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1. The Unity of Reason 
Kant famously treats theoretical and practical reason as two distinct faculties, admitting of two 
different critiques and resulting in the construction of two different systems—a system of met-
aphysics (including science) and a system of morals. While theoretical reason is tempted to 
illegitimately transcend the bounds of experience, practical reason validly derives its principles 
from pure moral concepts or ideas, abstracted from everything empirical. Thus, as Kant insists 
in GMS, “Human reason, even in the commonest understanding, can easily be brought to a 
high measure of correctness and accuracy in moral matters, whereas in its theoretical but pure 
use it is totally and entirely dialectical” (4:391).  

Despite the clear differences between theoretical and practical reason, Kant repeatedly 
insists that an overarching goal of his critical system is to demonstrate how theoretical and 
practical reason can be seen to be the same faculty, unified by a common principle. Thus, in 
the Architectonic of KrV, Kant writes,  

Now the legislation of human reason (philosophy) has two objects, nature and freedom, 
and thus contains the natural law as well as the moral law, initially in two separate 
systems but ultimately in a single philosophical system. (A 840/B 868) 

Kant returns to the issue in both GMS (1785) and KpV (1788). In GMS, he claims, 
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I require that the critique of a pure practical reason, if it is to be complete, also be able 
to present its unity with speculative reason in a common principle; because in the end 
there can be only one and the same reason, which must differ merely in its application. 
(4:391) 

There, however, Kant defers the project of accounting for the unity of reason, claiming that he 
“could not yet bring it to such completeness here without introducing considerations of a 
wholly different kind and confusing the reader” (4:391). Yet, in KpV, Kant once again refers to 
the unity of reason only as a future hope for the critical project, declining to say anything more 
about the issue than that the “comparison” in structures of the first and second Critiques 

rightly occasions the expectation of perhaps being able some day to attain insight into 
the unity of the whole pure rational faculty (theoretical as well as practical) and to derive 
everything from one principle. (5:91) 

In other words, throughout this period, Kant continues to conceive of the critical project as 
aimed at establishing a unity between the theoretical and practical uses as one general faculty 
of reason, derived from a common principle. But he does not yet address what such a unifying 
principle might be, nor do its prospects seem altogether clear: if theoretical reason admits only 
of a negative critique rather than a positive doctrine, in what sense could it be taken to form a 
unified faculty with practical reason, or could the two be joined into one common metaphysical 
system? 

Scholars have attempted to respond to the question of the unity of reason by advancing 
several proposals for the unifying candidate: the regulative use of reason in positing the ideas 
of the soul, freedom, and God as practical postulates;1 the highest good, or the idea that a 
benevolent God has created a world that coheres with morality;2 or the categorical imperative 
as the “supreme principle of reason,” both theoretical and practical, uniting the public use of 
theoretical reason with the universalizability of moral action.3 

Yet each of these proposals point to resources Kant already had at his disposal in GMS 
and first two Critiques: Kant devotes entire sections of the first and second Critiques to the 
highest good (KrV A 804–19/B 832–47; KpV 5:107–13) and to the postulates (KrV A 795–
804/B 823–32; KpV 5:122–34), as well as to the spontaneity of reason as what posits each of 
these concepts (KrV A 548/B 576). But in each of these texts, Kant does not yet take himself 
to have an answer to the problem; indeed, as shown above, in each subsequent invocation of 
the unity of reason, he seems only to defer its resolution. Similarly, Kant advances the categor-
ical imperative as the supreme principle of morality in both GMS and KpV, where he also voices 
the hope of eventually accounting for the unity of reason. Yet it is noteworthy that Kant never 
refers in this context to the categorical imperative as the principle of reason, theoretical as well 
as practical, suggesting that this cannot be his solution. 

It is only later that Kant claims to have found a solution to the unity of reason problem. 
In KU, Kant refers to the power of judgment as offering a “transition” or “bridge” across the 
“incalculable gulf” between the theoretical and practical domains (5:175), while OP is charac-
terized as the ‘transition’ that would pay “the unpaid bill of my uncompleted philosophy,” filling 
“a gap [Lücke] that now stands open” (B 12:222, 12:257, 12:254).4 In neither text does he 
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continue to refer to the unity of reason as a still outstanding problem, suggesting that these are 
relevant places to look if we want to understand Kant’s own response to the unity of reason 
problem. 

In this paper, I suggest a different possibility for a common principle unifying the the-
oretical and practical guises of reason, one that arises from a consideration of the developments 
in Kant’s writings in the wake of the three Critiques. Following on the scholarly claims that the 
categorical imperative and its formula of autonomy increasingly fall away in the 1790s,5 in the 
first section of this paper, I show that Kant does continue to refer extensively to autonomy in 
this period. However, this is no longer a strictly moral conception of autonomy couched in 
terms of the self-legislating will, but a broader conception of autonomy newly expressed 
through the project of transcendental philosophy in constituting a ‘system of ideas’, one that 
unifies the theoretical and practical domains. 

To understand this conception, I claim that we need to take stock of the resources af-
forded by Kant’s new account of the reflective power of judgment in KU. I argue that it is only 
in this text that Kant develops a consistent view of the representation and cognition of ideas of 
reason: in both the theoretical and practical domains, Kant claims for the first time that they 
can no longer be directly schematized or represented by reason, but only indirectly represented 
by reflective judgment, a procedure on account of which Kant ascribes autonomy to reflective 
judgment. As such, Kant advances autonomy as what unifies theoretical and practical reason, 
but understood differently than the moral conception of autonomy of GMS expressed through 
a formulation of the categorical imperative. Instead, autonomy is here a defining feature of an 
activity, the activity of reflective judgment, in its relation to both theoretical and practical rea-
son in constituting a system of ideas. Hence, autonomy can play this unifying role precisely 
because it is now construed as operative in both the theoretical and practical domains. 
 
