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Kant splits up the self in the same way that he splits up the rest of the world. We have phenomena on the one hand, the apparent things which lie in space and time and must obey the laws of nature (for instance, any phenomenon is subject to the principle of causality); and on the other hand we have noumena, those objects (of thought) which do not and can not appear in space and time, and hence do not follow any law of nature  (no noumenon has a cause). As we know, this dualism is put to great use by Kant. In the first Kritik, it shows not only that we must abandon any attempts to know things in themselves (too often the practice of the speculative philosophers of his time); it also shows how we can still conceive of them as concepts which help us draw boundaries around the possible objects of (human) knowledge. In the Grundlegung
and in the second Kritik,
 the dualism explains how freedom of the will is possible, which as we know, is a prerequisite for any rationalistic ethical theory. It is this latter function of dualism in Kant's philosophy that I must focus on here. 


A human being for Kant has two aspects. First, it has phenomenal characteristics, which tie it to the forces of the natural world. For instance, if a tree falls on you, you will be knocked down at the very least. If you jump off a building, you will fall. These are laws that anything composed of matter must obey. Furthermore, as organisms, there are other natural forces that determine our activities. If we have not eaten for a certain length of time, we shall become hungry. If we are exposed to extreme temperatures for too long, we shall perish. So, as phenomenal beings we not only are subject to material forces, but as living creatures we have a set of impulses and inclinations, which also (at least potentially) determine our activities. 


Second, a human being has noumenal characteristics that elevate it to another realm beyond the brute forces of nature. This is the realm of reason‑‑ the intelligible world. Kant writes:


Now man really finds in himself a faculty by which he distinguishes himself from all other things, even from himself so far as he is affected by objects. This faculty is reason. As a pure spontaneous activity it is elevated even above understanding....[R]eason shows...its chief occupation in distinguishing the world of sense from the world of understanding, thereby prescribing limits to the understanding itself. 


For this reason a rational being must regard himself as intelligence (and not from the side of his lower powers), as belonging to the world of understanding and not to that of the senses. Thus he has two standpoints from which he can consider himself and recognize the laws of the employment of his powers and consequently of all his actions: first, as belonging to the world of sense under laws of nature (heteronomy), and, second, as belonging to the intelligible world under laws which, independent of nature, are not empirical but founded on reason.

The realm of reason has its own laws which are every bit as universal and immutable as the laws of nature, and insofar as we are rational (noumenal) beings, we are subject only to that set of laws. This is what makes freedom of the will possible (but by no means lawless), and provides for the first step towards autonomy.

 
I now come to the task of explaining the role of reason in morality. First of all, the world of reason is the world of principles. This is opposed not only to the world of sense (and the faculty of Sensibility), but also to the world of empirical knowledge (and the faculty of the Understanding). These principles have a capacity to guide both thoughts and actions. How they guide our thoughts is the subject of the first Kritik and is only of secondary importance here. How they guide our actions is the focus of all of Kant's ethical writings. This, of course, is where Kant's famous categorical imperative enters the discussion. There are three different formulations of the categorical imperative.
 The first formulation is:

Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.
 

In this formulation, Kant tells us that if any action is to be rational (and hence moral), it must be based on a maxim which you can will to be a universal law. This means that the subjective principles which you base your actions on must be acceptable to all rational beings. Here what is subjectively necessary coincides with what is objectively necessary. For instance, let us say that I promised to pay Jim five dollars for his copy of Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind and he gave it to me. Now should I pay him the five dollars? If I judge "yes" and my maxim (my subjective principle of volition) is "I must always keep my promises", then upon doing so, I will have performed a moral action since the principle is objectively valid‑‑ that is, every rational being could will the same thing. On the other hand if I (still) judged "yes" but my maxim was "Be nice to Jim‑‑ he's a big man", my paying the five dollars will not have been moral since this subjective principle could not also be objectively valid‑‑ other rational beings would surely reject it. One cannot base a universal law on a fear of punishments or reprisals. Further, if I judged "no" because upon reading the book, I decided it was only worth two dollars and used the maxim "Don't keep your promises if doing so forces you to make an exchange you no longer find desirable", then I will not have acted morally in keeping the five (or even in only giving him two) since the maxim could not be universalized. No rational being could will promises to be subject to the whims of the promiser‑‑ this would undermine the possibility of the institution itself, and hence make it impossible to ever have made the promise in the first place.  This is why Kant would say that this maxim directly contradicts itself. In order for a promise to be a promise, it must not be conditioned by such trivialities. A promise is an arrangement that totally disregards things like whimsical changes of mind. If it did not, it would not be a promise. So in this case, your maxim cannot be a universal law because it is incoherent; it contradicts itself.
 


