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Abstract 

 

I ask: Is the will, or willing, properly understood as a cause of action? The problem at 

issue is the relation between will and reason, that is, practical reason. 

 Here, I examine Kant’s concept of free will and practical reason. I evaluate, 

then, Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant, specifically Kantian ethics, with regard to 

freedom of the will and practical reason. As will be discussed, Kant’s idea of causality, 

in terms of practical reason and transcendental freedom, suffers fundamental problems. 

 From Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant’s defence of the freedom of the will and 

Kant’s account of practical reason, I will come to evaluate Schopenhauer’s non-causal 

and non-volitionist account of the will, or willing. Schopenhauer identifies voluntary 

acts and acts of will (willing), presenting a notion of will dissociated from cognition or 

mentality. I will favor Schopenhauer’s account of the will over Kant’s; or, in any case, I 

shall test Kant’s by examination of, and in some cases developing, Schopenhauer’s 

criticism against Kant. 

 A non-causal account of the will, or willing, is favored over a causal account. 

Also, a non-volitionist account of the will, or willing, is favored over a volitionist 

account. Or, in any case: A causal account is tested by examination of a non-causal 

account, as is a volitionist account by examination of a non-volitionist account. 

 Practical reason, in conclusion, is separated from the concept of will. That leaves 

us with practical reason understood as instrumental, viz. applicable to means-end 

reasoning. 
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Ágrip 

 

Spurt er: Er viljahugtakið best skilið sem svo að viljinn eða það að vilja orsaki athafnir? 

Hér ræðum við tengsl vilja og skynsemi, þ.e. praktíska skynsemi, sem og 

orsakasamband millum vilja og athafna. 

 Í þessu samhengi, til nálgunar þessarar spurningar, geng ég út frá gagnrýni 

Schopenhauer á siðfræði Kants, þ.e. vörn Kants fyrir frjálsum vilja og hugmynd Kants 

um praktíska skynsemi. Vörn Kants fyrir frjálsum vilja er grundvölluð á hugmynd hans 

um praktíska skynsemi, þar sem Kant sættir vilja og praktíska skynsemi sem hinn góða 

vilja. Schopenhauer gerir atlögu að greiningu Kants á praktískri skynsemi, þar sem 

Schopenhauer hafnar sættun vilja og praktískrar skynsemi. 

 Schopenhauer hafnar hinum góða vilja og heldur því fram að viljinn orsaki ekki 

athafnir undir handleiðslu skynsemi, eins og aftur á móti Kant heldur fram. Það að vilja 

er, samkvæmt Schopenhauer, eitt og hið sama og að gera. Skynsemi getur leiðbeint 

geranda með því að upplýsa um leiðir að markmiði. Enn fremur eru athafnir orsakaðar 

gegnum vitsmuni, þegar við bregðumst við hlutum í umhverfi okkar. Hins vegar orsakar 

skynsemi ekki athafnir í þeim skilningi að hún stýri viljanum til athafna. 

 Ég mun hallast að því að rjúfa tengsl vilja og skynsemi, eftir dæmi 

Schopenhauer. Í þeim skilningi er ekki orsakasamband millum vilja og athafna, þar sem 

það að vilja er eitt og hið sama og að gera. 
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A Note on Abbreviations and References 

 

1. Schopenhauer(/Hübscher): 

 

Abbreviations for references to Schopenhauer’s works are as follows: 

 

W1 — World as Will and Representation (2010), volume 1. [Die Welt als Wille und 

Vorstellung.] 

 

W2 — World as Will and Representation (1958), volume 2. [Die Welt als Wille und 

Vorstellung.] 

 

FW — On the Freedom of the Will (2009). [Über die Freiheit des Willens.] 

 

BM — On the Basis of Morals (2009). [Über die Grundlage der Moral.] 

 

As is standard, all page numbers shown in references to Schopenhauer’s works follow 

Hübscher’s edition of Schopenhauer’s complete works (Sämtliche Werke). The relevant 

volume for Hübscher’s edition is shown alongside references to Schopenhauer’s works, 

where page numbers correlate, except for W2, where I do not use a Cambridge 

translation (2010/2009) as in other cases. 

 Where page numbers correlate, references are made thus (e.g.): (W1/H2 621). 

Where page numbers do not correlate, references are made thus (e.g.): (W2 196; H3 

218-19). 

 

2. Kant: 

 

Abbreviations for references to Kant’s works are as follows: 

 

CPR — Critique of Pure Reason (1996). [Kritik der reinen Vernunft.] 

 

CPrR — Critique of Practical Reason (2002). [Kritik der praktischen Vernunft.] 
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G — Grounding of the Metaphysics of Morals (1981). [Grundlegung zur Metaphysik 

der Sitten.] 

 

MM — The Metaphysics of Morals (1991). [Metaphysik der Sitten.] 

 

3. Nietzsche: 

 

I refer to the following work by Nietzsche, abbreviated as follows: 

 

HH — Human, All Too Human (1996). [Menschliches, Allzumenschliches.] 

 

4. Stirner: 

 

I refer to the following work by Stirner, abbreviated as follows: 

 

EIO — The Ego and Its Own (1995). [Einzige und sein Eigentum.] 

 

5. Other references are not abbreviations and follow APA, with liberties. 
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Introductory Remarks 

 

This is a study of the concept of will. By implication, I am, as the title suggests, 

concerned with reason and action, that is, how, if at all, the will via reason can direct 

action. 

 Reason, qua action-directing, is called “practical.” The problem at issue is the 

relation, if any, between will and reason, i.e. practical reason. On a Kantian view of the 

practical, if reason is practical, the will, guided by reason, can effect, or cause, action. 

Also, on a volitionist account, willing (i.e. an act of will) can effect, or cause, action. 

 So: Is the will, or willing, properly understood as a cause of action? By a 

“cause,” I mean a cognized will effecting action, that is, action-directing via reason or 

cognition. Here, action is understood as an effect of a cognized will. By “a cognized 

will,” I mean a will effecting action by deliberation and intention, guided by reason 

(cognition). 

 For this, I examine Kant’s concept of free will and practical reason. I evaluate, 

then, Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant in this regard. Though Schopenhauer is partly in 

error in his critique of Kant and Kantian ethics, the critique, I argue, shows that Kant’s 

idea of causality, in terms of practical reason and transcendental freedom, suffers 

fundamental problems. 

 Now, I examine the concept of will as (1) free will — “the absolutely 

contingent,” as in Schopenhauer (FW/H4 8), or an “absolutely first beginning,” as in 

Kant (CPR A 450/B 478); (2) practical reason, or as determined by practical reason, on 

Kant’s notion of the good will; (3) the equivalent of bodily action, contra a cause of 

action or volition, as proposed by Schopenhauer, following his critique of Kantian 

ehtics; and (4) an ultimate reality behind the the world of phenomena (representation), 

on Schopenhauer’s positive notion of the will. There may, notably, be an overlap 

between these four accounts. 

 With regard to (1), I discuss problems of free will, proceeding from 

Schopenhauer’s refutation of freedom of the will, onwards to Kant’s account of the will 

qua practical reason and the idea of transcendental freedom in Kant. Further, I favor (3) 

over (2): From Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant, the concept of will is, I maintain, to be 

separated from the notion of practical reason. However, this does not, I maintain, have 
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to lead us to (4), where we encounter problems in explaining normative and moral 

terms, most notably “ought,” “obligation,” and “responsibility.” 

 In conclusion, a non-causal or non-volitionist account of the will is favored over 

a causal or a volitionist account, following Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant. 
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I. 

 

Schopenhauer’s Refutation of Free Will 

 

Schopenhauer (FW/H4 4-6) distinguishes between physical, intellectual, and moral 

freedom. (1) The idea of physical freedom denotes voluntary bodily movement, or 

movement issuing from will in the absence of material hindrances. In the absence of an 

obstacle, the agent is able to act upon her own will. Being-able-to-act in accordance 

with one's own will is physical freedom. This is an empirical notion of freedom; being-

free is equivalent to being-able. (FW/H4 4-5.) (2) Intellectual freedom obtains where the 

intellect functions in an ordinary way, that is when the world is perceived or understood 

without cognitive disadvantage, e.g. madness, intoxication (FW/H4 5). (3) At issue here, 

though, is what Schopenhauer calls “moral freedom,” i.e. the idea of free will, where 

“the concept of freedom, which previously had only been thought of in connection with 

being-able, [is] put into connection with willing (Wollen), and the problem [arises] 

whether willing itself [is] free“ (FW/H4 6). 

Now, the idea of moral freedom (liberum arbitrium indifferentiae) is, as stipulated 

by Schopenhauer, willing not subject to necessity, where for an agent “[...] two 

diametrically opposed actions are equally possible” (FW/H4 9). On this notion, as 

Schopenhauer lays it out, action, qua “effect without a cause,”1 (BM/H4 165) comes 

forth absolutely by choice, or by “a willing without motive [cause],” (ibid) arising from 

the will of an agent. While the empirical notion of freedom merely posits “I am free if I 

can do what I will,” the idea of free will (i.e. “self-consciousness”) pronounces “I can 

do what I will”; or, “If I will this, then I can do it” (FW/H4 16, 20). The former 

proclaims the absence of material obstacles; the latter proclaims “the absence of all 

necessity in general” (FW/H4 7). 

Freedom, on this notion, is the negation of necessity. The “absolutely contingent,” 

(FW/H4 8) viz. “[...] that which is necessary in no relation, which means that which is 

dependent on no ground” (ibid) — that which is groundless (grundlos) — is the 

meaning of moral freedom, as Schopenhauer stipulates it. Thus stipulated, an act of free 

will cannot be determined by a cause (or sufficient ground); an act arises, contrarily, in 
                                                 
1 Here and in the next quote, Schopenhauer is referring to Kant’s notion of transcendental and practical 
freedom. (See section III.) 
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being willed, as an act of self-determination. A “consequence” (effect) is by definition2 

necessary, that is, it is determined by a cause. 

 

Every consequence of a ground is necessary, and every necessity is 

consequence of a ground. (FW/H4 9.) 

 

Thus an act, qua consequence, is a necessary outcome of its cause. An act of free will, 

however, must not occur as it does; it could equally have occurred in an alternative way 

or the opposite way. 

As Schopenhauer recognizes, this idea of the “absolutely contingent,” depending 

on no cause, defies logic and imagination. Perhaps words escape us here, also. Human 

cognition is wired, so to say, to perceive and understand the world through, and in terms 

of, causality. Yet on this abstract stipulation, Schopenhauer sets the test for the idea of 

freedom contra causality (i.e. determinism, necessity) by the logic of which an act of 

free will would be found non-existent or meaningless. 

Now, as Schopenhauer argues, an act of will (i.e. willing) arises in relation to an 

object; only in relation to an object, is an act of will conceivable: To will is to will 

something (FW/H4 14). In other words, the will or willing has a content. Further, the 

object, in being cognized, provides a motive3 for the will to act. A motive, as understood 

by Schopenhauer, is an awareness of an object, or the objective world, with a desire to 

bring about a change in this object. So, in acting towards, or re-acting to, an object 

cognized, seeking to bring about a change in this object, the agent acts for a motive; and 

without the object cognized qua motive, an act of will cannot occur. (FW/H4 14; see 

also Janaway 1989:235-6.) 

Yet we ask, given the motive, whether an act of will must occur and must occur as 

it does, that is, whether it might not have occurred or occurred in the form of an 

alternative or an opposite course of action. Whether an act of will follows necessarily, 

and as it does, is at issue; and proceeding from the idea of free will, the very idea of 

necessity, vis-à-vis the will, is negated. 

                                                 
2 Schopenhauer holds that all consequences (effects) are by definition necessary; the concepts of a 
“consequence” and “necessity” are interchangeable. Rather than dispute this thesis here, we shall proceed 
from it (with skepticism). 
3 We will further discuss motives in section XX. 
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I am aware of acting freely by willing; or, in being aware of my own self, I 

presuppose my acting out of free will. I move or act, apparently, by an act of will; as in, 

e.g., raising my left hand, rather than my right, I so act by so willing. This is a 

presupposition of self-consciousness. 

Self-consciousness, as opposed to “consciousness of other things” (FW/H4 14)4, 

i.e. the cognitive faculty, proclaims “I can do what I will.” However, “I can do what I 

will” begs the question: Is the will free? (FW/H4 16) “Self-consciousness proclaims the 

freedom of doing, under the presupposition of willing […]” (FW/H4 16), viz. that if I 

will to do something, then I can do it. The freedom of doing is not at issue, however, but 

the freedom of willing. The condition for willing is unexplained: In doing what I will, 

whence comes willing? “Is the will free?” is not asking whether doing is moved by 

willing but whether willing is free from, or determined by, causes (i.e. motives), 

external to the will. That doing is moved by willing, might be granted; — that willing is 

free from causality, might yet be denied. 

The reply from within self-consciousness, at this juncture, let us suppose, is “I can 

do what I will, and I will what I will”; and so “I am free.” However, this statement leads 

to an infinite regress: “I will what I will” is only supported by another “I will” and so 

on. (FW/H4 6, 20.) Proceeding from these proclamations, willing, but not the ground 

for willing, is stated. The grounds, that is, motives or objects, for willing lie beyond self-

consciousness, in the world of objects, as sensed and expressed rather by consciousness 

of other things. Objects, or external conditions, are alien to self-consciousness; thus it 

can only proclaim its freedom to do as it wills, but it cannot proclaim its freedom to will 

in the first place (and then act). (FW/H4 16-17.) Put otherwise, if we isolate expressions 

of will, such as “I can do what I will,” etc., we cannot establish the reasons for willing, 

viz. what are the motives, or what motivates, one to will, in the first place. 

“I can do what I will” is, further, unwittingly a hypothetical statement, because 

here the sub-clause “...if I did not prefer to will the other thing” is presupposed (FW/H4 

43); but being-able-to-will (Wollenkönnen), that is, “I can do what I will,” is thereby 

removed (ibid). For here I proclaim only that I can do what I happen to will, or what I 

will at the moment of this willing. All we are able to conclude from the above 

                                                 
4 Schopenhauer (FW/H4 14-18) distinguishes consciousness of other things, or the cognitive faculty, from 
self-consciousness. The question of free will arises in self-consciousness, whereas consciousness of other 
things is occupied with motives (causes) for willing. 
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proclamations, is that I perform an action as I happen to will it — there is no knowing 

whence the will arises. That we could have willed and thus acted otherwise, we cannot 

know. We can only know that we will as we do, at that moment of willing. We can wish 

opposed things, but will but one of those (FW/H4 17). That is, we will only what we in 

fact do. Self-determination is, so to say, mere self-declaration; willing a thing into being 

is mere wishing. 

Now, Schopenhauer grants that a human being “[...] is indeed relatively free, that 

is, free from the immediate compulsion of objects present in intuition affecting his will 

as motives, to which the animal as such is subjected: he, by contrast, determines himself 

independently of present objects, according to thoughts which are his motives” (FW/H4 

35). However, a motive is a kind of cause; and a motive qua thought is as much a cause 

as a motive qua intuitive response (i.e. stimuli5). There has been no change in causality; 

only the kind of causality has changed. 

 

[As] is the case with causes in the narrowest sense and with stimuli, [so] is 

[...] the case with motives — given that motivation is not essentially 

different from causality, but merely a kind of it, namely causality that 

proceeds through the medium of cognition (FW/H4 47). 

 

So, relative to lesser animals, or intuitive beings, human beings are free, or, rather, 

capable of thinking, that is, applying concepts. As are other animals to a lesser extent, 

human beings are receptive to motives (“causality through cognition”) (FW/H4 31-2, 

33-4); yet the human agent is able to deliberate on motives (causes) influencing her will. 

Accordingly, if she succeeds in doing the right or correct thing by deliberation and 

planning, in view of relevant motives, a person is considered rational; irrational if she 

fails (FW/H4 34-5). Actions of human beings are deliberate and intentional, because 

human action proceeds on reflection and deliberation, not mere intuition; thus human 

beings are motivated by thoughts. Still, though humans may be relatively free in 

comparison with lesser animals, even capable of choice (FW/H4 34), motivation via 

                                                 
5 Schopenhauer (FW/H4 29-34) distinguishes between three forms of causality: cause vis-à-vis inanimate 
objects; stimuli vis-à-vis plants; and motivation or motives (vis-à-vis human beings and other animals. 
Human beings and animals differ in that human beings have a capacity for thinking, or using abstract 
concepts. 
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thoughts (reflection, deliberation) is in no way and to no extent indicative of freedom 

from necessity (causality), or free will (free choice) (FW/H4 36). Thinking proceeds 

inexorably by motives; and motivation via thoughts is “causality through cognition.” In 

fact, the relative freedom gained by cognition, is likely to produce a conflict of motives 

influencing the will (motivation), in the course of which the agent remains indecisive; 

yet in the event of decision and action, a singular motive inexorably prevails, resolving 

the conflict through a chain of causes, proceeding through cognition, determining an 

outcome “[…] that occurs with full necessity as the result of the conflict” (FW/H4 36). 
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II. 

 

Free Will and Practical Reason 

 

Let us turn to Kant, where we encounter the idea of free will in terms of, or as 

determined by, practical reason. 

 

Since the derivation of actions from laws requires reason, the will is nothing 

but practical reason (G 4:412). 

 

To explain, the will is guided by reason, where, as determined by reason, action is 

performed according to rational requirements, or laws of reason. Reason directs6 action 

by “determination of the will”7 — as long as the will is guided by reason. Where the 

will is determined by reason in accordance with which action is performed, reason is 

practical, i.e. action-directing. Reason has, in other words, the capacity to direct action. 

Further, where the will is guided by reason, it is free. For, as will be expounded below, 

by guidance of reason, the will is not subjected to empirical conditions by which it is 

otherwise bound. 

