
Abstract 

This chapter examines Christine Korsgaard’s attempts to derive Kantian morality from a 

supposedly unmoralized understanding of rational agency, simply as such. It argues that although 

Korsgaard does not succeed in this effort, she still establishes an important conclusion. The 

proper moral of Korsgaard’s story is not that Kantian ethical norms are presupposed by rational 

agency per se. Instead, what she really shows is that such norms are implicit in the distinctively 

modern, liberal form of practical self-consciousness that we happen to inhabit as the result of 

wholly contingent historical processes. Although this more modest conclusion does, in a sense, 

relativize Kantian morality to a particular kind of cultural formation, the chapter argues that this 

relativization is mostly harmless for practical intents and purposes. 
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The Horizons of Humanity 

David Sussman 

One of the most striking features of the work of Christine Korsgaard is her aspiration to derive 

substantive moral norms from the idea of rational agency, simply as such. In so doing she joins 

Kant in his endeavor to legislate for all rational agents, regardless of the ways those agents might 

differ with respect to their biology, psychology, or culture. In Kant, this project goes beyond 

even the ambitions of the Critique of Pure Reason. Supposedly, the epistemological-cum-

metaphysical claims of the first Critique hold only for those rational beings who encounter their 

world, as humans must, through the sensible intuitions of space and time as they are brought 

under concepts in some way. Kant does not pretend to show that space and time are the only 

forms of sensible intuition possible. He allows that there might be other kinds of discursive 

thought in which such formal categories as substance, cause, and even reality are given radically 

different interpretations, thereby constituting realms of nature completely distinct from our own. 

Yet Kant shows no such reserve when it comes to the realm of freedom and, with it, 

morality. At least by the second Critique, Kant comes to recognize an important asymmetry 

between practical and theoretical thought. Theoretical cognition depends upon the deliverances 

of contingent forms of sensible intuition in order to give determinate content to its basic 

concepts. In doing so, these forms of intuition help establish just what is to count as an object in 

this context, how such objects are to be individuated, what sorts of powers and forms of 

interaction they can possess, and so on. In contrast, practical cognition does not depend on any 

such prior intuitions to provide determinate sense to its fundamental concepts (such as action, 
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end, motive, intention, goodness, responsibility, etc.). Although Kant realizes that sensibility has 

an important role to play in practical life, he maintains that the character and significance of such 

feeling is consequent upon the Moral Law, rather than being a prior psychological given that 

could ground or constrain that law. This is what Kant’s detractors, more than anything else, find 

so incredible: his conceit of legislating not just for human beings, but for angels, robots, 

Martians, and all other possible finite beings, insofar as they are able to confront practical 

questions at all. Kant even goes so far as to claim that the Moral Law must apply to God, despite 

the fact that God supposedly has no body, exists outside of time, and knows the world 

immediately in a way that depends on neither sensations nor concepts.1 

In his later works, Kant seems to abandon the goal of legislating morality for all rational 

agents. The second Critique presents our ethical life as springing from a “Fact of Reason,” the 

supposedly immediate recognition that we stand under some unconditional obligations and so are 

absolutely responsible for our actions. The appeal to such a fact (or “deed,” Faktum) suggests 

that Kant is no longer ruling out the possibility of other forms of rational agency that might be 

grounded in profoundly different understandings of how and to whom we are accountable. Here 

things get pretty obscure, even for Kant. In a puzzling footnote to Religion Within the Limits of 

Mere Reason, Kant distinguishes our essential predispositions in a way that intimates that there 

might be beings who manage to partake in “humanity” (finite rational agency) without 

participating in “personality” (autonomy, as defined by recognition of the Moral Law): 

 

For from the fact that a being has reason does not at all follow that, simply by 

virtue of representing its maxims as suited to universal legislation, this reason 

contains a faculty of determining the power of choice unconditionally . . . . Were 

this law not given to us from within, no amount of subtle reasoning on our part 
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would produce it or win our power of choice over to it. Yet this law is the only 

law that makes us conscious of the independence of our power of choice from 

determination by all other incentives (of our freedom) and thereby also of the 

accountability of all our actions. (Religion 6:26n) 

 

Yet in the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant goes on to tell us that with the loss of “moral feeling” that 

comes with “moral death,” our humanity “would dissolve (by chemical laws, as it were) into 

mere animality and be mixed irretrievably with the mass of natural beings” (Metaphysics of 

Morals 6:400). Unfortunately, Kant never develops this cryptic suggestion, leaving unclear 

whether this moral mortality characterizes humanity as such, or merely our humanity, allowing 

the possibility of other forms of finite rational agency that might sustain themselves outside of 

ethical life as we know it. 

Sorting out these issues in Kant would require a deep dive into the murkiest regions of his 

metaphysics of nature and agency, where we would have to come to grips with transcendental 

freedom, timeless choices of an agent’s entire “empirical” character, and the inescapable but still 

culpable “radical evil” in human nature. Remarkably, Korsgaard manages to rehabilitate the 

Kantian project in a way that avoids any metaphysical entanglements that might offend a proper 

naturalistic sensibility. (I think Kant does so as well, but that’s another story.) Although her 

arguments shift, Korsgaard never wavers in her resolve to show how a recognizably Kantian 

form of morality realizes a fundamental commitment implicit in any sort of self-conscious, 

rational agency: that is, in the self-understanding of any being capable of reflecting upon and 

deciding what to do. In The Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard contends that any sort of practical 

reasoning on my part presupposes that I embrace a basic normative conception of myself as 
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simply a human being, governed by a distinctively Kantian standard of universalizability. In Self-

Constitution, Korsgaard argues that the formal function of all action, regardless of its specific 

material goals, is to integrate the agent as an agent, and so make it possible for there to be any 

determinate facts about what he really wills in the first place. Supposedly, the unity of the self 

that makes action possible requires that our practical reasons be unconditionally “sharable” in a 

way that once again commits us to Kant’s Moral Law. 

