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The present paper addresses the relationship between agency and institutions in Kant’s practical philosophy.
 Specifically, it examines the role that institutions play in the development of practical freedom. My contention is that, for Kant, certain kinds of social, political, and ethical institutions, together with the practices and relations that they sustain, are necessary and integral for the facilitation and cultivation of both individual and corporate forms of autonomy.  



To see the significance of this claim, it will be useful to situate it within the context of the profound shift in the interpretation of Kant’s moral theory that has been taking place. It is well known that, for a long time—particularly in the Anglophone world, but elsewhere as well—Kant’s ethics was portrayed as focused exclusively on moral duty and the various requirements that this placed on ethical conduct. Accordingly, deontological matters—distinguishing the categories of the forbidden, the obligatory, and the permissible—were seen as Kant’s core concerns. It was taken for granted, on this view, that Kant was committed to some version of a liberal individualist conception of human agency. Accordingly, the role of institutions of any sort in the theory was either simply neglected or, at best, they were treated as empirical constraints regulating the interference of one agent’s liberty with that of another. 


This approach has, of course, proven to be more caricature than anything else and a move to see the moral philosophy as centered around Kant’s account of moral virtue has begun to take hold.
 This has led to important reconsiderations of the role of practical reason in moral conduct as well as the nature of moral character. Social institutions, relations, and practices are recognized, on this view, as crucial resources that shape and mold ethical behavior and even moral reflection. But, even here, such structures remain instrumentalist in nature. By that I mean that institutions are taken to be significant, on this interpretation, but only as part of what Kant called “practical” or “moral anthropology” (cf. GMS, AA 04: 388 & 412 & MS, AA 06: 217), that is, his account of the way in which empirical knowledge regarding human beings, their abilities, and their embeddedness in historical and territorial contexts affects how the fundamental moral principles of human conduct can be most efficaciously applied. Consequently, while this new approach is clearly a marked advance over its predecessor, it still fails to meet, I believe, the minimal exegetical burdens of according the array of institutional supports and pursuits of which Kant speaks, such as the state, scientific inquiry, and religious communities, the standing within the properly transcendental domain of the practical philosophy that his writings about them demand and of accounting for how they satisfy the requirements set down for them there.


The thesis for which I wish to argue, then, is that certain institutions and practices are, for Kant, not just the empirical means by which moral principles are applied to human beings, they are, rather, the necessary, though, to be sure, not sufficient, conditions of the possibility of cultivating and exercising genuine forms of self-determination. In short, and somewhat crudely, certain kinds of institutional structures are, for Kant, transcendental. The key to this claim lies, I contend, in Kant’s account of practical agency and the hierarchical relationship he establishes there between two forms of autonomy, the ability to set and pursue ends for one’s self and thereby direct one’s life and the ability to impose the moral law—in its most developed form, the principle of autonomy—upon one’s self and thereby govern one’s conduct, what I shall call rational and moral autonomy respectively.  


To demonstrate this thesis, we must consider three basic issues: (1) the conceptual framework in Kant’s practical philosophy whereby institutions are shown to be integral to the concept of autonomy; (2) the specific kinds of institutions that are necessary for the cultivation of both rational and moral forms of autonomy; and, finally, (3) the ways in which these structures enable those living under their aegis to become genuinely self-governing. 


The paper is divided into four parts. Parts I and II develop an account of the rudiments of Kant’s theory of practical agency. I argue that Kant recognizes two distinct stratums or patterns of willing: the rational and the moral. I show that these strata stand in a hierarchical relationship where the moral is dependent upon the rational and that the development of each of these strata into autonomous forms of life has specific institutional conditions. The conceptual foundation for these claims lies, I contend, in Kant’s account of the place of humans within the natural world, the crucial argument in the Kritik der Urteilskraft [1790] regarding what Kant there calls the “ultimate end (letzter Zweck) of nature” and the “final end (Endzweck) of the existence of a world” (cf. KU, AA 05: 429-436). 


Now, despite Kant’s justification of the integral relationship of autonomy and institutions, he never developed a comprehensive and systematic account of the proper structure of such a social order. But such a theory does lie nascent in his various treatments of this issue. Accordingly, Part III sets out a basic sketch of the institutions, practices, and relations through which Kant holds that humans are enabled to be both rationally and morally free.    


Part IV concludes by addressing the central dilemma that confronts any interpretation of Kant’s theory of institutions. Kant claims that economic, political, scientific, aesthetic, and ethical structures all cultivate autonomy through various kinds of heteronymous relationships, that is, relations in which the one developing self-governance must, for a time at least, subordinate their will to that of another. I offer a proposal as to precisely how heteronomy can, for Kant, be the pathway to rational and moral autonomy.        

I. Practical Agency: Rational and Moral Autonomy

The transcendental standing of social institutions in Kant’s thought flows fundamentally from two basic sources: (a) his account of practical agency and (b) his theory of the place of humans within the domain of  nature. The purpose of this section and the next is to examine each of these elements. We begin with the theory of practical agency.


Kant’s account of practical agency delineates two distinct layers—rational agency, in general, and moral agency, in particular—and, accordingly, it recognizes two distinct forms of autonomy.
 


Kant sets forth his account of rational agency in the Kritik der reinen Venunft [1781/1787]. The core concept of this theory is character (Charakter), which Kant defines as a “law of causality” (KrV, A 539/B 567). He argues that such a law is best understood as a pattern of willing and that such must be ascribed to all causal agents, whether rational or not,  because it is only by appeal to a specific cause’s basic way of producing effects that it is able to explain any of its purported results. With this premise in hand, Kant then moves to the question of rational causality, the causality of reason, and claims that here there are grounds to assign both an intelligible and empirical character to the agent. 


