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After each of his discussions of specific ethical duties in the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant
adds small sections entitled ‘Casuistical questions’. These questions have received
little attention so far, and existing discussions strikingly disagree about their pur-
pose. In this article, I argue that locating Kant’s conception of moral philosophy
within a longstanding tradition of ethical reflection —one aimed at shaping human
character and freeing us from our own forms of self-entrapment—helps us under-
stand the point of the discussion of casuistical questions. On my proposed reading,
the casuistical questions articulate exemplary instances of the sort of moral difficul-
ties that human beings face, which can be traced to certain sources. Like in the prac-
tice of a therapist, the first part of dealing with these difficulties lies in achieving an
understanding of their origins, which, in turn, moves us closer to overcoming them.

1. Introduction

One of the most interesting features of Kant’s late practical philosophy is the
casuistical questions in the Metaphysics of Morals (1797). These are eight small
sections Kant added to each of his discussions of specific ethical duties in the
first half of the Doctrine of Virtue, the ‘Doctrine of the elements of ethics’. In one
of them, for instance, Kant asks us to consider the following situation: ‘An author
asks one of his readers “How do you like my work?” [...] The author will take the
slightest hesitation in answering as an insult. May one, then, say what is expected
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of one?” (MS 6:4319)." In another section, shortly thereafter, Kant asks his read-
ers: ‘How far should one expend one’s resources in practicing beneficence?’ (MS
6:454). Whether or not we believe that we have good answers, Kant’s casuistical
questions point to ethical difficulties that all of us have faced and will continue to
face in our lives. Strikingly, these difficulties are familiar to everyone with even
a modest amount of ethical sensitivity despite their being embedded in a seem-
ingly long-gone cultural and historical context. The most perspicuous difficulty
demonstrated by Kant’s casuistical questions is the temptation to rationalize
away the requirements of our immediate moral judgment in favor of our appar-
ently reasonable inclinations. Thus, one of Kant’s many insights in the Metaphys-
ics of Morals is that moral challenges cannot be resolved by downplaying their
difficulty; only by taking their difficulty for us seriously can we make any attempt
at better understanding —and dealing with—the challenges of our ethical lives.
Kant’s casuistical questions have received comparatively little scholarly
attention so far.? Moreover, they have traditionally been treated in ways that
make it difficult to appreciate the different moral challenges they raise. Kant’s
ethics is commonly assumed to aim primarily at figuring out what is truly the
right thing to do. On this assumption, it is plausible to expect that the casuistical
questions are practice examples for the application of a test or decision proce-
dure for right action. Consequently, the casuistical questions have often been
interpreted either as difficult cases of moral conflict (i.e., ‘conflicting grounds of
obligation’, in Kant’s terms), which do not lend themselves to easy resolution by

1. Citations of Kant’s work appear in the order of abbreviation, volume number, and page
number from the Academy Edition. The exception is references to the Critique of Pure Reason, which
cite the page numbers of the first (A) and second (B) editions. Unless otherwise stated, all transla-
tions come from The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant, edited by Paul Guyer and
Allen Wood.

Anth = Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View

GMS = Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

HN = Handschriftlicher Nachlass

KrV = Critique of Pure Reason

KpV = Critique of Practical Reason

MS = Metaphysics of Morals

Pad = Lectures on pedagogy

Refl = Reflexionen

RGV = Religion within the boundaries or mere reason

TP = On the common saying: That may be correct in theory, but it is of no use in practice

V-MS/Vigil = Kant on the metaphysics of morals: Vigilantius’s lecture notes

2. To my knowledge, the only scholarly literature exclusively focusing on Kant’s casuisti-
cal questions in German or English is Kittsteiner (1988); James (1992); Unna (2003); Kim (2009);
Schiissler (2012, 2021); and Patrone (2013). See also Di Giulio and Frigo (2020). Additional discus-
sions can be found in Gregor (1963); Timmermann (2000); Forkl (2001); O'Neill (2002); Koch (2003);
Esser (2008); and Theunissen (2013).
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maxim-testing (Esser 2008; O’Neill 2002: 343; Koch 2003: 121-88),3 or as questions
that test the reader’s comprehension of the decision procedure (Schiissler 2012,
2021). However, Kant’s casuistical questions do not easily fit this picture: few
of them actually concern conflicting grounds of obligation, and many seem too
difficult to be mere tests of the reader’s comprehension of a decision procedure.

In this article, I argue that we should read the casuistical questions against
the background of the therapeutic purpose of Kant’s moral philosophy. Locating
Kant’s conception of moral philosophy within a longstanding tradition of ethi-
cal reflection—one aimed at shaping human character and freeing us from our
own forms of self-entrapment—helps us understand the point of the casuistical
questions as they emerge in the Doctrine of Virtue. They articulate instances of the
characteristic sort of moral difficulties that human beings face —difficulties which
can be traced to certain sources. Like in the practice of a therapist, the first part
of dealing with this sort of problem lies in first achieving an understanding of its
origins, which in turn moves us closer to overcoming it. On my proposed read-
ing, Kant seeks to provide an overview of the different species of moral difficul-
ties that human beings face. Thus, the significance of Kant’s casuistical questions
lies not so much in their potential answers but in the difficulties they highlight.

In the first section of this article, I provide a concise overview of the initial
puzzle about Kant’s casuistical questions and their contemporary reception. In
section 2, I outline the historical context of Kant’s treatment of casuistry, which
will provide a helpful background for my proposed reading of the casuistical
questions and their role in the “Doctrine of the elements of ethics’. For ease of
discussion, section 3 reproduces Kant’s casuistical questions. There, I also argue
that Kant’s questions are remarkably diverse and defy the categorizations avail-
able in previous literature. Finally, section 4 argues that Kant’s casuistical ques-
tions should be read —against the background of the therapeutic purpose of
Kant’s ethics—as highlighting the diverse difficulties human beings face in their
ethical lives.

2. Kant’s Casuistical Questions: An Inconsistency or a Puzzle?

At first glance, Kant’s casuistical questions either give rise to an inconsistency or
a puzzle. In his discussion of the divisions of the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant defines

3. See also Unna (2003) and James (1992), who adopt this interpretation in their respective
discussions of Kant’s questions about self-preservation and his questions on suicide. Since Kant
draws a distinction between “conflicting grounds of obligation” and “conflicting duties” (the latter
of which he denies, MS 6:224) some authors prefer to avoid the contemporary term ‘moral con-
flict’, as it might involuntarily invoke the notion of conflicting duties. To keep with Kant's own
jargon, I will continue to speak of ‘conflicting grounds of obligation’.
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casuistry as the practice of making ‘determining judgments’ in the context of
imperfect duties. Since imperfect duties such as ‘be benevolent’ or ‘help your
neighbor’ allow a certain latitude in how they are to be complied with, they
further require determining judgment, i.e., “casuistry’. Such further determining
judgment is a context-dependent practice, rather than a theory, and thus can-
not be explained ex ante. Consequently, this practice of casuistry cannot, strictly
speaking, be part of a metaphysics of morals (which, for Kant, must have the
status of a science [Wissenschaft]), but can only be added to the metaphysics of
morals as explanatory illustrations (‘scholia’):

[E]thics, because of the latitude it allows in its imperfect duties, unavoid-
ably leads to questions that call upon judgment to decide how a maxim is
to be applied in particular cases, and indeed in such a way that judgment
provides another (subordinate) maxim (and one can always ask for yet an-
other principle for applying this maxim to cases that may arise). So ethics
falls into a casuistry which has no place in the doctrine of right. Casuistry
is, accordingly, neither a science nor a part of a science; [...] casuistry is
not so much a doctrine about how to find something as rather a practice in
how to seek truth. So it is woven into ethics in a fragmentary way [...] and
is added to ethics only by way of scholia to the system (MS 6:411).