In both of these central works, Korsgaard may appear to have succeeded in deriving 

substantive moral norms from an analysis of an unmoralized understanding of rational agency 

and action, simply as such. However, I believe that both accounts fall short of this audacious (if 

not quixotic) goal. In what follows, I contend that what Korsgaard actually establishes is 

something less dramatic than she herself thinks, although still quite significant. The proper moral 

of her story is not that Kantian norms of universalizability, publicity, and reciprocity are 

presupposed by rational agency per se. Instead, what Korsgaard really shows is only that these 

norms are implicit in the distinctively modern, liberal form of self-consciousness that we happen 

to inhabit as the result of wholly contingent historical processes (contingent both metaphysically 

and rationally). Admittedly, this more humble conclusion might appear to relativize Kantian 

morality to a particular time and place in a way that would threaten the Moral Law’s supposedly 

unconditional normative authority. However, I argue that while a certain kind of moral relativity 

does emerge from my reading of Korsgaard’s conclusions, such relativity turns out to be almost 

completely innocuous for practical purposes, much as the ontological relativity that follows from 

the first Critique places no interesting limits on the achievements and ambitions of the natural 

sciences.2 
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Ultimately, I believe we will have to give up the ambition of showing morality to be 

grounded in the fundamental character of rational agency simpliciter. This result does not mean 

that rational agency must have some different, non-moral nature. Rather, we need to see that 

“rational agency as such” isn’t something that has a real, determinate character at all, any more 

than do the ideas of an object or cause, simply as such.3 What I hope to show is that when we 

think in terms of any of these abstractions, we are not getting to the fundamental nature of 

anything, despite framing issues in the most general terms. Instead, such abstractions often turn 

out to be nothing more than logical placeholders, setting forth the form of an answer to some 

basic question, but not constituting any such response themselves. Instead, questions of nature 

and essence gain purchase only when these placeholders are further interpreted in the context of 

the right sort of conceptual background: in the case of rational agency, a particular kind of 

“ethical life.” 

At first, my reinterpretation of Korsgaard’s conclusions may seem to deprive the Moral Law 

of a certain kind of important objectivity. But once we see that this standard of objectivity isn’t 

the right one to bring to practical concerns in the first place, the corresponding (purely formal) 

sense of relativity will similarly lose its bite. Like Kant, Korsgaard’s defense of the Moral Law 

does not ultimately achieve the apodictic certainty for which they both strive; nevertheless, her 

defense of the Moral Law turns out to be good enough for self-government work. 

1 

In The Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard presents Kantian morality as the solution to a problem 

pressed on us by our capacity to reflect upon our own mental life. Unlike other animals, human 

beings are able to direct their attention to the grounds of their own beliefs, desires, and feelings, 
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and so consider whether those grounds adequately support such thoughts. Korsgaard observes 

that, as self-reflective beings, we stand in need of reasons; that is, potential justifications for our 

continued adherence to a belief or intention. Such justifications allow us to recognize these 

attitudes as aspects of our own doing, rather than as just psychological states that we experience 

and observe within ourselves. Korsgaard contends that we can avoid such self-estrangement only 

insofar as we embrace, at least implicitly, some “practical identity.” A practical identity is a kind 

of background normative self-conception, “a description under which you value yourself” 

(Sources 3.3.1, p. 101). 

Of course, there are many different ways someone might value herself, with many different 

kinds of practical significance. A human being might value herself as a physical commodity, a 

volume of water and assorted hydrocarbons, or as a chunk of meat that fetches a certain price on 

the dark web. An individual could value himself merely as a tool or resource, as a self-identified 

slave might. For Korsgaard, however, a practical identity is a way in which “you find your life to 

be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking” (Sources 3.3.1, p. 101). Such a self-

conception specifies a way in which I can value myself as a person, as something immediately 

important as the bearer of something like rights, duties, prerogatives, liberties, and liabilities. 

Fundamentally, a practical identity defines a way a person can esteem or respect herself as an 

agent, and so how she might experience pride, shame, or embarrassment. As Korsgaard’s 

discussion develops it becomes apparent that my practical identities also determine who else I 

could take seriously with respect to such practical self-evaluation, picking out those agents 

whose responses would count when it comes to how I think and feel about myself. My practical 

identities define the ways in which I do or could matter to myself, and so who else does or could 

matter to me, and how. To recognize such an identity is to locate myself within a horizon of 
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possible interpersonal relationships, oriented with respect to those whom I might be able to take 

seriously, those by whom I expect to be taken seriously, and just what such “seriousness” comes 

to within this particular social space. 

Korsgaard contends that only reasons that satisfy the norms of such a practical identity can 

adequately address what she calls “the normative question.” To answer this question, my reasons 

must do more than merely demonstrate that it is true that someone in my situation should act in 

some way, as a piece of propositional knowledge. An adequate response to the normative 

question must also immediately engage our concern in a non-alienated way. Such an answer 

must speak not just to the question, but to the questioner, to me (rather than just someone in my 

circumstances, however precisely described). Only an appeal to such identities can answer the 

normative question in an irreducibly practical rather than a merely theoretical spirit. Such 

answers are addressed to me foremost as an agent thinking in a way that is irreducibly first-

personal and practical. 