If we eschew the notorious difficulties involved in this distinction, Kant’s basic line of argument is that two conditions must be met in order to account for these sorts of effects. The first is that such actions must be shown to be products of prior patterns of beliefs, desires, and inclinations and this is what he calls the empirical character of rational agents. However, this alone fails to capture fully the sense in which such effects are produced here only insofar as the beliefs, desires, and inclinations in question are chosen as ends to be pursued by the agent. Accordingly, to explain such an effect, appeal must be made not only to the empirical pattern that is evident in the agent’s behavior, but also to the activity of determining or choosing whereby a specific belief, desire, or inclination is selected as worthy of being pursued. Since this activity of assessing the desirability of one’s empirical determinations, the spontaneity of practical reason, is not itself empirically observable, Kant concludes that we must also assign to rational agents an intelligible as well as an empirical character.

Consequently, to ascribe causal efficacy to a rational agent thus means that, from the point of view of empirical character, the action in question is produced as the result of an interlinked chain of beliefs and desires that form the end being pursued, while, from the point of view of intelligible character, the action is, at the same time, a product of the deliberative spontaneity of practical reason, the rational autonomy, that deemed this set of beliefs and/or desires, rather than some others, to be an end worthy of being pursued. 

Now, Kant holds, in Die Metaphysik der Sitten [1797], that it is an obligatory end, an end that each of us must adopt as a duty
, that we elicit and nurture precisely the natural capacities (Vermögen) and predispositions (Anlagen) that comprise rational character, the powers of “spirit, mind, and body” as he calls them there, whereby we are able to set and pursue rational ends (whether technical or pragmatic) in general (cf. MS, Tugendlehre, AA 06: 382-394 & 444). But how is one to develop the powers and capabilities of one’s intelligible character? If it truly is not open to empirical observation, then how could one know that whatever exercises one was engaging in to effect this cultivation were or were not having any effect? More fundamentally, if to be intelligible means “not to be subject to the form of time” (KrV, A 551/ B 579), as Kant holds, that is, if intelligible character is in some sense free from the condition of time, then how could any transformation in its nature take place at all? Isn’t transformation an inherently temporal notion? And thus mustn’t we conclude that any obligation to perfect this kind of character fundamentally commits some kind of category mistake? A potential way through these issues becomes clear if we turn to Kant’s account of moral agency.  
 
Kant’s theory of moral agency revolves around the concept of disposition or moral-mindedness (Gesinnung). And, although he employs the term in various texts, Kant offers what amounts to a definition only in Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunft [1792-1793, 2nd., 1794] where he writes that Gesinnung is the “first subjective ground (Grund) of the adoption of maxims” (RGV, AA 06: 25). Now by this he means that moral agents have a posture or attunement that they assume and steadfastly bring to bear in making choices with respect to their conduct. As such, Gesinnung is rightfully seen as a deepening of the idea of Charakter since it builds upon the simple sense of a pattern of willing, a “law of causality”, and develops this into a specifically moral comportment or bearing (Haltung). Gesinnung thus denotes one’s general ethical orientation, one’s first-order governing maxim we could say, on the basis of which second-order maxims, that is, choices of specific action guiding principles, are adopted. It is thus appropriately deemed a distinctly moral form of autonomy, an ethical form of life. 

Once again, if we turn to Die Metaphysik der Sitten, we find that the obligation we bear to perfect ourselves also includes the cultivation of such moral mindedness, a virtuous disposition, so that we develop a basic posture of imposing the moral law upon ourselves as the incentive for fulfilling our obligations, what Kant here calls subjective “purity (Lauterkeit)”, and of striving completely to meet all our various duties both to ourselves and to others, what Kant refers to here as objective “perfection (Vollkommenheit)” (cf. MS, Tugendlehre, AA 06: 382-394 & 446). 


The basis for such a regimen of moral formation lies in Kant’s claim that virtue is not innate. Kant argues that, since we are morally obligated to forge such a disposition, and given that ought implies can, virtue must be able to be acquired (cf. MS, Tugendlehre, § 49, AA 06: 477; 380, 387, 390-395, & 405; GMS AA 4: 435; KpV, AA 05: 84, 118, 128, & 160; & RGV, AA 06: 37 & 57). But for virtue to be acquirable, an agent’s Gesinnung must be open to transformation, that is to say, one’s basic moral posture must be able to be profoundly changed from, for example, an orientation to set one’s particular desires, whether for sensuous fulfillment or honor and recognition, above the moral law, what Kant famously calls “radical evil”, to one that not only complies with the moral law, but that takes it alone as its grounding incentive. And, in the Religion, Kant explicitly draws this exact conclusion. Referring once again to the distinction between intelligible character, what he calls here, the “mode of thought (Denkungsart)”, and empirical character, the “mode of sense (Sinnesart)”, he writes that for such a transformation in one’s Gesinnung “a revolution is necessary in the mode of thought but a gradual reformation in the mode of sense” (RGV, AA 06: 47).


But if this is correct, then the questions concerning the epistemic and temporal nature of such a disposition, the same concerns that arose regarding intelligible character in the account of rational agency, necessarily return here. How can one know whether or not a program of moral cultivation is being effective in bringing about a genuine “revolution” in one’s intelligible Gesinnung? And how can one’s intelligible Gesinnung change if it is beyond the conditions of time?     


