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Kant on the Highest Good and the Postulates of Pure Practical Reason 
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I. Introduction: Aim and Definitions 
1. The Highest Good: Maximal (perfect) virtue paired with the greatest degree of happiness consistent with such 
virtue. Kant calls this the “complete good” for rational and finite beings. (KpV 5:110) 
2. The Postulates of Pure Practical Reason: Things about which we can have no theoretical knowledge, but about 
which we can gain insight via pure practical reason. 
 
I will argue that the doxastic state/attitude (e.g. knowledge, belief, opinion, hope) appropriate for assent to (1) 
the postulate of freedom (2) the possibility of the highest good (3) the postulates of God and immortality is 
different in each case.   
 
II. Knowledge, Belief, Opinion 
Three forms of assent or ‘taking something to be true’ (Fürwahrhalten) 
1. Opinion: Consciousness of objective and subjective insufficiency 
2. Belief: Subjectively sufficient, but held to be objectively insufficient 
3. Knowledge: Assent that is both subjectively and objectively sufficient 
 
Objective Sufficiency 
Jäsche Logic: “Holding to be true based on a ground of cognition that is objectively as well as subjectively 
sufficient…is either empirical or rational, accordingly as it is grounded either on experience – one’s own as well 
as that communicated by others – or on reason.” (VL 24:70) 
 
Subjective Sufficiency 1 (appropriate to knowledge and opinion) 
Concerns our relation to objective grounds. Often Kant will talk about this in terms of how much a person is 
willing to wager. 
 
Subjective Sufficiency 2 (appropriate to belief) 
- Involves “non-epistemic merits”: “a property of an assent that makes it valuable or desirable for a subject – 
given his or her needs, interests, and goals – but which does not do so by way of directly indicating that the 
assent is true.” (Chignell 2007: 334) 
- But: these need to rise to the level of sufficiency and only come into play when we lack objective sufficiency 
regarding the truth or falsity of the assent.  
- Can be (1) practical belief (2) doctrinal belief or (3) moral belief 
 
Moral Belief/Faith (Glauben) 
- Subjective sufficiency of non-epistemic merits stems from moral law, specifically our duty to pursue the 
highest good. 
- To suspend moral belief would be to “suspend and nullify all universal and necessary laws of the practical 
will.” (VL-Blomberg, 24:149); this would involve a “practical impossibility”. (KpV 5:143) 
 
III. Needs Arising from Reason 
 
[A] need of pure practical reason is based on a duty, that of making something (the highest good) the object 
of my will so as to promote it with all my powers; and thus I must suppose its possibility and so too the 
conditions for this, namely God, freedom, and immortality, because I cannot prove these by my speculative 
reason, although I also cannot refute them. This duty is based on something that is indeed quite independent 
of these suppositions and of itself apodictically certain, namely the moral law… (KpV 5:142) 
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1. Freedom 
[T]he concept of freedom, insofar as its reality is proved by an apodictic law of practical reason, constitutes 
the keystone of the whole structure of a system of pure reason, even of speculative reason; and all other 
concepts (those of God and immortality), which as mere ideas remain without support of the latter, now 
attach themselves to this concept and with it and by means of it get stability and objective reality, that is, their 
possibility is proved by this: that freedom is real, for this idea reveals itself through the moral law. (KpV 5:3-5:4) 
  
But is assenting to freedom really a “need arising from reason”? Two things set freedom apart from the other 
postulates: 
1. Freedom is not a condition of striving toward the highest good, but of the moral law itself. And even then, 
it’s not a condition in the same sense. Freedom is the ratio essendi of the moral law.  
2. Nothing about the relationship between freedom and the moral law has to do with our constitution as 
limited, sensible agents. 
 
What this means: (1) We need not think of our assent to the postulate of freedom as arising from the 
subjective sufficiency of that assent for rational, yet sensible, beings. (2) Whatever doxastic attitude is 
appropriate to our awareness of the moral law will also be the attitude appropriate to freedom. 
 
[A]mong all the ideas of speculative reason freedom is also the only one the possibility of which we know 
(wissen) a priori, though without having insight into it, because it is the condition of the moral law, which we 
do know. (KpV 5:4, Kant’s emphasis) 
 
But what is quite remarkable, there is even one idea of reason (which is in itself incapable of any presentation 
in intuition, thus incapable of theoretical proof of its possibility) among the facts, and that is the idea of 
freedom, the reality of which, as a particular kinds of causality (the concept of which would be excessive 
from a theoretical point of view) can be established through practical laws of pure reason, and, in accordance 
with these, in real actions, and thus in experience. -It is the only one among all the ideas of pure reason whose 
object is a fact and which must be counted among the scibilia [knowable objects]. (KU 5:468) 
 
Conclusion: We have knowledge of freedom, through the moral law, and Kant seems to suggest this.  
 
2. The possibility of the highest good 
 
Kant’s claim: we have reason to believe in the possibility of the highest good because we have a duty to 
pursue the highest good. 
 
But it’s useful to examine Kant’s reasons for thinking we have this duty. As I interpret it, the highest good 
describes – to use Kant’s terminology from the first Critique, the “moral world” (A 808/B 836) that would 
come about if agents were fully virtuous. Thus, it is more than just challenging to separate the perfect volition 
of a rational being from the end of the highest good. Acting from duty and the pursuing the highest good are 
in this sense inseparable. 
 
Still, it’s not quite like the relationship between freedom and the moral law: (1) Not the same relationship of 
ratio essendi and ratio cognoscendi (2) the relationship between moral law and highest good only holds for rational, 
yet sensible, beings. 
 
