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While there is an extensive literature on Kant’s conception of practical reason, there
is comparatively little on his conception of practical judgment. In addition, commen-
tators have yet to take up the question of what the distinction between practical rea-
son and practical judgment amounts to, for Kant. My aim in this paper is to provide
an answer by bringing the type/token distinction to bear on Kant’s theory of moral
agency. I argue that practical reason is concerned with determining the moral status
of act-types, while practical judgment is concerned with picking out some act-token
that instantiates the former. What this reveals, I claim, is that pure reason cannot be
practical without the help of judgment.
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Introduction
It is a truism that ethical theories aim to tell us how to act, that is, to tell us what

actions are right or wrong. It is also a truism that practical reason is the capacity
to determine what we should do. And yet both these formulations are ambig-
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uous concerning the degree of generality or specificity with which they fulfill
these functions. Do they only tell us about the kinds of actions that we should
perform, or do they also issue in concrete actions? If they are only capable of
the former, then one might worry about their ability to be action-guiding in the
fullest sense. Indeed, such a concern has motivated critiques of principle-based
ethics like Kant’s, such as those posed by particularists (Dancy 2004). Since prin-
ciples are inherently general, the argument goes, they do not spell out exactly
what we are to do in every situation.

Defenders of Kantian ethics as an ethics of principles (most prominently,
Onora O’Neill and Barbara Herman) have appealed to judgment: rather than
assuming principles themselves can provide us with complete answers if they
are to be efficacious, or that the Categorical Imperative provides us with an algo-
rithmic decision procedure, we should instead recognize the ineliminable func-
tion of judgment in moral agency. And yet despite this emphasis on the essential
role of judgment, these commentators espouse what is arguably a quite limited
conception of practical judgment—one whose primary tasks are the derivation
of duties and the formation of maxims. On these accounts, practical judgment
is not concerned with picking out the concrete actions we should perform. Its
primary object is thus the act-type, not the act-token.

While there is a vast literature on Kant’s conception of practical reason, there
is comparatively little on his conception of practical judgment. In addition, com-
mentators have yet to take up the question of what the distinction between prac-
tical reason and practical judgment amounts to, for Kant. My aim in this paper
is to provide an answer by bringing the type/token distinction to bear on Kant’s
theory of moral agency. I argue that practical reason is concerned with deter-
mining the moral status of act-types, while practical judgment is concerned with
picking out some act-token that instantiates it.

In this, I wish to highlight the role of the power of judgment [Urteilskraft] as
a faculty that assists reason in its efforts to be practical. In its determining use, it
subsumes particulars under universals, that is, applies general rules to concrete
cases. But I will also suggest that the activity of reflection, for which it is also
responsible, has a role to play in practical judgment. What I hope all of this will
reveal is that an answer to the question, ‘Is pure reason capable of being practi-
cal?” must acknowledge the essential role of judgment in the determination of
the human will. Indeed, as I will somewhat provocatively claim, for creatures
like us, reason cannot be practical without the help of judgment.

My discussion proceeds as follows. In section 1, I motivate the problem of
the distinction between practical reason and practical judgment in Kant. I show
how commentators not only tend to conflate practical reason and practical judg-
ment, but have neglected to raise the question of what the distinction amounts
to. In section 2, I step back in order to discuss Kant’s conception of the faculties
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of judgment and reason in general, as well as their practical uses. While practi-
cal reason is the capacity to derive an action from an abstract moral principle,
practical judgment is the capacity to determine whether an action falls under
such a principle. What this points to is a certain ambiguity in the notions of an
‘act’ and “action’, which I discuss in section 3. I claim that we can clear this up
by appealing to the distinction between an act-type and an act-token: practical
reason is concerned with act-types, while practical judgment is concerned with
act-tokens. I show that commentators focus almost exclusively on the moment of
moral agency in which we determine the moral status of an act-type, neglecting
the subsequent moment in which we pick out an act-token that would instantiate
that type. Yet it is this moment, I go on to argue, which most deserves to be called
“practical judgment’. In section 4, I consider the interplay of practical reason and
practical judgment from two different angles: first, in terms of the practical syllo-
gism, and second, in terms of reflecting judgment. The former provides us with
a ‘top-down’” model in which actions are justified from principles. On the latter,
we get a ‘bottom-up” approach—one that I argue accords better with the phe-
nomenology of moral agency. Rather than deducing an action (act-type) from
the Categorical Imperative, we reflect on an action (act-token) via its maxim. I
conclude, in section 5, by making explicit the essential role that judgment plays
in the overall process of practical reasoning. An upshot of this account, I con-
tend, is that it provides us with a compelling response to the charge of rigor-
ism: that certain types of actions are intrinsically right or wrong does not entail
that there is no flexibility for practical judgment in determining a token act that
instantiates it. On the contrary, it is precisely because there is more than one act-
token (in most cases) that judgment is needed.

1. Practical Judgment: An ‘Aspect’ of Practical Reason?

In both the secondary literature on Kant and contemporary normative ethics
more generally, the notion of practical reason has received far more attention
than that of practical judgment. In addition, almost any time the notion of judg-
ment is invoked in the context of discussions of practical reasoning, no sharp
distinction between the respective activities of judgment and reason is drawn.
Because the issue of the distinction and relation between practical reason and
practical judgment tends not to be raised, it allows for a conflation of these two
notions. While likely unintentional, it is nonetheless unfortunate, for it sug-
gests that there is nothing too specific that needs to be said about the role of
judgment in moral agency. This is all the worse for our understanding of Kant’s
ethics, as it suggests that his sophisticated theory of judgment has nothing to
say here.
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The term “practical reason’ tends to be used as an umbrella term for anything
pertaining to moral agency, deliberation, exercises of the will, and instrumental
(means-ends) reasoning. Hill’s definition is representative: ‘Practical reasoning,
in general, is reasoning about what I ought to do” (1989: 363). Such a broad con-
ception of practical reason raises the question of what room there is for practical
judgment, and, by extension, what the difference between the two might be. And
yet we find almost identical language tends to be used to define both practical
judgment (the activity ‘by which we determine what we are supposed to do’,
Longuenesse 2005: 236) and ethical theory itself (a good ethical theory should
show us ‘how to determine which acts a person ought or might do’, O’Neill 2014:
39)." One might think, with O’Neill, that practical judgment is simply an ‘aspect’
of practical reason—and that there is no sharp distinction to be drawn between
the two (2018: 84; cf. 109, 121).2

None of this should be surprising, since Kant is guilty of using terms incon-
sistently in his Critical faculty psychology (Wuerth 2014). In addition, Kant says
little about practical judgment compared with practical reason.? Despite the cen-
trality of the notion of judgment for his Critical philosophy, he gives far less
attention to it in his practical philosophy than in either his theoretical philosophy
or his aesthetics. In the Critique of Practical Reason, he devotes only a few pages
to the topic—in a section entitled ‘“Typic of the Pure Practical Power Judgment’
("Typic” hereafter; KpV 5:67—71).4 As we will see in the next section, the power of
judgment is the faculty of thinking the particular under the universal. To be sure,
there is a sense in which all our higher cognitive faculties ultimately consist in
judging. As early as the pre-critical period, Kant refers to both the understand-

1. As noted, O’Neill has been one of Kant’s foremost defenders against charges that his princi-
ple-based ethics is too formal and abstract to guide action—and she has appealed to the notion of
judgment to do so. While I am in deep agreement with her on this point, I only wish to take issue
with two aspects of her work in what follows: (i) the absence of a clear distinction between practi-
cal reason and practical judgment, and (ii) a conception of practical judgment that concentrates on
maxims and act-types rather than concrete act-tokens.

