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foreword

The Cambridge Companion to Kant was published in 1992. Since
that time, interest in Kant has remained strong and Kant scholar-
ship has continued to flourish. When the late and dearly missed Terry
Moore, at that time Executive Editor of the Humanities at Cambridge
University Press, first proposed this volume, he may have had in
mind that the authors of the 1992 text would update their essays
and that I would update the bibliography. But it seemed to me that
it would be more interesting to produce a very different volume that
would supplement rather than supplant the earlier book. I have been
fortunate to be able to recruit new essays from some of the con-
tributors to The Cambridge Companion to Kant, although in many
cases they have written on topics different from those they addressed
in that volume. And I have been equally fortunate in signing up a
healthy number of new contributors, including both senior mem-
bers of the community of Kant scholars and several of the brightest
new lights in the field.

This new volume is larger than the earlier book primarily because
it includes more extensive coverage of Kant’s moral and political phi-
losophy. The aims of this Companion are also somewhat different
than those of the first. To write the history of the position of Kant in
modern philosophy, that is, of both his response to previous philoso-
phy and his impact on the subsequent history of philosophy, would
be tantamount to writing a comprehensive history of modern philos-
ophy, and at this point in time may well be beyond the capacity of any
single person. But I thought that this volume could make at least a
start on such a project, and accordingly asked that each essay address
both the historical context and the historical impact of the particular
topic in Kant that it concerns. Contributors have responded to this

vii
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viii foreword

charge in different ways, but all have done so in interesting ways. I
therefore hope that this volume will not only introduce readers to
the extraordinary breadth as well as depth of Kant’s thought, but also
make a start on the project of assessing the extraordinary breadth and
depth of Kant’s influence on the entire course of modern philosophy.

In addition to Terry Moore, who has left the whole series of
Cambridge Companions to the philosophers as one among the
many lasting monuments to his life’s work at Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, two of the contributors to the earlier Companion, Eva
Schaper and J. Michael Young, have also passed away since 1992.
They are all remembered here with affection and gratitude. I am
also grateful to Beatrice Rehl for her unstinting support in spite of
the circumstances in which she inherited this project.

PAUL GUYER
February, 2005
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method of citation

Citations to Kant’s texts are generally given parenthetically, al-
though additional references are often included in the endnotes to
the essays. Two forms of citation are employed. Citations from the
Critique of Pure Reason are located by reference to the pagination
of Kant’s first (“A”) and/or second (“B”) editions. All other passages
from Kant’s works are cited by the volume and page number, given
by arabic numerals separated by a colon, in the standard edition of
Kant’s works, Kant’s gesammelte Schriften, edited by the Royal Prus-
sian, later German, then Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences,
29 volumes (volume 26 not yet published) (Berlin: Georg Reimer,
later Walter de Gruyter & Co., 1900–). Where Kant divided a work
into numbered sections, his section number typically precedes the
volume and page number. These references are preceded by a short
title for the work cited, except where the context makes that obvious.
Since standard translations of the Critique of Pure Reason provide
the “A” and “B” page numbers and modern editions of Kant’s other
works always give the Academy edition pagination, page numbers
for translations have been omitted. Unless otherwise indicated in
the individual essays, all translations are from the Cambridge Edi-
tion of the Works of Immanuel Kant (1992–).

The following lists, in alphabetical order, the short titles of Kant’s
works, with date of original publication in parentheses, that are used
throughout the volume.

Conflict Conflict of the Faculties (1798)
Correspondence Kant’s correspondence, in volumes

10–13 of the Academy edition or in
Zweig (see Bibliography)
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paul guyer

Introduction
The starry heavens and
the moral law

In what may be his single most famous passage, the first sentence
of which was even inscribed on his tombstone, Immanuel Kant con-
cluded his Critique of Practical Reason (1788) thus:

Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe,
the more often and steadily we reflect upon them: the starry heavens above
me and the moral law within me. I do not seek or conjecture either of them
as if they were veiled obscurities or extravagances beyond the horizon of
my vision; I see them before me and connect them immediately with the
consciousness of my existence. The first starts at the place that I occupy in
the external world of the senses, and extends the connection in which I stand
into the limitless magnitude of worlds upon worlds, systems upon systems,
as well as into the boundless times of their periodic motion, their beginning
and continuation. The second begins with my invisible self, my personality,
and displays to me a world that has true infinity, but which can only be
detected through the understanding, and with which . . . I know myself to be
in not, as in the first case, merely contingent, but universal and necessary
connection. The first perspective of a countless multitude of worlds as it
were annihilates my importance as an animal creature, which must give
the matter out of which it has grown back to the planet (a mere speck in
the cosmos) after it has been (one knows not how) furnished with life-force
for a short time. The second, on the contrary, infinitely elevates my worth,
as an intelligence, through my personality, in which the moral law reveals
to me a life independent of animality and even of the entire world of the
senses, at least so far as may be judged from the purposive determination of
my existence through this law, which is not limited to the conditions and
boundaries of this life but reaches into the infinite.

(Practical Reason, 5:161–2)

1
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2 kant and modern philosophy

Like many philosophers from the time of René Descartes and
Thomas Hobbes onward, Kant tried to explain both the possibility
of the new scientific knowledge, which had culminated in the math-
ematical worldview of Isaac Newton, and the possibility of human
freedom. Unlike mechanists and empiricists from Hobbes to David
Hume, Kant did not try to reduce human freedom to merely one
more mechanism among those of a predictable nature. But unlike
rationalists from Descartes to Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Chris-
tian Wolff, Kant was not willing to ground human freedom on an
alleged rational insight into some objectively perfect world only con-
fusedly grasped by the senses. Instead, Kant ultimately came to see
that the validity of both the laws of the starry skies above and the
moral law within had to be sought in the legislative power of human
intellect itself. It took Kant a long time to transcend the solutions
of his predecessors, and perhaps he never fully clarified the nature of
his own solution. Nonetheless, the idea to which he was ultimately
drawn was the recognition that we can be certain of the founda-
tions of physical science because we ourselves impose at least the
basic form of scientific laws upon the nature that is given to us by
our senses, yet that precisely because we ourselves impose the basic
laws of science upon our world, we are also free to look at the world
from a standpoint in which we are rational agents whose actions
are chosen and not merely predicted in accordance with determinis-
tic laws of (as we would now say) biology, psychology, or sociology.
But in neither case, Kant ultimately came to recognize, is our free-
dom complete. Although we can legislate the basic forms of laws
of nature, and indeed bring those laws ever closer to the details of
nature through increasingly concrete conceptualizations, we can do
so only asymptotically and must wait upon nature itself to fill in the
last level of detail – which, because of the infinite divisibility and
extendability of matter in space and time, nature will never quite
do. And although we can autonomously legislate laws of reason for
our actions, we must ultimately also look to nature, not only outside
us but also within us, for cooperation in realizing the ends of those
actions.

For Kant, then, his profound recognition of our legislative power
in both science and morals, in both theoretical and practical reason,
always had to be reconciled with an equally deep sense of the con-
tingency of our success in both theory and practice. Even though he
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Introduction 3

was hardly a conventionally religious thinker, Kant retained a sense
of the limits of human powers of mind that is often missing from the
wilder optimism of some of his rationalist predecessors and idealist
successors. In spite of his sense of human limits, however, Kant rad-
ically and irreversibly transformed the nature of Western thought.
After he wrote, no one could ever again think of either science or
morality as a matter of the passive reception of entirely external
truth or reality. In reflection upon the methods of science, as well as
in many particular areas of science itself, the recognition of our own
input into the world we claim to know has become inescapable. In
the practical sphere, few can any longer take seriously the idea that
moral reasoning consists in the discovery of external norms – for
instance, objective perfections in the world or the will of God – as
opposed to the construction for ourselves of the most rational way
to conduct our lives both severally and jointly. Of course not even a
Kant could have single-handedly transformed the self-conception of
an entire culture; but at least at the philosophical level of the trans-
formation of the Western conception of a human being from a mere
spectator of the natural world and a mere subject in the moral world
to an active agent in the creation of both, no one played a larger role
than Immanuel Kant.

This extraordinary revolution was accomplished by a most
unlikely individual. Unlike his predecessors such as Leibniz or John
Locke who were men of means familiar with the corridors of power
in the great European capitals and active in the political and reli-
gious struggles of their day, Kant was born into narrow straits in a
small city virtually at the outermost limits of European civilization.
Although Königsberg, where Kant was born into an artisan family in
1724, was a Hanseatic trading city with British connections as well
as the administrative center of East Prussia, it was hardly London
or Paris or Edinburgh or Amsterdam (the German city of Königsberg
no longer exists, having been leveled in World War II and replaced
with the Russian naval base Kaliningrad). Its university, which Kant
entered at the age of sixteen after a preparatory education financially
supported by the family’s Pietist pastor and where he then spent most
of his life, was barely more than a glorified high school, and even so
Kant had to struggle in the poverty of a Privatdozent paid by the head
(he quickly learned how to make his lectures very popular, however)
until he was finally appointed to a proper chair in metaphysics at the
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age of forty-six. And after the decade of frequent publication that led
to that appointment in 1770, Kant fell into a decade of silence that
must have persuaded many that his long wait for a chair even at such
a provincial university had been fully deserved. Yet from this dreary
background there erupted a philosophical volcano the likes of which
the world has rarely seen. Beginning in 1781, when he was already
fifty-seven years old, Kant published a major work almost every year
for more than a decade and a half. Foremost, of course, are his three
great Critiques, the Critique of Pure Reason (1781, substantially
revised in 1787), offering a new foundation for human knowledge and
demolishing virtually all of traditional metaphysics; the Critique of
Practical Reason (1788), inextricably linking human freedom to the
moral law while attempting to reconstruct the most cherished ideas
of traditional metaphysical belief on a practical rather than theoret-
ical foundation; and the Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790),
ostensibly bringing the seemingly disparate topics of aesthetic and
teleological judgment into Kant’s system but also struggling to refine
and even substantially revise some of Kant’s most basic conceptions
about theoretical and practical reason and the relation between them.
But these works were accompanied by a flood of others: In the Prole-
gomena to Any Future Metaphysics That Shall Come Forth as Sci-
entific of 1783, Kant attempted to make the ideas of the first Cri-
tique accessible to a broader public while defending them from the
first onslaught of criticism. He wrote several essays on the nature
of enlightenment and the role of reason in history, including “Ideas
towards a Universal History” and “What Is Enlightenment?” in 1784
and the “Conjectural Beginning of Human History” and “What Does
it Mean to Orient Oneself in Thought?” of 1786. In the Groundwork
for the Metaphysics of Morals of 1785, he made his boldest brief
for the purity of the moral law and the certainty of human free-
dom. In the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science of 1786,
he attempted to reconstruct Newtonian physics on the a priori basis
offered by the principles of human knowledge demonstrated in the
Critique of Pure Reason. In Religion within the Boundaries of Mere
Reason of 1793 and Conflict of the Faculties of 1798, Kant argued
firmly for the primacy of philosophy over religion in both its the-
oretical and institutional forms. And finally, in 1797, in the work
at which he had been aiming most of his life, the Metaphysics of
Morals, divided into a Theory of Right or political philosophy and
Theory of Virtue or normative ethics, Kant demonstrated that his
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formal principle of morality justifies the use of coercion in the state
yet simultaneously places strict limits on the ends the state can justi-
fiably pursue by coercive means. He also demonstrated that the same
principle implies a detailed series of ethical duties to ourselves and
others that go beyond the limits of positive legislation in such a state.
Even after all this work had been done, Kant continued to work at
the foundations of scientific theory, trying to bring the basic princi-
ples of the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science into closer
contact with physical reality, as well as with the latest advances in
the sciences of chemistry and physics. The book that was to result
from this work, however, remained incomplete before the wane of
his powers and his death a few weeks short of his eightieth birthday
in 1804. (The surviving sketches of this work have been known as
the Opus postumum since their publication early in the last cen-
tury.) Any one of these works – produced in spite of a daily load of
three or four hours lecturing on subjects like anthropology and geog-
raphy as well as metaphysics, ethics, and rational theology – would
have made Kant a figure of note in the history of modern philosophy;
together, they make him the center of that history.

As the whole of the book that follows can serve as only an
introduction to the great range of Kant’s work, it would certainly
be hopeless to attempt to introduce the reader to all of it here.
What follows will be only the briefest of sketches of the evolution
of Kant’s thought to help the reader situate what is offered in the
essays of this collection.

Kant first came to attention with several scientific works: on grad-
uation from the university in 1747 he published On the True Esti-
mation of Living Forces, a piece on the debate between Leibnizians
and Cartesians on the proper measure of forces; and at the time of
his return to the university as a Privatdozent in 1755, after eight
years as a household tutor for several East Prussian landowners, he
published two more scientific works, the Universal Natural His-
tory and Theory of the Heavens, in which he showed how a sys-
tem of heavenly bodies could have arisen out of an unformed neb-
ula by purely mechanical means (what later became known as the
Kant–Laplace cosmology), as well as a less important Latin disser-
tation on fire. In that same year he also published his first philo-
sophical work, another Latin treatise, the Principiorum primorum
cognitionis metaphysicae nova dilucidatio or New Elucidation of
the First Principles of Metaphysical Cognition. This treatise, only
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thirty pages in length, is pregnant with Kant’s philosophical future,
for in it Kant revealed what was to become his lifelong preoccupa-
tion with the fundamental principles of natural science on the one
hand and the problem of human freedom on the other. The positions
for which the then thirty-one-year-old philosopher argued were far
from his mature positions, but of great significance nonetheless. On
the theoretical side, Kant accepted the basic rationalist enterprise of
deriving the principle of sufficient reason from purely logical consid-
erations (although he departed from the details of the proofs offered
by Wolff and his follower Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, on whose
textbooks of metaphysics and ethics Kant was to lecture for his entire
career), but he also tried to show that this principle led to results
precisely the opposite of those Leibniz and his followers had drawn
from it. In particular, manifesting his future concern with the jus-
tification of the concept and principle of causation long before he
had become familiar with Hume, Kant argued that the principle of
sufficient reason implied rather than excluded real causation and
interaction among substances, and that it even gave rise to a refuta-
tion of idealism. In this work Kant also introduced the first version
of his critique of the ontological argument, that paradigmatic ratio-
nalist attempt to move directly from the structure of concepts to
the structure of reality itself. On the practical side, Kant took the
side of Leibnizian compatibilism between free will and determinism
rather than the radical incompatibilism of the anti-Wolffian Pietist
philosopher Christian August Crusius. (Kant’s mature work on free-
dom of the will consists of a perhaps never quite completed attempt
to reconcile the Leibnizian insight that we can only be responsible for
actions produced in accordance with a law with the Crusian insight
that responsibility requires a radical freedom of choice not compat-
ible with the thoroughgoing predictability of human action.) Kant’s
major works of the 1750s were completed with another Latin scien-
tific treatise, the Physical Monadology, in which he introduced the
conception of attractive and repulsive forces that was to be essential
to his attempts to provide a foundation for physical theory for the
remainder of his life.

The philosophical work of the 1750s pointed Kant in the direction
of a number of conclusions he subsequently wanted to establish. It
turned out, however, that this work could not serve as a foundation
for the later version of those conclusions, because Kant came to reject
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completely the rationalist methodology on which that work was
based. Much of the 1760s was devoted to the demolition of ratio-
nalism, particularly of its two assumptions that all philosophical
principles could be discovered by essentially logical methods alone
and that the principles thus arrived at automatically give us insight
into the ontology of objective reality. Kant’s search for an alternative
philosophical method in this decade was less successful than his
demolition of all previous methods, however. In a work published in
1763, The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration of
the Existence of God, Kant deepened the critique of the ontological
argument already suggested in 1755. He accompanied that critique
with an attack upon the two other forms of proof of the existence of
God that had still enjoyed currency in eighteenth-century debates:
the argument from the existence of a contingent creation to some
necessary cause of it (what he called the “cosmological” argument),
and the argument from design, according to which the orderly form of
the world we observe around us can be explained only by the activity
of an intelligent designer (what he called the argument from “physi-
cotheology”). Yet Kant still argued that there was an a priori proof
for the existence of God available, which had been overlooked by his
predecessors: God could be demonstrated as the necessary ground
of even the mere possibility of existence. Kant’s confidence in this
argument turned out to be a last gasp of rationalism. Later that same
year, in his Attempt to Introduce the Concept of Negative Magni-
tudes into Philosophy, Kant introduced a fundamental distinction
between logical and real opposition – a distinction of the kind that
exists between a proposition and its negation on the one hand, and
two physical forces trying to push a single object in opposite direc-
tions on the other. He intimated not only that this could be extended
into a general distinction between logical and real relations, but also
that all causal and existential relations would have to be understood
as real rather than logical relations, and so could never be demon-
strated by any purely logical means alone. But this result, reminis-
cent of Hume but more likely to have been influenced by Crusius at
this point in time, left room for the conclusion that philosophy could
have no distinctive nonanalytical yet not merely empirical method-
ology at all, a danger evident in Kant’s essay Inquiry concerning
the Distinctness of the Principles of Natural Theology and Morals
published the following year (1764). Here Kant argued that, contrary
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to the dream of all rationalist philosophers since Descartes, philos-
ophy could not use the same method as mathematics. Mathematics
could begin with definitions and then prove indubitable results by
constructing objects in accordance with those definitions and per-
forming various operations upon them; philosophy, however, could
never begin with definitions but only with “certain primary funda-
mental judgments” the analysis of which could lead to definitions as
its conclusion, not its commencement. The origin and source of the
certainty of these fundamental judgments remained obscure. In lan-
guage reminiscent of both Crusius and British moral sense philoso-
phers such as Francis Hutcheson (both of whom were influential for
Kant at this time), he could say only that metaphysics had to begin
with “certain inner experience, that is, by means of an immediate
evident consciousness” that could give reliable information about
the nature of a reality without immediately yielding “the whole
essence of the thing” (2:286). At this point, it seems fair to say, Kant
had hardly replaced the rejected method of the rationalists with a
concrete proposal of his own for grounding first principles of either
theoretical or practical reasoning.

This embarrassment remained evident in Kant’s peculiar Dreams
of a Spirit-Seer of 1766, which engaged in a lengthy examination of
the spiritualist fantasies of the Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg
for the polemical purpose of showing that rationalist arguments for
the simplicity, immateriality, and immortality of the soul offered
by such philosophers as Wolff and Baumgarten were not any better
grounded in empirical evidence. Like the essay Negative Quantities,
the Dreams of a Spirit-Seer then concluded with the negative result
that only empirical claims about “relations of cause and effect, sub-
stance, and action” could serve as starting points for philosophy, “but
that when one finally comes to fundamental relations, then the busi-
ness of philosophy is at an end, and we can never understand through
reason how something can be a cause or have a force, but these
relations must merely be derived from experience” (2:370). How-
ever, Kant completed this work with one point that was to remain
unchallenged in all his subsequent thought about morality. All the
metaphysical attempts to prove the immortality of the soul have
been motivated by the need to allow for the reward of virtuous deeds
performed in ordinary life, he argued, but are entirely unnecessary
because only a morality that can motivate us to perform our duty
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without either promise of reward or fear of punishment is truly vir-
tuous. Kant asked,

Is it good to be virtuous only because there is another world, or are actions
rather not praised because they are good and virtuous in themselves? Does
not the heart of man contain immediate moral precepts, and must one in
order to motivate his disposition in accordance with all of these here always
set the machinery of another world to work? Can one properly be called
upright and virtuous who would gladly yield to his favorite vices if only he
were not terrified of a future punishment, and would one not rather say that
he avoids the expression of evil but nourishes a vicious disposition in his
soul, that he loves the advantage of the simulation of virtuous action but
hates virtue itself?

Obviously these questions needed no answer; so Kant could conclude
that it is “more appropriate for human nature and the purity of morals
to ground the expectation of a future world on the sensations of
a well-disposed soul than to ground its good behavior on the hope
of another world” (2:372–3). This insistence that virtue must move
us by itself and that faith in religious doctrines of immortality and
providence must not be the basis for morality but only a consequence
of it were to reverberate in Kant’s work for the rest of his life.

The Dreams of a Spirit-Seer thus reduced the need for a new
method for metaphysics by freeing morality from the need for a pos-
itive metaphysical foundation altogether, although Kant was subse-
quently to recognize that morality requires at least a metaphysical
proof that freedom is not impossible and that at least a “ground-
work” for the metaphysics of morality was required. And the task
of providing certain foundations for the Newtonian worldview with-
out appealing to the method of mathematics still remained. Kant
took a first step toward providing the latter if not the former in his
next two works, an essay Concerning the ultimate Ground of the
Differentiation of Directions in Space in 1768 and the dissertation
On the Form and Principles of the Sensible and Intelligible Worlds,
which he defended on his inauguration, at long last, as Professor
of Metaphysics in 1770. In the first of these, Kant argued that the
fact that two objects such as right- and left-handed gloves or screws
could be described by identical conceptual relations but neverthe-
less be incongruent demonstrated that their orientation toward the
axes of an absolute space was an irreducible fact about them, and

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xint CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 7, 2005 23:35

10 kant and modern philosophy

thus proved the validity of the Newtonian conception of absolute
space rather than the Leibnizian reduction of space to more primary
and independent properties of substances. But the metaphysical pos-
sibility as well as the epistemology of Newtonian absolute space
remained a mystery until Kant solved it in the inaugural disserta-
tion by arguing that the human mind possesses two fundamentally
distinct capacities of sensibility and intellect, not the single faculty
for more or less clear and distinct thought that Leibniz and Wolff
and all their followers had supposed, and that the existence of a
unique and absolute space – and time – in which all the objects
of our experience can be ordered reflects the inherent form of our
capacity for sensible experience itself. Thus Kant took the fateful
first step of arguing that the possibility and indeed the certainty
of the spatiotemporal framework of Newtonian physics could be
secured only by recognizing it to be the form of our own experi-
ence, even though this meant that the certainty of the foundations
of Newtonian science could be purchased only by confining them to
objects as we experience them through the senses – “appearances” or
“phenomena” – rather than those objects as they might be in them-
selves and known to be by a pure intellect – “noumena.” Thus Kant
argued that absolute space is “not some adumbration or schema of
the object, but only a certain law implanted in the mind by which
it coordinates for itself the sensa that arise from the presence of
the object” (§4, 2:393). As for the further principles of the scien-
tific worldview as well as the metaphysics of morality, however, the
Dissertation did not merely fail to demonstrate any progress, but in
some ways even regressed from the critical position of the 1760s. A
metaphysical insight that all of the substances of the world consti-
tute a single whole could be grounded, Kant claimed, in intellectual
insight into their dependence on a common extramundane cause
(God, of course). More purely intramundane or immanent founda-
tions for science, such as the maxims that “All things in the uni-
verse take place in accordance with the order of nature,” “Princi-
ples are not to be multiplied beyond what is absolutely necessary,”
and “No matter at all comes into being or passes away,” he could
only introduce as mere “principles of convenience” (§30, 2:419).
Morality, finally, Kant was suddenly prepared to treat as a mat-
ter requiring metaphysical, indeed “dogmatic” insight into “some
exemplar only to be conceived by the pure intellect and which is a
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common measure for all other things insofar as they are realities.”
Kant continued:

This exemplar is noumenal perfection. This perfection is what it is either
in a theoretic sense or in a practical sense. In the first sense it is the highest
being, god, in the second sense it is moral perfection. So moral philos-
ophy, in as much as it supplies the first principles of critical judgment, is
cognized only by the pure intellect and itself belongs to pure philosophy.
And the man who reduced its criteria to the sense of pleasure or pain, Epi-
curus, is very rightly blamed. (§9, 2:396)

Kant was certainly to retain the idea that morality could not be
grounded in empirical facts about what is pleasurable and what is
painful, and that its principle must come from pure reason instead;
but any sense that recognition of such a principle required meta-
physical cognition of a reality lying beyond ourselves, as knowledge
of God does, was ultimately to be banished from his thought. This
meant that the inaugural dissertation had left entirely untouched all
the work of grounding foundational principles for scientific knowl-
edge beyond its abstract spatiotemporal framework, as well as the
task of explaining both the nature of moral knowledge and the pos-
sibility of freedom in spite of the scientific worldview.

Kant struggled with these unresolved difficulties for a decade and
then adopted the extraordinary objective of eliminating the linger-
ing noumenal metaphysics of the inaugural dissertation from the
foundations of both science and morality and showing how all of the
fundamental principles of both science and morality, like the form of
space and time, are products of our own thought alone, although we
cannot just ruthlessly impose these principles upon the data of our
senses but must engage in a never-ending task of accommodating
them to the particularity of experience. It would be misleading
to suppose, however, that Kant had clearly formulated the idea of
accomplishing this objective in his three great Critiques before com-
mencing their composition; in fact, the evidence strongly suggests
that Kant had no idea that a Critique of Practical Reason would be
required when he first finished the Critique of Pure Reason, and still
had no idea that a Critique of the Power of Judgment would be needed
even when the Critique of Practical Reason had been finished. Each
of the latter two Critiques revises as well as extends the insights
of its predecessors. Indeed, for all its appearance of systematicity,
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Kant’s thought was in a state of constant evolution throughout
his life.

The evolution of Kant’s mature thought obviously begins with
the Critique of Pure Reason as first published in 1781, which turned
out not to be the complete foundation for both science and morality
that Kant originally intended it to be, but which certainly remained
the basis for all that followed. The agenda for this work is enormous
but can be brought under the two headings suggested by our opening
quote. On the one hand, Kant aims to provide a general foundation
for the laws of science, a metaphysics of experience that will gener-
alize the approach taken to space and time alone in the Dissertation
by showing that there are also concepts of the understanding and
principles of judgment, including general forms of the laws of the
conservation of matter, universal causation, and universal interac-
tion, that can be shown to be certain by their a priori origin in the
structure of human thought itself, although the cost of this certainty
is that we must also recognize “that our representation of things, as
they are given to us, does not conform to these things as they are in
themselves, but rather that these objects, as appearances, conform
to our manner of representation” (B xx). On the other hand, the very
fact that the universal validity of the foundational principles of the
scientific worldview, including that of universal causation, can be
proved only for the appearances of things means that we can at least
coherently consider the possibility that things as they are in them-
selves may not be governed by these laws, indeed may be governed
by other laws; in particular, we can coherently consider that at the
deepest level we ourselves are free agents bound only by the laws of
morality and not by the deterministic laws of nature. Kant sums up
this complex result thus:

On a hasty overview of this work one will believe himself to perceive that its
use is only negative, namely that we can never dare to exceed the bounds of
experience with speculative reason, and that is indeed its first use. But this
then becomes positive if one becomes aware that the principles with which
speculative reason dares to exceed its bounds would not in fact have the
inevitable result of extending but, more closely considered, that of restrict-
ing our use of reason, in that they would really extend the bounds of sensibil-
ity, to which they actually belong, to everything, and so threaten to obstruct
the pure (practical) use of reason. Thus a critique, which limits the former,
is so far to be sure negative, but, insofar as it also removes a hindrance that
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threatens to restrict or even destroy the latter use of reason, is in fact of
positive and very important use, as soon as one is convinced that it yields an
entirely necessary practical use of pure reason (the moral use), in which it is
unavoidably extended beyond the limits of sensibility, but thereby requires
no help from speculative reason, but must nevertheless be secured from its
opposition in order not to land in contradiction with itself. (B xxiv–xxv)

Or as Kant more succinctly but also more misleadingly puts it, “I
must therefore suspend knowledge in order to make room for belief,”
or, as it is often translated, “faith” (B xxx). This is misleading if it
is taken to mean that Kant intends to argue that knowledge must
be limited in order to allow us some nonrational basis for belief
about important matters of morality. Rather, what Kant means is
that the limitation of the foundational principles of the scientific
worldview to the way things appear to us is necessary not only to
explain its own certainty but also to allow us to conceive of our-
selves as rational agents who are not constrained by the determinis-
tic grip of nature but can freely govern ourselves by the moral law as
practical reason (although certainly not all forms of religious faith)
requires.

The steps that Kant goes through to secure this result are intri-
cate, and some of them will be treated in much more detail in what
follows. The barest sketch will have to suffice here. Kant begins in
the “Transcendental Aesthetic,” or theory of sensibility, by reiter-
ating the argument of 1770 that all of our particular experiences of
objects, or empirical intuitions, necessarily come to us in spatiotem-
poral form, and also that we have a priori insight into the uniqueness
and infinitude of space and time, both of which can be explained only
on the supposition that space and time are the pure forms of our intu-
ition of all objects, forms originating in the structure of our own sen-
sibility and not anything derived from the independent properties of
objects as they are in themselves. In the Prolegomena of 1783 and the
second edition of the Critique of 1787, Kant supplements this with
a specific argument that the propositions of mathematics, especially
geometry, are nontautologous and informative, or synthetic rather
than analytic, yet are known a priori, which can also be explained
only on the supposition that they describe the structure of subjective
forms of intuition rather than independent properties of objects (see
especially A 47–8/B 64–5).
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In the “Transcendental Analytic,” or theory of understanding,
Kant extends this argument by showing that in addition to a priori
forms of intuition there are a priori concepts of the pure understand-
ing, or categories, as well as a priori principles of judgment that are
necessary conditions for our own thought of objects rather than prin-
ciples derived from any particular experience of those objects. Kant’s
argument for this result proceeds through several stages. First, he
argues that the fact that our knowledge of objects always takes the
form of judgment and that judgment has certain inherent forms, dis-
covered by logic, implies that there must be certain basic correlative
concepts necessary for thinking of the objects of those judgments
(the “metaphysical deduction”). Next, he tries to argue that our very
certainty of the numerical identity of our self throughout all our dif-
ferent experiences implies that we must connect those experiences
according to rules furnished by the understanding itself, which are
none other than the same categories required by the logical forms of
judgment (the “transcendental deduction”). Finally, and most con-
vincingly, he tries to show in detail that the ability to make objec-
tive judgments about objects given in space and time (which are
missing from most of the transcendental deduction) requires that
we bring them under concepts of extensive and intensive magnitude
and under principles of conservation, causation, and interaction (the
“system of principles,” especially the “analogies of experience”).
And indeed, Kant finally argues, the ability to make determinate
temporal sense of our own experiences, considered even as merely
subjective states, requires that we see them as caused by such a law-
governed realm of external objects (the “refutation of idealism”).
Kant describes the underlying assumption of this extended argument
thus:

However exaggerated, however absurd it may sound to say that the under-
standing is itself the source of the laws of nature, thus of the formal unity of
nature, such an assertion is nevertheless right and appropriate to the object,
namely experience. To be sure, empirical laws as such can by no means
derive their origin from pure understanding, just as little as the immea-
surable multiplicity of appearances can be adequately comprehended from
the pure form of sensible intuition. But all empirical laws are only particular
determinations of the pure laws of understanding, under which and in accor-
dance with the norm of which they are first possible and the appearances
assume a lawful form, just as all appearances, in spite of the diversity of their
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empirical form, must nevertheless always be in accord with the conditions
of the pure form of sensibility. (A 127–8)

In the longest part of the work, the “Transcendental Dialectic,” Kant
then argues that most of the doctrines of traditional metaphysics are
fallaciously derived by attempting to use concepts of the understand-
ing without corresponding evidence from sensibility. These are fal-
lacies, he adds, into which we do not just happen to fall but to which
we are pushed by reason’s natural inclination to discover a kind of
completeness in thought that the indefinitely extendable bounds of
space and time can never yield. Thus we mistake the logical simplic-
ity of the thought of the self for knowledge of a simple, immaterial,
and immortal soul (the “paralogisms of pure reason”), and we think
that the mere idea of a ground of all possibility (the “ideal of pure rea-
son”) is equivalent to knowledge of the necessary existence of such a
ground. (Kant now brings his critique of the ontological argument to
bear on the one possible basis for a demonstration of the existence of
God that he had spared in his work of that title of 1763.) Little can be
salvaged from these misguided metaphysical doctrines, but the case
is somewhat different with the metaphysical paradoxes that Kant
describes under the title of “antinomies of pure reason.” Operating
without any notice of the need for evidence from the senses and thus
of the limits of sensibility, pure reason manages to convince itself
both that the world must be finite in space and time and that it must
also be infinitely extended in both dimensions, that the division of
substances must yield the smallest possible particles and yet that
it cannot, that there must be a causality of freedom in addition to
the mechanism of nature and yet that there can be no such thing,
and finally that there must be a necessary being at the ground of the
series of contingent existences and yet again that there cannot be
any such thing. The first two paradoxes may simply be set aside by
recognizing that space and time are, again, nothing but the forms of
our own intuitions, and that things as they are in themselves, which
reason takes itself to know, are thus neither spatially nor temporally
finite nor infinite. But the case is different with the last two anti-
nomies. Here, no longer dealing with quantitative concepts that are
necessarily linked to the structure of sensibility, Kant argues that
while we can conceive of the empirical or phenomenal world only as
a realm of contingent existences entirely governed by causal laws of
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nature, we can at least coherently consider that the realm of things
in themselves lying behind the appearances of the empirical world
not only contains a necessary being but, more important, contains
free and not merely determined actions. Thus, Kant claims, the cri-
tique of traditional metaphysics at least leaves open the possibility
of freedom. Then he can conclude:

We require the principle of the causality of appearances among themselves
in order to seek and to be able to provide natural conditions for natural
occurrences, i.e., causes in appearance. If this is conceded and is not weak-
ened through any exception, then the understanding, which in its empiri-
cal employment sees in all events nothing but nature and is justified in so
doing, has everything that it can require, and physical explanations can pro-
ceed unhindered on their way. Now it does not do the least violence to this,
if one assumes, even if it is otherwise only imagined, that among natural
causes there are also some that have a faculty that is intelligible only in that
their determination to action never rests on empirical conditions, but on
mere grounds of reason, though in such a way that the action in the appear-
ance from this cause is in accord with all the laws of empirical causality.

(A 545/B 573)

Kant concludes, therefore, that we can at least consistently conceive
of events that fit into the seamless web of natural causality yet are
also the products of the free exercise of the rational agency of natural
agents considered as they are in themselves. In thinking of ourselves
as moral agents, we can think of ourselves in precisely this twofold
way.

It is not clear whether Kant thought it would be necessary to say
more about freedom when he finished the Critique of Pure Reason,
but he shortly realized that it was. A further proof, indeed a theoreti-
cal proof, that freedom is not just possible but actual is one of the two
main items on the agenda of the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals of 1785, along with a clear formulation of the fundamental
law of morality itself and a sketch of how such a principle would
give rise to the specific set of duties that Kant had always intended
to describe in a metaphysics of morals. Kant argued that not only
the concepts of good will and duty, which could be derived from
ordinary consciousness, and the concept of a categorical imperative,
which could be derived from more technical moral philosophy, but
also his own conception of humanity as an end in itself whose free
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agency must always be preserved and when possible enhanced, all
give rise to the fundamental moral principle that one should act only
on maxims or policies of action that could be made into a universal
law or assented to, made into an end of their own, by all agents who
might be affected by the action. Such a principle Kant characterizes
as the law of pure practical reason, reflecting the requirements that
are imposed on actions not from any external source but from the
nature of reason itself. But he also argued that to know that we are
actually bound by such a moral principle, we must know that we
really are rational agents capable of freely acting in accordance with
the principle of pure reason regardless of what might be predicted
on the basis of our passions and inclinations, indeed our entire prior
history and psychology. Kant thus now felt compelled to prove that
human freedom is not just possible but actual. Although he initially
suggests that the very idea of ourselves as agents implies that we
conceive of ourselves as acting under rules of our own choice, he
attempts to go beyond this in order to deliver a metaphysical proof
of the actuality of freedom. He argues that in ourselves as well as
all other things we must distinguish between appearance and real-
ity. He then equates this distinction with one between that which
is passive and that which is active in ourselves, which he in turn
equates with the distinction between sensation and reason. Thus
Kant infers that we must assign to ourselves a faculty of reason
rooted in our nature as things in themselves and thus free to act with-
out constraint by the causal laws governing mere appearance. Kant
concludes:

A rational being must therefore regard itself as an intelligence (therefore not
from the side of its lower powers) as belonging to the world of understanding,
not of sense; thus it has two standpoints from which it can consider itself and
know the laws of the use of its powers, thus of all of its actions, first, insofar
as it belongs to the world of senses, under natural laws (heteronomy), second,
as belonging to the intelligible world, under laws which, independent from
nature, are not empirical but grounded in reason alone. (4:452)

Unfortunately, in spite of his attempt to avoid such a problem,
Kant’s argument is circular. It derives our possession of a sponta-
neous and efficacious faculty of reason from our membership in the
world of things in themselves precisely by construing that world
as an intelligible world – that is to say, nothing less than a world
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conceived to be essentially rational and understood by reason itself.
In other words, Kant’s argument – not for the content but for the
actuality and efficacy of pure practical reason – violates one of the
most fundamental strictures of his own Critique of Pure Reason.
It depends on interpreting our ultimate reality not as noumenon in
a merely “negative sense” but as noumenon in a “positive sense,”
that is, not just something that is not known through sensibility but
something that is known through pure reason (B 307).

Kant never doubted that he had correctly formulated the content
of pure practical reason through the requirement of the universal
acceptability of the maxims of intended actions, but he quickly rec-
ognized the inadequacy of the Groundwork’s proof that we actually
have a pure practical reason. He thus radically revised his approach
to the problem of freedom in the Critique of Practical Reason, pub-
lished only three years later in 1788. Kant does not call this work a
critique of pure practical reason, like the earlier critique of pure the-
oretical reason, because whereas the point of the former work was
to show that theoretical reason oversteps its bounds when it tries
to do without application to empirical data, in the case of practical
reason the point is precisely to show that it is not limited to applica-
tion to empirically given inclinations and intentions but has a pure
principle of its own. Kant now surrenders the objective of giving a
theoretical proof of the efficacy of pure practical reason, however.
While both the Groundwork and the new Critique agree that a will
bound by the moral law must be a free will and that only a free will
can be bound by the moral law – what has come to be known as his
“reciprocity thesis” (5:28–9) – Kant’s strategy is now not to prove
that we are bound by the moral law by offering a theoretical proof
that we possess a free will but rather simply to argue that we must
possess a free will because of our indubitable recognition that we are
in fact bound by the moral law. “The thing is strange enough and has
no parallel in the entire remainder of practical reason,” Kant admits;
nevertheless, he insists:

The a priori thought of a possible universal law-giving . . . without borrowing
anything from experience or any external will, is given as an unconditioned
law. . . . One can call the consciousness of this fundamental law a fact of rea-
son, since one cannot speciously derive it from any antecedent data of reason,
e.g., the consciousness of freedom (since this is not antecedently given to
us), rather since it presses itself upon us as a synthetic a priori proposition,
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which is not grounded in any intuition, whether pure or empirical, although
it would be analytic if one presupposed the freedom of the will. . . . But in
order to regard this law as given without misinterpretation one must well
note that it is not an empirical fact but the sole fact of pure reason. (5:31)

Theoretical philosophy can prove the possibility of freedom of the
will, Kant continues to believe, but not its actuality; this can follow
only from our firm consciousness – our conscience, one might say – of
being bound by the moral law itself. If we have a pure practical reason,
there is no problem explaining how it binds us, precisely because
the law that binds us comes from within ourselves and not from
anywhere else, not from any other will, not the will of a Hobbesian
sovereign nor even from the will of God; but our proof that we have
such a pure practical reason is precisely our recognition that we bind
ourselves by its law.

Although the proof of the actuality of freedom can only appeal to
our conviction of our obligation under the moral law, Kant has no
hesitation about the power of our freedom. Kant is more convinced
than ever that the scope of our freedom is unlimited, that no matter
what might seem to be predicted by our prior history we always
retain the freedom to make the morally correct choice, even if the
very history of our empirical character itself must be revised in order
to make our freely chosen action compatible with natural law:

The same subject, who is also conscious of himself as thing in himself, con-
siders his own existence, so far as it does not stand under conditions of
time, as itself determinable only through laws that he gives himself through
reason, and in this his existence nothing is antecedent to his determination
of his will, but every action and every determination of his existence chang-
ing in accord with his inner sense, even the entire course of his existence as
a sensible being is never to be regarded in his consciousness of his intelli-
gible existence as anything but the consequence and never the determining
ground of his causality as noumenon. (5:97–8)

The Critique of Practical Reason also includes Kant’s attempt
to reconstruct two of the most cherished doctrines of traditional
metaphysics, the existence of God and the immortality of the soul.
He argues that morality enjoins on us not just the effort to be
motivated by duty alone but also the end of attaining happiness in
proportion to our virtue. Moral motivation alone may be the sole
unconditioned good, but it is not the complete or highest good until
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happiness in proportion to our worthiness to be happy through our
virtue is added to it. But we have no reason to believe that we can
approach purity of will in our terrestrial life spans alone, or that our
virtue will be accompanied with proportionate happiness by natural
mechanisms alone. We must thus postulate, although always as a
matter of practical presupposition and never as a theoretical doctrine,
that our souls can reach purity in immortality and that there is a God
to redress the natural disproportion between virtue and happiness.
But Kant insisted always that these practical postulates could never
enter into our motivation to be moral, and that they would under-
mine the purity of that motivation if they did; they rather flesh out
the conditions presupposed by the rationality of moral action and
so allow us to act on that pure motivation without threat of self-
contradiction.

Kant remained content with this doctrine for the remainder of
his life, but the problem of freedom continued to gnaw at him; and
as he refined his solution to the problem of freedom he refined his
theory of the foundations of science as well. The evidence for this
further struggle is found in his last great critique, the Critique of
the Power of Judgment of 1790. This work ostensibly deals with
the rational foundations of two forms of judgment not considered
in Kant’s previous work, aesthetic judgments of taste about natural
or artistic beauty and sublimity, and teleological judgments about
the role of purpose in natural organisms and systems; but Kant’s
reflections on these two species of what he calls reflective judgment
touch on larger issues as well.

Kant begins the work with a reflection upon the role of the ideal
of systematicity in the attempt to move from the abstract level of
the categories to concrete knowledge of empirical laws of nature.
Whereas the Critique of Pure Reason had assigned the search for
systematicity to the faculty of reason, suggesting that it is required
for the sake of completeness but has nothing to do with the truth
of empirical laws themselves, the Critique of the Power of Judg-
ment assigns it to the faculty of reflective judgment, suggesting that
we can never get from the categories to particular empirical laws
except by trying to place individual hypotheses in the context of a
system of such laws. Because such a system is always an ideal that is
never actually completed, however, this implies that the search for
empirical law is necessarily open-ended. Thus we can approach but
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never actually reach certainty about any individual law of nature,
and the same limitation applies also regarding the completeness in
the whole system of such laws. This was a perspective that Kant
attempted to explore further in his Opus postumum, which fittingly
itself remained incomplete.

Kant then introduces the more specific subjects of aesthetic and
teleological judgment with the claim that there is a “great abyss”
between the concepts of nature and of freedom that must yet be
bridged (5:195). Since in the Critique of Practical Reason he had
argued that the domination of reason over the world of sense must
be complete, it is not immediately apparent what gulf Kant has in
mind, but his meaning gradually emerges. In the first half of the
work, the “Critique of Aesthetic Judgment,” Kant is concerned to
show that the existence and power of freedom are not just accessible
to philosophical theory but can be made palpable to us as embod-
ied and therefore feeling human beings as well. His argument in the
case of the experience of the sublime is obvious. Vast and powerful
objects in nature exceed the grasp of our imagination and understand-
ing, but our indifference to their threats of intellectual and even
physical injury is an exhilarating revelation of the power and pri-
macy of practical reason within ourselves. Kant’s argument about
beauty is more complex, however. The experience of beauty is ini-
tially characterized as one in which sensibility or imagination and
understanding reach a state of harmony without the constraint of
any concept, moral concepts of the good included. But then it turns
out that in virtue of its very freedom from constraint by such con-
cepts the experience of beauty can serve as a symbol of our freedom
in morality itself and make this freedom palpable to us. In addition,
although our first layer of pleasure in natural beauty is free of any
antecedent interests, the very fact that nature offers us beauty with-
out intervention of our own is some evidence that it is hospitable to
our own interests, those of morality included, and we take additional
pleasure in the realization of this fact. Here Kant does not treat us
as simply dominating nature by our reason, but rather more contin-
gently finding that our reason allows us to be at home in nature.

Kant’s argument about teleological judgment is even more com-
plicated, and, although the force of Kant’s treatment of organ-
isms has certainly been undercut by the success of the Darwinian
theory of evolution, the “Critique of Teleological Judgment” remains
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profoundly revealing of Kant’s philosophical sensibility. Kant argues
that organisms require us to see the parts as the cause of the whole
but also the whole as the cause of its parts. The latter requirement
violates the unidirectional nature of our conception of mechanical
causation – we cannot conceive how a whole that comes into being
only gradually from its parts can nevertheless be the cause of the
properties of those parts (here is where the theory of natural selec-
tion removes the difficulty). And so, Kant argues, we can explain the
relation only by supposing that the nature of the parts is determined
by an antecedent conception of the whole employed by a designer
of the organism, although we can never have theoretical evidence of
the existence of such an intelligence. Next Kant argues that we can-
not suppose an intelligent designer to have acted without a purpose
as well as a plan, but that the only kind of nonarbitrary purpose that
we can introduce into natural systems and indeed into nature as a
system as a whole is something that is an end in itself – which can
be nothing other than human freedom, the sole source of intrinsic
and unconditioned value. Besides all of humankind’s merely natu-
ral ends, desires, and conceptions of happiness that are of no more
value than any other creature’s and to which nature is not in any
case particularly hospitable, “there remains as that which in respect
to nature can be the final purpose that lies beyond it and in which
its ultimate purpose can be seen only [mankind’s] formal, subjec-
tive condition, namely [our] capacity to set our own ends in general”
(§83, 5:431). Mankind is “the only natural being in whom a super-
sensible faculty (of freedom) can be known,” and only as “the subject
of morality” can humanity constitute a “final purpose to which the
whole of nature is teleologically subordinated” (§84, 5:435–6). Again,
Kant subtly revises his earlier point of view: Human freedom is not to
be seen just as a force entirely external to nature, but as the ultimate
aim of nature itself.

Kant is still careful to insist that this is not a perspective that
can be justified by theoretical or scientific reasoning, but rather a
point of view that is at least compatible with scientific reasoning and
recommended for its value to practical reason. But his expression of
this caution in the Critique of the Power of Judgment also suggests a
subtle shift in his view of the status of scientific law itself. In his first
two critiques, Kant had argued that the application of the fundamen-
tal principles of theoretical knowledge and thus the foundations of
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science to the world of experience was without exception, indeed as
he called it “constitutive” of the phenomenal realm, and that there
could be room for a conception of human freedom only because we
could also regard ourselves as things in themselves whose nature
is not determined by the laws of appearance. Now, however, Kant
suggests another view, namely, the idea that both the causal laws of
nature and the laws of reason that guide our freely chosen actions
are “regulative principles” that we bring to nature. He argues that
an antinomy can be avoided only by supposing that the “maxim of
reflection” that “All generation of material things and their forms
must be estimated as possible according to merely mechanical laws”
and the maxim that “Some products of material nature cannot be
estimated as possible according to merely mechanical laws,” that
they instead require “an entirely different law of causality, namely,
that of final causes,” are both “regulative principles for the investiga-
tion” of nature (§70, 5:387). He thus suggests that the deterministic
perspective of the mechanical worldview is not something that we
can simply impose on nature, but a perspective that we bring to bear
on it just as we do the perspective of freedom itself. The latter per-
spective Kant now also explicitly describes as a regulative ideal:

Although an intelligible world, in which everything would be actual solely
because it is (as something good) possible, and even freedom itself as the
formal condition of such a world, is an excessive concept, which is not
suitable to determine any constitutive principle, an object and its objective
reality: Nevertheless in accordance with the constitution of our (partially
sensible) nature and faculty it serves for us and all rational creatures standing
in connection with the sensible world, insofar as we can represent ourselves
in accordance with the constitution of our reason, as a universal regulative
principle, which does not determine the constitution of freedom as the form
of causality objectively, but rather, and with no less validity than if this were
the case, makes the rule of actions in accordance with this idea a command
for everyone. (§76, 5:404)

Here Kant not only suggests that we cannot give a theoretical proof
of the existence of freedom, but also that we do not even have to
regard it as a metaphysical fact about some purely noumenal aspect
of our being at all, and can instead bring the principle of practical
reason as a rule for actions to bear on our natural existence, some-
thing we can do precisely because the deterministic picture of natural
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causation necessary for scientific explanation and prediction is also
only a perspective that we ourselves bring to bear on nature. Because
the presuppositions of both science and morality are principles that
we ourselves bring to bear on nature, Kant finally recognizes, they
must ultimately be compatible.

Having finally reached this recognition so late in his career, Kant
never worked out the details, although that may have been the last
thing he was trying to do in the latest stage of his work on the Opus
postumum just before his death. Nor is it clear that any philosopher
since has taken up the challenge of fleshing out this suggestion. Per-
haps that is the most vital task Kant leaves for us.

I will end this Introduction with a brief guide to the essays that
follow.

The first nine chapters concern Kant’s theoretical philosophy, that
is, his theory of knowledge in general and of mathematics and natural
science in particular as well as his critique of previous metaphysics –
the central subjects of the Critique of Pure Reason. In Chapter 1,
Philip Kitcher explores Kant’s conception of a priori knowledge, the
term Kant introduced to capture the idea that genuine philosophi-
cal knowledge, if such exists, possesses a kind of universality and
necessity that can never be derived from any particular experiences
of objects. In Chapter 2, Gary Hatfield situates Kant’s views on space
and time, but primarily space, in their historical context. As Hatfield
argues, Kant successfully demonstrated the intuitional character of
our representation of space, but his view that we have an a priori
intuition of space as Euclidean cannot survive the mathematical
and physical revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
In Chapter 3, Lisa Shabel examines in detail Kant’s arguments that
mathematical cognition is not only a priori but also synthetic, that is,
it does more than merely explicate the meaning of our mathematical
concepts. She then discusses the role of this position in Kant’s argu-
ments for transcendental idealism, his doctrine that our synthetic a
priori cognition must be confined to the appearances of things and
does not characterize them as they are in themselves. In Chapter 4,
Béatrice Longuenesse turns from Kant’s theory of the pure intuitions
that underlie mathematics to the pure concepts of the understanding
that underlie all of our cognition. She describes Kant’s conceptions
of logic and judgment, or his attempt to derive a complete list of the
pure conceptions of the understanding or fundamental categories for
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conceiving of objects from the fundamental characteristics of judg-
ment in the so-called “Metaphysical Deduction of the Categories,”
and examines the impact of Kant’s thought on these matters on such
later thinkers as Hegel, Heidegger, and Frege. In Chapter 5, Patricia
Kitcher turns to a central theme of Kant’s “Transcendental Deduc-
tion of the Categories,” namely, his conception of the human mind
as actively imposing the categories identified in the “Metaphysi-
cal Deduction” on our experience. Kant’s conception of the mind
as actively constituting knowledge rather than passively receiving
it has been extraordinarily influential on subsequent philosophy, as
Kitcher suggests. In Chapter 6, Arthur Melnick offers a distinctive
reconstruction of Kant’s central arguments for the indispensable role
of the categories of substance and causation in our experience of a
world of determinate objects, and argues that Kant’s position pro-
vides the basis for an argument against W. V. O. Quine’s well-known
doctrine of “ontological relativity.” In Chapter 7, Ralph Walker turns
to the question of whether Kant introduced a general style of “tran-
scendental argument” to answer skepticism, and argues that Kant’s
method of transcendental argument ironically undermines his own
transcendental idealism. In Chapter 8, Karl Ameriks contrasts Kant’s
critique of traditional metaphysics as a purported source of theoreti-
cal cognition to his novel alternative, a metaphysics based on practi-
cal rather than theoretical grounds, and examines the revival of spec-
ulative metaphysics that immediately followed Kant’s critique of it.
This chapter could provide the transition to the second half of the
collection, but before we turn to Kant’s practical philosophy Michael
Friedman examines the work that Kant himself wrote before turning
the major part of his energy to the latter, namely, the Metaphysical
Foundations of Natural Science. Friedman argues that though Kant
in this work was attempting to establish the foundations of Newto-
nian science in particular, his method of identifying the constitutive
presuppositions of science is by no means completely undermined
by the subsequent revision of Newtonianism in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

The next six chapters deal with Kant’s practical philosophy, that
is, his moral and political thought. In Chapter 10, Allen Wood
demonstrates how Kant’s various formulations of the “categorical
imperative,” that is, the supreme principle of morality as it presents
itself to human beings, all depend upon his central conception of

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xint CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 7, 2005 23:35

26 kant and modern philosophy

autonomy, and should be understood collectively as a systematic pre-
sentation of the normative implications of this conception. In Chap-
ter 11, Henry Allison examines the relationship between the nor-
mative notion of autonomy and the metaphysical conception of the
freedom or spontaneity of the will. The next four essays turn to spe-
cific types of duty that arise from the fundamental principle of moral-
ity in the concrete circumstances of human life. Kant divided these
duties into duties of right or justice, that is, those that can and should
be enforced through the instrument of the polity or state, and duties
of virtue or ethics, that is, our obligations to ourselves and those of
our obligations to others that can be enforced only through our own
consciences and should not be coercively enforced through juridi-
cal and political institutions. In Chapter 12, Robert Pippin exam-
ines Kant’s foundation of both the necessity and the limits of the
state in the conception of external freedom or freedom of action. In
Chapter 13, Jane Kneller unpacks Kant’s convoluted thought about
human sexuality and its impact on his conception of the legal rights
associated with marriage, an area in which Kant’s thought is both
liberal and conservative. In Chapter 14, Pauline Kleingeld turns to
Kant’s influential thought on peace and international law, examin-
ing the difficult question of whether Kant thought that peace could
be guaranteed by an international league of free republics or only by
a single although still republican international government. Finally,
in Chapter 15, Lara Denis provides a sympathetic interpretation of
Kant’s thought about virtue, showing how Kant grounded the vari-
ous human virtues in the fundamental principle of morality without
succumbing to the unrealistic rigorism of which some subsequent
advocates of “virtue ethics” accuse him.

The next two chapters turn to Kant’s two other great concerns after
the Critique of Pure Reason, the theory of aesthetics and teleology
on the one hand, and the philosophy of religion on the other. In
Chapter 16, Paul Guyer suggests that the three apparently diverse
topics of the Critique of the Power of Judgment – the systematicity of
scientific concepts, the universal validity of judgments of taste, and
the possibility of a teleological as well as a mechanical conception of
nature – can all be related as part of Kant’s lifelong debate with David
Hume. In Chapter 17, Frederick Beiser defends an interpretation of
Kant’s “moral faith” or practical belief according to which Kant by
no means completely rejects traditional religious belief.
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Finally, in Chapter 18, Manfred Kuehn gives us a fascinating
glimpse into the immediate reception of Kant’s Critique of Pure
Reason, showing how the response of Kant’s contemporaries both
spurred Kant’s enormous productivity in the years following 1781
and helped shape the further course of Kant’s thought as well as the
form of its expression. This essay could have been placed at sev-
eral points in the volume, at the beginning or between the essays
on Kant’s theoretical philosophy and his practical philosophy; but
coming at the end it can serve as a concluding reminder of the pro-
found unity of Kant’s thought in spite of the immense diversity of
his philosophical subjects.
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philip kitcher

1 “A Priori”∗

1. origins

Although Kant introduced many pieces of technical terminology to
articulate the themes of his critical philosophy, perhaps none is more
pervasive than “a priori.” The initial care, and apparent precision,
with which the term enters the Critique of Pure Reason quickly gives
way to profligacy, as all sorts of things come to be hailed as a priori.
My aim in this essay is to bring some order to Kant’s many-sided
usage.

One source of Kant’s conception is evident. Many of his prede-
cessors had recognized that there are apparently items of human
knowledge that do not rest upon our everyday processes of sensory
observation, and had supposed that there must be other sources that
deliver knowledge of these types. In the more ambitious versions of
this idea, there is a rich collection of “truths of reason,” among which
earlier philosophers had sometimes counted controversial metaphys-
ical principles, as well as generalizations they took to be fundamental
to nascent physical science.1

Even those most firmly committed to empiricism, and to the the-
sis that human knowledge is based upon sensory observation, made
a place for something like a priori knowledge. The classical British
Empiricists were unwilling to grant that our knowledge of logical
truths and of the principles of mathematics – by which they under-
stood basic arithmetical identities and Euclidean geometry – is justi-
fied by some process of sensory experience. What types of experience
might be pertinent here? Instead, they endeavored to reconcile the
distinctive status of logic and mathematics with the general empiri-
cist commitment by proposing that these areas of our knowledge

28
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were, in an important sense, not genuinely concerned with the world,
but rather unfolded relations among our concepts.2 Believing that
subjects who have a particular concept in their repertoire are able to
produce for themselves an image associated with that concept, they
suggested that those who have acquired the logical, arithmetical,
and geometrical concepts are able to display to themselves appro-
priate images and discern “with the mind’s eye” the relations that
logical, arithmetical, or geometrical truths embody. This account is
most plausible for the case of geometry, where, we may suppose, the
aspiring geometer, equipped with the concepts of line, point, circle,
and so forth, will be able to generate images from which the standard
Euclidean axioms can be read off.

We can thus envisage Kant reading his predecessors, identify-
ing a broad consensus on the view that logical and mathematical
knowledge is not justified on the basis of sensory experience, as well
as recognizing a swirl of controversy about whether nonempirical
sources – perhaps just like those that allow for knowledge of logic and
mathematics, perhaps distinctive – generate other types of knowl-
edge (metaphysical principles, foundations for physical science, or
whatever). Kant’s own conception of apriority could then be seen
as an attempt to deal systematically with the contrast between
the empirical and the nonempirical that earlier philosophers had
employed, to focus issues about logical and mathematical knowl-
edge, to classify the empiricist and rationalist strategies for delineat-
ing the kinds of nonempirical knowledge, and to resolve the disputes
about the extent of our nonempirical knowledge. From this perspec-
tive, the strategy of the Prolegomena appears quite straightforward:
previous philosophy has failed to understand the crucial question
that underlay these disputes, namely, the problem of how synthetic
a priori knowledge is possible.

Matters are, however, much more complicated. Kant’s distinctive
epistemological program not only takes up the traditional questions
about the scope of nonempirical knowledge, it also transforms episte-
mology more generally through the insertion of the notion of aprior-
ity into a far wider range of discussions. I shall try to explain how this
occurs, but, before we attend to the full complexities, it is worth try-
ing to achieve a clear vision of one important facet of Kant’s thought
about the a priori, that which responds to the earlier debates about
the scope of nonempirical knowledge.
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2. the official epistemological notion

The early pages of the Introduction to the first Critique provide an
account of what I shall call “the official epistemological notion of
the a priori.” Kant explains that knowledge that is independent of
the senses is a priori, that such knowledge is distinguished from the
empirical, which has its “sources” in experience, and that a priori
knowledge is not simply independent of the subject’s current expe-
rience but of the stream of experiences that the subject has had (B 2).
The last point is made with the help of a simple example: we are
asked to imagine a man who has undermined the foundations of his
house; this man, Kant points out, might have known in advance that
the house would fall, but this would not count as an item of a priori
knowledge because the advance knowledge would be based on ear-
lier experiences of the behavior of objects that come to lack physical
supports. The illustration is immediately followed with an explicit
definition:

In the sequel therefore we will understand by a priori cognitions not those
that occur independently of this or that experience, but rather those that
occur absolutely independently of all experience. (B 2–3)3

If this definition is to help his readers, we shall need a clear account
of what is meant by “independence from experience.”

There are two obvious ways of explicating this phrase, one that
links independence to the genesis of the item of knowledge and
the other that connects independence with the justification of the
knowledge. According to the former, we would say that a piece of
knowledge is independent of experience if experience plays no role in
generating it; according to the latter, a state of knowledge would be
independent of experience if experience is not involved in the justifi-
cation. The simplest (and crudest) elaboration of the genetic approach
is to suppose that there are things that subjects know at birth (or even
earlier?), before their sensory experience begins. A more refined ver-
sion would suppose that subjects are born with some developmental
program whose typical unfolding will deliver, at some later stage
of their lives, particular kinds of knowledge; for that program to run
properly, experiential stimulation may prove necessary, but the exact
character of this experience is completely irrelevant (just as, to obtain
certain configurations inside a computer, the computer may have to
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be plugged in to a power source, although the location of the plug
does not matter).

The genetic approach to a priori knowledge treats the subject as
passive: certain kinds of knowledge will arise within us provided that
we live in a normal way (and the range of the normal is extremely
wide). By contrast the justificationist view regards the subject as
more active. As we undergo the stream of experiences that consti-
tute our lives, we are able to engage in certain kinds of processes that
justify us in holding particular beliefs, and we can do this whatever
specific form the stream of experience takes. In his talk of “sources”
of knowledge, Kant seems to envisage us as having faculties that are
able to provide us with justifications against the background of any
experience whatsoever. Indeed, it seems to me that the official epis-
temological notion of the a priori is obtained by reading the phrase
“independent of experience” in the justificationist way, and that the
idea of an active, justifying subject pervades the Introduction to the
Critique.4

For the moment, then, I shall set aside the genetic approach to
a priori knowledge (whether crude or refined),5 and concentrate on
the justificationist mode of explication. Even here, things are not as
straightforward as I have hitherto suggested. For Kant introduces a
division within those parts of knowledge he takes as a priori. Immedi-
ately following the explicit definition, he distinguishes pure a priori
knowledge by explaining that such knowledge involves only con-
cepts that are not derived from experience (B 3). He asserts that the
proposition “Every alteration has its cause” can be known a priori,
but denies that it is pure, on the grounds that we have to acquire
the concept of an alteration through experience. This means that a
priori knowledge cannot be viewed as that knowledge that could be
obtained given any experience, since, in some instances, a stream
of experience might not allow a subject to have the concepts needed
for entertaining the pertinent proposition. Plainly, Kant wants to dis-
tinguish two roles that experience might play in our knowledge, one
of enabling us to have particular concepts and the other as serving
as an essential ingredient in our justification; in the case of a priori
knowledge, experience is not to play the latter role, but it is allowed
to fulfill the former.

Here, then, is a picture of a priori knowledge. Such knowl-
edge arises when a subject has a stream of experience that allows
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for acquisition of the appropriate concepts and when the subject
goes through some process that justifies a belief in the relevant
proposition; whatever alternative stream of experience the subject
had had, provided only that it allowed for the acquisition of the con-
cepts, would have enabled the subject to know the proposition, and,
indeed, to know it in the same way. That is, the type of process that
the subject uses to justify the belief would have been available against
the background of the envisaged alternative stream of experience.

We can make this picture more precise as follows.6 Let us call
the total stream of experience that a subject has had the subject’s
life. A life will be said to be sufficient for the proposition p just in
case it would allow the subject to acquire the concepts needed to
entertain p. We can now define one notion of a priori knowledge by
introducing the concept of an a priori warrant (a justifying process)
as follows:

α is an a priori warrant for the belief that p just in case

(i) given the subject’s actual life, undergoing α justifies the sub-
ject in believing that p

(ii) α would be available to the subject given any life sufficient
for p.

A subject knows a priori that p if and only if the subject knows that
p on the basis of a process that is an a priori warrant for it.

At first glance, this account seems to capture what Kant has in
mind when he talks of knowledge independent of all experience. As
things stand, the subject justifies her knowledge in a particular way,
a way that cannot depend on the particularities of her experience, for
she must be able to do the same thing whatever alternative stream
of experiences she has, provided only that that stream enables her to
acquire the relevant concepts. So, when we imagine her undergoing
an alternative (sufficiently rich) life, we can envisage her as doing
exactly what she does in the actual circumstances, producing the
justification that actually gives her knowledge.

What this shows, then, is that the definitions provided so far cap-
ture the idea that a process that actually serves as a justification is
independent of experience. But this isn’t quite the same as demon-
strating that the justifying power of the process or the state of knowl-
edge is independent of experience. Even though the subject can do the
same thing against the background of a different life (one sufficient
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for the proposition in question), it might be the case that behaving
as she does would not generate knowledge under those rival condi-
tions. It seems appropriate to take the notion of a priori knowledge
encapsulated in the definitions given so far as weak a priori knowl-
edge, for the definitions allow for the revisability of items of a priori
knowledge. To see this, we need suppose only that, on the basis of
a certain stream of experiences, a particular kind of process justifies
a belief and that, given more extensive experiences, although that
kind of process remains available, it no longer justifies the subject
in the belief.

Any number of passages in Kant’s writings, especially those in
which he connects a priori knowledge with “apodictic certainty,”
make it plain that he aims to exclude revisable a priori knowledge.
Not only must the processes that serve as justifications be available
given alternative (sufficiently rich) experiences, but they must retain
their justifying power, and the belief states they support must main-
tain their status as items of knowledge. It is not hard to see how to
modify the notion of weak a priori knowledge to a concept of strong
a priori knowledge that will satisfy these requirements. Instead of
the previous conditions on a priori warrants, we adopt

α is an a priori warrant for the belief that p just in case

(i) α would be available to the subject given any life sufficient
for p

(ii) given any life sufficient for p, α would justify the subject in
believing that p

(iii) given any life sufficient for p, p.7

The notion of strong a priori knowledge just introduced comes
close, I believe, to capturing Kant’s official epistemological notion.

What kinds of processes, and what types of knowledge might
count as a priori according to this strong conception? Kant’s Intro-
duction to the Critique continues by specifying his version of the
distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions. He char-
acterizes (affirmative) analytic judgments as “those in which the
connection of the predicate [with the subject] is thought through
identity” (A 7/B 10), a formulation that, as Frege rightly pointed out,
is restricted to a very specific form of judgment.8 I interpret Kant
as attempting to find a place within his views about a priori knowl-
edge for the identification of conceptual connections that had been
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crucial to his empiricist predecessors in formulating their claims
about mathematical and logical knowledge. On the face of it, reflec-
tion on and analysis of our concepts looks like an obvious source of
a priori knowledge of the strong type. Let us suppose that anyone
who has a concept in his repertoire can present that concept to him-
self and identify its contents, and call the processes of conceptual
presentation and content identification conceptual unfolding. Then
if p is an analytic truth (in Kant’s sense), anyone who grasps p can
know a priori that p. For, if you grasp p, there is a process of concep-
tual unfolding you can undergo, a process that will justify belief that
p, and moreover this process will be available to you whatever life
you have (provided it is sufficient for p), and it will justify belief that
p, given that you have that life (and, of course, in worlds where you
have that life, p will obtain).

There are many passages in Kant’s writings where he seems to
hold that a priori knowledge of analytic truths is not epistemolog-
ically interesting, and there are some places in the Critique where
he appears to be drawn toward an even stronger position on a priori
knowledge, one in which our knowledge of analytic truths would not
always be a priori.9 In contrasting the role of definitions in mathe-
matics and in other discussions, he places great emphasis on the
idea that the concepts of mathematics are not “arbitrarily thought”
and that we have an a priori assurance that we have defined a “true
object” (A 729/B 757). The same theme is sounded much earlier,
when he announces that a requirement on genuine knowledge is that
the concepts we apply be applicable in experience. So, for example,
there is an important task that needs to be undertaken with respect
to mathematics, namely, that of establishing the “objective validity”
of mathematical concepts (A 156/B 195), and this task seems to be
taken up in the Axioms of Intuition.

One way10 of reading these passages is to view Kant as haunted by
a concern about the status of analytic truths. The simple argument
for supposing that analytic truths could always be known a priori
rested on the supposition that conceptual unfolding would always
justify belief in the truth, whatever the character of the experience
that supplied us with the concepts. Suppose that we now think of the
“objective validity” of a concept as consisting in the fruitfulness of
that concept for the description of experience. Then it might happen
that some experiences that were sufficient to enable us to acquire a
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concept also justified us in believing that those concepts were not
apt for the description of our experience. Under these conditions,
we might go ahead with our process of conceptual unfolding, but the
result might seem, in Kant’s phrase, “senseless and meaningless.” So
one might judge that the justificatory power of the process of con-
ceptual unfolding is compromised, and that, under these experiential
conditions, the process no longer satisfies condition (ii) on a strong
priori warrants.

We could guard against this apparently possible form of experien-
tial undermining by insisting that the aptness of our concepts be able
to survive, come what may. One sense that Kant seems to give to his
locution “a priori concept” is that of a concept for which we have
a guarantee that it will always prove fruitful in our classification of
our experiences. If we adopt this interpretation, then his account of
a priori knowledge is even more stringent than initially appeared,
for, implicit in the requirements of a priori warrants is the condition
that the concepts that figure in the propositions known a priori be
such that no experience can undermine claims as to their aptness.
If Kant is read in this way, we obtain not only an interpretation of
his insistence on defending the special status of certain concepts
(mathematical concepts, the categories), but also an explanation of
why simple analyticity is not his concern. For, on this approach, ana-
lytic truths are only a priori if they meet the very special condition of
containing only a priori concepts (that is, concepts whose usefulness
experience cannot impugn).

Let us turn now to the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge,
which is, of course, far more prominent in the Critique than any
account of our knowledge of analytic truths. What kind of procedure
can serve as an a priori warrant for belief in synthetic truths? Kant
poses the problem in the Introduction:

If I am to go beyond the concept A in order to cognize another B as combined
with it, what is it on which I depend and by means of which the synthesis
becomes possible, since I here do not have the advantage of looking around
for it in the field of experience? (A 9/B 13)

This “third thing,” the “unknown = X” (A 9/B 13), cannot be
experienced, for that would be incompatible with the apriority of
the knowledge. From the perspective of the official epistemologi-
cal notion, Kant’s answer is clearest in the case of mathematical
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knowledge. Here, he suggests, a process of construction in pure intu-
ition functions as the justifying process.11

Unlike many authors who have written on the ways in which
people can come to elementary mathematical knowledge, Kant is
admirably straightforward about the processes he views as episte-
mologically fundamental. We convince ourselves of the principles
of Euclidean geometry, or of the basic arithmetical identities, by
constructing mental representations – diagrams in the geometrical
case, something like assemblages of strokes or dots in arithmetic –
and by inspecting their properties. This sounds very much like
the mode of basic mathematical knowledge recognized by Kant’s
empiricist predecessors – who believed, of course, that what we
learn in this way are relations among concepts (“analytic truths” in
Kant’s favored idiom); but Kant maintains that such processes deliver
knowledge of synthetic truths, and how that can be is initially quite
puzzling.

The puzzle is resolved by Kant’s theory of space and time as forms
of intuition, and, indeed, it is precisely the power of this theory of
space and time to yield the needed explanation that serves as a cen-
tral argument in the theory’s favor. Committed to the claim that
propositions of mathematics are synthetic, Kant maintains that there
are possible worlds in which those propositions are false. Yet, in an
important sense, those propositions are necessary, for they hold in
all those worlds of which we, constituted as we are, can have expe-
rience. Mathematical truths obtain in all such worlds because, in
experience, our minds impose a particular mathematical structure
on the phenomena. Now in the special kind of process that counts as
construction in pure intuition, we illuminate to ourselves just those
structural features that the mind imposes on all experience. To use a
simple analogy, it is as if all our sensory experience were to consist in
images flashed upon a surface, so that some of the properties of the
images we received embodied the structure of the surface. Indepen-
dently of experience, we have a way to reveal the character of that
structure, and thus to learn propositions that must hold in any world
of which we can have experience, because we can always block out
the sensory channels, construct figures in imagination, and inspect
their properties. To use Kant’s preferred terminology, the images so
generated count as the “third thing(s)” that make the connection of
subject and predicate possible.
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This is an ingenious account of mathematical knowledge, one that
has the genuine virtue of specifying, with some clarity and precision,
how basic a priori mathematical knowledge might be gained. In the
end, I believe, it cannot succeed, because Kant cannot distinguish
those properties of the images we generate in imagination that are
accidents of the particular construction from those that genuinely
reflect the structure that our minds impose on experience.12 For the
purposes of understanding Kant’s official epistemological notion of a
priori knowledge, however, this defect does not matter. The account
of construction in pure intuition can serve as a paradigm for those
processes that subjects can carry out, given any sufficiently rich
experience, processes that are supposed to justify the beliefs they
generate.

3. the “marks” of the a priori

I have been trying to clarify a conception of a priori knowledge that
both emerges from Kant’s official definition and relates to the issues
about knowledge of “truths of reason” that had occupied Kant’s pre-
decessors. Immediately after the discussion of knowledge indepen-
dent of all experience, however, he offers criteria that seem to be
intended to be more readily applicable than the definition itself. So,
with the apparent goal of showing that we do have some a priori
knowledge, Kant suggests that there are clear “marks” of apriority.
These are announced in a famous equivalence:

Necessity and strict universality are therefore secure indications of an a
priori cognition, and also belong together inseparably. (B 4)

Unfortunately, there are quite powerful reasons for thinking that this
equivalence is faulty, at least if we suppose that the idea of apriority
in question is the official epistemological notion.

Let us start with a simple approach to the notions of necessity
and universality: the necessary truths are just those that obtain in
all possible worlds; the universal truths are those that express gener-
alizations about all entities of a particular kind. Anything so simple
will surely fail to honor Kant’s thesis about the “marks” of a priori
knowledge, for the obvious reason that these notions of necessity
and universality are hardly “inseparable from one another” (there
are contingent universal truths, as well as necessary truths that are
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not of universal form). Furthermore, we can apparently know, inde-
pendently of experience, some propositions that fail to be necessary:
given any stream of experience sufficient for you to entertain the
thought that you exist, it seems that you can know that you exist,
even though your existence is a contingent matter. Finally, there are
necessary truths that are too complex for human beings ever to for-
mulate, others, perhaps, that we can formulate but could never come
to know, and, on the prevalent approaches to necessity, some neces-
sary truths that can only be known with the aid of experience (for
example, the proposition that water is H2O).13

Although Kant’s suggestion about the marks of a priori knowl-
edge may look as though it is a straightforward equivalence between
propositions that can be known a priori, necessary truths, and uni-
versal truths, his text belies both that interpretation and the readings
of necessity and universality proposed in the last paragraph. The first
thing to notice is that he appears to collapse the concept of univer-
sality into the notion of necessity, telling us that if

a judgment is thought in strict universality, i.e., in such a way that no excep-
tion at all is allowed to be possible, then it is not derived from experience,
but is rather valid absolutely a priori. (B 4)

There are two important aspects of this clarification, a first that con-
trasts strict universality with merely accidental generalities (propo-
sitions that look as though they are of universal form but that just
happen to be true), and a second that introduces the idea of thinking
a proposition as universal. Together, these points identify the uni-
versal propositions in which Kant is interested as those that legislate
for all possible cases, ruling out worlds in which there are counterex-
amples. So conceived, universal propositions seem to be just those
that are recognized by the subject who entertains them as holding
necessarily.

Indeed, Kant sets out his argument for the existence of a priori
knowledge by introducing the idea of a proposition that “is thought
along with its necessity” (B 3), declaring that such propositions have
to be a priori. Plainly, it will not do to suppose that if someone
believes that p and it is necessary that p, then the subject must know
a priori that p, since people can come to hold propositions in bizarre
ways. Nor is it enough to require that propositions known to be nec-
essary must be known a priori, for it seems possible to decompose
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the knowledge into subsidiary parts, not all of which are a priori: I
might know that if p then it is necessary that p, and gain the knowl-
edge that p empirically, for example. I think we do most justice to
Kant’s approach by supposing that in those instances where some-
one knows a necessary proposition and knows that it is necessary,
there must be some ingredient in the subject’s knowledge that is a
priori. More exactly, in any instance in which a person knows a nec-
essary proposition and knows that the proposition is necessary there
is some proposition (perhaps, for example, the claim that proposi-
tions of a particular type are necessary) that the subject could have
known a priori.

This is, I believe, as far as we can go to make sense of Kant’s
thesis about the marks of a priori knowledge – at least so long as we
confine ourselves to the official epistemological conception. Yet in
trying to identify what might be going on in his defense of apparently
problematic equivalences, we have uncovered a different perspective
on a priori knowledge. The notion of “ingredients in knowledge,”
just introduced in the last paragraph, is a vague gesture towards an
idea that is central to his epistemology, an idea that leads to a very
different approach to apriority.

4. a priori ingredients

Even before the Introduction, Kant has already prepared his reader
for the view that there are a priori ingredients in human knowledge.
In the Preface to the Second Edition, we are told that “[i]nsofar as
there is to be reason in these sciences, something in them must
be cognized a priori” (B ix). In the celebrated discussion of Galileo,
Torricelli, Stahl, and the experimental method, which occurs two
pages later, Kant is more explicit about what he has in mind, and
his explanation relates directly to the treatment of necessity and
universality in the Introduction.

Accidental observations, made according to no previously designed plan, can
never connect up into a necessary law, which is yet what reason seeks and
requires. Reason in order to be taught by nature must approach nature with
its principles in one hand, according to which alone the agreement among
appearances can count as laws, and, in the other hand, the experiments
thought out in accordance with these principles – yet in order to be instructed
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by nature not like a pupil, who has recited to him whatever the teacher
wants to say, but like an appointed judge who compels witnesses to answer
the questions he puts to them. (B xiii).

Plainly, Kant is suggesting that there is some ingredient in – or con-
tribution to – our ordinary empirical and scientific knowledge that
stems from us, from our faculties, here designated as “reason” but
later to be partitioned among the forms of sensibility, the categories
of the understanding, and the regulative use of the ideas of pure rea-
son. A naı̈ve reading of his view would be to propose that people
have to know explicitly the principles that are embodied in all our
experience, and that this knowledge is a priori in the sense of the
official epistemological notion we have already reviewed; that wildly
implausible suggestion invites the ironic comment that, if that were
so, we would hardly need Kant’s dense arguments to bring the prin-
ciples in question to light. An alternative interpretation would deny
that the psychological contributions that shape our experience are
matters of cognition at all; the character of our experience may
cause us to represent the world in a particular way, but this does
not entail that we know the principles that describe the distinc-
tive features we impose. Although this would make Kant’s position
neater and more coherent, I do not believe it does justice to the pas-
sages already quoted from the Preface, with their clear suggestion
that subjects’ knowledge of certain principles is being deployed in
the genesis of their empirical knowledge, nor with passages I shall
consider shortly.14

There is an intermediate view, one that makes use of the idea of
tacit knowledge. Suppose we think of subjects as having knowledge
that they cannot articulate, knowledge which they use in arriving
at judgments about the physical world. You look ahead and come
to believe that there is a vast array of daffodils before you. Your
senses have been stimulated in various ways, but the sensory input,
by itself, could not justify a judgment about the independent exis-
tence of enduring objects in a particular complex of spatial relations.
To arrive at your knowledge of the daffodils, you have to deploy,
unconsciously, principles of a very general kind; to put the point
negatively, someone who lacked the knowledge of those principles
would be quite unable to arrive at the judgment you make – and
indeed make without any conscious effort.
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To bring the view I am attributing to Kant into clearer focus, it
helps to recall a celebrated contemporary use of similar ideas. From
the 1960s on, Noam Chomsky and his many followers have argued
that it would be impossible for children to acquire the ability to speak
grammatically unless they already had tacit knowledge of the princi-
ples of universal grammar.15 As Chomsky formulates the project of
learning a language, the young child’s task is to acquire knowledge
of the grammatical principles underlying that language (the fluent
child, or adult speaker, cannot typically articulate this knowledge,
so it too is tacit). Children accomplish this by hearing the utterances
of those who talk to, at, or around them, but, in Chomsky’s view,
the collection of such utterances is too scanty and debased to allow
for any process of selecting the appropriate grammatical principles
unless the child already knows the very general and abstract princi-
ples that characterize all grammars. So, he claims, we must all start
with innate (tacit) knowledge of the general features of the gram-
mars of all learnable languages, and, as the corrupt data roll in, we
use them, together with our store of innate knowledge, to arrive at
the grammar of the language those around us speak. Once the process
is finished, we are able to speak fluently because we unconsciously
use our tacit knowledge of the grammar of our native language. That
tacit knowledge in turn is the product of the particular stream of
linguistic performances we have heard (the “matter of sensation”)
and the innate knowledge of principles that govern all grammars of
learnable languages (the “principles of reason”).

This skeletal account of an influential contemporary view about
language-learning helps us to see what Kant might be proposing when
he claims that there is a certain type of knowledge that is prior to
experience (and my parenthetical remarks attempt to indicate how
to draw the analogy).16 Suppose that our judgments about the world
are the product of a causal process in which physical nature makes
an impact upon us through our senses and in which we make uncon-
scious use of principles that we know, but which we cannot articulate
fully, so as to make inferences from unconscious judgments about the
character of the sensory information presented to us to full-fledged
judgments about objects in space and time. Before we have sensory
experience we have no explicit knowledge – and, indeed, Kant might
even maintain that we have no tacit knowledge either, if he were
to argue that experience were required as a trigger to transform the
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precursors of our innate tacit knowledge into genuine states of know-
ing. The tacit knowledge that enables us to go beyond the bare mate-
rials given us through sensation to knowledge of the world that we
actually experience is both causally crucial to the process of arriv-
ing at explicit judgments and epistemically required for them to be
justified. So, even if by some miraculous means a subject lacking
the tacit knowledge of the principles that guide the unconscious
inferences were to arrive at a belief of the kind we fluently and typi-
cally acquire in response to sensory stimulation, that subject’s belief
would be unjustified.

With this picture in mind, let us return to the Introduction and
consider an alternative approach to the notion of apriority. In the
famous first sentence of the second edition, Kant commits himself
to the idea that “all our cognition begins with experience” (B 1), and
we can understand this either as a claim about the origins of our
explicit knowledge, or (as I suggested in the last paragraph) as a more
ambitious thesis concerning both tacit and explicit knowledge. In
the equally famous sentence that opens the second paragraph, Kant
writes: “But although all our cognition commences with experience,
yet it does not on that account all arise from experience” (B 1). Even
though one might read this in terms of the official epistemological
notion, it is equally (if not more) easily construed as indicating the
picture of empirical knowledge I have been sketching. Moreover, the
sentences that follow are more obviously in tune with that picture,
for Kant goes on to write of empirical knowledge as “a composite
of that which we receive through impressions and of what our own
cognitive faculty (merely prompted by sensible impressions) provides
out of itself” (B 1), and immediately raises the question of how the
respective contributions (in particular, the “addition” due to our fac-
ulty of knowledge) can be separated.

This is the context in which Kant introduces the notion of inde-
pendence from experience, and that context suggests a different
reading from the one introduced in section 2. To know something
independently of experience is to have tacit knowledge that is not
justified by experience but is put to work in all one’s empirical
knowledge. This is not to declare that there is some non-empirical
mode of justification (something like an a priori warrant, as section 2
understood it) of which we are typically unconscious, but simply to
sidestep questions about justification altogether. Knowledge of this
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sort is true belief, with the added twist that such beliefs must hold
true of any world we can experience.

Before we raise obvious questions about whether the true beliefs
that are “independent of experience” in this sense genuinely con-
stitute knowledge, it is worth recognizing that the tacit knowledge
picture provides Kant with a much more plausible defense of his
“marks” of a priori knowledge than that derived from the official
epistemological notion. If a priori knowledge comprises principles
that we have to use in arriving at and justifying any claim we make
about the world, then it is easy to see that they have to be thought of
as necessary and universal: in the unconscious inferential work that
the knowing subject does, the necessity and universality of the prin-
ciples tacitly known is taken for granted. We saw in section 3 that the
official epistemological notion makes Kant’s claimed equivalences
among apriority, necessity, and universality look problematic, and
we struggled to find some thesis in the vicinity that could be sus-
tained – the result of the efforts being a view that broaches the idea
of a “decomposition” of knowledge into “ingredients,” an idea that
is central to the tacit knowledge picture.

Why, then, did I begin with the official epistemological notion?
Why not reject this as a misnomer and explicate Kant’s conception
of apriority in terms of the tacit knowledge picture? To answer these
questions, which naturally arise at this stage of the discussion, it
will be worth reflecting on some peculiarities of the notion of tacit
knowledge.

Start with an explicit definition of tacit a priori knowledge.
A subject tacitly knows a priori that p just in case

(i) the subject believes that p
(ii) the subject would come to believe that p given any empirical

stimulus
(iii) the subject’s state of belief that p is necessarily used in arriv-

ing at and justifying empirical judgments
(iv) the content of that state of belief, the state employed in arriv-

ing at and justifying empirical judgments, is not fully acces-
sible to the subject, so that that state cannot lead the subject
to a full articulation of the belief that p17

(v) p obtains in any world of which the subject can have experi-
ence.
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Quite evidently, this definition diverges from accounts of a pri-
ori knowledge that use the standard framework for understanding
knowledge – knowledge is true belief that is justified (or that meets
some other “third condition”) – and that try to specify the con-
straints on a priori justification. Should it count as a definition
of any kind of knowledge at all? In response to that query, one
might respond that for states of belief that are triggered in cog-
nitive subjects come what may, questions of origins are unimpor-
tant, and for states of belief that have to be deployed in a subject’s
empirical knowledge questions of justification are unimportant; in
effect, these states are the unmoved movers of the business of jus-
tification. Justification, it is conceded, is crucial to ordinary sorts
of knowledge, but the heart of Kant’s epistemological position is
that there is a kind of knowledge that is required for any justifica-
tion to proceed. In my view, this is a plausible reply to the skeptical
query.

Yet it seems to me absolutely crucial that the knowledge in ques-
tion is tacit. Suppose we tried to arrive at an account of explicit a
priori knowledge by building on the definition just given. It would
plainly not do to declare that whenever a subject has tacit a pri-
ori knowledge that p and also has an explicit belief that p the lat-
ter state of belief counts as a priori knowledge. For, once we start
talking about explicit knowledge, questions of origins and justifi-
cation really do matter. If the state of explicit belief comes about
in the wrong way, and if the subject can say nothing in support of
the explicit belief, then all our normal reservations about equating
knowledge with mere true belief come flooding in. Moreover, if the
subject has a state of explicit belief whose content is that of an item
of tacit a priori knowledge, and if the state of explicit belief is justi-
fied by some sort of empirical investigation, then there is an obvious
way to evaluate the overall epistemic situation: the tacit belief is
a priori knowledge, the explicit belief is empirical knowledge. This
is of course precisely the attitude that we’re encouraged to take in
the case of our linguistic knowledge – all of us have tacit knowl-
edge of the principles of universal grammar. This knowledge does
not depend on our experiences, and (with luck) a few grammarians
may come to have explicit knowledge of those same principles. But
that explicit knowledge will be thoroughly empirical, based on their
intricate investigations.
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Hence, to the extent that Kant wants to make room for explicit
a priori knowledge, he cannot simply extend the tacit knowledge
picture. Instead, he veers to the official epistemological notion, with
its account of special a priori modes of justification, and this will
generate his discussions of the unfolding of concepts that provide
us with explicit knowledge of analytic truths, as well as the doc-
trine that there must be some “third thing” that enables us to justify
synthetic propositions a priori. In revisiting the early pages of the
Introduction, we have ignored these parts of his endeavor.

But perhaps explicit a priori knowledge is not important to the
Kantian enterprise? After all, the definition of tacit a priori knowl-
edge will allow for elaborating all sorts of themes that are central
to the Critique, themes that mark out Kant’s distinctive epistemo-
logical position, the transcendental psychology that makes him a
precursor of contemporary cognitive science.18 The trouble is that
this will leave him unable to complete another aspect of his enter-
prise, namely, the proper delineation of those problematic areas of
knowledge that had puzzled his epistemological predecessors.

This is, of course, where we came in. Empiricists and rationalists
had pondered the status of logical and mathematical knowledge, and
had wondered whether there was a wider class of propositions (truths
of reason) of which we have explicit knowledge that is not based upon
our experience. Kant wants to settle these issues as well, and, as soon
as he has laid out his basic approach to a priori knowledge, he wants
to identify our explicit mathematical knowledge and our explicit
knowledge of some very general propositions about the world (for
example, the principles of substance and causation) as a priori and
to show how the possibility of this knowledge can be explained. The
Critique plainly aspires to completeness – all our knowledge is to
be pigeonholed and accounted for. So the option of simply deploying
the notion of tacit a priori knowledge is not open to Kant.

Yet, as I suggested above, there are many discussions in the book,
not only in the early pages of the Introduction but also in the theory
of our empirical knowledge adumbrated in the Analytic, in which the
tacit knowledge picture appears paramount. I conclude that Kant is
committed to two notions of apriority, both the official epistemo-
logical account and the definition of tacit a priori knowledge that I
have offered. But this leaves us with an obvious interpretative puz-
zle, the puzzle of reconciling what I have taken to be separate strands
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in his thinking (strands possibly intertwined at crucial points in his
discussion by the rich ambiguities of terms like “independent of
experience”).

I conjecture that Kant might have hoped to connect the two dif-
ferent approaches to the a priori by what I shall call the “Disclosure
Thesis.”

(DT) For any p, if we have tacit a priori knowledge that p, then
there is a possible process of disclosure that will generate
explicit a priori knowledge that p (that is, explicit knowledge
that satisfies the conditions for the official epistemological
notion).

So, for example, in advertising the project of the Critique, Kant tells
us that the possibility of a system of a priori principles should appear
quite plausible to us. For the task is not to fathom “the nature of
things, which is inexhaustible, but the understanding, which judges
about the nature of things, and this in turn only in regard to its a priori
cognition, the supply of which, since we do not have to seek for it
externally, cannot remain hidden from us, and in all likelihood is
small enough to be completely recorded, its worth or worthlessness
assessed, and subjected to a correct appraisal” (A 13/B 26–7). Even
earlier, at the end of the discussion of the “marks” of a priori knowl-
edge, he links the explicit (“official”) conception to the idea of ingre-
dients in empirical knowledge by offering first as examples explicit
mathematical knowledge and subsequently the “rules” according to
which our experience proceeds (B 5).

Now even if the Disclosure Thesis could be established, that
would not be enough to show the equivalence of the two approaches
to a priori knowledge, for it would allow for the possibility that some
items of explicit a priori knowledge had no counterpart in the sys-
tem of tacit knowledge that guides all our experience. Central to
Kant’s enterprise is the denial of this possibility, his insistence that
all a priori knowledge should have a real application. So we find pas-
sages that claim something like the following, which I call “Real
Application”:

(RA) For any p, if we have explicit a priori knowledge that p
(knowledge satisfying the official epistemological concep-
tion), then there must be some item of empirical knowledge
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in which tacit a priori knowledge that p plays an essential
role.

So, for example, in the heart of the Transcendental Deduction (in the
second edition), Kant tells us that “[t]he pure concepts of the under-
standing, consequently, even if they are applied to a priori intuitions
(as in mathematics), provide cognition only insofar as these a priori
intuitions, and by means of them also the concepts of the under-
standing, can be applied to empirical intuitions” (B 147). The theme
is developed in the Analytic of Principles, where Kant writes

A priori principles bear this name not merely because they contain in them-
selves the grounds of other judgments, but also because they are not them-
selves grounded in higher and more general cognitions. Yet this property
does not elevate them beyond all proof. For although this could not be car-
ried further objectively, but rather grounds all cognition of its object, yet this
does not prevent a proof from the subjective sources of the possibility of a
cognition being possible. (A 149/B 188)

This, I take it, announces that Kant intends to disclose particular
principles that we know tacitly a priori by revealing them as condi-
tions of the possibility of empirical knowledge, and that his process
of disclosure will constitute a proof of them. Conversely, in the case
of mathematics, where we already have a means of arriving at explicit
a priori knowledge – through the procedure of construction in pure
intuition – the task will be to identify the ways in which tacit knowl-
edge of mathematics functions in our experience. So Kant announces
the project of the Axioms of Intuition:

The mathematical principles do not constitute any part of this system,
since they are drawn only from intuition, not from the pure concept of
the understanding; yet their possibility, since they are likewise synthetic
a priori, necessarily finds a place here, not in order to prove their correctness
and apodictic certainty, which is not at all necessary, but only to make com-
prehensible and to deduce the possibility of such evident cognitions a priori.

(A 150/B 188–9)

A few pages later, he reminds us of his central theme about empir-
ical knowledge, that the understanding must be “the source of the
principles in accordance with which everything (that can even come
before us as an object) necessarily stands under rules” (A 159/B 198),
which I interpret as the claim that we have tacit a priori knowledge of
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such principles. In the next paragraph, Kant points out that we have
explicit a priori knowledge of mathematical principles, based on our
pure intuition. But there is still an incompleteness in our under-
standing of these, for they have not yet been connected with the
compendium of rules that underlie all experience. So there remains
the question of “their application to experience, thus their objective
validity,” and hence “the possibility of such synthetic a priori cog-
nition (its deduction) still always rests on the pure understanding”
(A 160/B 199). The Axioms of Intuition are intended to help estab-
lish something like (RA) and connect the two conceptions of a priori
knowledge in the case – mathematics – that Kant uses as a major
exemplar.

The obvious trouble, however, is that the theses required to link
the conceptions look highly dubious. Consider, first, the Disclosure
Thesis. What sort of process could yield us explicit knowledge of
the principles that we tacitly know and bring to all our experience?
Here it is useful to remind ourselves of the early discussion of how
synthetic a priori knowledge comes to be possible. In answer to his
own question – “If I am to go beyond the concept A in order to
cognize another B as combined with it, what is it on which I depend
and by means of which the synthesis becomes possible, since I here
do not have the advantage of looking around for it in the field of
experience?” (A 9/B 13) – he tells us that we always need to identify
a third thing “on which the understanding depends when it believes
itself to discover beyond the concept of A a predicate that is foreign
to it” (A 9/B 13); in the parade case of mathematics, pure intuition
comes in to save the day, for it is a process we may carry out against
the background of any sufficiently rich experience. How are we to
apply this model to the disclosure of those principles that are known
tacitly a priori?

In many places, Kant explains his method – the Transcendental
Method – and I think it eminently reasonable to suppose that his
actual discussions that aim to disclose various principles to his read-
ers follow the method he describes. Transcendental knowledge is
concerned with identifying the mind’s contribution to our various
modes of knowing, or more exactly with isolating the tacit knowl-
edge that is put to work when we know anything (A 11–12/B 25).
To arrive at items of transcendental knowledge, we look for the con-
ditions on which the possibility of experiential knowledge depends,
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and the key is to find what remains “if one abstracts from every-
thing empirical in the appearances” (A 96). Hence the general fea-
ture of Kant’s “proofs” of the principles he hails as a priori lies in
their starting with some form of knowledge and using some sort of
abstraction or isolation method to strip away the contributions of
experience and leave some element that could not have been sup-
plied by experience. It is hardly surprising that when Kant inquires
after the “third something” (A 155/B 194) that yields the synthetic a
priori knowledge of the Principles of the Analytic, he explains that
“The possibility of experience is therefore that which gives all of our
cognitions a priori objective reality” (A 156/B 195).

At this point, it is useful to recall the example used to introduce
and motivate the idea of tacit a priori knowledge. To fathom the
principles of grammar that fluent adult speakers tacitly know surely
takes a significant amount of empirical research, and even more data
will be required to identify the universal grammatical principles tacit
knowledge of which guides the process of language acquisition. It
looks, then, as though the method to which Kant commits himself
may embroil him in some dubious armchair psychology. The idea
of generating substantial conclusions about the character of our fac-
ulties from the comfort of his armchair may seem bad enough, but
for our purposes the critical deficiency lies elsewhere. For even the
schematic description of the transcendental method offered in the
last paragraph, where the principles that will guide the process of
abstraction out of which the items of tacit a priori knowledge will be
distilled are left in an obligingly soft focus, makes it plain that Kant
will require some premises about our actual capacities, their range of
operation, and the potential contributions of experience. The prob-
lem for reconciling the two notions of a priori knowledge is not that
the alleged modes of disclosing the tacit principles have to involve
armchair psychology, but rather that empirical assumptions, even if
they are relatively commonplace claims that Kant can reflect on in
his armchair, are at the heart of the psychology he must use. Nor is
the situation alleviated when we move from Kant’s advertisement of
what he will do to his actual practice, for, throughout the Analytic
of Principles, he begins with a claim (an empirical claim) about our
having a mode of knowledge of a particular kind, and the analysis
of the cognitive preconditions of this knowledge invariably intro-
duces further (albeit usually highly general) empirical assumptions.
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I see no way of reconstructing the arguments that supposedly dis-
close the tacit knowledge we bring to experience in such a way that
the process of following them could be conceived as satisfying the
conditions imposed on explicit a priori knowledge in the official
epistemological conception.

The tensions at the heart of Kant’s enterprise are evident when
one juxtaposes the attempts to establish the principles of the analo-
gies of experience (both in the general discussion [A 177/B 218ff.],
and in the proofs of the principles of substance and causation) with
occasions on which he introduces the principles as examples in gen-
eral discussions of a priori knowledge. It is very hard not to read the
detailed proofs as anything other than accounts of how our minds
tacitly deploy general principles in building up a world of spatiotem-
porally connected objects and events. Yet, as we have already seen,
Kant uses the principle of causation to draw a distinction between
those propositions known a priori that contain only pure concepts
and those that include some concept drawn from experience (B 3).
To make sense of these passages, Kant must think that people (all
people? most people? scientists? studious readers of the Critique?)
have explicit a priori knowledge of the principle of the second anal-
ogy. How do they arrive at it? Presumably through the sort of anal-
ysis delineated in the proof of the second analogy.19 But, when we
reflect on some of the premises Kant needs for that proof – premises
about the existence of particular types of knowledge and about our
limitations in perceiving time – it is hard to suppose that construct-
ing and following the proof would meet the conditions on a priori
warrants. My suspicion is that Kant is led into epistemological tan-
gles because, at different places in the Critique, different approaches
to apriority are uppermost in his mind, and because he makes an
(unwarranted) assumption, the Disclosure Thesis, that helps support
him in thinking that his fundamental conceptions of the a priori are
equivalent.

Nor are matters any better when we turn to the converse of the
Disclosure Thesis, namely, RA. For, although it is entirely possible
that a sophisticated psychological investigation might reveal that
some items of explicit a priori knowledge – some parts of mathe-
matical or logical knowledge, say – are used tacitly in the everyday
empirical judgments that we all make, it would be hard to suppose
that all theorems of mathematics are so deployed. (I should note,
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in passing, that a serious case for identifying some pieces of math-
ematical knowledge as tacitly put to work in empirical knowledge,
in the construction of representations of three-dimensional objects
from the patterns of retinal stimulation, for example, would appear to
depend on a very different style of argumentation than that offered
us by the Critique; Kant’s achievement here – and it is no mean
accomplishment – consists in recognizing the possibility of a certain
kind of cognitive reconstruction, rather than delivering the full psy-
chological details.) Already in Kant’s time, the scope of mathematics
(indeed of “pure” mathematics) included much more than the two
disciplines, arithmetic and Euclidean geometry, that figure in his
arguments: Leibniz’s successors, most notably Euler, had amassed a
rich collection of results on integrals and the sums of infinite series,
while the theory of numbers had extended the theorems proved by
Fermat in the seventeenth century. There is little reason to think that
every piece of eighteenth-century mathematical knowledge (such as
theorems to the effect that numbers of a particular form are invari-
ably prime) is tacitly put to work in some item of empirical knowl-
edge. Yet even if we restrict our attention to arithmetic and geom-
etry, it seems highly likely that there will be some truths that we
can come to know a priori by engaging in what Kant would count as
a proof – for example, theorems about the sums of very large num-
bers or the properties of polygons with many sides – for which there
would be no tacit counterpart with a use in our ordinary knowledge.
The basic trouble is evident. At most, Kant can hope to establish
that empirical knowledge of particular types requires the tacit use
of certain mathematical concepts and the deployment of very basic
principles involving these concepts. That by no means requires that
we make tacit use of the consequences that can be drawn from those
basic principles by processes that Kant would count as genuine math-
ematical proofs. If the basic principles that are tacitly deployed are
not explicitly known a priori, then the equivalence of the two con-
cepts fails in one way. If they are explicitly known a priori, then
the equivalence must be violated in another way, for we can use our
a priori knowledge of the principles as a starting point for a proof
that will yield explicit a priori knowledge of consequences that are
not items of tacit a priori knowledge. Explicit a priori knowledge is
closed under a class of procedures, but tacit a priori knowledge is not
closed under those very same procedures.
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Let us take stock. I suggest that Kant operates with two con-
ceptions of the a priori. Passages in his writings indicate that he
thinks of these as equivalent. But when the conceptions are made
relatively precise, it appears that he has no right to the assumption
of equivalence. Thus, in my judgment, the epistemology of the Cri-
tique falls apart in a quite fundamental way. I now want to con-
sider the interpretative possibilities that this unfortunate situation
allows.

5. three ways of mending kant

The approach I favor is to leave Kant unmended, to recognize that
he has two non-equivalent conceptions of a priori knowledge, and
to pick through the Critique with caution, asking on each specific
occasion which notion is primary and whether Kant’s faulty assump-
tion of equivalence is infecting his reasoning. (In fact, this will be
more complicated than I have hitherto noted because of the tendency
of the tacit knowledge approach to become wilder and woollier as
“a priori” becomes attached to a variety of constituents of the psy-
chological processes that underlie cognition – not only to principles
and concepts, but to syntheses; not only as an adjective, but as an
adverb, modifying such verbs as “determine,” “relate,” “give,” and
“combine.” These usages can be reconstructed by carefully extend-
ing the tacit knowledge conception.) Previous sections have marked
the poles of Kant’s discussions. Typically, when he is concerned with
mathematical knowledge, the official epistemological conception is
paramount; when he is applying the transcendental method and ana-
lyzing the preconditions of cognition, as in the Analytic, the tacit
knowledge conception comes to the fore. In a significant number of
passages, however, there is flux between the two, and the assumed
equivalence leads the argument astray.

Can one do better by picking one of the two notions as primary
and reading the Critique in light of it? I think not. Emphasis on
the official epistemological conception makes good sense of large
segments of the Introduction, of parts of the Aesthetic, and of the
Transcendental Methodology; with some strain it can yield a reading
of the Axioms of Intuition. The cost, however, is obvious. Most of
the Analytic becomes utterly mysterious (and, arguably, important
themes in the Aesthetic are also slighted).
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A second try at mending Kant does better. If one adopts the
tacit knowledge conception as primary, the projects of the Ana-
lytic (and some of those of the Aesthetic) come into much clearer
focus. The price is that Kant’s discussions of our explicit mathemat-
ical knowledge – especially in the Introduction, the Aesthetic, and
the Methodology – now become as incomprehensible as the inves-
tigations of the Analytic were on the approach considered in the
last paragraph. Although mathematical knowledge is his principal
example for motivating the account of a priori knowledge, this is
surely a relatively small price to pay. This way of mending Kant
detaches him from the debates about the “truths of reason,” but it
does make him an interesting precursor to contemporary cognitive
science.

A third approach has been more popular than either of the two just
mentioned. Many of Kant’s interpreters have wanted to talk about
“a priori knowledge” by detaching knowledge from the subject.20 In
effect, they view “a priori” as primarily a predicate of propositions,
and try to characterize it by considering the logical relations among
various types of propositions. So, for example, a priori propositions
might be viewed as necessary presuppositions of truths that iden-
tify general features of the world, or of experience of the world; or,
perhaps, a priori truths are those that hold across a particular class
of worlds (worlds of which we, constituted as we are, could have
experience).

I do not doubt that the concepts generated in this way are often
philosophically interesting, or that some of them figure in Kant’s
work. But these approaches, inspired by the thought that proper epis-
temological interpretation can liberate itself from the psychological
speculations that seem to clutter Kant’s discussions, do violence to
the Critique. For, as he makes clear from the beginning, Kant is
interested in human knowledge, and there is no way to generate a
conception of a priori knowledge without attention to the psycholog-
ical processes that occur in the knowing subject. To see this, suppose
that we were offered an account of the form:

A subject knows a priori that p just in case

(a) p
(b) the subject believes that p
(c) p is a presupposition of some body of truths B.
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If this is an account of explicit knowledge – one appropriate to under-
stand Kant’s treatment of mathematics – then it is plainly insuffi-
cient, for genuine knowledge does not require simply that the propo-
sition believed have some status, but that the subject’s belief be
formed and sustained in the right way. Kant is clear, and clearly right,
in seeing that theses about someone’s a priori knowledge require an
explanation of how the person comes to know. On the other hand, if
it is supposed that this is an item of tacit knowledge, it fails to distin-
guish a priori knowledge from all sorts of true unconscious beliefs we
might happen to have – fails in effect to indicate why the investiga-
tion of our a priori knowledge is so important for understanding our
empirical knowledge. This failure surfaces when we consider Kant’s
protracted struggles to understand how items of tacit knowledge are
used in our everyday empirical knowledge.

The de-psychologized approach to a priori knowledge thus seems
to me to inherit the vices of both the previous attempts at mend-
ing Kant, serving neither of his epistemological projects. This is not
to deny that considering the presuppositions of certain propositions
(say the principles of Newtonian science) might not illuminate some
metaphysical projects in which Kant engaged.21 The point is that it
ignores the concern with human knowledge that is so central to the
Critique.

6. kant’s legacies

Discussions of a priori knowledge after Kant have been shaped largely
first by Frege’s influential explorations of the foundations of math-
ematics, second, by the development of logical positivism and its
metamorphosis into logical empiricism, and third, by Quine’s reac-
tion to the positivist/empiricist tradition. In closing, I want to look
briefly at these developments.

In approaching issues about mathematical knowledge, Frege
placed Kant in a line of thinkers who had discussed the status of logic,
mathematics, and the “truths of reason,” a thinker who had refined
the categories introduced by his predecessors. So, from Frege’s per-
spective, Kant had been insightful in having formulated the a priori/a
posteriori distinction and the analytic/synthetic distinction, and in
taking the notion of the a priori to involve the idea of a justifica-
tion that is independent of experience – in effect, Frege understood
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Kant as advancing the official epistemological conception of the a
priori.22 But, he believed, Kant had made two important mistakes,
the more obvious in his assignment of arithmetic to the synthetic
a priori and the more fundamental in his inadequate method of for-
mulating the fundamental distinctions, an inadequacy born of Kant’s
impoverished view of the scope of logic. Proposing that propositions
are a priori just in case they admit of a special kind of justification
(one that does not appeal to sensory experience), Frege granted that
one source of such justification is Kantian pure intuition (and that
Kant was correct to suppose that geometry allowed for this style of
justification), while another is justification from basic laws of logic
“that neither need, nor admit of, proof”23 (and, of course, Frege’s
brilliant articulation of mathematical logic was devoted to the cause
of showing that such justifications could be provided in the case of
arithmetic and analysis).

Late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century investiga-
tions of the foundations of geometry and of the use of geometrical
representations in theories of physical space led to the repudiation
of Kant’s claims about the synthetic a priori status of Euclidean
geometry. Armed with the distinction between “pure geometry”
(in which the primitive notions like point and line are not given
physical interpretations) and “applied geometry” (in which lines
might be identified with the paths of light rays), Frege’s successors
came to regard the former as analytic (and thus a priori) and the
latter as synthetic a posteriori. In the English-speaking world, the
renaissance of empiricism came to identify itself with the denial of
the synthetic a priori. Once Kant’s pair of distinctions had become
aligned – analytic with a priori, synthetic with a posteriori – the
predominant mode of drawing them substituted the precision and
clarity of logical formulations for apparently cloudy references to
“knowledge independent of experience” and “ideal sources of jus-
tification.” Frege’s characterization of the basic laws of logic as
neither needing nor admitting proof inspired, in the heyday of log-
ical empiricism, a steadfast refusal to ask how the basic princi-
ples of logic or mathematics might be known, or in what ways
their justification is independent of experience.24 Although the label
“a priori” continued to be used, its sole epistemological import
seemed to be that a priori principles were unrevisable in the course of
experience.
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Quine’s celebrated attack on the analytic/synthetic distinction is,
at least in part, a critique of this epistemological vestige.25 Quine
argues that there is no important difference between those modi-
fications of one’s corpus of beliefs that occur when one abandons
a particular concept and those that obtain in revision of allegedly
“substantive” claims. From one perspective, this might be viewed as
removing the last traces of Kant’s doctrines about a priori knowledge;
from another, it can be seen as teasing out those themes in Kant that
make him insist on the importance of showing the legitimacy of our
concepts.