Importantly, this brief explanation of casuistry makes clear that such scholia
have ‘no place in the doctrine of right” because there are no imperfect duties in
the sphere of right. By explicitly restricting casuistry to imperfect duties, Kant
here evidently rules out casuistry in the case of perfect duties. Yet, six out of
eight sets of casuistical questions are devoted to perfect duties.

One possible way of avoiding this seeming inconsistency is by differentiat-
ing casuistry as explanatory illustrations pertaining to imperfect duties—and
ruled out in the case of perfect duties —from casuistical questions. Not only does
such a distinction avoid an inconsistency, but it also fits with Kant’s use of the
terms—which consistently refers to the sets of questions added to his discus-
sions of duties as ‘casuistical questions’, not as ‘casuistry’.4 However, this differ-
entiation opens up a puzzle: if the casuistical questions are not part of what Kant
described as casuistry, then what are they? And what philosophical purpose are
they supposed to serve?

This initial puzzle regarding the possible purpose of casuistical questions
about perfect duties is particularly salient in light of Kant’s background assump-
tions about moral judgment. There is a long tradition of casuistry in the history
of western philosophy. This perceived need for casuistry usually arose for ethical

4. This way of avoiding the seeming inconsistency was first suggested by Schiissler (2012).
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theories that restricted detailed moral knowledge to an elite of trained experts,
who would work out all the minute rules through difficult casuistry. By contrast,
Kant notoriously believed that no one needs moral philosophy or instruction
in order to know what is right and wrong (KrV A43/B61-A44; KrV A830/B858-
A831/B859; GMS 4:403—4; TP 8:288; HN 20:44); in his examples of moral judg-
ment, Kant emphasized that common moral agents can make moral judgments
‘on the spot’, without the need for any elaborate casuistical method (TP 8:284-87;
MS 6:480-81; KpV 5:36). If Kant’s casuistical questions are not about developing
an expert taxonomy of derivative rules and exceptions, then what purpose could
they serve within his ‘doctrine of the elements of ethics’? In other words, how
should we understand their philosophical significance?

How, then, does the existing literature navigate between the seeming incon-
sistency and the general puzzle about Kant’s casuistical questions? So far, the
most popular solution has been to attribute confusion to Kant. Thus, David James
(1992) has speculated that Kant really meant to say “broad” duties in his explana-
tion of casuistry, rather than what he actually said (namely, ‘imperfect’ duties).>
Similarly, Yvonne Unna (2003) and Elke Schmidt (2023) have suggested that per-
fect duties may be included in Kant’s casuistical questions because they prohibit
particular actions but do not prescribe particular actions,® and may thereby still
allow for some latitude in terms of which actions the agent should perform—an
aspect shared with imperfect duties. Consequently, on Unna’s (2003) reading,
too, Kant was simply confused in excluding imperfect duties from casuistry in
his explanation in the introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue.” Following James's
suggestion just mentioned, Tatiana Patrone (2013: 490) even dismisses the seem-
ing inconsistency by saying that ‘Kant’s take on his own position with respect to
casuistry is misleading’.

To my knowledge, Rudolf Schiissler (2012, 2021) has so far been the only
interpreter who has made a serious effort at taking Kant by his word(ing). On
Schiissler’s reading, Kant’s casuistical questions are not instances of Kantian

5. In his explanation of casuistry, Kant says that imperfect duties fall into a casuistry because
they are indeterminate; thus, they require ‘subsidiary maxims’, or maxims about maxims, in order
to specify more precisely what one should do. Thus, James (1992) claims that, really, all broad
duties require further subsidiary maxims, and thus all broad duties can lead to casuistry. However,
not all casuistical questions can be said to concern situations in which we need maxims for max-
ims—which James himself admits (ibid.). So, even if we said that Kant misspoke and meant to say
‘broad’ duties instead of “imperfect’, that would still not make sense of all the casuistical questions.

6. Which, of course, Kant’s ethics does not do, for Kant’s ethics is about both maxims and
ends, not action-types; specific action-types are the matter of the Doctrine of Right.

7. Unna’s implicit response to the first puzzle becomes more perplexing in light of her final
argument: she demonstrates that Kant in fact answers four of the five casuistical questions on sui-
cide negatively in his lectures on ethics without reference to subsidiary maxims; so Kant obviously
discussed casuistical questions that do not fit her own explanation for why some perfect duties can
lead to casuistry.
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casuistry. In large part, this interpretation fits well with the text of the Metaphys-
ics of Morals: throughout the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant is consistent in never calling
his casuistical questions instances of casuistry. Distinguishing between casuistry
(i.e., the search for ‘subsidiary maxims’ in the case of imperfect duties, which
allow significant latitude) and casuistical questions helps explain why there can
be casuistical questions regarding perfect duties. Kant’s explanation of casuistry,
which explicitly rejects the possibility of casuistry regarding perfect duties, sim-
ply does not apply to casuistical questions.®

However, taking seriously this distinction between casuistry and casuistical
questions leaves us with the more general puzzle about Kant’s casuistical ques-
tions: if the questions are not part of what Kant described as ‘casuistry’, then
what philosophical purpose are the casuistical questions supposed to serve?
On Schiissler’s proposed reading, Kant’s casuistical questions are testing the
reader on whether they have really understood Kant’s ethics: they are ‘didac-
tic classroom exercises designed to test how much basic ethical knowledge
pupils have acquired’ (Schiissler 2021: 1014). More specifically, the purpose of
the casuistical questions would be to test the reader’s comprehension of the
respective duties’ scope.

Although this answer has the considerable virtue of being theoretically
consistent, it still retains a shortcoming: numerous Kant scholars have found
the casuistical questions difficult (or even impossible) to answer. For instance,
some authors have taken Kant’s casuistical questions to be difficult but closed
questions about conflicting grounds of obligation (Esser 2008; Koch 2003: 121
88),9 some have argued that only some questions are closed ones, while oth-
ers are open (James 1992);*° some have thought that the casuistical questions
are about conflicting grounds of obligation and are genuinely open (O’Neill

8. As Schiissler (2012: 84-85) points out, this reading is further supported by the fact that Kant
does not address subordinate maxims in the casuistical questions—even in the questions con-
cerning imperfect (broad) duties to others. Indeed, the casuistical questions concerning imperfect
duties to others do not even seem to invite questions about subordinate maxims in Kant’s discus-
sion. But that is exactly what we would expect if the casuistical questions were indeed instances
of casuistry. Further support for this reading can be found in Kant’s writings on pedagogy. As
Schiissler notes, there Kant talks about using casuistical questions of right in the education of chil-
dren (Pad 9:490). Therefore, Kant clearly believed that casuistical questions can apply to the realm
of right. In these writings, Kant talks about a catechism of right and questions, not casuistry.

9. Similarly, Yvonne Unna (2003) and David James (1992) have taken this position regarding
the duty of self-preservation and the questions on suicide respectively. Note that Unna and James
come to different results regarding suicide: James thinks it can be permitted; Unna thinks Kant
denied it ever being permitted.