Here reason is determining the morality of a given action. Our subjective principles, which generate all our actions through the will, must accord with reason to be of moral worth. For Kant, this is directly related to autonomy. Since acting freely consists in not being bound or subject to the laws of nature, having one's actions determined only by reason and the laws (principles) of the noumenal world guarantees that the action is free. Having acted morally necessitates that you acted freely. Furthermore, Kant wants to claim that the converse of this also holds. That is, Kant claims that the only way one can be free is to act morally. All moral acts are autonomous, and all immoral acts are heteronomous.
 Since we want to preserve our autonomy, our ability to be the sole author of our actions, we must choose to be moral by obeying reason.


The second formulation of the categorical imperative sheds further light on the point: 

Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person, or in that of another, always as an end and never as a means only.

As free beings (beings possessing the faculty of reason), we must act according to rational principles.  We are only autonomous insofar as we obey the laws of the intelligible world. Hence to be treated merely as an instrument to some goal would violate our autonomy.  We cease to be self‑directing purposive beings insofar as we are being manipulated by someone (or something) else. For instance, if I decided not to pay Jim that five dollars, I would be treating him merely as a means to personal gain, without regard for his human dignity or his capacity for rational legislation. As a mere means, he is an instrument, a thing to be manipulated, like a screwdriver or a pencil. Now we cannot act autonomously if we are being manipulated by someone else. We cannot adhere only to the laws of reason and to the laws of nature (which inherently come into play when we are construed as things) at the same time.
 Insofar as they are rational, human beings are ends in themselves. This means they have their own purposes in life and their own goals to achieve. Since they are rational beings, they have rational purposes, and to treat them only as means is to lose sight of that. Human dignity is lost when a man or a woman is reduced to a mere instrument. Humanity, in its purest (noumenal) form, must be preserved, and the way to do this is to produce a harmonious interaction between all rational beings where no one person is reduced to a thing (a phenomenon), where persons never have a price but only dignity. 
 


Now for the third formulation of the categorical imperative:

Act so that the maxim of your autonomous legislation harmonizes with a possible kingdom (realm) of ends.

Every rational being must act as if at any given time, he is a legislative member of a realm where purely rational beings dwell. In such a realm everyone acts on principles that are his own, yet everyone acts on the same principles. (This is Kant's version of Rousseau's general will.)


A rational being belongs to the realm of ends as a member when he gives universal laws in it while also himself subject to the laws. He belongs to it as sovereign when he, as legislating, is subject to the will of no other. The rational being must regard himself always as legislative in the realm of ends possible through the freedom of the will, whether he belongs to it as a member or as a sovereign.

This realm is entirely within the noumenal world, and hence everyone in it is entirely free, with no phenomenal characteristics. Kant writes: 

Because laws determine ends with regard to their universal validity, if we abstract from the personal difference of rational beings and thus from all content of their private ends, we can think of a whole of all ends in a systematic connection, a whole of rational beings as ends in themselves as well as of the particular ends which each may set for himself.


The driving force of Kant's ethics is the conception of an ideal realm where the universal laws of all actions are the laws (principles) of reason, and the idea that insofar as we are acting as if we were in this realm, bound by its laws, we are being moral (and hence free). The question now is, what does some ideal realm (which is by definition unknowable) have to do with morality? Here is where duty comes in. Duty and obligation bridge the gap between the noumenal and the phenomenal worlds. As purely irrational (phenomenal) beings we would conform only to the laws of nature. As purely rational (noumenal) beings, we would conform only to the dictates of reason. As human beings, however, having characteristics of both realms, we ought to conform to reason and overcome our bodily impulses. 

