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I. Introduction

Immanuel Kant’s moral philosophy has faced numerous criticisms throughout history,
such as for its perceived rigidity and inapplicability to the real world.! An oft-criticized aspect of
his moral framework is its perceived incompatibility with moral imputation (Allison, p.50). Kant
proposes an objective moral law, which is tested through the categorical imperative, and
distinguishes between two types of will, autonomous and heteronomous. An autonomous will
legislates itself using reason, which guides it to incorporate the moral law as its sole maxim, such
that an individual with such a will would act morally. Conversely, a heteronomous will is
influenced by external factors, such as inclinations, and therefore can be considered unfree; an
individual with such a will may act immorally, or even evilly. Thus arises the question: Do
freedom and rationality necessarily preclude immoral and evil actions in Kantian moral
philosophy, and if so, how can we assign responsibility for evil? Addressing this potential
challenge is crucial for understanding the practical utility of Kant’s moral framework.

While Kant develops his core moral philosophy within his seminal work Groundwork for
the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), this thesis chiefly turns to his relatively lesser-known later
work, Religion within the Bounds of Bare Reason (1793), to uncover a more nuanced
interpretation of his views on morality and responsibility. Reference is also made to his Critique
of Pure Reason (1781). Drawing on selected secondary sources such as Henry E. Allison’s Kants
Theory of Freedom (1990) and Emil Fackenheim’s Kant and Radical Evil (1954), as well as
insights from other philosophers like Leibniz where relevant to Kant, this thesis argues that

Kant’s framework not only allows for moral responsibility, but also strengthens its significance.

' For example, Simone de Beauvoir wrote in the Ethics of Ambiguity: “In Kantian ethics... it is very difficult to
account for an evil will.”



II. Foundations of Rationality
In order to gain a deeper understanding of rationality’s role in responsibility, we turn to
Hume, Leibniz, and Kant’s conceptions of rationality, discussing the first two philosophers’ ideas
only insofar as they illuminate those of Kant.? These three conceptions can help us understand
what Kant calls the three predispositions to good in human nature (AK 6:26).° By clarifying
Kant’s unique views on rationality and its relation to good, we can begin answering the extent to

which, and what kind of, rationality is required for evil.

Hume, Leibniz, and Kant

Firstly, Hume espouses instrumental rationality, or means-ends rationality. In the Treatise
on Human Nature (1739), Hume makes the famous statement that “reason is, and ought only to
be, the slave of the passions” (T 2.3.3.1). In other words, Hume subordinates reason to
inclinations, such as the instinctive aversion to pain and preference for pleasure. Reason is but a
means to an end—akin to a soldier following a general’s orders, it cannot override the
inclinations, and only instructs the will on how to achieve any goal the inclinations set forth.

Secondly, Leibniz’s Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR), which essentially holds that
everything must have a sufficient reason, expands the scope of abilities of reason. In contrast to
the Humean view, where reason needs to be aligned with passions or inclinations to move the
will, the Leibnizian view holds that reason is both necessary and sufficient for this. While one

could potentially construe the passions that guide the will in Hume’s view as “sufficient

2 Due to space constraints, this thesis only seeks to illustrate how Kant likely perceived these philosophers’ views;
the views of Hume and Leibniz as written here, especially Hume, may be rudimentarily represented. For a more
fleshed-out contrast of Hume and Kant’s moral philosophies, see the Stanford Plato article, “Kant and Hume on
Morality.”

3 As will be explained later, these conceptions do not completely align with their respective predisposition; these
parallels are drawn primarily to illustrate Kant’s particular conception of rationality and how it converges and
diverges from other well-known ones.



reasons,” this is unlikely to be consistent with Leibniz’s PSR. When inclinations guide the will,
the goal is not set by reason. For instance, if I eat because I am hungry, there is no rational
justification involved—I am instinctually responding to a biological urge necessary for my
survival. Although my inclinations were sufficient to move the will to action, they do not count
as “sufficient reasons” in Leibniz’s sense. (Note that the relationship between inclination and will
is distinct from mechanical causation, which refers to fixed cause-and-effect relationships, such
as a table moving when I push it.) On the other hand, if I choose to diet despite feeling hungry, I
am overriding my inclinations with rational justification, i.e., I have reflected upon my values
and chosen to prioritize long-term health over short-term satisfaction. This exemplifies a
sufficient reason. Hence, we see that in Leibniz’s PSR, reason is not just the soldier executing
goals, but the general that comes up with them in the first place.

A useful example is found in Leibniz’s correspondence with Isaac Newton supporter
Samuel Clarke, which addressed the PSR through a debate on the nature of space. Clarke
espoused Newton’s position that space was absolute, i.e, something that would exist in itself
even if there was nothing in the universe, while Leibniz asserted that space was relative, i.e.,
something that does not exist independently but can only be thought of in relation to other
objects. Leibniz argued that if space was indeed absolute, with all possible locations
indistinguishable from one another, then it would imply that God had arbitrarily chosen where to
place the universe in space, violating the PSR. According to him, there needed to be a discernible
difference between choices so that reason could assess them; otherwise, the will would be inert,
1.e., lacking a sufficient reason to make a choice.

Contrastingly, Clarke’s view was that God’s “mere will” counted as a sufficient reason;

thus, absolute space and the PSR could indeed coexist. This prompted Leibniz’s critique that his



endorsement of the PSR was superficial. As a divine being, God would necessarily choose the
best of all possible worlds (implying a difference between the options), instead of making an
arbitrary choice between two identical options. Hence, this exchange reveals the strength of
Leibniz’s commitment to the idea that an action must have rational justification in order to be
counted as a “sufficient reason,” as even divine will was subject to the PSR in his view.

Finally, Kant presents a conception of rationality that is distinct from that of both Hume
and Leibniz, as it incorporates morality as a key element. Kant argues that every person acts
according to a maxim, or rules by which they operate. According to him, a person is only rational
if their maxim conforms to the moral law out of duty. To determine this alignment, we use the
categorical imperative (CI) test. Although Kant provides three different formulations of the CI in
his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, the first one, the Formula of Universal Law, is as
follows: “Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should
become a universal law” (AK 4:421). The two other formulations Kant offers are respectively
known as the Formula of Humanity and the Formula of the Kingdom of Ends; they are treated by
Kant as essentially equivalent to the first formulation, as they all “embody the view that a
rational being must be governed only by his or her own reason” (Korsgaard 1997, xxv n.10).*
Through their rational faculty, each person can arrive at the moral law and give it to themselves
as a maxim. As mentioned in the introduction, the will is autonomous, or self-legislating, when
determined by the moral law, and heteronomous when determined by anything else. Therefore,

rationality and morality are fundamentally connected through the moral law and CI.

4 They are “act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other,
always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means” and “act according to maxims of a universally
legislating member of a merely possible kingdom of ends” respectively. While there has been debate over whether
the former two might be more specific in what counts as a moral action, thus making the three formulations less
functionally equivalent than once thought, this is outside the scope of the thesis.



