
as Guyer put it, that whatever problem the first paragraph might have found to result
from treating pleasure as a sensation, calling pleasure a subjective sensation ‘only aggra-
vates [the problem]; it simply confirms the view that pleasure consists in a special kind of
sensation’ (Guyer : ).

 Cf. e.g. Guyer (: – or : –).
 ‘Is the sensation of being affected [agreeably or disagreeably] a separate (besondere) sen-

sation that follows on the sensation of the object?’ (Tetens  []: –).
 This is Guyer’s position at (: ): the argument in § is dubious, but since it doesn’t

serve any purpose, it is also harmless: ‘in fact [Kant] has no need to disprove the view that
delight always consist of the same sensation of pleasure – the view, of course, that he
himself generally maintains’. However, Guyer has recently revised his view on what
Kant’s theory of pleasure was; see Guyer  and my discussion in section .

 This is Zuckert’s view (: ). Kant’s reference to a ‘common confusion’would then
involve self-criticism. Zuckert, to my knowledge, is the only commentator who tries to
make sense of § along lines that are similar to my proposal, though I disagree with her
reading of the KpV passages and hence on whether Kant changed his mind.

 More precisely, what matters is ‘how great, how long-lasting, how easily obtained, and
how often repeated this agreeableness is’ (KpV, : ).

 Cf. Reath (: –) who claims that Kant is explicit about this requirement but
actually does not need it.

 One could also point out that Tetens, whose Philosophische Versuche über die mens-
chliche Natur were well-known to Kant, had made the distinction of sensation
(Empfindung) and feeling (Gefühl orEmpfindnis): ‘Empfindnisse are what they are only
insofar as they are feelings, not insofar as they are sensations’ (Tetens  []: ;
see also ). Cf. also Pollok () who argues that Kant’s distinction of feelings and
sensations in KU is meant to emphasize his rejection of the Prolegomena notion of
‘judgements of perception’, a need he felt after Johann Schultz in  had pointed
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out the conflict this notion generates with the project ofKrV.While this may be correct, it
does not seem to help in understanding the moral argument in our section.

 See Schulz ; di Giovanni (: –).
 I am grateful to an anonymous referee for helpful suggestions on how to reconstruct the

argument. Another, perhaps more standard, reading of ‘the practical’ would be that all
our cognitive endeavours are ultimately directed towards the practical or moral use of
reason. This interpretation, however, leads to the same result as my proposed reading,
that is, that hedonism follows from (A).

 Cf. Zuckert (: –).
 Zuckert (: –) has argued in a somewhat similar way in her interpretation of §.
 For the following cf. Rueger .
 For helpful overviews of such theories see Wolfsdorf (: ch. ) and Aydede ().
 ‘Pleasure is a state of the mind in which a representation is in agreement with itself, as a

ground, either merely for preserving this state itself : : : or for producing its object.’
 More recent versions of such a theory in fact use the formulations we find in eighteenth-

century discussions: ‘an experience is pleasant if and only if it makes its continuation
more wanted’ (Brandt : –); ‘to get pleasure is to have an experience which,
as of the moment, one would rather have than not have’ (Alston : ).

 See Guyer () for further discussion of this with reference to Kant.
 This is how Reath, for instance, interprets the passage (: ).
 The locus classicus for this view of Kant is Guyer (: –). See Rueger  for

further discussion.
 Thereby revising his earlier view; see above, section .
 Kant asks us to imagine a species of creatures that are just like actual humans in their

practical capacities but differ in having been equipped with knowledge (not just faith)
of God’s existence. Although ‘human nature remains as it is’ in these creatures, they have
‘God and eternity with their awesome majesty : : : unceasingly before [their] eyes’ (KpV,
: ); they know (as opposed to vaguely suspect) that their conduct is being judged and
divine punishment or desert is foreseen by them with certainty. ‘[W]hat would, as far as
we can tell, be the result of it?’ (). Kant’s claim is that in these counterfactual subjects
prudential deliberation in the interest of their inclinations would always, unfailingly,
coincide with behaviour in accordance with the moral law. But most of their actions
‘would be done from fear, only few from hope, and none at all from duty’ (). In other
words, although the subjects are aware of what the law commands and adjust their
actions accordingly, they are incapable of feeling respect for the law as the motivation
of moral action. They are – as Kant also puts it – unable to develop the ‘disposition from
which [moral] actions ought to be done’ (ibid.) because their superior cognitive capacities
prevent them from experiencing the conflict between inclination and moral demands
which is the basis for the feeling of respect, in which the law ‘strikes down self-conceit’
(). The conduct of these subjects, despite their awareness of the law and despite their
superior rational powers, would be ‘meremechanism’, ‘a puppet show’ (Marionettenspiel)
(), because they lack the freedom that comes only with the experience of respect for
the moral law.

 Whether he indeed argued in the way I assume is a controversial issue. See e.g. Puls
() and Ware () for views opposed to the (more traditional) interpretation
I am following, for which see e.g. Schönecker () or Ludwig ().

 That Kant around this time indeed thought that a being with understanding – with the
ability for apperception – is automatically also a being with moral status is nicely illus-
trated in the anthropology lecture of /: ‘If a horse could form the thought “I”,
I would have to dismount and regard the horse as my company. The “I” makes human
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beings into persons’ (: ; Ludwig  quotes this passage). That the spontaneous
ability for apperception is sufficient for moral status is also affirmed in the metaphysics
lectures from the mid-s: ‘When I say: “I think”, “I act”, etc., then the word “I” is
either misapplied or I am free’ (: ). In Kant’s own notes from this time we find
similar claims, e.g.: ‘The understanding itself (a being that has understanding) is : : : tran-
scendentally free’ (Refl. , from –, : ; cf. , from –, : ).

 Cf. the marionette at KpV, : .
 Cf. Allison (: –).
 See, for instance, Puls () and Ware () for interpretations that, by contrast,

emphasize continuity between GMS and KpV.
 I am grateful to two anonymous referees for this journal for helpful critical comments.

Various parts of this article were presented at theUKKant Societymeeting in , at the
Pacific APA in , at the Canadian Philosophical Association in  and at the
Boston Area Kant Colloquium in . I thank the audiences for their comments and
especially Paul Guyer for showing me his () before its publication.
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