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The Unity of Reason & The Necessity of the Categories 
James Hutton (james.hutton@ed.ac.uk) 
Necessity of the Categories workshop, Oxford, 30th September 2021 

§0. Introduction 
• Gomes, Moore and Stephenson (forthcoming) ask which of the following K 

endorses: 

NECESSITY: We can know that discursive cognizers with other intellectual forms 
are impossible. 

UNDECIDABILITY: We cannot know whether finite cognizers with other intellectual 
forms are possible. 

• They argue that nothing in Kant’s theoretical philosophy settles the question. 
Perhaps K’s stance is a higher-order agnosticism, which is why he is silent on 
the matter. 

• They leave open the possibility that considerations elsewhere in K’s system 
settle the question. 

• K’s practical philosophy is a promising place to look, because… 

1. The “pure” part of his ethics is explicitly and resolutely meant to transcend 
anything specific to human nature. 

“Pure moral philosophy […] cleansed of everything […] that belongs to anthropology[.]” (G 4:389) 

2. K puts various conceptual abilities at the centre of his account of finite rational 
agency. These, I’ll argue, implicate possession of (at least some of) the 
categories. 

The talk is structured as follows: 
• §1 presents a family of practical arguments for Necessity. 
• §2 suggests that there’s a gap in all of these arguments, owing to the 

possibility of merely thinking beings, i.e. beings with theoretical reason but 
lacking free will. 

• §3–5 consider the most promising ways of closing the gap. I argue that no 
approach is successful in ruling out the epistemic possibility of merely thinking 
beings. 

• Conclusions: 
o The forms of thinking identified in the first Critique are shared by more 

than just humans. We can have practically-grounded knowledge that at 
least some of the categories are shared by all rational agents. 

o Nevertheless, it’s not decidable by practical means whether there might 
be finite cognizers with other intellectual forms. Nothing in the practical 
sphere rules out the possibility of merely thinking beings with different 
intellectual forms. 
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§1. Practical Arguments for the Necessity of the Categories 

Argument A: <necessity> from the Formula of Universal Law 

A1. All finite rational beings are subject to the moral law. 

A2. All finite rational beings subject to the moral law must be able to cognize the 
Formula of Universal Law (“FUL”), i.e. the practical proposition <act only in 
accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it 
become a universal law> (G 4:421; see also KpV 5:30). 

A3. To cognize the Formula of Universal Law, one must possess the concept <law>. 

A4. The concept <law> contains the concept <necessity> (A216/B263, KU 5:184, etc.). 
Therefore, all finite rational beings possess the category of <necessity>. 

• A3 and A4 seem unassailable. 
• Is A2 true? 

o K takes himself to have contributed a “new formula” (KpV 5:8n). Doesn’t 
that suggest that only the philosopher cognizes FUL? 

o But K emphasizes that it he hasn’t proposed a “new principle”. What K 
intends is clarified in Groundwork: 

Thus, then, we have arrived, within the moral cognition of common human reason, at its principle, 
which it admittedly does not think so abstractly in a universal form but which it actually has always 
before its eyes and uses as the norm for its appraisals. (G 4:403f.) 

o Other statements about making the “lawgiving form” of the maxim the 
determining ground of the will (e.g. KpV 5:29). 

• A1 seems like a truism about Kant’s ethics and it looks well supported by the 
texts. 

[U]nless we want to deny to the concept of morality any truth […], we cannot dispute that its law is so 
extensive in its import that it must hold not only for human beings but for all rational beings as such, 
not merely under contingent conditions and with exceptions but with absolute necessity (G 4:408, K’s 
emphasis; see also G 4:389 [other refs];KpV 5:19, 5:20f. [other refs]; [other works?]) 

• We’ll scrutinize A1 further in a moment. First, some other arguments in the 
family. 

Argument B: <cause> from the idea of freedom 

B1 (= A1). All finite rational beings are subject to the moral law. 

B2. All finite rational beings subject to the moral law must possess the concept 
<freedom> (G 4:448). 

