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conversion which is its consequent reflect developments in Kant’s thinking about
moral agency and his realization that his theory of freedom was inadequate to the
problem of moral evil; that the changes Kant makes to accommodate evil result in
a significant though subterranean shift in his concept of agency, resulting in two
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the concept of agency they push him towards provide an important link between
Kant and German Idealism.
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Few aspects of Kant’s philosophy have aroused more indignation and criticism
than his theory of radical evil. Schiller thought Kant’s doctrine of radical evil
“scandalous,” and Goethe famously declared it a “shameful stain” on Kant’s phi-
losophical mantle.1 Yet equally, if not more problematic, is Kant’s explanation in
Books I and II of Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason of how the self that
is radically evil can effect a moral conversion and put off the evil maxim and re-
place it with the good maxim. Nicholas Wolterstorff is representative of many in
regarding as incoherent and irrational Kant’s attempt, in his theory of justifica-
tion by grace, and the theory of conversion of which it is a part, to square radi-
cal evil with his ethical philosophy.2 Kant’s Religion is, says Wolterstorff, “riddled
with irrationalities.”3 Although recently defenses of many aspects of Kant’s phi-

1 Both Schiller and Goethe’s reactions are noted in Fackenheim, Emil: “Kant and Radical Evil.”
In: The God Within: Kant, Schelling, and History. Toronto 1996, 21; originally published in: Univer-
sity of Toronto Quarterly 23, 1953, 339–353.
2 See Wolterstorff, Nicholas: “Conundrums in Kant’s Rational Religion.” In: Kant’s Philosophy of
Religion Reconsidered. Ed. Philip J. Rossi and Michael Wreen. Bloomington 1991, 40–53, esp. 41–48.
3 Ibid., 48.
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Converting the Kantian Self 347

losophy of religion have become common,4 serious questions still remain about
the coherence and philosophical value of Kant’s Religion. Just as the debates
about how to interpret Kant’s ideas about the noumenal realm and things-in-
themselves reflect concerns about the value and relevance of his philosophy if it
were shown to be metaphysical,5 so debates about Kant’s Religion often reflect
concerns about the relevance of religion and specifically Christianity in a largely
secular cultural context.6 Are Kant’s religious doctrines, like his claim that hu-
mans are “naturally evil,” simply appurtenances to his ethical theory that can
without loss be dispensed with, or do they represent important developments of
his philosophy, and therefore lay claim to the attention of those who want to un-
derstand Kant’s philosophy in toto? This article argues that Kant’s doctrine of ra-
dical evil and the doctrine of conversion which is its consequent reflect develop-
ments in Kant’s thinking about moral agency and his realization that his theory of
freedom was inadequate to the problem of moral evil; that the changes Kant ma-
kes to accommodate evil result in a significant though subterranean shift in his
concept of agency, resulting in two incompatible concepts, one explicit but ina-
dequate, the other implicit yet necessary. Moreover, the problems Kant encoun-
ters with radical evil and conversion and the concept of agency they push him to-
wards provide an important link between Kant and German Idealism, a link to
which I will return at the end of the article. Thus, while this article argues for the
philosophical importance of Religion, it does not do so by arguing against the
charges of incoherence and inconsistency. These are real problems in Religion.
Yet, merely to state them and then dismiss Religion without understanding what

4 See, for example, the essays collected in Kant and the New Philosophy of Religion. Ed. Chris L.
Firestone and Stephen Palmquist. Bloomington 2006, as well as Firestone, Christ L. and Jacobs,
Nathan: In Defense of Kant’s Religion. Bloomington 2008.
5 Hogan, Desmond: “Noumenal Affection.” In: Philosophical Review 118, 2009, 501–532, pres-
ents one of the most recent interpretations of Kant’s idea that supersensible entities somehow
produce the matter of sensible intuition. His introduction, ibid., 501–505, provides a concise
overview of the different interpretive options. For a more thorough, though now dated, survey of
the broader interpretive questions about transcendental idealism, see Ameriks, Karl: “Transcen-
dental Idealism Today.” In: History of Philosophy Quarterly 9, 1992, 329–342. Paul Franks, All or
Nothing: Systematicity, Transcendental Arguments, and Skepticism in German Idealism. Cam-
bridge, Mass. 2005, 1–5, provides a concise and helpful overview of the dominant trends in Kan-
tian interpretation vis-à-vis German Idealism, and the way these interpretive trends represent
broader commitments in contemporary philosophy.
6 Though whether one rejects or tries to rehabilitate Kant’s Religion by no means entails any-
thing determinate about the critic’s own views on religion, that there is often an overlap between
defenders of Kant’s Religion and people who have similar religious commitments, and a similar
overlap between secular critics and those who deny or downplay the religious elements in Kant’s
philosophy seems more than a mere coincidence.
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they represent and why they arose is as unsatisfying as claiming, by means of
creative reinterpretation, that they do not exist. Mediating between these two ap-
proaches, this article argues that much of the philosophical value and insight in
Religion comes only when one has understood what Kant was trying to accom-
plish and why he did not fully succeed. Not only does this approach enable us to
appreciate more fully the achievements and failures of Religion, it also gives us in-
sight into the Kantian origins of a crucial problem that is more closely associated
with post-Kantian Idealism than with Kant himself.

The first section of this article introduces the historical background for
Kant’s idea of radical evil and analyzes it in light of his theory of moral agency;
the second section deals with Kant’s attempt to explain how conversion is pos-
sible in light of its antithesis, the fall into radical evil; the third section then ana-
lyzes Kant’s account of conversion, arguing that his description of this pro-
cess is fraught with inconsistencies, especially on questions of agency, but that
these inconsistencies are productive, for they manifests the tensions in Kant’s
conception of agency and provide a powerful challenge for further reflection on
what conversion is and how it is possible, especially for those who, like Kant,
want to link closely freedom and morality. In the conclusion I suggest how
Kant’s problems of agency in Religion anticipate some developments in German
Idealism.