2. See also Engstrom, who characterizes practical judgment as an ‘exercise’ of practical reason
(2009: 64), and Larmore, who says practical judgment ‘belongs’” to practical reason (1981: 295).

3. It is perhaps for this reason that Longuenesse has referred to it as ‘the weak link” in his
moral philosophy (2005: 237).

4. The situation in the Groundwork is hardly better, with judgment being mentioned on only a
few occasions (4:389, 407, 455). The notion of practical judgment, for Kant, remains underexplored
in the literature in a way that mirrors his own seeming neglect of the topic. Commentators who
discuss Kant’s theory of judgment overwhelmingly (and often, exclusively) deal with his account
in the first or third Critigue—that is, the theoretical or aesthetic context. Those who do discuss
practical judgment tend to focus on moral dilemmas, conflicts of duties, and hard cases, without
raising the question of the nature of practical judgment itself (Herman 1993). In a recent paper,
I provide an account of the overall structure of practical judgment that is situated within Kant’s
faculty psychology, including his distinction between determining and reflecting judgment (Dunn
2023).
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ing [Verstand] and reason [Vernunft] as a faculty or capacity to judge [Vermdgen
zu urteilen] (FS 2:59).5> Moreover, in both the Groundwork and the second Critique,
Kant characterizes reason as something that judges (G 4:404; KpV 5:16, 75, 78,
93, 159). Yet in the Typic, Kant explicitly invokes the role of the power of judg-
ment [Urteilskraft] as something distinct from practical reason and concerned
with applying the laws of the latter (KpV 5: 68-69; cf. 5:160).% In other words, it
seems as if Kant conceives of both practical reason and the power of judgment
as things that judge, but also conceives of both in a narrower and more spe-
cific sense. In what follows, I propose that we conceive of “practical reason” and
“practical judgment’ similarly to the way the term “understanding’ is defined in
the first Critique—both broadly, as referring to all three of our higher cognitive
faculties in general, and narrowly, as one of those three faculties. Similarly, I will
suggest, we can distinguish practical reason in a narrow sense from practical
judgment—seeing both these activities as jointly constituting practical reason in
the broad sense.

2. Reason and Judgment in Kant’s Faculty Psychology

To get clearer on what practical judgment is and how it might be related to prac-
tical reason, we can briefly step back and consider Kant’s conception of the facul-
ties of reason and judgment more generally in order to better understand their
operation in the practical domain.

The faculty of reason [Vernunft] receives a variety of definitions throughout
the critical philosophy —most notably, as ‘the faculty of principles” (KrV A299/

5. In the Metaphysical Deduction of the first Critique, Kant continues to use such language to
describe the understanding (in the narrow sense, as distinct from reason and the power of judg-
ment) (KrV A69/Bo4).

I refer to Kant’s works with the following abbreviations, followed by the Academy volume
and page numbers: Anth = Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View; EEKU = ‘First Introduction
of KU’; FS = "The False Subtlety of the Four Syllogistic Figures’; G = Groundwork of the Metaphysics
of Morals; JL = Jische Logic; KpV = Critique of Practical Reason; KrV = Critique of Pure Reason; KU =
Critique of the Power of Judgment; LL = Lectures on Logic; MM = Metaphysics of Morals; Refl = Reflex-
ionen. References from KrV follow the standard A/B pagination. English translations are from the
Cambridge edition (1992—present) unless otherwise noted.

6. Indeed, the complete title of the section is “Typik der reinen praktischen Urteilskraft’
(‘Typic of the pure practical Power of Judgment’). Yet the translator of the most prominent English
version simply uses ‘judgment’ (implying Urteil—i.e., a noun) throughout her translation of the
second Critique, even in cases where Kant uses Urteilskraft (Gregor 2015). All of this obscures the
fact that most references to judgment in this section of the text are to the faculty of the mind at
work in bringing about judgments—not the products of these acts [Urteil(e)]. In his book-length
treatment of the Typic, Westra notes that ‘appreciating this faculty’s role” (i.e., Urteilskraft) is cru-
cial for understanding the text (2016: 23).
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B356).7 It is also ‘the faculty for the determination of the particular through
the general (for the derivation from principles)’, and, similarly, ‘the faculty of
deriving the particular from the universal and thus of representing it according
to principles” (EEKU 20:201; Anth 7:199). Reason allows us to say something
new about a particular case based on a general rule, or to arrive at something
unknown on the basis of what is known, and is defined as ‘the faculty of infer-
ring’ (LL 24:693). Accordingly, Kant associates it closely with the syllogism:

[JJudging mediately (through the subsumption of a condition of a pos-
sible judgment under the condition of something given). The given judg-
ment is the universal rule (major premise). The subsumption of the con-
dition of another possible judgment under the condition of the rule is
the minor premise. The actual judgment that expresses the assertion of
the rule in the subsumed case is the conclusion. The rule says something
universal under a certain condition. Now in a case that comes before us
the condition of the rule obtains. Thus what is valid universally under
that condition is also to be regarded as valid in the case before us (which
carries this condition with it). (KrV A330/B387; cf. FS 2:59)

Kant’s most extensive discussion of the syllogism comes in the first Critique’s
Transcendental Dialectic, particularly, in a section concerning what is referred
to as the ‘logical’ use of reason, in contrast with its ‘real” use (KrV A299/B355).
Here Kant considers the exercise of reason in abstraction from the content of this
or that cognition, focusing on its inherently inferential function. What is most
notable about Kant’s remarks on syllogism in this section is that each of the three
parts of a syllogism are associated with one of the three higher cognitive facul-
ties, with each faculty being chiefly responsible for one of the parts. First, the
understanding provides the major premise, which Kant also calls the ‘rule’ (e.g.,
‘All human beings are mortal’). Second, the power of judgment provides the
minor premise, in which a particular cognition is subsumed under the condition
of the rule (e.g., “Socrates is a human being’). Finally, reason draws a conclusion
about the particular on the basis of the general rule (e.g., ‘Socrates is mortal’)
(KrV A304/B360; cf. Refl 16:99).

In the first Critique, Kant defines the power of judgment [Urteilskraft] as ‘the
faculty of subsuming under rules, i.e., of determining whether something stands

7. Much more can be said about the faculty of reason, for Kant, than I am able to say here—
including, for example, questions about the unity of theoretical and practical reason. For a recent
book-length account of Kant’s account of reason, see Schafer (2023).
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under a given rule or not’ (KrV A133/B172).8 Since rules are inherently general,
which is to say, they can be applied to more than one case, there must be a separate
faculty responsible for recognizing when a rule applies in a given case. A gap always
remains between the generality of a rule and the particularity of a case, which can
never be closed by rules themselves. One might grasp a rule, but fail to apply it cor-
rectly. Kant uses the example of doctors and lawyers who possess relevant theoreti-
cal knowledge (say, of anatomy or a legal code) but are unable to apply it to actual
cases. A doctor may possess the concept ‘typhoid” but be incapable of diagnosing
a patient who has it; a lawyer may grasp the difference between ‘homicide” and
‘manslaughter’ but be unable to discern which one applies to the defendant before
him. Moreover, the task of distinguishing whether something stands under a cer-
tain rule cannot be governed by a rule, on pain of regress: this rule would require
another rule ad infinitum. Kant claims that the power of judgment stops this regress,
calling it “a special talent that cannot be taught but only practiced’; a ‘sharpened’
power of judgment is a skill that can only be acquired through experience (ibid.).
Kant provides a similar definition of the power of judgment in the third Cri-
tique: ‘the faculty for thinking of the particular as contained under the univer-
sal” (KU 5:179; cf. EEKU 20:211). However, Kant introduces a distinction here
between two uses of this faculty, which he refers to as “determining’ and ‘reflect-
ing’. The distinction hinges on whether a universal is given. When it is, the task
of the power of judgment is to subsume a particular under it. This is determin-
ing judgment. We can take this to involve something like predication, that is,
attributing a property to a thing. For example,  might possess the concepts ‘red’
and ‘coffee mug’, and thus say of some object in front of me that it is a red cof-
fee mug. However, if no universal is given, then we must search for one under
which the particular could be placed or thought. To continue the example: the
first time I saw a coffee mug, I lacked the concept necessary to see it as a coffee
mug. It was only after reflecting on the particular object as such (and, presum-
ably, other coffee mugs) that I arrived at the empirical concept ‘coffee mug’. In
seeking out a universal for the particular, the power of judgment is reflecting.
We can now consider the activity of both these faculties in the practical
domain. We must note that the term ‘practical’ means something specific for
Kant. It is the domain where the higher cognitive faculty of reason legislates the
moral law for the will (KpV 5:197-98; EEKU 20:245-46). Kant defines the will