Korsgaard contends that our reasons for action are properly grounded in our practical 

identities insofar as such identities receive our on-going “endorsement” or self-identification. 

More specifically, my obligations are the distinctively practical necessities that stem from the 

principles that are constitutive of some such identity. For Korsgaard, our most fundamental 

moral obligations are grounded in an ur-identity (“humanity”) that we must all recognize in order 

to coherently affirm any other practical identity at all. Supposedly, the normativity of obligation 

is just a more richly conceptualized form of the normativity of life in general: the normativity 

that any animal’s needs have for it. For Korsgaard, all our duties are essentially matters of basic 

self-maintenance and self-preservation.4 
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In an animal, self-preservation involves the continual reproduction of an individual 

organism, that is, a living body insofar as that body is engaged in just such a continuous activity 

of self-reproduction. At the most basic level of consciousness, anything that threatens this self-

constituting activity is experienced as pain: as something that must be attended to at the risk of 

ceasing to fully be oneself. For Korsgaard, our sense of moral obligation is really just a fancy 

version of such pain, now developed and articulated in ways appropriate to a being whose 

defining form of life is not just conscious, but essentially self-conscious. To feel that I ethically 

must do something is to recognize my situation as one in which my life (as a Catholic, or an 

aristocrat, or an American, or my children’s father, etc.) is somehow very much at stake. The 

demandingness of obligation, running together cognition and concern, is thus no more “queer” 

than the special urgency of pain; sadly, one the most familiar and unmysterious things in the 

world. Such “inherent prescriptivity” can indeed appear occult, but only because it is much too 

close to us to be seen clearly, rather than because it is infinitely distant.5 We may indeed feel at a 

loss as to how to explain such normativity, but this may only be because we cannot imagine 

anything easier to grasp than such experiences that might serve as a way of making them more 

intelligible.6 

So far, Korsgaard has shown only that a person’s practical identity must be analogous to the 

implicit self-awareness and self-concern possessed by any animal, a position that leaves the 

content of such identities still pretty much up for grabs. However, Korsgaard observes that by 

solving the first problem caused by reflection, the endorsement of a practical identity engenders 

yet another difficulty of the same type at a higher level. Perhaps I am wondering why I shouldn’t 

plagiarize an obscure but useful passage, but then realize that doing so would conflict with my 

endorsement of myself as an academic and as a philosopher (if nothing else). This response is a 
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fine reply to my original worry, but in so answering that initial question about plagiarism, I now 

find myself having to face my endorsement of this academic identity as a further act in which I 

am engaged. At this point, the possibility of alienation now attaches to this background activity 

that has now been brought to my attention. Now I must consider whether my embrace of an 

academic identity is to count as something that I am really doing, or if such endorsement will 

count as just a psychological hang-up that I find myself gripped by, something that is merely 

happening to and through me (as with a compulsion). Unfortunately, my acts of identification are 

no more immune to such anxieties than are my more immediate desires. The normative question 

can just keep reinscribing itself: is this newly identified identification really an expression of das 

Ich, or merely das Es? 

This process of self-estrangement and self-reconciliation keeps spiraling outward to 

increasingly abstract conceptions of myself, until ultimately I wind up wondering why I should 

identify with any particular practical identity at all.7 For Korsgaard, this last challenge can be 

decisively answered only by appeal to the supposed practical identity of a rational agent, simply 

as such. For as we have seen, any rational agent, if able to make up their mind about what to do 

in the first place, must recognize some practical identity or other, and so the affirmation of this 

highest identity gives us at least some reason to adopt any more specific identity that is 

minimally up to the task. 

Admittedly, from this lofty perspective we will not find any further reason to adopt one 

particular identity rather than another: to satisfy the basic needs of rational agency, any coherent 

practical identity will do. However, the lack of such a more complete justification would be a 

real problem only if we approached the normative question completely uninvested in any such 

self-conception in the first place: and so, like Buridan’s ass, faced a range of options that were all 
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equally desirable. Our basic self-definition would then, like the ass’s choice of meal, depend on 

an initial moment of profound arbitrariness. Yet for good or ill, human beings can never 

encounter problems about themselves in this form. Instead, we confront such normative 

questions only insofar as we are already “thrown” into a particular practical identity that we find 

ourselves inhabiting and endorsing (however unreflectively). The only real issue I can face is 

whether to continue to affirm that endorsement as my own activity, or instead to disown that 

attitude as merely a psychological quirk that I am going to have to find a way to work around. 

The situation is a little like contemplating your love for someone. I would be at a loss if, 

without any prior attachments, I had to choose someone to love out of all the perfectly love-

worthy people of the world (assuming that a person can be worthy of love in some sense). 

Fortunately, I can only confront this question already deeply “biased” toward my spouse (or 

child, or parent, etc.). From this position, I might then wholeheartedly reaffirm my devotion, if 

only because it is a very good thing in general for a person to have love in their life (so long as 

there aren’t any strong reasons against loving this particular person (e.g., their being 

manipulative, or cruel, or a Yankees fan.)). A rational being needs reasons for what she does, and 

so she must endorse some practical identity or other. Yet although that need is very general, it 

can suffice to settle any real worries about the specific practical identities in which I already see 

myself (so long as no defeaters obtain). 