2. The ‘Autonomy of Ideas’ 
While it has been argued that autonomy drops out of Kant’s post-critical philosophy alto-
gether,6 it is crucial to notice that Kant refers to autonomy repeatedly in the manuscript of OP.7 
While Kant refers to autonomy there in various ways,8 for my purposes in this paper, I will 
focus on one central line of discussion: what Kant terms the ‘autonomy of ideas of reason’. Kant 
claims in this text that transcendental philosophy can be regarded under two aspects: under 
one, “it is the system of synthetic knowledge from a priori concepts,” while under the other, “it 
is the autonomy of ideas, and the principle of the forms to which systems with theoretical-
speculative or moral-practical intent must conform” (21:93). Kant claims that autonomy is ex-
pressed through ideas of reason, a move I address further below. But autonomy here is formu-
lated differently from Kant’s definition of moral autonomy cited in GMS as a “property of the 
will by which it is a law to itself,” expressed by the principle of autonomy, “not to choose in any 
other way than that the maxims of one’s choice are also comprised as universal law in the same 
willing” (4:440). Autonomy in this context is seemingly not expressed in the legislation of uni-
versal law, since it is predicated instead of ideas of reason;9 nor is it strictly moral, restricted to 
the domain of choice and the operations of the will. Instead, autonomy is accorded to both 
“theoretical-speculative” and “moral-practical” guises of reason (OP 21:93). 
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Kant reaffirms this conception of autonomy repeatedly in the manuscript. He claims, 
“The autonomy of ideas [Autonomie der Ideen]: to ground [begründen] experience as a unity…. 
Transcendental philosophy is the consciousness of the capacity of being the creator [Urheber] 
of the system of one’s ideas, in a theoretical as well as in a practical respect” (21:92–93), such 
that this system is comprised “not of objective concepts, but of subjective ideas” (21:93). Or: 
“Transcendental philosophy is the subjective principle of ideas of objects of pure reason con-
stituting [constituierenden] themselves into a system and of reason’s autonomy” (21:79), where 
this “complex of ideas” forms “a system both of theoretical-speculative and moral-practical rea-
son” (21:91). Thus, Kant claims that this system is ‘created’ or ‘constituted’, where the ideas at 
issue are both theoretical and practical. Kant refers in these passages to transcendental philos-
ophy as a subjective principle10 or as a system of subjective ideas, which will become relevant for 
my ensuing argument. Moreover, Kant characterizes the link between the theoretical and the 
practical in such a system as the expression of a form of ‘autonomy’, in particular through a 
principle of autonomy: “the autonomy of the theoretical-speculative connection to moral-prac-
tical reason” is the “principle which constitutes the whole of the transcendental philosophy” 
(21:108). 

In these passages, autonomy is identified with executing the project of transcendental 
philosophy in general (“transcendental philosophy is autonomy,” 21:60), and pertains, as Kant 
says explicitly, to the connection between theoretical and practical reason. Hence, Kant does not 
refer to the autonomy of practical reason in this context, but to the autonomy of reason as such, 
more specifically to the autonomy expressed through the constitution of a system of ideas of 
reason. 

Within this conception of autonomy, self-legislation11 is predicated not of the prescrip-
tion of moral principles or moral laws, but of the representation of ideas of reason and laws of 
thought: “Ideas are not mere concepts but laws of thought which the subject prescribes to itself: 
autonomy” (21:93). By now, Kant clearly has a way of positively construing even the ideas of 
theoretical reason, such that ideas in general can be conceived in a unified manner as self-pre-
scribed “laws” (of thought, not only of action) rather than as merely illusory concepts. 

This conception self-evidently draws on Kant’s earlier characterizations in the 1780s of 
the ideas of theoretical reason as giving rise to regulative “maxims” or “laws” of reason (A 666/B 
694, 8:145, 4:452).12 Yet Kant’s treatment of the regulative ideas of theoretical reason should 
not be considered to be settled at that stage, since it has often struck commentators as deeply 
problematic: Kant advances “mutually exclusive claims” that result in an “extremely self-con-
tradictory” section of KrV, the Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic.13 While in one pas-
sage Kant refers to “reason’s legislation” (A 700/B 728), he later makes clear that theoretical 
reason has no positive domain of legislation of its own, but instead falls under the purview of 
legislation by practical reason (A 795–97/B 823–25). In KU, Kant clarifies this aspect of his 
view by ascribing legislation only to the understanding, practical reason, and power of judg-
ment, passing over theoretical reason altogether (5:174–75, 5:177, 20:245–47). 

While some commentators have ascribed autonomy to theoretical reason,14 the above 
considerations suggest that Kant does not ascribe autonomy to theoretical reason in the 1780s 
merely because he neglects to, but because it is not possible to. After all, what is autonomy? 



5 

Autonomy can be understood as a faculty’s capacity to prescribe itself laws without being de-
termined by foreign causes; ‘autonomy’ is thus often taken to be synonymous with the capacity 
to self-legislate, to have the authority to give principles to itself. As such, autonomy can only 
be validly applied to faculties which have a legitimate independent domain of legislation, which 
have the authority to command or to prescribe. Theoretical reason cannot be autonomous be-
cause it has no such valid domain of legislation: when left to its own devices, it becomes spec-
ulative, tending to lead itself astray through fallacious patterns of reasoning; it is only once 
directed towards the ends of practical reason—hence falling under the purview of another fac-
ulty’s domain of legislation—that it can be employed legitimately.  

As such, Kant never ascribes autonomy to theoretical reason at this stage. Instead, the 
first ascription of autonomy to the theoretical faculties occurs only in KU,15 attributed once 
again only to the understanding and power of judgment rather than to theoretical reason, as I 
turn to below. While Kant did have an elaborated concept of moral autonomy by the time of 
revising the B-edition of KrV (a concept lacking when the A-edition was first drafted),16 it is 
telling that in these revisions he opts not to even touch the bulk of the Transcendental Dialectic 
(B xxxviii–xl), where the regulative use of reason is addressed. Indeed, commentators have even 
speculated that the relevant revisions of this section are provided only in later texts.17 

These issues may have precluded Kant from referring to theoretical reason as an auton-
omous faculty in the 1780s, and thus from establishing a true connection between theoretical 
and practical reason that would allow for the possibility of finding a point of unification be-
tween them. By contrast, the passages I just cited in OP indicate a unified conception of au-
tonomy that can be predicated of the employment of both theoretical as well as practical ideas 
of reason, such that Kant identifies it as the genuine unifying ‘connection’ between theoretical 
and practical reason (21:108). 
 
3. The Schematism of Ideas of Reason in the First and Second Critiques 
In the passages cited above, Kant presents the unification of the theoretical and practical sys-
tems through autonomy as the culmination of the critical project. Indeed, unlike the careful 
segmentation of his earlier works as pertaining to either the theoretical or practical domain (but 
not to both), in his final years Kant writes numerous drafts of tables of contents for OP that 
demonstrate his aim to treat the theoretical and practical guises of reason as unified in a single 
system: “1. Speculative Reason; 2. Practical Reason; 3. Technical-Practical Reason; 4. Moral-
Practical Reason in One System” (OP 21:44).18 Kant’s arguments in this work are clearly un-
finished, and the ordering of the manuscript remains unclear;19 Kant did not always write in 
full sentences, interspersing notes among the main text. Hence, to fully understand Kant’s 
eventual position and why he felt he could not advance it previously, we must not only consider 
these writings, but also developments in other texts—in particular, how Kant’s account of ideas 
of reason evolves after the 1780s. 