 For Kant, freedom of the will is not the negation of necessity (causality), or the 

“absolutely contingent,” as however Schopenhauer stipulates the problem in his On the 

Freedom of the Will (FW) in the foregoing section. Though not bound by natural 

necessity (i.e. empirical laws), a free will, if possible, is not lawless. Freedom, rather, is 

a special kind of causality, in accordance with self-imposed immutable laws, attributed 

to the will of rational beings, or beings insofar as they are rational (G 4:446-7). While 

natural necessity is causality belonging to non-rational beings, or beings insofar as they 

are not rational, whereby they are determined to act by external causes, freedom of the 

will is a kind of causality which is “effective independent of any determination by alien 

[i.e. external] causes” (G 4:446). 

 

                                                 
6 “Directing” action means “causing” or “effecting” it, not merely “influencing” though we can say 
“decisively influencing.” 
7 “Determination of the will” is Kantian terminology, meaning, as discussed further below (section IV), 
reason’s decisive influence over the will.  
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III. 

 

Transcendental and Practical Freedom 

 

Kant distinguishes between transcendental freedom and practical freedom. “The 

transcendental idea of freedom […] is only the absolute spontaneity of action” (CPR A 

448/B 476); “an absolute spontaneity of causes whereby they can begin on their own 

[von selbst8] a series of appearances that runs according to natural laws” (A 446/B 474); 

“a first beginning, issuing from freedom” (A 450/B 478); “unconditioned causality” (A 

448/B 476); “an intelligible cause” (A 537/B 565). For an object, there is an intelligible 

ground beyond sensibility: “What in an object of the senses is not itself appearance I 

call intelligible” (A 538/B 566). Further: “By freedom […] in the cosmological sense of 

the term [i.e. transcendental], I mean the power [Vermögen] to begin a state on one’s 

own [von selbst]” (A 533/B 561). 

 Now, intelligible causality lies outside the series of events (appearances), i.e. 

natural or empirical causality; thus “an intelligible cause is not, as regards its causality, 

determined by appearances” (A 537/B 565); yet its effects obtain in the series of events 

where “its effects appear and thus can be determined by other appearances” (A 537/B 

565). With regard to the intelligible cause, an action, or effect, is free (spontaneous), 

while simultaneously, with regard to series of events, it is bound by empirical laws 

(natural necessity) (A 537/B 565). Empirical causality is, moreover, determined by 

intelligible causality, or in “the intelligible character” (A 551/B 579) as “the empirical 

character’s transcendental cause” (A 546/B 574). 

 Further, as far as it can produce an “original action,” (A 544/B 572) reason is 

pure, that is, an intelligible faculty; and qua “intelligible power,” reason is not subject to 

the form of time, or the temporal succession (A 551/B 579). Pure reason, in its 

causality, is omnipresent, viz. “present to, and is the same in, all actions of the human 

being in all circumstances of time” (A 556/B 584). Thus we do not properly say that the 

causality of reason, in its intelligible character, arises or starts at a certain moment, in 

producing an effect (A 551-2/B 579-80). Yet the action, grounded in the causality of 

reason, obtains as effect in the series of events, wherein it is, or becomes, subject to 
                                                 
8 In Kant’s usage, von selbst (from or by oneself) means “without preceding cause” or “without necessity” 
(FW/H4 8; see also Janaway 1989:234). Von selbst could also mean, or be translated as, “spontaneously.” 
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empirical laws. An “original action” cannot, however, obtain in the series of events, 

where every occurrence is a continuation of the series and every event presupposes 

another event as its cause. (A 543-4/B 571-2.) Reason begins from itself (von selbst), 

without prior cause, an action from which a series of events follows. 

 From the foregoing, we gather that transcendental freedom is (1) a kind of 

causality, (2) beyond empirical laws, which is (3) intelligible, an abstraction; and (4) 

timeless. As such, (5) it can generate from itself (i.e. spontaneously) an action, viz. 

outside natural causality and time. (6) Intelligible causality is, or contains, the ground of 

empirical causality (A 546/B 574, A 551/B 579; see also G 4:453). Slightly 

paraphrasing, Reath (2006:278, 288) describes freedom, qua intelligible causality, as a 

“spontaneous first cause,” or the idea thereof, with the capacity to initiate a series of 

events not determined by temporally prior causes. 

 Notably, terms such as “first beginning,” “spontaneity,” “original,” etc., are 

related to time. The terminology Kant applies for the intelligible still applies to the 

empirical and time, as does “first cause” and “initiate” in Reath's (2006) paraphrasing. 

“Beginning from itself [von selbst]” or an “absolutely first beginning” (A 450/B 478) 

expresses an event; yet no events obtain in the realm of the intelligible. However, as 

Kant (A 450/B 478) explains, an “absolutely first beginning” is not applied in terms of 

time but causality (see also Janaway 1989:85-6)9, where from an event a new series 

begins absolutely along with its natural consequences; and with regard to time, this 

event is seen as continuation of the preceding series. 

 A rational agent, on this notion, in acting by principles of reason, acts freely, 

where her action is the first cause of a series. In human action, or for intelligent beings, 

transcendental freedom is thus exemplified in practical reason. Practical freedom is an 

instance of transcendental freedom (Reath 2006:280) as the capacity for self-

determination, or the power to act on principles of reason, that is, to initiate action by 

use of reason, independently of causal determination by sensible motives (ibid, 278-9). 

 

                                                 
9 We shall return to this issue in discussing Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant’s use of the concept of 
causality. See e.g. section XIX. 
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Freedom in the practical meaning of the term is the independence of our 

power of choice [Willkür] from coercion [Nötigung10] by impulses of 

sensibility (A 534/B 562). 

 

A rational agent, in applying her reason, is, in other words, free from her own desires 

and inclinations. Her actions are, thus, not only to be explained by virtue of her desires 

and inclinations but normatively assessed in the light of rational and moral 

requirements. 

 Practical freedom is grounded on transcendental freedom (A 533/B 561; see also 

Janaway 1989:88, 89). The former presupposes the latter, such that if one does not act 

by reason or acts contrary to reason, one ought nevertheless to have acted by reason (A 

534/B 562). That presumes one can act or have acted otherwise. In the absence of 

transcendental freedom, one cannot be assumed to act or have acted otherwise. Now, 

even though we know the full extent of what caused an action, ethical judgement is not 

precluded or the application of moral and normative predicates — we still assume the 

agent could have acted otherwise and so judge her action in terms of moral 

requirements. We judge ethically and exert blame irrespective of our knowledge of the 

causes for action. (Janaway 1989:88-9.) Although action can be explained, it is not 

thereby justified. 

 Here, action is assumed to be effected, or caused, by reason. 

 

[I]f we examine […] actions in reference to reason […] solely insofar as it is 

itself the cause for producing them — in a word: if we compare these 

actions with reason in a practical regard, then we find a rule and order quite 

different from the order of nature. For in that regard perhaps there ought not 

to have occurred all that according to nature's course yet has occurred and 

according to its own empirical bases inevitably had to occur. (A 550/B 578.) 

 

                                                 
10 Guyer and Wood in a Cambridge translation of the Critique (1999) translate Nötigung as 
“necessitation,” thus: “Freedom in the practical sense is the independence of the power of choice from 
necessitation by impulses of sensibility” (A 534/B 562). Original text: “Die Freiheit im praktischen 
Verstande ist die Unabhängigkeit der Willkür von der Nötigung durch Antriebe der Sinnlichkeit” (A 
534/B 562). — Throughout, I use Pluhar’s translation of the Critique (1996). 
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Insofar as reason causes action, it is practical. Now, actions are subject to empirical 

laws and temporal conditions; they are restricted to the empirical and cannot “occur” or 

obtain in the intelligible realm. Yet, in normative and moral judgement, we proceed 

from intelligible causality, according to Kant. Here, actions are seen as if they were 

caused by an intelligible thing, i.e. pure reason. (Janaway 1989:93.) Otherwise we 

merely explain or describe actions; we lack the means to justify or condemn actions — 

whether actions are right or wrong, good or bad, cannot be assessed. On the 

presupposition of transcendental freedom, reason in the practical sense generates an 

event in the temporal series through human action, whereby action is assessed in 

normative and moral terms. 
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IV. 

 

Determination of the Will 

 

Reason — or pure practical reason — determines the will, viz. decisively influences11 

the will, thus directs, or guides, action. The will is not necessarily determined by reason, 

however. Yet insofar as the will is determined by reason, it is necessarily moved to act, 

that is, to the extent that reason has decisive influence on it, or as long as an agent, 

capable of rationality, applies reason to her will. 

 

[P]ure reason can be practical, i.e., […] it can on its own, independently of 

everything empirical, determine the will […] (CPrR 5:42; my emphasis.) 

 

For reason to be practical, imperatives (i.e. oughts), thus, are needed. They command 

the will to conform to reason either “hypothetically” or “categorically,” (G 4:414) i.e. 

conditionally or unconditionally, respectively. In view of a desirable end, taking the 

means to that end, is an action for which hypothetical imperatives are applicable. Here, 

an action is good as a means to an end relative to desire. The end per se is optional; but 

given the end, we must take the relevant means. However, where an action is good in 

itself, viz. without reference to an end other than the action itself, the imperative 

commanding that action is categorical, representing the action as duty or obligation. 

 With regard to both types of imperative, reason determines the will — by 

practical necessity. Now, with regard to a categorical imperative, it “[…] is limited by 

no condition, and can quite properly be called a command since it is absolutely, though 

practically, necessary” (G 4:416). A categorical imperative commands without an end 

qua condition; the action commanded is an end good in itself, or “necessary in a will 

which of itself conforms to reason as the principle of the will” (G 4:414). In acting as 

the will is determined by a categorical imperative, the agent is not concerned with the 

result of thus acting “[…] but rather with the form of the action and the principle from 

which it follows […] let the consequences be what they may” (G 4:416). 

                                                 
11 See G 4:417 and Hampton (1995:61-2). 



21 
 

 Further, in acting from a hypothetical imperative, an agent is moved to act not 

(only) by desire but reason, or instrumental reason; and insofar as reason has decisive 

influence upon her actions, she is necessarily moved to act. 

 

Whoever wills the end, wills (so far as reason has decisive influence on his 

actions) also the means that are indispensably necessary to his actions and 

that lie in his power. (G 4:417.) 

 

Now, hypothetical imperatives command the means, not the end — yet if the end is 

chosen, a rational requirement obtains to apply the means to attain this end. Here, as 

Kant assumes, the means are necessary to acquire the end. Thus, to note the sub-

categories of hypothetical imperatives, “imperatives of prudence”12 (i.e. 

recommendations in view of what makes one happy) are more problematic for Kant 

than “imperatives of skill” (i.e. technical rules or prescriptions). While for imperatives 

of skill, the end is given, the end is possible for “imperatives” of prudence. 

Accordingly, assigning means to happiness, proves elusive; and rather than 

commanded, they are recommended. (G 4:418-19.) To a task, contrarily, specific means 

are assigned; thus objectively required by reason, given an actual end. However, as Kant 

(G 4:419) explains, whereas imperatives of prudence, as imperatives of skill, require (or 

recommend) application of the means, given the end, whether possible or actual, the 

former can also be understood as “analytic,” that is, as involving practical necessity, 

though via a “subjectively contingent condition,” (G 4:416) viz. relative to the agent’s 

values. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Kant also calls these “counsels of prudence” or “precepts of prudence.” See G 4:416. 
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V. 

 

The Good Will 

 

In the Grounding, Kant commences: 

 

There is no possibility of thinking of anything at all in the world, or even 

out of it, which can be regarded as good without qualification, except a good 

will [guter Wille] (G 4:393). 

 

The will is not good because of its effects, achievements, etc.; “[…] it is good only 

through its willing, i.e., it is good in itself” (G 4:394). That is not saying, however, that 

the will is good in itself, or in terms of its nature. The good will is good in itself, viz. 

without qualification. What is good in a good will, is its willing. 

 It is willing in conformity with reason. The union of will and reason produces 

goodness of will. 

 

[I]nasmuch as reason has been imparted to us as a practical faculty, i.e., as 

one which is to have influence on the will, its true function must be to 

produce a will which is not merely good as a means to some further end, but 

is good in itself (G 4:396.). 

 

Viz.: If, or insofar as, in conformity with, and guided by, reason, the will is good. The 

good will does not contradict itself; an absolutely or unconditionally good will cannot 

contradict itself. Now, the will may be driven or influenced by desire and inclination; 

and if so, or to that extent, the will is not properly “good,” in Kant’s terms. If one is not 

guided by reason but acts by desire or inclination, one does not act through a good will. 

 Further, in acting according to good will, viz. in conformity with reason, one 

acts from duty (aus Pflicht), or as one ought to do. 
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[T]he necessity of acting from pure respect[13] for the practical law is what 

constitutes duty, to which every other motive must give way because duty is 

the condition of a will good in itself, whose worth is above all else (G 

4:403). 

 

If done from duty, action has moral worth. Where one acts as one ought to act, 

irrespective of desires and inclinations, one acts in a moral way. Desires and 

inclinations, however praiseworthy, are morally irrelevant. Moral worth is not 

determined by the end of action the attainment of which would bring fulfillment of 

desire “[…] but in the principle of the will, with no regard to the ends that can be 

brought about through such action” (G 4:400). So, in acting from duty, the influence of 

desire and inclination must be excluded (ibid). In fact, reason, in fulfilling its own end, 

may interfere with the ends of desire and inclination (G 4:396). 

 Now, as it is influenced by desires and inclinations, the human will is by its own 

nature not in full conformity with reason; thus, it is not thoroughly good (G 4:413). 

Still, a good will is necessarily guided by reason; or insofar as the will is determined by 

reason, it is good. Where a possible action is expressed as good, the will, insofar as 

determined by reason, is necessarily moved so to act. Reason determines the will, in 

other words, not by objective but practical necessity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 “Respect” for the moral law will be discussed in section VI. 
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VI. 

 

The Moral Law; or the Categorical Imperative 

 

The good will legislates universal practical law. Whereas the will is determined without 

qualification, viz. without reference to an end, there is only the form of a universal 

practical law for the will to obey, viz. conforming to a universal law per se. (G 4:402.) 

The form of a universal practical law is legislative for the will, as this form defines the 

law of pure will, or pure practical reason. This is the the moral law, or the categorical 

imperative, which Kant formulates thus: 

 

Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will 

that it should become a universal law (G 4:421).14 

 

Acting from duty, via good will, is consistent with the categorical imperative, i.e. a 

maxim that I can will to become a universal law. In transgression of duty, action cannot 

be willed to become a universal law. To act contrary to duty necessitates making for 

oneself an exception to the categorical imperative in favor of desire or inclination; thus 

performing an act inconsistent with the categorical imperative. (G 4:424.) 

 From the categorical imperative, we can derive two kinds of duty, namely 

perfect and imperfect duty. Duties, perfect and imperfect, prescribe “an end that is also 

a duty,” viz. where one cannot reject the end as however in the case of a hypothetical 

imperative —  where to set oneself an end, is a duty; one ought to set oneself the end in 

question. In terms of a hypothetical imperative, an action is necessary given the end, viz. 

on the condition that the end has been adopted. As prescribed however by a categorical 

imperative, an action is unconditional (absolutely and practically necessary), for the end 

is itself a duty, that is, an end one ought to adopt. (MM 6:384-5.) 

                                                 
14 Kant derives this formula via three propositions which make criteria for universal law: (1) An action 
has moral worth if and only if done from duty; (2) moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect of 
the action, or the purpose to be attained by it, but in the maxim chosen for action; and (3) duty is acting 
by necessity from respect of law. According to Kant, the categorical imperative, or an equivalent, as here 
worded, is the only viable candidate for universal law, or the supreme principle of morality. (Kerstein 
2006.) 
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 Now, imperfect duties are wider than perfect duties. To fulfill an imperfect duty 

brings merit, while a failure to fulfill an imperfect duty is not immediately a vice but 

rather a deficiency in moral worth or lack of moral strength. A perfect duty, however, is 

owed; so in failing to fulfill a perfect duty, one is culpable of vice, or moral error. (MM 

6:390, 448, 464.) Further, an action contrary to perfect duty, e.g. breaking a promise, 

cannot without contradiction be thought of as, or willed to become, a universal law. 

Contrary to imperfect duty, an action, e.g. not benefiting others, may be thought of as, 

but not willed to become, a universal law — if so willed, the will contradicts itself, 

again. (G 421-4.) 

 — Yet what motivates a good will? Moral motivation consists, as Kant (G 

4:400) argues, in respect (Achtung) for the moral law. The consciousness of duty is, in 

other words, the incentive for moral action (MM 376; footnote). Contra a moral sense as 

a standard for moral judgement, a respect for the moral law, qua satisfaction in the 

fulfillment of duty, is effected by the moral law itself upon the will of the agent. While 

reason determines the will objectively through the form of the practical law, the will is 

subjectively determined in respect of the law. (G 4:400, 460.) 

 

Duty is the necessity of an action done out of respect for the law. […] An 

object of respect can only be what is connected with my will solely as 

ground and never as effect […] in other words, only the law itself can be an 

object of respect and hence can be a command (G 4:400). 

 

The law itself qua object of respect, not an object of action, guides the will. In respect of 

the law, one acts in accordance with the law, irrespective of desire or inclination, or any 

interest other than moral interest. To act thusly is to act by command of the law, by 

necessity and without condition. The practical law and respect for this law determine the 

will, once the influence of desire and inclination, that is, an object of action, is excluded. 

Moral action by a sovereign will is thus possible. 

 In acting by command of the moral law, the will is autonomous — it is a law 

unto itself (G 4:440). By “autonomy,” Kant means self-legislation of the will; the will 

imposes the moral law on itself, where by respect for this law, the will adopts it. 

Autonomy is a property of the will; and through this property, the will is free (ibid). 
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Freedom and self-legislation of the will are both autonomy and are hence 

reciprocal concepts (G 4:450).15 

 

Further: 

 

[A] will which is such that the mere legislative form of a maxim can alone 

serve it as a law is a free will (CPrR 5:29). 