So far, self-reflection has brought me to acknowledge my implicit endorsement of the 

practical identity as simply a rational agent. As a rational being, I accept that I need some 

reasons or other, and in so seeing this need as my need, I implicitly affirm my identity as a 

rational being, simply as such. I recognize the demands of rationality (whatever they are) to be 

demands on me, and so take myself to be accountable to other rational agents simpliciter. Yet 
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while I have now become conscious of my ongoing embrace of this very abstract identity, further 

reflection need not alienate me from that self-conception as it had done before. In the case of 

other (more substantive) identities, once I realized that I was endorsing that identity, the question 

of whether or not that very act of endorsement itself is truly expressive of me was able to 

reinscribe itself. Yet that alienating question cannot similarly find purchase when I come to face 

myself simply as a rational agent. What is different in this case is that, unlike previously, I 

cannot see myself as performing some further “act” of endorsement that might be called into 

question, some optional affirmation from which I might in turn become estranged. 

The practical identity of “rational agent” is unique in that, unlike any of my other identities, 

I cannot make sense of what it would be not to see myself in this way. Admittedly, I might be 

able to form a coherent idea of a purely theoretical intellect that observes and interprets the 

doings of its body and psyche in a purely spectatorial way (Kant even proposes this form of 

subjectivity as a thought experiment in the opening chapter of the Groundwork8). Yet although 

we can allow for the logical possibility of such a purely theoretical form of self-consciousness, I 

nevertheless cannot accept such a self-understanding as a real possibility for me. As a being that 

already inhabits some practical perspective, I cannot recognize such a purely contemplative 

creature as a possible version of myself. Such a contemplative being could be at best just a 

replacement for me (even if identical to me in all physical respects). Because I could not become 

alienated from my identity as a rational agent, I cannot see myself having to perform any further 

act of endorsement with respect to that self-conception. I can make no sense of the suggestion 

that I might do or have done anything else (I might just as well “endorse” my own birth). Instead, 

my commitment to rationality is, from within a practical point of view, less a voluntary act of 
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endorsement than the irresistible acknowledgment of a necessary truth, the horizon against which 

I can recognize any particular practical questions at all.9 

Admittedly, there can be no (non-question-begging) reasons to abide by the norms of 

practical rationality itself.10 This limitation would be a problem if we approached the ultimate 

normative question from some completely neutral position, as if we were considering whether to 

understand ourselves merely as intellects or also as agents. But, as before, this situation is not 

one in which human beings could ever find themselves. Rather, we can come to such dilemmas 

only from already within the practical, from some substantive background understanding of 

ourselves as agents rather than as mere contemplators. Perhaps a purely theoretical form of 

mindedness might be possible for some kind of thinker, but this possibility is not open to 

anything I could recognize as myself (any more than the fact that it is possible for some human 

beings to be Bronze Age warriors shows that I could be such).11 This necessity is neither causal 

nor logical but rather phenomenological or existential. Here the token-reflexive (“I,” “me,” 

“mine”) cannot be replaced with any name or other referring expression without profoundly 

changing what is under consideration, and how. 

At this point, Korsgaard may seem to have assembled all the materials needed to reconstruct 

Kantian morality. As a condition on the reason-giving force of any other considerations, I must 

first recognize myself as a rational agent, and so as bound by norms that hold for myself and all 

other rational agents, simply as such. Here it would be tempting to jump to the conclusion that 

rational agency must then be the “source” of all values, having authority over any other 

concerns, regardless of whether such agency is realized within myself or somebody else. If this 

were the case, it might seem that our reasons are any good only insofar as they can be sincerely 

addressed to any being that could coherently be the object of any such address. Korsgaard would 
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then have succeeded in deriving robust ethical norms of publicity, universality, and reciprocity 

from the nature of practical reflection, simply as such. 

Korsgaard does sometimes suggest these inferences but apparently realizes that they would 

be too quick. After all, even if rational agency can be shown to be the “source” of all other value 

or values in some sense, this fact would not entail that rational agency is itself the supreme, 

authoritative value. As has often been pointed out, it is not generally the case that the source of F 

is itself supremely F (soil is a source of food, but nevertheless inedible; Picasso produced great 

beauty, but was not himself particularly good-looking, etc.). There are many ways for one thing 

to be the source of the value of another, and only some of these ways involve a transfer or 

delegation of some power from a greater authority to a lesser. 

To make sense of what the basic human identity involves, Korsgaard argues that all practical 

reasons must be “public” or “sharable” in a robust sense. Following Wittgenstein, Korsgaard 

observes that normative concepts (rules, reasons, meanings, etc.) only apply where ideas of 

violating such norms can find purchase. An agent cannot be following a rule merely because she 

is sincerely trying to do so; her perspective must, in principle, be answerable to some different 

point of view. This consequence rules out the radical privacy that Kant calls “logical egoism”: 

that some reason or principle applies to just me, only here, merely now. 

Admittedly, this conclusion by itself does not usher in the Kingdom of Ends. The rejection 

of absolute privacy need not drive us to the opposite extreme of universal publicity, so that 

norms must be taken to apply to everyone, everywhere, always. Obviously, there is a great deal 

of space between logical egoism and logical universality. To avoid an objectionable privacy, it is 

enough that an agent sees her reasons as applying to some other perspectives in ways that can be 

situated in some sort of normative practice. Although there cannot be a logically private 
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language, it does not follow that the grammatical or semantic norms of English must be 

universal, or even that English be fully translatable into every other language (or potentially 

comprehensible by every other language-user, simply as such). 