Recent decades have seen both a more sympathetic return to the
epistemological notion of the a priori and the exploration of a variety
of concepts that descend from Kant’s. In seminal work, Saul Kripke
argued that “a priori” is primarily an epistemological predicate and
that it is not simply to be definitionally equated with “analytic”
or “necessary.”26 His arguments have provoked further scrutiny of
the official epistemological notion, and of the idea of “independence
from experience.” The result has been a distinction of the weak
and strong notions of apriority (see section 2), and investigation of
whether our mathematical knowledge can be defended as a priori in
either sense.27

As I have suggested in the last section, it would be wrong to insist
on this conception as the only approach to the a priori that is valu-
able for articulating Kantian themes in contemporary philosophy.
There has been a rich tradition of Kantian philosophy that has pur-
sued the post-Fregean line of treating epistemological issues in the
spare idiom of logical relations, considering whether there are pre-
suppositions of ordinary conceptions of the world or of scientific
inquiry that resemble the principles Kant hailed as privileged; in
recent explorations, what used to be seen as the embarrassment of
Kant’s commitment to the apriority of Euclidean geometry has been
transformed into the development of an idea of the “relativized a
priori,” which can illuminate the ways in which abstract principles
frame the project of physical inquiry at different times.28 Further,
although it has been relatively neglected, the “tacit knowledge” con-
ception of the a priori serves as a basis for pursuing Kantian themes
in the context of the burgeoning cognitive sciences. The burden of
this essay has been that no one of these approaches can do justice to
the tangle of ideas about the a priori that we find in the first Critique.
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By the same token, the different strands in that tangle can provide
us with resources for addressing a variety of enduring philosophical
questions.

notes

∗Thanks to Christia Mercer for some helpful advice. I am especially grate-
ful to Paul Guyer for his thoughtful and constructive suggestions about
an earlier draft.

1. For important pre-Kantian examples, see the discussion of axioms
in Antoine Arnauld, The Art of Thinking (1662; Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1964) Part IV, Chapter 6; and Leibniz’s accounts in the New
Essays on Human Understanding (1765; Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1982), particularly in the explicit drawing of an a priori/a
posteriori distinction in Book IV, Chapter 9. Leibniz’s approach to these
questions is given a valuable, if brief, discussion in Robert Merrihew
Adams, Leibniz: Determinist, Theist, Idealist (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1994) 109–10; less focused on the epistemological issues
that concern me here, but still illuminating, is Margaret Wilson, “On
Leibniz’s Explication of ‘Necessary Truth’,” in Harry Frankfurt (ed.),
Leibniz: A Collection of Critical Essays (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Uni-
versity Press, 1976), 401–19.

In the Principles of Philosophy, Descartes seems to commit him-
self to an ambitious program of arriving at basic laws of the physical
sciences on the basis of reason alone; thus, he maintains that the funda-
mental principles that govern the motions of bodies can be established
on the basis of reason, and that we need only experiments to determine
the particular configurations that God has actually brought about. See
Descartes’ The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, John Cottingham,
Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, (eds.) (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985), Volume I, 256–7; see also 245. The same attitude
is developed also in Section 6 of his Discourse on Method (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1993), 36–8; this discussion corresponds to pages 64–8 in vol-
ume 6 of the standard French edition of Descartes’ works, Oeuvres, M.
Adam and M. Tannery (eds.) (Paris: Vrin, 1965).

2. See John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book IV,
Chapter IV, Section 7; George Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the
Principles of Human Knowledge, Sections 118–32; David Hume, A
Treatise of Human Nature, Book I, Part iii, Section 1 (Hume, unlike
Locke and Berkeley, has concerns about the certainty of our geometri-
cal knowledge, but he joins the empiricist consensus with respect to
arithmetic).
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3. Here and elsewhere I shall quote from the translation of Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason by Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998). In discussing Kant, however, I shall use the
term “knowledge” (and “items of knowledge”) rather than talking about
“cognitions.”

4. Indeed, even earlier in the book; see, for example, the specification of
the project in the Preface to the First Edition, where Kant takes the
question to be “how much we can hope to achieve by reason, when all
the material and assistance of experience are taken away” (A xiv).

5. Issues about origins of knowledge will reemerge in section 4.
6. For a more detailed account of the notions of apriority sketched in the

following paragraphs, see my essays “A Priori Knowledge,” Philosophi-
cal Review 89 (1980), 3–23, and “A Priori Knowledge Revisited,” in Paul
Boghossian and Christopher Peacocke (eds.), New Essays on the A Priori
(Oxford: Oxford Univesity Press, 2000) 65–91.

7. Without this last condition, the processes allegedly producing a pri-
ori knowledge might generate false beliefs; hence the status of the
belief states as items of knowledge would not be maintained under rival
experiences.

8. Gottlob Frege, Foundations of Arithmetic (Oxford: Blackwell, 1950),
99–100.

9. I consider this Kantian position in much more detail in “How Kant
Almost Wrote ‘Two Dogmas of Empiricism’ (And Why He Didn’t),”
Philosophical Topics 12 (1981), 217–49.

10. I shall consider an alternative below in section 4.
11. I have discussed this at greater length in “Kant and the Foundations

of Mathematics,” Philosophical Review 84 (1975), 23–50 and in The
Nature of Mathematical Knowledge (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1983), Chapter 3.

12. See my “Kant and the Foundations of Mathematics.” For an important
and different line of critical analysis of Kant’s position, see Charles Par-
sons, “Infinity and Kant’s Conception of the ‘Possibility of Experience’,”
Philosophical Review 73 (1964), 183–97.

13. See Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1980).

14. The line of interpretation I’m rejecting here pervades my previous work
on Kant’s treatment of the a priori. It has the advantage of reserving a
single conception of a priori knowledge – the official epistemological
interpretation – and the disadvantage of fitting very badly with large
parts of Kant’s usage of “a priori” and cognate terms when he is not
discussing logic, mathematics, and other “truths of reason.”
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15. This view is defended in many of Noam Chomsky’s writings. See for
example his Reflections on Language (New York: Pantheon, 1975).

16. Here I have been helped by Patricia Kitcher’s discussions of the a
priori, both in Chapter 1 of her Kant’s Transcendental Psychology
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), and in her “Revisiting
Kant’s Epistemology: Skepticism, Apriority, and Psychologism,” Noûs
29 (1995), 285–315. I should note that she does not present this approach
to apriority in quite the way I do here.

17. This somewhat convoluted formulation is needed to allow for the pos-
sibility that the same proposition could be known both tacitly a priori
and also explicitly in some independent way. In cases where there is
no such explicit knowledge of p, conditions (iii) and (iv) can be replaced
by (iii’) the subject’s belief that p is necessarily used in arriving at and
justifying empirical judgments, and (iv’) the subject cannot fully articu-
late the belief that p. Quite evidently, in cases where there’s both tacit
and explicit knowledge, (iv’) will be false. To cope with those cases,
one needs a way of identifying the independence (causally and justifi-
cationally) of different states with the same content. Hence, the more
complicated formulation of the text.

18. See Patricia Kitcher, Kant’s Transcendental Psychology.
19. In my judgment, the best reconstruction of this proof is that given

by Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 241–59, although I am not sure
that Guyer would agree with my claims about the status of the
premises.

20. Two outstanding examples of this tradition are Peter Strawson, The
Bounds of Sense (London: Methuen, 1966) and Michael Friedman, Kant
and the Exact Sciences (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1992).

21. Indeed, I believe that Friedman provides considerable illumination of
Kant’s efforts to identify the presuppositions of Newtonian accounts of
space and time. See Friedman, Kant and the Exact Sciences.

22. See Frege, Foundations of Arithmetic. I have discussed the relation
between Frege’s views about mathematical knowledge and those of Kant
in “Frege’s Epistemology,” Philosophical Review 88 (1979), 235–62. For
a different perspective, see Tyler Burge, “Frege on Apriority,” in Boghos-
sian and Peacocke (eds.), New Essays on the A Priori.

23. This phrase is from the Preface to Frege’s Basic Laws of Arithmetic.
24. See, for example, Rudolf Carnap, The Logical Syntax of Language

(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1937) and A. J. Ayer, Language,
Truth, and Logic (London: V. Gollancz, 1936).
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25. See W.V.O. Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” in his From a Log-
ical Point of View (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953),
especially the final section.

26. See Kripke, Naming and Necessity.
27. For illuminating exploration of these issues, see Laurence Bonjour, In

Defense of Pure Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998),
the essays collected in Boghossian and Peacocke (eds.), New Essays
on the A Priori, and Albert Casullo, A Priori Justification (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003). My own skepticism about the apriority
of mathematics is articulated in The Nature of Mathematical Knowl-
edge, and in “A Priori Knowledge Revisited.”

28. For elaboration of this approach to Kant, and for links to Thomas
Kuhn’s ideas about scientific change, see Michael Friedman, Dynamics
of Reason (Stanford: CSLI Publications, 2001).
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2 Kant on the perception
of space (and time)

Although the “Transcendental Aesthetic” is the briefest part of the
first Critique, it has garnered a lion’s share of discussion.1 This fact
reflects the important implications that Kant drew from his argu-
ments there. He used the arguments concerning space and time to
display examples of synthetic a priori cognition, to secure his divi-
sion between intuitions and concepts, and to support transcendental
idealism. Earlier, in the years around 1770, Kant’s investigations into
space and time had facilitated his turn toward “critical” philosophy.
Prior to that time, Kant’s main interests in space and time pertained
to physics and metaphysics. As he entered the critical period, he
delved into the cognitive basis of our experience of space (and time),
and drew his conclusions about their ideality.

Kant’s doctrines of space and time provoked extensive response
in his own time and throughout the nineteenth century. These
responses variously concerned the metaphysics, physics, epistemol-
ogy, psychology, and geometry of space. Throughout the nineteenth
century, philosophers, physiologists, and psychologists sought to
extend or to refute Kant’s theories of space. By the last decades of the
nineteenth century, many had rightly concluded that the existence of
non-Euclidean geometry as a candidate description of physical space
refuted Kant’s full doctrine of space – though some have hoped that
his position might be saved by restricting it to “visual space.”

This chapter first examines the background to Kant’s work on
space (and time) in the writings (primarily) of Descartes, Leibniz,
Wolff, and Crusius. It then follows the development of Kant’s own
views, from his first writings through the second edition of the
Critique of Pure Reason. Finally, it surveys the reception of his
mature views in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

61
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1. metaphysics and epistemology
of space and time prior to kant

Space and time, or the related concepts of extension and duration,
attained special prominence in early modern philosophy because of
their importance in the new science. Prior to Newton, the mechan-
ical philosophies of Descartes, Galileo, Gassendi, Boyle, and oth-
ers designated a subset of the Lockean “primary qualities” as the
fundamental properties of matter: size, shape, position, and motion.
Size and shape are, in early modern parlance, “modes” or “modifica-
tions” of extension or space; position is a spatial relation; and motion
requires space and time. Subsequently, the absolute space and time
of Newtonian mechanics sparked further debate, most notably the
Leibniz–Clarke Correspondence (published in 1717).

Metaphysical questions surrounding the new science pertained to
the nature of space and time and their relation to matter. Epistemo-
logical questions pertained to the cognition of space itself or exten-
sion in general (including geometry, understood to be the science
of extension), and also to the operation of the senses in perceiving
the actual spatial order of things. Various positions emerged in both
domains, and debate continued to the time of Kant.

In the Principles of Philosophy, Descartes staked out a bold new
position, which equated space with matter.2 Famously, he held that
the essence of matter is extension: spatial extension in three dimen-
sions. There is no distinction between matter and space. Matter is
not in space; rather, its own extension is required for there to be any
spatiality at all. Consequently, Descartes ruled out, on metaphys-
ical grounds, the existence of a true vacuum. He maintained that
the world is a plenum, that is, it is completely filled with matter,
which is infinitely divisible. Some of this matter is a fine dust called
the aether, which fills in between larger particles (with no gaps).
Descartes held a relational view of position, according to which the
positions of bodies are defined in relation to other bodies. There is
no coordinate system of spatial positions independent of material
things.

The extension that constitutes the essence of matter was, in
Descartes’ view, the object of geometry. He held that the truths of
geometry are known innately by the human mind, through the “pure
intellect” operating independently of the senses. In perceiving these
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geometrical truths, the intellect perceives also the essence of matter,
and therefore comes to know what properties matter can and cannot
have (independently of matter’s existence). For instance, any matter
that takes the shape of a right triangle must exhibit the Pythagorean
relations between sides and hypotenuse. In this way, the pure intel-
lect knows the real possibilities of bodies as they are in themselves.3

Descartes distinguished the purely intellectual apprehension of
extension from the perception of the shape, size, and distances of
extended things by means of the senses. Sense-perception depends
on bodily organs. The mind must be affected so as to experience
sensations and perceptions of spatial properties. In vision, the pri-
mary sensations are produced by a two-dimensional pattern in the
brain that echoes the retinal image. The sensation itself is of a two-
dimensional array of light and color. These sensations are altered
into perceptions by a variety of psychological mechanisms, including
unnoticed judgments that infer the distant sizes and shapes of things.
Sense-perceptions are adequate for everyday life, but not for meta-
physics. Indeed, Descartes described sensations of qualities such as
color as “obscure and confused,” because we are unable to tell from
them whether there is a property in bodies resembling the color we
experience. The pure intellect must tell us the essential properties
of bodies as they are in themselves, which are modes of extension
(primary qualities) only.4

Descartes’ metaphysics of space was set against the doctrines of
ancient atomism, as revived and promoted by Pierre Gassendi and
others. According to atomism, matter comes as small, indivisible
particles or “atoms.” These are distributed through space itself, con-
ceived as an empty container. Where there are no atoms, there is a
vacuum (empty space).

Newton was an atomist who posited an absolute space and time as
a (potentially empty) container.5 He held that the containing space
provides an absolute framework for motion. According to Newton’s
laws of motion, any change in motion (defined as an acceleration)
requires a cause (an acting force). However, the changes involved per-
tain to absolute motion in relation to space, not merely to the motion
of one body in relation to another. To see this, consider two bodies
that are accelerating away from one another. There are three possi-
bilities for the true story about their absolute motions (and hence
about the true forces): (1) one body is at rest (or in inertial motion)
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and the second is accelerating (which requires that it is acted upon by
force); (2) they are both accelerating (both are acted upon by forces);
or (3) the first body is accelerating and the second is at rest (or in
inertial motion). A gap between two bodies (considered to be alone
in the universe, if you like) that widens at a given rate is consistent
with three different causal scenarios.

Newton’s postulation of an invisible, homogeneous, and poten-
tially empty space (and time) was subject to criticism. Leibniz, in
correspondence with Samuel Clarke (who acted as Newton’s mouth-
piece), advanced both metaphysical and epistemological objections.
Epistemologically, he objected that absolute motion in relation to a
containing space could not be discerned. (Suppose first that the uni-
verse is at rest in relation to absolute space, and then instead that
it is in inertial motion; the difference is undetectable according to
Newton’s theory.) Metaphysically, he appealed to the principle of suf-
ficient reason (among other arguments). He argued that God would
have no reason to place the universe (holding its internal spatial rela-
tions constant) in one position in absolute space rather than another
(or to create it at one instant rather than another in time). But, in his
view, God always acts for a (nonarbitrary) reason. Further, he asked
what the (potentially empty) containing space is supposed to be. If
it is a substance, would it be coeternal with God? If it is a prop-
erty, what is it a property of? Clarke wrote as if it were a property of
God, or of God’s sensorium, to which Leibniz responded scornfully
that this would make God an extended thing, or at least give him
extended parts or organs.6

Leibniz’s own position, which is only partially revealed in the
Leibniz–Clark correspondence, was that space is relational, phenom-
enal, and ideal. Leibniz argued that the essence of matter could not
be extension, as Descartes had maintained, but must also include
force. He also held that anything composite (as bodies are) must be
constituted from, or at least based upon, simples. In positing his
(infinity of) simple substances, or “monads,” he conceived of them
by analogy with minds, as immaterial (or “metaphysical”) points,
which have internal states but no external relations – causal, spa-
tial, or otherwise (no windows or doors). The internal states are per-
ceptions, which mirror the whole universe from a point of view.
That is, they portray a spatially extended universe of bodies that
can be described, in accordance with the mechanical philosophy, as
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matter in motion (in a plenum). But those bodies are phenomenal and
ideal: they are “well-founded phenomena,” founded in their agree-
ment with the perceptions of other individual substances (and with
the divine vision of the universe).7

In the Leibniz–Clarke correspondence, without revealing his posi-
tion that bodies are phenomena, Leibniz argued that space is consti-
tuted by relations among bodies. Space is the perception of the order
of coexistences – or rather, of possible relations of coexistence. Bod-
ies at an instant have a set of actual relations among themselves; the
idea of space comes from recognizing that they could be otherwise
ordered (switching two small bits of matter, or reordering it all). The
mind thus recognizes space as the set of possible relations among
bodies. Space is ideal just in the sense that it abstracts away from
the actual relations among really existing bodies (in the language of
the Correspondence) to represent possible relations.

This point about the ideality of space is consistent with but inde-
pendent of the claim that bodies are phenomenal (i.e., are well-
founded phenomena). It is also independent of Leibniz’s claim that
there are neither direct causal interactions nor actual external rela-
tions between the monads themselves. Among this group of doc-
trines, some were better known in the eighteenth century than
others. Leibniz discussed the ideality of space at length in the Cor-
respondence. His system of preestablished harmony, as an alterna-
tive to mind–body interaction, had been published in 1695, and he
referred to it in the Correspondence. However, the Correspondence
is written as if the relations among material bodies are real, and
as if material bodies causally interact with one another.8 The Corre-
spondence maintains the ideality of space without the Monadology’s
noninteracting immaterial substances lacking external relations. (As
should be apparent, Leibniz’s “ideality” of space is not equivalent to
Kant’s transcendental idealism; but Kant’s position has similarity
with Leibniz’s phenomenalism.)

Leibniz’s account of sensory representations of space suggests that
they are confused representations of the underlying reality (the mon-
ads), though this aspect of his phenomenalism about body was not
well represented in his eighteenth-century published works. In pub-
lished works, he affirmed the Cartesian point that the senses present
confused images of things, at least as regards secondary qualities. He
did not hold that these images should themselves be clarified by
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analyzing them; rather, clear ideas should be used to draw conclu-
sions about their causes. Sensory images, even involving secondary
qualities such as color, may have a regular relation to the cause of
color in objects (a structure that reflects light in a certain way), but we
cannot discern this fact by attending carefully to the sensory ideas.
Rather, we must come to understand how light works and how it
affects our nerves.9

If space is ideal and phenomenal, what implications does this
have for geometry as the science of extension? It might seem as if
Leibniz would adopt an abstractionist view of extension and geom-
etry. Aristotelian philosophy had held that the object of geome-
try, “intelligible extension,” is abstracted from sensory experience.
This abstractionist position was challenged by Descartes and oth-
ers (and later by Kant) to show how the cognitive basis of mathe-
matics could be empirical, since mathematics achieves demonstra-
tive certainty about perfect shapes, which are not found in sensory
images.10 Leibniz offered a version of this challenge, but he did not
affirm Descartes’ contention that the pure intellect can contemplate
a purely intelligible extension. He agreed with Descartes that the
intellect possesses innate ideas, or “seeds of eternity,” that can serve
to establish the universal, necessary truths of geometry.11 By contrast
with Descartes, who held that these ideas can be found by turning
away from the senses, Leibniz held that they are awakened by sen-
sory images. And yet Leibniz distinguished such ideas from sensory
images, thereby affirming that there are thoughts without images –
without suggesting that these thoughts directly present an intelligi-
ble extension. He gave a hint in the New Essays that geometry might
be based on number and logic. In unpublished papers, he offered the
hope that geometry could be reduced to logical identities without a
need for spatial images.12

Christian Wolff was the dominant philosopher in Germany at
mid-century. In some ways a follower of Leibniz, he did not adopt
Leibniz’s positions wholesale. He accepted that composite things
are constituted from simples (though finite in number). He agreed
that the simple substances are indivisible and unextended. He also
adopted the relational view of space. However, unlike Leibniz’s
actual position (but more like the position Leibniz took in the Corre-
spondence), Wolff held that (a finite number of) simple substances are
aggregated to form continuously extended bodies. He affirmed real
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relations among simples, both spatial and causal. Contra Leibniz, he
held that bodies causally influence one another directly. He merely
tentatively endorsed Leibniz’s “preestablished harmony” for mind–
body relations.13 By contrast, Alexander Baumgarten, a Wolffian
philosopher of sorts, adopted a pre-established harmony for both
body–body and mind–body interaction.14

As regards the ontology and epistemology of space, Wolff held
that space is ideal but not merely phenomenal (in Leibniz’s sense).
Bodily extension is composed of unextended simple substances. Our
perceptions of those substances represent their coexistent order as a
spatial order, which it is (that is, it is a set of actual external rela-
tions among simples). Perceived space represents the real relations
among things. Yet it does so only confusedly. We are in fact unable to
understand how unextended simples can be composed to form con-
tinuously extended bodies. Accordingly, our spatial perceptions must
be considered as confused. If they represented the simple substances
clearly, we would be able to “see” or understand how unextended
simples can yield extension.15

Christian August Crusius (whose work Kant admired in his early
years) pounced on this implication of the Wolffian position, com-
plaining that the relational view of space rendered it into a “Götze”
(false idol) of the imagination.16 Crusius aimed to establish a meta-
physical basis for absolute space and to show how extended things
could be composed of simple substances. He considered space to be
neither a substance nor a property. As he put it, “substances must
be in space”; space is not in the substances. Space is not an inher-
ing property of anything; rather, properties inhere in the things that
are in space. Neither is space a set of relations, for there are many
relations – even of “next-to-ness” (as in a melody) – that are not spa-
tial. Rather, spatial relations arise because things are somewhere in
space.17

Crusius considered space to be an aspect of the reality of things as
they really are. He held that the finite world of matter is composed of
indivisible parts (substances) that fill space. From this merely finite
world, we would not derive an infinite, absolute spatial framework.
But Crusius sided with Newton and Clarke in holding that there
is an infinite absolute space into which the finite world could be
placed in one location or another. This infinite space is an abstraction
from the existence of God, or from his omnipresence. Crusius held
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that God “fills” space, but is not extended (and that unextended
souls “fill space” too). He sustained his distinction between being
extended and being space-filling by defining an extended thing as
something that has “actual parts.” But God is indivisible and has
no actual parts, hence is (in this technical sense) not extended, even
though he fills space. Crusius also held that the elemental parts of
matter (simple substances) fill space but are not extended. According
to Crusius, there is no truly empty space (God is everywhere), but the
infinite space abstracted from God’s being can be empty of matter,
or not.18

Through his unextended but space-filling material elements, Cru-
sius claimed to show how extension can arise from unextended parts
(thereby countering Wolff’s claim that the spatial representations are
inherently confused). The unextended (indivisible but space-filling)
elements of matter, when put alongside one another, form a compos-
ite thing, which is divisible and so extended. Because the elements
are already spatial, they can be composed to yield a continuous space,
actually divisible into simples, and infinitely divisible in thought. He
also claimed to provide a basis for cognizing infinite, absolute space,
by abstraction from an unextended but space-filling God. He further
held that magnitude, as the object of mathematics, is an abstraction
from existing things: God and bodies.19 This makes geometry rely
for its object on content abstracted from the reality of things. How-
ever, Crusius (by contrast with Kant’s subsequent critical attitude)
held that mathematics could nonetheless achieve perfectly general
definitions that would apply to all instances (and support demon-
strative reasoning). It could do so because, in abstracting its object,
it pays attention solely to magnitude itself. By contrast, philosophy
treats of things together with their accidents. Crusius therefore rea-
soned that in mathematics alone, a single instance could provide the
exemplar for mathematical definitions that would apply to all other
instances.20

The theory of the senses, and especially vision, attracted philo-
sophical discussion throughout the eighteenth century, stimulated
by Descartes’ Dioptrics and Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision, among
others. The psychological process of spatial perception was widely
discussed in Germany. While Kant was working on his first Critique,
J. N. Tetens published an extensive discussion of the perception of
size in individual objects by means of the senses.21
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A central problem in these discussions was to explain why we
experience objects at close range to remain a constant size, even at
different distances. If an object is seen at four and then at eight paces
from the viewer, the size of its image on the retina is reduced by
half (along any axis). Most eighteenth-century theorists held that
we nonetheless experience the object as of a constant size. Tetens
agreed, and suggested that in the second case the sensation is altered
to produce an image of the full-sized object. He observed that some
theorists ascribed this alteration to associative processes in which
true sizes are associated with various projected sizes and cues for
distance, while others ascribed it to a process of reasoning, in which
projected size and distance are combined according to geometrical
relations. Tetens rejected both types of theory. Instead, he described
the process as a kind of abstraction from variations in projected size.
In the normal course of things, we come to recognize objects when
they are near to us and fill the visual field. When the object is fur-
ther away, we recognize it as the same object, but do not notice
its small projected size. We abstract from the small size, and expe-
rience the object as we did under the circumstances in which we
first came to recognize it, with its “normal” size. As in the other
accounts, the result of this psychological operation is phenomenally
immediate, and we do not even notice that the sensation has been
altered.

Without entering further into the details of Teten’s position, we
may note that Kant was aware of the fact that typical accounts of
perception posited association or judgment – or, in Teten’s case, a
sensory act of abstraction – to underlie visual appearances. This is
apparent from his discussion of the moon illusion, which he ascribes
to the influence of imagination (presumably, through association) in
making the moon appear larger at the horizon than overhead (A 295–
7/B 351–4).

2. kant’s early writings on space
and spatial cognition

Kant discussed space and spatiality in his early works on physics and
metaphysics, adopting a quasi-Leibnizian, relational view of space.
He considered himself to have solved certain problems that plagued
the positions of Leibniz, Wolff, and the Wolffians. In essence, he
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came to see space as an appearance of real relations, but one that
was neither merely ideal nor confused. He arrived at these improve-
ments by applying Crusius’s ideas to the question that Wolff had
found insoluble: how simple substances might fill space without
being rendered divisible.

The New Elucidation of 1755 examined the “first principles of
metaphysical cognition.”22 It first covered the principle of contradic-
tion and the principle of a “determining ground” or sufficient reason,
before turning to the principles of succession and coexistence. These
latter two principles concern the causal sequence of changes of states
in substances over time, and the basis of the coexistent relations of
states and so the basis of space. In the section on the principle of suc-
cession, Kant argued that changes depend on the “reciprocal depen-
dency” of substances on one another. If individual substances were in
causal isolation (as Baumgarten in fact argued), they would have no
impetus to change states and would therefore remain always in the
same condition (1:410–11). (Once an isolated substance was in one
state, it would have no basis for determining itself to change states.)
Change arises through the interaction of substances, or their mutual
causal dependence. These interactions establish the relations that
exist among coexistent substances, as well. In this way, Kant con-
sidered himself to have overturned the Wolffians (in fact, his position
on causal influence goes against Baumgarten, but not Wolff himself),
and also Leibniz’s preestablished harmony between soul and body
(1:411–12).

Kant held that substances would not, merely in virtue of their
existence, stand in any relation to one another. Rather, it is only
through real reciprocal causal relations (grounded in a divine con-
ception of their mutual relations) that things obtain real relations
among themselves.23 These relations then constitute the space of the
substances, as in the Leibnizian relational view of space. As Kant put
it, “place, position, and space are relations of substances, in virtue
of which substances, by means of their reciprocal determinations,
relate to other substances which are really distinct from themselves
and are in this way connected together in an external connection”
(1:414). In the work of 1755, Kant said little about the cognition of
space, merely observing that the “concept of space” is constituted
by cognition of “the interconnected actions of substances,” that is,
their reciprocal actions (1:415).
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In the Physical Monadology of 1756, Kant advanced a conception
of space as an appearance. The work was devoted to the problem of
reconciling the infinite divisibility of space as posited by geometry
with the simple substances advanced by the metaphysicians (includ-
ing Leibniz, Wolff, Baumgarten, and, in his own way, Crusius). Kant
accepted that space is infinitely divisible. He also accepted that bod-
ies are constituted from simples, though he specified that their num-
ber should be finite. He departed from Leibniz and Wolff in saying
that “each monad is not only in space; it also fills a space” (1:480).
Talk of simple substances “filling space” was of course applied
by Crusius to God, souls, and the simple substances constituting
matter.

Kant developed and altered Crusius’s position, combining the rela-
tional view of space found in Leibniz and Wolff with talk of “mon-
ads,” now conceived in Crusian fashion. He treated monads as “fill-
ing space” without being (physically or metaphysically) divisible.
Crusius had said that the space of simple, indivisible substances is
technically not extended (because indivisible), but Kant dropped this
definition of extension. However, again echoing Crusius,24 he held
that the monads stand in real relations through causal interaction.
But departing from Crusius, he held that space arises solely from
these interactions (rather than the monads being in a space provided
by God’s omnipresence). As Kant saw things, in the light of his rela-
tional view of space, each monad determines “the little space of its
presence” (1:480) through forces that it exerts on the substances next
to it. As in the New Elucidation, an order of relations among coexis-
tent things arises from causal relations of mutual dependence among
substances, though now these relations are explained as interactive
forces.

Space is “the appearance of the external relations of unitary mon-
ads” (1:479). With this doctrine, Kant in effect claimed to solve
Wolff’s problem of how to derive a continuous space from indi-
visible simples, thereby avoiding the bane of previous support-
ers of monads, who had “regarded it as their duty to maintain
that the properties of geometrical space were imaginary” (1:480).
Although he did not mention names, his position departed from
both the phenomenal space of Leibniz and the confused represen-
tations of Wolff. Contrary to Leibniz, Kant’s space is not merely
phenomenal; it is the appearance of real relations (that form a real
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external space). But contrary to Wolff, this appearance need not be
regarded as confused, because Kant has claimed to solve the prob-
lem of how a finite composition of simples could yield a continuous
space.

In 1756, when Kant described space as an appearance, it may seem
as if he was asserting its phenomenality (in Leibniz’s sense) or ideality
(in his later sense). He says that the continuously divisible space
of mathematics arises as “an appearance of the external relations”
among indivisible simples (1:479). But he also says that these simple
substances “fill space” through their “sphere of activity” (1:480–1).
The divisibility found in appearance is grounded in the continuous
space-filling actions of simple substances. The space of appearance
echoes the space created by the monads.

3. the shift to absolute space, and the
critical turn

Having started with a relational view of space, Kant changed his
mind by 1768, when his Concerning the Ultimate Ground of the
Differentiation of Directions in Space appeared. He now advocated
an “absolute and original space” in which physical things are located
(2:383). His arguments for this space hinged largely on the consid-
eration of incongruent counterparts. The arguments did not directly
establish a mind-independent absolute space, but they revealed that
the Leibnizian or relational view, as Kant had understood it, could not
capture certain distinctions that exist in our descriptions of space.
By contrast, a view of space as an empty, absolute container could
account for these distinctions.

Incongruent counterparts are spatial structures (shapes) in which
all internal sizes and relations are identical, but which cannot be
made to coincide spatially. Typical examples include objects that are
(precise) mirror images of one another, such as left and right hands,
or left and right ears. For true counterparts, if one measured all the
relations among the fingers of left and right hands and wrote them
down, the listed measurements would be identical: the thumb would
be x units long and its joint would be y units from the knuckle of
the index finger. Although the listed measurements for each hand
would not differ, a right hand will not fit into the space of a left hand
(or into its glove).
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Kant’s argument that a relational theory is precluded by the exis-
tence of incongruent counterparts depends partly on his conception
of the relational view. He has in mind a view in which space is consti-
tuted from relations among simples. His argument also depends on
what should be asked of a theory. Kant expects the theory to account
for our “intuitive judgments about extension” (2:378). That is, he
expects a metaphysical theory of space to account for the descriptive
judgments we make about space. Now Kant asks: from describing
relations among simples, without orienting them to directions in
space, can we distinguish the description of two actually distinct
(according to our perception), incongruent counterparts? Kant cor-
rectly answered “no.”25

To see this, continue the set of measurements on your hands,
seeking a description that someone else (or you on another occasion)
could use to construct a congruent hand. Holding the position of one
hand fixed, measure the length of each finger, the distances between
each pair of adjacent joints, the distance from the wrist knob to each
knuckle, and so on, and then go on to the other. Considered purely
as internal relations defined by the structure of each hand, these two
sets of measurements cannot be distinguished. To distinguish them,
one must orient the hands in space, and note that on the left hand
(as viewed from above with palm down) the index finger is to the
left of the thumb, whereas on the right hand it is to the right. Such
descriptions use the orienting directions of up, down, right, and left.
To convey these directions in a description, they must be related
either to the directionality in our individual perceptual spaces to
a common external frame (absolute space). This can be verified by
trying to use one of the descriptions to construct a specific hand.
Failing an appeal to an external frame (to right and left, up and down),
one will be unable to provide distinct instructions for constructing
either a left or a right hand.

In 1768, Kant’s conclusion was that “the ground of the determi-
nation of a corporeal form does not depend simply on the relation
and position of its parts to each other; it also depends on the ref-
erence of that physical form to universal absolute space, as it is
conceived by the geometers” (2:381). This is the universal and abso-
lute space of Newton. Bodies possess a distinctive structure in the
relations among their parts that can be described only by appeal to
directions defined within this encompassing space. If, as in Kant’s
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conclusion just quoted, the “ground of the determination” pertains
to our descriptions or cognitions of space, then his argument is unas-
sailable. But if he means to say that an existing thing could not
exhibit handedness independently of our ability to distinguish that
handedness descriptively, then the argument fails. A set of oppo-
sitely handed relations might exist, whether we are able to find a
framework for describing them or not. Kant’s metaphysical argument
depends on an epistemic argument about what can be conveyed cog-
nitively in descriptions of parts and their relations.

Two years later, when he presented his inaugural Dissertation,
Kant again supported an absolute spatial framework, but he now
denied that such a space exists apart from our perceptions – a con-
ception that he had, in 1768, already described as involving “diffi-
culties” (2:383). He rejected both the relational view of Leibniz and
the “English” view of space as an “absolute and boundless recepta-
cle of possible things” (2:403). He now asserted that “Space is not
something objective and real, nor is it a substance, nor an accident,
nor a relation; it is, rather, subjective and ideal; it issues from the
mind in accordance with a stable law as a scheme, so to speak, for
co-ordinating everything which is sensed externally” (2:403). Kant
now asserts the ideality of space in his critical sense of that term.
He also holds that “the concept of space” is an “intuition” (2:402),
which means that the representation of space is a concrete image
(not a discursive concept).26

Kant’s absolute spatial framework is no longer a Newtonian con-
tainer, but is now a phenomenally given appearance. He sought to
support this position by undermining attempts (which he associ-
ated with Leibnizian and Wolffian views) to abstract spatial repre-
sentation from sensory experience. He contended that the concept
of space is “presupposed” by the perceptions of the external senses;
sensations can be located outside us, and next to one another, only
if a space exists for so ordering them (2:402). This space is “a sin-
gular representation,” embracing all spaces within itself, unlike an
abstract concept, under which instances fall. It is “a pure intuition,”
which means it is not compounded from sensations. It provides the
“form” or the structure in which all sensations are ordered. (We will
return to similar arguments in the next section.)

To support the point that space is a pure intuition, Kant
again employed the argument from incongruent counterparts, now
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restricted to the cognition and description of an ideal or phenomenal
space (which suits the argument). Kant argued that our discursive
description of an incongruent counterpart could be made determi-
nate so as to distinguish left and right hands only if spatial intuition
were already given with the directions up and down, right and left.
That is, any merely conceptual description of the counterparts could
not supply a directional framework; our spatial representations must
arise as a concrete intuition or image. From this argument, he also
concluded that geometry cannot content itself with mere discursive
descriptions and universal concepts, but must appeal to concrete
or “singular” intuitions (2:403). Discursive descriptions would be
unable to capture directions in space without an ostensive basis (in
an imagistic representation).

Kant’s argument that “space is not something objective and real”
(whether “substance,” “accident,” or “relation”), but “is, rather, sub-
jective and ideal,” depended on ruling out the two alternative theo-
ries named above: that space exists apart from perceptions as an abso-
lute container or as relations among elements. He baldly described
real absolute space (apart from perception) as “a fable” because “it
invents an infinite number of true relations without there being any
beings which are related to one another” (2:404). This is a version
of the arguments found in Leibniz and Crusius, namely, that abso-
lute space considered as an infinite receptacle cannot be a substance
(otherwise it would compete with God as an infinite substance),
nor an accident or relation, since by hypothesis there is no sub-
stance for it to be an accident or relation of. Further, Kant could
not accept the Crusian abstraction of space from the omnipresence
of God, for it spatializes God, whom he placed outside time and space
(2:297, 414).

Kant offered an epistemological objection to relational space: it
could not account for the necessity of geometry. In his view, if space
were abstracted from the given relations of things, our knowledge
of space would be empirical and so could not support apodictic cer-
tainty. However, geometry provides us with apodictic knowledge
of spatial structure. This would be explained if our spatial repre-
sentations were subjective and ideal (on the assumption that they
must conform uniformly to Euclid’s geometry). Hence, our subjec-
tive space is “the foundation of all truth in outer sensibility” (2:404).
Because all spatial perceptions are constructed according to the same
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laws of sensibility, the properties of pure intuition (as described by
geometry) must apply to all empirical intuition. Hence, the appli-
cability of geometrical descriptions to the physical world (as experi-
enced) is guaranteed.

With these arguments and conclusions, many of which will reap-
pear in the “Transcendental Aesthetic” of the Critique of Pure Rea-
son, Kant has begun his critical turn. Missing is the limitation of
the intellect or understanding to possible experience. In the Disser-
tation (2:392, 402–5), Kant still held that the form of the intelligible
world can be understood through causal relations (though no longer
through spatial relations, which do not apply to intelligible beings).
Once he had achieved the critical restriction of all cognition to actual
or possible experience, the previously secured ideality of space and
time entailed his mature position of transcendental idealism, thereby
also entailing the impossibility of traditional metaphysical knowl-
edge of things as they are in themselves.

4. space (and time) in the “transcendental
aesthetic”

Kant’s arguments in the “Transcendental Aesthetic” of the Critique
of Pure Reason, first published in 1781 and then revised in 1787, are
intended to establish the ideality of an absolute (as opposed to rela-
tional) space and time. More precisely, he intended to establish the
transcendental ideality of space, which meant that it was not only
dependent on human perception, but was also an a priori, neces-
sary, and universal representation. He employed several arguments
to achieve this aim. Some of the arguments were conceptual: he con-
tended that spatiality was presupposed by spatial representation, and
that empty space was a more fundamental representation than space
with objects. Other arguments were epistemological. Drawing on
his conceptual arguments, he contended that the representation of
space could not arise from experience (by abstraction from things as
given in space). It is difficult to see how these arguments could estab-
lish Kantian ideality of space (that it pertains to perception only, not
to things in themselves), at least not without other premises. Kant
also maintained that the necessary and universal cognitions found in
geometry could be explained only if space was an a priori form of rep-
resentation that universally structures all intuition, and hence that
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also accounts for the conformity of physical objects in experience
to the geometry of that a priori spatial structure. This argument, if
correct, might establish ideality.

These arguments appear in both the first and second editions of the
Aesthetic, though in the second edition the argument from geometry
is separated from the conceptual (and related epistemological) argu-
ments. Here we follow the second version, in which Kant offers four
numbered arguments in the “metaphysical exposition” of the con-
cept of space. By establishing that our representations of space and
time are fundamentally intuitions and not general concepts, these
four arguments are intended to refute metaphysical and epistemo-
logical implications of the relational view of space – as well as, to
a lesser extent, those of the (Newtonian) absolute view – and also
to establish Kant’s fundamental distinction between intuitions and
concepts.

In preparation for his numbered arguments, Kant draws several
key distinctions. He distinguishes sensibility, as a passive faculty
of receiving representations, from the understanding, as the faculty
of thought. He calls the “immediate” representations of sensibility
intuitions, as distinct from concepts employed by the understand-
ing. Within intuitions, he distinguishes the sensations proper (for
vision, color, and intensity), which he calls the matter of sensory
appearance, from the form of the appearance, which is “that which
makes it that the manifold of appearance can be ordered in specific
relations” (A 20/B 34). (Soon he will speak of the “form of intuition”
in addition to the form of appearance.)

With this terminology in hand, Kant goes on to ask a set of ques-
tions regarding the status of space and time, laying out several alter-
native positions for consideration.

What, now, are space and time? Are they actual beings? Are they mere deter-
minations or else relations of things, but nonetheless of a sort that would
in themselves belong to such things if they were not being intuited; or are
they such that they inhere only in the form of intuition, and hence in the
subjective constitution of our mind, in the absence of which these predicates
could not be ascribed to anything whatsoever? [A 23/B 37–8]

The alternatives offered here are Newtonian absolute space and time
(actual beings independent of objects in space); Crusian absolute
spatial extension as a “determination” of God, or Cartesian spatial
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extension as a determination of matter; Leibnizian or Wolffian rela-
tional views; and Kant’s own view. We should note that the first
three are realist theories of space, according to which either space is
a real being in itself or spatiality is a real property based in things. In
Kant’s own view, space is transcendentally ideal, that is, it inheres
only in “the subjective constitution of our mind.”

In the arguments of the Aesthetic, Kant purports to decide among
these alternatives through arguments about the “concept of space”
(the metaphysical exposition) and about the possibility of geometri-
cal cognition. As he has done from 1768 onward, he seeks to draw
conclusions about the ontological status of space (and time) from
arguments about spatial (and temporal) cognition.

The first of his numbered arguments holds that “space is no empir-
ical concept, which has been abstracted from outer experiences”
(A 23/B 38). One potential origin for the representation of space
would be that it arises empirically from the experience of objects
in space. An advocate of a relational view of space might hold that
space is constituted out of relations among things in themselves
that cause the representation of space to arise in us through experi-
ence. A Newtonian absolute view also permits an empirical origin
for our spatial representations, through interaction with objects in
absolute space. In either case, Kant argues that we could not in fact
acquire the representation of space by means of experience because
any representation of sensations as spatially related already presup-
poses a capacity for spatial representation. It is this capacity – for
representing sensations as “in another position in space from that in
which I am located,” and also for representing them “as outside and
alongside one another” (A 23/B 38) – that already requires “the rep-
resentation of space” as a ground for presenting the sensations with
spatial relations. Whatever may be the status of space itself, spatial
representation cannot be acquired as a result of experience.

The second argument is also intended to support the view that
the representation of space cannot be acquired from the experience
of bodies because it is prior to or more fundamental than that experi-
ence. Kant expresses this point by asserting that “space is a necessary
representation, a priori, which underlies all outer intuitions” (A 23/
B 38). It underlies all outer intuitions because “one can never form
a representation of the absence of space, though one can very well
conceive that no objects are to be found in it.” It is therefore “the
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condition for the possibility of appearances.” That is, no objects can
be represented except as in space. Since space is required for the very
possibility of appearances (of objects), it is a (conditionally) necessary
representation (relative to appearances). As a condition of appear-
ances, it is not “a determination that is dependent on appearances”;
hence, it is not empirical but a priori. Finally, Kant would seem
to assert also that space is a necessary feature of any human con-
sciousness, for he says that we can “never form a representation of
the absence of space”; this phrase suggests that all our (sensory, or
world-related?) representations contain a spatial element.

The third argument is intended to show that “space is no discur-
sive, or, as one says, general concept of the relations of things in
general, but rather is a pure intuition” (A 24–5/B 39). This argument
opposes the conclusion that space is an intuition to the notion that
space is a “concept of the relations of things in general.” By contrast
with the fourth argument, the third one does not seem to rely on a
conception of concepts as applying to many independent instances
(as the concept dog is related to many dogs). Rather, this argument
opposes the notion that space is a representation that arises empir-
ically from the consideration of numerous elements (or “parts”) of
space, as in the Wolffian theory that Kant himself had previously
embraced. Kant contends that the parts of space presuppose a single,
all-encompassing space. They are created by introducing limitations
into (or carving up) the continuous, concrete, unitary space of intu-
ition. Kant does not explain why this unitary space must itself be
an intuition rather than a type of concept that is not relational. Pre-
sumably, it has to do with the fact that “intuitions,” in contrast with
Kantian concepts, are “immediately given” and concrete representa-
tions (A 19/B 33), as elaborated in the subsequent argument. Finally,
because the representation of space cannot be derived from relations
among previously given elements or parts, it must be a priori. As
such, Kant observes, it is able to sustain apodictic geometrical propo-
sitions about spatial relations (A 25/B 39).

The fourth argument is intended to establish as a general point
that space is an intuition (a pure, a priori one), and not a concept.
It does so by asserting that “space is an infinite given magnitude”
(B 39). As suggested by the wording of the first-edition version, the
infinity of this magnitude is not to be understood as something given
all at once; rather, it amounts to “boundlessness in the progress of
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intuitions” (A 25). Presumably, this boundlessness occurs in the fact
that (1) the space of intuition is given without a boundary, and so
we can continuously traverse into new space in thought (or imagi-
nation), and (2) we can divide all finite parts of space ad infinitum
(i.e., without ever coming to an indivisible part). In this potential
sense, “all parts of space, to infinity, exist simultaneously” (B 40).
This notion that the parts of space are represented as being “in it” (as
parts to be carved out of a single, continuous space) marks the con-
trast between intuition and concept. For, as Kant explains, a concept
can represent an infinity of instances “under it,” which means that
it applies to an infinity of independent, discrete objects. The parts of
space are not represented apart from the one embracing space, nor as
independent constituent parts of it; rather, they are dependent parts
of that space and are found (potentially) in it. Again, because the rep-
resentation of space precedes its parts or elements, Kant claims that
it is a priori.

The first-edition version of the Aesthetic contained another num-
bered argument concerning the basis for geometrical cognition. This
topic was transferred into a newly titled section of the Aesthetic in
the second edition, called the “Transcendental Exposition,” imme-
diately following the four numbered arguments just discussed. This
section addresses (for sensory representation) what was, according
to both the first- and second-edition versions of the Introduction,
the central problem of the Critique: “to uncover the ground of the
possibility of synthetic a priori judgments with appropriate gen-
erality, to gain insight into the conditions that make every kind
of them possible, and not merely to designate this entire cogni-
tion (which comprises its own species) in a cursory outline, but
to determine it completely and adequately for every use in a sys-
tem in accordance with its primary sources, divisions, domain, and
boundaries” (A 10; see also B 14–24). Hence, while the previous
arguments lay the groundwork by explicating the cognitive ori-
gins and status of space (and time, in the subsequent section), the
“Transcendental Exposition” uses these results to explain the pos-
sibility of a domain of synthetic a priori cognition, namely, that
found in geometry, and thereby fulfills a central mission of the
Aesthetic.

The way in which the a priori representation of space enters
into geometrical demonstration is treated by Lisa Shabel in the
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following chapter. Here we should note that Kant’s explication
of the possibility of geometrical knowledge helps us to under-
stand his distinction between concepts and intuitions; to the extent
that his explication is accepted, it serves to support that distinc-
tion. In his explication, Kant invokes the account of mathematical
methodology found in the “Transcendental Doctrine of Method”: the
“construction of concepts” “in intuition” (A 713–17/B 741–5). Two
points are especially important for our purposes. First, to sustain
geometrical demonstrations, intuition must provide representations
that are “a priori” and “immediate” (B 41); this latter condition, as
articulated in the “Doctrine of Method,” means that intuitions are
“individual,” “concrete,” and “particular.” Unlike the philosophi-
cal use of concepts, which “considers the particular only in the gen-
eral,” that is, in a general concept that applies to many discrete and
independently given particulars, the mathematical construction of
concepts in intuition “considers the general in the particular, nay,
even in a single instance” (A 714/B 742). These instances are intu-
itions that “display” the objects of mathematical cognition “in con-
creto,” though of course also a priori (A 715–16/B 743–4).

Second, the wording of the “Transcendental Exposition,” with
its talk of “the properties of space” and of “objects” that pertain
to “outer intuition” (B 40–1), suggests that Kant takes geometrical
knowledge to apply to physical space and objects in space. Indeed,
elsewhere Kant makes clear that he considered geometry to apply to
physical space and objects in space (A 27–8/B 43–4, A 40–1/B 57–8,
A 157/B 196, A 165/B 206, A 224/B 271, A 240/B 299, B 147; 4:283–4,
287–8). This means that any explanation of the possibility of geomet-
rical cognition not only would need to explain what kind of represen-
tation is needed for geometrical cognition, but also must answer the
question: “how can outer intuition inhabit the mind that precedes
the objects themselves, and in which the concept of the latter can be
determined a priori?” (B 41). The answer here is that the “concept”
or representation (that is, space as a form of intuition) must have
“its seat merely in the subject, as its formal constitution for being
affected by objects” (B 41). In other words, the a priori applicability
of geometrical judgments and principles to all objects of cognition
is to be secured by the transcendental ideality of space as a form of
intuition. (This also supports Kant’s “empirical realism” regarding
our knowledge of objects in space [A 28/B 44].)
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The arguments of the metaphysical and transcendental exposi-
tions are successful to various degrees. The conceptual point that
the capacity for spatial representation is presupposed for the spatial
ordering of sensations held up well against onslaughts in the nine-
teenth century (discussed below). The claim that space is prior to its
parts accorded with the geometrical knowledge of its time, but was
challenged by subsequent models of geometrical extension as com-
posed of points. The conception of the basis of geometrical proof also
was challenged by the algebraization of geometry and the discovery
of non-Euclidean geometries in the nineteenth century.

The most pressing question concerns whether the arguments
really show that space itself is ideal and a priori, that is, whether
they effectively support Kant’s preferred option among those named
above. Suppose that the numbered arguments are effective in show-
ing that the representation of space is prior to the presentation of
spatially ordered sensations. That, by itself, would not show that
space is a mere representation (would not establish transcendental
idealism). Neither, presumably, would the conclusion that Euclid’s
diagrammatic proofs require an a priori spatial medium to capture
their apodictic certainty.

The argument from geometry, when extended to geometrical
claims about space itself, might well do the trick. Suppose one took
it to be certain that geometry must apply (with necessity) to physical
space (as Kant thought). Then the argument would succeed if it could
be shown that such applicability can be explained only if physical
space is itself ideal and the product of a subjective form of intuition
that underwrites geometrical demonstration. This would sustain the
conclusion that space and the objects in it are ideal.27

Moreover, one can understand why Kant might have believed that
the numbered arguments, which purport to show that the represen-
tation of space cannot be acquired from objects, would bear on the
status of space. Kant’s “critical question” as related to Marcus Herz
in 1772 (10:130), which informs the first Critique at crucial junctures
and underlies Kant’s Copernican revolution (B xvi–xvii), inquired
after the ground of the relation between objects and representa-
tions. In the Critique, Kant identified only two possibilities for this
relation: either “the object alone makes the representation possible,”
or “the representation alone makes the object possible” (A 92/B 124).
These alternatives do not allow that the representation and the object
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would independently establish the same possibilities (e.g., would
independently establish the properties of space). Kant presumably
ruled out that option because he was interested in the necessary
applicability of representations to objects, and he saw his transcen-
dental idealism as the only way to achieve that. Under these circum-
stances, in showing that the representation of space must be a priori,
he might well have considered himself to have established that it is
not made possible by objects (and does not pertain to objects). Hence,
it must make objects possible (as in transcendental idealism). Even
if one does not share Kant’s goal (of necessary applicability) or his
parsing of the alternatives, one can see how Kant could believe that
with this added premise about the alternatives, his numbered argu-
ments would support the transcendental ideality of space (and time) –
though in any case he considered the explanation of the applicabil-
ity of geometrical knowledge to physical objects as the real clincher
(A 40–1/B 57–8; 4:287–8, 292).

5. space as an object (second-edition
“transcendental deduction”)

Once we have been told that space and time are a priori forms of
intuition, the question remains of what exactly we have been told.
Does this mean that our sense perceptions present us with a world
of objects in space and time, without any other cognitive activity?
Clearly not. The Kantian notions of “cognition” and of “experience”
require that our cognition and experience of a world of objects is
mediated by concepts that synthesize intuitions to yield judgments
(A 50–1/B 74–5, A 156/B 195). But what about our knowledge of space
as an a priori form of intuition? Does that arise from intuitions that
are given to us already presenting the properties of space, or must
the understanding be involved in synthesizing the spatial structures
we know in intuition?

Kant made clear in both the first- and second-edition versions of
the “Transcendental Deduction of the Pure Concepts of the Under-
standing” (i.e., the categories) that in order to be cognized, spatial
structures must be subject to synthesis by the understanding (A 99,
115–25; B 137–8, 147, 150–6, 160–2). In the second-edition Deduc-
tion he explained that in the Aesthetic he had not properly expressed
this requirement, but that he now was in a position to qualify and
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correct what he said there. This passage, which occurs as a footnote
to §26, is worth quoting in full:

Space, represented as object (as is really required in geometry), contains
more than the mere form of intuition, namely the comprehension of the
manifold given in accordance with the form of sensibility in an intuitive
representation, so that the form of intuition merely gives the manifold, but
the formal intuition gives the unity of representation. In the Aesthetic I
ascribed this unity merely to sensibility, only in order to note that it pre-
cedes all concepts, though to be sure it presupposes a synthesis, which does
not belong to the sense but through which all concepts of space and time
first become possible. For since through it (as the understanding determines
the sensibility) space or time are first given as intuitions, the unity of this
a priori intuition belongs to space and time, and not to the concept of the
understanding (§24). [B 160–1]

The distinction here between the “form of intuition” and “formal
intuition” implies that space, as an object, is cognized or known only
through the synthetic activity of the understanding. In two earlier
passages in the second-edition Deduction, Kant had explained that
space can be known only through the synthetic activity of producing
objects in intuition. The first passage says that

the mere form of outer sensible intuition, space, is not yet cognition at all;
it only gives the manifold of intuition a priori for a possible cognition. But
in order to cognize something in space, e.g., a line, I must draw it, and thus
synthetically bring about a determinate combination of the given manifold,
so that the unity of this action is at the same time the unity of consciousness
(in the concept of a line), and thereby is an object (a determinate space) first
cognized. [B 137–8]

In §24, he says that “we cannot think a line without drawing it in
thought, we cannot think a circle without describing it, we cannot
represent the three dimensions of space at all without placing three
lines perpendicular to each other at the same point” (B 154). He is not
of course here talking about things that we are forced to do by habit;
rather, the “drawing,” “describing,” and “placing” are requirements
for “thinking” the objects in question.

Interpreters have long puzzled over Kant’s picture of the inter-
action between the understanding and sensibility in synthesiz-
ing spatial objects such as lines or circles. Of particular interest
here are questions concerning what is given in the “manifold” of
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spatial (or temporal) intuition from the senses, and what is provided
by the understanding’s synthesis. Three positions have been formu-
lated about how the “forms” of intuition deliver material to the
understanding. According to one position, called “forms as mech-
anisms,” the forms of intuition are laws or rules for ordering the
matter of sensations into spatial and temporal structures. According
to a second, called “forms as representations,” space and time are
empty representations, independent of matter, into which the mat-
ter of sensation is arranged. According to a third, called “forms as
orders of intuited matter,” intuitions initially come with the matter
ordered in a spatiotemporal manner. This third position requires no
laws of or rules for this ordering. Further, because spatial and tem-
poral structures are orders of matter, it does not allow the possibility
of empty spatial and temporal forms into which matter would be
placed in a spatial or temporal arrangement.28

Many questions arise in any attempt to decide among these views
of what space and time as forms of intuition might be. One question
concerns where the synthetic activity of the understanding fits into
the various positions. In the forms as mechanisms view, would the
understanding apply the laws or rules, or would sensibility do it? And
if the understanding was responsible for the synthesis, would it sup-
ply the laws or rules, or follow laws or rules prescribed by sensibility?
Further, if, as in the third view, sensibility simply provides ordered,
intuited matter, does that mean it directly yields perceptions of a
spatially ordered world? But why then does Kant suggest that empir-
ical perception of objects depends on the activity of understanding
in the “figurative synthesis” of the imagination (B 151–2)?

We will not be able to sort out these various positions here. How-
ever, there is greater commonality among (the more reasonable ver-
sions of) these positions than may at first be apparent. First, all three
positions allow that form and matter are in some way distinct; matter
by itself would not be spatially or temporally ordered. Second, they
all agree that the synthetic activity of the understanding is required
for cognizing objects, as objects, in space. Third, they all agree that
the forms of intuition are responsible in some way for the constraint
that intuitions can be ordered (or are ordered) with spatial and tem-
poral relations. The constraint that human intuitions are spatial and
temporal is provided by sensibility, whether in the way in which
it passively creates ordered intuitions (“orders” view), in the rules
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by which it constrains the synthetic activity of the understanding
(reasonable version of the “mechanisms” view), or through forms as
containing representations into which matter is placed by sensibility
or the understanding (“representations” view). Hence, on all views,
sensibility yields (by itself or jointly with the understanding) intu-
itions as spatially continuous and infinitely divisible images (occur-
ring in temporal succession). In cognizing these images in an a priori
manner, through its own imaginative activity (drawing lines and the
like), the understanding can explore the properties of space and time
and achieve a priori knowledge of them (B 152, 155; A 157/B 196).
Since, on all views, perceptual experience of objects is constrained
by the forms of intuition, this exploration yields knowledge of the
spatial and temporal properties of all possible objects of experience.
That, in the end, was the conclusion Kant wished to highlight, and
it must constrain any attempt to sort out his theory of the rela-
tion between the forms of intuition and the synthetic activity of the
understanding, whether in pure a priori or empirical cognition.

Kant took up issues surrounding space and time again in two later
sections of the Critique, the “Amphiboly of the Concepts of Reflec-
tion,” where he criticized the Leibnizian theory, and in the “Anti-
nomy of Pure Reason,” where he sought to show the impossibility of
ever decisively deciding the cosmological questions of whether the
world is infinite in space and time or finite, and whether it consists
of simple parts, or not. The Antinomies are treated in Chapter 8 of
this volume.

6. reception of kant’s critical theory of space

Kant’s theory of space has been continuously discussed from the time
of its publication. These discussions have questioned all aspects of
the theory: his transcendental idealism, his theory of space and time
as a priori forms of intuition, and his conception of the epistemic
basis of (Euclidean) geometry and its applicability to physical space
and the objects in it.

Among the many discussions, I will consider some representa-
tive instances and main trends. One trend in German metaphysics
of the nineteenth century, represented by J. F. Herbart and R. H.
Lotze, was to view the universe as constituted of simple substances
called “reals.” This was a return to a Leibnizian (and early Kantian)
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metaphysics. The positions of these two authors differed in their
conformity to Leibniz’s actual doctrines and offered opposing evalu-
ations of Kant’s theory of space. Herbart chastised Kant’s argument
for the ideality of space as based on explaining the possibility of
geometrical cognition, and contended that metaphysics must come
before geometry. In his metaphysics, he posited reals as simple sub-
stances in causal interaction. He considered these causal interactions
to provide the basis for an intelligible space (graspable independently
of the senses), and also as the basis for sensory space. The capacity for
spatial representation arises from experience (though no one, includ-
ing Herbart, ever successfully explained how), by contrast with what
he took to be Kant’s nativism about space and time as a priori forms.
Geometry takes as its object the continuous spaces abstracted from
experience and certified by metaphysics.29 By contrast, Lotze posited
reals as simple substances that do not interact, accepted Kant’s con-
clusion of the ideality of space, but provided his own arguments for
that conclusion, stemming from the unreality of external relations
and the subsequent need to see space as arising from the mind’s impo-
sition of relations onto its representation of the reals. He accorded
geometry its own authority, independent of metaphysics.30

Many German sensory physiologists and psychologists in the
nineteenth century viewed Kant’s doctrine of space as a psychologi-
cal thesis about the innateness of spatial perception. They then lined
up in support or opposition to Kant’s (alleged) nativism. In the first
part of the nineteenth century, Johann Georg Steinbuch developed a
radically empiricist theory of sensory perception, according to which
even the bare capacity for spatial representation is acquired through
experience (involving ideas arising from muscular activity, a theory
developed cleverly but in the end not convincingly).31 A few years
later, Caspar Theobald Tourtual argued in favor of a Kantian nativism
as regards spatial representation itself and the localization of objects
in space through sensory perception.32 Both Steinbuch and Tourtual
rejected Kant’s transcendental idealism, and asserted that spatial per-
ception reveals the real spatial properties of physical objects as they
are in themselves. A third sensory physiologist, Johannes Müller,
developed a nativistic position distinct from Tourtual’s. Tourtual
had considered himself to be true to the Kantian form–matter dis-
tinction in treating sensations as nonspatial and positing an order-
ing activity of the mind that innately places this matter into spatial
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order.33 Müller considered the sensations of vision to be spatial from
the beginning. In effect, he posited that the retina feels its own spa-
tiality, so that the spatiality of sensations is based on the spatiality
of the human body (considered as a thing in itself). Müller explic-
itly rejected Kant’s theory that geometry requires an a priori basis,
and contended, with Herbart, that geometry could achieve neces-
sity even while working by abstraction from an empirically based
representation of space.34

The single most important event for the evaluation of Kant’s
theory of space was the discovery of non-Euclidean geometries in
the nineteenth century and the subsequent conclusion that physical
space-time is non-Euclidean in the twentieth. Kant had contended
not merely that the space of experience is Euclidean and grounds
Euclidean demonstrations, but that (owing to transcendental ideal-
ism) we can therefore know a priori that physical space and physical
objects are described by Euclid’s geometry with apodictic certainty.
In Kant’s view, Euclid’s description of spatial structure provides uni-
versal and necessary principles of the structure of physical space and
physical objects. Generations of scientists and philosophers, includ-
ing Hermann Helmholtz and Rudolf Carnap, challenged Kant’s posi-
tion. Helmholtz argued that the existence of non-Euclidean geome-
tries, and the fact that we might make measurements that, given
certain assumptions, would yield the conclusion that space is non-
Euclidean, refuted Kant’s claim that Euclid’s geometry necessarily
describes physical space.35 The question of the structure of physical
space then becomes a matter of empirical investigation. Even if each
geometry were found to be a deductive system with its own inter-
nal necessity, the question of the fit between a given geometrical
structure and the physical structure of the world would be empir-
ical. Henri Poincaré later contended that the choice of geometry
was conventional: one might choose always to posit an Euclidean
space, and revise mechanics in the light of that choice (a position
suggested by Lotze).36 But as Carnap observed, even in that case the
very possibility of choosing a non-Euclidean convention refutes the
Kantian claim to necessity. Moreover, Einstein decided in favor of a
realistic, not conventionalist, claim about the structure of physical
space-time, according to which it is non-Euclidean. That conclusion
directly contradicts Kant’s claims about physical space and time.37

In the twentieth century there was some tendency among Anglo-
American analytic commentators to seek to defend Kant’s theory of
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geometry from refutation by advances in mathematics and physics.
One strategy is to suggest that Kant’s position was not refuted,
because the view that geometry intrinsically describes physical space
differs in conception from the internally consistent but abstract
mathematical geometries of the nineteenth century.38 It is true that
the understanding of geometry as a mathematical discipline changed
in the nineteenth century, and that a new distinction arose between
abstract mathematics and its application to nature. Further, it may
be granted that Kant was a good expositor of the role of spatiality
in the geometrical demonstrations of his day. Nonetheless, he did
assert that Euclid’s geometry necessarily describes physical space,
and that is wrong.

Another strategy is to retreat to the claim that Kant could be right
about Euclid’s geometry applying to our own subjective spatial repre-
sentations, including our “visual space.” P. F. Strawson, in particular,
has sought a notion of “phenomenal geometry” to which Kant’s the-
ory might apply. Strawson would abandon Kant’s theory that Euclid’s
geometry necessarily describes physical space, but retain it for phe-
nomenal space. Strawson, however, gives up on the idea that this
“phenomenal geometry” describes the phenomenal space of visual
perception – which in any case may not be a standard Euclidean
space.39 There remains very little for Kant to be right about, as regards
the necessary relation of Euclid’s geometry to any aspect of our expe-
rience. In the end, we are better off acknowledging the insightfulness
of Kant’s philosophical reconstruction of the actual Euclidean proof
procedures, while allowing that Kant’s theory that physical (or visual)
space is necessarily Euclidean should be abandoned.
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3 Kant’s philosophy
of mathematics

In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant proposes to investigate the
sources and boundaries of pure reason by, in particular, uncover-
ing the ground of the possibility of synthetic a priori judgments:
“The real problem of pure reason is now contained in the question:
How are synthetic judgments a priori possible?” (Pure Reason,
B 19). In the course of answering this guiding question, Kant defends
the claim that all properly mathematical judgments are synthetic
a priori, the central thesis of his account of mathematical cognition,
and provides an explanation for the possibility of such mathematical
judgments.

In what follows I aim to explicate Kant’s account of mathemati-
cal cognition, which will require taking up two distinct issues. First,
in sections 2 and 3, I will articulate Kant’s philosophy of mathe-
matics. That is, I will identify the conception of mathematical rea-
soning and practice that provides Kant with evidence for his claim
that all mathematical judgments are synthetic a priori, and I will
examine in detail the philosophical arguments he gives in support
of this claim. Second, in section 4, I will explain the role that
Kant’s philosophy of mathematics – and, in particular, his claim
that mathematical judgments are synthetic a priori – plays in his
critical (transcendental) philosophy. That is, I will identify the way
in which Kant’s philosophy of mathematics informs his arguments
for transcendental idealism, and thus serves his larger philosophical
goals.

It will be helpful to begin in section 1 with some historical back-
ground.

94
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1. background

Despite his commitment to the importance of the synthetic a priori
to both mathematical and metaphysical inquiry, Kant conceives the
mathematical method to be distinct and different from the philo-
sophical. In holding this view (which I will discuss in section 2 and 4)
Kant departs from the received wisdom of his predecessors and con-
temporaries, many of whom were actively engaged in considering
the question of the relation between mathematical and philosophi-
cal demonstration. In particular, Leibniz, Wolff, and Mendelssohn
all contributed to the debate on this question and their views,
taken together, constitute a rationalist philosophy of mathematics
that dominated in the period prior to and contemporary with Kant.
Because Kant conceives his own view to displace that of the “dog-
matic metaphysicians,” theirs must briefly be considered before we
turn to Kant.

Christian Wolff argues that because both mathematics and philos-
ophy seek certitude, their ideal methods are identical: “both philos-
ophy and mathematics derive their methods from true logic.”1 The
method so derived depends upon the accurate determination of the
subject and predicate of demonstrable propositions, which are “rig-
orously demonstrated from previously established definitions and
propositions” in a proper order.2 Certitude is the result of follow-
ing such a method: one is guaranteed that a mathematical proposi-
tion demonstrated in this manner can be known with certainty, in
part because our access to mathematical concepts is via clear and
distinct ideas. Wolff thus articulates a philosophy of mathematics
according to which the rigorous logical analysis of mathematical
concepts and propositions is sufficient to account for mathemati-
cal truth. Moreover, philosophical inquiry is to be modeled on the
prototype of mathematical analysis.

Wolff holds this view with respect to all mathematical inquiry,
including geometry, despite his use of diagrams to support geometric
proof in his own mathematical work. That is, Wolff takes every step
of a mathematical demonstration to rest on conceptual analysis and
syllogistic inference, and thus conceives of diagrammatic evidence
as reducible to logical evidence.3 Wolff here follows Leibniz, who
conceives every mathematical proposition to express an identity,4
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every step in the demonstration of which depends on the Law of Non-
Contradiction. For Leibniz, even the propositions of geometry rest
on the general principles of logic, and not on the singular evidence
provided by geometric diagrams:

You must understand that geometers do not derive their proofs from dia-
grams, although the expository approach makes it seem so. The cogency of
the demonstration is independent of the diagram, whose only role is to make
it easier to understand what is meant and to fix one’s attention. It is universal
propositions, i.e. definitions and axioms and theorems which have already
been demonstrated, that make up the reasoning, and they would sustain it
even if there were no diagram.5

The view evinced here makes clear why Leibniz’s philosophy of
mathematics, as well as that of his follower Wolff, might aptly be
called a formalist and logicist account of mathematical reasoning.

Moses Mendelssohn, a contemporary of Kant’s, follows in the
Leibniz-Wolffian tradition and presents perhaps the clearest state-
ment of the rationalist philosophy of mathematics in his so-called
“prize essay.”6 Despite the fact that his account of mathematical
reasoning is more subtle than Wolff’s, and also that his acceptance of
the substantive use of diagrams, or signs in concreto, in a mathemat-
ical context is a departure from Leibniz, nevertheless Mendelssohn
is committed to the rationalist tenet that mathematical truth and
metaphysical truth are equally certain due to their common method
of reasoning, namely, conceptual analysis. The evidence for mathe-
matical truth is obtained by “unpacking” and thereby making dis-
tinct the content of our mathematical concepts. Once mathematical
concepts are sufficiently “unpacked,” their contents can be com-
pared, causing underlying identities to surface:

The certainty of mathematics is based upon the general axiom that nothing
can be and not be at the same time. In this science each proposition such as,
for example, “A is B,” is proven in one of two ways. Either one unpacks the
concepts of A and shows “A is B,” or one unpacks the concepts of B and infers
from this that not-B must also be not-A. Both types of proof are thus based
upon the principle of contradiction, and since the object of mathematics in
general is magnitude and that of geometry in particular extension, one can
say that in mathematics in general our concepts of magnitude are unpacked
and analyzed, while in geometry in particular our concepts of extension are
unpacked and analyzed.7
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About the “unpacking” process Mendelssohn claims that the math-
ematician examines the “real and essential signs” of given concepts
to reveal the order of our thoughts and the necessary connection
between the subject and predicate of a mathematical proposition.
The technique of conceptual analysis that one employs to accom-
plish this process is

for the understanding nothing more than what the magnifying glass is for
sight. . . . [The analysis of concepts] makes the parts and members of these
concepts, which were previously obscure and unnoticed, distinct and recog-
nizable, but it does not introduce anything into the concepts that was not
already to be found in them.8

He claims further that this process is similar to that famously
described by Plato in the Meno, without the “mystical aspect.” So,
for Mendelssohn, the natural unfolding of concepts in the human
soul is the source of our ability to achieve mathematical certainty.9

I will show that Kant is concerned with the same issues about the
mathematical method and the certainty of mathematical proposi-
tions as are his predecessors. But he is concerned to show, contrary to
the views of his predecessors, that the method that yields mathemat-
ical certainty is unique and cannot be assimilated to the conceptual
analysis that occupies philosophy. In the course of so distinguishing
the mathematical from the philosophical method, Kant articulates
a coherent and compelling philosophy of mathematics that engages
with the mathematical practice of his time and that moreover serves
his own metaphysical and epistemological purposes in a variety of
ways. It is to Kant’s view that I now turn.

2. the syntheticity of mathematics

Kant agrees with his rationalist predecessors that mathematical
propositions are expressed as judgments that relate a subject concept
to a predicate concept. For instance, Proposition I.32 in Euclid’s Ele-
ments says that the three interior angles of any triangle are equal
to two right angles.10 In this case, the concept of being equal to
two right angles is predicated of the subject concept, the interior
angle sum of any triangle. But Kant disagrees that such proposi-
tions can be understood by virtue of conceptual analyses of the
subject and predicate concepts. That is, Kant rejects the idea that
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mathematical judgments are analytic.11 For Kant, mathemati-
cal propositions involve conceptual syntheses: a predicate con-
cept not already contained in the subject concept is shown to
“belong to” the subject concept nonetheless, thus issuing in a
true mathematical judgment. In order to defend this view, Kant
must provide a complete account of such mathematical syntheses
by identifying the cognitive grounds for nonanalytic mathematical
judgments.

Central to this account is Kant’s claim that the mathematical
method is distinguished from the philosophical by virtue of its depen-
dence on the construction – and not the analysis – of concepts:
“Philosophical cognition is rational cognition from concepts, math-
ematical cognition that from the construction of concepts” (A 713/
B 741). To understand this claim, and Kant’s thesis that mathemati-
cal concepts and propositions are constructible, we must first under-
stand Kant’s taxonomy for pure concepts:

Now an a priori concept (a non-empirical concept) either already contains
a pure intuition in itself, in which case it can be constructed; or else it
contains nothing but the synthesis of possible intuitions, which are not
given a priori, in which case one can well judge synthetically and a priori
by its means but only discursively, in accordance with concepts, and never
intuitively through the construction of the concept. (A 719–20/B 747–8)

Here Kant conceives an exhaustive division between those pure con-
cepts that contain pure intuitions in themselves and are thereby con-
structible, and those that are not. What this comes to becomes clear
given what he says next, namely, that the pure sensible concepts that
provide the form of appearances are constructible: “space and time,
and a concept of these, as quanta, can be exhibited a priori in pure
intuition, i.e., constructed, together with either its quality (its shape)
or else merely its quantity (the mere synthesis of the homogeneous
manifold) through number” (A 720/B 748). Because mathematical
concepts are derived from the combination of the categories of quan-
tity with space and time, “the modis of sensibility” (A 82/B 108),
mathematical concepts are precisely those concepts that Kant con-
ceives to be constructible. The constructibility of mathematical con-
cepts, and the nonconstructibility of the categories, thus provides the
basis for Kant’s distinction between mathematical and philosophical
cognition.
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Now we must consider more precisely what it means to con-
struct a mathematical concept. Early in the Preface to the second
edition of the Critique, Kant characterizes mathematics as having
found the “royal path” to the secure course of a science as the
result of an ancient geometer’s realization: the key to mathematical
demonstration is the mathematician’s ability to produce figures via
construction according to a priori concepts (B xii). Later, in the Dis-
cipline of Pure Reason, he says that “to construct a concept means to
exhibit a priori the intuition corresponding to it” (A 713/B 741) and,
further, that only mathematics has the means to so construct, and
thereby define, its concepts (A 729/B 757). Taking these comments
together suggests that Kant conceives mathematics to have a unique
ability to define its concepts by constructing them, which amounts
to exhibiting their content in the form of a singular representation,
or intuition. In producing a figure in intuition, the mathematician
defines a mathematical concept by constructing an individual figure
to correspond to that concept.

For example, to attempt to define the concept triangle one con-
siders the possibility of constructing a three-sided rectilinear figure.
Kant thinks of this concept as “arbitrary” in the following sense: in
considering such a concept, one knows precisely what its content
is since one “deliberately made it up,” and, moreover, the concept
was not “given through the nature of the understanding or through
experience” (A 729/B 757). Mathematical concepts thus contain an
“arbitrary synthesis”: in the case of a triangle, one considers the
concept figure (that which is contained by any boundary or bound-
aries) together with the concepts straight line and three, and then
proceeds to effect the synthesis of these concepts by exhibiting an
object12 corresponding to this new concept, namely, by constructing
a triangular figure, either in imagination or by rendering a drawn
diagram. In either case, the triangle so constructed and exhibited is
presented intuitively, that is, as a singular and immediate mental
representation. Mathematical concepts are thus given through syn-
thetic definitions, which prescribe a rule or pattern for constructing
a corresponding intuition.13 Geometric concepts in particular pro-
vide us with the rule or pattern for constructing sensible intuitions
of the spatial magnitudes of objects of outer sense.

Even in the case of nongeometric concepts, such as the numeric
concept five, one must still “make an abstract concept sensible,”
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that is, “display the object that corresponds to it in intuition, since
without this the concept would remain (as one says) without sense,
i.e., without significance” (A 240/B 299). Numeric concepts provide
us with the rule or pattern for constructing sensible intuitions of the
magnitudes of objects in general, that is, of the quantitative measures
of objects of both inner and outer sense. These “seek their standing
and sense” in “the fingers, in the beads of an abacus, or in strokes
and points that are placed before the eyes” (A 240/B 299). Thus, the
concept five can be constructed by representing five discrete units in
the following way: |||||.

Both geometric and arithmetic concepts are exhibited via “osten-
sive” constructions, which show or display the content of the con-
cepts to which they correspond. The geometer’s triangular figure and
the arithmetician’s five strokes serve to make manifest the sensible
content of the concepts triangle and five, respectively, and to con-
nect abstract mathematical concepts to the sensible intuitions of
space and time. The arithmetician’s strokes differ from the geome-
ter’s figure in that the former use spatial distinctness not to rep-
resent qualitative spatial magnitudes, such as shapes, but only to
represent discrete quantitative units. Thus the stroke, despite being
ostensive, is nevertheless a more abstract mathematical tool than
might appear from its sensible rendering.14 Arithmetic construction
represents features of our temporal intuition by displaying num-
ber as the result of a (temporal) counting process, but this process
includes the use of spatial intuition: the construction of a numeric
magnitude as a temporal sequence requires the use of spatial intu-
ition to exhibit discrete and countable objects. Likewise, geometric
construction represents features of our spatial intuition by displaying
shapes as the result of a (spatial) drawing or mapping process, but this
process includes the use of temporal intuition: the construction of a
geometric magnitude as a spatial figure requires the use of temporal
intuition to exhibit continuous and extended objects.15

Kant contrasts such ostensive constructions with the “symbolic”
constructions of algebra:

Mathematics does not merely construct magnitudes (quanta) as in geome-
try, but also mere magnitude (quantitatem), as in algebra, where it entirely
abstracts from the constitution of the object that is to be thought in accor-
dance with such a concept of magnitude. . . . [Algebra] thereby achieves by
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a symbolic construction equally well what geometry does by an ostensive
or geometrical construction (of the objects themselves), which discursive
cognition could never achieve by means of mere concepts. (A 717/B 745)

Kant does not mean to draw a strict distinction here between
two kinds of mathematical construction. For Kant, the algebraist’s
“symbolic” construction is that which symbolizes an ostensive con-
struction, as described above. So, an algebraic symbol, such as the
variable “x,” can be used to represent a concretely constructible
entity, such as a line segment. In such a case, the variable sym-
bolically constructs the concrete object by symbolizing the osten-
sive construction of that object. Thus, Kant does not use “symbolic
construction” to designate a category of mathematical constructions
that are constructed out of symbols, and thereby distinct from osten-
sive constructions. He rather uses “symbolic construction” to des-
ignate that which symbolizes ostensive constructions. If we fail to
regard symbolic construction as a species of ostensive construction,
it is difficult to see how a symbolic construction of, say, an algebraic
variable could be the exhibition of an intuition in Kant’s sense, for
the display of an algebraic variable does not in itself reveal anything
about the spatio-temporal forms of objects.16 Thus, the procedure
and result of all mathematical construction is, for Kant, fundamen-
tally ostensive: to construct a mathematical concept one necessarily
exhibits an intuition that displays its features manifestly.17

According to Kant’s account, then, one defines a mathematical
concept by constructing it, that is, by exhibiting its content osten-
sively in intuition. One might suspect that such an ability to con-
struct definitions for our mathematical concepts would render our
mathematical propositions analytic: because the precise and deter-
minate content of our mathematical concepts is available to us via
construction, one might suppose that we can determine the truth of
a mathematical proposition by analyzing the relation between per-
fectly well-defined subject and predicate concepts. Of course, Kant
rejects this inference: Kant’s theory of the constructibility of math-
ematical concepts is the basis for his claim to the contrary that
mathematical propositions are synthetic, and is thus the ground
for his rejection of his predecessors’ views. I will now consider his
arguments for the syntheticity thesis, and see how, in particular,
these arguments depend on the constructibility thesis.
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In the second-edition Introduction, Kant claims that “Mathemati-
cal judgments are all synthetic” (B 14).18 He begins his defense of this
claim by dismissing unnamed opponents, the “analysts of human
reason,” who argued that because the certainty of any particular
mathematical inference is assured only if it proceeds in accordance
with the principle of contradiction, the principles and propositions
of mathematics could be “cognized from the principle of contradic-
tion,” and thus are analytic. Kant concedes the analysts’ claim that
mathematical propositions are deduced in accordance with the law of
contradiction but denies that this shows that mathematical proposi-
tions are analytic. He proceeds to an argument in favor of his contrary
view, namely, that mathematical propositions are synthetic.19

Kant argues for the general claim that mathematical propositions
are synthetic in two cases, the arithmetic case and the geometric
case.20 This strategy reflects his understanding of the elementary
mathematics of his day, which took mathematics to be the science of
discrete and continuous magnitudes (number and extension, respec-
tively). Arithmetic and geometry, the most basic mathematical sci-
ences, are thus those to which Kant here directs his philosophical
attention. Beginning with the arithmetic case, Kant asks us to con-
sider the proposition “7 + 5 = 12” and argues first that the proposi-
tion is not analytic. He claims that in thinking the subject concept,
the sum of 7 and 5, one thinks “nothing more than the unification
of both numbers in a single one,” but does not think what this single
number is (B 15). That is, the concept of a sum of two numbers con-
tains only the concepts of each of the two numbers, together with
the concept of summing them, but does not contain the number
that is their sum: “no matter how long I analyze my concept of such
a possible sum I will still not find twelve in it” (B 15). Here Kant
argues against the analyticity of all arithmetic propositions by argu-
ing against the analyticity of a representative numerical formula.
The basis for his argument is a challenge to the opponent: if one
could provide an analysis of the concept of the sum of 7 and 5 that
yields the concept of equal to 12, then one would have to grant that
the proposition is analytic. But, no such analysis is possible.21 There-
fore, by definition of analyticity, the proposition is not analytic.

On its own this argument is clearly insufficient to defend Kant’s
claim that mathematical propositions are synthetic since he has not
examined any candidate analyses of the relevant concepts but has
merely declared such analyses to be impossible. He thus needs a
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positive argument in favor of syntheticity to support his denial of
analyticity. The positive argument for the syntheticity of arithmeti-
cal propositions begins with a claim that depends on Kant’s con-
structibility thesis, discussed earlier: to grasp the relation between
the subject and predicate concepts of an arithmetic proposition, one
must “go beyond” the subject concept to the intuition that corre-
sponds to it and identify properties that are not analytically con-
tained in the concept, yet still belong to it (B 15; A 718/B 746). Kant
holds therefore that construction of the concept of the sum of 7 and 5
is necessary if we are seeking grounds for judging whether the propo-
sition “7 + 5 = 12” is true or false. By constructing the concept of
the sum, we are able to judge that the concept of the sum of 7 and
5 has the property of being equal to 12, even though that property is
not analytically contained in the concept of the sum of 7 and 5:

For I take first the number 7, and, as I take the fingers of my hand as an
intuition for assistance with the concept of 5, to that image of mine I now
add the units that I have previously taken together in order to constitute the
number 5 one after another to the number 7, and thus see the number 12
arise. (B 16)

Whether one uses fingers, strokes, points, or the beads of an abacus
to represent the content of the number concepts 7 and 5, one must
put the intuition of 7 together with the intuition of 5 to represent
their sum to determine that, taken together, they come to 12:

||||||| + ||||| = ||||||||||||
Importantly, Kant takes the content of the concept 12 to “arise” from
this intuitive computation: the construction and summing of the
concepts comprising the subject concept is a process that generates
the properties of that very concept, expressed in the predicate con-
cept. Kant concludes from this that “The arithmetical proposition is
therefore always synthetic” (B 16) since it is a judgment whose pred-
icate concept is not “covertly contained” in its subject concept but
rather “lies entirely outside” the subject concept while still standing
“in connection with it” (A 6/B 10). In proceeding “outside” of the
subject concept to discover the properties that are connected with it,
we are constrained by the general conditions of sensible intuition:
it is due to features of our sensible faculty and its original a priori
representations of space and time that the sum should be determined
in exactly the way that it is.22
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Before proceeding to the geometric case, Kant adds one final con-
sideration to support his argument for the syntheticity of arithmeti-
cal propositions. He claims that one is made more “distinctly aware”
of the syntheticity of arithmetical propositions upon considering
large number calculations, “for it is then clear that, twist and turn
our concepts as we will, without getting help from our intuition we
could never find the sum by means of the mere analysis of our con-
cepts” (B 16). Kant cannot mean to suggest that we actually mark off
strokes or points in intuition in order to calculate the sum of, say,
7,007 and 5,005 and determine the truth of the proposition “7,007 +
5,005 = 12,012.” His idea is rather that such strokes or points are,
ultimately, the justification for the truth of the large number propo-
sition because our methods for performing large number calculations
depend on our methods for performing small number calculations;
that is, they depend on the use of intuition to display or exhibit the
content of our small number concepts. Kant’s point is that, even if we
have a shortcut (perhaps symbolic) method for performing large num-
ber arithmetic calculations, the relations among large number con-
cepts must be justified on intuitive, and thus synthetic, grounds.23

Kant’s next move is to argue for syntheticity in the geometric case.
In the second-edition Introduction, as noted, he considers geometric
principles, or axioms, as examples of synthetic propositions. Else-
where, he argues in favor of the syntheticity of geometric theorems.
Taken together with his arguments in favor of the syntheticity of
arithmetic just discussed, these arguments complete his defense of
the syntheticity of mathematics.

Beginning with the geometric principles, Kant considers as an
example the proposition that the straight line is the shortest line
between two points (B 16).24 He says that because the “concept of
the straight contains nothing of quantity, but only a quality,” so
“the concept of the shortest is therefore entirely additional to it,
and cannot be extracted out of the concept of the straight line by
any analysis” (B 16). In other words, the concept of the straight line
between two points A and B does not analytically contain the con-
cept of the shortest line between A and B, since it speaks only of
the shape of the line between them and not the measure of the line
between them; it follows that the straight line between A and B
cannot be judged to be the shortest line between A and B merely
by conceptual analysis. In order to judge the identity between the
straight line and the shortest line between two points, one must
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synthesize the concept of the straight line with the concept of the
shortest line by seeking “help” from intuition (B 16). Kant takes this
particular judgment to be axiomatic because the synthesis between
the concepts is immediately evident: upon constructing a straight
line between two points, and thereby exhibiting the content of the
subject concept of the proposition, one judges immediately, without
any mediating inferences, that the straight line so constructed like-
wise exhibits the content of the predicate concept. Again, features
of our sensible faculty determine this identity: on Kant’s view, were
we to connect A to B by constructing a line longer than the straight
line between A and B, our line so constructed would either be curved
or bent. Kant reiterates this point in the Axioms of Intuition where
he writes that geometry and its axioms are “grounded” on the “suc-
cessive synthesis of the productive imagination, in the generation of
shapes” and “express the conditions of sensible intuition” (A 163/
B 204).25 The synthetic activity of shape construction is our means
for displaying the features of our original spatial intuition. It thus
makes evident the spatial forms that we are warranted and con-
strained to represent.26

Finally, Kant provides an argument in favor of the syntheticity
of geometric theorems, an argument that makes especially clear the
role that constructibility plays in his account of syntheticity and
the understanding of mathematical proof. This argument occurs in
the Discipline of Pure Reason, where Kant considers Euclid’s propo-
sition I.3227 in the context of his comparison of the mathematical
to the philosophical method.28 Here Kant contrasts the fortunes of
the philosopher and the mathematician when faced with the task
of determining the relation between the sum of the interior angles
of a triangle and a right angle. This contrast is meant to emphasize
that the analytic tools of the philosopher are inadequate to the task,
whereas the synthetic and constructive tools of the mathematician
are adequate. To make this point, Kant notes first the weakness of the
philosopher’s position, who faces the task armed only with the tech-
nique of conceptual analysis and the concept of a figure that is both
tri-lateral and tri-angular: “[The philosopher] can analyze and make
distinct the concept of a straight line, or of an angle, or of the num-
ber three, but he will not come upon any other properties that do not
already lie in these concepts” (A 716/B 744). As before, Kant declares
the impossibility of using conceptual analysis to extract from a math-
ematical concept any properties that are not given discursively in its
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definition, and as before, he must supplement this declaration with
an argument in favor of the role of intuitive synthesis in the identi-
fication of such properties.

The geometer, by contrast to the philosopher, “begins at once to
construct a triangle” (A 716/B 745). To construct the concept trian-
gle, the geometer displays an intuitively accessible three-sided rec-
tilinear figure: �. The proof can then be effected in several simple
steps, as Kant describes:

Since [the geometer] knows that two right angles together are exactly equal
to all of the adjacent angles that can be drawn at one point on a straight
line, he extends one side of his triangle, and obtains two adjacent angles
that together are equal to two right ones. Now he divides the external one
of these angles by drawing a line parallel to the opposite side of the triangle,
and sees that here there arises an external adjacent angle which is equal to an
internal one, etc. In such a way, through a chain of inferences that is always
guided by intuition, he arrives at a fully illuminating and at the same time
general solution of the question. (A 716/B 744, emphasis added)

We will take up the question of what makes this solution general in
section 3. Here I must emphasize Kant’s insight that the construc-
tion of the triangle, and the auxiliary constructions of the lines and
angles adjacent to the triangle, provide information to the geome-
ter that was not contained within the concepts that compose the
proposition to be proved, namely, that the three interior angles of a
triangle are equal to two right angles. That this proposition cannot
be deduced by analysis of the concepts of angle, triangle, etc., but
can be deduced by construction of those same concepts, Kant gleans
from the geometer’s own practice. In particular, Kant observes that
from the geometer’s construction of two lines auxiliary to the orig-
inal triangle there “arise,” first, one new angle, exterior and adja-
cent to the triangle, and second, the two angles that are its parts.
The geometer thus “obtains” these new angles as intuitive repre-
sentations that are connected to but not contained in the concept of
the original triangle. Moreover, the geometer’s technique of display-
ing the intuition of the triangle and its adjacent angles makes avail-
able diagrammatic information that is indispensable for the ensuing
demonstration. In particular, the diagram so constructed witnesses
the part-whole relations among the triangle and its adjacent angles,
and so testifies to the relevant spatial containments, namely, that
the exterior adjacent angle is equivalent to the two opposite interior
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angles of the triangle and thus, together with the adjacent interior
angle, sums to two right angles.

The key point here is Kant’s recognition that the geometer’s proof
cannot succeed without information about the relations among the
spatial regions delimited by the triangle and its external angles, infor-
mation that is unavailable to the philosopher examining the bare
concept of a triangle. Kant understood that the constructed figure
in Euclid’s proof is not a heuristic aid to understanding, but rather
an essential and ineliminable component of the reasoning that leads
the geometer from the interior angles of a triangle, “through a chain
of inferences that is always guided by intuition,” to the sum of two
right angles. The syntheticity of the resulting theorem is due to the
fact that the relation between its subject and predicate concepts (the
three interior angles of a triangle and two right angles, respectively) is
discovered via a deduction that depends on the construction of each
concept and the additional intuitive information that each concept
thereby reveals.29

The syntheticity of geometry and arithmetic is ultimately due
to the fact that their propositions codify and describe the content of
our original a priori representations of space and time, which are pre-
sented in intuition and not through mere concepts. The construction
of mathematical concepts in intuition thus serves more generally to
reveal or exhibit the sensible conditions that warrant and constrain
mathematical judgment. Because Kant takes mathematics to be built
upon the basic propositions of arithmetic and geometry, he takes his
arguments for the syntheticity of the propositions of arithmetic and
geometry to constitute an argument for the syntheticity of all mathe-
matical propositions. Having rehearsed those arguments, I must now
consider the second part of the central thesis of Kant’s philosophy of
mathematics, namely, that all mathematical cognition is a priori.

3. the apriority of mathematics

Just prior to presenting his arguments for the syntheticity of math-
ematics in the second-edition Introduction, Kant offers a brief argu-
ment in support of what appears to be a background assumption,
namely, that math is a priori:

Properly mathematical judgments are always a priori judgments and are
never empirical, because they carry necessity with them, which cannot be
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derived from experience. But if one does not want to concede this, well then,
I will restrict my proposition to pure mathematics, the concept of which
already implies that it does not contain empirical but merely pure a priori
cognition. (B 14–15)

Here Kant claims that the apparent necessity of mathematical propo-
sitions is sufficient evidence of their apriority; this follows from
his equation, offered earlier, that “Necessity and strict universal-
ity are therefore secure indications of an a priori cognition, and also
belong together inseparably” (B 4). But his subsequent arguments for
the syntheticity of mathematical propositions make it difficult to
accept such a terse defense of apriority since Kant’s conception of
the construction of mathematical concepts, on which the synthetic-
ity arguments rest, suggests that mathematical reasoning depends
on singular and concrete representations. This leads to the worry
that mathematical constructions cannot possibly support reason-
ing that is fully general or universal, and further, that mathemat-
ical judgments justified with such reasoning are neither necessary
nor a priori. For Kant to provide a coherent philosophy of mathe-
matics and defend his central thesis that mathematical cognition is
synthetic and a priori, he owes us an account of how the mathe-
matician’s constructive practices can provide evidence for and sup-
port arguments that lead to fully general and universal mathematical
propositions.

Kant’s main argument in support of the claim that mathematical
propositions are fully general and universal is that the concept con-
structions on which they rest, despite producing singular and con-
crete intuitions, are themselves fully general and universal processes
resulting in fully general and universal representations. It will follow
that mathematical propositions relating such constructible concepts
are fully general and universal. The question is: What makes concept
construction a fully general and universal process resulting in fully
general and universal representations?

An important passage that is relevant to Kant’s answer to this
question is worth quoting in full:

For the construction of a concept, therefore, a non-empirical intuition is
required, which consequently, as intuition, is an individual object, but that
must nevertheless, as the construction of a concept (of a general repre-
sentation), express in the representation universal validity for all possible
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intuitions that belong under the same concept. Thus I construct a triangle
by exhibiting an object corresponding to this concept, either through mere
imagination, in pure intuition, or on paper, in empirical intuition, but in
both cases completely a priori, without having had to borrow the pattern for
it from any experience. The individual drawn figure is empirical, and nev-
ertheless serves to express the concept without damage to its universality,
for in the case of this empirical intuition we have taken account only of
the action of constructing the concept, to which many determinations, e.g.,
those of the magnitude of the sides and the angles, are entirely indifferent,
and thus we have abstracted from these differences, which do not alter the
concept of the triangle. (A 713–4/B 741–2)

Here Kant addresses how a single intuition can represent all possible
intuitions that fall under the same concept – for example, how a par-
ticular triangular figure can serve to represent all triangles and so be
thought to construct the general concept of triangle. Kant’s first point
is that whether the triangle is constructed in empirical intuition, by
sketching it on paper or with a stick in the sand, or in pure intuition
using only the imagination, the triangle so constructed is exhibited
a priori. This is because its pattern is not borrowed from experi-
ence. That is, the shapes we construct in a mathematical context are
not abstracted from our sensible impressions of shaped objects, such
as plates or tables. Rather, on Kant’s view, our empirical intuitions
of shaped objects borrow their patterns from our pure intuitions of
shapes in space.30 So, an empirical intuition of a triangle can function
in a mathematical context because it itself relies on a prior ability
to construct shapes a priori with the productive imagination, and
thus on a pure intuition of space. Constructed figures thus need not
(but can) be rendered empirically to serve their indispensable role
in mathematical reasoning: if such figures are rendered empirically,
the apriority of the reasoning they support is not surrendered.

There remains the question how an intuition, pure or empirical,
can represent the general content of a concept. This is addressed in
the second point Kant makes in the passage above, where he distin-
guishes the act of construction from the constructed object: in con-
structing the intuition that corresponds to a mathematical concept,
we attend not to the particular features of the resultant figure, but
to the act that produced it. So, in constructing the concept triangle
one might produce a scalene or an equilateral figure; either way, one
has produced a representation of all possible triangles by producing a
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single paradigm triangle. That one figure has unequal and another
equal sides is irrelevant: one abstracts from the particular magni-
tudes of the sides and angles in order to recognize the relevant fea-
ture of the figure, namely, three-sidedness. And this recognition is
effected by taking account of the act of constructing a three-sided
rectilinear figure “to which many determinations . . . are entirely
indifferent.”

As Kant sees it, then, the act of construction is the ultimate source
of the full generality and universality of intuitive mathematical rep-
resentations. In the next passage, he points us to the Schematism for
an explanation of the universality of the act of construction:

Mathematical cognition considers the universal in the particular, indeed
even in the individual, yet nonetheless a priori and by means of reason, so
that just as this individual is determined under certain general conditions of
construction, the object of the concept, to which this individual corresponds
only as its schema, must likewise be thought as universally determined.

(A 714/B 742)

And later:

By means of [geometrical construction] I put together in a pure intuition,
just as in an empirical one, the manifold that belongs to the schema of a
triangle in general and thus to its concept, through which general synthetic
propositions must be constructed. (A 718/B 746)

In these passages, Kant suggests that in constructing the concept tri-
angle we produce an individual triangle that, because it is determined
under certain general conditions, provides the pattern for triangles
in general, and thus provides the pattern for all triangular objects of
sensation. The “general conditions of construction” that determine
the features of our pure intuition of a triangle include the general
features of our pure intuition (the “infinite given magnitudes” of
space and time described in the Metaphysical Exposition) together
with the general features of our pure sensible concepts, in this case
triangularity, as given by the definition of triangle.31 That mathemat-
ical concepts can be synthetically defined and constructed makes it
possible for us to have direct cognitive access to such general math-
ematical patterns; to construct a triangle by acting in accordance
with general conditions of construction while ignoring the particular
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determinations of the constructed figure is to cognize the general
pattern for any three-sided rectilinear figure.

Kant fills out this picture in the Schematism, where he argues that
schemata are the mediating representations that are needed to link
pure concepts to appearances.32 In the case of the concept triangle,
the schema – a product of pure imagination – is the determinate pro-
cedure for constructing a three-sided rectilinear figure, a procedure
which must itself be consistent with universal spatiotemporal con-
ditions of construction. Because Kant construes mathematical con-
cepts like triangle to contain such determinate construction proce-
dures, mathematical concepts like triangle provide us with rules for
representing the objects that instantiate them. Thus, there is no het-
erogeneity between mathematical concepts and the intuitions that
directly correspond to them via construction: the pure mathemat-
ical concept triangle is homogeneous with all pure and empirical
intuitions of triangles, and so with all triangular objects of experi-
ence, since the concept triangle provides us with the rule for rep-
resenting any three-sided rectilinear object.33 In the case of mathe-
matical concepts, then, schemata are strictly redundant: no “third
thing” is needed to mediate between a mathematical concept and
the objects that instantiate it since mathematical concepts come
equipped with determinate conditions on and procedures for their
construction.34

Mathematical schemata thus have the generality of a concept
(since they represent the general content of a mathematical concept)
but the particularity of an intuition (since they issue in a concrete
display of that content). Kant denies, however, that such schemata
are images:

In fact it is not images of objects but schemata that ground our pure sensible
concepts. No image of a triangle would ever be adequate to the concept of
it. For it would not attain the generality of the concept, which makes this
valid for all triangles, right or acute, etc., but would always be limited to
one part of this sphere. The schema of the triangle can never exist anywhere
except in thought, and signifies a rule of the synthesis of the imagination
with regard to pure shapes in space. (B 180)

Ultimately, then, the generality and universal applicability of a con-
cept like triangle is due not to the individual triangle that is pro-
duced in constructing that concept, but to the awareness that the
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production of such a concrete representation of the general concept
triangle depends on a general “rule of synthesis” for the produc-
tion of any such figure, that is, its schema. This rule of synthesis
has its source in our own cognitive faculties and explains why Kant
holds that in performing acts of mathematical construction, we must
take account of the act itself, noting what we contribute to the con-
structed figure:

[The geometer] found that what he had to do was . . . to produce the
[properties of the figure] from what he himself thought into the object and
presented (through construction) according to a priori concepts, and that
in order to know something securely a priori he had to ascribe to the thing
nothing except what followed necessarily from what he himself had put into
it in accordance with its concept. (B xii)

To “take account only of the action of constructing” a shape, and
thereby to ascribe features to the shape not only as it is given in
its general a priori concept but also as it is determined by more
general features of the spatial mode of construction, is to display the
general content of a mathematical concept in a particular concrete
entity. The general cognitive conditions that govern mathematical
thought and ground mathematical reasoning are thus accessible via
the performance of mental acts that produce singular and concrete
representations.

The generality of mathematical construction becomes a bit more
clear, perhaps, in the arithmetical case. A number concept can be
constructed ostensively with strokes or points, but what allows any
number concept so constructed to represent that number univer-
sally, in abstraction from some particular set of numbered things, is
the mental act we perform in exhibiting the strokes or points. The
schema of any number concept includes the representation of a gen-
eral counting procedure: “if I only think a number in general, which
could be five or a hundred, this thinking is more the representation
of a method for representing a multitude (e.g., a thousand) in accor-
dance with a certain concept than the image itself” (A 140/B 179).
Moreover, such a procedure requires the generation of “time itself”
(A 142/B 182) and so provides insight into the general temporal con-
ditions that govern numeric operations.

As Kant sees it, the generality of mathematical representations
is due to the fact that both mathematical concepts and the pure
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intuitions that correspond to those concepts depend on universal and
necessary features of our pure cognitive faculties of sensibility, imag-
ination, and understanding.35 A mental act of mathematical con-
struction must accord with a rule of synthesis prescribed by a pure
concept of understanding, though under the constraints imposed by
the pure intuitions of sensibility. For example, the act of constructing
a triangle accords with the geometric concept of a triangle given in
its definition by synthesizing (or “putting together the manifold” of)
three straight lines in the space of pure intuition, of which the result-
ing triangle is merely a limitation. Thus, the act of constructing a
singular and concrete triangle serves to exhibit the general features
of any three-sided rectilinear figure, the spatial relations among the
parts of any such figure, and the general features of the space in which
it is constructed. These features and relations include, for example,
that any three-sided rectilinear figure has also three interior angles,
that the three sides of a triangle bound a region of space, that there
is an inside and an outside of the region so bounded, and so on. Like-
wise, the act of constructing the concept five by representing “the
successive addition of one (homogeneous) unit to another” (A 142/
B 182) accords with both the general concept of magnitude and the
pure intuition of time, as well as with the arithmetic concept five:
the act of constructing the number five exhibits not only the features
of five-unit quanta but also the general features of magnitude and the
temporal conditions under which such magnitudes can be counted
or measured.

On Kant’s view, then, the act of construction in accordance
with a rule transmits generality and universality to mathemati-
cal representations. It follows that the mathematical judgments
that relate such general and universal mathematical representa-
tions themselves hold generally and apply universally. For the same
reasons, mathematical judgments are known with apodictic cer-
tainty and so are a priori: because Kant takes the pure spatiotem-
poral intuition on which mathematical propositions are grounded
to be both a “subjective condition regarding form” and a “univer-
sal a priori condition” of experience, mathematical propositions
are necessarily true. Thus, on Kant’s view, we can be apodictically
certain that the synthetic propositions of pure mathematics are gen-
erally true of and apply universally to all spatiotemporal objects of
experience.36
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4. mathematics in service
of the critical philosophy

As we have seen, Kant denies that mathematics and philosophy share
a method; this is the thrust of his rejection of the views of his prede-
cessors, who argued that both mathematics and philosophy proceed
by the analysis of concepts. Kant has argued, on the contrary, that
mathematics proceeds by the construction of concepts, which is a
synthetic and not an analytic exercise. Despite this methodological
difference, mathematics and its distinctive style of reasoning never-
theless play the role of a paradigm for Kant’s philosophical investi-
gations and are pivotal elements of his arguments for transcendental
idealism. In this final section, I will discuss, albeit briefly, the role
that the synthetic apriority of mathematics plays in Kant’s critical
philosophy.37

In the Transcendental Aesthetic Kant argues, first, that space and
time are a priori intuitions. By this he means that we possess origi-
nal nonconceptual representations of space and time that have their
source in pure sensibility, that mental faculty that enables our cog-
nitive receptivity of objects. He argues further that these representa-
tions provide the pure form for all sensible intuition, that is, that they
provide us with a structure for cognizing empirical objects. The syn-
thetic a priori propositions of mathematics, he claims, are “derived
from” these a priori intuitions of space and time and so are grounded
by our pure sensible faculty.38 That geometry is the science of space
thus means for Kant that geometry, and mathematics more gener-
ally, at the very least codifies and describes the original intuitive
representations afforded by pure sensibility.

This conception of the relation between pure sensibility and the
science of mathematics, which science (as we have seen) Kant takes
to comprise a set of synthetic a priori propositions, provides Kant
with an argument for transcendental idealism, according to which
the pure intuitions of space and time and the pure concepts of the
understanding apply to all – but only – appearances, and not to things
as they are in themselves.39 In the particular case of space, transcen-
dental idealism amounts to the claim that space is itself nothing
over and above the original sensible representation described and
codified by geometry, that is, that space is not a property inhering
in objects independent of our cognitive contact therewith. So, Kant
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takes the transcendental ideality of space to follow from the previ-
ously defended premises that space is a pure intuition and that math-
ematical cognition is synthetic a priori. His argument is a reductio
of the supposition that space is not transcendentally ideal: suppose
that “space and time are in themselves objective and conditions of
the possibility of things in themselves”; then one cannot account for
the “large number of a priori apodictic and synthetic propositions
about [space]” (A 46/B 64). That is, the doctrine of transcendental
realism contradicts the synthetic apriority of mathematics, which
itself rests on the a priori intuitivity of space and time. Therefore,
transcendental realism must be rejected in favor of transcendental
idealism.40

Kant fills out the argument by sketching a possible account of
the synthetic apriority of the propositions of mathematics on the
assumption that space and time are transcendentally real. He first
shows with an argument from elimination that realist and idealist
alike must concede that mathematical cognition is attained via pure
intuition. Mathematical cognition, like any cognition, is attained
via either concepts or intuitions, both of which are either pure or
empirical. But mathematics cannot be based on empirical concepts
or empirical intuitions, for such representations “cannot yield any
synthetic proposition except one that is also merely empirical” and
so “can never contain necessity and absolute universality of the sort
that is nevertheless characteristic of all propositions of geometry”
(A 47/B 64). There remains the possibility that mathematics be based
on pure concepts or intuitions. Pure concepts are ruled out on the
grounds that “from mere concepts no synthetic cognition but only
merely analytic cognition can be attained” (A 47/B 65). The mathe-
matician must therefore “take refuge in intuition . . . give your object
a priori in intuition, and ground your synthetic proposition on this”
(A 47–8/B 65).41

Kant next introduces the consequences of pairing transcendental
realism about space with this account of mathematics: given the
reductio assumption that space is transcendentally real, it follows
that the object represented in pure intuition for the purposes of geo-
metric reasoning, such as a triangle, is “something in itself with-
out relation to your subject,” and moreover that the latter is “given
prior to” the former, and not “through it” (A 48/B 65). If this is the
case – if the triangle in itself is cognized independent of the triangle
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constructed in pure intuition for the purposes of mathematical
reasoning – then what mathematics shows with necessity to lie
in the subjective conditions for constructing a triangle cannot be
shown with necessity to apply to the triangle in itself. That is, the
mathematical method of construction required for mathematical
proof cannot be brought to bear on the triangle in itself. Thus, on
the assumption that space is transcendentally real, one can “make
out absolutely nothing synthetic and a priori about outer objects”
(A 48/B 66) since outer objects are taken to be objects in themselves.

But this result directly contradicts the premises of the argument,
which take mathematics (geometry) to be the synthetic a priori sci-
ence of space, and space to be an original representation of “outer
sense.” In short, transcendental realism entails that the science of
space cannot yield synthetic a priori propositions about outer objects,
but mathematics apparently provides us with just such propositions.
So it is inconsistent to suppose both that mathematics is synthetic
a priori cognition of space and that space is transcendentally real.
Thus, the reductio assumption that space is transcendentally real is
rejected in favor of the view that space is transcendentally ideal:

It is therefore indubitably certain and not merely possible or even probable
that space and time, as the necessary conditions of all (outer and inner)
experience, are merely subjective conditions of all our intuition, in relation
to which therefore all objects are mere appearances and not things given for
themselves in this way; about these appearances, further, much may be said
a priori that concerns their form but nothing whatsoever about the things
in themselves that may ground them. (A 48–9/B 66)

Here Kant concludes that space and time are merely the forms of
intuition, that is, that space and time are nothing over and above the
way we represent them in pure intuition, and so are not properties
of things as they are in themselves, as the transcendental realist had
supposed.42 He has thus used the synthetic apriority of mathematics
to defend the broad doctrine of the transcendental ideality of space
and time.43

Kant’s account of mathematics and its relation to the pure intu-
itions of space and time plays an equally important role in a variety of
arguments that occur after the Transcendental Aesthetic. In the first
section of the Deduction, Kant states that all pure concepts require
a transcendental deduction, that is, an explanation of the way in
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which such concepts relate to objects a priori (A 85/B 117). In the
case of the pure cognitions of space and time, however, it is enough
to have shown in the Transcendental Aesthetic that these are pure
intuitions that “contain a priori the conditions of the possibility of
objects as appearances,” which exercise has already served to explain
and determine their a priori objective validity (A 89/B 121). Because
space and time are forms of sensibility, they “determine their own
boundaries” and “apply to objects only so far as they are considered
as appearances, but do not present things in themselves. Those alone
are the field of their validity, beyond which no further objective use
of them takes place” (A 39/B 56). Space, time, and the mathematical
cognition that is grounded thereon, are thus guaranteed to apply to
all and only objects of experience, or appearances, for these are first
given through the pure forms of sensibility. In other words, the math-
ematical propositions that derive from the pure forms of sensibility
are necessarily applicable to all and only those objects that appear to
us by means of space and time.