Now, obviously, to develop the kind of detailed response that these complex issues merit is beyond the confines of the present essay. However, we can say that the key move in replying to these puzzles is to note that, throughout his mature writings, Kant repeatedly appeals to the idea that we impute causal efficacy to the intelligible character of an agent solely on the basis of empirical events. This presumes, as Kant claims in the first Kritik, that the intelligible character, precisely because it is not knowable, “would have to be thought in conformity with the empirical character” (KrV, A 540/B 568). And, analogously, Kant contends, in the Religion, that the results of moral education are empirically observable in the gradual “striving for the better” that constitutes genuine reformation and this leaves room, as he puts it there, “to hope that, by exertion of their own power, one will attain to the way that leads in that direction, as indicated by a fundamentally improved disposition (Gesinnung)” (RGV, AA 06: 51). Consequently,  we can say that, for Kant, an agent can never know, whether with certainty or not, that their rational character or their moral mindedness is properly oriented, that their effort fundamentally to transform their way of being has indeed succeeded. But, because of the nature of imputation itself, they are nonetheless entitled to think that this is possible and to hope that a program of transformation will indeed gain access to and, where necessary, be able to reorient their fundamental form of life.  


In sum, then, Kant’s account of practical agency acknowledges, fundamentally, two kinds of self-governance: rational autonomy, the ability we possess to direct our wills by the setting of various sorts of ends, which when made an enduring pattern of our willing corresponds to character, and moral autonomy, our capacity to take our bearings by imposing the moral law upon ourselves as our governing end, the highest good, towards which we continually strive, which when instilled as a  basic orientation of our conduct corresponds to disposition.  


This theory raises a number of important issues, but, given our concerns here, two basic questions are of special note: first, how does Kant understand the two strata or facets of practical agency—the rational and the moral—to be related?, and secondly, what, if any, institutional conditions are required for their development? 


In terms of their relation, it would appear to be reasonable to assume, purely on the evidence adduced thus far, that the cultivation of moral disposition, ethical virtue, would need to be built upon the development of rational character. The forging and transforming of one’s fundamental moral orientation would seem necessarily to presuppose at least some level of a developed pattern, an enduring character, of selecting and pursuing ends in general. 


Similarly, it would also seem just as reasonable to presume that the obligation that we bear to develop both our rational and moral capacities would require some form of institutional support. A regimen of cultivating such abilities would appear to need some forum to enable and sustain this kind of work.


Yet, Kant provides no explicit justification for either notion in the writings that have traditionally been seen as the principal resources for developing an interpretation of his moral theory (GMS, KpV, and MS). As it stands, then, both propositions look to be nothing more than empirical claims and, therefore, to be tenets, at best, of “moral anthropology”. As such, the individualist reading of agency and the instrumentalist conception of institutions would appear to be confirmed by the texts at hand. 

II. Humans and Nature: The Transcendental Conditions of Autonomy

The problem with the view just outlined is that it is profoundly myopic. If we seek to set Kant’s ethics in the broader framework of the critical philosophy as a whole, we find in the account of the place of human beings in nature that Kant develops in the Kritik der Urteilskraft [1790] not only an explicit transcendental proof of the hierarchical relation of rational and moral autonomy, but also an a priori justification of specific institutions as conditions of the possibility of such forms of self-governance.  


The nerve of Kant’s argument lies in the distinction he draws between the “ultimate end” and the “final end” of nature. In order to see its significance for our present concerns, we must begin with a brief reconstruction of the context in which this distinction is invoked.


In the second part of the third Kritik, the “Critique of the Teleological Power of Judgment”, Kant famously argues that the scientific study of nature requires us to see nature as a systematic whole. Under the regulative principle of purposiveness (Zweckmäßigkeit), this view is authorized as a requirement rooted in the discursive nature of human cognition. Kant contends, in the too oft neglected Appendix devoted to methodology, that this same argument also entails that we must take nature not only as a system, but as a teleological process as well. That is, nature must be seen as having a history and thus as possessing a unique purpose towards which it continually strives, what Kant calls the “ultimate end of nature as a teleological system” (KU, AA 05: 429).
 

Kant argues that this end is the development of the human capacity to set and pursue aims or goals in general, what we have above called the development of rational autonomy. But, crucially, Kant holds that this capacity merits this standing, that is, it deserves to be the ultimate end of nature, only insofar as human beings possess the ability to set for themselves the unconditional, obligatory end of morality, the “highest good”, what Kant here calls the “final end of the existence of a world, i.e., of creation itself” (KU, AA 05: 434) and what we called above moral autonomy. The move from the ultimate to the final end is thus, at the level of the human species, the move from natural to moral perfection, from the cultivation of rational character to that of moral disposition.
 Now, as this outline already indicates, one of the central results of the argument in the third Kritik is the establishment of a clear hierarchy between the two forms of autonomy: to be the ultimate end of nature, to be rationally autonomous, is a conceptual precondition for being the final end of nature, that is, for being morally autonomous. To see why this is, we need to lay out the core argument at issue here.


Consider again the distinction. An ultimate end is the end or purpose with reference to which it is possible to think of a teleological system—in this case, nature—as a unified whole. An ultimate end serves as the governing idea under which the various parts of the system—here, the empirical laws of nature—are gathered together and unified. An ultimate end is thus ultimate with respect to, and is thus conditioned by, other ends, in the present case, the natural ends (organisms) that comprise the natural world. A final end, on the other hand, is a purpose pursued solely for its own sake and cannot serve as a means to any other end. Consequently, a final end is unconditional and thus relates to other ends, such as organisms, only negatively. Kant’s thesis is that the human species is both the ultimate and the final end of nature, but it is so in importantly different respects. 


The first step of Kant’s argument is the claim that human beings are the only beings qualified to hold the status of the ultimate end of nature because they are the only natural organisms that are capable of setting ends and organizing them into a system. Kant writes, “he [the human being] is the ultimate end of the creation here on earth, because he is the only being on earth who forms a concept of ends for himself and who by means of his reason can make a system of ends out of an aggregate of purposively formed things” (KU, AA 05: 426-427).