Korsgaard is certainly right that reasons must be “sharable” in some sense. The real 

question, though, is sharable how, and with whom? As I understand her, to share a practical 

reason is really to engage in a process of shared reasoning, in which some group of people make 

up their minds together, as part of what is essentially one complex deliberative act. Korsgaard 

need not deny that an individual can ever make up his mind all by himself, any more than the 

impossibility of a private language keeps me from coming up with a personal code that no one 

else ever learns. The point is only that the possibility of such individual decisions or meanings 

depends on a background of essentially public, shared normative practices. A person can come 

up with a secret code purely for her own use; but such a code could not be her first or only 

language. Similarly, the possibility of my having some completely idiosyncratic values depends 

on a broader ethical practice, because it is only against such a background that I can understand 

myself as any sort of agent or valuer at all. 

However, this requirement shows little about the specific content of any such background 

practice. Private property presupposes some sort of public, political authority that makes legal 

and economic relations possible. Yet this condition does little more than rule out the more 

egregious metaphysical fantasies of libertarians (e.g., Lockean labor-mixing). The dependence of 

private property on some kind of prior political institutions does not by itself entail that people 

must be able to sell their organs, or alienate their labor-power, or that the means of production 

must or must not be owned in common. Although any of these positions might be true, none can 
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be derived from the transcendental conditions of property in general. Instead, such claims stand 

in need of some more specific ethical/political justification. 

To be any kind of normative consideration at all, a reason must at least be sharable with 

some others in the sense that these others would count as having the standing to judge whether 

that reason has been applied correctly or not. Their agreement or disagreement with my 

judgment would have to matter to me in my judging. To make possible practical reasons, these 

other judges must in addition have a kind of distinctly practical (or ethical) standing. As Aristotle 

holds, to draw a practical conclusion is not to accept some sort of proposition about what would 

be good or right to do in some set of circumstances. A theoretical judgment about a practical 

subject is not itself a practical judgment. Instead, to draw a practical conclusion is simply to act 

with a specific intention (or, derivatively, to form an intention to act in the future). If so, then for 

other people to agree with my practical judgment is to act together as a result of making up our 

minds jointly. Insofar as I recognize these other agents as fellow participants in such a collective 

endeavor, I must take their attitudes toward me to have a special standing with regard to how I 

evaluate myself as a practical being (that is, in terms of my sense of desert, merit, or self-worth, 

as matters of pride, shame, guilt, disappointment, regret, glory, etc.). In order to be in a truly 

practical kind of agreement with others, I must understand my individual agency in terms of 

what I do or might owe somebody as a fellow deliberator—so that my self-worth is situated 

within some practice of holding one another responsible. It is these structures of mutual 

accountability that transform a group of individuals acting in similar ways (either cooperatively 

or competitively) into a truly joint enterprise, constituted by a “general will” prior to the 

decisions of any particular members. 
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This conclusion, although broad, is hardly an “empty formalism.” Arguably, the dependence 

of practical reasons on some such background practice of shared reasoning and action rules out 

at least rational egoism. Admittedly, the rational egoist holds herself accountable to her future 

self with respect to her long-term welfare, and so does not succumb to logical egoism. 

Nevertheless, such purely intra-personal forms of accountability fall short of being a real practice 

simply because the ideas of mutual disagreement, argument, advice, and deliberating together 

cannot find adequate purchase within the life of just one being. I may now successfully anticipate 

my future views, and my future self may accurately recall and respect my present positions, but 

the arrow of time rules out the possibility of any real give and take between these points of view. 

At the very least, real practices need participants that can exist at the same time, but in different 

spaces. Similarly, it may also be the case that no agent could inhabit a completely freestanding 

“Kingdom of Two,” just because the relations between two people cannot have enough 

complexity or open-endedness to count as a real normative practice.12 

Yet we have not yet reached a completely universalistic understanding of our most basic 

practical identity, in contrast to the more parochial forms of ethical life that have characterized 

the vast majority of human history. To get to recognizably Kantian conclusions, Korsgaard has to 

show that the most basic conception of this formal identity should be that of fellow citizen-

legislators of a universal “Kingdom of Ends.” In such a Kingdom, I understand myself, with 

every other rational agent, as engaged in an essentially joint activity of determining the basic 

standards of our common life, so we are all equally accountable to one another, regardless of any 

of the ways in which we might differ as individuals. What is distinctive about this practice is that 

it has completely open borders; the only qualification of citizenship is the ability to assert a 

citizen’s rights, by holding others responsible (and taking oneself to be responsible to others). 
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To defend this radically egalitarian and universalistic vision, Korsgaard appeals to the 

phenomenology of our moral experience. Supposedly, when we interact with others, even 

strangers, the structure of our reactive attitudes (such as resentment, remorse, and gratitude) 

reveals that we cannot help but recognize such others as beings to whom we owe justification in 

a richer moral sense, simply as persons to other persons. It may indeed be possible for some 

human beings to fail to recognize the objections of other agents to be directly addressed to them 

merely as such (rather than just as a Jew from fellow Jews, as a Greek aristocrat from other 

Greek aristocrats, etc.). Even so, there seems to be no way for you and me (given our place in 

history) to fail to experience this relation as that of just one person to another. As a good liberal 

modern, I take it for granted that such qualities as my gender, race, class, and religion are, 

metaphysically speaking, accidental. However important and unavoidable these categories are in 

my actual social life, I cannot but allow the possibility that I could have been female, or black, or 

Muslim (regardless of whether or not there is any remaining possibility that I might become 

such, given who and what I already am). 