The CI is contrasted with the hypothetical imperative (HI) in the Groundwork. While the
HI is a conditional “if-then” statement and based on some contingent goal that may arise from
reason or inclinations, the CI is unconditional and derived wholly from reason (AK 4:415).
Examples of the HI might be: “If I feel hungry, I should cook,” or more ominously, “if [ want to
stay in power, I should silence my dissenters.” On the other hand, an example of the CI might be:
“One must not lie.” This is because if we tried to universalize the opposite maxim, “one must lie
as long as it benefits them,” everyone would lie so much that the very notion of truth would
become obsolete. Since the idea of lies cannot exist without an idea of truth, lying would no
longer be possible, meaning that this maxim results in a contradiction. Hence, “one must not lie”
passes the CI test. Therefore, the HI encompasses Humean rationality, and has some overlap with
Leibnizian rationality, since the PSR may include, but is not limited to, “if-then” statements
where reason sets the goal.” For example, “if I feel hungry, I should cook” fits the Humean
conception, where the end stems from the inclinations, and the means is determined by reason.
“If T want to understand Kant, I should read his books” applies to the Leibnizian conception,
since both the means and the end are determined by reason. On the other hand, the CI, which is
tied to Kant’s rationality, is specifically grounded in pure practical reason.

By enmeshing rationality and moral obligation, Kant affords reason more power than
Hume and Leibniz do, but also potentially narrows its scope. On one hand, reason now has the
ability to determine not just means and ends, but also morality. Furthermore, this morality is only
universal in Kant’s view. While Hume and Leibniz might allow for two people in the same

circumstance to rationally choose different responses, Kant thinks there is only one morally

5 The PSR is not limited to “if-then” statements because it might also include other things that are not goal-oriented.
For example, the billiard ball moved because it was hit, which is aligned with the “causal principle PSR” as
explained later in this section. (Although one could rephrase it to say “If the billiard ball gets hit, it would move,”
this is contrived and implies a possible context of someone wanting to know how a billiard ball could be made to
move, which still counts as something goal-oriented.)



permissible, and hence rational, response for everyone. On the other hand, Kant’s conception of
reason also narrows down the domain of truly rational actions. For example, in Leibniz’s view, if
I tell a white lie to placate someone’s feelings, I would be acting with sufficient reason and
therefore rationally. For example, I might reason using the HI structure: “If I tell her she looks
good in this dress even though she doesn’t, then neither of us will feel bad.” However, since this
act fails the CI as explained previously (“one must not lie”), it would not qualify as rational in
the Kantian sense. Thus Kant’s view of rationality is unique as it relates to universal morality.

Kant’s interpretation of Leibniz’s PSR is also significant to the Kantian conception of
rationality. According to scholar Huaping Lu-Adler, contrary to the widely-accepted belief that
Kant rejected the PSR, Kant claims that the first Critigue was an “apology” for Leibnizian
metaphysics, of which the PSR is a part (2021, 311). In fact, he applies his signature
transcendental move to the PSR by bifurcating it into the causal principle and the Supreme
Principle.

The “causal principle PSR” only relates to cause-and-effect phenomena in the sensible
world, and is connected to the faculty of understanding, which parses empirical data. For
example, scientists might study the impact of earthquake frequency on the growth of cherry
blossoms. Kant makes reference to this in the Second Analogy of the first Critique, in which he
states “all alterations occur in accordance with the law of the connection of cause and effect”
(B232). Nevertheless, he discounts the use of the PSR in this fashion to answer metaphysical
questions, as it can never go beyond the sensible realm. More concretely, studying the scientific
relationship between earthquakes and cherry blossoms would not help us get closer to
understanding if God intentionally caused earthquakes to give balance to the beauty of blossoms,

for example.



The “Supreme Principle PSR attempts to go beyond our sensory limitations to unify the
sensible with the intelligible, in a bid to grasp at the unconditioned, and is processed by the
faculty of reason. In Kant’s words, this manifests when reason demands, “for a given
conditioned, absolute totality on the side of the conditions (under which the understanding
subjects all appearances to synthetic unity),” thus turning “the category into a transcendental
idea” (B436). When philosophers try to prove the existence of God, they are essentially trying to
extend their sensory experiences to the intelligible realm (even though we cannot have
knowledge of things-in-themselves). This forms the basis for the transcendental nature of reason,

demonstrating another distinct feature of Kant’s conception of rationality.

The Three Predispositions to Good

These three conceptions and their interrelations provide key context for Kant’s three
predispositions to good in human nature, which can be interpreted as entailing varying degrees of
rationality. These are termed predispositions “to good” because they can be good in both a
negative and a positive sense: not only do they not inherently “conflict with the moral law,” they
also contain the possibility of “further[ing] compliance with it” (AK 6:28). Moreover, all three
are inherent to human nature and cannot be “extirpated” (AK 6:28).

First is the “predisposition to the animality of the human being as a /iving being,” also
known as “physical and merely mechanical self-love”; it comprises the impulse for
self-preservation, the sexual impulse, and the social impulse (AK 6:26). Crucially, Kant
considers this predisposition to require “no reason,” even though we may ordinarily consider it to
be part of instrumental rationality (AK 6:28). To illustrate the various ways we can think of this

predisposition, consider eating when we are hungry. In the Humean view, being hungry would be
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a “passion” that we treat as an end, and that our faculty of rationality finds the means to satisfy.
In the Leibnizian view, being hungry would be a sufficient reason to eat. Finally, in the Kantian
view, this would fall under the “causal principle PSR,” as it is a purely empirical phenomenon,
therefore requiring understanding and not reason. Although there is a difference between a
reason and the faculty of reason, the point is that Kant does not think that any reason or
rationality is involved at all. This emphasizes a fundamental discrepancy between Kant’s
conception of rationality and how rationality is normally understood, a distinction that will prove
key for understanding how moral responsibility can be assigned to immoral actions under Kant’s
framework.

Second is the predisposition to “humanity of [the human being] as a living and at the
same time rational being” (AK 6:26). Similar to the predisposition to animality, the
predisposition to humanity also comprises self-love; however, it adds a rational element, found in
the tendency for comparison. Due to this predisposition, people use reason to make judgments on
whether a particular option is better or worse, or whether they are better or worse off than others.
They initially seek to become equal to others, but may eventually develop the “unjust desire to
gain superiority over others,” in a bid to achieve greater happiness (AK 6:27). According to
Kant, this predisposition is based on “practical reason, but only as subservient to other
incentives” (AK 6:28). Therefore, reason operates on two levels: calculating comparisons, and
determining the means to achieve superiority to others. Since the goal of achieving social success
still ultimately stems from inclination, Kant regards this as a lesser form of reason. While this
predisposition seems to only corroborate the Humean idea of reason as a “slave to the passions,”

since it entails reason serving ends determined by inclinations, Leibniz’s PSR shows us exactly
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why Kant finds this kind of reason inferior. If reason indeed is sufficient to move the will, the
fact that it subordinates itself to the inclinations indicates a misuse of its power.

Third is the predisposition to personhood “as that of a being who is rational and at the
same time capable of imputation” (AK 6:26).° This manifests as “the capacity for respect of the
moral law as in itself a sufficient incentive of the will” (AK 6:26). Unlike the predisposition to
humanity in which reason serves the inclinations by making comparisons, reason both respects
the moral law and is capable of moving the will by itself. Since respect for the moral law is built
into this proposition, it is the only one that cannot be used “contrapurposively,” or misused in
opposition to the moral law (AK 6:28).

