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Moral and Political Rationality – Themes from Hume and Kant 

 

Contemporary moral and political philosophy is to a large extent inspired by the legacy of two great 

philosophers of the Enlightenment: David Hume and Immanuel Kant. They defined many of the 

problems that still are addressed and discussed in modern moral and political philosophy. Moreover, 

Hume and Kant are traditionally described as representatives of two distinct outlooks in practical 

philosophy which continuously are interpreted, defended, and criticized. Among other things, they 

are considered to have opposite views about the role of reason in practical and moral deliberation 

and decision making. One of the basic questions they raised is: ‘Are we rationally required to act 

morally?’ 

In this course, we start with discussing the ‘real’ Hume and Kant with particular focus on 

these themes. We then continue discussing so-called ‘Neo-Humean’ and ‘Neo-Kantian’ trends in 

contemporary moral and political philosophy. Relevant topics that will be considered include ‘What 

did Hume and Kant think about practical rationality and the connection between practical rationality, 

morality and justice among individuals and in society at large?’, ‘To what extent are Hume’s and 

Kant’s views alive in the present day theories that make reference to them?’, ‘What do Neo-Humean 

and Neo-Kantian views amount to?’ ‘How do they address the basic question mentioned above?’  

The course is divided in four main parts. First, we read and discuss parts of the classical texts 

by Hume and Kant as well as relevant commentaries. (This part of the course is taught by Christel 

Fricke.) Second, we read and discuss some ‘Neo-Humean’ views (e.g. Bernard Williams, Michael 

Smith and Julia Markovits) and some of their critics. (This part of the course is taught by Caj 

Strandberg.) Third, we read and discuss ‘Neo-Kantian’ views (e.g. Christine Korsgaard, Thomas 

Scanlon and Stephen Engstrom) and some of their critics. (This part of the course is taught by Carla 

Bagnoli.) Fourth, we consider Kant’s political thinking with relevance for the basic topic mentioned 

above with particular stress on Arthur Ripstein’s recent work. (This part of the course is taught by 

Reidar Maliks.)   

The course is open to master students and to PhD students. 

Requirements on participations in the course: Introducing some of the texts to be discussed 

in one session (providing a summary and at least three relevant questions) and submitting a draft, 

and then a final version, of a short paper (semesteroppgave). 
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