He then asks what it is precisely about humanity as  rational agents that can serve as the fundamental end under which all the other ends of nature can be organized. He consider two candidates: happiness (Glückseligkeit) and culture (Kultur) (KU, AA 05: 430). Happiness, which Kant defines, as he regularly does, as the complete satisfaction of the sum of all our desires,
 cannot be the ultimate end, he argues here, at least initially, since this is clearly not a purpose set by nature at all as the insatiability of human beings and the destructive effects of the mechanism of nature both attest.  


Having eliminated this option, Kant concludes that the only end within humanity that merits being considered to be the ultimate end of nature must be “what nature is capable of doing in order to prepare (vorzubereiten) him [man] for what he must himself do in order to be a final end (Endzweck)” and this he identifies as culture (KU, AA 05: 431). 


Kant’s line of reasoning here is that being the ultimate end of nature is contingent on satisfying a further condition. Humanity does not merit the rank of the highest natural being unless this position prepares us to be something more than simply natural, in particular, unless this position serves to prepare us not just to be rational agents, but moral agents as well. 


But why must the ultimate end be that which prepares us to be a final end? This crucial question takes us to the very core of Kant’s argument: 


As the sole being on earth who has understanding (Verstand), and thus a capacity to posit voluntary ends for 
himself, he [man] is certainly the titular lord of nature, and, if nature is regarded as a teleological system, then it 
is his vocation (Bestimmung) to be the ultimate end of nature (der letzte Zweck der Natur); but always only 
conditionally (bedingt), that is, subject to the condition that he understands and has the will to give to nature and 
to himself such a relation to an end (Zweckbeziehung) that can be sufficient for itself independently of nature, 
which can thus be a final end (Endzweck), which, however, must not be sought in nature at all (KU, AA 05: 
431).

The train of thought here is extremely compressed, but I believe that it can be best unpacked in the following way. Kant is arguing that possessing the capacity to set ends and organize them is not, in and of itself, sufficient for humanity to merit the standing of the ultimate end of nature because being the ultimate end depends not just on the ability humanity has to value things, that is, to set ends, but, more fundamentally, on the object of their valuing. That is to say, it is not just our capacity to set and pursue some purpose that makes humanity deserving of this rank, but the aim that they pursue by virtue of this ability. The reason for this is that if the purposes humans set for themselves were simply and wholly the satisfaction of their desires and inclinations—that is, if their fundamental and highest good was nothing other than their happiness—then their capacity to be genuinely self-governing would be placed in service to the bestial ends that they possess along with all other mammals. They would thus give themselves over to a condition of heteronomy. 

Kant’s contrast between happiness and culture here thus clearly introduces another, deeper criterion than the simple counterfactuals to which he appealed earlier to eliminate happiness as a viable option for the ultimate end. Happiness is now seen as compromising autonomy and culture as facilitating it. The operative premise underlying the argument must thus be that the cultivation of the capacity for setting rational ends here is done in a fashion that seeks to elicit and nourish self-governance.  


This, according to Kant, is precisely what the institutions, relations, and practices that comprise culture do. They prepare humanity to undertake those projects whereby it will make itself into a final end. Culture does this, Kant maintains, by producing, what he calls, the “aptitude (Tauglichkeit) of a rational being for any ends in general (thus those of his freedom)” (KU, AA 05: 431). 

Kant’s initial conclusion, then, is twofold: (a) the cultivation of the human species is the ultimate end of natural history because it, rather than happiness, facilitates the development of what we saw him refer to in the first Kritik as rational character; culture enables us to build up a stable pattern of rational autonomy, but (b) the cultivation of the human species is the ultimate end of nature only insofar as it enables us to understand and desire to posit purposes that are not simply part and parcel of the natural world, but rather, ones that legislate and embrace self-governance itself; that is, culture merits the standing of being the ultimate end only to the extent that it facilitates a form of autonomous willing that imposes non-natural, and that means unconditional, ends upon itself. 

But what could such ends as these be? This, for Kant, introduces the decisive question: what end is entitled to be the final end of nature?


A final end, we recall, is that end that presupposes no other end beyond itself for which it might serve as a means. It is an end pursued solely and wholly for its own sake. But, Kant now adds, as an end of nature, a final end must also be teleological; that is, the final end must be a natural organism and thus be explicable ultimately only in teleological terms. It follows, Kant argues, that the final end must be, at once, the supreme purpose of all other purposes and an organized being. Kant reminds us that there is nothing simply and wholly in nature that can meet these requirements; nothing in nature is unconditioned, though only natural organisms work by virtue of teleological causality. The question of the final end, then, is the question of what natural organism, at the same time, is able, in its causality, to posit and pursue genuinely unconditional (non-natural) ends. He writes:

The being of this sort is the human being, though considered as noumenon: the only natural being in which we 
can nevertheless cognize, on the basis of its own constitution, a supersensible faculty (freedom) and even the 
law of the causality together with the object that it can set for itself as the highest end (the highest good in the 
world) (KU, AA 05: 435).

Kant’s argument, then, is that the cultivation of the human species stands as the highest form of natural organisms only if this sets the stage for the cultivation of their innate capacity to posit for themselves truly unconditional ends, which, he contends, can only be the obligatory ends of morality. Accordingly, the human species is entitled to be thought as the ultimate end towards which natural history progresses only insofar as it takes up the task of preparing rational agents to set for themselves and for nature as a whole an end that is “sufficient for itself independently of nature”, the “highest good”. Kant’s ultimate thesis, then, is that the human species does not stand as either the ultimate or final end of nature simply by virtue of its natural abilities. Rather, it is only insofar as humanity seeks to take up and bring these abilities to their fruition that the human race merits such a position. Being the ultimate and final end of nature is thus, fundamentally, as Kant puts it, a vocation (Bestimmung), a calling historically to pursue the task of becoming the autonomous beings that we are.