It is important to conceptually distinguish the predisposition to personhood from the
preceding predisposition to humanity. As Kant tellingly writes in a footnote, the predisposition to
personhood must necessarily be treated as “special,” because “from [the fact] that a being has
reason it does not at all follow... that this reason contains an ability to determine the power of
choice unconditionally through the mere presentation of the qualification of the maxims for
universal legislation” (AK 6:28, n.67). In other words, the faculty of rationality in human beings,
as given by the predisposition to humanity, does not by itself make humans follow the moral law
in all circumstances.

He further states that even “the most rational of all beings in the world” might go about
life rationally deliberating between inclinations, without ever considering the moral law. It is the
fact that the moral law is “given within us” as part of the predisposition to personhood that
humans could even know about the moral law; after all, “no reason would ever enable us to

excogitate it or to talk the power of choice into it” (AK 6:28, n.67). This footnote may be

6 While the translation referred to uses “personality” instead of “personhood,” I use “personhood” instead because it
adequately captures the idea of being a person, while “personality” can be conflated with the idea of character traits.
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puzzling, as Kant’s apparent position is that the moral law can be derived from reason. Thus, it
seems contradictory of him to say that without the moral law’s innate property, even the most
rational person would fail to independently discover it. A possible explanation is that even
though we could theoretically formulate the content of the moral law, we would not be able to
recognize it specifically as such, unless the idea of the moral law was already “given within us.”
We would not be able to understand it as different from the inclinations, and would thus fail to
recognize our duty to incorporate it into our maxim as a supreme principle.

The addition of the moral law to the predisposition to personhood is therefore why it is
the only predisposition tied to imputation—because recognition of the moral law is essential for
it. As Kant writes, “this law is the only thing that makes us conscious of the independence of our
power of choice from determination by any other incentives (conscious of our freedom) and
thereby at the same time for imputability of all actions” (AK 6:28, n.67).

This predisposition wholly parts ways from the Humean conception of rationality, as
reason is now anything but a slave. We also see a similarity to Leibniz’s PSR, with the notion of
reason as sufficient to move the will. However, this predisposition ties most strongly to Kant’s
“Supreme Principle PSR.” Here, reason plays a transcendental role, applying the moral law from
the sensible realm to the empirical world and “legislating unconditionally” (AK 6:28). This

provides a clue as to why imputation is possible.
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III. Kantian Freedom

Besides rationality, freedom constitutes another key factor in determining responsibility.
Before exploring what Kant means by “freedom,” we first analyze the Third Antinomy in the
Critique of Pure Reason, which explores the possibility of freedom in a deterministic world.
Following this, we can investigate two competing notions of freedom relevant to his work:
leeway freedom and source freedom. Since the 18th century, scholars have disagreed on which
conception of freedom Kant endorsed. Addressing these is a necessary next step in understanding

if, and how, Kantian freedom could allow responsibility for evil actions.

The Third Antinomy

In the Third Antinomy, Kant reconciles the existence of freedom and the deterministic
law of nature, which holds that “nothing occurs without a cause sufficiently determined a priori”
(A446/B474). According to Henry Allison, we can equate this with Leibniz’s PSR. (However,
unlike Kant, Leibniz does not seem to think that the PSR could be contradictory to freedom.)
Kant presents a conflict between two ostensibly valid arguments regarding freedom: the thesis,
which asserts that causality through freedom must exist alongside the law of nature, and the
antithesis, which maintains that freedom does not exist and everything in the world is caused by
the law of nature. However, unlike the other three Antinomies, Kant encounters a special
challenge in the Third Antinomy. Having endorsed the causal principle (essentially the same as
the law of nature in this case) in the Second Analogy as a necessary a priori condition of
experience, Kant needs to find a solution that does not contradict his existing metaphysical

commitments. This is why he presupposes the existence of the law of nature in both the thesis
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and the antithesis. (It should also be noted that he assumes that the law of nature and freedom are
the only two kinds of causality that could exist.)

To prove the thesis, Kant begins by assuming that the law of nature is the only kind of
cause that exists. Since everything would need to have a cause, there would then be an infinite
chain of causes spanning backwards in time, i.e., infinite regression, without any first beginning.
Thus, Kant concludes that “we must assume an absolute spontaneity of causes whereby they can
begin on their own a series of appearances that runs according to natural laws,” which he defines
as “transcendental freedom” (A446/B474).

Moving on to the antithesis, Kant argues that transcendental freedom cannot possibly
operate in a world governed by laws of nature. Freedom from the laws of nature is not just “a
liberation from constraint, but also from the guidance of all rules,” i.e., it is lawlessness
(A446/B474). However, freedom and the law of nature could never coexist, because if events
that began spontaneously could enter the causal chain of the law of nature, that would mean
freedom is governed by laws. If freedom was governed by laws, it would just be another law of
nature differently named, not a distinct notion.

Finally, Kant solves the Antinomy by distinguishing between the phenomenal and
noumenal realms, allowing both the law of nature and transcendental freedom to coexist. The
law of nature exists in the phenomenal realm of sensory experience. Conversely, unlike the
“psychological concept” of freedom, transcendental freedom is not empirical, and consists solely
of the “absolute spontaneity of action, as the proper basis for the action’s imputability”
(A448/B476).” We cannot know if transcendental freedom really exists due to the limits of our

reason; even if it were to exist, it would be in the noumenal realm, which is inaccessible to

" According to Kant, this is a “stumbling-block” for theoretical, or speculative, philosophy, because it grants an
uncaused cause (A448/B476).
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experience. As he states: “Even if a transcendental power of freedom is... conceded in order to
begin the changes of the world, yet this power would... have to be solely outside the world”
(A451/B479). In this way, the inaccessibility to experience of transcendental freedom created a
“stumbling-block” for theoretical, or speculative, philosophers.®

A further question concerns whether freedom is relevant at all if it exists in the
unknowable noumenal realm. Kant’s response is that “We must deny knowledge to make room
for faith” (Bxxx). Our inability to acquire certainty regarding freedom should not inhibit us from
believing in it and applying this concept to our lives.

To that end, Kant later introduces the “practical concept of freedom,” which is a kind of
freedom that mainly exists in the empirical realm but contains at its essence the transcendental
idea of freedom (A534/B562; Allison 1990, 55). He defines practical freedom as “the
independence of our power of choice from coercion by impulses of sensibility,” a sensible power
of choice as “pathologically affected,” and an animal power of choice (“arbitrium brutum’) as
“pathologically necessitated” (A534/B562). He further declares: “The human power of choice,
although an arbitrium sensitivum, is an arbitrium not brutum but liberum; for its action is not
made necessary by sensibility, but the human being has a power to determine himself on his
own” (A534/B562). In other words, while our choices as human beings are influenced by the
senses, they are not necessarily determined by it, like how animals’ choices would be. This
reinforces the key manner in which the predisposition to animality differs from the other two
predispositions as outlined in Section I: animals do not even have the ability to act freely, and

simply follow their desires.

8 Kant also critiques reason as overstepping its boundaries by imposing the assumption of an uncaused cause, asking,
“Who told you to think up an absolutely first state of the world and hence an absolute beginning of the gradually
passing series of appearances, and to set bounds to limitless nature in order to provide your imagination with a
resting-point?”’ (A450).
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Source Freedom and Leeway Freedom

Other than Kant’s account of freedom in the Third Antinomy, there also exists substantial
debate in the literature on whether Kant endorses source freedom or leeway freedom.” The
source freedom view holds that freedom is being the origin of one’s actions, whereas the leeway
freedom view states that freedom is the ability to choose otherwise. In other words, the former
emphasizes the originator, while the latter emphasizes the option set.