B3. Possession of the concept <freedom> entails possession of the concept 
<cause> (KrV, Tr Dialectic [ref]; KpV, 5:15, 5:104). 
Therefore, all finite rational beings possess the category of <cause>. 
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Argument C: <necessity> from experience of imperatives 

C1 (= A1). All finite rational beings are subject to the moral law. 

C2. All finite rational beings subject to the moral law experience the moral law as an 
imperative. 

C3. Experiencing the moral law as an imperative entails possession of the concept 
<necessity> (KpV, 5:20?; 5:32?). 
Therefore, all finite rational beings possess the category of <cause>. 

Other promising arguments in the family: 
• Grasping FUL requires ability to reflectively grasp the `universal` form of 

judgment, which secures possession of <unity>. 
• FUL involves <will>, which contains <cause> (G III [ref], KpV 5:55) 

Plausibly, you can fill out the Table of Categories a bit more: 
• Possessing <necessity> requires possessing <possibility> and <existence>. 
• Concept <forbidden> requires `negative` form of judgment (G 4:439), which 

secures <negation>. (See Bader, 2009, §3.2) 
And more tentatively: 

• If you’ve got <reality> and <negation>, does that secure <limitation>? 
• To grasp a proposition involving <cause>, you must possess <substance> 

and <reality> (Watkins 2004, Kant & the Metaphysics of Causation)1 and <necessity> 
(Hutton 2021, ‘Kant, Causation & Laws of Nature’). 

• Formula of the Kingdom of Ends requires <community>, <plurality>, <totality>. 
o Must all beings be able to grasp the law via that formula? 

• (You might try to go via the Table of Freedom (KpV 5:66). But it’s v. opaque 
how the table is derived ∴ doubtful that we know it applies to all rat. beings.) 

Takeaway: IF A1 CAN BE UPHELD, there are viable arguments for the necessity of 
at least some of the categories. There might even be viable arguments for the whole 
Table of Categories. 

§2. Must All Finite Rational Beings Be Subject to the Moral Law? 

A1. All finite rational beings are subject to the moral law. 

• As noted, there are plenty of texts in which K seems to commit himself to A1. 
• But how, by K’s lights, could we know A1 to be true? 
• Let’s approach the question by setting out what we do know, by K’s lights. I’ll 

take the position laid out in KpV as the starting point. 

Reciprocity Thesis: All beings with free will are subject to the moral law. 

 
1 Compare: “as in logic categorical judgments are the basis of all others, so the category of substance 
is the basis of all concepts of actual things” (Prol 4:325n.) 
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• The Reciprocity Thesis is an analytic truth. (G 4:447, KpV 5:31) 

Fact of Reason: It’s manifest to all of us humans that we’re subject to the moral law 
and, ipso facto, free. 

• The Fact of Reason is a thought experiment, which reveals its validity to those 
who recognize in themselves the ability act against their self-interest for moral 
reasons (Ware, 2014). 

• It is, therefore, on a par with the thought experiments we find in the 
Transcendental Aesthetic. As Gomes and Stephenson (forthcoming) argue, 
such thought experiments can establish claims about all human beings, but 
not about all finite rational beings. 

• This assessment agrees with what K says in the “Critical Elucidation of the 
Analytic of Pure Practical Reason”, where he reflects on the methodology he’s 
employed earlier in KpV: 

[A philosopher] can at any time set up an experiment with every human practical reason in order to 
distinguish the moral (pure) determining ground from the empirical, namely, by adding the moral law 
(as a determining ground) to the empirically affected will (e.g., that of someone who would gladly lie 
because he can gain something by it). (5:92) 

That pure reason, without the admixture of any empirical determining ground, is practical of itself 
alone: this one had to be able to show from the most common practical use of reason, by confirming 
the supreme practical principle as one that every natural human reason cognizes - a law completely a 
priori and independent of any sensible data - as the supreme law of its will (5:91) 