Space, time, and the mathematical concepts thereof thus provide a
point of contrast as well as a sort of paradigm for the deduction of the
pure concepts of understanding, or categories. Because mathemati-
cal concepts “speak of objects” through “predicates of intuition,”
sensibility itself is the source of their relation to objects in general;
by contrast, the categories “speak of objects not through predicates
of intuition and sensibility but through those of pure a priori think-
ing” and so must “relate to objects generally without any conditions
of sensibility” (A 88/B 120). Accordingly, the categories cannot use
pure sensibility to “ground their synthesis prior to any experience”
(A 88/B 120), as can mathematical concepts, and so “do not repre-
sent to us the conditions under which objects are given in intuition
at all” (A 89/B 122). It follows that, despite the fact that objects
cannot appear to us without necessarily having to be related to the
forms of sensibility, and so cannot be objects for us without having
mathematical properties, “objects can indeed appear to us without
necessarily having to be related to functions of the understanding”
(A 89/B 122). Thus, although the objects of experience necessarily
possess the sensible features we represent them to have, and so are
necessarily mathematically describable, such objects do not neces-
sarily possess the conceptual or categorical features we represent
them to have, at least without further argument. That is, though the
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results of the Transcendental Aesthetic assure us that our sensible
concepts are objectively valid, we have no such assurance in the case
of pure concepts of understanding: “Thus a difficulty is revealed here
[in pure understanding] that we did not encounter in the field of sen-
sibility, namely how subjective conditions of thinking should have
objective validity, i.e., yield conditions of the possibility of all cogni-
tion of objects” (A 90/B 122). Kant of course resolves this difficulty
and demonstrates the transcendental ideality of the categories with
the Transcendental Deduction. In some sense, then, the project of
demonstrating the objective validity of the categories can be seen as
modeled on, or at least as motivated by, the successful prior demon-
stration of the objective validity of space, time, and mathematics.

Kant revisits the objective validity of mathematical concepts and
propositions in the Axioms of Intuition, where he identifies and
defends the synthetic a priori judgment that he claims is the prin-
ciple of the possibility of all mathematical principles, including
the axioms of geometry.44 Here he answers for the specific case
of mathematics the guiding question with which this essay began,
namely, “How are synthetic judgments a priori possible?” Syn-
thetic judgments are a priori possible in mathematics only given the
prior synthetic a priori principle that “All intuitions are extensive
magnitudes”45 (B 202). The sense in which mathematical judgments
are thereby made possible is quite specific: only the principle that
all intuitions are extensive magnitudes can make it possible for each
and every mathematical judgment to apply to – and thereby provide
synthetic and a priori cognition of – the objects of experience, or
appearances.46 Kant claims that the principle that all intuitions are
extensive magnitudes, what he calls the “transcendental principle
of the mathematics of appearances,”

yields a great expansion of our a priori cognition. For it is this alone that
makes pure mathematics in its complete precision applicable to objects of
experience, which without this principle would not be so obvious, and has
indeed caused much contradiction.47 (A 165/B 206)

Kant’s argument in support of this claim begins with a restatement
of the central thesis of transcendental idealism, defended earlier:
“Appearances are not things in themselves. Empirical intuition is
possible only through the pure intuition (of space and time)” (A 165/
B 206). He then notes that if objects of the senses – which are given
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in empirical intuition – were not in complete agreement with the
mathematical rules of ostensive construction – which are given in
pure intuition – then mathematics would not be objectively valid.
That is, the objective validity of mathematics depends on such agree-
ment between pure and empirical intuition, and on the fact that
“what geometry says about the latter is therefore undeniably valid
of the former” (A 165/B 206). But this agreement is precisely what
is expressed by the principle that “All intuitions are extensive mag-
nitudes,” which means that as intuitions all appearances “must be
represented through the same synthesis as that through which space
and time in general are determined” (B 203). Therefore, the objective
validity of mathematics, and the possibility that the synthetic a pri-
ori propositions of mathematics are applicable to the appearances, is
explained by the transcendental “axiom” of intuition.

This “axiom” clarifies Kant’s reasons for denying, contra his pre-
decessors, that philosophy and mathematics can share a methodol-
ogy. Mathematics is distinguished from philosophy by virtue of its
constructive procedure, which is the cause of its “pertaining solely
to quanta”: because mathematics constructs its object a priori in
intuition, and because the only concept that can be so constructed is
the concept of magnitude, mathematics necessarily takes quantity
as its object (A 714/B 742). But, according to the Axioms of Intuition,
such constructed quanta make possible the apprehension of appear-
ances and the cognition of outer objects. Thus, “what mathematics
in its pure use proves about the former is also necessarily valid for the
latter” (A 166/B 207). That is, our mathematical cognition of purely
constructed quanta is likewise cognition of the quantitative form of
empirical objects. Philosophical cognition, by contrast, cannot con-
struct and exhibit qualities in an analogous way and so cannot hope
to achieve rational cognition of objects of experience via a mathe-
matical method.

5. conclusion

Kant, a long-time teacher and student of mathematics, developed
his theory of mathematics in the context of the actual mathemat-
ical practices of his predecessors and contemporaries, and he pro-
duced thereby a coherent and compelling account of early modern
mathematics.48 As is well known, however, mathematical practice
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underwent a significant revolution in the nineteenth century, when
developments in analysis, non-Euclidean geometry, and logical rigor
forced mathematicians and philosophers to reassess the theories that
Kant and the moderns used to account for mathematical cognition.
Nevertheless, the basic theses of Kant’s view played an important
role in subsequent discussions of the philosophy of mathematics.
Frege defended Kant’s philosophy of geometry, which he took to be
consistent with logicism about arithmetic;49 Brouwer and the Intu-
itionists embraced Kant’s idea that mathematical cognition is con-
structive and based on mental intuition;50 and Husserl’s attempt to
provide a psychological foundation for arithmetic owes a debt to
Kant’s characterization of mathematics as providing knowledge of
the formal features of the empirical world.51

In the later twentieth century, by contrast, most philosophers
accepted some version of Bertrand Russell’s withering criticism of
Kant’s account, which he based on his own logicist program for
mathematics.52 But now it is clearly time to reassess the relevance of
Kant’s philosophy of mathematics to our own philosophical debates.
For just a few examples, contemporary work in diagrammatic rea-
soning and mereotopology raise issues that engage with Kant’s phi-
losophy of mathematics;53 Lakatos-style antiformalism is arguably a
descendant of Kant’s constructivism;54 and our contemporary under-
standing of the relation between pure and applied mathematics,
especially in the case of geometry, is illuminated by Kant’s con-
ception of the sources of mathematical knowledge. More generally,
because we persist in considering mathematics to be a sort of epis-
temic paradigm, our current investigations into the possibility of
substantive a priori knowledge would surely benefit from reflection
on Kant’s own subtle and insightful account of mathematics.

I hope to have shown that Kant’s account is not an isolated philos-
ophy of mathematics, developed only to make sense of early modern
practices and as a tangent to his primary purposes, but is rather a cru-
cial component of his broader philosophical project. It is impossible
to appreciate fully Kant’s thesis that all mathematical cognition is
synthetic and a priori, and the arguments that he offers in its support,
in isolation from his theory of pure sensibility, doctrine of transcen-
dental idealism, and views on appropriate and successful methods
of reasoning. Likewise, the general aims of Kant’s broad and deep
critical project are themselves much easier to appreciate given the
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insights afforded by his philosophy of mathematics. Further, I would
argue that understanding Kant’s philosophy of mathematics, despite
its association with his own mathematical and historical context,
speaks directly to our own views about the relation between philo-
sophical and mathematical reasoning.55
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14. This makes plain another difference between our construction of geo-
metric and arithmetic concepts. In constructing the concept triangle,
one could produce a right or scalene triangle, an equilateral or isosceles.
That is, there are multiple distinct and different three-sided rectilineal
figures that count as triangles, in the relevant sense. However, there is
only one way to construct the concept five, by counting out five discrete
units of some uniform kind. Thus our intuitive representation of any
particular number concept is unique in a way that our intuitive repre-
sentation of any particular shape concept is not. Whether the concept
five is represented with strokes, points, or fingers, there is only one way
to count to five; this fully general procedure is captured by an intuitive
representation of number. Kant owes us an explanation, then, of how a
particular geometric figure can attain the generality necessary to ade-
quately represent a general spatial concept. I will return to this in the
next section.

15. Kant discusses this in the A-Deduction where he writes: “Now it is
obvious that if I draw a line in thought, or think of the time from
one noon to the next, or even want to represent a certain number to
myself, I must necessarily first grasp one of these manifold represen-
tations after another in my thoughts. But if I were always to lose the
preceding representations (the first parts of the line, the preceding parts
of time, or the successively represented units) from my thoughts and not
reproduce them when I proceed to the following ones, then no whole
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representation and none of the previously mentioned thoughts, not even
the purest and most fundamental representations of space and time,
could ever arise” (A 102).

16. The same follows for numerals.
17. For the details of this interpretation of symbolic construction see Lisa

Shabel, “Kant on the ‘Symbolic Construction’ of Mathematical Con-
cepts,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 29:4 (1998).
For alternative interpretations of Kant on symbolic construction, see
Michael Friedman, Kant and the Exact Sciences. (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1992), Chapter 2, and articles by Gordon Brittan,
Jaako Hintikka, Philip Kitcher, Charles Parsons, Manley Thompson,
and J. Michael Young collected in Carl Posy, ed., Kant’s Philosophy of
Mathematics: Modern Essays (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers,
1992).

18. The corresponding argument in the Prolegomena occurs in the Preamble
(at 4:269–71).

19. Kant moves back and forth inconsistently between discussing “princi-
ples” (“Grundsätze”) and “propositions” (“Sätze”) in this passage. In
the succeeding passages, his argument for the syntheticity of geometry
is directed at principles, or axioms, whereas his argument for the syn-
theticity of arithmetic is directed at propositions. Though he has further
arguments in support of the syntheticity of geometric propositions or
theorems, which I will discuss later in this section, he does not have fur-
ther arguments in support of the syntheticity of arithmetic principles,
for he denies that arithmetic has principles, or axioms (A 164/B 205).
The reason for this denial is that the “numerical formulas” of arithmetic
are synthetic but singular, and thus not general like the synthetic prin-
ciples of geometry. Kant takes the singularity of a numerical formula
such as “7 + 5 = 12” to be captured by the fact (mentioned above in
note 14) that “the synthesis here can take place only in a single way,
even though the subsequent use of these numbers is general” (A 164/
B 205).

20. Before moving to the arguments for syntheticity, Kant makes a very brief
remark about the apriority of mathematical judgments. I come back to
this claim, and his arguments in support of it, in the next section.

21. The impossibility of such an analysis may be best understood as a func-
tion of the traditional logic. See Anderson, “It Adds Up After All.”

22. I will say more about these general conditions of sensible intuition later.
23. Kant’s philosophy of arithmetic has been discussed by many commen-

tators. See, in particular, Charles Parsons’s “Kant’s Philosophy of Arith-
metic” and “Arithmetic and the Categories,” both reprinted in Posy,
Kant’s Philosophy of Mathematics, and Béatrice Longuenesse, Kant and
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the Capacity to Judge (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998),
Chapter 9.

24. This is not an axiom in Euclid’s Elements, but it was included as an
axiom in many early modern treatments of Euclidean geometry.

25. In this passage, Kant gives two more examples of synthetic geometric
axioms: between two points only one straight line is possible, and two
straight lines do not enclose a space. It is harder to make out Kant’s claim
for these two examples since one would have to take intuition to display
not merely the possibility of constructing lines, but rather the impossi-
bility of constructing a second straight line between two points, as well
as the impossibility of a space enclosed by two straight lines. Despite
the obvious difficulty, I think that Kant holds that the conditions of
sensible intuition make these impossibilities apparent: one would fail
were one to attempt construction of multiple straight lines between two
points, or of a figure bounded by two straight lines. The failure would
be the result of contradicting one’s own prior definitions. In the first
case, if one were to construct multiple lines between two points, all but
one of them would fail to be straight, by definition of straight; in the
second case, if one were to construct a figure bounded by two lines, one
of the boundary lines would fail to be straight, by definition of straight.
He discusses mathematical axioms further at A 47/B 65 and A 732/
B 760.

26. Kant follows this discussion of the syntheticity of the axioms of geom-
etry with a caveat that would seem to defeat his claim that all math-
ematical propositions are synthetic: “To be sure, a few principles that
the geometers presuppose are actually analytic and rest on the princi-
ple of contradiction” (B 16). Here he mentions identities that Euclid
took to be “common notions,” or logical principles that apply to any
scientific discipline (e.g., the whole is greater than the part). Kant pro-
ceeds to defend the idea that these are not true principles and that, in
any case, one must exhibit their concepts in intuition actually to think
them.

27. “In any triangle, if one of the sides be produced, the exterior angle is
equal to the two interior and opposite angles, and the three interior
angles of the triangle are equal to two right angles.” Euclid, Elements,
p. 316.

28. Because of space limitations, I will not be able here to discuss all of
the reasons why philosophy can never appropriate the mathematical
method. The bulk of the argument is at A 727–35/B 755–63. The dis-
cussion concludes with Kant’s proclamation that “it is not suited to the
nature of philosophy, especially in the field of pure reason, to strut about
with a dogmatic gait and to decorate itself with the titles and ribbons of
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mathematics, to whose ranks philosophy does not belong, although it
has every cause to hope for a sisterly union with it” (A 735/B 763). For
discussion, see Carson, “Kant on the Method of Mathematics.”

29. There is a great literature on the role of intuition in Kant’s theory
of mathematics. Roughly speaking, commentators have divided on
whether that role is primarily logical, or primarily phenomenological.
I intend for my explication of the syntheticity of mathematical propo-
sitions to suggest that constructed geometric diagrams play both roles:
they provide phenomenological evidence that warrants the logical infer-
ences of a deductive proof. For further discussion of the role of the
Euclidean diagram in Euclidean proof, see Lisa Shabel, Mathematics
in Kant’s Critical Philosophy: Reflections on Mathematical Practice
(New York: Routledge, 2003), Part I. For further discussion of Kant’s
interpretation of Euclid I.32, see Lisa Shabel, “Kant’s ‘Argument from
Geometry,’” Journal of the History of Philosophy, 42:2 (2004). See also
Longuenesse, Kant and the Capacity to Judge, pp. 287–291, and Fried-
man, Kant and the Exact Sciences, Chapter 1. For sources relevant to
the debate between the logical and the phenomenological interpretation
of the role of intuition in Kant’s theory of mathematics, see articles by
Hintikka, Parsons, and Friedman in Posy, Kant’s Philosophy of Math-
ematics, as well as Emily Carson, “Kant on Intuition in Geometry,”
Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 27:4 (1997), and Michael Friedman,
“Geometry, Construction and Intuition in Kant and his Successors,”
in Gila Sher and Richard Tieszen, eds., Between Logic and Intuition:
Essays in Honor of Charles Parsons (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000).

30. This step requires a result from the Transcendental Aesthetic, namely,
that pure intuition is the form of empirical intuition. I will discuss this
briefly in section 4.

31. Since “the concept is first given through the definition, it contains just
that which the definition would think through it” (A 731/B 759). As
I mentioned earlier, spatial concepts derive from the combination of a
pure concept of quantity with space, a mode of sensibility.

32. For discussion of the Schematism and its particular relation to Kant’s
philosophy of mathematics, see J. Michael Young’s “Construction,
Schematism and Imagination,” in Posy, Kant’s Philosophy of Mathe-
matics, and Longuenesse, Kant and the Capacity to Judge, Chapters 8
and 9.

33. Kant uses the example of a pure concept of a circle and a plate. See
(A 137/B 176).

34. In other words, mathematical concepts are unique among pure concepts
for being, strictly speaking, identical to their schemata. On this point I
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concur with Paul Guyer, who writes that “[Kant’s] view of [pure sensible]
concepts is that they basically are rules for applying predicates to partic-
ular objects or their images, and thus virtually identical to schemata.”
Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987), p. 159.

35. For a detailed discussion of these and related issues, see Longuenesse,
Kant and the Capacity to Judge, especially Chapters 8 and 9.

36. This last move requires additional arguments in favor of Kant’s theory
of transcendental idealism, the structure of which I will discuss briefly
in section 4.

37. Many commentators, of course, have addressed the question of the role
of mathematics in Kant’s critical philosophy. See, in particular, Fried-
man, Kant and the Exact Sciences, especially Chapter 1, and Longue-
nesse, Kant and the Capacity to Judge, Chapters 8 and 9. Also, on
the particular topic of the problem of incongruent counterparts (which
I have not addressed here) and its role in Kant’s arguments for tran-
scendental idealism, see Jill Vance Buroker, Space and Incongruence:
The Origin of Kant’s Idealism (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1981). For a less
recent but classic discussion of the relation between Kant’s philoso-
phy of mathematics and his doctrine of transcendental idealism, see
P. F. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense (London: Routledge, 1995 [1966]),
Part 5.

38. At (A 29/B 44) Kant says explicitly that the synthetic a priori propo-
sitions of mathematics “derive” from the intuition of space. There
he refers back to the Transcendental Exposition of the Concept of
Space, where he uses the metaphor that the synthetic a priori cogni-
tions of mathematics “flow from” the representation of space (A 25/
B 40). Later he uses another metaphor, saying that the synthetic cogni-
tions of mathematics “can be drawn a priori” from the representation
of space (A 39/B 55). For discussion of the relation between the origi-
nal representation of space and the cognitions of geometry, see Shabel,
“Kant’s ‘Argument from Geometry’.”

39. Kant has, of course, a variety of arguments in defense of transcendental
idealism. For a helpful introductory discussion of his different argumen-
tative strategies, see Sebastian Gardner, Routledge Philosophy Guide-
book to Kant and the Critique of Pure Reason (New York: Routledge,
1999), Chapter 5. For further discussion, see Henry Allison, Kant’s Tran-
scendental Idealism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), and
Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, Part V. The exegesis of
Kant’s arguments that I offer in what follows is similar in spirit, if not
in detail, to Guyer’s analysis in Kant and the Claims of Knowledge,
pp. 354 ff.
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40. Of course, this only follows given Kant’s further supposition that tran-
scendental realism and transcendental idealism are the only two possi-
ble philosophical positions to take with respect to the status of space
and time.

41. Up to this point in the argument, Kant basically has reiterated support
for his premises that mathematics (geometry) is the synthetic a priori
science of space, a pure intuition. What he must do next is show that
the reductio supposition contradicts these premises.

42. In the course of the argument, Kant offers various formulations of the
doctrine of transcendental idealism, not identical to the one just quoted.
For example: the “subjective condition regarding form” is “at the same
time the universal a priori condition under which alone the object of
this (outer) intuition is itself possible”; and, “space (and time as well)”
is “a mere form of your intuition that contains a priori conditions under
which alone things could be outer objects for you, which are nothing
in themselves without these subjective conditions” (A 48/B 66). Note
too that his argument is specifically focused on the case of space, yet
he draws his conclusion with respect to the ideality of both space and
time.

43. The structure of Kant’s arguments in the Prolegomena of course differ
from those in the Critique, and the way in which Kant uses the thesis
that mathematical cognition is synthetic a priori to support the doctrine
of transcendental idealism is likewise different. A comparison of these
texts is unfortunately beyond the scope of this paper.

44. Kant explains that mathematical principles, such as the axioms of geom-
etry, are not themselves included in the “analytic of principles” that
includes the Axioms of Intuition, and “do not constitute any part of
this system, since they are drawn only from intuition, not from the pure
concept of the understanding.” Nevertheless, it is necessary to identify
the principle of these principles, that is, the synthetic a priori judgment
that makes possible the synthetic a priori mathematical principles, such
as the axioms of geometry (A 149/B 188–9).

45. In the A-edition the principle reads “All appearances are, as regards their
intuition, extensive magnitudes” (A 162).

46. In a sense, the A-edition version of the principle makes this move more
perspicuous than does the B-edition version, since the A-edition ver-
sion confirms that it is our intuitions of appearances that are extensive
magnitudes.

47. Kant takes contradiction to arise from the failure to identify the proper
bounds of cognition. In particular, the failure to identify the proper “field
of validity” for mathematical cognition has, according to Kant, led his
predecessors to develop accounts of mathematical cognition that are
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in direct conflict with the “principles of experience.” I explore Kant’s
account of this conflict, and his proposed resolution thereof, in Shabel,
“Apriority and Application.”

48. For further discussion, see Shabel, “Kant on the ‘Symbolic Construc-
tion’” and Mathematics in Kant’s Critical Philosophy.

49. See Gottlob Frege, On the Foundations of Geometry and Formal Theo-
ries of Arithmetic (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1971 [1903–
1906]).

50. See L. E. J. Brouwer, Collected Works 1. Philosophy and Foundations of
Mathematics, A. Heyting, ed. (Amsterdam: North Holland Publishing
Company, 1975) and L. E. J. Brouwer, Brouwer’s Cambridge Lectures
on Intuitionism, D. van Dalen, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981).

51. See Edmund Husserl, Philosophy of Arithmetic: Psychological and Log-
ical Investigations with supplementary texts from 1887–1901, Dallas
Willard, ed. and trans. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003).

52. See Bertrand Russell, An Essay on the Foundations of Geometry (New
York: Dover, 1956), Chapter 2, and Bertrand Russell, Principles of Math-
ematics (New York: Norton, 1938), Chapter LII.

53. For a comprehensive bibliography of sources, see http://www.hcrc.ed.
ac.uk/gal/Diagrams/biblio.html.

54. See Imre Lakatos, Proofs and Refutations: The Logic of Mathematical
Discovery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).

55. This material is based upon work generously supported by the National
Science Foundation under Grant No. SES-0135441.
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4 Kant on a priori concepts
The metaphysical deduction
of the categories

In Chapter One of the Transcendental Analytic in the Critique
of Pure Reason, Kant establishes a table of the categories, or pure
concepts of the understanding, according to the “leading thread”
of a table of the logical forms of judgment. He proclaims that this
achievement takes after and improves upon Aristotle’s own endeavor
in offering a list of categories, which Aristotle took to define the
most general kinds of being. Kant claims that his table is superior to
Aristotle’s list in that it is grounded on a systematic principle.1 This
principle is also what will eventually ground, in the Transcendental
Deduction, the a priori justification of the objective validity of
the categories: a justification of the claim that all objects (as long
as they are objects of a possible experience) do fall under those
categories.

Kant’s self-proclaimed achievement is the second main step in
his effort to answer the question: “How are synthetic a priori judg-
ments possible?” The first step was the argument offered in the
Transcendental Aesthetic, to the effect that space and time are a
priori forms of intuition. As such, Kant argued, they make possible
judgments (propositions) whose claim to truth is justified a priori by
the universal features of our intuitions. Such propositions are thus
both synthetic and a priori. They are synthetic in that their truth does
not rest on the mere analysis of the subject-concept of the proposi-
tion. They are a priori in that their justification does not depend
on experience but on a priori features of our intuitions that make
possible any and all experience. However, space and time, as forms
of intuition, do not suffice on their own to account for the content
of any judgment at all, much less for our forming or entertaining
such judgments. Kant’s second step in answering the question “how

129
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are synthetic a priori judgments possible?” consists in showing that
conceptual contents for judgments about objects of experience are
provided only if categories guide the ordering of our representations
of those objects so that we can form concepts of them and combine
those concepts in judgments.

The two aspects of Kant’s view (we have a priori forms of intu-
ition, we have a priori concepts whose table can be systematically
established according to one and the same principle) gradually took
shape during three decades of Kant’s painstaking reflections on issues
of natural philosophy and ontology. His questions about natural phi-
losophy include, for instance, the following: how can we reconcile
the idea that the reality of the world must be reducible to some
ultimate components, and the idea that space is infinitely divisible?
Are there any real interactions between physical things, and if so,
what is the nature of those interactions? Such questions call upon
the resources of an ontology, where Kant struggles with questions
such as the following: what is the nature of space and time? How
does the reality of space and time relate to the reality of things?
Do we have any warrant for asserting the universal validity of the
causal principle? Is the causal principle just a variation on the prin-
ciple of sufficient reason, and if so, what is the warrant for the latter
principle?

Kant’s argument for his table of the categories (what he calls,
in the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason [B 159], the
“metaphysical deduction of the categories”) is one element in his
answer to these questions, as far as the contribution of pure con-
cepts of the understanding is concerned. Further elements will be
the transcendental deduction of the categories, in which Kant argues
that the categories whose table he has set up do have objective
validity; and the system of principles of pure understanding, where
Kant shows, for each and every one of the categories, how it condi-
tions any representation of an object of experience and is thus legit-
imately predicated of such objects. From these proofs it follows, as
Kant maintains in the concluding chapter of the Analytic of Princi-
ples, that “the proud name of an ontology, which presumes to offer
synthetic a priori cognitions of things in general in a systematic
doctrine . . . must give way to the more modest one of a mere analytic
of the pure understanding” (A 247/B 303). In other words, whereas the
ontology of Aristotelian inspiration defended by Kant’s immediate
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predecessors in German school-philosophy purported to expound,
by a priori arguments, universal features of things as they are in
themselves, Kant’s more modest goal is to argue that our understand-
ing is so constituted that it could not come up with any objective
representation of things as they present themselves in experience,
unless it made use of the concepts expounded in his table of the
categories.

It would be futile to try to summarize even briefly the stages
through which Kant’s view progressed before reaching its mature
formulation in the Critique of Pure Reason. Nevertheless, it will be
useful for a proper understanding of the reversal that Kant imposes
on the ambitions of traditional ontology, it will be useful to recall a
few of the early formulations of the problems he tries to address in
the metaphysical deduction of the categories.

i. historical background

In the 1755 New Elucidation of the First Principles of Metaphysical
Cognition, Kant offered a “proof” of the principle of sufficient rea-
son (or rather, as he defined it, of the principle of determining reason)
understood inseparably as a logical and an ontological principle, as
were also the principle of identity and the principle of contradiction
(see New Elucidation, 1:388–94). From this general “proof” he then
derived a proof of the principle of determining reason of every con-
tingent existence (of every existing thing that might as well have
existed as not existed) (1:396–8). And finally he derived a proof of
the “principle of succession” (there is a sufficient reason for any
change of state of a substance) and a “principle of coexistence” (the
relations between finite substances do not result from their mere
coexistence, but must have been instituted by a special act of God)
(1:410–16). Although these proofs differed from those provided by
Christian Wolff and his followers, they nevertheless had the same
general inspiration. They rested on a similar assumption that logical
principles (defining the relations between concepts or propositions)
are also ontological principles (defining the relations between exist-
ing things and states of affairs), and that one can derive the latter
from the former.

In his lectures on metaphysics from the early 1760s, as well as in
the published works of the same period, Kant expresses doubts on
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precisely this point. In the 1763 Attempt to Introduce the Concept
of Negative Quantities into Philosophy, he distinguishes between
logical relations and real relations. And he formulates the question
that he will later describe, in the Preface to the Prolegomena, as
“Hume’s Problem”: how are we to understand a relation in which
“if something is posited, something else also is posited”? (See Prole-
gomena, 4:257; cf. Negative Quantities, 2:202–4.) It is important to
note that the question is formulated in the vocabulary of the school
logic in which Kant was trained. The relation between something’s
“being posited” and something else’s “being posited” is just the logi-
cal relation of modus ponens, according to which if the antecedent of
a hypothetical judgment is posited, then the consequent should also
be posited. In his Lectures on Metaphysics of the 1760s, Kant notes
that the logical ratio ponens or tollens is analytic, but the real ratio
ponens or tollens is synthetic – empirical. By this he means that
in an empirical hypothetical judgment, the relation between the
antecedent and consequent of the judgment is synthetic: the conse-
quent is not conceptually contained in the antecedent. Kant’s ques-
tion follows: what, in such a case, grounds the connection between
antecedent and consequent and thus the possibility of concluding
from the antecedent’s being posited that the consequent should also
be posited? (See Metaphysics Herder, 28:12; Negative Quantities,
2:202–3.)2

During the same period of the 1760s, Kant becomes interested
also in the difference between the method of metaphysics and the
method of mathematics. Metaphysics, he says, proceeds by analy-
sis of confused and obscure concepts. Mathematics, in contrast, pro-
ceeds by synthesis of clear, simple concepts. In the same breath, Kant
expresses scepticism with respect to the Leibnizian project of solving
metaphysical problems with a universal combinatoric. This would
be possible, Kant says, if we were in a position to completely analyze
our metaphysical concepts. But they are far too complex and obscure
for that to be possible (Prize Essay, 2:276–91, especially 283).

Note that the notions of analysis and synthesis by which Kant
contrasts the respective methods of metaphysics and mathematics
are not the same as the notions of analytic and synthetic connections
at work in the reflections on ratio ponens and tollens mentioned
earlier. The latter describe a relation of concepts in a (hypothetical)
proposition. The former characterize a method. Nevertheless, the
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two uses of the notions are, of course, related. Just as mathematics
proceeds by synthesis in that it proceeds by combining concepts that
were not contained in one another, similarly a synthetic ratio ponens
is a relation between antecedent and consequent that does not rest
on the fact that the concepts combined in the latter are contained
in the concepts combined in the former (as in, for instance, “if God
wills, then the world exists,” or “if the wind blows from the West,
then rain clouds appear”). (Cf. Negative Quantities, 2:202–3.) Just
as metaphysics proceeds by analysis in that it proceeds by clarifying
what is contained, or thought, in an initially obscure concept, sim-
ilarly an analytic ratio ponens is a relation between antecedent and
consequent that rests on the fact that the concepts combined in the
latter are contained in the concepts combined in the former. It is also
worth noting that in both cases, analysis and synthesis, and analytic
and synthetic connection, respectively, are defined with respect to
concepts. There is no mention of the distinction between two kinds
of representations (intuitions and concepts) that will play such an
important role in the critical period.

That distinction is introduced in the 1770 inaugural dissertation
On the Form and Principles of the Sensible and Intelligible Worlds.
There Kant maintains that all representations of spatio-temporal
properties and relations of empirical objects depend on original intu-
itions of space and time, in which objects can be presented and
related to one another. These objects are themselves objects of par-
ticular intuitions. All intuitions differ from concepts in that they
are singular: they are representations of individuals, or, as we might
say in the case of particular intuitions, they are the representational
counterparts of demonstratives. And they are immediate: they do not
require the mediation of other representations to relate to individual
objects. Concepts, in contrast, are general: they are representations
of properties common to several objects. And they are mediate or
reflected: they relate to individual objects only through the media-
tion of other representations, that is, intuitions. In saying that space
and time themselves are intuitions, Kant is saying that they are rep-
resentations of individual wholes (the representation of one space
in which all particular spaces and spatial positions are included and
related, and the representation of one time in which all particular
durations and temporal positions are included and related) that are
prior to, and a condition for, the acquisition of any concepts of spatial
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and temporal properties and relations. And this in turn allows him
to distinguish two kinds of synthesis: the classically accepted syn-
thesis of concepts; and the synthesis of intuitive representations of
things, and parts of things, individually represented in space and in
time.3

The Dissertation thus has the resources for solving many of the
problems that occupied Kant over the preceding twenty years. In par-
ticular, because space and time are characterized not only as intu-
itions, but as intuitions proper to our own sensibility or ability to
receive representations from the way we are affected by things, their
property of infinite divisibility makes it the case that things as they
appear to us can be represented as susceptible to division ad infini-
tum. But from this, one need not conclude that there are no ultimate
components of the world as a world of purely intelligible things,
things independent of their representation in our sensibility (see Dis-
sertation, 2:415–16).

Moreover, Kant asserts that in addition to space and time as forms
of our sensibility, that is, original intuitions in which things given
to our senses are related to one another, we also have concepts “born
from laws innate to the mind” that apply universally to objects.
Among such concepts, he cites those of cause, substance, necessity,
possibility, and existence (see Dissertation, 2:395). It is our use of
such concepts that allows us to think the kinds of connections that
befuddled Kant in the 1760s. For instance, in applying the concept of
cause to objects, whether given to our senses or merely thought, we
come up with the kind of synthetic modus ponens Kant wondered
about in the essay on negative magnitudes and the related lectures
on metaphysics.

However, in a well-known letter to Marcus Herz of February 1772,
Kant puts this last point into question: how can concepts that have
their origin in our minds be applied to objects that are given? This
difficulty concerns both our knowledge of the sensible world and our
knowledge of the intelligible world. For in both cases, things, on the
one hand, and our concepts of them, on the other hand, are supposed
to be radically independent of one another. Having thus radically
divided them, how can we hope to put them back together? In that
same letter, Kant announces that he has found a solution to this
quandary, and that it will take him no more than three months to
lay it out (see Correspondence, 10:132). In fact, it took him almost
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a decade. The result of that effort is the Critique of Pure Reason,
its metaphysical deduction of the categories, and the two related
components in Kant’s solution to the problem laid out in the letter to
Herz: the transcendental deduction of the categories, and the proofs
of the principles of pure understanding (cf. Pure Reason, A 50–234/
B 74–287).

Of these three components, the first – the metaphysical deduction
of the categories, that is, the establishment of their table according to
a systematic principle – has always been the least popular with Kant’s
readers. In the final part of this essay, I shall consider some of the
objections that have been raised against it, from the time the Critique
first appeared to more recent times. Whatever the fate of those objec-
tions, it is important to keep in mind that the key terms and themes
at work in the metaphysical deduction – the relation between logic
and ontology, the distinction between analysis and synthesis and
between synthesis of concepts and synthesis of intuitions – are all
part of Kant’s effort to find the correct formulation for questions
that preoccupied him since the earliest years of his philosophical
development.

ii. kant’s view of logic

The metaphysical deduction of the categories is expounded in Chap-
ter One of the Transcendental Analytic in the Critique of Pure Rea-
son, entitled “On the Clue to the Discovery of All Pure Concepts
of the Understanding.”4 This chapter is preceded by a fairly long
Introduction to the Transcendental Analytic as a whole, where Kant
explains what he means by “logic.” This is worth noticing. For as we
saw, one main issue in his precritical investigations was that of the
relation between logic and ontology, and the capacity of logic to cap-
ture fundamental features of the world. But now Kant puts forward
a completely new distinction, that between “general pure logic”
(which he also sometimes calls “formal logic,” e.g., at A 131/B 170)
and “transcendental logic” (A 50–7/B74–81). In putting forward this
distinction, Kant intends both to debunk the Leibnizian-Wolffian
direct mapping of forms of thought upon forms of being, and to rede-
fine, on new grounds, the grip our intellect can have on the structural
features of the world. As we shall see, establishing a new relation
between logic and ontology is also what guides his “metaphysical
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deduction of the categories,” namely, his suggestion that a complete
and systematic table of a priori concepts of the understanding, whose
applicability to objects given in experience is impervious to empirical
verification or falsification, can be established according to the “lead-
ing thread” of logical forms of judgment.

Kant’s primary tool for his twofold enterprise – first prying apart
logic and ontology, but then finding new grounds for the grip our
intellect has on the world – is the distinction between two kinds
of access that we have to reality: our being affected by it or being
“receptive” to it, and our thinking it or forming concepts of it. Each
of these two kinds of access, he says, depends on a specific capacity:
our acquiring representations by being affected depends on “receptiv-
ity” or sensibility, and our acquiring concepts depends on “spontane-
ity” or understanding. Kant differentiates these capacities primarily
by way of the contrast just mentioned, between receiving (through
sensibility) and thinking (through understanding). But they are also
distinguished by the kinds of representations they offer, and by the
ways in which they order and relate these representations to one
another. Sensibility offers intuitions (singular and immediate rep-
resentations), understanding offers concepts (general and reflected
representations). As beings endowed with sensibility or receptivity,
we relate our intuitions to one another in one and the same intu-
ition of space and of time. As beings endowed with understanding,
we relate concepts to one another in judgments and inferences. These
modes of ordering representations are what Kant calls the “forms”
of each capacity: space and time are forms of sensibility, the logical
forms of judgment are forms of the understanding (cf. Pure Reason,
A 19–21/B 33–5, A 50–2/B 74–6).

These initial distinctions have important consequences for Kant’s
characterization of logic. Logic, he says, is “the science of the rules
of the understanding in general,” to be distinguished from aesthetic
as “the science of the rules of sensibility” (A 52/B 76). Character-
izing logic in this way is surprising for a contemporary reader. We
are used to characterizing logic in a more objective way, as a sci-
ence of the relations of implication that hold between propositions.
Learning logic is of course learning to make use of these patterns of
implication in the right way for deriving true proposition from true
proposition, or for detecting the flaw in a given argument. But that is
not what the proper object of logic is, or what logic is about.5 Now,
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Kant’s more psychological characterization of logic is one he shares
with all early modern logicians, influenced by Antoine Arnauld and
Pierre Nicole’s Logic or the Art of Thinking, also known as the Port-
Royal Logic. However, as the very title of Arnauld’s and Nicole’s
book shows, even their logic is not just preoccupied with the way
we happen to think, but establishes norms for thinking well.6 But
Kant is more explicit than they are about the normative character
of logic: logic, he says, does not concern the way we think but the
way we ought to think. It “derives nothing from psychology” (Logic,
9:14; Pure Reason, A 54/B 78). More precisely, logic so considered is
what Kant calls “pure” logic, which he distinguishes from “applied”
logic where one takes into account “the empirical conditions under
which our understanding is exercised, e.g. the influence of imagina-
tion, the laws of memory, the power of habit, inclination, and so on”
(A 53/B 77). Logic properly speaking, or “pure” logic, has no need
to take these psychological factors into account. Rather, its job is to
consider the patterns of combination of concepts in judgments that
are possible by virtue of the mere form of concepts (i.e., their uni-
versality); and the patterns of inference that are possible by virtue of
the mere forms of judgments.

The idea of taking into account the “mere form” of concepts,
judgments, and inferences rests in turn on another distinction, that
between the logic of the “general use” and the logics of the “partic-
ular use” of the understanding. A logic of the particular use of the
understanding is a science of the rules the understanding must fol-
low in drawing inferences in connection with a particular content
of knowledge – each science, in this way, has its particular “logic.”7

But the logic of the general use of the understanding is the logic of
the rules presupposed in all use of the understanding, whatever its
particular domain of investigation.

Kant has thus identified “general pure” logic: a logic that, as
“pure,” does not derive anything from psychology; and as “general,”
defines the most elementary rules of thought, rules that any use of
the understanding must follow. Now, that he also defines this logic
as formal is where his radical parting of ways with his Leibnizian-
Wolffian rationalist predecessors is most apparent. For the latter –
just as for the early Kant of the 1750s – the most general principles
of logic also defined the most general structural features of being.
But as we saw, ever since he distinguished relations of concepts
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and relations of existence (in his metaphysical essays of the early
1760s), Kant no longer took the identity of logical and real connec-
tions for granted. This being so, forms of thought are just this: forms
of thought. And the question arises: just what is their relation to
forms of being, or to the way things are? Logic, as “general and pure,”
is thus only formal.8

On the other hand, the distinction between the forms of sensi-
bility and the forms of understanding helps delineate the domain
for a logic that is just as pure as formal logic, because it does not
derive its rules from empirical-psychological considerations of the
kind described earlier; but that is not as general as formal logic, in
that the rules it considers are specified by the content of thought
they are relevant for. They are the rules for combining representa-
tions given in sensibility, whatever the empirical (sensory) content
of these representations may be. Those rules are thus not merely for-
mal (concerning only the forms of thought in combining concepts
and judgment for arriving at valid inferences), but they concern the
way a content for thought is formed by ordering manifolds in intu-
ition (multiplicities of qualitatively determined spatial and temporal
parts). These rules are the rules of “transcendental” logic.

I now turn to Kant’s argument for his table of the logical forms of
judgment, in Section One of the chapter on the “Leading Thread
for the Discovery of all Pure Concepts of the Understanding”
(A 67–9/B 92–4), and to the table itself, expounded in Section Two
(A 70–6/B 95–101).

iii. the leading thread: kant’s view of judgment
and the table of logical forms of judgment

In the 1770 Dissertation, Kant distinguished what he called the “log-
ical use” and the “real use” of the understanding. In the real use, he
said, concepts of things and of relations are given “by the very nature
of the understanding” (2:394). In the logical use, “the concepts, no
matter whence they are given, are merely subordinated to each other,
the lower, namely, to the higher concepts (common characteristic
marks) and compared with one another in accordance with the prin-
ciple of contradiction” (2:393). The real use is what we saw Kant
put into question in the letter to Herz of February 1772: How could
concepts that have their origin in the laws of our understanding be
applicable to objects independent of our understanding? (Cf. 10:125.)
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But the logical use remained unscathed, and it is precisely what Kant
describes again in Section One of the Leitfaden chapter under the
title: “On the logical use of the understanding in general” (A 67/B 92).
By “logical use of the understanding,” it is thus clear we should not
understand the use of understanding in logic – whatever that might
mean. Rather, it is the use we make of the understanding according
to the rules of logic when we subsume sensible intuitions under con-
cepts and subordinate lower concepts to higher concepts, in accor-
dance with the principle of contradiction, thus forming judgments
and inferences. As we shall see, Kant argues that considering pre-
cisely this “logical use of the understanding” gives him the clue or
leading thread (Leitfaden) he needs for a solution to the problem he
raised about its “real use.” For the very acts of judging by which we
subsume intuitions under concepts and subordinate lower concepts
to higher concepts also provide rules for ordering manifolds in intu-
ition and thus eventually for subsuming objects of sensible intuition
under the categories. Or so Kant will argue in Section Three of the
Leitfaden chapter.

But before we reach that point, we need to consider the “logical
use” in more detail, to see how Kant thinks he can derive from it his
table of the logical forms of judgment.

The key term, in Kant’s exposition of the “logical use of the under-
standing,” is the term function.

All intuitions, as sensible, rest on affections, concepts therefore on functions
[Begriffe also auf Funktionen]. By a function, however, I understand the unity
of the action of ordering different representations under a common one.

(A 68/B 93)

The term “function” belongs to the vocabulary of biology and the
description of organisms. Kant talks of the “function” of mental
capacities as he would talk of the “function” of an organ. In this
very general sense, sensibility too has a “function.” Indeed, in the
Introduction to the Transcendental Logic Kant writes:

The two capacities or abilities [Beide Vermögen, oder Fähigkeiten] cannot
exchange their functions. The understanding is not capable of intuiting any-
thing, and the senses are not capable of thinking anything. (A 51/B 76)

However, in the present context, Kant employs “function” in
a more restricted sense. Concepts, he says, rest on functions, as
opposed to intuitions, which, as sensible, rest on affections. More
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precisely: because intuitions rest on affections or depend on
receptivity, concepts have to rest on functions, that is, namely, they
depend on our unifying representations (intuitions) that are given in a
dispersed, random order in sensibility. In this context, function is (as
quoted above) the “unity of the action of ordering different represen-
tations under a common representation.” Another possible analogue
for the notion of function in this context, besides the biological one,
is then the notion of a mathematical function. The “function” we are
talking about here would map given representations – intuitions –
on to combinations of concepts in judgments.9

The “action” mentioned in the citation given earlier should not be
understood as a temporally determined psychological event.10 What
Kant is describing are universal modes of ordering our representa-
tions, whatever the empirically determined processes by which those
orderings occur. They consist in subsuming individuals under con-
cepts, and subordinating lower (less general) concepts under higher
(more general) concepts. These subsumptions and subordinations
are themselves structured in determinate ways, and each specific
way in which they are structured constitutes a specification of the
“function” defined earlier. Interestingly, introducing the term “func-
tion” in Section One of the Leitfaden chapter to describe the logi-
cal employment of the understanding is already making space for
what will be the core argument of the metaphysical deduction of the
categories:

The same function that gives unity to different representations in a judgment
also gives unity to the mere synthesis of different representations in an
intuition, which, expressed universally, is called the pure concept of the
understanding. (A 79/B 104–5)

I will return to this point in a moment.
The “function” in question is from the outset characterized as

a function of judging. This is because we can make no other use
of concepts than subsuming individuals under them, or subordinat-
ing lower concepts under higher concepts, that is, forming (think-
ing) judgments. This being so, the “unity of the action” or func-
tion by way of which we acquire concepts results in judgments
that have a determinate form (a determinate way of combining
the concepts they unite). There is thus an exact correspondence
between the functions (“unity of the action of ordering different
representations”) the understanding exercises in judging, and the
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forms of the judgments that result from the functions. Unlike the
functions, the forms are manifest in the linguistic expression of the
judgments.11

In Section One of the “Leading Thread,” Kant makes use of two
examples of actual judgments to further elucidate the function of
judging. The first is “All bodies are divisible.” He insists that in
this example, the concept “divisible” is related to the concept of
“body” (or the latter is subordinated to the former), and by way of
this relation, the concept “divisible” is related to all objects thought
under the concept “body” (or all objects thought under the concept
“body” are subsumed under the concept “divisible”). A similar point
is made again later in the paragraph, when Kant explains that the con-
cept “body” means something, for instance, “metal,” which thus can
be known by way of the concept “body.” In other words, in saying
“Metal is a body,” I express some knowledge about what it is to be a
metal, and thus also a knowledge about everything that falls under
the concept “metal.” The two examples jointly show that whatever
position a concept occupies in a judgment (the position of subject
or the position of predicate, in a judgment of the general form “S
is P”), in its use in judging a concept is always, ultimately, a pred-
icate of individual objects falling under the subject-concept of the
judgment. This in turn makes every judgment the major premise of
an implicit syllogistic inference whose conclusion asserts the sub-
sumption, under the predicate-concept, of some object falling under
the subject concept (e.g., the judgment “all bodies are divisible” is
the implicit premise of a syllogistic inference such as: “all bodies
are divisible; this x is a body; so, this x is divisible.” Or again: “All
bodies are divisible; metal is a body; so, metal is divisible; now, this
is metal; so, this is a body; so, this is divisible.” And so on). If it
is true to say that we make use of concepts only in judgments, it is
equally true to say that the function of syllogistic inference is already
present in any judgment by virtue of its form. For asserting a predi-
cate of a subject is also asserting it of every object falling under the
subject-concept.

This is why, as Kant maintains in what is undoubtedly the decisive
thesis of this section, and perhaps of the whole Leitfaden chapter:

We can, however, trace all acts of the understanding back to judgments, so
that the understanding in general can be represented as a capacity to judge
[ein Vermögen zu urteilen]. (A 69/B 94)
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By “understanding” he means here the intellectual capacity as a
whole, what he has described as spontaneity as opposed to the recep-
tivity or passivity of sensibility. In agreement with a quite standard
presentation of the structure of intellect in early modern logic text-
books, Kant divides the understanding into the capacity to form con-
cepts (or understanding in the narrow sense), the capacity to subsume
objects under concepts and subordinate lower concepts to higher con-
cepts (the power of judgment, Urteilskraft), and the capacity to form
inferences (reason, Vernunft). He is now telling us that all of these
come down to one capacity, the capacity to judge. The latter is not
the same as the power of judgment (Urteilskraft). One way to present
the relation between the two would be to say that the Urteilskraft
is an actualization of the Vermögen zu urteilen. But for that matter,
so are the two other components of understanding. So the Vermögen
zu urteilen is that structured, spontaneous, self-regulating capacity
characteristic of human minds that makes them capable of making
use of concepts in judgments, of deriving judgments from other judg-
ments in syllogistic inferences, and of systematically unifying all of
these judgments and inferences in one system of thought.12

This explains why Kant concludes Section One with this sentence:
“The functions of the understanding can therefore all be found if
we can completely present the functions of unity in judgments”
(A 69/B 94) If the understanding as a whole is nothing but a Vermögen
zu urteilen, then identifying the totality of functions (“unities of the
act”) of the understanding amounts to nothing more and nothing less
than identifying the totality of functions present in judging, which
in turn are manifest by linguistically explicit forms of judgments.
Kant adds: “That this can easily be accomplished will be shown in
the next section.” The “next section” is the section that expounds
(as its title indicates) “the logical function of understanding in judg-
ments” by laying out a table of logical forms of judgments.

But of course, even if we grant Kant that he has justified his state-
ment that “the understanding as a whole is a capacity to judge,” this
by itself does not suffice to justify the table he presents. How is the
table itself justified?

Kant’s explanation of the function of judging decisively
illuminates the table he then goes on to set up. First, if the canonical
form of judgment is a subordination of concepts (as in the two exam-
ples analyzed above), then this subordination can be such that either

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: ...
052182303Xc04 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:2

Kant on a priori concepts 143

all or part of the extension of the subject-concept is included in the
extension of the predicate-concept: this gives us the quantity of judg-
ments, specified as universal or particular. Moreover, the extension
of the subject can be included in or excluded from the extension
of the predicate-concept. This gives us the title of quality, speci-
fied as affirmative or negative judgment. The combination of these
two titles and their specifications provides the classical Aristotelian
“square of opposites”: universal affirmative, universal negative, par-
ticular affirmative, and particular negative judgments.

Within each of these first two titles, however, Kant adds a third
specification, which does not belong in the Aristotelian square of
opposites: “singular” judgment under the title of quantity, and “infi-
nite” judgment under the title of quality. In both cases he explains
that these additions would not belong in a “general pure logic”
strictly speaking. For as far as the forms of judgment relevant to
forms of syllogistic inference are concerned, a singular judgment can
be treated as a universal judgment, where the totality of the extension
of the subject concept is included in the extension of the predicate
concept. Similarly, an infinite judgment (in Kant’s sense: a judgment
in which the predicate is prefixed by a negation) is from the logical
point of view an affirmative judgment (there is no negation appended
to the copula). But those two forms do belong in a table geared
toward laying out the ways in which our understanding comes up
with knowledge of objects. In this context there is all the difference
in the world between a judgment through which we assert knowl-
edge of just one thing (singular judgment) and a judgment through
which we assert knowledge of a complete set of things (universal
judgment). Similarly, there is all the difference in the world between
including the extension of a subject-concept in that of a determinate
predicate-concept, and locating the extension of a subject-concept in
the indeterminate sphere that is outside the limited sphere of a given
predicate (see A 72–3/B 97–8, where Kant distinguishes the infinite
judgments from both the affirmative and the negative judgments).
Now it is significant that Kant should thus add, for the benefit of
his transcendental inquiry, the two forms of singular and infinite
judgment to the forms making up the classical square of opposites.
It shows that if the logical forms serve as a “leading thread” for the
table of categories, conversely the goal of coming up with a table of
categories determines the shape of the table of logical forms.
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This is even more apparent, I suggest, if we consider the third
title, that of relation. It should first be noted that this title does not
exist in any of the lists of judgments presented in the logic text-
books with which Kant was familiar.13 On the other hand, the three
kinds of relation in judgments (relation between a predicate and a
subject in a categorical judgment, relation between a consequent
and an antecedent in a hypothetical judgment, relation between the
mutually exclusive specifications of a concept and that concept in a
disjunctive judgment) determine the three main kinds of inferences,
from a categorical, a hypothetical, or a disjunctive major premise.
This is in keeping with what emerged as the most important thesis
of Section One: the understanding as a whole was characterized as a
Vermögen zu urteilen because in the function of judging as such were
contained the other two functions of the understanding – acquiring
and using concepts and forming inferences. This being so, it is natural
to include in a table of logical forms of judgment meant to expound
the features of the function of judging the three forms of relation
that govern the three main forms of syllogistic inference.

Still, as many commentators have noted, it is somewhat surprising
to see Kant include, as equally representative of forms of judgment
that govern forms of inference, the categorical form that is the almost
exclusive concern of Aristotelian syllogistic, and the hypothetical
and disjunctive forms that find prominence only with the Stoics.
Does this not contradict Kant’s (admittedly shocking) statement that
logic “has been unable to make a single step forward” since Aristotle
(B viii)?

I think there are two answers to this question. The first is
historical: the forms of hypothetical and disjunctive inference
(modus ponens and tollens, modus ponendo tollens and tollendo
ponens) are actually briefly mentioned by Aristotle, developed by
his followers (especially Galen and Alexander of Aphrodisias) and
present in the Aristotelian tradition as Kant knows it.14 The second
answer takes us back to the remark I made earlier. Kant’s table is
not just a table of logical forms. It is a table of logical forms moti-
vated by the initial analysis of the function of judging and by the goal
of laying out which aspects of the “unity of the act” (the function)
are relevant to our eventually coming up with knowledge of objects.
In this regard, it is certainly striking that Kant should have devel-
oped the view that in the “mediate knowledge of an object,” that is,
judgment, we not only predicate a concept of another concept and

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: ...
052182303Xc04 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:2

Kant on a priori concepts 145

thus of all objects falling under the latter (categorical judgment), but
we also predicate a concept of another concept and thus of all objects
falling under the latter, under the added condition that some other
predication be satisfied (hypothetical judgment), and we think both
categorical and hypothetical predications in the context of a uni-
fied and, as much as possible, specified conceptual space (expressed
in a disjunctive judgment). These added conditions for predication
(and thus for knowing objects under concepts) find their full import
when related to the corresponding categories, as we shall see in a
moment.

The fourth title in the table is that of modality. Kant explains
that this title “contributes nothing to the content of the judgment
(for besides quantity, quality and relation there is nothing more that
constitutes the content of a judgment), but rather concerns only the
value of the copula in relation to thinking in general” (A 74/B 100).
The formulation is somewhat surprising since, after all, none of the
other titles were supposed to have anything to do with content either:
they were supposed merely to characterize the form of judgments, or
the ways concepts were combined in judgments, whatever the con-
tents of these concepts. But what Kant probably means here is that
modality does not characterize anything further even with respect
to that form. Once the form of a judgment is completely specified
as to its quantity, quality, and relation, the judgment can still be
specified as to its modality. But this specification concerns not the
judgment individually, but rather its relation to other judgments,
within the systematic unity of “thinking in general.” Thus a judg-
ment is problematic if it belongs, as antecedent or consequent, in
a hypothetical judgment, or if it expresses one of the divisions of a
concept in a disjunctive judgment. It is assertoric if it functions as
the minor premise in a hypothetical or disjunctive inference. It is
apodeictic (but only conditionally so) as the conclusion of a hypo-
thetical or disjunctive inference. Such a characterization of modal-
ity is strikingly anti-Leibnizian since for Leibniz the modality of
a judgment would have entirely depended on the content of the
judgment itself: whether its predicate is asserted of its subject by
virtue of a finite or an infinite analysis of the latter. Note, therefore,
that Kant’s characterization of modality from the standpoint of “gen-
eral pure” logic confirms that the latter is concerned only with the
form of thought, not with the particular content of any judgment or
inference.
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So the table, in the end, is fairly simple: it is a table of forms of
concept subordination (quantity and quality) where, to the classical
distinctions (universal and particular, affirmative and negative), is
added under each title a form that allows special consideration of
individual objects (singular judgment) and their relation to a concep-
tual space that is indefinitely determinable (infinite judgment). And
it is a table where judgments are taken to be possible premises for
inferences (relation) and are taken to derive their modality from their
relation to other judgments or their place in inferences (modality).
Kant’s claim that the table is systematic and complete is not sup-
ported by any explicit argument. Efforts have been made by recent
commentators to extract such an argument from the first section
of the Leitfaden chapter, the most systematic effort being Michael
Wolff’s. Even he, however, recognizes that the full justification of
Kant’s table of logical forms comes only with the transcendental
deduction.15 My view is that although Kant’s analysis in Section One
gives strong leads for the table as it is set up, the table in its detail
can only have emerged from Kant’s painstaking reflections about the
relation between the forms according to which we relate concepts
to other concepts, and thus to objects (forms of judgment, which as
we shall see shortly, Kant also characterizes as forms of analysis) and
forms according to which we may combine manifolds in intuition
so that they may fall under concepts: forms of synthesis, in the new
sense of this term we encountered in the Dissertation. Indeed it is
a striking fact that the first mature version of Kant’s table of logical
forms appeared not in his reflections on logic, but in his reflections
on metaphysics. This seems to indicate that the search for a sys-
tematic list of the categories and a justification of their relation to
objects determined the establishment of the table of logical forms of
judgment just as much as the latter served as a leading thread for the
former.16

I now turn to the culminating point of this whole argument: Kant’s
argument for the relation between logical forms of judgment and
categories, and his table of the categories.

iv. kant’s argument for the table
of the categories

I said earlier that the fundamental thesis of Section One of the
Leitfaden chapter is that “Understanding as a whole is a capacity
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to judge.” I might now add that the fundamental thesis of Section
Three (“On the pure concepts of the understanding or categories”) is
that judgments presuppose synthesis.

In a way, this statement is a truism. After all, “synthesis” means
nothing more than “positing together” or “combination,” and it
is obvious that any judgment of the traditional Aristotelian form
“S is P” is a positing together or combination of concepts. Indeed,
Aristotle defined it in just this way, and the Aristotelian tradi-
tion followed suit all the way down to Kant, including in the early
modern version of Port-Royal’s logic of ideas.17 What is new, how-
ever, in Kant’s notion of synthesis, is that it does not mean only
or even primarily a combination of concepts. As far as concepts of
objects given in sensibility are concerned, the combining (synthe-
sis) of those concepts in judgments can occur only under the con-
dition that a combining of parts and aspects of the objects given in
sensibility and potentially thought under concepts also occur. The
rules for these combinings is what transcendental logic is concerned
with.

But why should there be syntheses of parts and aspects of objects
presented to our sensibility? Why should it not be the case that
empirically given objects just do present themselves as spatio-
temporal, qualitatively determined wholes that have their own pre-
sented boundaries? Kant does not really justify the point in Section
Three of the Leitfaden chapter. The furthest he goes in that direc-
tion is to explain that in order for analysis of sensible intuitions
into concepts to be possible, synthesis of these same intuitions (or
of the “manifold [of intuition], whether it be given empirically or a
priori” [A 77/B 102]) must have occurred. The former operation, as
we saw from Section One of the Leitfaden chapter, obeys the rules
of the logical employment of the understanding. The latter opera-
tion must present the sensible manifold in such a way that it can
be analyzed into concepts susceptible to being bound together in
judgments according to the rules of the logical employment of the
understanding.

Here it will be useful to recall the problem laid out in the letter
to Herz mentioned in part I of this essay. Mathematical concepts
present their own objects by directing the synthesis of an a priori
(spatial) manifold according to rules provided by the relevant con-
cept (e.g., a line, a triangle, or a circle). But we cannot do that in
metaphysics because there the objects of our concepts are not just
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constructed in pure intuition. They are supposed to be independently
existing things, so that in this case we just do not see how a priori
concepts might relate to objects.18 But here in Section Three of the
Leitfaden chapter, Kant is telling us that a function of the under-
standing, specifically the function of judging, is not arbitrarily pro-
ducing (constructing) representations of objects, as in geometry or
even in arithmetic, but at least unifying according to rules the pre-
sented manifold of intuition, so that it can be analyzed into (empir-
ical) concepts and thought about in judgments.

Thus he writes:

Synthesis in general, as we shall subsequently see, is the mere effect of
imagination, a blind, though indispensable function of the soul, without
which we would have no cognition at all, but of which we are seldom even
conscious. Yet to bring this synthesis to concepts is a function that pertains
to the understanding [my emphasis] and by means of which it first provides
cognition in the proper sense. (A 78/B 103)

What might it mean to “bring synthesis to concepts”? I suggest the
following. What is given to us in sensibility is given in a dispersed
way – spread out in space and in time, where similar things do not
present themselves to us at the same time but rather need to be
recalled in order to be compared. Moreover, the variety and variabil-
ity of what does present itself is such that which pattern of regu-
larity should be picked out might be anybody’s guess. Even the way
we synthesize or bind together the manifold might itself be quite
random, obeying here some rule of habitual association, there some
emotional connection, and so on. So, ordering the synthesis itself
under systematic rules so that the components of intuition can be
thought under common concepts in a regular fashion is the work
of the understanding. The understanding thus “brings synthesis to
concepts.” It makes it the case that synthesis does give rise to, opens
the way for, conceptualization.

The analogy with the mathematical case is only partly helpful
here. Kant writes:

Now pure synthesis, universally represented, yields the pure concept of the
understanding. By this synthesis, however, I understand that which rests
on a ground of synthetic unity a priori: thus our counting (as is especially
noticeable in the case of larger numbers) is a synthesis in accordance with
concepts, since it takes place in accordance with a common ground of unity
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(e.g. the decimal). Under this concept, therefore, the synthesis of the mani-
fold becomes necessary. (A 78/B 104)

In counting, we add unit to unit, and then units of higher order (a
decade, a hundred, a thousand, and so on) that allow us to synthesize
(enumerate) larger and larger collections (of items, of portions of a
line, etc.). The idea is that similarly, in ordering empirical manifolds,
we make use of grounds of unity of these manifolds (e.g., whenever
event of type A occurs, then event of type B also occurs), which we
think under concepts or “represent universally” (in the case at hand,
under the concept of cause). We thus form chains of connections
between these manifolds, in an effort to unify them in one space and
one time, in the context of one and the same totality of experience.
But of course, whereas it is always possible to enumerate a collection
of things or parts of things once one has arbitrarily given oneself a
unit for counting or measuring, in contrast, actually finding repeated
occurrences of similar events depends on what experience presents to
us. Because of this difference, Kant distinguishes the former kind of
synthesis, which he calls “mathematical” synthesis, from the latter,
which he calls “dynamical,” and he accordingly distinguishes the
corresponding categories by dividing them along the same line (see
B 110; A 178–9/B 221–2). Nevertheless, in the latter case just as in the
former, a “ground of unity” that has its source in the understanding
is at work in our synthesizing (combining, relating) the objects of our
experience or their spatiotemporal parts. This ground of unity, says
Kant, is a pure concept of the understanding.

This reasoning leads to the core statement of all three sections of
the Leitfaden chapter:

The same function that gives unity to the different representations in a
judgment also gives unity to the mere synthesis of different representations
in an intuition, which, expressed generally, is called the pure concept of
understanding. The same understanding, therefore, and indeed by means of
the very same actions through which it brings the logical form of a judgment
into concepts by means of the analytical unity, also brings a transcenden-
tal content into its representations by means of the synthetic unity of the
manifold in intuition in general, on account of which they are called pure
concepts of the understanding that pertain to objects a priori; this can never
be accomplished by general logic. (A 79/B 104–5)
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I indicated earlier how the introduction of the term function at
the beginning of Section One already foreshadowed the argument of
Section Three: the very same “unity of the act” that accounts for
the unity of concepts of judgments also accounts for there being just
those forms of unity in our intuitions that make them liable to being
reflected under concepts in judgment. The concepts that reflect those
forms of unity in intuition are the categories. But they do not just
reflect those forms of intuitive unity. As the mathematical analogue
made clear (cf. A 78/B 104, cited earlier), they originally guide them.
So for instance, as we just saw, the concept of magnitude is that con-
cept that guides the operation of finding (homogeneous) units (say,
points, or apples) or, as the case may be, units of measurement (say, a
meter), and adding them to one another in enumerating a collection
or in measuring a line. The end result of this operation is the determi-
nation of a magnitude, whether discrete (the number of a collection)
or continuous (the measurement of a line), as when we say that the
number of pears on the table is seven or the measurement of the line
is four meters. Here we reflect the successive synthesis of homoge-
neous units under the concept of a determinate magnitude (seven
units, four meters). Similarly, the concept of cause (the concept of
some event’s being such as to be adequately or “in itself” reflected
under the antecedent of a hypothetical judgment with respect to
another event, adequately or “in itself” reflected under the conse-
quent) guides the search for some event that might always precede
another in the temporal order of experience. Once such a constant
correlation is found, we say that event of type a is the cause of event
of type b. In other words, the sequence is now reflected under the
concept of a determinate causal connection.19

The two aspects in our use of categories are explicitly mentioned
in §10. Kant says, on the one hand, that categories “give this pure syn-
thesis unity” (A 79/B 104). He says, on the other hand, that the pure
concepts of the understanding are “the pure synthesis universally
represented” (A 78/B 104; see also A 79/B 105, quoted earlier, where
both aspects are present in one and the same sentence: “the same
function . . . gives unity which expressed generally, is the pure con-
cept of the understanding”). These two points are fully explained
only in Book Two of the Transcendental Analytic, The Analytic
of Principles. There Kant explains that categories, insofar as they
determine rules for synthesis of sensible intuitions, have schemata
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(Chapter One of Book Two, A 137/B 176). Being able to pick out
instances of such schemata allows us to subsume our intuitions
under the categories (Chapter Two, A 148–235/B 187–287). Only in
those chapters does Kant give a detailed account of the way in which
each category both determines and reflects a specific rule (a schema)
for the synthesis of intuitions.

As far as the metaphysical deduction is concerned, Kant is content
with making the general case that

In such a way there arise [entspringen] exactly as many pure concepts of
the understanding which apply to objects of intuition a priori, as there were
logical functions of all possible judgments in the previous table: for the
understanding is completely exhausted and its capacity is entirely measured
by these functions. (A 80/B 106)

Kant does not mean that every time we make use of a particular
logical function/form of judgment, we thereby make use of the corre-
sponding category. True, absent a sensible manifold to synthesize, all
that remains of the categories are logical functions of judgment. But
the logical functions of judgment are not, on their own as it were, cat-
egories. They become categories (categories “arise” or entspringen,
as Kant says in the text just cited) only when the understanding’s
capacity to judge is applied to sensible manifolds, thus synthesiz-
ing them (combining them in intuition) for analysis (into concepts)
and for synthesis (of concepts in judgments). And even then, there
remains a difference between the category’s guiding the synthesis of
manifolds, and the manifolds’ being correctly subsumed under the
relevant category. For instance, it may be the case that the under-
standing’s effort to identify what might fall under the antecedent and
what might fall under the consequent of a hypothetical judgment
leads it to recognize the fact that whenever the sun shines on the
stone, the stone gets warm. This by itself does not warrant the claim
that there is an objective connection (a causal connection) between
the light of the sun and the warmth of the stone. Only some repre-
sentation of the overall unity of connections of events in the world
can give us at least a provisional, revisable warrant that this con-
nection is the right one to draw (on this example, see Prolegomena,
4:312–13).

Kant is not yet explaining how his metaphysical deduction of the
categories might put us on the way to resolving the problem left open
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after the 1770 Dissertation, namely, how do concepts that have their
source in the understanding apply to objects that are given? All we
have here is an exposition of the table of the categories as a system
“from a common principle, namely the capacity to judge” (A 80–1/
B 106), and an explanation of the role they perform in synthesizing
manifolds so that the latter can be reflected under concepts com-
bined in judgments. To respond to the problem he set himself, Kant
will need to argue that those combining activities are necessary con-
ditions for any object at all to become an object of cognition for us.
And as I suggested earlier, only the later argument will provide a full
justification of the table of logical forms itself: it is a table making
manifest just those functions of judging that are necessary for any
empirical concept at all to be formed by us, and thus for any empiri-
cal object to be recognized under a concept. This confirms again that
the “leading thread” from logical forms to categories is precisely no
more (but no less) than a “leading thread.” Its actual relevance will
be proved only when the argument of the transcendental deduction
is expounded and, in turn, opens the way to the Schematism and
System of Principles.

v. the impact of kant’s metaphysical deduction
of the categories

The history of Kant’s metaphysical deduction of the categories is not
a happy one. Kant’s idea that a table of logical functions of judgments
might serve as a leading thread for a table of the categories was very
early on an object of suspicion, on three main grounds. First, Kant’s
careless statement that he “found in the labors of the logicians,”
namely, in the logic text-books of the time, everything he needed to
establish his table of the logical forms of judgment raises the obvious
objection that the latter is itself lacking in systematic justification
(see Prolegomena, 4:323–4). This in turn casts doubt on Kant’s claim
that unlike Aristotle’s “rhapsodic” list (A 81–2/B 106–7), his table
of the categories is systematically justified. Second, even if one does
endorse Kant’s table of the logical forms of judgment, this does not
necessarily make it an adequate warrant for his table of the cate-
gories. And finally, once the Aristotelian model of subject-predicate
logic was challenged by post-Fregean truth-functional, extensional
logic, it seemed that the whole Kantian enterprise of establishing a
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table of categories according to the leading thread of forms pertaining
to the old logic seemed definitively doomed.

1. An early and vigorous expression of the first charge mentioned
above was Hegel’s. In the Science of Logic, Hegel writes:

Kantian philosophy . . . borrows the categories, as so-called root notions
for transcendental logic, from subjective logic in which they were
adopted empirically. Since it admits this fact, it is hard to see why tran-
scendental logic chooses to borrow from such a science instead of directly
resorting to experience.20

Note, however, that it is not Kant’s table of logical forms per
se to which Hegel objects. Rather, it is the way the table is jus-
tified (or rather, not justified) and the random, empirical way in
which the categories themselves are therefore listed. Nevertheless,
in the first section of his Subjective Logic, Hegel too expounds four
titles and for each title, three divisions of judgment that exactly
map the titles and divisions of Kant’s table, although Hegel starts
with the title of quality rather than quantity. Moreover, the names
of each title are changed, although the names of the divisions
remain the same. Kant’s title of “quality” becomes “judgment of
determinate-being” (Urteil des Daseins), with the three divisions
of positive, negative, and infinite judgment. “Quantity” becomes
“judgment of reflection,” with the three titles of singular, partic-
ular, and universal. “Relation” becomes “judgment of necessity”
(sic), with the three titles of categorical, hypothetical, and disjunc-
tive. And finally “modality” becomes “judgment of the concept,”
with the three divisions of assertoric, problematic, and apodeictic.21

Of course, the change in nomenclature signals fundamental differ-
ences between Hegel’s and Kant’s understanding of the four titles
and their twelve divisions. The most important of those differences
is that for Hegel, the four titles and three divisions within each
title do not list mere forms of judgment, but forms with a content,
where content and form are mutually determining. So, for instance,
the content of “judgments of determinate-being” (affirmative, neg-
ative, or infinite) is the immediate, sensory qualities of things as
they present themselves in experience. The content of “judgments
of reflection” (singular, particular, or universal) is what Hegel calls
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“determinations of reflections,” namely, general representations, or
representations of common properties as they emerge for an under-
standing that compares, reflects, and abstracts. The content of “judg-
ments of necessity” (categorical, hypothetical, or disjunctive) is the
relation between essential and accidental determinations of things.
And finally the content of “judgments of the concept” (assertoric,
problematic, or apodeictic) is the normative evaluation of the ade-
quacy of a thing to what it ought to be, or its concept. So certainly
Hegel’s interpretation of each title radically transforms its Kantian
ancestor. Nevertheless, despite his criticism of Kant’s empirical
derivation, Hegel maintains the structure of Kant’s divisions, which
indicates that Hegel’s intention is not to criticize the classifications
themselves, but rather to denounce the cavalier way in which Kant
asks us to accept them as well as Kant’s shallow separation between
form and content of judgment.22

Nor is Hegel’s intention to challenge the relation between cat-
egories and functions of judgment. In the Science of Logic, cate-
gories of quantity and quality are expounded in Part One (Being)
of Book One (The Objective Logic); those of relation and modality
are expounded in Part Two (The Doctrine of Essence) of Book One.
Logical forms of judgment and syllogistic inference are expounded
in Section One of Book Two (The Subjective Logic or the Doctrine
of the Concept). If we accept, as I suggest we should, that Book Two
expounds the activities of thinking that have governed the revelation
of the categorial features expounded in Parts One and Two of Book
One, then Hegel’s view of the relation between categories and forms
of judgment is similar to Kant’s at least in one respect: there is a fun-
damental relation (in need of clarification) between the structural
features of the acts of judging and the structural features of objects.
The difference between Hegel’s view and Kant’s view is that Hegel
takes this relation to be a fact about being itself, and the structures
thus revealed to be those of being itself, whereas Kant takes the rela-
tion between judging and the structures of being to be a fact about the
way human beings relate to being, and the structures thus revealed
to be those of being as it appears to human beings.

2. Hegel’s grandiose reinterpretation of Kant’s titles of judgments
did not have any immediate posterity, and his speculative
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philosophy was soon superseded by the rise of naturalism in
nineteenth-century philosophy.23 When Hermann Cohen, react-
ing against both the excesses of German Idealism and the rampant
naturalism of his time, undertook to revive the Kantian transcen-
dental project, he declared that his goal was to “ground anew the
Kantian theory of the a priori” (“die Kantische Aprioritätslehre
erneut zu begründen”).24 By this he meant that, against the
vagaries of Kant’s German Idealist successors, he intended to lay
out what truly grounds Kant’s theory of the categories and a priori
principles. According to Cohen, Kant’s purpose in the Critique of
Pure Reason is to expound the presuppositions of the mathemat-
ical science of nature founded by Galileo and Newton. The lead-
ing thread for Kant’s pure concepts of the understanding or cat-
egories (expounded in Book One of the Transcendental Analytic)
is really Kant’s discovery of the principles of pure understanding
(expounded in Book Two), and the leading thread for the latter
is Newton’s principles of motion in the Principia Mathematica
Philosophiae Naturalis. Thus the true order of discovery of the
Transcendental Analytic leads from the Principles of Pure Under-
standing (Book Two), to the Categories (Book One). In Cohen’s
eyes, this does not make the logical forms of judgment irrelevant.
For the latter formulate the most universal patterns or models
of thought derived from the unity of consciousness, which for
Cohen is nothing other than the epistemic unity of all principles
of experience, where experience means scientific knowledge of
nature expounded in Newtonian science. So it is quite legitimate
to assert that the categories depend on these universal patterns.
But the systematic unity of the categories and of the logical forms
can be discovered only by paying attention to the unity of the prin-
ciples of the possibility of experience, that is, of the Newtonian
science of nature.25

Cohen follows up on his interpretative program by showing how
Kant’s systematic correlation between logical forms of judgment
and categories can be understood in the light of the distinction he
offers in the Prolegomena between judgments of perception and judg-
ments of experience. Cohen then proceeds to explain and justify
Kant’s selection of logical forms by relating each of them to the
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corresponding category and to its role in the constitution of expe-
rience. In other words, he implements the very reversal in the order
of exposition that he argues is faithful to Kant’s true method of
discovery: moving from the a priori principles that may ground judg-
ments of experience, to the categories present in the formulation of
these principles, to the logical forms of judgment.26

Cohen’s achievement is impressive. But it is all too easy to object
that his reducing Kant’s unity of consciousness to the unity of the
principles of scientific knowledge, as well as his reducing Kant’s
project to uncovering the a priori principles of Newtonian science,
amount to a very biased reading of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. In
fairness to Cohen, his interpretation of Kant’s critical philosophy did
not stop there. In Kants Begründung der Ethik, he considered Kant’s
view of reason and its roles in morality. And this in turn led him to
give greater consideration, in the second and third editions of Kants
Theorie der Erfahrung, to Kant’s theory of the ideas of pure reason
and the bridge between knowledge and morality.27 Nevertheless, as
far as the metaphysical deduction of the categories is concerned, his
interpretation remained essentially unchanged.

That interpretation found its most vigorous challenge in Heideg-
ger’s reading of Kant’s first Critique. Heidegger urges that Kant did
not primarily intend his Critique of Pure Reason to clarify the con-
ceptual presuppositions of natural science. Rather, Kant’s goal was
to question the nature and possibility of metaphysics. According to
Heidegger, this means laying out the ontological knowledge (knowl-
edge of being as such) that is presupposed in all ontic knowledge
(knowledge of particular entities). Kant’s doctrine of the categories
is precisely Kant’s “refoundation” of metaphysics, or his effort to
find for metaphysics the grounding that his predecessors had been
unable to find. This refoundation consists, according to Heidegger,
in elucidating the features of human existence in the context of
which human beings’ practical and cognitive access to being is made
possible.

What does this have to do with Kant’s enterprise in the
Metaphysical Deduction of the categories? In the Phenomenologi-
cal Interpretation of the Critique of Pure Reason (a lecture course
delivered at Marburg in 1927–8, and first published in 1977) and in
Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics (1st edition, 1929), Heidegger
develops the following view. Kant’s groundbreaking insight was to
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discover that the unity of our intuitions of space and of time, and the
unity of concepts in judgments, have one and the same “common
root”: the synthesis of imagination in which human beings develop
a unified view of themselves and of other entities as essentially tem-
poral entities. Now, categories, according to Heidegger, are the funda-
mental structural features of the unifying synthesis of imagination,
which results, on the one hand, in the unity of time (and space) in
intuition, and, on the other hand, in the unity of discursive repre-
sentations (concepts) in judgments. This being so, the fundamen-
tal nature of the categories is expounded not in the metaphysical
deduction, which relates categories to logical forms of judgments,
but rather in the transcendental deduction and even more in the
chapter on the Schematism of the Pure Concepts of the Understand-
ing. For it is in these two chapters that the role of the categories as
structuring human imagination’s synthesizing (unifying) of time is
expounded and argued for. This does not mean that the metaphysical
deduction is a useless or irrelevant chapter of the Critique. For if it
is true that the unity of intuition and the unity of judgments have
one and the same source in the synthesis of imagination accord-
ing to the categories, then the logical forms of judgment do give a
clue to a corresponding list of the categories. But this should not
lead to the mistaken conclusion that the categories have their origin
in logical forms of judgment. Rather, logical forms of judgment give
us a clue to those underlying forms or structures of unity because
they are the surface effect, as it were, of forms of unity that are
also present in sensibility (where they are manifest as the schemata
of the categories) by virtue of one and the same common root in
imagination.28

Note that Heidegger agrees with Cohen at least in maintaining
that logical forms of judgment can provide a leading thread to a table
of categories just because forms of judgment and categories have
one and the same ground, the unity of consciousness. Their differ-
ence consists in the fact that Cohen understands that unity as being
the unity of thought expressed in the principles of natural science.
Heidegger understands it as the unity of human existence projecting
the structures of its own temporality.

3. The readings of Kant’s metaphysical deduction we have consid-
ered so far offer challenges only to Kant’s motivation and method
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in adopting a table of logical forms of judgment as the leading
thread to his table of categories. What they do not challenge is
the relevance of Kant’s Aristotelian model of logic in develop-
ing the argument for his table of the categories. A more radical
challenge, of course, comes from the idea that contrary to Kant’s
claim, logic did not emerge in its completed and perfected form
from Aristotle’s mind.29 Here we have to make a quick step back
in time. For the initiator of modern logic, Gottlob Frege, wrote
his Begriffschrift (1879) several decades before Heidegger wrote
Being and Time (1927). By far the more threatening challenge to
Kant’s Metaphysical Deduction came from Frege’s Begriffschrift
and its aftermath.

As we saw, Kant takes logic to be a “science of the rules of the
understanding.” But Frege takes logic to be the science of objec-
tive relations of implication between thoughts, or what he calls
“judgeable contents.”30 Against the naturalism that had become
prevalent in nineteenth-century views of logic, Frege defends a rad-
ical distinction between the subjective conditions of the act of
thinking and its objective content. Logic, according to him, is con-
cerned with the latter, psychology with the former. In spite of his
declared intention not to mix general pure (= formal) logic with
psychology, Kant, according to Frege, is confused in maintaining
that logic deals with the rules we (human beings) follow in think-
ing, rather than with the laws that connect thoughts independently
of the way any particular thinker or group of thinkers actually
think.31

According to Frege, Kant’s subservience to the traditional, Aris-
totelian model of subject-predicate logic is grounded on that con-
fusion. For the subject-predicate model really takes its cue from
the grammatical structure of sentences in ordinary language. And
ordinary language is itself governed by the subjective, psychological
intentions and associations of the speaker addressing a listener. But
again, what matters to logic are the structures of thought that are
relevant to valid inference, nothing else. Those structures, for Frege,
include the logical constants of propositional calculus (negation and
the conditional), the analysis of propositions into function-argument
rather than subject-predicate, and quantification.32
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In §4 of the Begriffschrift, Frege examines “the meaning of distinc-
tions made with respect to judgments.” The distinctions in question
are clearly those of the Kantian table, which have become classic
in Frege’s time. Frege first notes that those distinctions apply to the
“judgeable content” rather than to judgment itself.33 This being said,
he retains as relevant to logic the distinction between “universal”
and “particular” judgeable contents (Kant’s first two titles of quan-
tity), but leaves out “singular.” He retains negation (Kant’s second
title of quality, negative judgment) and thus the contrasting affir-
mation (which does not need any specific notation), but leaves out
infinite judgments. He declares that the distinction between cate-
gorical, hypothetical, and disjunctive judgments “seems to me to
have only grammatical significance.” Meanwhile, he introduces his
own notation for conditionality in the next section, §5 of the Begriff-
schrift (more on this in a moment). Finally, he urges that the distinc-
tion between assertoric and apodeictic modalities (which alone, he
says, characterize judgment rather than merely the judgeable con-
tent) depends only on whether the judgment can be derived from a
universal judgment taken as a premise (which would make the judg-
ment apodeictic), or not (which would leave it as a mere assertion,
or assertoric judgment), so that this distinction “does not affect the
conceptual content.” Frege presumably means that the distinction
between assertoric and apodeictic judgments does not call for a par-
ticular notation in the Begriffschrift. As for a proposition “presented
as possible,” Frege takes it to be either a proposition whose nega-
tion follows from no known universal law, or a proposition whose
negation asserted universally is false. Although this last characteri-
zation differs from Kant’s characterization of problematic judgments
(as components in hypothetical or disjunctive judgments), it remains
that Frege’s view of modality is similar to Kant’s own view, and
indeed seems inspired by it. For as we saw, Kant thinks that modality
does not concern the content of any individual judgment, but only
its relation to the unity of thought in general. However, Kant does
not think that what we might call this “holistic” view of modality
makes it irrelevant to logic. This point would be worth pursuing, but
we cannot do it here.

In short, according to Frege one need retain from the Kantian table
only the first two titles of quantity, the first two titles of quality, and
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the second title of modality (assertion expressed by the judgment
stroke). To these he adds his own operator of conditionality, which
one might think has a superficial similarity to Kant’s hypothetical
judgment. However, Frege makes it clear they are actually quite dif-
ferent. He recognizes explicitly, for instance, that his conditional is
not the hypothetical judgment of ordinary language, which he identi-
fies with Kant’s hypothetical judgment. And he states that the hypo-
thetical judgment of ordinary language (or Kant’s hypothetical judg-
ment) expresses causality.34 However, his view on this point does not
seem to be completely fixed, at least in the Begriffschrift, since else-
where in this text he urges that the causal connection is expressed
by a universally quantified conditional.35 In any event, Kant would
not accept any of those statements. For as we saw, he would say
that although the hypothetical judgment does express a relation of
Konsequenz between antecedent and consequent, this relation is not
by itself sufficient to define a causal connection. As for the univer-
sal quantification of a conditional, it would even less be sufficient
to express a causal connection, precisely because the conditional
bears no notion of Konsequenz. So even Frege’s (very brief) discus-
sion of hypothetical judgment and causality bears very little relation
to Kant’s treatment of the issue.

This might just leave us with Frege’s general complaint against
Kant’s table: the reason this table can have only very little to do
with Frege’s forms of propositions is that it is governed by mod-
els of ordinary language. Consequently, Frege’s selective approach
to Kant’s table does not merely consist in getting rid of some forms
and retaining others. Rather, it is a drastic redefinition of the forms
that are retained (such as the conditional, generality, and assertion
as expressed by the judgment stroke). And this, Frege might urge, is
necessary to purify logic definitively of the psychologistic undertone
it still has in Kant. But then one needs to remember what the pur-
pose of Kant’s table is, as opposed to the purpose of Frege’s choice
of logical constants for his propositional calculus. Frege sets up his
list so that he has the toolbox necessary and sufficient to expound
patterns of logical inference, where the truth-value of conclusions
is determined by the truth-value of premises, and the truth-value
of premises is determined by the truth-value of their components
(truth-functionality). Kant’s logic, on the other hand, is a logic of the
combination of concepts as “general and reflected representations.”
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And we might say that his setting up a table of elementary forms for
that logic should help us understand how the very states of affairs
by virtue of which Frege’s propositions stand for True or False are
perceived and recognized as such. In fact, I suggest that Frege’s truth-
functional propositional logic captures relations of co-occurrence or
non-co-occurrence of states of affairs that Kant would have no reason
to reject, but which for him would take secondary place with respect
to the relations of subordination of concepts that, when related to
synthesized intuitions, allow us to become aware of those states of
affairs and their co-occurrence in the first place.

What about Frege’s challenge to the subject-predicate model
of judgment and his replacement of it by the function-argument
model?36 Here one might think that the modern logic of relations
(n-place functions) is anticipated by Kant’s transcendental logic,
which thus overcomes the limitations of his “general pure” or “for-
mal” logic. For transcendental logic is concerned not with mere
concept-subordinations, but with the spatiotemporal mathematical
and dynamical relations by means of which objects of knowledge are
constituted and individuated. Indeed, the most prolific of Hermann
Cohen’s neo-Kantian successors, Ernst Cassirer, advocated appeal-
ing to a logic of relations to capture the Kantian “logic of objective
knowledge,” or transcendental logic.37 Examining this suggestion
would take us beyond the scope of the present essay. In any case,
two points should be kept in mind. The first is that according to
Kant, the relational features of appearances laid out by transcen-
dental logic are made possible by synthesizing intuitions under the
guidance of logical functions of judgment as he understands them.
In other words, the source of the relations in question is itself none
other than the very elementary discursive functions (functions of
concept-subordination) laid out in his table and the guiding synthe-
ses of a priori spatiotemporal manifolds. The second point to keep
in mind is that however fruitful a formalization of Kant’s principles
of transcendental logic in terms of a modern quantificational logic
of relations might be, it does not by itself accomplish the task Kant
wants to accomplish with his transcendental logic and his account
of the nature of categories, which is to explain how our knowledge
of objects is possible in general, and thus explain why any attempt
at a priori metaphysics on purely conceptual grounds is doomed
to fail.
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notes

1. The principle that determines the completeness and systematic unity
of the table of categories is the fact that the latter have their origin in the
understanding as a “capacity to judge.” This point will be expounded
and analyzed in part III of this essay.

2. Note that Kant’s hypothetical judgment thus differs from our mate-
rial conditional: for the modus ponens Kant mentions here has to be
grounded on a connection, which Kant, like his contemporaries, calls
consequentia (in Latin) or Konsequenz (in German) between antecedent
and consequent (on this point see also Part Five of this essay). Kant’s
question is: in cases where the consequent in the hypothetical judgment
is not conceptually contained in the antecedent, and so the relation
between antecedent and consequent is synthetic, what is the nature of
the connection? To my knowledge, this 1760s Reflection on the nature of
the causal connection understood as a synthetic ratio ponens is Kant’s
first mention of the distinction between analytic and synthetic judg-
ments that will become so prominent in the critical period. It is inter-
esting that it should occur in the context of what will become, in Kant’s
terms, “Hume’s problem,” and thus in considering a kind of judgment
that is not of the form “S is P,” but “If S is P, then Q is R” (a hypothetical
judgment). Contrary to a widely held view and pace the characteriza-
tion given in the Introduction to the Critique of Pure Reason (A 6–10/
B 10–14), Kant does not restrict the distinction between analytic and
synthetic judgments to categorical judgments.

3. In the Dissertation, the distinguishing feature of intuition, in contrast
with concepts, is their singularity: see Dissertation, 2:399, 402. How-
ever, the contrast between intuitions and concepts is not firmly fixed:
Kant also calls intuitions “singular concepts” (ibid., 2:397). In the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason, Kant emphasizes not only the singularity, but also
the immediacy of intuitions: see Pure Reason, A 19/B 33. For a discus-
sion of these two features of intuition in the critical period, see Charles
Parsons, “The Transcendental Aesthetic,” in The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Kant, Paul Guyer, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992), p. 64. On the two kinds of synthesis in the inaugural dissertation,
see 2:387–8.

4. A 66/B 92. Here as elsewhere I am following the translation by
Paul Guyer and Allen Wood in the Cambridge Edition of the Works
of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992–).
“Clue” is their choice for translating Kant’s “Leitfaden.” It is certainly
correct, but I prefer “leading thread,” which captures better what Kant
is doing: following the lead of logical forms of judgment to establish his
table of the categories. In citations I will follow Guyer and Wood, but in
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the main text I will adopt “leading thread.” The reader should be aware
that both words translate the German “Leitfaden.”

5. On this point, see Gilbert Harman, “Internal Critique: A Logic is not
a Theory of Reasoning and a Theory of Reasoning is not a Logic,” in
D. M. Gabbay, R. H. Johnson, H. J. Ohlbach, and J. Woods, eds., Hand-
book of the Logic of Argument and Inference: The Turn Towards
the Practical. Volume 1 in Studies in Logic and Practical Reasoning
(Amsterdam: Elsevier Science B.V., 2002), pp. 171–86. On the contrast
between Kantian and Fregean logic with respect to this point (does logic
have anything to do with the way we think or even ought to think?), see
John McFarlane, “Frege, Kant, and the Logic in Logicism,” Philosophical
Review 111 (2002), pp. 32–3.

6. Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole, La Logique ou l’art de penser, P.
Clair and F. Girbal, eds. (Paris: Vrin, 1981). English translation by Jill
Vance Buroker, Logic or the Art of Thinking (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996). The full title contains, after the subtitle (“or
the Art of Thinking”), the further precision: “containing, in addition to
the common rules, several new observations proper to form judgment”
(propre à former le jugement).

7. Kant was quite aware, for instance, that mathematical proof has rules
of its own: see Pure Reason, A 716–18/B 744–6. Similarly, the math-
ematical science of nature has to combine the constructive methods
of mathematics, the inductive methods of empirical inquiry, and the
deductive methods of syllogistic inference.

8. Michael Wolff notes that Kant is not the first to make use of the expres-
sion “formal logic.” He cites Joachim Jungius’s Logica Hamburgensis
(Hamburg, 1638) as an earlier source for this expression. See Michael
Wolff, Die Vollständigkeit der Kantischen Urteilstafel: Mit einem Essay
über Freges Begriffschrift (Frankfurt: Vittorio Klostermann, 1995), p. 203
fn. He is clearly correct on this point. Nevertheless, Kant’s emphasis
on the idea that “general pure logic” is merely formal, as opposed to
the various “logics of the special use of the understanding” (including
transcendental logic), which are specified by the particular content of
thought they take into consideration, seems to be proper to him and
certainly does not play anywhere else the ground-breaking role it plays
in Kant’s critical philosophy. On this point, see again John McFarlane,
“Frege, Kant, and the Logic in Logicism,” pp. 44–57.

9. For a historical survey of the term “function,” its twofold meaning
(biological and mathematical) for Leibniz, for Kant’s immediate prede-
cessors, and finally for Kant himself, see Peter Schulthess, Relation und
Funktion: Eine systematische und entwicklungsgeschichtliche Unter-
suchung zur theoretischen Philosophie Kants (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
1981), pp. 217–47.
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10. Michael Wolff maintains that according to Kant, the functions are
not temporal, but the actions (Handlungen) are (see Wolff, Die
Vollständigkeit, p. 22). I do not think that is correct. To say that the
actions by which representations are unified are temporal would be
to say that they are events in time. But surely this is not what Kant
means. When he talks of actions of the understanding, what he means to
point out is that the unity of representations is not given with them but
depends on the thinking subject’s spontaneity. What particular events
and states of affairs in time might be the empirical manifestations
of that spontaneity are not questions he is concerned with. I would
add that the actions in question are no more noumenal than they are
phenomenal: the concept “action” here does not describe a property or
relation of things, but only the status we can grant to the unity of our
representations: the latter is not “given” but “made,” or it is a contri-
bution of the representing subject to the structuring of the contents of
his/her representations.

11. Both Michael Wolff and Reinhart Brandt have drawn attention to the
fact that for Kant, there is no thought without language (see Wolff,
Die Vollständigkeit, pp. 23–4; Reinhart Brandt, Die Urteilstafel: Kri-
tik der reinen Vernunft A67–76; B92–101. Kant-Forschungen Band 4
[Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1991], pp. 42, 110). In the Jäsche Logic,
Kant opposes the distinction that is usual in logic textbooks of his time,
namely, between judgments and propositions, according to which judg-
ments are mere thoughts, whereas propositions are thoughts expressed
in language. Such a distinction is wrong, he says, for without words “one
simply could not judge at all” (9:109). Instead, he distinguishes judgment
and proposition as problematic versus assertoric judgment (9:109). But
in fact, with a few exceptions Kant uses the term “judgment” to refer to
all three kinds of modally qualified judgments (problematic, assertoric,
apodeictic). Note also that in his usage “judgment” refers, on the one
hand, to the act of judging, and on the other hand, to the content of the
act (what we would call the proposition). This is consistent with the
fact that the function of judging finds expression in a form of judgment
(inseparably belonging to thought and language).

12. Above I have translated Vermögen zu urteilen as capacity to judge.
Guyer and Wood have translated it as faculty of judging. Although
their translation is certainly justified if one considers that the Latin
counterpart to Vermögen is facultas, I still prefer “capacity to judge”
both because it avoids the connotation of faculty psychology carried
by “faculty of judging” and because it better emphasizes the idea of a
mere potentiality that gets realized when we actually judge or form
inferences. On this point, see my Kant and the Capacity to Judge
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(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 7–8. On judgments
and inferences, see ibid., pp. 90–3.

13. Early modern logicians typically distinguish between simple and com-
posite propositions, and their list of composite propositions includes
many more besides Kant’s hypothetical and disjunctive judgments.
More important, the distinction between simple and composite propo-
sitions puts Kant’s categorical judgment on one side of the divide,
and Kant’s hypothetical and disjunctive judgments on the other side.
Only Kant includes categorical, hypothetical, and disjunctive judgments
under one and the same title, that of relation. For more details about
early modern lists of propositions, see Kant and the Capacity to Judge,
p. 98, fn. 44. Note that Kant uses the term “judgment” to refer mostly
to the content of the act of judging (an act which is also called “judg-
ment”), but he sometimes insists that when the judgment is assertoric,
it should be called a proposition. See Logic, §§30–3, 9:109.

14. See Michael Wolff, Die Vollständigkeit, p. 232.
15. Ibid., pp. 45–195, esp. p. 181.
16. The Logik Blomberg (1771) and the Logik Philippi (1772) give a pre-

sentation of judgments that remains closer to Meier’s text-book, which
Kant used for his lectures on logic, than to the systematic presenta-
tion of the first Critique. See 24:273–9 and 461–5; Logic Blomberg, in
Lectures on Logic, 220–5. For an occurrence of the two tables in the lec-
tures on metaphysics of the late 1770’s, see Metaphysik L1, 28:187. But
see also Reflexion 3063 (1776–78), in Reflexionen zur Logik, 16:636–
38. For a more complete account of the origins of Kant’s table, see
Tonelli, “Die Voraussetzungen zur Kantischen Urteilstafel in der Logik
des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Friedrich Kaulbach, and Joachim Ritter, eds.,
Kritik und Metaphysik: Heinz Heimsoeth zum achtzigsten Geburtstag
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1966). Also Schulthess, Relation und Funk-
tion, pp. 11–12, and Longuenesse, Kant and the Capacity to Judges, p. 77
fn. 8, p. 98 fn. 44.

17. See Aristotle, De Interpretatione, 16a11; Antoine Arnauld and Pierre
Nicole, Logique, Volume II, Chapter 3. As we saw in the previous sec-
tion, Kant nevertheless gives new meaning to the idea of judgment as
a combination of concepts since in his view the activity of judging
determines the formation of concepts. Thus, the unity of judgment is,
strictly speaking, prior to what it unites, namely, concepts. Note also
that in the main text I write that “synthesis” means positing together
as well as combination. In saying this I would like to emphasize the
fact that as with all of Kant’s terms pertaining to representation, one
should give “synthesis” the sense of the act of synthesizing as much as
that of the result of the act. Similarly, “combination” means combining
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as much as the result thereof. Depending on the context, it is some-
times helpful to use the term expressly connoting the action of the
mind rather than the term connoting the result or intentional corre-
late of the action. In any event, both dimensions are always present for
Kant.

18. See letter to Herz, 10:125; Cf. Correspondence, 10:131.
19. In the chapter on the Schematism of the Pure Concepts of the Under-

standing, Kant maintains that the schema of the concept of cause is “the
real upon which, when it is posited, something else always follows” (A
144/B 183). This means that it is by apprehending the regular repeti-
tion of a sequence of events or states of affairs (“the real upon which,
whenever posited, something else follows”) that we recognize in expe-
rience the presence of a causal connection. But conversely, we look for
such constant conjunctions because we do have a concept of cause as
the concept of something that might be thought under the antecedent
of a hypothetical judgment, with respect to something else that might
be thought under the consequent. Of course, Kant’s point is also that
we can always be mistaken about what we so identify. Some repeated
sequence is warranted as a true causal connection only if it can be
thought under a causal law, and this involves the application of mathe-
matical constructions that allow us to anticipate the continuous succes-
sion and correlation of events in space and in time. However, here I am
anticipating developments of Kant’s argument that go way beyond the
metaphysical deduction properly speaking. See my “Kant on Causality:
What was he trying to prove?,” in Christia Mercer and Eileen O’Neill,
eds., Early Modern Philosophy: Mind, Mattler, and Metaphysics
(Oxford University Press, 2005).

20. G. W. F. Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik, II: Die subjective Logik, in
Gesammelte Werke (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1981), XII, pp. 253–4; Sci-
ence of Logic, English translation by A. V. Miller (Atlantic Highlands,
N.J.: Humanities Press International, 1989), p. 613. What Hegel means
here by “subjective logic” is what Kant called “pure general logic,”
namely, the logic of concepts, judgments, and syllogistic inferences. But
unlike Kant’s “pure general logic,” Hegel’s subjective logic is definitely
not “merely formal.” More on this shortly.

21. See Die subjective Logik, pp. 59–90; Engl. transl., pp. 623–63.
22. On this point see my “Hegel, Lecteur de Kant sur le jugement,” in

Philosophie 36, October 1992, pp. 62–7.
23. On this point, see Hans D. Sluga, Gottlob Frege (London: Routledge and

Kegan Paul, 1980), pp. 8–35.
24. Hermann Cohen, Kants Theorie der Erfahrung (Berlin: Bruno Cassirer,

1st ed. 1871, 2nd ed. 1885, 3rd ed. 1918, 4th ed. 1925). The citation is
from the Preface to the first edition (included in the fourth edition), p. ix.
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25. Ibid., p. 229.
26. See ibid., pp. 245–8.
27. See ibid., Preface to the second edition, p. xiv.
28. See Martin Heidegger, Phänomenologische Interpretation der Kritik der

reinen Vernunft, Gesamtausgabe Band 25 (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio
Klostermann, 1977), pp. 257–303, English translation by Parvis Emad
and Kenneth Maly, Phenomenological Interpretation of the Critique of
Pure Reason (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), pp. 175–
207; and Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik, Gesamtausgabe Band
3 (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1991), pp. 51–69, English
translation by Richard Taft, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), pp. 34–46.

29. See Pure Reason, B viii.
30. Gottlob Frege, Begriffschrift, eine der arithmetischen nachgebildete

Formelsprache des reinen Denkens, in Begriffschrift und andere
Aufsätze (Hildesheim: Olms, 1964), English translation by Stefan
Bauner-Mengelberg, Begriffschrift, a formula language for pure thought,
modeled upon that of arithmetic, in Frege and Gödel. Two Fundamen-
tal Texts in mathematical logic, Jean van Heijenhoort, ed. (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1970). On the distinction between judg-
ment and judgeable content, see §2, p. 2; English translation, p. 11: “A
judgment will always be expressed by means of the sign �, which stands
to the left of the sign, or the combination of signs, indicating the content
of the judgment. If we omit the small vertical stroke at the left end of
the horizontal one, the judgment will be transformed into a mere com-
bination of ideas [Vorstellungsverbindung], of which the writer does
not state whether he acknowledges it to be true or not.” Frege later
renounces the expression “Vorstellungsverbindung” as too psychologi-
cal, and talks instead of “Gedanke” to describe the judgeable content to
the right of the judgment stroke. See the 1910 footnote Frege appended
to §2; English translation, p. 11 fn. 6.

31. On the rise of nineteenth-century naturalism about logic and Frege’s
conception of logic as reacting against naturalism, see Hans Sluga, Frege
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980), especially chapters 1 and 2.
In fairness to Kant, it should be recalled that he does distinguish logic
from psychology: he maintains that contrary to the latter, the former is
concerned not with the way we think, but with the way we ought to
think. But this distinction can have little weight for Frege, who wants
to free logic from any mentalistic connotation, whether normative or
descriptive.

32. Strawson’s criticism of the redundancies of Kant’s table is clearly
inspired by Frege’s. See P. F. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense: An Essay
on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (London: Methuen, 1966), pp. 78–82.
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33. It is worth noting that Frege reverses the Kantian terminology and
calls “proposition” the judgeable content and “judgment“ the asserted
content, whereas Kant reserved the term “proposition” to assertoric
judgment: see fn. 11 above, and Frege’s Begriffschrift, §2, §4. These are
mere terminological differences, but they need to be kept in mind to
avoid confusions.

34. Begriffschrift §5, p. 7; English translation, p. 15.
35. Ibid., §5, p. 6; English translation, p. 14; §12, p. 23; English translation,

p. 27.
36. Ibid., §9. English translation, pp. 21–3.
37. See Cassirer, Substanzbegriff und Funktionsbegriff: Untersuchungen

über die Grundfragen der Erkenntniskritik (Berlin: Bruno Cassirer,
1910), English translation, published as Substance and Function, trans-
lated by William and Marie Swabey (Chicago: Open Court, 1923). Peter
Schulthess has defended the view that Cassirer’s emphasis on the rela-
tional nature of Kant’s transcendental logic, as well as his emphasis on
the ontological primacy of relations, not substances, is in full agreement
with Kant’s own view, including his view of logic. See Peter Schulthess,
Relation und Funktion. Michael Friedman has defended the relevance
of Cassirer’s version of neo-Kantianism for contemporary philosophy
of science: see Michael Friedman, A Parting of the Ways: Carnap,
Cassirer and Heidegger (Chicago and La Salle, IL: Open Court, 2000),
especially Chapter 6, pp. 87–110; and “Transcendental Philosophy and
A Priori Knowledge: a Neo-Kantian Perspective,” in Paul Boghossian
& Christopher Peacocke, eds., New Essays on the A Priori (Oxford:
Clarendon, 2000), pp. 367–84.
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5 Kant’s philosophy of the
cognitive mind

Kant’s contributions to our understanding of the mind came largely
in the course of pursuing other projects. The Critique of Pure Reason
was intended to determine what we can know. In trying to answer
that question Kant was led to consider what minds must be like to be
capable of knowledge. His search for a sound basis for ethics included
an investigation of the nature of a being who could be a morally
responsible agent. He offered hypotheses about how observers appre-
ciate beauty and sublimity in order to clarify the significance of the
aesthetic appreciation of art and nature. By investigating what we
could do or what he thought we could do, he developed theories
about who or what we are.

The task of integrating the aspects of mind that Kant believed are
required for knowledge, morality, and aesthetic sensibility in a con-
sistent portrait of a subject has yet to be carried out. In this chapter, I
focus exclusively on his depictions of the mind as a subject of knowl-
edge in the Critique of Pure Reason. His theory of the active cognizer
stands behind his most arresting philosophical doctrine, namely, the
thesis that “we ourselves bring into the appearances that order and
regularity in them that we call nature, and moreover we would not
be able to find it there if we, or the nature of our mind, had not
originally put it there” (Pure Reason, A 125).1

Kant presented the Critique as the culmination of the efforts of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophers to determine the
scope and limits of human knowledge. Whether or not one agrees
with that immodest assessment, it is almost impossible to under-
stand the reasoning behind his views, and sometimes the views
themselves, without considering the predecessors whom he hoped to
surpass. Since the topic of this chapter is not his theory of cognition

169
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per se, but his understanding of a mind or self capable of cognition, I
will consider only the explicit or implicit theories of mind contained
in his forerunners’ theories of cognition.

1. descartes’ cogito and nativism

Kant owned Latin versions of Descartes’ Meditations on First Phi-
losophy and his Principles of Philosophy,2 and he explicitly criti-
cized the reasoning of the cogito in both the Paralogisms chapter of
the Critique and in his lectures on anthropology (25:14). In trying
to determine whether any part of knowledge is secure, Descartes
had famously argued that there were two propositions that could
be known with absolute certainty, “I think” and “I exist.” But he
had also said a great deal more about thinking. Affirming, doubt-
ing, imagining, and sensing are species of thinking and as certain as
thinking itself. Someone who perceives his two hands before him
might doubt that they are real, but he could not doubt either that he
is perceiving in a particular way – having a “two-hand” perception –
or that he is doubting the veridicality of his perception. The various
actions or conditions of the mind are transparent to it and so known
with complete certainty.

Beyond the certainty of the mental, Descartes was widely known
for reviving the thesis of nativism. He maintained that the empiri-
cist credo that nothing is in the mind that was not first in the senses
could not possibly be true for mathematical ideas or for the idea of
God. Our senses do not present us with examples of infinities or,
for that matter, with instances of mathematical figures of any sort
(e.g., sets of points that are perfectly equidistant from one point). In
his polemic against Eberhard (On a Discovery), Kant tried to dis-
tinguish his position from Descartes as clearly as possible: “The
Critique admits absolutely no divinely implanted or innate repre-
sentations” (8:221).

2. locke on “internal” sense and sameness
of person

Descartes’ reintroduction of the hypothesis of innate ideas inspired
a lengthy rebuttal from John Locke in the Essay Concerning Human
Understanding.3 The Essay was widely known in Germany and
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Locke had been officially approved by all Prussian faculties as a
source to follow in metaphysics.4 He took up the challenge of show-
ing how seemingly difficult cases could be understood as ideas orig-
inating in sensory experience. A crucial move was his introduction
of a second “fountain” of sensory experience. Beyond the universally
acknowledged five senses, Locke posited an “internal sense”:

the other fountain . . . is, – the perception of the operations of our own mind
within us, as it is employed about the ideas it has got; – which operations,
when the soul comes to reflect on and consider, do furnish the understanding
with another set of ideas, which could not be had from things without. And
such are perception, thinking, doubting, believing, reasoning, knowing, will-
ing, and all the different actings of our own minds. . . . This source . . . though
it be not sense, as having nothing to do with external objects, yet it is very
like it, and might properly enough be called internal sense. (Essay, 2.1.4)

In a stroke, the hypothesis of an internal sense solved the problem
of the origin of our ideas of thinking, imagining, judging, and the
like. Although these might be invisible to other senses, each of us
could acquire ideas about the mind from inner observation of our
own mental activities.

Locke’s view of how the “internal sense” or “reflection” worked
was not completely clear. The preceding passage suggests a two-stage
process: we perceive mental operations and then reflect on what we
have perceived in order to form the idea of, for example, willing.
But just after that passage, Locke gave an explicit account of his
understanding of “reflection” that suggested that it happens in a
single stage. Reflection is that notice that the mind takes of its own
operations (Essay, 2.1.4).

Beyond providing ideas of mental activities, Locke thought the
internal sense also provides knowledge of the fact of our own exis-
tence.

It is evident to any one who will but observe what passes in his own mind,
that there is a train of ideas which constantly succeed one another in his
understanding. . . . For whilst we are thinking, or whilst we receive succes-
sively several ideas in our minds, we know that we do exist. (Essay, 2.14.3)

Did Locke’s view that the internal sense gives us knowledge of the
fact of our existence contradict or reaffirm the doctrine of the cogito?
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Locke suggested that knowledge of our existence comes with the
observing of our thoughts. So the question of his agreement or dis-
agreement with the cogito turns on whether Descartes understood
knowledge of existence to come with awareness of thinking or to be
an inference from that awareness. Scholars disagree on how best to
read the Meditations, but Descartes’ own rehearsal of the argument
in the Principles of Philosophy presented it in its classic inferential
form: I am thinking, therefore I exist.5 Kant understood it that way
and, in his early lectures on anthropology (winter 1772–3), seemed
to take Locke’s side: “I am, that is an intuition and not a conclusion
as Descartes believed” (25:14).6

In addition to introducing the important, if not entirely clear,
notion of an “internal sense,” Locke moved the issue of the self
and its identity to the center of philosophical discussions of mind.
Having rejected the Scholastic notion of “substance,” he needed
to provide some other basis for the fundamental legal and moral
assumption that persons persist through time, so that the one who
committed the crime was the same person as the one who receives
the punishment.7 Locke began his celebrated account of personal
identity with an account of what “person” stands for:

a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider
itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which
it does only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking.

(Essay, 2.27.9)

Here again, it is not obvious how we are to take some of his key
mental terms. He seemed to distinguish reasoning from reflecting,
but is the latter the same as the consciousness that is insepara-
ble from thinking? In maintaining that consciousness is insepara-
ble from thinking, Locke offered a very strong claim: you could not
sometimes perceive outer objects and other times perceive your own
mind; rather, whenever you look at this page in this book, for exam-
ple, you would be simultaneously aware of your own perceiving of
the page. Because he took thinking always to involve consciousness
of yourself thinking, Locke also believed that consciousness pro-
vides a criterion for personal identity: sameness of person extends
as far as “consciousness can be extended backwards to any past
action or thought” (Essay, 2.27.9). Since this backwards extension
of consciousness seems very like remembering, Locke’s theory of
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personal identity is usually understood as proposing a “memory”
criterion: you are the same person as the one who did or thought
things you remember doing or thinking.

3. leibniz on persons, nativism,
and “apperception”

In 1704, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz completed the New Essays Con-
cerning Human Understanding,8 an odd work that presented Locke’s
ideas, in roughly the order they appeared in the original Essay, inter-
woven with his own commentaries and criticisms. To begin where
we left off with Locke, Leibniz offered what he took to be a friendly
amendment to the memory criterion. He agreed with Locke’s funda-
mental point that the moral identity of a person is preserved through
consciousness of past and present thoughts and actions, but he sug-
gested that although it is logically possible that consciousness could
be extended in the absence of what he called “real identity,”

[he] should have thought that, according to the order of things, an identity
which is apparent to the person concerned – one who senses himself to be
the same – presupposes a real identity obtaining through each immediate
temporal transition accompanied by reflection, or by the sense of I.