In the Transcendental Dialectic of KrV, Kant defines theoretical ideas of reason as in-
tellectual concepts admitting of no sensible determination, ones liable to be misconstrued as 
empirical concepts picking out objects of intuition—such as the ideas of soul, God, and the 
world-whole (A 310–11/B 366–68). Yet the problematic, ‘self-contradictory’ nature of the 
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Appendix discussed above also extends to another aspect of Kant’s treatment of the ideas of 
reason: Kant claims both that in order to be employed the transcendental ideas must admit of 
schematism, or application to experience by way of mediating concepts (A 833/B 861), and 
that they can be justified only by functioning themselves as schemata of a more general tran-
scendental idea, the idea of systematicity (A 670–71/B 698–99). Kant’s argument for the latter 
point runs as follows: since systematicity is a transcendental condition for cognition, it cannot 
have an empty referent, and hence requires an application to some object of representation. 
Therefore, “a something in general”—the transcendental psychological, cosmological, and the-
ological ideas—must be posited in order to represent systematicity (A 677/B 705). Kant thus 
concludes that we are justified in postulating the transcendental ideas of reason, even if we are 
“not acquainted at all” with their denoted objects in experience, insofar as they function as 
necessary schemata by which to represent systematic unity (A 677/B 705). 

Yet, as scholars have noted, the claim that ideas of reason must be able to be schema-
tized contradicts Kant’s definition of ideas of reason as concepts that, by definition, cannot be 
sensibly determined, and hence cannot be applied to any objects of representation.20 Thus, Kant 
leaves it unclear as to whether ideas of reason require a schematism or are themselves schemata, 
and how either of these can be plausibly construed as instances of schematism in the first place, 
defined as the restricting condition in sensibility by which transcendental concepts of cognition 
can only be applied to objects with which we are actually acquainted in experience. 

As Kant claims in discussing the schematism of the moral idea of the good in KpV, 
analogous issues present themselves for ideas of practical reason. While on the one hand, “all 
cases of possible actions that occur can only be empirical” (5:68), on the other, the morally good 
is an idea of reason lying outside the empirical domain altogether: “nothing corresponding to 
it can be found in any sensible intuition” (5:68). All observable actions can only be empirical, 
but morality is not an empirical concept: it is an idea of reason referring to the supersensible 
domain, which by definition would have no applicability to empirical cases. Yet morality, as 
Kant has argued, must be applicable to possible actions.21 As a result, “it seems paradoxical to 
want to find in the sensible world a case… to which there could be applied the supersensible 
idea of the morally good, which is to be exhibited in it in concreto,” or schematized (5:68). The 
‘paradox’ consists in the fact that the possibility of some empirical referent must be secured for 
the idea of morality; yet this would, by definition, be impossible for any idea of reason. Kant 
thus concludes that practical judgment faces “special difficulties” in applying its pure concepts 
to experience that theoretical judgment does not, since the latter could apply the categories by 
way of “a schema in sensible intuition” (5:68). The pure concepts of morality do not admit of 
this possibility, as ideas of reason rather than concepts of understanding, and hence as not sen-
sible in their reference at all. Kant’s response to this quandary at this stage is to say that moral 
ideas cannot admit of application to schemata of empirical cases, but at best to “the schema (if 
the word is appropriate here) of a law itself” (5:68). 

Thus, as with the theoretical ideas, Kant can only account for the application of moral 
ideas to experience in terms of the framework of schematism. Yet once more in KpV, he im-
mediately qualifies this designation by appending the disclaimer that the term ‘schematism’ 
may not be appropriate. In both domains, the theoretical and the practical, Kant affirms that 
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there must be some way to represent ideas of reason as applicable to experience—the idea of 
the good must be able to be made actual, and the idea of systematicity is a transcendental 
condition for experience—but does not yet have a conclusive frame by which to account for 
this possibility. As a result, Kant treats the one currently available to him, the schematism of 
the categories of understanding, as ill-suited to be applied to reason. 

 
4. Kant’s Argument Against Schematizing Ideas of Reason in the Third Critique 
Kant, I argue, finds a solution to this problem only in KU, where he finally clarifies his position: 
he becomes adamant that ideas cannot be schematized, and articulates a fully elaborated alter-
native in place of schematism. Kant begins by claiming:  

To demonstrate the reality of our concepts, intuitions are always required. If they are 
empirical concepts, then the latter are called examples. If they are pure concepts of the 
understanding, then the latter are called schemata. But if one demands that the objec-
tive reality of the concepts of reason, i.e., of the ideas, be demonstrated, and moreover 
for the sake of theoretical cognition of them, then one desires something impossible, 
since no intuition adequate to them can be given at all. (5:351) 

Kant continues that schematism is only one instance of a larger class, which he calls hypotyposis 
or ‘making something sensible’. Hence, Kant now makes clear that schematism is restricted 
only to the understanding and its categories. Yet there is another instance of hypotyposis, which 
he calls ‘symbolism’,22 that does apply to ideas of reason, or to “concept[s] which only reason 
can think, and to which no sensible intuition can be adequate” (5:351). Importantly for my 
argument, however, Kant’s account of this second instance presupposes the newly discovered 
reflective power of judgment. Kant gives the example of symbolizing or analogizing the func-
tion of a despotic monarchic state to the empirical concept of a machine or a handmill (5:352). 
In this case, since the intuition cannot be given a priori as it can in the case of schematism, 
Kant claims that “the power of judgment proceeds in a way merely analogous to that which it 
observes in schematization” (5:351, my emphasis). That is, the power of judgment carries out 
an ordinary procedure of empirical schematism (one in which it is determined by the under-
standing) by applying the concept <handmill> to a particular instantiation it can identify as 
falling within the scope of this concept. However, unlike in the ordinary case, its procedure of 
application is not yet complete, since it then applies this newly schematized representation of 
a handmill to something else—namely, to the idea of reason in question: the idea of a despotic 
monarchy.  

Hence, the power of judgment performs what Kant calls a “double task,” first applying 
a concept to a manifold of intuition as in an ordinary case of empirical schematism, and then 
applying the resulting representation in turn to an idea of reason (5:352). In the second proce-
dure, it is no longer determined by a rule (a concept) of the understanding, but acts freely 
(indeed, autonomously, as I show below), formulating its own procedure to guide the generation 
of a given indirect representation of the idea of reason in question: for instance, it might opt to 
link the idea of a despotic regime to a vulture rather than to a handmill, in order to emphasize 
its parasitic nature, rather than its destructiveness. 
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In other words, Kant now makes a new distinction. In KrV, as mentioned above, Kant 
takes the transcendental ideas to be justified insofar as they play a necessary role in schematizing 
systematicity as a sort of meta-idea (that is, an idea operative at the highest level of generality). 
But Kant there claims that the ideas promote the “greatest systematic unity in the empirical 
use of our reason” (A 670/B 698) insofar as they can be employed “as if” they constitute the 
“ground or cause” of a given object of experience (A 671/B 699). If the use of ideas in empirical 
cognition in this way always leads to systematic unity, that is what legitimates us in employing 
these ideas—indeed, it makes doing so a “necessary maxim of reason” (A 670/B 698).23 For 
instance, although our inner psychological states are “continuously changing,” in psychological 
inquiry we unify them into a systematic order “as if the mind were a simple substance that (at 
least in this life) persists in existence with personal identity,” or in cosmological inquiry, we 
investigate the cosmos as if it “were infinite,” even where this assumption cannot yet be empir-
ically verified (A 672/B 700; my emphasis). Hence, in KrV Kant claims that the transcendental 
ideas can be justified only ‘as if’ they corresponded to real empirical objects. 