10. James (1992) has interpreted some of Kant’s casuistical questions as rhetorical and closed,
serving a pedagogical purpose of inducing students into liking the study of ethics. The remaining
questions, on James’s view, are open and concern maxims about maxims.
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2002: 343; Timmermann 2000: 49; Kim 2009; Gregor 1963);"* and others have
argued that Kant’s casuistical questions are open and difficult questions about
duties permitting a certain latitude (Schmidt and Schonecker 2019; Schmidt
2023). Unless we want to summarily dismiss these scholars as seriously con-
fused, the very fact that so many senior Kant scholars have found the casuisti-
cal questions difficult—and have found such widely different interpretations
of them —strongly suggests, at least to me, that their philosophical significance
unlikely consists in testing the reader’s comprehension of Kant’s ethics. What-
ever didactic purpose the casuistical questions serve, this purpose cannot be
exhausted by testing the reader’s comprehension of the scope of the respective
duties like a final take-home exam."> After all, it would be awkward to suppose
that Kant’s casuistical questions test the reader on whether they have really
understood the scope of the duties discussed, only for Kant scholars them-
selves to consistently fail this test.

Fortunately, neither of these interpretive options—that Kant would have
been seriously confused about his own description of casuistry, or that Kant
scholars would be seriously confused about Kantian duties—is strictly nec-
essary. Instead, I suggest that we see the philosophical significance of Kant’s
casuistical questions not in their potential answers, but in the specific way they
highlight the complexity of ethical life. On the alternative interpretation I offer
below, we can differentiate between casuistry and casuistical questions as well
as provide a more sympathetic answer to what purpose ties together the casuis-
tical questions. Before moving on to this option, it will be helpful to briefly syn-
thesize some of the historical context surrounding Kant’s discussion of casuistry.

3. Casuistry and the Purpose of Moral Philosophy

Kant wrote his casuistical questions during a time of popular disdain for the
practice of casuistry. The analysis of “cases of conscience” had been a common
practice in scholastic philosophy already, but the rise of the early modern prac-
tice of casuistry accelerated especially after the Council of Trent (1545-1563),

11. Because of this reading, Kim (2009) has even suggested that Kant's Metaphysics of Mor-
als presents a significant ‘correction” or “alteration” of his earlier moral theory from a formal to
a more material conception of ethics in response to criticism, and that the casuistical questions,
with their attention to the specifics of particular cases, are a result of this alleged change of mind
(ibid., 335-38). In this view, Kim joins authors who have taken Kant’'s Metaphysics of Morals to
be incompatible with Kant’s Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason. Even more extreme,
Mary Gregor (1963: 141—42) claimed that Kant’s casuistical questions concern the task of finding
exceptions to general rules.

12. Or, as Schiissler puts it, “didactic classroom exercises designed to test how much basic
ethical knowledge pupils have acquired’ (2021: 1014).
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which had decreed that sinners needed to confess all the circumstances that
might influence the nature of their sinful actions. Consequently, the second
half of the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries saw a surge of commentaries
dealing with collections of various cases of conscience, taking into consideration
all the possible, minute background circumstances of an individual’s action.”
Intimately connected with this practice of casuistry was the doctrine of proba-
bilism, developed by Bartolomé de Medina in his 1577 commentary on Aqui-
nas’s Summa Theologiae. De Medina argued that in difficult ethical situations one
could permissibly follow an opinion deemed less likely to be correct—without
committing a sin—if that opinion had been stated or defended at some point
by a serious authority with good arguments.’ This theoretical background of
probabilism gave rise to an (allegedly) widespread practice of justifying people’s
unconscientious actions by retrospectively finding some professional opinion
that would justify it. Thus, the practice of casuistry soon acquired the reputation
of attempting to justify lax morals, or even immoral conduct, by recourse to hair-
splitting and factitious distinctions.”> By the middle of the seventeenth century,
casuistry had both become firmly identified with the doctrine of probabilism
and been subjected to harsh criticism from rigorist thinkers. Partly due to promi-
nent criticisms of authors such as Pascal and Rousseau, among many others, the
term ‘casuistry” became almost synonymous with spurious moral reasoning by
the mid- to late eighteenth century.'

13. As Di Giulio and Frigo (2020) note, the Resolutiones Morales in 9 volumes by Antonio
Diana, written between 1629 and 1659, contains over 28,000 cases.

14. Although it might sound odd to think that one should be morally permitted to follow a
less “probable” opinion in ethical difficulties, de Medina’s original thesis is quite intuitive in its
original context: de Medina did not talk about the case of an individual contemplating their action,
weighing different options and choosing the less probable opinion. Rather, de Medina considered
the case of judging another’s action: e.g., the case of a confessor who believed that a particular
action was prohibited by a certain law, while the penitent in good faith, and in line with the opin-
ion of other confessors or ecclesiastical authorities, had believed that the action was permissible.
De Medina argued that the confessor would not need to reprimand the penitent for following a
probable opinion in good faith—even when the confessor might find another opinion to be more
probable. For a historical discussion of this kind of probabilism and its relation to casuistry, see
Jonsen and Toulmin (1988: 164-75).

15. Since the probabilism underlying the practice of casuistry was defended by important
Jesuit authors, casuistry in the pejorative sense became identified primarily with the Society of Jesus.

16. Although casuistry has since made something of a revival in philosophy through applied
ethics—especially in medical ethics—the word still carries negative connotations today. Accord-
ing to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term “casuistry’ is ‘often (and perhaps originally) applied
to a quibbling or evasive way of dealing with difficult cases of duty; sophistry” (online, accessed
December 4, 2021). For a concise overview of the history of probabilism and casuistry leading up
to Kant, see Di Giulio and Frigo (2020: 1—-12). For a historical overview of the practice of casuistry,
its demise and its revival, see especially Jonsen and Toulmin (1988); Knebel (2000); Carraud and
Chaline (1996); Tutino (2018); and Schiissler (2019). For a detailed discussion of the demise of prob-
abilism in German-speaking countries in the mid-eighteenth century, see De Franceschi (2020).
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Rousseau gives a particularly memorable expression to this popular antipa-
thy toward casuistry in his Emile, first published in 1762. In a section titled “The
Creed of a Savoyard Priest”, he writes:

[...] I do not derive these rules [of conduct] from the principles of the
higher philosophy, I find them in the depths of my heart, traced by na-
ture in characters which nothing can efface. I need only consult myself
with regard to which I wish to do; what I feel to be right is right, what
I feel to be wrong is wrong; conscience is the best casuist; and it is only
when we haggle with conscience that we have recourse to the subtleties
of argument. [...] Conscience is the voice of the soul, the passions are
the voice of the body. Is it strange that these voices often contradict each
other? And then to which should we give heed? Too often does reason
deceive us; we have only too good a right to doubt her; but conscience
never deceives us; she is the true guide of man; it is the soul what instinct
is to the body; he who obeys his conscience is following nature and he
need not fear that he will go astray (1961: 249-50).

As this passage reminds us, Rousseau dismissed casuistry not merely because
he was an epistemic egalitarian about moral knowledge; Rousseau also had a
highly pessimistic opinion of philosophy, which he believed could do more evil
than good for people’s moral compass. He even suggested that we start rely-
ing on philosophical arguments about ethics ‘only when we haggle with con-
science’. In this way, Rousseau followed the popular antipathy toward casuistry
and turned it against popular moral philosophy in general.

Kant famously followed Rousseau in his epistemic egalitarianism about
moral knowledge;"” but, as John Callanan (2019) has shown, Kant did not follow
Rousseau in his more pessimistic belief that philosophy would corrupt the com-
mon moral knowledge that is already available to people in their uncorrupted,
natural state. While Rousseau believed that natural human feeling would be
enough as a moral guide in human conduct, Kant believed that reason—and
importantly, philosophy —still has a significant role to play.

According to Kant, the project of unearthing the supreme principle of practi-
cal reason is also a therapeutic exercise, bringing us closer to who we truly are

For brief overviews of the historical background to Kant’s views on casuistry, see also Kittsteiner
(1988) and Schiissler (2012: 90—94). A particularly insightful discussion of Kant’s complex views
on probabilism can be found in Schiissler (2020). On this topic, see also Di Giulio (2020: 259, note
39). For an influential account of the history of Jesuit casuistry see Staudlin (1808: 460-572, chs.
7—-10), and for discussion of Pascal’s criticism of the practice of casuistry see especially Jonsen and
Toulmin (1988: 231-49); Krailsheimer (1967); and Bell (1998).