8. Note that there is a distinction between what Kant calls the “capacity to judge” (or ‘faculty
of judgment’) [Vermdgen zu urteilen] and the “power of judgment’ [Urteilskraft]. Kant associates the
former with the understanding [Verstand]; it is this that has been the subject of most of the second-
ary literature on Kant’s theory of judgment (see, e.g., Hanna 2022; Longuenesse 1998). I am inter-
ested in the latter, which Kant sees as responsible for producing all the different kinds of judgment
we make across the Critical philosophy (i.e., theoretical, practical, and aesthetic).
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as the ‘faculty either of producing objects corresponding to representations or
of determining itself to effect such objects...that is, of determining its causality”
(KpV 5:15; cf. KpV 5:9n). To have a will is to be able to bring about an object that
one desires by representing it to oneself prior to its existing (MM 6:213).

If practical reason receives anything like a definition, it is with Kant’s famous
equation of it with the will. What is instructive, for our purposes, is his rationale
for this identity claim: namely, because ‘reason is required for the derivation of
actions from laws’ (G 4:412). While the will is a capacity to act according to prin-
ciples, reason is the faculty of principles. Practical principles, for Kant, are—as
he says in the opening lines of the second Critique—’propositions that contain a
general determination of the will’ (KpV 5:19). Chief among these are ‘maxims’
(subjective principles of volition). While there is extensive debate among com-
mentators about the nature of maxims, which I cannot address here, the only
thing that is relevant to note, for the purpose of my argument, is that maxims, as
kinds of practical principles, are general (i.e., applicable to more than one case)—
no matter how specific their formulation.?

When we turn to practical judgment, we should note that Kant defines the
power of judgment “in general” as a faculty for bringing particulars under uni-
versals. This being the case, we should want to know whether there is anything
distinctive about practical judgment, or whether it is simply the exercise of a more
general capacity for theoretical judgment. We will be in a better position to address
this matter in the next section. For now, we can consider the specific activity per-
formed by the power of judgment, which Kant treats (albeit briefly) in the Typic
section. There, Kant describes “practical judgment’ [praktische Urteilskraft] as a mat-
ter of determining “whether an action possible for us in sensibility is or is not a case
that stands under the rule’, and thus the act ‘by which what is said in the rule uni-
versally (in abstracto) is applied to an action in concreto” (KpV 5:67). In addition, he
describes practical judgment as the ‘subsumption of an action possible to me in the
sensible world under a pure practical law” (KpV 5:68). What Kant means by “pos-
sible action” is not immediately clear, though most commentators have interpreted
this in general terms—i.e., as descriptions of possible types of actions, expressed in
maxims and other practical principles. This is the subject of the next section.

3. Types and Tokens in Kant’s Theory of Action

We can now consider the ambiguity I have been referring to, one that is inherent
to the notion of an action. The words “act’ and ‘action’ can be taken in at least two

9. In his comprehensive survey of the literature, Gressis (2010a; 2010b) notes no fewer than
eight views on what a maxim is.
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senses. The first sense refers to act-types—that is, categories or kinds of actions.
For example, ‘flying to Paris’, ‘running a mile’, and “telling a lie” are all act-types;
they are general, and thus applicable to more than one thing. The second sense
refers to act-tokens, which are specific or concrete actions. Kahn defines an act-
token as ‘a particular, concrete action performed by a particular, concrete indi-
vidual in particular, concrete circumstances’ (2023: 575). For example, ‘taking an
Air France flight from New York to Paris, which departed at 7:05 PM last Tues-
day’, ‘the mile I ran this morning on the treadmill’, and “telling my grandmother
a lie last Christmas when she asked if I liked the sweater she bought me” are all
act-tokens.

One might be initially skeptical as to whether bringing the type/token distinc-
tion to bear on Kant’s theory of moral agency is fruitful.*® Since O’Neill invokes
the type/token distinction in her work, I will make use of it in what follows. For
O’Neill, practical judgment is future-oriented and concerned with enacting prin-
ciples. This being the case, she claims that “we do not “have” a particular act—an
act-token —until the deed is done...and then the practical problem is over’ (2018:
91fng). In this, she rejects as incoherent the idea of a “possible” act-token. Like-
wise, she describes practical reason as what agents use in order to ‘shape” and
‘guide’ future action:

Since practical reason has to bear on action yet to be done, it cannot bear
on act tokens: there are no relevant, individuable act tokens at the time
that practical reasoning takes place. So practical reasoning has to bear on
act types... [i.e.,] to provide reasons for thinking that certain types of ac-
tion...are required or forbidden, recommended or inadvisable. (2004: 94)

10. Very few commentators have invoked the type/token distinction in discussion of Kant’s
practical philosophy. In addition to Kahn, see Timmermann (2013; 2022: 106fn8). It might be natu-
ral to think that the type/token distinction corresponds to Kant’s distinction between perfect and
imperfect duties. It is true that perfect duties command with a greater degree of specificity than
imperfect duties. However, this does not mean that perfect duties tell us to perform (or refrain
from performing) specific actions (understood as act-tokens), while imperfect duties command us
only to do (or not do) certain types of actions. On the contrary, both perfect and imperfect duties
concern act-types. ‘Committing suicide’ is a type of action, one that can be instantiated in more
than one act-token. ‘Being beneficent’ is also a type of action, albeit a broader one, that can be
instantiated in even more act-tokens. In short, we should not take the relative particularity of the
act-types contained in perfect duties as entailing that they command act-tokens. In terms of the
actions they command, perfect and imperfect duties differ only in degree: the former command
more specific types of actions than the latter. But both ultimately command act-types. Minimally,
distinguishing between types and tokens in ethics and the philosophy of action raises questions
about the locus of moral obligation. Some ethicists, for example, have focused on act-types as the
kinds of things that are right or wrong, seeing act-tokens as right or wrong only in virtue of the
act-type they instantiate (Mill 1863; Ross 1930). Others have held that the only kinds of things that
are right or wrong are act-tokens (Dancy 2004; Murdoch 1970).
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We can draw two conclusions from O’Neill’s remarks. First, O’Neill does not
seem compelled to draw a clear distinction between practical reason and prac-
tical judgment. Rather, these terms appear to be used interchangeably in her
work. At most, as we saw above, O’Neill will sometimes suggest that practical
judgment is simply an ‘aspect’ of practical reason—but it is not obvious what
this means. Second, O’Neill does not see either practical reason or practical judg-
ment as concerned with act-tokens. Recall also her statement that ethical theory
is concerned with determining ‘which acts” we ought to do. We can now reread
this with the type/token distinction in mind. O’Neill seems to see both practical
reason and practical judgment as focused on act-types and thus as operating at
the level of maxims.

