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Filimon Peonidis’s Autonomy and Sympathy is an important book about the need for a resurgence of Kant’s practical philosophy in our modern society. There has never been a time in history when there was such a need for human beings to become more thinking, rational, and feeling agents who are responsible and autonomous. Today, there is ample evidence that there is a resurgence of Kantian inspired philosophy, a resurgence due mostly to the acknowledgment of Kant’s historically significant contribution to the shaping and evolution of concepts and conceptions that deeply concern all human beings. Rawls has been the driving force behind this revival of interest in Kant’s practical philosophy. Despite the importance of Kant’s philosophy, many philosophers have emphasized that some key aspects of his philosophy are counterintuitive and therefore cannot form a normative account that is relevant to modern thinkers. Thus, Kant’s practical philosophy must be rethought so that it is applicable to some of the modern challenges that human beings face.

   Peonidis rethinks Kant’s principles of practical reason by combining autonomy and sympathy into a coherent moral theory. He starts by outlining four major objections to a strictly Kantian position. First, at a normative level, it is difficult for modern day philosophers to accept ‘perfect duties’ since currently, individuals must deal with an infinite variety of complex moral situations in which various conflicting values are at stake. All values cannot cooperate in the same way since different situations may lead to different value orderings. Second, the categorical imperative is too abstract for it to be relevant to today’s society and individuals. The kingdom of ends has to be recast in favour of less abstract approach. Third, Kant identifies autonomy with voluntarily subjecting oneself to the moral law that is innate in all rational beings. Autonomy becomes understood as choosing maxims that can become moral laws and it becomes the ‘sole principle of morals’. However, today an autonomous individual is conceived as an individual who is in charge of his/her life and tries to resist any external intervention or internal constraint that may hinder him/her from exercising rational discernment. Fourth, Kant takes for granted that the moral law is something that is revealed to each rational individual and makes its imperatives known through a process of self-reflection. However, we need stronger evidence to accept or reject a moral fact of reason. There are many acceptable motives that do not include the categorical imperative. Reason can only provide individuals with the means for fulfilling certain ends.

  Through a process of self-reflection and self-observation, the post-Kantian moral subject discovers that (s)he is capable of acting autonomously. To act autonomously is to successfully carry out plans of action which an individual has freely chosen and approved. Approval concerns the control which an individual exercises over his/her beliefs and desires that are involved in the formation and execution of significant short-term or long-term plans of action. The autonomous individual is interested in the epistemic process that underlies certain basic beliefs which can be determined by scrutinizing the origins of such beliefs in order to revise those beliefs which are derived from distorting mechanisms, such as self-deception and biases. In other words, an autonomous individual endorses the reasons which justify his/her beliefs, taking great efforts to determine the causes of those beliefs and obtaining an overall assessment of their fulfillment.

  The post-Kantian moral subject must genuinely value another individual’s autonomy. The moral value of autonomy is an emotional substratum that should motivate an individual accordingly and enable him/her to approach others, to discover what evil has befallen them, and to do something to rectify the situation. In other words, an individual can only show respect for another individual’s autonomy when (s)he is capable of sympathetic concern for the other. Peonidis rethinks Kant’s dismissive view of sympathy by arguing that sympathy is crucial to autonomy and especially an individual’s obligations to others. The moral value of sympathy is not exhausted in its contribution to the endorsement of moral principles. The manifestation of sympathy is intrinsically valued when it is exemplified in forms of altruistic behavior which is a necessary precondition for acknowledging a principled moral framework.

  For Peonidis, six autonomic obligations are necessary in order for one to act as a  moral individual. First, an individual must respect human life and bodily integrity since they constitute the condio sine qua non of autonomous thinking and acting. Second, an individual must be truthful since by deliberately misleading another individual, (s)he establishes a defective relation to his/her environment and often leads him/her to make decisions which (s)he would not have made if (s)he had true information. Third, forcing an individual to act in a certain way undermines his/her autonomy. Fourth, an individual must exercise tolerance by not harming individuals merely because they do not agree with their views or preferences. Fifth, an individual must not deprive others of the means necessary for the pursuit of his/her autonomously chosen plans. Lastly, an individual must not vilify another individual on the grounds of race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation or social status since discriminating in these ways destroys any self-respect, self-confidence and resolve which an individual requires for choosing and pursuing significant plans. These autonomic obligations must have normative priority for the individual.

  In conclusion, Peonidis’s book was a joy to read in that his views coherently bring together both autonomy and sympathy into a complete post-Kantian account of human behavior that is applicable for individuals today. Peonidis’s book will be of special interest to modern ethicists and philosophers who believe that Kant’s philosophy can be used to reconcile some of our current social and political difficulties. Peonidis’s work is also important because it provides a resurgence of ‘sympathy’ as an important ethical concept since he argues that if an individual is sympathetic with the suffering of others, (s)he will ensure that their autonomy is respected. This is not merely an idealized form of moral theorizing but an account of human behavior which is applicable to ordinary people in all circumstances.  This is the type of ethical theory which is most relevant for this century.