17. See also Kant’s remarks his Religion (RGV 6:185).

Journal of Modern Philosophy « vol. 8 « 2026



10 * Laurenz Ramsauer

as rational beings, and helping us overcome the subconscious, corrosive parts
of our finite, rational nature. Kant most clearly expressed this therapeutic con-
ception of the practical purpose of moral philosophy in the Groundwork of the
Metaphysics of Morals (1785). There, Kant claimed that beings like us are easily
led astray by the ‘natural dialectic’, which arises from the conflicting demands
of our inclinations and the demands of morality, and which can lead people to
rationalizing away the requirements of morality:

The human being feels within himself a powerful counterweight to all
the commands of duty, which reason represents to him as so deserving
of the highest respect—the counterweight of his needs and inclinations,
the entire satisfaction of which he sums up under the name happiness.
Now reason issues its precepts unremittingly, without thereby promis-
ing anything to the inclinations, and so, as it were, with disregard and
contempt for those claims, which are so impetuous and besides so ap-
parently equitable (and refuse to be neutralized by any command). But
from this there arises a natural dialectic, that is, a propensity to rational-
ize against those strict laws of duty and to cast doubt upon their validity,
or at least upon their purity and strictness, and, where possible, to make
them better suited to our wishes and inclinations, that is, to corrupt them
at their basis and to destroy all their dignity —something that even com-
mon practical reason cannot, in the end, call good. In this way common
human reason is impelled [...] to go out of its sphere and to take a step
into the field of practical philosophy [...] (GMS 4:405).™®

Kant’s account of this natural dialectic is not simply a conflict between inclina-
tion and reason; rather, this natural dialectic is itself a rational process. As finite
beings, we necessarily take an interest in our happiness. And our happiness is a
genuinely valuable end —which makes pursuing our happiness appear so rea-
sonably ‘equitable’. And since it is hardly an option for finite, dependent beings
like us to shape our inclinations at will, we take a pathological interest in justify-
ing them. In other words, we are prone to rationalizing in favor of our inclina-
tions and against our moral judgment not simply because we are suffering from
overly strong inclinations, but precisely because we are rational beings who take
an interest in everything that is reasonable.”

Moral philosophy can help us overcome this corrosive aspect of our ratio-
nal, finite nature because it unearths the supreme principle of practical reason,

18. As John Callanan (2019) has compellingly argued, this passage at the end of the Ground-
work’s first section is a response to Rousseau.

19. For related discussion of Kant’s notion of ‘rationalizing’ [verniinfteln], see also Sticker
(2021, esp. 29-30).
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thus bringing this principle into reflected self-consciousness and even “closer to
feeling’.*° In this way, moral philosophy can bring us closer to who we truly are
as rational beings. We need the resolve to trust our capacity for pure practical
reason and pursue what is intrinsically good even when it conflicts with our
happiness. Kant believed that philosophy could help people find this resolve to
rely on their rational capacities and to trust their immediate moral judgments,
instead of rationalizing away the requirements of morality and relegating their
decisions to inclinations. Moreover, while bad moral theory risks reinforcing our
rationalizations, moral philosophy done well deprives us of such tools and may
even help us recognize our own errors.>*

Thus, while Kant agrees with Rousseau about the accuracy of common
moral knowledge, he did not believe that we should therefore either give up or
turn against moral philosophy. On Kant’s view, moral philosophy can be practi-
cal because it is therapeutic. Both the highest principle of practical reason and
its main obstacles are already within us, simply because we are finite, rational
beings. Thus, the project of unearthing the supreme principle of practical reason
is not a merely metaethical or speculative exercise; for Kant, it is also a therapeu-
tic exercise, helping us overcome the corrosive parts of our finite, rational nature.

On a high level of abstraction, all moral philosophy aims at virtue. To call
the purpose of Kant’s moral philosophy ‘therapeutic’ is to emphasize the specific
way in which moral philosophy helps us strive for virtue. Rather than offering a
new kind of knowledge by means of a “‘method of ethics’, Kant’s moral philoso-
phy helps us strive for virtue by bringing us closer to something that is within
us all along (our capacity for immediate moral judgment as rational beings), and
helps us overcome something that is also within us (our tendency as finite beings
to rationalize against the requirements of morality).

With this approach, Kant is in venerable company: ‘Empty is that philoso-
pher’s argument’, Epicurus tells us in a fragment, ‘by which no human suffering
is therapeutically treated. For just as there is no use in a medical art that does
not cast out the sickness of bodies, so too there is no use in philosophy, unless it
casts out the suffering of the soul” (Us. 221 Porphyrius ad Marcellam 31 p. 209,
23 Nauck).>> On this conception of the practical purpose of moral philosophy,

20. I borrow this phrase from Kant’s comment on the significance of the various different for-
mulations of the Categorical Imperative: ‘[...] which is indeed subjectively rather than objectively
practical, intended namely to bring an idea of reason closer to intuition (by a certain analogy) and
thereby to feeling” (GMS 4:436).

21. For recent discussion of Kant’s account rationalizing and self-deceit, see Papish (2018);
Wehofsits (2020); and Di Giulio (2020).

22. Citation follows Hermann Usener’s numbering of Epicurean fragments (Epicurus 188y),
traditionally abbreviated ‘Us’. Fragment 221 comes from a letter by Porphyry of Tyre to his wife
Marecella, contained in August Nauck’s edition of some of Porphyry’s works (Porphyry 1860).
Translation by Martha Nussbaum (2018: 102).
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we are less in need of a ‘method of ethics” and instead require resources for a
therapeutic way of reflection: a kind of reflection that can help us overcome our
self-incurred forms of unenlightenment or self-entrapment.

Because of their view of moral cognition as egalitarian (i.e., accessible to every
human being of a healthy mind and heart), Kant and Rousseau both rejected
the idea of a practice of casuistry that would allow people to quibble with their
conscience by means of hair-splitting and factitious distinctions. Thus, the Vigi-
lantius’s lecture notes record Kant as saying that probabilist casuistry is the ‘prac-
tice of cheating or chicaning conscience through sophistry, insofar as one makes
it [conscience] appear mistaken’ (V-MS/Vigil 27:620, translation mine).4 Indeed,
for Kant, probabilist casuistry is the perfect example of the human tendency to
rationalize against the moral law.?> But unlike Rousseau, Kant also leaves room
for casuistical questions. What, then, could provide a more promising starting
point for explaining their different respective attitudes toward casuistry and
casuistical questions than their different views about the practical purpose of
moral philosophy? As I suggest in the remainder of this essay, this therapeutic
purpose of Kant’s moral philosophy —through which he distinguished himself
from Rousseau in the Groundwork—allows us to trace an alternative reading of
Kant’s casuistical questions and their philosophical significance.