I Radical Evil and Agency
Kant’s essay on radical evil was unusual, not least because it represented a de-
parture from his previously held position on moral evil. As Michelle Kosch notes,
Kant’s account of radical evil in Religion “has a peculiar status, sandwiched as it
is between what can only be seen as expressions of a negative conception of evil:
Evil as some combination of sensuousness, folly, and the passivity of the will, not
a capacity but rather a limitation of a capacity.”7 Thus Kant’s view of evil, she
says, is not simply a development of his earlier work. Rather, it arose to address
“a specific problem” noted by friends and opponents alike.8

7 Kosch, Michelle: Freedom and Reason in Kant, Schelling, and Kierkegaard. Oxford 2006, 46.
Recognition that there are two positions on freedom and by extension agency in Kant goes back
in the English literature at least to Henry Sidgwick. See especially Sidgwick, Henry: “The Kantian
Conception of Free Will.” In: Mind 13, 1888, 405–412.
8 Ibid.
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A major theme in Kant’s philosophy, one that became a central element of the
post-Kantian tradition, is the idea of freedom as autonomy,9 which Kant, building
on Rousseau, made central to his moral philosophy. A problem, however, arose
from the relationship between freedom and the moral law. Kant had, in numerous
places, defined freedom in such a way that it seemed to be identified with prac-
tical reason. To be rational one must act under laws; whereas the natural world
operates under laws of nature, the agent who possesses transcendental freedom
operates under moral laws. Kosch notes a particularly explicit passage in the
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals in which Kant articulates this parallel-
ism. As the concept of causality brings the idea of laws that govern cause-and-
effect relationships, says Kant:

[S]o freedom, although it is not a property of the will in accordance with natural laws, is not
for that reason lawless but must instead be a causality in accordance with immutable laws
but of a special kind; for otherwise a free will would be an absurdity. Natural necessity was
a heteronomy of efficient causes, since every effect was possible only in accordance with the
law that something else determines the efficient cause to causality; what, then, can freedom
of the will be other than autonomy, that is, the will’s property of being a law to itself? But the
proposition, the will is in all its actions a law to itself, indicates only the principle, to act on
no other maxim than that which can also have as object itself as a universal law. This, how-
ever, is precisely the formula of the categorical imperative. Hence a free will and a will under
the moral law are one and the same.10

Kant’s references here to “immutable laws,” his insistence that these laws are uni-
versal and necessary, and then his equation of being under these laws with being

9 See, inter alia, Prauss, Gerold: Kant über Freiheit als Autonomie. Frankfurt am Main 1983. Pink-
ard, Terry: German Philosophy 1760–1860: The Legacy of Idealism. Cambridge 2002, argues that
autonomy was the animating idea in this period of philosophy, and he crafts his narrative around
it. See especially 45–65.
10 GMS, AA 04: 446.18–447.07: „[…] so ist die Freiheit, ob sie zwar nicht eine Eigenschaft des Wil-
lens nach Naturgesetzen ist, darum doch nicht gar gesetzlos, sondern muß vielmehr eine Causalität
nach unwandelbaren Gesetzen, aber von besonderer Art sein; denn sonst wäre ein freier Wille ein
Unding. Die Naturnothwendigkeit war eine Heteronomie der wirkenden Ursachen; denn jede Wir-
kung war nur nach dem Gesetze möglich, daß etwas anderes die wirkende Ursache zur Causalität
bestimmte; was kann denn wohl die Freiheit des Willens sonst sein als Autonomie, d. i. die Eigen-
schaft des Willens, sich selbst ein Gesetz zu sein? Der Satz aber: der Wille ist in allen Handlungen
sich selbst ein Gesetz, bezeichnet nur das Princip, nach keiner anderen Maxime zu handeln, als
die sich selbst auch als ein allgemeines Gesetz zum Gegenstande haben kann. Dies ist aber gerade
die Formel des kategorischen Imperativs und das Princip der Sittlichkeit: also ist ein freier Wille
und ein Wille unter sittlichen Gesetzen einerlei.“ Translations of Kant are from the The Cambridge
Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant unless otherwise specified. While the German will normally
be quoted in footnotes, for brief quotes the German will be provided parenthetically in-text.
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free and under the moral law make it unclear how one could freely deviate from
the moral law and what this deviation would look like. Carl Christian Erhard
Schmid, in his 1790 Versuch einer Moralphilosophie, called this concept of free-
dom, based on his understanding of Kant, “intelligible fatalism.”11 As Kosch
notes, the only way he could explain “the intelligible ground of an immoral action
is to assume some second sort of intelligible causality, distinct from that of reason
and sometimes hindering it.”12

Schmid’s work on ethics was part of his contribution to a debate in late eight-
eenth-century German philosophy about freedom and determinism. George di
Giovanni thinks that Schmid in many ways misunderstood Kant;13 yet on this
point about freedom, both Schmid and Karl Reinhold, who wrote an essay in 1791
about freedom and morality, were on the right track. Schmid had been following
Kant in asserting autonomy, and Schmid understood “this autonomy as an ex-
pression of the spontaneity that follows ‘being rational’,” the result being that
“he had ended up with a system of universal determinism.”14 In his essay, Rein-
hold “was still operating on the Kantian assumption that the will is the same as
practical reason subjectively considered – that freedom, in other words, is ident-
ical with the spontaneity that reason enjoys in establishing its own laws of ac-
tion.”15 Giovanni’s summary of the problem Reinhold runs into is worth quoting
at length, in particular because of its lucid portrayal of the problem Kant has in
squaring freedom and evil:

The problem [with how one could knowingly break a rule of reason] is that, if moral life pre-
supposes freedom, but freedom is an attribute of reason, to act as a morally responsible
agent and to follow the rule of reason amount to one and the same thing. But reason cannot
but follow its own law. Hence, either an actions falls under the rule of reason or it escapes its
compass altogether, becoming morally irrelevant in this latter case. The possibility of moral
evil – as the contradictory of the moral good – is thus abolished, and so is the moral life as
we normally understand it.16

11 See Kosch, 50–54.
12 Kosch, 50. See Schmid: Versuch einer Moralphilosophie. Jena 1790, 211.
13 Di Giovanni, George: Freedom and Religion in Kant and his Immediate Successors: The
Vocation of Humankind, 1774–1800. Cambridge 2005. Part of Di Giovanni’s argument is that prac-
tically all of Kant’s contemporaries misunderstood him by reading him in terms of Popular-
philosophie, which was beholden to the traditional metaphysics Kant had attempted to expurgate
from his system. Even Kant himself, thinks Di Giovanni, misunderstood the implications and
radical nature of his philosophy. On Di Giovanni’s reading, Fichte was the only one of Kant’s con-
temporaries who understood the full implications of Kant’s philosophy. See Di Giovanni, Free-
dom and Religion, 6–10.
14 Ibid., 123.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
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Kant was aware of this problem in the early 1790s, and his account of radical evil
in Religion is his attempt to resolve it.17

In order to understand Kant’s account of radical evil, it is important to see
clearly the factors that generate the problem Kant is trying to resolve. At least
three are crucial for Kant’s account. The first is Kant’s commitment to freedom as
co-extensive with subjection to the moral law. On this view, as we saw in Schmid’s
description of it as “intelligible fatalism,” freedom is understandable precisely
because it accords with laws and does not admit of contingency or indeterminacy.
Just as the natural world is ruled by laws whose operations are necessary and uni-
versal, so the moral laws which govern free actions are necessary and universal.
The second factor is Kant’s discomfort with this view; as Fackenheim notes, “Kant
wavers between two views of freedom.” On the first, described above, “man is free
in the degree to which he is determined by the moral principle; according to the
other, he is free to choose good or evil.”18 The third factor is Kant’s commitment to
what can be called moral self-creation. Elaborating this principle will take us into
the heart of radical evil.