In KU, Kant refers to this ‘as if’ function as an analogical representation of ideas of 
reason, and in so doing, develops a consistent account of how ideas of reason can legitimately 
guide inquiry in its ongoing formation of a system of knowledge.24 Their role in this, Kant now 
uniformly specifies, can be validated only insofar as they are connected analogically to empirical 
objects. For instance, Kant holds that we cannot fully think the purposiveness of nature as an 
idea of reason without connecting this idea indirectly or analogically to a particular represen-
tation of purposiveness within a sensibly given organism (EE 20:239, KU 5:376). Hence, the 
transcendental ideas can no longer be justified insofar as they function as direct, yet empty or 
‘placeholder’,25 representations of some further idea, as Kant had sometimes suggested in KrV; 
instead, all ideas must be able to be indirectly connected to experience, in such a way that this 
connection comes to directly inform and shape the agent’s sense of the idea itself—“en-
larg[ing]” the concepts which the power of judgment relates to ideas of reason “in an un-
bounded way” (KU 5:315). 

Kant holds this view both for theoretical ideas of reason, such as the idea of an organism 
as purposive, and for moral ideas of reason, such as the ideas of virtue, vice, love, or the idea of 
morality itself (KU 5:314, 5:316, 5:353). As discussed above, in KpV Kant claims that moral 
ideas can be applied not directly through determinate schemata as laws, but only through the 
“schema of a law itself (if the word schema is appropriate here)” (5:68), going on to enumerate 
the counterfactual of the contradiction-in-willing test precluded by the categorical imperative.26 
In this context as well, Kant presents the requisite account of the application of the moral idea 
of the good not in terms of the direct schematism, or application of the idea to an empirical 
case through a determinate law, but as the application of the idea to the “form” of a law in 
general (5:69) or of lawfulness itself (5:68), recalling the account in KU just outlined of how 
the power of judgment analogically applies the idea of reason to the general rule or form of 
schematism in general rather than to a determinate object of intuition (5:351). Indeed, already 
in KpV, Kant refers to this means of representing the moral law as a “symbol” rather than as a 
“schema” (5:70). Here too, as in KrV’s account of the ‘as if’ function of regulative ideas, Kant 
anticipates the later theory he gives in KU of the presentation of ideas of reason as necessarily 
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analogical, symbolic, or indirect rather than as schematic, while not yet advancing such an ac-
count in any systematic way. 

What has changed in KU is that Kant has now advanced this systematic account of 
what this analogical presentation amounts to. Moreover, this theory explicitly applies to both 
theoretical and moral ideas of reason, whereas the prior accounts of the ‘as if’ function of the-
oretical ideas and the ‘symbolic’ nature of moral ideas were segregated between the theoretical 
domain on the one hand, and the moral domain on the other. Where the faculty associated 
with the former was theoretical reason in its regulative use, the faculty associated with the latter 
was pure practical judgment in accordance with its typic. Hence, there was no sense in which 
these two prior accounts of the employment of theoretical and moral ideas, each invoking two 
entirely distinct faculties, could be said to be unified. 

Instead, the argument that Kant elaborates in KU presents new prospects for providing 
just such a unified account. This is because the more complicated procedure Kant presents can 
no longer be made sense of in terms of the workings of reason alone, as his account of the 
regulative employment of ideas of reason had, but instead calls on a new faculty, distinct from 
reason, as what can now relate to reason in this indirect fashion, and which is presupposed by 
the employment of theoretical as well as by practical reason: the power of reflective judgment. 
While Kant had of course acknowledged a role for the power of judgment in both the first and 
second Critiques, he later claims that its function had been limited to direct representation or 
subsumption, in which the power of judgment merely applied or schematized the determinate 
rules and given concepts supplied by external faculties such as understanding or practical reason 
(KU 5:179). In KU, Kant limits this subordinate function of judgment in schematism to only 
one mode of judgment, determinative judgment, since he now also recognizes reflective judg-
ment. Where determinative judgment subsumes particulars under universals that are already 
given, reflective judgment is defined as the faculty for finding an unknown or indeterminate 
universal for a particular that is given (KU 5:179, EE 20:211). Yet the latter task had been 
characterized in KrV as the attempt to grasp ideas of reason, as indeterminate universals that can 
never be fully given.27 Thus, Kant had expressly precluded the power of judgment from pre-
senting ideas of reason in KrV, restricting its function only to cases in which “the universal is 
in itself certain and given”; all other cases in which the universal is not certain (hence, all cases 
involving ideas of reason) call on the “use of reason” (A 646–47/B 674–75). Yet in KU, it is 
instead reflective judgment’s essential operation to compare particulars to the understanding or 
reason (EE 20:225), “holding together” its representations with these higher cognitive faculties 
(20:211)—hence, holding them with, comparing them to, ideas of reason.28 

Therefore, rather than attributing the attempted realization of ideas of reason to the 
regulative use of reason and accounting for it as a kind of schematism, it is now reflective judg-
ment which is tasked with attempting to grasp ideas of reason, albeit only indirectly. The power 
of judgment thus takes on the active role previously ascribed to reason,29 and is thereby charged 
with finding ‘indeterminate’ or ‘problematic’ universals, such that what was previously couched 
as the regulative employment of ideas of reason becomes an exercise of reflective judgment. 
With this shift, the danger of the ‘speculative’ employment of reason is mitigated, since there 
is no longer any sense in which theoretical ideas of reason can be construed as having direct 
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applicability to experience. Instead, a complex cognitive procedure is now requisite to attempt 
to grasp them, one which presupposes the power of judgment as operative in the employment 
of both theoretical and practical ideas of reason. With it, I argue, the ground is cleared for a 
positive conception of ideas in constituting the system, and the power of judgment as playing 
a newly unifying role in carrying out this task. 
 
5. A New Sense of ‘Autonomy’ 
These developments bring us back to the initial question of how autonomy, predicated of ideas 
of reason, can be taken to unify theoretical and practical cognition. We have seen that in KU, 
the power of judgment presents ideas of reason not by applying them to a determinate partic-
ular under the direction of the understanding, but by carrying out a kind of double subsump-
tion—from intuition to empirical concept, and from empirical concept to idea of reason. In so 
doing, the power of judgment holds up and compares particulars to ideas of reason, thereby 
allowing for indirect or approximative representations of them. 