(New Essays, 236)

For Leibniz, the “real identity” of real substances requires nei-
ther continuity of atoms, nor continuity of organization. Rather, it
depends on an “enduring principle of life” or “monad” containing the
entire history of the substance in such a way that its stages unfold
one after another (New Essays, 231). His view was not that if the
continuity established by memory diverges from the real identity of
a subject, the latter consideration is decisive; it was that in an orderly
world the sorts of divergences Locke imagined between memory and
substance would not arise.

The New Essays also offered a critique of Locke’s rejection of
innate ideas and principles. Leibniz argued that since the princi-
ples of logic and mathematics are necessarily true, they cannot be
established by experience. He countered Locke’s objection that prin-
ciples such as “everything that is, is” cannot be innate (because they
are unknown to children) with the hypothesis that our minds have
many ideas and principles of which we are not conscious. To take his
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classic, if not entirely convincing, example: when we are aware of
the roar of the ocean, we are not conscious of (cannot distinguish) the
sound of the individual waves. Yet we must be aware of the sounds of
the individual waves in some sense or we would not hear the combi-
nation of these sounds as a roar (New Essays, 54). He explained that
children and the unschooled operate on logical principles without
recognizing them as such. Ever the diplomat, Leibniz presented his
rebuttal to Locke again in the form of an amendment: nothing is in
the mind that was not first in the senses – except the mind (and its
principles) itself (New Essays, 110–11).

The question of whether all thinking is conscious was frequently
debated between the followers of Locke and Leibniz, but there is no
question where Kant stood. He devoted a section of his anthropol-
ogy lectures to “the ideas we have without being aware of them,”
and he compared conscious thoughts to a few illuminated points
on a vast map of the mind (7:135). Having trumpeted the existence
of unconscious or “petites” perceptions, Leibniz needed to distin-
guish those perceptions from conscious ones. The citation that fol-
lows is from the “Principles of Nature and Grace,” a work that
Kant referred to towards the end of the Critique (Pure Reason,
A 813/B 841, A 815/B 843):

So it is well to make a distinction between perception, which is the inner
state of the monad representing external things, and apperception, which is
consciousness or reflective knowledge of this inner state itself and which is
not given to all souls or to any soul all the time.9

Notice, however, that this account of the difference between percep-
tion and apperception suggests that there might be three different
cases: an inner state that represents the sound of a single wave, an
inner state that represents it in a way that enables you to be con-
scious of the sound of a single wave (in that you clearly distinguish
it from other things) and reflection on your inner state itself. Or are
there just two, unconscious perceptions and conscious perceptions,
which are also always reflective?

Leibniz’s failure to clarify the relation between conscious percep-
tion and reflective perception is evident in his treatment of ani-
mals. Animals have feelings. So if apperception were required for
conscious perception, they would sometimes apperceive. Still, he
maintained that human minds are importantly different. Since we
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have knowledge of necessary or eternal truths, such as those of logic,
number, and geometry, we can rise to reflective acts, acts “which
enable us to think of what is called I and to consider this or that to
be in us . . . these reflective acts provide the principal objects of our
reasonings” (Monadology, §30, see also “Principles of Nature and
Grace”, §5, and New Essays, 50–1).10 For obvious reasons, scholars
have been perplexed about exactly how Leibniz understood “apper-
ception” and “reflection.” Without trying to advance this difficult
issue, I will just note that Leibniz appeared to agree with Locke that
our cognitive access to the “I” is through reflection. On Locke’s view,
we know that we exist through observing the succession of our states.
According to Leibniz, we come to think about the “I” through reflec-
tive acts involving necessary truths.

4. hume’s bundles and the “gentle force”
of association

Restricting ourselves to the views of Locke and Leibniz, Kant’s
empiricist and rationalist predecessors seem to be in substantial, if
hardly complete, agreement about our knowledge of our own minds
or selves: we have it and it comes from reflection. But this common
wisdom was shattered by Locke’s more consistent empiricist suc-
cessor, David Hume. Hume applied Locke’s project of tracing every
idea to a sensory impression to the idea of the “self.” And he drew
an infamous conclusion:

What we call a mind is nothing but a heap or collection of different per-
ceptions . . . which succeed each other with inconceivable rapidity, and are
in a perpetual flux and movement. . . . There is properly no simplicity in
[the mind] at one time, nor identity in different [times], whatever natural
propension we have to imagine that simplicity and identity. . . . They are the
successive perceptions only that constitute the mind.11

That is, Hume maintained that, in providing awareness of a succes-
sion of mental states, the internal sense does not inform us of the
existence of any self or mind, but only of the states themselves.

Presumably Hume used the term “heap” to bring out the con-
trast between his view and that of his opponents. Where they saw
a simple, unified immaterial substance going through a succession
of different perceptions or thoughts, he saw only the collection of
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perceptions itself. Even for Hume, however, the collection is not
as disorderly as “heap” might suggest. He believed that ideas and
perceptions more generally are subject to the “gentle force” of asso-
ciation (Treatise, 10). When two sorts of perceptions, say perceptions
of apples and perceptions of sweetness, have often co-occurred, then
future perceptions of apples will call up ideas of sweetness.

For many years scholars believed that Kant was unaware of
Hume’s attack on the notion of a single mind or self. Dissatisfied
with the account in the Treatise of Human Nature, Hume did not
refer to it in the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, which
Kant owned in a German translation.12 The Treatise itself was not
translated into German until 1791, and by all accounts Kant did
not read English. It turns out, however, that Kant nevertheless had
several means of access to Hume’s “no self” theory. James Beattie
cited long swaths of the Treatise’s account of the self (including the
citations above),13 and both J. C. Lossius and J. N. Tetens discussed
Hume’s view and various criticisms of it.14 Remarkably, Kant may
have learned about the option of a “no self” theory from a completely
different source.15 During the 1760s he read Emile, where Rousseau
presented the Savoyard Vicar as engaging in a Cartesian exercise of
doubting. His efforts led quickly to Humean skeptical doubt about
our knowledge of a self distinct from its states:

Who am I? . . . I exist. . . . Do I have particular sentiments of my existence,
or do I sense it only through my sensations? This is my first doubt, which
it is for the present impossible for me to resolve; for as I am continually
affected by sensation whether immediately or by memory, how can I know
whether the sentiment of the I is something outside these same sensations
and whether it can be independent of them?16

5. rational and empirical psychology

In addition to the theories of mind and self (or no self) that followed
from various seventeenth- and eighteenth-century epistemologies,
Christian Wolff (1679–1754) and his followers tried to establish
more or less independent disciplines devoted to the study of mind,
“Empirical” and “Rational” Psychology. The data of Empirical Psy-
chology were to be supplied by “attending to those occurrences in our
souls of which we are conscious,”17 bringing them under accurate
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definitions, and then determining the sufficient reason for their
occurrence. Although Empirical Psychology was based on observa-
tion, it included demonstrations, and most important, a demonstra-
tion of the existence of the soul:

Whatever being is actually conscious of itself and other things exists. I am
actually conscious of myself and other things. Therefore, I exist.18

In our post-Kantian epistemological framework, Wolff’s inclusion of
demonstrations in an empirical science seems jarring. But his under-
standing of Rational Psychology is even more alien. This discipline
began from the data of Empirical Psychology and so was less reli-
able than that science; but it was also somewhat unreliable because
it rested on ontology and cosmology. Starting from the fact of the
soul’s existence, Rational Psychology appealed to ontology to try
to establish propositions about it that are true of being in general; it
appealed to cosmology to try to understand the soul in relation to the
theory of body. As Wolff presented Rational Psychology (somewhat
defensively), it cleaved to the method that Bacon had unfavorably
contrasted with the experimental method (New Organon, 1620):19

“[this method] flies from the senses and particulars to the most gen-
eral axioms, and from these principles, the truth of which it takes for
settled and immovable, proceeds to judgment and to the discovery of
middle axioms.” At least by the time he wrote the Critique, Kant had
firmly rejected this method; the Preface to the second edition lauds
Bacon for putting science on the right path (Pure Reason, B xii).

6. kant’s early views about mind and self

In his earliest philosophical tract, A New Elucidation of the First
Principles of Metaphysical Cognition (1755), Kant offered a criti-
cism of Wolff and Leibniz that remained a staple of his metaphysical
views about the succession of mental states. Leibniz had abstracted
from his distinctive metaphysical position for the purpose of debat-
ing Locke in the New Essays, but Kant’s audience was very familiar
with the theory of the Monadology. In that work, Leibniz main-
tained that the basic constituents of reality are “monads,” simple
noninteracting substances whose existence could be understood in
terms of the changing perceptions of a mind.20 Kant’s objection was
straightforward: if a simple, causally isolated substance contained
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the determining ground or sufficient reason for its own changing
perceptions, then at T1 it would have to contain the determining
ground for whatever perception it would have at T2, for example,
the perception of the roar of the ocean. If it contained the determin-
ing ground for this perception at T1, however, then it must have
that perception at T1: “it is necessary that whatever is posited by
a determining ground be posited simultaneously with that deter-
mining ground” (New Elucidation, 1:411). From this metaphysical
argument, Kant concluded that changes in the soul establish the
existence of objects outside the soul in which it stands in reciprocal
connection and that it is necessary for souls to be connected with
bodies (New Elucidation, 1:412).

Kant made other important claims about the mind in the service
of offering a metaphysical account of two different worlds, those
of sense and intellect, in the Dissertation. The concepts that apply
to the real, intellectual or intelligible world “are given by the very
nature of the understanding; they contain no form of sensitive cogni-
tion and they have been abstracted from no use of the senses” (Dis-
sertation, 2:394). By contrast, our sensory representations present
things as they appear. These representations include, first, sensa-
tion, which Kant believed could be understood as their matter, and
also a “form,” “the aspect of things which arises according as the
various things which affect the senses are coordinated by a certain
natural law of the mind” (Dissertation, 2:393). The formal aspects
of the world of appearance or the “phenomenal” world are space and
time. In Kant’s view, every object represented by our senses appears
in space and time because our minds have a lawful propensity to take
the materials received from objects through sensation and to form
from them representations of whole objects in a unitary space and
time.

The Dissertation’s account of the intelligible world was philo-
sophically unsatisfactory in two important ways. How do we know
that fashionable metaphysical concepts such as “substance” and
“perfection” reflect the basic laws of the understanding? Even if
they do, why should principles that govern the way we think be
considered as true of the real world of objects? These questions did
not just bother Kant’s critics; they provided the impetus for the
intense philosophical investigations that culminated in the Critique.
Despite its failings, the Dissertation offers a window into Kant’s
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understanding of the intimate relation between cognition and the
mind: some aspects of the world as we cognize it reflect the “stable
and innate” laws of the mind (2:393).

7. kant’s lectures on metaphysics
and anthropology

The Dissertation was occasioned by Kant’s appointment as a pro-
fessor of logic and metaphysics, and although he did not publish
any substantive philosophical work between 1770 and 1781, he
gave many courses from which student lecture notes have been
preserved.21 In his metaphysics and anthropology courses during
the mid-1770s, he appeared to accept many central arguments from
Rational Psychology: the soul is a substance, it is simple, single, and
spontaneous (Lectures on Metaphysics, 28:266):

It is remarkable that we represent so much under the I, for by analysis we
find that under the I we think the following parts . . . the simplicity of the
soul, . . . the substantiality of the soul, . . . a rational substance, for because I
think the I, I feel that I can make myself the topic of my thoughts, . . . the
freedom of the soul. (Lectures on Anthropology, 25:244–5)

In his (reported) discussions of Empirical Psychology in the meta-
physics and anthropology courses, he maintained up through the
mid-70s that we intuit the I (Lectures on Anthropology, 25:14, 474;
Lectures on Metaphysics, 28:244). Kant’s presentation of Rational
Psychology and his claim for the intuitive status of the “I think”
in these recently published lecture notes stand in stark contrast to
his treatment of these issues in the Critique. There he repeats many
times that we do not intuit a self (e.g., Pure Reason, A 107, B 134,
B 157, A 382). And one chapter of the Critique, the Paralogisms of
Pure Reason, is devoted to criticizing the discipline of Rational Psy-
chology. These texts raise a fascinating philosophical and historical
puzzle: how and when did Kant discover that the arguments of Ratio-
nal Psychology were “paralogisms,” that is, fallacies?

8. the elements of cognition

Much of the central argumentation of the Critique of Pure Reason is
dedicated to resolving the problem revealed by the Dissertation: why
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should the laws of human thinking find application in the natural
world? The outlines of Kant’s solution will be clearer if we consider
the dispute between rationalists and empiricists about universal and
necessary principles. Both groups and Kant agreed on an essential
point: it is impossible to establish universal and necessary principles
or laws on the basis of experience. Given that realization, consistent
empiricists concluded that we have no cognition of necessary and
universal laws. By contrast, rationalists argued that universal and
necessary laws are essential to cognition, but that they need not be
acquired through experience.

Many arguments of the first half of the Critique are intended to
reveal the inadequacy of the empiricist theory of cognition. As Kant
understood that view, cognitions arise in us through the actions of
objects causing representations in our minds via our outer senses
or our internal sense (which he called “inner sense”). The repre-
sentations received are connected via the law of association. Thus,
the connections among representations in our minds reflect the pat-
terns of our sensory experiences: we would think early dusk together
with ice and snow if we had frequently experienced ice and snow on
the shortest days of the year (Pure Reason, A 100). For one type of
cognition after another, Kant argued that mere association is insuf-
ficient to explain the ways in which representational elements are
connected in empirical cognitions that all acknowledge we possess.

In the case of perception, Kant maintained that we could not
achieve a perceptual image solely through receiving and associating
sensory impressions (Pure Reason, A 121). Some of his metaphysics
lectures provide a helpful illustration of the issue.

When I see a city, my mind then forms itself an image of the object which
it has before it while it runs through the manifold.

(Lectures on Metaphysics, 28:235)

Suppose I take in part of the Manhattan skyline, by looking first at
the Empire State Building and then at the Chrysler Building. To form
the whole image, I must reproduce, for example, the visual materi-
als acquired from the interaction of my senses and (light rays from)
the Empire State Building. Following then-standard psychology, Kant
characterized the capacity to represent in perception objects that
were not or were no longer present to the senses as the “imagi-
nation.” He noted that although an imagination that reproduced
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previously acquired visual material is necessary to form such an
image, it is not sufficient.

If, however, representations reproduced one another without distinction,
just as they fell together, there would in turn be no determinate connection,
but merely unruly heaps of them, and no cognition at all would arise.

(Pure Reason, A 121)

The problem is that I cannot form an image of this part of the sky-
line merely by reproducing the different pieces in the order I took
them in. Rather, the imagination must create an order among the
representational elements that represents the simultaneous spatial
positions of the landmarks.

Despite his legendary obscurity, Kant could not have been clearer
on the new role for imagination in his epistemology:

No psychologist has yet thought that the imagination is a necessary ingre-
dient of perception itself. This is so partly because this faculty has been
limited to reproduction, and partly because it has been believed that the
senses do not merely afford us impressions but also put them together, and
produce images of objects, for which without doubt something more than
the receptivity of impressions is required, namely a function of the synthesis
of them. (Pure Reason, A 122n.)

In the first edition, Kant provided an explicit account of the crucial
activity of synthesizing:

By synthesis in the most general sense, however, I understand the act of
putting different representations together with each other and comprehend-
ing their manifoldness in one cognition. . . . The synthesis of a manifold . . . is
what first brings forth a cognition . . . [it] is that which properly collects the
elements for cognition and unifies them into a certain content.

(Pure Reason, A 77/B 103)

That is, synthesis is an activity of the mind whereby elements con-
tained in diverse representations are brought together and repre-
sented as unified (in various ways) in a further representation. We
have seen why he thought that a synthesis is involved in perception.
To produce an image, various perceptual elements that were taken
in sequentially must be put together in some way other than by
repeating the sequence given in sense. The citation makes the sweep-
ing claim that a synthesis of diverse elements is what first gives rise
to (any) cognition. If we make a rough division of the cognitive into
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perception and conception, as he did, then the other case would be
cognition through concepts.

It is not obvious that a synthesis is needed to recognize an object as
falling under a concept. Why can’t we do this simply by association?
If a number of features occurred together in our experience, these
would become associated in a single representation and we could
then compare the items in that representation with the properties
of the object before us. To get a sense of why Kant believed that
this is insufficient and so that another synthesis is necessary for
conception, it may be useful to consider an example and a variation
on it. Macbeth thought that he saw a dagger floating in the air, but
when he tried to grasp it, he felt nothing. Suppose instead that he
thought he saw a smoke ring and that it too seemed nothing to his
grasp. In the latter instance, he could perfectly well conclude that his
original judgment that there is a smoke ring before him was correct;
in the former, he came to doubt his judgment (and his sanity).

Kant’s explanation for the difference between the two cases would
be that the different concepts are associated with different rules. The
rules associated with the concept “smoke ring” allowed smoke rings
to produce no tactile sensations; but if something falls under the
concept “dagger,” then it must have a distinctive feel. To conceive of
an object as a dagger involves connecting representational elements
in a way that they were not and could not have been connected in
the senses: various possible visual and tactile sensations must be
connected with the object and so with each other.

We find, however, that our thought of the relation of all cognition to its
object carries something of necessity with it . . . since insofar as they are to
relate to an object our cognitions must also necessarily agree with each other
in relation to it, i.e. they must have that unity that constitutes the concept
of an object. (Pure Reason, A 104–5, cf. A 197/B 242)

At least when we stick to particular examples, Kant’s claim seems
eminently plausible. Insofar as representations are to be represen-
tations of a single object, then they must agree with each other.
To switch examples, two representations could not represent the
same object as being entirely red and entirely green at the same
time.

When we consider the issue more generally, as Kant did, the pic-
ture is, however, considerably murkier. What, exactly, is “that unity
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that constitutes the concept of an object” (any object)? Although, as
we have seen, Kant believed that different objects have different sorts
of unity (or are associated with different rules), he also believed that
all concepts of objects are governed by a common set of rules, rules
associated with special concepts, the “categories.” So, for example,
he argued that any object that we perceive through inner or outer
sense must have extensive magnitude; its spatial and/or temporal
extent must be measurable (Pure Reason, A 161/B 202). He also main-
tained that everything that we encounter through perception must
obey the principle that the quantity of basic substances must be con-
served (A 182/B 224). Most famously, he argued that any change that
we can perceive must be understood as occurring in accordance with
the law of cause and effect (A 188/B 232).

It may seem a long way from these highly general principles to the
claim that it is part of the concept of a “dagger” that certain tactile
and visual representations must be connected in the overall percep-
tual representation of a dagger – as indeed it is. Although Kant offered
almost no details about how this is supposed to work, his idea seems
to have been that the rules associated with particular (noncategorial)
concepts represent different specifications of the very general rules,
specifications made in light of sensory experience. So daggers take
up a certain amount of space (they are neither two inches nor two
miles long); they are brought into being through, for example, the
shaping of steel; they cause cuts, and so forth. Although smoke is
an odd kind of object, it still obeys the principle of conservation,
so we can determine the weight of some smoke by subtracting the
weight of the ash from the initial weight of the wood (Pure Reason,
A 185/B 228). Where empiricists understood the concept of a “dag-
ger” as being built up by abstracting features from instances that had
been encountered in experience, Kant believed that such a concept
has to be associated with rules that are experiential specifications of
highly general principles (A 126, A 128, B 164–5). Only in that way
can concepts be associated with universal and necessary rules (since
such rules cannot be based on experience).

As in the case of perceptual images, conceptual representations
do not (merely) reflect the patterns in which the particular ele-
ments were taken in by the senses. They too have to be produced
by synthesis, by the active (as opposed to merely receptive or pas-
sive) faculties of a cognizer creating relations among representational
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elements that were not given by their association in sensory expe-
rience. Kant labeled the faculty involved in the syntheses required
by concept use the “understanding.” Haphazard or arbitrary com-
binings of sensory elements would hardly produce representations
of objects that conform to the very general rules associated with the
categories. He seemed to think that the understanding synthesizes
conceptual representations of objects that conform to categorial prin-
ciples by making implicit use of those principles themselves in the
synthesizing (Pure Reason, A 105).

Kant agreed with the rationalists that the empirical cognitions
we enjoy presuppose universal and necessary metaphysical princi-
ples, such as the principle that all changes have causes, but he dis-
agreed about the source of these principles. They are neither divinely
implanted innate principles nor intellectual insights into the struc-
ture of reality. He agreed with the empiricists that our only avenues
to outside sources of cognition are our senses. According to his “third
way,” the source of these principles is the understanding itself. He
drew attention to his “third way” at the beginning of the Introduction
to the Critique. Although all cognition begins with objects rousing
our faculties into action,

It could well be that even our experiential cognition is a composite of that
which we receive through impressions and that which our own cognitive
faculty (merely prompted by sensible impressions) provides out of itself. . . .

It is therefore at least a question requiring closer investigation . . . whether
there is any such cognition independent of all experience and even of all
impressions of the senses [because it is supplied by the cognitive powers].
One calls such cognitions a priori and distinguishes them from empirical
ones, which have their sources a posteriori, namely, in experience.

(Pure Reason, B 1–2)

That is, his empiricist predecessors erred in not recognizing that
what they took to be merely empirical or sensory cognition is in
fact a composite of a posteriori (from the senses) and a priori (from
the actions of the mind) elements and thus is already infused with
principles deriving from the understanding.

We can now return, at last, to the key question raised by the
Dissertation. Why do the universal and necessary laws that govern
the objects we cognize as part of the natural world agree with the
laws governing our understanding? In briefest form, Kant’s answer

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc05 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 4:1

Kant’s philosophy of the cognitive mind 185

was that the only representations – and hence cognitions – that we
can have of objects are representations produced by the synthesizing
activities of the understanding according to its categorial principles.
Hence all the objects of our cognition must agree with those princi-
ples. (We have not considered any of the complex and controversial
arguments that he offered to support this claim, because the focus
of the chapter is not his theory of cognition, but the theory of the
cognitive mind that he extracted from it.)

9. the properties of cognitive subjects

Even this skeletal account of Kant’s theory of cognition enables us
to start filling in the corresponding pieces of his theory of the sub-
ject of cognition. Where the Dissertation had the lower faculty of
sensation producing representations of a world of appearances and
the higher faculty of understanding laying down the laws of the real
intelligible world, the signature theme of the first Critique is that
even empirical cognition is possible only through the cooperation
of our faculties (Pure Reason, A 51/B 75–6), that is, through imagi-
nation and understanding organizing the materials supplied through
sensibility.

Kant’s view that our faculties contribute to the production of
cognition extended even to the target of his critique, reason itself.
Although he intended to demonstrate that reason has limits and that
much metaphysical confusion can be traced to failures to heed those
limits, he assumed that, as a natural faculty, reason must also have
some positive purpose (Pure Reason, A 642–3/B 670–1). In the light of
considerations we need not explore here, he believed that the distinc-
tive contribution of reason is to unify all our cognitions in a system-
atic hierarchy of principles. On his model of cognition, then, sensory
elements come in through sensibility (outer and inner sense) and are
combined by the understanding into concepts and judgments; those
concepts and judgments are in turn organized by reason into a unified
system of cognition, in which (ideally) concepts and principles are
arranged in hierarchies from the specific to the most general (Pure
Reason, A 298–9/B 355). As with the relation between sensibility and
understanding, he argued that reason’s ability to fulfill its purpose of
systematizing cognition implies that it must be coordinate with the
understanding (Pure Reason, A 651/B 679).
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If we were to stop at this point, with the faculties of sensibility,
imagination, understanding, and reason, Kant’s portrait of a cogni-
tive subject would be reasonably clear. The obscurity that constantly
threatens to engulf his entire theory of mind arises because he main-
tains that a further fundamental power or faculty is required for
cognition, the power of “apperception.” As we have seen, Leibniz
introduced this term into the philosophical lexicon, but seemed to
use it equivocally, to stand for (at least) conscious perception and
reflection. Kant first employed the term in some unpublished argu-
ment sketches in the mid-1770s. Although there is some interpretive
controversy on this point, his contextual definitions seem to align
it with Lockean “internal sense.” Apperception is the intuition of
ourselves as opposed to objects (R 4675, 17:651); “apperception is
the consciousness of thinking, that is of representations, in so far as
these are set in the mind” (R 4674, 17:647). By the time he wrote
the Critique, it was clear to him that the faculties of apperception
and inner sense must be “carefully distinguished” since the latter is
“receptive” (Pure Reason, A 19/B 33, B 157n.) or “passive” (B 153),
whereas the faculty of “apperception” is active. It brings about “the
unity of this synthesis [of the various sensory materials]” (A 94); it
makes out of all appearances “a connection or coherence according
to laws” (A 108).

In the more extensive discussion of cognitive faculties in the
first edition of the Critique, the power of apperception entered the
argument as Kant explored our ability to recognize objects under
concepts. To return to our example, suppose that you judge, on
the basis of observation, that there is a dagger before you. In so
doing, you are relating your visual images and your tactile images
in the way required by the concept – one object is being repre-
sented as simultaneously having a certain look and feel. Since these
representations were not united in the senses as they are in the
conceptual representation (as necessarily connected), Kant main-
tained that the unified representation in question is possible only
through

that unity of consciousness that precedes all data of the intuitions, and
in relation to which all representation of objects is alone possible. This
pure, original, and immutable consciousness I will now name transcendental
apperception. (Pure Reason, A 107).
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In the second edition as well, “transcendental apperception” was
introduced as a solution to the problem of the unity of combination:

The concept of combination also carries with it the concept of the unity of
the manifold . . . we must seek this unity . . . in that which itself contains the
ground of . . . unity. (Pure Reason, B 130–1)

The succeeding section concerns “the original synthetic unity of
apperception.”

From the beginning Kant’s readers have been baffled by his doc-
trine of transcendental apperception. About the only clear point is
that “transcendental apperception” was intended to contrast with
“empirical apperception” (which is sometimes called “empirical
consciousness”) and that the latter referred to Lockean internal
sense (e.g., Pure Reason, A 107). Although both “transcendental” and
“apperception” are complex and contested technical terms, there
is substantial agreement on one aspect of the former. It is widely
believed that Kant’s distinctive method of “transcendental” proof
sought to establish the legitimacy or necessity of presuming vari-
ous faculties, principles, and aspects of representations or concepts
by arguing that those items are necessary for the “possibility of
[cognitive] experience.”22 So, for example, he tried to show that it
is legitimate to use the concept of “cause” by arguing that unless we
conceive of changes in terms of laws of cause and effect, we cannot
have cognitive experience of the changes at all. If we adopt this rel-
atively well-accepted meaning of “transcendental,” then “transcen-
dental apperception” (henceforth “TA”) would seem to indicate an
apperception that is necessary for the possibility of cognitive expe-
rience or empirical cognition.

From the textual indications given above (from both editions),
TA seems to be concerned with the unity required for synthesiz-
ing representations out of the materials of sense. As we have seen,
however, Kant connects “unity” with two rather different sorts of
things. When referring to the “unity that constitutes the concept of
an object,” he seems to mean the unity provided by a rule (section 8).
When discussing the unification of the faculties of intuition and
understanding required for the possibility of cognition, he seems
to refer to the coordination of the faculties (section 9). But he also
refers to apperception itself as a “faculty” or power (Pure Reason,
A 94, A117n.)!
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Despite the appearance of inconsistency and confusion, I think it
is possible both to disentangle and to relate many of Kant’s claims
about apperception. The question of whether “apperception” names
a faculty or refers only to the unification of faculties can be resolved
somewhat by noting that he sometimes thought of apperception as
a fundamental or root faculty (Radicalvermögen)23 (Pure Reason, A
114). On that picture, “apperception” would refer to a faculty, but a
faculty of a special sort. Other faculties would be different manifes-
tations of that single faculty – which would explain why the various
non-fundamental cognitive faculties work so well together. Still, he
knew that he did not have adequate grounds for claiming that cogni-
tion requires one underlying capacity (A 682–3/B 710–11). All that he
could argue was that cognition requires the coordination or coopera-
tion of the faculties that receive sensory materials and combine them
for cognition (see A 353). Under these circumstances it seems best
to understand one strand of the doctrine of the transcendental unity
of apperception as maintaining that cognition requires coordinated
faculties.

Kant also believed that the unity of syntheses – the fact that they
are not haphazard or arbitrary – is a function of the rules by which
they are (implicitly) carried out. At first glance, the unity provided
by a rule would seem very different from the unity provided by a fun-
damental faculty or a coordination of faculties. In fact, Kant linked
cognitive powers and rules or principles explicitly in 1790 in the Cri-
tique of the Power of Judgment: “no use of the cognitive powers can
be permitted without principles” (Judgment, 5:385). The first Cri-
tique made the related claim that “every effective [or efficient] cause
must have a character, i.e., a law of its causality, without which it
would not be a cause at all” (Pure Reason, A 539/B 567). I take Kant’s
point to be that insofar as a cognitive faculty is a power (an efficient
cause), it must operate in a definite way that can be specified in
a principle. Notice, however, that the bald claim that any cognitive
faculty must operate by principles appears to be just the sort of unsup-
ported metaphysical claim that Kant wrote the Critique to protest.

Kant could have forged connections across several of his claims
about the “transcendental unity of apperception” had he been will-
ing to make two metaphysical moves: a coordination of faculties
could be explained by an underlying root faculty, therefore we have
such a faculty, “apperception”; faculties may not operate without
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principles, therefore the root faculty of apperception operates accord-
ing to a principle or rule. Since he did not feel such metaphysical
arguments are legitimate, he argued instead that certain conditions
are necessary for the possibility of empirical cognition. As we have
seen, he argued that cognition requires the coordination of faculties.
He offered separate considerations to show that all synthesizing of
representations into cognitions must be subject to a principle.

Kant’s insight may be easier to grasp via an example. Consider
again the delusional Thane of Cawdor. For reasons we have seen,
Kant maintained that insofar as they are to represent an object, the
contents of representations must present a coherent portrait of an
object (hence Macbeth’s realization that he was seeing things when
his visual dagger perceptions did not agree with his tactile percep-
tions). Kant also recognized, however, that representations qua rep-
resentations or vehicles of content must present a coherent portrait
of a subject of representations. After all, had Macbeth suddenly been
replaced by some other cognitive subject or been instantly trans-
ported to a different location, the visual dagger perception at one
time and the empty tactile perception at another would reveal noth-
ing about the presence or absence of a dagger in his original location.
For cognition to be possible, any representation that purports to pro-
vide cognition of objects must also be able to be represented as the
state of a single continuing subject of cognition.

Even though Kant maintained that the syntheses of representa-
tions in various object are subject both to different rules and to sev-
eral common rules about objects, he also came to believe that all
cognitive syntheses are subject to an overarching rule or principle:
it must be possible to understand all the representations involved in
cognition as representations of a single subject of experience (or dif-
ferent sets of representations must be understood as belonging to dif-
ferent subjects of cognitive experience). Thus, “the synthetic propo-
sition that all the varied empirical consciousness [consciousness
of particular representations] must be combined in one single self-
consciousness is the absolutely first and synthetic principle of all our
thought as such” (Pure Reason, A 117n.). Although I have offered an
example to illustrate why Kant’s “absolutely first” principle might
seem plausible, that hardly amounts to an argument for this sweep-
ing and controversial claim. A full-scale evaluation of this cardinal
principle of Kant’s epistemology is beyond the scope of the present
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essay, but I will try to give a somewhat fuller picture of how he under-
stood the principle and of the sort of argument he thought could be
given for it.

Where did this principle come from? As with the principles that
must be involved in cognition of objects through concepts, Kant
maintained that the principle of transcendental apperception could
not come from the senses.

In inner perception, consciousness of oneself in terms of the determinations
of one’s state . . . is merely empirical and always changing . . . it can give us
no constant and abiding self in this flow of inner appearances. It is usually
called inner sense or empirical apperception. (Pure Reason, A 107)

In this passage, Kant appeared to agree with Hume that inner sense
divulges no self, but he did not conclude that our belief in a continu-
ing self rests on a confusion. In a famous later passage, he located the
source of this principle in our own active or spontaneous faculties:

The I think must be capable of accompanying all my representations, for
otherwise something would be represented in me that could not be thought
at all. . . . This representation [i.e., the I think], is an act of spontaneity; i.e.,
it cannot be regarded as belonging to sensibility. (Pure Reason, B 132)

(To say that “I think” must be able to accompany all my represen-
tations is just to say that all my representations must be able to be
referred to a single I that thinks.) That is, as our active faculties are
the source of connections among elements in a representation of an
object, so too are they the source of the connection of representa-
tions, as such, to an I that has representations.

But has Kant simply begged the question against Hume? Even
if our active faculties bring forth the representation of a self, how
could that justify using that concept in the absence of any sensory
impression of the self? In the passage where Kant agreed with Hume
about the absence of such an impression, he went on to criticize
the empiricist approach and to stake out his novel argumentative
strategy:

That which is necessarily to be represented as numerically identical cannot
be thought as such through empirical data. A condition that is to validate
such a transcendental presupposition must be one that precedes all experi-
ence and that makes experience itself possible.

(Pure Reason, A 107, amended translation, cf. B 134)
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Although Hume was right that the senses furnish no evidence for a
self or for the relation of representations to a self, that does not mean
we could not have other grounds for holding that different represen-
tations must belong to a continuing self. In particular, it might be
possible to establish that empirical cognition is possible only if that
principle is presupposed. And that was exactly how Kant argued for
the concept of a self. Different representations must all be under-
stood as belonging to a single I think, because a “representation”
that did not belong with others to a continuing self would be impos-
sible as a representation (that is, as a representation of an object [Pure
Reason, B 132, A 112]); such a state would be “a blind play of rep-
resentations, i.e., less than a dream” (A 112). As we saw in the case
of Macbeth, a “representation” that did not belong to an ongoing
subject could yield no cognition about a dagger – or even about a
hallucination.

At this point, we have two interpretations of “transcendental
apperception.” Kant used this phrase to indicate a necessary-for-
cognition coordination of the faculties and to indicate a necessary-
for-cognition principle that all cognitive states must belong to ongo-
ing subjects of cognition. Other passages present the unity of apper-
ception in a different guise: all my representations must be “brought
under” the “original synthetic unity of apperception . . . by means
of a synthesis” (Pure Reason, B 135–6); the “synthetic unity of the
manifold of intuition . . . is the ground of the identity of appercep-
tion itself” (Pure Reason, B 134). Here the suggestion seems to be
not that apperception is a mind-generated principle governing syn-
theses or a coordination or faculties, but something that is achieved
through the activity of synthesizing representations. In this sense,
“apperception” indicates the connection or connectability of differ-
ent representations through acts of synthesis in the representation of
a continuing subject. I take his point to be that even if cognizers pos-
sess coordinated faculties and an implicit principle governing their
synthesizing (the principle that all representations must belong to
on-going cognizers), they might still lack the unity of apperception
if their representations cannot be connected as states of an ongoing
subject. His view is that if our sensory experiences were so chaotic
that we could not combine them into cognitions (perceptions or
conceptions) of objects, then we could not combine our representa-
tions into a coherent history of a subject of cognition either. That is,
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although apperception is necessary for cognition, cognition of objects
is also necessary for the unity of apperception!

We may seem to have a hopeless chicken and egg problem. For,
it is not just that “apperception” in the sense of “coordination” or
“principle” is necessary for cognition. “Apperception” in the sense
of “connection” or “connectability” is also necessary for cognition.
On Kant’s theory, we cannot cognize objects unless we can represent
the representations through which we know objects as states of an
ongoing subject, but we cannot represent ourselves as ongoing sub-
jects and our representations as parts of those cognitive lives without
cognizing objects. Whether or not this view is correct, it is, I believe,
coherent. Kant’s position was that cognition of objects and cogni-
tion, or even consciousness, of ourselves have to go hand in hand.
He had already made this point in his metaphysics lectures in the
mid-1770s when considering the possibility of the existence of the
soul before birth. Suppose one assumed that the soul always exists
and so existed before being joined with a body.

It does not at all follow that it had in it such a full use of its powers
and faculties . . . rather, it follows that [it] . . . already possessed all abilities
and faculties; but such that these developed only through the body, and
that it acquired all the cognition that it has of the world only through the
body. . . . The state of the soul before birth was thus without consciousness
of the world and of itself. (Lectures on Metaphysics, 28:284)

It is interesting to note that if Kant’s position is correct here, then the
situation that Descartes envisioned at the end of the Meditations,
where the protagonist knows nothing about the world around him,
but only his own existence as a thinking self, would be impossible.

In another central text, Kant offered what appears to be a direct
criticism both of Locke’s view that we get our idea of the self from
inner sense and also of his theory of personal identity. No names are
mentioned, but this is what Kant wrote:

The empirical consciousness that accompanies different representations is
intrinsically scattered and without relation to the identity of the subject.
This relation [to an identical subject] does not yet come about through
my accompanying each representation with consciousness, but through my
adding one representation to another, and being conscious of the synthesis
of them. (Pure Reason, B 133, amended translation)
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That is, the ability to extend consciousness to a variety of represen-
tations does not establish that they belong to an identical subject.
Kant’s positive proposal here, with its emphasis on adding or com-
bining, suggests a somewhat different foundation for the doctrine
of apperception and so a different interpretation of TA. Perhaps the
most important implication of his theory of cognition for the cog-
nitive subject is simply that cognition requires more than just pas-
sive reception; it also requires activity. The passage just considered
(Pure Reason, B 132–3) is not unique in tying apperception to activ-
ities and, indeed, to a consciousness of mental acts or activities. In
another crucial but equally enigmatic passage (Pure Reason, B 158),
he proclaimed that “I exist as an intelligence that is conscious solely
of its power of combination” (amended translation, see also Pure
Reason, A 103, A 108, B 134, B 135).

In the Second Analogy, Kant laid out a line of reasoning that would
lead from activity to something like a cognitive subject: “[the con-
cept of] action leads to the concept of force and thereby to the con-
cept of substance” (Pure Reason, A 204/B 249). That is, where there
is activity, there must be some substance that carries out the activ-
ity. As with the hypothesis of TA as a root faculty, however, he
explicitly retreated from the speculation that the thinking I is a
substance – one of the basic sorts of thing in the universe – so
this fourth gloss on TA should offer a more muted thesis: “tran-
scendental apperception” refers to the creative powers that must be
involved in cognition whether or not those powers resided in basic
substances.

To recap, Kant seems to use “transcendental apperception”24 to
indicate four rather different sorts of things:

1. a unity or coordination of the various cognitive faculties that
is necessary for cognition;

2. the principle that diverse mental states must be able to be
represented as combined in one single I that thinks, which
is necessary for cognition;

3. the connections among mental states produced by the syn-
thesizing activities of the faculties that are necessary for cog-
nition of objects and ourselves;

4. the creative powers that must be involved in cognition
whether or not those powers reside in basic substances.
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Although these glosses differ about what sort of thing transcenden-
tal apperception is supposed to be – a unity of faculties, a principle
about a relation among cognitive states, a relation of connection
among mental states, or a creative faculty or faculties – they emerge
from a univocal cognitive theory. And each doctrine presents a pre-
supposition or a consequence of the central claim of Kant’s theory
that empirical cognition requires creative syntheses. Interpretations
1 and 4 can be read as emphasizing different aspects of the necessary
syntheses. They are both coordinated and creative. Interpretations
2 and 3 highlight, respectively, the most general principle to which
the results of the syntheses have to conform and the relations that
result from the necessary syntheses. Weaving these strands together
in one complex statement of his analysis, we get something like this:
empirical cognition is possible only because we have a capacity for
combining the contents of cognitive states in (later) cognitive states
according to an overarching principle that all the states can them-
selves be represented as states of a single on-going cognitive subject.

Kant often used “apperception” as interchangeable with “self-
consciousness” (e.g., Pure Reason, B 139). For all its length, the pre-
ceding discussion may appear to have overlooked his central clue
about what he meant. Unfortunately, the clue is misleading. If we
understand “self-consciousness” in one of its normal senses – as
a “consciousness” or “awareness” of a “self” – then it cannot be
equated with Kantian “apperception.” As we have seen, Kant came to
distinguish “apperception” from the faculty by which we are aware
of inner happenings, “inner sense.” (Further, he explicitly denied that
we are aware of a self through inner sense.) Rather than trying to get
a grip on the doctrine of “apperception” through appealing to our
pre-theoretical grasp on “self-consciousness,” it is probably better to
use the former to try to figure out his novel understanding of “self-
consciousness.” Given interpretations 1 through 4 above, appercep-
tive self-consciousness might be understood as a consciousness of
the activity of synthesizing, as a number of texts suggest, or it might
be understood as the recognition that various cognitive states must
be understood as states of a single cognizer.25 Here again, although
the glosses on apperceptive self-consciousness are quite different, the
doctrines are compatible. We could be self-conscious both in being
(implicitly) aware of our synthesizing activities and in recognizing
the necessity of our different states as belonging to a single enduring
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cognitive subject. Perhaps Kant wished to link his views about apper-
ception explicitly to the notion of “self-consciousness” because it
followed from his theory that previous notions of self-consciousness
were badly mistaken. We are not at all conscious of a self in the way
that Locke suggested; but we still know that there is a continuing
self and there are several senses in which we could truly be said to
be “self-conscious.”

Although Kant rejected the Humean claim that the “I think” rep-
resents a fiction and the Lockean claim that our knowledge of our
existence derives from inner sense, he did not understand the mind
as a Leibnizean monad either. As we saw in section 6, he did not
believe that the succession of mental states could be understood
as the unfolding of a monad’s “principle of life”; causal interaction
with other substances is required for a simple substance to alter. We
have also seen that, despite his temptation to view the necessary
cooperation of cognitive faculties as indicating that they are diverse
manifestations of an underlying fundamental faculty of representa-
tion (as the Wolffians thought), he resisted this speculation as well
as the one that the mind is a basic substance. His rejection of argu-
ments purporting to show that the mind is a substance was part of
his systematic critique of metaphysical speculations about the mind
or soul in the Paralogisms of Pure Reason. In his view, Rational Psy-
chologists had erred because they had failed to see the limitations
of their cognitive theories. He argued, for example, that although it
is true that cognition requires the “absolute unity of the subject”
(Pure Reason, A 353), it does not follow that thought can inhere only
in a simple substance: “since the thought consists in many repre-
sentations, its unity is collective and can . . . refer just as well to the
collective unity of the substances cooperating on the thought” (Pure
Reason, A 353). He criticized another “paralogism” on the grounds
that it purports to infer from the fact that the “I is in all thoughts”
to the conclusion that the soul is a permanent substance (Pure Rea-
son, A 350). The problem is that from the fact that diverse mental
states must refer to a single I, nothing follows about the composition
of the I, about how it must be constituted (Pure Reason, A 350, A
398). More generally, Kant believed that it is impossible to infer from
the highly general characteristics that could be attributed to the I to
account for the possibility of cognition to any claims about the con-
stitution of the I. As we cannot answer the question “what must a
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thing be to be movable?,” we cannot answer the question of what
something must be to be a thing that thinks (Pure Reason, A 398).
Although he had taught some of the principles of Rational Psychol-
ogy in both his metaphysics and anthropology courses, his critique
of this discipline marked its end. Serious scholars no longer believed
that it was possible to establish theologically interesting conclusions
by starting with premises about the requirements of cognition.

10. theory of cognition or cognitive theory?

Kant’s theory of cognition clearly had implications about the cog-
nitive mind, but a number of critics have thought that that was
exactly what was wrong with it. These implications flowed from
it, they maintain, because the theory was more speculative psychol-
ogy than philosophy. At one level, this long-standing criticism is
irrefutable. Psychological faculties appear on virtually every page of
the positive, first half of the book. In this regard, the Critique of Pure
Reason fits into the epistemological genre of its time. Locke’s and
Leibniz’s essays were about human understanding, Hume’s treatise
was about human nature, and so forth. Kant may inspire more crit-
icism on this point than his contemporaries because he frequently
protested that he was not engaged in a psychological pursuit, but
in a logical one. What he meant by “psychology” and by “logic,”
however, is not what we mean by these terms. The “psychology”
he disavowed was the Empirical Psychology of introspection and
the Rational Psychology of speculation; the “logic” he embraced
was the “self-cognition of the understanding and of reason” (Logic,
9:14). For him, as for his contemporaries, questions about cogni-
tion were inextricably intertwined with hypotheses about cognitive
powers.

The issue of whether a theory of cognition can be divorced from
cognitive theories goes beyond the bounds of this essay. I will just
note, however, that several important contemporary trends in episte-
mology, including “reliabilism” and “social epistemology,” depend
openly on assumptions about cognitive capacities. Even if Kant’s
appeal to cognitive faculties was unavoidable, however, serious ques-
tions remain about the particular claims he made. In the space
remaining, I will lay out two important sets of issues that have
emerged from his treatment of the cognitive mind: the unity of the
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faculties (and cognition), and the nature of self-consciousness and
self-knowledge.

Both topics were highlighted in the immediate reactions to Kant
and both have been widely discussed in contemporary philosophy
and psychology. Kant took himself to have made a fundamental
advance in clearly distinguishing the faculties that receive sensory
information from those that combine it in conceptual representa-
tions.

Only from their [sensibility and understanding] union can cognition
arise. This fact, however, must not lead us to confuse their respective
contributions; it provides us, rather, with a strong reason for carefully sep-
arating and distinguishing sensibility and understanding from each other.
Hence we distinguish the science of the rules of sensibility as such, i.e. aes-
thetic, from the science of the rules of the understanding as such, i.e. logic.

(Pure Reason, A 51/B 75)

(The rules of sensibility are, roughly, that all objects must be repre-
sented in space and time.) The problems that concerned his immedi-
ate successors and also trouble some influential recent philosophers
are not hard to see: if sensory information is received in terms of one
set of rules (everything must appear in space and time), what reason
is there to believe that it can be organized according to a distinct
set of rules, the general principles governing concepts of objects?26

If sensory data include qualities such as color and texture, how can
these things be said either to accord with or not to accord with prin-
ciples such as “all events have causes”?

Critics from Salomon Maimon27 in the eighteenth century to
Wilfrid Sellars28 in the twentieth have rejected Kant’s dualistic epis-
temology – sensations received by one faculty and organized by other
faculties involved with concept use – on the grounds that, once made,
a division between what is without and what is within the province
of rules governing concepts can never be bridged. As we have seen,
Kant believed that however difficult it might be to spell out the
exact nature of the coordination, the possibility of cognition requires
coordinated faculties. How else could claims couched in concepts
partially arise from and be (partially) supported by appeal to sensory
evidence? Toward the end of the twentieth century, cognitive scien-
tists returned to the essential Kantian problem of relating sensory
evidence to conceptual representations and tried, again, to bridge
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the gap, sometimes by appealing to an intermediary sort of infor-
mation, “non-conceptual content.”29 Almost immediately, philoso-
phers, including many inspired by Sellars, raised the objection of
Kant’s early critics on the other side: how can non-conceptual repre-
sentations, representations not governed by the rules of concept use,
ever form the basis of concept use?30

Given the complexities and obscurities of Kant’s discussion of
apperceptive self-consciousness, it is hardly surprising that his suc-
cessors immediately offered criticisms and clarifications. One way
to appreciate a central difficulty is to recall that Kant believed that
cognition comes in two basic flavors, perception and conception.
But how did he understand self-consciousness? Through inner sense,
we perceive our states, but not our selves; in apperceptive self-
consciousness, we are (perhaps) implicitly aware of acts of thinking,
but we have no conception of whatever performs these acts. Johann
Gottlieb Fichte thought the only way to render the Kantian posi-
tion consistent was to posit a third sort of cognition, “intellectual
intuition.”31 Although this amendment may capture some of what
Kant wanted to say about self-consciousness, it does not provide a
satisfactory resolution of the issue. A central tenet of Kantian epis-
temology, which he went to considerable efforts to underline in the
second edition, is that human beings lack intellectual intuitions;
they receive information only through their senses (e.g., Pure Rea-
son, B xl, B 68, B 72, B 159, B 307).

The issue of the unity of the mind or person (personal identity) and
our knowledge of that unity returned to the forefront of philosophical
discussion in the 1960s, thanks largely to Sydney Shoemaker’s recast-
ing of the Lockean position.32 Twentieth- and twenty-first-century
discussions in both philosophy and psychology have presupposed the
Humean view that we have no inner or introspective access to a self.
This has led a number of psychologists to consider why the ordinary
person believes in a unified self at all. Rather than asking what a self
is, they have raised such questions as ‘what are subjects’ theories
of the self or self-constructs?,” “how do self-constructs arise?,” and
“what is their function in the mental economy?”

At first glance, it might appear that Kant also held that we do
not so much discover as construct selves. On his view, all we sense
through inner sense are our states; the conception of various states as
all belonging to a single, ongoing self arises through the spontaneous
activities of our faculties. Notice, however, that Kant’s theory of our
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knowledge of our selves – that it is a composite of sensory informa-
tion received through inner sense and a priori concepts produced by
the understanding – is, in this respect, exactly on a par with his view
of our knowledge of everything else. This was his “third way” of
steering between the limitations of empiricism and the excesses of
rationalism. So he would not regard the self as a “construct” – some-
thing that is believed to exist but does not – anymore than he would
take a dagger or gravity to be a construct. Rather, the self, with its
various passive and active capacities, is what constructs knowledge
out of the sensory information it receives. To put the point somewhat
paradoxically, Kant maintained that the self partially constructs cog-
nitions of the world and of itself, but that the resulting cognitions are
cognitions of objects, not of mere constructs, mere objects of belief.
His question to contemporary psychologists would be: who or what
constructs these self-constructs?

For Kant, a unified self is an ineliminable element in explain-
ing our cognition of the world (including ourselves). It is inelim-
inable both because its unified capacities produce cognitions and
because every cognition of an object involves a simultaneous explicit
or implicit cognition of the states of an on-going subject of cognition.
In this respect, Kant regarded our knowledge of ourselves as very
different from our knowledge of other sorts of objects (including
our bodies). Among contemporary philosophers, Peter Strawson,33

Hector-Neri Castañeda,34 Gareth Evans,35 Sydney Shoemaker,36 and
others have developed Kantian themes about the ineliminability of
the self in knowledge and some of the resulting peculiarities of self-
knowledge. Their work serves as a counterpoint to the popular “no
self” theories espoused by such recent Humeans as Derek Parfit37

and Daniel Dennett.38
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1. I will use the standard “A” and “B” pagination for references to the Cri-
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de Gruyter and predecessors, 1900–), and will be cited in the text by
the volume and page numbers. Except as noted, and where they are
available, the translations will be from The Cambridge Edition of the
Works of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992–).
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arthur melnick

6 Kant’s proofs of substance
and causation

1. preliminary remarks

Kant’s views on the nature of causation and substance do not depend
on any compromise between or any combination of rationalism and
empiricism, but on what he calls a “third thing,” the pure intu-
ition of time, which is completely missing in both rationalism and
empiricism.

For Kant the empiricist position on causation fails to establish the
necessary connection between events, that one event “arises out of”
or “emerges” from another. Besides constant conjunction in expe-
rience, Kant grants the empiricist “empirical” universality through
induction (Pure Reason, A 91/B 124),1 or completely universal gener-
alization. This universality, however, implies only that all events of
a certain type are followed by events of a second type – but not that
any particular event of the first type forces, produces, or necessarily
yields an event of the second type. The regularity theory that defines
causation in terms of subsumption under inductively allowable uni-
versal generalization2 simply fails to account for the connection in
singular causation. For Kant the rationalist position on causation is
that the causal connection is a connection of inference in the intel-
lect, namely, that the existence of a second event can be inferred
or deduced from a first event (A 243/B 301).3 But now for Kant this
idea of inferring existence makes no sense apart from causation (one
event’s producing or yielding another) and so cannot explain it.4

A variant of the rationalist view is that causation is to be under-
stood in terms of explanation. Thus, if we have an explanatory the-
ory according to which an event explains another event, that is all
there is to the first event causing the second one. If we combine

203
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this rationalism with the empiricist’s regularity theory, we simply
get as an analysis of causation that events come under a universal
regularity that is also explanatory (a consequence of an explanatory
theory). Such a combination is not Kant’s view. If we cannot get the
necessity of singular causation from regularity or explanation alone,
we cannot get it by combining them.

I will argue that Kant derives the nature and universal existence
of causation from its function or role in constituting the necessary
advance of time and so that Kant holds his own unique version of
what later came to be called a causal theory of time. He locates
the source of necessary connection then neither in the inferences of
the intellect (rationalism), nor in the features and patterns of events
(empiricism), nor in both together. Rather, he finds it in a “third
thing,” which is the nature of pure time.

For Kant an empiricist conception of substance is impossible. He
says the concept of substance is what is left “if we remove from
our concept of any object . . . all properties which experience has
taught us” (B 6). For Hume, roughly, aspects of experiences such as
uniformity of features or continuity of change are the sole (objective)
basis of the concept of substance or of identity through time. As even
Hume recognizes, however, these are not sufficient since they are
compatible with the existence of a series of connected but distinct
momentary objects. For Kant, the rationalist conception of substance
is the intellectual concept of a subject that is not also a predicate.5

This concept, Kant says, is “ignorant of any conditions under which
this logical pre-eminence may belong to anything” (A 243/B 301).
In particular, this rationalist conception does nothing to determine
a singular use of subject term (pertaining to a substance existing
through time) as opposed to a plural use of subject terms (pertaining
to momentary existents). Nor will combining the rationalist’s logical
concept of a subject with the empiricist’s constancy or continuity of
variation determine any application of the concept of substance that
neither determines on their own.

Kant, I will argue, derives the determinate existence of substances
from their role or function in constituting the “permanence” or the
ongoing nature of time, that is, the fact that the present does not
begin time, but continues an already existing duration. Kant holds
what can be called a “substance-theory” of the ongoing-ness or last-
ingness of time. He locates the source of substantial identity, then,
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neither in the individuative apparatus of the intellect (rationalism),
nor in the steady qualities of experience (empiricism), nor in both
together. Rather, he finds it in the “third thing,” which is the nature
of time itself.

2. kant’s proof of causation

In the Second Analogy Kant claims to derive causation from objec-
tive succession by showing that the representation of objective
succession entails that every event has a preceding condition that
necessitates the event. The argument, then, is meant to answer
Hume’s skepticism regarding the nature of causation itself (of the
causal tie or the necessary bond between events), and his skepticism
regarding the universal applicability of causation. My contention is
that Kant’s derivation turns on his holding what may be called a
“partial causal theory” of time,6 so that it is this theory that is the
crux of Kant’s answer to Hume.

The Second Analogy begins (A 190–1/B 235–6) with a discussion of
what objectivity means, if appearances alone are “what can be given
us to know.” For present purposes we can understand this to mean
that all we have to deal with are sensory representations. I shall call
these representations “reactions” or “responses” to emphasize their
passivity, but so far there is no implication that these are reactions or
responses to entities outside us. Now objectivity, for Kant, requires
a distinction between our representations, on the one hand, and that
which they agree with (or fail to agree with), on the other. Indeed for
Kant truth consists “in the agreement of knowledge with its object,”
and so the question becomes “what is there for our actual reactions
or responses to agree with?” Kant’s answer is that our reactions may
agree with, or fail to agree with, a rule for reacting. Thus, I may in
fact first react r1 (where r1 is, for example, ship-upstream) and then
react r2 (ship-downstream). This actual sequence of reactions may or
may not agree with how it is proper or legitimate to react. How it is
legitimate or proper to react is a constraint on our actual reactions,
since we can fault our actual reactions for not being faithful to how
it is proper to be reacting. The notion of a rule, then, takes over the
function of some actual entity outside our actual representations, of
being a constraint on those representations.7 As an analogy, consider
making an actual move in a chess game. The move may agree or not,
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or may correspond or not, to how it is then legitimate or legal to
move. Thus, without going outside an ontology of moves, one has a
distinction between actual moves and what constrains actual moves,
namely, legitimate moves.

Kant next (A 191–3/B 236–8) applies this notion of objectivity to
the case of succession, and finds that the rule for an objective suc-
cession is irreversibility of the order of reacting. The rule, that is,
is that it is legitimate or proper to first react r1 and then r2, but not
legitimate to first react r2 and then r1. To think our actual successive
reactions as subject to, or governed by, such a rule is to think of them
as not only being successive, but also representing what is succes-
sive. Equivalently, it is only when we think the order of reacting as
necessary or required, in the sense in which it is necessary to move
a bishop only diagonally, that we think of the succession as some-
thing more than the order in which we happen to react. For Kant, the
objective succession is then the necessary order of proper reactions.
Lovejoy8 and Strawson9 charge Kant with a non sequitur in arguing
from the order of our reactions being necessitated by the sequence of
states constituting the event outside us to the necessity of the order
of that sequence of states itself. This, however, is to miss Kant’s point
that the only “states” that stand against our actual reactions are pro-
prieties of reacting. My apprehension of the ship being upstream and
then downstream is not bound by necessity to the order of a distinct
sequence of states (ship upstream, ship downstream) whose order is
definable apart from necessity (as simply being the order of states
that are outside my apprehension). Rather, necessity is built into the
very conception of that which constrains my apprehension, namely,
the rule of how it is necessary or required to react. To think of my
apprehension as bound at all is to think of it already as bound or con-
strained by what has a necessary order (viz., the rule), and so there is
no non sequitur over the notion of necessity. An objective succession
is just a rule containing a necessary or required order of reaction.

The charge of a non sequitur by Lovejoy and Strawson depends
on attributing to Kant a kind of realist view that he does not hold.
This has been pointed out by various commentators.10 The point
remains, however, that the supposed necessity in the order of react-
ing that avoids the non sequitur is still not sufficient for any sort of
causal connection. From the fact that it is legitimate or required to
react r1 and then r2, but not vice versa, it does not follow that the
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legitimacy of reacting r2 is due to (or forced or determined by) the
legitimacy of reacting r1. From the fact that it is legitimate to react
ship-upstream only before ship-downstream, it does not follow that
its being legitimate to react ship-upstream makes it the case that
it is legitimate then to react ship-downstream. The rule says only
that if I now have both sensible reactions, I can have them only in
one order, not that the second reaction has to happen at all.11 Thus,
suppose I see ship-upstream. The rule as yet is not even operative,
since it is a rule only for thinking a necessary order when I have both
successive reactions. The rule then does not even imply that if it
is proper to react ship-upstream, then it is also proper to react ship-
downstream. Since it does not even imply that the second reaction is
proper after the first one, it certainly does not imply that the propri-
ety of the second reaction is caused by or forced by the propriety of
the first reaction. Fortunately, however, it is not Kant’s contention
that irreversibility is causation. Rather, in the paragraph at A 194/
B 239 Kant says not that the rule of irreversibility is causation, but
that in conformity with it there must (also) be a causal connection.

Recall that the rule of irreversibility is supposed to express or
represent objective succession. But now there is more to the idea
of objective succession than that it is distinct from objective coex-
istence (the distinction expressed in the rule of irreversibility). An
objective succession, further, must have existence in the time-series,
that is, exist at a stage in the previously ongoing course of time.12

What is this time-series like? Kant says here that “The advance, on
the other hand, from a given time to a determinate time that follows
is a necessary advance” (A 194/B 239). The series of times, that is,
is such that earlier times necessarily advance to later times. Given
earlier times, the later times must happen. Later times fully emerge
from earlier times. Earlier times force or determine the existence of
times afterward. All this is just to say that further later times do
not just happen to come after preceding times – they necessarily
do. Now it is on this character of the time-series that Kant bases
his conclusion that there must be something that determines the
succession expressed in the rule of irreversibility. Equivalently, it
is from the necessary advance of time that Kant concludes to the
existence of a preceding causal or determining condition of that suc-
cession. Kant’s argument is that since time itself is not an object
of perception, the necessary advance in the time-series has to be

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc06 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:7

208 kant and modern philosophy

represented by, or within, the series of objective occurrences them-
selves. Thus, he says later on, “Now since absolute time is not an
object of perception, this determination of position [in time] cannot
be derived from the relation of appearances [reactions or legitimate
reactions] to it. On the contrary, the appearances must determine
for one another their position in time, and make their time-order a
necessary order” (A 200/B 245; italics mine). In other words, Kant
is holding that the necessary time order (that previous times force,
or necessarily advance to, succeeding times) has to be represented
within or between occurrences.

Let us put this all together now. I must represent the succession
expressed by the rule of irreversibility as occurring in the already
ongoing time-series. This series is one in which preceding times
necessarily advance to succeeding times. But this necessary advance
itself has to be represented within or between occurrences. There-
fore, the succession expressed by the rule of irreversibility has to
be represented as necessarily advancing from a preceding occurrence
(which occurrence, likewise, to be placed in the time-series, has to
be represented as advancing from an occurrence preceding it, etc.).
Indeed, the preceding occurrence must determine or force the succes-
sion. The succession must emerge from or arise out of the preceding
occurrence. In sum, it cannot be that the succession just happens
to come after the preceding occurrence if the necessary advance of
times is to be represented in the series of occurrences themselves.
But the idea of a preceding occurrence determining or forcing what
comes after is just the idea of a causal connection. In this way it
follows that if the succession expressed by the rule of irreversibil-
ity is to be an objective succession (viz., a succession determined
in the time series), then “I must refer it necessarily to something
which precedes it, and upon which it follows . . . of necessity” (A 194/
B 239), hence representing it as in causal connection.

Let us try to formulate Kant’s conclusion now in terms of his
conception that occurrences or states are appearances. Recall that
an occurrence, as opposed to its apprehension, is simply a proper
reaction as opposed to an actual reaction. The purported objective
succession, then, that has to be placed in the time-series is simply
that it is legitimate to first react r1 and then to react r2. To place it
in a series that represents the necessary advance of time requires a
preceding condition, say r0, which forces or determines it; that is,
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it must be that the propriety of reacting r0 forces or determines the
propriety of reacting r1 and then r2. There is then a necessary tie or
bond between proper reactions so that succeeding proper reactions
emerge from or necessarily arise from preceding ones, as opposed to
just happening to arise after preceding ones. The relata then of causal
connections are proper reactions. These are acceptable as relata since,
for example, I can say that it is proper or legitimate to react “smoke”
because it was proper or legitimate to react “fire,” and in saying this
I am expressing a causal connection.

The same now is true of the propriety of reacting r0 (the reaction
preceding the original succession). It too must be placed in the time-
series (which then places the original succession in a longer time
series), which entails that for some r−1 the propriety of reacting r−1

forces the propriety of reacting r0. In this manner not only is it shown
that the original succession is caused, but that all members of the
ongoing objective series are caused. In sum, from the very notion of
an objective succession, we have the conclusion that all objective
occurrences (occurrences in the time-series) have a necessary tie or
bond to preceding occurrences that determine or force them. The
causal bond, that is, is universally applicable.

One might think there is the following gap in Kant’s argument
for the universality of the causal principle. A proper reaction, say r,
might exist simultaneously, and even in the same object, as another
proper reaction r∗. The one reaction r could have a place in the nec-
essary advance of the time series by arising together with r*, which
latter is causally tied to a preceding series of reactions (and so has a
place in the time-series), without r being causally tied. In this way r
inherits a place in the necessary advance without itself being caused.
This gap, I believe, is closed by being careful as to what it means for
proper reactions to represent the necessary advance of time. If the
later moment, as opposed to one particular proper reaction at that
moment, is to be represented as emerging from or being determined
by the earlier moment, then every possible proper reaction at that
later moment must emerge from or be determined by a reaction at the
earlier moment. Otherwise, it is not the later moment that emerges
or is determined, but only some reactions at it. Roughly, properties
such as emergence characterize the moment exactly by character-
izing the equivalence class of all possible reactions taking place at
it. As an analogy, something is a feature or property of the property
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wise, not if some wise things have the feature, but if all possible
wise things have it. Similarly, if we speak abstractly and say “The
bird comes from the dinosaur,” we mean that all birds are descended
from dinosaurs. Now to say “The present necessarily emerges from
the preceding” is to speak abstractly, and means likewise that all
present occurrences necessarily emerge from earlier preceding ones.
If this is correct, then the scope of the causal principle is shown to
be absolutely universal, extending to all possible proper reactions
whatsoever. Kant seems to be making just this point at A 199/B 244,
where he says, “If then . . . the preceding time necessarily determines
the succeeding . . . it is also an indispensable law of empirical repre-
sentation of the time series that the appearances of past [preceding]
time determine all existences [italics mine] in the succeeding
time.”

3. remarks on kant’s account of causation

Kant’s argument, as we have presented it, depends on his holding a
version of the causal theory of time, namely, the theory that time
relations are not something over and above causal relations. That
Kant does hold such a theory is made completely clear in the passage
just cited at A 199/B 244. He there says that time has the characteris-
tic “that the preceding time necessarily determines the succeeding.”
Because of this, he says, “it is also an indispensable law of empirical
representation of the time series that the appearances of past time
[necessarily] determine all existence in the succeeding time.” He is
arguing, then, that the characteristic of preceding times determining
the succeeding has to be represented in terms of (is nothing over and
above) a relationship of appearances determining later existence, and
so in terms of causal relationships. It is not that moments or stages
of time determine one another alongside appearances that deter-
mine one another, but rather “since absolute time is not an object
of perception . . . the appearances must determine for one another
their position in time and make their time-order a necessary order”
(A 200/B 245; italics mine). In other words, it is between the appear-
ances alone that the relation of the preceding determining the suc-
ceeding holds.

Although Kant holds a causal theory of time, it is, in fact, a par-
tial causal theory since not all characteristics of time are reduced
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to characteristics of appearances. In particular, Kant is not defin-
ing the relation of earlier-to-later itself in terms of occurrences. It is
only the necessary-determination aspect, not the serial-order aspect,
of this relation that Kant claims must be found in the appearances
alone. Kant holds, indeed, that causation itself can be understood
only in terms of the earlier-to-later relation. Thus the schema of
causation involves succession (A 144/B 183), and it is this notion,
not some pure atemporal notion of causation or determination, that
Kant argues must apply to experience. He says that “in applying it
[the pure category] to appearances, we substitute for it its schema as
the key to its employment, or rather set it alongside the category”
(A 181/B 224). Succession (the schema) is applied, then, alongside or
together with the pure atemporal notion of determination (the con-
cept of ground and consequent expressed in the hypothetical judg-
ment). Kant is certainly not defining the schema of succession in
terms of the pure category. The schema, rather, is something added.
This is made clear when he says that “pure a priori concepts, in addi-
tion to the function of understanding expressed in the category, must
contain a priori certain formal conditions of sensibility” (A 190/
B 179; italics mine), that is, time-relations not definable in terms of
the understanding.

Kant is allowing that I can represent succession (temporal order)
without thinking of causation, as when I formulate the rule of irre-
versibility. Here I am representing that it is legitimate only to react
r1 before r2. I can further think there are other proper reactions that
precede my apprehension, so that it is also legitimate (though too
late for me) to react r0 before reacting r1 and r2. Kant’s point is that
all of this is still not sufficient for representing succession in a time-
series where the preceding time determines the succeeding. This lat-
ter aspect of the relation of succession or temporal order, namely, its
necessary advance, is what is representable for Kant only in terms of
a relation between the occurrences themselves (and which requires,
alongside the schema of succession or order, the concept of deter-
mination or of ground and consequent). To place the legitimacy of
reacting r1 before r2 in a time-series where the earlier determines the
later, that is, I must represent not only that it is legitimate to react
r0 before it is legitimate to react r1 and then r2, but that the legiti-
macy of reacting r0 earlier determines, or has as a consequence, the
legitimacy of reacting r1 and then r2.
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Kant’s partial causal theory of time differs radically from Leibniz’s
full causal theory. For Leibniz, the law of activity of a substance or
monad, according to which its states determine one another in an
atemporal (although asymmetrical) sense of determination, founds
well the phenomenal (temporal) order. In other words, some non-
temporal sense of determination is the fundamental order in terms
of which there is temporality at all. In Kant’s terms Leibniz is apply-
ing a non-schematized concept of causation (determination of ground
to consequent according to a law) to determine the temporal order. It
should be clear that such a view goes against all the fundamentals of
Kant’s thinking. Understanding the difference between Kant’s partial
causal theory and Leibniz’s total causal theory enables us to avoid the
objections Suchting makes13 to attributing the causal theory of time
to Kant. Suchting recognizes the two paragraphs at A 199–200/B 244–
5 as apparently expressing a causal theory of time, but he rejects them
as incompatible with Kant’s thinking since Suchting understands
them as an attempt to derive the form of sensibility (time) from the
form of understanding (causation). Further, he holds that such a the-
ory is circular since the notion of causation makes reference to the
notion of succession it is trying to define. Each of these objections
would be relevant if these paragraphs were expressing a Leibnizian
version of the causal theory but are irrelevant against the partial
causal theory we have attributed to Kant.

According to Kemp Smith14 and Suchting,15 the two paragraphs
at A 199–200/B 244–5, which focus almost entirely on expressing
a causal theory of time, constitute an argument distinct and sepa-
rate from the rest of the Second Analogy. On their view Kant’s main
argument for causation is quite separate from having to represent the
necessary advance of time in the appearances themselves. A careful
reading of the text, however, shows that in each and every presenta-
tion of the argument Kant includes a reference to the nature of the
time-series. Thus, in the paragraph at A 194/B 239, where he first con-
cludes (in the first edition) to the existence of causal connections,
a premise is that “The advance, on the other hand, from a given
time to the determinate time that follows is a necessary advance.”
In the paragraph at A 196/B 241, after making his second conclu-
sion to causal connections, he explains the nature of his argument
by saying, “Nevertheless the recognition of the rule [that everything
that happens has a cause] as a condition of the synthetic unity of
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appearances in time, has been the ground of experience itself.” In
the paragraph beginning at A 198/B 243, where he makes his third
conclusion to causal connections, he says the determining cause is
required for “connecting the event [the succession] in necessary rela-
tion with itself in the time-series.” The two paragraphs that follow,
which focus on the causal theory of time, do not then constitute
a separate argument, but make clear in a general manner the issue
(representing the necessary advance of time) that is involved in each
of the presentations of the argument. The introductory statement to
the Analogies likewise expresses that in each of the Analogies the
proof of the category depends on the fact that “time, however, can-
not itself be perceived [and so] the determination of the existence
of objects in time can take place only through their relation [to one
another] in time in general . . . through a representation of necessary
connection of perceptions” (B 219).16

4. causation and time as a pure intuition

A key premise of Kant’s argument is that time itself cannot be per-
ceived (so that the necessary advance of time has to be represented
within or via the connection of legitimate or proper reactions). Of
course Kant, in the Aesthetic, has already argued that time is not
an objective, self-subsistent entity (A 32/B 49). Roughly, then, the
reason he holds that time itself cannot be perceived is because time
itself as an object does not exist. Indeed, time exists for Kant only
as a pure intuition. In the Aesthetic Kant holds a constructivist the-
ory of space and time that is somewhat parallel to a constructivist
theory of number. Just as for the constructivist numbers exist only
as termini of counting procedures, so too for Kant space and time
exist only in flowing procedures or flowing constructions. The rea-
son for this is that any space or time is a continuous expanse or
extent. This, for Kant, implies that it is a whole that is prior to its
parts or elements (A 25/B 39), rather than composed out of them.
Indeed, the “seamlessness” of a continuous expanse is just this fact
that it is so seamless that it cannot be constituted out of elements.
Now an objective whole exists only by all its elements existing, and
so is composed of them. On the other hand, a flowing construction,
such as sweeping out a line, is not composed out of any cuts or stops
that construct parts of the flow. Only as flowing constructions, then,
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or motions of the subject (B 155), can stretches of space and time be
continuous. An example of a temporal construction, or what we may
call “temporizing,” would be a conductor who paces or tempers the
orchestra’s playing of a note by a downbeat gesture that is, indeed,
a flowing performance. For something to be given in intuition, for
Kant, is for it to be immediately presented. Space and time, being
immediately presented by constructing or performing, rather than
by sensing, are thus given in pure intuition. Moments of time, now,
are limits or cuts of the flow. Thus, the start of the downbeat and
the terminus constitute the construction of successive moments of
the extensivity that time is. This supports our contention that Kant
is not holding a causal theory of the successive order of time (of the
earlier-to-later relation of moments) since this order is given in pure
intuition (in construction).

Let us suppose then that in the Aesthetic Kant is holding a con-
structivist theory of space and time. How does this theory cohere
with the partial causal theory that we claim he holds in the Second
Analogy?17 To begin with, different aspects of time are involved in
the two accounts. Whereas the expansiveness of time and its serial-
ity is constructed, it is the necessary advance of the seriality that is
represented causally.18 Second, the necessary advance cannot be rep-
resented in construction. Construction is not such that having con-
structed an extent forces or determines a further construction. Nor
does the propriety or legitimacy of one construction force or make a
second construction proper. The legitimacy of my now going ahead
to temporize is not forced or determined by the propriety of preceding
constructions. Indeed, each construction is proper or legitimate on
its own. The order of proper constructions may be irreversible, but,
as we have seen, irreversiblity is not sufficient for determination. It
is only proprieties of reacting or responding (via causation) that can
force or produce subsequent proprieties. The causal theory of the Sec-
ond Analogy then is not redundant. Thirdly, a causal theory does not
represent moments of substantival time, or even temporal relations
as with relational time. The causal theory adds only a dynamical
relation of production or necessary advance among occupants (proper
reactions) to the aspects of time represented in construction. In other
words, nothing specifically temporal that exists objectively (or out-
side of construction) is added. Space and time for Kant, recall, are
not only pure intuitions, but are also forms of empirical intuition
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(reacting or responding perceptually). It is, so to speak, by proper
reacting being tied to (being in the course of) proper constructing
that reactions “inherit” successive order separated by expanse. But
now, in the Second Analogy, it is by proper constructing being tied
to (or encompassing) proper reacting (in accord with the determina-
tion by causation) that the successive order (of constructing) inherits
necessary advance from the earlier to the later. Thus, in the Second
Analogy Kant is adding a dynamical dimension (causation) to the
representation of reacting in the course of constructing, which is not
adding any extra-constructive ontological time (whether relational
or absolute).19 In this fashion, I believe, the partial causal theory Kant
is holding in the Second Analogy is fully consistent with his account
of time in the Aesthetic that time is merely a pure intuition that is
the form of empirical intuition. The account in the Aesthetic also
explains, I believe, why Kant can argue from the unperceivability of
time to causation, despite the fact that he explicitly holds that causal
necessity is likewise unperceivable. Time is unperceivable because
it exists only constructively, not objectively. Causation, on the other
hand, is a dynamical notion, not a constructive one. The crux is not
unperceivability, but extra-constructive existence, which causation
has, but which time lacks.

5. kant’s answer to hume

On our account so far, Kant’s argument is that objective succes-
sion requires, first, rules for reacting, since objectivity concerns the
propriety or legitimacy of reacting. Second, it requires a connec-
tion of necessary advance between such proper reactions, in order
to represent the necessary advance of the time-series within which
any objective succession takes place. Embedded in this account is
Kant’s answer to Hume. First, proper reactions are connected by a
tie or nexus of producing, forcing to happen, determining, necessar-
ily emerging into, and so forth. This bond derives from the nature
of the time-series that the relation among proper reactions has to
represent, namely, that the earlier time determines or forces or nec-
essarily advances to the later time. In particular, the bond or connec-
tion is completely independent of Humean propensities to transfer
force and vivacity upon associating ideas with impressions. Kant,
that is, “finds” the singular causal nexus in the nature of time, not
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in mental habits. Second, this causal (productive, determining) con-
nection must pertain to every proper (objective) reaction whatsoever
since all such reactions have a place in the time series. In other words,
both the causal nexus and the universality of the causal principle are
conditions of the possibility of experience (or of the representation
of objective succession). Kant is clearly addressing Hume in the para-
graph at A 196/B 241, where he begins by saying that the concept of
cause does not depend on repeated succession of events; that is, it
does not depend on constant conjunction in experience. Of course,
on Hume’s analysis it does, since constant conjunction is involved
in association and so in transference of force and vivacity. Kant says
that such a concept of cause would be merely empirical. Notice that
on his view the concept of cause (production, necessary determina-
tion) derives not from constant conjunction, but from the nature of
the time-series. Kant further says that Hume’s account makes the
principle “that everything which happens has a cause” contingent
(viz., it would be accidental depending on how much regularity there
happens to be in experience). Kant’s proof of the principle, rather, is
that “experience itself is brought about only by [its] means” (viz., the
representation of the universal necessary advance of the time-series
requires universal causation, or that every proper reaction whatso-
ever emerges from, or is produced by, a preceding proper reaction).
Indeed, this “rule determining the series of events” (that each event
emerges or is produced from something preceding) is said by Kant
to be “a condition of the synthetic unity of appearances in time.” In
this paragraph then Kant is holding that regularity (uniformity, con-
stant conjunction) is irrelevant to establishing either the nature of
the causal bond itself or the universal causal principle (that this bond
is universally applicable). Nevertheless, Kant does believe that the
causal relation involves universality (that events similar to the cause
are always followed by events similar to the effect). This strict uni-
versality follows, I believe, not from any inductive inference based
on regularity, but from the necessity that holds between cause and
effect.20 The necessity with which a preceding time emerges into
the succeeding is an absolute or unrestricted necessity, as opposed
to a necessity limited in some regard or fashion. But now suppose A
causes B only in the present case, or only in some cases. Then the
necessity by which A emerges into B would be restricted or condi-
tional. It would not be absolutely necessary that B follows A, but only
now (or in some cases) necessary. Thus, the relation between A and B
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could not carry or represent the absolute necessity of the advance of
the time-series. Alternatively, the necessity in the advance of time
has a constant character at all times. Each moment flows from or
emerges from preceding time in the same way as any other moment.
This homogeneity in the way time necessarily unfolds has to be
represented by a homogeneity in the way events necessarily unfold
into other events, namely, by this necessary unfolding having always
the same character. But this universality of the character of causa-
tion is just the same cause/same effect principle, or the principle
that all causes and effects come under universal laws of what causes
what. Thus, although regularity may be an empirical criterion for
ascertaining what specifically causes what, it is not a basis for the
strict universality that holds between cause and effect, which has
its basis rather in the homogeneous nature of the necessary advance
of time.

So far Kant’s answer to Hume has not taken Kant outside the realm
of proper reactions or proper perceptions. So far, that is, Kant like
Hume is a phenomenalist; in other words, the ontology includes only
perceptions and related notions such as either imaginative propen-
sities regarding perceptions (as with Hume) or else rules of proper
perceptions (as with Kant). However, in the very first paragraph of
the Second Analogy, and again in the paragraphs beginning at A 204/
B 249, Kant makes clear that causation requires or involves sub-
stances, thus going beyond any version of phenomenalism. I shall
consider first, in some detail, Kant’s proof of substance in the First
Analogy and then return to his claim that causation imputes sub-
stances.

6. kant’s proof of substance

In the First Analogy Kant says (B 225) that the time (as form of intu-
ition) in which all time relations are thought is permanent. Further,
since time itself (as objective time) cannot be perceived, the “sub-
stratum” that represents time in general must be found in the objects
of perception, and this permanent thing is substance. Note that he
says that time is the permanent form of intuition. If permanence is
in time as a form of intuition, however, then why must it also be rep-
resented in the objects of perception? Suppose we accept that Kant
is a constructivist regarding time. I can now carry out a temporiz-
ing construction or procedure such as marking time. But time exists
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prior to any such construction I can now carry out. My constructions,
that is, do not begin a new time, but continue the flow of an already
ongoing time. What this means is that if time as a form of intuition
(as construction) is to be “permanent” (a continuation), then there
must be some way of representing construction prior to any that I
can go ahead and perform. Of course, besides actual constructing,
there are rules of how it is proper to construct (whether one actually
does so or not). Such rules, however, will not enable a representation
of earlier construction if they are simply rules for how it is proper or
legitimate to go ahead and temporize. What I suggest, now, is that
it can be presently proper or legitimate to be in the course of (at a
middle or end stage of) procedures or constructions, whether or not
one has actually performed the initial stages. Thus, suppose I have
a rule for (a procedure of) baking a cake. I shall presume this is an
ordered step-by-step procedure for adding ingredients, mixing ingre-
dients, etc. Now suppose I come into a room and find that the first
three ingredients are sitting in the bowl. Then I claim it is proper
for me presently to be up to stage 4 in the cake-baking procedure,
even though I have not added the first three ingredients. Note that
it is only something in my present circumstance that can “make it”
proper to be so far along in the procedure, rather than at the begin-
ning. If I represent that it is thus legitimate to presently be up to
the fourth ingredient in the procedure, then I represent my present
performance of putting in the fourth ingredient as a continuation of
preceding stages of a larger procedure.

To represent temporizing, then, as a continuation (rather than the
construction of a new time), I must represent that it is legitimate
for me to be up to a certain stage of a larger temporizing procedure,
rather than at the beginning. Let the temporizing procedure be to
mark time by a series of downbeat gestures, where each such flow-
ing gesture is accompanied by reciting a numeral. Such a procedure
would begin with reciting “1” at the end of a downbeat, then reciting
“2” at the end of the next downbeat, etc. Then the representation
of its being presently legitimate to be up to “k” in such a proce-
dure would represent that a present construction I can perform (a
downbeat together with a recitation of k + 1) is a continuation of a
larger temporizing construction. In this manner, time as a form of
intuition (as constructive) would be “permanent” (viz., it would be
a continuation of constructive time). But now like the cake-baking
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case, something in my present circumstance must “make it proper”
to be so far along in the temporizing procedure, rather than at the
beginning. After all, a procedure is always to do first things first (put
in the first ingredient first, recite “1” at a downbeat first, etc.) unless
something presently sets me ahead in the procedure.

Let us recapitulate. If time as a form of intuition is to be perma-
nent (not something begun anew with a present construction), then
it must be presently proper or legitimate to be in the course of a con-
structive temporizing procedure. But then something in the present
circumstance must make it legitimate to be beyond or past earlier
stages of the procedure (despite not having performed them); that is,
something present must be the basis or “substratum” of the perma-
nence of time. Now this something cannot be objective time itself.
It is not, that is, that objective time is presently so far along in its
unfolding that “to keep up with it” it is legitimate to be presently so
far along in a temporizing procedure. Hence, it must be rather that
something real is presently so far along in its existence that “to keep
up with it” it is proper to be so far along in a temporizing procedure
geared to its existence. Existence or reality for Kant pertains to that
which affects us. And continued existence then pertains to contin-
ued affection. Continued affection is what obtains in keeping track
of what affects. What the temporizing procedure keeps up with then
is tracking, so that we have finally the following representation of
the substratum or basis of the permanence of time:

With respect to what presently affects (the real), it is proper to be so far along
(up to k) in a temporizing-cum-tracking procedure (a procedure that marks
time while keeping track).

But now this represents what presently affects as being something
proper to have been tracking. It represents, that is, that what is
presently real is also what is proper to be in the course of (at a
non-beginning stage of) tracking. But this is exactly to represent the
presently real as having previous existence, or as being “permanent”
(its “permanence” extending back as far as the tracking procedure
that is presently up to k). Permanence of the real, of course, is just
substance for Kant, and so the substratum or basis of representing
(past) time is substance.21

Note that on our account of the argument, substance is, as Kant
says it is, the condition of time magnitude (A 183/B 226; A 177/B 219)

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc06 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:7

220 kant and modern philosophy

or time duration. Our temporizing or marking time construction, in
numbering the flows (the downbeats), makes that flow a unit for
measuring an extent of time or duration of time. The extensivity
(continuity) of time is exactly what exists for Kant only in flowing
construction. The point of the argument, then, is not that conti-
nuity (and with it, duration or magnitude) is represented outside of
flowing constructions in substance. Rather, the point is that rep-
resenting past extensivity or duration is a matter of representing
myself as being in the course of (past or beyond stages of) extensive
flowing construction, and that this requires a basis in my present
circumstance, and so it requires substance. Substance, that is, is
required to extend the scope of construction “into the past.” Just as
in the Second Analogy, the necessary advance of the time-series goes
beyond constructive time, and requires gearing the time-order (suc-
cession) to dynamical causation, so too here in the First Analogy, past
duration (extensivity) of time goes beyond constructive time, unless
it can be proper to be in the course of such construction, which
requires gearing the construction of magnitude to tracking in regard
to what presently affects. In both cases the representation of a mode
of time (past duration in the case of the First Analogy, and necessary
advance of the time-series in the case of the Second Analogy) is made
possible without adding objective (extra-constructive) temporality
(but rather adding existence in the one case and causation in the
other).

On our reading of the paragraph at B 225 so far, the real that
presently affects is the substratum or basis of the permanence of
time as a form of intuition (viz., of constructive time). Kant holds
also, however, that only in this permanent form of intuition “can
either coexistence or succession be represented.” In other words, the
time-series or time-order is represented as within the extensivity
that time is. Kant goes on to say now that “all that belongs to exis-
tence can be thought only as a determination of substance.” What
belongs to existence are appearances or proper reactions. Suppose
then that I want to represent that the propriety of a certain reac-
tion arises in past time. I must represent myself as presently being
beyond or past so reacting. This, in turn, requires representing myself
as being beyond or past an extensivity of time at which the reaction is
proper. But we have just seen that this requires representing myself,
based on present reality, as being beyond a temporizing-cum-tracking
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procedure. It requires, that is, representing myself, with respect to
what presently affects, as being up to k in marking time while track-
ing. It is this that represents the “permanence” of time as a form
of intuition (ongoing temporizing). To represent the appearance (the
proper reaction) in relation to the permanent form of intuition, then,
is just to represent the reaction as what is proper at the beginning of
the procedure. We have then the following representation of appear-
ance in the “permanence” of time as a form of intuition:

With respect to what presently affects, it is legitimate to be up to k in
temporizing-while-keeping-track-from-first-reacting-r.

This represents the propriety of reacting r as something proper upon
initially tracking what presently affects me (though I am now up to
k in tracking it). But this is just to say that the appearance (reacting r)
pertains to this which is before me, only I am past or beyond so react-
ing (temporally separated from so reacting by being in the course of a
temporizing procedure rather than at the beginning where the reac-
tion is proper). In this way, the appearance (the proper reaction) is
a “determination of substance” (of that which is before me), where,
roughly, “determination” means that the reaction is to be had with
or upon keeping track. Not only, then, is substance the basis of repre-
senting past time, but it is the basis of representing proper reactions
in past time, which are represented, indeed, as pertaining to (determi-
nations of) trackable existence. Thus, Kant can say, “the permanent
is the object itself . . . ; everything on the other hand which changes
or can change [proper reactions] belongs only to the way in which
substance or substances exist, and therefore to their determinations”
(A 184/B 227).22

7. the relation of causation to substance

We return now to the relation of causation to substance in the Sec-
ond Analogy (A 202–5/B 248–51). We begin with Kant’s illustrative
example of a ball hollowing out a cushion. There is a succession of
states in a substance (the cushion) – from being flat to then being
hollowed out – and an influence of a second substance (the ball
being placed on the cushion). Involved in the transition of states
then is both the nature of the substance that undergoes it (its being
a soft cushion) and the nature of a second substance that influences
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it (its being a hard ball). Note that the second state of hollowed out
emerges from or necessarily advances from the first state; that is, the
key relationship of necessary advancement between states (between
proper reactions) required for representing the necessary advance-
ment of time still obtains. Now, however, it obtains because they
are states of a substance with a nature under the influence of a sec-
ond substance with a nature. The example, that is, does not over-
turn the key relationship of a necessary succession of states that is
the crux of the argument of the Second Analogy.23 What I wish to
suggest is that this model of causation follows from the fact that
the time-series that causation is supposed to represent is itself also
limited to individual substances. Kant holds, that is, what can be
called a “substance-based” theory of time, according to which the
time-series exists basically or fundamentally in relation to individ-
ual substances.24 This substance-based theory is akin to the modern
idea that time basically is “proper time” holding along individual
world-lines, each world-line having its own proper time. The nec-
essary advance in a time-series, then, is an advance in regard to an
individual substance. Further, this substance-based theory follows
from the fact the time-series unfolds in relation to the extensivity
that time is, and such time-duration or time-magnitude (as per the
First Analogy) is itself representable as a procedure only in relation to
individual substances. Thus Kant’s model of causation as involving a
necessary succession of states of a single substance coheres with his
understanding of the very nature of the time-series that causation is
meant to represent.

One may ask, now, how this model of causation is compatible
with objective successions between states of different substances.
Thus, first a ship is upstream, and then a bell on the shore rings. This
succession of states is objective, but there is no causal connection
between them according to the model of causation in the Second
Analogy.25 The ship upstream, to be an objective occurrence, must
be represented in a necessarily advancing time-series with regard to
a single substance, and similarly for the bell ringing in regard to a
second such series. It is only when they are each thus represented as
being two objective occurrences (two occurrence arising in time) that
any issue of their relationship (their succession) comes up. It is only
in the Third Analogy that this subsequent issue of objective temporal
relations between states of different substances is considered.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc06 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:7

Kant’s proofs of substance and causation 223

Kant’s representation of the causal series can be set out as follows:

With respect to what presently affects me, it is legitimate to be in the course
of a series of successive reactions, each of which necessarily advances to the
next.

Since this series supposedly ends with present “irreversible” reac-
tions (like ship-upstream, ship-downstream), this present objective
succession is thus represented within a necessary advance of time-
order. Note that it is still a representation of proper reactions nec-
essarily advancing. Despite the fact that substance is now invoked,
there is not for Kant a second series of states of substance outside of
proper reactions.26 The proper reactions themselves (as per the First
Analogy) are the determinations of the substance. Thus, the Lovejoy–
Strawson27 charge of a non sequitur is still bogus, even though, by
now, Kant is not a phenomenalist.

8. the relation of causation and substance
to the transcendental deduction

Kant’s answer to Hume, then, is not only that the universal appli-
cability of the causal tie or bond is required for representing proper
reactions in time (for representing objective succession), but also
that substances, which are enduring realities and not proper percep-
tions, are required as well. Not only is causation or necessary connec-
tion not a “fiction” of the (empirical) imagination, but substance (or
identity through time of reality) is not such a fiction either. Indeed,
these are two concepts that must be applicable if possible appear-
ances (proper reactions) are to be represented objectively in time.
Kant says in a famous sentence that “The a priori conditions of a
possible experience in general are at the same time conditions of
the possibility of objects of experience” (A 111). This, I suggest, is
neither a trivial claim, nor a mere reminder of Kant’s Copernican
revolution. Rather, it is a statement of Kant’s refutation of phenom-
enalism. “Possible experience” signifies all possible perceptions (all
proper reactions), which includes not just further perceptions we can
locally and presently have, but perceptions remote in past time and
in far away space.28 What Kant is saying is that although the pur-
port of representation or cognition is just proper reaction in the full
scope of space and time, this cognition requires objects of experience
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(indeed, substances). In other words, phenomenalism is incoherent
since in order to represent the full scope of possible perception, sub-
stantial entities are necessary. Indeed, we have seen in our account
of the First Analogy that to represent a proper past reaction as in
past extensive time requires representing it as a reaction at an initial
stage of a procedure of tracking what is present (which procedure we
are now in the course of rather than at the initial stage). The proper
reaction, that is, has to be represented as a reaction proper to what is
presently real, only not now, but formerly. What Kant is saying then
in this sentence is that concepts of objects (the relational categories)
are necessary conditions of representing possible experience (the full
propriety of reacting).

On our account, both the concepts of substance and of causation
are required to bring all proper reactions (appearances) to the unity of
apperception. Apperception, for Kant (A 119), is the faculty of under-
standing (cognition via concepts, or thought), and the understanding
is the faculty of rules (A 126; A 118). To bring remote proper reactions
to my present apperception, then, is to have rules which encompasses
those reactions. This, in turn, is by having rules that encompass the
spatio-temporal manifold, which in turn encompasses all proper
reactions. This manifold is a matter of constructions by the produc-
tive imagination (B 155)29 involving essentially “motion as an act
of the subject” (B 155). The rules then are rules for spatio-temporal
constructions or procedures, within which reactions are proper. This
much, I claim, constitutes Kant’s account of what cognition is.30 Any
concepts, now, that are required for bringing the full spatiotemporal
manifold to present rules will necessarily apply to proper reactions
(appearances), for only by these concepts are those proper reactions
anything to my present cognition. Kant, indeed, characterizes the
categories just this way, when he says that they are concepts “which
contain the necessary unity of the pure synthesis of imagination in
respect of all possible appearances” (A 119). The necessary unity, I
suggest, is the unity of a rule, which is how it is proper to construct
and react.

The Transcendental Deduction, I believe, is a recipe or method for
establishing the applicability of pure concepts to cognizable reality.
The method is to show that such concepts effect (are required for)
cognition. The heart of the Deduction is not to prove any categories,
but to give the account of cognition, in relation to which, then, the
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categories might be required. Kant hearkens back to this same
account in his summary of the Analogies. He says, “Our analogies
therefore really portray the unity of nature in the connection of all
appearances [all possible or all purportedly proper reactions] under
certain exponents [the categories] which express nothing save the
relation of time [in so far as time comprehends all existence] to
the unity of apperception [to my present cognitive ability to rep-
resent rules] – such unity being possible only in synthesis according
to rules” (A 216/B 263).

On our account, now, the concept of substance is required to bring
a pure synthesis of imagination (viz., time-extensivity in the past),
and so proper reactions (past appearances) to rules. As we have said,
substance makes possible rules for being in the course of temporiz-
ing, and so being in the course of temporizing procedures that begin
with a proper reaction. This proof of substance, then, in the First
Analogy exactly fits the recipe for proving a category outlined in
the Transcendental Deduction. Likewise, causation makes possible
rules for being in the course of a series of successive reactions (while
tracking), which reactions necessarily advance to one another, and
so it is via causation that the necessary advance of the manifold of
time (the time-series) is brought to present rule.

If I am on the right track, then neither the proof of substance nor
the proof of causation makes any sense at all, unless one starts with
the theory of cognition set out in the Transcendental Deduction,
according to which all cognition is a matter of presently representing
myself as variously “situated” with respect to proper reactions. This
representation can be, for example, that I am situated as “too late” for
a proper reaction (as in being at the tail end of a procedure that begins
with the reaction), or it can be that I am situated “too far” from the
reaction (as in being at the beginning of a spatial procedure that ends
with the reaction), and so forth. In each case, my representation of my
situation with respect to proper reactions is via presently operative
rules for spatial and temporal constructions. Our reconstruction of
the two Analogies has turned entirely on this account of cognition.

We note finally that with respect to substance Kant is not deducing
that there is trackable reality (which is an empirical factor). Rather,
he is legitimating our right to think of that which is trackable (if such
there be) as one enduring entity, as opposed, say, to a succession of
continuously successive replacements. Because this latter thought
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of one enduring entity is not a thought of any further feature reality
may present or not, thinking it (justifiably because of its necessity
for cognition) is no different than its “really” pertaining or being so.
It cannot fail to pertain for failing to pick out what reality is like.
Similarly, with respect to causation Kant is not deducing that there
is orderly, regular, constant reality, which is an empirical feature.
Rather, he is legitimating our right to think of regularity (if such
there be) that it is a regularity in (or of) a necessary succession. Thus,
if smoke regularly follows fire, we are entitled to think of it as regu-
larly emerging from fire. Because this latter thought does not pertain
to a feature that events present, thinking that it pertains (justifiably
so because of its requirement for cognizing the unfolding of time) is
no different than its “really” pertaining. It cannot fail to pertain for
(regular) reality failing to incorporate some further feature. In this
way Stroud’s objections to the force of transcendental arguments31

fail, since for pure a priori concepts there is no such thing as their
application to reality failing because reality lacks some feature that
they supposedly depict. There is no difference, that is, between hav-
ing to believe they apply (having to apply them for cognition to be
possible) and their “really” applying.

In sum now, Kant’s proof of causation, on our account, turns fun-
damentally on a partial causal theory of time. This account makes
the Second Analogy basically one single argument where objective
succession is first distinguished from objective coexistence, and then
placed in a time series where the earlier necessarily advances to the
later. It answers Hume both as to the nature of the causal tie or nexus
(the necessary connection), and as to the universality of the causal
principle. It is consistent with (indeed depends on) Kant’s theory
of time as a pure intuition (something immediately presentable by
construction) in the Aesthetic, and it coheres with (indeed depends
on) Kant’s theory of cognition in the Deduction (bringing all pos-
sible appearances to the unity of apperception, by that unity gov-
erning the transcendental synthesis of imagination). The account
is also consistent with (indeed demands) a rejection of phenome-
nalism via the connection of causation to substance. Despite this
rejection of phenomenalism, it is consistent with Kant’s transcen-
dental idealism, according to which space and time are mere forms
of intuition (are exclusively constructions within which proper reac-
tions arise) and the categories (substance and causation), by being
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required for rules for spatiotemporal constructions, pertain only to
possible appearances (proper reactions). Indeed the causal relation
holds between proper reactions (the propriety of reacting one way
necessarily advancing to the propriety of then acting another way),
and states of substances are proper reactions (had in the course of
keeping track of what affects).

9. modern developments in causation

The modern version of a causal theory of time is developed in great
detail by Reichenbach.32 Unlike Kant’s, his is a total causal theory
where the causal relation fully constitutes time-order itself, not any
necessary advance of an already given order. He can thus use a prob-
abilistic conception of causation as long as he can recover the order
and direction of time from it. For Kant, on the other hand, the exact
role of the causal relation is to constitute the earlier time as neces-
sarily advancing to or determining the later time, and hence causa-
tion must be deterministic. The “direction” of the causal relation
(that what causes or produces precedes what is effected or produced)
derives as well from this same exact role. Since the earlier time
determines or yields the later, the relation that constitutes this must
likewise be asymmetric. In sum, the relation between events whose
role is to constitute the necessary advance of time must be both
an asymmetric and deterministic one (the determining cause prior
to the effect). Mackie is exactly wrong, then, when he says, regard-
ing Kant, “Surprisingly, in view of the importance which it would
appear to have for his thesis that objective time order depends upon
causation, Kant has little to say about causal priority [the direction
of causation].”33

Although the priority of cause to effect follows from Kant’s view,
it does so only to the extent that the linear advance of time is itself
necessary. The necessary advance of such linear time-order can be
regarded simply as the existence of that order in a set of possible
worlds. This family of possible worlds, for Kant at least, is charac-
terizable as constituting the “real” possibilities. Kant’s view on the
direction of causation does not apply outside this family of worlds.
Thus, where time is cyclic or branching, a relation between events
that constitutes or represents this order would likewise be cyclic
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or branching, violating respectively the direction and deterministic
nature of causation.34

Kant’s view depends essentially on the idea that time “advances,”
that the present “emerges” out of the past, and so forth. These fea-
tures belong to what McTaggart35 called the “A-series” and are fea-
tures of time that many philosophers find troublesome. Mellor, for
example, says, “I shall therefore ignore all accounts of causation
which . . . involve time’s flow, e.g., by using the way it ‘fixes’ events as
they become present to say how causes fix their effects . . . for . . . time
does not flow.”36 Now on Kant’s view it is not how time fixes events
as they become present, but how preceding time fixes present time
that is used to say how causes fix their effects. Clearly though, Kant’s
is an account of causation that involves time’s flow. I cannot go into
a general discussion of McTaggart’s arguments against time-passage,
but I will note that the arguments are framed in terms of objec-
tive time, and seem not to apply to Kant’s constructivist account of
time. The reason is that on Kant’s account, before and after (i.e.,
McTaggart’s B-series) are not “constructible” apart from my
presently being up to a certain stage in temporizing (the “cut”
between the past and the present that belongs to McTaggart’s A-
series). Since the B-series exists in construction only as dependent
on and fixed in terms of the A-series, McTaggart’s argument, which
depends in effect on an independent B-series, is blocked. It is nev-
ertheless true that Kant’s entire theory of causation, not just the
direction of causation as on Mackie’s account,37 depends on time’s
“passage” or “flow.”

What I wish to argue next is that Kant’s view can incorporate or
contain the view defended by Fair38 and Salmon39 that causation
in the actual world is just transference of energy or momentum in
processes or interactions. We note that Kant’s causal theory of (the
necessary advance of) time constitutes a functional analysis of the
notion of causation. Causation is not taken as a primitive notion
and then employed to constitute time-order. Rather, causation itself
is defined by its role or function of being that connection of events
that represents or constitutes the necessary advance of time. The
fact that the cause produces or determines the effect or that the
effect emerges or derives from the cause is a consequence of that
role or function. Since the bond derives from the role or function, it
holds between events insofar as these events play this role or serve
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this function. This leaves open what event pairs in fact play this
role in the actual world, and whether those same pairs play it in all
(really) possible worlds.40 Thus it may be that in the actual world
causation is always transference of energy or momentum. However,
on Kant’s view such transference is not definitive of causation per
se, but simply characterizes what actually plays the role. It is the
role itself that defines causation. In the Metaphysical Foundations
of Natural Science (1786) Kant himself allows for a universal but
empirical applicability of matter in motion as the causal connection
in the actual world. The separation between this and the Critique’s
account of causation is just the separation between the essential
nature of causation per se and what causes what in actuality.

The contemporary view41 of probable causation, or causation
without determination, is of course incompatible with Kant’s
account. Anscombe contends that causation goes with notions such
as “derives from,” “comes from,” “arises out of,” and that these
notions do not involve necessitation.42 In Kant’s theory, however,
they do involve necessitation since the source of these notions is
the advance of time-order, which is also a necessitating advance.
Anscombe gives as an example of such non-necessitating causation
a bomb connected to a Geiger counter. She says, “There would be no
doubt of the cause of the reading or of the explosion if the bomb did
go off.”43 But exactly what does she think the cause of the reading is?
The particle having left the nucleus? There is some reason to hold
that until the reading there is no event going on that leads to the
reading. In other words, there is no preceding cause of the reading.
This is just the standard understanding that in quantum mechanics
there are not well-defined events that occur to produce the probable
outcome. Mellor44 gives the example of enough fissionable material
causing the explosion although it only makes it incredibly proba-
ble. It seems to me that enough fissionable material precisely does
not make the explosion happen; it only makes it incredibly proba-
ble. Hence, at best, it causes it to be highly probable for there to be
an explosion, but not the explosion (the event) itself. Even if there
is no such thing as probabilistic causation, the lack of causation in
quantum mechanics should, on Kant’s view, imply the failure of the
necessary advance of time-order. The many-worlds interpretation of
quantum mechanics comes closest to such a view if we think of the
branching of the worlds as also being a branching of time.45
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The contemporary regularity theory, according to which singular
causation is simply a matter of falling under nomic generalizations,
has its source in Hume. Mackie goes so far as to attribute such a view
to Kant. According to Mackie, Kant “has nothing to say about any
intimate tie between an individual cause and its effect.”46 Now Kant
does hold that cases of causation always come under universal laws.
He holds this by deriving both the intimate tie between a cause and
its effect and the universality of causes (same cause/same effect) from
the role of causation in representing the necessary advance of time.
As we have seen, that advance is not only necessary (determining,
yielding) from moment to moment, but the necessity itself has the
same character universally for all transitions in time. The upshot, for
Kant, is a singular causal tie that is also universally generalizable.
The singular tie is not defined in terms of a nomic law, for the law
itself is a law of the universality of the singular tie. Thus, the law
would state something to the effect that an event of a certain type
always yields or produces or necessitates an event of a second type. If
anything, nomic lawfulness, as opposed to “accidental” universality,
is to be defined in terms of the singular bond of causation rather than
vice versa.

Kant’s account of causation, as opposed to contemporary accounts,
has all the advantages and disadvantages of being an account embed-
ded in a more general metaphysical theory. The advantage I believe
is obvious. Kant is able to derive (explain) the singular bond between
cause and effect, the universality of particular causal connections
(same cause/same effect), and the universal law of causation (every
event has a cause) all from the role causation has in his account
of the representation of reality. No contemporary theory I believe
comes close to such a derivation of any of these three matters. The
disadvantage is equally obvious. One must accept Kant’s specifically
constructivist view of time and the features he attributes to time
(necessary advance) or his whole account collapses.

10. modern developments regarding substance

The most important contemporary view on the nature of substance
derives from Quine’s account of reference. First, on Quine’s account
reference to substances is a “posit” that is underdetermined by expe-
rience or by the data.47 As such, there is no “flat-out” truth to the

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc06 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:7

Kant’s proofs of substance and causation 231

existence of substances in the world, but only truth relative to some
theory, decision, language, and so forth. Second, for Quine, apart from
analytical hypotheses (which do not derive from anything about a
person), there is no sense to the idea of a person’s referring to or using
the concept of a substance.48 Hence there is no “flat-out” truth to a
person’s having the concept of a substance, but only truth relative to
a choice of analytical hypotheses.

To the idea of substance, all Quine finds is our use of the indi-
viduative apparatus of our language, consisting of “plural endings,
pronouns, numerals, the ‘is’ of identity and its adaptations ‘same’
and ‘other.’”49 It is this apparatus that is undetermined as to its truth
and inscrutable as to its employment in cognition. This individua-
tive apparatus essentially corresponds to Kant’s logical function of
subject-predicate in being the “judgmental” or “intellectual” com-
ponent of the notion of substance. Quine is surely right, as against
Kant, that various aspects and components of judgment (not just
subject-predicate) go with reference to substances. Now Quine looks
for an empirical basis for the use of the individuative apparatus
and finds none. In Kant’s terms, the trouble is that the apparatus
and the empirical are “heterogeneous,” requiring the intermedia-
tion of a schema. Without schemata the functions of judgment for
Kant are empty or represent no object (A 147/B 187). The schemata
give both significance and applicability to the judgmental apparatus
(A 146/B 186). The schemata, lastly, are determinations of time. What
Quine lacks, then, and what keeps him from finding significance
and applicability for the individuative apparatus is its use in the
determination of time. Let us see how this works for the schema of
substance.

The schema of substance for Kant is the permanence of the real
functioning to represent the permanence of time, that is, to represent
the fact that present time is a continuation of ongoing past time. As
we have seen on a constructivist view of time, this representation
involves being in the middle of a temporizing construction, which
in turn requires that something present puts us beyond the begin-
ning of the construction or procedure. But to say that it is proper to
be at the mid-stage of a procedure tracking what is now present is
eo ipso to say that what is now present is a substance (viz., some-
thing that has a past or that was), since a temporally extended pro-
cedure is proper with respect to it (the very reality that is present).
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So, in particular, I cannot be in the middle of tracking a present
“slice” or “stage.” Since such a slice is a momentary existent, it
cannot be proper to be so far along in keeping track of it. Nor can I
presently be in the course of tracking a series of such slices or stages
the last of which is now present, because this would require there
being past stages (stages existing in the past) that only subsequently
are represented by being in the course of a temporizing procedure.
But then there would be pastness pertaining to things antecedent to
being in the course of temporizing procedures with regard to them,
which would take us beyond constructivist time (the only time Kant
allows).

That there are substances as opposed to slices, then, may be under-
determined by the empirical data, but it is not underdetermined by
the necessity of the existence of past time. The pure functional role
of substance in determining time to have a past (on a constructivist
construal of time) ensures that there are substances, not slices. It
ensures, that is, the “flat-out” truth of the existence of substances
in the world.

A person has a concept or a thought of what is present to him as
being a substance if he thinks of himself as properly being up to a
mid-stage in the procedure of tracking it. The concept of substance
is “scrutable” then to the extent that there is evidence for thoughts
of being at mid-stages of procedures. Suppose now that a person who
has a procedure for baking a cake in ordered steps when he starts
from scratch on his own comes into a room and sees the first three
ingredients mixed in. Instead of putting in the fourth ingredient right
away,50 suppose he first quickly goes through the motions of putting
in the first three ingredients. Then he evidences that he thinks of
himself as being up to putting in the fourth ingredient in a proce-
dure that begins with the first three. Similarly, suppose a person
first quickly goes through the motions of timing to k and keeping
track of what is present before he tracks while marking time at a
slow pace from k+1. The person evidences that he thinks of him-
self as being up to k in tracking and keeping time (at a slow pace)
with what is present. Hence he evidences that he thinks of what is
present as a substance. In this way there is a “flat-out” truth (apart
from analytical hypotheses) to a person’s having the concept of a
substance.51
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notes

1. All parenthetical references are to Critique of Pure Reason, translated
by Norman Kemp Smith (London: Macmillan, 1933).

2. For Kant a “true” (as opposed to an inductive) universal would hold that
all events of a certain type force or produce events of a second type, and
so would contain necessity.

3. For this view, see for example Spinoza’s Ethics, Book I, Axioms IV, V, and
Proposition III where the effect is said to be “apprehended” or “under-
stood” by means of the cause.

4. For example, transformations between mathematical equations have to
be interpreted as signifying real causal processes before the mathemat-
ical deducibility counts as an explanation of a transition in existence.

