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Aristotelian and Kantian self-legislation 

Abstract:

Interpreters today often take Kant’s practical philosophy to share some of the basic insights of Aristotle’s. Such, for instance, is the main tone of Christine Korsgaard’s reading. I make a case for a different, non-Aristotelian, reading of Kant’s moral philosophy. In particular, I distinguish between two senses of self-legislation: Aristotelian and Kantian. Aristotelian self-legislation is a general project we are involved in as humans, and in which we determine the organizing principle of our practical life. Every action of ours takes part in this project of self-determination, and the project is thus part of the principle of every action. As opposed to that, not all actions are acts of Kantian self-legislation. To legislate for ourselves is to be involved in an internal drama of legislation. It is to be bound to respect moral duties by a force that is akin to a force of nature, and is yet internal. Moral normativity is thus separated from practical normativity in general.

Word count: 2997

It is common among interpreters today to take Kant’s practical philosophy to share some of the basic insights of Aristotle’s. Such, for instance, is the main tone of Christine Korsgaard’s reading. She argues, for instance, that Kant and Aristotle hold 

an essentially similar view about what gives an action moral worth.
 
I would like to make a case for a different, non-Aristotelian, reading of Kant’s moral philosophy. In particular, I shall distinguish between two senses of the notion of self-legislation—that is, between two activities: Aristotelian and Kantian self-legislation. In the Aristotelian sense, saying that we self-legislate means that we create our own identity and determine the organizing principle of our practical life. Self-legislation thus allows for a unified practical life. Although there is no reason to think Kant rejected the idea that we are practically involved in Aristotelian self-legislation, I argue that he held a different idea of self-legislation, whose function is to characterize moral practical rationality as distinct from practical rationality in general. In moral thinking, so the thought goes, we are involved in an internal drama of legislation: we are bound, with a force that is akin to a force of nature, to recognize and respect moral duties, except that the origin of this necessity is not really external—it is us. 
1. Aristotelian self-legislation 
According to the Aristotelian sense of self-legislation, legislating for ourselves is equivalent to legislating—determining the principle of—our self.
 We think of ourselves as responsible for who we are. We biologically develop into creatures that walk and talk. But our development is not only biological; we develop a sense of humor, a musical taste, and social connections. We also develop virtues: If all turns out well, for instance, greed and dishonesty will not be part of our behavioral repertoire. In general, we can say, who we are determines the meaning of what we do. Our self necessitates each action of ours partly by allowing it to be part of a greater project—the project Christine Korsgaard called “the project of self-constitution.”
 

On an Aristotelian reading of Kant, we begin divided and end up unified. We begin when action—in the full sense of the term—is impossible for us: when we are being pulled in different directions by different inclinations wishes and commitments. Action in the full sense of the term requires unity: a single organizing principle, a single self. A unified self is achieved, when reason takes control and unifies us. 

There is a second related point about unity: Every action, merely in virtue of being an action, expresses a unified mind. When I think talk or act, it is not my brain that thinks, my mouth that utters words, or my body that acts, but me (with my brain, mouth and body).
 

Now, it would be a mistake to take the Aristotelian story mentioned above to explain, the second point. Unity of agency exists conceptually, even for wantons who give in to every inclination. Even for cats, it is not their paws that scratch. It is them (with their paws). The second conceptual point clarifies the concept of action in general. The Aristotelian story clarifies the concept of one important kind of action. It formulates one set of norms, and spells out one kind of unity of mind: the kind associated with human action.
 
The self, then, can be conceived of as a kind of project. And like other projects it regulates actions that are part of it. Take cake-baking for example. Among other things, it regulates the breaking of an egg. My egg-breaking means one thing if I am cake-baking, and something different if I am making an omelet. In general, an action is done for the sake of completing a project; the project, in turn, explains the action. The Aristotelian project of self-constitution is formally similar: The meaning of and justification for human actions in general is to be understood by reference to who we are—the project of which those actions are part. 

But now, why do we need to invoke the self in this story? Why is it not enough to say that when I’m breaking the egg, it is for the sake of baking the cake? Is it even true that I’m breaking the egg as part of self-constitution? – To answer that, take this project of cake-baking: it also stands in need of a reason. If done for no reason, it is not really cake-baking; it is just a very elaborate twitch—which structurally resembles the kind of activities done by people who suffer from compulsive disorders: If you wash your hands once, that might be construed as washing your hands; but if you do it for the seventeenth time in a row, it is not clear if we can call it that anymore. The very same movements are now devoid of meaning. It is just matter, we may say, without any form. The actions are no longer part of any project in terms of which they make any sense. They are just an elaborate twitch.