Now if this reading of Kant’s rather complex argument is correct, it has two immediate consequences for the issues that we have sought to explore. First, if the human race is indeed the ultimate end of nature just insofar as it is the only species that is able to develop its capacity for rational autonomy into moral autonomy, then a transcendental foundation for the dependence of the latter (moral) upon the former (rational), the reliance of disposition upon character, is here secured. To be a rational agent, for Kant, is to develop an enduring pattern of self-governance (character) and this, in turn, is the condition for the possibility of being a moral agent and thereby of cultivating a genuinely moral attunement (disposition). Secondly, if the human species is the ultimate and final end of nature only insofar as it cultivates its ability to be both rationally and morally self-governing, then the set of institutions that enable this are likewise shown to be conditions of the possibility of autonomy, both rational and moral, itself. As such, these supports are not merely the empirical instruments whereby the obligations of morality are rendered efficacious; rather, they stand, for Kant, as transcendental conditions of the possibility of being autonomous in the full sense of the word. Kant’s account of the place of humans in the natural world thus provides a robust conceptual framework within which the theory of practical agency can be set and its seemingly merely empirical implications can be shown to have transcendental grounding. 


With this conceptual foundation now in place, we can turn to a brief examination of these specific institutions, relations, and practices and to the question of how these heteronymous structures facilitate the growth and development of rational and moral forms of self-determination. 

III. The Institutions of Rational and Moral Autonomy

As we noted above, Kant never produced a systematic account of the institutions, relations, and practices that he took to be integral to the cultivation of autonomy. There is thus no one central text to which we can turn to locate Kant’s views about these structures and their interrelations. Consequently, in this section, I sketch the social order that remains largely implicit in Kant’s thought by drawing from his scattered published accounts of these institutions and practices. The organizing concept for this presentation is the distinction that we have examined between rational and moral autonomy, that is between those structures that facilitate the development of an agent’s character and those that elicit and aid in instilling a moral disposition.

a. The Formation of Rational Autonomy: The Culture of Skillfulness and Discipline

We begin with the institutions of rational autonomy and thus with Kant’s account of culture.
 Culture, for Kant, denotes a process that elicits and shapes the capacity we have for setting and pursuing various sorts of non-moral (technical or pragmatic) ends. Accordingly, its practices and institutions correspond to the basic structure of willing as such, that is, the activity of striving after an end. Kant therefore delineates a twofold scheme—a “culture of skillfulness (Geschicklichkeit)” and  a “culture of discipline (Zucht)”—where the former is concerned with perfecting an agent’s aptitude for pursuing and advancing ends generally, thus with the activity of rational willing itself, while the latter is concerned with the nature of the ends such striving pursues.
 

i. The Culture of Skillfulness

The culture of skillfulness, at its most basic level, is economic. It encompasses the various technologies and forms of non-specialized labor that are necessary for the creation and maintenance of social order and, in particular, for the satisfaction of needs and the pursuit of prosperity through the production and distribution of goods and services. This sector operates by social differentiation and stratification: “Skill”, Kant writes, “cannot very well be developed in the human race except by means of inequality among people; for the majority provides the necessities of life as it were mechanically, for the comfort and ease of others, who cultivate the less necessary elements of culture, science and art . . .” (KU, AA 05: 432). At their core, the provision and production of essential goods and services shapes and molds the willing of those amongst its laborers to the  mundane routine of fulfilling what is required for others in order to sustain one’s self; it teaches, in this way, that laboring in conformity with the common good is the pathway to the satisfaction of one’s own ends. 


Kant clearly recognizes that producing social order in this way will inevitably lead to deep and abiding conflict that necessarily threatens the very existence of society itself. Though the benefits and results of the higher forms that it affords, namely that of science and art, gradually spread to all, the culture of skillfulness nonetheless inherently produces a “state of oppression, bitter work and little enjoyment”, a condition that Kant terms a “shining squalor (gläzende Elend)” (KU, AA 05: 432). And, he argues, precisely this state of affairs leads, inevitably, to conflict over the status and recognition of those engaged in this kind of work—the antagonism and struggle that he elsewhere names “unsocial sociability (ungesellige Geselligkeit)” (cf. Idee, AA 08: 20-22). The paradox of the culture of skillfulness, then, is that the very activities of labor that are essential to the construction and maintenance of social order are the breeding grounds not just for the molding of these forms of striving to the good of others also threaten this very order. For such a stratified condition necessarily elicits and encourages the human propensity to compete with one another for rank and status, to seek to stand out from others, and to do so precisely and necessarily by being dependent on the acknowledgement of others, thereby producing deep social antagonism, unrest, and instability both within a particular society and between societies generally.


It follows, Kant argues, that, since the economic sphere is necessarily structurally unequal and thus inherently unstable and insecure, the culture of skillfulness must include a body of concrete political institutions, set upon the lower stratum of the economy, whose charge is to recognize and insure formal equality, mutual recognition, by means of a system of right.
 Such a scheme would have to include a “civil society”—which would necessarily be comprised of (a) Private Right: the principles of what is mine and thine (meum et tuum) that insure the acquisition, holding, and transference of private property and (b) Public Right: the structure of political authority (the legislative, executive and judicial) that promulgates and enforces these principles—and a “cosmopolitan whole”, which is to set forth and enforce rightful relations in the comity of nations (KU, AA 05: 432).
 