5. I believe Kant has in mind that the substantiality of something is not any
property or feature of it (but rather the support or basis of all properties,
as in Locke), and so the subject that pertains to the substantiality itself
cannot also be any predicate (which pertains to features).

6. For the causal theory of time, see H. Mehlberg; Time, Causality, and
the Quantum Theory (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1980).

7. See Kant’s discussion of objectivity in the A Edition Deduction at A104–
5, which is of a piece with his discussion in the Second Analogy.

8. A. J. Lovejoy, “On Kant’s Reply to Hume,” in Kant: Disputed Questions,
edited by M. S. Gram (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1967).

9. Peter Strawson; The Bounds of Sense (London: Methuen & Co, 1966).
10. See, for example, James Van Cleve, “Four Recent Interpretations of

Kant’s Second Analogy,” Kant-Studien, 64 (1973), p. 84. See also Henry
Allison, Kant’s Transcendental Idealism (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1983), p. 233.

11. This point is made both by Jonathan Bennett, Kant’s Analytic
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), p. 221, and James Van
Cleve, “Four Recent Interpretations of Kant’s Second Analogy,” p. 80.

12. That objective succession itself involves, besides irreversibility, a con-
nection to what precedes, is made clear in the paragraph at A 195/B240,
where Kant says “For mere succession in my apprehension, if there be no
rule determining the succession in relation to something that precedes,
does not justify me in assuming any succession in the object” (italics
mine). Kant here is saying clearly that some relationship to what pre-
cedes the succession (and hence something beyond the irreversibility in
regard to the apprehension) is required for objective succession.

13. W. A. Suchting, “Kant’s Second Analogy of Experience,” in Kant Studies
Today, edited by L. W. Beck (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1969).
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14. Norman Kemp Smith, Commentary to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason,
2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1923) pp. 363, 375.

15. See also A. C. Ewing, Kant’s Treatment of Causality (London: K. Paul,
Trench, Trubner & Co, 1924), p. 73, and Henry Allison, Kant’s Tran-
scendental Idealism, p. 222.

16. See also the formulation of the principle of the Analogies at A 177.
17. For the contention that his theory in the Analogies is inconsistent with

his account in the Aesthetic, see for example T. K. Swing, Kant’s Tran-
scendental Logic (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1969), pp. 151–
2, and R. P. Wolff, Kant’s Theory of Mental Activity (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1963), p. 263.

18. Toward the end of the Second Analogy (A 207/B 253), Kant argues that
alterations are continuous because time is a continuous magnitude;
that is, the alterations do not represent continuity but conform to the
distinct continuity of time. This shows that Kant does not hold a causal
theory of time magnitude.

19. The causal theory, in this sense, is not a version of the relational
theory since it does not add any specifically temporal objective rela-
tions to time-construction. Rather, it adds the causal relation among
proper reactions instead of any objective temporal relations. Equiva-
lently, it adds a dynamical component to the constructivist account
of time. As an analogy, adding a dynamical component to the notion
of straightness (geodesic) in terms of force-free motion, is not adding
a further (relational or substantival) spatial component to that notion.
Likewise, adding a dynamical component in terms of causation to the
notion of time-order or time-series (specifically to its aspect of neces-
sary advance) is not adding a further (relational or substantival) temporal
component.

20. See B 4, where Kant says “Necessity and strict universality are thus sure
criteria of a priori knowledge, and are inseparable from one another.”

21. Once again the fact that substance (permanence of the real) is no more
perceivable than time itself is no objection to Kant’s argument. For
this objection, see Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 219. There is no
objective continuous flow of time to keep up with, while tracking what
is real (what affects) is holding or moving attention continuously. That
Kant has to go to something objectively dynamical rather than objec-
tively temporal is required by time’s being merely a form of intuition.

22. This answers Guyer’s second objection (Kant and the Claims of Knowl-
edge, pp. 220–1) that Kant equivocates in going from substance as per-
manent (or enduring) to substance as the bearer of properties. There
is no “too hasty” transition here. The only way to represent past
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appearances (proper reactions) is to represent them in past time. The
only way to represent past time is by its being geared to trackable exis-
tence (the permanent). Hence, past appearances can be represented at
all only as geared to trackable existence (= as determinations of the
permanent). There is a difference between focusing on what is real and
keeping track of it, versus specifically reacting to it. This, I claim, is the
difference between substance and the “properties” (proper reactions) it
bears.

23. Paul Guyer (Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, p. 260) makes the point
clearly and definitively that the connection of causation to substance is
compatible with the argument of the Second Analogy.

24. That Kant holds such a substance-based theory of time is clear from the
paragraph at A 189/B 232 of the First Analogy (beginning “Substances
in the field of appearances . . .”). Each substance is a substratum of time
determination. He does believe that the time series relative to various
substances must also be relatable to one another, but this is a further
matter.

25. Schopenhauer considers such cases to be coincident successions (as
when I first leave a house and then a tile falls on my head). He thinks
they are therefore not causal, but nevertheless objective, thereby refut-
ing Kant’s Second Analogy. For this objection of Schopenhauer’s as well
as a reply, see Norman Kemp Smith, Commentary to Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason, pp. 378–9.

26. This is shown, I believe, by what Kant holds about the series of appear-
ances in past time in the First Antinomy. Objective states of substances
would have to form a finite or an infinite series, whereas the propriety
of reacting can be limitless without being a finite or infinite totality.
See, for example, A 495/B 523.

27. See footnotes 8 and 9 above.
28. In the paragraph at A 110, Kant has said there is one single experience

that encompasses all (proper) perception, just as “there is only one space
and time in which all modes of appearance . . . occur.” It is this single
experience (viz., the entire spatio-temporal scope of appearances) that is
signified by “a possible experience in general” in the sentence we have
quoted.

29. The imagination is characterized by Kant as “the faculty of representing
in intuition an object that is not itself present” (B 151). If so, then pure
imagination must be a faculty of representing in pure intuition what is
not present or what is remote. This is exactly our contention that the
spatio-temporal manifold is required not basically for organizing what
is presently given, but more fundamentally for representing what is not
present at all (remote appearances).
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30. For a more detailed discussion of his theory of cognition, see chap-
ters 3 and 4 in my book Themes in Kant’s Metaphysics and Ethics
(Washington, DC: Catholic University Press, 2004).

31. Barry Stroud, “Transcendental Arguments” (1968), reprinted in Kant on
Pure Reason, edited by R.C.S. Walker (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1982). Although it is true that there are empirical elements (trackability,
regularity) that are necessary for cognition, it is also true that Kant
is not deducing these elements. For an interesting discussion of such
empirical elements of cognition, see Kenneth R. Westphal, “Affinity,
Idealism, and Naturalism: The Stability of Cinnabar and the Possibility
of Experience,” Kant-Studien, 88, 2 (1997).

32. Hans Reichenbach, The Direction of Time (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1956).

33. J. L. Mackie, The Cement of the Universe (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1974), p. 90.

34. This is just to say that for Kant “backwards causation” and non-
deterministic causation are logically possible. General Relativity,
though perhaps allowing for cyclic time, does not allow for branch-
ing time. Since locally everywhere the earlier necessarily advances to
or determines the later, the relation between events constituting such
advance would still be universal deterministic causation.

35. J. M. E. McTaggart, The Nature of Existence (Cambridge: 1927), Book 5,
Chapter 33.

36. D. H. Mellor, The Facts of Causation (London and New York: Routledge,
1995).

37. J. L. Mackie, The Cement of the Universe, Chapter 7.
38. David Fair, “Causation and the Flow of Energy,” Erkenntnis, 14 (1979).
39. Wesley Salmon, “Causality, Production and Propagation” (1980),

reprinted in Causation, edited by Ernest Sosa and Michael Tooley (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1993).

40. A necessary connection between cause and effect deriving from its role
leaves it open as to what causes what, just as an “authority connection”
between sergeant and private leaves it open as to who (which person)
has authority over whom.

41. G. E. M. Anscombe, “Causality and Determination,” (1971), in Cau-
sation, edited by Ernest Sosa and Michael Tooley (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1993). See also D. H. Mellor, The Facts of Causation.

42. G. E. M. Anscombe, “Causality and Determination,” pp. 91–2.
43. G. E. M. Anscombe, “Causality and Determination,” p. 101.
44. D. H. Mellor, The Facts of Causation, Chapter 5. Again, as in the

Anscombe example, no exact events go on between stages of the explo-
sion process and so there is no causal chain from the sufficient material
to stages and from stages to other stages.
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45. For Kant, however, such branching is not “really” possible since there
are no constructions for going off into incompatible future times.

46. J. L. Mackie, The Cement of the Universe, p. 90.
47. See Willard Van Orman Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, MA: MIT

Press, 1960), p. 22.
48. W.V.O. Quine, Word and Object, p. 73.
49. W. V. Quine, Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1969), p. 33.
50. By itself, this might only be evidence that he has the thought of begin-

ning with a later series of ingredients when certain ingredients are
already mixed.

51. I deal with the “scrutability” of substance in detail in A Representation
of the World: A Naturalized Semantics (New York: Peter Lang, 1996).
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7 Kant and transcendental
arguments

The idea of a transcendental argument has sometimes been held to
be Kant’s greatest contribution to philosophy. Such arguments can
be found before Kant, but nobody was so clear about them or gave
them such a central role. Many of Kant’s transcendental arguments
have been criticised and reconstructed again and again, and new argu-
ments have been devised along similar lines. But there has also been
debate about what exactly transcendental arguments are, how they
work, and what they can hope to achieve. There is room too for
dispute about their role in Kant’s own thought. Here an important
question concerns the relation between transcendental arguments
and transcendental idealism. It is a mistake to think Kant’s tran-
scendental arguments led him into transcendental idealism, but it
remains interesting to ask how far the use of transcendental argu-
ments does lead toward idealist conclusions. Kant’s followers are
still divided between those who reject and those who defend the
connection.

Kant does not use the term “transcendental argument” in the way
we do, so we cannot look to him for a definition.1 He does call tran-
scendental some of the types of argument he uses, notably transcen-
dental deductions and transcendental expositions, but as people use
the term nowadays Kant’s transcendental expositions are not really
transcendental arguments, since their premises assume too much.
His transcendental deductions are (or most of them), but his ter-
minology is never very consistent, and what matters is the type of
argument and not what name he gives it. Roughly, transcendental
arguments are arguments of the form “There is experience; it is a
condition of the possibility of experience that P; therefore, P.” Kant
sometimes substitutes “cognition” for experience, and other writers

238
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start from “conscious awareness” or “intelligible thought” instead.
On other occasions experience (or cognition, etc.) is specified as being
of a certain general kind, and Kant is often interested in the condi-
tions required for experience of a spatiotemporal character. In all ver-
sions, though, “conditions of the possibility” (Kant’s usual phrase)
must mean “necessary conditions,” and these conditions are under-
stood not to be empirical conditions (like the need for oxygen) but
conditions that can be shown to be required a priori. This fits with
Kant’s own remark, “I call all cognition transcendental that is occu-
pied not so much with objects but rather with our mode of cognition
of objects insofar as this is to be possible a priori” (A 11–12/B 25):2

in other words, transcendental knowledge has to do with the a priori
necessary conditions under which cognition is possible.

Transcendental arguments matter to Kant, and to many of those
who have used them more recently, because they offer a way of
answering the sceptic and providing a justification for knowledge
claims – which is why he often calls them “deductions,” mean-
ing by that, justifications of legitimacy (cf. A 84f./B 116f.).3 Some
people have seen their function as lying elsewhere, in delineating
our conceptual scheme and determining which of its elements are
the most basic, but these are complementary functions, and Kant
was concerned with both of them.4 But why, one might ask, should
arguments against scepticism be important? It may seem eccen-
tric to spend time trying to answer the sceptic who doubts the
existence of the external world, for such doubts can seem rather
foolish.

The attempt to answer scepticism is trying to do two things. One is
to understand how scepticism can be tackled in general. Some kinds
of scepticism need to be taken seriously: there are plenty of sceptics
about God, about morality, about aesthetic value; and if we can see
how to tackle doubts about the external world, we may be better able
to see whether there is an answer to people like these. The second
aim is to see how our beliefs relate to the evidence we receive through
our senses; and this is of interest for its own sake. Kant thought it
could be understood only by seeing that certain particular synthetic
a priori principles are at work, principles that can be justified by their
indispensability for any experience or knowledge of the world. Some
philosophers have tried to dispense with this notion of justification,
but it is not dispensable.5 The need to distinguish beliefs that are
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justified from those that are not is essential to everyday practice, to
scientific theorising, to questions about God and morality, and other
disputed matters.

It is worth mentioning two examples of pre-Kantian arguments to
show that something must be so, because otherwise experience or
knowledge would not be possible. One is Aristotle’s argument for the
principle of non-contradiction: someone may profess to doubt the
principle, but anyone with whom we can have an argument must
treat it as reliable; anyone who makes an assertion must thereby
exclude its negation, and is thus committed to the principle.6 A sim-
ilar argument is used by the rationalists to defend their reliance on
reason. Descartes describes the “natural light” as the ultimate fac-
ulty we have to rely on, and Spinoza, more explicitly, says that scep-
tics who doubted the initial clear and distinct idea could know noth-
ing, would lack self-consciousness, and would have to “be regarded
as automata, completely lacking a mind.”7

Kant made transcendental arguments central to philosophy. They
did not, however, lead him to transcendental idealism. It is some-
times thought that he argued first that certain conditions – spatio-
temporal ordering, the applicability of the categories – are required
for experience to be possible; and that he then reflected that there
would be no guarantee of the possibility of experience unless the
world as we know it, the world of appearances, were transcendentally
ideal, constituted in part by our minds’ supplying these conditions to
it.8 There are passages that do support such a reading (perhaps A 114,
B 167), but this would be a poor argument for idealism of any kind.
There is no reason why the possibility of experience should have to
be guaranteed; indeed not even transcendental idealism could guar-
antee it, for our minds might cease to exist or might never have
existed. To show that space, time, and the categories are required for
experience is only to show that unless the world had this character
we should not be able to experience it. It is to say nothing about how
it is that the world comes to have this character.9

So far from grounding his transcendental idealism on transcen-
dental arguments, Kant became a transcendental idealist before he
thought of transcendental arguments. Thus he uses transcendental
arguments within a context that is already committed to transcen-
dental idealism. This is not to say that his real reason for transcen-
dental idealism was a convincing one. Ironically enough, he showed
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its inadequacy himself, and precisely by his discovery of transcen-
dental arguments. But he never noticed that.

I

Kant’s fundamental concern was with how we can have knowledge
that is genuinely about the world, and yet independent of experience:
the problem of how synthetic a priori knowledge is possible. It is hard
to see how we can know things about the world that we have not
learned empirically. What distinguishes such knowledge from pure
prejudice? This has seemed to some people a good ground for reject-
ing the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge altogether. Kant
was in no doubt that it was possible, partly because Hume’s attempt
at a consistent empiricism had led to an intolerable scepticism. One
cannot avoid some reliance on a priori principles in getting to know
the world, for what is given in experience constantly requires inter-
pretation, and to interpret it we must have principles that cannot
themselves be derived from experience. These principles must be
true to the world if our interpretations are to be reliable, but their
truth cannot be established empirically, for it is only through relying
on just such principles that we can test against experience a claim
that does more than reflect the content of the experience.10

But if we know truths about the world without deriving them from
experience, and without being able to verify them empirically, how
is this knowledge possible? Plato had suggested, perhaps without
complete conviction, that we know them through recollection of
the Forms. Descartes thought our clear and distinct convictions were
guaranteed true by God. Kant did not take Plato’s idea seriously, and
he rejected Descartes’, because it rested on circular reasoning and
because it would remove from these a priori truths the necessity they
must possess in their own right (B 167).11 With even more vigour he
rejected a simple reliance on self-evidence. His predecessor Crusius
had claimed that “whatever we can only think as true is true, and
what we simply cannot think, or can only think as false, is false.”12

But Crusius himself believed that claims like “God is in space” were
amongst the things that can only be thought of as true. Kant objected
that Crusius’ position “encourages all sorts of wild notions and every
pious and speculative brainstorm” (10:131). Claims of self-evidence
will not help us.
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As Kant saw the matter, the position was simply this:

There are only two possible cases in which synthetic representation and its
objects can come together, necessarily relate to each other, and, as it were,
meet each other. Either if the object alone makes the representation possible,
or if the representation alone makes the object possible. If it is the first, then
this relation is only empirical, and the representation is never possible a
priori. (A 92/B 124–5)

The a priori elements in our knowledge must therefore be brought to
experience by us, and the world that we know by their means must
be transcendentally ideal: its reality is dependent on us and on these
a priori conditions that have their origin in us.

This was, of course, a radical position to adopt and a surprising
one. Kant thought there was no alternative, given the bankruptcy of
the empiricist approach. It took him some time, however, before he
was prepared to adopt this solution in its full generality.13 Initially
he thought of the problem as particularly pressing for mathematics,
and above all for geometry, which he took to be a body of a priori
truths about the nature of space. In 1768 he had concluded that the
difference between a left and a right hand can be understood only if
space has its own nature that we are somehow aware of a priori, so
that we can recognise the different relationships of the hands to space
as a whole. Thus he thought we know about space a priori, and indeed
know it to be Euclidean; and he thought analogous considerations
applied to time. But if space and time are independent of us, how can
we know about them a priori?

In his Dissertation of 1770 he resolved the problem, so far as space
and time were concerned, by saying that space and time are not
“objective and real,” but arise “from the nature of the mind” (2:400,
403). They are not for that reason fictions. They are “formal princi-
ples of the sensible world,” the world that we can know through our
senses, for only under these forms, due to ourselves, can we know it
(2:402, 405). They are not, however, features of the underlying intel-
ligible world: that we can know only through our rational faculties.

As he soon came to recognise, though, this is not satisfactory. It
provides an explanation of how we can have synthetic a priori knowl-
edge about space and time: space and time are not independent of us,
but read into the sensible world by us. Yet it also asserts that there
are other things we can know about the world by using our rational

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc07 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 2:27

Kant and transcendental arguments 243

faculties, that is, other synthetic a priori truths. There have to be, if
we are to apply concepts that take us beyond what is given to us, like
the concepts of causality and objectivity, or substance. In retrospect,
it may seem obvious to try the same solution for these principles
as for space and time, and that is what Kant does in the Critique
of Pure Reason. But it seemed far from obvious to him at first, and
his letter to Marcus Herz of 21 February 1772 shows him finding
the problem hard to resolve. This was partly because he had come
to the conclusion that there was a sharp and radical difference to be
drawn between space and time, on the one hand, and our concepts,
on the other; contrary to Leibniz’s idea that sensation was just “con-
fused thought,” there was a difference of kind between sensibility
and understanding, with space and time being the forms of sensibil-
ity. The solution worked for space and time, the forms of sensibility:
they are our means of ordering what is given to us. But how could one
go further and account for our knowledge of these other principles?

The answer of the Critique is that concepts like causality and
substance also supply us with ways to order experience. Such fun-
damental concepts he calls categories. These concepts we ourselves
supply in the ordering of what is given to us in sensation, and they are
therefore conditions on which the nature of the sensible or phenom-
enal world depends. This world is objective in an everyday sense,
in that everyone can make mistakes about it, so that it is no mere
figment of anyone’s imagination, and it is shared by all of us. It does
not, however, have a reality wholly independent of our minds and
our cognitive capacities. It is therefore “transcendentally ideal,” and
must be contrasted with things as they are in themselves, wholly
independently of us. About these no synthetic a priori knowledge
is possible, and therefore no knowledge at all. For knowledge about
them cannot be read off from experience – the object alone does not
make the representation possible; nor does the representation make
the object possible, since their nature is entirely independent of our
ways of thinking and experiencing the world.

One problem that had to be overcome, if this solution was to work,
was of how to avoid the conclusion that we could read into the world
whatever concepts we felt like. It is here that transcendental argu-
ments come in. They did not appear in the Dissertation. In the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason Kant sets the problem out explicitly, by asking
how we are to show that a priori concepts like those of substance

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc07 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 2:27

244 kant and modern philosophy

and cause do apply to the world, in contrast to those of fortune and
fate (A 84/B 116–17). We cannot read off from experience that there
are substances and causes. The categories require instead a transcen-
dental deduction, a proof of legitimacy. The deduction that he offers
is a transcendental argument. It contains a good many obscurities,
so there is room for dispute about exactly how it goes, but its aim
is to show that experience is possible only if the categories do have
application in the experienced world. “They must be recognized as
a priori conditions of the possibility of experience. . . . Concepts that
supply the objective ground of the possibility of experience are nec-
essary just for that reason” (A 94/B 126). To show them necessary is
to show them legitimate.

A key step in the argument is to show that all experience requires
synthesis, “the action of putting different representations together
with each other and comprehending their manifoldness in one cog-
nition” (A 77/B 103). Judgement involves synthesis, and Kant argues
that all experience requires a capacity to ascribe one’s experiences to
a unitary subject, which in turn requires a capacity to judge how
things are as opposed to how they seem. These arguments have
been highly influential, from Fichte’s contention that consciousness
requires the positing of the self and the not-self through to Wittgen-
stein’s argument against a private language and his thoughts about
rule-following. Kant uses them to show the need to apply categories
by observing that judgement can only take place in accordance with
the forms of judgement revealed by logic, for “the categories are noth-
ing other than these very functions for judging, insofar as the mani-
fold of a given intuition is determined with regard to them” (B 143).
He argues also that even where judgement is not involved, in the
most elementary kind of concept-application and in pre-conceptual
awareness, synthesis is still required and must be category-governed
(B 161). His account of the synthetic character of concept-application
has also been a decisive contribution, rendering permanently unten-
able the British empiricists’ quasi-pictorial account of ideas as copies
of sense-impressions.

It might be said that in giving so large a part to synthesis Kant is
using at least this transcendental argument to make a case for tran-
scendental idealism. Synthesis is “a blind though indispensable func-
tion of the soul, without which we would have no cognition at all”
(A 78/B 103); an act of synthesis is “an action of the understanding,”
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and “we cannot represent anything as combined in the object with-
out having previously combined it ourselves” (B 130). But that would
be a bad argument for transcendental idealism, and Kant does not
offer it as such. The considerations about synthesis can support ide-
alism only given the argument for idealism Kant has already used,
the argument that what we do not read off from the world we must
supply to it. They have no independent force at all.

Certainly, synthesis is carried out by the mind, but the question is
whether the mind puts things together in a way that corresponds to
a reality independent of it. Since (as Kant says) in making any judge-
ment we are putting items together in thought, this is the same ques-
tion as we had with judgements. Kant’s solution there was to say that
either the object makes the representation possible, or else the repre-
sentation makes the object possible. With empirical judgements the
object makes the representation possible. The same will be true with
empirical synthesis: here the mind’s putting-together will be guided
by experience. If there is such a thing as a priori synthesis – and Kant
argues that there must be – then, certainly, Kant will say that the rep-
resentation makes the object possible; our synthesis contributes to
that ordering of things that constitutes the world we can know about,
the world of appearances. But his reason for saying this rests entirely
on his principle that since the object does not make the represen-
tation possible, the representation must make the object possible.
The discovery that synthesis, even a priori synthesis, plays so large a
role in our knowledge provides no new argument for transcendental
idealism, though some have thought it did.14

In the Transcendental Aesthetic Kant had already set out his
case for transcendental idealism, but without relying – at least con-
sciously – on transcendental arguments. As in the Dissertation, his
case rests on the thesis that since we have nonempirical knowledge
about space and time, it must be provided through our ordering of
the world of appearances. He does claim at A 87/B 119–20 to have
given a transcendental deduction of space and time, but all he seems
to mean is that he has shown that our knowledge of them is legiti-
mate because of their status as transcendentally ideal. It is true that
the Aesthetic contains arguments called transcendental expositions,
but these are not transcendental arguments in our sense, for they
start from the assumption that we have synthetic a priori knowl-
edge about space and time, and so have no force against anyone who
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is not prepared to concede that we do have the synthetic a priori
knowledge in question.

In the Aesthetic Kant feels no need for transcendental arguments,
for there is no need – as there is with the categories – to show that
space and time are not mere fictions like “fortune” or “fate.” He does
raise the question whether space and time are the only possible forms
of intuition, but says that “we cannot decide this” (B 72, cf. A 27/
B 43). He does not appear much interested in the question: what mat-
ters is that they are our forms of intuition. Others, more recently,
have taken the question up, and argued that without space and time –
or something very like them – experience would not be possible
because there would be no way of distinguishing or interrelating the
items experienced. Thus Strawson argued that all experience must
be temporal, but tentatively canvassed the possibility of some alter-
native order to space. Bennett took the idea further. Others have
disagreed, in particular Evans, who has argued that spatial as well as
temporal order is indispensable for any experience in which particu-
lars can be reidentified. But this is to go well beyond Kant himself.15

Because it treats the categories in a highly abstract way, the tran-
scendental deduction of the categories does not fully discharge its
task of showing the legitimacy of our ordinary concepts of cause, sub-
stance, objectivity, and so forth, thereby distinguishing them from
the concept of witchcraft. The argument is carried through in the
Analytic of Principles by a further set of transcendental arguments,
in which the abstract categories are considered as applying to spatio-
temporal experience. Kant argues that synthetic a priori principles
are needed to govern this application. The abstract category of cause,
for example, is just the concept of something depending on another,16

but in spatiotemporal experience it must be applied through the expe-
rience of constant conjunctions of event-types, where we take the
constancy to be governed by a rule. Otherwise we could not distin-
guish objective from subjective time-series in the way that spatio-
temporal experience requires. The principle underlying this is that
of the Second Analogy: “All alterations occur in accordance with the
law of the connection of cause and effect” (B 232). Similar arguments
are offered for the other categories, but it seems reasonably clear that
it was the three categories of relation, namely, substance, cause, and
community that Kant was most concerned about. Certainly it is
his arguments about substance and cause that have attracted most
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attention since. Critics have often felt that there is something in
these arguments, but usually that they prove less than Kant claims
for them; they remain the subject of much discussion.

Later in the Critique Kant gives us another transcendental
deduction: the deduction of the ideas of pure reason. It is developed
more clearly in the Critique of the Power of Judgment, where it is
described as the deduction of the “transcendental principle” of “the
formal purposiveness of nature” (5:181).17 Until recently it has been
less studied than the deduction of the categories, but Kant thought
it very important. It is a transcendental argument of a different kind,
because it is not meant to establish a truth about the empirically
real (and transcendentally ideal) world. The ideas of pure reason are
concepts of unity and completeness that extend beyond what any
amount of experience can exhibit, and their deduction does not seek
to show that the world actually contains these kinds of unity and
completeness – which would amount to its being systematically gov-
erned by unitary and comprehensible laws, as though purposively
designed. Instead, it aims to show that we are justified in proceeding
as if it did, and indeed that we must believe (or “presuppose”) that it
does.

[T]he law of reason to seek unity is necessary, since without it we would
have no reason, and without that, no coherent use of the understanding,
and, lacking that, no sufficient mark of empirical truth; thus in regard to
the latter we simply have to presuppose the systematic unity of nature as
objectively valid and necessary. (A 651/B 679)18

Science can only approximate towards finding this unity, and its
approximations are always tentative. The complete unity could only
be found in a totality that goes beyond all possible experience, and
the order concerned is one that we could never ourselves supply: it
depends on how things turn out empirically, and so on the charac-
ter of the data that our minds have to deal with. Yet Kant denies
that reason gives us only a methodological principle, requiring us to
look for unity: we must also assume that unity is there to be found
(A 661/B 689).19 His argument is that we have no other way to think:
that is, if we are to think consistently and coherently.

The earlier arguments showed that certain principles were
straightforwardly true, within the world of appearances. What made
it possible for Kant to say that was his transcendental idealism. The
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principles established were constitutive of the world of appearances.
This time, the principle is called regulative, not constitutive, and the
argument gives us a conclusion about what we must believe. Kant
thinks we cannot get beyond belief to truth, because the truth of
the belief cannot be secured by his transcendental idealism. How-
ever, we must notice that there are (though not very explicitly) other
arguments present in the Critique to conclusions that go beyond the
world of appearances. These are the arguments to show that there
must be a subject of experiences that does not itself belong to the
world of appearances, and that there must be things in themselves.20

Kant never spells these out clearly enough, but his transcendental
idealism depends on them. He might have found it hard to say why in
these cases we can show how things must be, whereas in the deduc-
tion of the ideas we can show only how we must believe them to be.

He has often been construed as doubting that there are things in
themselves, but the evidence of his commitment to them is very
strong.21 Without things in themselves there would be nothing to
supply the data that our minds can order, nothing a posteriori in
experience, nothing that does not have its origin in our mental activ-
ity. The subject in itself is equally indispensable. He says that “the
subject of the categories cannot, by thinking them, obtain a concept
of itself as an object of the categories; for in order to think them, it
must take its pure self-consciousness . . . as its ground,” though noth-
ing can be known about this subject (B 422). It seems obvious that
we must know that it exists and is, indeed, a subject; and that is
something. Without a subject there would have been no experience.
Kant is keen to point out that, given transcendental idealism, there
is no way to know anything about conditions for the identity of the
subject, and so no way to know that the subject is coterminous with
what we think of as a human being. We can grant him that. However,
without a subject of experience there could not be experience; this
seems to be a very straightforward transcendental argument. Kant
never calls it such, and is embarrassed by it, because it shows some-
thing that he was never prepared clearly to recognise. In establishing
synthetic a priori propositions, transcendental arguments can have
a life of their own. They do not depend on transcendental idealism.
If it is really a necessary condition for experience that p, then p must
be true, even though p is neither read off from the world nor made
constitutive of it.
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Kant is unnecessarily obscure about this in the Critique because
he originally invoked transcendental arguments just to show which
a priori requirements held within the world of appearances. He took
himself to have established already that synthetic a priori judge-
ments are confined to the world of experience, by means of his the-
sis that either “the object alone makes the representation possible”
(as in the case of a posteriori knowledge) or else “the representation
alone makes the object possible” (A 92/B 124–5). He failed to see that
transcendental arguments provide a way of establishing synthetic a
priori truths that belong to neither category: they can be known to
be true because without them experience would not be possible at
all. There is no reason why these truths should not concern things
as they are in themselves.

This puts in question the whole basis for transcendental ideal-
ism. Kant’s case for it was that knowledge must either be read off
from the world empirically, or read into it by us. If transcendental
arguments provide a way of justifying synthetic a priori knowledge,
independently of transcendental idealism, that case has gone.

II

Kant’s immediate successors had doubts about his use of transcen-
dental arguments, and their primary interest focussed largely on ide-
alism and the dispensability of things in themselves. In Reinhold and
Fichte there are arguments we could call transcendental, but they
demand more than Kant does for the first premise, since they require
it to be self-grounding; and increasingly amongst Kant’s successors
it is the ontological considerations that come to dominate rather
than the attack on scepticism.22 It never occurred to Kant’s realist
opponents that it might be possible to use transcendental arguments
against transcendental idealism and in defence of the principles con-
cerned. This strategy was not properly worked through until com-
paratively recently: it was given its fullest development by Strawson.

Strawson and others aimed to reconstruct Kant without the ideal-
ism. Transcendental arguments could show us how the world must
be, if experience is to be possible. It must be a world of objects,
extended in time and arguably in space (or something like it), rea-
sonably regular and causally ordered; it must contain subjects of
experience, who however need not be mysterious or unknowable,
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since they can just be embodied human persons. Kant, they felt, had
got the transcendental arguments very nearly right, except for the
mistake of transcendental idealism. When they work, they estab-
lish conclusions about reality – the only reality there is. Strawson
thought that many of Kant’s arguments do not quite work, but are
closely related to arguments that do. Thus Kant failed to show that
every event must have a cause, but a related argument does show
that most events must have causes. Likewise Kant failed to establish
that there must be something that is absolutely permanent through
time, as he claimed in the First Analogy, but did show that there
must be relatively permanent objects. Otherwise experience would
not be possible. And there is no way for us to play a part in guaran-
teeing the possibility of experience by somehow reading these things
into the world. Unless the world were this way, experience would
not be possible and we would not be here.23

The main objection to this approach was raised by Stroud. He con-
tended that transcendental arguments do not establish conclusions
about the world. They may be able to show that it is a condition of
our having experience that we must have certain beliefs, or deploy
certain concepts. But to go on from there, and show that the world
must match those beliefs, or contain instances of those concepts,
requires an extra step, to ensure that our ways of thinking match the
way the world is. That could be achieved by using some sort of veri-
fication principle, to the effect that the intelligibility of our thoughts
depends on our capacity to establish whether or not they are true to
the real world. But then there would be no need for transcendental
arguments since the verification principle itself would show that the
world must meet the appropriate conditions.24

Stroud did not try to prove that no transcendental argument can
establish conclusions about how the world really is; he argued that
the transcendental arguments people have produced do not take us
beyond conclusions about the concepts and beliefs we must have
about the world. Cassam clarified the situation further, by suggest-
ing that a transcendental argument can be divided into two elements,
a Conceptual Component and a Satisfaction Component. The Con-
ceptual Component would show that if experience is to be possible,
there are certain distinctions we must draw or certain concepts we
must use. The Satisfaction Component would show that the world
must be of a certain character if we are to be able to draw these
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distinctions or apply these concepts: it would show “that only a
world of this kind could satisfy the requirements elaborated in the
Conceptual Component.”25 It is natural to see the first component
as essentially internal to one’s conceptual system, while the second
seeks to step outside it. A merit of this formulation is that it states
the Conceptual Component not in terms of what we must believe,
but in terms of the concepts and distinctions we must draw. The
concept of belief is a complex one, but it is not immediately obvious
that there is anything people have to believe as a condition of having
experience. The sceptic who claims to believe nothing may be very
irrational, but then some people are.

Put like this, it does seem unclear how the Satisfaction Com-
ponent could ever be supplied, except by adopting either verifica-
tionism, or else an idealism that equates the world of appearances
with the world as we take it to be. As verificationism seemed unsus-
tainable, this line of thought began to make it seem plausible that
transcendental arguments do lead to transcendental idealism after
all.

Yet we did have a transcendental argument to show that there
must be at least one subject of experience. It is not clear why there
could not also be other arguments to conclusions about how the
world must really be. There is, of course, a sense in which any argu-
ment whatever must move within a system of thoughts and con-
cepts, but if there were a general concern about whether our system
of thoughts and concepts can ever be true to the world, no argu-
ment at all could ever answer it. It would be a concern that we could
never take seriously. It is important, though sometimes difficult,
clearly to distinguish this quite general concern from the more spe-
cific worries that arguments can answer; and there seems to be no
reason in principle why transcendental arguments should not estab-
lish truths about fully independent reality, in any sense in which any
argument can. It is partly the failure to distinguish clearly between
these concerns that explains why people have been so willing to
accept Stroud’s suggestion that transcendental arguments can only
establish conclusions about what we must believe.

It is not the only reason, though. Many transcendental arguments
have depended at the final stage, the stage that takes us from concepts
or beliefs to how things are, on a semantic step that looks dubious.
To say they must rely on some form of verification principle is not
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quite right. They depend on a step that says: “Unless the world were
thus and so, we could not deploy the concept C” or “ . . . we could
not distinguish A from B,” where it has been argued that experience
requires that we have the concept C or distinguish A from B. One way
of making this step is to bring on a verification principle that says
that we could not have the concept, or make the claimed distinction,
except in a world that would allow us the empirical means to decide
whether the concept has application or verify the claim. But usually
people do not rely on anything so general as a principle of verification.
They argue directly that we could not possess the concept, or the
make the claim, unless (in one version) the world itself contained
real instances of the concepts involved; or (in another version) the
world itself provided us with adequate grounds for applying them.

One form the argument has taken recently is to say that our con-
cepts are “not in the head,” and that the very possession of a con-
cept like “water” depends on there being water in the real world. If
this theory of concept-possession could be substantiated, it would
encourage a range of arguments from premises like “I am imagining
water” to the reality of water. That, however, would not be a good
way of proving the existence of water, for the premise is now less evi-
dent than it appears: if there is no such thing as water, my thought
cannot have been rightly expressed (it cannot have been water that
I was imagining). Where the Conceptual Component shows that a
concept is necessary for experience, it is hard to see much plausibil-
ity in the idea that any such theory of concept-possession applies to
it.26

In an alternative form, the argument is that the concept concerned
could not “get a grip” on the world unless certain conditions were
met by the world. The concept of causality could not “get a grip”
unless there were regularities on which one could rely.27 The idea
of something existing unperceived could not “get a grip” except in
a spatial world that provides some other place for the unperceived
thing to occupy.28 And unless the concept could “get a grip” in this
way, we could not possess it. But here it seems proper to ask why we
could not. Just how much regularity is supposed to be required before
the concept of causality can get its grip – or how much of the appro-
priate patterning of experience is needed to provide for existence
unperceived?29 There can be no clear answer to this. What I will need
must depend on my background information and my willingness to
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make assumptions about how my experience fits together. But more
importantly, this approach leaves it unclear why the use of the con-
cept makes any demand at all on what the world is like. To employ
the concept in describing my experience, my experience must exhibit
some pattern, but nothing follows about the world; unless we can
assume that my experience somehow matches the world. So we are
still left with a conclusion about our concepts and beliefs, and not
about the way the world is.

However, setting these issues aside, we need to have a closer look
at the structure of transcendental arguments. There are difficulties
here that threaten the whole method, whether as used by Kant or
by recent philosophers. First, it is unclear where the argument is
supposed to start. Kant starts with the claim that there is experience,
or cognition, but it is not obvious what this amounts to, nor why
it is the right place to start. He sometimes says that experience is
the self-conscious knowledge of objects of the senses,30 but could
there not be a kind of experience that is not self-conscious? And
could there not be a kind of experience that is not of objects, at least
if objects are taken to have an independent existence? In fact the
deduction of the categories includes a step that seems designed to
show that experience must be self-conscious, and then another to
show that it must allow for a conception of objectivity, but it would
have been helpful if the initial conception of experience had been
made clearer at the outset. Strawson starts from the sort of awareness
that one can make sense of to oneself; Wittgenstein and Davidson
and others look for the conditions of intelligible thought. It is not
evident what dictates, or should dictate, the choice of starting point.
And is it supposed to be an empirical fact that there is experience,
or intelligible thought? Kant wants his transcendental arguments to
establish synthetic a priori truths, but an a priori conclusion cannot
be derived from an empirical premise.

The second premise says “If there is experience (or whatever),
then. . . . ” Is this supposed to be analytic? Conceptual analysis can
reach surprising and important conclusions, as (for example) in yield-
ing Gödel’s theorem, but if the conclusion of a transcendental argu-
ment is supposed to follow analytically from its first premise, preci-
sion about the first premise is all the more important. If it is vague,
there is the risk that we can make it precise only by building the con-
clusion into the premise and so trivializing the argument. Yet there
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are difficulties also in the idea that the second premise is not ana-
lytic. Kant himself insists that synthetic a priori propositions outside
mathematics can be warranted only by transcendental arguments
(A 737/B 765, A 783/B 811). The second premise must, as we have
seen, be a priori, and if it is not to be analytic, it must be synthetic.
But if it is itself to be synthetic a priori, it can be warranted only by
another transcendental argument, which itself must be warranted by
another, and so on: a vicious regress.31

In any case, the first premise must evidently start with some
claim, and draw out its necessary conditions, whether they be ana-
lytically necessary or not. It therefore operates, as all arguments
do, within a particular conceptual scheme, and whatever conclu-
sions it yields can hold only within that conceptual scheme. So it is
objected that Kant’s claim to the universality of his categories must
be unfounded. All he can do is delimit the requirements of his own
conceptual system. He has no way to show that they must be shared
by other conceptual systems, and he has no way to show that his
own conceptual system may not change over time and be succeeded
by another with quite different conditions.32

Historically the last of these objections has been quite prominent.
One reason why transcendental arguments fell out of fashion after
Kant was that few people thought there could be one fixed set of
categories, shared by all conceptual schemes at every time. If tran-
scendental arguments are not capable of exhibiting factors that must
be shared by all experience at every time, they degenerate into obser-
vations about how we do think, not arguments about how we must
think. Observations of that kind have their place, and they may play
quite a significant role in showing which elements in our concep-
tual scheme depend on others, and which are the most basic. In fact
Strawson’s revival of transcendental arguments started with just that
as its goal: descriptively to delineate the features of our conceptual
scheme, without denying the possibility of alternatives.33 Its appeal,
however, lay in its promise to do more than that, and something
much more Kantian.

III

What could determine the right premise to start from? It seems plain
that there must be some first principles that are not susceptible
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of proof, and also that to rest on self-evidence would return us to
Crusius’ position. Aristotle points out that no defence of the
law of non-contradiction could avoid relying on the law of non-
contradiction, but says that all the same an “ad hominem proof” may
be possible: a proof that works by getting one’s sceptical opponent
to say something, and that goes on from there.34 This is a promis-
ing idea, though it is not immediately clear quite what he has in
mind. One suggestion might be Strawson’s, that because the scep-
tic’s doubts “amount to the rejection of the whole conceptual scheme
within which alone such doubts make sense,” we can show them to
be “unreal.”35

But in what sense exactly are such doubts unreal? Even ordinary
people have unreasonable doubts, and our sceptic could go on doubt-
ing despite all arguments. It would be possible even to doubt while
accepting that the doubt does not make sense. That might be irra-
tional, but the sceptic might be quite unmoved by rationality: peo-
ple sometimes are. People can also be mad. In the First Meditation
Descartes simply dismisses the suggestion that he might be mad,
like people who think they are pumpkins, or made of glass.36 The
dismissal is not unduly brusque, as has sometimes been thought.
Rather, the point is that there is no way of arguing against such a
suggestion because someone who is mad will not be convinced by
any argument. There is no way of arguing against someone who is
completely unreasonable. But what is it to be unreasonable?

What Aristotle does, in his “ad hominem proof” of the law of non-
contradiction, is to get the sceptic to say something meaningful, and
to argue that in doing so his opponent is already committed to reject-
ing the negation of what was asserted. Aristotle recognises that his
interlocutor might refuse to say anything, but in that case we could
not argue with him, any more than if he were a vegetable. Equally,
Aristotle recognises that the sceptic might refuse to accept the argu-
ment, or deny the possibility of meaningful discourse, but then “how
could there be any common discussion between them?”37 He would
be refusing to let anything count as an argument against him. Thus
the sceptic must at least be prepared to assume that his thoughts are
intelligible (which is not of course to imply that he must have a con-
cept of intelligibility), and must accept rational arguments; rational
arguments will just be those that turn on those fundamental princi-
ples of argument without which argument is not possible at all. This,
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I think, gets us quite close to seeing what the appropriate premises
for a transcendental argument must be like. Kant does not spell it
out like this, but he was, after all, imbued with Aristotle’s ideas.

Aristotle’s proof is thought of as an argument with a person, not
as an abstract piece of reasoning. Of course all real arguments are
like that, but philosophers often consider arguments in the abstract,
regardless of whether they could play a part in any real debate. This
can cause confusion in the present area. But even when we see that
the argument must be placed in context, it is easy to misunderstand
how to do this. It is sometimes suggested that we should find a propo-
sition the assertion of which would involve the sceptic in a prag-
matic self-contradiction: the utterance of it being incompatible with
its truth. “There are no meaningful judgements” or “I do not exist”
cannot be uttered without being false. So it is thought their nega-
tions could be starting-points for our arguments. But this will not
do. It is not because their utterance would involve a pragmatic self-
contradiction that we cannot reasonably doubt them. The fact that an
utterance is pragmatically self-contradictory has nothing to do with
whether it is known to be such, or is epistemologically safe from
doubt. My present utterance “These words are not English words”
is pragmatically self-contradictory, as is “I am not Ralph Walker”;
these particular utterances, as made by me, could not be true. But
although in both cases I do in fact know this, they are both matters
about which I could be in doubt (and I did once forget my own name).

Aristotle must be essentially right: transcendental arguments
should start from premises that everyone must accept if it is to be
possible for us to enter into an argument with them. “Argument”
here must mean “rational argument”; one could always exchange
insults with anyone. We cannot get any further. The premises of a
transcendental argument should be premises anyone must be pre-
pared to accept if we are to be able to have a serious debate with
them, the sort of debate that can convince them provided that they
think rationally. Those who are mad, or inaccessible to reason, are
not our concern.

The point is not that the argument should start from premises all
sensible people would think obvious; this would limit the value of
transcendental arguments considerably, though it is close to the posi-
tion Strawson has come to adopt in recent years.38 It is that there are
premises that anyone must grant to enter into argument with us at
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all, and it is these that are the proper starting-points of transcenden-
tal arguments. It does not seem unreasonable to call them a priori,
since they are presuppositions of our discourse, but it should be clear
this does not imply that they are necessary truths. Indeed, Kant him-
self says that the fact that we have experience is contingent (A 737/
B 765).

Kant’s transcendental arguments typically start from the premise
that there is experience, or cognition. Someone who insisted on
doubting that there was experience, if that just means some sort
of awareness, would be beyond the reach of argument: to be able to
talk or think intelligibly one must have some level of awareness,
at least of what one is thinking or trying to say. Such an aware-
ness amounts to a kind of cognition. The deduction of the categories
seems intended to start from just this minimal premise. The same
applies to the deduction of the ideas, which justifies our search for
systematic and comprehensible unity.39 Other arguments start from
less minimal premises, and in particular from the claim that there
is spatiotemporal experience – experience presented as spatially and
temporally ordered. But here, too, and even if other forms of intu-
ition might be possible for other beings, the premise is secure in the
same sort of way: someone who denied it could not be argued with.
We could get nowhere with a being that denied that its experience
was spatiotemporally arrayed.

The same considerations will apply to the second premise of the
argument – the premise that says that p is a condition of the possibil-
ity of experience, or cognition – as indeed they will for the mode of
inference on which the argument itself relies. The second premise,
and the mode of inference, must be of a kind that anyone must be
prepared to accept, if we are to be able to argue with them. That
will be true for the elementary kinds of logical inference;40 it will
be true for premises that can be shown to be analytic. But there is
no reason in principle why it should not be true for other modes of
inference, and for second premises that are not analytic. There is a
difficulty in practice, in that the nonanalytic second premises that
are offered are often not convincing. But then the second premises
that philosophers put forward as analytic are often not convincing
either. Again the point is not that these are things we find psycho-
logically compelling, but that someone who did not accept them (or
could not be brought to accept them) could not enter into argument
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with us. For the same reason as before, it seems appropriate to call
such premises, and modes of inference, a priori. This will allow us to
call their conclusions a priori also. And if these conclusions tell us
that experience requires us to have certain concepts or beliefs, these
concepts or beliefs will themselves be a priori in a clear sense: they
cannot be derived from experience nor can they be open to empirical
confirmation or refutation, since the holding of them is a condition
of experience itself.

This has a bearing on the suggestion that our conceptual scheme
may be only one among others. Those transcendental arguments that
start from the minimal premise that there is experience or cognition
leave no scope for the idea that there might be alternative concep-
tual schemes for which their conclusions did not hold. For the con-
ditions of experience or cognition in the minimal sense, which must
include a preparedness to be guided by the most basic logical rules,
are required for anything that could be called a conceptual scheme.
People sometimes suggest that there is a circularity in saying this
because I am using the concepts and modes of inference that belong
to our conceptual scheme. But so does the concept of a concept, of a
conceptual scheme, of thought, of the world. If the suggestion is that
despite this, there might be beings who did not exactly have thought,
or rationality, or concepts, but something equally legitimate, one can
only reply that there could be beings that lacked thought and ratio-
nality and concepts; indeed there are, and vegetables are such; but no
clear meaning attaches to the idea that they might have “something
equally legitimate.”

Transcendental arguments with less minimal premises, premises
that cannot (or arguably cannot) be shown to be themselves required
for anything that could be called experience or cognition, do allow us
to ask whether there might not be a place for alternative conceptual
schemes. Kant raises this himself, in saying that “we cannot decide”
whether there may be finite thinking beings whose intuition is not
spatio-temporal (B 72). Perhaps there might be beings with different
forms of intuition, or who synthesised differently from us, while
still meeting the fundamental requirements for concept possession.
To such beings the arguments of the Analytic of Principles would
not apply, for they start from the premise that intuition is spatio-
temporal, and that the basic categorical concepts have to be applied
to experience – “schematised” – in a certain sort of way. These beings
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could perhaps communicate with one another, though not with us,
and they might be able to argue with one another and talk about
philosophy; for they would of course have to recognise the basic
principles of logic, and in some way unify their experience under
concepts, in order to be thinking about the world at all.

We need to be careful about what is being suggested here. If the idea
is just that there might be an alternative universe in which things
were different, then perhaps we can accept that. No evident contra-
diction is involved. If on the other hand the suggestion is that these
people might live in our world, and yet see it in a radically different
way from us – but one that is just as good as ours – then we can-
not take it seriously.41 Patently, our experience is spatiotemporally
arrayed, and nobody who denied that, or the consequences of that,
could be taken seriously, any more than the proponent of the malin
génie idea, of which this is just a variant. That we are radically wrong
about everything remains a bare logical possibility, and one that we
can do nothing with. So does the suggestion that we are radically
wrong about the spatial order.

Some of those who talk about alternative conceptual schemes are
just pointing out that concepts change, and our ways of thinking
about the world change with them. Of course that is right. It is also
arguable that some of Kant’s key concepts are not, as he thought,
indispensable to all thought at all times and all places. But to admit
that is only to say that Kant chose the wrong set of categories, and
perhaps that he chose concepts insufficiently fundamental. The con-
cepts of objectivity, or of “if . . . then . . . ,” do seem clearly indispens-
able (though this is not the place to go into detail on such matters).
There are limits to how different conceptual schemes can be, and
transcendental arguments reveal them.

There remains the concern that most transcendental arguments
find it difficult, or impossible, to get beyond the Conceptual Compo-
nent. They can show that experience requires us to use certain con-
cepts and to draw certain distinctions, but they do not yield results
about what the world must be like – at least, unless we rely on a kind
of idealism, or coherence theory of truth, according to which real-
ity is a construction out of our ways of thinking.42 They start from
premises that people must accept if they are to be able to argue with
us, but it is not even clear that from premises like “there is expe-
rience” or “there is spatio-temporal experience” anything further

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc07 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 2:27

260 kant and modern philosophy

follows about people’s actual beliefs. Arguably they must deploy con-
cepts like those of causality and objectivity, but they might do this
without actually believing that there are causes and objects; they
might, for example, be philosophers. What the argument does allow
us to infer, however, is that they ought to believe that there are causes
and objects, the “ought” here being a rational “ought”: the norms of
rationality require that they should. For if they must make use of
these concepts in ordering our experience – not just as a psycho-
logical necessity, but as a transcendental requirement – they have
the best possible justification for believing that there are causes and
objects: there is no rationally coherent way of ordering experience
other than this. We could certainly formulate this by saying “We
must believe that there are causes” (etc.), but here what is meant by
“must” is not that we inevitably do, but that we ought to: it would
be irrational not to.

No doubt we might have hoped to get further than this, and if we
cannot, that is a limitation. But it is not a very great one. Every good
argument that establishes anything, whether it is transcendental or
not, starts from premises that are taken to be satisfactory, and pro-
ceeds by steps we find compelling to a conclusion we ought therefore
to accept if we are to be rational. To “prove” something is simply to
show that rationally we ought to accept it. Given that there is expe-
rience, we ought, by the norms of rationality, to accept that there is
some subject of experience. We might not accept it, of course, but if
so, then (assuming the argument is a good one) we should be flouting
those norms.

Now as we have just seen, the Conceptual Component of a tran-
scendental argument can, sometimes at least, be formulated “We
must believe that p,” where the “must” is again normative. Suppos-
ing Kant and Strawson are right in saying that we must deploy the
concept of cause for experience to be possible, it follows that every-
one must apply the concept in practice, and that even our doubting
philosopher ought to believe there are causes: he will do so if he
attends to the argument and reacts to it rationally. For the argument
shows that the concept is indispensable for experience, and thereby
justifies us in using it to describe the world. There is no rational
alternative.

Thus the two kinds of transcendental argument, those that estab-
lish p to be true and those that only entitle us to infer “We must
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believe that p,” are similar in their effect. The difference is that the
first kind shows that we rationally ought to accept that p; the other
kind shows that we rationally ought to accept that we must believe
that p. But in this context “we must believe that p” means, “we ratio-
nally ought to believe that p.” So the second kind of transcendental
argument, the one that is said to establish a conclusion not about
the world but about what we must believe, shows that we rationally
ought to accept that we rationally ought to accept that p, whereas
the first kind, the kind that includes the argument to the subject of
experience, shows that we rationally ought to accept that p.

How much significance is there in this distinction between “We
rationally ought to accept that p” and “We rationally ought to accept
that we rationally ought to accept that p”? Very little, I suggest. That
is not to say there is none at all, but there is not enough to warrant
the idea that arguments of the second kind do not entitle us to make
claims about the way the world is (and thereby to claim truth). In
both types of case the arguments justify us in asserting something,
and they justify us in the most effective way – by showing that it
is rationally required of us that we should do so. Of course none of
these arguments will guarantee for us that the world is the way we
are justified in taking it to be, but then no argument will ever do that.
Every argument must turn on principles that are rationally required
of us; and the génie reminds us that what is required by the princi-
ples that govern thought may always fail to match the independent
world.

Kant would not have agreed. His deduction of the categories estab-
lishes truth about the world (of appearances). His deduction of the
ideas establishes only that we must believe in the systematic unity of
things – or that we ought to believe in it, insofar as we are rational. It
is his transcendental idealism, however, that makes this distinction
possible for him. It is this that makes him think that our belief in
systematic unity can only be a “presupposition”: it takes us beyond
the realm of possible experience, about which alone knowledge is
supposedly possible. But if one can argue for a subject and for things
in themselves, where the conclusions go beyond possible experience,
why should one not accept this argument also as giving us as good
a justification as we can ever have for taking the belief to be true?
Assuming, that is, that we accept his contention that we do have to
believe in the systematic unity of nature. It is not his best argument.
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There is nothing wrong with the method of transcendental argu-
ments. It does not push us towards idealism, transcendental or other-
wise. The main problem with transcendental arguments is just that
many of the examples proposed, by Kant and by others, do not seem
to be good arguments when they are examined carefully; often the
proposed second premise is unconvincing.43 But some have made
important contributions to epistemology and to metaphysics, and
the question remains open how much more headway can be made.
Can transcendental arguments help us with doubts about God, free-
dom, and morality? In the Groundwork there is a brief argument, to
the effect that every rational being must think of itself as free both in
judging and in acting, and “the author of its principles independently
of alien influences” (4:448), hence, apparently, as a moral agent. Kant
seems to be sketching the outline of a transcendental deduction of
moral obligation, though if that was his intention here he abandoned
it later. The argument is far from convincing, but the idea of provid-
ing a transcendental defence of morality is very tempting. Perhaps
transcendental arguments can answer the sceptic who doubts the
reality of the moral law. In recent years several attempts have been
made to supply a transcendental argument along these lines, notably
by Gewirth and Apel.44

A worry may remain over just how much is established by those
transcendental arguments that yield conclusions about what we
ought to believe. Stroud holds that they can show that certain of our
beliefs are indispensable, in the sense that they “could not be aban-
doned consistently with our having a conception of the world at all,”
and that these beliefs would therefore be invulnerable, in the sense
that they “could not be found to be false consistently with [their]
being found to be held by people.”45 Now normally, as I have said,
we have every reason to call these beliefs true, since we have the best
possible justification for doing so. But another possibility remains
(besides the tiresome génie). Stroud is right to say that these beliefs
could not be found to be false, but his choice of the word “invul-
nerable” may not have been quite right. What if we found ourselves
rationally obliged to hold two incompatible beliefs: both, perhaps,
necessary for experience or cognition? We could regard neither as
refuting the other, but in a sense both would have been “wounded.”
Kant came close to this, with his argument that every event must
have a cause, on the one hand, and on the other, the argument just
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mentioned from the Groundwork, that we must be free in a sense
that precludes external causes. Neither of these arguments is very
satisfactory. But it does not seem absurd to think that someone might
provide convincing transcendental arguments to show both that we
must think of the world as a unitary deterministic system, and also
that we must think of ourselves as free. Where should we then
stand?

Everything we say and think depends on our cognitive powers, and
when these powers mislead us they generally provide us also with
the capacity to get back onto the right track. If it could be shown that
we are rationally compelled to hold two conflicting beliefs, things
would have gone badly wrong. It would be as if logic, or mathe-
matics, had turned out to contain contradictions. I can only make
two comments. First, there is no serious reason to think any such
disaster will happen; we are some way from a plausible transcen-
dental argument either for free will or for determinism. Second, if
such a situation did arise, we should just have to limit the dam-
age. Kant indicates one way to do it: we could adopt a transcen-
dental idealism, whereby determinism could (perhaps) hold in the
world of appearances, with free will available at the level of things
in themselves. This is emphatically not how Kant himself reached
transcendental idealism: he thought there were powerful arguments
for freedom and for determinism, but he did not think they were
transcendental arguments. If we did have compelling transcenden-
tal arguments for such an antinomy, then our transcendental argu-
ments might impel us towards transcendental idealism. But not
otherwise.

notes

1. He has often been thought not to use it at all, but Paul Franks reports
David Bell as pointing out that it occurs at A 627/B 655 for an argument
that transcends the proper limits of our understanding – not what is stan-
dardly meant. See Paul Franks, “The Origins of Post–Kantianism,” in
Robert Stern, ed., Transcendental Arguments: Problems and Prospects
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 112n.

2. Cf. also Critique of the Power of Judgement, 5:181.
3. On their use against scepticism see also A 154–8/B 193–7; B 168; A

736f./B 769; A 758/B 786,–A 769/B 797; Prolegomena, Preface, 4:258–
60; Real Progress, 20:263.
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4. The view that Kant’s aim is essentially descriptive has been defended
with vigour by Graham Bird in his Kant’s Theory of Knowledge (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962). He accepts that Kant is concerned with
certain “local scepticisms,” in arguing for example that it is a mistake
to see our knowledge of the external world as based on a questionable
inference, but rejects the idea that Kant has the more general concerns
about radical scepticism that are often ascribed to him, and are ascribed
in this paper. See his “Kant and the Problem of Induction,” in Stern, ed.,
Transcendental Arguments: Problems and Prospects.

5. Hume is often interpreted in this way. More recently the view has been
put forward by W. V. O. Quine, in (for example) “Epistemology Natu-
ralized,” in his Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1969), pp. 69–90. The objection that Quine
cannot consistently sustain it has often been made, for example, by
Hilary Putnam, “Why Reason Can’t be Naturalized,” in his Realism
and Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 229–
47. The issues are too large, however, to be pursued here.

6. Aristotle, Metaphysics �4 and K5.
7. Descartes, Meditation III, in C. Adam and P. Tannery, eds, Oeu-

vres de Descartes (Paris: Vrin/C.N.R.S., revised ed. 1964–76), VII:38;
English translation by J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch,
The Philosophical Writings of Descartes (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1984), vol. II; Spinoza, Tractatus de Intellectus Emenda-
tione, in C. Gebhardt, ed., Spinoza: Opera (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1925),
II:18; English translation by E. Curley, The Collected Works of Spinoza
(Princeton: Princeton University Press 1985), vol. I.

8. Cf. Ross Harrison, “Transcendental Arguments and Idealism,” in G.
Vesey, ed., Idealism Past and Present (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1982), and Quassim Cassam, “Transcendental Arguments,
Transcendental Synthesis and Transcendental Idealism,” Philosophical
Quarterly 37 (1987).

9. This point is made by Harrison and Cassam; cf. also Paul Guyer,
“The Rehabilitation of Transcendental Idealism?,” in Eva Schaper and
Wilhelm Vossenkuhl, eds., Reading Kant (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989).

10. Cf. Larry BonJour, In Defense of Pure Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), pp. 1–11.

11. See also his letter to Herz of 21 February 1772, 10:131.
12. C. A. Crusius, Weg zur Gewissheit und Zuverlässigkeit der men-

schlichen Erkentniss (Leipzig: Gleditsch, 1747), § 256.
13. On the development of Kant’s thought in the pre-critical period see

Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987), chs. 1 and 2.
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14. Thus T. H. Green, Prolegomenon to Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2nd ed., 1884), ch. 1; H. H. Joachim, The Nature of Truth (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1906); and in recent years it has become a
common thought that because classification is something that we do,
our knowledge must be confined to the world as we have ordered it. Cf.
John McDowell, Mind and World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1994), though McDowell would certainly resist being called an
idealist himself.

15. Their arguments do start, however, from the line of thought devel-
oped (or half-developed) by Kant in the first two arguments of the
metaphysical expositions of space and time. See P. F. Strawson, Indi-
viduals (London: Methuen, 1959), ch. 2, and The Bounds of Sense
(London: Methuen, 1968), pp. 47–51; Jonathan F. Bennett, Kant’s Ana-
lytic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), ch. 3; Gareth
Evans, “Things Without the Mind,” in Zak van Straaten, ed., Philo-
sophical Subjects (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980).

16. He says at the end of the chapter on Schematism that the significance of
the pure categories must be “only . . . logical” (A 147/B 186). However,
this example does not contradict that: the if-then relation in Kant’s Aris-
totelian logic would be one of dependence, a much stronger relationship
than material (or even strict) implication.

17. Paul Guyer sees more of a discontinuity than I do between the two
Critiques; he also finds the passage in the first Critique to be incon-
sistent, and concerned with a requirement that is at best methodolog-
ical. See his “Kant’s Conception of Empirical Law,” Proceedings of
the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary vol. lxiv (1990), and my reply
(ibid.). On the relation between the two Critiques on these matters, see
also Béatrice Longuenesse, Kant and the Capacity to Judge (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1998), esp. pp. 163ff.

18. Cf. also Critique of the Power of Judgment, 5:180, 182ff.
19. Henry Allison makes a strong case for treating the argument, at least in

the form in which it appears in the Critique of the Power of Judgment, as
a transcendental defence against Hume’s inductive scepticism: “Reflec-
tive Judgement and the Application of Logic to Nature,” in H.-J. Glock,
ed., Strawson and Kant (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). As he
puts it elsewhere, “it is right, that is, rationally justified, to presuppose
the principle”: Henry E. Allison, Kant’s Theory of Taste (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 41. Cf. also my “Induction and
Transcendental Argument,” in Stern, ed., Transcendental Arguments:
Problems and Prospects. There is some unclarity as to just what is
involved in “presupposing,” and this supports accusations of inconsis-
tency against Kant. Cf. Guyer, “Kant’s Conception of Empirical Law,”
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and Philip Kitcher, “Projecting the Order of Nature,” in Robert E. Butts,
ed., Projecting the Order of Nature (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1986).

20. There are various passages in the Critique and elsewhere that could be
taken as elaborating the bare statement that “it follows naturally from
the bare concept of an appearance in general that something must cor-
respond to it which is not in itself appearance” (A 251, cf. B xxvi f.).
The only passage that can be construed as an extended argument to this
conclusion is the Refutation of Idealism. In Guyer’s interpretation the
Refutation of Idealism is designed to establish that ontological conclu-
sion, while at the same time showing that the independence of things
in themselves can be presented to us only through their appearance in
space. See Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge Part IV, and his
“Kant’s Intentions in the Refutation of Idealism,” Philosophical Review
92 (1983).

21. It is set out very fully by Erich Adickes, Kant und das Ding an Sich
(Berlin: Pan, 1924).

22. See especially Paul Franks, “Transcendental Arguments, Reason,
and Scepticism: Contemporary Debates and the Origins of Post-
Kantianism,” in R. Stern, ed., Transcendental Arguments: Problems
and Prospects. The role of transcendental arguments in Hegel is
disputed: see Charles Taylor, “The Opening Arguments of the Phe-
nomenology,” in A. MacIntyre, ed., Hegel (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1976), and Robert Stern, Transcendental Argu-
ments and Scepticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), chs. 4
and 5. In his article “Modest Transcendental Arguments and Scepti-
cal Doubts,” in Stern, ed., Transcendental Arguments: Problems and
Prospects, Christopher Hookway draws attention to the use of tran-
scendental arguments by Charles Sanders Peirce and Josiah Royce.

23. Strawson, Individuals, Part I; The Bounds of Sense, esp. Part II ch. 3.
Since then Strawson has lost faith in transcendental arguments; see
his Skepticism and Naturalism: Some Varieties (London: Methuen,
1985).

24. Barry Stroud, “Transcendental Arguments,” Journal of Philosophy 65
(1968), reprinted in his Understanding Human Knowledge (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000).

25. Quassim Cassam, “Transcendental Arguments, Transcendental Synthe-
sis and Transcendental Idealism,” Philosophical Quarterly 37 (1987);
quotation from p. 358.

26. It would apply in the extreme form in which it is put forward by Hilary
Putnam, in his Reason, Truth and History (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1981), ch. 1, or in Realism and Reason. But (setting aside
the fact that Putnam’s argument has been widely attacked) the trou-
ble with that is that it then establishes not the realist conclusions that
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Strawson and others were hoping for, but a sort of transcendental ideal-
ism, as Putnam admits. On this style of argument more generally, see
A. Brueckner, “Transcendental Arguments from Content Externalism,”
in Stern, ed., Transcendental Arguments: Problems and Prospects.

27. Strawson, Bounds of Sense, p. 144.
28. Gareth Evans, “Things without the Mind,” in Z. van Straaten, ed., Philo-

sophical Subjects.
29. Cf. Bennett, Kant’s Analytic, ch. 3.
30. 20:274; cf. B 161, B 218f.
31. On this problem see esp. Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge,

pp. 417–21, and Franks, “The Origins,” pp. 117–21.
32. This argument has been popular lately, and had many precursors in the

19th century. For a good statement of it, see Stefan Körner, “The Impos-
sibility of Transcendental Deductions,” Monist 51 (1967); reprinted in
Lewis White Beck, ed., Kant Studies Today (La Salle, IL: Open Court,
1969).

33. Strawson, Individuals, pp. 9, 247.
34. Aristotle, Metaphysics �4 and K5; “apodeixis . . . pros tonde,” 1062a3,

cf. 1062a31. T. H. Irwin is very helpful on this, in his Aristotle’s First
Principles (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), ch. 9.

35. Strawson, Individuals, p. 35.
36. Descartes, Oeuvres, VII:19.
37. Metaphysics, 1062a14.
38. Strawson, Skepticism and Naturalism.
39. The argument turns not just on how human beings reason, but on the

nature of reason itself, as required for any possible experience: cf. A
651/B 679; Critique of the Power of Judgment, 5:182, and more fully in
the First Introduction to the Critique of the Power Judgment, 20:213–6.
Whether Kant is right to make so strong a claim is, of course, a different
matter. See my “Induction and Transcendental Argument,” in Stern,
ed., Transcendental Arguments: Problems and Prospects.

40. Including no doubt modus ponens and the principle of non-
contradiction in some form, though not controversial principles like
the law of the excluded middle.

41. Kant, on the other hand, can take it seriously, and does, in What Real
Progress, 20:267. It is of course his transcendental idealism that makes
this possible: if we represent things in themselves spatially, we cannot
exclude the possibility that “some beings in the world might intuit the
same objects under another form [of intuition].” Given transcendental
idealism, this is no threat to the thesis that the world we live in is
spatial and temporal. Conversely, someone inclined to realism, but who
was converted by Kant on this matter, would thereby be converted to
transcendental idealism.
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42. Putnam’s attempt at defeating the génie, in his Reason, Truth and His-
tory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), ch.1, leads him to
a kind of idealism, but it fails in any case. The most it shows – even
granting his questionable causal theory of reference – is that if I am a
brain in a vat, I am mistaken about the content of many of my own
thoughts, for I am not capable of thinking about things like vats. Put-
nam’s argument, one of the more influential (if less successful) recent
attempts at a transcendental argument, has been widely discussed; for
a summary of the discussion see Stern, Transcendental Arguments and
Scepticism, pp. 133–7.

43. For an excellent recent study of how well particular transcendental argu-
ments fare, see Stern, Transcendental Arguments and Scepticism.

44. Alan Gewirth, Reason and Morality (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978); Karl–Otto Apel, “The A Priori of the Communication Com-
munity and the Foundation of Ethics,” in G. Adey and D. Frisby, eds,
Towards a Transformation of Philosophy (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1980). For a critical discussion of these ideas and an attempt to
achieve the same result while avoiding their difficulties, see C. Illies,
The Grounds of Ethical Judgement (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003).

45. Barry Stroud, “The Goal of Transcendental Arguments,” in Stern, ed.,
Transcendental Arguments: Problems and Prospects, p. 158; see also
his “Kantian Argument, Conceptual Capacities, and Invulnerability,”
in P. Parrini, ed., Kant and Contemporary Epistemology (Dordrecht:
Kluwer, 1994). Both these papers are reprinted in Stroud’s Understand-
ing Human Knowledge.
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8 The critique of metaphysics
The structure and fate
of Kant’s dialectic

The impact of Kant’s critique of metaphysics is deeply ambigu-
ous. A vivid assessment by a distinguished and relatively sympa-
thetic British reader in the mid-nineteenth century may still reflect
the opinion of most analytic philosophers today. According to Sir
William Hamilton, “Kant had annihilated the older metaphysic, but
the germ of a more visionary doctrine of the absolute, than any of
those refuted, was contained in the bosom of his own philosophy. He
had slain the body, but had not exorcised the spectre of the absolute;
and this spectre continued to haunt the schools of Germany even to
the present day.”1

Hamilton’s words still provide a helpful structure for trying to
understand and evaluate the full effect of Kant’s treatment of meta-
physics. They raise a set of unavoidable questions:

1) What is the “older metaphysic” under attack by the Critique,
and how does it express what can appear to be the “body” of
the “absolute”? (See below, I, The Prelude of Kant’s Critique.)

2) How does Kant’s attack proceed?
3) Does it truly “annihilate” this “body”? (See below, II and

III, The Process of Kant’s Critique and The Result of the
Dialectic.)

4) What is the “germ” in the “bosom” of Kant’s own philosophy
that can appear as a “spectre of the absolute,” an absolute
“more visionary” than anything in the “older metaphysic”?
(See below, IV, The Poison of Kant’s Critique.)

5) How did this “spectre” develop after the Critique, and
what is the relation of that development to the Critique’s

269
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own basic position on metaphysics? (See below, V, Kantian
Postlude.)

i. the prelude of kant’s critique of metaphysics

The complexity of the aftermath of Kant’s critique of metaphysics is
due at least in part to the fact that his own project is fundamentally
ambiguous from the start. The very first pages of the first edition
Critique of Pure Reason use the term “metaphysics” in contrast-
ing ways. On the one hand, as signifying “the older metaphysic,”
it stands for a traditional “battlefield of endless controversies”
(A viii) because it concerns questions that “by its very nature” the-
oretical reason “cannot answer” (A vii).2 On the other hand, “meta-
physics” also stands for a fruitful new discipline, “the only one of all
the sciences that may promise that little but unified effort [namely,
the effort of the Critical philosophy itself] . . . will complete it”
(A xx). Similarly, the Preface to the second edition explicitly sep-
arates the successful first “part” of metaphysics covered in the
Critique’s Transcendental Analytic of experience, which has “the
secure course of a science,” from the troublesome second “part” of
metaphysics, which, according to the Transcendental Dialectic, fails
in its attempt to fly “beyond the boundaries of possible experience”
(B xix). No wonder Kant frequently compared overly ambitious forms
of rationalism – what Hamilton called “the body of the absolute” –
to a vain flapping of wings.

From the beginning, different schools of interpretation have
focused primarily on one or the other of these two aspects of
Kant’s concern with metaphysics. In the eighteenth century, Moses
Mendelssohn expressed lament in characterizing Kant as the
“destroyer” of traditional metaphysics, whereas Karl Reinhold and
his Jena successors heralded the Critique as the starting point for a
new and completely scientific metaphysics.3 More recently, W. H.
Walsh presented a sympathetic study of the Critique under the neg-
ative title, Kant’s Criticism of Metaphysics, while his illustrious
predecessor H. J. Paton organized an apologetic commentary under
the positive title, Kant’s Metaphysic of Experience. In general, main-
line twentieth-century philosophers tended to praise rather than
lament Kant’s attack on transcendent metaphysics and to endorse
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a relatively modest “descriptive” version of his immanent meta-
physics of experience.

These different reactions, more often than not, still follow famil-
iar national patterns, although, from the very beginning, there were
also significant empiricist critiques of Kant offered from within
Germany as well as influential speculative appropriations of his
thought proposed from outside Germany (e.g., Coleridge and the
American transcendentalists).4 One reason for this variety of reac-
tions has to do with complications concerning central notions such
as the determination of “conditions of experience.” There is a basic
ambiguity already in Kant’s famous statement that metaphysics con-
cerns that which reason claims “independently of all experience”
(A xii). The term “independent” can be used in different ways, as sig-
nifying partial or total independence. When it is understood as indi-
cating total independence, the statement signals the idea that what
we are to learn about metaphysics is negative, namely, that we must
always guard against any wholly “nonexperiential use” (A xii) of the-
oretical reason. But Kant uses the statement positively when speak-
ing of what is a less than total independence, namely, a justificatory
independence from any particular path of experience but not from the
context of possible experience altogether (B 2). In this case it points to
the “transcendental” task of finding what is necessary in general for
our experience, that is, for our being able to make empirical knowl-
edge claims.5 More specifically, the main task of the Transcendental
Analytic is the establishment of the a priori principles needed if
sensible beings like us, in space and time, are to be able to make
warranted theoretical claims about determinate objects at all.

An obvious problem here is that such claims, which are sup-
posedly immanent and yet “partially” independent of experience,
can seem to empiricists in many ways just as questionable as the
transcendent claims that Kant means to criticize. Kant’s immedi-
ate reply, no doubt, would be that the main traditional claims are
the theoretical assertions of the “Ideas of Reason” – God, freedom,
and immortality – and that these all go clearly “beyond all bounds of
experience” because they involve concepts “to which no correspond-
ing object at all can be given in experience” (A 3/B 6). A difficulty
with this reply by itself is that a reader who recalls the details of
the Critique’s positive metaphysics of experience could object that
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Kant himself makes many a priori “immanent” claims about (“per-
manent”) substance, (“universal” and “necessary”) causality, (“infi-
nite”) space and time in such a way that it is also not the case that
these items are themselves literally “given” as “objects.” Instead,
these concepts stand for general rules, ordering principles, or special
frameworks with which certain (“objective”) combinations of repre-
sentations are claimed necessarily to agree – in a way that is, at best,
evident only after considerable abstract argument. But, similarly, it
would seem that, without relying literally on reference to any “given
object,” many traditional metaphysicians of the kind Kant is criticiz-
ing (and this would include positions found throughout his own pre-
Critical works) could claim as much for their favorite so-called tran-
scendent concepts. For Descartes, Malebranche, Leibniz, and others,
rigorous metaphysics implies that there can be our kind of experience
only with God, freedom, and other unique features of subjectivity.

At this point Kant might add that his claim is more than simply
that our experience will have to “agree” with these principles. The
Critique’s distinctive point is that our experience is “constituted”
by them because they are directly essential to the construction of
the spatiotemporal determinations that alone “make” our (objec-
tive) experience possible, whereas it is supposedly not clear how
this could be the case for the Ideas of Reason of traditional theo-
retical metaphysics (whatever their value may be for “regulative,”
“reflective,” or practical claims6). But this response in turn leads to
at least two further worries. First, it might be countered that there are
ways – that Kant has not considered or adequately acknowledged –
in which these Ideas, or ones like them, turn out to be transcenden-
tally necessary after all. It might, for example, be argued that Kant’s
own arguments point to something like a theoretical vindication of
freedom in the sense of an unconditional presence of spontaneity in
knowing, for how else are we to understand his own notion of ratio-
nal argumentation and of a basic kind of “synthesis” that is needed
by all human understanding and “can never come to us through the
senses” (B 129)?7 There is little in the Transcendental Analytic that
clearly shows why such a strategy must be forever rejected at the
same time that never-directly-given but supposedly-always-required
notions such as substance and cause can be allowed.

Second, a traditional metaphysician could in any case retreat
and argue that even if Ideas of Reason do not have a clear role in
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constituting, that is, ordering, our spatiotemporal experience as such,
they, or some other special metaphysical notions, might still have
some other kind of warrant. Kant does insist that all proper philo-
sophical assertions must be objective, not merely formal, and there-
fore must be synthetic, must use intuition, and must depend on our
forms of space and time and all the restrictions that they involve –
but each of these claims is very controversial, especially if one is will-
ing to retreat from the demand for certainty, which Kant cannot in
any case easily claim for his own methodology. Contemporary meta-
physics continues to thrive with rigorous general arguments con-
cerning matters such as universals, substrata, properties, modality,
essence, identity, and realism.8 Precisely because most metaphysi-
cal terms have a meaning that seems independent of any ordinary
spatiotemporal characterization of objects, one would not at first
expect them to have to be justified in terms of some kind of tran-
scendental role in structuring spatiotemporal determinations. That
by itself would not prove they are illegitimate, however, unless we
already have in hand some general and non-question-begging “prin-
ciple of significance” that restricts the claims of theoretical philos-
ophy to concepts justified by reflecting on such a role. It has in fact
been contended, by leading eighteenth-as well as twentieth-century
interpreters (e.g., Jacobi, Hamann, and Hegel; Strawson, Bennett, and
Rorty), that Kant was relying on such a principle – but this contention
has also been roundly disputed, and it is very hard to see how it can
be relied on at the outset without imposing a kind of dogmatism (or
concept phenomenalism) on Kant that would be just as questionable
as whatever the Critique meant to criticize.9 It is striking in any case
that “successors” of Kant such as Hegel came to insist that, even after
the Critique, numerous metaphysical notions, including versions of
“infinite Ideas” such as God, world, and mind, can be legitimated
by theoretical philosophy for reasons that are not simply a matter of
grounding spatiotemporal determinations – and that only a lingering
empiricism kept Kant from acknowledging this himself.10 For these
reasons, it should be clear, even if one has no sympathy with fig-
ures such as Hegel, that if Kant’s philosophy is to have any chance
of “complete” and “scientific” success in curbing metaphysics in a
bad sense, the Critique needs at the very least to offer a systematic
examination of all the Ideas of Reason allegedly central to meta-
physics. Fortunately, this appears to be exactly why the largest part
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of the Critique is devoted to an extensive Transcendental Dialectic,
and it is to a brief review of this section that we now turn.

ii. the process of kant’s critique
of metaphysics: the structure
of the dialectic

The Dialectic proposes a general pattern for the errors of tran-
scendent metaphysics. The pattern is not exactly what one might
first expect, namely, the error of simply employing categories apart
from their specific spatiotemporal schematization, for example, by
making claims about substance without considerations of perma-
nence. This is an error, but by itself it is accidental in the double
sense of being neither fully systematic nor imposed by any special
force. For Kant, dialectical errors are anything but accidental. They
involve very special representations, designated as Ideas of Reason,
which are systematically organized and give rise to inferences with
a unique force, as if they were a “natural and unavoidable illusion”
(A 298/B 355).11

The content of the Ideas is determined by ordered variations of the
notion of something unconditioned, an idea which comes from mak-
ing into a “real principle” what is only a general “logical maxim” of
reason, namely, to seek the condition of any particular conditioned
judgment, so that “a unity [of reason] is brought to completion.” This
step involves the assumption that “when the conditioned is given,
then so is the whole series of conditions . . . which is itself uncondi-
tioned, also given (i.e., contained in the object and its connection)”
(A 308/B 364). The analytic connection of a given concept and its
logical ground is, of course, not the same as the synthetic connec-
tion of a given thing and its real ground. Nonetheless, Kant claims
there is a force making this assumption “unavoidable” for reason,
namely, the naturalness of taking “the subjective necessity of a cer-
tain connection of our concepts on behalf of the understanding . . . for
an objective necessity, the determination of things in themselves”
(A 297/B 353).

The “connection of concepts” Kant has in mind here comes from
what he takes to be the peculiar office of reason to connect repre-
sentations in chains of syllogisms: “we can expect that the form of
the syllogisms [Vernunftschluss] . . . will contain the origin of special
concepts a priori that we may call pure concepts of reason, or
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transcendental ideas, and they will determine the use of the under-
standing according to principles in the whole of an entire experience”
(A 321/B 378). The “determination of things in themselves” that he
has in mind here amounts to the thought of an unconditioned item,
or set of items, corresponding to each of the syllogistic “forms,”
namely, an unconditioned (i.e., unpredicable) subject of categorical
syllogisms, an unconditioned (i.e., first) item for “the hypothetical
synthesis of the members of a series,” and an unconditioned (i.e.,
exhaustive) source for “the disjunctive synthesis of the parts in a
system” (A 323/B 379).

To this ambitious scheme Kant immediately adds a further sys-
tematic proposal. He holds that the “unconditioned subject” corre-
sponds to the absolute “unity of the thinking subject,” the uncondi-
tioned first item of the series of hypothetical syllogisms corresponds
to the “absolute unity [i.e., either an absolutely first item or a total
series] of the series of conditions of appearance,” and the uncondi-
tioned ground of the disjunctive syntheses is “the absolute unity of
the condition of all objects of thought in general” (A 334/B 391).
Even more specifically, the thought of an unconditioned subject is
taken to lead to the Idea of an immortal self, that of the uncondi-
tioned appearance is taken to lead to the contradictory notion of a
completely given whole of spatiotemporal appearances (and thereby
to allow some undefeated conceptual space for the Idea of our tran-
scendental freedom), and the notion of an unconditioned source for
all thought is taken to lead to the Idea of “a being of all beings,” God
(A 336/B 393; cf. B 395n.).12

These proposed connections are only the first layers of Kant’s inge-
nious architectonic. The Ideas are each determined further by the
table of categories, so that the subject is considered as unconditioned
qua substance, quality, quantity, and modality (hence there are four
paralogisms of rational psychology), and the whole of appearances as
unconditioned qua quantity, quality, causality, and modality (hence
there are four antinomies of rational cosmology).

More specifically, in the Paralogisms Kant challenges rationalist
arguments from the mere representation of the I to a priori claims
that the self is substantial, simple, identical over time, and inde-
pendent of other beings. Kant’s ultimate concern is with showing
that the unique and ever-available character of the representation
of the I, which is central to his own philosophy as an indication of
the transcendental power of apperception, should not mislead us into
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claims that it demonstrates a special “spiritual” object, that is, some-
thing that necessarily can exist independent of whatever underlies
other things. But although Kant properly stresses that our theoretical
representation of the I does not by itself provide a determinate intu-
ition of the soul as a special phenomenal or noumenal object, it is
not clear that his exposure of certain fallacies directly undermines
all traditional rationalist claims about the self.13

In the attack on rational cosmology in the Antinomies, Kant
“skeptically” contrasts opposing sets of a priori claims about the
division, composition, origination, and relation of dependence of
existence “of the alterable in appearance” (A 415/B 443). The the-
ses are: The set of appearances is finite in age and spatial extent,
composed of simples, containing uncaused causality and a necessary
being. The antitheses are: It is given as infinite in age and extent,
divisible without end, and without uncaused causality or a necessary
being underlying it. Kant challenges these particular assertions by
pointing out ways that the indirect arguments for them fail, since the
denial of the opposite claim does not entail the assertion of the orig-
inal claim. Thus, one can escape the antinomies by avoiding the
general assumption that either, because no endless series is given,
there must be an absolute end in composition, division, generation,
and so forth, or, because no end can be given as unconditioned, there
must be a series given absolutely without end. (Here Kant is relying
on a distinction between coming to an end in fact, and knowing that
there must be a final end, as well as between being able to continue a
series in infinitum and having an actual infinity in one’s total grasp.)

In the last two Antinomies Kant discusses the causal and modal
status of an appearance in general in the same kind of “open-ended”
way that he treats the phenomenal characterization of the self: It is
an a priori truth that we can go on without end in seeking empirical
acts of causality impinging on it, and empirical beings upon which
it is dependent, and yet this does not yield a given unconditioned
series but always leaves open a possible involvement with some (non-
given) non-empirical causality and non-dependent being.14 Thus,
while Kant can distinguish this result from dogmatic claims that
there must be, or that there cannot be, a first causality and a non-
dependent being, he still leaves open (for grounding elsewhere) both
the assertion that there must be a priori laws governing phenom-
ena and the idea that there is some ground for assuming something
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beyond phenomena. His discussions fit the metaphysical tradition
insofar as they still entail, as Leibniz would want, that all items
within the spatiotemporal field are thoroughly governed by a princi-
ple of sufficient reason, and also, as Newton would want, that they
are located in irreducible (although not absolutely real) forms of space
and time.

Just as one should not be wholly taken in by the anti-rationalist
tone of the Dialectic, one also should not assume that its architec-
tonic has a sacrosanct structure. Like much of the Dialectic, it may
have been the product of a series of hasty rearrangements,15 and its
final form contains some surprising oddities. The discussion of the
Idea of God largely ignores the table of categories, while the treat-
ments of the self and of the world seem to pick arbitrarily from that
table, each using only four of the six main headings (quantity, quality,
substance, cause, community, and modality). Thus the issue of the
agency of the self, which was considered a proper categorial topic in
notes prior to the Critique, mysteriously disappears from the discus-
sion of rational psychology, whereas the very basic question of the
substantiality of phenomena in general is not posed directly (A 414/
B 441). It is unclear why the notion of an unconditioned starting
point for categorical syllogisms should lead to an ultimate subject
considered only in terms of the psychological capacity for thinking,
just as it is unclear why the nature of the thinking subject should not
be considered (as it was by many rationalists) as a part of the general
theory of the world. The discussion of rational cosmology supposedly
is to consider the world only as appearance (which is not the same as
assuming that it is only appearance), while the discussion of the sub-
ject can, and does, shift between regarding it as a phenomenon or as
something beyond appearances – but this distinction is not cleanly
maintained, since sometimes (e.g., in the consideration of the sim-
plicity of the components of the world) arguments about cosmology
introduce non-phenomenal considerations (albeit usually in a way
to be criticized – but the same is true in the Paralogisms), and some-
times (in the Second and Third Antinomies, e.g., A 463/B 491) they
consider psychological examples after all.

These oddities do not present a very severe problem as long as it is
not assumed that the three Ideas need to be approached in fully paral-
lel ways. And in fact this is not a fair assumption since Kant makes
clear that he has very different views about the Ideas. Whereas he
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argues that rationalist claims about the self are fallaciously inflated,
he does not do much to rule out the possibility of a consistent, albeit
very formal and negative, pure theory of the ultimate nature of the
self, for example, as necessarily immaterial and rational. Cosmo-
logical claims, in contrast, supposedly lead to contradictory theses
that are resolvable only by transcendental idealism. According to the
result of the Antinomies, it is wrong to say determinately that the
sensible world is of either necessarily finite or given infinite mag-
nitude, although supposedly arguments for each of these would suc-
ceed if transcendental realism were true.16 Here the main problem
is not a lack of knowledge or detail. Rather, for certain questions –
for example, “How old is the spatiotemporal world in itself?” – there
is supposedly no sensible answer at all since there is no quantity for
a whole of this sort “in itself.” But this pattern of argument applies
at best to only the first antinomy; for most cosmological issues, a
fairly extensive rational doctrine (of phenomenal laws and noume-
nal possibilities) is allowed and is outlined in part in the Metaphysi-
cal Foundations of Natural Science.17 Finally, the theological Idea is
like the psychological Idea in not leading to contradictions, but also
somewhat like the cosmological Ideas in providing a relatively full
doctrine of attributes, although for Kant their instantiation is left
without support until one shifts from theoretical to moral-practical
considerations. We thus gain from rational theology the “transcen-
dental ideal” of a perfect and necessary being, even if speculative
arguments all fail to establish its existence.18 Even on a charitable
reading that accepts the validity of all of its particular arguments,
the Dialectic excludes only a very specific set of claims and not the
truth of all traditional metaphysical doctrines.

iii. the result of the dialectic: how much
did it “annihilate”?

In addition to the various limitations just noted in Kant’s treatment
of specific theoretical claims in the Dialectic – limitations implying
that for Kant many of the notions of traditional rational psychol-
ogy, cosmology, and theology can still be very useful for ordering our
thinking about issues in these fields – there are some general limita-
tions in his own position on the limitations of reason. What is clearly
distinctive about Kant’s criticism is that it is an argument about prin-
cipled limitations in principle of theoretical reason as constitutive.19
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Kant distinguishes two fundamental uses of reason, practical and
theoretical (or “speculative”), and it can never be emphasized enough
how often he stresses that our reason can establish practically all the
most important claims that he says it cannot establish theoretically.
According to all three Critiques, pure practical reason turns out to be
right in its basic conclusions that we should believe there is a God,
absolute freedom of choice, an immortal soul, and a “highest good”
involving a providential end for those who act properly (cf. Critique
of Practical Reason [5:122–34] and Critique of the Power of Judg-
ment, §87). These claims are not merely to be treated as true, with a
literal personalist and theist meaning; Kant also goes out of his way
to try to show that they are grounded in adequate considerations of
reason.

Kant calls his postulates “practical” simply because they have
the peculiarity of resting on (a) at least one essential premise that
asserts an irreducible pure normative truth (that there are categor-
ical obligations in Kant’s sense), something resting ultimately on a
pure practical “fact of reason” for which he thinks no purely theoret-
ical or even practical-prudential basis is possible.20 Kant’s position
also depends on (b) the theoretical truth of transcendental idealism,
which he believes provides the only way to protect our metaphys-
ical commitment to (a) from what would otherwise be a sufficient
ground to defeat it – namely, the claim that the laws of nature entail
we are absolutely determined and hence not free moral agents. (This
is apparently the only such ground that Kant believes we have an
evident theoretical need to defeat, although there are other prob-
lems, such as fear of a fatalistic theology, that he treats as worth
at least neutralizing.) Recall that a transcendental realist reading of
the results of the Transcendental Analytic (in particular, the Second
Analogy) entails that all the states of our life fall under and only
under deterministic spatiotemporal laws of nature. For this reason
the Third Antinomy of the Transcendental Dialectic is constructed
to show that the transcendental ideality of space and time established
earlier in the Critique leaves room for us to continue nonetheless to
regard our actions as, for all we know, the result of an absolutely spon-
taneous non-spatiotemporal ground, a moral will freely following a
moral law. Hence, even if our actions, in their spatiotemporal side,
are all in accord with natural laws and conditions, the main implica-
tions of the Critique’s theoretical philosophy is that they might also
fall under non-natural laws and conditions.
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All this shows that Kant’s Dialectic does indeed have a com-
plicated structure, with mixed positive/negative and practical/
theoretical aims. Hamilton’s suspicions are thus easily understand-
able, for with such a complex “body” of metaphysics undergoing dis-
section in such a complex way, it is not surprising that some “germ”
or “spectre” of the “older metaphysic” might seem able to escape.
But there are very different diagnoses possible of the most relevant
danger here. For some, a “visionary” residue may seem to be present
if any non-empiricist claims are allowed at all. But it has been already
noted that the very first steps of the transcendental philosophy must
leave room for making some pure theoretical claims that go beyond
experience in some sense, and especially beyond any mere contin-
gent summation of impressions. To disallow this much would be to
take back all of the Analytic and to undercut any distinctive positive
value in the Critique’s project.

A more appropriate worry concerning the “visionary” would focus
on the core spiritualist claims of the older metaphysic. That worry
would be warranted if the Critique in any way encouraged theoreti-
cally establishing something like a Cartesian or Crusian dualism, a
Malebranchian occasionalism, a Leibnizian pre-established harmony
of monads, or a Berkeleyan spiritualism. It should be clear by now,
however, that the Critique is directed entirely against all arguments
for determinate claims such as these, even if it might not uncondi-
tionally demonstrate that they all must be false.21

There remain, nonetheless, at least two other very relevant
notions that are directly connected with the Dialectic and that can
raise (and have raised) understandable worries about a relapse to a
“visionary” metaphysics, namely, the notions of idealism and the
unconditioned. The strategy of the Dialectic is precisely to stress
that reason by its very nature makes a demand for the unconditioned,
and that Critical philosophy responds best to that demand by validat-
ing a distinctive form of idealism (cf. Critique of Practical Reason,
Book Two, and Critique of the Power of Judgment, §57, Observation
2). This is enough to suggest that, at least at a first glance, some
concern about a “spectre of the absolute” can seem proper after all.

The worries about the unconditioned and about idealism need to
be dealt with separately, although they also turn out to have impor-
tant connections with one another. In presenting his position specif-
ically as “transcendental idealism,” Kant repeatedly explains that
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his is a merely “formal” variety of idealism, meaning that there is
an irreducible reality of “stuff” that remains completely independent
of “us,” even though the specific a priori forms of our experience,
and all that depends on them, do not (see Prolegomena [4:337] and
B 519n.). The Critique never denies that there are items other than
our mind, and it even notes that what we at first characterize as a
mind can have an underlying reality that is not psychological at all
(B 427–8) since the transcendental ideality of space and time entails
that in itself our self definitely cannot be mental in its ordinary tem-
poral sense. It is precisely for that reason that the indirect argument
for transcendental idealism relies on considerations concerning only
the relational characterizations of the sensible world through deter-
minations of space and time.

It should be obvious that the ideality of such relational prop-
erties does not immediately endanger the reality of the intrinsic
non-relational features of things. But worries that the Critique still
involves a radical and “spectral” type of idealism can arise from
understandable sources. First, the most relevant “cousins” to Kant’s
philosophy here, the views of Leibniz and Berkeley, combine a claim
of the non-ultimacy of spatiotemporal determinations with a posi-
tion that does not leave any kind of nonmental things as ultimate
realities. This position, however, is commonly understood as rely-
ing on a peculiar insistence on the reducibility of spatiotemporal
determinations to intrinsic mental properties (perception and appe-
tition in monads for Leibniz, perceptions within individual spirits
for Berkeley) that Kant consistently and emphatically denies.22 This
is an important reminder of how, given the specific character of
Kant’s unusual position, the unattractive idealist consequences of
other philosophies that are critical of the reality of the spatiotempo-
ral as such should never be projected directly onto him.

Nonetheless, there is an understandable second worry that arises
from a comparison with Kant’s other philosophical cousins, the natu-
ralist heirs of Locke and the scientific revolution. Modern scientific
realists welcomed the non-reality of secondary qualities precisely
because they held that spatiotemporal qualities could adequately
secure and characterize the independent reality of matter alone (i.e.,
“matter” not merely in a general philosophical sense but in the spe-
cific physical sense that modern science uses). Hence, any philo-
sophical doubts about these qualities can still seem to undermine
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any notion of mind-independent reality as such. There are various
ways for Kantians to respond to this worry. One strategy would be
to note that science itself can and has entertained the possibility
of other nonmental primary qualities that could underlie the rela-
tional determinations of the space-time that we know – and there is
no reason that Kant’s ontology cannot be understood as leaving room
for an analog of this position.23

Alternatively, it has been proposed by some interpreters that
Kant’s distinction between the in itself and the ideal is nothing more
than the distinction between the relational and the intrinsic. On
this “humble” reading, the Critical ideality of features such as space
and time need not have anything to do with specifically mental-
istic forms of idealism, and so there is nothing to be feared by a
sophisticated scientific realist. For this view, transcendental ideal-
ism simply expresses a kind of “humility” about our not being able
to penetrate, in any of our actual explanations, which are all rela-
tional, to the ultimate and underlying intrinsic features of things.24

A hint of something close to, but not quite the same as, this kind
of view can be found in a passage of the Critique that stresses that
things cannot be understood as composed of relational properties
alone (A 49/B 66). This point does not go far enough, however, and
aside from a lack of adequate support elsewhere in the Critique, the
“humble” interpretation has, I believe, the weakness of encouraging
an overly “optimistic” reading of Kant’s views of body and the mate-
rial domain as such. The Critical Kant (in contrast to some of his
pre-Critical views) does not suggest that there could be any kind of
intrinsic and literally bodily, and in that sense material, character for
things in themselves – and for an obvious reason, since for him spa-
tiality is not only relational and ideal but also essential to the very
definitions of our notions of body and matter.25 Nonetheless, the
Critique does leave room for some other (for us unimaginable) kind
of non-mental stuff to compose things in themselves, and so some
kind of non-“haunted” Kantian realism could remain even without
the “humble” interpretation.

This interpretation is also suspect because it is not true in any
case that Kant’s position requires the features of things in them-
selves as such to be only intrinsic rather than also relational. It is
precisely at the level of things in themselves, after all, that Kant
is most concerned with allowing relations of grounding and free
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causing: between us and our temporal effects or empirical charac-
ter, between things in themselves and our “affected” perceptions,
and also between God and other things, especially as a condition
for the realization of the highest good. The obvious way for Kant to
understand the crucial characteristic of absolute freedom of choice
is precisely as relational, and it is clear that for him this must be
a characteristic concerning things in themselves, rather than mere
phenomena, since according to the Second Analogy phenomena as
such must remain described simply by laws of nature.

The preceding considerations introduce one of the most common
of all objections to Kant’s metaphysics: The Critique’s transcenden-
tal idealism can seem able to escape skeptical or mentalistic absurdi-
ties only at the cost of introducing causal relations between things in
themselves and phenomena, relations that directly conflict with the
Critique’s own transcendental limitations on what we can mean and
know. This objection, however, commonly presupposes that Kant
can allow only concepts of causality that are spelled out entirely in
spatiotemporal terms. This presupposition involves a conflation of
pure and (spatiotemporal) schematized senses of the categories. The
presupposition is defeated by Kant’s explicit and repeated reminder
that we have a pure notion of cause, one that derives from general
logical features of the understanding and that need not be defined in
terms of any specific forms of sensibility, let alone space and time
in particular (cf. Critique of Practical Reason, 5:50–7).

A fallback form of the objection is to contend that even if non-
spatiotemporal causality could make some sense, it still would be
wrong for Kant to allow the assertion of such relations, since this
would go beyond the restriction of our theoretical knowledge to spa-
tiotemporal determinations. This is a shrewder objection, but there
is a response to it once it is understood that Kant does not present or
need to understand the assertion of the mere existence of pure causal
relations between things in themselves and phenomena (which he
explicitly suggests our considering at A 534/B 562ff., and in many
later discussions of our free action as moral agents) as grounded in a
theoretical inference within his system. It is perfectly open to him
to begin, as he in fact does, with various common pre-philosophical
notions, such as that we all allow that we have common forms
of sensibility (see e.g., A 42/B 59, “to be sure, it pertains to every
human being”); that we all are finite receptive subjects, “receptive”
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to something existent that we are not responsible for; and that we all
may continue to assume this (as we all do26), without any ground to
believe otherwise – and then to say, later, because of transcendental
idealism, that this independent being must have some non-sensible
features.

Starting from such common assumptions still leaves a lot for phi-
losophy to do. There remains the task of working out the Analytic
of the specific structures within our experience, and there is also
the general philosophical question of what to say about whatever
exists in itself. This question can be properly pursued by recalling
the general pure (“non-schematized”) features of the categories and
by considering what properties we definitely should not attribute to
the in itself as such, given what the Critique teaches about our pure
forms of experience and the possible ways of explaining them. Here
the main implication of Kant’s idealism is simply that the struc-
tures of spatiotemporality cannot be used to determine the in itself.
Given the clarifications made earlier, there is nothing in this result
concerning the ideality of the mere forms of space and time that sug-
gests, let alone entails, that we should give up thinking that there is
some reality, aside from our own mind, responsible for our encounter
with experience. Moreover, if it were supposed that we may assert
only items that are licensed by scientific spatiotemporal determina-
tions, then, in Kant’s view, we would absurdly also have to forfeit
our constant thought of ourselves as spontaneous agents.

Note that the crucial pre-philosophical thought of our free causal-
ity fits in with, but is not prior to, the thought of our being
receptive.27 The thought of our freedom takes the natural form, after
all, of asking about how we should choose among some options that
we understand as precisely given rather than created by us. Note also
that this acceptance of a thing in itself grounding our experience,
which Kant repeatedly asserts,28 is in no tension at all with the spe-
cific negative conclusions of the Dialectic. We have not “flown” to
any determination of the in itself in terms of a specific quantity or
quality (simple, or endlessly complex), and we have not made any
theoretical claims about it as rooted in an uncaused causing rather
than only caused causings, or in a necessary being rather than some-
thing contingent. We also do not claim to know theoretically if it is
some kind of special mind-like (mental in some way, but not non-
temporal in itself) finite being after all, or how, if at all, it is related to
some kind of infinite being. The upshot of the Critique is therefore
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a kind of realism combined with theoretical agnosticism on most
traditional positive claims in psychology, cosmology, and theology.
Nonetheless, this is a metaphysical position and not an entirely con-
tentless “standpoint,” not a mere allowance that there is some X
that could be anything. It involves a commitment to some absolute
truths: The in itself is definitely not spatial, temporal, material, or
mental in any ordinary (temporal, natural) sense, and yet it must be
such as to allow for a form of experience that has very specific a pri-
ori structures for a receptive subject. Moreover, whatever is in itself
must be compatible with the general categories of thought, which,
Kant insists, allows for considerable practical determination by us.

All this may show that, even when Kant’s particular version of
idealism is given a somewhat non-humble metaphysical interpreta-
tion, it still need not engender the specific worries that apply to other
forms of idealism. But it does not follow that the actual legacy of the
Critique, that is, the way it was taken up by its best known succes-
sors, was not determined by these worries. In general, it is possible for
the most common appropriations of a highly original and complex
philosophy to be based on significant misunderstandings, and this
seems to be the case with Kant’s philosophy. It is also quite possible
that reactions to Kant’s metaphysics that did not involve an entirely
correct understanding of him led to many important philosophical
insights that may not have occurred otherwise. Developments in the
aftermath of the Critique were heavily affected by a host of progres-
sive and epochal changes. Events such as the French Revolution, the
Weimar renaissance, and the general upheavals of late eighteenth-
century German social and university life played a role in Kant’s
reception that often outweighed the intricate and rarely followed
technicalities of the Critical texts.29 There is, however, one “tech-
nical” concept right at the center of the Critique itself that figured
heavily in the reaction to these events and had a central influence
in shaping thought after Kant. This is the troublesome notion men-
tioned earlier of the unconditioned, which can no longer be avoided.

iv. the poison of kant’s critique: the demand
for the unconditioned

In the second edition Preface to the Critique Kant directly con-
nects the concept of the unconditioned not only with the tradi-
tional demands of the “older metaphysic” but also with reason as
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such: “that which necessarily drives us to go beyond the boundaries
of experience and all appearances is the unconditioned, which rea-
son necessarily and with right demands in things in themselves for
everything that is conditioned” (B xx). He goes on to explain that his
transcendental idealism will dissolve the antinomies and show that
“the contradiction disappears; and consequently that the uncondi-
tioned must not be present in things insofar as we are acquainted
[kennen] with them (insofar as they are given to us), but rather in
things insofar as we are not acquainted with them, as things in them-
selves” (B xxi). And he adds, clearly having in mind the positive
results of the second Critique, “what still remains for us is to try
whether there are not data in reason’s practical data for determining
that transcendent rational concept of the unconditioned, in such a
way as to reach beyond the boundaries of all possible experience, in
accordance with the wishes of metaphysics, cognitions a priori that
are possible” (B xxi). In other words, Kant is not only saying that the
“unconditioned” is demanded by reason “with right,” but he is also
immediately and explicitly indicating that it is present within his
own system. He does not refer merely to a spurious unconditioned
in the thoughts of other systems or in the mistakes of some kind of
totally suspect faculty. The issue he focuses on, remarkably, is not
the mistake of affirming the unconditioned as such but instead that
of treating what is sensible as if it could be unconditioned.30 Given
passages like this, and what we know of philosophy immediately
after Kant, it can again seem that Hamilton was on to something
in speaking of a “germ” in the “bosom” of Kant’s own philosophy,
something with some role in the development of the “more vision-
ary doctrine of the absolute” that came to “haunt the schools of
Germany even to the present day.”

There are, nevertheless, enormous differences between the Crit-
ical affirmation of the unconditioned and its role in other philoso-
phies. Kant immediately restricts “determination” of it to the “the
practical standpoint,” and he continually emphasizes that using it to
characterize anything empirical is definitely improper and leads to
contradiction. Nonetheless, a natural way to read his discussion as a
whole is to take it as saying that things in themselves definitely must
be thought as unconditioned, that something conditioned is given to
us, and that, given any conditioned item, reason must regard “the
series of conditions as completed” (B xx). Nowhere does Kant take
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away the presumption that we are confronted with something liter-
ally “conditioned.” This is not a minor point. A Humean might say,
for example, that an impression simply exists. It may be contingent
in the sense that it is not contradictory for it not to have existed. But
this does not mean that it is literally “given” in the sense of having
to be “conditioned,” that is, depending on something else. Even if it
is analytic that whatever is called “conditioned” requires “a condi-
tion,” it is not analytic that what confronts us is “conditioned.” And
yet, that the given is conditioned does seem to be a constant theo-
retical position for Kant. We are finite, receptive minds that take
data to be not simply present but to be given to us (see, e.g., A 19/
B 33, the first paragraph of the Critique proper), and ultimately, given
transcendental idealism, we have to regard them as themselves con-
ditioned in a more than empirical sense.31 Some might wish that
Kant had held to the thought that what is empirical is conditioned
in a merely empirical sense (and so might not need, as the syllogism
goes, a non-empirical condition), but in fact he does not restrain
himself in this way. He speaks, for example, of “the existence of
appearances not grounded in the least within itself but always con-
ditioned” (A 566/B 594), and he says, “appearances [that] do not
count for any more than they are in fact, namely not for things in
themselves . . . must have grounds that are not appearances” (A 537/
B 565). That is, the empirical data require something conditioning
them, something thought of as itself not empirically conditioned,
and hence something that is in that sense unconditioned.32 There is
a “smoking gun” in the text after all, a kind of “spectre” that is not
fully “exorcised.”

For some, the unconditioned might seem more palatable if we
keep in mind that Kant explains that reason can think of it as taking
the form of either an unconditioned complete series of beings or a
single being that is unconditioned (A 409/B 436f; A 483/B 511), and
so it by no means has to be a typical “spectral” being. The general
idea here seems to be simply that, in order for something to be, it
must “completely” or “absolutely” have “whatever it takes” to be.
After all, how could something hold in reality while the “complete”
conditions needed for it to be, whatever they are, would not hold? In
particular, how would that be possible with what we really are given?
It is true that, since the conditioning relation is naturally thought of
as a relation between two distinct items, then, given the definition
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of a particular thing or state that is conditioned, it is a logically
synthetic and uncertain claim that some other particular kind of
thing or state exists as its condition. But as long as the Critique
holds that for us the sensible as such is given in the sense of being
itself conditioned, and that the domain of spatiotemporal sensibility
by itself can never constitute a “complete” ground that does the
conditioning, then it does appear to require something else “with
right” for what is given to us.

This conclusion leaves open, of course, exactly what it is that is
needed. Perhaps there is some non-sensible, but finite and single fea-
ture or act or being that conditions the relevant conditioned item, or
perhaps there is an endless (non-sensible) sequence of conditions for
the conditioned. It does not follow that this unconditioned is any-
thing very remarkable, for example, mental, absolutely necessary,
or God-like. Kant is perfectly willing to call items “unconditioned”
that are unconditioned only in a specific respect and not altogether,
and he nowhere gives a general argument that something could not
simply have a finite property F “without condition.” One can imag-
ine some traditional philosophers saying that something could not
simply be F without some greater G making it be that way, but Kant’s
arguments do not have this kind of general pattern. He starts with
the fact that we see particular temporal or spatial or causal “slices” of
something conditioning something else, and so on and on, and hence
we naturally look for further conditions of that type in each case, but
he does not presuppose that properties as such must be really condi-
tioned simply because they are properties. (Kant does hold that the
concept of each finite property can be regarded as a limitation of the
concept of the properties of an ens realissimum, but his theoretical
philosophy does not claim that there really must be such a being, or
that in general there must be more eminent properties than the ones
we are actually acquainted with.)

From all that has been presented here it also does not follow that
Kant was clearly right in his own considerations to insist that no
sensible features, either those that seem finite or those that seem
infinite, could themselves provide something unconditioned. This
has to be settled by an evaluation of all the specific arguments of the
Antinomies, which cannot be attempted here. Any proper evaluation
of them, however, would have to keep in mind that Kant goes so far
as to contend that the problem with sensible appearances is not, as
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some might suspect, basically a matter of their being not all given
to any actual finite mind like ours. Kant states that the fact that
appearances are not an “absolute whole” or thing in itself follows
even if you “assume that nature were completely exposed to you;
that nothing were hidden to your senses and to the consciousness of
everything laid before your intuition” (A 482/B 510). For him there is
something about the content of “empirical cognition” as such that
precludes a “consciousness of its absolute totality” (A 483/B 511),
which in turn precludes its being a thing in itself. In other words,
the problem with sensible appearances does not seem to be that we
do not have a kind of “God’s eye view” on them. We ourselves might
well have something like that view insofar as we could, with Kant’s
encouragement, imagine them all “laid before” us so that nothing is
hidden. The problem is not so much with our view but with them.33

That is, the kind of whole that they would constitute even on a
clear and complete view would still not be “an absolute whole,” and
“it is really this whole for which an explanation is being demanded
in the transcendental problems of reason” (A 484/B 512). Kant also
expresses his view by saying, “with all possible perceptions, you
always remain caught up in conditions, whether in space or time,
and you never get to the unconditioned” (A 483/B 511). Here, con-
trary to our contemporary inclinations, I take him not to be express-
ing skepticism about the unconditioned as such but to be allowing
reason to hold that there is something unconditioned, and then to be
stressing that no set of spatiotemporal features could ever reveal it
as such. The error of dogmatism (or “transcendental realism”) then
is not a general matter of holding on to an affirmation of things in
themselves and of something in some sense “unconditioned”; it is
rather a specific matter of trying to determine the in itself by mak-
ing spatiotemporal features (“forms of sensibility”) themselves into
something unconditioned.