Because this operation is one in which the power of judgment does not—and indeed, 
cannot—follow the explicit direction of reason (the assumption that this is possible, that theo-
retical reason can be schematized in experience, is precisely the mistake presupposed by the 
speculative use of reason), Kant claims that the power of judgment must be autonomous.30 This 
is a sense of autonomy that Kant had not recognized previously; indeed, the first instance in 
which autonomy is broadened beyond practical reason is in the introduction to KU: 

In regard to the faculties of the soul in general, insofar as they are considered as higher 
faculties, i.e., as ones that contain an autonomy, the understanding is the one that con-
tains the constitutive principles a priori for the faculty of cognition (the theoretical cogni-
tion of nature); for the feeling of pleasure and displeasure it is the power of judgment, 
independent of concepts and sensations that are related to the determination of the 
faculty of desire and could thereby be immediately practical; for the faculty of desire it is 
reason, which is practical without the mediation of any sort of pleasure, wherever it 
might come from, and determines for this faculty, as a higher faculty, the final end. 
(5:196) 

Here, as mentioned above, autonomy is accorded to the theoretical faculties for the first time 
in Kant’s writings; yet, as in KrV, Kant does not predicate autonomy of the regulative use of 
reason. Instead, Kant only recognizes three domains of autonomy: the domain governed by the 
understanding, as constitutive of the concepts of nature; the power of judgment, as constitutive 
of the feeling of pleasure; and practical reason, as constitutive of concepts of volition (as well 
as of the “final end,” namely the effect of “the concept of freedom,” 5:196). When it comes to 
the domain of autonomy accorded to the power of judgment, in EE, Kant clarifies that the 
only feeling that can be constituted by reflective judgment is a priori feeling, not sensuous in-
centive31: namely, a feeling of pleasure which “must be regarded as dependent” on “the special 
action of the power of judgment… by means of which it strives to rise from intuitions to con-
cepts in general” (20:249). This feeling is therefore one generated a priori on the basis of “re-
flection and its form” (20:249), as reflective judgment’s comparison of sensible to discursive 
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content—the very activity presupposed by the analogical procedure by which reflective judg-
ment relates intuitions to ideas of reason.  

Hence, Kant claims that reflective judgment’s distinctive feeling is generated by as-
sessing the relation of the cognitive faculties rather than by being determined by empirical 
sensation, and is one “identical with the representation of subjective purposiveness” (20:249)—
a topic to which I return in §VII. As such, reflective judgment’s autonomy is distinctively sub-
jective,32 in that rather than constituting objects through its lawgiving as the understanding or 
practical reason do—objects of intuition or objects of volition—the reflective power of judg-
ment generates a feeling, which, as a “representation… related solely to the subject [that] abso-
lutely cannot constitute any cognition” of an object (KU 5:206, my emphasis), is by definition 
subjective. Hence, where both the understanding and practical reason have their own respective 
and independent “domains” of “legislation” over the constitution of objects (5:174), reflective 
judgment can only prescribe conditions for subjective feeling, since its domain of legislation, 
the scope of its authority, is restricted only to its own procedure—to its own a priori conditions 
of reflection, including the reflection, as we have seen, of a given particular under an idea of 
reason (EE 20:225). For instance, the procedure by which the power of judgment applies the 
rule of schematism a second time, relating the schematized representation of an empirical con-
cept to an idea of reason, is thus merely subjectively valid—its legitimation comes in its use in 
securing the intelligibility of experience in general (20:209)—and it is reflexive, in that the 
scope of this rule’s command, and hence its directive force, governs only the activity of the very 
same faculty that hands down this rule in the first place. As such, Kant advances a new con-
ception of autonomy that pertains to the reflexive legislation, or self-giving, of merely subjective 
conditions for cognition by the power of judgment.33  

Kant characterizes the power of judgment’s activity as relevant to both the theoretical 
and the practical domains in this regard: its principles provide a “transition from the purely 
theoretical to the purely practical,” because these “can occasionally be annexed to either of them 
in case of need” (KU 5:196, 5:168). Indeed, as we have seen, reflective judgment’s activity is 
requisite for representing ideas of reason in general, both theoretical and, as I defend further 
below, practical. Kant claims in this connection that a source of unity between the theoretical 
and the practical is needed because “the field of the supersensible” is one “that we must certainly 
occupy with ideas for the sake of the theoretical as well as the practical use of reason” (5:175). 
Yet to make sense of this prospect, resources outside of either theoretical or practical reason are 
requisite, since, on the one hand, “theoretical cognition is not in the least extended to the su-
persensible,” while on the other, “we can provide nothing but a practical reality” for this do-
main, through practical reason (5:175). In other words, it is precisely by recognizing the im-
portant sources of disunity between theoretical and practical reason—that the former’s cogni-
tion of the supersensible has no validity, while the latter comprises the only such source of valid 
cognition—that a unifying activity can be found in reflective judgment as what relates the two 
domains. 

Thus, with this conception, Kant comes to recognize a form of autonomy that can be 
accurately characterized as the ‘autonomy of ideas of reason’: the autonomy of reflective judg-
ment in relation to theoretical and practical reason, whose purview expressly includes the 
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indirect representation of ideas of reason. This new concept of autonomy is broadened beyond 
the moral sphere, and is attributed to the exercise of judgment in relating all intuitions to con-
cepts, thus comprising the symbolic presentation of ideas of reason. This enables Kant to finally 
account for the precise cognitive procedure by which subjects attempt to grasp ideas: they as-
sociate them indirectly to objects of experience, and they do this through a reflexive procedure 
in cognition that reflective judgment gives or ‘legislates’ to itself. Thus, as I have shown, the 
power of judgment’s subjective generation of a procedure for representing an idea of reason is 
the way in which the regulative aspect of ideas can be represented or cognized. Kant’s later 
reference to ideas of reason as “laws of thought the subject prescribes to itself” is a clear refer-
ence to this very reflexive procedure (OP 21:93).34 

As a result, the power of judgment’s function now amounts to a necessary condition for 
whatever the ‘constitution’ or ‘creation’ of a ‘system of ideas’ might consist in. Indeed, Kant’s 
language here should strike us as strange. After all, Kant often uses these terms, konstituieren 
or schöpfen or urheben, in referring to other aspects of the system, but never in a way that could 
be extended, without qualification, to the ideas of reason in general. In GMS, Kant exhorts us 
to “create [schöpfen] [practical] concepts and laws from pure reason” (4:411), such that practical 
reason can “regard itself as the creator [Urheberin] of its principles independently of alien in-
fluences” (4:448); indeed, the autonomy of practical reason consists in the very idea of the will’s 
being subject to a law of which it can view itself as the author or creator [Urheber] (4:431). In 
the theoretical domain, Kant also refers to the constitutive [konstitutiv] principles of the under-
standing, for instance the mathematical principles, which justify the application of mathematics 
because they show how appearances “could be generated” on the basis of what these principles 
prescribe (KrV A 178/B 221). The constitutive principles of both theoretical and practical rea-
son therefore create or constitute what it is that they represent: an agent carrying out an action 
conforming to a moral maxim that she generates and prescribes to herself, or constructing a 
geometrical demonstration in space that follows from a set of axioms she stipulates. 