 

For a free will, only the form of a practical law, irrespective of its content, can be its 

sufficient determining ground (Kleingeld 2010:57). The moral law, providing the form 

of a practical law, expresses thereby the autonomy of the will; or commands the will 

through its own autonomy. 

 

[A] free will and a will subject to moral laws are one and the same (G 

4:447). 

 

However, if it is influenced by external causes, the will lacks autonomy. An object of 

action, in that case, determines the will, whereas in seeking this object, the will does not 

give itself a law but is given an imperative whereby it may achieve the end. This state of 

the will Kant calls “heteronomy of the will,” where the will, in willing the end, is 

dependent upon it qua condition, in applying the means to it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15 Similarly: “[F]reedom and unconditional practical law reciprocally refer to each other” (CPrR 5:29). 
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VII. 

 

Deduction: 

Freedom as Ground of the Moral Law 

 

Moral motivation qua respect for the moral law cannot, however, be explained on 

empirical grounds: “[T]here is for us men no possibility at all for an explanation as to 

how and why the universality of a maxim as a law, and hence morality, interests us” (G 

4:460). Thus, we are led to investigate the possibility of the moral law per se and 

freedom of the will on the basis of which it rests, namely the principle of pure practical 

reason qua free will. Yet, again, the possibility of a categorical imperative cannot be 

derived from experience; thus, we proceed by deduction. 

 In the Grounding, deducing the moral law, Kant argues that the very 

conceptions of reason and morality presuppose freedom of the will. We must 

presuppose freedom as a ground of rationality and morality “[…] if we want to think of 

a being as rational and as endowed with consciousness of its causality as regards action, 

i.e., as endowed with a will” (G 4:449). For reason to be practical, i.e. action-guiding, it 

must be free; and for a being to be rational and moral, it must be endowed with a free 

will. 

 Now, whereas Kant understands freedom of the will as self-legislation of the 

moral law, the latter entails the former. These are even synonymous or interchangeable, 

on Kant’s account. Freedom and the moral law presume each other. As Kant writes: 

 

[I]f freedom of the will is presupposed, morality (together with its principle) 

follows by merely analyzing the concept of freedom (G 4:447). 

 

Further: 

 

It […] seems as if we have in the idea of freedom actually only presupposed 

the moral law, namely, the principle of the autonomy of the will, and as if 

we could not prove its reality and objective necessity independently (G 

4:449). 
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So: In presupposing freedom of the will in rational and moral action, that is, for 

practical reason, we affirm the categorical imperative; and in affirming the categorical 

imperative, we again presume freedom of the will. 

 As Kant (G 4:450) recognizes, the argument — or deduction — seems circular. 

That is: (1) We assume free will; thus, (2) a person can subject herself to the moral law 

by reason; and (3) we are subject to the moral law because (4) we act by free will. 

 The deduction rests on the understanding of freedom of the will as autonomy, 

i.e. self-legislation of a maxim willed to become a universal law. If freedom of the will, 

as in Schopenhauer above, were understood in its primitive sense, viz. as the equal 

potential for two diametrically opposed actions, or action as “effect without a cause,” 

we could not go from (1) to (2); or from (3) to (4). The synonymity of freedom and 

morality, via practical reason, would be missing. Yet synonymity produces circularity. 

 At this stage, however, Kant invokes the aforementioned distinction between 

intelligible and empirical causality, or “the intelligible world” and “the world of sense,” 

and correlative views of seeing ourselves as free agents, or “a priori efficient causes” 

(G 4:450), on the one hand and seeing our actions as effects of external causes on the 

other, respectively. On this distinction, a rational being, qua intelligence, belongs, or 

considers herself as belonging, to the intelligible world; and in this world, she is a free 

agent (“efficient cause”) — the will is itself the cause of action. The same being is, 

however, conscious of belonging to the world of sense, where she is bound by natural 

necessity and her actions are “mere appearances of that causality” (G 4:453). 

 We proceed, thus, from two different “worlds” — or aspects (Janeway 1989:89), 

points of view16 — from either our “intelligible character” or “empirical character,” i.e. 

as noumena or phenomena, respectively. From the intelligible character, causality is 

understood in parallel with freedom of the will, viz. an expression of a will independent 

of external causes (G 4:452), whereas from the empirical character, these contradict 

each other — determinism alone stands. In the noumenal sphere, action is, accordingly, 

produced by an “a priori efficient cause,” namely reason, or a rational agent; — in the 

                                                 
16 Kant uses the term “point of view” or “standpoint” in describing Verstandeswelt (the intellectual 
world): “The concept of an intelligible world is […] only a point of view which reason sees itself 
compelled to take outside of appearances in order to think of itself as practical” (G 4:458). — A “world” 
(Welt) is not to be taken literally, then. (See also Janaway 1989:90.) 
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sphere of phenomena, however, action is effected by external causes, subject to 

empirical laws. (G 4:450.) 

 Now, where we are concerned solely with the intelligible world, the moral law 

does not require an imperative — an “ought” — for acting, or thinking rather, in 

accordance with the law, as objectively necessary, is nowhere in doubt. The moral law 

needs not be adopted for it is already in use by pure reason, viz. out of logical necessity. 

Thinking in accordance with the moral law, is thinking consistently qua intelligence. 

Within the context of the world of sense, however, the moral law is understood as a 

categorical imperative, or an unconditional ought, commanding action which is 

otherwise influenced by external causes, i.e. desires and inclinations. As Kant writes: 

 

The moral ought is […] a necessary would insofar as [a rational being] is a 

member of the intelligible world, and is thought by him as an ought only 

insofar as he regards himself as being at the same time a member of the 

world of sense (G 4:455). 

 

For rational beings, qua members of the world of sense, reason does not entirely 

determine the will, as however in the intelligible world. 

 

[F]or a being in whom reason is not the sole determining basis of the will, [a 

practical] rule is an imperative, i.e., a rule which is designated by an ought, 

expressing the objective necessitation [Nötigung] of the action, and which 

signifies that if reason entirely determined the will then the action would 

unfailingly occur in accordance with this rule (CPrR 5:20). 

 

Qua members of the world of sense, we thus think of ourselves as under obligation in 

response to the moral law, whereas in the intelligible world, an obligatory action is 

reduced to consistency of will, necessarily determined by pure reason. In so far as we 

proceed from the world of sense, the will is understood as practical reason (that is, as 

determined by reason through the categorical imperative), while in so far as we proceed 

from the intelligible world, the same will is understood as pure practical reason, in no 

need of a directive, as willing in conformity with reason is given. (G 4:454.) 
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 To avoid misunderstanding, Kant does not claim “ought” belongs to the world of 

sense. On the contrary: “The ought expresses a kind of necessity and connection with 

bases [grounds; Gründe] that does not otherwise occur in all of nature” (CPR A 547/B 

575). From nature, as Kant explains, we can only understand what is — the ought has 

no significance (ibid). Yet the ought does not belong to the intelligible world, either; it 

lies, rather, in-between the intelligible and the empirical, where a member of the world 

of sense conforms to pure reason in obeying commands of reason. Proceeding from the 

world of sense, reason is seen as commanding or requiring because one may at any time 

fail to respond to rational requirements, considering the influence of desire and 

inclination. 

 Further, since the intelligible world contains the ground of the world of sense 

and its laws (G 4:453)17, the laws of the intelligible world are “directly legislative” for 

the will of a rational being in so far as she is a member of the world of sense (ibid). She 

acts by duty insofar as her actions are in conformity with the laws of the intelligible 

world, understood as imperatives in the world of sense (G 4:454). In spite of natural 

necessity, one can therefore be subject to a moral law of a free self-legislating will. 

Since the idea of freedom belongs to the intelligible world, the categorical imperative is 

possible. 

 

A contrario 

 

Even granting Kant’s deduction of the categorical imperative on the presupposition of 

transcendental freedom, the deduction is yet circular, as formulated above. Although 

“ought” and “obligation” are understood in terms of a moral consciousness in-between 

the world of sense and the intelligible world, the circularity of the deduction is 

unresolved. Normativity, i.e. “ought” and “obligation,” is still defined on presupposition 

of free will which in turn is established by the moral law. Placing freedom and 

normativity in different domains, does not escape circularity. The deduction relies both 

on the intelligible world and the world of sense: Freedom is the ground of action in the 

world of sense. This distinction does not, therefore, remove the circularity. 

                                                 
17 This was established in section III. See: CPR A 546/B 574, A 551/B579. 
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 Further, the moral law, even if understood only in terms of the intelligible world, 

is deduced given free will by presupposition of which the moral law, for pure 

intelligences, obtains, again confirming free will. Though natural causality is bracketed, 

circularity is not avoided. Circularity is present as well in the isolated domain of 

intelligence, that is, beyond the normative sphere. The deduction is circular because of 

synonymity of freedom of the will and the moral law. If we understand the moral law on 

presupposition of pure will, or pure practical reason, synonymity is not surmounted; on 

the contrary, it is fixed. 
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VIII. 

 

Deduction: 

The Fact
18 of Reason 

 

Whereas in the Grounding, Kant argues from freedom of the will to the moral law, in 

Critique of Practical Reason, Kant argues from the moral law to freedom of the will 

(Kleingeld 2010:70; Timmermann 2010:74). In the Grounding, Kant applies freedom, 

or the presupposition thereof, for the deduction of the categorical imperative; in the 

second Critique, Kant reverses the deduction, applying the categorical imperative, or the 

consciousness thereof, for the deduction of freedom (Timmermann 2010:83). 

 Consciousness of the moral law, i.e. the fundamental law of pure practical 

reason, is a fact of reason “announc[ing] itself as originally legislative” (CPrR 5:31). 

Here, the moral law is not derived or inferred; it is given in consciousness as a fact of 

reason (CPrR 5:47). The fact of reason is, further, identical with consciousness of 

freedom of the will (CPrR 5:42). 

 As Kant (CPrR 5:4; preface, footnote 25) explains in the Critique of Practical 

Reason, the moral law is the ratio cognoscendi of freedom; and freedom is the ratio 

essendi of the moral law. Or (ibid): Freedom is the condition of the moral law but the 

moral law is the condition under which we can become aware or conscious of freedom. 

Thus, freedom can be confirmed or proven through the fact of reason, or by the deed of 

reason (Timmermann 2010:83) — “our awareness of the authority of the moral law” 

(ibid); “our consciousness of the supreme normative force of moral commands” (ibid, 

87). The Faktum — fact of reason — is “the act of reason’s giving the moral law to the 

agent” (ibid, 86). Practical reason “proves its reality and that of its concepts through the 

deed [durch die Tat]” (CPrR 5:3; preface) in giving the moral law to the agent. 

 The concept of freedom is not primary. We do not have an immediate concept of 

freedom. Freedom is, from the outset, understood negatively, qua independence from 

determination by natural causality. The positive concept of freedom is mediate, viz. via 

the fact of reason. Moral consciousness is immediate — we are directly conscious of the 

moral law. We thus proceed from the moral law towards freedom of the will; freedom 

                                                 
18 Faktum, or Factum — Faktum der Vernunft. — Faktum has been translated either as “fact” or “deed.” 
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of the will is revealed through moral consciousness. (CPrR 5:29-30; see also Kleingeld 

2010:57.) 

 

With this pure practical power of reason, transcendental freedom is now 

[…] established […] (CPrR 5:3). 

 

From the fact of reason, freedom is deduced. We are conscious of a practical law, that 

is, the moral law, and via moral consciousness, we disclose freedom or its possibility, 

which in turn validates the moral law, or the principle of pure practical reason. 

 

The concept of a pure will arises from the consciousness of pure practical 

laws […] (CPrR 5:30). 

 

Further: 

 

[A]n unconditional law is merely the self-consciousness of a practical 

reason and this practical reason is entirely the same as the positive concept 

of freedom (CPrR 5:29). 

 

The fact or deed of reason, in other words, shows that we can act freely and rationally; 

and if we can act freely and rationally, we are obligated under the moral law. By 

presupposition of the moral law, freedom is deduced, which in turn validates the moral 

law. 

 

Remark 

 

In the first Critique, Kant says: “[W]e have not even sought to prove the possibility of 

freedom […]” (CPR A 558/B 586.) Freedom is only to be treated as a “transcendental 

idea,” viz. an absolutely first beginning of a series of events in the world of phenomena 

(ibid). Prior to this statement, Kant has expounded the distinction between noumena and 

phenomena, in a similar fashion as in the Grounding. (See also Janaway 1989:88.) As 

sketched above, in section III of the Grounding, Kant proceeds to deduce the moral law 
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from freedom, viz. to show, on presupposition of free will, how a categorical imperative 

is possible. Freedom of the will is here presupposed for the deduction of the moral law. 

 In the second Critique, Kant, however, writes: 

 

[T]he moral law is given as a fact, as it were, of pure reason of which we 

are conscious a priori and which is apodeictically certain, even supposing 

that in experience no example could be hunted up [auftreiben] where it is 

complied with exactly. Therefore the objective reality of the moral law 

cannot be proved through any deduction, through any endeavor of 

theoretical reason, speculative or empirically supported, and hence could 

not, even if one wanted to forgo apodeictic certainty, be confirmed 

through experience and thus proved a posteriori, and yet is — on its own 

— established (CPrR 5:47). 

 

Here, reversing the deduction, Kant abandons the deduction of the moral law on 

presupposition of freedom; instead, freedom is deduced on the moral law as given, viz. 

as a fact of reason. Timmermann (2010:78, 85) claims Kant, by this reversal in the 

second Critique, rejects a deduction of the categorical imperative. “How is a categorical 

imperative possible?” as was posed in the Grounding, is rejected in the second Critique 

on the grounds that the categorical imperative is real (ibid, 86; footnote 24). This claim 

is substantiated by the following, where Kant, as he continues, alludes to the “vainly 

sought” deduction of the moral law: 

 

[S]omething different and paradoxical steps into the place of this vainly 

sought deduction of the moral principle, namely that, conversely, this 

principle itself [i.e. the moral law] serves as the principle of the deduction 

of an inscrutable power that no experience was able to prove but that 

speculative reason had to assume as at least possible […] viz., the power 

of freedom, the freedom of which the moral law, which itself needs no 

justifying grounds, proves not only the possibility but the actuality in 

beings who cognize this law as obligating for them (CPrR 5:47; my 

emphasis). 
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Though here he does not explicitly discuss the deduction in the Grounding, Kant now 

sees the moral law as a point of departure in deducing freedom of the will, where the 

moral law is, according to Kant, in need of no justifying ground, or deduction, itself. 

Now, as Kant emphasizes, neither theoretical (speculative) reason nor experience can 

serve in deduction of the moral law, that is, to prove its “objective reality.” In the 

Grounding, Kant only sought to deduce the possibility of the categorical imperative. In 

the second Critique, Kant no longer intends to show the possibility of the categorical 

imperative (Timmermann 2010:85); for now, as a fact of reason, it is real, or given — 

whereby freedom can, reversely, be deduced from it. The bar may thus be set higher in 

the second Critique — the reality of the moral law is now at issue. On presupposition of 

freedom, only its possibility can be deduced. Thus, although he abandons the deduction 

in the Grounding, Kant may, in the second Critique, not wholly reject it but seek to 

prove (or show), rather, its reality, or actuality. Once freedom has been deduced from 

the moral law, as given, freedom in turn proves not only the possibility but the reality, 

or actuality, of the moral law — or so Kant intends. 
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IX. 

 

Practical Reason and Moral Action 

 

In acting morally, according to Kant, we are moved by moral, not instrumental, reason; 

we are moved to act morally not (only) by desire but reason, that is, by reason’s decisive 

influence on the will, where an autonomous will imposes on itself the categorical 

imperative. (Cf. Hampton 1995:61-2.) Reason directs an agent of good will towards the 

right and the good in action not simply by means-end reasoning but moral reasoning on 

grounds of moral principles. Moral action thus follows from reason and reasoning. 

 For Kant, in acting morally, we are acting by reason, viz. on rational and 

reasonable grounds. Reason, qua special kind of causality whereby moral action is 

possible, is the source of moral action. Moral worth of an action is defined by a maxim 

consistently willed to become a universal law. 

 Now, as Schopenhauer (W1/H2 610) discusses in his critique on Kantian ethics, 

Kant mistakenly identifies rational and moral action. Rational and moral (virtuous) 

action, for Kant, are one and the same; and acting wrongly (maliciously, viciously) is 

immediately irrational (ibid). By contrast, Schopenhauer (BM/H4 150; W1/H2 610-12) 

claims there is no necessary relation between the practicality of reason and moral action. 

Now, as Schopenhauer grants, reason can be called “practical” insofar as it guides 

action, where abstract concepts “furnish the motive” (W1/H2 102). However, in 

practical reason, thus understood, lies no moral worth, Schopenhauer (ibid) further 

maintains. Even if an agent acts morally in acting by reason, practical reason per se 

does not entail moral worth. The moral worth of the action has to be evaluated 

independently of rational requirements. Rational action does not imply moral action or 

good intention. Moral action does not immediately or necessarily follow from reason, 

reasoning, or rationality. (BM/H4 150; W1/H2 610-612; W1/H2 100, 102; see also 

Cartwright 1999:262.) Intentions of practical reason can be “good” or “bad,” its actions 

“right” or “wrong,” as “[…] reason stands just as readily in the service of the 

methodical and consistent execution of noble intentions as it does in the service of bad 

intentions, serving both maxims of prudence as well as maxims of ignorance […]” 

(W1/H2 102). 
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 Schopenhauer, in a Kantian fashion, distinguishes between reason (Vernunft; 

ratio) — the faculty of concepts, or abstract cognizance — and understanding or 

intelligence (Verstand; intellectus) — the faculty of perception, or intuitive cognizance 

(W1/H2 618; see also Cartwright 1999:261; Zöller 1999:23). Reason and understanding 

do not have to operate in synchronicity; reason can coexist with a lack of understanding 

“[...] when a stupid maxim is chosen but then carried out consistently” (W1/H2 612). 