This may seem to be an unusual charge, but in fact it is directly
relevant to all of Kant’s major opponents: Leibniz, Newton, Berkeley,
and Hume. He charges all of them, quite understandably, with mak-
ing such features into (in principle) transparent beings of a particular
unconditioned kind. For these philosophies the features do in fact
exist either as mental items on their own, as with Hume’s impres-
sions, or as determinate ultimate features of reality simply by being
components of a mind. For Berkeley, they exist in our mind; for
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Newton, in God’s mind; and for Leibniz the features are themselves
taken to be relational, but the intrinsic features that they reduce to
upon “clarification” turn out to be properties of independent mon-
ads. For Kant, in contrast, the spatiotemporal sensible features we
are acquainted with require a condition in a being that, whatever
it is, is definitely unlike them.34 The characterization of the thing
in itself as unconditioned is thus compatible with the transcenden-
tal ideality of the spatiotemporal and conditioned – and can even be
understood as part of the Dialectic’s very argument for this ideality –
and yet this characterization is also a reminder of how Kant’s posi-
tion is not at all a “visionary” idealism, or speculative mentalistic
view like that of his main predecessors. The position is also a form
of realism insofar as it definitely asserts that there is something con-
crete distinct from us that is precisely not to be understood as the
mere product of a mind – our individual or group mind, or even the
divine mind.

On this reading it turns out that there is a very close relationship
between Kant’s two key notions, the unconditioned and the ideal,
a relationship that is very helpful in understanding how things in
themselves relate to appearances. If causal and other relations are
possible here after all, one might wonder about the point of making
such a sharp, metaphysical distinction in terminology. My proposal
is that we understand the relation between the sensible and tran-
scendentally ideal, on the one hand, and the thing in itself on the
other hand, as just what Kant repeatedly indicates it is, a relation of
several kinds between the conditioned and unconditioned. This sort
of relation allows the peculiar “intimacy” that Kant needs if he is to
keep to the language that he uses about a “ground” of appearances
and about our freedom acting as an intelligible cause on sensible
effects. At the same time, the special meaning of “unconditioned”
allows for the unique heterogeneity that Kant clearly takes to hold
between things in themselves and appearances. This heterogeneity is
in fact very helpful because it implies that the sensible items that are
appearances in a transcendental sense do not stand to be “corrected”
in any internal epistemic way by the notion of things in themselves
(and so there is no “God’s eye view” that is a “measure” of them)35–
unlike appearances in an empirical sense, which can be corrected by
other sensible appearances, so that we come to a proper objective
view of spatiotemporal phenomena as such. Items that are called
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appearances in a transcendental sense simply have to be understood
as having to have “complete” grounds beyond themselves – in some
cases grounds that allow empirical givenness to occur at all, in other
cases grounds that may allow specific relations such as free causality
to take place. The point of calling something a mere appearance in
this sense is to claim not that it fails to exist at all but is rather to
say that it (including all our empirical mental properties) requires
something else, something of a much more fundamental kind, to
exist as it does.

This point is not a matter of how the term “appearance” is under-
stood in general. The term can also be used in a different way, say by
phenomenologists, as designating a kind of sheer presence, without
any contrast with things in themselves. Kant’s main use of the term,
however, rests on reasons he gives for saying that the specific features
we are given through our forms of sensibility are “mere appearances”
in the sense that they cannot be self-grounded. The reasons are given
in the arguments of the Aesthetic, Analytic, and Dialectic to the
effect that any non-spatiotemporal properties that we can determine
must depend on spatiotemporal ones, and that (especially because of
the First Antinomy) these properties in turn must depend on some-
thing else. The cogency of this argument is not transparent, but my
main point is simply that it is the natural way to understand the
main point at the heart of the Critique’s Dialectic, and that it alone
leaves Kant with enough of a non-humble metaphysics to have the
chance he needs for preserving his own very substantive practical
views. The argument’s exposition admittedly involves terminolog-
ical complications that can understandably give rise to the kinds
of “visionary” notions that later interpreters demanded – and then
regretted – but it also leaves Kant’s own system at least free of the
troubles of the mentalistic versions of idealism with which it is often
confused.

v. kantian postlude: the legacy of the
“spectre” of the unconditioned

To indicate that this reading is not as far-fetched as it might seem
to analytic readers, I turn to a brief sketch of the (still relatively
little known) immediate impact of Kant’s critique of metaphysics.
The quotations that have been given concerning the unconditioned
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may seem to rely on unusual passages. In Kant’s own time, however,
there was no more common concern among philosophers than pre-
cisely the unconditioned, or, as it came to be more commonly called,
“the absolute.” As many scholars have documented, the search for
the unconditioned was the dominant agenda of the generation of
the Pantheism Dispute, the controversy awakened by Jacobi’s read-
ing of Lessing, Spinoza, Hume, and Kant.36 “We seek everywhere
the unconditioned [das Unbedingte] and find only the conditioned
[Dinge]” became the watchword for post-Kantians of every stripe.37

One might at first suppose that this concern was something that
Kant came to only with the remarks about the Dialectic cited ear-
lier from the second edition Preface of the Critique (1787), which
appeared just a couple years after the height of the Pantheism Dispute
(1785). In fact, however, the crucial idea that in sensible experience
we “always remain caught up with conditions,” was, as just noted,
already explicit and central in the first edition Critique (A 483/B 511).
What Kant’s successors did was combine this thought with a host of
their own pressing concerns. Five major strands of reaction to Kant’s
notion of the unconditioned can be distinguished: Jacobi, Reinhold-
Fichte, Early Romanticism, Schelling-Hegel, and neo-Kantianism.

Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi dominated the first phase of reaction,
which colored all the rest even long after the details of his work
were forgotten. It was Jacobi who combined the interest in an uncon-
ditioned with the attitude of what he called faith [Glaube] and a
dismissive view of all forms of modern non-theist theoretical phi-
losophy. For the improper reasons noted earlier, he took the notion
of the thing in itself to be directly contrary to the main doctrines
of the Critical philosophy, and he suggested that Kant’s theoretical
account of experience could at best amount to little more than a
Hume-like cavalcade of private ideas, ideas that happen to be tied
together by the laws of the Analogies and hence leave us subject a
priori to determinism or worse. Given this bleak view of theoretical
philosophy, Jacobi preached the alternative of a return to revelation
and intuition. His engaging personal manner, his Hume-like empha-
sis on the feelings of the common man and the limits of reason (in
contrast to “belief,” Glaube), his highly popular literary efforts, and
his intense religiosity of a kind peculiar to the modern German tradi-
tion, all gave him an influence that goes far beyond what one might
expect from a study of his philosophical texts alone.38 His role in
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bringing to light the significance of Spinoza’s philosophy, even if
he was ultimately unsympathetic to it, also made it a major task for
other readers of the time to find some way to relate Spinoza’s appeal-
ing naturalistic interest in an unconditioned to the mysterious uses
of this term in Kant’s texts. In the end, Jacobi represents the option of
what can be called a non-philosophical flight to the unconditioned,
one that replaces Kant’s detailed arguments for making a nuanced
distinction between apparent and underlying features with a hasty
and non-rational affirmation of a truly “visionary” absolute. It is no
surprise that Jacobi would also have an influence on the genuinely
“spectral” strands of later continental thought.

A second main line of reaction was ushered in by Karl Leon-
hard Reinhold and Johann Gottlieb Fichte. They sought to overcome
Kant’s indeterminate theoretical notion of the thing in itself by find-
ing a privileged form of representation that would allow a completely
unified and systematic type of immanent metaphysics. For them, the
unconditioned stands not for a special transcendent thing that is a
metaphysical condition for sensible appearances but instead for a
transparent philosophical principle of subjectivity that can ground a
totally autonomous philosophical science.39 They followed Jacobi in
taking a transcendent and causal thing in itself to be literally impos-
sible for any post-Critical thought, but they resolved not to abdicate
the priority of rationalist philosophy itself, while also not allowing
any kind of non-libertarian metaphysics, or falling back into a posi-
tion that would be vulnerable to skepticism or reduce to a form of
subjective idealism.40 In Fichte’s most significant phase, the uncon-
ditioned reveals itself in forms of immediate self-consciousness and
categorical commands of morality that supposedly do not require, as
an a priori theoretical argument for their possibility, the “letter” of
Kant’s metaphysics of transcendental idealism. The existence of the
subject’s absolute freedom, and then of a social and natural world
to accommodate its aims, was taken to be a first certainty. Since
Fichte rejected Kant’s thing in itself while holding on to the lan-
guage of idealism, English readers, until recently, have tended to
misunderstand his view as a form of subjective idealism.41 This is
highly unfair since Fichte’s system is adamantly committed to pre-
senting knowledge of a thoroughly objective domain, and it is even
more radical than Kant’s in rejecting any possibility of literally spir-
itual and transcendent entities. Nonetheless, in placing so much
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emphasis, for methodological purposes, on considerations of self-
consciousness and morality, Fichte played into the hands of oppo-
nents even within his own tradition. His absolute is “visionary” not
in a literally transcendent sense but because it involves an overly
ambitious secular version of Kant’s doctrine of the postulates of pure
practical reason, a version that makes reality necessarily and fully
transparent (albeit asymptotically) to human efforts. The main dan-
ger of the Fichtean option is that it neglects a detailed reconsider-
ation of the full theoretical and natural prerequisites of the very
substantive practical-rational claims needed in any truly Critical
philosophy.

A third broad reaction to the Kantian metaphysics of the uncon-
ditioned, which can be touched on only very briefly here, consists
in the sketches offered by the “Jena circle” of philosophers such as
Johann Benjamin Erhard and the Early Romantic figures Friedrich
von Hardenberg (Novalis) and Friedrich Schlegel. Unlike the other
reactions, the members of this group were willing to accept a fun-
damentally agnostic metaphysics without either abandoning philos-
ophy altogether or claiming it could ever be organized into a com-
plete foundational system.42 Since, at their best, they each in their
own way allowed a non-sensible thing in itself without claiming
any uniquely privileged and transparent moral, religious, or aesthetic
determination of it and without demeaning the robust empirical real-
ism and categorial organization of nature that Kant also wanted to
emphasize, it can be argued that they are the closest interesting heirs
of the Critical philosophy, even if it has taken centuries to recognize
them as such.

A fourth immediate reaction to Kant was the “absolute ideal-
ism” developed originally in the work of the early Friedrich Wilhelm
Joseph Schelling and Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel and their project
of a constitutive and organic Naturphilosophie.43 Schelling is par-
ticularly relevant because he was the first of the Tübingen trio
(Schelling, Hegel, and Hölderlin) to gain influence by publishing
his systematic views. The main theme of his first writings is the
project of uniting “dogmatism and criticism,” that is, of combining
the appealing naturalistic metaphysics of the unconditioned that he
takes Spinozism to represent with a more modern account of the
dynamic faculties of mind that Kant, Reinhold, and Fichte develop in
their concern with autonomy. Schelling strongly encouraged Hegel
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to jettison all notions of a transcendent thing in itself, just as
the “Earliest System Program of German Idealism” (1796 or 1797)
expressed the Tübingen trio’s commitment to hastening a com-
pletely immanent realization of Kant’s postulates of pure practical
reason.44

What distinguishes the approach of Schelling and Hegel is an insis-
tence on returning theoretical metaphysics to a position of method-
ological primacy and exhaustive “scientific” systematicity. Each
claims in his own way to give a rational derivation of the necessary
development of self-determination throughout the objective realm,
especially in detailing the non-mechanistic aspects of nature and the
positive dialectical aspects of history that Kant and Fichte neglect.
Their position is called “absolute idealism” not because it makes
everything “ideal” in some literally mental sense but because it holds
that what is “absolute,” that is, unconditioned, is simply the whole
of (broadly) natural reality, and that this whole can be proven to have
a fundamentally rational and teleological, and in that sense “ideal,”
structure.45 Like Kant, they also call space, time, and sensible fea-
tures “mere appearances,” and like him they take this to signify
not that these items are private or merely psychological but that
they have a ground in some more basic entity, an entity that is not
literally a monad-like mind.46 The difference is that their uncondi-
tioned, unlike Kant’s, cannot be a particular thing in itself, or group
of them, but must be an all-inclusive whole, an absolutely uncondi-
tioned structure that allows us to determine it, that is, to know and
fulfill it. An advantage of their position is that it blocks all tran-
scendent mysteries and fits more closely with the now-common
unrestricted understanding of the term “unconditioned.” A prob-
lem for their position (eventually emphasized by Schelling himself),
aside from the details of the particular arguments they present, is
that the core content of their program seems directly to threaten the
very commitment to absolute individual freedom that was the prime
motive for developing a Critical philosophy in the first place. This
alone does not show that their position involves more of a relapse
into dogmatism than does Kant’s, but it does indicate one reason
why the presentation of their view is much more esoteric than the
Critique. Even if absolute idealism does not deserve blame for being
“visionary” in the full sense that Hamilton implied, it still makes
that blame understandable.
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The fifth line of reaction to Kant’s critique of metaphysics has a
character very unlike the others. This broadly scientific line does not
necessarily deny Kant’s interest in the thing in itself, or his under-
lying moral motivations, but what it takes to heart most seriously
is the lesson that there is definitely a systematic problem in con-
tinuing metaphysics in the old style, with the assertion of absolute
necessities of any kind. For these later Kantians, the best tactic is
always to begin, as Kant himself did, by considering what structures
are required by the most advanced exact sciences of one’s time, and
then reflecting astringently on what, if anything, remains left over
for philosophy once all these structures are characterized with full
precision and generality.

This approach is most familiar to us now from neo-Kantians
of the late nineteenth century such Hermann Cohen, Alois Riehl,
and Heinrich Rickert, but it can also be found in earlier strands of
thought such as the school of Johann Friedrich Fries (who taught in
Heidelberg in 1805 and was called to Jena in 1816), which was devel-
oped further by Leonard Nelson.47 More recently, Michael Friedman
has reinvigorated this tradition by explaining how Ernst Cassirer,
Moritz Schlick, Hans Reichenbach, Rudolf Carnap, and other lead-
ing twentieth-century figures can be understood as having developed
a rigorous new kind of Kantian program that uncovers principles that
are a priori in the significant but limited sense of being constitutive
rules for a basic scientific framework within a particular era.48 This
way of continuing Kant’s critique of metaphysics obviously seems
less likely to make the mistake, which dogged Kant’s immediate
successors, of falling back into the clutches of introducing question-
able “visionary” metaphysical programs. It has not itself, however,
been free of excessive optimism about being able to present a fully
unified account of science and philosophy. A further disadvantage of
the approach is that it has tended to lose touch with Kant’s concerns
with ordinary experience, which clearly interested him as much as
any particular scientific developments, and which still might yield
some most general “life-world” structures that can remain constant
throughout scientific change. Edmund Husserl’s later work moved in
this broadly Kantian direction at the same time that the deep histori-
cism of his student, Martin Heidegger, pushed most Continental phi-
losophy in the opposite direction, away from any genuinely Kantian
approach.49
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Neo-Kantianism based entirely on a reconstruction – or critique –
of current scientific frameworks tends not to have much to say in
detail about classical metaphysical problems such as the philosoph-
ical thematization of a general distinction between appearances and
things in themselves. To the extent that these kinds of problems
do continue to animate contemporary analytic discussions (see, e.g.,
Wilfrid Sellars, Peter Strawson, Hilary Putnam, Barry Stroud, and
John McDowell) of transcendental arguments in a fruitful way that
does not depend on specific problems of current scientific frame-
works, it can be said that at least some of the underlying spirit of
Kant’s critique survives in our own time – even while what may
have mattered most to him in the Dialectic, the discussion of the
unconditioned, stays in the shadows.50

In retrospect: Kant’s own Critical metaphysics, with its full arse-
nal of serious commitments to transcendental idealism, transcen-
dental freedom, and a complete transcendental philosophy that “will
come forward as a science,” has few “bosom” companions. His mod-
ern predecessors were all too mentalist; the empiricist ones too skep-
tical and psychological, the rationalist ones too dogmatic and spir-
itual. His best-known German successors created a new idealism
that avoids these flaws, but they and their followers gave up too
soon on either a genuine metaphysics of nature (Reinhold, Fichte)
or a genuine metaphysics of individual freedom (Hegel). The scien-
tific neo-Kantians have tended not only to go beyond the specific
errors of past groups but also to give up on classical metaphysics
altogether. This leaves only the figures of the Jena circle and Early
Romanticism – but although they are not anti-systematic as such,
their fragments introduce a deep sense of history and relativity that
surely takes them beyond Kant’s own strict program as well.51 A
supposedly childless professor, Kant the metaphysician left behind a
fertile family of illegitimate heirs.
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9 Philosophy of natural science

A serious and detailed engagement with the natural science of his
time was a hallmark of Kant’s long intellectual career. Kant’s earli-
est “pre-critical” writings were almost wholly devoted to this sub-
ject, including such works as On the True Estimation of Living
Forces (1747), his doctoral dissertation Meditations on Fire (1755), his
ground-breaking formulation of the nebular hypothesis (now often
known as the Kant-Laplace hypothesis) in the Universal Natural
History and Theory of the Heavens (1755), and his early formula-
tion of a so-called dynamical theory of matter in the Physical Mon-
adology (1756). In all of these works we see Kant striving, in par-
ticular, to reconcile his firm commitment to Newtonian physical
theory (including such controversial doctrines as action at a dis-
tance) with the Leibnizean metaphysical tradition that was domi-
nant in mid-eighteenth-century Germany. And these concerns with
contemporary natural science and its metaphysical foundations are
by no means absent in the “critical” period, which begins with the
publication of the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason in
1781. On the contrary, Kant’s most developed philosophical explo-
ration of the foundations of natural science, the Metaphysical Foun-
dations of Natural Science (1786), appears at the height of this period.
Moreover, the influence of this work is clearly visible in the revi-
sions Kant made in the second edition of the Critique (1787); and a
renewed emphasis on the problem of natural science more generally
is evident in the way in which both the Prolegomena to Any Future
Metaphysics (1783) and the Introduction to the second edition of
the Critique now reformulate the “main transcendental question”
addressed by the critical philosophy – “how are synthetic a priori
judgements possible?” – in terms of the two subquestions “how

303
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is pure mathematics possible?” and “how is pure natural science
possible?”1

All of this is clear and uncontroversial. What is less clear is the
precise character and significance of Kant’s engagement with natural
science and its metaphysical foundations, in both the pre-critical and
critical periods. In particular, while there is no doubt that Kant was
just as firmly committed to Newtonian physical theory in the criti-
cal period as he was in the pre-critical period, it is quite controversial
how central this commitment is in the system of the critical philos-
ophy as a whole. Whereas, for example, Kant clearly uses fundamen-
tal principles of Newtonian mechanics (such as the law of inertia
and the equality of action and reaction) to illustrate the presence of
synthetic a priori judgements within “pure natural science” in the
Introduction to the second edition of the Critique (§§V, VI; B 17–21),
one may very well wonder whether Kant’s defense of the synthetic a
priori depends on these particular illustrations. For, if it does, then it
would seem that Kant’s critical philosophy as a whole stands or falls
with the truth – and, indeed, synthetic a priori truth – of the funda-
mental principles of Newtonian mechanics. Since we now believe
that precisely these Newtonian principles are actually in need of
revision, this conclusion may appear especially unwelcome to those
convinced of the enduring significance of the critical philosophy. It
is very tempting, therefore, to view such examples from Newtonian
natural science (together with the examples from Euclidean geome-
try illustrating the question “how is pure mathematics possible?”)
as merely illustrative. Kant is only truly committed to much more
general synthetic a priori principles – such as the spatial character of
experience in general, say, together with a similarly general principle
of empirical lawlikeness – but not to the more specific principles of
Euclidean geometry and Newtonian physics to which he happens to
appeal.

I will address these questions in the following way. After a dis-
cussion of the intellectual background to and early development of
Kant’s philosophy of natural science, I will turn to his most developed
articulation of the concept of pure natural science in the Metaphys-
ical Foundations of Natural Science. I will discuss, in particular,
the relationship of this work to both Kant’s pre-critical writings and
the Critique of Pure Reason. I will then consider the significance
of Kant’s views on pure natural science for the critical philosophy
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as a whole. My own view – which is quite controversial – is that
Kant is committed to the synthetic a priori status of specific prin-
ciples of Euclidean geometry and Newtonian physics, and, indeed,
that without this commitment some of Kant’s most important more
general doctrines (for example, his “answer to Hume” concerning
the necessity of causal laws of nature) simply become unintelligi-
ble. Nevertheless, despite the fact that these particular principles
have since been revised in the course of further progress in the natu-
ral sciences after Kant, it does not follow that the critical philos-
ophy as a whole is deprived of enduring significance. I approach
this last issue by examining some post-Kantian developments in
both natural science and its philosophical foundations that were
explicitly inspired by Kant, and I conclude with some brief remarks
about the significance of Kant’s philosophy of natural science
today.

1. background to kant’s metaphysical
foundations of natural science

What we now call modern philosophy was intimately connected
with the scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies. Descartes, in particular, was centrally involved with both
revolutionary enterprises, which were by no means clearly distin-
guished at the time. Indeed, throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth,
and early eighteenth centuries, what we now call “natural science”
was still often called “natural philosophy.” For example, Descartes’
major contribution to what we now call natural science is entitled
The Principles of Philosophy (1644), and Newton’s great culminat-
ing work of the scientific revolution is entitled (apparently partly
in reaction to Descartes) Mathematical Principles of Natural Phi-
losophy (1686). In the case of Descartes, what he called “philoso-
phy” was divided into two subdisciplines: “natural philosophy” or
“physics” and “first philosophy” or “metaphysics.” Physics dealt
with the visible or corporeal part of the universe, and its distinc-
tive task was to describe all phenomena in this part of the universe
in terms of the motions and interactions of tiny parts of matter
or corpuscles – which, in turn, possess only the purely geometri-
cal properties (later called “primary qualities”) of extension, figure,
and motion, and interact with one another (and thereby change their
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states of motion) only by impact (whereby the speed and direction
of one such corpuscle is changed by collision with another). The
discipline of metaphysics, by contrast, dealt with the invisible and
incorporeal part of the universe, namely, God and the soul, and so
Descartes’ fundamental distinction between extension and thought
is precisely mirrored in this disciplinary distinction. Nevertheless,
there is still an intimate relationship between the two disciplines, in
that physics receives its ultimate foundations from metaphysics. For
example, the basic law of nature governing all changes of motion of
matter – the conservation of what Descartes called the total “quan-
tity of motion” – is ultimately grounded in the unity and simplic-
ity of God, whereby God continually recreates the entire material
universe at each instant while constantly expressing the very same
divine essence.2

From the point of view of most later thinkers, however, the Carte-
sian system turned out not to be fully satisfactory, and it failed to
solve, in particular, two especially fundamental problems faced by
the new natural science (or natural philosophy). In the first place,
Descartes had failed to formulate the basic laws of motion in an
adequate way; and, in fact, it appeared that an additional dynamical
quantity (which we now take to be the quantity of mass, together
with the closely related quantity of momentum) – one that is not
reducible to the purely geometrical properties of extension, figure,
and motion – is actually required (see note 2). In the second place,
although the Cartesian system had indeed instituted an essential
relation between God and nature, it appeared that nature might still
not be related to God in the right way. For, given the basic laws
of motion, all changes in the visible or material world then proceed
purely mechanically, with no reference whatsoever to purpose, value,
intention, or choice. What room is left, therefore, for moral or spiri-
tual values within extended nature? What room is left, more specif-
ically, for the exercise of human moral freedom of choice?3 And, in
this connection, it is important to remind ourselves that, although
these questions may seem somewhat quaint and old-fashioned from
the point of view of contemporary philosophy of science, they were
absolutely central for the natural philosophy of the time. Indeed, it is
not too much to say that the most fundamental task of the scientific
and philosophical revolution initiated by Descartes was precisely to
show how the new mechanical physics is, after all, fully compatible
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with (and, in the end, in fact best adapted to) both the spirit and the
letter of the Christian religion.

From our point of view, the most important post-Cartesian thinker
to react to these problems was Leibniz. Leibniz began, in fact, by
reacting to the first problem: Descartes’ failure adequately to formu-
late the basic laws of motion and interaction that were supposed to
govern, according to the then-dominant paradigm of the “mechani-
cal natural philosophy,” all phenomena in the material or corporeal
world. Leibniz responded to this problem by emphasizing the impor-
tance of a new, essentially dynamical quantity, which he called vis
viva or living force (mv2 or what we now call [twice the] kinetic
energy), where the basic law of motion is now formulated as the
conservation of the total quantity of vis viva. Moreover, Leibniz also
strongly emphasized that this quantity is not purely geometrical or
mechanical, so that, in particular, this quantity (unlike Descartes’
purely mechanical “quantity of motion”) reintroduces an element
of Aristotelian teleology into the mechanical philosophy. For vis
viva or living force, on Leibniz’s view, is the counterpart of the Aris-
totelian notion of entelechy: namely, that internal (non-spatial) prin-
ciple by which an ultimate simple substance or monad determines
(by a kind of “appetition”) the entire future development of its own
internal state. In this way, an element of intention or value is reintro-
duced into the mechanical worldview quite generally; and Leibniz
then makes the point perfectly explicit in his doctrine of divine cre-
ation as God’s choice of the best among all merely logically possible
worlds. The distinction between what is logically possible and what
is actual – between all merely thinkable worlds available to the
divine intellect and the best and most perfect of these worlds as
determined by the divine will – then corresponds to the distinction
between principles of pure mathematics (including geometry), on the
one side, and principles of natural science or physics (i.e., the laws of
motion), on the other. The laws of motion, unlike the merely math-
ematical laws of pure geometry, thereby precisely express the divine
wisdom in actualizing or creating the best and most perfect of all
possible worlds.4

Leibniz’s system of natural philosophy was thus a major improve-
ment on Descartes’ with respect to both of the two problems
sketched above. First, Leibniz succeeded in formulating the basic
laws of motion of the mechanical philosophy – the laws of impact – in
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a much more adequate way; and, second, Leibniz thereby also estab-
lished a more satisfactory relationship between God and nature,
whereby divine wisdom and value are clearly and explicitly rein-
troduced within the divine creation. Once again, however, from the
point of view of most later thinkers, Leibniz had still not solved
either problem completely. In the first place, Newton soon formu-
lated the basic laws of motion in a way that generalizes and extends
the mechanical philosophy in a quite essential (and also quite con-
troversial) way. For Newton, the fundamental dynamical quantity
governing all changes of motion is momentum (mass times velocity
or mv),5 and the fundamental dynamical quantity causally responsi-
ble for such changes was “impressed force” – where this refers to any
action of a second body on the body in question by which a change
of momentum of the first body is produced. Force, in the Newto-
nian sense, is thus an external action of one body on another, not
an internal principle like Leibnizean vis viva; and, what is worse,
the action of this kind of force is not intrinsically limited to the
condition of contact. On the contrary, the principal instantiation of
this concept, in Newton’s Principia, is precisely the force of univer-
sal gravitation, whereby one body attracts another (as in the sun’s
gravitational attraction of the earth) immediately and at a distance
(at least to all appearances).6 In the second place, however, even if
we ignore the later development of physics and the laws of motion
in the work of Newton, it seemed that Leibniz had still not made
sufficient room for human moral freedom of choice. To be sure, God
in some sense freely chooses (in a way that exceeds the bounds of
purely geometrical necessity) the best of all possible worlds. But what
is the sense in which we human creatures – whose lives, in particu-
lar, are apparently completely determined by God’s prior choice – are
similarly morally free? Leibniz struggled mightily with this remain-
ing moral and theological problem, but no fully satisfactory solu-
tion (from the point of view of most later thinkers) was in fact ever
achieved.

The early eighteenth century witnessed a great stage-setting intel-
lectual debate, the famous correspondence between Leibniz and
Clarke of 1715–16, which sharply focused attention on the oppo-
sition between the Leibnizean and Newtonian natural philosophies
with respect to all of the above questions. This debate paid equal
attention to both technical problems in physics and natural science
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(such as the laws of impact and the nature of matter) and very gen-
eral issues within metaphysics and theology (such as the principle
of sufficient reason and God’s choice to create our world).7 Leibniz
objected to the Newtonian doctrine of direct divine intervention in
the phenomena of the material universe – such as specially adjust-
ing the orbits in the solar system, for example, so as to ensure that
they all lie in approximately the same plane – and defended his own
version of the principle of sufficient reason, whereby God’s creative
activity is exercised only in his initial choice of the best of all possible
worlds. Clarke (representing Newton) replied that this would entail
an unacceptable limitation on God’s freedom of action, and, in partic-
ular, he defended Newtonian absolute space against Leibniz’s use of
the principle of sufficient reason to argue that such a space is impos-
sible because God would then have no reason to place the material
universe in one position rather than another within absolute space.
In mid-eighteenth-century Germany this great debate between Leib-
nizeans and Newtonians dominated the intellectual agenda within
both natural science and metaphysics, and Kant himself was no
exception. As I have already suggested, his earliest writings were
overwhelmingly concerned with problems of natural philosophy
in general and the project of reconciling Leibniz and Newton in
particular.

Two of Kant’s most important pre-critical writings in this connec-
tion were the Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens
and the Physical Monadology. In the first work, as already noted,
Kant developed one of the earliest versions of the nebular hypothe-
sis. He formulated the idea that the band of stars visible as the Milky
Way consists of a rotating galaxy containing our solar system and that
other visible clusters of stars also consist of such galaxies. Moreover,
according to the hypothesis in question, all such galaxies originally
arose from rotating clouds of gas or nebulae whose centrifugal force
of rotation caused a gradual flattening out in a plane perpendicular
to the axis of rotation as they cooled and formed individual stars
and planets. The laws of such galaxy formation, for Kant, proceed
entirely in accordance with “Newtonian principles.” At the same
time, however, since our solar system has the same nebular origin
as all other galactic structures, we are able to explain one important
feature of this system for which the Newtonians had invoked direct
divine intervention – the fact that all the planets in our system orbit
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in approximately the same plane – from purely mechanical natural
laws after all, precisely as the Leibnizeans had maintained.8

The question dominating the Physical Monadology concerned a
specific metaphysical problem arising in the debate between Leib-
nizeans and Newtonians. If the ultimate constituents of matter are
absolutely simple elementary substances or monads, as the Leib-
nizeans contend, how can this be reconciled with the geometrical
infinite divisibility of space? It would appear that by dividing the
space filled or occupied by any given piece of matter, however small,
we would also eventually divide the elementary material substances
found there as well – contrary to the assumed absolute simplicity
of such substances. So how can an elementary constituent of mat-
ter or “physical monad” possibly fill the space it occupies, without
being infinitely divisible in turn? Kant’s answer (in 1756) is that
physical monads do not fill the space they occupy by being immedi-
ately present in all parts of this space; they are not to be conceived,
for example, as bodies that are solid through and through. Physical
monads are rather to be conceived as point-like centers of attrac-
tive and repulsive forces, where the repulsive force, in particular,
generates a region of solidity or impenetrability in the form of a
tiny “sphere of activity” emanating from a central point. Geometri-
cally dividing this region of impenetrability in no way divides the
actual substance of the monad, but merely the “sphere of activ-
ity” in which the point-like central source manifests its repulsive
capacity to exclude other monads from the region in question. So
the Leibnizean commitment to ultimate simple substances or mon-
ads is perfectly consistent with the infinite divisibility of space after
all – but (and here is Kant’s characteristic twist) it can only be main-
tained by explicitly adopting the Newtonian conception of forces
acting at a distance (in this case a short range repulsive force act-
ing at a very small distance given by the radius of its “sphere of
activity”).9

Kant’s conception in the Physical Monadology is thus an early
example of a dynamical theory of matter, according to which the
basic properties of solidity and impenetrability are not taken as prim-
itive and self-explanatory, but are rather viewed as derived from an
interplay of forces – here, more specifically, the two fundamental
forces of attraction and repulsion, which together determine a limit
or boundary beyond which repulsion (and thus impenetrability) is

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc09 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 4:59

Philosophy of natural science 311

no longer effective and attraction (representing Newtonian gravi-
tation) then takes over unhindered. This kind of theory exerted a
powerful influence in the later part of the eighteenth century, in
the work of such thinkers as Boscovich and Priestley, for example,
and it can appropriately be viewed as an anticipation, of sorts, of
the field-theoretic approach to physics developed in the nineteenth
century beginning with the work of Faraday and culminating in
Maxwell’s theory of electricity and magnetism. In this sense, Kant’s
own contributions to a dynamical theory of matter had a signifi-
cant impact on the development of natural science itself, quite apart
from the original, more metaphysical setting within which it was
first articulated.10

I will return to the influence of Kant’s dynamical theory of mat-
ter in the philosophy and science of the early nineteenth century
below. But I here want to emphasize that Kant’s own original motiva-
tions, in the Physical Monadology, were indeed primarily metaphys-
ical. In particular, Kant’s incorporation of Newtonian action-at-a-
distance forces within the framework of a Leibnizean monadology
served to unify the intrinsically non-spatial (and thus essentially
mental or spiritual) realm of ultimate simple substances lying at the
basis of corporeal nature with what was now generally believed to be
the correct Newtonian formulation of the laws of motion. As Kant
makes clear in the complementary metaphysical treatise framing the
Physical Monadology, the New Elucidation of the First Principles of
Metaphysical Cognition (1755), the primary motivation for creating
his dynamical theory was to accept the Leibnizean doctrine of the
fundamentally internal intrinsic natures of the ultimate simple sub-
stances themselves, while simultaneously granting that they have
essentially external or relational determinations as well. It is pre-
cisely these external determinations, by which the monads are set
into genuine relation with one another, that are now phenomenally
manifested as the fundamental forces of repulsion and attraction; and
Newtonian absolute space, in particular, is nothing but the phenom-
enal expression of these relations. Thus, we can accept the New-
tonian formulation of the laws of motion (and, moreover, we can
accept universal gravitation as a genuine action at a distance) while
also retaining the Leibnizean reconciliation of the corporeal and spir-
itual realms – which Leibniz himself termed the realm of nature and
the realm of grace.11
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2. pure natural science in the critical period

The Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science appeared, as I
have said, in 1786 and thus at the height of the most creative decade
of Kant’s critical period – which includes, besides the two editions
of the first Critique and the Prolegomena, the Groundwork for the
Metaphysics of Morals (1785), the Critique of Practical Reason (1788)
and the Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790). The appearance
of the Metaphysical Foundations at this point shows, more specifi-
cally, that the deep (and in part extraordinarily innovative) concerns
with fundamental questions in the natural science and natural phi-
losophy of the time characteristic of Kant’s pre-critical period were
also very salient in the critical period. In particular, the Metaphysical
Foundations continues, and also attempts to integrate, two separate
lines of thought from the pre-critical period: the extension of New-
tonian gravitational astronomy to cosmology first suggested in the
Theory of the Heavens, and the further development of a dynami-
cal theory of matter as first sketched in the Physical Monadology.
At the same time, however, Kant now frames both developments
within the radically new context of his critical philosophy.12

The critical version of the dynamical theory of matter is devel-
oped in the longest and most complicated part of the Metaphysical
Foundations, the second chapter or Dynamics. As in the Physical
Monadology, Kant here views the basic properties of matter – impen-
etrability, solidity, hardness, density, and so on – as arising from an
interplay of the two fundamental forces of attraction and repulsion.
In sharp contrast to the Physical Monadology, however, Kant aban-
dons the idea of smallest elementary parts of matter or physical mon-
ads, and argues instead that all parts of matter or material substances,
just like the space they occupy, must be infinitely divisible. Indeed,
in the course of developing this argument, Kant explicitly rejects the
very theory of physical monads he had himself earlier defended (in
1756). A space filled with matter or material substance, in Kant’s
new theory, now consists of an infinity or continuum of material
points, each of which exerts the two fundamental forces of attrac-
tion and repulsion. The “balancing” of the two fundamental forces
that had earlier determined a tiny (but finite) volume representing
a “sphere of activity” of impenetrability around a single point-like
central source now determines a definite density of matter at each
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point in the space in question effected by the mutual interaction of
attraction and repulsion.

Thus, in the Metaphysical Foundations, as in the first Critique,
material or phenomenal substance is no longer viewed as simple and
indivisible, but is instead a genuine continuum occupying all the
(geometrical) points of the space it fills. Accordingly, the problem
posed by the infinite divisibility of space that the Physical Monadol-
ogy had attempted to solve by invoking finite “spheres of activity”
is now solved, in the Dynamics of the Metaphysical Foundations, by
invoking the transcendental idealism articulated in the Antinomy of
Pure Reason of the first Critique – and, more specifically, the argu-
ment of the Second Antinomy resolving the apparent incompatibil-
ity between the infinite divisibility of space and the presumed abso-
lute simplicity of the material or phenomenal substances found in
space. Matter or material substance is infinitely divisible but never,
in experience, ever infinitely divided; hence, since matter is a mere
appearance or phenomenon and is thus given only in the “progress of
experience,” it consists neither in ultimate simple elements nor in an
actual or completed infinity of ever smaller spatial parts. Therefore,
it is only by viewing matter as a thing in itself or noumenal sub-
stance (which would be necessarily simple) that we obtain a genuine
contradiction or antinomy; and so, by an indirect proof or reductio
ad absurdum, we have a further argument in support of Kant’s char-
acteristically critical doctrine of transcendental idealism.

The cosmological conception presented in the Theory of the Heav-
ens had also included a striking vision of how the various galac-
tic structures are distributed throughout the universe. The smallest
such structure (due to nebular formation) is our own solar system,
consisting of the sun surrounded by the six then-known planets. The
next larger structure is the Milky Way galaxy, in which our solar
system as a whole orbits around a larger center together with a host
of other stars and (possible) planetary systems. But the Milky Way
galaxy itself, for Kant, is then part of an even larger rotating sys-
tem consisting of a number of such galaxies; this system is part of
a still larger rotating system; and so on ad infinitum. The universe
as a whole therefore consists of an indefinitely extended sequence of
ever larger rotating galactic structures, working its way out from our
solar system orbiting around its central sun, through the Milky Way
galaxy in which our solar system is itself orbiting around a galactic
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center, then through a rotating system of such galaxies, and so on.
Moreover, this indefinitely extended sequence of galactic structures
reflects a parallel indefinitely extended sequence of nebular galac-
tic formation, as the structures in question precipitate out from an
initial uniform distribution of gaseous material sequentially starting
from the center.

The Metaphysical Foundations, unlike the Theory of the Heav-
ens, is not a work of cosmology. But the cosmological vision of the
Theory of the Heavens is still centrally present there, transposed, as
it were, into a more epistemological key. The very first explication
of the Metaphysical Foundations, in the first chapter or Phoronomy,
defines matter as the movable in space; and, as Kant immediately
points out, this inevitably raises the difficult question of relative
versus absolute motion, relative versus absolute space. Kant firmly
rejects the Newtonian conception of absolute space as an actual
“object of experience,” and he suggests, instead, that it can be con-
ceived along the lines of what he himself calls an “idea of reason.”
In this sense, “absolute space” signifies nothing but an indefinitely
extended sequence of ever larger “relative spaces,” such that any
given relative space in the sequence, viewed initially as at rest, can
be then viewed as moving with respect to a still larger relative space
found later in the sequence. In the final chapter or Phenomenology,
which concerns the question of how matter, as movable, is possible
as an object of experience, Kant returns to this theme and devel-
ops it more concretely. He characterizes absolute space explicitly
as an “idea of reason” and, in this context, describes a procedure
for “reducing all motion and rest to absolute space.” This procedure
then generates a determinate distinction between true and merely
apparent motion – despite the acknowledged relativity of all motion
as such to some given empirically specified relative space. The pro-
cedure begins by considering our position on the earth, indicates
how the earth’s state of true rotation can nonetheless be empirically
determined, and concludes by considering the cosmos as a whole,
together with the “common center of gravity of all matter,” as the
ultimate relative space for correctly determining all true motion and
rest.

What Kant appears to be envisioning, then, is an epistemologi-
cal translation of the cosmological conception of the Theory of the
Heavens. To determine the true motions in the material and thus
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empirically accessible universe, we begin with our parochial per-
spective here on earth, quickly move to the point of view of our
solar system (where the earth is now seen to be really in a state
of motion), then move to the perspective of the Milky Way galaxy
(where the solar system, in turn, is itself seen to be in motion), and
so on ad infinitum through an ever widening sequence of ever larger
galactic structures serving as ever more expansive relative spaces.
What Kant calls the “common center of gravity of all matter,” rela-
tive to which all the motions in the cosmos as a whole can now be
determinately considered, is never actually reached in this sequence;
it is rather to be viewed as a forever unattainable regulative idea of
reason towards which our sequence of (always empirically accessi-
ble) relative spaces is converging. In this way, in particular, we obtain
an empirically meaningful surrogate for Newtonian absolute space
using precisely the methods used by Newton himself (in determining
the true motions in the solar system in the Principia, for example).
At the same time, we preserve the fundamental Leibnizean insight
that any position in space, and therefore all motion and rest, must
ultimately be determined, in experience, from empirically accessible
spatio-temporal relations between bodies.13

Kant’s conception of absolute space in the Metaphysical Foun-
dations therefore corresponds – in the more specific context of a
consideration of matter as the movable in space – to his famous
attempt in the Critique of Pure Reason to depict his own doctrine
of the transcendental ideality of space as the only possible middle
ground between the two untenable extreme positions of Newtonian
“absolutism” and Leibnizean “relationalism.” It also corresponds,
even more directly, to Kant’s conception of the extent of the mate-
rial or empirical world in space articulated in the First Antinomy,
according to which there is indeed no limit to this extent at any par-
ticular finite boundary, but, at the same time, the world cannot be
conceived as an actually infinite completed totality nonetheless. In
the end, there is only the purely regulative requirement or demand
that, in the “progress of experience,” we must always seek for further
matter beyond any given finite limit and, accordingly, accept no such
given boundary as definitive. We must seek, in the terminology of
the Metaphysical Foundations, for ever larger relative spaces encom-
passing any given relative space; and, in this way, Kant’s conception
of absolute space as an idea of reason is the complement, from the
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point of view of the critical doctrine of transcendental idealism, of
his new version of the dynamical theory of matter as consisting of a
potential (but not actual) infinity of ever smaller spatial parts. Both
are thus now firmly embedded, as we have said, within the radically
new critical perspective of “transcendental philosophy.”

But it is in Kant’s third chapter or Mechanics that we find the
most developed and explicit correspondence between the pure natu-
ral science of the Metaphysical Foundations and the transcendental
philosophy of the first Critique. The main business of this chap-
ter is establishing what Kant calls the three “laws of mechanics.”
These are, first, a principle of the conservation of the total quantity
of matter in the universe, second, a version of the law of inertia,
and third, the law of the equality of action and reaction. So it is pre-
cisely here that Kant actually derives the principles of pure natural
science he uses, in the Introduction to the second edition of the Cri-
tique, to illustrate the presence of synthetic a priori judgments in
this science.14 We find a very explicit correspondence, in particular,
between these three laws of mechanics and the categories of relation
and accompanying principles (i.e., the analogies of experience). The
principle of the conservation of the total quantity of matter corre-
sponds to the more general transcendental principle established in
the first Critique – the permanence of substance in all changes in the
(phenomenal) world; the law of inertia corresponds to the category,
and accompanying principle, of causality; and the law of the equality
of action and reaction corresponds to the category, and accompanying
principle, of thoroughgoing dynamical interaction or community.
Thus, in considering material substances or bodies as interacting
with one another through their fundamental forces and, as a result,
thereby standing in relation to one another in a community of what
Kant calls their inherent motions (i.e., momenta), we are, at the same
time, applying the categories or pure concepts of relation (and their
accompanying principles) to these same bodies.

More specifically, it is precisely by applying Kant’s three laws of
mechanics that we are then able, in the Phenomenology, to imple-
ment the procedure of “reducing all motion and rest to absolute
space” described earlier. In particular, the most important step in
this procedure depends on Kant’s proof of the equality of action
and reaction in the Mechanics. Kant there explicitly chides Newton
for attempting to derive this law from experience, and what Kant
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proposes instead is an a priori proof from the concepts of absolute
motion and rest. In any interaction between two bodies whereby
they stand in a community of their fundamental forces (repulsion in
impact or attraction in gravitation), there is a privileged relative space
or reference frame for considering the resulting changes of motion:
namely, the center of mass frame of the two bodies, in which the two
corresponding momenta (and their changes) are necessarily equal and
opposite. The principle of the conservation of momentum therefore
necessarily holds in this frame, together with the equality of action
and reaction. We then implement the procedure described in the
Phenomenology by a kind of successive iteration of this argument to
wider and wider systems of bodies: we move from the center of mass
of the solar system, to the center of mass of the Milky Galaxy, to the
center of mass of a system of such galaxies, and so on ad infinitum.
Absolute space, as we have seen, is thus no actual space at all but
rather a forever-unattainable regulative idea of reason – given, in the
end, by the “common center of gravity of all matter” – toward which
our procedure is converging.

Kant’s proof of his second law of mechanics, a version of the law
of inertia, marks a further fundamental break with the pre-critical
conception of the Physical Monadology. For Kant now formulates
the law of inertia as the proposition that “every change of matter
has an external cause” (my emphasis), where the ground of proof of
this proposition is precisely that “matter has no essentially internal
determinations or grounds of determination” (4:543). But the whole
point of the Physical Monadology, as we have seen, was to combine a
Leibnizean insistence on the essentially internal intrinsic natures of
the ultimate simple substances lying at the basis of corporeal reality
(i.e., the physical monads) with a Newtonian physical description of
this same reality. Indeed, in the pre-critical period, Kant goes so far as
explicitly to associate the internal or intrinsic determinations of the
ultimate simple substances with the Newtonian force of inertia or
vis insita. Now, in the Metaphysical Foundations, Kant decisively
rejects this force of inertia, and he decisively rejects, at the same
time, the “hylozoism” characteristic of Leibnizean natural philoso-
phy. Just as, in the critical period, there is no longer any room for the
simplicity of phenomenal substance, there is similarly no longer any
room for attributing a purely internal (and thus mental or spiritual)
nature to such a substance. Kant’s earlier attempt to combine the
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Leibnizean realms of nature and grace within a single metaphysical
description of the corporeal or material universe must now be seen
as a failure.15

Indeed, according to the transcendental idealism characteristic of
the critical philosophy, no reconciliation or unification of these two
realms – which Kant now calls the realm of nature and the realm of
freedom – within a single picture of reality is possible at all, at least
from a purely theoretical point of view. And, as is well known, further
reflection on the problem of human moral freedom, as expressed,
for example, in the Third Antinomy of Pure Reason, is what pri-
marily drives Kant to this conclusion. What Kant now proposes, in
particular, is that we must sharply distinguish between theoretical
and practical reason, where the former is confined to knowledge of
spatio-temporal phenomena and only the latter can meaningfully
grasp the supersensible. But practical reason “grasps” the super-
sensible solely from a practical point of view, in terms of directives
regulating our conduct. In the end, the three most fundamental ideas
of reason – the ideas of God, freedom, and immortality – function as
the ultimate and most general regulative principles guiding and fram-
ing all human conduct whatsoever, including the conduct of theo-
retical natural science itself. The indefinitely extended sequence of
stages of inquiry governing our progressive investigation into both
smaller and smaller parts of matter (in accordance with Kant’s crit-
ical version of the dynamical theory of matter) and larger and larger
regions of space (in accordance with Kant’s critical doctrine of abso-
lute space) must in turn be entirely subordinated, by what Kant now
calls the priority of practical reason, to humanity’s morally necessary
progression toward the Highest Good.16

3. the significance of pure natural science
within the critical system

What we have just seen is that the system of pure natural science
Kant develops in the Metaphysical Foundations is a specific real-
ization or instantiation of the transcendental philosophy expounded
in the Critique of Pure Reason and other critical works. Whereas
the first Critique describes a “nature in general,” that is, a world
of spatio-temporal substances standing in thoroughgoing interac-
tion with one another so as mutually to determine their resulting

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc09 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 4:59

Philosophy of natural science 319

changes of state in accordance with the analogies of experience (and
other principles of pure understanding), the Metaphysical Founda-
tions describes a “corporeal nature” of material bodies filling the
spaces they occupy by their impenetrability and weight, and thereby
standing in thoroughgoing interaction with one another by the two
fundamental forces of repulsion and attraction so as mutually to
determine their resulting changes of motion in accordance with
the three laws of mechanics (and other principles of pure natural
science).17 Similarly, whereas the transcendental idealism of the first
Critique depicts nature in general in space and time as an appear-
ance rather than a thing in itself, and, in particular, as a potentially
infinite “progress of experience” rather than a completed (finite or
infinite) totality, the application of this doctrine to specifically cor-
poreal nature depicts the ultimate constituents of matter in terms
of an indefinitely extended regress into progressively smaller spa-
tial parts (in explicit opposition to the ultimate simple substances
of Kant’s pre-critical physical monadology) and explains Newtonian
absolute space as a regulative idea of reason.

The crucial question, however, concerns how central this spe-
cific instantiation of the critical system is for the system as a whole.
Does Kant’s system of transcendental philosophy – and, in particular,
his answer to the question “how are synthetic a priori judgements
possible?” – essentially depend on this specific example? Or, on the
contrary, is Kant only committed to much more abstract and gen-
eral principles, such that the critical system can still easily survive
if the more particular principles of pure natural science are no longer
accepted as valid? Is the specific realization of transcendental phi-
losophy presented in the Metaphysical Foundations a central and
indispensable instantiation, without which Kant’s critical system
loses its force? Or, on the contrary, is it rather simply one instantia-
tion among others, which can easily be dropped if the need arises?

The specific realization presented in the Metaphysical Founda-
tions, under the rubric of pure natural science, is a precise math-
ematical one, described, at the level of physics itself, by Newton’s
mathematical theory of motion. Indeed, in the Preface to the Meta-
physical Foundations Kant explicitly distinguishes between “spe-
cial metaphysics of corporeal nature” and “general metaphysics” or
“transcendental philosophy” by the idea that the former is neces-
sarily mathematical while the latter is not.18 It is tempting, then,
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to institute a parallel distinction between precise and mathemati-
cal scientific experience, whose possibility is explained in the Meta-
physical Foundations, and the looser and less exacting ordinary expe-
rience or experience in general, whose possibility is explained in the
first Critique. Whereas scientific experience, for Kant, is naturally
described by the best mathematical science of his own time, ordinary
experience or experience in general need not be. On the contrary,
from the point of view of the distinction we are now considering,
the conditions of the possibility of experience in general are then
viewed, as I have already suggested, as themselves much looser and
more general – involving only the spatial character of experience
in general, for example, as opposed to the much more precise and
exacting principles of Euclidean geometry, and only the lawlikeness
of experience in general as opposed to much more precise and exact-
ing principles of Newtonian mathematical physics.19

My own view, as I have also already suggested, is that this
particular way of explaining Kant’s distinction between the special
metaphysics of corporeal nature and general metaphysics or tran-
scendental philosophy will not work, and, in particular, that Kant’s
explanation of the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge in
general actually depends on the specific (mathematical) examples
of such knowledge comprising what he calls pure natural science.
This view, as I say, is quite controversial, and I have argued for it
in detail elsewhere; so I will only briefly summarize what I take
to be the most important arguments for it here. In the first place,
although there is no doubt that the principles of pure understanding
presented in the Critique are much more abstract and general than
the principles of pure natural science presented in the Metaphysical
Foundations, the former are by no means as loose and unexacting
as the appeal to ordinary (or commonsensical) experience implies.
For example, Kant does not simply argue that there are more or less
universal regularities governing our experience of nature in general;
he argues that there are absolutely exceptionless laws possessing
both necessity and “strict universality.” And Kant does not simply
argue that there are more or less enduring substances underlying our
experience of change; he argues that substance as such is absolutely
permanent, necessarily enduring throughout all of time. Thus, on the
one hand, the more abstract and general synthetic a priori principles
defended in the first Critique are just as subject to refutation by the
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further progress of empirical natural science as are the more specific
and explicitly mathematical principles defended in the Metaphysi-
cal Foundations, and, on the other, it is very hard even to understand
Kant’s arguments for the still quite rigorous and exacting principles
articulated in the former work without giving a central position to
the latter.20

In the second place, there are very clear textual indications that
pure natural science is not simply one instantiation among others
of transcendental philosophy, but is, rather, the primary and indis-
pensable instantiation. Thus, the Preface to the Metaphysical Foun-
dations distinguishes between general metaphysics and the special
metaphysics of corporeal nature (or “doctrine of body”) by the idea
that the latter is limited to the objects of specifically outer (i.e., spa-
tial) intuition while the former is not. But Kant also emphasizes
that general metaphysics or transcendental philosophy must neces-
sarily take its instantiation from the doctrine of body (4:478): “It is
also indeed very remarkable (but cannot be expounded in detail here)
that general metaphysics, in all instances where it requires examples
(intuitions) in order to provide meaning for its pure concepts of the
understanding, must always take them from the general doctrine
of body, and thus from the form and principles of outer intuition;
and, if these are not exhibited completely, it gropes uncertainly and
unsteadily among mere meaningless concepts.”21 This passage from
1786 is then closely mirrored by a corresponding passage from the
General Remark to the System of Principles added to the second edi-
tion of the Critique in 1787, where Kant similarly emphasizes that
only outer (i.e., spatial) intuitions can verify the objective reality
of the categories.22 In this same passage Kant further emphasizes,
in particular, that the pure intuition of motion (of a mathematical
point) exhibited in the drawing of a straight line is what he calls the
“figurative” representation of time; and this idea also plays a promi-
nent role in §24 of the second edition transcendental deduction of
the categories, where precisely this representation of motion is used
to illustrate what Kant calls the “figurative synthesis” or “transcen-
dental synthesis of the imagination” through which the understand-
ing first “determines” inner sense (i.e., time). Since natural science,
according to the Preface to the Metaphysical Foundations, is “either
a pure or applied doctrine of motion” (4:477), and since the transcen-
dental synthesis of the imagination, according to §24 of the second

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc09 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 4:59

322 kant and modern philosophy

edition, is “an action of the understanding on sensibility and its first
application to objects of an intuition possible for us (and at the same
time the ground of all other applications)” (B 152), what these texts all
suggest, I believe, is that the application of the categories to objects
of experience in general is only possible by means of, and, as it were,
through their prior application to pure natural science.23

Nevertheless, if pure natural science is the first and primary
instantiation of the categories and principles of the understand-
ing, it by no means follows that it is the only such instantiation.
On the contrary, according to Kant’s philosophy of natural science
more generally, what he calls pure natural science is only a part
(albeit a central and indispensable part) of natural science in gen-
eral. Pure natural science articulates the metaphysical foundations
of the Newtonian mathematical theory of motion, but this theory,
in turn, has been thus far applied (in the late eighteenth century) to
only a tiny fraction of the phenomena of nature. In particular, ther-
mal phenomena, electrical and magnetic phenomena, and chemical
phenomena – not to mention biological, anthropological, and psycho-
logical phenomena – remain, thus far, almost entirely unaccounted
for. What Kant appears to be envisioning, therefore, is an open-ended
and essentially incompletable process of natural scientific develop-
ment, which begins with the application of pure natural science in
Newtonian mathematical physics and then proceeds successively to
incorporate more and more natural phenomena along the way. This
procedure is guided, in accordance with the doctrine of the regulative
use of pure reason articulated in the Appendix to the Dialectic of the
first Critique, by the idea of the systematicity of nature – according to
which all lower-level empirical concepts and laws are eventually uni-
fied in a system under the highest-level empirical concepts and laws,
where these latter, in turn, directly stand under the categories.24

Thus, for example, the (empirical) concept of matter lying at the
basis of the pure natural science expounded in the Metaphysical
Foundations would represent the very highest empirical concept in
a classificatory system of such concepts, and this concept would
directly instantiate the categories. The categories would then apply
to all lower-level empirical concepts (and thereby to all more spe-
cific regions of experience) by means of (or through) the highest-level
(empirical) concept of matter, insofar as this concept is successively
specified and articulated in the course of the indefinitely unfolding
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progress of natural science. So it is not as if the categories could
apply to experience in general (nature in general) entirely indepen-
dently of their application in pure natural science, so that the latter
could simply be dropped from the critical system if the need arises.
Rather, the sense in which nature in general necessarily exceeds the
bounds of pure natural science is that experience in general and as a
whole comprises the ideal limit of scientific inquiry as natural sci-
ence continually approaches – but never actually reaches – an ideal
state of systematic completeness.25

We saw, at the end of the last section, that one of the central new
ideas of the critical philosophy is a sharp distinction between theo-
retical and practical reason, together with a doctrine of the priority
of the latter. According to this doctrine, the regulative use of theoret-
ical reason, as described in the Appendix to the Dialectic of the first
Critique, is itself subordinated to humanity’s morally necessary pro-
gression towards the Highest Good – so that, in particular, the exam-
ination of theoretical reason in the first Critique is subordinated to
the examination of practical reason in the second. This distinction
between theoretical and practical reason, together with the subor-
dination of the first Critique to the second, now sheds further light
on the fundamental distinction in point of view between the gen-
eral metaphysics or transcendental philosophy presented in the first
Critique and the special metaphysics of corporeal nature presented
in the Metaphysical Foundations. More specifically, the categories
and principles of pure understanding play a central and indispensable
role in both types of metaphysics, but from two very different points
of view.

In the Metaphysical Foundations the categories and principles of
the understanding are taken simply as given, as premises for the fur-
ther derivation of principles of pure natural science from them: from
the permanence of substance we derive the conservation of matter,
from the principle of causality we derive the law of inertia, from
the principle of community we derive the equality of action and
reaction, and so on. The principles of the understanding, through
this application to specifically outer (i.e., spatial) objects, thereby
necessarily acquire a determinate mathematical content: a determi-
nate connection, that is, with the Newtonian mathematical theory
of motion. But the derivation of the principles of pure understand-
ing themselves in the first Critique is prior to this procedure. In
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particular, the principle of the transcendental unity of apperception –
the very highest point of the transcendental deduction, from which
all principles of pure understanding ultimately derive – is an essen-
tially non-mathematical a priori principle.26 Indeed, it characterizes
what Kant calls an intellectual rather than a sensible (i.e., spatio-
temporal) synthesis, of which the understanding “is conscious even
without sensibility, but through which it is capable of determin-
ing sensibility inwardly with respect to the manifold, however [the
manifold] may be given to it in accordance with the form of [the
manifold’s] intuition” (B 153). The unity of apperception thus has
meaning – but of course no determinate application to objects of
knowledge – entirely independently of space and time. In consider-
ing the principles of understanding as derived from the spontaneity of
the subject (from the “I think” expressing the transcendental unity of
apperception), we are necessarily considering these principles from
a transcendental rather than mathematical point of view.

According to the Paralogisms of Pure Reason, especially as revised
in the second edition of the Critique, the spontaneity of the subject
expressed in the “I think” cannot, by itself, determine this subject
of experience as an object of experience as well: it cannot inwardly
determine the subject as an existing thing in space and time. This,
in fact, is one of the main points in the Refutation of Idealism also
added to the second edition, according to which my cognition of my
own self as determinately existing in time necessarily requires the
perception of (material) things existing outside me in space. How-
ever, as Kant also explains in the second edition Paralogisms, we
have another form of spontaneity by which we can indeed inwardly
determine our own existence: a “certain inner faculty” by which “we
are legislative completely a priori with respect to our own existence,
and thus also determinative of this existence” (B 430–1). The inner
faculty in question is pure practical reason, and the determination
of our existence Kant has in mind here is our self-legislation of the
moral law – through which we determine the actuality of our will
by viewing ourselves, entirely independently of the sensible world,
as members of an ideal realm of ends. In this way, the spontaneity
of pure practical reason, in sharp contrast to the spontaneity of pure
understanding in the representation “I think,” can determine our
existence as subject (including our existence as members of the sen-
sible world) with no need of mediation from either pure or empirical
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intuition. Whereas the pure categories and principles of the under-
standing, including even the principle of pure apperception itself,
require application to both pure and empirical intuition (and thus,
in my view, to pure mathematics and pure natural science) in order
to have determinate theoretical content, the a priori practical princi-
ples generated by the faculty of (pure practical) reason are quite inde-
pendent of such application. Nevertheless, nature in general and our
experience as a whole are still entirely subordinated to these same
practical principles.27

The Preface to the Metaphysical Foundations, in the course of
sharply distinguishing between general metaphysics or transcen-
dental philosophy and the special metaphysics of corporeal nature,
explains that an “important reason for detaching [the doctrine of
body’s] detailed treatment from the general system of metaphysics,
and presenting it systematically as a special whole” is that “[general]
metaphysics has busied so many heads until now, and will con-
tinue to do so, not in order thereby to extend natural knowledge
(which takes place much more easily and surely through obser-
vation, experiment, and the application of mathematics to outer
appearances), but rather so as to attain cognition of that which lies
wholly beyond all boundaries of experience, of God, Freedom, and
Immortality” (4:477).28 The general metaphysics or transcendental
philosophy advanced in the first Critique (and then further articu-
lated in the second and third) does indeed portray nature in general
and human experience as a whole as necessarily framed by essen-
tially non-mathematical a priori principles extending far beyond the
boundaries of all theoretical science of the natural world. This world
is thereby seen to be much more than a theater for objective human
experience and knowledge (which, in my view, are necessarily con-
strained, from the point of view of the understanding, by the a priori
concepts and principles of Newtonian mathematical exact science);
it is also, and primarily, a vehicle for the realization of the moral law.

4. philosophical foundations of natural
science after kant

In considering the question of the enduring significance of Kant’s
philosophy of natural science – its significance, in particular, for
our post-Newtonian world – there is no better route, I believe, than
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a consideration of how the philosophy of natural science actually
developed after Kant, in response to both perceived problems within
Kant’s original system and new developments within the mathemati-
cal and physical sciences themselves. This story, which spans most of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, is naturally extremely
complex, but there are two nineteenth-century developments that
are particularly salient from our point of view: the development of
Naturphilosophie within early post-Kantian idealism, especially as
represented by Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, and the devel-
opment of a new type of “scientific philosophy” by philosophically
minded natural scientists and mathematicians in the mid to late
nineteenth century, especially as represented by Helmholtz. This
latter development formed the immediate background to the phi-
losophy of logical empiricism arising in the early twentieth century,
which, in turn, constitutes the immediate background to our present
situation within what we now call philosophy of science.

We have seen that for Kant there is a fundamental distinction
between regulative principles guided by ideas of reason, such as the
principle of systematic unity within an ideal complete science of
nature, and constitutive principles derived from the concepts or cat-
egories of pure understanding, such as the principles of substance,
causality, and community. The latter are necessarily instantiated
within our sensible experience in space and time; the former can
never be fully realized within sensible experience, but serve only to
guide this experience, by way of a never actually completed sequence
of approximations, toward an ideal state of completion. We have also
seen that, from Kant’s own point of view in the late eighteenth cen-
tury, only a tiny fraction of the phenomena of nature have been so
far objectively grounded by the constitutive principles of the under-
standing originating in the first Critique and further specified in the
pure natural science of the Metaphysical Foundations. In particu-
lar, Kant explicitly denies, in the latter work, that chemistry has
yet become a science strictly speaking, and he uses examples from
contemporary chemistry, in the former work, as primary illustra-
tions of the regulative use of reason. The main problem, as Kant also
clearly explains, is that chemical phenomena have not yet (and per-
haps never will be) constitutively grounded in the fundamental forces
of matter – in the way, for example, that gravitational phenomena
have now been successfully so grounded in the work of Newton.29
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From the point of view of post-Kantian idealism, however, we
are therefore left with a quite intolerable form of (Humean) skep-
ticism concerning most of the phenomena of nature; for only very
few of these phenomena are actually constitutively grounded in the
a priori principles of the understanding (and are therefore governed
by necessary laws), while, for the rest, we have at best the other-
wise entirely indeterminate hope that they might be constitutively
grounded someday. Indeed, for the case of biology, as is well known,
the situation is even worse – for we shall never achieve, according
to Kant, a genuinely constitutive grounding of the properties and
behavior of even a single blade of grass. It appears, then, that the
vast majority of natural phenomena are not (and most likely never
will be) objectively grounded at all, and our claims to have rational
or objective knowledge of nature are accordingly cast into doubt.30

Schelling’s decisive contribution to this situation was radically to
transform Kant’s own formulation of a dynamical theory of mat-
ter in the Metaphysical Foundations so as, in particular, to erase the
sharp distinction between constitutive and regulative principles. For
Schelling, transcendental philosophy, the story of how human rea-
son successively approximates to a more and more adequate picture
of nature, has a necessary counterpart or dual, as it were, in Natur-
philosophie, the story of how nature itself successively unfolds or
dialectically evolves from the “dead” or inert matter considered in
statics and mechanics, to the essentially dynamical forms of inter-
action considered in chemistry, and finally to the living or organic
matter considered in biology. Since nature, on this view, dialecti-
cally unfolds or successively evolves in a way that precisely mirrors
the evolution or development of our rational conception of nature, it
follows that there is no possible skeptical gap between nature itself
and our conception of it, or, in Kantian terminology, between the
constitutive domain of the understanding and the merely regulative
domain of reason. All the phenomena of nature – including, in par-
ticular, both chemical and biological phenomena – are rationally or
objectively grounded in the same way.31

The key to Schelling’s conception is the idea that Kant’s own
dynamical theory of the most general properties of all matter (which
embraces, therefore, even the “dead” or inert matter considered in
statics and mechanics) had already introduced an essentially dialec-
tical element into nature, insofar as the dynamical constitution of
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matter in general proceeds from the positive reality of expansive force
(repulsion), through the negative reality of contractive force (attrac-
tion), to the limitation or balance of the two in a state of equilibrium.
Moreover, we now know, as Kant himself did not, that chemistry can
be dynamically grounded by a dialectical continuation of this same
progression – as we proceed, more specifically, from the magnetic,
through the electrical, to the chemical (or galvanic) forms of the basic
or original dynamical process grounded in the fundamental forces of
attraction and repulsion. And, once we have gone this far, it is then a
very short step (particularly in view of the newly discovered parallel
interconnections among electrical, galvanic, and biological phenom-
ena) to view biology, too, as a further dialectical continuation of the
same dynamical process. Biology, too, can be a science, for all ratio-
nal science, as Kant did not and could not see, is grounded in a single
dynamical evolutionary dialectical progression. The whole of nature,
in this sense, is at once both rational and alive; and this means, in
particular, that there actually is life – objectively, not merely reg-
ulatively – in even the very simplest forms of organized matter. In
the end, it is precisely by rejecting the fundamental Kantian con-
tention that all matter in general and as such is essentially lifeless
that Schelling, from his point of view, has finally overcome any pos-
sibility of a skeptical gap between our rational conception of nature
and nature itself.32

In the system of absolute idealism first developed by Schelling
(and later further elaborated by Hegel) we saw a self-conscious return
to the metaphysical approaches to nature characteristic of the pre-
Kantian period, as exhibited in such thinkers as Leibniz and Spinoza;
for Naturphilosophie had now rediscovered a way – taking full
account, as well, of the fundamental contributions of Kant – to com-
bine mechanism and life, matter and mind, nature and spirit within
a single overall vision of reality.33 Kant’s own delicately balanced
distinctions between appearances and things-in-themselves, consti-
tutive and regulative principles, theoretical and practical reason, the
realm of nature and the realm of freedom had now been effectively
erased, and the way was once again opened up for a unified meta-
physical system of the totality of human experience.34 Yet it was
precisely this grand metaphysical vision that violently repelled the
next generation of philosophers of natural science. These thinkers,
as I have suggested, had their main intellectual roots within the
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natural sciences, and they conceived their primary mission as one of
reclaiming the philosophy of natural science for the sake of the natu-
ral scientists themselves. In particular, perhaps the most important
representative of this movement, Hermann von Helmholtz, took his
starting point from an explicit rejection of what he took to be the
entirely speculative systems of Naturphilosophie due to Schelling
and Hegel, and he called, accordingly, for a return to the more sober
and scientific preoccupations of Kant himself – who, in Helmholtz’s
opinion, “stood in relation to the natural sciences together
with the natural scientists on precisely the same fundamental
principles.”35

Helmholtz’s call for a return to Kant was by no means uncritical,
however. On the contrary, the Kantian philosophy needed to undergo
adaptation and modification as new developments within the math-
ematical natural sciences required it. For example, Helmholtz, too,
embraced a central contention of Kant’s dynamical theory of matter,
the thesis that all forces and powers of matter are to be explained
by attractive and repulsive forces depending only on distance; but he
also adapted it to a radically new scientific situation, the discovery of
the conservation of energy, and he used it, accordingly, to combat the
“vitalism” characteristic of Naturphilosophie.36 But by far the most
important and dramatic modification of Kant arose from the discov-
ery of non-Euclidean geometries. Helmholtz had encountered these
geometries in the course of his own psycho-physiological work on the
problem of space perception, and he then quickly became the leading
advocate on behalf of their revolutionary philosophical importance.
Helmholtz argued, in particular, that Kant was simply wrong to take
specifically Euclidean geometry as the necessary form of our spa-
tial intuition or perception. The new non-Euclidean geometries are
not only logically possible, they are also perceptually or intuitively
possible as well, in that we can very well imagine what our percep-
tual experience would be if we lived in a non-Euclidean world. The
necessary form of our spatial intuition, Helmholtz concluded, was
therefore the much more general structure common to the three clas-
sical geometries of constant curvature (Euclidean, hyperbolic, and
elliptic); and this structure was described, accordingly, not by the
specific axioms of Euclid, but rather by the much more general prin-
ciple of what Helmholtz called “free mobility” permitting arbitrary
continuous motions of rigid bodies.37
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Helmholtz did not live to see the new non-Euclidean geometries
actually applied to the science of nature in Einstein’s general the-
ory of relativity in the early years of the twentieth century. It was
Moritz Schick, the founder and guiding spirit of the Vienna Circle
of logical empiricists, who, against the background of Helmholtz’s
earlier modifications of Kant, seized on Einstein’s theory as his philo-
sophical model and used it, in particular, to argue that nothing was
left of Kant’s conception of synthetic a priori judgements at all –
neither within pure mathematics nor within mathematical
physics.38 It was at precisely this point, therefore, that our contem-
porary worries about the compatibility of Kant’s doctrine of the syn-
thetic a priori with post-Newtonian scientific developments first
crystallized. And it was at this point, too, that philosophical explo-
ration of the foundations of natural science in the tradition explicitly
inspired by Kant decisively broke away from the larger ethical, spir-
itual, metaphysical, and even theological questions that had framed
the philosophy of natural science from Descartes through Schelling
and Hegel (and including Kant himself). For it quickly became a key
doctrine of logical empiricism that ethical, spiritual, theological, and
metaphysical questions are one and all “cognitively meaningless.”
The only (cognitively) meaningful factual or synthetic statements
are those of the empirical natural sciences themselves; the only other
(cognitively) meaningful statements are the purely formal or analytic
sentences of logic, mathematics, and the logical analysis of the natu-
ral sciences. Philosophical exploration of the foundations of natural
science had now become what Rudolf Carnap called Wissenschafts-
logik (the logic of science) – which soon became officially known as
philosophy of science.39

The last stage of this history is now very well known. The Amer-
ican philosopher W. V. Quine, who had earlier studied with Carnap
in Vienna, famously opposed what he called the “two dogmas of
empiricism” – the doctrine of a clear and sharp distinction between
analytic and synthetic statements, and the complementary idea that
individual “empirical meanings” can be assigned to the statements of
even the very best examples of natural science.40 We are left, accord-
ing to Quine, with a pragmatic and holistic form of empiricism, in
which the totality of our beliefs forms a vast and intricate web that
only comes into contact with sense experience along its edges. Any
belief in this system – even the most centrally located sentences of
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logic and mathematics – can be revised in response to “recalcitrant
experience,” and there is thus no difference in principle between
beliefs that were traditionally thought to be a priori (like those of
logic and mathematics) and those that are paradigmatically empir-
ical (like those of biology, say). It was precisely here, then, that a
position wholly antithetical to Kant had finally been reached. For,
although Carnap, for example, had indeed rejected the Kantian syn-
thetic a priori, he still retained the fundamentally Kantian idea that
there is a philosophically central difference in principle between the
formal statements of logic and mathematics, which frame empirical
natural science and thereby make it possible, and the factual state-
ments of the empirical natural sciences themselves.41

It is less well known, however, that there was also an explicit
attempt to preserve elements of the original Kantian a priori in the
early years of logical empiricism. Hans Reichenbach, like Schlick,
was one of the initial philosophical defenders of Einstein’s theory
of relativity, and, in his first book on the subject, published in 1920,
Reichenbach explicitly criticized Schlick for entirely rejecting Kant’s
doctrine. For Reichenbach, the great lesson of the theory of relativity
was that we must now distinguish two different aspects of the a priori
originally combined in Kant: necessary and unrevisable, fixed for all
time, on the one side, and what Reichenbach called “constitutive of
the concept of the object,” on the other. The theory of relativity has
indeed shown that principles Kant had assumed were eternally fixed
and necessary – like the principles of Euclidean geometry and the
Newtonian laws of motion – are, after all, revisable. Yet it does not
follow that they are not, in the Kantian sense, constitutive: that is,
conditions of the possibility of the properly empirical statements and
principles (such as the Newtonian law of universal gravitation) also
contained in the best scientific theory of Kant’s time. What Kant did
not and could not see, rather, is that precisely such constitutive prin-
ciples change and develop as empirical natural science progresses –
so that, for example, although specifically Euclidean geometry is
no longer constitutively a priori in the context of the general the-
ory of relativity, the more general geometrical framework assumed
by Einstein (the Riemannian theory of metrical manifolds) plays an
analogous constitutive role within Einstein’s new theory.42

I have recently attempted to revive this (early) Reichenbachian
emphasis on the importance of constitutively a priori principles
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within mathematical natural science. By paying detailed attention to
the development of, and interaction between, both scientific philos-
ophy from Kant through the early twentieth century and the mathe-
matical and natural sciences themselves, I have attempted further to
develop Reichenbach’s idea, to defend it against Quinean holism, and
to apply it to the issue of conceptual relativism arising from Thomas
Kuhn’s theory of scientific revolutions.43 Here is clearly not the place
to go into these matters in more detail. My own conclusion, however,
is that central and important aspects of Kant’s original philosophical
conception – including, in particular, the distinction between a pri-
ori formal principles framing our empirical knowledge of nature and
this empirical knowledge itself, together with the related distinc-
tion between constitutive a priori principles (framing our natural
scientific theorizing at a given stage of development) and regula-
tive a priori principles (governing the entire never-to-be-completed
progression of such stages in the limit) – are still very much
alive.

notes

1. For Kant’s intellectual development see E. Cassirer, Kant’s Life and
Thought (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981); and, for a more
detailed recent treatment, M. Kuehn, Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2001). For Kant’s early work in metaphysics and natu-
ral philosophy see A. Laywine, Kant’s Early Metaphysics and the Ori-
gins of the Critical Philosophy (Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview, 1993); M.
Schönfeld, The Philosophy of the Young Kant (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2000); and the Introduction to my Kant and the Exact Sci-
ences (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992). Many of the
most important of Kant’s pre-critical works (with the exception of the
Theory of the Heavens) are translated in D. Walford, ed., Immanuel
Kant: Theoretical Philosophy, 1755–1770 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1992). For a translation of part of the Theory of the Heav-
ens see M. Munitz, ed., Universal Natural History and Theory of the
Heavens (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969). For the Meta-
physical Foundations of Natural Science see my translation in the series
Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).

2. By “quantity of motion” Descartes meant speed multiplied by “size.”
This differs from our modern (Newtonian) conception of quantity of
motion or momentum in being a scalar rather than vector quantity, and
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also by involving no articulated concept of mass or quantity of matter.
For a discussion of Cartesian physics in the context of his metaphysics
see D. Garber, Descartes’ Metaphysical Physics (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1992).

3. These problems became most acute in the philosophy of Spinoza, who
argued that the purely geometrical or mechanical character of Carte-
sian physics entails not only the complete elimination of Aristotelian
teleology but also that of human freedom of the will.

4. Leibniz first articulated his criticism of Descartes concerning vis viva
in “A Brief Demonstration of a Notable Error of Descartes and Others
Concerning a Natural Law” (1686), and he developed the wider meta-
physical implications of vis viva in his “Discourse on Metaphysics,”
published in the same year. Both of these, together with a very wide
selection of Leibniz’s works, are translated in L. Loemker, ed., Leibniz:
Philosophical Papers and Letters (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1969).

5. Compare again note 2. Thus, Newtonian quantity of motion is a vector
rather than scalar quantity (involving the vector velocity rather than the
scalar speed). Leibnizean vis viva (mv2) is also a scalar quantity, although
Leibniz himself is perfectly clear and explicit that the fundamental law
governing (what we now call perfectly elastic) impact involves both
the conservation of (vector) momentum and the conservation of (scalar)
vis viva (inelastic impact, by contrast, involves the former but not the
latter).

6. As is well known, Newton himself expressed serious doubts about
action at a distance and preferred to leave open the question whether
the action of gravity might be due to the pressure of an external aether.
This is one place where Kant explicitly criticizes Newton: for details
see my Kant and the Exact Sciences (note 1 above), and “Kant and
Newton: Why Gravity is Essential to Matter,” in P. Bricker and R.
Hughes, eds., Philosophical Perspectives on Newtonian Science (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990).

7. See H. Alexander, ed., The Leibniz-Clarke Correspondence
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1956). A classical dis-
cussion of the underlying issues is A. Koyré, From the Closed World to
the Infinite Universe (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1957).

8. As Kant explains in the Preface, he was inspired by ideas of the English
astronomers Bradley and Wright. Kant’s contemporary (later friend and
correspondent) J. H. Lambert published similar ideas, independently
of Kant, in his Cosmological Letters (1761). The nebular hypothesis
was given its most developed formulation in the eighteenth century by
Laplace in his Système du Monde (1796).
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9. See the translation in the volume edited by Walford cited in note 1 above.
It is noteworthy that this same solution to the problem of absolute
simplicity of substance versus geometrical infinite divisibility of space
is found in the Inquiry concerning the Distinctness of the Principles of
Natural Theology and Morals (1764), where it appears as an “example
of the only certain method for metaphysics illustrated by reference to
our cognition of the nature of bodies”: see Walford, Immanuel Kant,
pp. 259–63.

10. For discussion of the development and influence of eighteenth-century
dynamical theories of matter see P. Harman, Metaphysics and Natu-
ral Philosophy (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1982); and Energy, Force, and
Matter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); as well as E.
McMullin, Newton on Matter and Activity (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1978), chapter 5. Boscovich’s Theory of Natural
Philosophy, appearing in 1758, was much more widely influential than
Kant’s Physical Monadology – where it again appears that the work of
Boscovich and Kant were entirely independent of one another.

11. The New Elucidation is also translated in the volume edited by Walford
cited in note 1. For further discussion of Kant’s early (quasi-Leibnizean)
metaphysics see the secondary sources cited there.

12. For a fuller discussion of both the Metaphysical Foundations and its
pre-critical background see the Introduction to my translation (see note
1), upon which I am drawing here.

13. For further discussion (in connection, specifically, with Newton’s argu-
ment for determining the true motions in the solar system in Book III
of the Principia) see my contribution to P. Guyer, ed., The Cambridge
Companion to Kant, 1st ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992), and (for even more details) my Kant and the Exact Sciences.

14. Here they are cited as the laws “of the permanence of the same quantity
of matter, of inertia, [and] of the equality of action and reaction” (B 20n).

15. For “inertial force [vis inertiae]” or “innate force [vis insita]” in the pre-
critical period compare the New Elucidation at 1:408 with the Physical
Monadology at 2:485. Kant rejects this force of inertia, in the Meta-
physical Foundations, in the two remarks to his proof of his third law
of mechanics. The rejection of “hylozoism” occurs in the remark to the
proof of the second law (4:544): “The inertia of matter is, and means,
nothing else than its lifelessness, as matter in itself. Life is the faculty
of a substance to determine itself to act from an internal principle, of
a finite substance to change, and of a material substance [to determine
itself] to motion or rest, as change of its state. Now we know no other
internal principle in a substance for changing its state except desiring,
and no other internal activity at all except thinking, together with that
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which depends on it, the feeling of pleasure or displeasure, and desire
or willing. But these actions and grounds of determination in no way
belong to representations of the outer senses, and so neither [do they
belong] to the determinations of matter as matter. Hence all matter,
as such, is lifeless . . . The possibility of a proper natural science rests
entirely and completely on the law of inertia (along with that of the per-
sistence of substance). The opposite of this, and thus also the death of all
natural philosophy, would be hylozoism. From this very same concept
of inertia, as mere lifelessness, it follows at once that it does not mean a
positive striving to conserve its state. Only living beings are called inert
in this latter sense, because they have a representation of another state,
which they abhor, and against which they exert their power.” Thus, Kant
here closely associates life with mentality (“thinking”), and his rejec-
tion of “hylozoism,” accordingly, appears to be directed at Leibnizean
“panpsychism.” Compare the discussion of the Leibnizean monadol-
ogy and what may be internal to substance in the Amphiboly of the
first Critique at A 265–6/B 321–2.

16. The doctrines of the priority of pure practical reason and of the Highest
Good are developed in the Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason in the sec-
ond Critique. The subordination of all regulative teleology to what Kant
calls “ethico-theology” is developed in the Methodology of Teleological
Judgment in the third Critique. The distinction between the realm of
nature and the realm of freedom is emphasized in the Introduction to
the third Critique. Kant then uses his doctrine of practical or rational
faith [Vernunftglaube] to provide a detailed reinterpretation of Chris-
tianity in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793). For
discussion of Kant’s moral religion see A. Wood, “Rational Theology,
Moral Faith, and Religion,” in P. Guyer, ed. (note 13), and Kant’s Moral
Religion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970).

17. The contrast between “a nature in general, as the lawlikeness of appear-
ances in space and time” and the “particular laws” of nature governing
“empirically determined appearances” is made in §26 of the second edi-
tion transcendental deduction (B 165). In the Preface to the Metaphysical
Foundations Kant describes an analogous distinction between “general”
and “special” metaphysics (4:469–70): the former “treat[s] the laws that
make possible the concept of a nature in general, even without relation
to any determinate object of experience, and thus undetermined with
respect to the nature of this or that thing in the sensible world, in which
case it is the transcendental part of the metaphysics of nature,” whereas
the latter “concern[s] itself with a particular nature of this or that kind
of things, for which an empirical concept is given, but still in such a
manner that, outside of what lies in this concept, no other empirical
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principle is used for its cognition (for example, it takes the empirical
concept of matter or of a thinking being as its basis, and it seeks that
sphere of cognition of which reason is capable a priori concerning these
objects), and here such a science must still always be called a meta-
physics of nature, namely, of corporeal or of thinking nature.”

18. See the continuation of the discussion quoted in note 17 (4:470):
“[A]lthough a pure philosophy of nature in general, that is, that which
investigates only what constitutes the concept of a nature in general,
may indeed be possible even without mathematics, a pure doctrine of
nature concerning determinate natural things (doctrine of body or doc-
trine of soul) is only possible by means of mathematics. And, since in
any doctrine of nature there is only as much proper science as there
is a priori knowledge therein, a doctrine of nature will contain only
as much proper science as there is mathematics capable of application
there.” It turns out, in the following discussion (4:471), that there is no
science of the soul, properly speaking, since “mathematics is not appli-
cable to the phenomena of inner sense and their laws.” Thus, the only
pure doctrine of nature, strictly speaking, is that of material or corporeal
nature.

19. I think it is fair to say that this point of view has been dominant in
twentieth-century Kant scholarship. It is articulated most clearly, per-
haps, by Gerd Buchdahl, in his Metaphysics and the Philosophy of Sci-
ence (Oxford: Blackwell, 1969), in terms of a fundamental distinction
between “experience” and “systematic experience,” “nature” and “the
order of nature.” Nature as constituted by the understanding consists
of a plurality of spatio-temporal particulars, which is only subsequently
transformed by the regulative use of reason into an order of nature gov-
erned by systematic scientific laws. It is thus only at the level of the
order of nature or systematic experience that particular mathematical-
physical theories, such as Newton’s, come into play, whereas the expe-
rience due to the understanding is constituted entirely independently of
all mathematical-physical theorizing, and thus comprises “the straight-
forward things of commonsense” bereft of all “scientifico-theoretical
components” (Buchdahl, Metaphysics, pp. 638–9, note 4).

20. For a detailed discussion of laws of nature and the principle of causality
see my “Causal Laws and the Foundations of Natural Science,” in P.
Guyer, ed. (note 13), which also contains an examination of Buchdahl’s
views in particular (for citation, see 19). With respect to the principle
of the permanence of substance, note that Kant explicitly reformulated
this principle in the second edition as a quantitative conservation law –
“[i]n all change of the appearance substance is permanence, and its quan-
tum in nature is neither increased nor diminished” (B 278) – thereby
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explicitly mimicking the principle of the conservation of the total quan-
tity of matter proved in the Metaphysical Foundations.

21. The passage continues: “And so a separated metaphysics of corporeal
nature does excellent and indispensable service for general metaphysics,
in that the former furnishes examples (instances in concreto) in which
to realize the concepts and propositions of the latter (properly speaking,
transcendental philosophy), that is, to give a mere form of thought sense
and meaning.” (4:478).

22. This passage begins (B 291): “It is even more remarkable, however, that,
in order to understand the possibility of things in accordance with the
categories, and thus to verify the objective reality of the latter, we
require not merely intuitions, but always even outer intuitions. If, for
example, we take the pure concepts of relation, we find, first, that in
order to supply something permanent in intuition corresponding to the
concept of substance (and thereby to verify the objective reality of this
concept), we require an intuition in space (of matter), because space
alone is determined as permanent, but time, and thus everything in
inner sense, continually flows.”

23. For further argument and discussion of these texts see my “Transcen-
dental Philosophy and Mathematical Physics,” Studies in History and
Philosophy of Science 34 (2003): 29–43, which also contains an analysis
of the structure of the second edition transcendental deduction from
this point of view.

24. For further discussion of the role of the regulative use of reason in rela-
tion to pure natural science see my “Causal Laws” (note 20), and “Kant
on Science and Experience,” in V. Gerhardt et al., eds., Kant und die
Berliner Aufklärung, vol. I (Berlin: de Guyter, 2001), pp. 233–45. As I
point out in this latter work, the present conception is therefore the
reverse of Buchdahl’s (note 19). On my view, the understanding can
constitutively ground objective experience only through or by means
of the mathematical exact sciences, and it is reason, as opposed to the
understanding, which then supplies essentially non-mathematical reg-
ulative principles so as, in particular, to accommodate the more ordi-
nary or commonsensical experience that does not yet have a scientific
grounding.

25. For further discussion of the empirical concept of matter and its rela-
tion to both the categories and the indefinite further development of
natural science see my “Matter and Motion in the Metaphysical Foun-
dations and the First Critique,” in E. Watkins, ed., Kant and the Sciences
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).

26. See §17 of the second edition deduction (B 137): “The first pure cogni-
tion of the understanding, on which the entire rest of its use is based,
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and which is also wholly independent from all conditions of sensible
intuition, is the principle of the original synthetic unity of appercep-
tion.” Compare also §19, which explains that “principles of the objec-
tive determination of all representation, insofar as cognition can arise
therefrom” are “all derived from the principle of the transcendental
unity of apperception” (B 142).

27. For further discussion of the Paralogisms in this context see my “Science
and Experience” (note 24), upon which I am drawing here.

28. This passage is closely followed by the passage (to which note 21 above
is appended) concerning the need general metaphysics has for “exam-
ples (intuitions)” provided by the doctrine of body “in order to provide
meaning for its pure concepts of the understanding.”

29. For Kant’s denial of strict scientific status to chemistry in the Meta-
physical Foundations see 4:470–1: “So long, therefore, as there is still
for chemical actions of matters on one another no concept to be discov-
ered that can be constructed, that is, no law of the approach or with-
drawal of the parts of matter can be specified according to which, per-
haps in proportion to their density or the like, their motions and all the
consequences thereof can be made intuitive and presented a priori in
space (a demand that will only with great difficulty ever be fulfilled),
then chemistry can be nothing more than a systematic art or experi-
mental doctrine, but never a proper science, because its principles are
merely empirical, and allow of no a priori presentation in intuition.”
For Kant’s discussion of contemporary chemistry in the first Critique
see the examples – drawn from Stahlian phlogistic chemistry – sketched
in the Appendix to the Dialectic (A 647–7/B 673–4, A 652–3/B 680–81).
For further discussion of these examples see chapter 5 of my Kant and
the Exact Sciences.

30. This kind of (Humean) skepticism within the tradition of post-Kantian
idealism is most clearly and explicitly represented by Salomon Mai-
mon. See P. Franks, “What should Kantians learn from Maimon’s
Skepticism?” in G. Freudenthal, ed., The Philosophy of Salomon Mai-
mon and its Place in the Enlightenment (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2003). I
am indebted to Franks’s interpretation of Maimon in my own formu-
lation of the skeptical problem in question, although Franks does not
emphasize, as I do, the distinction between constitutive and regulative
principles – he instead formulates what I take to be essentially the same
problem by means of a distinction between scientific judgements and
everyday or ordinary judgements.

31. See Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature (1797, 1803), E. Harris and P. Heath,
trans. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). For further dis-
cussion and references see my “Kant – Naturphilosophie – Electromag-
netism,” in R. Brain and O. Knudson, eds., Hans-Christian Oersted and
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the Romantic Legacy in Science (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2005), upon which
I am drawing here.

32. Schelling is here self-consciously returning to precisely the Leibnizean
“hylozoism” Kant explicitly rejects in his own discussion of the law of
inertia (see note 15, together with the paragraph to which it is appended).
As I explain in detail in the work cited in note 31, Schelling’s conception
was fueled by a number of new discoveries in electro-chemistry aris-
ing from the invention of the Voltaic pile in 1800 – which discoveries
strongly suggested, in particular, that chemical forces (affinities) were
ultimately electrical in nature. This gave Schelling good reason to think
that chemistry could be grounded in the fundamental forces of matter
after all (contrary to Kant’s own skepticism as expressed in note 29).
Moreover, although Kant had been converted to Lavoisier’s new anti-
phlogistic chemistry by the late 1790s (contrary to his earlier adherence
to Stahl), and he had then granted scientific status to chemistry (on
somewhat different grounds from his earlier denial in 1786), Kant never
came to terms with the new electro-chemistry that flourished around
the turn of the century. In this sense, it was Schelling’s radical transfor-
mation of Kant’s dynamical theory of matter, rather than Kant’s orig-
inal theory, which actually stood in the immediate background to the
field-theoretic physics developed by Faraday and Maxwell later in the
nineteenth century (see note 10, together with the paragraph to which
it is appended); in particular, Oersted’s seminal discovery of electro-
magnetism was directly inspired by Schelling’s transformation of the
Kantian theory.

33. In this sense, one can view absolute idealism as a synthesis of Spinoza’s
monistic conception of the relationship between matter and spirit with
Leibniz’s emphasis on teleology and life (compare note 3, together with
the paragraph to which it is appended and the succeeding paragraph). For
further discussion see F. Beiser, German Idealism: The Struggle against
Subjectivism, 1781–1801 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2002), and The Romantic Imperative: The Concept of Early German
Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). Abso-
lute idealism also adds an essentially new element – a dialectical evolu-
tionary conception of the development of spirit and life from the funda-
mental forces of matter – due ultimately to Schelling’s transformation
of Kant’s dynamical theory.

34. For the elimination of Kant’s “dualisms” see P. Guyer, “Absolute Ide-
alism and the Rejection of Kantian Dualism,” in K. Ameriks, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to German Idealism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000).

35. This passage comes from Helmholtz’s celebrated address, “Über das
Sehen des Menschen” (On Human Vision), delivered at the dedication
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of a monument to Kant in Königsberg in 1855 – reprinted in Vorträge
und Reden (Braunschweig: Vieweg, 1903), vol. I, p. 88. This address
became a model for philosophers who wished to turn away from the
“metaphysics” of post-Kantian absolute idealism to a new type of sci-
entific “epistemology” inspired by Kant – particularly for those in
what then became the neo-Kantian tradition. See E. Cassirer, The Prob-
lem of Knowledge: Philosophy, Science, and History since Hegel (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1950), and K. Köhnke, The Rise of Neo-
Kantianism: German Academic Philosophy between Idealism and Pos-
itivism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

36. See “On the Conservation of Force” (1847), translated in R. Kahl,
ed., Selected Writings of Hermann von Helmholtz (Middleton, CT:
Wesleyan University Press, 1971). Although, as we have seen,
Helmholtz is fundamentally unfair in his contention that the Natur-
philosophie of Schelling and Hegel is entirely speculative and unsci-
entific (see note 32), the discovery of the conservation of energy had
indeed essentially reconfigured the debate over vitalism. For this discov-
ery showed that all the fundamental forces or powers of matter (mechan-
ical, thermal, electrical, chemical, and so on) are mutually intertrans-
formable and that there is a constant quantity of energy preserved in
all such transformations. Helmholtz (along with many others) took
this decisively to undermine the “emergentist” picture of life defended
by Naturphilosophie. In the case of biology, in particular, Helmholtz
(along with many others) later took Darwinian natural selection as a
decisive argument against all essentially teleological conceptions of
evolution.

37. See “On the Origin and Significance of the Axioms of Geometry” (1870)
and “The Facts in Perception” (1878), both translated in P. Hertz and
M. Schlick, eds., Hermann von Helmholtz: Epistemological Writings
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1977). For further discussion see J. Richards, “The
Evolution of Empiricism: Hermann von Helmholtz and the Foundations
of Geometry,” British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 28 (1977):
235–53, and my “Geometry, Construction, and Intuition in Kant and
His Successors,” in G. Scher and R. Tieszen, eds., Between Logic and
Intuition: Essays in Honor of Charles Parsons (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999).

38. See Space and Time in Contemporary Physics (1917), translated in L.
Mulder and B. van de Velde-Schlick, eds., Moritz Schlick: Philosophical
Papers (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1977); General Theory of Knowledge (1918),
A. Blamberg, trans. (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1985). For detailed dis-
cussion of Schlick and his relation to Helmholtz see my “Helmholtz’s
Zeichentheorie and Schlick’s Allgemeine Erkenntnislehre: Early Logical
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Empiricism and Its Nineteenth Century Background,” Philosophical
Topics 25 (1997): 19–50.

39. See “Overcoming Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language”
(1932), translated as “The Elimination of Metaphysics Through Logical
Analysis of Language” in A. J. Ayer, ed., Logical Positivism (New York:
Free Press, 1959); Logical Syntax of Language (1934), A. Smeaton, trans.
(London: Kegan Paul, 1937); Philosophy and Logical Syntax (London:
Kegan Paul, 1935). The first work contains Carnap’s famous attack on
Heidegger, which I discuss, in the context of the neo-Kantian back-
ground to the work of both men, in A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cas-
sirer, and Heidegger (Chicago: Open Court, 2000). See also my Recon-
sidering Logical Positivism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999) for further perspective on the development of logical empiricism.

40. See “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” (1951), reprinted in From a Logical
Point of View (New York: Harper, 1961), and Word and Object (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1960).

41. See, for example, “Formal and Factual Science” (1935), translated in H.
Feigl and M. Brodbeck, eds., Readings in the Philosophy of Science (New
York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1953).

42. See the translation of The Theory of Relativity and A Priori Knowl-
edge (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1965). Reichenbach’s
criticism of Schlick sparked a correspondence between the two, and
Reichenbach eventually renounced the Kantian conception of the (con-
stitutively) a priori in favor of Poincaré’s notion of convention. For fur-
ther discussion see chapter 3 of my Reconsidering Logical Positivism
(cited in note 39).

43. See my “Philosophical Naturalism,” Proceedings and Addresses of
the American Philosophical Association 71 (1997): 7–21; Dynamics of
Reason: The 1999 Kant Lectures at Stanford University (Stanford: CSLI,
2001); “Kant, Kuhn, and the Rationality of Science,” Philosophy of Sci-
ence 69 (2002): 171–90.
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10 The supreme principle
of morality

1. what is “the supreme principle of morality”?

In the Preface to his best known work on moral philosophy, Kant
states his purpose very clearly and succinctly: “The present ground-
work is, however, nothing more than the search for and establish-
ment of the supreme principle of morality, which already constitutes
an enterprise whole in its aim and to be separated from every other
moral investigation” (Groundwork, 4:392). This paper will deal with
the outcome of the first part of this task, namely, Kant’s attempt to
formulate the supreme principle of morality, which is the intended
outcome of the search. It will consider this formulation in the light
of Kant’s conception of the historical antecedents of his attempt.

Our first task, however, must be to say a little about the meaning
of the term “supreme principle of morality.” For it is not nearly as
evident to many as it was to Kant that there is such a thing at all.
And it is extremely common for people, whatever position they may
take on this issue, to misunderstand what a “supreme principle of
morality” is, what it is for, and what role it is supposed to play in
moral theorizing and moral reasoning. Kant never directly presents
any argument that there must be such a principle, but he does articu-
late several considerations that would seem to justify supposing that
there is. Kant holds that moral questions are to be decided by rea-
son. Reason, according to Kant, always seeks unity under principles,
and ultimately, systematic unity under the fewest possible number
of principles (Pure Reason, A 298–302/B 355–9, A 645–50/B 673–8).
Where systematicity is being given to empirical data, this may result
in an irreducible plurality of principles, but the fact that moral ques-
tions are to be decided by reason gives us grounds for thinking that

342
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here there must ultimately be only a single principle. For this means
that we must suppose there is an objective answer to them, an answer
valid for all possible agents or inquirers (whether or not we are
ever able to find that answer or agree on it) (Groundwork, 4:442,
Morals, 6:207; cf. Lectures on Ethics 27:276, 29:621, 625–6). It is
familiar enough in everyday life, of course, that moral considerations
are sometimes plural and mutually conflicting, but if there were no
single principle to which they could be traced back, then necessar-
ily there would be no objectively correct answer to moral questions
whenever opposing answers could be made to rest each on its own
ultimate, incommensurable principle. In that case it is not even clear
that we could consider the different conflicting answers to the same
question, or consider there to be a specifically moral point of view,
or even any determinate moral questions at all, since each of the
irreducibly plural principles would define a distinct practical view-
point and a distinct set of practical questions, and no communication
would be possible between these points of view concerning what, in
the end, we ought to do or how we ought to live. This would spell
the end of all moral objectivity, perhaps even of all morality, period.1

That there is a supreme principle of morality, however, does not
mean that there cannot be moral questions that are difficult to decide
in practice, or that there must be an easy resolution to all moral
conflicts and dilemmas. Nor does it mean that moral decisions are
always, or even typically, to be made by referring them directly to the
supreme principle. This is the mistake made by all those who think
of Kantian ethics as recommending that we make all our decisions
merely by applying Kant’s famous formula of universal law, asking
ourselves “What if everybody did that?” Kant may have let himself
in for such a mistaken reading when he said:

Thus I need no well-informed shrewdness to know what I have to do in
order to make my volition morally good. Inexperienced in regard to the
course of the world, incapable of being prepared for all occurrences that
might eventuate in it, I ask myself only: Can you will also that your maxim
should become a universal law? (Groundwork, 4:403)

However, the context of this remark must be carefully considered.
Kant’s only aim in the passage is to draw a clear distinction between
the prudential question whether it is safe to make a false promise for

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc10 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:10

344 kant and modern philosophy

immediate gain and the moral question whether it is permissible to
do so. He has just been observing that whether it is in our long-term
self-interest to make a false promise is often a nice question, hard
to decide on account of the conflicting considerations of momen-
tary advantage and possible long-term risk. His point in this remark
is that the same subtleties do not afflict the question whether it is
morally right to make a false promise, since he thinks it is obvious
that we could not rationally will that others should be allowed to
perpetrate such deceptions on us, or fail to believe our promises – as
they obviously would if everyone were permitted to adopt the policy
of making any promise they liked with no intention of keeping it. It
is not at all clear, however, that the obvious generalization suggested
by Kant’s remark is true, or is anything he would want to support.
About many decisions made every day in the business world, for
example (in particular, decisions about how far to be wholly frank
with people and when to let them act on false beliefs), it is easy to see
that these decisions are both safe and profitable, but a subtle and dif-
ficult question whether they are morally right. We would seriously
misunderstand Kant’s ethics if we concluded from this passage that
he has some deep theoretical reason for wanting to deny this obvious
fact. The fact even further supports his main conclusion by show-
ing another way moral questions can be easily distinguished from
prudential questions.

Even more harmful and misleading, however, is the extremely
common thought that Kant is recommending here that every deci-
sion we make in life should be prompted by asking ourselves whether
some maxim or other can be willed as a universal law. This thought is
responsible for so many misunderstandings, and there are so many
things wrong with it, that it is hard even to know which ones to
list first. This thought ignores the fact that, as we shall see below,
the formula of universal law is only the first step in the process
of formulating the supreme principle of morality, and consequently
ignores Kant’s other, richer, and more definitive formulations of
this principle. It does not consider that the formula of universal
law provides only a negative test for maxims (a way of rejecting
some as impermissible), but could never tell us in positive terms
that we ought to follow any specific maxim. It disregards the fact
that Kant never presents, and never uses, the formula of universal
law as a general moral decision procedure. In any case, although the
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universalizability test may be suited to illustrate the specific exam-
ples to which Kant applies it, it would be radically defective as a
general moral criterion, since it systematically yields both false pos-
itives and false negatives when we try to employ it generally.2

Against the general thought that the supreme principle of morality
is to be used directly to make moral decisions, what is said by J. S.
Mill might just as well have been said by Kant:

It is a strange notion that the acknowledgement of a first principle is incon-
sistent with the admission of secondary ones . . . Men really ought to leave
off talking nonsense on this subject, which they would neither talk nor lis-
ten to on other matters of practical concernment . . . Whatever we adopt as
the fundamental principle of morality, we require subordinate principles to
apply it by; the impossibility of doing without them, being common to all
systems, can afford no argument against any one in particular.3

In the case of Kant, he indicates clearly that the supreme principle
of morality requires for its application a “practical anthropology”
(Groundwork, 4:388), so that we may determine what this highest
principle – so abstract and removed from ordinary decision making
that the search for and establishment of it must “constitute an enter-
prise whole in its aim and to be separated from every other moral
investigation” – requires of us under the actual conditions of human
life. When we turn to Kant’s actual account of ordinary moral reason-
ing in the Doctrine of Virtue, we see that it turns not on figuring out
which maxims are universalizable, but on reasoning from a system of
duties – juridical and ethical, to ourselves and others, of respect and of
love. Some of these duties are “perfect,” “narrow” or “strict,” requir-
ing particular actions or omissions from us; most of them, however,
are “imperfect,” “wide” and “meritorious,” requiring only that we
set certain ends, and leaving it up to us to decide the priority among
them and the specific actions that we will take toward them. Kant
clearly recognizes that there can be conflicts between the different
“obligating reasons” that arise from our various ends (Morals, 6:224),
and he worries a good deal (under the heading of “Casuistical Ques-
tions”) about cases in which special circumstances might make it
necessary to modify or make exceptions even to moral rules that are
taken to be of strict obligation (see Morals, 6:423–4, 426, 428, 431).

The role of a supreme principle of morality is not to dictate what
we do in every particular case, but rather to stand behind and justify
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such a system of general moral rules or duties, and to provide a gen-
eral rationale for deciding cases where reasons derived from them
either collide, or leave it indeterminate what to do, or require us
to make alterations in their demands to fit unusual situations. We
would look in vain in the Metaphysics of Morals for any rigorous
inferential route from the supreme principle of morality (in any of
its formulations) to the specific duties Kant identifies. Only one of
them is based on anything like the formula of universal law; all the
others rest on appeals, usually both brief and casual, to the formula
of humanity as an end in itself.4 But it is clear enough how the
system reflects the general ideas of rational autonomy, the dignity
of every rational being as an end in itself, and the laws by which
every human being could rationally will that all should conduct
themselves.

The function of a supreme principle of morality, then, is not to tell
us directly, from day to day and minute to minute, through some uni-
form canonical process of moral reasoning to be applied in exactly
the same way to all situations, exactly which actions we should (and
should not) be performing and precisely how we should be spending
our time. In this respect, we ought to ask far less of a supreme prin-
ciple of morality than philosophers are in the habit of asking. But in
another respect, we ought to ask a good deal more of such principles
than is often asked. Analytical philosophers often aim at producing
moral principles that may be very complex in structure, full of sub-
clauses and qualifications, because these principles enable them to
capture “our moral intuitions” and the precisely worded epicyclic
subclauses enable us to deal cleverly with threatened counterexam-
ples of various kinds. (Kant’s Formulas of Universal Law and the
Law of Nature, when subjected to sophisticated interpretations that
are intended to deal with all the troublesome counterexamples, are
easily twisted into principles of this kind.) But the resulting princi-
ples often do more to disguise than to state the fundamental value
basis on which decisions are to be made. The right interpretation
of Kant’s formulation of the supreme principle of morality, by con-
trast, will be one that exhibits the principle as less concerned with
generating results for all cases that accord precisely with our so-
called “intuitions,” and more concerned with identifying perspicu-
ously the ultimate value on which moral rules and duties may be
grounded.
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2. formulating the supreme principle

In the Groundwork, Kant formulates the supreme principle of moral-
ity in conscious contrast to what he sees as the entire philosophical
tradition of thinking on the topic. Further, in the twentieth cen-
tury there was one interesting attempt to interpret the Groundwork
as a conscious response to one influential historical text, namely,
Cicero’s On Duties, especially as it had recently been interpreted by
Kant’s contemporary Christian Garve. But it will prove to be more
perspicuous if we postpone such historical reflections until after an
exposition of the procedure through which Kant develops his formu-
lations of the supreme principle.

Duty and respect for law

Kant develops the moral principle twice in the Groundwork, using
first a more commonsensical starting point in the First Section, then
a more philosophical starting point in the Second Section, leading
to a more complete formulation. In the first section, the starting
point is “common rational moral cognition.” The aim here is to
enlist what Kant regards as certain of our most deeply held rational
beliefs about morality on behalf of his new conception of the moral
principle. He begins by focusing on the “good will,” which, he claims,
we recognize as good in itself and as having a special place among
goods in that it is the only thing good in itself whose goodness cannot
be augmented or diminished by its combination with other good or
bad things. Kant then attempts to forge a special connection between
the good will and the idea of “acting from duty” – that is, acting with
inner rational moral constraint, motivated solely by the thought of
following a moral principle. The crucial claim is that we think there
is something uniquely worthy of esteem about a person who fulfills
duty in the absence of (or even in opposition to) all other inducements
of inclination or self-interest, solely out of respect for the moral law.

In the light of over two hundred years of lively controversy over
Kant’s assertions in the opening pages of the Groundwork, it is hard
to resist the thought that Kant overestimated the extent to which the
truth of his claims is available to all of us through “common ratio-
nal moral cognition.” Our purpose here, however, is to see how he
uses these claims to derive a formulation of the supreme moral prin-
ciple. His central argument is that when we act from duty, even in
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opposition to all inclination, the only thing left that could motivate
us is the purely rational appeal of a universally valid practical princi-
ple. This leads him to his first formulation of what we may call the
Formula of Universal Law (FUL): “I ought never to conduct myself
except so that I could also will that my maxim become a univer-
sal law” (Groundwork, 4:402). In other words, the special motive of
duty, which has a special affinity with the good will because it alone
can rationally constrain us to a course of action even in opposition to
all our empirical desires or inclinations, can be nothing else but the
unconditional worth of following a principle that binds us solely on
account of its source in our own rational willing – in the fact that we
regard it as a principle fit for being legislated to ourselves merely as
rational beings, hence for being legislated universally to all rational
beings.

Although Kant uses these thoughts only to reach FUL, they con-
tain at least implicitly all the main ideas he goes on to develop,
resulting in an entire system of different (yet, he argues, essentially
equivalent) formulas of the supreme principle of morality. This more
systematic exposition of the supreme principle of morality takes
place in the Second Section of the Groundwork.