Yet however inescapable for me, this Kantian form of self-understanding is nevertheless a 

fairly recent invention. In the past, human beings have taken qualities such as caste, religion, or 

gender to be essential to the people they are, and so simply did not recognize any sorts of ethical 

claims addressed to them from others outside of such concrete identities.13 Korsgaard does not 

establish that these more limited conceptions of an agent’s basic practical identity must be 

intrinsically defective (assuming that these conceptions are not dependent on confusion, fantasy 

or self-deception). At best, she shows only that such self-conceptions are no longer open to us, 

given the particular ways we have been already been initiated into rational agency. The 

possibility of practical reason may indeed require that we inhabit some kind of ethical life, taken 
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broadly. However, a specifically Kantian conception of this life is not the consequence of a 

general transcendental argument. Instead, this morality (like every other) is ultimately the 

expression of a kind of groundless self-confidence: a fact not of reason simpliciter, but of what 

reason can be in and for us, here and now. 

2 

I do not think there are any reasons to be dissatisfied with this more modest rendering of 

Korsgaard’s conclusions. However, in her subsequent Self-Constitution, Korsgaard redoubles her 

efforts to establish the absolute necessity of Kantian morality for all rational agents. Her 

arguments here appeal to a teleological metaphysics of action. Korsgaard contends that for a 

being to be able to truly act (and not just respond to inner or outer forces), that being must define 

and govern itself by a fundamental principle, just as a polity is defined and made capable of 

action by a legal constitution. Such a principle determines what activities count as the agent truly 

exercising her powers (in response to her desires and other incentives), and what counts as her 

being acted upon by something else. As such, these basic commitments give the agent’s soul a 

special kind of integrity. This unifying scheme establishes the distinction between what 

behaviors are to count as the doing of the agent’s whole self, and what responses are to be 

merely the products of some external influence or sub-personal component of her psyche. 

Constitutional principles serve to integrate (differentiate and unify) the parts of the soul so 

as to make action possible, and this service is something that all agents need qua agents. From 

this necessity Korsgaard infers that the essential function of such basic commitments is to 

articulate and integrate the agent in this way. The more stable or durable the resulting unity, the 

better the constitution qua constitution. Supposedly, the principle that provides for the most 
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unshakable integrity is the one that most fully does its job, and so is a practical principle in the 

fullest sense. For Korsgaard, Kant’s Moral Law is the only constitutive principle that an agent 

can address to any other rational agent (and so any possible version of herself) under all 

conditions. As a result, the agent who recognizes this law can thereby recognize what counts as 

her own proper choices in any possible situation, regardless of how drastically she or her 

environment may have changed. 

In contrast, the unifying principles of defective souls only render a clear verdict under a 

limited range of circumstances. The timocratic soul pursues honor above all else, not 

distinguishing between meriting the esteem of the right sort of person, and actually being so 

esteemed. Supposedly, such an agent would lose his bearings should these two considerations 

come apart: when doing the truly honorable thing would elicit only scorn and contempt from the 

people who matter, so that only a shameful action will be admired. As a result, the honor-lover 

cannot see any way of remaining true to himself in such contexts; either way, he must betray the 

fundamental commitment that defines him. In contrast, the autonomous Kantian person can 

recognize and affirm what it would be to act as herself in any possible context: “not necessarily 

happy on the rack, but herself on the rack, herself even there” (Self-Constitution, 180).14 

Korsgaard is right that only the autonomous soul has such integrity needed to recognize 

itself in any possible context. However, what she fails to establish is that proper agency requires 

this maximal degree of durability. It does not follow from the fact that an agent’s self-conception 

must have some degree of integrity in order to act that the stronger that unity, the more fully that 

being acts, and so is better qua agent. A car must be able to hold together under some stress, but 

that doesn’t mean that a Humvee is the best or truest kind of car, or that my old Honda Civic is 

defective because it can’t withstand a roadside bomb. With agents as with cars, once a certain 
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minimal threshold of integrity is attained, other considerations may come to the fore in ways that 

can justify various trade-offs with respect to further increases in durability (my Civic gets much 

better mileage and is easier to park just because it lacks much armor). 

As Korsgaard contends, a fundamental principle is needed for me to be able to reproduce 

and recognize myself in other practical contexts. Yet although a principle of self-constitution 

enables me to recognize myself in a wide range of possibilities, this constitution does not have to 

guarantee that I will be able find myself in all conceivable situations. It may be perfectly all right 

for an agent to know that she must lose a grip on herself in some possible set of (exceptional) 

circumstances, so that she could not continue to recognize herself no matter what she might do 

(Sophie’s Choice comes to mind). Indeed, a vulnerability to coming undone this way may be a 

necessary concomitant of anything that can count as love or personal attachment: and so, of 

particularly rich kinds of agency and forms of interpersonal relationship.15 

At bottom, action may be less a simple functional kind like “can-opener,” and more like 

speech. Speech (and language-use generally) serves many different functions simultaneously, 

and the nature and extent of these tasks are continually being redefined by linguistic practice 

itself. Some of the functions of language may indeed be more central than others (e.g., 

communication vs. exhortation). Yet such centrality does not entail that the language that best 

facilitates such sharing of belief is most fully a language, let alone the best language simpliciter. 