The culture of skillfulness is thus a system of practices, relations, and institutions that mold and shape the striving of those under their aegis through need, routine, and, where necessary, the rule of law and the attendant threat of punishment. It serves to elicit and encourage a sustained pattern of willing, a rational character, one that sets its own ends under the compulsion of need, in dependence upon the desires of others, and under the protection of domestic and international right.
ii. The Culture of Discipline

The culture of discipline, on the other hand, is concerned principally not with the activity of willing as such, but with the kinds of ends or aims that are worthy of being pursued. It is the domain of art and science, of culture in its more conventional sense, and it rests upon the strata of the economic and the political, the culture of skillfulness.  


Kant argues that the practices and relations of this sphere shape the kinds of aims deemed valuable to seek. Thus far, rational willing has meant pursuing one’s own ends or needs through the satisfaction of the needs of others. Here, in the culture of discipline, the interests of necessity begin to become refashioned and raised above the particularity of the necessities and conveniences of life towards truly universal values. As such, a crucial shift takes place from seeing the common good as the means to one’s own survival to the pursuit of the truly universal good as of intrinsic worth. Kant holds that the search for truth in the rational and natural sciences as well as the disinterested creation and experiencing of beauty in works of art both make human striving receptive to ends that are higher, more nobler, than those arising simply out of nature itself. By, so to speak, raising the trajectory of willing beyond the realm of physical needs and desires, the arts and sciences therefore work to break down the tyranny and despotism of our animality, Kant says, and liberate the will to seek after more universal, higher ends. Truth and beauty thus both stand here as intrinsic goods. And pursuing them in theoretical endeavors and creative expression or experiencing them by virtue of the fruits of such labors all serve, subtly and carefully, as practices of aesthetic education that reorient the will towards ends that are universal and thus rise higher than the immediacy of need. In this way, the pursuit of the culture of discipline, as Kant puts it, “make human beings, if not ethically better, at least better mannered for society (für Gesellschaft, wenngleich den Menschen nicht sittlich besser, doch gesittet machen)” (KU, AA 05: 433 [emphases added]).


In sum, then, culture elicits the human capacity to set various kinds of ends and shapes this ability into rational self-governance. Through the routines of the economic sphere, the culture of skillfulness establishes an enduring pattern of willing, one that seeks to fulfill the needs of others in order to satisfy its own. In this way, a structured forum for taking up and pursuing ends is provided and the rudiments of rational agency are put in place. Having been compelled to set ends in a determinate fashion, such striving is also submitted, by exposure in the culture of discipline to the pursuits of the arts and sciences, to higher sorts of ends. It is thereby continually challenged to raise its sights above its own immediate and particular bestial needs and pursue disinterested, rational goods. In this way, culture forms character. It brings out the human capacity to strive after ends that it sets for itself, structures this striving, and builds it up into a genuinely human form of self-governance.          


Culture also, in this same way, sets the stage for the formation of moral disposition. By putting in place and then elevating willing itself, culture forges not only the ability to set ends, but to set ones that rise above the level of immediate desire and inclination. In this sense, culture prepares the will of its inhabitants to impose upon themselves the universal ends of morality. The formation of rational autonomy is thus the necessary, though not sufficient, condition for the formation of moral autonomy. But if culture is what enables us to develop rational autonomy, what then is the institutional framework within which the project of the cultivation of virtue itself is properly undertaken and nourished?
  
b. The Formation of Moral Autonomy: The Ethical Community
Kant holds that moral orientation is forged through a distinctive set of practices and an equally distinctive kind of institution: the former he terms ethical “didactics” and “ascetics”, while the latter he calls “ethical community” or, more simply, the “church”. Though his discussions of them are separated, it is imperative that we see how they function together.    

i. Ethical Didactics and Ascetics 

Kant claims that the formation of virtue is a matter of teaching and training. But this, he says, “deals not so much with judgment as with reason and its exercise in both the theory and practice of its duties” (MS, Tugendslehre, AA 06: 411). The principal concern of moral education, then, is not with perfecting one’s ability to make moral judgments. That is the concern of what Kant calls “casuistry” (MS, Tugendslehre, AA 06: 411) and, because it is inevitably wedded to the particulars of complex and unique states of affairs, it is not capable of being a truly a priori system of ethical principles. The proper concern of moral formation is thus with the inculcation of the knowledge of what duty is and the development of the appropriate sorts of felt responses to the fulfillment of such obligations. That is to say, moral formation, for Kant, is both cognitive and affective. Accordingly, he sets forth a program of ethical formation as moral instruction (Didactics) and moral exercise (Ascetics) (cf. MS, AA 06, Tugendslehre, §§ 49-53).


Ethical didactics is instruction in the content of moral obligation. As such, it is, fundamentally, cognitive, that is, it is the conveyance of what duty is and what it requires. This is done through the interpersonal setting of the relationship of student and teacher and this, Kant holds, can take two basic forms: simple lecturing (acromatic) and reciprocal interaction (erotematic) (cf. MS, AA 06: 412-413 & 477). The latter Kant further divideds between the student simply reciting their basic moral obligations from memory (catechistic) and the teacher inquiring of the student’s reason about the conceptual foundations of moral principles (dialogic) (cf. MS, AA 06: 477-479). Kant clearly views these pedagogical styles as appropriate to different levels of ethical maturation with the former directed at the novice just beginning the process and the latter for the more seasoned pupil. Central to both forms is the use of example, both positive and negative, to exemplify that such a form of life is indeed possible and to allow, through imitation, for the inculcation of such an orientation as a deep habit, what Kant calls a “lasting inclination apart from any maxim” (MS, AA 06: 479-480). The trajectory of this education, then, is from simple recitation to the deeper levels of conceptual comprehension and its goal is to instill a clear grasp of the moral law and the obligations that it lays upon us.