The categorical imperative

Crucial to the Second Section’s formulation of the principle is the
idea of a “categorical imperative,” which can best be understood in
connection with an entire philosophical theory of rational agency,
presented very succinctly by Kant at Groundwork, 4:412–21.

Kant’s theory takes us to be agents who are self-directing in the
sense that we have the capacity to step back from our natural desires,
reflect on them, consider whether and how we should satisfy them,
and be moved by them only on the basis of such reflections. An incli-
nation (or habitual desire we find in ourselves empirically) moves us
to act only when we choose to set its object as an end for ourselves,
and this choice then sets us the task of selecting or devising a means
to that end. If I see an apple up in a tree and a desire to eat it occurs
to me, then I will eat it only if I first decide to make eating it my
end, and then devise a means (such as climbing the tree, or reaching
for the apple with a stick, or knocking it to the ground by throw-
ing something at it) to achieve the end. In acting on my inclination,
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I thus make a series of decisions and create in myself a set of new
desires (to climb the tree, or find a suitable stick) whose source is not
merely the original desire I am trying to satisfy, but even more the
exercise of my own capacities to set ends, devise means, and hold
myself to some self-chosen plan for applying the means. Our desires,
then, do not simply push us around like the levers and pulleys of
a machine, but rather provide inputs into a rational process of self-
direction involving our adoption and recognition of rational norms
and the decision to follow or not follow the norms we recognize.

Setting an end is the most basic normative act, since (Kant holds)
there is no action without an end to be produced by it. This act
involves the concept of an object (or state of affairs) to be produced
and also the concept of some means needed to produce it. Setting
an end thus subjects me to a normative principle commanding me
to perform the action required as a means to the end. Kant calls
this principle a “hypothetical imperative.” It is called an “impera-
tive” because it is a command of reason requiring the agent to do
something; it is “hypothetical” because the command governs our
action only on the condition that we will the end in question. By
contrast, an imperative that has no such condition would be called
a “categorical imperative.”5

Kant thinks that if the good will that acts from duty has the char-
acteristic that it follows a rational principle even when all empirical
incentives oppose it, then such a will should be understood as fol-
lowing a categorical imperative. For to act from duty is to follow a
moral principle whether or not doing so achieves some antecedently
desired end.6 Therefore, if acting from duty is what is most essen-
tial to morality, then the moral law should also be characterized as
a categorical imperative. Thus the supreme principle of morality,
whatever else it is, must be conceived as a categorical imperative.

First formula: Universal law and the law of nature

As these considerations might lead us to expect, Kant now proceeds
to derive essentially the same formula we saw at the end of the
First Section, namely, the Formula of Universal Law (FUL), which
is now stated as: “Act only in accordance with that maxim through
which you can at the same time will that it become a universal
law” (Groundwork, 4:421). By a “maxim,” Kant means a normative
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principle, which a subject lays down for itself with the intention of
acting according to it. It perhaps involves a degree of idealization to
represent agents as acting on “maxims,” since people do not typi-
cally recite to themselves (even silently) some general principle on
which they are acting before they act. But the degree of idealiza-
tion involved is not so great when we consider that understanding
an action at all normally involves understanding the agent’s inten-
tion, and the intention with which an agent acts is essentially such
a subjectively adopted norm, usually also permitting us to form gen-
eralizations about what actions, consistent with this intention, the
agent will perform or would perform under various counterfactual
circumstances.

FUL provides us with a test for permissibility of maxims. It tells
us that it is permissible to act only on those maxims we could will to
be universal laws. The criterion of possibility here seems to be the
absence of contradiction or conflicting volitions. It is not possible
for me to will my maxim as a universal law if I cannot consistently
think both of myself acting successfully on the maxim and also of its
being a universal law, or if the volition that the maxim be a universal
law would conflict either with the volition to act on the maxim or
else with some other volition that I, as a rational being, necessarily
have.

The term “universal law,” as used in FUL, appears also to carry
a normative force. That is, the question we are asking about our
maxim is whether we could will that everyone (at least, everyone in
our present circumstances) should be permitted to act on it. This is
clearly the way Kant applies FUL in the First Section to the maxim of
making the false promise: “Would I be able to say that anyone may
make an untruthful promise when he finds himself in embarrass-
ment which he cannot get out of in any other way?” (Groundwork,
4:403). In other words, FUL invites us to consider which maxims
we can will to be morally permissible for all, and commands us to
restrict ourselves only to those maxims.

Apparently, however, Kant thinks it is easier (or more intuitive)
to apply a different permissibility test to maxims, asking ourselves
not which ones we can will to be universally permissible, but rather
which ones we can will to be actually followed as universal laws
of nature. (Again, the criteria of possible volition seem to be the
absence of contradictions or conflicting volitions.) For in the Second
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Section, he immediately proposes this variant of FUL, which we may
call the Formula of the Law of Nature (FLN): “So act as if the maxim
of your action were to become through your will a universal law of
nature” (Groundwork, 4:421). That is, we are to imagine a world in
which, with the regularity of a natural law, the maxim we are con-
sidering is followed by everyone (in relevantly similar circumstances
to the ones we are in). FLN, not FUL, is the formula Kant actually
uses in illustrating his first formulation with reference to the four
much-discussed examples, organized according to the taxonomy of
duties through which Kant structures his more fully developed moral
theory (that is, duties to ourselves and to others, perfect duties and
imperfect duties).

Once Kant has completed his exposition of the supreme principle
of morality, he tells us that the three formulas he has developed repre-
sent the moral principle from three different points of view: “form,”
“matter,” and “complete determination” (Groundwork, 4:436).7 The
version of the first formula he identifies with “form” is again FLN:
“That the maxims must be chosen as if they are supposed to be valid
as universal laws of nature” (Groundwork, 4:436). Both FUL and FLN
may be regarded as identifying the “form” of the supreme principle
of morality in the sense that they seek to specify a formal property
of maxims such that having that property makes them compatible
with the moral principle. This form consists in a certain relation to
the rational will of the agent who proposes to act on the maxim,
namely, the capacity of that agent to will that the maxim be a uni-
versal law of nature (or, in the FUL version, to will that its universal
permissibility should be a valid norm for all rational beings).

Second formula: Humanity as an end in itself

Kant’s choice to begin by expounding the supreme principle of moral-
ity has been fateful regarding the misunderstandings and conse-
quent (misguided) criticisms that it has provoked. Many, perhaps
most, readers of the Groundwork have behaved as though Kant had
intended his presentation of the moral principle to be complete at
Groundwork 4:425. His further development of the supreme princi-
ple of morality in the Groundwork has been treated as a mere set of
afterthoughts, not regarded as essential to interpreting the content
of FUL and FLN or determining their role in Kant’s conception of the
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moral principle. It is no exaggeration, however, to say that when the
Groundwork is read in this way, its basic aims and contentions have
been fundamentally misunderstood.

For example, Kant’s entire approach to ethics has been (and still
is) widely described as “formalistic.” He has been criticized for not
providing (or even for not allowing the possibility of) any substantive
value lying behind the moral principle, or providing the rational will
with any ground for being able to will one maxim, and not another,
to be a universal law (or law of nature). The very concept of a cat-
egorical imperative has sometimes been rejected as nonsensical, on
the ground that this concept precludes our having any substantive
reason for obeying such an imperative. Schopenhauer, for instance,
explained the alleged incoherence of Kant’s thinking by attributing
to him an ethics of divine command but without admitting a divine
lawgiver to back up the command.8

Such criticisms are obviated, however, at least in the form they
are usually presented, as soon as we turn from Kant’s first to his sec-
ond formulation of the moral principle. For it deals explicitly with
the “matter” of the principle, by which Kant means the “end” for
the sake of which it is supposed to be rational to follow a categori-
cal imperative. Kant’s “formalism” applies only to the first stage of
his development of the principle; it is complemented immediately
by considering the principle from the opposite, “material” point of
view, in which Kant inquires after our rational motive for obeying
a categorical imperative, and locates this motive in the distinctive
value that grounds morality, which he identifies with a kind of end.9

Here too, however, Kant’s procedure was revolutionary, from a
historical point of view, rejecting the standard picture of the kind
of substantive value that might ground a moral principle and also
the traditional conception of the sorts of things that can count as
ends of human action. This radically new conception of the fun-
damental end of morality perhaps explains the incredulity that has
often greeted the Groundwork on this point. The traditional view is
that what grounds any principle must be an end to be produced, a
state of affairs whose desirability gives us a reason to follow princi-
ples whose execution is conducive to bringing it about. As we have
already noted, Kant accepts the traditional idea that every action has
an end to be produced, but insists that the setting of such ends must
be consequent on moral principles, not their ground. He rejects the
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thesis that any end to be produced grounds the supreme principle of
morality, arguing that this would turn the principle into a merely
hypothetical imperative, and deprive it of its status as a categori-
cal imperative. The question then is: What sort of substantive value
could give us reason to follow a principle without appealing to any
end to be produced by following it?

Kant’s answer to this question is found in the following remark,
presented first in the form of a mere supposition: “But suppose there
were something whose existence in itself had an absolute worth,
something that, as an end in itself, could be a ground of determinate
laws; then in it and only in it alone would lie the ground of a possible
categorical imperative, i.e. of a practical law” (Groundwork, 4:428).
In other words, the substantive value grounding a categorical imper-
ative cannot be the value of something future to be brought about as
a consequence of our obeying it, but rather the value of something
already in existence, which grounds our obedience to the imperative
because such obedience serves to manifest or express our recognition
of that value. Such an existent value is an end in the sense that it is
that for the sake of which it is rational for us to act.

Going beyond the mere supposition of something with this sort of
value, Kant next presents his thesis in the form of an assertion: “Now
I say that the human being, and in general every rational being, exists
as an end in itself” (Groundwork, 4:428). He then proceeds imme-
diately to support the assertion by presenting, first, a series of argu-
ments eliminating other possible candidates for what might exist
as an end in itself: the objects of empirical desires or inclinations,
the inclinations themselves, and nonrational beings (Groundwork,
4:428). He follows this up with a brief, obscure, but crucial posi-
tive argument that only “humanity,” understood in the technical
Kantian sense of rational nature regarded as the capacity to set ends,
can qualify as an end in itself: However we interpret this argument,
the gist of it seems to be that we do value our own existence as an
end in itself, but we do so rationally only insofar as we value the
existence of other rational beings in precisely the same way.10

Rational nature as an existent end in itself is distinct from all ends
to be produced, but it stands in a determinate relation to them. All
ends to be produced are set as ends by rational beings, since only
rational nature has the capacity to regulate itself by rational norms,
the most basic of which is the setting of ends and the selection of
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means to them (Groundwork, 4:437). There are, in Kant’s theory,
two basic kinds of ends to be produced that the supreme principle of
morality requires us to set: our own perfection and the happiness of
others (Morals, 6:386–8, 391–4; cf. Groundwork, 4:423, 430).11

Regarded from the standpoint of its “matter,” then, the supreme
principle of morality rests on the absolute worth of rational nature
in the person of each human being, and leads to the second main
formula of the moral principle, the Formula of Humanity as End in
Itself (FH): “Act so that you use humanity, as much in your own
person as in the person of every other, always at the same time as
an end, never merely as a means” (Groundwork, 4:429). As I have
already mentioned, this is the formula of the moral law to which Kant
most consistently appeals when he derives the duties belonging to
the system he expounds in the Metaphysics of Morals.

Third formula: Autonomy and the realm of ends

Kant has now derived two distinct formulas of the supreme princi-
ple of morality, both from the concept of a categorical imperative.
The first was derived from the concept of a maxim that is compat-
ible with this kind of imperative, and the general form that such a
maxim would have to have. The second was derived from the con-
cept of the substantive value (or the end) that could give us a rational
ground to follow a categorical imperative. These two lines of argu-
ment from the concept of a categorical imperative are quite indepen-
dent of each other, and lead to distinct formulations of the moral
principle, even if (as Kant thinks) there is no conflict between these
distinct formulas, and they can be treated as merely different ways
of expressing “precisely the same law” (Groundwork, 4:436). Kant’s
next step, however, is to combine the two ideas behind these first
two formulas to derive a third formula:

The ground of all practical legislation, namely, lies objectively in the rule
and the form of universality, which makes it capable of being a law (at least
a law of nature) (in accordance with the first principle), but subjectively it
lies in the end; but the subject of all ends is every rational being as an end in
itself (in accordance with the second principle): from this now follows the
third practical principle of the will, as the supreme condition of its harmony
with universal practical reason, the idea of the will of every rational being
as a will giving universal law. (Groundwork, 4:431)
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The third formula combines the conception of a law valid uni-
versally for all rational beings (in FUL) with the conception of every
rational nature as having absolute worth, to get the idea of the will of
every rational being as the source of a universally valid legislation.
The term “idea” used in this formulation should be understood in
Kant’s technical sense: an “idea” is a concept of reason to which no
empirical object can ever correspond, but which we use regulatively
in arranging our cognitions in a system (Pure Reason, A 312–20/B
368–77, A 642–704/B 670–732). Thus, to regard the legislator of the
moral law as the idea of the will of every rational being is not to say
that the law is given by your arbitrary will or mine (for our wills are
corrupt and fallible), but rather that the law is regarded as having
been legislated by each of our wills insofar as it corresponds to an
ideal rational concept of what it ought to be (but always falls short
of being).

“The idea of the will of every rational being as a will giving univer-
sal law” is Kant’s initial presentation of the Formula of Autonomy
(FA). It is also stated more directly, like the first two formulas, in the
form of an imperative: “Do not choose otherwise than so that the
maxims of one’s choice are at the same time comprehended with it in
the same volition as universal law” (Groundwork, 4:440). Or again:
“Act in accordance with maxims that can at the same time have
themselves as universal laws of nature for their object” (Ground-
work, 4:437). In these formulations, FA may sound superficially like
FUL (or FLN), but in fact it is a formula quite distinct from either
of them, making a much stronger demand on maxims and yielding
much stronger conclusions about what we ought to do.

Where FUL and FLN provide a mere condition of permissibility
for maxims, consisting in its being possible (without contradiction
or conflicting volitions) for you to will the maxim as a universal
law, FA tells you positively to follow those maxims which actually
contain in themselves the volition that they should be universal
laws. FUL (or respectively, FLN) counts a maxim as permissible if
there would be no contradiction or conflicting volitions in willing it
to be a universal law (or law of nature); but a maxim might pass this
purely negative test without containing in itself the volition that it
should actually be a universal law (or law of nature). So the criterion
on maxims proposed in FA is significantly stronger than the criteria
of universalizability proposed in either FUL or FLN. And it justifies
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a correspondingly stronger conclusion about maxims, telling us not
merely which ones are permissible and which not, but also which
ones we have a positive duty to adopt because they are part of a
system of universal moral legislation given by our own rational will.

Of course FA does not pretend to offer us any test to discrimi-
nate maxims that have this property from maxims that do not. But
as I have already said, it would be an error to think that the uni-
versalizability tests present in FUL or FLN are intended (even as
permissibility tests) to apply to all conceivable maxims, so there is
really nothing they can do that FA cannot. Both FUL and FA, rather,
should be seen as indicating the spirit of a universal moral principle,
and defining a task for reasoning: namely, in the case of FUL, that of
deciding which maxims are compatible with a system of universal
law (which maxims do not violate the laws of such a system), or, in
the case of FA, which ones belong to that system as part of its actual
legislation as given by the idea of the will of every rational being.

FA combines in itself the main idea of FUL and the main idea of
FH. Kant indicates this later when he says: “The three ways men-
tioned of representing the principle of morality are, however, funda-
mentally only so many formulas of precisely the same law, of which
one of itself unites the other two [deren die eine die anderen zwei
von selbst in sich vereinigt]” (Groundwork, 4:436). This last clause
has been mistranslated as “each of them unites the others in itself”
or “any one of them of itself unites the other two in it.”12 Both these
translations say, as the original does not, that it is equally true of
each of Kant’s three formulas that it unites the other two. However,
it is only of FA that Kant ever explicitly claims that it unites the
other two in itself; no such claim is ever made about FUL or FH.
Consequently, I think we should regard FA as having a special status
among the three formulas: FA is the formula that unites and sums
up the others. It should be regarded as the definitive formulation of
the principle of morality, insofar as there is one.

Just as Kant earlier provided a more “intuitive” version of FUL in
the form of FLN, so here he also provides a more intuitive variant
of FA, the Formula of the Realm of Ends (FRE): “Act in accordance
with maxims of a universally legislative member for a merely possi-
ble realm of ends” (Groundwork, 4:439). FRE provides a new charac-
terization of the system of legislation referred to in FA, by describing
the nature of the community that is to result from it. It calls this
community a “realm of ends” (Reich der Zwecke). By a “realm” Kant

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc10 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:10

The supreme principle of morality 357

means “a systematic combination of various rational beings through
communal laws,” or again, “a whole of all ends in systematic con-
nection” (Groundwork, 4:433). In other words, a collection of ends
constitutes a “realm” if these ends are not in conflict or competition
with one another, but are combined into a mutually supporting sys-
tem. The laws of a realm of ends are those that, if followed, would
bring the ends of rational beings (both the existent ends that are the
rational beings themselves according to FH, and the ends set in the
maxims chosen by those rational beings) into a mutually support-
ing harmony with each other. FRE commands us to follow maxims
involving ends that belong to this mutually supporting system, and
forbids us to adopt ends that fall outside it.

Kant sometimes looks upon this system (or “realm”) of ends as
something like a single overarching end, and thinks of following
the principle of morality (as formulated in FRE) as joining with oth-
ers in the shared pursuit of this collective end (or system of ends).
The key terms Kant uses to express this idea are “system” (Sys-
tem) and “combination” (Verbindung). Thus, at the conclusion of the
Anthropology, he speaks of human progress from evil toward good
as achievable only “through progressive organization of citizens of
the earth in and to the species as one system, cosmopolitically com-
bined” (Anthropology, 7:333). Kant’s two main conceptions of what
it is to act empirically according to the idea of a realm of ends are
the relation of friendship, in which the happiness of both friends is
“swallowed up” in a common end that includes the good of both,
and the religious community, which in Kant’s view should be bound
together fundamentally not by creeds or scriptural traditions but by
the shared pursuit of the highest good as a common end.13

If this is right, then one interesting consequence is that FRE gives
priority to securing human community or harmony over maximizing
human welfare or satisfaction. We should avoid all patterns of end-
setting that involve fundamentally competitive relations between
different rational beings, and we are forbidden to engage with others
in ways that require the frustration of some people’s deepest ends.
Conflict or competition between human ends is permissible only if
it is in service of a deeper systematic unity among all human ends,
a system in which no member of the realm of ends is left out. The
moral law commands us, in other words, to seek only that degree
and kind of welfare for ourselves, and for others, that can be made to
cohere with and support everyone’s pursuit of the common welfare
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of all. If this means less total welfare than could be gotten by per-
mitting fundamental conflicts between the ends of different rational
beings, then lesser, not greater, total welfare is what the moral law
commands us to seek.

The “universal formula”

At this point, let us summarize the three (or five) formulas of the
moral law, the system of which constitutes the result of the Ground-
work’s search for the supreme principle of morality:
First formula:

FUL The Formula of Universal Law: “Act only in accordance
with that maxim through which you at the same time can
will that it become a universal law” (Groundwork, 4:421;
cf. 4:402);

with its more “intuitive” variant,

FLN The Formula of the Law of Nature: “So act, as if the maxim
of your action were to become through your will a universal
law of nature” (Groundwork, 4:421; cf. 4:436).

Second formula:

FH The Formula of Humanity as End in Itself: “So act that you
use humanity, as much in your own person as in the person
of every other, always at the same time as an end and never
merely as a means” (Groundwork, 4:429; cf. 4:436).

Third formula:

FA Formula of Autonomy: “. . . the idea of the will of every
rational being as a will giving universal law” (Groundwork,
4:431; cf. 4:432) or “Not to choose otherwise than so that the
maxims of one’s choice are at the same time comprehended
with it in the same volition as universal law” (Groundwork,
4:440; cf. 4:432, 434, 438);

with its more “intuitive” variant,

FRE The Formula of the Realm of Ends: “Act in accordance with
maxims of a universally legislative member for a merely pos-
sible realm of ends” (Groundwork, 4:439; cf. 4:433, 437, 438).
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As we have already noted, at Groundwork 4:436 Kant presents
the three formulas as a system, characterizing FLN as giving us the
“form,” FH the “matter,” and FRE the “complete determination” of
maxims under the moral law. He apparently chooses FLN over FUL
and FRE over FA here because, as he says, his aim at this point is
to “bring an idea of reason nearer to intuition (in accordance with a
certain analogy) and through this, nearer to feeling” (Groundwork,
4:436). He apparently means that FLN, using the analogy of practical
laws with laws of nature, and FRE, characterizing the system of laws
in FA through the analogy with an ideal community or realm of ends
that is to result from it, have greater appeal to us, thereby (as he
elsewhere puts it) “providing entry” (into the human heart) for the
precepts of morality (Groundwork, 4:405). But after presenting his
system of formulas with this intention, he points to the limits of his
aim in the following remark: “But one does better in moral judging
always to proceed in accordance with the strict method and take
as ground the universal formula of the categorical imperative: ‘Act
in accordance with that maxim which can at the same time make
itself into universal law’ (Groundwork, 4:436–7).

The main point Kant seems to be making here is that the way
of thinking (closer to “intuition” and “feeling”) that is best for ani-
mating human hearts and actions on behalf of morality is not the
same as the way of thinking that is best when it comes time to pass
critical judgment either on the actions we have performed or on the
maxims we are proposing to adopt. For this latter task, apparently, a
more austere and abstract principle is better because, flawed human
nature being what it is, the same feelings and intuitions that may
make us enthusiastic friends of virtue also make us more suscep-
tible to self-deception and make it easier for us to pass off corrupt
actions and maxims as morally commendable ones. (In other words,
those sentimentalists who think that what satisfies the heart, but
not the head, represents greater moral purity, have things exactly
wrong: where the head has been corrupted, it was the heart that cor-
rupted it; and the first remedy for the corruption of our hearts is to
learn to think in an enlightened way, with our heads, about what to
do, and which feelings we should allow to influence us.)

In light of the systematization of the three formulations of the
moral principle Kant has just presented, however, what are we to
make of his reference to “the universal formula of the categorical
imperative”? Is this intended to be the same as one of the other
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formulas already derived? The most common interpretation is that
the “universal formula” is FUL (perhaps because “universal for-
mula” is, carelessly, thought to be shorthand for “formula of uni-
versal law”). Most who adopt this reading do so as if it were not the
least bit problematic, as though it were simply what the text itself
says.14 But of course it is not. I fear this reflex reaction on the part
even of many distinguished commentators is due to the pernicious
influence of the traditional but deeply false idea that FUL is the pri-
mary (or in fact even the only real) Kantian formula of the moral
principle.

Another (deeper and more interesting) thought is presented by
Klaus Reich (in an article whose main contentions we will be exam-
ining in the next section). This is that the “general” (or “univer-
sal” – allgemein) formula is yet a fourth (or a “sixth”) formula, dis-
tinct from all the “particular” formulas derived earlier in the Second
Section and then systematized at Groundwork 4:436.15 This sug-
gestion is interesting, and it gains some support from the fact that
in Kant’s other two most important ethical works, The Critique of
Practical Reason and the Metaphysics of Morals, the moral law is
also represented by a single “universal formula” whose statements
are very similar to that given at Groundwork 4:436–7: “So act that
the maxim of your action could always at the same time hold as a
principle of universal legislation” (Practical Reason, 5:30) and “Act
upon a maxim that can also hold as a universal law” (Morals, 6:225).
But Reich’s suggestion raises the question where this new “general”
formula is supposed to have come from, and in what way it is more
“general” than the formulas already derived and explained.

Surely it is more natural to suppose, as the most common inter-
pretation does, that the “universal formula” is one of the formulas
already derived. The question, though, is: which one? There seem to
me several reasons for thinking that it is to be identified not with
FUL, but with FA. For one thing, the “universal” formula occurs
in the same paragraph devoted to FRE (which is the more “intu-
itive” version of FA). Then too, as we have seen, FA is the formula
that combines the other two in itself, and in which, in that sense,
the search for the supreme principle of morality culminates. Fur-
ther, the universal formula as presented in the Critique of Practical
Reason is said reciprocally to imply freedom of the will (Practical
Reason, 5:28–30), but FA is the only formula in the Groundwork
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about which this claim is made (Groundwork, 4:446–9). But the best
reason is found simply in what the “universal formula” says: It tells
us to act on that maxim that can make itself into a universal law. If a
maxim “can make itself into a universal law” by “containing in itself
the volition that it should be a universal law,” then this makes the
“universal formula” equivalent to FA in several of its formulations.
(If a maxim is able to “hold” or be “valid” [gelten] as a universal
law whenever it contains in itself the rational volition that it should
hold as a universal law, then the universal formulas of the moral law
found in the Critique of Practical Reason and the Metaphysics of
Morals can also be seen to be versions of FA.) By contrast, FUL tells
us only to restrict ourselves to maxims that can (without contradic-
tion or volitional conflict) be thought as universal laws; it does not
tell us positively to act on maxims that can make themselves into
such laws. The most compelling reading of Groundwork 4:436–7,
then, is that the Second Section culminates in a system of mutually
complementary formulas for the supreme principle of morality with
each formula viewing the principle from a different standpoint. The
universal formula, in which the others are combined and summed
up, and which is the best standard to be used in moral judging, is FA.

3. kant’s groundwork and cicero’s on duties

Having now examined Kant’s attempt to develop a formulation of the
supreme principle of morality, we turn next to a consideration of this
attempt in relation to its historical antecedents. Our first task must
be to evaluate the claim, which found considerable favor among some
Kant scholars in the last century, that the Groundwork’s formulation
of the moral principle was consciously based on a particular ancient
text, which was well known and influential in Kant’s day, namely,
Cicero’s treatise On Duties.

Kant probably began composing the Groundwork in 1783, after fif-
teen years of promising to write a “metaphysics of morals.” In that
year, the Berlin philosopher Christian Garve published a new transla-
tion of On Duties and also a set of critical notes on it. Kant’s brilliant
but eccentric friend J. G. Hamann reports in correspondence that the
philosopher began writing about moral philosophy about this time in
order to provide an “anticritique” of Garve’s book on Cicero, and then
that by Spring, 1784, he was at work on a “Prodromus der Moral”
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(though terms like “anticritique” and “prodromus” sound more like
Hamann’s peculiar uses of language than they do like Kant) (4:626–
8). But these facts might lead us to wonder how far the Groundwork
might have been influenced by Cicero’s treatise On Duties (or by
Garve’s presentation of it).

During the twentieth century, reflections on this question led to
some historical speculations about the genesis of some of the main
ideas in the Groundwork, and the historical reference of Kant’s for-
mulations of the moral principle in it. Their source was an arti-
cle by Klaus Reich, published in Mind in 1939. But Reich’s spec-
ulations also influenced other scholars of the Groundwork, most
notably H. J. Paton and A. R. C. Duncan.16 Some of Reich’s claims
are quite plausible, such as that Kant was thinking of the classical
list of virtues (justice, wisdom, courage, and self-control), which he
probably would have known about through Cicero, when he denies
unqualified worth to both courage and self-control in the opening
pages of the Groundwork (Groundwork, 4:394; cf. Cicero, On Duties
1.15).17 Reich’s most significant theses, however, concern the sup-
posed sources in Cicero, and in the Stoic philosopher Panaetius of
Rhodes, on whom Cicero was depending, for Kant’s three main for-
mulas of the moral principle as they are presented systematically at
Groundwork 4:436. Specifically, Reich identifies FLN with the Stoic
formula convenienter naturae vivere (“live according to nature”)
(Reich, p. 455; Cicero, On Duties 3.3), FH with Cicero’s admonition
that injuring another human being omnino hominem ex homine tol-
lit (in Garve’s translation, im Menschen die Menschlichkeit aufhebt,
“abolishes humanity in the human being,” Reich, p. 458; Cicero, On
Duties, 3.5), and FRE with the Stoic formulas communis humani
generis societas (“the society common to the human race,” Reich,
p. 459; Cicero, On Duties 3.5), commune tanquam humanitas cor-
pus (“a community like a body of humanity,” Cicero, On Duties, 3.6),
and deorum et hominum communitas et societas inter ipsos (“the
community and society of gods and men with one another,” Cicero,
On Duties, 1.43). Though Reich never quite puts it in this way, he
writes as if in formulating the principle of morality, Kant was think-
ing of a series of Stoic formulations presented by Cicero early in
Book Three of On Duties (and perhaps also of Garve’s thoughts about
them).

As Reich himself observes, there are no explicit references to
either Cicero or Garve anywhere in the Groundwork. From this
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he rightly concludes that “in deciding on passages in which Kant
took account of this work the greatest caution must naturally
be exercised” (Reich, p. 447). Duncan is if anything even more
explicit: Reich’s conjecture, he says, is “no more than a hypothesis,”
even a hypothesis that “cannot be established beyond reasonable
doubt” (Duncan, pp. 178–9). The interest of this unprovable histor-
ical hypothesis, it seems to me, depends almost entirely on how
much light it sheds on the philosophical content of the Ground-
work. In other words: How much philosophical interest is there in
the thoughts we entertain if we suppose that Kant’s formulations
of the moral principle were inspired by reflections on the opening
sections of Book Three of Cicero’s On Duties?

Judged by this criterion, I do not think Reich’s hypothesis fares
well at all. There is (as Reich himself points out) a wide gulf sepa-
rating the Stoic maxim “live according to nature” and FLN, which
tells us instead to live according to laws we could will to be laws
of nature. The thought that in injuring another I am removing or
abolishing his humanity is not at all the same as, and it does little
or nothing to illuminate, the thought that humanity, in the sense of
rational nature, is an end in itself, and the fundamental value moti-
vating obedience to all moral laws. (The comparative philosophical
illumination of the two thoughts in relation to each other seems to
be just the reverse: The Kantian thought would show why removing
or abolishing someone’s humanity would be removing or abolishing
something of great value. This might be implied by Cicero’s formu-
lation, but it is not even explicit in it, much less subjected to philo-
sophical elucidation.) There is certainly ethical as well as historical
interest in the fact that the Stoics thought of humanity, or even gods
and men together, as a single social body, but nowhere in this thought
is there the crucial Kantian idea that the laws governing this body
should be seen as proceeding from the idea of the will of each and
every one of its members, so that in obeying them, each is really
obeying only himself. Regarding all three formulas, you need have
the Kantian thought clearly in mind already before you can recognize
anything like it in Cicero, and what you find in Cicero teaches you
nothing at all philosophically about the essential Kantian thought.

We are no better off regarding the systematic connection between
Kant’s formulas. Although the quotations cited by Reich all occur
within a relatively short space of text, as do the three formulas
developed in the Second Section of the Groundwork, there is no
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suggestion in Cicero that these particular sayings constitute a sin-
gle system defining the foundations of moral duty. On the contrary,
they occur, along with many other thoughts, as part of Cicero’s wide-
ranging rhetorical argument in Book Three, whose main thesis is that
there can never really be any conflict between rectitude or honor
and mere expediency, but rather that the expedient or advantageous
thing to do must always be the same as the right or dutiful thing to do
(Cicero, On Duties, 3.4).18 On this point, however, far from its being
true that Kant might have been inspired by Cicero, it would be no
exaggeration to say that the emphatic repudiation of Cicero’s thesis
is one of the most persistent themes throughout the entire Ground-
work. Yet it is hard to convince oneself even that Kant was setting
out to argue against Cicero in particular here. For in the Ground-
work there are no references to Cicero’s defense of this thesis, and
no discernible attempt to address any of his particular arguments in
favor of it.

Thus, looking at the matter from every point of view, and even
supposing for the sake of argument Reich is correct in conjectur-
ing (on the basis of no real evidence worthy of the name) that Kant
had Cicero’s treatise in mind while he was composing the Ground-
work, it still seems that the argument of the Groundwork, regarding
what is philosophically interesting in it, proceeds very much as if
Kant had not been thinking about Cicero or Garve at all. In other
words, we learn virtually nothing of philosophical interest about
Kant’s formulation of the supreme principle of morality from reflect-
ing on this fact about his private mental history (again assuming,
with no explicit evidence, that it is a fact). This makes it very hard
to concur with Duncan’s insistence that “No one who undertakes
to write about Section II [of the Groundwork] can afford to neglect
[Reich’s article in Mind]” (Duncan, p. 175). Or at least, speaking only
for myself, I must confess that I have learned practically nothing
about the philosophical content of the Groundwork by attempting to
reflect on Reich’s unprovable historical speculations. (If others more
discerning or imaginative than I am are capable of finding these con-
jectures more philosophically illuminating than I have, then more
power to them.)

If we are to understand the relation of Kant’s search for the
supreme principle of morality to its historical antecedents, I think
we would do better to look at this in the light of Kant’s own explicit
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statements about it – in the Groundwork, in the Critique of Practical
Reason, and elsewhere. That is what we will do in the final section.

4. kant’s critique of previous attempts to
discover the supreme principle of morality

Ancient ethics did not talk much of “moral principles” but oriented
itself either toward conceptions of human virtue or conceptions of
the human good. During the twentieth century, there arose among
moral philosophers a fashionable view – combining, with an appear-
ance of inconsistency that merely added to its attractiveness, the
appeal of iconoclasm with that of piety toward what is old – that this
point represents an advantage of ancient over modern ethics, perhaps
even showing that there is something misguided about modern moral
philosophy as a whole. According to one seminal and influential pre-
sentation of this view, that of G. E. M. Anscombe, the modern con-
ceptions of “obligation,” “ought,” and “moral principles” are depen-
dent on a “law conception of ethics,” which in turn makes sense
only within a religious view of the world in which God is thought
of as the moral lawgiver.19 But it is precisely this conception, she
claims, that modern moral philosophy has given up. So it finds itself
working with a set of conceptions that, apparently through some sad
fit of absent-mindedness on the part of virtually all modern moral
philosophers, have managed to survive “the framework of thought
that made [them] really intelligible” (Anscombe, p. 31).

Since Kant’s moral philosophy would seem to be sitting right in
the bull’s-eye of the target at which such polemics are aimed, it might
surprise their proponents to learn that he accepts the historical side
of their contentions, at least up to a point.20 According to Kant, the
question of “the basis of morality,” which asks about “the principle
of morality,” “has been investigated in the modern age” (Lectures
on Ethics, 29:620). In place of this, by contrast, he says, the ancients
asked about the summum bonum, the highest good (Lectures on
Ethics, 27:247, 29:599; cf. Practical Reason, 5:111ff.).

Ancient ethics: “The ideal”

In Kant’s view, the highest good was conceived by the ancient schools
in a variety of ways. All of them were oriented primarily to “the
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ideal,” that is, the “pattern, idea or archetype” of what a human
being can be. For some (but not all) of the ancients, the ideal was
also associated with a conception of happiness. Among the ancients,
Kant distinguishes the following theories of the ideal:

1. The Cynic ideal (of Diogenes and Antisthenes), which is nat-
ural simplicity, and happiness as the product of nature rather
than of art.

2. The Epicurean ideal, which is that of the man of the world,
and happiness as a product of art, not of nature.

3. The Stoic ideal (of Zeno), which is that of the sage, and hap-
piness as identical with moral perfection or virtue.

4. The mystical ideal (of Plato), of the visionary character, in
which the highest good consists in the human being seeing
himself in communion with the highest being.

5. The Christian ideal of holiness, whose pattern is Jesus Christ.
(Lectures on Ethics, 27:247–50; 29:602–4).

The first three ideals place the incentive to morality in happiness,
but the last two do not (Lectures on Ethics, 27:250). The Cynics
and Epicureans think of happiness as an effect of achieving the ideal
(hence they think of moral virtue – conceived alternatively as natural
simplicity and worldly wisdom – as a means to happiness), while
the Stoics think that happiness is identical with achieving the ideal
(Lectures on Ethics, 27:250–1; Practical Reason 5:111–12).

There is another general criticism that Kant addresses against
ancient ethics as a whole: It fails to distinguish principles of right
from those of morality, and treats both under the common heading
of ethics. It is noteworthy that Kant selects Cicero’s On Duties as the
chief target of this criticism (Lectures on Ethics, 27:481–2). Perhaps
it is even more noteworthy that the position Kant is here criticiz-
ing in the ancients is one frequently attributed nowadays to Kant
himself, by those who hold that for Kant right is subordinated to
ethics and that Kant’s principle of right is derived from his principle
of morality.21

Modern ethics: Principles of morality

The highest good may have seemed to the ancients like a natural
starting point for ethics, but Kant thinks that it treats as primary
what is really secondary, and more fundamentally, it fails to ask the
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basic question. For, he contends, “the concept of good and evil must
not be determined before the moral law (for which, it would seem,
this concept would have to be the foundation), but only . . . after it
and by means of it” (Practical Reason, 5:63). The moderns, therefore,
are asking the right question in inquiring after the basis of morality
in its supreme principle. Some of their answers to this question,
in his view, are non-starters because they substitute mere analytic
judgments for a principle that must be synthetic if it is to ground
the activity of practical reason. Other answers are faulty because
they have not separated themselves far enough from the ancient
standpoint. And all previous answers remain unsatisfactory to the
extent that they have proposed a basis for morality in principles of
heteronomy.

Analytic principles

Kant considers several ethical principles that he rejects because they
attempt to pass off an analytic judgment as if it were more than
that:

1. Do good and avoid evil (Wolff).
2. Act according to the truth (Cumberland).
3. Act according to the mean between vices (Aristotle). (Lec-

tures on Ethics, 27:264, 276–77).

“Do good and avoid evil” is trivial because the concept of a good
action is simply that of an action that is to be done, and the concept
of an evil action is that of one that is to be omitted. The principle
attributed here to Richard Cumberland is actually one that is held,
in various forms, by virtually all adherents of the British rational-
ist tradition in ethics, including Ralph Cudworth, Samuel Clarke,
William Wollaston, and Richard Price.22 It holds that actions have
a real nature, and are involved with real relations to things and to
other actions. In virtue of these natures and relations, it is true of
some actions that they are right or to be done, and of others that
they are wrong and to be avoided. Presumably Kant’s criticism of the
principle that one should act in accordance with such truths is that
this principle actually says no more than Wolff’s principle does (for
it tells us only to perform those actions of which it is true that they
are right and ought to be performed). It is curious that Kant should
have listed Aristotle’s principle of the mean along with principles of
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the moderns, and curious also that Aristotle finds no place in Kant’s
account of the ancient schools. But his criticism is no doubt that,
like Wolff’s principle, it tells us only to do those actions that fall
under the concept “to be done.”23

Principles of heteronomy: Kant’s taxonomy

Kant criticizes the moral principles proposed by previous philoso-
phers by characterizing them as “heteronomous” in contrast to his
own principle of autonomy (in the form of FA). In the Groundwork,
his taxonomy of such principles distinguishes “rational” principles
from “empirical” principles; in the Critique of Practical Reason, the
same distinctions are made, but this time between “determining
grounds” of moral principles, and the distinction is between “objec-
tive” (instead of “rational”) and “subjective” (instead of “empirical”)
grounds. There, each of these groupings is further divided, in a way
that cuts across this first distinction, into “external” and “internal”
grounds. The second Critique’s taxonomy (Practical Reason, 5:40)
thus looks like this:

Subjective

External Internal

Education Physical feeling
(Montaigne, [Mandeville]) (Epicurus, [Hélvetius])

Civil Constitution (Mandeville,
[Hobbes])

Moral feeling (Hutcheson,
[Shaftesbury])

Objective

Internal External

Perfection The will of God
(Wolff, the Stoics, [Baumgarten,

Cumberland])
(Crusius, the theological moralists,

[Baumgarten])

(The names inserted in brackets are found in Kant’s lecture presen-
tations of the distinctions, not in the Critique of Practical Reason;
see Lectures on Ethics, 27:253, 510, 29:621–2, 625–7.)24

It is significant (and clarifying) that in the Critique of Practical
Reason, Kant treats this as a taxonomy not of moral principles but
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of moral “determining grounds” – that is, of proposed grounds for
following moral principles. The association between the two is in
any case quite natural in most cases. To view (with Montaigne) cus-
tom and education as providing the source of moral duties naturally
goes along (at least in Kant’s view) with viewing the moral ground
as “imitation” or “example” – morality consists in doing what one
has been taught by custom to do simply because it is what others
in one’s society do (and are approved for doing); likewise, to think
(with Mandeville or Hobbes) of moral principles as those legislated
in civil constitutions is to treat the coercive force of the sovereign as
one’s ground for following them (Lectures on Ethics, 27:253, 29:621).
To make the moral principle happiness or moral feeling is to treat
the desire for happiness or moral sentiments of approval and disap-
proval as the ground for complying with these principles. Theological
ethics, making God’s will the moral principle, treats either fear or
love of God as the ground of morality, while the principle of per-
fection takes the value of perfection as our ground for following the
principle.

Kant’s critique of principles of heteronomy

The shift is also significant because Kant’s critique of these alterna-
tive principles, both in the Groundwork and elsewhere, also focuses
essentially on issues raised by these grounds for following them. Cru-
cial to Kant’s criticism of these alternative principles is his claim that
each of them takes some object of the will as the determining ground
of the rule that is to govern the will. The principle of education takes
the imitation of examples as such an object, the principle of civil
constitution takes the fear of the sovereign’s sanctions, the princi-
ple of physical feeling takes the enjoyment of pleasure, the principle
of moral feeling takes the feeling of approbation (or the avoidance
of feelings of disapprobation), the theological principle takes confor-
mity to God’s will, the principle of perfection takes the achievement
of perfection. But, Kant argues, if the determining ground is an object
of the will, then the imperative grounded on it can be only hypothet-
ical, since the validity of the imperative for the will is conditional
on achieving that object:

Wherever an object of the will is to be taken as the ground in order to
prescribe the rule determining that will, there the rule is nothing but

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc10 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:10

370 kant and modern philosophy

heteronomy; the imperative is conditioned, namely: if or because one wills
this object, one ought to act thus or so; hence it can never command morally,
i.e. categorically. (Groundwork, 4:444)

This argument needs to be understood against the background of
what Kant thinks he has already established in the Groundwork,
namely, that if morality is not a mere cobweb of the brain, then its
supreme principle is a categorical imperative, and such a principle
can be comprehended, in its most developed and universal form, as
autonomy of the will (FA). The ultimate value on which this principle
rests is the dignity of the rational will as capable of giving universal
law to itself and to all other rational wills. The advantage of the prin-
ciple of autonomy is that it enables us to conceive the validity of the
moral principle as independent of any object of the will. All objects
of the will (such as the “ideals” of ancient ethics, or their concep-
tions of happiness, or any of the objects providing the determining
grounds involved in the taxonomy of modern ethical principles) are
thereby shown to be inadequate grounds for morality, in contrast to
the principle of autonomy, which alone can be made consistent with
the idea of a categorical imperative.

Once the force of this argument is appreciated, it is easy to under-
stand why partisans of the various ethical principles Kant rejects
should react to it by attempting to discredit the very concept of a cat-
egorical imperative. For in the light of this argument, that concept
seems to set up a hurdle that their favorite principle can never jump.
The most obvious first reaction is therefore to criticize the demand
itself as unreasonable and the concept supporting it as nonsensi-
cal. However, contrary to this first reaction, we can see fairly easily
that none of these theories turns for its defensibility on the question
whether the notion of a categorical imperative makes sense. For, as
I will now argue, those principles that must hold that it does not are
indefensible even if we reject that notion, while the rest can, con-
trary to Kant’s contention, meet his demand that they be understood
as categorical imperatives. Empiricist theories, namely, are hopeless
even apart from Kant’s criticisms, while rationalist theories are quite
defensible against them.

The strategy of denying that the notion of a categorical imperative
makes sense is the only one available to those defending empirical
principles, or subjective determining grounds for the moral principle.
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For they are committed to saying that in the end, the only reason we
can give for following the moral principle is that we are so built by
nature that we have certain desires (to imitate others, to avoid the
sanctions that the sovereign might impose, to feel pleasure). Or at
most, they can say that we are so built that we count something as a
reason (a feeling of approval or disapproval). Such empirical desires or
dispositions to take something as a reason are necessarily only con-
tingent features of our nature, without which the principle in ques-
tion would have no validity for us. At most, then, they could supply
us only with hypothetical imperatives. Partisans of such views often
announce this point themselves, insisting that to ask for more than
this is to indulge in metaphysical nonsense. (You can always tell
when the hollowness of an empiricist view is in danger of exposure
by the empiricist’s desperate resort to the accusation that you are
committing “metaphysics.”)

Yet the problem with such views seems to me to go even deeper
than Kant’s criticism reveals. For even if we do not insist that moral
principles are categorical imperatives, we ought at least to insist
that there must be some genuine reason (categorical or not) for us to
follow them, and none of the empirical theories seem consistent with
meeting even that minimal requirement. For the fact that we are so
built that we desire something does not give us a reason to desire it,
nor a reason to satisfy the desire that we may have for it. Nor does
the fact that we are so built that we take some feeling to be a reason
for doing something amount to there really being a reason for us to
do it. For as rational beings, we are also so built that we are capable
of requiring genuine reasons for doing what we do, and also capable
of recognizing bogus substitutes for reasons as bogus.25 (If it takes
“metaphysics” to acknowledge that there are genuine reasons, then
that is about as good a defense as “metaphysics” could ever hope for,
since then it would then be self-contradictory for anyone to claim
they had a genuine reason to reject “metaphysics.”) The empirical
theories are therefore indefensible even apart from the Kantian worry
that they cannot treat moral principles as categorical imperatives.

The rational principles are not so badly off. In fact, I do not think
that rationalists necessarily need to attack the idea of a categorical
imperative to save themselves from Kant’s criticism. Theological
moralists (at least a certain kind of rationalistically minded theolog-
ical moralist) may say that we are obligated to obey the divine will
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because that will is perfect, and hence what it wills or commands
really is right in itself, independently of whether or not obeying the
command achieves any further object of the will. But, if we allow
the notion of a categorical imperative, then that is just to say that
the commands of a perfect (divine) will are categorical imperatives.
Likewise, a defender of the principle of perfection may say that this
principle means only that we have a reason to act according to the
idea of a perfect will, simply because perfection of will is intrinsi-
cally good – again quite apart from whether so acting achieves any
other object. That allows the perfectionists to say that their princi-
ples are categorical imperatives (again, assuming we accept the idea
of a categorical imperative). The British rationalist variant of this is
that we are obligated to do those actions whose nature marks them
out as right or to be done, while we are obligated to refrain from
those actions whose nature makes them wrong or not to be done.26

Again, the reason for doing and refraining lies in the nature of the
actions themselves, and is not dependent on whether the doing or
refraining achieves any other object of the will. There is nothing
in this that is inconsistent with regarding the principle of moral-
ity as a categorical imperative.27 Ancient “ideal” theories of ethics
may be defended in the same way, as long as their ideals are inter-
preted in a rationalist rather than an empiricist way. This is perhaps
unpromising for the Epicurean ideal and probably also for the Cynic
ideal since they seek either worldly virtue or natural simplicity as
means to happiness, but can in principle give no account of why we
have a genuine reason to want to be happy. But it seems quite pos-
sible for the Stoic, mystical (or Platonic), and Christian ideals to be
framed in terms that are compatible with understanding morality
as grounded on a categorical imperative. With the ancients, then, as
with the moderns: Rationalism is defensible, empiricism, indefensi-
ble, whether or not we decide the notion of a categorical imperative
makes sense.

Thus, we arrive at the following conclusion concerning Kant’s
critique of the conceptions of the supreme principle of morality that
preceded his own in the history of ethics: Kant is right in reject-
ing empirical moral principles, but he does not need to assume the
idea of a categorical imperative to do so, for they are quite hopeless
even apart from that idea; on the other hand, his arguments do not
necessarily discredit rational moral principles, since these can be
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so understood that they can be just as easily brought into harmony
with the idea of a categorical imperative as can Kant’s own principle
of autonomy.

notes

1. No doubt these radical-sounding thoughts are sufficiently titillating
and have sufficient resonance with many frustrating practical dilemmas
and intractable moral disagreements that trouble us, that some people
find in them enough appeal to be worth a defense. To most sober-minded
people, however, the appeal of such thoughts does not last long, because
the apparently exciting new vistas they appear to offer moral thinking
turn out to be far less liberating than they at first seemed to be, once
they have been surveyed with even minimal care and seriousness. In
any case, our inquiry here must begin with the recognition that Kant’s
reflection on morality begins with their resolute rejection.

2. There are false negatives whenever we are dealing with a maxim (such
as: “Give more to charity than the average person does”) that does not
violate universal moral laws, but could not itself be made into a law
without contradiction. We can generate false positives by framing max-
ims that include enough specific information that the maxim would no
longer have unwillable consequences if made into a universal law, but
remains a morally objectionable maxim nonetheless – for instance, “If
you are in need of money, borrow it from someone named Hilly Flitcraft
on a Tuesday in August by promising to repay him, even though you
have no intention of doing so.” For a further discussion of these issues,
see my book Kant’s Ethical Thought (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1999), pp. 97–107. Self-appointed defenders of Kant (“self-
appointed” because Kant never tries to use the universalizability test as
a general moral criterion in the way they are trying to defend) will prob-
ably never abandon the noble, Grail-like quest for an interpretation of
the universalizability test that enables it to serve this purpose, despite
the history of miserable failure that has always attended this quest. I
regard their attempts as worse than a waste of time, since they encour-
age critics of Kant’s ethics to continue thinking, falsely, that something
of importance for Kantian ethics turns on whether there is a univer-
salizability test for maxims that could serve as such a general moral
criterion.

3. John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, ed. George Sher (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1979), p. 24.

4. For documentation of this claim, see Kant’s Ethical Thought, pp. 139–
41.
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5. It is the prior setting of an end as the condition of the imperative’s valid-
ity for me that makes the imperative hypothetical in Kant’s sense. “If
you make a promise, keep it” is not a hypothetical imperative because
the if-clause does not refer to an end that conditions the validity of the
imperative. Likewise, categorical imperatives are categorical because
their validity is not conditional on some end. A moral imperative may
be conditional in other ways – for instance, there may be implied condi-
tions that release us from a promise, in which case there is no categorical
imperative at all to keep it under those conditions – but a valid moral
imperative is always categorical in the sense that its rational validity
does not depend on some prior setting of an end. The word “prior” is cru-
cial here, since categorical imperatives, in commanding us to act, also
thereby always command us to set ends (according to Kant’s theory, our
own perfection and the happiness of others are the kinds of ends that
are also duties). The thought that categorical imperatives command us
to act without having any end at all is a nonsensical thought.

6. Since for Kant every action has an end to be produced, following a
moral principle will always involve setting and achieving some end –
for instance, fulfilling a promise will involve accomplishing the thing
you promised to do. So it is just plain silly to represent Kantian ethics as
caring nothing about the consequences of our actions – as is commonly
done by those who do not understand the first thing about Kant’s ethics,
such as John Dewey (Human Nature and Conduct [1922] [New York:
Random House, 1957], pp. 225–7). Nor do Kantian principles preclude
using hypothetical reasoning about consequences – for instance, what
would happen if anyone were permitted to make a promise without
intending to keep it – from figuring in the reasoning that justifies the
moral principle (ignoring this point frequently leads to a charge of incon-
sistency against Kant, as in Dewey, Human Nature, p. 226.) The point
is rather only that the validity of a moral principle, such as “Keep your
promises,” is not dependent on the actual achievement of any particular
end to be produced by following the principle. Such criticisms of Kant
are more often symptoms of an inconsistent procedure on the part of the
critics. Starting from the mistaken idea that all practical reasoning is
instrumental in nature, and inferring from this that all moral reasoning
must be justified by the particular consequences of the action, philoso-
phers then see that there are clear counterexamples to this consequence.
So they try to save their original dogma by appealing not to actual con-
sequences but to the expected consequences of a principle’s being gen-
erally followed or to the imagined consequences of its being followed or
not followed under certain ideal counterfactual circumstances (in other
words, using the same kind of reasoning that Kant uses). They then
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conclude that maybe there is something right in Kant’s theory after all
(see Dewey, Human Nature, pp. 226–7); but they erroneously regard it as
consistent with their own dogma that all practical reasoning is instru-
mental and oriented toward actual consequences, and inconsistent with
Kantian principles. But the incoherence is in their views, not in Kant’s.

7. This triad represents the three conditions Kant places on concept for-
mation, with the third condition applying only to the concepts of indi-
viduals. “Form” refers to the kind of generality involved in a concept,
a generality created by the understanding according to the judgment-
forms and categories; “matter,” to the intuitive content or possibility
of providing a sensible object for a concept. “Complete determination”
means that for every pair of contradictory predicates, one and only one
of them belongs to the concept. When a concept is completely deter-
mined, it is (according to Leibnizian doctrine) the concept of an individ-
ual rather than a universal concept. Why does Kant choose this triad,
drawn from his logic of concepts, to systematize the formulas for the
supreme principle of morality? I have attempted to answer this ques-
tion in “The Moral Law as a System of Formulas,” in H. Stolzenberg and
H. F. Fulda, eds., Architektonik und System in der Philosophie Kants
(Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2001).

8. Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, tr. E. J. F. Payne
(New York: Dover, 1958), 1:514–26; On the Basis of Morality, tr. E. J. F.
Payne (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965), pp. 53–5.

9. Kant himself may have made it difficult for readers to see this point, by
insisting in the Critique of Practical Reason that morality must coun-
tenance only “formal principles” and eschew “material principles” that
presuppose an end (Practical Reason, 5:27). But here he is using “end”
and “material principles” in the traditional sense only. It should be
appreciated that already in the Groundwork, he distinguished “formal
principles” from “material principles” precisely in terms of the kind of
motive (or end) on which they were grounded (Groundwork, 4:427–8).
A formal principle is never for Kant a principle that is not grounded on
any end as its motive. Here the overemphasis on FUL and FLN again
does mischief, by persuading people that we may identify a “formal”
principle simply using the universalizability tests, without recourse to
any substantive value or end to serve as the motive for following such a
principle. A careful reading of Groundwork 4:427–9 reveals this reading
of Kant to be quite mistaken.

10. For a fuller account of my interpretation of this argument, see Kant’s
Ethical Thought, pp. 124–32. A similar interpretation has been defended
by Christine Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 106–33.
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11. Why not also our own happiness and the perfection of others? We honor
rational nature as an end in itself by making it our end to increase its
capacity rationally to set and pursue ends, and the general name for this
capacity is “perfection.” We honor it also by making our end the ends
set through its exercise, and the name for the totality of ends a rational
being proposes for itself is its “happiness.” We honor rational nature in
others only to the extent that we further the perfections in themselves
that they also set as ends, so morality bids us to pursue their perfection
only insofar as it falls under the heading of their happiness. We need no
moral constraint to pursue our own happiness except insofar as we are
tempted to make ourselves less perfect by neglecting it, so morality bids
us pursue our own happiness only insofar as it falls under the heading
of our perfection.

12. The first of these translations is Lewis White Beck’s (Foundations of
the Metaphysics of Morals [Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1959], p. 54),
the second is Mary Gregor’s (Kant, Practical Philosophy [New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1996], p. 85). My own translation (Ground-
work of the Metaphysics of Morals [New Haven: Yale University Press,
2002], p. 54) is also a bit less literal than the one I have just presented:
“one of which unites the other two in itself.” But it does capture the
feature of the passage to which I am calling attention. It is true that
the original text can be read so that it does not positively exclude the
possibility that each of the three formulas unites the other two. If I say
of the three musketeers: “One of them would give his life for the other
two,” it is natural to understand me to be saying not only of one specific
musketeer but of each of the three, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, that he
would give his life for his two comrades. But this is only because we
have no reason to single out any one of them as more self-sacrificing
than the other two, and so we have reason to treat “one” in this context
as meaning “each one.” However, in the Groundwork Kant has already
singled out FA by saying that it follows from FUL and FH, but he has
not made any comparable claim about either FUL or FH. So it is not nat-
ural to read “one” (die eine) here as if it were equivalent to “each” (jede
or irgend eine). If Kant had meant jede or irgend eine, he could have
said so. The (mis)reading of the passage is normally used to suggest, at
the outset, a kind of equality of status between the three formulas, but
usually this is nothing but a front for the common reading that privi-
leges FUL over the other two formulas. That in turn usually goes along
with treating FUL as a universal moral criterion, or interpreting it as
a procedure for “constructing” the entire content of ethics, or a lot of
other false and philosophically indefensible notions that fundamentally
misunderstand Kant’s moral philosophy.
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13. For more on Kant’s views about friendship and religion, see Kant’s
Ethical Thought, pp. 274–82, 309–20. The spirit of Kantian ethics has
often been characterized as “individualistic“ on account of the priority
Kant gives to the value of autonomy or self-legislation, to individual
rights and freedom, to thinking for oneself, and because Kant regards
only individuals, never groups of people, as bearing moral responsibil-
ity (though – what is seldom appreciated – he does regard both the cause
and the cure for moral evil as social). Yet once we see that the fundamen-
tal principle of morality, formulated as FRE, gives absolute priority to
achieving a community, that is, a convergence or consilience, among all
the ends of all rational beings, we should also recognize that the spirit
of Kantian ethics is, at a very fundamental level, exactly the reverse of
individualistic.

14. Examples are H. J. Paton, The Categorical Imperative (London: Hutche-
son, 1947), p. 130; Onora O’Neill, Constructions of Reason (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 127; Paul Guyer, “The Possibil-
ity of the Categorical Imperative,” in Guyer (ed.) Groundwork of the
Metaphysics of Morals: Critical Essays (Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1998), p. 216.

15. Klaus Reich, “Kant and Greek Ethics II,” Mind 48 (1939), pp. 452–3.
Cited parenthetically as “Reich,” followed by page number.

16. See previous note; also A. R. C. Duncan, Practical Reason and Morality
(London: Nelson, 1957), pp. 175–82, cited parenthetically as “Duncan.”
See also H. J. Paton, “The Aim and Structure of Kant’s Grundlegung,”
Philosophical Quarterly 8 (1958), pp. 112–30, and Brendan Æ. Liddell,
Kant on the Foundation of Morality (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1970), pp. 138–40.

17. Cicero, On Duties, cited by book and section. Cicero, De officiis, Scrip-
torum classicorum bibliotheca Oxoniensis (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1994). For a recent English translation, see Cicero, On Obligations,
translated by P. G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

18. Reich relies on Garve’s account of Cicero’s intention, which is that
Cicero was trying to “resolve the apparent conflict between duty and
interest” (Reich, p. 455). But this is surely misleading, for it suggests
that it was Cicero’s aim to devise strategies for making the (appar-
ent) conflict disappear, whereas the plain import of On Duties is that
there is no such conflict, and it is only human error or vice that leads
people to think there is. Of course, Kant is even less interested than
Cicero in the project Garve describes. For it is his view that when peo-
ple take steps to reduce the “apparent” conflict of duty and interest
(which in Kant’s view is sometimes not apparent but quite real), they
do so mainly by deceiving themselves about what duty demands, and
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softening these demands so that they do not infringe on self-interest.
Kant is as far as it is possible for anyone to be from wanting to help
them to do this.

19. G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” Philosophy 33 (1958),
reprinted in Roger Crisp and Michael Slote, eds., Virtue Ethics (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1997), cited parenthetically in the latter source,
by page number, as “Anscombe.”

20. Of course he does not accept – and has no reason to accept – Anscombe’s
contention that a “law conception of ethics” makes sense only in a
framework of thought where a divine legislator is thought of as the
source of moral obligation; still less does he accept Anscombe’s con-
tention that “the idea of ‘legislating to oneself’ is absurd,” because
“the concept of legislation requires a superior power in the legislator”
(Anscombe, p. 27). We find as far back as Socrates the idea that the
most important ruler-ruled relationship is the relationship to oneself
(Plato, Gorgias 491d5–10); the idea of constraint through laws and prin-
ciples makes just as much sense when the constraint is conceived as
self-constraint through reasons as when it is conceived as coercive con-
straint through external force. Simply to assume the opposite without
argument is simply to dismiss out of hand, and for no good reason, the
most basic idea of Kantian ethics.

21. For example, Paul Guyer, “Kant’s Deduction of Principles of Right,” in
Mark Timmons, ed., Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals: Interpretive Essays
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 23–64; Bernd Ludwig,
“Whence Public Right? The role of Theoretical and Practical Reasoning
in Kant’s Doctrine of Right,” in Timmons, ed., Kant’s Metaphysics of
Morals, pp. 159–84. The other side of this interpretive dispute, the one
apparently supported by Kant’s criticism of Cicero, is defended in this
same volume by me, “The Final Form of Kant’s Practical Philosophy,”
pp. 5–10, by Markus Willascheck, “Which Imperatives for Right? On
the Non-Prescriptive Character of Juridical Laws in Kant’s Metaphysics
of Morals,” pp. 65–88, and by Thomas Pogge, “Is Kant’s Rechtslehre a
‘Comprehensive Liberalism’?,” pp. 133–58. There is some connection,
but by no means an identity, between the issue being debated here
and the older controversy in the German literature between defend-
ers of what has been called the “independence thesis” (such as Julius
Ebbinghaus, Klaus Reich, and Georg Geismann) and critics of it (such as
Wolfgang Kersting and Bernd Ludwig). A good discussion of this issue
is found in Pogge, “Kant’s Rechtslehre,” pp. 150–1.

22. The emphasis on truth is especially identified with Wollaston, whose
views were prominently criticized (though not using his name) in
Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature, edited by L. A Selby-Bigge
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(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), p. 461. It is even a bit odd that Kant
should identify this view with Cumberland (even though it is stated
prominently in the opening chapter of De Legibus Naturae [1672]), since
Cumberland is more often thought of as an ethical eudaimonist. The
probable explanation is that Cumberland is the only one of these authors
who wrote in Latin, and Kant did not read English.

23. In the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant criticizes Aristotle’s principle not
on the ground that it is analytic, but on the ground that it is false, since
(he argues) it gives a false account of what virtue is (Morals 6:404).

24. The fact that some names appear more than once (when the Lecture
versions of Kant on the history of ethics are taken into account) should
not disturb us. It is quite possible to interpret Epicurus, for instance, as
a representative of the ancient “ideal” conception of ethics and also to
realize that his views can be (and are) appropriated by moderns to support
a principle of hedonistic eudaimonism. In some philosophers, such as
Mandeville and Baumgarten, it is easy enough to find endorsements of
both of the views with which Kant associates their respective names. (If
there is an inconsistency here, the blame lies at their door rather than
at Kant’s.) And it is quite possible to interpret the British rationalist
principle of truth either as an analytic claim or (more sympathetically)
as a version of rational perfectionism.

25. The problem is that there are just too many ways in which we could
come to desire things we have no reason to desire, be disposed to approve
of things we have no reason to approve, and take as reasons things that
are not genuine reasons at all. I will admit, or rather earnestly maintain,
that our having a natural desire for something is good evidence that we
have a reason to desire it, and even that it is good. (Thus J. S. Mill’s
much maligned argument to that effect in Chapter 4 of Utilitarianism
seems to me a sound argument.) But then we have to suppose that there
are good things, and genuine reasons for desiring or approving of good
things, and that our natural dispositions somehow involve our being
in contact with those reasons. The problem with empiricist theories is
that when presented with this obvious point, the empiricists will not
admit it. When you ask them to tell you what reasons we have for doing
anything, and insist that they give you some answer that at least has
the general form of being a genuine reason, they get all nervous and
huffy and accuse you of metaphysics, obscurantism, and God knows
what other misdemeanors. Accepting their theories apparently requires
us either to stop asking for reasons at all or else to allow to count as
reasons things that are transparently not genuine reasons at all. Such
defensiveness is a sure sign that there is something deeply wrong with
their position, and that at some level, they know it.
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26. Of course, it is reasonable to ask the rationalist what these proper-
ties are, whether they are natural or non-natural properties, how we
can know about them, and so forth. And it may be that their theories
about these matters fall far short of being satisfactory. But at least their
account of what reasons are has the virtue that what it says are reasons
might actually be reasons. (That an action is right or good or ought to
be done is a reason for doing it, whereas the fact that we are disposed
to desire something is transparently not a reason for desiring it and that
we are disposed to approve of something is transparently not a reason
for approving it.) Some Kantians who like to call themselves “construc-
tivists” think either that Kant has a superior theory to the rationalists on
these points, or else at any rate that inspired by Kant, they have devised
a superior theory. I think they are fooling themselves about this. Kant
was perhaps a constructivist about mathematics in some intelligible
sense, but no intelligible sense has yet been given to the term “Kan-
tian constructivism” in ethics. As far as I can see, Kant has no better
metaethical theory than the rationalists do, perhaps because he was
interested only marginally, if at all, in the questions such theories are
designed to answer.

27. Many of the ways that British moralists in the rationalist tradition
anticipated Kant are explored in Stephen Darwall’s excellent book,
The British Moralists and the Internal ‘Ought’ 1640–1740 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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11 Kant on freedom of the will

Although there can be no doubt regarding the centrality of the con-
cept of freedom in Kant’s thought, there is considerable disagreement
concerning its proper interpretation and evaluation. The evaluative
problem stems largely from Kant’s insistence that freedom involves
a transcendental or non-empirical component, which requires the
resources of transcendental idealism in order to be reconciled with
the “causality of nature.” There is also, however, a significant inter-
pretive problem posed by the number of different conceptions of
freedom to which Kant refers.1 In addition to “outer freedom” or
freedom of action, and a relative, empirically accessible or “psycho-
logical” concept of freedom, which admits of degrees, Kant distin-
guishes between transcendental and practical freedom, both of which
seem to involve indeterminism in the sense of an independence from
determination by antecedent causes. Moreover, within this sphere
he conceives of freedom as both absolute spontaneity (negative free-
dom), which is a condition of rational agency as such, and as auton-
omy (positive freedom), which is a condition of the appropriate moral
motivation (acting from duty alone).

Given this complexity, the present discussion must be highly
selective.2 Specifically, it will focus initially on the nature of and
relation between freedom as spontaneity and as autonomy. But since
both of these senses of freedom affirm (albeit in different ways) an
independence from natural causality, this necessitates a considera-
tion of the relationship between freedom (in both senses) and tran-
scendental idealism. And to situate Kant’s views in their historical
context, I shall frame the discussion with a brief account of the treat-
ment of free will by some of his predecessors, on the one hand, and
his idealistic successors, on the other.

381
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i. freedom of the will in kant’s predecessors

In the German context, the agenda for the discussion of freedom
of the will in the eighteenth century was set by Leibniz, who
approached the topic in terms of his principle of sufficient reason.
After Leibniz, the main participants in this discussion were Christian
Wolff and Christian August Crusius. The former developed and sys-
tematized the Leibnizian position and the latter was its foremost
critic. Accordingly, a brief consideration of the views of these three
thinkers is essential to the understanding of Kant’s position.

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz

Leibniz’s philosophy is built on two great principles: contradiction
(or identity) and sufficient reason. The former states that “a proposi-
tion cannot be both true and false at the same time”; the latter that
“nothing happens without a reason why it should be so rather than
otherwise.”3 Whereas the first governs (logically) necessary truths,
which hold in all possible worlds, the second governs contingent
truths, which hold in the actual world. In addition to factual truths
and laws of nature, the latter includes the basic propositions of
Leibniz’s metaphysics.

The principle of sufficient reason can have this metaphysical func-
tion, however, only because it involves a certain kind of necessity.
Since God is a supremely perfect being, it follows (according to this
principle) that God could choose only the best of all possible worlds.
Already during his lifetime, Leibniz was attacked on this point
for denying divine freedom, subjecting God to an overriding neces-
sity or fate. Typically, he dealt with this problem by distinguishing
between an absolute or logical necessity and a relative or hypothet-
ical one: the former apply to necessary and the latter to contingent
truths. Accordingly, Leibniz denied that it is absolutely necessary
for God to create the best of all possible worlds, while also admitting
that there is a sense in which he must choose the best, since any-
thing else would constitute a violation of the principle of sufficient
reason.

Leibniz applied the same general framework to the analysis of
human freedom. Thus, he denied that the voluntary actions of finite
rational agents are absolutely necessary, since their non-occurrence
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does not involve a contradiction, while insisting that their occur-
rence is certain (and is known timelessly by God), since their non-
occurrence would violate the principle of sufficient reason.

So far it might seem that Leibniz had “saved” freedom only by
contrasting contingent truths about the occurrence of human actions
with logically necessary truths such as those contained in mathemat-
ics. This is obviously inadequate as an analysis of freedom, however,
since (among other things) it fails to distinguish between voluntary
actions and other occurrences in nature, which are causally rather
than logically necessary. But Leibniz was well aware of this problem
and attempted to deal with it by appealing to two more necessary
conditions of a free act: spontaneity and choice (or intelligence). As
he puts it at one point:

Aristotle has already observed that there are two things in freedom, to wit
spontaneity and choice, and therein lies our mastery over our actions. When
we act freely we are not being forced, as would happen if we were pushed on
to a precipice and thrown from top to bottom; and we are not prevented from
having the mind free when we deliberate, as we would be if we were given
a draught to deprive us of discernment. There is contingency in a thousand
actions of Nature; but when there is no judgment in him who acts there is
no freedom.4

As this passage indicates, by “spontaneity” Leibniz understood
the absence of compulsion by any external cause, and by “choice”
(or “intelligence”) the recognition (or at least belief) that a course of
action is, in given circumstances, the best. Like contingency, spon-
taneity alone is insufficient for freedom since it characterizes some
actions of inanimate objects (e.g., a ball which has been set in motion
along a smooth trajectory) as well as the behavior of nonrational
animals.5 Thus, again following Aristotle, Leibniz thought that we
can speak meaningfully of freedom only in the case of voluntary
actions, in which an agent makes a conscious choice based on the
perception of some good.

Although understanding freedom in this way enabled Leibniz to
bring free actions under the principle of sufficient reason, it entails
that, given a motive and a specific set of circumstances, an agent will
invariably choose to act according to what is perceived to be the best.
In other words, an agent could not have chosen otherwise under the
same circumstances. Rather than denying this implication, however,
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Leibniz attempted to reconcile it with freedom by appealing to his
dictum that a reason or motive “inclines without necessitating.”6

He does not mean by this that free agents have a capacity to disre-
gard their motives (that would constitute a violation of the princi-
ple of sufficient reason), but merely that being motivated to X does
not render the performance of X anything more than hypothetically
necessary. Consequently, freedom for Leibniz is compatible with a
certain kind of necessity.

Christian Wolff

If Wolff may be said to have modified the Leibnizian conception of
freedom at all, it is by emphasizing even more strongly its determin-
istic features and its intellectualism or anti-voluntarism. The first of
these is a consequence of his attempt to derive the principle of suf-
ficient reason from the principle of contradiction.7 Since the former
supposedly governs all that exists, its demonstration on the basis
of the principle of contradiction threatens to reduce everything to
a matter of logical necessity in the manner of Spinoza. Indeed, the
charge that he taught a universal determinism was one of the main
reasons for Wolff’s expulsion from Halle in 1723.8

Nevertheless, Wolff did not think that the attribution of a logical
necessity to the principle of sufficient reason entails that everything
based on this principle is itself logically or “absolutely” necessary.
Accordingly, he retained Leibniz’s distinction between absolute and
hypothetical necessity and subsumed free actions under the latter.
Also, like Leibniz, he located the distinctive feature of free actions
in the kind of grounds they have, not in their lack of sufficient deter-
mining grounds. Specifically, free actions for Wolff are those that
are performed on the basis of what the intellect perceives to be
best. Thus, rejecting the characterization of freedom as the capac-
ity to choose either of two contradictory things on the grounds
of its violation of the principle of sufficient reason,9 he defined it
instead as “the ability of the soul through its own power of choice
to choose, between two equally possible things, that which pleases
it the most.”10

This conception of freedom must be understood in terms of Wolff’s
above-mentioned anti-voluntarism. Strictly speaking, there is only
one mental faculty for Wolff: the cognitive. The other two tradition-
ally conceived faculties (will and desire) are subsumed under it as
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reflecting different degrees in the distinctness of one’s cognition.11

Although it follows from this that an agent will necessarily “choose”
what seems the best in a given situation, this does not undermine
the freedom of choice. The latter is preserved because the action is
determined intellectually by what is perceived (rightly or wrongly)
to be the best rather than being the result of compulsion by external
forces. Moreover, like many eighteenth-century thinkers (including
Hume), Wolff insisted that such a conception of freedom is not only
compatible with morality but required by it because its alternative
(the so-called “liberty of indifference”) effectively deprives an agent
of any motive or reason to act.12

Christian August Crusius

As already noted, Crusius was the foremost opponent of Wolffian
thought in Germany and, as such, exercised a major influence on
Kant.13 For present purposes at least, the focal points of his critique
are the Wolffian understanding of the principle of sufficient reason
and its intellectualism or anti-voluntarism. Not only did Crusius
reject as spurious Wolff’s attempt to demonstrate the principle of
sufficient reason, he also repudiated the intellectualization of the
real, that is, the equation of conditions of knowing (or consistent
thinking) with ontological conditions. Against this virtual collapsing
of ontology into epistemology or logic, Crusius (anticipating Kant)
distinguished sharply between ideal and real grounds, between the
logical relation of ground and consequent and the real relation of
cause and effect. The latter has a kind of necessity, which Crusius
never succeeded in explaining very well, but is quite distinct from
the logical necessity based on the principle of contradiction.14

Armed with this sharp distinction between conditions of know-
ing and conditions of being, Crusius thought that he had created
the conceptual space for a genuine freedom of the will. This is
not only because the necessity governing the real is not a logical
necessity, which even the Leibnizians acknowledged, but because
the principle of sufficient reason governs our understanding of
things rather than the things themselves. Thus, anticipating Kant,
Crusius claimed that the endeavor to comprehend freedom leads to
an unavoidable conflict of principles: on the one hand, we cannot
conceive an action without a cause (which rules out freedom in a
stronger-than-Leibnizian sense), while, on the other hand, we must
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assume freedom (in a strong sense) in order to conceive of the possi-
bility of moral agency.15

Crusius’s basic claim is that the distinction between these two
kinds of conditions entails that our inability to understand or explain
freedom does not preclude its reality. On the contrary, he insisted on
the reality of freedom as a fundamental power of the soul, which
can be known to be actual, even though it remains inexplicable.
Within the framework of his epistemology, Crusius explained this
in terms of a distinction between two kinds of knowledge: symbolic
and intuitive.16 The former comprehends things in terms of their
relations to something else and the latter consists in an immediate
awareness. Accordingly, we can have a direct assurance of realities
that we cannot understand. Freedom is one such reality.

Crusius’s justification for this claim turns on his voluntarism.
Indeed, to underscore this point, he introduced a distinct science
(“Thelematologie”) whose special provenance is the will.17 In this
context, Crusius defined the will as the power to act according to
one’s ideas. His point is that a capacity for cognition does not entail
a capacity to act according to its determinations.18 Since Crusius
thought that the will, as the chief power of the mind, has an executive
function that presupposes, but cannot be performed by, the intellect,
he denied that God would create a being with understanding but no
will.19

Moreover, for Crusius, this function of the will presupposes free-
dom in a strong sense. Consequently, the Wolffian account of free-
dom will not do since it is a thinly veiled determinism, which reduces
virtue to a matter of luck.20 Against this, Crusius insisted that free-
dom must involve a capacity to choose between given alternatives
since it is only on the basis of this assumption that acts can be
imputed to an agent. As he puts it at one point, “A willing that
one could in identical circumstances omit or direct to something
else is called a free willing.”21 And later, in defining the most perfect
concept of freedom, he writes:

Whenever we freely will something, we decide to do something for which
one or several desires already exist in us. . . . Freedom consists in an inner
perfect activity of the will, which is capable of connecting its efficacy with
one of the currently active drives of the will, or of omitting this connection
and remaining inactive or of connecting it with another drive instead of the
first one.22
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For Crusius, then, rather than being determined by its strongest
desire or, in the intellectualist version, by what is perceived to be the
best, the will (or self) is conceived as somehow standing apart from
its desires, with the capacity to determine which, if any, of them
are to be acted upon. Such a conception of agency makes no sense
from the Wolffian standpoint, with its reduction of all the powers
of the mind to cognition, but Crusius thought that he was able to
accommodate it by means of his sharp distinction between intellect
and will.

ii. kant’s conception of rational agency

Although Kant’s eventual understanding of freedom of the will has
strong affinities to Crusius’s, his initial account is Wolffian. Thus, in
his first metaphysical venture, Kant defends the distinction between
absolute and hypothetical necessity against Crusius and, in good
Wolffian fashion, insists that the question of freedom concerns the
nature of the necessitating ground rather than the kind or degree
of its necessitation (New Elucidation, 1:400). Accordingly, freedom
of the will is said to consist entirely in its being determined by
“motives of the understanding” rather than by external stimuli
(New Elucidation, 1:400). Appealing to Leibnizian terminology, Kant
defines spontaneity as “an action which issues from an inner prin-
ciple,” and remarks that “When this spontaneity is determined in
conformity with the representation of what is best it is called free-
dom” (New Elucidation, 1: 402).

Remnants of this view are to be found in some of Kant’s lectures
on practical philosophy and associated Reflexionen, where he appeals
to a relative, empirically based conception of freedom. In this con-
text, he speaks of degrees of freedom, corresponding to degrees of
rationality, and correlated with degrees of imputability. Indeed, as
late as 1784–5, Kant is cited as claiming that, “The more a man can
be morally compelled the freer he is; the more he is pathologically
compelled, though this only occurs in a comparative sense, the less
free he is” (Moral Philosophy Collins, 27:268). It is difficult to know
what to make of such claims, particularly those stemming from the
period after the initial publication of the first Critique. But since
Kant used Baumgarten as his text and this remark (and many others
like it) is taken from a student’s notes, it seems plausible to assume
that he was stating the latter’s view rather than his own.
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Be that as it may, in his metaphysical lectures of the seventies
Kant repudiates the Wolffian conception of freedom on essentially
Crusian grounds. Thus, he now distinguishes sharply between an
absolute and a relative or conditioned spontaneity of the kind advo-
cated by the Leibnizians. The former is claimed to be essential to free-
dom in the genuine or transcendental sense, while the latter is com-
pared to that of a watch or turnspit (Metaphysik L1, 28:267–8).23 In
fact, at one point Kant seems to have entertained a speculative proof
of transcendental freedom that anticipates later idealistic accounts.
According to this proof, the very conception of oneself as a thinking
being proves one’s transcendental freedom. As Kant puts it:

When I say: I think, I act, etc., then either the word “I” is used falsely or I
am free. Were I not free, I could not say: I do it, but rather I would have to
say: I feel a desire in me to do, which someone has aroused in me. But when
I say: I do it, that means spontaneity in the transcendental sense.

(Metaphysik L1, 28:269)

Nevertheless, even at that time Kant did not regard the self’s tran-
scendental freedom as unproblematic. Unlike his later treatments,
however, its problematic feature is found in its apparent conflict
with our ontological status as dependent beings.24 The problem is
to understand how such a being could have anything more than the
relative spontaneity recognized by the Leibnizians. His resolution of
the problem at this point is basically that of Crusius: we know that
we are free in the transcendental sense, but we cannot explain how
this is possible (Metaphysik L1, 8:270–1).

The “critical” Kant retained the doctrine of the incomprehensi-
bility of freedom, while denying its knowability. This denial is a
consequence of the limitation of our cognition to phenomena, that
is, to things as they appear in accordance with our forms of sensi-
bility. Since the idea of transcendental freedom is the thought of an
agency that is not determinable by sensible conditions, we cannot be
said to know that we possess it. Kant also insists, however, on both
the possibility and necessity of thinking our freedom, understood as
an absolute spontaneity. Freedom, so conceived, is a transcendental
idea (a necessary idea of reason), which is required for the thought of
ourselves as cognizers and as agents.

The idea that even our capacity to think presupposes absolute
spontaneity seems to have its roots in the speculative proof noted
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above. As Kant develops it in his later writings, the basic point is
that to consider oneself as a cognizer is to assume such spontaneity.
This is because to understand or cognize something requires not sim-
ply having the correct beliefs and even having them for the correct
reasons, it also involves a capacity to take these reasons (whether
rightly or wrongly) as justifying the belief. In short, the thought of
ourselves as self-conscious cognizers is inseparable from the idea of
our absolute spontaneity.25

Kant recognized, however, that this is not sufficient to justify
freedom in the practical sense, that is, freedom of the will as it is
usually understood. The problem stems from the fact that our epis-
temic spontaneity appears to be self-certifying in a way in which
our practical spontaneity is not. The first part of this story is famil-
iar, albeit hardly noncontroversial. Since spontaneity in the above-
mentioned sense is a necessary condition of thinking, I cannot think
of myself as thinking without attributing such spontaneity to my
mind. Expressed in Cartesian terms, I cannot coherently doubt that
I am a thinker because such doubt is itself an act of thinking. But
since it does seem possible to doubt that one has a will, or, equiva-
lently, that one’s reason is practical, this line of argument cannot be
directly carried over into the practical sphere. For all that we know,
we might be nothing more than thinking automata: beings who are
capable of thought, but whose actions are governed by instinct rather
than practical reason.

Here again, the influence of Crusius is evident. For both thinkers
it is the separation of intellect and will as distinct powers of the
mind that opens up the possibility, which is unintelligible from
the Leibnizian point of view, that we might have the former without
the latter. Unlike Crusius, however, Kant does not deny such a state
of affairs on theological grounds, but seems to have held that it is
a possibility that cannot be excluded by the resources of theoretical
reason.26

The main point, however, is that from the practical point of view,
this possibility is moot. At least from a first-person perspective,
while engaged in deliberation regarding the proper course of action,
we necessarily presuppose our freedom. To take oneself as a rational
agent capable of choice and deliberation is to assume that one’s rea-
son is practical or, equivalently, that one has a will. As Kant famously
puts it, “Now I assert that to every rational being having a will we
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must necessarily lend the idea of freedom, also, under which alone
he acts” (Groundwork, 4:448).

As we shall see below in connection with the Third Antinomy,
this idea is that of an uncaused cause, that is, of an agency capa-
ble of making an “absolute beginning,” by which is understood the
capacity to initiate a causal series that is not itself determined by
any antecedent condition. In its application to the human will and
its practical freedom, this means that we are rationally constrained
to regard ourselves as spontaneous initiators of causal series through
our choices. Otherwise expressed, we cannot, at least from the first-
person point of view, regard our choices as the predetermined out-
comes of either the state of the world or of our own psychological
state, including our beliefs and desires.

Perhaps Kant’s best formulation of this conception of freedom is
in a passage from Religion, where he writes:

[F]reedom of the power of choice [Willkür] has the characteristic, entirely
peculiar to it, that it cannot be determined to action through any incentive
except so far as the human being has incorporated it into his maxim (has
made it into a universal rule for himself, according to which he wills to
conduct himself); only in this way can an incentive, whatever it may be,
coexist with the absolute spontaneity of the power of choice (of freedom).

(Religion, 6:24)

Although this characterization of the freedom of the power of
choice is part of Kant’s discussion of how the moral law can be an
incentive for sensibly affected beings such as ourselves, it is note-
worthy that he claims that it applies to any incentive (including
those based on inclination). Consequently, it is best viewed as pro-
viding a model for the thought of free agency in general rather than
merely moral agency. Nevertheless, its force is normative rather than
descriptive. It is not the case that introspection invariably shows that
we never act on an incentive without first “incorporating it into
one’s maxim”; it is rather that we necessarily conceive our agency
according to this model insofar as we take ourselves to be acting on
reasons. This act of incorporation may also be seen as the practi-
cal analogue of the spontaneity that we necessarily attribute to our
understandings in cognition. Just as reasons to believe cannot func-
tion as reasons unless we take them as such, desires do not of them-
selves provide us with a sufficient reason to act. They can become
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reasons only insofar as we freely assign them this status, by subsum-
ing them under a principle of action (maxim), which we likewise
freely adopt.27

If we put this central Kantian idea into its historical context, it
may be seen as a successor to the Leibnizian dictum that motives
incline without necessitating. The difference is that, under the influ-
ence of Crusius, Kant construed the distinction between inclina-
tion and necessitation in much stronger terms than the Leibnizians.
Whereas the latter meant by this merely that a strong inclination to
X does not make it absolutely necessary that one will do X (though all
things considered, it makes it certain), for Kant such an inclination
does not, of itself, even give one a sufficient reason to X.

iii. imputability and autonomy

Kant’s account of the relationship between morality and freedom
is complicated by the fact that it encompasses two issues: impu-
tation and motivation. His treatment of the former consists in a
relatively straightforward application of the general conception of
rational agency to morally relevant acts. The basic idea is that the
imputability of actions presupposes freedom in the strong sense of
absolute spontaneity. Accordingly, unlike the Leibnizian view, for
which a merely relative spontaneity, understood as a lack of exter-
nal compulsion, suffices to ground responsibility, for Kant it requires
that the agent is not predetermined at all. In other words, without
violating the psychological continuity of the person, we must con-
sider an imputable act as if it were an “absolute beginning.”

Once again, this is close to the position of Crusius, who defended
the traditional view that freedom involves a capacity to have chosen
otherwise in a given set of circumstances. Kant, however, gives a
somewhat different twist to this thought in the light of his concep-
tion of morality. Rather than defining freedom simply as the capacity
to do otherwise in the sense of an ability to choose either for against
the dictates of morality, Kant typically appeals to the principle that
“ought implies can.” Thus, the weight of his account falls on the idea
that, no matter how dire one’s circumstances, one is aware through
one’s consciousness of standing under the moral law that one can
do what duty requires, simply because one ought to do so. More-
over, it is in this sense that we must understand Kant’s claim, which
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may at first seem to conflict with the previous analysis of ratio-
nal agency, that without the moral law such freedom would have
remained unknown to the agent (Practical Reason, 5:30).28 It is not
that the consciousness of the moral law first makes us aware of our
rational agency, since insofar as we take ourselves to be acting we
are necessarily conscious of that. It is rather that this consciousness
makes us aware of a capacity to disregard all our inclinations, even
our natural love of life, when duty requires it.

This conception of freedom rests on the assumption that moral
considerations give one a sufficient reason to act or, as Kant usually
puts it, that the moral law serves as an incentive. To understand
this, however, we need to consider the doctrine of the autonomy of
the will. As introduced in the Groundwork, autonomy is defined as
“the property of the will by which it is a law to itself (independently
of any property of the objects of volition)” (4:440). It is contrasted
with the principle of heteronomy, which denies that the will can
give itself the law and assumes that the object (whatever happens to
be desired) must give the law to the will (4:441). Consequently, to
attribute heteronomy to the will is not to claim that it is causally
determined, but rather that it requires some antecedent desire in
order to have a reason to act.

Kant claimed that the will’s heteronomy was presupposed by all
previous moralists, including voluntarists such as Crusius (Practical
Reason, 5:39). His basic objection is that it is incompatible with the
possibility of the categorical imperative since the latter not only
determines what our duty is in given circumstances, but requires us
to act from duty, which is possible only on the assumption that the
will is autonomous. Thus, unlike most present-day conceptions of
autonomy, Kant’s is an all-or-nothing affair: either the will has it or
it does not. Moreover, if it does not, morality must be rejected as a
phantom of the brain (Groundwork, 4:445).

In the Groundwork, Kant argues also that the positive conception
of freedom (autonomy) follows from the negative conception (spon-
taneity) and that given autonomy, “morality together with its prin-
ciple follows from it by mere analysis of its concept” (4:447).29 Or,
as he puts it in the second Critique, “[F]reedom and unconditional
practical law reciprocally imply each other” (5:529). Both formula-
tions come to the same thing, namely, that freedom (construed as
autonomy) is not only a necessary, but also a sufficient condition of
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morality.30 Consequently, given the significance that Kant attributes
to autonomy, it is no wonder that he devoted the third part of the
Groundwork, which is intended to establish the reality of the cate-
gorical imperative, to a “deduction” of the autonomy of the will.

Although it is impossible to examine here this complex and dif-
ficult argument, which was replaced in the second Critique by an
appeal to the “fact of reason,”31 it is necessary to consider briefly
Kant’s distinction between Wille and Willkür, which is a central fea-
ture of his treatment of the will in his later writings. Whereas in the
Groundwork Kant simply identified will (Wille) with practical rea-
son, thereby equating the question of whether we have free will with
the question of whether our reason is practical, in these later writ-
ings he introduces a more complex account of the will as containing
both legislative and executive functions.32

In addition to creating problems for the translator since each of
these terms can be rendered as “will,” the situation is further com-
plicated by the fact that Wille itself is taken in two senses: a broad
sense in which it connotes the faculty of volition, or will as a whole,
and a narrow sense in which it connotes the legislative function of
this faculty. Accordingly, both Wille in the narrow sense and Willkür,
which is here translated as “the power of choice,” are aspects of Wille
in the broad sense.

It is tempting to correlate these two aspects of will with the two
conceptions of freedom (spontaneity and autonomy). In fact, this
works nicely in the case of Willkür, the freedom of which consists
in an absolute spontaneity. The situation is more complex in the
case of the connection of Wille and autonomy, however, since Kant
does not seem to have been of one mind on the matter. Thus, in the
published text of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant states that only
Willkür can be regarded as free, whereas Wille must be thought to be
neither free nor unfree since it is directed to giving law rather than
to action (6:226). By contrast, in his unpublished preliminary notes
(Vorarbeiten) for this work, Kant entertains the possibility that Wille
might be free in a different sense than Willkür because it is law giv-
ing rather than law following (23:249). Perhaps the best way to ren-
der Kant consistent on this point is to keep in mind the distinction
between the two senses of Wille. When Kant denied that Wille as
such is either free or unfree, he had in mind the narrow sense of the
term. Wille, so construed, may not be thought to be free with regard
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to the legislation of the categorical imperative, since this is its funda-
mental law. But, conversely, it does seem possible to attribute auton-
omy to Wille in the broad sense since it is conceived as legislating
to itself.

iv. freedom and determinism

The centerpiece of Kant’s account of freedom is the third antinomy in
the Critique of Pure Reason and its attempted resolution through an
appeal to transcendental idealism. Like each of the four antinomies,
the third is presented as a conflict between cosmological ideas, that
is, between ways of conceiving the world as a whole (as a totality
of conditions). In this case, it is a conflict between the conception
of the world as containing an infinite series of causal conditions,
each of which is itself conditioned by its antecedent condition, and
the conception of this series (and, therefore, the world as a whole)
as anchored in something that is itself unconditioned. On Kant’s
analysis, each side is capable of demonstrating a contradiction in
the opposed view. But since it is assumed by both parties that these
alternatives are themselves contradictory, the refutation of one is
seen as equivalent to the demonstration of the other.33

Insofar as this dispute is explicitly concerned with a cosmological
issue regarding the need for (and possibility of) a first cause, its con-
nection with the question of free will is not immediately evident.
Kant’s explanation turns on the conception of freedom as absolute
spontaneity. As we have seen, to consider oneself as free in this sense
is to conceive oneself as initiating through one’s choice a fresh chain
of events or an “absolute beginning.” But the problem with such a
conception of agency is that it appears to conflict with the princi-
ple of the second analogy: “Everything that happens (begins to be)
presupposes something which it follows in accordance with a rule”
(Pure Reason, A 189).

Kant’s general approach to the antinomial conflict is to suggest
that the appearance of a contradiction rests on a misunderstand-
ing, which is itself a consequence of the transcendental realism
assumed by both parties to the dispute. Since Kant regards such
realism as the contradictory opposite of his own transcendental ide-
alism, he defines it in relation to the latter. Underlying the con-
trast between the two forms of transcendentalism is the distinction
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between objects considered as they appear, that is, qua given under
the subjective conditions of human sensibility (space and time), and
these same objects considered as they may be in themselves, that
is, qua thought independently of these conditions by some putative
“pure understanding.”34 Whereas the transcendental idealist lim-
its human cognition to objects considered in the former way, the
transcendental realist ignores this distinction and assumes that our
cognition, even of the spatiotemporal objects of human experience,
concerns objects considered in the latter way. In Kant’s terms, the
transcendental realist treats mere appearances as if they were things
in themselves.

According to Kant, this confusion leads directly to the misunder-
standing underlying the antinomial conflict as a whole and can be
avoided only by replacing transcendental realism with transcenden-
tal idealism. This is because the transcendental realist is committed
to the assumption that the totality of conditions must be “given” (at
least for God) independently of our piecemeal and successive cogni-
tion of them. Consequently, such a realist necessarily assumes that
this totality consists of either a finite or an infinite number of condi-
tions. In the case of the third antinomy, the issue is whether there is
a first, uncaused cause or an infinitely extended causal chain, every
member of which is itself causally conditioned.

Things look rather different from the transcendentally idealistic
point of view, however, since it is no longer assumed that there is
some ultimate fact of the matter, not even one to be determined by
God. The claim is rather that each position is legitimate, if relativized
to a point of view. From the empirical point of view, every condition
must itself be conditioned, which leaves no room for an absolute
beginning or uncaused cause; whereas from the intellectualist point
of view, which is concerned with the conditions of coherent thought
rather than experience, it is necessary to assume some such cause
in order to satisfy reason’s demand for completeness. Kant’s claim is
that transcendental idealism (unlike transcendental realism) is able
to reconcile these two points of view by introducing a distinction
between conditions of experience and conditions of thought. This
creates logical space for the possibility that both parties may be
correct: the determinist with respect to objects of possible expe-
rience and the indeterminist with respect to merely intelligible
objects.
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In applying this schema to the human will, Kant invokes a dis-
tinction between empirical and intelligible character. The will in
its empirical character is described as “nothing other than a certain
causality of . . . reason, insofar as in its effects in appearance this rea-
son exhibits a rule in accordance with which one could derive the
rational grounds and the actions themselves . . . and estimate the sub-
jective principles of his power of choice” (Pure Reason, A 549/B 577).
Although it may appear strange to find the will in its empirical char-
acter described as a causality of reason, Kant’s point is that, even at
the empirical level, the voluntary actions of human beings exhibit a
“character” that is distinct from that of physical occurrences since
they reflect a set of underlying intentions. These intentions con-
stitute the “subjective principles of the power of choice.” They are
empirical insofar as they can be inferred from overt behavior and
used to explain past actions and predict future ones.

The notion of an empirical character therefore involves a deter-
ministic, though not reductionistic, picture of human agency, and
it is this picture to which Kant thinks we appeal when we are sim-
ply observing human behavior, “and, as happens in anthropology, . . .
trying to investigate the moving causes of [a person’s] actions physi-
ologically” (A 550/B 578). It is also, in all essential respects, the view
of such agency affirmed by the Leibnizians and most forms of com-
patibilism to the present day. Since agency, so conceived, is itself
part of the natural order, there is no problem regarding its compati-
bility with this order. At least for Kant, however, the problem is that,
under this assumption, there is also no freedom.

As Kant viewed the situation, freedom is required to account for
the “ought” (both moral and prudential). Since this involves con-
sidering human actions normatively in relation to practical reason
rather than descriptively in relation to the conditions of their expe-
rience and explanation, it requires a different conception of agency,
one that allows us to conceive of the will as capable of an absolute
beginning. The function of the notion of an intelligible character is
to provide the requisite conception.

Kant’s thesis that one and the same volition may be consid-
ered from these two apparently conflicting points of view and
assigned two such characters has been deemed deeply paradoxical,
if not outright incoherent, by many. Of particular concern is Kant’s
attempt to illustrate this thesis by means of the notorious case of

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc11 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 8, 2005 5:16

Kant on freedom of the will 397

the malicious lie. Faced with such an act, Kant suggests, we first
enquire into its motive causes and then seek to determine the degree
to which the act and its consequences may be imputed to the agent.
In considering the former question, we naturally appeal to explana-
tory factors such as “bad upbringing, bad company . . . the wicked-
ness of a natural temper insensitive to shame . . . carelessness and
thoughtlessness, as well as to other occasional causes that may have
intervened” (A 554/B 582). In short, it is assumed that the act can
be fully explained in terms of a combination of environmental fac-
tors and character traits. But in spite of this, Kant maintains, we still
blame the agent. Moreover, we do not do so on the familiar compati-
bilist grounds that the act is the consequence of the agent’s own bad
character. Rather, we do so because we presuppose that:

[i]t can entirely set aside how that life was constituted, and that the series
of conditions that transpired might not have been, but rather that this deed
could be regarded as entirely unconditioned in regard to the previous state, as
though with that act the agent had started a series of consequences entirely
from himself. (A 555/B 583)

If one is to avoid reducing Kant’s account to sheer nonsense, this
claim must be considered with great care. First, we must keep in
mind its context, which is that of a critique of the attempt to con-
ceive imputation solely in terms of a Leibnizian-type view of agency.
As Crusius had already claimed, this view is inadequate because it
reduces one’s virtue or viciousness to a matter of luck. But if this is
to be avoided, it does seem necessary to regard an agent as acting in a
way that is not determined entirely by character and circumstance,
that is, as capable of initiating an absolute beginning.

Second, in spite of Kant’s language, we need not take him as affirm-
ing the utterly implausible view that one’s past behavior, disposi-
tion, and circumstances play no role in governing one’s actions, as if
one’s present self were discontinuous with one’s past self. This would
amount to a form of the liberty of indifference, justly ridiculed by
the Leibnizians and many others. Consequently, Kant is not claim-
ing that, all things considered, it would be equally easy for the liar to
speak the truth on that occasion. He is claiming rather that he could
have done so. Or, perhaps better, that we must presuppose that he
could have done so if we are to blame him for the lie.
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Third, we must keep in mind the status of freedom as a transcen-
dental idea, which, as such, has no explanatory role. It is not that in
some cases we appeal to freedom of the will in order to explain an
action, while in others we judge that the agent had no choice in the
matter. Certainly, we often distinguish actions in these terms, con-
sidering the former voluntary and the latter involuntary, and Kant
has no problem with this distinction. His point is rather that it
applies only within the explanatory framework of empirical char-
acter and does not touch on the transcendental question. The latter
concerns the very conception of a voluntary action insofar as it is
deemed imputable. And it is to resolve this question that transcen-
dental idealism is required.

Considered as a whole, Kant’s account may be seen as an attempt
to reconcile two apparently conflicting principles: 1) the determinis-
tic principle of the second analogy, which holds that every occurrence
(including the voluntary actions of rational agents) has an antecedent
condition from which it follows according to a rule; and 2) the thesis
that the conception of ourselves as genuine agents to whom actions
are imputed requires the attribution to the will of freedom in a strong
(indeterminist) sense. Given this problematic, transcendental ideal-
ism is presented as the only hypothesis on the basis of which both
of these principles can be maintained.

Nevertheless, such a resolution appears vulnerable at three points.
One is the coherence of its proposed solution. If transcendental ide-
alism is, as many critics charge, itself incoherent, then appealing to
it to reconcile these principles is of no greater import than appealing
to the concept of a round square would be with regard to the question
of how a figure can be both round and square. The other two points
concern each of these principles taken singly. For if we abandon (or
modify) either the deterministic principle of the second analogy or
Kant’s essentially Crusian conception of freedom, then the need to
appeal to transcendental idealism apparently disappears.

Although some defenders of Kant have chosen the first route,
which involves the reduction of the causal principle to a merely regu-
lative status,35 the usual move is to take the second, which amounts
to an appeal to some form of compatibilism. Whether at the end of the
day this provides an adequate conception of freedom remains an open
question that cannot be decided here. What should be clear, however,
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is that Kant rejected the compatibilist conception of freedom as he
understood it. On this issue, Kant stands firmly with Crusius rather
than the Leibnizians. Thus, while defending the general thesis that
freedom is compatible with causal determinism, which is the defin-
ing mark of compatibilism, he rejected the conception of freedom
in terms of which this compatibility is usually understood. This is
the source of both the complexity and much of the interest of Kant’s
account.

v. freedom of the will in kant’s successors

This final section will discuss briefly the concept of free will in
three of Kant’s idealistic successors: Fichte, Hegel, and Schopen-
hauer. Although other thinkers, for example, Schelling, undoubtedly
could have been included, these three arguably provide the most
interesting case studies of the development and criticism of Kant’s
thought on the topic.

Johann Gottlieb Fichte

Whereas for Kant and his predecessors freedom is a problem (albeit
a vitally important one) for philosophy, for Fichte it provides the
foundation of philosophy. This is reflected in Fichte’s characteriza-
tion of his own position as a “system of freedom,”36 which he also
misleadingly describes as nothing more than the Kantian philosophy
“properly understood.”37

Fichte’s creative reconstruction of the Kantian philosophy is artic-
ulated in various versions of his Wissenschaftslehre and related writ-
ings, which he composed in the middle and late 1790s. It is based
largely on two principles, each of which breaks with orthodox Kan-
tianism. The first is that the absolute autonomy (independence) of
the I is the mandatory starting point of philosophy in the sense that
everything is to be explained in terms of the I and its conception of
itself, while this self-conception is not itself to be explained in terms
of anything more fundamental.38 The second is that the I is not a
thing or substance (a Cartesian res cogitans) but an activity. Specif-
ically, it is the activity of self-determining or self-positing, which
Fichte, following Kant, viewed as essential even to the theoretical
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use of intelligence. Accordingly, consciousness of self is just the
consciousness of this activity, and the task of philosophy or Wis-
senschaftslehre is to spell out the necessary conditions and implica-
tions of this activity and the consciousness thereof.

Since to posit itself the I must confront an objective world (the
not-I), which opposes and limits its activity, Fichte avoids what he
takes to be the misguided appeal of some Kantians to a pregiven
realm of things in themselves.39 Instead, he “deduces” the real-
ity of an external, physical world as a necessary condition of self-
consciousness. Rather than a bizarre flight into metaphysical fancy,
Fichte’s position may be seen as grounded in a radical reinterpreta-
tion of Kant’s distinction between two standpoints and his division of
the philosophical terrain into transcendental idealism and transcen-
dental realism. As already noted, for Kant the contrast between the
two standpoints concerns two ways of considering things and events
(including human actions): as they appear under the spatiotempo-
ral conditions of sensibility and as they are thought through pure
reason independently of these conditions. And for Kant at least one
key difference between the two forms of transcendentalism is that
the former allows for the distinction between the two standpoints,
whereas the latter denies its legitimacy.40

Rejecting the appearance–thing in itself distinction as ordinarily
understood, Fichte regards the contrast between the two standpoints
as between the points of view of the philosopher and of ordinary
consciousness. The latter is inherently and appropriately realistic
(in the sense of Kant’s empirical realism), with the result that the I
is viewed as a being among beings. This may also be equated with
the naturalistic standpoint assumed by science. For the philosopher,
however (at least the idealistic philosopher), the mandatory starting
point is the I itself, of which the philosopher becomes aware through
a reflection on her own self-determining activity. Thus, it is from
the standpoint of philosophy, and only from this standpoint, that
primacy is assigned to this activity of the I and the objective world
is viewed as existing only for and through it.

This is closely connected with Fichte’s methodological dichotomy
between idealism and dogmatism, which replaces the Kantian
dichotomy between transcendental idealism and transcendental
realism. Although clearly modeled on the latter, Fichte’s under-
standing of the fundamental division of the philosophical terrain
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is oriented more to the question of the nature and status of the I
than to the epistemological question of the conditions and limits
of a priori knowledge. Put simply, whereas Fichtean idealism takes
the I as starting point, dogmatism, in its various forms, starts with a
pregiven world of beings (including human beings), and its project is
to explain the possibility of the I, in both its cognitive and practical
dimensions, on this basis. Not surprisingly, Fichte asserts that this
project fails because dogmatism cannot account for the possibility
of the I as self-reverting activity, whereas idealism, starting with the
latter, can account for the experience of an objective world of things
with which the dogmatist begins and which defines the standpoint
of ordinary consciousness.

Even though the theoretical portion of the Wissenschaftslehre is
devoted entirely to demonstrating the latter thesis, Fichte readily
admits that the dogmatist will never be convinced by its argument.41

More generally, he held that the conflict between idealism and dog-
matism is irresolvable at the theoretical level. Nevertheless, Fichte
thought that he could overcome this impasse through a radicaliza-
tion of the Kantian principle of the primacy of practical reason. He
does this by insisting that all reason is at bottom practical, which for
Fichte means that practical considerations, that is, those concerning
the conditions of the possibility of the I as self-reverting activity,
constitute the ultimate court of appeal in philosophy.

Consequently, while Fichte agrees with Kant in denying the pos-
sibility of a theoretical proof of freedom, he has quite different rea-
sons for doing so. One of these is the status assigned to freedom or
self-determination, which, as inseparable from the thought of the
I, itself serves as a first principle of philosophy and, as such, can-
not be demonstrated. Although Kant, as we have seen, took free-
dom (in the sense of absolute spontaneity) to be inseparable from
the thought of the I and at one time even used this as the basis for a
demonstration of freedom, he never took the I as the first principle of
philosophy in anything like Fichte’s sense. Another, even more un-
Kantian, reason is Fichte’s pragmatic, even proto-existentialist, ori-
entation. Anticipating themes developed in the past century, Fichte,
with his doctrine of self-determination, not only regarded the exis-
tence of an I as prior to its essence (what the I makes of itself), he
also seems to have divided all people (including philosophers) into
two classes: those who affirm and those who attempt to deny their
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freedom. Accordingly, he suggests that the kind of philosophy one
adopts (idealism or dogmatism) reflects the kind of character one
has.42 Idealists affirm their freedom, understood as the act of self-
determination, while dogmatists deny it by conceiving of themselves
as determined rather than as self-determiners. Thus, dogmatism is
seen not merely as a defective philosophy but as the sign of a char-
acter defect as well.43

Considered from the practical point of view, this self-determining
activity takes two forms and involves two conceptions of freedom,
which correspond roughly to Kant’s distinction between spontane-
ity and autonomy. In Fichte’s preferred terminology, the former is
characterized as “formal” and the latter as “material” or “absolute”
freedom.44 Each is made the central topic of a distinct work.

Formal freedom is the concern of the Foundations of Natural
Right (Grundlage des Naturrechts nach Principien der Wissens-
chaftslehre) (1796), which contains the systematic statement
of Fichte’s legal and political philosophy. In the spirit of the
Wissenschaftslehre, he attempts to “deduce” such freedom as a nec-
essary condition of self-consciousness. The work is concerned, how-
ever, with a specific form of self-consciousness, namely, that of one-
self as a particular individual with determinate desires and ends.
Since this involves a conception of oneself as an end-setter, it is
inseparable from the consciousness of one’s capacity to set ends and
to strive to realize them in the external world. Fichte’s key claim here
is that this consciousness is possible only insofar as one finds oneself
as a finite rational agent among others. As he puts it at one point,
“The human being . . . becomes a human being only among human
beings.”45 Fichte develops this thought in connection with his con-
ception of a “summons” (Aufforderung), which can stem only from
another rational being. Since it is only through such a summons to
do or refrain from a certain course of action that I can be aware of my
capacity to choose, it becomes a necessary condition of my awareness
of myself as a free, self-determining individual. But since in being
aware of a summons one must also be aware of the free agency of the
summoner, it follows that I can consider myself as free only insofar
as I consider other finite rational beings as free in precisely the same
sense, that is, as self-determining end-setters or free individuals.

Nevertheless, Fichtean formal freedom is a limited conception
of freedom, which fails to do full justice to the self-determining
activity of the I. This is because the kind of self-determination it
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requires consists merely in the setting of one’s own ends as a ratio-
nal agent. Confronted with alternative courses of action, I myself
choose which one to adopt. Although equivalent to freedom of choice
as traditionally understood, from the Kantian standpoint it provides
a merely heteronomous conception of freedom. The problem is that,
while attributing to rational agents a certain independence from their
desires and a capacity to determine which ones to act on (spontane-
ity), it regards this choice as arbitrary rather than as norm-governed.
Expressed in contemporary terms, the limitation of this concep-
tion of freedom as the basis for an adequate understanding of self-
determination is that it does not “go all the way down.” One may
determine on which desires one chooses to act, but if one does not
also determine the principles governing one’s choice, one is not fully
self-determined.