Further, Schopenhauer (W1/H2 614) distinguishes between theoretical and 

practical reason. Theoretical reason (ratio) is exclusively occupied with concepts and 

ideas, or connections between those, and human action is likewise its concern only in 

abstract. Practical reason (prudentia) is concerned with action of the reasoning agent, in 

specific circumstances, where reason informs about means to predetermined ends: 

Prudence defines the occupation of practical reason. (Ibid.) In Kantian terminology (but 

Schopenhauerian thought), practical reason is only occupied with hypothetical 

imperatives. Thus, reason does not cause action; — reason guides action the end of 

which is already fixed, viz. as a condition set by the agent. 

Now, where one is not guided by reason but, rather, “the impression of the 

present” (W1/H2 615) or “intuitive representations” (W1/H2 616), one can be called 

“irrational”: “[…] it can be said in a way that his reason is merely theoretical and not 

practical” (W1/H2 615). That is, the agent does not lack reason per se, but fails to apply 

reason to her actions. Still, she may be “a very good sort of person [ein recht cuter 

Mensch]” (W1/H2 615). A failure to apply reason to action does not carry a moral 

implication. An irrational action may be performed by “good” or “bad” intention. 

Intention is not morally “good” or “bad” by virtue of rational requirements. 
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X. 

 

Egoism and Moral Action 

 

Action, with the exception of moral (and malicious19) action, is egoistic, Schopenhauer 

(BM/H4 204) maintains. By “egoistic,” Schopenhauer means “[e]very action whose 

final end is the well-being and woe[20] of the agent himself” (BM/H4 206). “Egoistic,” 

then, is synonymous with “prudential,” or “self-interested.” 

 Now, as Schopenhauer (BM/H4 206) maintains, if an action has an egoistic end 

as motive, it lacks all moral worth. If egoistic (self-interested (eigennützig)), an action 

cannot be moral. 

 

The absence of all egoistic motivation is […] the criterion of an action of 

moral worth (BM/H4 204). 

 

Moral action is performed “simply and solely for the sake of the other” (BM/H4 208); it 

proceeds from compassion, not by prudence — thus it is not guided specifically by 

reason. Compassion “[…] wills someone else’s well-being” (BM/H4 210); an agent is 

motivated exclusively by another’s well-being, instead of her own (BM/H4 208). Moral 

action, thus, requires identification with another whereby “[…] that total distinction 

between me and the other, on which precisely my egoism rests, be removed at least to a 

certain degree […] that I can identify with him to such an extent that my deed proclaims 

that distinction to be removed” (BM/H4 208). 

 

A contrario 

 

However, where the end is the well-being or alleviating the suffering of another, the 

agent takes pleasure in the well-being of another21. This pleasure provides an interest in 

                                                 
19 See section XI. 
20 That is, in the case of woe, to omit action, if believed to cause pain and suffering; or in such a case 
where another already is feeling pain and suffering, to alleviate the pain and suffering of this person. 
21 As is the case with malicious action, where one takes pleasure in the suffering of another. See section 
XI. 
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helping or alleviating the suffering of another. “Moral” action is, therefore, egoistic. The 

end satisfies my pleasure, my well-being. 

 Identification with another affords the agent pleasure, or satisfaction. This 

pleasure is the real end of her action. Furthermore, identification with another, or the 

removal of the distinction between myself and the other, presupposes my desire to 

identify with the other or my desire to remove this distinction — hence, compassion is 

but another desire for my own well-being. 

 As Stirner, in his The Ego and Its Own, writes: 

 

I love men […] not merely individuals, but every one. But I love them 

with the consciousness of egoism; I love them because love makes me 

happy, I love because loving is natural to me, because it pleases me (EIO, 

second part, II, 2., (p. 258)). 

 

As compassion seeks the pleasure of helping, or alleviating the suffering of, another, 

love seeks the pleasure and happiness of loving. However, Schopenhauer stresses that 

compassion arises not so much from feeling the happiness of another but from feeling 

the pain and suffering of another (BM/H4 210-12). Further, compassion, for 

Schopenhauer, is not substituting oneself in place of the sufferer, as one would himself 

be suffering (BM/H4 211), or, if you will, putting oneself in another’s shoes. One does 

not imagine that the suffering of another is one’s own suffering; on the contrary, one 

immediately feels the pain and suffering of another as that person’s pain and suffering: 

One suffers with another (BM/H4 211-12). 

 If it were understood as putting oneself in place of the sufferer, thus rather in the 

sense of sympathy, compassion would, arguably, be egoistic. However, suffering 

immediately with another, as Schopenhauer would have it, presupposes my desire for 

relief in alleviating the suffering of this person. Unless one wills the well-being of 

another, one does not suffer with another; and willing the well-being of another, again, 

presupposes pleasure in the well-being of another. Suffering with another is, therefore, 

egoistic. 
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XI. 

 

The Villain — Moral and Malicious Action 

 

A villain, in ordinary language, though immoral, can be said to be rational. Yet in 

Kantian ethics, bad deeds are equivalent to irrational deeds; and the villain, 

accordingly, is seen as irrational, or acting irrationally. 

 There is, however, no more a link between reason and virtue than reason and 

vice, on Schopenhauer’s account. In fact, the villain, in order to effectively or 

successfully carry out his vicious or wicked acts, has to be cunning, devious, and 

shrewd in pursuing his aims; he has to devise a strategy and apply detailed planning to 

his scheme; thus, he acts by reason or rationality22: “[…] great wickedness is possible 

only through reason” (Cartwright 1999:262). A wicked act, as it wickedness becomes 

greater, requires all the more rationality, or practical reason. 

 

[O]ne can set to work extremely rationally, that is reflectively, thoughtfully, 

consistently, in a planned and methodical way, yet be following the most 

self-interested, most unjust and even the wickedest of maxims (BM/H4 

150). 

 

So, let us say, if a villain were “[…] to become world conqueror, not letting himself be 

diverted by any considerations of justice or humanity, but instead stamping out and 

crushing everything that opposes his plans with brutal consistency, plunging millions of 

people into misery of every sort without compassion, condemning them to bloody 

deaths […] and thus attaining his goal” (W1/H2 611-12), he would, in the execution of 

this strategy, apply merciless reason or rationality; here, in fact, “a perfect mastery of 

reason — indeed a specifically practical reason — […]” (W1/H2 612) would be 

required. 

                                                 
22 Here I say “reason or rationality” because, as will be discussed further below, Schopenhauer seemingly 
discusses Kant’s Vernunft (reason) on the level of Verstand (understanding; intelligence). That is, Kant 
may not deny that Verstand can be applied in a harmful way, though he would deny that Vernunft can be 
so applied. An action can be rational and harmful, but not reasonable and harmful. Unless Schopenhauer 
can show that the categorical imperative, i.e. an unconditional ought, is not valid, this poses a problem for 
Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant. 
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 Reason, for Schopenhauer, is contingently connected to morality (Cartwright 

1999:262). 

 

Just as malice is perfectly compatible with reason, and in fact only really 

becomes terrible in conjunction with it, magnanimity for its part is 

sometimes combined with a lack of reason (W1/H2 612). 

 

A person of good will employs reason to accomplish ends in the same way a person of 

an evil will does (Cartwright 1999:262). Further, “rational” and “vicious” — or 

“irrational” and “noble” — can be consistent descriptions of an action or an agent (ibid). 

An irrational action may be judged noble-minded; and rational action may be judged 

vicious or wicked. 

 

Rational and vicious can combine very well, and indeed it is only through 

their combination that great, far-reaching crimes are possible. Irrational and 

noble-minded likewise co-exist very well […]. (BM/H4 150.) 

 

Here, Schopenhauer goes as far as to say that effective or successful wickedness 

requires rationality; and noble-mindedness, likewise, may require irrationality, or a lack 

of rationality; for being noble, e.g. giving all one’s possessions to the poor (W1/H2 

611), often contradicts self-interest (prudence). For immoral action, reason or rationality 

may have to be applied; and for moral action, reason or rationality may have to be 

disregarded. 

For Schopenhauer, reason operates through self-interest, that is, instrumentally, 

viz. by determination of means to achieve certain ends, predetermined by natural 

sentiments23 (desire or inclination) by which the agent is motivated (Cartwright 

1999:262). Moral action, however, is not a form of acting through practical reason, i.e. 

self-interest, but a form of acting through compassion or benevolent will, viz. an intent 

willingness to help others (BM/H4 204; see also Cartwright 1999:274). Malicious action 

                                                 
23 Or, as will be explained below, the will (Wille), according to Schopenhauer’s positive understanding of 
the term. 
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is also disinterested24 (BM/H4 210); thus not per se25 rational. For ill-will [Uebelwollen] 

or spitefulness [Gehässigkeit] towards others, viz. intent willingness to harm others and 

taking pleasure in harming others, the suffering and pain of others are an end in itself 

(BM/H4 199, 200, 210). Here, contrary to the notion of good will in Kant, where reason 

and will are unified, Schopenhauer distinguishes good or benevolent will from practical 

reason which, for Schopenhauer, is merely instrumental. Also, evil or malevolent will 

— willing someone else’s woe (BM/H4 210) — is separated from practical reason. 

Practical reason, in conclusion, carries out ends of egoistic or self-interested 

action but malicious (immoral) and moral action are disinterested. Neither moral nor 

malicious action is, thus, rational, save incidentally by mediation of reason in achieving 

ends in relation to the end in itself of helping or harming others. Egoistic action, 

however, is rational per se. 

 

A contrario 

 

However, malicious action is motivated by a pleasure in harming another. This pleasure 

provides an interest in harming another. From a pleasure in harming another, an agent, 

then, seeks out means to inflict harm. Malicious action, therefore, is egoistic. Further, 

insofar as they proceed by instrumental reason (i.e. means-end reasoning), moral or 

malicious action is rational, as are other egoistic actions. Egoistic actions, however, 

may not be reasonable. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
24 Schopenhauer recognizes (see BM/H4 204) an objection to his claim that moral action is not self-
interested, namely that malicious action may, also, be said not to be self-interested; it is, then, not peculiar 
to moral action not being self-interested. Schopenhauer does, in fact, argue that malicious action is 
disinterested (BM/H4 210). To distinguish it as the opposite of moral action, Schopenhauer refers to the 
end of malicious action, namely the suffering of others (BM/H4 204). 
25 That is, moral or malicious action is not rational qua moral or malicious, but reason or rationality can 
independently determine the means for the end or ends of those actions. Egoistic or self-interested action, 
however, is rational qua egoistic or self-interested; for in being motivated by interest, it basically operates 
rationally, that is, by means-end reasoning. 
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XII. 

 

The Philistine — Indifference 

 

A philistine, in ordinary language, can be said to be rational, though by his way of life 

he does not show a moral example. (Cf. W1/H2 611.) Now, although the philistine does 

not by his way of life show a moral example, we would not venture to call him 

“irrational” or “immoral.” We might call him “amoral,” but to call him “irrational” 

would be a stretch. Furthermore, even if we might call him “immoral,” we would not 

thereby call him “irrational.” 

 Yet in Kantian ethics, since the philistine’s maxim by which he adopts his way 

of life cannot be generalized (i.e. willed to become a universal law), he can be seen as 

morally blameworthy and hence irrational. A rational agent is morally obligated to help 

others, or not to be indifferent to them. As the philistine leads a life where his own life 

of comfort is the maxim, he cannot be said to be rational, on the categorical imperative. 

This conclusion, however, “[…] clash[es] dramatically with ordinary moral thinking” 

(Kerstein 2006:320). 

 Here, we presume indifference on part of the philistine, in line with Kant’s 

example in his derivation of the categorical imperative (see G 4:423). The philistine is 

indifferent to the lot of others; the well-being of others does not concern him. He seeks 

riches and comfortable living presuming the toil of others; yet he has no desire to 

contribute to the well-being of others or assist others in need. 

 Indifference cannot be willed to become a universal law, Kant maintains (CPrR 

5:69). By his indifference, the philistine is in breach of an imperfect duty — although 

indifference can be thought to become a universal law, willing it to become a universal 

law is contradictory. In willing a life of decadence, taking means to attain and then 

maintain it, the philistine acts irrationally; for at the same time, he cannot will this form 

of life to become a universal law. (Cf. Kerstein 2006:320.) He is, in other words, in 

moral error. 
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XIII. 

 

Remark — Evil Will and Instrumental Reason 

 

In presenting the Kantian account of moral reason, Schopenhauer seems to miss, or 

overlook, that for Kant there is such a thing as an evil will, or a will which is, in any 

case, not good. Kant recognizes that the intellect and other “talents of the mind” 

(Talente des Geistes) may be applied so as to inflict harm. If the will is not good, the 

intellect or intelligence (Verstand) can be applied in a harmful way: 

 

Intelligence [Verstand], wit [Witz], judgement [Urteilskraft], and whatever 

talents of the mind [Talente des Geistes] one might want to name are 

doubtless in many respects good and desirable, as are such qualities of 

temperament as courage, resolution, perseverance. But they can also 

become extremely bad and harmful if the will, which is to make use of these 

gifts of nature and which in its special constitution is called character, is not 

good [nicht gut ist] (G 4:393). 

 

Further: 

 

[W]ithout the principles of a good will, [talents or qualities of the mind] can 

become extremely bad; the coolness of a villain makes him not only much 

more dangerous but also immediately more abominable in our eyes than he 

would have been regarded by us without it (G 4:394). 

 

For Kant, reason is “practical” both qua instrumental and moral reason. For 

Schopenhauer, however, practical reason is to be understood solely as instrumental — 

there is no specifically moral reason. Rationality or Verstand, for Kant, is occupied with 

hypothetical imperatives, while reason (Vernunft), by contrast, operates by a categorical 

imperative. For Schopenhauer, Verstand operates by hypothetical imperatives but 

reason is exclusively occupied with abstract concepts; and there is no categorical 

imperative (see section XIV). 
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 Granted, Kant does not say (in G 4:393, 394) that Vernunft can be harmful but 

Verstand and other “talents of the mind.” Yet the will, for Kant, may be understood as 

potentially harmful, that is, if not guided by reason. Reason generates moral, never 

immoral, action but rational or intelligent action can be harmful; and willing can be bad 

or harmful, if only proceeding by rationality. Schopenhauer seems to criticize Kantian 

moral reason on the level of rational or intelligent action, not on the level of reason. For 

Kant, rational action can be bad or harmful but, if so, it cannot be reasonable. 

 Now, Kant identifies rational and moral action in terms of the notion of good 

will. Moral action per se is reasonable, on Kant’s account; insofar as one acts morally, 

one acts by reason. Yet Schopenhauer, in his critique of Kantian ethics, supposes Kant 

further claims rational action per se is moral. If an agent willingly acts in a harmful way 

and takes relevant means to inflict harm, Kant may, however, be understood to grant 

that a bad deed is rationally undertaken, in terms of instrumentality. At the same time, 

though, inflicting harm is contradictory (irrational) in moral terms, that is, given the 

categorical imperative. 

 Thus, for Kant, the villain might be said to be rational insofar as he acts on 

instrumental reason26, viz. in acting by hypothetical imperatives, but in a moral sense, 

he cannot be consistent in his actions, that is, when his actions are generalized. In a 

moral sense, the villain is irrational or inconsistent — he cannot will the maxim on 

which he acts to become a universal law. Yet although the villain is in moral error, he 

can be said to be rational insofar as he applies means-end reasoning. 

 Further, on Kant’s account, the philistine is arguably27 rational, since his form of 

life can be thought of, though not willed, as a universal law. The will of the philistine is 

not good, but he is not thereby altogether irrational. That is, he is irrational, for he is in 

moral error; yet theoretically, he is not irrational, that is, as far as his form of life can be 

thought of as a universal law. 

 Lastly, though Schopenhauer may confuse Verstand and Vernunft in Kant, 

Schopenhauer has a case against Kant, if the categorical imperative can be shown to be 

                                                 
26 Here, I offer an argument by interpretation. Kant does not explicitly say that although in breach of 
moral (perfect) duty, the villain can be seen as rational in applying hypothetical imperatives (i.e. means-
end reasoning). 
27 Here, again, I offer an argument by interpretation. The philistine is in breach of an imperfect duty, on 
Kant’s account. Notably, Kant does not say explicitly that in breach of an imperfect duty, one is yet to an 
extent rational, that is, with regard to hypothetical imperatives. 
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invalid. That is, if the moral ought can be shown not to be unconditional, Schopenhauer 

may demonstrate that practical reason is limited to Verstand. 
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XIV. 

 

The Unconditional Ought 

 

For Kant, morality is a system of the moral law, i.e. the categorical imperative, whereby 

human choice and action “[…] are determined not just by intuitive motives but by 

abstract ones as well” (W1/H2 620). Schopenhauer describes Kantian ethics in general 

thus: “[…] Kant believed the essential characteristic of reason to be cognition of a 

priori principles. Now since knowledge (Erkenntniß) of the ethical significance of 

action does not originate empirically, it too is a principium a priori and therefore comes 

from reason, which is to this extent practical” (W1/H2 619). This principium a priori is 

the categorical imperative. 

 Now, Schopenhauer claims Kant, in his formulation the categorical imperative, 

unwittingly appeals to a condition of self-interest. Thus, the putative categorical form of 

the imperative is, in Kant’s terminology (contra Kant), hypothetical, not categorical, 

that is, conditional, not unconditional (BM/H4 123). In fact, as Schopenhauer argues, 

there is no such thing as an unconditional ought, as however stipulated by the 

categorical imperative. 

 

[T]he concept of ought absolutely and necessarily refers to the threat of 

punishment or a promised reward, as a necessary condition, and it cannot be 

separated from this without being annulled and deprived of any meaning: 

hence an unconditioned ought is a contradiction in terms [contradictio in 

adjecto] (W1/H2 620). 