23. To be clear, this is not to say that Kant’s moral philosophy would not—or could not—
serve any other purposes; rather, it is to say that one of its most central purposes is adequately
described as therapeutic. This comparatively modern term ‘therapeutic’” has so far been used only
rarely in Kant scholarship, but I believe that Kant’s most explicit discussion of the practical pur-
pose of moral philosophy (in the Groundwork quoted above) makes this term particularly apt for a
contemporary audience. Moreover, this description of Kant’s ethics as serving a therapeutic pur-
pose is also backed by an emerging line of contemporary scholarship on Kant’s ethics. In this
vein, Ido Geiger (2010: 286) has argued that Kant’s formulas of the Categorical Imperative in the
Groundwork are best understood as “provid[ing] a heuristic tool for moral self-criticism and so for
fighting temptation” (compare also Ramsauer 2024: 44—45). Similarly, Samuel Fleischacker (1991:
263) has pointed out that: “‘Never does Kant take as the paradigm moral question, “what should
all people do?”, or “what should so-and-so over there do?” The question is always, “what should
I do?”, or, more strictly, “how can I convince myself of what I ought to do?”” For the agent in the
examples is never really in doubt as to the nature of the appropriate moral laws [...]". And accord-
ing to Arnd Pollmann (2011), Kant’s philosophy of history arguably serves a therapeutic purpose
against melancholy and the threat of moral despair.

24. See also V-MS/Vigil 27:557. On the orthodox reading of Kant’s late conception of con-
science, conscience cannot be mistaken or false. It can only be ignored. This is because conscience
is not the practical syllogism itself, or the subsumption of cases under rules, but the second-order
cognition of whether one’s actions are in conformity with one’s practical judgment. Although
one’s practical judgment can be mistaken, one’s conscience (i.e., knowledge of one’s actions’ con-
formity to one’s moral judgment) can only be ignored. See also Sticker (2020).

25. Thus, pace Kittsteiner (1988: 193), Kant’s casuistical questions in the Doctrine of Virtue are
not ‘the traditional casuistry which lived on as an appendix to the doctrine of virtue’. Rather, as Di
Giulio has pointed out, for Kant, the seventeenth century probabilist casuist is the personification
of radical evil (Di Giulio 2020: 268—78 and 2024: 11-12; compare also Di Giulio and Frigo 2020: 11).
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4. The questions

Kant adds eight small sections of casuistical questions to some (albeit not all) dis-
cussions of specific ethical duties and corresponding vices. Since, to my knowl-
edge, no discussion of Kant’s casuistical questions has yet reproduced them
collectively, and for ease of reference in the following discussion, it is worth
restating Kant’s casuistical questions under the specific section titles in which
they appear. The following quotations are given in the order they appear in
Kant’s text, omitting the preceding discussions of the respective duties and vices.

1. On killing oneself

- Is it murdering oneself to hurl oneself to certain death (like Curtius)
in order to save one’s country?—or is deliberate martyrdom, sacrific-
ing oneself for the good of all humanity, also to be considered an act
of heroism?

- Is it permitted to anticipate by killing oneself the unjust death sentence
of one’s ruler —even if the ruler permits this (as did Nero with Seneca)?

- Can a great king who died recently be charged with a criminal inten-
tion for carrying a fast-acting poison with him, presumably so that if
he were captured when he led his troops into battle he could not be
forced to agree to conditions of ransom harmful to his state? —for one
can ascribe this purpose to him without having to presume that mere
pride lay behind it.

- A man who had been bitten by a mad dog already felt hydrophobia
coming on. He explained, in a letter he left, that, since as far as he knew
the disease was incurable, he was taking his life lest he harm others
as well in his madness (the onset of which he already felt). Did he
do wrong?

- Anyone who decides to be vaccinated against smallpox puts his life in
danger, even though he does it in order to preserve his life; and, insofar
as he himself brings on the disease that endangers his life, he is in a far
more doubtful situation, as far as the law of duty is concerned, than is
the sailor, who at least does not arouse the storm to which he entrusts
himself. Is smallpox inoculation, then, permitted? (MS 6:423-24, empha-
sis in original)

2. On defiling oneself by lust

- Nature’s end in the cohabitation of the sexes is procreation, that is, the
preservation of the species. Hence one may not, at least, act contrary to
that end. But is it permitted to engage in this practice (even within mar-
riage) without taking this end into consideration?
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- If, for example, the wife is pregnant or sterile (because of age or sick-

ness), or if she feels no desire for intercourse, is it not contrary to nature’s
end, and so also contrary to one’s duty to oneself, for one or the other of
them, to make use of their sexual attributes—just as in unnatural lust?
Or is there, in this case, a permissive law of morally practical reason,
which in the collision of its determining grounds makes permitted
something that is in itself not permitted (indulgently, as it were), in
order to prevent a still greater violation?

At what point can the limitation of a wide obligation be ascribed to pur-
ism (a pedantry regarding the fulfillment of duty, as far as the wideness
of the obligation is concerned), and the animal inclinations be allowed a
latitude, at the risk of forsaking the law of reason? (MS 6:426, emphases
in original)

3. On stupefying oneself by the excessive use of food or drink

- Can one at least justify, if not eulogize, a use of wine bordering on intox-

ication, since it enlivens the company’s conversation and in so doing
makes them speak more freely?

Or can it even be granted the merit of promoting what Horace praises
in Cato: virtus eius incaluit mero?

The use of opium and spirits for enjoyment is closer to being a base
act than the use of wine, since they make the user silent, reticent and
withdrawn by the dreamy euphoria they induce. They are therefore
permitted only as medicines. —But who can determine the measure for
someone who is quite ready to pass into a state in which he no longer
has clear eyes for measuring?

Although a banquet is a formal invitation to excess in both food and
drink, there is still something in it that aims at a moral end, beyond
mere physical well-being: it brings a number of people together for a
long time to converse with one another. And yet the very number of
guests [...] allows for only a little conversation (with those sitting next
to one); and so the arrangement is at variance with that end [...] How
far does one’s moral authorization to accept these invitations to intem-
perance extend? (MS 6:428, emphases in original)

4. Onlying

- Can an untruth from mere politeness (e.g., the “your obedient servant’

at the end of a letter) be considered a lie? No one is deceived by it.

- An author asks one of his readers "How do you like my work?’ [...] The

author will take the slightest hesitation in answering as an insult. May
one, then, say what is expected of one?
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- If I say something untrue in more serious matters, having to do with
what is mine or yours, must I answer for all the consequences it might
have?

- For example, a householder has ordered his servant to say ‘not at home’
if a certain human being asks for him. The servant does this and, as a
result, the master slips away and commits a serious crime, which would
otherwise have been prevented by the guard sent to arrest him. Who (in
accordance with ethical principles) is guilty in this case? Surely the ser-
vant, too, who violated a duty to himself by his lie, the results of which
his own conscience imputes to him. (MS 6:431)

5. Omn avarice

- [Mliserliness is not just mistaken thrift, but rather slavish subjection of
oneself to the goods that contribute to happiness which is a violation of
duty to oneself since one ought to be their master. It is opposed to lib-
erality of mind (liberalitas moralis) generally (not to generosity, liberalitas
sumptuosa, which is only an application of this to a special case), that
is, opposed to the principle of independence from everything except
the law, and is a way in which the subject defrauds himself. But what
kind of a law is it that the internal lawgiver itself does not know how to
apply?

- Ought I to economize on food or only in my expenditures on external
things? in old age, or already in youth? Or is thrift as such a virtue? (MS
6:433—34, emphases in original)

6. On servility

- Is not the human being’s feeling for his sublime vocation, that is,
his elation of spirit (elatio animi) or esteem for himself, so closely akin
to self-conceit (arrogantia), the very opposite of true humility (humili-
tas moralis), that it would be advisable to cultivate humility even in
comparing ourselves with other human beings, and not only with the
law?

- Or would not this kind of self-abnegation instead strengthen others’
verdict on us to the point of despising our person, so that it would be
contrary to our duty (of respect) to ourselves? Bowing and scraping
before a human being seems in any case to be unworthy of a human
being.

- Preferential tributes of respect in words and manners even to those
who have no civil authority—[...] does not all this prove that there
is a widespread propensity to servility in human beings? (MS 6:437,
emphases in original)
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7. The duty of beneficence

- How far should one expend one’s resources in practicing beneficence?