So, we don’t have sufficient objective grounds (via experience or pure reason) to know about the possibility of 
the highest good. But we have a well-founded duty to pursue it, so we have sufficient subjective grounds to 
believe in its possibility. 
 
Conclusion: Again, Kant is right – we can have belief/faith in the possibility of the highest good. 
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3. God and immortality of the soul 
These postulates “concern only the physical or metaphysical conditions…of the possibility of the highest 
good.” (KpV 5:143) 
  
 Argument for immortality of the soul: need to accomplish perfect virtue leads us to postulate “the 
 existence and personality of the same rational being continuing endlessly.” (KpV 5:122) 
 Argument for God: need for a connection between virtue and happiness leads us to postulate “a 
 cause of all nature distinct from nature” – that is, God – “which contains the ground of this 
 connection.” (KpV 5:125) 
 
Allen Wood on the ‘practical absurdity’ of denying the postulates: “Assume that I deny either the existence of 
God or of a future life. Now if I deny either of these, then I cannot conceive the highest good to be possible 
of attainment. If I deny that I can conceive the highest good to be possible of attainment, then I presuppose 
or imply that I will not pursue the highest good, or commit myself not to pursue it. But if I do not pursue the 
highest good, then I cannot act in obedience to the moral law. Therefore, by denying the existence of a God 
and a future life, I have presupposed or implied that I will not obey the moral law, or have committed myself 
not to obey it.” (Wood 1970: 29) 
 
Kant: “the upright man may as well say: I will that there be a God, that my existence in this world be also an 
existence in a pure world of the understanding beyond natural connections, and finally that my duration be 
endless.” (KpV 5:143) 
 
Vigilantius on “despondency” (Kleinmüthigkeit): “the decision arising from doubt as to a man’s capacity for 
ever attaining to the moral law, whereby we give up all effort to approach it, and declare ourselves incapable 
of improving or elevating our worth.” (VE-Vigilantius 27:611) 
 
Conclusion: Perhaps the best we can say is that we should hope in the postulates of God and immortality. 
There is some textual support for this: 
 
“[W]ith respect to the holiness that the Christian law demands, nothing remains for a creature but endless 
progress, though for that very reason he is justified in hoping for his endless duration.” (KpV 5:128) 
 
For a rational but finite being only endless progress from lower to higher stages of moral perfection is 
possible. The eternal being, to whom the temporal condition is nothing, sees in what is to us an endless series 
of the whole of conformity with the moral law, and the holiness that his command inflexibly requires in order 
to be commensurable with his justice in the share he determines for each in the highest good is to be found 
whole in a single intellectual intuition of the existence of rational beings. All that a creature can have with 
respect to hope for this share is consciousness of his tried disposition, so that, from the progress he has 
already made from the worse to the morally better and from the immutable resolution he has thereby come to 
know, he may hope for a further uninterrupted continuance of this progress, however long his existence may 
last, even beyond this life; and thus he cannot hope, either here or in any foreseeable moment of his 
existence, to be fully adequate to God’s will (without indulgence or dispensation, which do not harmonize 
with justice); he can hope to be so only in the endlessness of his duration (which God alone can survey). 
(KpV 5:123-124) 
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IV. Kantian Hope 
 
How should we classify hope? Perhaps, it is a doxastic attitude weaker than belief. Might it be an instance of 
practical opinion? 
 
Two Cautions: 
- Recall that it must be at least possible to have experience of the object of an opinion. But, of course, we 
know that this is impossible with the postulates of God and immortality of the soul. 
- In the second Critique, at least, hope is often classified as an inclination, or as an object of inclination, usually 
alongside fear.  (KpV 5:74, 5:129, 5:147) 

- But it’s also associated with our agency to some extent: Kant uses it in the context of   
 hoping that efforts at moral education will pay off. (e.g. KpV 5:145, Päd 9:447)    
 - Recall also Kant’s questions from the first Critique. 
 
My suggestion (really departing from Kant now) is that we think of hope as a wish or desire that we have a 
duty to cultivate. 
 
But, of course, Kant’s reply to Wizenmann: 
“Wizenmann…disputes the authorization to conclude from a need to the objective reality of its object and 
illustrates the point by the example of the man in love, who, having fooled himself into an idea of beauty that is 
merely a chimera of his own brain, would like to conclude that such an object really exists somewhere. I grant 
that he is perfectly correct in all of this, in all cases where the need is based upon inclination, which cannot 
necessarily postulate the existence of its object even for the one affected by it, much less can it contain a 
requirement valid for everyone, and therefore it is a merely subjective ground of the wish. But in the present case 
it is need of reason arising from an objective determining ground of the will namely the moral law, which 
necessarily binds every rational being and therefore justifies him a priori in presupposing in nature the 
conditions befitting it and makes the latter inseparable from the complete practical use of reason. It is a duty 
to realize the highest good to the utmost of our capacity; therefore it must be possible; hence it is also 
unavoidable for every rational being in the world to assume what is necessary for its objective possibility. The 
assumption is as necessary as the moral law, in relation to which alone it is valid.” (KpV 5:143n) 
 
My view: 
Kant is right when it comes to the possibility of the highest good. That really is “inseparable from the 
complete practical use of reason” and “as necessary as the moral law.” 
 
But, when it comes to the postulates of God and immortality, the duty to pursue the highest good doesn’t 
yield sufficient grounds for belief. However, it does give us a reason to cultivate an attitude, or mode of 
thought, of hope, where this is understood as a kind of desire that helps us avoid despondency. 
 
 
 