If O'Neill is right, then this means that the Typic is only concerned with
the question of how we determine the moral possibility of act-types.’* Nuzzo
expresses a similar view, writing that, in the Typic: “practical judgment remains
at a level of generality that is insufficient to decide the problem of the law’s
application to particular empirical actions” (2014: 254). Yet if these commenta-
tors are correct, then it is hard to see how the Typic is about practical judgment
at all. That is, it would entail that Kant leaves unanswered the question of how
we determine which specific actions to perform—that is to say, how we pick out
act-tokens that instantiate the act-types whose moral possibility we have estab-
lished.** Yet when Kant defines practical judgment in the Typic, he speaks both
of ‘cases” and actions ‘in concreto’. This, I think, suggests that he has act-tokens
in mind. Insofar as act-types are general kinds of representations, they are not
capable of serving as a particular in a judgment.

What I want to suggest is that it is, in fact, the move from the act-type to the
act-token that is the primary focus of the Typic—and that this is what character-
izes practical judgment. Relatedly, the prior move—namely, from the Categori-
cal Imperative to a maxim—might be helpfully called ‘practical reason” strictly
speaking (or in a narrow sense, as distinguished from practical judgment). This
will allow us to begin to appreciate the essential role that judgment plays in the

11. There is one place where O’Neill seems to recognize a possible distinction between prac-
tical reason and practical judgment—namely, when she notes that the rule of practical judgment
that Kant outlines in the Typic is concerned with how we arrive at principles of duty, which she
describes as the purview of practical reason, but not how we enact said principles, which she
characterizes as the purview of practical judgment (2018: 132). Still, she does not see enacting prin-
ciples as a matter of picking out act-tokens.

12. Later in the Typic, when speaking of our moral appraisal of actions, Kant seems to refer
instead to act-types. For example, when I test a maxim, which contains an act-type description,
I consider whether ‘the action [I] propose...could indeed [be] regard[ed] as [morally] possible’
(KpV 5:69—70). The same can be said for imperatives, as Kant describes them in the Groundwork;
insofar as they tell me ‘which actions possible by me would be good’, they tell us what kinds of
actions would be good (4:414).
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exercise of practical reason. As already noted, Kant famously identifies the will
with practical reason ‘[because] reason is required for the derivation of actions
from laws’ (G 4:412). We can now reread this passage with the ambiguity con-
cerning the notion of an ‘action” in mind. What I now want to suggest is that we
can understand the distinction between practical reason and practical judgment
in terms of the distinction between an act-type and an act-token. In short, practi-
cal reason tells us that a certain type, or kind, of action is good, moving from the
moral law to a maxim (from the concept of duty “as such’ to a principle of duty),
while practical judgment tells us which act-token would instantiate this type,
moving from a maxim to a concrete action.

Kant points to such a division of labor between reason and judgment in the
practical domain when he says that:

[TThe law can prescribe only the maxim of actions, not actions them-
selves; this is a sign that it leaves a playroom (latitudo) for free choice in
following (complying with) the law, that is, that the law cannot specify
precisely in what way one is to act and how much one is to do. (MM

6:390)

What is particularly striking is that Kant then connects this latitude with the
need for judgment: ‘Ethics...unavoidably leads to questions that call upon judg-
ment to decide how a maxim is to be applied in particular cases” (MM 6:411).
In other words, while being the source of a priori laws, reason alone cannot tell
us which act-tokens to perform. Rather, this is the task of practical judgment—
without which, we would be stuck at the level of general representations (that
is, act-types).

What emerges, then, are two distinct moments of moral agency. Most com-
mentators have focused on the first, in which we derive specific principles of
duty from the Categorical Imperative via the Formula of the Universal Law. The
outcome of the universalizability test concerns the moral possibility of certain
kinds of actions, or act-types.’> To the extent that the notion of judgment is dis-

13. For her own part, Herman appears to recognize the relevance of this moment. By focus-
ing on the test, she says, we ‘miss the fact that we have taken the nature of judgment (in general
and in the moral case) to be of no philosophical moment in Kant’s ethics’—’as if everything there
was to say about moral judgment belonged to the interpretation of the Categorical Imperative
tests” (1993: viii-ix). However, Herman’s work on this topic focuses on how agents perceive the
morally relevant features of the specific situations in which they find themselves. This is no doubt
relevant for practical judgment, as I will affirm below, but it does not address the precise issue
of how one can pick out an act-token on the basis of a maxim. Likewise, O’Neill will affirm that
‘applying a maxim...always requires an exercise of judgment’ (2014: 101; cf. Herman 1993: 104).
Yet she does not say anything more about what this looks like, instead treating practical judgment
as something that operates mostly at the level of maxims rather than concrete actions.
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cussed in such contexts, the suggestion is that this is what practical judgment is.
The further implication seems to be that once we have determined the permis-
sibility of some act-type, or formulated and adopted a maxim, there is nothing
left to be done (or, if there is, there is nothing philosophically interesting to say
about it). But without an account of the second moment, a gap remains.*4 For the
move from the supreme principle of morality to a specific principle of duty, or
from the FUL to a maxim, is ultimately just a move from a general principle to a
more specific but nonetheless still general principle. But we should want to know
what we do once we have a maxim in hand.

To get clearer on this, recall that maxims are general determinations of the
will —no matter how specific they are. They say: “When in C-type circumstances,
do A-type actions’. Insofar as they contain act descriptions, then, these are of
act-types—not act-tokens. Allison puts the point nicely: they are ‘rules dictating
action types rather than particular actions’, and so ‘general with respect to the
number of possible...(actions) falling under them” (1990: 90). ‘Accordingly’, he
continues,

there are always...a number of distinct ways in which an agent can act
upon a maxim.... This indeterminacy leaves scope for practical judg-
ment, both in deciding whether acting on the maxim is appropriate in
given circumstances and in determining how best to carry out the gen-
eral policy in a particular situation. (Ibid.)*

Acting on a maxim, then, is not a matter of simply being committed to a given
maxim. I may have resolutely adopted a maxim, but not know what specific
course of action to take. In this, I would be like the doctors and lawyers that
Kant speaks of in the first Critigue, who grasp the rules in their generality but
cannot apply them to concrete cases. Such individuals, Kant says, lack judg-
ment. In other words, there is a practical analogue to the theoretical case—both
of which stem from an inability to move from the general to the particular. As
moral agents, we must pick out an act-token that instantiates the act-type. And it
is this that I take practical judgment to consist in.

14. Cf. Bittner (2001), who denies that there is a gap. While focusing on Kant’s notion of act-
ing on a maxim, Bittner rejects the notion of an independent faculty of judgment that is concerned
with applying rules as ‘paradoxical’ and ‘incoherent’ (2001: 61-62). For Bittner, a proper grasp
of the rule combined with the recognition that the relevant circumstances obtain is sufficient for
knowing what to do. Hence, ‘to understand the universal includes the ability to make the transi-
tion to the particular’ (ibid., 61).

15. Cf. Gressis, for whom acting on maxims requires ‘develop[ing]...practical judgment to
figure out how to apply maxims to a variety of situations so as to determining what to do in those
situations’ (2018: 218).
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Having distinguished two moments in moral agency, and highlighted the
latter (practical judgment) as the move from an act-token to an act-type, we can
turn to the issue discussed earlier concerning whether the activity of judgment
here is distinctively practical. In light of the similarities just noted, one might
wonder whether what is ultimately going on in so-called practical judgment is
that practical reason, after settling on a maxim, draws on the resources of theo-
retical judgment to pick out a concrete act-token. Call this the ‘deflationary view’.
On this view, practical judgment is not fundamentally different from theoretical
judgment—or is even just an exercise of theoretical judgment as applied to prac-
tical matters. This being the case, the first and second moments (which I have
called “practical reason” and “practical judgment’, respectively) would be repre-
sented as follows: the first moment, where one derives and adopts a maxim, is
the genuinely practical (or moral) moment; the second moment, which occurs
once we have the relevant moral principle in hand, is a matter of theoretical
judgment stepping in to pick out a concrete action (act-token) that falls under
it. This view would emphasize the common function of judgment to subsume
particulars under universals, seeing the only major difference between theoreti-
cal and practical as pertaining to the nature of the particulars and universals in
question (intuitions and concepts, in the former case; actions and principles, in
the latter).