Kant’s clearest statement of the principle referred to above as moral self-cre-
ation is found in Religion: “The human being must make or have made himself
into whatever he is or should become in a moral sense, good or evil. These two
[characters] must be an effect of his free power of choice, for otherwise they could
not be imputed to him and, consequently, he could be neither morally good nor
evil.”19 The principle here lays down a condition for moral responsibility, viz.
authorship of whatever it is one is responsible for. If, for example, a human being
was simply born with an evil nature that had nothing to do with her choice, she
could not be held responsible for it; it would be morally irrelevant. While this
principle may strike some readers as intuitive, similar in that sense to the “ought
implies can” principle, it has significant implications and it generates many, if
not all, of the inconsistencies that arise in Religion when Kant draws on tradi-
tional Christian concepts like grace and sin. It is, therefore, important to under-
stand exactly what Kant is saying in this principle.

17 So thinks Kosch, 50ff. Kosch does not mention him, but Emil Fackenheim, op. cit., offers ap-
proximately the same reading, though less rigorously and thoroughly argued, and draws atten-
tion to the change in Kant’s view.
18 Fackenheim, The God Within, 24.
19 RGV, AA 06: 44.15–18: „Was der Mensch im moralischen Sinne ist oder werden soll, gut oder
böse, dazu muß er sich selbst machen oder gemacht haben. Beides muß eine Wirkung seiner
freien Willkür sein; denn sonst könnte es ihm nicht zugerechnet werden, folglich er weder mora-
lisch gut noch böse sein.“
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Christianity teaches that humans are in every way creatures; born with
good natures,20 they are also responsible moral agents, and their responsibility
consists partly, if not wholly, in taking care of and properly using that which
they have been given. On this view, human nature is a gift for which humans are
responsible. This view contrasts sharply with Kant’s; his principle that we are
only responsible for those things in ourselves which we create is a much
stronger claim, and, when related to his concept of a maxim, it creates both the
conceptual space necessary for radical evil and the tensions that plague Kant’s
account of it.

According to Kant, all actions embody a maxim, i.e., a subjective principle of
action: “freedom of the power of choice has the characteristic, entirely peculiar to
it, that it cannot be determined to action through any incentive except so far as the
human being has incorporated it into his maxim (has made it into a universal rule
for himself, according to which he wills to conduct himself).”21 This is what Henry
Allison has called the Incorporation Thesis (IT). Because all actions depend on
maxim incorporation, evil action must reflect an evil maxim. But, thinks Kant,
someone with a good Gesinnung could not adopt an evil maxim, for a good person
has “incorporated the moral law into his maxim” (hat er das moralische Gesetz
in seine Maxime aufgenommen).22 Kant concludes, then, that adoption of an evil
maxim reflects a bad Gesinnung. But, following the principle of moral self-cre-
ation, it is impossible that our actions could flow from a Gesinnung if that Gesin-
nung was not chosen by us, else we would not be responsible for our actions. Ad-
dressing this concern, he says that “to have the one or the other disposition by
nature as an innate characteristic does not mean that the disposition has not been
earned by the human being who harbors it, i.e. that he is not its author, but means
rather that it has not been earned in time.”23 Kant here makes a significant philo-
sophical move, one that lies at center of his account of conversion. Kant’s conver-
sion account is about how we change our Gesinnung, and it is therefore impera-

20 Precisely what kind of nature humans had prior to the Fall is a matter of dispute among theo-
logians; I use “good” here in a non-technical sense, not wishing to take a position on these theo-
logical arguments.
21 RGV, AA 06: 23.30–24.04: „[D]ie Freiheit der Willkür ist von der ganz eigenthümlichen Be-
schaffenheit, daß sie durch keine Triebfeder zu einer Handlung bestimmt werden kann, als nur
sofern der Mensch sie in seine Maxime aufgenommen hat (es sich zur allgemeinen Regel gemacht
hat, nach der er sich verhalten will)“.
22 RGV, AA 06: 24.17–18.
23 RGV, AA 06: 25: „Die eine oder die andere Gesinnung als angeborne Beschaffenheit von Natur
haben, bedeutet hier auch nicht, daß sie von dem Menschen, der sie hegt, gar nicht erworben,
d. i. er nicht Urheber sei; sondern daß sie nur nicht in der Zeit erworben sei.“
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tive to see that Kant’s account of how we change parallels his account of how we
acquire a Gesinnung in the first place.

Kant’s notion of Gesinnung, as Henry Allison observes, is not in itself un-
usual. Kant demonstrates his “partial agreement” with a longstanding tradition
in moral psychology that “insist[s] that moral responsibility presupposes that ac-
tions be connected with the character of the agent.” The break with this view, Al-
lison notes, “is his insistence that, like the specific maxims adopted on the basis
of it, an agent’s Gesinnung is itself somehow chosen.”24 This philosophical move
thus proves fateful for Kant’s philosophy of religion. Notice in particular what it
implies about agency. Prior to, and indeed even after, Religion, Kant seemed com-
mitted to a view of agency that linked autonomy and the moral law such that mor-
ally evil action seemed impossible. Christine Korsgaard, whose self-constitution
view has this same problem, describes it succinctly as it occurs in Plato and Kant
(her primary interlocutors):

It’s important to see that the structure of the problem in these two arguments is exactly the
same. Each argument first identifies an essential metaphysical property of action – auton-
omy in Kant’s argument and constitutional unity in Plato’s – and then identifies this meta-
physical property with a normative property: the universalizability of your maxim in Kant’s
argument and justice in Plato’s.25

The problem, as Korsgaard notes, is that by making the metaphysical property es-
sential for action and also normative, “it seems to imply only good action is really
action, and that there is nothing left for bad action to be.”26 By adding the adop-
tion of our Gesinnung to his concept of agency, Kant is “deepening” his theory of
freedom, says Allison, from what it was in the first Critique.27 In fact, Kant seems
to be changing his view in a significant way, or at least introducing elements into
it that are not clearly consistent with each other.