The ideas of reason, however, are either not constitutive in status at all (theoretical 
ideas), or are not restricted to their constitutive function (moral ideas). Theoretical ideas cannot 
create what they represent in any sense, and indeed, by definition, cannot validly pick out ob-
jects of representation whatsoever. It might be thought that it is just the contrary for moral 
ideas, since Kant claims that through practical ideas, “pure reason even has the causality actually 
to bring forth what its concept contains” (KrV A 328/B 385; see also KU 5:135). Yet Kant 
insists that moral ideas are always regulative as well as constitutive (KU 5:453, 5:457), since 
their objects can only partly be attained in experience (KpV 5:127n, Eth-Mron. 29:604). In the 
very same passage just cited affirming the constitutive status of moral ideas, Kant adds that 
moral ideas also call on us to “approach a concept that will, however, never be reached in exe-
cution” (KrV A 328/B 384). Moral ideas are therefore constitutive, unlike theoretical ideas; but 
they are only partly constitutive. To the extent that they express idealizations of paradigmatic 
behavior, they are, like theoretical ideas, also regulative. Thus, Kant’s account of the indirect, 
regulative representation of ideas of reason now applies to both the theoretical and practical 
domains, even though theoretical and practical reason differ in whether their ideas also enjoy a 
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legitimate constitutive status (like moral ideas) or are barred from this status altogether (like 
theoretical ideas). 

In his references to the unity of reason, Kant speaks of a unity between theoretical and 
practical reason, derived from a “common principle” (GMS 4:391). That is, Kant describes the 
two domains of cognition as on a common footing, rather than the governance of one faculty 
by another. What both theoretical and moral ideas share in this respect is the property of being 
regulative, not that of being constitutive. And it is this shared aspect that relates both of them 
to the autonomous workings of reflective judgment, by which both of them can be referred, if 
indirectly, to experience. 

However, with the transition away from schematism as direct representation in experi-
ence to the account of indirect representation, it is now possible to make sense of the ideas as 
guiding system-constitution in an indirect fashion, governing the constitutive and determina-
tive aspects by which the system is progressively constructed.35 Indeed, while fully defending 
this interpretation is beyond my scope, this is precisely what Kant emphasizes throughout OP: 
for instance, where previously Kant took ‘proper science’ to expressly exclude the empirical 
domains of biology and chemistry (MAN 4:469), he ultimately comes to acknowledge them as 
falling within the scope of his scientific system (OP 21:566; see also 21:388, 21:212, 22:509, 
21:567).36 Crucially, both of these domains presuppose fundamental ideas of reason: the idea 
of an end or purpose, presupposed by biology’s central concept of an organism (KU 5:372–73, 
OP 21:210);37 the moving forces, or ‘materials’ (OP 22:535, 22:525),38 as ideas of reason (OP 
22:200; KrV A 649/B 677), presupposed by post-Lavoisierian chemistry (OP 21:453).39 

Thus, one way to understand Kant’s revised conception of science is that his new ac-
count of the indirect presentation of ideas enables him to make sense of domains such as biol-
ogy and chemistry as reflective comparisons of observed particulars to ideas of reason.40 As a 
result, Kant now acknowledges that the constitution of the metaphysical system presupposes 
not only the a priori application of the categories to experience, but also reflection on conditions 
of experience under ideas of reason. 

 
6. The Power of Judgment’s Role in Unifying the Theoretical and the Practical 
In order to account for the unity of reason, it is not sufficient to establish mere points of simi-
larity between its theoretical and practical guises.41 Yet a successful account must also not iden-
tify the theoretical with the practical, conflating the relevant distinctions between the two uses. 
Instead, what Kant takes himself to have achieved in KU and OP, on my reading, is to have 
singled out a unifying capacity, the autonomy of reflective judgment, as what theoretical and 
practical reason both presuppose in presenting ideas of reason to guide empirical inquiry on the 
one hand, and action manifesting in experience on the other. 

As we have seen, the autonomy of reflective judgment in indirectly presenting ideas of 
reason is a development not already available to Kant in the first or second Critiques or GMS. 
And where, as I pointed out at the outset, Kant explicitly claims in all three of these texts that 
the unity of reason question is not yet resolved (despite raising it in each one as an outstanding 
problem awaiting the completion of the system), it is presented as resolved in KU and OP. 
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Indeed, in KU, Kant explicitly defines the power of judgment as what mediates the theoretical 
and practical parts of the system (5:196, 5:168).  

This gives us one way to construe why Kant ultimately identifies the autonomy of reason 
in generating a theoretical and practical system of ideas as the source of unity for theoretical 
and practical reason. As I stated at the outset, Kant’s position here is sketchy and can be un-
derstood in various ways, none of them free from interpretive difficulties. Among these diffi-
culties is the charge that it is only prior to KU that Kant can marshal a viable response to the 
unity of reason problem, since, in that text, he hardly mentions theoretical reason at all:42 in-
stead, Kant refers primarily to a domain of the “theoretical faculty of cognition” (5:167), or the 
“understanding” (20:246), as distinct from the domain of practical reason. This gives rise to the 
objection that, in later texts, Kant can no longer clearly formulate the problem of the unity of 
reason, let alone its solution. However, this charge overlooks the fact that, on my proposal, it 
is now reflective judgment whose autonomous procedure has in key respects taken the place of 
the regulative employment of theoretical reason, such that Kant attributes regulative principles 
and concepts throughout KU to the procedure of the reflective power of judgment rather than 
to reason (20:251, 5:197, 5:361, 5:375, 5:376, 5:379, 5:387, 5:396, 5:458). Thus, we can explain 
the seeming discrepancy as to why Kant takes himself to have resolved the unity of reason 
problem, at the same time that he ceases to refer to theoretical reason almost at all, in terms of 
a new division of labor: theoretical reason is still the source, alongside practical reason, for ideas 
of reason (5:401), but insofar as it gives these ideas to reflective judgment, and insofar as judg-
ment must independently proceed with these ideas in order for them to be representable under 
their regulative aspect at all, it is the task of employing ideas—hence the use of reason—that is 
accorded to reflective judgment. 

This would explain why Kant’s first apparent reference to theoretical reason as autono-
mous in 1791 defines it in terms of the autonomy of ‘judging’: “Now one calls the capacity 
[Vermögen] to judge [zu urtheilen] in accordance with autonomy, that is, freely (according to 
principles of thought in general), reason” (SF 7:27). Interestingly, it is ‘judgment in accordance 
with autonomy’ that is here identified with reason, a conception that therefore presupposes the 
account of the autonomy of judgment advanced the year before. Moreover, Kant’s characteri-
zation in this passage of autonomy as arising from the free constitution of ‘principles of thought’ 
recurs later in the account of the autonomy of ideas of reason—understood, to recall, not as 
“mere concepts but laws of thought which the subject prescribes to itself” (OP 21:93, my em-
phasis). The procedure reflective judgment embarks on in indirectly presenting the ideas of 
reason in accordance with subjectively given principles for thought gives Kant a way to make 
sense of the autonomy of reason, here understood in a broad sense as the higher faculties of 
cognition, comprising the unified activity by which reflective judgment settles a subjective pro-
cedure by which to (indirectly) cognize the ideas given to it by theoretical and practical reason. 