 

By definition, “ought” (Soll), as well as “duty”28 (Plicht), is conditional or hypothetical, 

denoting a condition, viz. a threat of punishment or a promise of reward, Schopenhauer 

maintains (BM/H4 123); — it is, or functions as, a command, or a prescription (BM/H4 

122).29 To act in accordance with — to obey — an ought (i.e. a command) is, further, 

                                                 
28 For Schopenhauer “ought” and “duty” are “very closely related and almost identical” (BM/H4 124). 
However, while ought may rest on sheer compulsion, duty presupposes obligation and confers right. 
Both, however, rest on a condition. (Ibid.) 
29 Schopenhauer claims Kantian ethics are rooted in theological morality, hence the use of an imperative 
form for ethics. “Ought” and “duty” postulate a reward and a rewarder (BM/H4 124); yet in Kant, these 
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self-interested (BM/H4 123); for by obeying, one responds to a threat of punishment or 

a promise of reward. 

 Schopenhauer claims, notably, that by respect (Achtung) for the moral law, Kant 

means obedience (Gehorsam) to the law. As Kant writes (cited by Schopenhauer 

(BM/H4 135) in support of his claim): 

 

[Respect] means merely the consciousness of the subordination of my will to 

a law without the mediation of other influences upon my sense (G 4:401; 

footnote 14; my emphasis). 

 

Also, where Kant defines duty as “the necessity of an action done out of respect for the 

law” (G 4:400), Schopenhauer claims “necessity of an action” is a circumlocution for 

“ought.” Thus, as Schopenhauer would have it: “‘Duty signifies an action that ought to 

occur out of obedience to a law.’” (BM/H4 136.) Likewise, then, where Kant says 

“[T]he necessity of acting from pure respect for the practical law is what constitutes 

duty” (G 4:403), we can follow Schopenhauer’s example thus: “That one ought to act 

from obedience to the practical law is what constitutes duty.” 

  Further, acting on what one ought to do, or acting from duty (obedience), is not 

acting morally, i.e. for virtue’s own sake; for acting by commandment is acting for the 

sake of a reward or to avoid punishment. Moral action is not performed out of 

obedience, or from duty. An action performed in obedience to a law, a command — in 

this case, the categorial imperative — lacks moral worth (BM/H4 123); it is inexorably 

self-interested, egoistic, thus not moral (BM/H4 124). 

 The “categorical” imperative, as Schopenhauer here argues, presupposes a 

desire or an interest independent of it (Cartwright 1999:258). Unless linked to her 

desire or interest, the recognition of, or a mere respect for, the moral law, does not 

motivate or give an agent a reason to comply with it (ibid, p. 257). The categorical 

imperative, in other words, is not binding by mere self-reference; it fails to impose an 

obligation from its imperative form alone. 

                                                                                                                                               
concepts lack a reference to a commander, or a rewarder, since they have been taken out of their proper 
theological context and re-established in a moral context. In Kant, the presumption of a commander, 
however, is substituted for the highest good (i.e. the unification of virtue and happiness) whereby 
eudaemonism “creeps back in through the back door” (BM/H4 124) of Kant’s system. (BM/H4 120-126.) 
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XV. 

 

Rational Egoism 

 

The categorical imperative, Schopenhauer (W1/H2 623) claims, serves only rational 

egoism. Schopenhauer refutes Kant’s categorical imperative on grounds of its tacitly 

proceeding from egoism, that is, the maxim itself which I choose and can will to 

become a universal law, provided it serves my interest, or secures my well-being. That I 

can will a maxim to become a universal law, is peculiar to me, or my will, relative to 

my interest. An “unconditional” ought drawn from this maxim, is, therefore, conditional 

upon my interest; hence, an unconditional ought is a contradiction in terms. 

 Schopenhauer’s refutation of the categorical imperative is as follows: 

 

1. A moral regulative (Regulativ) (i.e. the categorical imperative) sets the task of 

discovering a regulative not only for my own but for everyone’s will, that is, a 

universal regulative or law. 

2. Yet to determine a universal regulative I can will, I need to choose a further 

regulative (i.e. a maxim) for my own will. To see if I can will a regulative for 

everyone’s will, I now proceed from the regulative I have chosen for my own will. 

3. Then I discover that if every person limits her egoism to the egoism of every other, 

everyone is, in that respect, made equally well-off. 

4. From this follows: I should not injure another for then I shall not be injured either. 

5. Thus my goal becomes the well-being of all instead of my own well-being — I will 

the maxim I have chosen to become a universal law. 

6. Yet the reason my goal becomes the well-being of all instead of my own well-being 

is so that I will not suffer injury from others. 

7. Here, the goal is still well-being. Moreover, I have proceeded from my own well-

being in considering the well-being of all. For in willing a maxim to become a 

universal law, I think of myself not only as an active but also a potentially passive 

party, where I consider not only my actions and their effects upon others but the 

actions of others and how those affect my own well-being. 
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8. So, the moral principle to be discovered rests on the presupposition that I can will 

only that state in which my own well-being is secured, or where I am best-off, not 

only as an active but a potentially passive party. 

9. The desire for well-being, i.e. egoism, is the source of Kant’s moral law. 

 

(BM/H4 155-6; W1/H2 622.)30 

 

In summary: “[A]nyone who is looking to this moral principle to determine a regulative 

for the will of all is himself in need of regulative; otherwise he would be indifferent to 

everything. But this regulative can only be that of his own egoism […]” (W1/H2 622). 

Kant’s instruction of how to arrive at the “categorical” imperative “[…] rests […] on the 

tacit presupposition that I can will only that state in which I am best off” (BM/H4 155). 

Hence, the maxim itself which I choose and can will to become a universal law is the 

real moral principle, not the universal law (BM/H4 155). 

 If I am to will a maxim to become a universal law for all rational beings, then I 

conclude that I should do no harm, keep promises, come to the aid of others, etc. 

However, I should do no harm such that I will not be harmed; I should keep promises 

such that others will keep promises to me and such that my promises will be seen as 

genuine; I should come to the aid of others such that in need others will come to my aid; 

etc. I will a maxim to become a universal law, because under this law, moral action is 

reciprocal — thus securing my well-being in the active as well as the passive role. 

 

[M]oral obligation rests upon a presupposed reciprocity, and consequently 

is thoroughly egoistic and receives its interpretation from egoism, which, 

under the condition of reciprocity, prudently sees its way to a compromise 

(BM/H4 157). 

 

Acting from duty, or willing a maxim to become a universal law and so act, rests on the 

assumption that if everyone else follows the same moral principle, my own well-being 

                                                 
30 Here, I have put the refutation from BM/H4 155-6 and W1/H2 622 (“Appendix: Critique of Kantian 
Philosophy”) together. The premises and conclusions in BM/H4 155-6 and W1/H2 622, where 
Schopenhauer sums up his refutation of Kant’s categorical imperative, may not follow this order exactly, 
but this is the order as it seems to me most coherent. 
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is secure; others do not harm me, keep promises to me, come to my aid, etc., on basis of 

the same moral principle (W1/H2 622-23). 

 Hence, the “categorical” imperative might read thus: “If you desire your own 

well-being in society, then act according to that maxim which you can at the same time 

will to become a universal law.” If as in the categorical imperative the if-clause is not 

stated, the clause still applies as a reason to act on the imperative. The imperative form 

does not state the reason to act on the imperative, that is, the content of the maxim; but 

the maxim itself (“If you desire x […]”) provides the reason.31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
31 Mackie, notably, presents a similar argument to Schopenhauer in refuting the notion of an 
unconditional ought. Mackie (1977) denies the objective validity of categorical moral imperatives (or 
“ought-statements”), viz. objective values that are absolutely action-directing. Moral imperatives are, on 
the contrary, contingent upon the agent’s desires, Mackie claims. The if-clause may be left unstated in 
“You ought to q,” where it would otherwise read “If you desire x, you ought to q.” 
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XVI. 

 

The Kingdom of Ends 

 

Another formulation32 of the categorical imperative reads: 

 

Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in 

the person of another, always at the same time as an end and never simply 

as a means (G 4:429). 

 

Consistent with this formulation of the categorical imperative, Kant conceives the 

“kingdom of ends,” or a union of self-legislating rational beings. 

 

[A]ll rational beings stand under the law that each of the should treat 

himself and all others never merely as means but always at the same time as 

an end in himself. Hereby arises a systematic union of rational beings 

through common objective laws, i.e., a kingdom that may be called a 

kingdom of ends (certainly only an ideal), inasmuch as these laws have in 

view the very relation of such beings to one another as ends and means (G 

4:433). 

 

This is, as Kant explicitly recognizes, an ideal (or utopia) which an autonomous self-

legislating rational being is able to will, in willing a maxim to become a universal law. 

Contrary to this ideal, a rational being cannot will a social order, viz. wherein 

exploiting others for her own gain by lying, making false promises, etc., is the norm. 

The will contradicts itself, in that case; for lying, making false promises, etc., would, 

then, defeat its purpose.33 

 

A contrario 

 

                                                 
32 I.e. the formula of the end in itself, as it is or has sometimes been called. 
33 See A contrario (in this section) for a further discussion of these examples, where it will be argued that 
lying, etc., can be willed to become a universal law. 
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i. Injustice 

 

Schopenhauer (BM/H4 157) argues that if one only thinks of himself as the active, not 

the passive, party, then one can will an egoistic, even an unjust, maxim as a universal 

law. As Schopenhauer (ibid) grants, if in choosing a maxim to be willed as a universal 

law, the agent not only presumes herself to be an active but a potentially passive party, 

then she cannot will injustice to become a universal law: “But if I remove this condition 

and, trusting perhaps in my superior intellectual and bodily strengths, think of myself 

always as the active and never as the passive party when it comes to the universally 

valid maxim to be chosen, then […] I can perfectly well will injustice and unkindness as 

a universal maxim, and regulate the world accordingly […]” (BM/H4 157).34 

 

ii. Lying 

 

As Kant explains, I cannot will a maxim of lying to become a universal law; for then no 

one would believe me, if I attempted to lie; and I could expect the same treatment from 

others (G 4:403). The will thus contradicts itself: Lying as a universal law contradicts a 

maxim of lying; for in a social order where lying is the norm, I can no longer make 

myself the exception, as however intended with a maxim of lying. 

 Now, as Schopenhauer (BM/H4 156) argues, the categorical imperative, by 

Kant’s own example, is shown to rest on rational egoism. My motive for not willing a 

maxim of lying to become a universal law, is my own well-being, viz. that I am better 

off where lying is not a universal law. 

 Expanding, however, upon Schopenhauer’s criticism above regarding injustice, 

if I presume myself to be only the active party and superior, I can consistently will a 

maxim of lying to become a universal law. If I find that I can “regulate the world” 

according to a maxim of lying, to my advantage and benefit, then I could see a universal 

law of lying in my favor; and so will it. 

 

iii. Promising 

 

                                                 
34 Also, injustice can be thought of as a universal law — because it is! (BM/H4 159.) 



54 
 

As in the case of lying, a maxim of giving a false promise cannot be willed to become a 

universal law (G 4:402-3; 422). Here, Kant asks “[…] whether I would really be content 

if my maxim […] were to hold as a universal law for myself as well as for others” (G 

4:403; my emphasis). Yet whether or not I am “content,” should be irrelevant for Kant, 

as he appeals here to self-interest or a desire for well-being. 

 With a universal law of false promising, Kant continues, “[…] there would 

really be no promises at all, since in vain would be my willing future actions be 

professed to other people who would not believe what I professed, or […] they would 

pay me back in like coin” (G 4:403). Yet whether or not others would believe what I 

profess, etc., should be irrelevant for Kant, as he appeals here to self-interest and 

consequences of my willing. 

 To show a contradiction between a universal law of lying or giving a false 

promise and a corresponding maxim, Kant proceeds from the maxim chosen, willed to 

become a universal law; yet Kant thereby appeals to rational egoism. The maxim is 

shown to contradict a universal law of the same content by reference to self-interest, viz. 

how the agent’s end cannot be realized in a state of affairs where everyone has chosen 

likewise. 

 However, in line with Schopenhauer’s criticism regarding injustice, I can 

consistently will a maxim of giving a false promise to become a universal law, 

presuming myself to be only the active party and superior, such that I may regulate the 

world according to a maxim of giving a false promise — or, rather, where promising is 

in vain. If I adopt a maxim of false promises and will it to become a universal law, then 

my will does not contradict itself, provided I recognize that promising is in vain and I 

will a world where promising is in vain. Kant, however, assumes a will to make 

promises or successful false promises in a world where promises are in vain — yet such 

a world may in fact be willed. 

 

iv. Indifference 

 

In willing a maxim of indifference to become a universal law, the will “[…] would 

contradict itself, inasmuch as cases might often arise in which one would have need of 

the love and sympathy of others and in which he would deprive himself, by such a law 
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of nature springing from his own will, of all hope of the aid he wants for himself” (G 

4:423; my emphasis). Yet whether I would be in need of love and sympathy, and 

whether I want aid from others, should, again, be irrelevant for Kant, if the categorical 

imperative is not to rest on self-interest, or “moral reciprocity” (BM/H4 157). 

 Now, Kant recognizes, to be sure, that in adopting a maxim, the agent proceeds 

from self-interest. As Kant writes: 

 

[E]very man who finds himself in need wishes to be helped by other men. 

But if he lets his maxim of being unwilling to assist others in turn when 

they are in need become public, that is, makes this a universal permissive 

law, then everyone would likewise deny him assistance when he himself is 

in need, or at least would be authorized to deny it. Hence the maxim of 

self-interest would conflict with itself if it were made a universal law, that 

is, it is contrary to duty (MM 6:453; my emphasis). 

 

However, in expounding thus the conflict of self-interest once universalized, Kant 

unwittingly shows that a universal moral law rests upon self-interest. If by respect for 

the law, I act according to a maxim willed to become a universal law, the reason for 

adopting the law is my own well-being, whereas otherwise I would be denied 

assistance, etc., on the same maxim — that is my reason for not willing the maxim to 

become a universal law. Further, as exemplified by the maxim, the motivating 

(explanatory) and normative (justificatory) reason for adopting a universal moral law 

are x proceeding from self-interest. 

 Here, let us say, x = “If you desire assistance from others […]”; so, act 

according to a maxim which you can, given x, will to become a universal law; you will, 

accordingly, altruism to become a universal law, for yourself and all others. Thus: “If 

you desire assistance from others, assist others.” The imperative “Assist others” follows 

from Kant’s “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will 

that it should become a universal law” (G 4:421); — yet on condition of x. 

 “Assist others,” thus, does not follow if I do not desire assistance from others. If 

I think of myself only as the active, not the passive, party, I may not account for, in 

adopting a universal law, a potential circumstance in which I am, or would be, in need 
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of the assistance of others; so I may not desire the assistance of others, now or in future; 

hence, I find no reason to adopt a universal law of altruism. Here, I am not motivated to 

adopt a universal law of altruism; nor do I find a justification for such a law. I have no 

reason to assist others in need, as I do not desire assistance from others, now or in 

future. Thus, I may accept or will a world of indifference, that is, a maxim of 

indifference to become a universal law. 

 

A contrario (cont.) — The Solipsistic Egoist 

 

Let us expand upon the foregoing objections to Kant’s categorical imperative, viz. that a 

maxim of injustice, lying, false promises, indifference, etc., cannot be willed to become 

a universal law. Yet let us now consider whether a “kingdom of ends” can be willed 

from an egoistic, even a sinister, motive. 

 Consider a solipsistic egoist, pursuing her own ends while indifferent to others 

and seeing “other minds” as mere representations of her own. The solipsistic egoist can 

will any maxim, just or unjust, from her egoistic motives to become a universal law. For 

the solipsistic egoist makes herself the only exception to the state of affairs, seeking her 

own well-being at the expense of all others where her interests are contrary to the law 

and the norm. A social order is willed by this egoist in the interest of taking advantage 

of, and benefiting from, it, e.g. in making false promises where promises are otherwise 

kept, qua universal law. 

 A solipsistic egoist can will a “kingdom of ends,” while at the same time willing 

a kingdom of ends as her own kingdom of means. While the moral law is respected writ 

large, I — if I am a solipsistic egoist — treat persons qua ends in themselves merely as 

means to my ends. E.g. promises are are universally kept, but I assume that I alone can 

break a promise as long as it is not in my interest to keep it. Yet I adopt promising qua 

universal law, for myself, qua member of a kingdom of ends, and all other members of 

a kingdom of ends; only, however, to serve my own ends, such that I alone can make 

false promises, if I see it fit. 

 Here, the will does not contradict itself. For in willing my own well-being at the 

expense of all others, I am able at the same time to will a kingdom of ends wherein I 

am, however, the only exception. A maxim is willed in view of my own ends to become 
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a universal law — to serve my and only my ends. I can consistently will a kingdom of 

ends from an egoistic, even a sinister, motive, without committing to the norm, if “ends 

in themselves” are made to serve my own ends. A commitment to the norm (e.g. not 

giving false promises) is not necessary to consistently will a maxim to become a 

universal law: I will my interest to become universal law. That is, I will a social order 

such that I may predict how people act, e.g. that promises are kept. At the same time, I 

can will my own unique position as in taking full advantage of, and benefiting from, 

this social order, even if I do not commit to the rules and practices of this order. 

 In conclusion, I can consistently will both an unjust and a just social order from 

an egoistic, even a sinister, motive. E.g. if I think of myself exclusively or mainly as the 

active party, and I believe I will benefit from it, I can consistently will a state of affairs 

wherein promises are not kept. Moreover, I can consistently will a state of affairs 

wherein promises are universally kept; yet where I make myself and only myself an 

exception to that rule. — In willing the kingdom of ends, I can consistently will my 

own position as king. 
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XVII. 

 

Remark — Motivation 

 

Cartwright (1999:259) notes that Schopenhauer, apparently, confuses lines of reasoning. 

Schopenhauer claims an agent’s motivation by desire in acting on the categorical 

imperative, while Kant is asking how a categorical imperative is possible, viz. how a 

maxim could become a universal law. 