• Objection: how can this reading of the Fact of Reason be reconciled with 
Kant’s aspirations for a “pure moral philosophy […] cleansed of everything […] 
that belongs to anthropology” (G 4:389)? (Cp. Moyar, 2008) 

• Ware (2021, p. 60) responds to this worry, saying that we know that “all 
rational agents” will experience the Fact of Reason. 

o This means that the Fact of Reason isn’t anthropocentric in a way that 
would be troublesome by Kant’s lights. The FoR shows the presence in 
us of something which we can analyse through concepts of pure 
reason alone (namely free will/pure practical reason). 

o But it doesn’t get us any further than the Reciprocity Thesis. 
• And K insists the Fact of Reason is the only way in which we can know that 

free will exists [KpV refs]. 
• So it seems that, by K’s lights, we don’t know A1 but only: 

A1*. All finite rational beings with free will are subject to the moral law. 

If that’s right, we’d expect to find Kant 

i. Making hedged statements about the applicability of the moral law, 
acknowledging the restriction to beings with free will. 

“Now this principle of morality…is, therefore, not limited to human beings only but applies to all finite 
beings that have reason and will” (KpV 5:32) 
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“[Freedom] must be proved as belonging to the activity of all beings whatever that are rational and 
endowed with a will.” (G 4:448) 

ii. Taking a stance of undecidability about whether there might be rational beings 
who lack free will (henceforth “merely thinking beings”) 

In the Religion, K brings up the possibility of merely thinking beings. 

[F]rom the fact that a being has reason [it] 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, and hence to be “practical” on its own; at least, not so far as we can see 
[einsehen können]. The most rational being of this world might […] apply the most rational reflection 
to [the objects of inclination …] without thereby even suspecting the possibility of such a thing as the 
absolutely imperative moral law which announces to be itself an incentive, and, indeed, the highest 
incentive. Were this law not given to us from within, no amount of subtle reasoning on our part would 
produce it or win our power of choice over to it. (Religion, 6:26f.) 

• Merely thinking beings are not logically impossible. It’s epistemically possible 
that they are metaphysically impossible, but also epistemically possible that 
they are metaphysically possible. 

In the Groundwork, K considers a “favoured creature,” all of whose capacities have 
the natural end of securing “its preservation, its welfare, in a word its happiness.” K 
argues that nature wouldn’t have given it (instrumental) practical reason, because 
instinct would be a more effective means of securing happiness. But… 

[I]f reason should have been given, over and above, to this favored creature, it must have served it 
only to contemplate the fortunate constitution of its nature, to admire this, to delight in it, and to be 
grateful for it to the beneficent cause, but not to submit its faculty of desire to that weak and deceptive 
guidance and meddle with nature’s purpose. In a word, nature would have taken care that reason 
should not break forth into practical use[.] (4:395) 

• This favoured creature with reason is a merely thinking being. K is treating 
such creatures as possible. 

• So there are systematic and textual considerations indicating that, by K’s 
lights, we don’t know A1 but only A1*. 

• Objection: what about all those passages in which K says the moral law 
applies to all rational beings, without adding the caveat “who are endowed 
with a will”? 

o Maybe he’s just speaking imprecisely? 
§ Aren’t there some passages where he carelessly ascribes 

spatial and temporal forms of intuition to rational beings in 
general, without the caveat that for all we know they’re merely 
human? 

o Maybe he’s making a mistake about what he’s warranted to assert? 
§ Merely thinking beings are a pretty recherché notion, of little 

relevance to the projects of G and KpV. It’s not that hard to 
believe he simply forgot about them most of the time. 

o Maybe he believes merely thinking beings are impossible, even though 
we can’t know that they are? 
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• Still, worth considering whether there are other considerations that tell might 
rule out merely thinking beings after all. 

§3. Does Theoretical Reason Presuppose Free Will? 