Surely not to the extent that he himself would finally come to need the
beneficence of others.

How much worth has beneficence extended with a cold hand (by a will
to be put into effect at one’s death)?

If someone who exercises over another (a serf of his estate) the greater
power permitted by the law of the land robs the other of his freedom
to make himself happy in accordance with his own choices, can he, I
say, consider himself the other’s benefactor because he looks after him
paternalistically in accordance with his own concepts of happiness? Or
is not the injustice of depriving someone of his freedom something so
contrary to duty of right as such that one who willingly consents to
submit to this condition, counting on his master’s beneficence, commits
the greatest rejection of his own humanity, and that the master’s utmost
concern for him would not really be beneficence at all? Or could the
merit of such beneficence be so great as to outweigh the right of human
beings? —I cannot do good to anyone in accordance with my concepts of
happiness (except to young children and the insane), thinking to benefit
him by forcing a gift upon him; rather, I can benefit him only in accor-
dance with his concepts of happiness.

Having the resources to practice such beneficence as depends on the
goods of fortune is, for the most part, a result of certain human beings
being favored through the injustice of the government, which introduces
an inequality of wealth that makes others need their beneficence. Under
such circumstances, does a rich man’s help to the needy, on which he
so readily prides himself as something meritorious, really deserve to be
called beneficence at all? (MS 6:454, emphases in original)

8. The duty of sympathy
- Would it not be better for the well-being of the world generally if human

morality were limited to duties of right, fulfilled with the utmost consci-
entiousness, and benevolence were considered morally indifferent? It is
not so easy to see what effect this would have on human happiness. But
at least a great moral adornment, benevolence, would then be missing
from the world. This is, accordingly, required by itself, in order to pres-
ent the world as a beautiful moral whole in its full perfection, even if no
account is taken of advantages (of happiness).

[Ulniversal love of one’s neighbor can and must be based on equality
of duties, whereas in gratitude the one put under obligation stands a
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step lower than his benefactor. Is it not this, namely pride, that causes
so much ingratitude? seeing someone above oneself and feeling resent-
ment at not being able to make oneself fully his equal (as far as relations
of duty are concerned)? (MS 6:458)

Kant’s casuistical questions are remarkably diverse. The first six duties to
which he adds casuistical questions are perfect duties to oneself, while the last
two duties are imperfect duties to others. At first sight, some of Kant’s casuistical
questions seem to pose genuinely difficult, if not unanswerable, questions about
conflicting grounds of obligation, like some of the questions concerning suicide
(1). By contrast, some casuistical questions seem to concern conflicting grounds
of obligation, but also appear to be answerable, like the questions concerning
lying (4). The questions regarding lust (2) can seem difficult to answer from a
Kantian perspective, but they do not obviously concern any conflicting grounds
of obligation. Still other questions appear to be both answerable and also do not
obviously concern conflicting grounds of obligations, like the questions regard-
ing the use of food and drink (3) and the questions about servility (6). In addi-
tion to these differences, some of Kant’s casuistical questions regarding the duty
of beneficence (7) seem clearly answerable, while other questions regarding the
same duty seem both difficult and even concern conceptual, rather than practi-
cal, difficulties. Some entire sets of casuistical questions do not appear to raise
any moral questions at all, but only indirectly practical or even theoretical ones,
like the questions regarding sympathy (8). Lastly, the questions on avarice (5)
may sound as if they were about an imperfect duty, although they explicitly
concern a perfect duty toward oneself.

Although Kant’s questions regarding suicide present genuinely difficult
situations of conflicting grounds of obligation, Kant himself answers at least
three out of the five questions on suicide in his own writings (Anth 7:259; Refl
15:972-976; V-MS/Vigil 27:603, 629).2° Similarly, Kant also provides an immedi-
ate answer to his third casuistical question on beneficence—whether one may
deprive others of their freedom of choice in order to paternalistically impose
one’s own conception of happiness on them: ‘I can benefit him only in accor-
dance with his concepts of happiness” (MS 6:454, original emphasis). And Kant
also provides at least part of an answer to his first casuistical question on benefi-
cence —how much of one’s resources one should spend for beneficence: ‘Surely
not to the extent that he himself would finally come to need the beneficence of
others” (MS 6:454).

26. For discussion, see Unna (2003). As Unna has pointed out, the questions on suicide also
involve different conflicting motivations: the welfare of others, honor, and the preservation of life.
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Finally, Kant’s casuistical questions do not seem to be examples of casuistry,
i.e., cases in which we need to find subsidiary maxims for the application of
other, more general, maxims. In his introduction to the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant
had stated that ethics,

because of the latitude it allows in its imperfect duties, unavoidably
leads to questions that call upon judgment to decide how a maxim is to
be applied in particular cases, and indeed in such a way that judgment
provides another (subordinate) maxim (and one can always ask for yet
another principle for applying this maxim to cases that may arise). So
ethics falls into a casuistry [...] (MS 6:411-12).

While some of Kant’s casuistical questions might be read in a way that
makes them fit this picture—like, for instance, the questions concerning how
much of one’s resources should be spent in beneficence, or how much alcohol
one can consume without stupefying oneself through excess—most of Kant’s
casuistical questions do not fit this description of casuistry. Interestingly, the
casuistical questions which we would have expected to best fit this paradigm —
namely, the questions concerning imperfect duties—do not fit this explanation
at all. Thus, Kant’s casuistical questions are most likely not casuistry —indeed,
Kant is very consistent in his use of these two terms for apparently different
practices.?”

After this brief initial look at Kant’s casuistical questions, we can already make
the following preliminary observations. Kant’s casuistical questions have little,
if anything, in common: neither the type of difficulty involved, nor the answer-
ability of the question, nor even the nature of the question (whether directly or
indirectly practical) remains consistent throughout. Consequently, it would be
misleading to describe them as instances of conflicting grounds of obligation
(as not all concern such conflicts), or as uncertain cases that require subsidiary
maxims for their solution (since only few might require subsidiary maxims), or
as examples of simply unanswerable ethical questions (as some of them can be
answered); it would also be insufficient to describe them as questions that test
the reader’s understanding of Kant’s ethics (as some of them remain genuinely
difficult even to Kant scholars).

One thing, however, that Kant’s casuistical questions share is their sensitiv-
ity to ethical difficulties.

27. For discussion, see Schiissler (2012).
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5. Highlighting the Complexity of Ethical Life

One likely reason why Kant’s casuistical questions have appeared so strange
to commentators is that most recent readers have also assumed a specific view
about the purpose of Kant’s moral philosophy. On this commonly assumed
view, Kant’s ethics is a theory of right action—that is, a ‘method of ethics’ (to
use Sidgwick’s term) which will provide a test or decision procedure and thus
help us resolve difficult questions about what we should do.?® On this view, it is
reasonable to expect that the casuistical questions are exercise examples which
the theory’s test will allow us to answer. However, as we saw above, this way
of reading the casuistical questions forces a uniformity on them that these ques-
tions simply do not have. And importantly, this way of reading the casuistical
questions also eclipses the questions themselves: on such a view, their purpose
would merely lie in their answers because they are supposed to be mere exercise
examples for a decision procedure.