Ethical ascetics is the actual training in virtue itself at the level of the visceral and, even, the somatic. Its concern is not with the conveyance of knowledge, but with the development of aesthetic responses to a pattern of moral autonomy. In this sense, ethical ascetics seeks to build up an affective base upon which such a way of life can become second nature. Such training is a discipline that one exercises upon one’s self (cf. MS, Tugendslehre, § 53, AA 06: 485), rather than as in the interpersonal relations of didactics. Its work is twofold. On the one hand, it is a practice of refusal, of “dietetics”, whereby one denies one’s self what Kant calls the “superfluous pleasures” (MS, Tugendslehre, § 53, AA 06: 484) of life in order to break one’s dependency upon them and to stand truly independent. On the other hand, it is the fostering of a responsiveness where one finds genuine delight, what Kant terms “cheerfulness (Frohsinn)” (MS, Tugendslehre, § 53, AA 06: 485), as one consistently takes one’s bearings from the moral law and acts accordingly. It is, we could say, a regimen whereby we forge a feeling of joy that accompanies and serves to sustain an enduring pattern of moral autonomy; it is to be disposed to do one’s duty and to find such a form of life  joyful, rather than the vicious (and unethical) cycle of compulsion, combat, guilt, and penance.


Cultivating a moral disposition is thus, for Kant, clearly both a personal and interpersonal endeavor; it is a task that we necessarily undertake with and by virtue of the support of others. Moreover, though Kant nowhere explicitly argues for this claim, it does seem to be a clear implication of his subsequent discussions of moral education that these practices can only be undertaken within the shelter and sustenance of an ethical community (cf. RGV, AA 06: 48-52). To complete our sketch of Kant’s account of the proper social order, we must thus turn to his account of such an ethical association, the church.

ii. The Ethical Community: The Church   

Kant sees the “ethical community” as a forum that nurtures and sustains moral transformation. By this, he means employing the practices of ethical didactics and ascetics to reorient one’s fundamental moral bearing, one’s disposition. The necessity for such an institution lies, he contends, in the human propensity to subordinate the incentives of the moral law to the desires for such non-moral goods as sensual gratification and social recognition, unsocial sociability, what he famously calls “radical evil”  (cf. RGV, AA 06: 29-39). A moral disposition is not, we recall, innate, though it is something that is acquirable. As such, “moral ascetics”—a phrase he uses here, it seems reasonable to suppose, to refer to both the cognitive and affective practices described above—is the pathway to bring the setting of one’s ends into accord with what Kant clams is their natural and proper ranking (cf. RGV, AA 06: 50-51).  


Now the transformation of one’s disposition does not entail the complete and utter obliteration of the old disposition’s influence; both the good and the evil way of life still vie as grounding motives of human conduct even in life of the moral convert. It follows that the moral convert must continually strive to subdue their propensity for evil (cf. RGV, AA 06: 93). The cultivation of moral disposition is thus always fraught with the threat of moral degeneration. Ethical community is the shelter against such a threat and the environment wherein the practices of moral education can best be undertaken.  


Kant argues, perhaps surprisingly, that the root of this threat lies not in the moral convert’s “own raw nature” (RGV, AA 06: 93). Our sensuous desires and inclinations are not the root of our tendency to deviate from the moral law. Rather, the enticement to evil is an external threat, Kant contends, that arises from the influence of others: “Envy, addiction to power, avarice, and the malignant inclinations associated with these,” he writes, “assail his [the moral convert’s] nature, which on its own is undemanding, as soon as he is among other human beings (RGV, AA 

06: 93-94).


Kant notes that others do not entice because they are themselves already “sunk into evil”. Rather, it is the mere presence of others that suffices for the root problem is the desire that each one of us has to gain standing and recognition over against others. That is to say, the root problem is unsocial sociability itself (cf. RGV, AA 06: 94). . 


But if social relations themselves are what elicit the pursuit of non-moral goods over the moral good, then the only way of dealing with this that will be truly effective is to establish a union of moral converts with one another that “has for its end the prevention of this evil and the promotion of the good in the human being—an enduring and ever expanding society, solely designed for the preservation of morality by counteracting evil with united forces (RGV, AA 06: 94). That is to say, in order to combat the threat of moral degeneration and persevere in the good, moral converts must band together in a corporate struggle against the evil that social relations threaten to elicit. 


The community that is formed thereby must be, Kant argues, a non-coercive association of human beings, open to all, united under the laws of virtue, which, by the formation of this institution, are now rendered principles of public order. In addition, such a community must be bound together under the moral authority of a lawgiver, one who is, at once, (i) able to institute laws of virtue for all, (ii) able to know the inward disposition of each and of all, and (iii) able to exercise justice in allotting to each according to the moral worth of their moral character and conduct. This, Kant concludes, is nothing other than “the concept of God as a moral ruler of the world” (RGV, AA 06: 99). “Hence”,  he writes, “an ethical community is conceivable only as a people under divine commands, i.e. as a people of God, and indeed in accordance with the laws of virtue (RGV, AA 06:99). So construed, the ethical community is thus properly the truly non-sectarian ideal of a church of rational faith whose realization would be the reign of God on earth. 


Now, as an ideal that we seek to approximate, such an association is, Kant says, the “church invisible,” which is ”the mere idea of the union of all upright human beings under direct yet moral divine world governance” (RGV, AA 06: 101). But, as a reality actually lived out, the ethical community is the “church visible” (RGV, AA 06: 101). As such, the ethical community is properly speaking, a “congregation” and this means that it is a body of moral converts standing under the guidance and shepherding of moral authorities (“under the name of teachers or shepherds of souls” RGV, AA 06: 101) who administer the union and affairs of the congregation as its “servants”. By their authority, moral teachers are appointed and the work of moral education with all its attendant practices, in the form of didactics and ascetics, is thereby granted and shelter and support for its crucial regimen of fashioning morally autonomous beings is provided.