If the deflationary view is correct, then my overall claim in this paper—that
practical reason depends on practical judgment—might seem underwhelming.
Indeed, this would not appear to be a philosophically interesting conception of
practical judgment at all, and it might explain why commentators such as Her-
man and O’Neill have not had much to say about it. To make matters worse,
Kant’s overall lack of attention to practical judgment (evidenced by the notori-
ously short Typic section) is prima facie evidence for such a view.

However, there are some strong reasons in favor of a more robust view of
practical judgment—one that is distinctively practical and irreducible to theo-
retical judgment. This view would resist assimilating the activity of practical
judgment to the theoretical domain and, likewise, reject seeing the first moment
(practical reason in the narrow sense) as the only distinctively moral moment.

An implication of the deflationary view is that the exercise of practical judg-
ment is ultimately just instrumental reason, that is, identifying the means to a
given end. Yet Kant, by the third Critique, distinguishes the “technically” prac-
tical from the ‘morally’ practical —and importantly says that only the latter
truly deserves to be called ‘practical’ (KpV 5:171-73; cf. EEKU 20:195-201). Of
the former, he says that it is reducible to theoretical considerations. It includes
what Kant calls ‘rules of skill” and “counsels of prudence’—imperatives whose
‘ought’-ness is grounded in the fact that ‘[wlhoever wills the end also wills...
[the] means’” (G 4:416—417). The technically practical merely says what actions

Journal of Modern Philosophy « vol. 8 « 2026



14 * Nicholas Dunn

are required in order to bring about a certain effect (KpV 5:26n). When I set cer-
tain ends for myself, the specific actions that I ought to do to achieve these ends
are entirely derivable from theoretical philosophy (e.g., empirical knowledge, or
facts about the world). What separates the technically and morally practical is
the determining ground of the will; in the former, it is a concept of nature, rather
than a concept of freedom. This division maps onto the better-known distinction
between hypothetical and categorical imperatives. While certain judgements
might seem to be practical by being about action, what matters is whether their
principle is a law of nature or a law of freedom. The proper way to individuate
judgements, according to Kant, is by their principles. Thus, Kant’s distinction
between the technically and morally practical entails that (i) the deflationary
view is true for the technically practical, which, in turn, entails that (ii) the robust
view must be true for the morally practical.

This does not yet tell us what it means for practical judgment to be distinc-
tively practical. To be sure, this is a much larger question that I cannot take up
fully in this paper. Nonetheless, a few initial observations are in order. First,
insofar as judgment is a skill that requires practice (as Kant famously describes
it in the first Critique), possession of this skill in the theoretical domain (say, by
being a good diagnostician) is not transferable to the practical domain; it does
not make one good at picking out act-tokens. (We could extend this point to the
aesthetic sphere, as well.) A “‘sharpened” and mature power of judgment requires
experience, exposure to a myriad of cases, and so on. The kind of experience,
along with the relevance of the cases, matters a great deal with respect to hon-
ing the skill in question. Cultivating one’s capacity for practical judgment takes
place independently of any expertise one may have in the theoretical domain.
Yet if the deflationary reading were correct, it would suggest that a doctor’s abil-
ity to expertly judge whether a patient has pneumonia has some bearing on the
ability to expertly judge whether some speech act is a lie (or whether a painting
is beautiful). There is, of course, no reason to suppose that this is the case.

Second, while the general skill (and structure) of judgment—that of connect-
ing particulars and universals—is the same in all forms of judgment, the par-
ticulars and universals are importantly different. Theoretical judgment operates
on pre-existing objects (particulars that are, in Kant’s terms, ‘given’), whereas
practical judgment must conceive of an action that is yet to be performed (it
must, in some sense, ‘give’ the particular). Rather than tracking the world, as
is the case with theoretical judgment, practical judgment is about shaping the
world. That is, we are not simply responding to a state of affairs and trying to
classify it, but conceiving of many possibilities and determining which one to
realize. Thus, the act of subsumption in the practical case is, by extension, dis-
tinctively practical. And, as we will now see, it is also something that requires
an act of reflection.
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4. Bottom-Up versus Top-Down: Reflection and the Practical
Syllogism

I have distinguished practical reason (understood in the narrow sense) from
practical judgment by appealing to the distinction between act-types and act-
tokens. Practical reason concerns itself with act-types, while practical judgment
concerns itself with act-tokens. I have also suggested that we can think of these
two moments of moral agency as jointly constituting practical reason overall
(i.e., in the broad sense). Central to both these processes is the notion of a maxim.
Practical reason arrives at maxims, while practical judgment seeks to apply max-
ims to concrete situations. We can now consider what it means to act on a maxim
under two different models, both of which illustrate the distinct roles of reason
and judgment, respectively. The first is in terms of the practical syllogism, while
the second is in terms of reflective judgment.

While syllogism enjoys a special closeness to reason, Kant also conceives of a
syllogism itself as a kind of judgment—namely, a mediate, rather than an imme-
diate, one (FS 2:59). We can represent practical judgment syllogistically insofar
as it is a kind of determining judgment, that is, one in which a universal is given.
In any syllogism the major premise states a general rule (namely, that a certain
predicate applies to anything that meets a certain condition), while the minor
premise states that this condition in fact applies to a certain something. As we
noted when considering Kant’s remarks on the syllogism in general, each of the
three parts is associated with one of the three higher cognitive faculties. It is the
power of judgment that is responsible for the minor premise.

Kant characterizes the practical syllogism as:

proceeding from the universal in the major premise (the moral principle),
through undertaking in a minor premise a subsumption of possible ac-
tions (as good or evil) under the former, to the conclusion, namely, the
subjective determination of the will (an interest in the practically possible
good and in the maxim based on it). (KpV 5:90; cf. MM 6:313)

We can unpack this further in light of what we have said so far. First, the major
premise is a practical principle of some kind. Recall, again, Kant’s definition of
practical principles as “propositions that contain a general determination of will’
(KpV 5:19). Kant subsequently notes that there are two main kinds of practical
principles: maxims and laws, distinguished in terms of their subjectivity and
objectivity, respectively. Practical principles are ‘subjective, or maxims, when
the condition is regarded by the subject as binding only for his will” (ibid.). A
‘maxim’ is thus a subjective principle of action; it is the rule according to which
I act. Practical principles ‘objective, or practical laws, when the condition is cog-
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nized as objective, that is, as holding for the will of every rational being’ (ibid.).
As an objective principle of action, laws specify the rule according to which I
ought to act—in virtue of being the rule according to which all rational beings
ought to act. Practical rules, Kant says, are ‘always a product of reason” (KpV
5:20). A rule of reason is called an ‘imperative’ insofar as it contains an ‘ought’; it
is binding on wills that are not subjectively necessitated to be determined by this
principle alone (cf. G 4:421n).'