So like hand-washing, so too cake-baking stands in need of a reason—say, the celebration of a friend’s birthday. And even this cannot be the end of the matter, for the celebration of a friend’s birthday would only make sense as part of a more general project, of being a good friend for instance, or of being virtuous in some other way and possibly more than just one way. Now, if like Aristotle we understand the virtues as the building blocks of the self, we can say that the self is the project in terms of which we can make sense of being a good friend, and in turn of celebrating that birthday, and baking that cake, and breaking the egg. The self is the project which ultimately explains each and every action of ours. It functions as the ultimate source of normativity: the form of that matter which is our practical life.
 

Now, self-legislation in this Aristotelian sense gives rise to a kind of practical normativity. And this may invite Aristotelian readings of Kant’s practical philosophy. As I pointed out above, in the Aristotelian model, what seems like an action may really be an elaborate twitch: not part of any project. To a degree, then, we may be twitching, not acting in the full sense of the term. Acting in the full sense would take harmonizing what we do with other desires and commitments of ours, possibly also with those of others. There is therefore room for normativity: for the possibility of success and failure. This, then, is the sense in which Aristotelian self-legislation gives rise to a kind of practical normativity: it specifies what an action ought to be if it is to really be an action in the full sense of the term.
 

2. Kantian self-legislation
On the reading I wish to defend, Kant does not deny the importance of the activity I called Aristotelian self-legislation. In fact, Kant may not deny much that Aristotle affirms; he does think, however, that the Aristotelian practical story is deeply lacking. Kant, on my reading, seeks to separate the normativity of moral conduct from the normativity of non-moral (but not immoral) conduct. The story of what necessitates honesty, for instance, is different in kind from the story about what necessitates having your morning coffee, or of reading a book.

My reading thus stands in contrast to Korsgaard’s claim that “Kant […] has a unified account of practical rationality” (NIR, 62). She does not just mean that actions in general contribute to the creation of our practical identity, but that they do it in a formally similar way. Now, either we endorse a unified conception of practical rationality, or a non-unified; we can’t have both, and I suggest that Kant holds a non-unified conception. Not all instances of practical rationality for Kant fit a single mold. On my non-Aristotelian reading, practical rationality is a family resemblance concept: moral actions contribute to the creation of our practical identity in a unique way and sense. This is how Raimond Gaita puts it: 

Kant was deeply impressed by the fact that a person could be hardened by misfortune to the point of being unresponsive to the suffering of others in any way which could be described as a form of pity, yet still be able to rise to the requirements of morality […].

For Kant, I suggest, morality requires rising above a certain kind of practical considerations, and applying practical considerations that are different in kind: considerations that characterize our noumenal-intelligible existence, but not our phenomenal-sensible existence. 
Kant’s separation of the two types of practical normativity is connected to his distinction between two kinds of motivation: the kind we have to pursue happiness or the fulfillment of an inclination, and moral motivations. Laws, Kant points out, taxation laws for instance, cannot motivate us. To make us abide by them, the legislator has to give us a motivation, and she typically does that by threatening us with punishment if we don’t comply. As opposed to that, moral laws, Kant say, can motivate all by themselves. 
A question of Simone Weil’s demonstrates this:

What is it, exactly, that prevents me from putting that man’s eye out if I am allowed to do so and if it takes my fancy?
 
Try to imagine yourself in such a situation. There is something that stays your hand: something that cannot be traced back to any natural aversion, and yet acts with a force akin to a force of nature,
 and makes that action hard, not trivial, perhaps impossible. As Kant says:
[T]he unconditional command leaves the will no discretion with respect to the opposite, so that it alone brings with it that necessity which we require of a law. (G 4:420)
I take this difference between moral and natural motivations to substantiate a non-unified conception of practical rationality. When it comes to inclinations and interests, nothing is more natural to us than identifying ourselves with them. On my reading, Kant thought moral motives come from a deeper source within us. They seem to reveal our true self to us—a self with which we are reluctant to identify, with which it is unnatural for us to identify—a self that has to force itself on us. 

To adequately describe the unique phenomenology of moral thought, Kant thinks, we need to apply terms that are borrowed from the drama of interpersonal legislation: In external interpersonal legislation too something is forced on us, makes us do something reluctantly. Kant, I suggest, moves the interpersonal drama of legislation inside. It all happens between an internal law-giver, and an internal law-receiver. 
As creatures who are bound by the laws of their own freedom we are thus involved in an internal legislative drama: we give ourselves laws, act in or not in compliance, and then judge ourselves. Intra-personal self-legislation, for Kant, has the grammar—the logic—of inter-personal legislation. 

We can now survey the difference between the type of action Kantian self-legislation is on my reading, and Aristotelian self-legislation. Aristotelian self-legislation is the act of creating practical identity. Legislating for ourselves is legislating our self—authoring our own identity principle.
 The self, in Aristotelian self-legislation, is a kind of project, and like other projects it regulates actions that are part of it—this, in the same general way that baking cakes regulates breaking eggs: It is the project in terms of which actions that are part of it make sense. The difference between cake-baking and the self is one of degree of generality: Not every human action is regulated by the principles of cake-baking, but every action of ours contributes to the creation of our practical identity.  