Source freedom enjoys textual support from Kant. As quoted earlier, Kant defines
transcendental freedom in the second Critique as “an absolute spontaneity of causes whereby
they can begin on their own a series of appearances” (A446/B474). Similarly, in the Religion, he
defines freedom as “the absolute spontaneity of the power of choice” (AK 6:26). Both definitions
emphasize spontaneous self-generation, not the existence of alternate options.

Kant’s concepts of autonomous and heteronomous wills in the Groundwork, as described
in Section I, also lend support to the idea of source freedom. An autonomous will rationally
legislates itself using the moral law, and a heteronomous will is determined externally by
inclinations. An individual with a heteronomous will is unfree, and vice versa: “Will is a species
of causality of living beings, insofar as they are rational, and freedom would be that quality of
such causality by which it can be effective independently of alien causes determining it” (AK
4:446). In other words, someone with a heteronomous will is unfree because they are pushed and
pulled by their sensory impulses, like a “slave to the passions” as Hume might say, instead of
making their own decisions based on their rational faculty. Furthermore, according to Kant, a
free will, an autonomous will, and a moral will (or a “will under moral laws”) are essentially

equivalent (AK 4:447). Finally, Kant also states that freedom must be assumed to be an inherent

? One philosopher who grappled with Kant’s conception of freedom was Leonhard Creuzer, who wrote a letter to
Kant on this topic. Unfortunately, Kant did not respond and there is no evidence he even read the letter or Creuzer’s
attached book (Ware 2023, 29).
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and necessary property of all rational beings with a will, at least for practical purposes (AK
4:447). Thus, freedom in Kant’s view stems not from a choice set, which may change with every
idiosyncratic circumstance, but the significantly more stable traits of rationality and the will.
Hence, the textual evidence from the Groundwork builds upon that of the Religion and the
second Critique, providing further evidence for his support of source freedom.

On the other hand, scholars past and present have contended that Kant has to endorse
leeway freedom, in the sense that we can choose for or against the moral law, in order to allow
for the possibility of moral responsibility. One of Kant’s contemporaries, Karl Leonard Reinhold,
argued that “if the will does not have the liberty of indifference to act for or against the moral
law, then it cannot be held responsible for acting one way rather than another”; therefore, the
individual “exhibits free choice by deciding to determine himself by reason or to let himself be
determined by objects of sensibility” (Ware 2023, 9). He did so to account for the possibility of
free violations of the moral law within Kant’s moral framework (Ware 2023, 9; Allison 1990,
133).

Nearly three centuries later, philosopher Emil Fackenheim wrote that “[m]an, to be
genuinely free and responsible, must have the choice, not between willing the good or not
willing at all, but between good and evil. It must be possible for him to choose freely, i.e.,
responsibly, and yet choose against the law” (1954, 346). In other words, if people can only
rationally will toward the good, like Kantian source freedom implies, then they cannot will
toward evil, and a person we may consider an evildoer might really be a victim, to whom we
cannot assign responsibility. Thus, he believes that leeway freedom is the only version that
allows for moral imputation. (He further claims that Kant’s concept of radical evil justifies

leeway freedom, which will be discussed in the next section.)
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Some arguments against this interpretation are as follows. Philosopher Owen Ware
asserts that the idea that Kant endorses leeway freedom is attractive partly because it captures the
“popular intuition” that “freedom is the capacity to rise above all norms of custom or morality, or
even rationality” (2023, 8).!° The notion that a free will is a will under moral laws, as asserted by
Kant in the Groundwork, might appear antithetical to the notion of freedom as liberation from all
constraints, leading some scholars to be predisposed against Kant endorsing source freedom.
Furthermore, there is evidence that Kant rejects leeway freedom in the Religion, at least in the
case of the divine: “Freedom consists not in the contingency of the action, i.e., not in
indeterminism ([the principle] that doing good or evil must be equally possible for God, if his
action is to be called free) but in absolute spontaneity” (AK 6:50). In Ware’s view, while the
significance of this quote has been discounted as it refers not to human freedom but divine
freedom, it should not be discounted purely for this reason, as it still provides insight into Kant’s
actual view on leeway freedom.

Furthermore, Henry Allison argues that Kant responded to Reinhold’s suggestion in the
Metaphysics of Morals, by quoting Kant as follows: “Some have tried to define freedom of
choice as the power to choose between the alternatives of acting with or against the law. But
freedom of choice cannot be defined in this way, although choice as phenomenon gives frequent
examples of this in experience... We can say only this: that while our experience of man as a
sensible being shows that he can choose to act against the law as well as in conformity with it,
his freedom as an intelligible being cannot be defined by this, since appearances cannot explain a

supersensible object... For it is one thing to admit this proposition (on the basis of experience)

19 This idea of freedom is also seen in youth culture today. The term “exercising free will” has become a meme, in
which people do things that are ostensibly random and irrational to prove that they have free will. For example,
someone might suddenly “realize they have free will” and throw their food down the stairs or start dancing in class.
In this way, they are intentionally eschewing rationality and custom to prove that they have a free will and are not
determined.
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and another thing to make it into the principle that defines the concept of free choice” (MS
6:226; Allison 1990, 133). While the content of the Metaphysics is not a focal point of discussion
in this thesis and it is possible that his conception of freedom was different there, this quote still
shines light upon Kant’s attitude toward leeway freedom. Although it seems from our empirical
observations that humans can choose for or against the moral law, this explanation is manifestly
inadequate for the actual definition of freedom. Even though we might indeed think of ourselves
as experiencing such choices in our daily life, Kant appears to think that leeway freedom does
not represent the essence of freedom as he conceives it.

Although it is impossible for this brief analysis to resolve centuries of scholarly debate,
the key tension can be summarized as such: While a significant amount of textual evidence
supports source freedom, this notion seems to be inconsistent with moral responsibility, drawing
scholars toward leeway freedom. If this constitutes the main objection to source freedom, then
the real question is not which notion Kant truly supports, but whether there is a way this apparent
incompatibility could be circumvented. Since Kant has made reference to the possibility of
imputation, e.g., in the predisposition to personhood in the human being, there should be a way
to accept source freedom without giving up on moral responsibility, allowing for cohesion in his

moral framework.
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Iv. The Kantian Framework of Evil

Having discussed Kant’s notions of rationality and freedom, two key elements in moral
responsibility, we turn to the question: Why, and how, would a rational and free person commit
an evil act? In order to do so, we examine Kant’s framework of evil, which he primarily
elaborates upon in the Religion. It comprises several key ideas, namely the three degrees of

propensity to evil, the holy will, the diabolical nature, and most importantly, radical evil.

The Three Degrees of Propensity to Evil

Similar to the three predispositions to good, there exist three degrees of propensity to
evil: frailty, impurity, and perversity. Kant states: “What distinguishes [a propensity] from a
predisposition is that, although it can be innate, it still need not be presented as being so: rather it
can also be thought (if it is good) as acquired, or (if it is evil) as brought upon the human being
by himself” (AK 6:29). Unlike predispositions that are inherent and cannot be extirpated,
propensities can either be innate or developed. He also writes that the propensity to evil “may be
assumed to belong to the human being universally” and may therefore be called a “natural
propensity,” foreshadowing the concept of radical evil that he will soon discuss (AK 6:29).