 Further, from what may be a charitable interpretation, Kant does not exclude 

altogether desire and inclination as a motive for acting on the categorical imperative, 

though to that extent the action would lack moral worth, or the will would not be 

altogether good. Rather, Kant wants to show how a maxim can be willed to become a 

universal law, viz. when, or insofar as, an agent acts by respect for the law, that is, from 

duty (aus Pflicht); and then, or to that extent, an agent acts morally, or in such a way 

that her action has moral worth. As Kant clarifies: 

 

If reason infallibly determines the will, then in the case of such a being 

actions which are recognized to be objectively necessary are also 

subjectively necessary, i.e., the will is a faculty of choosing only that which 

reason, independently of inclination, recognizes as being practically 

necessary, i.e., as good. But if reason of itself does not sufficiently 

determine the will, and if the will submits also to subjective conditions 

(certain incentives) which do not always agree with objective conditions; in 

a word, if the will does not in itself completely accord with reason (as is 

actually the case with men), then actions which are recognized as 

objectively necessary are subjectively contingent, and the determination of 

such a will according to objective laws is necessitation (G 4:412-13). 

 

On this distinction between the subjectively necessary and subjectively contingent, Kant 

allows the will to be determined by reason though not altogether good, that is, insofar as 

it is good, or guided by reason. Actions of a will not altogether good, then, are 
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recognized as subjectively contingent, though objectively necessary. That is what can be 

expected from human action. 

 Kant does not claim that if one is inclined to act in a certain way, one’s action 

cannot have moral worth (Stratton-Lake 2006:324). Here, following Stratton-Lake 

(2006), let us distinguish between acting with inclination and acting from inclination: 

“The presence of an inclination to do a certain act does not mean that we will be caused 

to act from it” (ibid, p. 324). If one acts with, but not from, inclination, one can still act 

morally, if one acts from duty, with an inclination so to act. The cause of action, then, is 

respect for the law, if one acts in a certain way because it is right, not because one wants 

to act in that way. 

 Schopenhauer (BM/H4 165) understands Kant as assuming that in willing from 

duty, the will renounces all interest. But, rather, Kant claims that insofar as duty is 

willed, interest is renounced — yet interest may persist to an extent by influence of 

desire an inclination. 

 However, Schopenhauer questions the validity of an unconditional ought. For 

Schopenhauer, motivation is not, and cannot, be explained by respect for the law; for 

the law is conditional. By showing that the maxim, not the universal law, is the “real 

moral principle,” or that the “categorical” imperative is, in effect, hypothetical, 

Schopenhauer attacks the very heart of Kantian ethics, namely the unconditional ought. 

Schopenhauer argues that a maxim cannot be willed to become a universal law where 

this universal law denotes an unconditional ought; for the law is conditional upon the 

maxim, i.e. self-interest, which is the moral principle by which we proceed. 

 Even if Kant wants to show how a maxim can be willed to become a universal 

law, while not excluding desire altogether as a motive, Schopenhauer’s critique of 

Kantian ethics, though confused, remains successful. For Schopenhauer argues, 

fundamentally, that a maxim cannot be willed to become a universal law save through 

an egoistic motive, or self-interest. In denying the unconditional ought, Schopenhauer 

claims that only desire can be motivating for willing the “categorical” imperative. 
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XVIII. 

 

On the Faktum 

 

Now, Kant (G 4:419-20) insists that the categorical imperative is not given in 

experience and so has to be investigated a priori. Thus, a priori concepts, devoid of any 

content from experience, are found to be the basis of morals, valid not only for human 

beings but all rational beings (BM/H4 130-1). Kant’s moral law, accordingly, is “a law 

cognizable a priori, independent of all inner and outer experience” (BM/H4 129); it is 

purely formal and a priori, without material content and empirical ground, whether 

subjectively in consciousness or objectively in the external world (BM/H4 138); — yet, 

as Schopenhauer (BM/H4 129) claims, without justification, derivation or proof. 

 On this understanding, Kant does not intend, Schopenhauer (BM/H4 130) 

stresses, to present the moral law as, or to ground it on, a fact of human consciousness. 

However, if the moral law, qua fact of reason (Faktum), “[…] arises a priori in our 

heads, [it] would […] have to be merely a form of appearance and leave the essence in 

itself of things untouched” (BM/H4 133). Pace Kant, if it is a fact of reason, that is, 

grounded in moral consciousness, the moral law is not a part of the intelligible but the 

empirical world; for it is grounded anthropologically, viz. in human consciousness 

(BM/H4 138-9). The Faktum contradicts the mere formality of a universal law 

applicable to all rational beings. 

 Further, the Faktum does not provide a deduction of the moral law, 

Schopenhauer (BM/H4 141) means to clarify: 

 

[I]f Kant had wanted to ground the categorical imperative as a fact of 

consciousness, and so empirically, then he would not have omitted at least 

to prove it as such (BM/H4 139). 

 

Granted; yet, as discussed above, Kant applies the Faktum for the deduction not of the 

moral law but freedom of the will. Now, Schopenhauer may be understood here to claim 

that Kant did not intend the Faktum for any purpose of deduction. For Schopenhauer 

(BM/H4 141) goes on to expound the deduction in terms of what would rather be called 



61 
 

“derivation” of the categorical imperative, that is, the logic by which Kant arrives at the 

wording of the categorical imperative. 

 For the derivation of the categorical imperative, Kant removes all empirical 

conditions, objective or subjective, such that only the form of a law remains, i.e. 

“lawlikeness” (Gesetzmäßigkeit) or “universal validity” (Allgemeingültigkeit) (BM/H4 

141). Here, Kant seeks a law that would determine the will without condition or content, 

that is, without reference to an end or expected effect. On this unconditional law, if 

possible, the will would be “absolutely good without qualification” (G 4:402). 

Accordingly, the will is deprived of every desire or inclination that would otherwise 

move it to act, where nothing is left to serve the will save “the universal conformity of 

its actions to law as such” (ibid). While we do not know what a hypothetical imperative 

contains until we know its condition, we know immediately what this law contains — it 

contains the mere form of a law, or “the necessity that the maxim should accord with 

this law” (G 4:420). The content of the law is none other than its mere form, or 

universal validity — hence35 “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the 

same time will that it should become a universal law” (G 4:421). — However, the 

foregoing argument is not the “trick” (BM/H4 141) by which Kant deduced but derived 

the moral law. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
35 Here, I refer to “hence” as stated by Kant in the Grounding (4:421) in conclusion of the derivation of 
the categorical imperative. On the derivation of the categorical imperative, see Kerstein (2006). — 
Schopenhauer, notably, rejects the validity of the derivation, citing in the first Critique the first instance 
of the categorical imperative “[…] where it arrives unannounced, and connected with the previous 
sentence only by an utterly unjustified ‘Therefore’ [Daher], quite out of the blue” (BM/H4 139). 
However, a bit further on, at BM/H4 141, Schopenhauer seemingly confuses derivation of the categorical 
imperative and “grounding of the moral law,” (BM/H4 141) that is, its deduction or proof. 
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XIX. 

 

The Unconditioned Cause 

 

Schopenhauer rejects the notion of intelligible causality, or a first cause unconditioned 

by series of events, not part of the temporal series, through which an “original action” 

may, for Kant, occur in the series of events. For Schopenhauer, a cause must be an 

appearance, that is, an occurrence by empirical laws. 

 

The intelligible ground of appearance, the thing in itself, is deduced from 

appearance through the inconsistent application of the category of causality 

over and above all appearance […] (W1/H2 599). 

 

The connection between an intelligible object and the series of events cannot be one of 

causality. A causal relation relation takes place only in empirical reality (W1/H2 600). 

To apply the concept of causality otherwise is mistaken. The concept of causality 

presupposes appearance; and we “[…] cannot connect it to something outside of it that 

is entirely different from it in kind [toto genere von ihr verschieden]” (W1/H2 600). 

(See also Janaway 1989:97.) 

 In conclusion: “Freedom has no causality […]” (W1/H2 601), if transcendental. 

It objectifies, or represents, empirical reality; yet there is no causal relation between 

freedom and appearance (ibid). 

 Here, Schopenhauer proffers his own positive account of “freedom” — or the 

will (der Wille). “Freedom,” as positively applied by Schopenhauer, is not to be 

understood in the same sense as in Kant. This concept of the will, or freedom, is 

proffered by Schopenhauer as an alternative to Kant’s; yet one Schopenhauer (W1/H2 

595) believes to follow from Kant’s account of transcendental freedom. 
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XX. 

 

Acts of Will 

 

Schopenhauer rejects the idea of a causal efficacy of practical reason over the will 

(Cartwright 1999:262). Between the will and action, no causal connection obtains. 

Action is not caused by the will, or by determination of the will through reason. Instead, 

the will [der Wille], for Schopenhauer, is manifested in the action. The act is the will 

externally observed, viz. a manifestation of willing at the moment of acting. (Magee 

1983:124.) 

 An act of will (Akt des Willens; Willensakt), for Schopenhauer, is not a volition, 

i.e. a mental state which causes, or can cause, action, or bodily movement (Janaway 

1989:208); or, in other words, an antecedent of action by which the action is 

determined. By “volition,” we may refer to a decision, a resolve, or an intention to act. 

On a volitional account, action is caused by an act of will, or willing. Action is an 

expression of an act of will. (Ibid.) 

 Schopenhauer’s is not a causal or a volitional account of will and action. His 

account, in fact, is anti-volitionalist; it opposes willing qua volition. Further, there is no 

volition. (Janaway 1989:209; 1999:141.) An act of will, for Schopenhauer, is not a 

mental state by which action is caused but identical to bodily or overt action (Janaway 

1989:208-9; Magee 1983:124). Willing is not the cause of an act; it is acting; or, as it 

occurs, an act of will “[…] is instantly and immediately also the appearance of an act of 

the body” (W1/H2 120). In the act, willing is confirmed. That is, unless or until bodily 

action occurs, there is no knowing what is willed. Willing and acting are simultaneous. 

 

Resolutions of the will concerning events in the future are really just 

rational deliberations over things that will be willed later, they are not true 

acts of will: a decision is stamped only in the execution, and until that time 

it remains an unsettled design and exists only in reason, abstractly. Willing 

and doing are different only for reflection: in actuality they are one (W1/H2 

120). 

 



64 
 

Schopenhauer identifies action and an act of will (willing), assuming the identity of 

action and bodily movement (Janaway 1989:211; see footnote 11). Deliberation is not 

willing but wishing, rather. In a process of becoming, an act of will, as Schopenhauer 

(FW/H4 17) lays it out, is properly called a wish [Wunsch], then a resolve or a decision 

[Entschluss]; however, an act of will proper is shown by the deed [That] (see also 

Janaway 1989:218). Willing, on this account, is progressive. A wish becomes a decision 

which becomes an act of will (Janaway 1999:142). Deliberating, or reasoning, is not 

(yet) willing; neither is intending to act. In Schopenhauer, “intention” falls short of the 

use of the term “an act of will” (Janaway 1999:142). Until the deed “stamps” an act of 

will as genuine (FW/H4 17), willing is unconfirmed, even if we have reasoned out our 

deliberations, coming to a decision and intending to act on that decision; — until it has 

been executed, a decision can be altered. A decision is confirmed by the deed, in 

execution. (Ibid.) 

 Now, we can discuss acts of will and bodily actions as, or in terms of, events. 

Human actions, as events, are subject to causal necessity and temporal succession of the 

series of events. (Janaway 1999:156.) An act of will is an event identical to the event of 

a bodily action (Janaway 1989:211). They do not stand in a causal relation; for they are, 

in fact, the same, or but two aspect of the same, event (ibid, p. 209); “[…] they are one 

and the same thing, only given in two entirely different ways: in one case immediately 

and in the other case to the understanding in intuition” (W1/H2 119). Bodily action, 

given to the understanding in intuition, is nothing but an objectified act of will, i.e. a 

will that has become a representation (Vorstellung) (W1/H2 119-20). As Schopenhauer 

further writes: 

 

Every action of my body […] is the appearance of an act of will: and this act 

is just my will itself, in general and in its entirety […] expressing itself 

again in the presence of certain motives (W1/H2 127). 

 

The difference lies not in causality but in the aspect from which we perceive this event. 

For Schopenhauer, the only distinction between an act of will and bodily action is their 

description. An event is described as (1) an act of will when considered in light of a 

subject’s awareness of this act and (2) a bodily movement when considered as an 
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observable event. Both descriptions refer to the same event. A volitional account posits 

a duality of events, however. That is, in fact, the error of a volitional account. (Janaway 

1989:211.) 

 Volition (intention36, etc.) is not a cause for bodily action but a motive, as 

Schopenhauer argues, in distinguishing between acts of will and motives. For human 

actions, causality lies in cognition, or motives. Acts of will are not motives, for 

Schopenhauer, but they are caused by motives. (Janaway 1989:213.) 

 A motive, for Schopenhauer, is a mental state by which an act of will (bodily 

action) is caused. It is, in other words, a mental representation (Vorstellung) of the 

objective world, i.e. a cognized object, not an instance of willing, which however is 

caused by this representation. (Ibid, pp. 213, 143.) Here, Schopenhauer treats will and 

representation as mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories (ibid, p. 219); there is 

no overlap between the two. The motive is purely mental, influencing or determining 

action via cognition; and the action caused by the motive is willing (ibid, p. 213.): 

“[O]ur willing is activity through and through” (Magee 1983:124). 

 Further, a cause for human action is a complex mental state involving beliefs, 

desires, and dispositions (ibid, p. 215), whereby “[…] the act of will, which itself is at 

first only an object of self-consciousness, arises on the occasion of something that 

belongs to consciousness of other things, thus something that is an object for the 

cognitive faculty, an object that, in this relation, is called a motive and at the same time 

is the material of the act of will, in the sense that the act of will is directed towards it, 

i.e. aims at some alteration in it, or reacts to it” (FW/H4 14). Where an object is 

represented in cognition, or consciousness of other things, and one is directed towards 

this object, that is, desires and seeks to bring about an alteration in it, one is disposed to 

bring about this change (Janaway 1989:214). Yet this disposition obtains purely in 

cognition, or by representation of an object, not in willing this object; for in willing this 

object, I am in fact acting on, or reacting to, it, seeking an alteration in it. 

                                                 
36 For Schopenhauer, there is no volition, as noted; yet Schopenhauer, to be sure, does not therewith reject 
the notion of “intention,” “decision,” etc. These have a different sense, for Schopenhauer. That is, they 
are not part of a causal account of the will. As Schopenhauer says on intention: “Against [Kantian ethics] 
I offer the reflection that the intention alone decides on the worth or unworth of the deed, which is why 
the same deed, according to its intention, can be reprehensible or praiseworthy” (BM/H4 134). Intention is 
not a motive, or a cause for action, but it defines the moral worth of an action. Acting from compassion, 
that is, by an intention devoid of self-interest to help others, gives moral worth. 
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 Now, motives can affect the will but they cannot alter the will itself “[…] 

because their power is based on the presupposition that the will is precisely what it is” 

(W1/H2 347). The will is unalterable; motives can only alter “the direction of its 

striving” (ibid) but they “[…] can never get the will to will something genuinely 

different from what it has willed before” (ibid); rather, they proceed from its striving, in 

influencing the will. In its striving, the will may deviate from the right course, viz. take 

the wrong means to the end. By the external influence of motives, the will may, 

however, be channeled into the right course; still, the goal, its striving, “[…] remains 

fixed and invariable, because it is nothing other than the willing itself, which would 

otherwise have to be annulled” (ibid). Motives momentarily and contingently influence 

willing; “[…] what I will at this time, in this place, under these circumstances; not that 

or what I will in general, i.e. the maxims that characterize the whole of my willing 

(mein gesammtes Wollen)” (W1/H2 127). They do not determine willing or the will per 

se; “[…] rather, they only determine its expression at a given point in time [being] the 

occasion for my will to present itself” (ibid). The will can be channeled by motives such 

that it may change its course but motives cannot divert it from its own striving (Janaway 

1999:153). 

 Hence, I could not have willed otherwise than I actually willed. For as 

Schopenhauer continues: “[T]he will itself lies outside the jurisdiction (außerhalb des 

Gebietes) of the law of motivation, which necessarily determines only its appearance at 

each moment in time” (W1/H2 127). Bodily action, thus, is ultimately driven by the 

will’s striving, not motives (cognition), though the latter may guide the will in its 

striving. Guiding the will presupposes its striving, adjusting its course accordingly. Two 

opposed acts of will are not possible; for willing inexorably proceeds as determined by 

the will’s striving: I do as I will and I cannot do otherwise. To think that two opposed 

acts of will are possible, is confusing wishing with willing (Wünschen mit Wollen) 

(FW/H4 17). 
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XXI. 

 

The Body — Will and Representation 

 

The notion of an unalterable will beyond the domain of motives is the positive concept 

of will proffered by Schopenhauer. The foregoing account of acts of will rests, 

supposedly37, upon this concept — or metaphysics — of will. 

 As Schopenhauer (W1/H2 123) explains, we are conscious of our own body 

(how it is motivated to act, etc.) in a sense indicated by the word “will” (Wille). 

Consciousness of our own body might be defined as “a direct, non-sensory, non-

intellectual knowledge from within” (Magee 1983:122), though “knowledge” has to be 

further explained (see below). We are, in fact, concerned with cognition of my own 

body as distinguished from cognition of representations, that is, everything else. 

 My body, to be sure, is a representation as are all other things; still, it is the only 

thing which, for me, is not only a representation. I cognize the will  through my own 

will, that is, immediately through my own body; yet I also cognize the will mediately in 

observation of every object, including my own body qua representation. The body, 

however, is given simultaneously as representation and will. (W1/H2 119, 123.) We 

only have this double cognition of our own bodies, that is, as representation and will; 

every other object is for us merely a representation. The body is the only representation 

of which we are conscious not only qua representation but also in a wholly different 

way, namely as will. (W1/H2 123.) 