As opposed to Aristotelian self-legislation, Kantian self-legislation, as I understand it, does not create an agent; it assumes it. Legislating for ourselves is not legislating our self. Although, as I mentioned above, there is a sense in which Kantian self-legislation reveals our true self to us—forces it on us—this action is not part of the definition of human action in general. It is rather a particular kind of human action—complete with its own kind of motivation and judgment: its own kind of normativity. Like all human actions it contributes to the creation and maintenance of our practical identity, but its principle of action is unique: The point of such legislation is to show respect to the moral law—as if it were another, to whom we owed filial respect and whose laws we must obey no matter what. The moral law is forced on our actions—as if from without.
 To capture moral normativity, to capture the moral action’s unique principle of action, Kant thought that we need to imagine a legal drama within.
3. Kant on absolute values
The motivation for my non-Aristotelian reading is that I find Kant to have had a particular kind of interest in moral philosophy. There is something we need from moral philosophy, he thought, that simply gets ignored in Aristotle: an account for absolute evaluations.
To clarify, consider the idea of harm. Our concept of harm is connected to our ideas about retribution and compensation. We talk about causing greater and lesser harm, but we also want something else, and more: we want to allow for a more robust way of meaning the word “harm.” That is, we want to talk of moral harm, and to separate that from non-moral kinds of harm. Here is an example from Wittgenstein:

Supposing that I could play tennis and one of you saw me playing and said “Well, you play pretty badly” and suppose I answered “I know, I’m playing badly but I don’t want to play any better,” all the other man could say would be “Ah then that’s all right.” But suppose I had told one of you a preposterous lie and he came up to me and said “You’re behaving like a beast” and then I were to say “I know I behave badly, but then I don’t want to behave any better,” could he then say “Ah, then that’s all right”? Certainly not; he would say “Well, you ought to want to behave better.”

Long before Wittgenstein, Kant already held that morality deals with the absolute. He was interested (pay attention to his language) in how a command is unconditional, in how the pure thought of duty motivates, in how certain goods can be without limitation, and in how the value of certain things is incomparably higher than that of anything else—beyond measurement and comparison, and yet higher.
 To clarify this philosophical interest, take this last item. It seems like a flat out contradiction: for is saying that something is higher not itself a kind of comparison? So how can something be incomparably higher in value? And yet, in ethics we want to say exactly this sort of things. Take for instance the value of life. The value of your life is greater than that of the chair on which you are sitting. But if you try to measure how much higher it is in value, what should you say? How many chairs would compensate for the loss of a life? Or how many years in jail? Or how many deaths? We seem to have a genuine problem in ethics of dealing with absolute values. Namely, with things that have, as Kant says: 

not merely a relative worth, that is a price, but an inner worth, that is, dignity. (G 4:435)

We have a genuine problem expressing their value. When you try to evaluate them, these things that have absolute, inner, value do not behave logically like ordinary things that we can evaluate by measuring, scaling, or applying standards of comparison. To evaluate such a thing we need a special kind of evaluation: one that: 

puts it infinitely above all price, with which it cannot be brought into comparison or competition at all without, as it were, assaulting its holiness. (G, 4:435) 

That we are capable of absolute evaluations: that is the mystery I find in Kant: 

There is, as I mentioned above, a logical difference for Kant—a deep grammatical divide—between moral and natural motivations. Aristotle’s moral psychology is not sensitive to this difference, and not equipped to account for it. Part of the motivation behind Aristotelian readings of Kant is to correct a familiar mistaken image of Kant as a cold hearted rationalist prune, for whom emotions don’t matter. Kant also has reputation for being dismissive of any thought about reward for good moral conduct. The image is indeed mistaken. For one thing Kant recognized the importance of the fact that we want virtue to be rewarded. It is “a hindrance to moral resolve,” using Kant’s language, when it is not.
 But if—perhaps I should say since—we are interested in absolute evaluations, we might as well look for them in the right place; and he thinks we won’t be able to find them in nature—that system in which everything has a place relative to everything else, and in which everything is observed and measured and compared. Part of my suggestion, then, is that we do not have to correct Kant’s cold rationalist reputation by pushing him in the direction of Aristotelian naturalism, as Korsgaard does. 
Moral thinking, for Kant, is inevitably emotional. A duty, Kant says, is “a constraint to an end adopted reluctantly” (MM, 6:386). And nothing can be more emotional than realizing our moral duty despite our inclinations; nothing can be more emotional than holding a knife to the throat of the man who raped and murdered your daughter and being unable to do it. Moral duties, as I argued above, reveal our true self to us, but it is a self with which we are reluctant to identify, a self that we may even hate, but still for which we cannot but have respect. 
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