After all, an ideally communicative language might still make it very difficult to issue an order, 

make a joke, or give thanks. Of course, a language that makes basic communication very 

difficult is defective. However, this fact doesn’t show that ease of communication is the only or 

even dominant linguistic virtue, or that facilitating such exchanges always takes priority over 

everything else we might be trying to do with our words. 
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Languages are constituted by norms and normative practices centered in certain tasks, but 

there need be no such thing as the better language as such. Past some threshold, there may just be 

different ways of being better or worse which do not allow for any determinate ranking overall 

(at least, outside of a specific context). Likewise, Korsgaard’s and Kant’s autonomous agent may 

enjoy much greater integrity than the minimum required for action, but this does not mean he has 

attained a fuller kind of agency in any absolute sense. Kantian agency is just better in one 

important respect, perhaps to the detriment of others. There is no reason to suppose that all the 

potential virtues of agency could be completely unified or even specified, any more than all 

potential excellences of speech could all be fully realized in a particular language. 

Perhaps there simply is no fullest or most real type of agency. Instead, there may be many 

different types of agency, realizing different virtues of action to varying degrees, without there 

being any neutral standpoint from which to rank them as forms of agency in itself. There would 

then be many ways of being an agent, involving different sorts of trade-offs, and so indefinitely 

many ways to act well or poorly. Once again, the analysis of action only shows that an agent 

must identify herself in terms of some broader ethical practice. But that analysis does not specify 

any particular version of such a practice, not even a Kantian one. Such substantive conclusions 

depend not just on what we are as rational agents in general, but on who we can be, given the 

specific self-understandings in which we can actually find ourselves. 

3 

Ultimately, Korsgaard manages to establish Kantian morality only relative to a certain modern 

form of subjectivity. Yet little of value is lost by this qualification. Such relativity does not entail 

that a person must be particularly enlightened or even decent for Kantian morality to apply to 
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him. Even the bigot must, on some level, implicitly recognize the moral address of the people he 

despises and denigrates; otherwise, why would he feel such a need to deny or diminish their 

apparent moral standing? Here hatred may be the homage that self-conceit and self-deception 

pays to human dignity. Kantian morality does indeed bind all liberal moderns not just in their 

more virtuous (that is, coherent and articulately self-aware) forms, but even in those degenerate 

cases presented by the avowedly illiberal (racists, reactionaries, Proud Boys, etc.). 

Even so, we must still allow that there can be (and perhaps have been) forms of practical 

self-consciousness where the moral standing of the stranger is neither affirmed nor denied in any 

real way. In pre-modern societies, human beings may have often seen themselves as standing in 

substantive ethical relations only with fellow members of their clan, class, or caste. These groups 

would define the people to whom the agent was answerable in a rich way, before whom they 

might feel proud, ashamed, or disappointed. The claims of complete strangers would not need to 

be either recognized or repudiated; being simply inaudible in the second-person, no 

rationalization or self-deception would be required to ignore them.16 In these cases, agents 

simply might not address themselves to, or take themselves to be addressed by, strangers, who 

might then appear as nothing more than potential resources or threats (as in relations of trade or 

war). Kantian morality would then be an answer, not to the normative question as such, but only 

to such queries as they could issue from my mouth, or the mouths of those with whom I could 

hope to form substantive interpersonal relationships. Other agents might well get by with 

different and perhaps weaker answers to the normative questions they confront, relating to 

strangers in a purely Hobbesian way. 

Yet while a medieval samurai or Neolithic hunter-gatherer need not be impressed by 

Korsgaard’s (or Kant’s) results, these conclusions may nevertheless be inescapable for anyone 
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who might actually find themselves reading her work. This more reserved interpretation opens 

the door to moral skepticism only if it turns out that there is indeed some real chance of our 

abandoning a basically liberal self-conception in favor of something more medieval or Neolithic, 

but such forms of ethical life are almost certainly no longer real possibilities for us. The problem 

is not simply that being a medieval samurai or Bronze Age warrior requires broader social 

practices and intuitions that no longer exist and are beyond our knowledge and power to restore. 

More important, these earlier forms of self-understanding might well require a certain kind of 

unreflectiveness that, having been lost, cannot be regained without doing violence to mind and 

spirit. An essential part of these earlier self-conceptions was the inability to entertain certain 

logical possibilities; the idea that one’s fundamental ethical identity might be independent of a 

particular class, gender, or tribe was something that just could never be taken seriously. In 

contrast, we are able to form such a conception of our ethical relations and recognize ourselves 

in its terms, however vehemently we might then try to convince ourselves that we can’t. As 

Bernard Williams observes, the attempt to recover such earlier self-understandings would be an 

attempt to regain a kind of lost innocence, to forget or unlearn a basic possibility that has been 

central to our lives up to now. As he warns, such an effort would constitute only a futile if 

grotesque exercise in self-delusion (e.g., the Third Reich).17 

There is one way in which this humbler reading of Korsgaard’s conclusions qualifies their 

normative force. Although we need not worry about objections posed from pre-modern 

perspectives, we cannot foreclose the possibility of new, distinctively “post-modern” challenges. 

We are not able to say from the outset that there could never be some new ethical self-conception 

that, while not demanding that we unlearn our basic reflectiveness, is nevertheless incompatible 

with the Kantian way of understanding ourselves as agents. If the Moral Law were an implicit 
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commitment of valuing or rational agency per se, we could dismiss the possibility of such 

challenges out of hand. Instead, we can only note that no such alternatives are currently in sight, 

shifting the burden of argument to the skeptic to put some substantive proposal on the table. 