For, if an action, per the IT, requires a maxim, and maxim adoption presup-
poses a Gesinnung that relates the agent’s actions to its character, then action
requires a Gesinnung, else it becomes completely inexplicable. But if action pre-

24 Allison, Henry: Kant’s Theory of Freedom. Cambridge 1990, 137.
25 Korsgaard, Christine: Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity. Oxford 2009, 160. Kors-
gaard addresses this problem specifically in Kant’s work in Korsgaard, Christine: Creating the
Kingdom of Ends. Cambridge 1996, 159–187.
26 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 160.
27 Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, 140. Allison, ibid, goes on to argue that we should take
“Kant’s later claims about intelligible character and Gesinnung in a regulative rather than
straightforwardly ontological sense.” This author finds Allison unpersuasive on this point for
reasons that will become clear below.
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supposes an agent with a Gesinnung, then exactly what agent could perform the
action of adopting a Gesinnung? None of the necessary properties of action would
seem to obtain. The action of Gesinnung adoption could not manifest a maxim,
which means it violates the IT, nor could it manifest a Gesinnung. Finally, and per-
haps most problematically for Kant, it seems it could not even manifest Kantian
autonomy, for if autonomy is understood as a normative property, then the notion
of an autonomous agent, one who is by definition under the moral law, choosing
to be under the moral law is redundant, and the notion of that same agent choos-
ing the evil maxim, and subordinating duty to inclination, is just as incoherent as
it was before, and leaves Kant in the precise position he was trying to avoid, i.e.,
that of being unable to account for freely chosen moral evil. Somehow the agent
must not be under the moral law, thus allowing it choose either subjection to the
moral law or the adoption of the evil maxim. It is important to remember why Kant
is in this situation: he is trying to explain radical evil as resulting from the free,
and therefore culpable, adoption of the evil maxim, the subjective ground of all
evil actions. The result of his attempt is enormous tension if not direct contradic-
tion with his previously held theory of agency. What ultimately lies behind this
problem is that Kant is operating with two different agents, or, put another way,
to different conceptions of agency, which are doing different tasks, as it were, in
Kant’s philosophy. This in turn, crucially, implies a second concept of autonomy.
While Allison and others might reject these claims, exploring Kant’s account
of conversion will provide further support for them and a fuller context for re-
sponses to criticism and a clear statement of their implications.

II Revolution of the Will: Its Possibility
Plunged into evil by an inexplicable Urentscheidung, whereby an evil rather than
a good Gesinnung was adopted, the Kantian self now seems to be in a hopeless
condition. Since her highest maxim is evil, it seems impossible that she could ef-
fect radical change in her Gesinnung. But she must effect such change. Indeed,
Kant’s doctrine of radical evil requires at least some account of how a radically
evil agent can still meet the requirements of the moral law. “For,” as Kant says, “in
spite of that fall, the command that we ought to become better human beings still
resounds unabated in our souls.”28 Thus, we must be able at least to make our-
selves worthy of assistance. If one takes Kant at his word on this point, it raises an

28 RGV, AA 06: 45.07–08: „Denn ungeachtet jenes Abfalls erschallt doch das Gebot: wir sollen
bessere Menschen werden, unvermindert in unserer Seele.“
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interpretive difficulty for those who wish to defend Kant’s concept of evil in Re-
ligion by arguing that it flows from his earlier work. Recently Pablo Muchnik, for
example, has argued that Kant’s concept of evil in Religion is implicit in the con-
cept of the good will that he lays out in the Groundwork.29 Yet Muchnik does not
address the problem of conversion; while this by no means is a decisive argument
against his reading of Kant, it is an omission that significantly weakens its force.
For, if Kant’s ideas about evil in Religion are a logical implication of his earlier
moral philosophy, then so too must be some account of conversion. Thus if one
wishes to salvage Kant’s concept of radical evil by tying it with his earlier philos-
ophy in a relationship of implication or entailment, as if it were implicit, as Much-
nik argues, as early as the Groundwork, then one is also committing oneself to
some resolution of the problem created in Kant’s moral philosophy by radical
evil.

Defending a Kantian theory of conversion, however, is a very difficult task,
and Kant saw both the difficulty and the necessity of undertaking it. The possibil-
ity of conversion, thinks Kant, is rooted in the actuality of radical evil:

How it is possible that a naturally evil human being should make himself into a good human
being surpasses every concept of ours. For how can an evil tree bear good fruit? But, since
by our previous admission a tree which was (in its predisposition) originally good did bring
forth bad fruits, and since the fall from good into evil (if we seriously consider that evil orig-
inates from freedom) is no more comprehensible than the ascent from evil back to the good,
then the possibility of this last cannot be disputed.30

This is passage rich in meaning and charged with tension. The crux of the passage
is what we can call the argument from parallel incomprehensibility, which can be
stated as follows: X is incomprehensible, but actual. Y is also incomprehensible,
but relevantly parallel to X. Therefore, Y too may (Kant needs to say “must,” for
moral reasons, but this is a weak form of his argument) be possible. If we grant to
Kant that this is a plausible argument, we must ask whether the fall into radical
evil and the revolution of the will are in fact parallel.

29 See Muchnik, Pablo: “On the Alleged Vacuity of Kant’s Concept of Evil.” In: Kant-Studien 97,
2006, 430–451.
30 RGV, AA 06: 44.32–45.06: „Wie es nun möglich sei, daß ein natürlicherweise böser Mensch
sich selbst zum guten Menschen mache, das übersteigt alle unsere Begriffe; denn wie kann ein
böser Baum gute Früchte bringen? Da aber doch nach dem vorher abgelegten Geständnisse ein
ursprünglich (der Anlage nach) guter Baum arge Früchte hervorgebracht hat […] und der Verfall
vom Guten ins Böse (wenn man wohl bedenkt, daß dieses aus der Freiheit entspringt) nicht be-
greiflicher ist, als das Wiederaufstehen aus dem Bösen zum Guten: so kann die Möglichkeit des
letztern nicht bestritten werden.“
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Here there is significant tension in Kant’s account. On the surface, there ap-
pears to be a clear parallel between (1) possessing a predisposition to good, yet
adopting the evil maxim, and (2) possessing an evil nature, yet effecting our own
rebirth or revolution.31 In fact, matters are not so clear. There are at least two prob-
lems here. First, Kant says in a footnote to the above quote that “The tree, good in
predisposition, is not yet good in deed; for, if it were so, it surely could not bring
forth bad fruit. Only when a human being has incorporated into his maxim the
incentive implanted in him for the moral law, is he called a good human being
(the tree, a good tree absolutely).”32 Although Kant’s tree metaphor, borrowed
from the Gospels, is stretched here, his meaning is clear. Kant earlier affirmed
that:

If it is said, The human being is created good, this can only mean nothing more than: He has
been created for the good and the original predisposition in him is good; the human being is
not thereby good as such, but he brings it about that he becomes good or evil, according as
he either incorporates or does not incorporate into his maxims the incentives contained in
that predisposition (and this must be left entirely to his free choice).33

Kant says this directly after he enunciates his principle of moral self-creation, and
it is obviously that principle that drives him to this clarification. The problem is
that Kant seems to render the idea of a “predisposition to good” morally vacuous
at worst, or much attenuated at best, and certainly disanalogous with being ac-
tually evil. For, if it is the case that, once having actualized our predisposition to
the good by incorporating the proper incentive into our maxim, we could never
bring forth bad fruit, then Kant’s parallel would seem to imply that since we did,
in fact, actualize our propensity to evil, the evil tree that we are could never bring
forth good fruit. So Kant’s parallel only works if both trees are good and evil in
potentia; but here, of course, the parallel breaks down. This alone would suffice
to undermine the parallel structure of Kant’s argument, but there is a second,
deeper problem with it.