By contrast, I suggest that we see the philosophical significance of the casuis-
tical questions not in their answer, but in the difficulties they highlight. If moral
philosophy is to cast out ‘the suffering of the soul’, it must first be sensitive to
what kinds of suffering beings like us face. In more Kantian jargon: if moral
philosophy is supposed to help us overcome the self-deceptive aspect of our
nature, then it should give us examples of what self-deceptive reasoning itself
can look like?® and be sensitive to the complexities of ethical life that tend to
underlie such self-deceptive reasoning in the first place.’®

Thus, on the view I propose, the kind of reflection that brings us closer to vir-
tue cannot be the algorithmic application of the Categorical Imperative; rather,
reflection that brings us closer to virtue starts with the very rejection of the idea
that such an algorithmic application of a test or decision procedure could do
justice to the complexity of ethical life. Only by acknowledging the full range of
difficulties beings like us face can we also work against the temptations of ratio-
nalization and self-deception and move closer to virtue. And, arguably, Kant’s
casuistical questions demonstrate just that.

28. For representative examples, see Korsgaard (1998: xii); Rawls (2000: 163); Schneewind
(1991: 289); and Sticker (2015: 980).

29. As, for example, Kant’s remarks about eudaimonism in the preface to the Doctrine of Virtue
(6:377-78).

30. NB: Kant’s casuistical questions are not themselves an explicit challenge to self-deceptive
reasoning; they are highlighting the complexity of ethical life that frequently underlies such self-
deceptive reasoning. While these two aspects of moral philosophy —being sensitive to moral com-
plexity and challenging the specific mechanisms of self-deception—are clearly related, they are
not identical.
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Kant already indicated one of these difficulties in his discussion of the ‘natu-
ral dialectic” in the Groundwork: the human propensity to place their inclinations
over their knowledge of what is moral because the demands of our inclinations
‘are so impetuous and besides so apparently equitable” (GMS 4:405). In the Doc-
trine of Virtue, Kant picks up this difficulty again in the casuistical questions. For
instance, Kant’s first three questions concerning lust are paradigmatic examples
of this difficulty. The first and last questions concerning the excessive use of drink
also deal with this propensity of human nature to succumb to the natural dia-
lectic. Similarly, the second question on lying involves a case in which one is
tempted to tell a falsehood in order to avoid inadvertently insulting an author,
and thus to avoid an uncomfortable situation. One might also add the second
question regarding suicide to this category. Moreover, these questions highlight
not merely the difficulty of following through with a moral demand in the light of
contravening inclinations; they also highlight that the demands of our inclinations
are not merely ‘impetuous’, but are represented to us as ‘so apparently equitable’.
After all, is the pleasure of the kind of lively conversation that only happens after
a couple of drinks really not a perfectly reasonable enjoyment? And aren’t many
forms of sexual pleasure genuinely good even though they do not take ‘nature’s
end’ into account? On Kant's view, the inclinations that tempt us to these options
are not merely strong, they also appear reasonable because there is nothing in
itself wrong with pleasure. This makes it all the more tempting to rationalize
away the arduous requirements of morality in favor of our inclinations.

Another version of this difficulty comes up in Kant’s last question regard-
ing suicide. There, he asks if smallpox inoculation is morally permissible.3*
Although this question is sometimes read as an example of conflicting grounds
of obligation (insofar as the obligation in question seems to pull in two different
directions), it cannot be an example of such a conflict, for the only obligation
under consideration here is to preserve one’s life. The casuistical question asks
whether one may pursue this moral end by taking the comparatively small risk
of inoculation with a mild variant of smallpox, or whether one should instead
avoid such risks and hope not to contract smallpox at all. Thus, at first sight,
the difficulty in question concerns the appropriateness of specific actions in the
pursuit of one and the same moral end. Kant answers this question in his hand-

31. Kant’s opposition to smallpox inoculation might seem bewildering in our time when ever
crankier conspiracy theorists are trying to outdo each other in their fight against safe vaccines.
However, smallpox inoculation during the eighteenth century still meant variolation with a live
smallpox virus. Although the likelihood of dying from inoculation with a mild version of the
live virus was significantly lower than from uncontrolled contraction of smallpox, the eighteenth
century smallpox inoculation still had the drawback of developing into the full-blown disease
in some cases and killing the recipient. In addition, inoculation with the live virus also made
the recipient an active transmitter of the disease —with potentially disastrous public-health conse-
quences. For a brief history of the smallpox vaccines, see Kotar and Gessler (2013).
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written remains, claiming that the maxim of a person who risks their life either
willingly or by indifference can be accused of suicide (Refl 15:972-76).3> How-
ever, in these notes, Kant also points out that the conflict underlying this casu-
istical question is actually one between the “prudence in consideration of one’s
advantage’” and the requirements of morality not to endanger one’s life. Kant’s
answer is that considerations of advantage (increasing one’s chances of surviv-
ing smallpox) cannot outweigh requirements of morality (not to risk one’s life).
As one would expect from the rigorist philosopher, Kant thought that no matter
how certain the gained advantage might be, means contrary to the moral law
must not be used in pursuing one’s advantage. Thus, although this casuistical
question initially seems to concern either conflicting grounds of obligation or the
appropriateness of a particular action to a moral end, the underlying difficulty
turns out to be the human propensity to place a foreseen advantage over moral-
ity. Ironically, the very fact that the conflict appears, at first sight, to be moral
underscores Kant’s claim that the natural dialectic makes us rationalize away the
requirements of morality in light of the demands of our inclinations.

Another difficulty thematized in Kant’s casuistical questions is our frailty. In
his third question on suicide, Kant refers to the belief that Frederick II of Prus-
sia had carried with him a fast-acting poison, as Kant remarks, “presumably so
that if he were captured when he led his troops into battle he could not be forced
to agree to conditions of ransom harmful to his state” (MS 6:423). As so many
others, this casuistical question is not about conflicting grounds of obligation.
From a Kantian perspective, the duties at stake appear to be (i) not to kill one-
self, and (ii) not to agree to anything harmful to the state and its citizens. But
these grounds of obligations are not themselves contradictory. Rather, the prob-
lem arises because of human vulnerability and frailty. The two obligations in
question only give rise to a conflict when we assume that human frailty would
make it impossible to comply with the latter duty without ending one’s life. Of
course, only the most pathologically megalomaniacal among us could seriously
believe that they could withstand the pressure of psychological and/or physi-
cal torture. What actions, then, are morally permissible when we expect that
harm might potentially befall others because of our frailty? We might not share
Kant’s seeming optimism about the capacity of rational beings to overcome their
limitations by the force of pure reason, but even if we do not, Kant’s question
remains perfectly reasonable. We might excuse, understand, even admire the
suicide of someone who fears that they would not withhold torture and thinks
suicide the only realistic option for protecting others. But Kant’'s question per-

32. Note also that even here, Kant does not refer to the Categorical Imperative (in any of its
formulations) as a decision-procedure but simply claims that intentionally risking one’s life is a
case of suicide.
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spicuously highlights the moral difficulty: is it merely to accept one’s vulner-
ability and frailty if one does not even try to overcome them? Or is an intention
that presumes we would not be able to overcome these factors the same as to
renounce our ability to do the right thing altogether?

A further difficulty concerns self-conceit. In his first two questions on ser-
vility, Kant points out that self-esteem is dangerously similar to arrogance. In
an almost proto-Freudian fashion, Kant here suggests that one easily deceives
oneself about the actual nature of one’s feeling. How, then, should we deal with
such a propensity for self-conceit? Kant first asks if it would not be advisable for
humans to cultivate humility by comparing ourselves with others in order to
counteract our propensity to portray our arrogance as self-esteem. But he then
asks if such a habit of cultivating humility by comparing ourselves with others
might not make others view us as inferior, and thus appear in conflict with our
duty of self-respect. The options adumbrated by Kant in these two questions—
comparing ourselves with others and making others thereby despise us—are far
less significant than the underlying problem. Indeed, once we take the problem
seriously, we can see that the appropriate response is, first of all, to take the dif-
ficulty seriously, and to cultivate a habit of reflecting especially on those feelings
that are so prone to self-deception.