Kant clarifies that “the issue is only the propensity to evil proper, i.e., to moral evil,”
since “this evil is possible only as the determination of the free power of choice, but this power
can be judged good or evil only through its maxims, this evil must consist in the subjective basis
of the possibility of the maxims’ deviation from the moral law” (AK 6:29). Here, he clarifies that
morality can only be determined a priori through analysis of maxims, and that maxims are evil if
they deviate from the moral law. Thus, it is not one’s actions that decide whether they are good

or evil, but the maxim that informs their actions, as it were.
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He also introduces the idea of a “good or evil heart,” which is related to, but distinct,
from that of propensities (AK 6:29). This is defined by “the capacity or incapacity, arising from
the natural propensity, of the power of choice to admit the moral law into one’s maxim or not”
(AK 6:29). In other words, while the natural propensity to evil does not directly determine the
moral valence of someone’s actions, it shapes the ability of the will to incorporate the moral law
into its maxim, which then determines whether someone is basically good or evil.

The first degree of propensity to evil is frailty. Kant’s somewhat convoluted description is
as follows: “I admit the good (the law) into the maxim of my power of choice, but this good,
which objectively, in the idea, is an insurmountable incentive, is subjectively the weaker (by
comparison with inclination) when the maxim ought to be complied with,” or in short, “Willing I
have indeed, but performance is lacking” (AK 6:29). In other words, although the moral law
should ideally be superior to any sensory inclination, in the moment when the frail individual has
to make a decision, he capitulates; he is willing, but sometimes not able, to do what is good. For
instance, let us say such an individual lives by the maxim “one must not lie,” which as we
determined above is consistent with the moral law. One day, he is starving and does not have
much money. He walks into a fast food restaurant and sees someone’s DoorDash order sitting on
the counter. Although he indeed knows and believes that he should not lie, he is overcome by
sensory inclinations (e.g., the smell of food) and in a moment of weakness, lies that it is his order
so that he can eat it. In doing so, he has failed to comply with the moral law and therefore has
exhibited frailty.

The second degree of propensity to evil is impurity. Kant describes it as “although in
terms of its object (the intended compliance with the law) the maxim is indeed good... it is not

purely moral, i.e., it has not, as should be the case, admitted the law alone into itself as sufficient
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incentive” (AK 6:30). This entails incorporating something other than the moral law, i.e.,
inclinations, into one’s maxim. For example, someone’s maxim might be “one must not lie
because I do not do anything bad for my reputation.” If this same individual walks into a fast
food restaurant and sees someone else’s order, he might not lie and purchase his own order—not
purely because lying is wrong, but also perhaps because he wants to run for local office, and
being identified as a thief would be deleterious to his reputation. This mix of elements in his
maxim represents impurity.

The third and final degree of propensity to evil is perversity, also called corruption or
wickedness. It “reverses the moral order in regard to the incentives of a free power of choice,”
meaning that not only is the moral law not the sole constituent of an individual’s maxim, but it is
also subordinated to inclination (AK 6:30). This does not mean that the perverse individual will
always act evilly or in non-compliance with the moral law—XKant states that “legally good
(lawful) actions can always still consist with this [wickedness]” (AK 6:30). However, it is the
fact that their way of thinking is fundamentally corrupted, which causes them to be “designated
as evil” (AK 6:30). Hence, if someone does the right thing for the wrong reasons, they are still
evil—in fact, even more so than another person who does the wrong thing but has the right
reasons in mind (such as the frail individual). For example, say someone films himself donating
food to hungry people and posts it on a popular social media account, which earns him
considerable advertising revenue. Although giving food to the hungry is an action consistent with
the moral law (the maxim would be “helping others in need”), this individual is not doing so out
of respect for the moral law. Rather, he does so out of self-love—he likes the positive attention
and monetary gain from posting his good deeds online. Self-love is the supreme principle of his

maxim, not the moral law; this renders him perverse. To reinforce this point, imagine there is
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now a huge social movement against filming good deeds and posting them online, with such
videos risking demonetization on social platforms. Since this perverse individual primarily
helped others to benefit himself, he would stop donating food to the hungry, even though that is
the right thing to do. Hence, this example demonstrates why Kant thinks that we can only
determine morality a priori, i.e., according to someone’s maxims, and not from their actions. As
summarized by Henry Allison, we can act in “morally correct ways for morally irrelevant
reasons” (1990, 113).

It should be noted that while there are degrees of predisposition to good and degrees of
propensity to evil respectively, good and evil cannot be thought of as separated by degrees.
According to Kant, good and evil should not be likened to heaven and earth, but to “heaven and
hell... for it serves to prevent one from thinking of good and evil, the kingdom of light and the
kingdom of darkness, as bordering on each other and as fading into each other by gradual steps
(of greater and lesser brightness)” (AK 6:60 n.20). Being evil is not the same as being not-good;
it is a different thing entirely. That is what makes evil even more significant—since it is a
positive and not negative state of being, assigning imputability for it becomes all the more
possible.

Separately, a relevant question concerns whether all three degrees count as evil, or only
the final degree does. Not only do the first two degrees not seem severe enough to be deemed

<

“evil” as we ordinarily consider the term, Kant also relates them to “unintentional guilt” or
culpa, in contrast to his characterization of the third degree as “deliberate guilt” or dolus (AK
6:38). While both culpa and dolus entail imputation, the former adds a nuance of negligence,

while the latter has the implication of malevolence. To further complicate matters, Kant defines

an evil person as someone who is “conscious of the moral law but has nevertheless adopted into
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his maxim the (occasional) derivation therefrom”; it is relatively unclear whether the first degree
fits this criterion (AK 6:32). For these reasons, it is tempting to categorize the first two degrees
as moral failings, and not evil.

However, as argued by Henry Allison, even the first degree can be compatible with
Kant’s account of evil if we consider it as “the bare propensity to evil itself” (1990, 159). This is
because “the so-called lack of sufficient strength to follow moral principles when they conflict
with the claims of inclination reflects a lack of a full commitment to these principles in the first
place” (1990, 159). It seems that according to Kant, simply not being staunchly committed to the

moral law constitutes evil. Therefore, all three degrees count as evil.

Self-Deception

Key to the above argument is also the concept of self-deception, i.e., misusing one’s
rational faculty to justify deviations from the moral law. In Kant’s words, it is “characterized by a
certain insidiousness of the human heart in deceiving itself concerning its own good or evil
attitudes and, if only the actions do not have evil as their consequence, which by their maxims
they might well have, not troubling itself concerning its attitude but rather concerning itself
justified before the law” (AK 6:38). A self-deceiving person cares more about the consequences
of their actions than the maxim that underlies them.

Self-deception is present in all three degrees, but is most apparent in the third one. Using
an example of perversion, say someone consistently shoplifts from Whole Foods despite having
the means to buy one or two items from there. This obviously goes against the CI, which would
command that one must not steal. This person might lie to themselves by creating a whole

alternative moral framework to justify their actions, e.g, they oppose Whole Foods’ business
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practices and by shoplifting, the company might get closer to shutting down, so they are actually
doing the right thing. Yet if they were not engaging in self-deception and earnestly examined
their reasoning, they would realize that there is a way to express their opinions without violating
the moral law, such as by shopping elsewhere. While the self-deception is less obvious in the
first degree, it still lurks insidiously, as humans depict “what is in reality a free evaluation on
one’s part as a ‘weakness’ for which one is not responsible” (Allison 1990, 159). For example,
even though a person who steals another’s DoorDash order might justify that this was a once-off
deviation and not reflective of their maxim, the bare fact is that they have already fallen to evil.
This element of self-deception further reinforces why the first two degrees also count as evil,

even if we do not intuitively think of them as such.