 An immediate cognition of my will, thus, cannot be separated from that of my 

body (W1/H2 121). As Schopenhauer succinctly writes: “I cannot truly imagine 

[vorstellen] my will without my body” (W1/H2 121). The body is objectification 

(Objektivirung) of the will (W1/H2 119-120). The will, qua objectified, has become a 

representation in the form of the body: “To the extent that I really cognize my will as an 

object, I cognize it as a body […]” (W1/H2 121). 

                                                 
37 I say “supposedly” because an identification of an act of will with bodily action does not necessitate the 
notion of an unalterable will. Schopenhauer, however, identifies acts of will and bodily actions in terms of 
his account of an unalterable will, or the will qua thing in itself, as we shall see. O’Shaughnessy’s (1980) 
“dual-aspect theory,” as we shall also see, identifies an act of will with bodily action but this theory does 
not proceed from, or implicate, metaphysics of the will. 
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 Now, as Schopenhauer (W1/H2 123-24) lays out, the subject of cognition must 

choose between two assumptions: (1) Assume that this double cognition is due not to 

any difference between her own body and all other bodies or representations, but, rather, 

to the difference between the mode of access her cognition has to this one object, i.e. 

her body, and the access, or lack thereof, her cognition has to all other objects, viz. in 

merely cognizing the latter as representations. (2) Assume that this double cognition is 

unique to her body alone, among all other bodies (or representations), such that all other 

bodies are mere representations, or phantoms, while the cognition of her own body 

differs from all other bodies in being cognized both as will and representation. 

 Schopenhauer wants to conclude (1). In order to conclude (1), we must deny (2), 

that is, solipsism or “theoretical egoism” (W1/H2 124). Now, Schopenhauer does not 

attack solipsism but brushes it off, rather, on the grounds that “[…] theoretical egoism 

can never be disproved […] only ever used in philosophy as a sceptical sophism, i.e. for 

show” (W1/H2 124). 

 So denying solipsism “as a little frontier-fortress that will undeniably be forever 

invincible,” (W1/H2 125) Schopenhauer (ibid) assumes (1), viz. that objects other than 

our own body may be judged by analogy with our own body. Ergo: We attribute to the 

world of representation the reality of our own body (ibid), that is, will in addition to 

representation. Schopenhauer writes: 

 

If the corporeal world is […] to be more than simply our representation, we 

must say that apart from representation, i.e. in itself and according to its 

innermost essence, it is what we find immediately in ourselves as will 

(W1/H2 125-26). 

 

Here, we not only assume that other human beings have a double cognition of their own 

bodies but that the will applies to the whole of nature, that is, other animals, plants, and 

inanimate objects; only that animals alone are moved by motives (viz. causality through 

cognition); and human beings alone are moved by thinking, in this regard. (FW/H4 31-

4.)38 

 

                                                 
38 See also footnote 5 for Schopenhauer’s distinction between different kinds of causes. 
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XXII. 

 

The Will qua Thing in Itself 

 

On knowing the intelligible character, Kant writes: 

 

We could not […] ever become acquainted with this intelligible character 

directly [immediately], because we cannot perceive anything except insofar 

as it appears; but we would still have to think it in accordance with the 

empirical character, just as in general we must — in thought — lay a 

transcendental object at the basis of appearances although we know nothing 

about this object as to what it is in itself (CPR A 540/B 568). 

 

This is where Kant and Schopenhauer diverge. For Schopenhauer, the intelligible — or 

the will39 (Wille) — does not lie beyond human cognition. The will, as positively 

applied by Schopenhauer, is what in Kantian terminology is called “the intelligible 

character” (W1/H2 128). Now, though he does not go as far as to say that we can know 

the intelligible, Schopenhauer does maintain some insight into, or some mode of access 

to, it via the body of which we have, supposedly, an immediate cognition. 

Schopenhauer writes: 

 

[T]he origin of the concept of freedom is by no means essentially an 

inference, either from the speculative idea of an unconditioned cause, or 

from the fact that the categorical imperative presupposes it. Rather it comes 

immediately from the consciousness in which everyone instantly recognizes 

himself without further ado as the will, i.e. as that which, as thing in itself 

[Dinge an sich], does not have the form of the principle of sufficient reason, 

and which itself does not depend on anything while everything else depends 

on it […] (W1/H2 598). 

                                                 
39 Since Schopenhauer applies the German word Wille, we can translate this term only as will. However, 
the meaning of Schopenhauer's Wille is likely to strike one as estranged from the popular meaning of the 
same term, which would be, I gather, more in line with a volitionist account. Moreover, the concept of 
will, as positively applied by Schopenhauer, is of another meaning altogether from Kant’s, though 
Schopenhauer sees himself as proceeding from, and adding to, Kant’s. 
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In the second Critique, the categorical imperative is primary from which Kant means to 

deduce freedom of the will. In the Grounding, freedom of the will is primary. For 

Schopenhauer, however, the will is primary, not to be inferred or deduced from an 

unconditioned cause, or to be understood in terms of causality at all. Freedom, then, is 

understood in terms of will; “freedom” and “will” are identified. For the will “as thing 

in itself, is certainly free from the principle of sufficient reason [i.e. time, space, 

causality] and with it all necessity, and thus absolutely independent, free and even 

omnipotent” (W1/H2 597). 

Schopenhauer maintains: The will is the thing in itself (W1/H2 130-1); and the 

body, qua our own will, is “an immediate object” (W1/H2 6, 120) through which we 

cognize the will. The body is a representation, an object among objects, but it is “an 

immediate object,” (W1/H2 6) for through this object do we experience the world not 

only as representation but also immediately as will. For Schopenhauer (W1/H2 494, 

499), Kant rightly distinguishes between the world of phenomena, i.e. time, space, and 

causality, and the thing in itself, but overlooks the will, or bodily self-experience, as the 

thing in itself. The will, as “the most immediate thing” (W1/H2 130) in our 

consciousness, becomes known to us in bodily action, through our own bodies, where 

“it announces itself immediately and in such a way that subject and object are not 

distinguished with complete clarity” (ibid). 

On the Kantian account, we only have indirect access to the material world 

through the categories by which we apprehend the world, namely time, space, and 

causality. Thus, our perception and intellect are inexorably limited within the world of 

phenomena and can never come into contact with the thing in itself. On Schopenhauer's 

account, on the other hand, in addition to our indirect access to empirical reality, we 

have via our own body (will), or from a direct interior knowledge of ourselves, 

unmediated by perception or intellect, a sense of the will, or the thing in itself. We come 

into contact with the thing itself, or the noumenon, not through reason and intellect but 

our affective (non-representational) self-experience, i.e. desires, feelings, etc. (Zöller 

1999:23). All other objects, we know qua representations, through our sensory and 

intellectual apparatus (Magee 1983:122). 
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Still, we do not come into direct contact with, or come to immediate knowledge 

of, the thing in itself (Magee 1983:128, 130; Zöller 1999:29). My knowledge of the will 

(thing in itself) is limited to an immediate self-knowledge (or awareness) of my bodily 

being; it is not immediate with regard to the will writ large. Knowledge of the will from 

bodily self-experience does not entail knowledge of the thing in itself. (Magee 

1983:128.) We are, or become, acquainted with this ultimate reality through direct or 

immediate experience of our own bodies, but we do not come to know this reality 

unmediated by our own bodies. 

Our bodily self-experience, thus, is still knowledge of phenomena (Magee 

1983:130). Schopenhauer (W2 195-6/H3 218-19) grants the Kantian premise that we 

cannot gain objective knowledge beyond the world of phenomena; and so we cannot 

investigate things as they are in themselves. Thus, we have no knowledge of the thing in 

itself. As we perceive only phenomena, things in themselves are ever at a distance. 

However, knowledge we have of our own willing does not arise from perception (ibid). 

Though not an immediate knowledge of the thing in itself, it does provide a mediated 

insight into the noumenon, namely via our own bodies. 

 By mediation of our bodily self-experience, we have an insight into the thing in 

itself as far as it is not subject to space and causality. Still, my awareness of an ultimate 

reality beyond time, space, and causality cannot dispense with the form of time. 

Immediate knowledge of my own body or will is free from the form of space and the 

form of causality mediating all sense-perception, such that the will is not apprehended 

as existing in space or as subject to causality; yet the form of time remains, such that it 

is apprehended within the temporal dimension. (W2 196-7/H3 220.) Now, time can 

characterize only phenomena, not noumena. The inward perception or observation we 

have of our own will, thus, does not amount to an exhaustive and adequate knowledge 

of the thing in itself. It is not a wholly immediate observation; for as we have an 

immediate sense of our bodies, we have an insight into the will by mediation of the 

corporeal. (Ibid; see also Magee 1983:128, 130.) 

 The willing of which we are aware is at least temporal. It is a temporal object. 

Thus, my own willing must be a representation. (Janaway 1999:160.) Further, since the 

form of time is indispensable to our acquaintance with the the will (thing in itself), we 

are precluded from any direct knowledge of this ultimate reality. Yet we may hope to 



72 
 

discover something, and make assumptions, about the will, through our acquaintance 

with it. (Magee 1983:130.) 

 

A contrario 

 

However, if we proceed from individual experience of the body, which persists in the 

world of phenomena, and so does not yield knowledge of the noumenon, to infer “The 

will is the thing in itself” is not valid. From my own will, I cannot infer the will. Or: 

From a unique character, namely my own will, I cannot infer the intelligible character of 

every other thing. 

 If we take “The Will is the thing in itself” in its literal meaning40, Schopenhauer 

argues that immediate experience of our own will allows us to infer the will as thing in 

itself and an underlying reality in everything else of which we have only mediated 

knowledge (Janaway 1999:159). Admittedly, granting Schopenhauer’s refusal of 

solipsism, we may infer a human self-awareness of the body from the experience I have 

of my own body. However, the will, for Schopenhauer, is not only human willing; it is 

willing or striving applicable to all things, organic and inorganic, and to nature herself, 

or the laws of nature, e.g. gravitation; it is an ultimate reality of which every thing is an 

expression. (Magee 1983:144.) 

 From human self-awareness of the body, if we grant that, we cannot infer a force 

of nature beyond nature. Here, we still proceed from representation, or, minimally, the 

temporal succession, whereas, as Schopenhauer acknowledges, I know my will only in 

its successive acts, not as a whole, in and for itself (W2 196-7/H3 220). Yet we are to 

infer, from our own will, the will as a whole, in and for itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
40 Since Schopenhauer reiterates his position multiple times from §19 to §29 in W1/H2, we have good 
grounds for a literal interpretation. Also, in later editions of W1 where a number of revisions were made, 
every statement regarding the will as thing in itself were retained. (Janaway 1999:163.) 
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XXIII. 

 

Naturalization of the Will 

 

Janaway (1999:143) describes Schopenhauer’s Wille as “naturalization of human 

willing”; yet not in the sense of sheer materialism; for mental states (i.e. motives) are 

not rejected on Schopenhauer's account. By “naturalization” of the will, is meant, rather, 

that the will is not cognized a priori but only a posteriori in bodily action and self-

experience or in reflection. Decisions are only acknowledged after the fact. A 

knowledge of my own willing is entirely a posteriori; we cannot anticipate an act of 

will (W2 196; H3 218-19): “[…] the body is a posteriori cognition of the will” (W1/H2 

120). 

 The concept of will, as positively applied by Schopenhauer, is not, and in fact is 

the opposite of, conscious or cognized will, viz. will with a power of choice, whereby 

action is generated. The will is not determined by cognition; and so not understood as 

effectuating action. On the contrary: 

 

The will is first and primordial; cognition only comes in later, since it 

belongs to the appearance of the will as its instrument. (W1/H2 345.) 

 

We do not will in consequence of, and according to, our cognition (W1/H2 345). For we 

do not will what we cognize; rather, we cognize what we will (W1/H2 346). Thus, the 

will determines cognition; and cognition, i.e. instrumental reason, may then influence 

the will. 

 The will, as described by Schopenhauer, presents itself as “a blind impulse 

[Drang], a dark, dull driving [ein finsteres, dumpfes Treiben], remote from any direct 

knowledge […] appears in the whole of inorganic nature as this sort of blind impulse 

and striving in the absence of knowledge […]” (W1/H2 178); “a blind and inexorable 

impulse [Drang], devoid of cognition” (W1/H2 323). This “blind striving,” pressing 

aimlessly forth, is, or springs from, an ultimate reality presenting itself as a force of 

nature, proceeding through itself without end, obtaining cognition of its own willing in 

the world of representation, culminating in the human being (W1/H2 323). 
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 Further, the will is groundless41 (grundlos) (W1/H2 134-5). It “has absolutely no 

ground” (ist schlechthin grundlos), (W1/H2 134) as it lies outside of time, space, and 

causality, “entirely free of all forms of appearance” (W1/H2 134) which are the 

objectification of the will. Between the will and its manifestations or objectifications 

(i.e. acts of will; bodily action), no causal relation obtains; the will is revealed in the 

moment of acting, not by determination, viz. prior to the act. The will is not a “prime 

mover”; rather, all things are reflections of the will; — as in human bodily action, where 

acts of will momentarily express the will, the objectification of which is the body. 

 Schopenhauer's Wille departs from, and in fact counters, Kant’s causal account 

of will qua practical reason (Zöller 1999:23). For Kant, the will is identical or 

subordinate to practical reason; whereas for Schopenhauer, the will, qua “arational, 

‘blind’ striving” (Zöller 1999:19) is separated from reason and cognition, where 

practical reason adopts a mere instrumental role. 

 In affording practical reason mere instrumentality, Schopenhauer does not, to be 

sure, deny the existence of practical reason. Practicality is, rather, denied motivational 

efficacy, viz. determination of willing and action. Still, motives are understood as 

causes and as such conscious mental states, i.e. perceptual or conceptual 

representations, e.g. abstract or conceptual judgements at which one may have arrived 

by reasoning (Janaway 1999:143, 146). Human willing is caused by motives (ibid.) The 

motive or cause does not, however, generate the effect manifested as action but merely 

influences or guides willing (acting) (Zöller 1999:31). A causal relation between 

motives and willing is not essentially different from a causal relation in cases where 

willing is not influenced by motives. The origin of motivation, in either case, is entirely 

natural, although in human animals cognition is no longer limited to perception of 

things already present and sensorily given but extends to abstract cognizance (Zöller 

1999:31, 33). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
41 I.e. original, spontaneous, irreducible, indivisible, unalterable. 
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XXIV. 

 

Character and Responsibility 

 

The will, qua thing in itself, without ground and boundless, is absolutely free, viz. free 

from the world of phenomena, or beyond causality (W1/H2 134). That does not mean, 

however, that the individual agent is free. On the contrary: “[T]he individual, the 

person, is not will as a thing in itself, but rather an appearance of the will and, as such, 

is determined […]” (W1/H2 135) that is, subject to the law of necessity. Freedom is 

transcendental, revealed in appearance as necessity. 

 Now, Schopenhauer does not posit a causal link between transcendental 

freedom and empirical reality — or the intelligible and empirical character — in terms 

of a “first cause,” as however does Kant. The intelligible character is not subject to 

causal necessity, Schopenhauer concurs with Kant; yet Schopenhauer rejects Kant’s 

thesis of intelligible causality, viz. that the intelligible character is the ground of the 

empirical. For Schopenhauer, the empirical character, subject to causal necessity, is the 

mere appearance of the intelligible character; the latter is not the cause of the former. 

(Janaway 1989:243.) As Schopenhauer writes: 

 

[The] empirical character is merely the appearance of the intelligible 

character in our faculty of cognition, which is bound to time, space and 

causality, i.e. it is the mode and manner in which the essence in itself of our 

own self presents itself to the faculty of cognition (FW/H4 96). 

 

The will, without ground, presents a determinate character in accordance with which all 

deeds must be performed. Also, the agent acts according to relevant motives for willing. 

From character with motives for willing, the agent inexorably acts such as she does; she 

could not have acted otherwise. (FW/H4 98; see also Janaway 1989:243-4.) 

 Freedom, thus, is not relevant to individual actions (FW/H4 97) but the 

intelligible character, or groundless will. The individual agent is not free, but freedom 

of the will can be understood in terms of character. Now, a person acts according to her 

own character, viz. what or how she is, “[…] and the corresponding necessary action on 



76 
 

each occasion will be determined, in the individual case, solely[42] by motives” (FW/H4 

97). As an appearance of the will, an individual is of a character predetermined by the 

will, influenced accordingly by motives. As Schopenhauer writes: 

 

[E]veryone is what he is through his will and his character is primordial, 

since willing is the basis of his being (W1/H2 345). 

 

Further: 

 

[E]very individual action follows with strict necessity from the effect of a 

motive on the character (W1/H2 135). 

 

A human being is the necessary product of her character and an occurring motive 

(FW/H4 56, 94). A character is determined by motives suitable to it (FW/H4 95). 

Further: 

 

The character is the empirically cognized, enduring and unalterable 

constitution of an individual will (FW/H4 95). 

 

The individual agent is bound to an absolutely free will, the particular manifestation of 

which is her character. Here, there is no transcendental cause posited, as however in 

Kant, whereby an “original action” is possible. The will is entirely devoid of causality; 

and causality is in no way applicable to the will. Character manifests the will in the 

world of phenomena without recourse to a transcendental “first” cause. Human action, 

reflecting character, is thus by necessity determined by the will. What one does follows 

necessarily from what one is (FW/H4 98). Though acting is channeled by motives, the 

self-conscious rational “self” harbors no capacity of choice so that it may deliberately 

direct its own actions via reason or cognized will (Janaway 1999:153-4). Motives are 

not what I make happen but what happens to me. Willing is not choosing but doing. 