31 See RGV, AA 06: 48.
32 RGV, AA 06: 45.16–20: „Der der Anlage nach gute Baum ist es noch nicht der That nach; denn
wäre er es, so könnte er freilich nicht arge Früchte bringen; nur wenn der Mensch die für das
moralische Gesetz in ihn gelegte Triebfeder in seine Maxime aufgenommen hat, wird er ein guter
Mensch (der Baum schlechthin ein guter Baum) genannt.“
33 RGV, AA 06: 44.18–24: „Wenn es heißt: er ist gut geschaffen, so kann das nichts mehr be-
deuten, als: er ist zum Guten erschaffen, und die ursprüngliche Anlage im Menschen ist gut; der
Mensch ist es selber dadurch noch nicht, sondern nachdem er die Triebfedern, die diese Anlage
enthält, in seine Maxime aufnimmt oder nicht (welches seiner freien Wahl gänzlich überlassen
sein muß), macht er, daß er gut oder böse wird.“
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Kant’s discussion of our predisposition to good reveals that it cannot do the
work he wants it to do in his argument. The third predisposition in human nature is
to personality, and it accounts for our capacity to respect the moral law “as of itself
a sufficient incentive to the power of choice” (als einer für sich hinreichenden Trieb-
feder der Willkür).34 Kant goes on to say that it is only through the freie Willkür or
free power of choice that we incorporate respect for the moral law into our maxim,
and only the Willkür that has done this is a good character (Charakter). Such a char-
acter “can only be achieved” (nur erworben werden kann); thus Kant terms the
possibility in our nature of the achievement of such character a “predisposition”
(Anlage).35 But, he reasons, “the idea of the moral law alone, together with the re-
spect that is inseparable from it,” is not a predisposition to personality, it is person-
ality.36 “The subjective ground, however, of our incorporating this incentive into
our maxims seems to be an addition to personality, and hence seems to deserve
the name of a predisposition on behalf of it.”37 So our predisposition to personal-
ity refers to 1) the possibility of acquiring a good character and 2) the subjective
ground of our incorporation of the moral feeling of respect for the moral law into
our maxim. While much time could be spent analyzing in detail Kant’s account of
our predisposition to personality, what is important here is to notice how mislead-
ing Kant’s term predisposition (Anlage) actually is. It seems to imply a tendency to-
wards one thing over another; that is, if John has a predisposition to the good, we
would think John was, all things being equal, given to choose the good. In fact, as
we have seen, for Kant our predisposition to the good describes nothing save the
possibility of being moral. The capacity to have our will sufficiently determined
only by the moral law is just what the capacity to be moral means for Kant. Absent
this capacity, no agent could be under the strictures of Kant’s ethical philosophy.

It is now possible to see clearly why Kant’s argument from parallel incompre-
hensibility completely lacks the parallel structure it seems to have on a surface
reading. If we lacked the “predisposition to good,” the entire question of conver-
sion would be irrelevant, for we would not be moral beings. There is no relevant
parallel between (1) the capacity for moral action and (2) the transition from being
actually evil to being actually good; there is rather a relationship of dependence,

34 RGV, AA 06: 27.28–29.
35 RGV, AA 06: 27.35–37. Translation modified.
36 RGV, AA 06: 27–28: „Die Idee des moralischen Gesetzes allein mit der davon unzertrennlichen
Achtung kann man nicht füglich eine Anlage für die Persönlichkeit nennen; sie ist die Persön-
lichkeit selbst“.
37 RGV, AA 06: 28.04–07: „Aber daß wir diese Achtung zur Triebfeder in unsere Maximen auf-
nehmen, der subjective Grund hiezu scheint ein Zusatz zur Persönlichkeit zu sein und daher den
Namen einer Anlage zum Behuf derselben zu verdienen.“
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for (2) clearly depends on (1) for even the meaningfulness of its terms. In spite of
the failure of Kant’s argument here, he must nevertheless commit himself to the
possibility of conversion for, as he says, “if the moral law commands that we
ought to be better human beings now, it inescapably follows that we must be ca-
pable of being better human beings.”38 Kant’s commitment to the “ought implies
can” principle combined with his principle of moral self-creation and the univer-
sality of the moral law entails that the moral law obtains, regardless of our moral
nature, and that we can effect any changes in ourselves necessary to meet the
requirements of the moral law; Kant’s first attempt to explain how this is possible,
i.e. the argument from parallel incomprehensibility, failed. But Kant’s conversion
account has more to it than the simple fact that the moral agent must be able to
change herself. There is a further difficulty, however, one that points to the exist-
ence of a parallel structure between the fall and conversion; not the parallel Kant
thought he had, nor the one he needs, but a crucial one nonetheless.

III The Agent Converted
This parallel emerges in Kant’s account of justification, which extends his de-
scription of conversion into new conceptual territory. Since my focus is specifi-
cally on questions of agency and evil, my summary of Kant’s view of guilt and jus-
tification will be brief and not intended to be an evaluation of his theory of
justification as such or vis-à-vis the Christian tradition.39 Rather our focus will
now be on specific problems in Kant’s account of conversion, beyond his argu-
ment for its possibility.

The need to which Kant’s account of justification responds is that of unpaid
moral debt. This is the “third and apparently greatest difficulty” ([d]ie dritte und
dem Anscheine nach größte Schwierigkeit) in Kant’s account of how we can be-
come pleasing to God.40 Because the agent starts his moral journey in evil, he
owes an infinite debt “which is impossible for him to wipe out” (und diese Ver-
schuldung ist ihm nie auszulöschen möglich).41 Kant eliminates specific options

38 RGV, AA 06: 50.19–21: „Denn wenn das moralische Gesetz gebietet: wir sollen jetzt bessere
Menschen sein, so folgt unumgänglich: wir müssen es auch können.“
39 For such an evaluation, see Quinn, Philip L.: Essays in the Philosophy of Religion. Oxford
2006, 209–233, 234–254. For a thorough account of Kant’s Rechtfertigungslehre in its philosophi-
cal and theological context, see Heit, Alexander: Versöhnte Vernunft: Eine Studie zur systemati-
schen Bedeutung des Rechtfertigungsgedankens für Kants Religionsphilosphie. Göttingen 2006.
40 RGV, AA 06: 71.21
41 RGV, AA 06: 72.05–06.
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that might be thought open to the agent, such as that of good deeds performed
post-conversion paying off the old bad deeds; the possibility of acquiring a sur-
plus of good; and the possibility of transmissible liability, the rejection of which
undermines the classic Christian doctrine of the atonement as a substitution for
humanity’s sin.42 If we grant for the sake of argument Kant’s rejection of these op-
tions, what other course is left? Kant thinks that resolving this problem requires
focusing not on the specific actions of an agent, but rather on his “universal dis-
position” (allgemeinen Gesinnung). Prior to conversion, the agent has an evil Ge-
sinnung, and therefore deserves punishment; however, the full punishment that
he merits is not administered before his conversion; Kant says, moreover, that it
would not be proper to punish him after his conversion because he has become a
new man; therefore, thinks Kant, “since neither before nor after conversion is the
punishment in accordance with divine wisdom but is nevertheless necessary, the
punishment must be thought as adequately executed in the situation of conver-
sion itself.”43 Kant proceeds to argue from the “concept of moral conversion” (den
Begriff einer moralischen Sinnesänderung)44 that the new man is punished for
the sins of the old man, and that the experience of conversion itself, as it entails
the “death of the old man” (das ‘Absterben am alten Menschen’),45 provides a
kind of atonement.