• The textual evidence of Kant making this move doesn’t stand up. 
o In ‘Review of Schulz’ (1783, 8:14), K is just drawing a comparison 

between freedom of judgment and freedom of the will. He isn’t inferring 
free will from theoretical reason. 

o In Groundwork III (1785, 4:448), Kant claims that reason in general 
must take itself to be free, so practical reason must take itself to be 
free. (Again, he isn’t inferring free will from theoretical reason.) It would 
be uncharitable to construe this as an argument that would rule out 
merely thinking beings. 

• Relevant systematic considerations: 
o Those passages show that theoretical reason must be free. But 

freedom requires being able to choose to do otherwise. 
§ False. The will/Willkür isn’t the only capacity that can be free. 

See Kohl (2015) and McLear (2020) for reconstructions of non-
voluntarist freedom of the intellect in K. 

§ So freedom of theoretical reason doesn’t entail freedom of will 
without further argument. 

§4. Theoretical Reason = Practical Reason? 

• Theoretical reason and practical reason are one and the same capacity. (KrV 
Axiii, KpV 5:121) 

• By definition, practical reason is capacity for rational agency. 
• Therefore, necessarily, any being with theoretical reason has the capacity for 

rational agency. 

Rebuttal: 

• A merely thinking being’s capacity for reason ensures that it can carry out the 
self-same reasoning activities which, in us, determine the will, e.g. 
“representing its maxims as suited to universal legislation”. In that sense, it 
possesses the self-same faculty which, in us, goes by the name of “practical 
reason”. 

• However, in the merely thinking being, these activities aren’t capable of 
“determining the power of choice unconditionally”. So, this reason wouldn’t 
deserve the name “practical reason”. 

• In a practical-rational being, “theoretical reason” and “practical reason” pick 
out the same activities; but you’d need substantive argument, not just analysis 
of concepts, to show that these activities are necessarily practical. 

o And we don’t have any insight into why our reason is practical, so no 
such argument is likely to be forthcoming. 
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§5. Theoretical Reason and Free Will Form an Organic Unity 

• Let’s bring in some further assumptions, which fall out of K’s account of 
teleological judgment: 

o We’re only entitled to ascribe a mind to a being with we think is living. 
o Every living being has some kind of a faculty of desire. (K treats this as 

definitional of life.) 
o We’re entitled to assume that minds form organic unities (because 

they’re capacities of living beings). 
• Combine this with the claim we’re entitled that theoretical reason must be 

autonomous. 
• The only mind that meets these assumptions is one in which reason’s internal 

goals/needs provide the telos for the whole (as described by Schafer, 
forthcoming). All the capacities form an organic unity, with reason’s own telos 
(or Begreifen) providing the telos of the whole. 

• Such a being has a faculty of desire. This will serves the telos set by 
autonomous reason. Ergo, it must be a free will. 

• To put it the other way round, consider a merely thinking being, i.e. one with 
theoretical reason but lacking free will: 

o Either it lacks a capacity of desire altogether (i.e. it’s dead) 
o Or its capacities are not unified under a common telos (i.e. it isn’t an 

organic unity) 
o Or the telos of its reason is set by something other than reason’s needs 

(i.e. its reason is not autonomous; the “favoured creature”) 
• Therefore, the principles of teleological judgment entitle us to assume that 

there are no merely thinking beings in the world. 
o Corollary: We’re entitled to treat A1 as true, and not merely A1* 

• But this entitlement stems from regulative not constitutive principles. So we 
don’t know A1. 

o This route also fails to rule out the epistemic possibility of merely 
thinking beings 

• But it does give us a neat explanation of why K usually ignores the possibility 
of merely thinking beings! He’s entitled to take them to be impossible, even 
though he can’t know that they are. 

o Thus removing the remaining textual barriers for ascribing to Kant the 
claim that it’s undecidable whether merely thinking beings are possible. 

Conclusion 

• All rational agents must share (at least some of) the categories. 
• Still, no practical argument for Necessity. 

o Because we can’t rule out the epistemic possibility of merely thinking 
beings (even if we’re entitled to ignore this possibility when trying to 
understand any other lifeforms we encounter) 