Some of Kant’s casuistical questions also deal with the (seemingly more banal)
difficulty of drawing a line. In his last question regarding lust, Kant asks at what
point one may allow a latitude to our inclinations, and at what point compliance
with a wide duty becomes pedantry. Similarly, in his second question on avarice
and miserliness, Kant asks on which expenditures, and at what point in life, one
ought to economize. And regarding beneficence, Kant asks how much of one’s
resources one should give to others. All of these questions concern the necessity
of a determination in situations that do not seem to have a clear limit or border.
As such, the difficulty in these questions might seem quite trite at first sight. But
what is more interesting are the competing considerations. For what makes these
cases difficult is not simply the indeterminacy of the situation but the conflicting
goals in question. We want to give lust a latitude because of our sexual drive; we
want to minimize beneficence because we desire our own comfort; we economize
on expenditures for ourselves because we want to keep or accumulate wealth.
Unlike some other casuistical questions, Kant neither answers them in the Meta-
physics of Morals nor anywhere else, nor does he seem to provide the resources for
answering them. Evidently, what matters for Kant in these questions is not a solu-
tion, but an accurate awareness of the difficulty. In other words, what appears to
matter in these casuistical questions is not simply the difficulty of drawing a line,
but a more complete awareness of what makes the difficulty of drawing a line an
ethical difficulty for human beings: the tension between rational principles and
conflicting inclinations that reason rightly represents as equitable.
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Another difficulty concerns conflicting grounds of obligation. In two of his
most famous casuistical questions, Kant asks if one may sacrifice oneself for the
good of all humanity (as in the legend of the Roman soldier Marcus Curtius) or
kill oneself at the onset of hydrophobia in order to protect others. Contrary to the
questions discussed above, these two casuistical questions do not concern the
natural dialectic, human frailty, or our propensity for self-deceit. Instead, these
two questions concern two equally applicable grounds of obligation: self-pres-
ervation and the well-being of others. Interestingly, Kant also answered these
questions negatively in his lectures (V-MS/Vigil 27:629).33 Although conflicting
grounds of obligation only make for two casuistical questions, and although
Kant eventually answers them in his lectures, they demonstrate that Kant was
aware of the fact that conflicting grounds of obligation are a genuine moral dif-
ficulty —even where they can allegedly be resolved.

Finally, several casuistical questions are not concerned with the ethical diffi-
culties from the agent’s perspective but concern difficult philosophical questions
about moral obligation and political institutions. In this sense, these questions
are better understood as only indirectly practical. For instance, in the final two
questions regarding lying, Kant asks if one can be held legally responsible for
the consequences of a lie. Although Kant’s example in the last casuistical ques-
tion on lying concerns a lie by a servant who may feel contractually obliged to
obey their employer’s order, there can be little doubt that Kant did not think
of this situation as one of conflicting grounds of obligation, or as giving rise
to any significant moral difficulty at all. Instead, Kant’s focus is on the relation
between the immorality of lying and the permissibility of holding people legally
accountable for their lie. Thus, the question asks not how one should act, but
what rightful legal institutions would look like. While such legal liability may
have practical consequences by deterring vicious or morally frail law-subjects,
how one should act from an ethical perspective is not at issue. Moving even fur-
ther away from directly ethical concerns, several casuistical questions concern
the correct understanding of abstract concepts, as well as the correct classifica-
tion of specific types of actions and attitudes. For instance, in his brief discussion
of avarice, Kant asks in what sense we should understand the term ‘law’ in our
talk about the moral law, given that the ‘internal lawgiver’ themselves can have
difficulties in applying the law. In his discussion of servility, Kant asks if empiri-
cal evidence does suggest that it might be a widespread, and presumably uncon-
scious, propensity in human beings. Kant also asks if testamentary bequests can

33. We might not be surprised by this, since Kant took self-preservation to be a perfect duty,
while furthering the happiness and well-being of others is only an imperfect duty. For a discussion
of Kant’s answers to his questions regarding suicide, see Unna (2003). Note again that in his dis-
cussion of these questions in his lectures, Kant does not answer them by applying the Categorical
Imperative as a test.
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be classified as beneficence, and whether the philanthropic endeavors of rich
people in a deeply unjust society can be considered beneficence at all. Finally,
Kant asks if pride might be the unconscious cause of ingratitude.

So far, commentators have often tended to neglect Kant’s theoretically ori-
ented casuistical questions. However, I believe these questions are just as insight-
ful as Kant’s practical questions. After all, Kant’s moral philosophy seeks to be
therapeutic by unearthing the rational principles that underlie our moral cogni-
tion and their systematic interconnection. Consequently, we might expect that
Kant’s casuistical questions highlight not merely the difficulties that his moral
philosophy should help us to resolve, but also some of the difficulties in produc-
ing such a philosophy.

Kant’s casuistical questions might be remarkably diverse, but they all share a
sensitivity to ethical difficulties. And, as we should expect from good moral phi-
losophy, the ethical difficulties Kant’s casuistical questions highlight are them-
selves quite diverse, mirroring the complex nature of human life. Without such
complexity, there would be little space for rationalizing and self-deception.34 If
moral philosophy is to help us overcome this corrosive aspect of our nature, it
should not merely tell us what self-deceptive reasoning looks like but also be
sensitive to the difficulties that underlie it.

6. Conclusion

Kant’s casuistical questions vividly demonstrate the complexity of ethical life.
This complexity is not exhausted by puzzled agents asking themselves what
they should do. It involves the self-deceived agent, the frail agent, those strug-
gling with the natural dialectic, the morally unlucky who cannot act without
going against some ground of obligation, and those struggling to find the right
theoretical understanding of their practical situation.

Since many of Kant’s casuistical questions emphasize the natural dialectic
as a cause for moral difficulty, they also forge a direct bridge between the first
and final pages of Kant’s moral philosophy. In section I of the Groundwork, Kant
had remarked that ‘[t]he human being feels within himself a powerful coun-

34. Ileave aside the further question of what, exactly, such instances of self-deceptive reason-
ing look like, and whether they might vary in ways corresponding to the specific ethical difficulties
underlying them. For recent discussion, see Papish (2018); Wehofsits (2020); Di Giulio (2020); and
Sticker (2021). Consequently, I am not suggesting that they all necessarily follow the model of Kant’s
discussion of such self-deceptive reasoning in his discussion of the ‘natural dialectic’ in the Ground-
work. For the purpose of this article, I have merely argued that Kant’s discussion of the natural
dialectic uniquely helps us appreciate the therapeutic purpose of his moral philosophy, and, con-
sequently, why he pays attention to the underlying ethical difficulties in the casuistical questions.
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terweight to all the commands of duty, which reason represents to him as so
deserving of the highest respect [...]". And, therefore, practical wisdom ‘needs
science, not in order to learn from it but in order to provide access and durability
for its precepts” (GMS 4:405). With this view about the practical purpose of moral
philosophy, Kant distanced himself significantly from thinkers like Rousseau,
who, though they shared Kant’s epistemic egalitarianism about moral cogni-
tion and his rejection of baroque casuistry, had a much more pejorative view
about the role of scientific and philosophical reasoning for ethical life.>> Kant's
project of a metaphysics of morals is an attempt to analyze the a priori principles
that underlie our common moral cognition and their systematic interconnection.
Such an analysis should also provide us with the resources for a therapeutic
way of reflecting, a reflection that brings us closer to our true nature as rational
beings. But in order to do this, Kantian moral philosophy must be sensitive to the
specifically human difficulties we face in our ethical lives. Only if we take these
diverse difficulties seriously can moral philosophy get closer to an improvement
of our situation.3®
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