But there is an obvious difficulty for Kant’s position here, and for that of his
theory of conversion generally, viz. how a being outside of the strictures of space
and time could be meaningfully spoken of in terms of “before” and “after.” Gor-
don Michalson, in his work on radical evil and conversion in Religion, adduces a
quote from the first Critique to highlight this problem: “In respect of the intelli-
gible character, of which the empirical character is the sensible schema, there can
be no before and after […] Reason […] acts freely; it is not dynamically determined
in the chain of natural causes through either outer or inner grounds antecedent in
time.”46 This problem is a significant one, even if one adopts a two-aspect theory

42 Hare, John: The Moral Gap: Kantian Ethics, Human Limits, and God’s Assistance. Oxford 1996,
208–214, provides a cogent response to Kant, arguing that he is wrong to reject transmissible lia-
bility.
43 RGV, AA 06: 73.17–20: „Da sie also weder vor noch nach der Sinnesänderung der göttlichen
Weisheit gemäß und doch nothwendig ist: so würde sie als in dem Zustande der Sinnesänderung
selbst ihr angemessen und ausgeübt gedacht werden müssen.“
44 RGV, AA 06: 73.21.
45 RGV, AA 06: 74.12–13.
46 Critique of Pure Reason, A 553/B 581, trans. Norman Kemp Smith. New York 1965, quoted in
Michalson, Jr., Gordon E.: Fallen Freedom: Kant on Radical Evil and Moral Regeneration. Cam-
bridge 1990, 83, emphasis original: „In Ansehung des intelligibelen Charakters, wovon jener nur
das sinnliche Schema ist, gilt kein Vorher oder Nachher […] Vernunft […] frei handelt, ohne in der
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or otherwise re-interprets Kant’s language about noumenal objects. Henry Al-
lison, for example, tries to make sense of the original act of adopting the evil
maxim by suggesting it is simply something one realizes that one must have done;
it is a kind of practical postulate. “Such an act,” he says, “is timeless or intel-
ligible, not in the sense that it must be regarded as occurring in some timeless
noumenal world but rather in the sense that it is not to be viewed as performed at
a specific point of time in one’s moral developments.”47 One problem with this re-
sponse becomes apparent when there is more than one such act that is performed
at no “specific point of time in one’s moral development.” Kant’s conversion ac-
count demands two of these acts, one whereby we acquire an evil Gesinnung, and
another whereby this is abandoned and a good Gesinnung is acquired. Allison’s
response does not save his position from the same difficulty (one among many, it
should be noted) that confronts the more traditional interpretation, viz. that there
would need to be some kind of corresponding event in the empirical narrative of
an agent’s life to make sense of the second act that results in her conversion. But
there can be no such event; Kant’s account of conversion, whatever else it is, is
nothing like a traditional account that describes an historical event in an agent’s
past. Lacking an actual turn in the agent’s life, one is forced to the following prob-
lem, even on Allison’s non-metaphysical view. An agent has a set of life condi-
tions, including actions, which Kant thinks the agent should realize manifest the
adoption of the evil maxim. Based on exactly the same set of life conditions, an
agent is also supposed to think she has converted herself, and “now” has the
moral law as her highest maxim. On top of this, the agent should be confident that
any remaining guilt will be taken care of, and that the agent is capable of doing
everything she needs to do to please God. The problem here is plain: the language
of “before” and “after” in conversion could be salvaged only if one was to claim
that the noumenal change that took place has empirical manifestations, i.e., a
real temporal “before and after.” But this is precisely what Kant cannot admit,
and thus the “before and after” language seems inescapably incoherent, regard-
less of what position one takes on the metaphysics behind Kant’s temporal lan-
guage. But the problem of Kant’s temporal language reflects a deeper tension that
is the source of the more obvious problems in his account of conversion and rad-
ical evil. This is the tension between two competing agencies, which can be seen
in the following crucial passage:

Kette der Naturursachen, durch äußere oder innere, aber der Zeit nach vorhergehende Gründe,
dynamisch bestimmt zu sein“.
47 Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, 154.
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The emergence from the corrupted disposition into the good is in itself already sacrifice (as
“the death of the old man, “the crucifying of the flesh”) and entrance into a long train of
life’s ills which the new human being undertakes in the disposition of the Son of God, that
is, simply for the sake of the good, yet are still fitting punishment for someone else. Physi-
cally, (considered in his empirical character as a sensible being) he is still the same human
being liable to punishment, and he must be judged as such before a moral tribunal of jus-
tice and hence by himself as well. Yet, in his new disposition (as an intelligible being), in the
sight of a divine judge for whom the disposition takes the place of the deed, he is morally an-
other being.48

This passage is the key to understanding the parallel between Kant’s account of
radical evil and his conversion account.

Kant’s claim that as an “intelligible being” the agent is “morally another
being” seems to be nonsense if taken literally, for grammatically it requires the
identity of the subject that it explicitly denies. If we designate the old moral self X,
and the new moral self Y, then Kant is insisting that who is converted is, paradoxi-
cally, neither X nor Y, for in the “conversion” X is destroyed and Y is created
de novo. Kant’s insistence on physical perdurance is understandable but incon-
sequential because Kant never identified the moral agent with his body; in fact
the opposite is the case. Throughout Kant’s philosophy the moral agent, the one
that is the valid subject of moral predicates, is the noumenal self, the intelligible
inhabitant of the kingdom of ends who by definition has neither spatial nor tem-
poral properties. So Kant’s language about physical perdurance is misleading,
for there is no morally relevant sense in which the same agent exists. But this is
clearly unacceptable, and the question is how, or whether, what Kant is saying
can be interpreted so as to avoid attributing such an absurd position to him. The
obvious response to such a demand is that one needs another agent, a “third
self,” as it were, that stands underneath X and Y to maintain relevant continu-
ity. Leslie Mulholland has recognized this, and says that “underlying the moral
change, there must also be a third subject, the presence of which is obscured in