Non-Human Natures

Kant also brings in two concepts that stand in contrast to human nature: the holy will and
the diabolical being. Unlike the other concepts discussed in this section, Kant mainly writes
about the holy will in the Groundwork, only mentioning it once in the Religion. However, it is
still relevant because just like the difference between heaven and hell, the holy will is the polar
opposite of the diabolical being.

As may be inferred from its name, the holy will only belongs to God and other divine
beings, and never to humans, who just have free will. It exists in the noumenal realm, unaftected
by sensory inclinations. A divine being with a holy will is necessarily compliant with the moral
law: “The will whose maxims necessarily harmonize with the laws of autonomy is a holy,

absolutely good will” (AK 4:439).
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Conversely, a diabolical being refers to someone who is evil for the sake of evil, i.e., he
disobeys the moral law just to disobey it. In other words, “the opposition to the law itself...
would be elevated as an incentive” into one’s maxim (AK 6:35). Kant thinks this is impossible in
humans; to him, it is ““a maximum of evil going beyond what is human” (AK 6:35). For example,
a hypothetical diabolical individual (though he could never exist in human form per Kant) might
lie even when he has absolutely nothing to gain from it—he just wants to defy the moral law.

A related category of being is the animal, which opposes the holy will in a different
sense. In contrast to divine beings that only inhabit the noumenal realm, animals only inhabit the
phenomenal realm and are dictated solely by inclinations. Furthermore, unlike diabolical beings
who recognize the moral law and consciously go against it, there is no evidence that animals can
recognize the moral law at all, even if they disobey it. We witness this line of thinking in our
daily life: If a dog attacks someone unprovoked, we do not impose the same moral judgment
upon them as a person attacking someone else for the sake of attacking, because we do not
consider dogs as capable of discerning between right and wrong, but only capable of following
their instincts. This informs Kant’s characterization of the predisposition to animality in human
beings as requiring “no reason” (see Section II).

Human beings thus occupy a unique position that is neither divine, diabolical, nor animal.
Unlike divine beings who only occupy the noumenal realm, humans’ existence is transcendental,
inhabiting both the phenomenal and noumenal realms. The presence of sensory inclinations from
the phenomenal realm invites the possibility of frailty, corruption, and perversion described in
the three degrees of propensity to evil. Furthermore, unlike a diabolical being, a human being
would always to some extent admit the moral law into his maxim. Under Kant’s framework,

even the most evil human being conceivable would at most subordinate the moral law to
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something else, not violate it merely for the sake of doing so. As he writes, “The human being
(even the basest), no matter in what maxims, does not... in a rebellious manner renounce the
moral law” (AK 6:36). Indeed, the moral law “thrusts itself upon [humans] irresistibly” (AK
6:36). Thus, a human being necessarily has the capacity for evil, but not the capacity to fully

forsake the moral law, in the sense of either failing to recognize it or completely eschewing it.

Radical Evil

Now that we have learned the ways in which evil can manifest itself, the next question is
why humans are evil in the first place. Kant’s answer for this is radical evil, which he introduces
in the Religion. (Note that here, “radical” means “deep-rooted,” not “extreme.”) The three
degrees of propensity to evil discussed above are progressive manifestations of this. While
radical evil is universally innate in human beings—Kant quotes from the Roman poet Horace
that “vitiis nemo sine nascitur,” or ‘“no one is born without faults”—it is simultaneously
something that each human being is individually responsible for (AK 6:32). In other words,
everyone has evil within us, but acting upon it by admitting inclinations into our maxim is up to
us. Its radical nature means that it “corrupts the basis of all maxims,” likely referencing how the
final degree of propensity to evil is none other than corruption (AK 6:37). Similar to the
ineradicable propensities to good, radical evil cannot be “extirpated” in human beings (AK 6:37).
This is because the only possible tool for eliminating radical evil is good maxims, which is
rendered futile by the fact that radical evil corrupts it. Nevertheless, even though radical evil will
always lurk in the shadows of human nature, it could always be outweighed, “because it is found
in the human being as a freely acting being,” thus laying the foundation for why we might be

imputable for it (AK 6:37).
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If evil is innate to human beings, then what is the origin of radical evil itself? While Kant
does not provide a clear solution, he does delineate what it is not. Radical evil cannot originate in
sensibility and inclinations as commonly thought, since animals purely inhabit the sensible
realm, and if inclinations were the source of radical evil, we would be ascribing morality to
animals, who we generally consider amoral. Neither can it stem from “a reason that absolves one
from the moral law,” or “a malicious reason,” because this is characteristic of a diabolical being,
which is simply not human as stated above (AK 6:35). Moreover, even if we gathered evidence
of humans violating the moral law in order to prove that radical evil exists, this would still not
tell us “the proper constitution of that propensity” (AK 6:35). In fact, no empirical data could
ever truly explain radical evil. This is precisely because radical evil concerns the free power of
choice and the moral law, both of which are intelligible concepts. It is an “intelligible deed” that
“precedes all experience” and could never be uncovered by it (AK 6:39 n.193). Therefore, we
can only “cognize it a priori from the concept of evil, as far as this [cognition] is possible
according to laws of freedom (of obligation and imputability)” (AK 6:39 n.193).

Kant’s offered proof for radical evil is somewhat sparse, if not nonexistent. He claims
that the only evidence he needs for it is “the multitude of glaring examples that experience puts
before our eyes in the deeds of human beings,” e.g., war and violence in faraway lands (AK
6:36). This reliance on empirical evidence presents an apparent conflict with his assertion
elsewhere that we can only determine someone’s maxim, and hence their moral disposition, a
priori. However, it is possible that radical evil could function similarly to the categories in the
first Critique, such as causality. Although causality is a priori and not derived from experience,
we can apply it to experience, 1.e., organize sensory data according to cause and effect. Thus, in a

similar vein, even though the concept of radical evil exists independently of experience (since we
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are born with it), we can still use it to make sense of our experiences. Hence, witnessing
egregious acts of violence could be a testimony to the existence of radical evil as an a priori
concept.

From this it follows that we cannot analyze the “temporal origin” of radical evil, since
time is a pure form of sensible intuition; it is “the most inappropriate” to consider radical evil as
inherited from the “first parents,” i.e., original sin from Adam and Eve, because this would
render imputation impossible (AK 6:40). As Kant quotes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses: “Genus
et proavos, et quae non fecimus ipsi, vix ea nostra puto,” or “birth and ancestry, and what we
have not done ourselves, I hardly consider our own” (AK 6:40). This underscores that even
though radical evil is innate, it is not akin to a disease whose aftliction we can blame upon our

ancestors. Rather, it is something we must bear personal responsibility for.
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V. Responsibility for Evil in the Kantian Framework

Having discussed rationality, freedom, and evil, it is time to turn to a discussion of
responsibility proper. To restate the problem at hand, a common criticism levied upon Kant since
the 18th century is that if an autonomous will necessarily obeys the moral law, then one cannot
be freely evil, eliminating the possibility of imputation. Yet Kant maintains this possibility
throughout his body of work. In order to rescue his philosophy from incoherence or irrelevance,
some philosophers have proposed that Kant ascribes to a kind of leeway freedom that allows him
to justify evil. However, further complicating this matter, the textual evidence leans in support of
source freedom. So, how can we justify responsibility for evil in the Kantian framework,
assuming that it does indeed exist? While there is probably no definitive answer to this question,

we will explore some possibilities in this section.

