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The dominant reception of Kant accords him the view that our capacities for feeling and
for self-determination are essentially independent of one another. The negative aim of the
dissertation is to argue against this standard interpretation; the positive aim is to offer an
alternative. I argue that the standard interpretation is not only alien to our ordinary self-
understanding but that it moreover threatens the internal coherence of Kant’s account. I
develop an alternative by examining Kant’s account of how reason motivates the agent:
first, in his account of the feeling of moral respect, and, second, in his account of moral
character. I argue that moral respect does not name one particular feeling among many but
that implicit in Kant’s account is idea that human feeling is a unique kind of self-
consciousness. In the first instance moral respect discloses to the subject her own
rationality and efficaciousness, i.e., discloses her to herself as a moral agent. The
distinctively human capacity for feeling emerges therefore as the form of self-
consciousness constitutive of practical agency, i.e., of freedom. This understanding of
feeling allows us to reevaluate Kant’s account of moral character. I argue that character is
the activity of constituting one’s identity as a practical agent. On the alternative
interpretation of Kant’s account that I propose, feeling and character emerge not as threats
to rationality and freedom, but the very manifestation of reason in us.
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Dissertation Overview
Freedom, Feeling and Character: The Unity of Reason and Sensibility in Kant’s Practical Philosophy

Kant’s moral philosophy is often interpreted as turning on a sharp opposition between freedom
and feeling. This interpretative line ignores two key moments in Kant’s account where reason and
feeling—activity and receptivity—are portrayed as interdependent constituents of a unified capacity to
act well: the feeling of moral respect and the constitution of character. In each case the standard picture
raises a puzzle about the text: First, how can moral respect be a feeling and yet be integral for rational
motivation? And second, how can I be held responsible for actions that are grounded in character,
something I don’t choose or do in any ordinary sense? In answering these questions, it emerges that
Kant is not only a forceful critic of a dualistic conception of reason and feeling but that he is moreover
an insightful guide toward a coherent non-dualistic view of their relationship.

The dominant reception of Kant attributes to him an account in which we are essentially
rational, free beings capable of self-determination, and yet are also subject to our feelings—the latter,
products of nature and habituation, which are both outside of our “rational control.” This putative
dualism, I argue in Chapter 1, is not only alien to our ordinary self-understanding but also threatens the
internal coherence of the Kantian account. I examine the dominant interpretation of the relation between
the rational will and feeling, namely, Henry Allison’s Incorporation Thesis (endorsed by Guyer, Wood,
Korsgaard and Baron, among others), according to which an agent is responsible for acting on
contingent desire insofar as that agent has freely “incorporated” that desire into her principle of action
by deeming the desire a reason to act. I argue however that as long as desire is understood as a brute
fact, it cannot itself ever come to be considered as a reason to act. This reading, I argue, therefore leaves
it mysterious how agents can be said to freely act on their desires, and therefore be responsible for
acting morally badly.

While commentators have previously considered that the feeling of moral respect might hold the
key to Kant’s understanding of the relation between reason and feeling, I argue that they have
nevertheless failed to appreciate what is philosophically most distinctive and profound in Kant’s account
of the role of feeling in the life of a practically rational agent. In Chapter 2, I argue that implicit in
Kant’s account of the feeling of moral respect is the remarkable idea that human emotion is a unique
mode of self-consciousness, one which discloses the subject to herself as rational, embodied and capable
of freely determining herself to act in the world. Human feeling emerges on this account as the form of
self-consciousness constitutive of practical agency, i.e., of freedom.

This reading of moral respect opens a new perspective on the topic of moral character. On
standard accounts of Kant’s practical philosophy character is interpreted as an aggregate of dispositions
to act that result from mere empirical habituation. This renders mysterious how character is supposed to
play the role that it does on Kant’s account: as the object of moral valuation. I argue in Chapter 3, that
character is instead the activity of maintaining oneself as a self-conscious practical agent. I further argue
that maintaining one’s practical self-consciousness depends on the cultivation of capacities for feeling.
This is why, I conclude, Kant can claim that the cultivation of a capacity for moral feeling is a necessary
condition of our being subject to the demands of reason. Finally, in Chapter 4, I attend to the apparent
tension between Kant’s rigorism—the claim that an agent is of either wholly good or wholly evil
character—and his nuanced account of the grades of moral imperfection. To do this, I argue, we must
recognize the acquisition of moral character as a form of rational accomplishment: the development and
determination of our rational capacities for feeling.

The resulting account of feeling and moral character does not only resolve the problem of moral
motivation that has vexed much Kant commentary, it also offers an account of practical cognition
according to which nothing could be further from the truth than the idea that our capacity of feeling is a
threat to our freedom and an obstacle to ethical life; feeling, instead, is the manifestation of reason in
human beings, the rational, finite and dependent beings that we are.