 ...if we think of ourselves as free, we transport ourselves into the intelligible world as members of it and know the autonomy of the will together with its consequence, morality; while, if we if we think of ourselves as obligated, we consider ourselves as belonging both to the world of sense and at the same time to the intelligible world.

As a mere member of the intelligible world, all my actions would completely accord with the principle of the autonomy of the pure will, and as part only of the world of sense would they have to be assumed to conform wholly to the natural law of desires and inclinations and thus to the heteronomy of nature.... Therefore I must regard the laws of the intelligible world as imperatives for me, and actions in accord with this principle as duties. 


To sum up Kant's position, the first requisite of autonomy‑‑ freedom of the will‑‑ is made possible by a noumenal aspect of every rational being. This aspect allows us to be the authors of our own actions since it exempts us (at least in certain respects) from the deterministic laws of nature. Furthermore, we are free only insofar as we follow the dictates of reason, for then alone are we acting by the laws of the noumenal world. When we act out of inclinations or impulses, we are letting our phenomenal aspects determine our behavior, and hence we are being heteronomous. We can only be autonomous when we act as if we were in an ideal realm where no inclination could possibly have any effect on our volitions. In this realm the only thing that would be capable of determining the will in any way is reason. The only way to be moral is to be autonomous; and the only way to be autonomous, and hence free, is to be moral. And the only way to be any of these things is to act in accordance to the laws of reason. 

�. Kant, I., Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten.  Throughout this paper I shall be using the Beck translation:  Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis: Bobbs�Merrill, 1980).


�. Kant, I., Kritik der praktishen Vernunft. (Critique of Pure Reason)


�. Kant, Grundlegung, from Beck  pp. 70�71.





�. In fact there are at least five different formulations, but I shall restrict myself to the traditional three. It is clear that Kant saw these three (yet to be stated) as the most important (Grundlegung, pp. 54�5). 


�. Ibid, p.39


�. There is an interesting difference between the two non�moral choices in this example. In the second case, the inability to universalize becomes immediately apparent by the logical contradiction. Once we try to put this kind of a condition on promises, we lose the entire concept. In the first case, the contradiction is not as obvious. We can easily see how avoiding personal harm is no ground for keeping a promise, but where is the contradiction? Kant would say that if we try to create a law that states that only those promises made to persons likely to seek retribution should be kept, we would have no law at all. This too would put a condition on the universal law, which, by definition must be unconditioned. Hence, we shall again have a contradiction. It is clear that Kant believed that all "bad" maxims would eventually contradict themselves once they were universalized (see Grundlegung, pp. 41�2).


�. It is not clear whether he would also want to say that all non�moral acts are heteronomous. On the one hand he would want to say that they need not be, in order to allow us to take part in that part of our lives that does not require moral judgments without being at the mercy of physics and biology; but on the other hand, it seems that being free can only consist in acting according to the principles of reason. If this is the case, any activity which is not motivated by the respect for the moral law must be heteronomous. This should become more apparent in what follows.


�. Ibid, p.47.


�. Or can we? This is a gray area in Kant's ethics. Why is it that our being a means precludes our acting rationally? Jim could be unaware that he is being treated in this way and continue on being his rationally principled self. In this case he could be autonomous and used at the same time. Kant would probably reply by saying that when I treat anyone as a means, I am somehow causing his behavior. An action that is caused cannot be free, hence when I manipulate Jim, I am robbing him of his freedom. But that does not rule out the possibility that along every step of the manipulation, he was acting on some principle. This possibility must be left open: otherwise, we would have to deny the dualism that allows Kant his freedom to begin with. 


�. See p.53 in the Beck translation of Grundlegung for a discussion of price and dignity.


�. Ibid, pp.55�57; I have paraphrased Kant.


�. Ibid, p.52


�. Ibid, p. 51; my emphasis. There is a way to give the kingdom end some phenomenal characteristics. When Kant discusses price and dignity, he mentions that in the kingdom of ends, every inclination or incentive has a (market) price, but only our rational nature has dignity. So we could say that the kingdom of ends includes our phenomenal characteristics, but even in this construal, these earthly characteristics are of only secondary importance�� we need to consider them only insofar as they can obfuscate the noumenal self.


�. Ibid, p.72


�. Ibid, pp. 72�73.