Should the skeptic manage to do so, we will then just have to consider that supposed alternative 

in detail: whether it is coherent, consistent with other things we know, and truly independent of 

the Kantian self-understanding that it pretends to replace. Finally, even if such a proposal passes 

these tests, we would then have to consider whether we can imagine actually inhabiting this new 

self-conception, given who we are now, and, if so, what would be gained by doing so, and what 

lost. These are all high hurdles to clear, but perhaps a sufficiently bold visionary might do so 

(Zarathustra the godless?). Until such a figure arrives, we can only stand ready to meet these 

challenges as they come, with confidence rather than certainty. 
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Notes 

 
1 Kant does allow that God’s experience of the Moral Law would be importantly different from our own. 

As discursive beings, we must confront the Law as an imperative, leaving open how we will actually 

act. For God, in contrast, the distinction between the normative and the descriptive breaks down; the 

Moral Law simultaneously spells out how God should act and also how he does act. 

2 This analogy has its limits. If the first Critique is right, then the truths of the natural sciences hold for all 

discursively judging subjects who engage with the world through the intuitions of space and time. In a 

sense, we wouldn’t share a world with those who didn’t have those forms of intuitions; indeed, it’s not 

clear that we would be able to recognize such creatures as thinking beings at all. In contrast, it does 

seem that we can recognize beings outside of our basic form of ethical life as rational agents, even if 

we couldn’t share a social world with them. The difference may be that even when a being isn’t 

practically intelligible to us, we can still have some theoretical understanding of it as a thinking 

subject. In contrast, when even this theoretical understanding fails, there is nothing left to fall back on. 

My thanks to Kyla Ebels-Duggan for pressing me on this point. 

3 The move here recalls Kant’s resolution of the antinomies, which he shows to rest on a confused 

aspiration to grasp the “world as a whole” in some univocal sense. 

4 It’s important to see that this claim is formal, not material. When I act from duty, sustaining my identity 

need not be part of my objectives, whether explicitly or implicitly. Rather, this sense of myself is found 
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in the peculiar sort of necessity with which I adopt such ends as telling the truth, keeping a promise, or 

helping someone in need. My identity is found not in the content of my practical reasoning, but in the 

forms of inference I employ. As a result, moral action need not be egoistic in any interesting sense: I 

help the needy for their sake, although I do so as a kind of self-affirmation. There is no greater paradox 

here than in the fact that a person can be self-assertive without ever actually talking about herself. 

5 See <<<REF:BK>>>J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (New York: Penguin Books, 

1977)<<<REFC>>>. 

6 Johnson was right at least this far; the way to refute the skeptic about “normative properties” is indeed to 

have them kick a stone (at least if it’s big and kicked really hard). 

7 Here Korsgaard seems to conflate the possibility that the normative question will keep reattaching itself 

with the necessity that it does so. Yet my alienation from any particular demand might well disappear 

once I see how that claim is connected to some broader way that I understand and care about myself. It 

does not follow from my having lost confidence in some duty I have that I must similarly question the 

identity that grounds it once I become conscious of my endorsement of it. While any answer to the 

normative question opens up the possibility of such a regress, such alienation will typically come to an 

end somewhere short of the identity of rational agent simpliciter. We do not always feel a need to 

answer every question that reflection presents to us: arguably, experiencing such a need is not the 

essence of rationality, but rather a kind of pathology. 

8 <<<REF:BK>>>Immanuel Kant, The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. In Practical 

Philosophy, translated and edited by Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 

4:395<<<REFC>>>. 

9 In effect, I confront this identity as something like Kant’s “Fact of Reason.” Although it is not logically 

(let alone causally) necessary for a thinking being to see herself this way, this identity forms the 



 
horizon of my possibilities: that is, of all the potential ways of understanding oneself that I can 

recognize as ways of understanding myself. 

10 The question “Why be rational?” cannot be answered, but only because it cannot really be pressed. No 

helpful answer could be given to anyone who asked this question in earnest, yet that question is not 

something a rational being needs to answer in order to properly remain confident in her commitment to 

rationality. Where reason ends, questioning and answering is over as well. 

11 Here I have in mind Bernard Williams’s distinction between “real” and merely “notional” possibilities 

for how a person might understand herself. A real possibility, unlike the merely notional, is one that a 

rational agent can inhabit without depending on ignorance, fantasy, or self-deception, and which makes 

her social world intelligible to her. See Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1985), p. 161. 

12 My thanks to Nir Ben Moshe for pressing me on this point. 

13 I don’t doubt that these pre-modern agents might have had some understanding of the fact that outsiders 

were making claims on them or expressing emotions of resentment or disgust. My point is only that 

such understandings would be purely theoretical, not practical. A truly practical appreciation of 

resentment or anger would approach these attitudes not as objects of psychological explanation (or 

amusement), but as demands immediately calling for a reply of the same general kind, in the second 

rather than the third person. 

14 Or more precisely, that there will be some fact of the matter of what it would be for her to succeed, or 

fail, at remaining herself on the rack. Whichever turns out to be the case depends not on her 

commitments, but on her subsequent actions. 

15 See my “Morality, Self-Constitution, and the Limits of Integrity.” In Beatrix Himmelmann and Robert 

Louden, eds., Why Be Moral? (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2015), pp. 123–40. 



 
16 I offer this claim only as a piece of anthropological speculation, although one familiar enough from 

Hegel and Nietzsche. So long as this possibility is credible, not much here depends on the particular 

historical facts. 

17 See Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1985), pp. 161–2. 
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