With this, our sketch of the social order by which both rational and moral autonomy are made possible is now complete. However, running throughout these accounts is a profound paradox that we have only noted, but that we must confront: each of the practices, relations, and institutions that cultivate, in different ways, both forms of autonomy do so by virtue of heteronymous structures. The economic sphere of the culture of skillfulness and the pedagogical relations of the ethical community are both structures in and through which rational or moral agents stand in a position of subordination, under the authority and scrutiny of others. How then are such heteronymous relations able, for Kant, to facilitate genuinely self-governing forms of life?

IV. The Cultivation of Autonomy through Heteronomy

To address this final issue, it will be useful to organize our discussion around the concept that stands at the very center, as we have seen, of the institutions of both rational and moral autonomy: unsocial sociability. 


Recall that, for Kant, unsocial sociability denotes the fact that humans innately strive to distinguish themselves from others, to stand out as separate and independent, and that they necessarily do so by way of gaining recognition of such standing from their peers. Unsocial sociability is thus, we could say, a struggle for recognition. And since each human being is driven by this desire, it is clearly the root, on Kant’s account, of the various forms of social antagonism, competition, and conflict that, in turn, give rise to inequality and inequity, oppression and degradation. We see this in the “splendid squalor” that emerges in the elementary form of the economic sphere in culture and in the “threat of moral degeneration” posed by society itself that the establishment of ethical communities seeks to remedy. In both cases, the struggle of heteronomy is endemic to the very spheres themselves. And yet, given that, as we have shown, these kinds of institutions have the formation of autonomy as their goal, we must ask how these institutions are able to serve to this end?  


The answer, I believe, lies in considering the distinct ways in which each domain responds to this struggle. Crucially, each seeks to install a means by which the conflictual nature of this desire can be restrained. In culture, this is the express function of the civil and cosmopolitan institutions of right. They are to posit and enforce a legal framework that affords the equal entitlements of citizenship precisely in order to curtail the inevitable unrest and rebelliousness that the competition amongst laborers engenders. The purpose of the state and of international rule is thus to make the economic sphere sustainable and to ensure its essential productivity. Since these institutions themselves are, for Kant, the means by which citizens are to govern their lives in common, an institution of autonomy is, in this case, put in place to rule over a sphere of heteronomy. In culture, then, the struggle for recognition, when appropriately restricted, by threat of coercion, enables workers to affirm the value of satisfying the needs of others in order to have their own needs fulfilled, and of doing so in a routine, enduring fashion. As such, constricted unsocial sociability works to foster rational autonomy as an inherently corporate endeavor undertaken under bonds of mutual (economic) interdependence and (legal) respect. In being brought under civil constraint in this way, then, the struggle for recognition is rendered productive of autonomy itself. 


In the ethical sphere, we see a significantly different response. Here the threat of moral degeneration that unsocial sociability, in the guise of “radical evil”, poses is not so much constrained, as it is excluded. By this I mean, ethical unions, for Kant, are not formed in order to provide a framework within which unsocial sociability can be controlled. Rather, these forums are explicitly constructed to afford a protected space for those who wish to further their own moral transformation, an arena that is dedicated to shielding out the demands of social recognition. But, as we saw, doing this entails subordinating one’s will to that of another, a moral authority or guide. This appears to be little more, then, than fleeing one form of heteronomy for another: leaving the world of what we could call socio-cultural inequality for that of ecclesiastical hierarchy. However, we must recall that the concept of church in question here is not the congregation of revealed religion, but an ethical community formed on the basis of the religion of reason. Consequently, the beliefs and authority structures that define it are held to be valid only insofar as they are necessary for enabling their members to exercise moral judgment with respect to their disposition and conduct. In this sense, the church,  like the state, for Kant, is an institution of self-governance, though here it is moral, rather than rational autonomy that is at issue. The difficult work of moral education, then, is to nurture moral self-governance through hierarchical relations of instruction. The burden, then, lies with the teacher, as it was in Rousseau, to know when and how to intervene and when and how to withdraw. Moral education is, fundamentally for Kant, always a process of maturation and thus the move, in instruction (didactics),  from pure dependency (acromatic)  to memorization to full moral reasoning (erotematic) is absolutely crucial as is the fostering of the self-discipline of aesthetic cultivation (ascetics). Kant is clear that such a process as this can not only be a matter of the head (cognitive), it must just as much be a matter of the heart (affective).

V. Conclusion

In conclusion, then, for Kant, neither the development of genuinely rational character nor that of a moral disposition is something that can be undertaken in solitude. It is always and necessarily a social and political endeavor and that means that it is inextricably institutional. Living under the aegis of such economic, political, and ethical institutions, participating in practices, and striving under its relations of authority, is, for Kant, to till the soil of our “crooked timber” so as to ready us for the future work of harvesting rationally and morally autonomous individual and corporate forms of life. Institutions, then, are not simply the empirical instruments whereby the principles of morality are to be made efficacious. They stand, instead, as transcendental  conditions of the possibility of self-governance itself. 


Kant, to be sure, was not what we would today call a strong institutionalist. Nothing I have argued should be construed as claiming that he held norms, whether rational or moral, to be derived from social institutions. But he did hold, contrary even to the newly emerging paradigm, that certain specific kinds of institutions bear an a priori relationship to the fundamental concept of autonomy. He was not ultimately successful in working out the reconciliation of heteronomy and autonomy that this theory requires—as his subsequent struggles to define the nature and powers of international bodies and cosmopolitan right as well as his continual efforts to rethink the relation of the religion of reason to revealed religion bear ample testimony—but we would, nonetheless, do well to reorient our future readings of his practical philosophy around his insight that it is precisely the relationship of autonomy and heteronomy that is fundamentally at stake in any theory that would accord institutions transcendental standing. 
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