Evidence for Responsibility

Kant asserts the possibility of imputation at least five times in the Religion. For example,
it is entailed in the predisposition to personhood. As explained in Section II, it is not just
rationality in and of itself, but respect for the moral law—made possible from reason’s
transcendental nature—that brings with it the possibility of imputation. As previously quoted, he
writes that the moral law is the only thing that makes us “conscious of our freedom” and
therefore “the imputability of all actions” (AK 6:28 n.67).

Not only do the predispositions to good make responsibility possible, but also the
propensities to evil. Kant writes that “we do indeed have to answer for the propensity to evil; this
propensity, since it concerns the morality of the subject and hence is found in him as a freely

acting being, must be capable of being imputed to him as something that he himself is guilty of”
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thus linking evil to freedom and responsibility (AK 6:35). He makes this connection again a few
pages later, stating that so-called “innate guilt” can be “perceived just as early as the use of
freedom in the human being may manifest itself,” meaning that responsibility comes with
freedom, which is why we would hesitate to impute evil on a small child (AK 6:38).

Finally and perhaps most interestingly, in separating radical evil from the concept of
inheritance, Kant makes another important reference to responsibility. He says: “Every evil
action must be regarded, when one seeks its rational origin, as if the human being had fallen into
it directly from the state of innocence. For however his previous conduct may have been, and of
whatever kind may be the natural causes influencing him, and likewise whether they are to be
found within or outside him, his action is nonetheless free and not determined by any of these
causes, and it therefore can and always be judged as an original use of his power of choice” (AK
6:41).

This aligns with Kant’s assertion that maxims must be determined a priori, i.e.,
abstracted from all empirical components. However, he adds the implication that since
individuals are essentially freely initiating a new causal chain (“an original use”), moral
responsibility can be attributed to them for their actions. While one might interpret this quote as
suggesting the puzzling notion that one’s moral valence is reassessed after every action, a more
plausible reading is simply that we are ultimately responsible for every action we make, all of
which combined make up our moral character.

Therefore, Kant’s repeated insistence on imputability, particularly in the Religion, means
that Kant’s moral framework indeed accounts for it. The issue that will be addressed in the next

few parts is how.
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Fackenheim’s Claims

As mentioned in Section III, Emil Fackenheim argues that Kant subscribes to leeway
freedom, as this is the only justification for freedom and responsibility. However, as we saw in
that same section, the textual evidence points to source freedom instead. While this thesis cannot
hope to disprove (or even prove) Fackenheim’s argument, it can at least address his claims in
order to get closer to a solution on responsibility.

Fackenheim’s claims are roughly as follows: Animals are “torn between want and want”
(1954, 341)." Since “desire conflicts only with desire,” animals are innocent, i.e., cannot be good
or evil. On the other hand, divine beings live in the intelligible realm, and are never affected by
inclination, so they do the right thing as a matter of course. (The idea of the holy will is
discussed in Section IV.) Interestingly, neither animals nor divine beings have a sense of moral
duty; the former because they exist outside of it, and the latter because they have no other option.
Finally, humans are subject to both the sensible and intelligible realms, and due to this
transcendental nature, they are the only category of being who experience the moral law as duty.
The moral law is only experienced as duty “when there is a desire which may conflict with it”
(341). Due to this ability to choose between want and duty, i.e., leeway freedom, humans can be
good or evil and be responsible for their actions.

Thus, since Kant’s account of freedom had up to this point been grounded in the
autonomy of the will, Fackenheim asserts that Kant introduces radical evil to “provide a full and
adequate justification of moral freedom™ (1954, 341). That is to say, realizing that his previous

account of freedom as self-determination removed the possibility for imputation (as explained

" Technically, animals are not really torn between want and want, since they do not have a capacity to make a
“choice,” as it were. As mentioned in Section II regarding the arbitrium brutum, they follow the stronger inclination,
e.g., if a cat is more tired than hungry, it would just sleep instead of eat.
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many times in this thesis), Kant devised the concept of radical evil, such as to allow for the
possibility of a genuine alternative to the moral law.

While Fackenheim’s claims are intuitively plausible, the claim that the concept of radical
evil was conceived to justify freedom, specifically leeway freedom, appears overstated. To be
sure, radical evil adds nuance to Kant's conception of freedom. By initially only linking freedom
to adherence to the moral law, he left evil unaccounted for, which led to the widespread
misconception that one cannot be freely evil, and thus cannot be held responsible for evil. The
inclusion of radical evil helped fill this gap.

Nevertheless, it is perhaps more suitable to think of radical evil as an extension of his
account of freedom, and not an overhaul of it. It does not make sense that Kant would abandon
his idea of source freedom to endorse leeway freedom through radical evil, especially since the
Religion is the main, if not only, place Kant mentions radical evil. Furthermore, while one can
only speculate at the true reason why Kant devised radical evil, another suitable reason is that he
developed it as a parallel to the moral law. As quoted in Section II, Kant implicitly accounts for
the existence of an innate good when he states that the moral law is “given within us” (AK 6:28,
n.67). It is possible that he wanted to symmetrically account for the existence of an innate evil,
providing the impetus for the concept of radical evil to be created. Hence, Kant’s development of
radical evil might not have exclusively been to improve his conception of freedom, but also to
furnish a complete moral framework of good and evil.

Moreover, while it makes sense that divine beings would not experience duty in the same
way humans do precisely because of their holy wills, it is not necessarily the case that the moral
law is only experienced as duty when it is in conflict with inclination. By that logic, if someone

were to do something good out of respect for the moral law, but did not have the option to do
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something evil, we technically would not be able to judge them as “good” because they did not
experience duty per se. (As mentioned in Section III, evil is not the same thing as an absence of
good, but a strong opposition to it. So, the choice would have to be between good and evil, not
good and neutral.)

Consider someone who receives mail at their apartment meant for the previous occupant.
The mail probably does not have identifying information inside and does not seem important.
Ripping up and throwing away the thin mail would take the same amount of time as storing
them, so the pull of inclinations is negligible. Yet the person still puts the mail away safely
because they would want the same courtesy if it happened to them. We would say this person is
doing a good thing (though not heroic), even though she has no real ability to choose against the
moral law in that situation—other than perhaps burning the mail, which would count as choosing
evil for the sake of evil, and thus reveal a diabolical character. Ultimately, her maxim holds the
moral law as supreme, which is all that counts to impute goodness in Kant’s view; he never
defines morality in terms of an option set.

Also, if moral imputation is determined by whether someone chooses for or against the
moral law, there are interesting implications for divine beings. For instance, while God is
certainly holy, He would not count as good, because He inherently never faces the pull of
inclinations. Like an animal, God would not be responsible for His actions. Yet we hear the
common adages that God is good, or that God has a plan for us (assumedly, He is responsible for
this plan). This is likely why Kant writes that freedom “consists ... not in ... [the principle] that

doing good or evil must be equally possible for God, if his action is to be called free ... but in
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absolute spontaneity,” as quoted in Section II (AK 6:50). Divine freedom’s incompatibility with
leeway freedom necessitated this clarification.'?