The shift towards a unified theoretical and practical conception of autonomy can be 
discerned in several of Kant’s other writings from the period. In the lectures immediately an-
ticipating GMS (Eth-Mron. 1784–85), Kant recapitulates the Principle of Autonomy, referring 
to “the principle of autonomy of the will, in that, in all its actions, the will can regard itself as 
giving laws to itself [selbstgesetzgebend],” by which “I regard myself as universally legislative” 
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(29:629). Hence, Kant refers to ‘autonomy’ here as the concept of moral autonomy that he 
predicates of the will freely legislating universal principles that ipso facto are prescribed to itself. 
Eight years later, in the wake of KU (Eth-Vig. 1792–93), Kant mentions ‘autonomy’ nine times, 
but refers in each case to the “autonomy of reason,” never to the autonomy of the will (27:499–
501, 27:505). Kant’s notes on ethics from the 1790s show the same shift towards a unified 
conception of reason in general (e.g., R 7316, 19:313–15).43  

Of course, this is not to say that the importance of the moral law disappears in this 
period; Kant continues to refer frequently in OP to the categorical imperative as legislative, as 
well as to the “freedom of the will” (21:16, 21:5, 21:36). Yet Kant no longer refers to autonomy 
as a specifically practical concept, while he clearly restricts the scope of the categorical impera-
tive to the practical domain (OP 22:109, 22:112, 22:122). Instead, where Kant invokes the 
concept of autonomy, he takes pains to stress a conception that applies to the theoretical as well 
as to the practical.44 

Hence, on many proposals,45 the very task of OP itself—or what Kant called his ‘tran-
sition’ project (B 12:257)—is to provide a transition to complete the Kantian system through 
the “schematism of the power of judgment” (OP 21:291, 21:363, 22:484–85, 22:495). How-
ever, I have stressed throughout that we cannot understand the relevant sense of the ‘schema-
tism of the power of judgment’ merely in terms of the schematism of the categories; instead, 
we must consider Kant’s account in KU of how the power of judgment relates to ideas of reason 
and thereby connects the theoretical and practical domains. Indeed, this is the very point of 
connection Kant cites in MS, written in overlapping time periods in the 1790s with OP,46 be-
tween the transition project requisite to complete the theoretical system and what would be 
required to complete the moral system: 

Just as a passage from the metaphysics of nature to physics47 is needed—a transition 
having its own special rules—something similar is rightly required from the metaphys-
ics of morals: a transition which, by applying the pure principles of duty to cases of 
experience, would schematize these principles, as it were, and present them as ready for 
moral-practical use. (6:468) 

Hence, in MS as well, it is the task of schematism that Kant identifies as the point of connection 
unifying the theoretical and practical systems. However, if the moral system calls for the same 
transition or ‘schematism’ as the one provided for the theoretical system by the Opus Postumum, 
the relevant concept of schematism therefore cannot be understood as the direct application of 
pure concepts or principles to experience, as we have seen. Instead, it must ostensibly refer to 
the procedure reflective judgment gives itself for its indirect or analogical presentations of the 
ideas in experience, thereby providing guidance for instances of direct schematism or applica-
tion as well.  

While fully elaborating this connection is beyond the scope of the paper, in concluding 
this section I will advance one possible suggestion. In GMS, Kant argues that the concept of 
humanity does not just impose a negative constraint on prohibited actions, but must be posi-
tively advanced in a necessarily incomplete fashion (4:430). In other words, humanity is a con-
cept that can be approached, but will “never be reached in its execution,” as Kant claims of 
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moral ideas in general (A 328/B 384), and indeed he suggests in this context that humanity as 
end-in-itself is an idea (4:429), a reference reiterated in KU’s discussion of humanity as an “idea 
of reason” (5:233). Kant argues that humanity’s advancement consists in the adoption of two 
positive or obligatory moral ends, the only two such ends he recognizes: the advancement of 
humanity in others (beneficence) and the advancement of humanity in oneself (self-perfection) 
(4:430). Moreover, Kant subsequently claims in MS that “a categorical imperative would be 
impossible, eliminating any doctrine of morals” without these two positive moral ends, since 
without these, all ends would be instrumental and “would hold for practical reason only as a 
means to other ends” (6:385).48 As a result, Kant ultimately suggests that the categorical im-
perative presupposes a grounding in moral ideas as ends of the system. 

It might be said that this is precisely how the Doctrine of Virtue is structured: as a 
system of duties that together comprise a system of moral ideas of reason, oriented ultimately 
by the two positive ends as expressions of the regulative idea of humanity.49 This suggests that 
the method of the moral transition, analogously to the theoretical transition, consists in reflect-
ing moral ideas against particular modes of experience; indeed, Kant’s metaphysics of morals 
takes as its object “the particular nature of human beings, which is cognized only by experience” 
(6:216).50 To cite one example, Kant describes the positive end of self-perfection, which is also 
referred to as an idea (6:447),51 as giving rise to an imperfect duty to “‘be perfect.’ But a human 
being’s striving after this end always remains a progress from one perfection to another,” since 
the fulfillment of this end is a matter of “choice in accordance with his own rational reflection 
[Überlegung]52 on what sort of life he would like to lead and whether he has the powers neces-
sary for it” (6:445–46). In other words, the agent’s task in this case might be construed as a 
reflective comparison of the circumstances of one’s own life to the moral idea of perfection, 
such that the realization of the duty can only constitute one partial and hence inevitably in-
complete representation of the idea. 

Kant makes this connection expressly: only right is strictly constitutive—like “pure 
mathematics,” “it certifies its method by what it does”—but ethics is not, because it “calls upon 
judgment” (6:411). Like the theoretical transition, the moral transition therefore presupposes 
the reflective power of judgment to complete this task. Hence, Kant claims, the ethical system 
does “not admit of a classification that could be guaranteed to be complete” (6:468). This recalls 
a later claim from OP: the constitutive conception of the scientific system, “which concerns the 
formal principles of natural science, can (and should) be presented completely,” while the re-
flective conception “is an enterprise of physics which can never be wholly completed” (22:496). 
Kant therefore ultimately associates his ethical system with the latter, comprising, together 
with the constitutive method of right, one comprehensive moral system. 

 
7. Unifying Principle of Reason? 
I have shown that the autonomy of reflective judgment in presenting ideas of reason is what 
allows for a means of unifying the two domains of reason. As such, the references to the ‘au-
tonomy of ideas’ in OP can now be clarified. Consider the other appearances of the term, in 
addition to the passages referenced in §II: “Transcendental philosophy is the autonomy of 
ideas, insofar as they form, independently of everything empirical, an unconditioned whole” 
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(21:79); transcendental philosophy “is (or, rather, makes) a system objectively and, at the same 
time, subjectively…. Autonomy of ideas, insofar as they form an independent whole against 
experience” (21:81); “transcendental philosophy is… the formal element of the theoretically-
speculatively and morally-practically self-determining subject. (The autonomy of ideas: to 
ground experience as a unity a priori—not from experience, but for experience; not as an aggre-
gate of perceptions, but as a principle)” (21:92); “transcendental philosophy is the self-creation 
[Selbstgeschöpf] (autonomy) of theoretical-speculative and moral-practical reason” (21:100). 