The minor premise is the subsumption of a possible action (i.e., an act-token)
under the concept of good or evil. This is an act of the power of judgment. To
have a concept of an object of practical reason is to represent some object as the
kind of thing one could bring about through the will (KpV 5:57). Kant contends
that there are only two concepts of pure practical reason: “The only objects of a
practical reason are therefore those of the good and the evil’ (KpV 5:58). These
concepts function as the condition of the rule stated in the major premise (a rule
defining what is good “in general’). In the minor premise, we say of some object
that we could bring about through our will —and thus some action that we could
perform—that it is morally good or not.

The conclusion states whether I should bring about the action. Having stated
a general moral principle (in the major premise) and judged that a specific action
is good or evil (in the minor premise), we can then infer whether the action
is morally required. This concrete imperative should not be confused with the
imperative of the major premise. Insofar as a practical principle is a general deter-
mination of the will, it cannot tell us what to do in a specific situation. As the
conclusion of a practical syllogism, it would be quite unhelpful. Rather, we are
specifying what we ought to do, as Kant says, ‘in the case at hand” (MM 6:313).
I take the goodness of the action, judged in the minor premise, as a reason for
judging that the action should be performed. Hence, the conclusion of a practical
syllogism must be something that could serve as the determining ground of my
will. To summarize: in a practical syllogism, the major premise is a rule concern-
ing act-types, while the minor premise is the subsumption of an act-token under
the condition of this rule. The conclusion states whether I ought to perform this
specific act-token.

We can now begin to see the essential contribution that the power of judg-
ment makes to a syllogism —and, more generally, appreciate the way in which it
assists reason in its efforts to be practical. One could not deduce anything from
a general rule alone, nor from a single premise. Using the above example: one

16. McCarty (2006) draws on the Wolffian tradition to argue that maxims, for Kant, are the
major premises of practical syllogisms. While there may also be a practical syllogism the conclu-
sion of which is a maxim (act-type), this would be bound up with what I am calling “practical
reason’ in the narrow sense, and thus be prior to practical judgment. Cf. Kitcher, who states that
maxims state ‘that certain species of action are good’ (2003: 224; emphasis mine).
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could not simply state that all human beings are mortal and then immediately
conclude that Socrates is mortal. This is because one has not subsumed “Socrates’
under the concept ‘human being’ (the condition of the rule) —the task performed
by the power of judgment (cf. LL 9:120). Only following this subsumption can
reason make use of the general rule in order to make the inference that ‘Socrates’
also goes with “mortal’. Similarly, one could not merely posit a categorical
imperative (or some abstract moral principle) and then, merely on the basis of
this, conclude what one ought to do in one’s present situation. Simply possess-
ing the adequate rule or maxim does not allow one to deduce what one ought
to do in any given case. Here we need only to remember again Kant’s remark in
the first Critique about those who grasp a rule but are unable to apply it. Merely
supplying the major premise is insufficient; an act of judgment is needed.
While considering practical judgment in terms of the syllogism helps to
illuminate the distinctive role of the power of judgment, it might also give the
impression that the process is somewhat mechanical, or quasi-deductive in
nature. One might even wonder how this way of thinking about practical rea-
soning in general leaves any room for the genuine exercise of judgment. How-
ever, the fact that we can represent the process of practical reasoning syllogisti-
cally does not mean that our moral deliberations take place by merely plugging
things in and deducing what we should do. Indeed, if this were the whole story,
then this would seem to rule out the possibility of moral dilemmas and interper-
sonal moral disagreement. This worry dissolves when we observe that it con-
flates the major and the minor premises—what one’s duty is, on the one hand,
with how one is to fulfill one’s duty, on the other. This is precisely why it was
important to introduce the distinction between act-types and act-tokens: it is
easy to think of cases where two people are equally committed to acting on a
moral rule yet disagree about which specific action to take in service of that rule.
This is because the act of judgment, by which we move from the rule in the major
premise to the conclusion about what specifically we ought to do, is a “special
talent” that requires practice—a skill that is “sharpened’ by experience.
Highlighting this distinction also provides a compelling answer to the charge
of rigorism —that is, the idea that Kant’s emphasis on universal moral principles
allows for no flexibility whatsoever in our decision-making. Availing ourselves
of the distinction between act-types and act-tokens, we can say that: (i) certain
types of ‘actions required and prohibited by moral rules are right and wrong
intrinsically’ (Schapiro 2006: 35; my emphasis), but that this does entail that (ii)
there is always exactly one token act that I must perform. Some act-types are
obligatory or prohibited; but once we have determined this, there is still work
left to do. We must then exercise judgment to pick out an act-token that instanti-
ates the act-type. So, while there may not be flexibility at the level of the rule or
maxim (which concerns act-types), there will certainly be flexibility at the level
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of the concrete action taken in service of the rule.’” That lying is always wrong
(and that there is no leeway whatsoever here, for Kant) does not mean that the
specific action I must take in order not to lie will be apparent or uncontroversial
in every case.

An account of practical judgment in terms of the practical syllogism, then,
must be supplemented by a deeper look into the reflective dimension of the
power of judgment. In contrast with what we might call this ‘top-down” account
(by which we descend from the universal to the particular), we can also consider
a ‘bottom-up’ account—one that involves reflection (ascending from the particu-
lar towards the universal).’®

Most accounts of practical judgment that invoke reflection (Kantian or other-
wise) see it as a perception of the particularities of a situation. For example, Her-
man provides a Kantian account of ‘rules of moral salience’, which help us pick
out features of a situation that require moral attention (1993: 78-98). McDowell
provides a more Aristotelian conception of deliberation as ‘a capacity to read the
details of situations in the light of a way of valuing actions’ (1996: 23). For both,
reflection is a matter of reflecting on the specific circumstances one finds oneself
in with an eye toward their morally relevant features. To be sure, understanding
one’s context is undoubtedly an important aspect of moral agency that bears on
practical judgment; moral reasoning that failed to make reference to this would
remain at the level of act-types. However, this does not explain the precise sense
in which practical judgment is reflective, for Kant. While we can incorporate
aspects of the background conditions of an action into our description of an act-
token that we consider performing, we cannot subsume it under a moral rule.

The notion of reflection appears in a variety of contexts across Kant’s critical
philosophy.* Kant defines ‘reflection” as follows: ‘“To reflect...is to compare and

17. To be sure, some moral duties ‘allow little leeway’, as Larmore puts it, but plenty of oth-
ers require it (1981: 278). More importantly, the question of leeway is not a question of what one’s
duty is (act-type), but rather in how one is to fulfill one’s duty (act-token). As Larmore points out,
judgment is needed for at least two things: first, to determine if a situation we are in is one that
involves a duty; and second (if we answer affirmatively), to determine which course of action
(where here I take him to be referring to act-tokens) would best satisfy this duty. Here, again, we
can see that a grasp of the relevant rule is not enough; judgment is needed to apply the rule—that
is, determine the action that is to be done. Cf. note x (above), as this point applies to both perfect
and imperfect duties, albeit in different ways.

18. Commentators have rarely discussed the notion of reflection and reflecting judgment in
the context of Kant’s practical philosophy —in particular, when considering his account of practi-
cal judgment. For example, O'Neill rejects the idea that reflection is at all relevant, claiming that:
‘[a] focus on reflective judging will not reveal whether or how practical judging works” (2018: 82).
Likewise, Westra contends that invoking reflecting judgment in the context of Kant’s account of
practical judgment would be “anachronistic’, since (as he claims) Kant did not introduce the notion
until the third Critique (2016: 24).