48 RGV, 06: 74.11–23: „Der Ausgang aus der verderbten Gesinnung in die gute ist (als ,das Ab-
sterben am alten Menschen‘, ,Kreuzigung des Fleisches‘) an sich schon Aufopferung und Antre-
tung einer langen Reihe von Übeln des Lebens, die der neue Mensch in der Gesinnung des
Sohnes Gottes, nämlich bloß um des Guten willen, übernimmt; die aber doch eigentlich einem
andern, nämlich dem alten (denn dieser ist moralisch ein anderer), als Strafe gebührten. – Ob er
also gleich physisch (seinem empirischen Charakter als Sinnenwesen nach betrachtet) eben
derselbe strafbare Mensch ist und als ein solcher vor einem moralischen Gerichtshofe, mithin
auch von ihm selbst gerichtet werden muß, so ist er doch in seiner neuen Gesinnung (als intel-
ligibles Wesen) vor einem göttlichen Richter, vor welchem diese die That vertritt, moralisch ein
anderer“.
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Kant’s analysis.”49 While Mulholland is correct about the need for a third subject,
his analysis proceeds along the lines of a defense of the need for a timeless sub-
ject, which does not adequately explain whether such a view is what Kant is as-
suming or how it fits into the rest of Kant’s philosophy.

To understand properly what kind of interpretation would make the best
sense of Kant’s dilemma, we must understand why this problem has arisen. The
answer takes us back to the original theme with which this article began: freedom
and the possibility of moral evil. I have argued that Kant’s theory of radical evil
was a response to a weakness he recognized in his theory of agency, one that so
tightly linked a necessary property of action with a normative property that mor-
ally evil action seemed impossible. Indeed, for followers of Kant’s original theory
of freedom, like Korsgaard, morally evil actions are, strictly speaking, impossible.
What we are culpable for are omissions, not actions.50 But in Religion Kant ex-
plicitly repudiates such a negative view of evil (though this, or something similar,
is what he had held, and seemed to take up again in The Metaphysics of Morals),51

claiming that “nothing is, however, morally (i.e. imputably) evil but that which is
our own deed.”52 As a result, Kant’s position that we choose our Gesinnung raised

49 Mulholland, Leslie A.: “Freedom and Providence in Kant’s Account of Religion: The Problem
of Expiation.” In: Kant’s Philosophy of Religion Reconsidered, 77–102; here 87.
50 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 175: “What is true is that in the sort of theory I am defending,
responsibility in general is going to look a lot more like responsibility for omission. What we are
going to blame you for is not that other force that was working in you or on you, but for the fact
that you let it do that, that you failed to pick up the reins and take control of your own move-
ments. And the reason we are going to do that is that making yourself into an agent, giving your-
self identity, becoming a person, is your job” (emphasis original). Although it is not within the
scope of this article to argue against Korsgaard, a few things are worth noting about her position.
First, it is based on an impressive interpretation of Kant over a few decades that lends credibility
to Kant’s having held a similar position. Thus her defense of the position should give pause to in-
terpreters who are quick to deny that Kant held an identical or similar position (e.g. Allison,
Kant’s Theory of Freedom, 95), since she demonstrates that one can clearly make a plausible and
defensible theory of agency from such a view, especially if one is concerned to preserve a strong
sense of autonomy in one’s ethical theory, as Korsgaard is. Finally, one argument that could be
brought against Korsgaard, which Kant seemed to have felt the force of, at least when he wrote
Religion, is that such a theory of agency seems inadequate to our experience, or put differently,
that providing a robust conception of moral evil seems to be an indispensable part of a good the-
ory of agency. There is something profoundly inadequate to our moral phenomenology about
saying we do not action perform evil acts, especially when we think of things like rape, murder,
or genocide.
51 See Kosch, Freedom and Reason, 44–65.
52 RGV, AA 06: 31.14–15: „Nun ist aber nichts sittlich (d. i. zurechnungsfähig) böse, als was un-
sere eigene That ist.“
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the question of how, given the conditions for agency, which include the IT, such a
choice is possible. What we have in Kant’s account of conversion, specifically his
claim that the process results in a morally new being, is this exact problem again.
The agent that Kant needs beneath the evil Gesinnung is one that cannot only
perdure through conversion but can by its own willing effect the conversion and
adopt a good Gesinnung. This agent is precisely the same agent Kant needs to ac-
count for how we became radically evil in the first place. For, as we saw, in spite of
Kant’s language of a “predisposition to the good” the agent that chooses the evil
maxim cannot be an agent with a good disposition, which would be the result of
having chosen the moral law, but must instead be an agent with no Gesinnung (or,
if it makes sense to say so, an undetermined one).

The problem is that such an agent is not consistent with Kant’s account of
agency. Regardless of how one interprets Kant’s theory of agency and the way
in which freedom relates to morality in it, the conception of agency that Kant
requires for and deploys in the two great Acts of his religious drama, Fall and
Redemption, will not be consistent with his stated accounts of agency, and this
for a simple, but profoundly significant, reason: Kant needs an alternate kind of
agent to his “normal” one in order to explain moral evil and conversion, an agent,
moreover, operating with an alternate kind of autonomy. Kant needs a moral
agent that can disappear in conversion to solve his justification problem and a
moral agent that can effect this conversion; he needs a moral agent whose actions
always incorporate maxims and reflect a unitary character and an agent who can
choose the Gesinnung that these maxims reflect. Kant’s distinction between two
kinds of acts, innocently stated as “reconcilable with the concept of freedom”
(die sich beide doch mit dem Begriffe der Freiheit vereinigen lassen),53 is the only
explicit recognition one finds in Kant of the problem he faces. Evidence that he
did not see its significance is provided not only in his failure to see the parallel
problem in his theory of conversion (hence the lack of a unitary agent in the con-
version process) and but also in the way he states the distinction: “Now, the term
‘deed’ can in general apply just as well to the use of freedom through which the
supreme maxim (either in favor of, or against, the law) is adopted in the power of
choice, as to the use by which the actions themselves (materially considered, i.e.,
as regards the objects of the power of choice) are performed in accordance with
that maxim.”54 Kant is here simply stating in a different way the truth that we are

53 RGV, AA 06: 31.20–21
54 RGV, 06: 31.21–26: „Es kann aber der Ausdruck von einer That überhaupt sowohl von demje-
nigen Gebrauch der Freiheit gelten, wodurch die oberste Maxime (dem Gesetze gemäß oder zu-
wider) in die Willkür aufgenommen, als auch von demjenigen, da die Handlungen selbst (ihrer
Materie nach, d. i. die Objecte der Willkür betreffend) jener Maxime gemäß ausgeübt werden.“
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somehow responsible for our having adopting the highest maxim, but he shows
no awareness of the fact that the deed that adopts the supreme maxim requires an
agent, and that the kind of agent it requires is completely at odds with the agent
Kant normally assumes. Aware of the problems with Kant’s distinction, Allison
says, “Kant cannot, of course, be taken as literally identifying a propensity with
an act, even an intelligible one, since propensities are things we have whereas
acts are things we perform.” Allison, on one level, sees that Kant’s distinction is
problematic, but then he misses the point of the distinction, for he concludes that
Kant must be saying that through an act (in the normal sense) we acquire a pro-
pensity, not that a propensity actually is, in any sense, an act.55