In these passages, Kant refers to the formation of an ‘unconditioned whole’ of ideas 
apart from experience. He characterizes this as a reflexive process, by which the system of ideas 
‘constitutes itself’, such that transcendental philosophy therefore consists in the ‘self-creation’—
the ‘autonomy’—of both theoretical and practical reason. If there can be a common conception 
of autonomy that unifies theoretical and practical reason in this respect, the considerations 
raised in this paper have shown that its source should be traced to the autonomy of reflective 
judgment in representing ideas of reason. The ideas of reason are given a priori, hence cannot 
directly refer to sense objects, yet positively structure the system as a ‘unity’—a prospect fully 
recognized only in the wake of Kant’s account of the analogical presentation of ideas of reason 
by reflective judgment, which finally offers a systematic alternative to the speculative applica-
tion of the ideas to experience. Yet the ideas can comprise such a unity only if they are formed 
in accordance with a ‘principle’. 

This recalls Kant’s references throughout the critical period to a unifying ‘principle’ of 
reason, which as I have shown is reiterated several times in OP: “transcendental philosophy is 
the subjective principle of ideas of objects of pure reason constituting themselves into a system 
and of its autonomy” (21:79); the “complex of ideas” is “a system both of theoretical-speculative 
and moral-practical reason, under a principle through which the thinking subject… is itself the 
creator of this system of ideas” (21:91); “the autonomy of the theoretical-speculative in con-
nection with moral-practical reason” is the “principle” of transcendental philosophy (21:109; 
my emphases). In conclusion, I would like to advance a suggestion as to what this principle 
might be. 

If my argument has borne out that, as has been suggested, “autonomy is not just the 
remit of practical reason,”53 it also complicates the notion that Kant’s conception of autonomy 
remains unchanged during his attempts to contend with the unity of reason. In particular, I 
have challenged the idea that even if it is autonomy that serves as unifying principle of reason, 
that this principle continues to denote a formulation of the categorical imperative. Indeed, 
throughout these passages in OP, Kant refers to a subjective principle of autonomy by which 
ideas constitute a system (21:79), and to a system of subjective ideas created by reason (21:93). 
But if the unifying principle is merely subjective, this cannot be the categorical imperative—
which is, of course, an objective principle of morality insofar as, by prescribing it, the will legis-
lates universal law. 

What is the principle of the autonomy of reflective judgment, and does it generate a 
more plausible candidate for the unifying principle Kant refers to? We have seen that the power 
of judgment is autonomous insofar as it generates a procedure that is merely subjectively nec-
essary, valid only for itself—hence, valid as a procedure that accounts for the indirect 
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presentation of ideas of reason. On my view, this tracks Kant’s general evolution on the ques-
tion of the unity of reason: whereas, in the 1780s, Kant is searching for a determinate formula-
tion of a principle—a prescription—by which to unify theoretical and practical reason, subse-
quently, he trains his attention on our capacity to generate subjective principles by which to 
organize objects of experience. As such, while Kant does continue to refer to a unifying prin-
ciple of reason in OP, he refers to it only in terms of the subjective principle of autonomy for 
organizing ideas of reason into a system, and never names a determinate prescription by which 
this ordering is to be achieved. 

However, I do think there are textual resources to say more than this, and thus I will 
close the paper by advancing the strongest possible candidate for a unifying principle that can 
be identified without forcing the text. The most fundamental subjective principle of reflective 
judgment Kant discusses is the principle of purposiveness. This principle is best-known for 
grounding our experience of nature as ordered teleologically as a system of ends (5:180–81)—
which, as discussed above, continues to be crucial to the argument of OP. Yet, as we saw above, 
Kant also claims that the feeling constituted by reflective judgment “is identical to subjective 
purposiveness,” and that it arises in accordance with the “reflection” of the power of judgment 
as “it strives to rise from intuitions to concepts in general” (EE 20:249). The feeling of purpos-
iveness associated with ‘reflection’ in this sense thus also pertains to the principle of purposive-
ness in its ‘logical’ sense—namely, in its weaker formulation in terms of the transcendental 
command to assume the possibility of ordering experience into a system (or more generally, to 
assume the possibility of relating conditions of particularity to conditions of generality) 
(20:209). This is the principle that Kant ultimately takes to ground the systematicity of expe-
rience as such, recalling his appeal in KrV to the principle of systematic unity as guiding the 
realization of the “ends,” the ideas, of reason (A 797–98/B 825–26, A 833–35/B 861–63). The 
principle of purposiveness in this weaker sense is, Kant suggests, precisely what justifies the 
autonomy of reflective judgment, grounding its right to hold particulars up to undetermined 
universals, including all ideas of reason.54 

Reflective judgment thereby finds the means for the ends accorded to it by reason. In 
this sense, the principle of purposiveness admits of both specifically theoretical and practical 
formulations (KU 5:181; EE 20:200–1), and in both domains, instructs the power of judgment 
to do just that: to secure adequate means to its theoretical and practical ends (20:195–201). 
While Kant had already emphasized the purposive orientation of experience (P 4:349–50; KrV 
B 425–26, A 622/B 650) and reason’s directedness towards ends (A 797–98/B 825–26), he had 
not yet accounted for the distinctive faculty that could generate the subjective principle of pur-
posiveness, nor accounted for this generation as an instance of autonomy—indeed, Kant has no 
viable conception of a merely subjective domain of legislation prior to KU. With these new 
developments, Kant can be seen to finally account for purposiveness as the point of connection 
between speculative and practical reason already remarked on in KpV: “In order to extend a 
pure cognition practically there must be a purpose given a priori” (5:134); “speculative restriction 
of pure reason and its practical extension first bring it into that relation of equality in which 
reason in general can be used purposively” (5:141, my emphases). 

Yet it is not until Kant’s formulation of the autonomy of reflective judgment in KU that 
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purposiveness can adequately be accounted for as a unifying principle of cognition in general. 
In so doing, Kant singles out a unifying capacity, the autonomy of reflective judgment, as what 
theoretical and practical reason both presuppose in presenting ideas of reason to be employed 
purposively in thought and action. Since it is only reflective judgment that can be annexed to 
either theoretical or moral philosophy “in case of need” (5:168), the achieved point of unifica-
tion preserves the two domains as interconnected but importantly distinct. Thus, Kant comes 
to embrace a common conception of autonomy that is jointly theoretical and practical: the 
autonomy of ideas of reason, understood as the autonomy of reflective judgment in purposively 
employing the ideas given to it both by theoretical and practical reason. With it, Kant can now 
speak positively of the completion of his transcendental project: such a project consists in the 
constitution of a system of ideas, theoretical as well as practical, as plausibly unified by the 
principle of purposiveness—a principle secured through the autonomous activity of reflective 
judgment as it relates in equal measure to both guises of reason.55 
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