19. For a thorough discussion of reflection, see Gorodeisky’s recent entry in The Cambridge
Kant Lexicon (2021).
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to hold together given representations either with others or with one’s faculty
of cognition” (EEKU 20:211). It is worth noting that Kant provides this definition
of reflection immediately after he distinguishes between the determining and
reflecting uses of the power of judgment. In other words, reflection is an act of
the power of judgment. What’s more, as early as the first Critique’s Amphiboly
section, Kant states that all judgments require reflection (KrV A261/B317).>° The
structure of the activity of reflection is that of holding up and comparing various
representations. While aesthetic judgment is paradigmatic of reflection insofar
as the activity of ‘mere” reflection occurs in the absence of a universal, reflection
also occurs when a universal is given. In the former, we hold up and compare
representations provided by the free imagination to the understanding, which
does not provide a concept but only a general demand for unity and lawfulness.
In the latter case, we hold up and compare representations of particulars and uni-
versals. That is, reflection is required to determine whether the particular ought
to be subsumed under it. Consequently (and contra Herman and McDowell), the
relevant particular in a practical judgment is the possible action itself. As should
be clear by now, possible actions in this context should be understood as an act-
token. It is this upon which we reflect, and which we seek to subsume under a
universal in a practical judgment.**

Highlighting the role of reflection in practical judgment lends itself to a bot-
tom-up, rather than a top-down, account of moral deliberation. Such an account,
I think, accords with the phenomenology of ordinary moral agency, and func-
tions as a supplement to an account of the structure of moral reasoning that is
primarily concerned with the justification of moral principles and the derivation
of duties. Consider the familiar story about Kantian ethics—that we go about
determining whether an action is morally obligatory, permissible, or prohibited
by testing the maxim of the action to see whether it is universalizable or not. But

20. This is the operative notion of reflection in Merritt’s (2018) excellent work on moral virtue
in Kant. Merritt’s focus is on the ‘reflective ideal” and the so-called ‘requirement to reflect’. With-
out delving into the varieties of reflection in Kant, Merritt describes it as “a kind of stepping back’
(2018: 2). While nothing I say here is incompatible with this way of thinking about reflection, my
focus here is on the technical sense in which Kant defines it (namely, as the holding up and com-
paring of representations). Having said that, Merritt importantly emphasizes the role of reflection
in Kant’s practical philosophy —something that very few commentators have done.

21. For an interesting and recent account of a further way that reflective judging plays a role
in practical judgment, including picking out salient particulars for maxim formation and helping
to revise moral principles, see Bremner (2022). Relatedly, it seems likely that reflection plays a
role in the formation of moral rules. In practical judgment, we might employ moral rules formed
through reflection on particular cases given in experience (guided by the Categorical Imperative).
Such a story would be analogous to the case of empirical concept formation (guided by the catego-
ries) in the theoretical case. Just as we never apply the pure concepts of the understanding directly
to objects, we never apply the moral law directly to actions—but instead do so through mediating
representations.
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this can take place in one of two ways. On the top-down account, we begin by
testing the maxim to see if it passes the universality test. If it does, we then pro-
ceed to determining which specific action to perform. On this way of conceiving
of practical judgment (as embodied in the practical syllogism), we start with the
act-type and the question of its moral possibility —after which we pick out some
act-token that instantiates it.

However, more often than not, we instead begin by conceiving of a relatively
specific action that we wish to perform, or propose to undertake. That is, we
start with an act-token in mind —and reflect on it in order to find some maxim
under which it could fall (or which could capture it), which is to say, what act-
type it instantiates. In this, we ascend from the particular to the general —rather
than descend from the general to the particular. Once we have ascended to a
maxim, we then reflect further: on whether this maxim could be universalized.
That is, we reflect on the maxim in light of the Categorical Imperative in order to
determine whether the maxim is valid. In this way, the Categorical Imperative
functions as a second-order principle, the role of which is to assess maxims, or
act-types.?* If this is correct, then it means that the universalizability test is not
simply a logical test, but a reflective test as well.

We in fact find Kant using such language in the second Critique. The sup-
plying of a “type” of the moral law is described as the ‘comparison of the maxim
of [one’s] actions with a universal law of nature” (KpV 5:69; emphasis mine).
Moreover, Kant says that in practical judgment, ‘reason...always holds the maxim
of the will in an action up to the pure will, that is, to itself in as much as it regards
itself as a priori practical’ (KpV 5:32, cf. 5:354; emphasis mine). We can apply this
language to the moment of practical judgment: we hold up a representation of
an act-token to a representation of an act-type to whether it belongs under it. We
hold up a possible action to a maxim to see whether the former could be said to
instantiate the latter.

5. Why Practical Reason Needs Practical Judgment

Recall that the conclusion of a practical syllogism is something that can then
serve as the determining ground of the will. ‘Every determination of choice
[Willkiir]’, Kant says, “proceeds from the representation of a possible action to
the deed [1at] (MM 6:399). We can contrast the ‘general” determination of the
will that characterizes Kant’s definition of a maxim (and which is present in the

22. Cf. Pogge, who, in response to Parfit’s ‘mixed maxims” objection to the FUL, notes that
‘[w]hen Kant formulates the Categorical Imperative, he is...interested in the moral assessment of
act-types.... [The Categorical Imperative] is a criterion for the permissibility of maxims...not in the
assessment of act tokens’ (2004: 54).
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major premise of the practical syllogism) with a specific determination of the
will. We now know that it is the power of judgment which deals with possible
actions. And here Kant tells us that this act of representing a possible action—
that is, an act-token —is necessary for fully determining the will. That is, it is only
through an act of the power of judgment that we get from a general moral rule
to a subjective interest in it. It is through practical judgment, as Kant says in the
Groundwork, that we provide the moral law with “access’” to our will —bringing
‘an idea of reason’, he says, ‘closer to intuition...and thereby to feeling’ (4:436).>3

This is not to say that there is not a kind of determination of the will that
occurs insofar as I make it my maxim to do such-and-such type of action. But
it cannot explain how it is that we come to carry out concrete actions. The lack
of attention to this aspect of moral agency gives the unfortunate impression, I
think, that all the morally salient work happens at the level of the formulation
and adoption of maxims—and that what happens after is both philosophically
uninteresting and morally irrelevant. But we can observe the difference between
my vague commitment to not doing A-type actions (say, lying) and my concrete
determination not to do some particular act-token (e.g., telling my mother that I
like the sweater, even though I do not). As I said above, acting on a maxim is not
simply a matter of being committed to the maxim. Yet now we can also say that
I might not even be able to fully commit to a maxim if I do not know what spe-
cific actions (act-tokens) it would require me to perform. Accordingly, the will
can only be determined in the fullest sense once we have a fairly specific sense
of what it is that we ought to do. I might say that I will always tell the truth, but
then shy away from doing so once I find out what it looks like in a particular
instance. As we have seen, judgment in general is a skill that is honed, in part, by
exposure to a multitude of cases. This is no less true of it in its practical activity.
If all of this is correct, then it is not just the maxim (and thus the act-type) which
is the object of moral assessment—but also the act-token. And, moreover, the
ability to select a particular act-token that instantiates a moral rule is not a mor-
ally neutral moment.