It should be clear now why we have waited to address Allison’s position until
after we dealt with Kant’s account of conversion, for having seen the role that
Kant’s alternate account of agency plays there, we have good reason to reject Al-
lison’s interpretation. Kant did, in fact, mean exactly what he said; he desperately
needed a real act that could do the hard work which needed to be done in his
theory of radical evil and conversion. Allison recognizes the problem, i.e., some
agent would have to “perform” this Urtat of acquiring a propensity, but he does
not see that this special act plays an important, if inconsistent, role in Religion.
Too quickly focusing on what seems prima facie “plausible” to attribute to Kant
can thus lead to missing his reasons for adopting a position that may seem quite
implausible on the surface but which is adopted for sound reasons, in this case,
the desire for a theory of agency that can explain moral evil. Correlative to this no-
tion of agency, however, is implied a new notion of autonomy. That this shadow
agent should be called autonomous seems proper not only because its deed is a
particularly dramatic form of self-determination, in this case creating the very self
that will be the subject of subsequent determination, but also because it must be
viewed as responsible for its action. Notice that such a form of autonomy would
lack precisely the characteristic that distinguishes Kant’s explicit view: subjec-
tion to reason, specifically practical reason in the form of the moral law. Thus
Kant not only needs an agent behind his explicit agent, but this agent requires a
capacity for lawless self-determination. Behind the self governed by the dictates
of reason, then, lies a more primitive self that chose to be subject to reason. In
short, Kant’s own position pushes him towards a self-creating subject who pre-
exists subjection to reason and is indeed responsible for subjecting itself to rea-
son, thereby putting itself beyond the ken of Kant’s philosophy, both its theoreti-
cal and practical sides.

55 Allison, Kant’s Theory of Freedom, 153.
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Finally, it is worth noting how this parallels Kant’s motivation for positing
freedom outside the realm of theoretical knowledge in the first place. If it were
knowable by theoretical reason, freedom would be conditioned by a law external
to it and subject to necessity. So Kant removes the moral agent from the realm of
the empirical world, giving it spontaneity and autonomy. But this move, as we
have seen, actually created a problem analogous to the one it was trying to avoid,
viz. rendering freedom seemingly impossible, especially vis-à-vis evil actions,
precisely because it is subject to universal and necessary laws that it cannot help
be under, just in so far as it counts as a moral agent. The third self, or shadow self,
with its corresponding irrational form of autonomy, provides the true uncondi-
tioned, precisely by removing it entirely from the realm of rational determination,
whether through theoretical or practical reason.56

IV Conclusion
The role in Religion of Kant’s shadow agent and its lawless autonomy, the the-
ory for which he never developed, is that without which Religion would make no
sense, and that with which Religion seems to make so little sense. This conse-
quence is what we might expect if what we have in Religion is Kant’s grappling
with the co-existence of moral evil and freedom as autonomy. Kant was reaching
for concepts, like morally evil action, that had no coherent place in his theory of
agency, and the result was an attempt to generate such concepts while staying
true to his moral theory. Yet for students of Fichte and the subsequent develop-
ment of German Idealism, the focus of my analysis – Kant’s need for an agent
that somehow literally creates itself, somehow chooses to be the sort of agent that
characterizes the rest of Kant’s philosophy – may sound eerily familiar.

56 A further claim here is possible, and I believe plausible, but developing it would require a
separate examination of Kant’s theoretical philosophy. Nevertheless, the claim, put baldly, is
that the need for this alternate agent that lies behind even the noumenal agent parallels prob-
lems surrounding the identity of the transcendental subject in Kant’s theoretical philosophy.
Frederick Beiser, in his German Idealism: The Struggle Against Subjectivism. Cambridge, Mass.
2002, 161, for example, uses language striking analogous to my own analysis of this alternate
moral agent when describing Kant’s transcendental subject: “The answer to these questions
[about the transcendental subject] comes when we identify the transcendental subject with that
agent that performs the roles, functions or tasks necessary for the possibility of experience. On
the [other] hand, this subject is not simply reducible to those roles, functions or tasks, because it
is the agent behind them, that which executes them.” Emphasis added.
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Although Kant himself rejected Fichte’s philosophy of the self-positing Ich, I
have shown through Religion that Kant’s practical philosophy itself generates a
form of this position, i.e., the conditions of autonomous agency require some
kind of Selbst-Setzen. But Kant can only acknowledge this indirectly in his
struggles to make sense of radical evil and conversion, two theological themes
that seem initially far from the central concerns of the critical philosophy, yet are
in fact bound up with Kant’s desire to secure a real, meaningful form of freedom
as autonomy. Thus one can make the following suggestion, at this point only a
promissory note: the problems of agency and autonomy Kant confronts in Re-
ligion provide an important perspective for understanding the relationship be-
tween Kant’s practical philosophy and the development of German Idealism. Al-
though many of the distinctive features of early post-Kantian Idealism – such as
the rejection of the thing-in-itself, the use of intellectual intuition, and the idea
that knowledge must be Wissenschaft and derive from a single principle – seem in
so many ways blatant misunderstandings or simply rejections of Kant, the Idea-
lists may have been better readers of Kant than some scholars today are inclined
to acknowledge. For while all these ideas are in one sense radically inconsistent
with Kant’s philosophy, they could also be seen as conversions of it, conversions
that, like the implicit agent in Religion, Kant required yet could neither articu-
late nor legitimate, and conversions that have at their center a radicalized view of
agency and autonomy. Thus, what Religion shows is that Kant’s philosophy gen-
erates, on its own terms, a need – in trying to explain evil and avoid a kind of
rational determinism – for a kind of agent and thus a kind of agency that, pre-
cisely on those same terms, can find no place in Kant’s system. This raises a
simple yet profound question: can there be a recognizably Kantian philosophy
that has a place for this agent, and if so, what would it look like? Post-Kantian
Idealism is arguably the most significant attempt answer to this question. The
question of conversion, then, is thus no longer simply: can the Kantian self sur-
vive the Fall and Conversion and remain the same? Rather, this question has
raised the much larger question: can Kant’s philosophy itself survive its conver-
sion to German Idealism? The answer to this question may be less clear-cut than
many have thought, and however one answers it, it forces us wrestle with the leg-
acy of Kant’s philosophy and take seriously the transformations it underwent in
post-Kantian Idealism.57

57 John Hare offered helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper, for which I am grateful.
Some of the research for this article was supported by a Foreign Language and Area Studies Fel-
lowship.
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