                                                 
42 To avoid misunderstanding, Schopenhauer is not saying here that only motives determine action but 
that character with motives determine action. The “corresponding necessary action” means as according 
to character; and as according to character, action, at each moment, will be fully determined with the 
motive. 
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Choice is null and void: “[A] human being does at all times only what he wills, and yet 

does it necessarily” (FW/H4 98). 

 Yet I am responsible for my actions, Schopenhauer (FW/H4 94-5) claims. My 

actions reflect what or how I am, namely my will, and in that sense I am responsible — 

for my character. I am praised or blamed in the light of what I am — I am held 

responsible for my character. (See also Janaway 1999:153-4.) Also, in doing wrong, I 

feel guilty for what I am; and “[w]here guilt lies, there must responsibility lie also […]” 

(FW/H4 94). 

 Consciousness of responsibility depends on one’s character, what someone is 

(FW/H4 97). A consciousness or a feeling of responsibility relates ostensibly and only 

momentarily to the act but fundamentally to one’s character (FW/H4 93). Further: 

 

[T]he strict necessity of our actions […] co-exists with that freedom of 

which the feeling of responsibility provides evidence, and by means of 

which we are the doers of our deeds and they are morally attributable to us 

(FW/H4 96). 

 

Here, our actions are morally attributable to us in terms of “good” or “bad” character. 

However, the idea that one ought to have acted differently, given an agent’s choice of 

action, is not present; instead, an agent could have acted differently, on Schopenhauer’s 

account, “if only he had been another” (FW/H4 93). For another deed to arise, either 

another motive or another character would have to obtain (FW/H4 56). By reference to 

freedom of the will, as opposed to our own, we feel responsible for our actions and they 

are morally attributable to us. Our actions are not free, but our character manifests an 

absolutely free will — with strict necessity. 

 However, if everyone acts according to his or her character, and my acting 

according to my character is an instance of this principle, then I am only responsible for 

my acting as any other thing is for its acting or moving (Janaway 1999:158). If my 

character is responsible for what I do, there is no substantive difference between its 

responsibility and the “responsibility” any cause has for its effects. Responsibility, in 

this sense, cannot explain the feeling of being answerable to one's deeds. (Janaway 

1989:242-3.) As Nietzsche argues, a feeling of responsibility, on this account, is 
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unjustified: “Here the erroneous conclusion is drawn that from the fact of a feeling of 

displeasure there can be inferred the justification, the rational admissibility of this 

feeling of displeasure; and from this erroneous conclusion Schopenhauer arrives at his 

fantastic concept of so-called intelligible freedom” (HH, I, sect. 39). 

 Now, Schopenhauer claims that moral action is not a form of acting from duty, 

or as one ought to act. Schopenhauer proffers, instead, descriptive ethics based on 

character. Moral obligation, e.g. with regard to a promise given, is missed, or 

problematic to explain, on Schopenhauer’s descriptive ethics. Here, depending on my 

“good” or “bad” character, either I feel the responsibility to fulfill a promise or I may, 

without remorse, not fulfill a promise. Still: Ought I to fulfill a promise? In the absence 

of an ought, the feeling of responsibility, with regard to promising, is misplaced or 

unjustified. 

 In giving a promise, an obligation is generated to fulfill that promise. I ought, 

other things being equal, to fulfill that promise; or I have, in other words, a duty — in 

any case, a prima facie duty — to fulfill that promise. This duty, or promissory 

obligation, cannot be explained, on Schopenhauer’s descriptive ethics. Rather, we may 

claim that a non-fulfillment of a promise, where other things remain equal (i.e. no 

overriding obligation obtains), reflects a “bad” character. Yet why I ought to fulfill the 

promise, in the first place, or why I am at all obligated so to do, is unexplained. 

 Obligations, as Simmons (1979:14, 64) explains, are deliberately undertaken, 

that is, generated by a voluntary act (or omission), knowingly and by intention. Further, 

in undertaking an obligation, a correlative right is simultaneously generated; another 

has an immediate claim to action on my part (Simmons 1979:14; also cf. Hart 1955). A 

moral requirement, thus understood, obtains by a choice of action; a claim to action is 

generated from a deliberate undertaking. Thus, an act of promising generates an 

obligation; by a deliberate undertaking on part of the promisor, a correlative right, or a 

claim to action, is accorded to the promisee. Given this claim to action, I ought to fulfill 

the promise (as long as no overriding obligation obtains.) 

 If we accept this account of obligation and ought, we cannot explain obligation, 

e.g. promissory obligation, from a feeling of responsibility given a “good” or a “bad” 

character. An act of will, e.g. promising, has to be seen, rather, as a choice of action, 

where another or an opposite course of action is, will be, or would have been, possible, 
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e.g. non-fulfillment of a promise. A motive, on Schopenhauer’s account, has an 

influence on action, predetermined however by character; thus not accounting for 

deliberate acts, or a choice of action, where one can act otherwise. 
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XXV. 

 

Negation of the Will 

 

There is, however, one rare instance of freedom in the world of phenomena. It is 

negation or denial of the will; in effect, a freedom from will. “This negation is the only 

act of the freedom of the will that emerges into appearance […]” (W1/H2 471). 

Negation of willing is the quieting of the striving of life, for survival and propagation, 

or the will to life (Wille zum Leben), by renunciation of desire. 

 A negation or a denial of the will is exemplified by asceticism, or the saint who 

overcomes the will to life by which human activity is otherwise bound: “[…] this 

deliberate breaking of the will by forgoing what is pleasant and seeking out what is 

unpleasant, choosing a lifestyle of penitence and self-castigation for the constant 

mortification of the will” (W1/H2 463). 

 By contrast, the affirmation of the will is consciously or with cognition willing 

life, viz. where cognition is not an impediment to willing (W1/H2 336), as however if 

the will is negated. The will affirms its own striving “[…] just as it did as a blind urge 

before it had this cognition” (W1/H2 336). 

 By negation or denial of the will, “willing comes to an end with […] cognition” 

(W1/H2 336). Cognition becomes a tranquillizer (Quietiv) of the will “[…] and the will 

freely abolishes itself” (ibid). Further: 

 

[F]reedom can express itself when cognition becomes a tranquillizer that 

placates and abolishes all willing (W1/H2 363). 

 

However, “[…] genuine freedom […] accrues only to the will as thing in itself, not to 

its appearance” (W1/H2 476), and so not to the individual agent. Here, the will operates 

as a tranquillizer on itself diminishing or extinguishing motives for willing. The Quietiv 

deprives motives of their effectiveness falling within the sphere of cognition of 

appearances (W1/H2 478), such that appearances (objects) no longer provide motives 

for willing. 
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 As Schopenhauer maintains: “The will to life cannot be suppressed by anything 

except cognition” (W1/H2 474). Negation of the will begins with cognition, not free 

choice, intention, decision, or resolution “[…] but rather emerges from the innermost 

relation of cognition to willing in human beings, and thus arrives suddenly, as if flying 

in from outside” (W1/H2 478-9). This is the will’s doing, not the individual agent’s; yet 

the will’s doing emerges in the individual agent through the agent’s suffering the 

culmination of which is the negation of the will, which, however, “[…] does not follow 

from suffering with anything like the necessity of an effect from its cause, but rather 

the will remains free” (W1/H2 467). 

 There is a contradiction, in Schopenhauer, between “a necessary determination 

of the will through motives in accordance with character” (W1/H2 477) and the 

possibility of the abolition of the will. Schopenhauer recognizes this contradiction; in 

fact, it “[…] is only the repetition in philosophical reflection of a real contradiction 

which comes when the freedom of the will in itself, a freedom that knows no necessity, 

interferes directly in the necessity of its appearance” (ibid). Here, appearance stands in 

contradiction to the will, since the will negates its appearance, or the body (W1/H2 

476). Negation of the will contradicts the will to life, viz. the manifestation of the will 

qua “blind striving,” or affirmation of the will. The will negates its own appearance; the 

will negates itself: “[T]his kind of negation of one’s own body already presents itself as 

a contradiction between the will and its own appearance” (W1/H2 394). 

 Further, as long as it may resume, a denial of the will to life inexorably persists 

against motives for willing, or egoism. As Schopenhauer writes: 

 

[W]e must not think that, after cognition has become a tranquillizer of the 

will and given rise to the negation of the will to life, it will never falter and 

that it can be relied upon like inherited property. Rather, it must constantly 

be regained by steady struggle (W1/H2 462). 

 

Quieting must be maintained. To persist in self-denial, one must struggle against desire, 

i.e. motives for willing. Or: (As the will is suppressed not by the individual agent but 

cognition overriding motives:) Self-abolition of the will persists through the will qua 
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tranquillizer, or a quieting cognizance, emerging in the individual agent as a struggle 

against desire. 

 However, while Schopenhauer describes self-abolition of the will, the 

individual agent unwittingly comes to the fore. See: 

 

[T]he will must be broken by personal experience of great suffering before 

its self-negation can come into play. Then we see a man who has gone 

through all the stages of increasing difficulty brought to the brink of despair 

amid the most violent resistance, — we see him suddenly retreat into 

himself, recognize himself and the world, change his whole being, raise 

himself above himself and all suffering; purified and sanctified by this 

suffering, with unassailable peace, blissfulness and sublimity, we see him 

willingly (willig) renounce everything that he had previously desired with 

such violent intensity, and cheerfully embrace death (W1/H2 464; my 

emphasis). 

 

“To retreat,” “to recognize,” “to rise above,” and “to renounce” indicates an act of will 

whereby an action is performed by the individual agent on her own initiation, whether 

by instrumental reasoning (as would cohere with willing qua acting) or volition. To do 

so “willingly” further indicates an act of will whereby an action is so performed. 

Moreover, these acts are said to be performed before the will is abolished, through 

“personal” experience. Now, we may excuse this passage, and similar ones, as a slip on 

Schopenhauer’s part; yet it shows the contradiction between the will and its appearance 

in Schopenhauer’s own writing, that is, in his own formulation of the negation of the 

will. 

 Further, Schopenhauer, at this juncture, arguably applies volitionism, 

unwittingly, or a notion of an act of will qua mental state where “mentality” refers to 

mere cognition. If by negation of the will, cognition suppresses the will, then an act of 

will, i.e. willingly renouncing desire, is, unwittingly or not, understood as a mental state, 

whereby the will is renounced, no longer propelled by the pursuit for pleasure but, if 

anything, the unpleasant, viz. a cognitive state wherein striving has been overcome. Yet 

this state has to be maintained; and so willing, re-generates the denial by the constant 
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effort of cognitive powers. Here, an act of will may be understood either as volition 

(viz. if seen as effecting denial) or, as Schopenhauer intends, an occurrence in 

cognition, contra a choice, viz. if the event of negation occurs by the force of cognition 

alone. Either way, willing is no longer understood as equivalent or identical to acting 

per se; rather, in surmounting the will’s striving, willing entails determination of an act 

or an event through cognition, not simply responsive to external motives but, again, 

suddenly emerging from “the innermost relation of cognition to willing” (W1/H2 478-

9). 

 Finally, in the will’s self-abolition, the will proceeds through itself. If the will 

negates its own striving, striving is negated by so willing; and non-striving is 

maintained by continually so willing. I deny my own will through my will, or by so 

willing. Or: The will negates itself through itself. In overcoming the will, I will this very 

overcoming; furthermore, I maintain this overcoming by continually so willing; or, 

better yet, striving in persisting to maintain denial of the will. Hence, surmounting the 

will’s striving (i.e. will to life) does not negate the will but further affirms the will, 

having attained a higher state of cognition whereby the will, qua ultimate reality, is 

fathomed in its universality, as it truly exists. Negation of the will is but another willing, 

or striving: The will strives to maintain its own denial of itself. 

 If Schopenhauer cannot avoid referring to an act of will whereby an act is 

performed by the agent on her own initiation (by instrumental reasoning or volition43), 

and if the will is inexorably affirmed qua striving, then action equivalent to, or as a 

result of, this willing is egoistic. If the will but further affirms itself, in the absence of 

initiation by the agent, affirmation of the will does not, however, nullify egoistic action; 

for here the will, not the individual agent, defeats motives for willing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
43 Again, Schopenhauer, in expounding negation of the will, arguably reverts to volitionism, or seeing 
acts of will as mental states; but even if he could maintain the thesis of willing qua acting, we still can 
conclude, that action is egoistic, as has been discussed above. 
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XXVI. 

 

Striving 

 

The identity of an act of will and an action does not necessitate Schopenhauer’s positive 

account of the will qua thing-in-itself. Not relying on such metaphysics of the will, 

O’Shaughnessy (1980:264) puts forth “a dual-aspect theory,” arguing that acts of will 

do not cause bodily action, while identifying these, in a manner reminiscent of 

Schopenhauer. 

 An “act of will,” as O’Shaughnessy (1980:264) maintains, is synonymous with 

“to strive” or “to try.” This is an event called “volition” (ibid, p. 268). More exactly, on 

a volitionalist account, there is “a distinctive psychological willing event” or an “inner 

event” which is “essentially intrinsically active” occurring whenever voluntary bodily 

action occurs (ibid, p. 263). This event is striving or trying, in O’Shaughnessy’s 

terminology. A “striving event” occurs whenever bodily action occurs (ibid, p. 264). 

Now, O’Shaughnessy grants that volition is an event that obtains: An act of will is the 

effect of desire, intention, and “trigger event” but it is not the cause of a bodily action. 

The act of will, for O’Shaughnessy, is not located in the “inner world” — the act of will 

is the voluntary bodily action (ibid, pp. 263-4, 268.) So, volitionism is false but there is 

such a thing as volition — or “striving event” (ibid, p. 268). 

 Further, following O’Shaughnessy (via Janaway 1989:224), all cases of acting 

are striving. As O’Shaughnessy writes: 

 

[T]rying is a psychological event that is omnipresent in all bodily action 

(O’Shaughnessy 1980:349). 

 

Thus we arrive at the Schopenhauerian thesis that acts of will and action are one and the 

same. Yet, on O’Shaughnessy’s account, we qualify the thesis such that there can be 

acts of will that fail to issue in action, that is, mere tryings, e.g. in cases of paralysis 

(Janaway 1989:224). 

 As Janaway (1989:224-5) lays out O’Shaughnessy’s argument: (1) If an act of 

will is a trying or a striving; and (2) if action is identical with a successful trying; and 
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(3) if bodily movement fulfilling the trying is not caused by the action but, rather, 

encompassed by the action, then: The act of will does not cause the bodily movement. 

 Further, if the body is the “objectification” of the will then “[…] the 

psychological phenomena that occur when one engages in intentional physical action 

must at the very least depend upon the supposed reality of the body” (O’Shaughnessy 

1980:349). There is an “essential mutual inter-dependence of bodily strivings and of the 

animal body upon one another” (ibid, p. 350). 
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XXVII. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Schopenhauer attempts by his formulation of the negation of the will what Kant 

supposedly fails to do, viz. to present a human quality rising above egoism; yet 

Schopenhauer fails on the same ground, whereas surmounting the endless striving of the 

will presupposes willing this very overcoming and persisting in this state. The error in 

Schopenhauer’s account is presuming negation of the will to life where this negation is, 

in fact, a further affirmation of striving (or the will qua thing in itself). 

 Further, moral action, as was argued against Schopenhauer, is not excluded from 

egoistic actions. Malicious action, also, is not excluded. Further, negation of the will to 

life, unwittingly affirming striving, as egoistic actions proceed, validates egoism, in 

spite of every intention otherwise on Schopenhauer’s part. The saint, it turns out, is as 

much of an egoist as anyone else. As “egoistic” here is synonymous with “rational,” 

“instrumental,” or “means-end reasoning”: Moral or malicious action is rational to the 

extent of intrumentality; acting morally or maliciously, also, is striving. 

 Where Schopenhauer succeeds, however, is in showing Kant’s failure on the 

same ground, that is, in showing Kantian ethics’ reliance upon rational egoism. The 

“categorical” imperative, as argued by Schopenhauer, is, contrarily, hypothetical, that is, 

conditional upon an agent’s maxim by which we in fact proceed. Above, we have put 

forth arguments along the same lines, developing Schopenhauer’s. 

 Also, Schopenhauer wants to restrict the concept of causality to the empirical; 

thus, he rejects Kant’s notion of intelligible causality and transcendental freedom 

wherein pure reason begins from itself (von selbst) an “original action.” Kant’s use of 

the concept of causality is misplaced, on this criticism. Schopenhauer’s thesis of 

intelligible freedom, or the will qua thing in itself, however, is no less fantastic. 

 In Schopenhauer’s account of the will qua thing in itself, we are confronted by 

two fundamental problems, namely (1) the inference from bodily self-experience about 

an ultimate reality, beyond phenomena; and (2) the contradiction between the negation 

of the will and its affirmation in the whole of nature. 
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 Yet in Schopenhauer’s critique of the notion of cognized will, an alternative 

understanding of will comes to the fore, namely a will or willing dissociated from 

cognition or mental states and, though unintended, responsibility, obligation, etc. While 

the will cannot be inferred as an ultimate reality, Schopenhauer presents the notion, 

within the context of this metaphysics of the will, that willing is acting. Here, rather 

than in terms of mentality, the will is understood in terms of what we observe in human 

activity. We can retain this thesis as an alternative to, or as opposed to, a volitionist or a 

causal account of the will, or willing. For that, we do not require a metaphysics of the 

will. 

 So, we can conclude, with Schopenhauer and O’Shaughnessy (1980), that the 

act of will is the voluntary bodily action. By implication, as we can conclude with 

Schopenhauer, practical reason is found to be instrumental, not action-directing; it is not 

shown to have motivational efficacy. Practical reason, in other words, is separated from 

the will, or willing. Rather than guiding or directing action, it informs what are the 

relevant means to ends. Willing, then, is acting, in carrying out those means. 

 Lastly, to be sure, any conclusions I have drawn, or any arguments I have 

favored, in the foregoing, are limited by my examination of Schopenhauer’s criticism of 

Kantian ethics. I do not mean to draw any comprehensive conclusions on the subject of 

will and reason by this examination alone. 
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