Another claim Fackenheim makes, which is also mentioned in Section III, is that if
people cannot choose for or against the moral law (as leeway freedom entails), then they would
only be able to will toward the good or not will at all, i.e., the will only works in one direction.
This would render evildoers as “will-less victims of the inclinations” (1954, 345).

Although this is a fair point, Kant does not view inclinations as bad things; in fact, he has
a positive attitude to them at least in the Religion, with the ineradicable predisposition to
animality in human beings (Allison 1990, 147). He also stated that the Stoics were incorrect in
villainizing the inclinations, “which merely lack discipline and openly display themselves
unconcealed to everyone’s consciousness,” instead of the real enemy, which “hides behind
reason and hence is all the more dangerous” (AK 6:57). If evildoers are victims of anything, it is
of their own rationality, which deceives them into justifying their wrong actions.

Furthermore, even if we accept that someone is a victim of their inclinations, this does
not necessarily absolve them of moral responsibility. For example, if someone succumbed to
overwhelming anger and broke a glass bottle on someone else’s head, it would still be very much
their fault. Perhaps they did not “will” the evil action per se, and it felt like something just came
over them; they are a victim of their own anger. Yet it remains true that they need to take
responsibility for this evil action. (Again, if someone broke bottles on people’s heads for the sake
of it, they would be considered diabolical by Kant, so all evil action does involve a temporarily

will-less person being overcome by an inclination.)

2 A possible counterargument to the above is that divine freedom is fundamentally different from human
freedom. While a full exploration of the relationship between divine and human freedom is far outside the
scope of this thesis and possibly the bounds of human knowledge, this objection merits consideration.
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Another relevant question concerns whether it is true that without leeway freedom, one
can only commit evil acts by “not willing” and letting themselves be pushed and pulled by their
inclinations. Just because source freedom presupposes a one-way power of choice, does not
necessarily mean that evil acts entail passivity. While it excludes a “genuine ability to act
otherwise,” i.e., evilly, it “does not exclude... the possibility of corruption” (Ware 2023, 39). The
will of the evildoer is not nonexistent but heteronomous. Therefore, source freedom can make
sense if we ground evil and imputation in the corruption of will, not the nonexistence of it.

A possible objection is that this merely pushes the problem back, because the evildoer
must choose to allow their will to be corrupted in the first place. When, and how, does this
individual incorporate inclinations into their maxim and therefore become evil? (We already
know it cannot be hereditary.) Kant would likely say that the answer to this is literally
unknowable, because it occurs in the noumenal realm. What matters is that a corrupted will, as
evidenced by the subordination of moral law to inclinations within one’s maxims, constitutes a
moral failure for which an agent bears responsibility. Given that Kant already provided an
account of responsibility for evil, adding the requirement that we have to explain why or how
people become evil in order to even impute anything seems like an unnecessary shifting of

goalposts.

Recognition of the Moral Law

In his justification for source freedom, Owen Ware relates the hypothetical example of a
perfectly good agent to water’s boiling temperature. Similar to how pure water at sea level
always boils at 100 degrees Celsius, thereby operating according to a fixed causal rule, this agent

would immediately eliminate any alternative possibilities that do not adhere with the moral law,
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and act as a matter of course in accordance with it (Ware 2023, 11). This argument conceives of
reason as the causal law of the intelligible world, analogous to the law of nature in the sensible
world.

However, it is questionable whether we should think of reason as a literal causal law.
Again, even the most rational person in the world would not be able to come up with the moral
law if it was not innate. Moreover, the analogy breaks down when we consider moral
responsibility: We would not hold water accountable for being impure and boiling at a different
temperature.

A better way to think of reason is that it is an essential ingredient that allows us to
recognize the moral law. As quoted in Section II, “the capacity for respect of the moral law as in
itself a sufficient incentive of the will.” Without reason, we would not be able to even conceive
of the moral law and conclude that it should be incorporated into our maxim. It is because of this
that we are morally responsible, not because reason causally necessitates our actions.

This can also be understood in the context of the difference between animals and humans.
As repeatedly emphasized, animals could never recognize the moral law and thus would never be
held responsible for their actions, even mauling someone. (They might suffer consequences, but
that is not the same as moral imputation.) On the other hand, in all three degrees of propensity to
evil, humans are evil because they recognize the moral law should be held supreme, yet they lie
to themselves, i.e., engage in self-deception, and act contrary to the moral law by incorporating
the occasional deviation into their maxim.

Kant’s bifurcation of Leibniz’s PSR is relevant here. Reason understood as a causal

principle, like in the water analogy, is insufficient for imputation. However, reason understood as
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a Supreme Principle is transcendental in its application of the moral law to empirical reality, and

therefore carries with it the possibility of imputation.
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VI.  Conclusion

Having explored Kant’s unique conceptions of rationality, freedom, and evil, we are
finally equipped to answer the question: Can we impute responsibility for evil under his moral
framework? Despite numerous criticisms to the contrary, the answer is yes. Understanding an
autonomous will as a free will does not imply that the heteronomous will is causally necessitated
by the inclinations and thus blameless. Instead, the heteronomous will should be understood as a
corrupted one that misuses its rationality and freedom to incorporate a deviation from the moral
law into its maxim. Moreover, just because it is heteronomous, does not mean it is totally
determined by the inclinations—that is more suited to an animal, not a human.

Also, we argue that endorsing leeway freedom is not necessary for this argument to work,
despite its obvious appeal. There is little evidence that Kant understands freedom as the ability to
choose for or against the moral law. Rather, he often describes it as source freedom, the ability to
spontaneously initiate a causal chain of events. Thus, it seems like an overreach to assert, as
some have done, that Kant created radical evil specifically to radically depart from source
freedom and move toward a new conception of leeway freedom.

Hence, the key to imputation is not necessarily that there was an available alternative
option, because choosing evil might not even be a genuine ability within Kant’s framework.
Instead, the key lies in rationality, which allows us to both recognize the moral law and also
engage in self-deception. Even moments of weakness count as evil because they demonstrate the
insidious seed of self-deception that we use to justify violations of the moral law, which we
recognize. We do not do this because we are consciously choosing to violate the moral law per
se, but because we are simply morally flawed to the point of being evil—and some of us are

more morally flawed than others. While there are some real concerns over whether the process of
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incorporating the inclinations into one’s maxim constitutes leeway freedom, this is ultimately
inscrutable given its noumenal nature, and does not detract from the possibility of responsibility.

Finally, far from becoming nonexistent, the notion of responsibility becomes even more
profound under Kant’s framework. Ultimately, it is ourselves—not our ancestors, our
circumstances, or even the inclinations that unquestionably affect us—that are responsible for
our own actions, good or bad. This notion of total responsibility is discomforting, but also
empowering. Although we are capable of evil due to the radical evil that lurks within us, we are
all capable of good due to our innate recognition of the moral law and the transcendental
freedom that allows us to act in alignment with it. In this way, Kant’s moral philosophy is
anything but inapplicable to the real world—it is a serious and largely successful effort at

illuminating the complexity of the human moral experience.
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