In conclusion, consider the following passage from the Groundwork, which I
think embodies the view I have been articulating:

23. Thereis alarger question here, of the relationship between practical judgment, as I articu-
late it, and Willkiir, which Kant describes as the faculty of choice. While I cannot discuss this issue
in detail here, the following can be made explicit based on what I have said so far. First, the rela-
tionship between the legislative function of reason (Wille) and the executive function of the will
(Willkiir) requires the mediation of judgment. Second, this raises questions about the possibility
of weakness of will. On my view, practical reason (in the narrow sense) can arrive at a maxim, the
power of judgment in its practical capacity can pick out an act-token that instantiates the act-type
described in the foregoing maxim, and the power of choice can refuse to carry out the token act—
i.e., Willkiir can ignore practical judgment.
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All moral philosophy rests entirely on its pure part and...gives [us] laws
a priori; which of course still require a power of judgment sharpened by
experience, partly to distinguish in what cases they are applicable, partly
to obtain for them access to the will of the human being for performance,
since he, as himself affected by so many inclinations, is indeed capable of
the idea of a practical pure reason, but not so easily able to make it effec-
tive in concreto in the conduct of his life. (4:389)

While reason is the source of a priori laws, which borrow nothing from expe-
rience, Kant ascribes to the power of judgment the twofold task of apply-
ing these laws to concrete cases and assisting reason in exerting influence
on the will. Kant’s pure ethics is concerned with determining and justifying
the Categorical Imperative as the supreme principle of morality. The Cat-
egorical Imperative gets described by Kant as the “standard’, the ‘canon’, and
the ‘foundation” of our judgments; it is, he says, the ‘guideline and supreme
norm by which to judge [actions] correctly” (G 4:390, 403—4, 424). Nothing I
have said here threatens this. And yet once the content and validity of the
moral law have been secured, we must then be able to apply it concretely
and allow it to motivate the will. While reason legislates for the will, it cannot
apply its law on its own. Just as there can be no rules for the application of
rules ad infinitum, there can be no principles for the application of principles.
For this the power of judgment is needed. Judgment is necessary because the
human will “does not straightaway do an action just because it is good” (G
4:414). And so, for creatures like us, judgment is necessary for pure reason to
be practical.

Acknowledgements

Versions of this article were presented at Johannes Gutenberg-Universitat
Mainz, Universitdt Greifswald, and the University of South Carolina. I am
grateful to these audiences for their questions and discussions. I am especially
thankful to Jens Timmermann, Thomas Pendlebury, and Keren Gorodeisky
for reading drafts of this paper and providing valuable feedback. Thanks also
to the anonymous referees from this journal for their helpful comments and
suggestions.

Competing Interests
The author has no competing interests to declare.

Journal of Modern Philosophy « vol. 8 « 2026



On Act-Types and Act-Tokens + 23

References

Allison, Henry. 1990. Kant’s Theory of Freedom. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Bittner, Riidiger. 2001. “Acting on Principle.” In Doing Things for Reasons, 43—64. New
York: Oxford University Press.

Dancy, Jonathan. 2004. Ethics Without Principles. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Dunn, Nicholas. 2023. “Reflections of Reason: Kant on Practical Judgement.” Kantian
Review 5: 575—96. https://doi.org/10.1017/51369415423000328

Engstrom, Stephen. 2009. The Form of Practical Knowledge: A Study of the Categorical Im-
perative. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Gorodeisky, Keren. 2021. “Reflection.” In The Cambridge Kant Lexicon, edited by Julian
Wuerth, 374-77. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gressis, Rob. 2010a. “Recent Work on Kantian Maxims I: Established Approaches.” Phi-
losophy Compass 5: 216—27. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-9991.2009.00254.X

Gressis, Rob. 2010b. “Recent Work on Kantian Maxims I1.” Philosophy Compass 5: 228-39.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-9991.2009.00255.X

Hanna, Robert. 2022. “Kant’s Theory of Judgment.” In Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
edited by Edward N. Zalta. Spring 2022 edition. URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/spr2o22/entries/kant-judgment/>.

Herman, Barbara. 1993. The Practice of Moral Judgment. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press.

Hill, Thomas E., Jr. 1989. “Kant’s Theory of Practical Reason.” The Monist 72: 363-83.
https://doi.org/10.5840/monist198972320

Kahn, Samuel. 2023. “The Apple of Kant’s Ethics: I-Maxims as the Locus of Assessment.”
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 104: 559—77. https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12422

Kant, Immanuel. 1992—present. The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant. Ed-
ited by Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kitcher, Patricia. 2003. “What is a Maxim?” Philosophical Topics 31: 215-43. https://www.
jstor.org/stable/43154414

Larmore, Charles. 1981. “Moral Judgment.” The Review of Metaphysics 35: 275-96. https://
www jstor.org/stable/20127654

Longuenesse, Beatrice. 1998. Kant and the Capacity to Judge: Sensibility and Discursivity in
the Transcendental Analytic of the “Critique of Pure Reason.” Translated by Charles T.
Wolfe. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Longuenesse, Béatrice. 2005. Kant on the Human Standpoint. New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

McCarty, Richard. 2006. “Maxims in Kant’s Practical Philosophy.” Journal of the History
of Philosophy 44: 65-83. http://10.0.5.73/hph.2006.0001

McDowell, John. 1996. “Deliberation and Moral Development in Aristotle’s Ethics.” In
Aristotle, Kant, and the Stoics: Rethinking Happiness and Duty, edited by Stephen Eng-
strom and Jennifer Whiting, 19-35. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Merritt, Melissa. 2018. Kant on Reflection and Virtue. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Mill, J.S. 1863. Utilitarianism. London: Parker, Son & Bourn, West Strand.

Murdoch, Iris. 1970. The Sovereignty of Good. New York: Schocken Books.

Nuzzo, Angelica. 2014. “Kant’s Pure Ethics and the Problem of ‘Application’.” In Politics
and Teleology in Kant, edited by Paul Formosa, Avery Goldman, and Tatiana Patrone,
245-61. Cardiff: University of Wales Press.

Journal of Modern Philosophy « vol. 8 « 2026


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1369415423000328
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-9991.2009.00254.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-9991.2009.00255.x
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/kant-judgment/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/kant-judgment/
https://doi.org/10.5840/monist198972320
https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12422
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43154414
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43154414
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20127654
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20127654
http://10.0.5.73/hph.2006.0001

24 * Nicholas Dunn

O'Neill, Onora. 2004. “Rationality as Practical Reason.” In The Oxford Handbook of Ratio-
nality, edited by Alfred R. Mele and Piers Rawling, 93—109. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

O'Neill, Onora. 2014. Acting on Principle: An Essay on Kantian Ethics. 2nd edition. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

O'Neill, Onora. 2018. From Principles to Practice: Normativity and Judgment in Ethics and
Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Pogge, Thomas W. 2004. “Parfit on What's Wrong.” The Harvard Review of Philosophy 7:
52-59. https://doi.org/10.5840/harvardreview20041216

Ross, W.D. 1930. The Right and the Good. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Schafer, Karl. 2023. Kant’s Reason: The Unity of Reason and the Limits of Comprehension in
Kant. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Schapiro, Tamar. 2006. “Kantian Rigorism and Mitigating Circumstances.” Ethics 117:
32-57. https://doi.org/10.1086/508036

Timmermann, Jens. 2013. “Kantian Dilemmas? Moral Conflict in Kant’s Ethical Theory.”
Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie 95: 36-64. https://doi.org/10.1515/agph-2013-0002

Timmermann, Jens. 2022. Kant’s Will at the Crossroads: An Essay on the Failings of Practical
Rationality. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Vaccarino Bremner, Sabina. 2022. “Practical Judgment as Reflective Judgment: On Moral
Salience and Kantian Particularist Universalism.” European Journal of Philosophy 31:
600-621. https://doi.org/10.1111/€jop.12811

Westra, Adam. 2016. The Typic in Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason: Moral Judgment and
Symbolic Representation. Berlin: De Gruyter.

Wouerth, Julian. 2014. “Kant’s Map of the Mind.” In Kant on Mind, Action, and Ethics,
189—235. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Submitted: 07 July 2024 Accepted: 19 May 2025 Published: 08 January 2026

Journal of Modern Philosophy « vol. 8 « 2026


https://doi.org/10.5840/harvardreview20041216
https://doi.org/10.1086/508036
https://doi.org/10.1515/agph-2013-0002
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejop.12811