Fichte’s account of material or absolute freedom, which is devel-
oped in The System of Ethical Theory (Das System der Sittenlehre
nach den Principien der Wissenschaftslehre) (1798), takes the form
of a reflection on the conditions of a complete self-determination
(one that does go all the way down). Consequently, it is based on
the questionable assumption that the latter is intelligible, that one
can speak meaningfully of the I as constituting or determining itself,
as it were, out of whole cloth. Fichte’s basic claim, which provides
the foundation of his ethical theory, is that such self-determination
requires governing one’s choice of maxims by a self-legislated prin-
ciple. It turns out, however, that the only principle that qualifies in
this respect is the demand to determine one’s freedom solely in accor-
dance with the idea of self-determination.46 Or, as he also puts it,
“The I shall be a self-determined I.”47 This amounts a radicalization
of the Kantian principle of autonomy, as the result of which auton-
omy, understood as complete independence of any thing or value
that is not rooted in the I and its self-determination, is reconceived
as an infinite task rather than as a constitutive feature of the will.
As moral agents, we are obligated to strive to attain full autonomy
or self-determination even though, in virtue of our finitude, this can
never be completely attained.48

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

Like Fichte, Hegel granted a foundational role to the concept of
freedom and equated it with self-determination. But whereas Fichte
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understood the latter as an apparently groundless act of self-positing,
through which the I supposedly constitutes both itself and its other
(the non-I), Hegel understood it in more “concrete” terms as a “being-
with-oneself-in-an-other” (Beisichselbstsein in einem Anderen).49

In terms of Hegel’s dialectical logic, this means that freedom is
attained through an overcoming of the otherness of the other, by
which its otherness is negated, while its being is preserved. As
Hegel shows graphically in his account of the life and death strug-
gle in the Phenomenology, the latter is necessary because a simple,
“abstract” negation (killing the other), does not leave an other in
whom one’s freedom can be actualized.50 Consequently, the other
must be negated in a way that preserves its being, that is, it must
be “superseded” (aufgehoben). The famous master-slave dialectic in
the Phenomenology, which immediately succeeds this struggle, is
presented as the first and inherently flawed attempt to attain free-
dom so understood. Since the other (the slave) is conscious merely
of his total dependence on the master, that is, of his unfreedom, the
master is not able to find his freedom fully actualized in the slave’s
consciousness. The basic idea, which has clear affinities to Fichte’s
conception of a summons, is that one can find one’s freedom only if it
is freely (not slavishly) recognized by the other. Moreover, since only
a free being can freely recognize the freedom of another, this means
that no one is fully free unless all are free. Such a condition of uni-
versally recognized freedom is the goal of history, which, rather than
being the infinite task it was for Fichte, Hegel believed to have been
already attained (at least in principle) in the laws and institutions of
post-revolutionary Western Europe.51

In the Philosophy of Right, this conception of freedom, the full
attainment of which is identified with humanity’s or “spirit’s” self-
realization, is applied to an analysis of the human will. Thus, it
is here that Hegel’s “speculative”-historical account makes contact
with what is usually regarded as the problem of free will. Although
this account involves the usual Hegelian obscurity, the basic goal is
to analyze the problem in the light of the conception of freedom as
being-with-oneself-in-an-other. This analysis begins with the con-
cept of will, which, like Kant, Hegel identifies with practical rea-
son or intelligence.52 Also, like Kant, Hegel asserts that the will,
so conceived, is inseparable from freedom. Accordingly, he claims
that “freedom is just as much a determination of the will as weight
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is a basic determination of bodies.” And, again, that “Will without
freedom is an empty word, just as freedom is actual only as will.”53

Hegel differs from Kant and stands much closer to Fichte in his
understanding of practical reason. Whereas Kant begins with a sep-
aration of theoretical and practical reason and endeavors to unite
them, Hegel rejects the Kantian dichotomy and begins instead with
the idea of their inseparability. According to Hegel, neither will nor
intelligence (thought) are possible apart from one another and the
difference between them is simply between theoretical and practical
attitudes. Thus, on the one hand, will is itself merely “a particular
way of thinking – thinking translating itself into existence,” while,
on the other hand, it is only in thinking that one is with oneself and
can, therefore, find oneself in another, which is the goal of the will
as free.54

This interpenetration of thought and volition leads, in turn, to the
most distinctive feature of the Hegelian conception of a free will,
namely, its unification of apparently conflicting conceptions into a
single concrete idea or “concept.” In light of this concept, Hegel pro-
vides what amounts to a rational reconstruction of the concept of a
free will in the Introduction to the Philosophy of Right, which he
then uses in the body of the work as the basis for an analysis of the
distinct spheres of right (Abstract Right, Morality [Moralität], and
Ethical Life [Sittlichkeit]), each of which is viewed as the actualiza-
tion of a particular dimension of concrete freedom.

The elements of this reconstruction are a set of interrelated
dichotomies, which express in somewhat different terms what may
be described as the subjective and objective poles of the concept
of freedom. These include universality (or negative freedom) and
particularity; infinitude and finitude; form and content; being for-
itself and being in-itself. In each case, the first element stands for
the moment of independence or indeterminacy. Thus, universality,
or negative freedom, represents the indeterminacy through which
consciousness stands apart from and above its particular contents.
This indeterminacy is also expressed in the idea of the infinitude of
the will, understood as its opposition to everything finite (includ-
ing an agent’s drives and inclinations). Similarly, this represents the
“formal” side of willing, in contrast to the particular content cho-
sen. Finally, it is also the free will as it is for-itself in contrast to this
will as it is in-itself, that is, in its inherent nature, which consists
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in willing something determinate rather than in simply remaining
indeterminate.

Since the first or subjective side of the dichotomy corresponds to
what is usually thought to be the full or adequate characterization
of free will, at least on an indeterminist account, Hegel argues, in
effect, that this sense of adequacy is illusory because the conception
it embodies is inseparable from, and dependent on, its polar oppo-
site. Just as in the master-slave dialectic of the Phenomenology, the
universality of the will turned out to be dependent on its particu-
larity since the latter is the source of the content to be willed, the
infinitude dependent on its finitude, and so forth. The lesson drawn
from this is that an adequate understanding of freedom must inte-
grate each of these opposing moments. In other words, the “truth”
of freedom (in contrast to its “certainty”) involves both universality
and particularity, infinitude and finitude, form and content, and the
will as it is both for and in itself. Thus, the initial elements in each of
these pairings, which most previous philosophers have seen as both
necessary and sufficient for freedom, are viewed by Hegel as merely
necessary conditions, which, if not combined with their dialectical
opposites, constitute merely the appearance or form of freedom.

This provides the justification for Hegel’s definition of freedom as
being-with-oneself-in-an-other since it supposedly shows that a free-
dom that does not somehow incorporate otherness is nothing more
than an empty abstraction. Accordingly, the problem is to under-
stand how otherness can lose its character of simple unfreedom and
become dialectically transformed into an essential ingredient in free-
dom. Hegel’s claim is that this is possible only if this otherness is
itself an expression of freedom. Only then do we find freedom fully
actualized as it is in-and-for-itself. Or, as Hegel also puts it, “The will
in its truth is such that what it wills, i.e., its content, is identical with
the will itself, so that freedom is willed by freedom.”55

By understanding freedom in this way, Hegel may be said to have
changed the subject, which is why here, as in other areas of philo-
sophical inquiry, it is so difficult to juxtapose his views in a straight-
forward way to those of other thinkers. Thus, rather than worrying,
as previous philosophers (including Kant and Fichte) had done, about
the reconciliation of freedom with natural causality, Hegel’s analy-
sis focuses on the relation between a formally free choice and its
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content. Although Hegel would no doubt agree that in a sense he has
changed the terms of the debate, he would also contend that this is
the result of a dialectical analysis of the inadequacy of the way in
which the problem has traditionally been framed. Indeed, he might
suggest that this inadequacy consists precisely in an exclusive focus
on the issue of the causal indeterminacy of a putatively free choice,
thereby neglecting the substantive issue of the content of such a
choice. His position seems to be that if the latter is ignored, one will
be left with nothing more than an empty, abstract freedom, which
is not worthy of the name and which corresponds to the so-called
“liberty of indifference” that was dismissed by the Leibnizians and
many others in the rationalist tradition.

Our present concern, however, is with Hegel’s use of this analysis
against Kant. According to Hegel, in virtue of his commitment to
the categories of abstract understanding, which reflects a failure to
attain Hegel’s own speculative standpoint, Kant was led to conceive
of freedom merely as “arbitrariness” (Willkür) or as a “formal self-
activity,” by which Hegel apparently understood simply the freedom
to do as one pleases. Although the most common idea of freedom, it
is also the least adequate since by viewing the content of the will’s
choice (provided by competing drives and inclination) as given to it
from without, it reduces the will’s freedom to a mere contingency.
The latter is a moment of genuine freedom, but Hegel suggests that
it is a delusion to take it as equivalent to freedom. And Kant, like
all advocates of a “reflective,” that is, nonspeculative, philosophy,
is deemed subject to this delusion.56

Nevertheless, whatever the merits of Hegel’s positive account,
he seems to have seriously misrepresented Kant’s view of free will.
Expressed in Kantian terms, what Hegel is doing is characterizing
Kantian freedom solely in terms of freedom of choice, thereby ignor-
ing the intimate connection between Willkür and Wille.57 In fact,
properly understood, freedom for Kant does not consist in the sheer
arbitrariness of choice, but in a choice governed by rational norms
stemming from Wille or practical reason. Much as in Hegel, then,
genuine Kantian freedom may be seen as involving a “synthesis”
of form and content, with the former stemming from Willkür and
the latter from Wille. The basic difference consists in the location of
the source of these norms: in the autonomous pure practical reason
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of the agent for Kant, and in the objectively existing laws and insti-
tutions of a society for Hegel. Admittedly, this is an important dif-
ference, but it is one that cannot be considered here.

Arthur Schopenhauer

Schopenhauer’s views on free will are of interest here for three rea-
sons. The first is his uncompromising determinism with regard to
particular actions, on the basis of which he dismisses a compati-
bilism such as Leibniz’s as an inadequate, even duplicitous “middle
way,” which endeavors to preserve the term “free will” while empty-
ing it of any sense.58 The second is the connection of this determin-
ism with a radical voluntarism, which effectively identifies ultimate
reality (under the guise of the Kantian thing in itself) with will. The
third is his use of Kant’s contrast between empirical and intelligi-
ble character, which Schopenhauer describes as “the greatest of all
achievements of the human mind,” to offer an alternative concep-
tion of freedom.59

Schopenhauer’s determinism is based on his appeal to the princi-
ple of causality, which he regards as one of the four distinct forms
assumed by the principle of sufficient reason. As in Kant, nothing
happens without a cause from which it follows necessarily. But rather
than recognizing only the familiar mechanical, physical, and chem-
ical causes, Schopenhauer assigned the causes of human actions
to its motives insofar as they determine the will.60 Consequently,
Schopenhauer insisted that motives are every bit as much causes as
any others since they involve the necessitation of their effects. He
also thought that this is not always recognized, however, because of
a confusion of the free with the voluntary.

The reason for this confusion is traced to self-consciousness,
which makes one aware of a capacity to do as one wills: to choose
either A or B, if one so wills. Schopenhauer acknowledged the gen-
uineness of this awareness, but rejected its identification with a con-
sciousness of freedom of the will. The latter concerns a supposed
capacity to will what one wills, which he rules out on the grounds
that it either directly violates the principle of sufficient reason (since
it assumes that there could be a choice without a reason) or leads to
an infinite regress, whereby an agent must be thought as willing to
will, ad infinitum.
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Although Schopenhauer regarded motives as causes, he did not
view them as alone sufficient to determine the will. Since they
always work in conjunction with character, the same motives could
lead people with different characters to act in different ways under
similar circumstances. Nevertheless, a person with a particular char-
acter will always act in the same way under the same circumstances.
Thus, to claim that I (Henry Allison) could have acted differently is
to say that I could have been a different person. Unfortunately, this
is impossible since one can change one’s behavior but not one’s char-
acter, even though we can only discover this character after the fact
by considering what we have done. Like many other thinkers, then,
Schopenhauer located the ultimate determining ground of voluntary
actions in a person’s character because it determines the motives by
which a person can be moved to act and to what extent that person
is susceptible to these motives.

Perhaps the most striking feature of Schopenhauer’s account lies
in his near identification of character and will, which he viewed as
the true core of the self. In other words, Schopenhauer is a voluntaris-
tic determinist.61 Like other voluntarists, for example, Crusius, he
granted primacy to the will over the intellect. Indeed, Schopenhauer
regarded the latter merely as an instrument or tool of the former, in
the sense that its function is to determine which course of action is
best suited to attain the ends projected by the will.62 Unlike most
voluntarists, however, he used this to deny freedom of the will. In
fact, according to Schopenhauer, it is precisely the prioritizing of
intellect to will in philosophers such as Descartes and Leibniz that
led to their erroneous doctrines of free will. His point is that by mak-
ing will subordinate to intellect, and even reducing volition to an act
of thought, these intellectualists effectively reduced the question of
what one is to what one knows, thereby assuming that by increas-
ing one’s knowledge one can change one’s character.63 Schopenhauer
acknowledged that Spinoza did not come to such a conclusion, but
he described him as a philosopher who reached the correct (deter-
ministic) conclusion from false premises.64

Consequently, Schopenhauer’s denial of freedom of the will rests
not only on the universal scope of causality and the conception of
motives as causes, but also on his core doctrine of the unchangeable-
ness of character. According to Schopenhauer, our (empirical) char-
acter is something with which we are born and cannot change.65
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Greater knowledge and experience may change how we act under
given circumstances by making it clear that a certain course of action
is good or harmful for us, but it does not fundamentally change who
or what we are.

Nevertheless, Schopenhauer reconceived rather than denied free-
dom and, as noted above, did so by appealing to Kant’s distinction
between empirical and intelligible character. According to his read-
ing of Kant, a person’s empirical character (or will as phenomenon)
is the necessary consequence of a timeless choice by the intelligi-
ble character (or will as noumenon). The choice must be timeless
in order to be free because the principle of sufficient reason gov-
erns what occurs in time, and such a timeless choice is conceivable
because time pertains merely to the phenomenal realm. Although
Schopenhauer attributed this doctrine to Kant, he also suggested that
it was anticipated, albeit in a mythopoetic manner, by Plato in his
famous “Myth of Er” in the Republic.66

Schopenhauer apparently thought also that this doctrine of a time-
less choice of character was required to do justice to our sense of
moral responsibility. Even though we may know that our particu-
lar actions are determined by a combination of character and cir-
cumstances and that this character is itself fixed before birth, we
nonetheless rightly hold ourselves responsible for our deeds.67 But
given the manner in which the issue is framed, the only way to save
the freedom requisite for responsibility (“true moral freedom”) is to
regard ourselves as responsible for who we are, that is, for our char-
acter. And since the latter is innate and unchangeable, this means
that we must conceive of our empirical character as the result of a
timeless choice.

Although Schopenhauer, like Fichte, presented his view as a refor-
mulation of Kant’s position correctly understood, it is doubtful that
Kant would have countenanced it. In fact, in spite of some indications
to the contrary, it is clear from his example of the malicious lie that
Kant would have rejected Schopenhauer’s thesis that one chooses
one’s empirical character out of whole cloth and that freedom con-
sists entirely in this choice. For Kant it is not only the case that
such a person could have chosen not to be a liar but also that, given
both his character and circumstances, he could at that moment have
chosen not to lie. In short, Kant, unlike Schopenhauer, wished to pre-
serve the freedom of particular acts. An agent must be deemed able to
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have chosen differently under the same circumstances because the
categorical imperative dictates that he ought to have done so. But
since Schopenhauer famously rejects Kant’s conception of morality
as based on a categorical imperative, arguing instead for an ethics of
sympathy, he has neither need nor room for the Kantian conception
of a free action.68
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12 Mine and thine? The Kantian
state

For if justice goes, there is no longer any value in human beings
living on the earth.

(Morals, 6:332; 105)1

I

According to Kant, a

condition of the individuals within a people in relation to one another is
called a civil condition (status civilis), and the whole of individuals in a
rightful condition, in relation to its members is called a state (civitas).

(Morals, 6:311; 89)

A fuller definition of such a state or civitas follows.

A state (civitas) is a union of a multitude of human beings under laws of right.
Insofar as these are a priori necessary as laws, that is insofar as they follow
of themselves from concepts of external right as such (are not statuary), its
form is the form of a state as such, that is, of the state in idea, as it ought
to be in accordance with pure principles of right. This idea serves as a norm
(norma) for every actual union into a commonwealth (hence serves as a norm
for its internal constitution). (6:313; 90)

This state is formally republican, in that the sovereign acts in the
name of all subjects, and it should consist of a separation of (but not
a true balance of) powers.2 The state’s main function is the protec-
tion of property rights and the regulation of disputes about property
and contract, and its sovereignty is absolute (there is no “right of
revolution”; revolution is always absolutely forbidden). Finally, citi-
zen participation is strictly limited to what Kant calls active citizens,

416
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adult male property owners, and not women, domestics, nor “any-
one whose preservation in existence . . . depends not on his manage-
ment of his own business but on arrangements made by another”
(6:314; 92).

However extreme these last two conclusions now strike us, this
account of the state fits into a recognizable liberal tradition. The
familiar problem concerns the use of coercion (the threat of violence)
against individuals presumed to be autonomous, or capable of self-
determination.3 Kant’s solution to that problem clearly follows one
of the two familiar paths in liberalism designed to address it. As these
quotations indicate, Kant does not directly link the state’s function
to the welfare, happiness, or security of its citizens, and does not
link the claim to state authority to any implied or presumed act of
consent.4 Instead he ties the justification of its authority to the pro-
tection of the basic entitlements shared by all free rational beings.
Such a right or entitlement claim – or rather the “one innate” or
natural right according to Kant, freedom in its “external” manifes-
tations – is said to place all others under an obligation, and this fact
will ultimately form the basis of the state’s authority. That authority
is to be the authority of a noninstrumental practical reason (a state-
less condition is wrong because, in a way that needs to be specified,
it is irrational for rational free beings to accept or contrary to the
demands of pure practical reason), but, as the second passage indi-
cates, a “rightful” condition is to be determined by pure practical
reason with a priori necessity, and so does not appeal to an instru-
mentally rational goal that all must be presumed to seek.

Such an empirically unaided reason is supposed to be able to jus-
tify two claims: why there ought to be such a rightful or just “union,”
a state, and what characteristics it must have. That is, Kant does not
argue merely that a civil order is morally permissible, considered per-
haps as a rational cooperation problem consistent with one’s moral
standing as a free, rational being. Rather, anyone willing to remain in
a pre-civil state is not just an irrational noncooperator, but thereby
does “wrong in the highest degree” (“unrecht . . . im höchsten Grad”)
(6:308; 86) and such a civil condition must be understood as some
sort of requirement of pure practical reason. (It is practically nec-
essary, not just permissible.) The problem is: what sort of require-
ment is this?5 The duty to exit the state of nature (exeundum e
statu naturali) is said to be a distinct duty of right (Rechtspflicht),
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not of virtue, and the claim itself (that there is a duty of justice)
is integral to his defense of right, not supplemental to it.6 I pro-
pose to discuss here how Kant thinks this justification works and
what characteristics follow from it. This has become relatively famil-
iar territory by now and the various alternatives are well known.
But I also want to suggest that Kant’s often meandering, confusing
argument is, at its core, far more radical and suggestive than it has
been given credit for, suggestive even of a wholly different strand of
liberalism.

There are two main steps in the basic argument of the Rechtslehre.
The first involves the status of this particular definition of the con-
cept of right and so why it uniquely defines the requirement of pure
practical reason among self-determining beings who can act exter-
nally, that is who can act in such a way that that action restricts the
possible freedom of action another would otherwise have. The def-
inition of the concept of right is: “the sum of the conditions under
which the choice of one can be unified with the choice of another
in accordance with a universal law of freedom” (Morals, 6:230; 24).
An alternate version of the question would be why we are bound,
constrained in our “external” actions, by this Universal Principle of
Right:

Any action is right if it can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance
with a universal law, or if on its maxim the freedom of choice of each can
co-exist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with a universal law.

(6:230; 24)7

The second question involves the extraordinarily important role
given property in the argument. The definition of the concept of right
had referred to “the sum of conditions” in which a mutual exercise
of freedom is possible (and without which is impossible). In the core
argument of Private Right we learn that there is one condition essen-
tial to any principled establishment of such mutuality: an intelligi-
ble distinction between mine and thine, or the securing of property
rights, and that this distinction can be made “only” in one way: “in
a rightful condition,” that is, “under an authority giving Laws pub-
licly,” that is, “in a civil condition,” a state (6:255; 44). Clearly if
the problem is figuring out the requirements of pure practical reason
among beings who can act in such a way that their actions restrict
the possible freedom of action another would otherwise have, the
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solution is: mutually assured reciprocal observance of the boundary
between mine and thine. (We will obviously require an account of
why and how this reciprocal observance is to be assured.) The pri-
mary institution in modern bourgeois society as Kant sees it is pri-
vate property, and the primary authority of the state stems from its
role in securing property rights. But we cannot deduce a priori what
is mine and what is thine, and that fact will lead Kant into some very
interesting, speculative claims about not just property but our social
or concretely practical identities as agents.

II

So Kant wants to claim that there is some condition under which the
claims of right – the claims of each to an exercise of external freedom
formally compatible with a like exercise by all – can be realized. This
condition is in general “the exit from the state of nature” (exeundum
e statu naturali), the rule of law, ceding the right to decide in your
own case to a public authority. In particular it involves the setting
of the boundaries between mine and thine, or moving from a pro-
visional claim to property to a settled and certain claim. As noted,
his first problem is to make clear what sort of claim on each other
a claim of right is, especially since Kant wants, on the one hand, to
distinguish claims of right from general claims of moral entitlement
and moral duty. Most obviously compliance with claims of right may
and ought to be coerced, but ethical duties to others cannot and ought
not to be coerced. Coercing someone to adopt a morally obligatory
end is to fail to treat him as an end in itself, and Kant makes clear
frequently that he despises all forms of paternalism.8 But coerced
compliance with claims of right involves no such lack of respect.
Quite the contrary, as we have seen, failing to compel or to support
a system of coerced compliance is a “wrong in the highest degree”
and would be to fail to accord another her proper status as a ratio-
nal and free being, entitled to an external sphere where that freedom
may be exercised. And yet, on the other hand, despite this distinc-
tion between right and morality, the very form of the Metaphysics
of Morals suggests that claims of right are in some sense a subset
of our moral obligations to others, leading commentators to look for
some way to understand claims of right as an “application” of Kant’s
highest moral principle, the categorical imperative, or in some other
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way derived from the requirements of Kant’s general moral theory.
(Let us call these commentators the “derivationists.”)

Kant’s first official demarcation gives some comfort to the deriva-
tionists’ claims about legal duties. Kant contrasts “laws of nature”
with all “laws of freedom,” and calls all of the latter “laws of moral-
ity.” He then classifies, as subcategories of such moral laws, “juridi-
cal laws,” those “directed merely to external actions,” with respect
to their mere conformity to law (6:220; 14).9 And this classification
introduces the most familiar opposition that Kant almost always
appeals to in distinguishing these types of claims – external versus
internal “use of choice” (Gebrauche der Willkür). They (all laws of
freedom) are distinguished by the kind of “law-giving” appropriate to
each, outer or inner, and he suggests that this alone might demarcate
the types. So-called external laws are those for which external law-
giving (such as is created by the threat of punishment) is possible; in
the case of moral or internally legislated laws, such external coercion
is not possible (fulfillment of duties of virtue would not be fulfill-
ment of the duty if motivated by fear of punishment; we would not
have adopted the end). So if we make a promise, we would be duty-
bound, as a duty of morality, to keep the promise, even if there were
no external constraint. But since such fulfillment involves actions in
the “external domain,” coerced compliance here is also possible and
so Kant even says that “It is no duty of virtue to keep one’s promises
but a duty of right” (6:220; 21).

By saying that it is not a duty of virtue, he means that it is not a
duty to adopt an end “internally,” such as the perfection of our tal-
ents, or beneficence. But he still appears to have confused things by
not noting that duties of virtue and enforceable rights claims do not
exhaust all categories of obligation. There are, for example, perfect
duties to oneself that need not involve such end-setting, but which
are also forbidden by their very nature or form – such as suicide –
compliance with which would still count as compliance even with
no such internal motivation. Yet they do not seem a fit subject for
criminalization. Likewise, there are some perfect duties to others
that are forbidden by their very form, do not require the adoption
of an end, but do not seem violations of juridical right. The cases
of promising and truth-telling are the most obvious. I may refrain
from lying when I could have lied, but from a nonmoral motive,
with no internal legislation, and I would still have conformed to
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duty. And Kant himself admits that not all broken promises or lies
are violations of right.10 He notes that lies to others do not automati-
cally count as violations of right because the addressee can choose to
believe them or not, and we do not want a paternalistic state making
those decisions for you. (It is when you count on a promise and suffer
some harm from its nonfulfillment that the violation is a violation
of right.) He thus admits in a footnote that there is indeed a bound-
ary problem in drawing what he calls a “borderline” (Grenzlinie)
between what belongs to Ius or right, and what to ethics.

It would take a separate article to sort out these various uses of
“external” and “internal,” but all we need to note here is that in this
discussion of when lying should count as a violation of right, Kant
points us in the important direction suggested earlier. He makes use
of an interesting criterion in setting off as allowable an authorization
“to do to others anything that does not in itself diminish what is
theirs” (6:238; 30, my emphasis). This suggests again that if we want
to know which sorts of claims on others are fit subjects of legislation,
we will learn more from the concrete problem of determining the
boundary between “mine and thine in the external sphere” than we
will be able to see from the principle of right itself.

III

But the initial problem still remains: what sort of normative claim
on others is a rights claim? There are three alternatives in the
most recent literature, and I pause to summarize them here, mostly
because I think they will again suggest that the alternative strate-
gies all introduce more questions than they answer and so indirectly
suggest that there might be much more to be learned from what I
will call the “core” argument in the Doctrine of Right: about why it
is “wrong” for free rational beings not to cede to a public authority
the power to decide what is mine and thine.

As mentioned, there is first the direct “derivation” view, and we
have already seen passages where Kant seems to subsume his prin-
ciple of right under moral law and freely to apply moral notions of
imperative and obligation in a political context.11 Kant’s moral the-
ory defends the categorical imperative as the highest moral principle,
and the very formulation of the Universal Principle of Right (with its
reference to a universal law of freedom) strongly suggests that Kant
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is thinking of some derivation from that principle. And most of the
standard commentaries on the Doctrine of Right defend some view
of the claim that the highest principle of justice is derived in some
way from the basic elements of Kant’s moral theory. Otfried Höffe
has argued that Kant’s moral theory rests on a “general” categorical
imperative, which then can be shown to have specific, demarcated
forms: a formal rule of impermissibility in ethics, a “material” use
in the specification of obligatory ends, as in the doctrine of virtue,
and a juridical form, manifested in Kant’s doctrine of Private Right
and Public Right.12 And so he claims that “however Kant separates
Law from Ethics, he does not separate it from the moral point of
view.”13 Wolfgang Kersting insists that “the justification of Kant’s
philosophy of right depends on his moral philosophy” and speaks
regularly of “the categorical imperative of reason in the realm of
right.”14 Mary Gregor has reasonably claimed that the central notion
of Kant’s political theory, right, since it means “capacity to place oth-
ers under obligation,” relies in a foundational way on a general moral
notion of obligation.15 Leslie Mulholland makes frequent, explicit
use of the language of derivation and regularly invokes phrases like
a “moral title to obligate others” when analyzing Kant on rights.16

And there are many other such interpretations. (One might add to
this list Bernd Ludwig, H.-F. Fulda, Roger Sullivan, Onora O’Neill,
and Paul Guyer.)

Now, as far as I know, none of the major commentators who take
this line make the mistake of thinking that the way in which the
principle of right depends for its normative, binding status on moral
principles means that Kant, in accounting for the obligatory charac-
ter of right, is relying on some theory of moral motivation or requir-
ing some moral acknowledgment of the claims of others. Everyone
seems well aware of Kant’s claim that no “internal legislation” is
needed to account for our obligation to enter a civil order or to obey
public law. The state makes no moral claim on its citizens, and the
claim of right that is made must be accounted for as a distinct claim,
even while still a binding rational requirement. Moreover, aside from
Kersting, no one seems to think that Kant’s position is like the one
defended by Fichte in his 1793 remarks on the French Revolution –
that, given our general moral obligations, we must do what we can
to make the realization of our moral vocation more empirically,
socially realizable; and that no one should be indifferent to the social
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conditions necessary for us to be able to do our duty more – rather
than less – effectively. (We certainly have such duties for Kant, but
in his account they are clearly imperfect ethical duties, not duties
of right.)

But what is troubling for this position is that Kant nowhere argues
for any such even indirectly moral status for principles of right. It
appears that he attempts no derivation, works through no “applica-
tion,” and even though the Groundwork is supposed to be laying the
foundation for the entirety of the Metaphysics of Morals, he suggests
no direct route from the former to the latter. If we are supposed to
think of the moral law as being “applied” to a sphere of human activ-
ity distinct enough to yield specific principles of right, our options
seem quite limited. If the sphere is external exercises of will (the
domain where my exercise of freedom restricts what you would oth-
erwise be able to do), it would appear that such an application would
just yield a prohibition on actions whose maxims cannot be univer-
salized and a general imperfect duty not to ignore but to aid our fellow
man. We might add a general right of self-defense, an “authorization”
to resist those who illegitimately “hinder” permissible exercises of
freedom, but we will have thereby not generated any requirement of
public law.

All of which is grist for the mill of the “separationists.” There
are passages that seem to argue strongly for some sort of complete
methodological autonomy for principles of right. Commentators like
Allen Wood and Marcus Willaschek have noted that Kant (a) holds
that the principle of right is analytic, which seems to mean that Kant
is trying to present only the necessary form of rational free wills in
external relations and is arguing that the authority to coerce compli-
ance with this form follows analytically from the notion itself (that
any “hindrance to the hindering” of freedom is permissible).17 And
(b) Kant calls the universal law of right a “postulate that is incapable
of further proof” (6:231; 25), also suggesting he has no derivation
in mind, despite his occasional “deduction” language. Finally, Kant
says that the universal law of right,

is indeed a law that lays an obligation on me, but it does not at all expect,
far less demand, that I myself should limit my freedom to those conditions
just for the sake of this obligation; instead, reason says only that freedom is
limited to those conditions in conformity with the idea of it and that it may
also be actively [tätlich] limited by others. (6:231; 25)
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Claims like this have led Willaschek to argue that the realm of
right is an “expression of human autonomy akin to, but indepen-
dent of, the moral domain,” and so that the principle of right is
an “independent, basic law of practical rationality,” a different sort
of “expression of human autonomy.”18 And Wood has argued that,
with this claim of analyticity, Kant seems “explicitly to discredit
the whole idea that the principle of right is derived from the fun-
damental principle of morality”19 with his claim about analyticity,
and that juridical duties “belong to a branch of the metaphysics of
morals that is entirely independent of ethics and also of its supreme
principle.”20

However, in the first place, the claims of analyticity and claims
about postulates are not decisive evidence, as Paul Guyer has already
shown. Analytic results based on spurious or arbitrary concepts do
not establish anything of importance, and so Kant must understand
his analysis of right to depend on what is already presumed in the
“legitimate” concept of human freedom, namely, that we are subject
to the requirements of pure practical reason, which is itself a syn-
thetic claim.21 Likewise, Kant does not claim that postulates require
no proof, but that their proof is “constructive” (as in mathematics)
rather than deductive, or, in the practical case, as making disputable
claims about the conditions that, according to Guyer, are “necessary
for the possibility of fulfilling a moral command.”22 Indeed the pas-
sage itself says that the law of right is a postulate incapable of further
proof, implying that presenting a postulate is a proof of some kind.
(Kant also says clearly that the authorization to acquire property and
so impose an obligation on others that they would not otherwise
have “could not be got from the mere concept of right as such” and
for this reason is a “postulate” [6:247; 41; my emphasis].

Moreover, the passage quoted earlier (6:231) does insist that the
law of right lays an obligation on me (something that would have
ultimately to presuppose some synthetic claim) and carefully quali-
fies what is not laid on me by simply saying that duties of right do
not, as moral duties do, require of us that we obey “for the sake of
this obligation.”23 There is nothing surprising in such a claim. And
in the light of all this it is hard even to understand Willaschek’s posi-
tion. It costs Kant no small amount of trouble to show that we are
unconditionally obligated to the requirements of pure practical rea-
son. If the principle of right is likewise such a rational requirement
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but not “covered” by that general argument, we would then face the
task all over again, presumably in some completely independent,
nonmoral way, of “deducing” or showing through the “exposition”
of some new “fact of reason” that those requirements must also be
conformed to.

This leaves us in a troubling aporia. The derivationists are right
to insist that the principle of right be connected in some way with
Kant’s overall moral theory. Kant after all not infrequently notes
that “all duties [Pflichten], just because they are duties, belong to
ethics [Ethik]” (6:219; 21), and he says this a few pages before he
introduces what he explicitly calls “duties of right” (6:236–7; 29). But
such proponents cannot provide passages or reconstruct arguments
that state and defend such a connection or subsumption (at least
not without making political duties something like imperfect duties
of virtue). The separationists, who want Recht and Moral strictly
separate, are right that our obligation to leave the state of nature
and our absolute duty to obey rightly constituted law are not moral
duties as Kant normally understands them, and they make no appeal
to “internal” legislation. Kant does after all also say, in glossing what
he calls “strict right,” that it “is not mingled with anything ethical”
(6:232; 25). But that position still leaves us wondering what sort of
claim on us is made by the rational form of free wills in external
relations. Too much connection and derivation, and duties of justice
look too much like moral duties or imperfect duties of virtue; too
much distinctness and there seems to be no basis for Kant’s claims
about the “bindingness” (Verbindlichkeit, to use his explicit claim)
of “duties of right.”

Third, I note briefly one other, final variation on this theme, that
suggested by Guyer in the article already noted, and in several oth-
ers. (It is also exemplified in an interesting early article by Thomas
Pogge.)24 We might be going off track in this investigation of the nor-
mative authority of claims of right by trying to track exclusively the
implications of the requirements of pure practical reason, by concen-
trating only on how our obedience to a moral law might be said to
cover in a distinct way special cases where coercive compliance is
warranted and required. We might do better by noting that it is essen-
tially the rule of law that allows us to engage at all in an activity that
Kant at least once defines as the distinguishing mark of humanity
itself: the setting and pursuit of our own ends.25 The argument might
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go: without giving up the right to determine mine-thine in one’s own
case and without the rule of law, this faculty cannot be effectively
exercised and so our basic humanity would go unrealized. We would
then have a natural contrast between political duties (rules neces-
sary for the possible pursuit of any end) and broad, imperfect ethical
duties to aid others in the pursuit of their actual ends. We could then
understand right as “derived” from this broader concept of freedom
and this suggested central place in the moral theory because it speci-
fies the “conditions necessary for the instantiation of the concept of
freedom in relations among persons.”26 The condition of right would
be a “postulate” then in the same way that the Practical Postulates
establish the conditions of belief necessary for the realization of our
moral vocation.

This interpretation rests on too many controversial claims to be
treated adequately here, but because it seems so natural to treat lib-
eral politics as the protection of our entitlement to chart the course
of our own life, where that ability must be of some serious moral sig-
nificance, it deserves a brief hearing. The interpretation especially
requires seeing the heart of Kant’s moral theory not as obligation,
law, and the formal constraints of pure practical reason, but as rest-
ing on “the unconditional value for human beings” of “the freedom
of human choice and action itself,”27 where this is understood as the
power to set moral as well as nonmoral ends, and where adherence
to the moral law is necessary only as (according to Guyer) a “means
to the preservation and promotion of freedom.”28 The basic claim
is: “only if we can find an objective and thus universally compelling
end that can give rise to a universal law can we explain why rational
beings should be bound by such a law in the first place.”29 Thus the
position on right:

The fundamental principle of morality dictates the protection of the external
use of freedom or freedom of action, as a natural expression of choice and
thus as part of autonomy as a whole.30

So, freedom of choice in the external realm is to be understood
as part of the “natural expression of autonomy” and we can thereby
explain why a public coercive system, or the state’s threat of punish-
ment, is morally required to defend such a capacity, given that Kant
so frequently extols the value and special status of human auton-
omy, and given that some expressions of freedom would restrict
possibilities others would otherwise have. (Whether the exercise of
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such nonmoral freedom is actually such an “expression” or “part”
of our moral capacity to act on the dictates of pure practical reason,
and thereby anywhere near as valuable for Kant as moral autonomy,
is another story. It is hard to see how the often banal and ordinary
exercise of the freedom of choice alone is of the requisite Kantian
awe-inspiring dimensions. And how can a nonautonomous exercise
of Willkür be a “part” or “expression” of pure self-legislation or
autonomy?) The doctrine of right can then on this account be con-
nected with the moral theory, but only if we interpret that theory as
a substantive value theory and only secondarily as a deontology. This
would give us a much easier way of seeing what is our intrinsically
valuable capacity and why it would be irrational not to secure the
minimal conditions that would allow its exercise in a shared, finite
world.31

There is not much textual evidence for this view in the Doctrine
of Right, and most of its official formulations refer insistently, as we
shall see, to the formal problems of rational consistency in the acqui-
sition of rights and so to the formal requirements of law. There is very
little evidence for much beyond such formulaic claims, and these
alone do not get us very far. Guyer’s reasonable point is that we will
not understand what is wrong with ignoring such constraints unless
we are able to see that adhering to them is the essential “means”
for keeping faith with an intrinsic, supreme value. This all might
lead one to think that Guyer has in mind a reconstruction of some
Kantian, nonempirical case for this claim that freedom is an abso-
lutely superordinate value, but Guyer honestly admits (i) that what
looks like Kant’s argument – that we can determine freedom (as the
exercise of our rational capacities) to be the ultimate end or purpose
“given” by nature to man – is unacceptable, and (ii) that there is,
finally, no case at all in Kant for such a claim about freedom. The
ultimate value of freedom is simply indemonstrable. He does say that
Kant believes that “only by seeing ourselves as free can we import a
source of unconditional value into the world,”32 but wishing there
were such an unconditional value, or noting what would be the case
if there was not such a value, does not make it so.

Moreover, it is quite possible to summarize Kant’s position by
saying that human beings are the subjects of their own lives, and so
cannot be objects in ours; they are ends in themselves and therewith
possess “inestimable,” incomparable worth. But what that means in
the practical context – what it means that they have such worth – is
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just that one may not act in a way that arrogates to oneself a unique,
exceptional status that cannot be accorded to all equally. And all
that means is that we must adopt no maxim that could not be willed
simultaneously by all or serve as a universal law of nature. It sends
us in an ultimately non-Kantian direction to claim that a course of
action is our duty because fulfilling that duty is a “means” to respect
and realize freedom, primarily because it is already the case for Kant
that we stand in an obligatory relation to such a status – we are duty
bound to respect the status of each as an end in itself, a free being.33

So Guyer’s formulation would require that we say: we are obligated
to the categorical imperative because it is the effective means to
fulfill our obligation to the categorical imperative.

Finally, it is not at all clear whether this language of ultimate value
and means to realize it can return us somehow to Kant’s strict dis-
tinction between duties of right (which may be coercively enforced)
and imperfect duties of virtue. It is quite reasonable to argue that
we must not only exercise our own capacity of choice and do noth-
ing to prohibit others from exercising theirs, but that we must do
what we can to ensure the “conditions” under which all of us can so
exercise our entitlement. And we could add that anyone hindering
our exercise of such a right may be permissibly resisted, but we have
yet no argument for the exeundum e statu naturali that Kant’s case
requires, and in form we seem to be arguing again only for imperfect
duties, duties of wide latitude to do what we can to ensure that all
may have a chance at securing their ends.

IV

One reason that it is so difficult to find an adequate account of the
normative legitimacy of the state’s monopoly on coercive violence
is that Kant packs much more of his answer to this question deep in
the details of his argument than he ever states programmatically. His
“answer” is essentially contained not in the introductory material
but in two dense paragraphs of the Private Right section, §8 and §9.
These contain the core of his case. It amounts to: the unacceptability
to free rational beings of res nullius (objects treated as if not capable
of being property), and the claim that the state or the public rule of
law is the “only” way (as he says in the title to §8) to ensure such
intelligible possession, or “possessio noumenon.” (Kant is here mak-
ing an unusual use of the distinction so important to the Critique of
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Pure Reason. In that work, Kant had, he believed, fatally criticized
the assumption on which all rational metaphysics had been built:
that unaided pure reason is capable of determining the true nature of
things as they are in themselves. He did not deny that reason could
formulate a determinate view of how the world must be, or could not
be, but he denied we could make defensible cognitive claims about
these determinations. We know only “phenomena,” objects subject
to our cognitive conditions, namely, space and time and the pure cat-
egories of the understanding. However, this also meant that human
reason was not capable of refuting, of adjudicating at all, theoreti-
cal claims about the nature of things. There might then be purely
practical reasons for assuming something about the nature of things,
which theoretical reason could neither refute nor confirm. In this
case, Kant is pointing to the difference between physical possession,
confirmation of which is simply a matter of empirical fact, and a
relation to objects secured through a relation between rational wills.
There is no possible empirical or metaphysical confirmation of such
a property claim [and so it is “noumenal,” a determination of pure
reason], but according to Kant’s critical philosophy, there could be
a case made by pure practical reason for the possibility and even
the practical necessity of such a relation, which case need fear no
theoretical refutation. That is what he proposes to do next.)

So the unacceptability of res nullius and the state alone making
possible possessio noumenon are the claims that reveal how Kant
thinks his theory of justice relates to his moral theory, and why
he thinks he can make this connection but yet still introduce the
requirement of coercion for rights claims and so can defend the dis-
tinctness, the nonmoral yet “binding” status, of duties of right.

On the latter issue, it is useful to note first how different the for-
mulations in the Doctrine of Right sound from Kant’s earlier formu-
lations. The key difference has to do with Kant’s earlier (or Ground-
work) position on the radical independence of the moral point of
view and his later position on the social conditions necessary for an
effective fulfillment of our general obligations to self and other. In
the Groundwork (1785), writing about the end-in-itself formulation
of the moral law, he had claimed,

But a rational being, though he scrupulously follow this maxim, cannot for
that reason expect every other rational being to be true to it; nor can he
expect the realm of nature and its orderly design to harmonize with him as a
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fitting member of a realm of ends which is possible through himself. . . . Still
the law: Act according to the maxims of a universally legislative member
of a potential realm of ends, remains in full force, because it commands
categorically. And just in this lies the paradox that merely the dignity of
humanity as rational nature without any end or advantage to be gained by
it, and thus respect for a mere idea, should serve as the inflexible precept of
the will.34

The overall drift here is clear. Respect for a “mere idea,” obedience
to the moral law, might mean you are the only rational being so
constraining his will, and that might mean you are pretty bad off.
But life is tough, and therein lies the glory of obedience anyway.

Twelve years later, Kant would write that, without the mutual
assurances a state provides, each person or people or state “has its
own right to do what seems right and good to it and not to be depen-
dent upon another’s opinion about this” (Morals, 6:312; 90). And in
the state of nature, “human beings do one another no wrong at all
when they feud among themselves” (6:308; 86; my emphasis). These
are remarks that rest on Kant’s original claim about external rela-
tions among free beings, that “I am not under obligation to leave
external objects belonging to others untouched unless everyone pro-
vides me assurance that he will behave in accordance with the same
principle with regard to what is mine” (6:255–6; 44). The gist here is
clear too. Pure practical reason may be able to formulate the rational
form of relations holding between free wills in external relations, but
these cannot obligate me unless precisely that condition that, in the
Groundwork quotation, Kant said we could not count on – that every
other rational being would act likewise – be in fact made something
we can count on. The principle of all external relations among ratio-
nal wills is clear enough – respect the distinction between mine and
thine – but its binding force is conditional: I will respect yours only
if I can be assured that you will respect mine. (And this of course
requires some reliable determination of what counts as mine and
thine.)

But Kant has not really changed his mind about anything, just
shifted emphasis. Consider the two parts of his case. First, he
claims that objects belonging to no one would be “contrary to right”
(6:251; 41). This is so because “freedom would be depriving itself of
the use of its choice with regard to an object of choice.” Objects that
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could be used in a way appropriate for beings responsive to reason,
not just sensible determinations, would arbitrarily and irrationally
not be so used. This would in effect “annihilate objects in a practical
respect,” and since there is nothing “in” objects that could be said to
justify such a restriction, freedom would be denying its own capacity
to make use of material objects, especially land, as rational means in
the furtherance of its ends. It would be accepting a restriction – that
nothing can be held in exclusive possession – that there is no reason,
given the sort of being we are, for us to accept.

Further, a free being must be able to exercise this capacity as such
a free being.35 Not only must exclusive possession be possible for
such a being, but nonphysical exclusive possession must be pos-
sible. This is possession not limited by the physical properties of
nature, and this is necessary because acquisition and use of objects
“has to do with a determination of choice in accordance with laws
of freedom” (6:253; 43). Limiting rightful use to actual possession
would also be to accept a limitation there is no reason to accept,
one that unjustifiably contravenes the fact that agents can establish
intelligible relations with one another (relations based on common
recognition of an idea) and thereby intelligible relations with natu-
ral objects. The demonstration proceeds exactly in the unusual way
Kant describes at the end of §7, that practical reason in this case –
our attempt to determine what ought to obtain in the accomplish-
ment of my ends, given that I am a being responsive to reasons –
“extends” itself “without intuitions,” simply by dropping or leaving
out “empirical conditions” not appropriate as restrictions of a free
rational being. By doing so, we end up with the social form that free
beings must adopt in their pursuit of ends.

Such beings must be able to avail themselves of exclusive pos-
session in the accomplishment of their ends, and that possession
need not be restricted to the empirical conditions of physical posses-
sion or proximity. Given that I am a being that can institute rational
relations with others, I ought to be able to secure such nonphysical
ownership by such relations with others. But, Kant points out, I can
not do that by a mere decree.

Now a unilateral will cannot serve as a coercive law for everyone with regard
to possession that is external and therefore contingent, since that would
infringe upon freedom in accordance with universal laws. So it is only a will
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putting everyone under obligation, hence only a collective general (common)
and powerful will, that can provide everyone that assurance. (6:256; 45)

Thus, Kant concludes with what is in effect the thesis of the work
itself: “only in a civil condition can something external be mine or
yours” (6:256; 45).

This then all amounts not to a shift in Kant’s basic position, as if
he is now arguing for empirical conditions of the possibility of moral
duty as such. That remains unconditioned and categorical. But it is
in effect Kant’s way of addressing, avant la lettre, one of the oldest
criticisms of his moral theory, that it is an empty formalism, and
cannot be action guiding. Kant is here himself emphasizing that,
on the one hand, pure practical reason can determine the necessary
form of the relation of free wills in external relation – they must
exercise their freedom in a way consistent with a like exercise of
all. Then, with a wholly uncontroversial empirical addition – that
the human world is finite – we can also stipulate that there will
be actions that unavoidably limit what another would otherwise be
able to do, and so the principle of right is a general, formal principle
for resolving the unavoidable conflict between claims of mine and
thine. And so we can rationally determine the general conditions of
rightful acquisition, or what Kant calls original acquisition. Thus,
we can conclude,

All men are originally in common possession of the land of the entire earth
(communio fundi originaria) and each has by nature the will to use it (lex
iusti) which, because the choice of one is unavoidably opposed by nature to
that of another, would do away with the use of it if this will did not also
contain the principle for choice by which a particular possession for each on
the common land could be determined. (6:267; 54)

This principle of choice must be a fully general will (not the will
of one of the parties), powerful enough to establish the assurances
that make any agreement to cede the right in one’s own case actually
reciprocal.

So far so good, but it is also now clear that Kant is insisting that
in effect pure practical reason on its own is powerless to determine
the content of any such resolution according to principle, and that
that too has rational implications. The (rational) unacceptability of
the state of nature is that it is a state of inteterminacy, that while we
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can clearly state that we are bound to respect the boundary between
mine and thine, we have no way of deducing from our rational prin-
ciple what in concreto is rightfully mine and thine. There may be
minimal requirements for original acquisition (the land must not
yet be claimed, for example; temporal priority gives title according
to Kant [§14]), but any determinate acquisition can only be “provi-
sional” and must be acquired in some “anticipation” of an eventual
resolution of claims by a general will.

V

It is important to stress here that the unacceptability of the pre-civil
situation is not discussed as a strategic or broadly pragmatic prob-
lem. The claim is that it is not in principle possible to establish
unilaterally the intelligible possession that is a necessary condition
of the exercise of our rational agency in a finite world populated by
other agents. It is not that it is a practically difficult or insecure task
without mutual assurance, or that it is simply not prudent for me
to trust you until I can be assured you will respect what is mine.
The problem lies much deeper – there can be no “actually” deter-
minate mine/thine distinction to protect in the first place, about
which to be prudent, without a genuinely “omnilateral” (allseitiger,
§14) resolution of the merely provisional status of property claims.
However, this resolution too would only be provisional and subject
to constant challenge if we could not be supposed to have completely
ceded our right to decide in our own case to such a general will, and
that means granting such a sovereign real enforcement power and
absolute sovereignty. The “assurance” required is thus necessary for
any putative resolution of this indeterminacy actually to be a resolu-
tion of the rationally unacceptable condition of indeterminate prop-
erty claims. That is, resting content with this indeterminacy would
be inconsistent with our status as free rational beings and with the
minimum necessary condition for the actual exercise of agency con-
sistent with this status. It would thereby be, as Kant so explicitly
insists, “wrong in the highest degree” (6:308; 86), not imprudent.36

(In an unusual expression, Kant says that failing to institute right-
ful relations would be to “take” the “validity” away from right
[Gültigkeit nehmen] and so act as if “savage violence were lawful”
[gesetztmäßig] [6:308n; 86n]. I note too that it is here that Kant could
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have said, but does not, that lawless violence would make impossible
the setting and pursuit of ends, or the realization of our humanity.
But what is wrong is acting as if violence were “gesetzmäßig” when
it is not.) Rational beings can interact rationally only as subject to
the Universal Principle of Right, and this means that I am allowed to
use what is mine under the condition: “to do to others anything that
does not in itself diminish what is theirs”(6:238; 30). But we would
be inconsistent if we acknowledged being bound to such a norm but
also admitted that we are unable to determine in any rightful way
what is yours or mine. This latter would be the case with only uni-
lateral wills. There is only one other alternative. So, exeundum e
statu naturali. QED.

This last point about “formally rational unacceptability” finally
returns us to the question of the normative status of the Universal
Principle of Right and therewith the Kantian state. Has Kant’s core
argument revealed anything about the question of the nature of the
relation between Recht and Moral? To some degree it has, I think.
The unacceptability of res nullius has returned us to the most basic
issue in Kant’s practical philosophy, namely, the authority of pure
practical reason in its formal dimensions. That may finally be a dead
end (I don’t think it is), but that general claim to authority is clear-
ing playing a continuous major role in the Doctrine of Right. Once
we know that there is a condition that must be fulfilled to satisfy
the requirements of the law of freedom among beings whose actions
inhibit the range of possibilities others would otherwise have – the
condition being intelligible possession – and that that cannot be real-
ized without the creation of a genuine (forceful) common will, both
the continuity and the distinctness of Recht and Moral will have been
established. The continuity is a matter of being bound by the formal
constraints of pure practical reason; the discontinuity appears in the
special status of the condition required for the possibility of beings
so constrained to interact rationally. This claim can be supported
by a brief look at one last bit of text, perhaps the most mysterious
passage in the Doctrine of Right.

The passage occurs as Kant tries to explain the “Division of the
Doctrine of Right.” He rather abruptly introduces a section called
the “General Division of Duties of Right” and drags on stage, with-
out any preparation or explanation, the third century Roman jurist
Domitius Ulpianus37 and three principles or formulae, the meaning
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of, Kant immediately admits, Ulpianus “may not have thought dis-
tinctly in them but which can be explicated from them” or, moving
now to quite a radical hermeneutical principle, may be “put into
them” (6:236–7, 29).38 The “formulae” consist in (i) Honeste vive,
or be an honorable human being, by which Kant means “assert your
worth as a human being, never make yourself a means for others”;
(ii) Neminem laede, wrong no one, to which Kant adds the unusual
qualification, “even if, to avoid doing so, you should have to stop
associating with others and shun all society”; and (iii) Suum quique
tribue, or, if you cannot help associating with others, “enter into a
society with them in which each can keep what is his.” This is of
course the core thesis, the unacceptability of remaining in a pre-civil
world or the “exeundum” claim.39

The argument Kant seems to have in mind is best viewed as a kind
of progression and it will immediately call to mind the argument just
addressed in §8 and §9. His claim about “being the self-determining
being you are” first appears to be simply a perfect duty to oneself, a
sort of duty of moral integrity, and it is not immediately clear why
it is included in the list of “duties of right.” But as we have already
seen, his main purpose appears to be to clarify the general “principle”
on which political duties will eventually be derived. And this general
requirement was indeed at work in the property argument – do not
rest content with merely physically determined possession, or do not
act as if you were the sort of being who could use property only while
physically possessing it. Honeste vive will begin as: always act in a
way consistent with the status of a being responsive to the demands
of pure practical reason, and so in the “external” sphere, let no one
take what is provisionally yours. However, to remain consistent,
honeste vive will also have to end up as: in order to comply with
this duty, establish the intelligible possession consistent with your
status as a free rational being. Or it will have that meaning once we
introduce the condition mentioned by the second duty.

This social dimension enters in the second duty, neminem laede.
Wrong no one, even if you must shun society to do so. Clearly, Kant is
implying (in a Rousseauian tone) that without a civil order, it will be
difficult if not impossible to fulfill this duty with any determinacy.
The only chance in the pre-civil world to keep faith with it is to
shun society altogether – not a real alternative. The hypothetical is
clearly unrealizable, just as it was for the Rousseau of the Second
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Discourse. Rousseau worried about the inevitable dependence that
would make any self-direction and thus worth in life impossible.
Kant is not worried that it will be inevitable that we will harm each
other (the state of nature is not a state of injustice, but just one devoid
of justice), but he is noting that mutual charges of wrong or harm will
be inevitable and in principle unanswerable on either side; there will
be an absence of justice.

This consideration is what is supposed to move us to the con-
clusion suum quique tribue: in essence resolve the problem of an
intelligible distinction between mine and thine by entering a civil
order. The claims are that one cannot act consistently with the first
duty without intelligible possession; one cannot establish intelligi-
ble possession in the state of nature without unavoidable charges of
wrong against each other and so without possible violations of the
second duty everywhere. Thus, to avoid what the second proscribes
and yet to keep faith with the first, one must cede the right to decide
in one’s own case to some civil authority, to a sovereign power who
must be presumed to speak for all in their claim to rights protection.
We must enter a domain of external freedom “in which the choice
of one can be united with the choice of another in accordance with a
universal law of freedom.” So it is in some way a matter of keeping
faith with or remaining true to (consistent with) our status as free
rational beings that makes entry into the civil order practically nec-
essary. The wrongness of not doing so is, not surprisingly of course,
the kind of wrongness irrationality is for Kant, the wrongness of rely-
ing on a condition necessary to act at all, but one that in our deed
we effectively repudiate.

Kant is thus clearly attempting to show that in one area of our rela-
tions to others (mine/thine distinctions), to be the self-determining,
reason-responsive beings that we are, we must respect a distinction
that we cannot determine unilaterally, the content of which cannot
be deduced as a law of pure practical reason.40 This leads to nothing
like an imperfect duty of virtue or the establishment of a condition
necessary to make the setting and pursuit of ends more secure. The
determinate boundary between me and others is at stake; there is
no way to avoid setting such boundaries; we must set them as free
rational beings, and there is only one solution for such beings – the
establishment of a common will with coercive power.
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This position still faces many objections. Indeed we can now see
that it is because of this continual adherence to the authority of the
formal dictates of pure practical reason that Kant is stuck with his
“absolute sovereignty/no right of revolution” thesis. The solution to
the problem of intelligible possession is not in the slightest substan-
tive or dependent on some thesis about what by nature or by some
other substantive standard you are entitled to. The problem is partly
generated because reason has no insight into any such principle and
therefore must opt for the formal solution of a final common will
whose only function is to be final, to settle the boundary between
mine and thine in ways that cannot be challenged. To reserve a right
of revolution is thus formally and in effect to have refused to leave
the state of nature. Or, in the words of Perpetual Peace, “Any legal
constitution, even if it is only in a small measure lawful, is better
than none at all.”41

This form of reasoning is also partly why Kant faces so many other
objections. Since the solution essentially amounts to there being a
drawing of the mine/thine boundary, and since there is no substan-
tive standard for doing this, Kant concludes that the sovereign has
no choice but to start from the positions established provisionally in
the state of nature. But since there can be no rational principle either
provisionally or substantively guiding such acquisitions, Kant has to
rely on a wholly empirical determination: you may acquire as much
as you can defend. Your control of the ocean off your shore extends
“as far as a cannon shot may reach” (6:265; 52). This is surprising
since the unacceptability of res nullius and merely provisional pos-
session was supposed to be the result of their inconsistency with our
status as free rational beings. If the core argument rests on a claim
that physical possession should not be a decisive criterion for ratio-
nal beings, why allow the criterion of physical defensibility to set
the extent of property for generations to come?42

VI

These problems can be multiplied and there are Kantian responses to
many such charges, but I want to close by noting a few unusual fea-
tures that distinguish Kant’s “core” position, as laid out here. First,
the narrative he sketches is in effect a narration of the transition from
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a merely empirical/sensible human status to “actual” status as an
intelligible being located in a finite, unavoidably conflicted world.
The latter is a status we must in some sense achieve and then sus-
tain. (In the Doctrine of Virtue, Kant says that “a human being has
a duty to raise himself from the crude state of his nature, from his
animality [quoad actum], more and more toward humanity” [6:387;
151].) Of course, according to Kant’s practical metaphysics, we sim-
ply are such intelligible, or reason-responsive beings, but this nar-
rative suggests that such a capacity can also exist in an unrealized
state, or in more speculative terms, that what it means to be such
a subject is also to be able to fail to take up such a status, to fail
to be one. Not acting to resolve provisional property claims is one
such possibility. And what is especially interesting is that in this
account, this dimension of that status – intelligible possession of
property – is “actualized” in a distinctly social way as a result of the
determinations of a general or common will and not a private, even
privately rational (unilateral) will. There is something dramatically
Rousseauian in the claim that our status as intelligible and even con-
cretely free beings is a social achievement of some sort, that without
this social determination, we are only “provisionally” and “anticipa-
torily” such intelligible subjects, subjects who, because of our deeds,
can transcend what would otherwise be the empirical conditions and
limitations of action.

Secondly – and this seems to me the most interesting result from
what we have looked at – it is clear from this argument that the rule
of law is not supposed to simply guarantee or secure what is mine
and thine, given that Kant keeps insisting that without a legal order,
or the institution of a genuinely common will, there is no conclusive
mine and thine at all. Kant is supposed to be a liberal philosopher,
constraining state activity for the sake of a private realm that is to
be interfered with only to ensure a like domain for all, with state
power limited by what all would rationally will, consent to, and so
forth. But mine and thine, the basic boundaries of the private, are
not treated as original starting points by Kant but as secondary and
as some sort of socially mediated achievement. And this suggests
that mine and thine are not properly descriptive terms but more like
ascriptions of normative statuses, that they are not merely assured
by a legal order but can finally only be said to exist within such a legal
system of recognition, enforcement, and resolution of disagreement.
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Now, at this point, we may seem to be drifting off here far
too easily into the non-Kantian realms of Fichte’s Grundlage and
Hegel’s Phenomenology, texts where the non-original and socially
achieved status of individuality get their first truly modern (i.e.,
non-Aristotelian) hearing. Consider Fichte’s famous claim from his
Grundlage, where he says that

the concept of individuality is a reciprocal concept, can exist in a rational
being only if it is posited as completed by another rational being . . . is never
mine, rather it is . . . mine and his, his and mine; it is a shared concept within
which two consciousnesses are unified into one.43

These are consistent with other claims like “the human being . . .

becomes a human being only among human beings,”44 and of course
with very similar, more famous claims that Hegel makes in the Phe-
nomenology, such as “Self-consciousness achieves its satisfaction
only in another self-consciousness,” “A self-consciousness exists for
a self-consciousness,” and his introduction of Spirit as an “I that is
We and We that is I.”45

Methodological individualism, rational egoism, and “rational
will” theories of the state like Rousseau’s and Kant’s (in the official
classification) are all supposed to be challenged by such accounts,
and it might seem perverse to link them with Kant’s Doctrine of
Right. But I would note only that nothing said so far has drifted any
significant distance from Kant’s text. Kant too is treating “what is
mine,” what in effect counts as the actual or determinate me, and
“what is thine,” what counts as the actual or determinate you, not
as some matter of independent fact, from which political reasoning
begins. It is a socially dependent, variable, and negotiable bound-
ary which exists by virtue of the mutual acknowledgment of both
parties.

Of course, Kant is talking about property rights, not conditions for
the possibility of any content for self-understanding, or for a “prac-
tical identity,” and certainly not about the conditions for the possi-
bility of determinate “self-consciousness,” and so forth. Yet, given
that for Kant my basic moral identity, my status as a rational free
being, is an anonymous identity, essentially and indistinguishably
one among many, Kant seems to realize that he also requires some
sort of morally relevant account of “what we owe each other” (to
coin a phrase) qua the determinate concrete individuals we are, or
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what we must “become” if such a mine-thine boundary is to be pos-
sible. The fact that he extends his moral theory in the way suggested
by the Ulpian principles seems to me evidence of this concern.

The obvious question to ask about such claims for fundamen-
tal social dependence is: must we not already be determinate, self-
aware rational beings in order to engage each other as such, to hear
and properly respond to what Fichte called the demand or summons
(Herausforderung) from an other? How can such claims for such
dependence ever “get off the ground” if we can only be such sub-
jects as a result? And yet here again, Kant’s answer coincides with
the way that question would be answered later in idealism – with
this quasi-Aristotelian distinction between what is only provision-
ally (potentially) and so uncertainly posited as an identity or claim
to “mine,” open immediately to challenge and thus defeasable, and
what can be mutually resolved and recognized as mine and thine.
This is all admittedly speculative, builds on only a thin layer of
Kant’s ethical theory, and seems open to numerous qualifications.
And, as indicated, Kant’s formal conception of practical rationality
and his general conception of practical philosophy will limit what
he can say about all this, but it is not a wild stretch to say that Kant’s
Doctrine of Right might be characterized as post- or proto-Fichtean
or proto-Hegelian in this (non-historical) sense, and thus suggestive
of an alternative form of liberalism, one in which rational individu-
ality is not ultimate, but derivative and an achieved social status.

notes

1. All references to Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals (Morals) in the text are,
first, to volume 6 of Gesammelte Schriften edited by Paul Natorp for the
Königlich Preussischen Akademie de Wissenschaften (cited hereafter
simply by volume and page) (Berlin and Leipzig: de Gruyter, 1900–), and
are followed by a reference to Mary Gregor’s translation (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996).

2. Kant believed that the sovereign must retain the right to dissolve or
override the other branches in cases of irreconcilable conflict; otherwise
we would not truly have left the state of nature. See the discussion in
Morals §48 and especially in §49 on the potestas executoria.

3. Whereas the classical question had concerned “who should rule” and
related questions about the best way to ensure the coincidence of wis-
dom and power and about the nature of the statesman’s knowledge, the
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modern question (Kant is typical) often concerns the very possibility of
legitimate rule at all. Absent a successful answer, politics will come to
look as it did to Nietzsche and Weber: the organized use of a monopoly
of violence by one group against another.

4. Kant’s position is sometimes called “contractarian,” but empiricist or
instrumentalist notions of original contract would not thereby be clearly
enough distinguished. (I mean by the latter, Locke, Hobbes, Gauthier:
people who believe that the interests satisfied by the rule of law, by giv-
ing up the right to decide in your own case, are so clear that one could
never be said to exempt oneself from an implied agreement to satisfy
those interests.) Kant appeals to an original contract only as an “idea”
(§47), not an originating source of obligation. (And so Kant does not rely
on claims like: “The law must be obeyed because we can be presumed
to have consented to its enforcement.”) Such a contract cannot be the
source of legal obligation because, as noted below, Kant states clearly
that we have a duty to exit the state of nature and form a civil condi-
tion (a duty “to contract,” as it were). The lex iustitiae or third “duty of
right,” to enter the civil condition, is an obligation that obviously binds
independently of the resulting contract itself. So, while Kant can state
his basic notion of justice as having to do with the adoption of no law
that “could not be willed by each,” that is mostly a façon de parler. What
effectively excludes a putative law on this principle is a familiar Kantian
inconsistency in its universalized form, not an attempt to determine
“what each would will.” It would be clearer and more correct if Kant and
the contractarians were classified as all “rational will” theorists of obli-
gation, but that still leaves a lot unclear with regard to “rational.” See
the discussion in Leslie Mulholland, Kant’s System of Rights (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1990), pp. 278–80; pp. 280–93; and p. 385ff.

5. Kant even goes so far as to say that reason, “by a categorical imperative,
makes it obligatory for us to strive after” a civil condition (Morals, 6:318;
95), and he explicitly lists a “duty of justice” (lex iustitiae) to enter a
civil society (6:237; 29). He does not appear to be referring to a separately
classifiable moral duty to obey principles of right (although there is one).
At 6:220–1; 22, Kant notes that ethics “has duties in common with
right” and that we have an ethical obligation to do our duty “wherever
that duty comes from.” So duties of right are also “indirectly ethical”
duties as well.

6. Kant can be understood to be asking, “Exactly why must I restrict exer-
cises of external freedom in consideration of the like exercise of external
freedom by others?” The structure of the Metaphysics of Morals sug-
gests right away that this restriction is not only our moral obligation
(although it is also that), but a distinct and unique requirement of pure
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practical reason. Indeed, it must be unique enough to permit and to
require a collective attempt to enforce compliance by threat of punish-
ment, something wholly inappropriate in the moral domain.

7. So Kant can certainly be enlisted in that rational natural right tradition
that includes Rousseau, Fichte, and Hegel, as well as its most influential
contemporary defender, John Rawls. But this is neither a contractarian
tradition, as normally understood (see note 4), nor “rationalist” in the
natural law sense – that pure reason can detect the order of normative
nature. Kant believes that we are obligated only to what we obligate
ourselves to, that the moral law is “self-legislated,” a metaphor that has
produced an endless stream of commentaries. See my “Über Selbstge-
setzgebung,” in Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie, Bd. 6 (2003).

8. In the essay Theory and Practice, Kant calls a paternalistic govern-
ment “the greatest despotism imaginable” (8:291). For the English, see
“On the Proverb: That May Be True in Theory, But Is of No Practical
Use,” in Immanuel Kant, Perpetual Peace and Other Essays, trans. Ted
Humphrey (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1983), p. 73.

9. He also suggests here a puzzling claim about moral duties: they always
come in a dual form, commanding us both to obey the law and to make
respect for the law itself our ground for action (a proposal that suggests
an odd regress). See Morals, 6:391; 154 on the “universal ethical com-
mand” to “act in conformity with duty from duty.”

10. The problems raised by violations of perfect duty that are not fit sub-
jects for criminalization is ignored in Roger Sullivan’s summary of
Kant’s argument in his Introduction to the Cambridge edition of Morals,
p. xii. Guyer also sometimes writes as if the perfect duty category were
congruent with duties of right. See his “Life, Liberty and Property,” in
Kant on Freedom, Law, and Happiness (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2000), p. 278. For a fuller discussion of the issue, see my “On
the Moral Foundations of Kant’s Rechtslehre,” chapter 3 in my Idealism
as Modernism: Hegelian Variations (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), pp. 56–91, and Guyer’s more recent paper, “Kant’s System
of Duties,” in his Kant’s System of Nature and Freedom (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), ch. 10.
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13 Kant on sex and marriage right

Den Pakt zu wechselseitigem Gebrauch
Von den Vermögen und Geschlechtsorganen
Den der die Ehe nennt, nun einzumahnen
Ercheint mir dringend und berechtigt auch.

Ich höre, einige Partner sind da säumig.
Sie haben – und ich halt’s nicht für gelogen –
Geschlectsorgane kürzlich hinterzogen:
Das Netz hat Maschen und sie sind geräumig.

Da bleibt nur: die Gerichte anzugehn
Und die Organe in Beschlag zu nehmen.
Vielleicht wird sich der Partner dann bequemen

Sich den Kontrakt genauer anzusehn.
Wenn er sich nicht bequemt – ich fürcht es sehr –
Muß eben der Gerichtsvollzieher her.

(“On Kant’s Definition of Marriage in the
Metaphysics of Morals” by Bertolt Brecht1)

Brecht’s sonnet satirizes Kant’s view of marriage as a legal contract
between two persons for the legitimation of sex, and at the same time
indicts bourgeois values according to which nothing is so sacred that
it cannot be commodified.2 Indeed, Kant’s most important single
statement on marriage, sex, and family is located squarely within
his discussion of property rights in the “Doctrine of Right” in the
Metaphysics of Morals. His language in this section, “On the Right
of Domestic Society, Title I: Marriage Right,” is that of contract and
property law:

447
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Sexual intercourse (commercium sexuale) is the reciprocal use that one
human being makes of the sexual organs and capacities of another (usus
membrorum et facultatum sexualium alterius). (Morals, 6:277)

Sexual intercourse in accordance with law is marriage (matrimonium), that
is, the union of two persons of different sexes for lifelong possession of each
other’s sexual attributes. (6:277)

The natural use that one sex makes of the other’s sexual organs is enjoyment,
for which one gives itself up to the other. In this act a human being makes
himself into a thing, which conflicts with the right of humanity in his own
person. There is only one condition under which this is possible: that while
one person is acquired by the other as if it were a thing, the one who is
acquired acquires the other in turn; for in this way each reclaims itself and
restores its personality. But acquiring a member of a human being is at the
same time acquiring the whole person, since a person is an absolute unity.
Hence it is not only admissible for the sexes to surrender and to accept each
other for enjoyment under the condition of marriage but it is possible for
them to do so only under this condition. That this right against a person is
also akin to a right to a thing rests on the fact that if one of the partners in
a marriage has left or given itself into someone else’s possession, the other
partner is justified, always and without question, in bringing its partner back
under its control, just as it is justified in retrieving a thing. (6:278)3

This text is the point of departure for Brecht’s satire, and gener-
ations of Kantians and social philosophers have found Kant’s posi-
tion on marriage “an embarrassment,” “shallow and repulsive,” and
“shameful.”4 Yet there is more to these passages than meets the
eye that analyzes them only in terms of Kant’s political and social
writings, and in isolation from the political, historical, and philo-
sophical context in which Kant wrote them. When Kant’s views on
sex and marriage are seen as framed by issues internal to his overall
system and by external political and social concerns that occupied
him, much of real philosophical interest comes to light. This is not
to say that he is thereby exonerated of all these charges, of course.
In what follows I will argue only that Kant’s apparently simplistic
contract-for-property model in the “Doctrine of Right” is actually
infused with his philosophical commitments and a lively interest in
social issues of the day. Although his views on the nature of women
and their rights, or lack thereof, to full citizenship deeply compro-
mise his account of marriage as a fair and equal bond, a close look at
the assumptions and observations underlying this account render at

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc13 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:19

Kant on sex and marriage right 449

least some standard objections to it less weighty. Moreover, Kant’s
treatment of the relation of the sexes is philosophically important
inasmuch as crucial aspects of his philosophy of mind and morals,
especially those involving the nature of individual persons and per-
sonhood in general, are profoundly problematized by human sexu-
ality. Kant’s attempt to legitimate sexual relations leads directly to
some of the deepest puzzles in his philosophy.

What follows, then, will include a look at some of the prevailing
attitudes of Kant’s time on the relationship of the sexes and their
relevance to the institution of marriage, including Kant’s own pre-
critical contribution to those attitudes. This will be followed by a
closer look at the text of Kant’s infamous statement on sex and mar-
riage in the “Doctrine of Right.” I will then suggest a reading of
Kant’s text here that draws on 1) the debate over the relationship of
external and internal right in his political philosophy, and 2) what I
will call Kant’s “metaphysics of marriage,” that is, his view of the
metaphysics of personhood and the role this plays in his stance on
marital relations in the “Doctrine of Right.”

i. sex differences and the politics of marriage
in kant’s time

The views on the marriage contract mentioned earlier were first pub-
lished in 1797 in the Metaphysics of Morals, but Kant had lectured
and written on sex differences, sexual relations, and marriage far ear-
lier. He was at least indirectly drawn into the debate over the nature
of marriage in the 1780s, yet long before marriage became a political
issue for him, Kant had established himself as a popular commen-
tator on the differing natures of the sexes and the role of marriage
in “unifying” them. One of the most successful popular pieces Kant
ever wrote, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sub-
lime, was published in 1764 and contained a major section under the
title “On the differences of the sublime and the beautiful in the rela-
tions between the sexes.” This piece has since become notorious for
what are clearly, by more enlightened standards, overtly sexist and
racist views. It is an early, pre-critical and therefore non-definitive
piece in terms of his philosophical enterprise. Thus, it would be
tempting to dismiss it altogether were it not for the fact that much
of what he claims about the nature of the sexes, taste, culture, and so
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forth appears again in his lectures over the years, and some of these
even appear, albeit usually as examples, in his critical work as well.

Where gender relations are concerned, as with much else, Kant’s
debt to Rousseau is undeniable. In his “Remarks on the Observa-
tions” (notes written in his own copy of the Observations) Kant
claimed that his reading of Rousseau “set him straight” about the
relative value of humanity to knowledge, but it is also clear that
Rousseau’s story of the origin of human civilization and account of
the relations between the sexes left a strong impression on him.5

At the same time, Rousseau’s influence on Kant’s views on sex and
marriage should not be overemphasized. If Kant echoes Rousseau’s
The Origins of Inequality when he says that “in the crude state of
nature . . . the woman is a domestic animal, the man leads the way
with weapons in hand, and the woman follows him, loaded down
with his household belongings” (Anthropology, 7:304), he is also sim-
ply reiterating the old Germanic justification for sex-guardianship –
the view that women are essentially wards of their fathers until they
are transferred to husbands in marriage.6 Rousseau might agree when
Kant says that “It is by marriage that woman becomes free: man
loses his freedom by it”(7:309), yet Kant is in fact simply stating
the fact that by marriage under Prussian law a woman was freed
from the guardianship of her father, which, were she to remain
unmarried, would continue until his death.7 Furthermore, Kant’s
“Rousseauian” account of women’s subordination in the state of
nature gives way to a more positive notion of women’s role in civil
culture than Rousseau allowed, if only because Kant was less skep-
tical than Rousseau about the benefits of civilization to human-
ity. For Kant, women have two natural purposes: “the preservation
of the species and the cultivation of society and its refinement”
(7:306). Kant viewed the education of women as to some extent
(although less than for men) necessary. Women’s natural tendencies
are “more artful, fine and uniform (regelmäßig)” than men’s, Kant
says in one Reflection, and women therefore need less instruction.
Nevertheless, they still should be educated in a way appropriate to
the “vocation” (Bestimmung) of their sex. The fact that he adds that
this method of education has not yet been found certainly suggests
that he did not take Rousseau’s views on the education of Sophie in
Émile to be the last word on the problem (R 1303, 15:573).8

Kant’s commitment to a two-track education for men and women
was a view propounded by many during the Enlightenment and
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was based on what contemporary feminists call a theory of “nat-
ural complement.”9 Or, as Kant himself put it, the new was based
on the desire to create “the unity that arises out of needs on both
sides reciprocally complemented” (R 1296, 15:571). On this issue,
as with his view of the “fair sex” more generally, Kant was no
pathbreaker. English moralists, French philosophes, as well as early
German Enlightenment figures like Johann Christoph Gottsched had
long advocated for the “special” education of women. Although they
represent a step forward in calling for the education of women at all,
and although such views typically claim to value masculinity and
femininity equally, natural complement theories also typically hold
that women’s value is expressed primarily in the sphere of the home
and family. Thus, Kant had tradition on his side when he claimed that
married women were sufficiently “glib” to represent themselves and
their husbands in court, while at the same time affirming the sex-
guardian laws that prevented them from doing so.10

Although generally speaking, complementarity theories provide
an easy rationalization for the implicit or explicit exclusion of
women from the public sphere, a remarkable exception to this is
to be found in the work of Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel. In his
work On Improving the Status of Women, Kant’s close friend, former
student, mayor of Königsberg, and pioneering advocate of women’s
equality adopted the view that women’s special traits, such as
“purity . . . tenderness, patience, endurance . . . sympathy, talkative-
ness,” which “appear to be inherent in the female sex, and merely
artificially acquired skills in the males,” make them excellent teach-
ers of both sexes.11 He claims that the Socratic method, “which
Socrates learned from his mother, a midwife (sage femme) . . . is
doubtless peculiar to the opposite sex” and continues in a long, pas-
sionate discourse to reel off a list of women’s characteristics and
virtues, each of which reinforces his central claim that excluding
women from the public sphere is a travesty of justice that pre-
vents the advancement of humanity toward genuine civilization.12

A brief excerpt from the beginning of the chapter on “Suggestions for
Improvement” indicates the degree to which Hippel’s views concern-
ing women’s rights surpassed those of even the greatest emancipatory
male thinkers of his time:13

Is the opposite sex always to remain as it has been and is? Are the human
rights so basely taken away from the women, the civil rights so indecently
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withheld from them to be lost forever? Are the women never to attain an
absolute value in and for the state? Are they never to think and act for and
by themselves? Will we seek the answers to these questions in a subtle
and sophisticated Roman legal fiction or in ancient and traditional property
rights and statutes of limitation, so that we may again reject such ques-
tions and force them into a state of distasteful silence? Will we even soothe
our masculine consciences with misgivings concerning the possible con-
sequences, with further abuses, or with whatever bugbears people use to
frighten children and thus put off and put off again this concern of the entire
human race? If so, then the glorious morning of redemption is not yet at
hand. Will we be able to refrain from still calling ourselves Vandals and
Goths – the names of our forefathers of old – if we do not seek to rectify this
injustice, and the sooner the better?

Apart from the sheer boldness of his position, Hippel’s treatises on
women’s rights and marriage are of interest for the fact that although
published anonymously, they were clearly intended to influence
political policy, and Hippel’s positions were certainly the subject
of discussion among Kant and his circle of friends, which included
Hippel himself.

A third edition of On Marriage was prepared for quick publication
in 1792 in hopes that the author’s views (especially Hippel’s oppo-
sition to sex-guardianship) would be incorporated in the Frederician
Code revisions begun in the early 1780s. Early in 1780, the same year
that he was appointed mayor and chief of police of Königsberg, Hippel
was appointed by Frederick the Great to serve on the commission
assigned the task of reforming the Prussian state legal code, for which
“loyal services” he was decorated.14 He continued to work officially
on the reform of Prussian law throughout the decade, but his anony-
mous literary efforts in the early 1790s to establish equality of rights
within marriage were frustrated by Frederick the Great’s conserva-
tive successor, Frederick Wilhelm, and the new framers of the Code
appointed by him. In the revised Code, as in the old, women were
bound by the marriage contract to remain under the complete legal
guardianship of their husband (even including his “right” to open her
mail and permission to physically abuse her in certain cases).15

Hippel was a regular guest and discussant at Kant’s dinner gather-
ings, held in his home from 1787 until 1793.16 The fact that Hippel
refers mockingly to sexist remarks made by Kant in the course of one
of their dinner conversations is evidence that the issue of women’s
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rights was among the many political and social topics discussed.17

Probably the younger Hippel was not particularly surprised by his old
professor’s acceptance of the exclusion of women from the sphere of
public affairs and from a scholarly education, nor by his persistent
assumpton of their intellectual inferiority.18 Yet, from the perspec-
tive of our own time it is hard to recognize these views as entirely
consistent with those of the author that defined the Enlightenment
in his 1784 essay on this theme as “mankind’s exit from its self-
imposed immaturity,” where “mankind” is understood as “including
the entire fair sex”(Enlightenment, 8:33–42). The implicit claim in
this famous essay that women too could be lifted out of their situ-
ation of guardianship stands in stark contrast to Kant’s rationaliza-
tions for the political subordination of women.

The tension between Kant’s views on Enlightenment and his
acceptance of sex-guardianship in marriage can in part be under-
stood as part of the larger turmoil of opinions amongst intellectual
policy makers of the 1780s and early 90s in Prussia. Legal institu-
tions, including marriage, were undergoing change in Prussia and
throughout Europe. A significant debate had emerged over the role
of sex within marriage and had to do with the question of whether its
sole justification was procreation, or whether the liberal Enlighten-
ment view was justified, according to which love and sexual pleasure
between married couples could be a legitimate end in its own right.
Kant sided with the enlightenment view, indeed he assumed its truth
in his descriptions of marriage:

The end of begetting and bringing up children may be an end of nature, for
which it implanted the inclinations of the sexes for each other; but it is not
requisite for human beings who marry to make this their end in order for
their union to be compatible with rights, for otherwise marriage would be
dissolved when procreation ceases.19

Legally, reforms of Prussian civil law had included provisions for
divorce on the grounds of infidelity, wrongful abandonment, and
irreconcilable differences.20 Kant repeats these provisions in his own
accounts. Furthermore, as we saw, Kant was privy to some of the
most radical thought on women’s emancipation to come out of
Europe in the eighteenth century in discussions with Hippel.

Perhaps most significant is the fact that the famous Enlighten-
ment essay of 1784 was written as the direct result of a debate in the
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Berlinischer Monatsschrift over whether the clergy should have an
official role to play in civil union ceremonies. Kant’s friend Johann
Erich Biester, editor with Friedrich Gedike of the Monatsschrift, had
written a critique of the role of the clergy in marriage, arguing that
their real interest in performing marriage ceremonies was in the
maintenance of their own power. The article, with the contentious
title “Suggestion to the spiritual leaders not to trouble themselves
anymore with marrying people,” argued that marriage was simply a
contract for civil union and that execution of a purely civil contract
did not belong to the church but to the state.21 The essay prompted
the theologian J. F. Zöllner, in a subsequent attack on Biester’s article
published in the Monatsschrift, to castigate his contemporaries for
their careless use of the term “enlightenment” and to ask the ques-
tion “What is enlightenment?”22 Biester decided to publish replies
to this question and appealed to Kant to contribute one. Thus, Kant’s
renowned essay was in fact prompted by a debate over the nature of
the institution of marriage, and it is important to understand his ref-
erence to “the entire fairer sex” in this context.23 At the behest of his
friend Biester, Kant’s contribution represents an attempt to help lay
the theoretical groundwork for the construction of an enlightened
age by clarifying what it meant to live in an age of enlightenment,
to use Kant’s own distinction. Living in an “age of enlightenment”
for Kant and his colleagues meant engaging in debates that could
reconfigure state power and law. Kant was well aware of the impact
his views could have on the powers that be in Prussia, and his dis-
cussion of the marriage contract is surely written in full awareness
of Hippel’s views on the need to balance the scales of equality that
were tipped against women at the time. Kant’s views on marriage
laid out in the Metaphysics of Morals were published at the very end
of Kant’s career, shortly after Hippel’s death and after the revision of
the Frederician Code. They should certainly be read with this history
in mind.24

ii. sexual relations and marriage right

Kant’s account of marriage was known to students in his Ethics
courses and is available in the form of some of their lecture notes
over the years dating from 1762 (Herder) to 1794 (Vigilantius). Kant’s
own, more concise account was published in a section of the first
half of his Metaphysics of Morals, the “Doctrine of Right,” in 1797.
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To understand his account of marriage it is necessary to make some
preliminary comments about the context within which it is placed.

Under the “Doctrine of Right” Kant understands the systematic
account of the conditions under which the choice of one can be har-
monized with others’ choices. “An action is right,” according to
Kant’s Universal Principle of Right, “if it can coexist with every-
one’s freedom in accordance with a universal law, or if on its maxim
the freedom of choice of each can coexist with everyone’s freedom in
accordance with a universal law” (Morals, 6:230). An act is wrong in
the case where it cannot so coexist, that is, if it hinders the rightful
act or rightful condition of action of another (6:231). This system
does not deal with internal incentives, or intentions, for Kant (that
is covered in the “Doctrine of Virtue”). It is not, that is, about “inter-
nal” laws and law-giving, but about what actions may legitimately
be governed by “external” law, apart from whether or not the agent
is acting from a good will. In Kant’s language it is about legality, or
“juridical lawgiving, understood as imposing obligations on persons
that, whether or not they impose them upon themselves as ethical
duties, can be imposed on them by an outside authority” (6:219–20).
At the same time, Kant’s view of external lawfulness is rooted in
the formula of universality, that is, the version of the categorical
imperative that commands us to “Act only on that maxim through
which you can at the same time will that it should become univer-
sal law” (Groundwork, 4:421).25 Because the categorical imperative
is a formula for testing one’s intentions, and not (or not merely) an
expression of intention, it can be put to external use as well. That
is, it can be used in a context where individuals’ actions, apart from
their intentions, are to be judged by others. It commands that no
action be performed that cannot be part of a system of freedom in
accordance with universal law (4:402). Roger Sullivan puts the point
as follows:

The categorical imperative determines which maxims are acceptable moral
principles by their ability to serve as practical norms of conduct for every-
one, that is, as laws within a civil community. Moral norms for conduct
therefore are preeminently public laws, characterized by the universality of
the obligations they impose, especially the obligation of reciprocity.26

In a civic legal system (and so in the “Doctrine of Right”) the cat-
egorical imperative, the “principle of all maxims” (Morals, 6:231), is
restricted in its application, as Sullivan puts it, to “external behavior
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between people.”27 With external right comes the authorization of
external coercion, and it is with the latter that Kant is chiefly con-
cerned in the “Doctrine of Right.” Kant argues that if what is right is
free choice that coexists with other’s choices, and what is wrong is
free choice that hinders other’s freedom, then coercion is prima facie
wrong.28 But in cases where coercion is used to prevent the hindering
of another’s freedom, it thereby becomes legitimate. Coercive hin-
drance of one person’s choice to hinder another’s freedom resets the
balance, as it were, and restores order.

Kant’s version of the legitimation of state power is especially
important in this context because Kant uses an analogue of this
account to explain how the marriage contract reestablishes the equal-
ity of personhood that, he believes, sexual intercourse upsets. His
discussion of the marriage contract falls under the heading of what
he calls “private right,” his contribution to the theory of property
law. Rightful possession (where I have a claim to something even if
I do not physically “hold” it), Kant says, may be divided into three
subheadings depending on the three kinds of “external objects” I
have the right to call mine. Any citizen may acquire 1) a physical
object (primarily real estate), 2) another’s choice to perform a task
(e.g., the transfer of a thing to me, or performance of a service for
me), 3) another’s status in relation to me (as a wife, child, servant, or
other) (Morals, 6:247ff).

Cases 2) and 3) explicitly involve contracts.29 Contract right is
the system of laws that governs “my possession of another’s choice,
in the sense of my capacity to determine it by my own choice to
a certain deed in accordance with the law of freedom” (6:271). Kant
defines the contract as “An act of the united choice of two persons by
which anything at all that belongs to one passes to the other” (6:271).
Kant’s definition of the contractual process is important for under-
standing his view of marriage, and it can be glossed as follows: I can
rightfully acquire the acts of another based on what is his, but not
through any “negative” act, that is, through abandonment or renun-
ciation. Rightful acquisition can involve only a positive act of trans-
ference, and that is only possible through a joint agreement – Kant
calls it a “common will” – whereby the object passes from the control
of one immediately to the other through a process of simultaneous
giving up and acceptance on the part of both parties. The process of
transfer or “giving up” one’s possession to the other is “alienation”;
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and alienation in turn is the result of explicit agreement – a volun-
tary act of unification of wills of both parties. It is this act that Kant
labels the “contract” (6:271).

A. Marriage right

Kant’s account of the marriage contract itself occurs in the section
on contract right in the “Doctrine of Right” under the heading “On
Rights to Persons Akin to Rights to Things” (“Von dem auf dingliche
Art persönlichen Recht,” [6:276]). Such rights are not identical to
original acquisition of land or to contracts for acquisition of things
or services because they involve, in Kant’s words, “possession of
an external object as a thing and use of it as a person” (6:276). For
Kant these contracts establish legal domestic relations and the terms
of possession and use involved in spousal, parental, and domestic
services.

This is the point at which Kant turns to the specific application
of his definition of legal contract to the marriage contract, some of
which we already saw: What is acquired in marriage is a right to an
external object as a thing – the sexual organs and sexual capacities of
another (usus membrorum et facultatum sexualium alterius [6:277])
and to use of that “thing” (“as a person”) in sexual intercourse. What
distinguishes this from the other cases of acquiring a particular con-
trol over persons is the fact that the marriage contract involves a giv-
ing up and receiving on the part of both parties, of one very personal
“thing” – their bodies (or rather specific “organs and capacities”) –
in exchange for another very personal thing – their own individual
pleasure. If this giving up and receiving is viewed as a form of simple
reciprocity, it leads to the conclusion that Brecht had so much sport
with: As with any acquisition, if one of the partners has run off with
the “thing” it had contracted to exchange with the other partner, or
if one of the partners has given that already contracted “thing” into
the possession of someone else, then the wronged partner, in Kant’s
own words, “is justified, always and without question, in bringing
its partner back under its control, just as it is justified in retrieving
a thing” (6:278). Or, as Brecht said, if partners have been remiss and
refuse to abide by the terms of the contract, there is nothing to be
done but to confiscate the goods involved and haul the contract vio-
lator to court.30 No wonder Kantians for two hundred years prefer to
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avoid altogether this little section of an otherwise reputable book.
Kant is very clear that he views sex as both giving one’s self up as a
thing to be used as a means only, and using another as a means only.
If he wants to maintain that legal right is grounded in any way in
moral right, then obviously he must worry that sexual relations rep-
resent a double violation of the categorical imperative in the formula
of humanity.31 But why accept this account of sexuality? Is it even
partially plausible? As Barbara Herman points out, a lot depends on
how rosy one’s view of sex is.32 If one believes that sex can be and
often is demeaning to both or one of the persons involved, one is
more likely to follow Kant’s argument. I believe Herman is right to
argue that Kant’s pessimism is worth taking seriously even in con-
temporary contexts. It should be added that his negative attitude is
also not to be dismissed as just an artifact of a “puritanical” Pietist
upbringing (although that surely plays a role). Kant was no libertine,
to be sure, but he also was not the prudish crank that he is often
caricatured as being.33 Theoretically Kant cannot, and in his works
he does not, deny the fact that sex is natural. He regards it as a fact,
as an appetite of our bodily nature and as such as something that
cannot be ignored nor, for that matter, condemned. We are animals
and Kant is profoundly aware that as such, we humans are “beings
of need.” Still, sexual behavior for him is inherently degrading to our
humanity in a way that the simple satisfaction of other bodily needs
is not. Kant seemed truly to believe that during sex both partners
reduce themselves to mere animals bereft of free will and responsi-
bility. For him, a sign of this is the shame and secrecy attached to
sexual activity. Kant says:

In the first place, sensual congress of the sexes is a phenomenon in man that
is entirely similar in function to that of animals; this bodily act of physical
nature also engenders shame and turns it into an obscene act, i.e., one that in
public presentation would awaken repugnance, accompanied by the notion
of [lewdness]. Now if the act of intercourse were permissible, in and for itself,
there would be no explaining the shame; and it rests on nothing else but this,
that in presenting ourselves to the other as an object of enjoyment we feel
that we are demeaning humanity in our own person and making ourselves
similar to the beasts. (Vigilantius, 27:638)

Given the view that sexual relations necessarily involve a back-
slide down the evolutionary ladder, it makes some sense for Kant
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to insist that a remedy for this is either abstinence or that persons
who plan to engage in this behavior at least promise beforehand not
to abandon each other after the act. Marriage is a remedy in part
because it involves this promise to stay together in perpetuity: Kant
defines it as “the union of two persons of different sexes for lifelong
possession of each others’ sexual attributes” (6:277). The partners
thus agree to use each other only on the condition that one or the
other of them will never throw the other away, as he puts it, “as
one throws away a lemon after sucking the juice from it” (Collins,
27:384). Sex outside of marriage involves no such lifelong commit-
ment to the person, and so, for Kant, such relations cannot be morally
redeemed over time. Similarly concubinage, or acquiring a mistress,
is never a legitimate contractual arrangement because

nobody can make themselves into an object of the other’s enjoyment if it
is injurious to their personality, and . . . a strictly standing obligation to con-
summate a promise of carnal intercourse cannot be admitted. A contract
for concubinage [pactum concubinatus] is [shameful], null and void and the
concubine can therefore breach it at any time. (Vigilantius, 27:638)

This last comment sheds light on at least part of Kant’s own con-
cerns, and suggests that he is sensitive to the fact that women (con-
cubines were invariably women) stand to lose more than men in
sexual relations. But considered from the eighteenth-century bour-
geois woman’s perspective, which Kant, probably thanks in large
part to Hippel, seemed to have managed on occasion to do, things
are indeed far from rosy where sex is concerned. Another example is
Kant’s comment on the special nature of the sexual contract in one
of his lectures on ethics:

For the case [of sexual intercourse] is quite different from the permitted use
of one’s powers that is granted to the other [i.e., when one contracts to work
for someone]. When a wife concedes the substance of her body to lust, she
deteriorates through using up her forces in pregnancy; she subjects herself
to the danger of dying in childbirth. (Vigilantius, 27:637–8)

Here, at least, Kant explicitly recognizes the fact that women of his
time stood to lose a great deal more than men in sexual partnership.
Thus he told his students that the man must make up for his advan-
tage by agreeing to be around for her during pregnancy, and if she
survives that, to stay around even after her body and possibly her
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health deteriorate as a result. Even in Kant’s time there were excep-
tions, as Kant was well aware,34 but he clearly recognized that in his
own time and station, women were less likely to flourish after being
abandoned by their mate.

Dim as Kant’s view of sex was, it is not indefensible by feminist
standards. Not only are sexual partners subject to abandonment upon
completion of the act, the weaker partner may be used and abused
in other ways, both mental and physical. As Barbara Herman points
out in her (mitigated) defense of Kant’s views:

Objectification is plausibly problematic. If each sees the other as object –
something for use–then strength (physical and social) can take the upper
hand and domination follows.35

It was clear to Kant who the weaker partner typically was, and for
this reason he stipulated that the marriage contract not only include
a non-abandonment clause, but also that the partners share all assets
in common:

For the same reasons [that partners are justified in retrieving each other
where abandonment or infidelity occur], the relation of the partners in a
marriage is a relation of equality of possession, equality both in their pos-
session of each other as persons . . . and also equality in their possession of
material goods. As for these, the partners are still authorized to forgo the use
of a part, though only by a separate contract. (6:278)

Because physical and social power differentials undermine the reci-
procity relation in marriage, it is obvious on Kant’s account that
lifetime commitment, although necessary for preventing one-sided
abandonment, is not sufficient to redeem sex. Abusive and disre-
spectful relationships can last a lifetime, a point Kant recognizes
when he explicitly denies that marriages for money are moral, claim-
ing instead they should be illegal (6:278–9). Equal access to internal
resources would presumably mitigate an already bad situation.

In summary, the marriage contract institutes a system of rela-
tions that equalizes relations between wife and husband by requir-
ing (1) exclusivity of use of the others’ sexual capacities (2) over the
course of the lifetime of each partner, with (3) equal division of prop-
erty and other goods acquired during the course of the marriage. The
marriage contract thus specifies a set of relations that can be upheld
in a court of law, if need be. Yet the basis for entering such contract
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in the first place can only be mutual recognition of the personhood
of the other. The marriage contract is premised on the willingness
of both parties to recognize each other and themselves as persons.

B. The metaphysics of marriage

In the end, for Kant what redeems sex, what makes it human, is that
it is a pact between free and equal persons for the “possession” of
each other as persons over a lifetime. But the emphasis on person-
hood raises questions. It is one thing to point out with Gregor that
Kant’s extension of the categorical imperative to external relations
between individual citizens can be made without appeal to internal
states of those individuals, but it is another to explain how Kant can
rely so heavily on a conception of respect for persons in his justifi-
cation of marriage as a merely legal contract. Kant’s discussion of
marital relations appears to thoroughly confound his professed com-
mitment in the Metaphysics of Morals to providing an account of
the external regulation of relations among individuals. In a recent
article on this topic, Allegra de Laurentiis argues that Kant favors
“classifying the human body, its ‘organs and capacities’ (6:277), as a
‘merely external’ object,” thereby paving the way for a purely private-
property, contractarian account of marriage that is inconsistent with
his ethical theory.36 She argues that contemporary readings of Kant’s
views on marriage tend to conflate anthropological and moral theory
with Kant’s theory of right and therefore violate the letter and spirit
of the latter.

Two points can be made by way of reply to this sort of objection.
First, this section of the “Doctrine of Right” is framed in terms of
rights to persons that “are similar to” rights to things (Von dem
auf dingliche Art persönlichen Recht). As we already saw, Kant
believed that marriage was an institution that should not be com-
pletely beyond or above the law. He therefore wanted to provide a
legal definition of this bond that would make it accessible to judicial
oversight and presumably provide protected legal “exit options” for
victims of bad marriages.37 Nevertheless, he was aware that he was
stretching the notions involved to make them fit the contract model,
and for this reason he explicitly argues for an analogical extension
of marriage contract (and the parental and domestic employer bond)
to property right. He discusses rights to persons that are like rights
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to things, while admitting that these will not be like other “things”
that we possess because “whatever is acquired in this way is also
inalienable and the right of possessors of these objects is the most
personal of all rights” (6:277). (And recall the comment quoted above,
that “the case [of sexual intercourse] is quite different from the per-
mitted use of one’s powers that is granted to the other” – women
are not going to get an equal exchange merely because of mutual
pleasure.) So from the very start of the discussion Kant warns that
these “possessions” will differ dramatically from other physical pos-
sessions in that the “possessor” does not have the right to dispose
of his or her “possession” as s/he sees fit (6:270).38 The reference
to the “most personal” nature of the acquisitions under discussion
also clearly refers to the fact that “persons” in Kant’s technical (i.e.,
moral and cognitive-theoretical) sense of the term is at issue and that
he is consciously allowing this to inform his legalist account.

Second, there is good reason to take Kant’s own claims to be pre-
senting a formal, legalistic account of juridical right with a grain of
salt, or several. The very notion of “contract” as defined by Kant
can plausibly be interpreted as loaded with metaphysical meaning
borrowed from his cognitive and moral theory. It involves “per-
sons” and the unification of their “wills” to perform a joint “act.”
A strong case can be made for the point that Kant’s moral theory
and metaphysics are fundaments of his theory of right, not “inci-
dental considerations.”39 In a book devoted to making this point,
Katrin Flickschuh presents a sustained and compelling argument
for the claim that “Kant’s metaphysics of justice is based on the
initial juxtaposition between the claims of freedom and the con-
straints of nature, and their eventual reconciliation by means of an
act of practical political judgment.” These three elements provide the
“metaphysical framework which shapes Kant’s political thought,”
she argues.40 Although she does not focus on Kant’s discussion of
marriage, her characterization of the basis of the Doctrine of Right
covers the marriage contract account perfectly, as will be seen in
what follows. As for the objection that Kant’s anthropology and social
theory are irrelevant to his political theory, several authors have
recently made strong arguments for the claim that Kant’s anthropo-
logical writings also contain elements of a system of a priori prin-
ciples and are not to be dismissed as extrasystematic collections of
empirical data and anecdote.41 Finally, the simple fact that Kant’s
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lectures and reflections on ethics and anthropology contain repeated
references to many, if not all, of the very points incorporated in his
account of marriage in Metaphysics of Morals strongly suggests that
the divide between ethics, culture, and legal right was not one he
himself consistently saw the need to insist upon.

There is, I will argue, a strong element of metaphysics (in Kant’s
sense of a system of principles that hold a priori for possible expe-
rience, both cognitive and moral) in his account of marriage. The
most important of these elements for this account is the concept of
a person. Earlier in the Metaphysics of Morals, in a preliminary set
of definitions for the book, he defines a person as “a subject whose
actions can be imputed to him,” and moral personhood as “nothing
other than the freedom of a rational being under moral laws” (6:223).
A “thing,” on the other hand, is defined as “that to which nothing
can be imputed, an object of free choice that itself lacks freedom.”
Kant speaks of sex as a violation of “a right of humanity in one’s
own person” because during sex we treat our own embodied person
merely as a thing:

Nobody, as such, has the [right to dispose over the substance of one’s body],
as over a thing that is owned, whereas anyone making themselves into an
object of the other’s lust is after all treating the substance of their body as
a thing to be enjoyed, it seems as though all sexual inclination would run
counter to morality. (Vigilantius, 27:637–8)

But he refers to personhood (Persönlichkeit) also as an “absolute
unity.” Consistent with his critical philosophy, Kant’s definition
of “persons” in the “Doctrine of Right” involves a dual aspect
conception: Persons are physico-psychological beings, on the one
hand, and moral beings, on the other. Psychological personhood
involves the capacity for consciousness of one’s continued iden-
tity through time (Pure Reason, A 361), that is, it involves embodi-
ment. What the marriage contract allows is the acquisition of whole
persons, not just the parts. For Kant that is the only acquisition
that is possible, metaphysically speaking, because persons cannot be
divided: “Acquiring a member of a human being is at the same time
acquiring the whole person, since a person is an absolute unity.”
When de Laurentiis accuses Kant of drawing the line between objects
that may and may not be rightfully owned “right through the per-
son,” she is in one sense right. But the “line” itself is a metaphysical
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(i.e., transcendentally ideal) line. It is a line that points towards two
aspects of the person, not a line that divides a person into ontolog-
ically distinct parts. Thus it is wrong to conclude as she does that
his account of marriage right fails because of his “ultimate refusal to
acknowledge that the body is an integral part of persons and therefore
of their ‘dignity,’ ‘worth,’ or ‘capacity for freedom.’”42 Kant’s views
on the pleasures of sex may have been narrowly puritanical, but his
notion of personhood is precisely that of an embodied subject.

In the Paralogisms in the first Critique, Kant defines the person as
the capacity for consciousness of one’s continued identity through
time (A 361), and in the Metaphysics of Morals he reintroduces this
“psychological” notion of the person as “merely the ability to be
conscious of one’s identity in different conditions of one’s existence”
(6:223). We might say that for Kant a person is, to coin a phrase, a
physical substance that self-identifies as such. But in addition to his
cognitive or physical account, Kant views persons also as conscious
agents. He describes a person as a subject that is responsible for its
own actions, and says that personhood (Persönlichkeit) is humanity
in one’s person. So “persons” for Kant are beings who are conscious of
themselves as physical bodies and also as beings who are responsible
for their actions. Persons are self-consciously physical substances:
They identify themselves (but not exclusively) with their bodies. At
the same time they feel responsible for their actions, which of course
include the way they behave toward their own and others’ bodies.

Given the identification of persons as embodied minds, it is not
surprising that in his theory of property, we find Kant denying
the principle of self-ownership.43 Acquisition, he argues, is always
of something external, of “things outside my person” (Vigilantius,
27:595). For this reason persons never legally “own” their body – it is
not a possession. Hence, neither can they dispose of their own body.
(This is part of his argument against suicide as well [27:603]. Bod-
ies are not alienable: “A man cannot dispose over himself as over a
thing” [27:602] – it is wrong to sell one’s body parts, he says [teeth,
hair], just as it is wrong to sell one’s honor [e.g., to let oneself be
called a liar for some gain or other]. Put simply, for Kant, my body is
me, and I cannot sell myself and still be a person. If I do treat myself
as a thing, I thereby become a thing.

Moreover, the integrity of the human person is reflected by the fact
that both its aspects, not only body but also soul, are inalienable. In
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the Paralogisms in the Critique of Pure Reason he argues that we
cannot own or “take possession of” [in Besitz nehmen] our souls
as disembodied noumena (B 410). By limiting the very notion of an
object to the conditions of possible experience, Kant forecloses the
possibility that the soul (the non-physical self) is an object of my
own or anyone else’s possible experience. Since ownership requires
that it be physically possible for me to use the thing I am claiming,
and the existence of the thing would presumably be a condition for
the possibility of using it, it follows from Kant’s cognitive theory
that my “soul” is not a possible object of ownership, for myself or
anyone else. Thus a person cannot, Faust-like, dispose over their own
agency “as over a thing” any more than they may do so with their
bodies – this is why, as we saw, in his examples of specific parts of
ourselves that we cannot sell, he includes our honor in the same list
with hair and teeth. In marriage, that is in moral sexual relations,
this means that we cannot subordinate the will of the other to our
own, nor can we subordinate our will to the other without nullifying
our personhood, thereby breaching the contract.

In summary, sexual relations pose a huge metaphysical prob-
lem for Kant because he has staked his philosophy on a distinction
between our selves as we are in the world of nature and our selves as
agents capable of improvement. Natural inclinations are not them-
selves evil or wrong, but human beings can and should control them.
Kant’s moral theory depends on the assumption that persons can be
responsible because they can control their own behavior. Sex is a
glaring instance of the tension, as Flikschuh puts it, “between the
claims of freedom and the constraints of nature.” It represents nature
seemingly at its most intractable and uncontrollable: Every time we
engage in it we relinquish our very personhood and ignore the per-
sonhood of another. For Kant it thus appears as a bodily inclination
that is not merely animal but that is decidedly anti-rational and anti-
human. Or put in political terms, it is a constantly recurring inva-
sion of the state of nature into the midst of society. Sex represents
the constant threat of moral devolution.

For Kant, civil control of the process via the marriage contract is
the only answer because it sets the conditions under which it is pos-
sible for each partner to “relinquish” their whole person (“body and
soul,” as the song goes) and at the same time to “acquire” the whole
person (body and soul) of the other. But if we are talking about “whole
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persons” in Kant’s sense, that is, metaphysically and morally, the
business of marriage ceases to look like business. It becomes appar-
ent why Kant’s account of sexual and marital relations is subsumed
only analogically under his doctrine of property rights. They are not
identified as rights to property, and the preceding discussion of the
metaphysics of marriage should make it clear why there cannot be a
property relationship, strictly speaking, between two human beings.

Some commentators suggest that Kant’s decision to include mar-
riage and family relations in this part of the “Doctrine of Right” at
all is a matter of language dictated by the received conceptual frame-
work of a newly emerging market-based economy:

We need not be surprised that Kant uses the vocabulary of capitalist property
relations in the context of relations between the sexes. All personal relation-
ships were becoming more and more a matter of market relations [during
Kant’s time]. . . . It is only to be expected that the general patterns of social
and economic life should be reflected in family life.44

This may be true, but Kant’s account, as we have seen, takes into
consideration aspects of the individuals involved that run deeper
than mere contractarian equality. Given his notion of personhood,
the exchange that takes place is in fact more akin to mutual giving
and receiving, in which two people decide to give each other the
very same thing – their “whole person,” body and soul, such that
over the course of a lifetime each “reclaim” themselves in the other.
It is less like a contract and more like a gift exchange: The marriage
pact involves two people “giving” themselves to each other for life
and love.45

This is a romantic view of marriage that has wide acceptance
today. It was and is deeply problematic, however, both now and in
Kant’s own time: There was no legal recourse in eighteenth-century
society (nor is there in ours) for victims of gift exchanges in which
one of the “givers” retracts, damages, or even destroys the other’s
gift. And Kant, being something of a pessimist about human rela-
tions, was keenly aware of the fact that mutual exchanges based on
such ideals can and often do go very wrong. The rhyme in Brecht’s
poem is not just funny, it is true: Sometimes the law must be called
in. Kant turns to property law as the only available remedy for right-
ing wrongs and maintaining equality and reciprocity within the civil
institution of marriage. But the application of these notions, or the
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conditions under which the law may intervene, are determined by
his views on the metaphysics of personhood, and hence the meta-
physics of the personal bond between two individuals in marriage.

conclusion

Thus, the marriage contract is not simply an exchange of goods
between individuals that leaves both unchanged except for the com-
modities they possess. It is rather a synthesis of a new, complex
set of relations in much the same way that the social contract uni-
fies the wills of many to form a new entity, the state. It perfectly
illustrates Flikschuh’s description of the “Doctrine of Right” as an
account of the “reconciliation by means of an act of practical politi-
cal judgment” of “claims to freedom and the constraints of nature.”
Consider what Kant has to say about domestic right:

What is mine or yours in terms of [rights to persons akin to rights to things]
is what is mine or yours domestically, and the relation of persons in the
domestic condition is that of a community of free beings who form a society
of members of a whole called a household (of persons standing in community
with one another) by their affecting one another in accordance with the
principle of outer freedom (causality). (Morals, 6:276)

Kant goes on here to argue that no individual act of appropriation, nor
even a contract can, by itself, make this special kind of “acquisition”
possible:

It must be a right lying beyond any rights to things and any rights against
persons. That is to say, it must be the right of humanity in our own person,
from which there follows a natural permissive law, by the favor of which
this sort of acquisition is possible for us. (6:276)

Exactly what Kant means by “permissive law” is obscure, having
to do with a kind of empirical, preliminary judgment that allows
for the provisional claim to something in a situation where nothing
prohibits or commands it.46 What is important here is that Kant
appears to be using it exactly analogously to his account of “rightful
presumption” preceding the social contract in the formation of the
state. Kant says that an action that is prima facie wrong may be
permitted provisionally if “it has in its favor the rightful presumption
that it will be made into rightful possession through being united
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with the will of all in a public lawgiving” (6:257). Here in the section
on marriage right, a right to “acquire” personal relations, in itself
a violation of the right of humanity in a person, is permitted on
the presumption that these relations will be redeemed by a “civil”
condition: marriage.

Seen in this light, it is not surprising that Kant feels obliged to
explain how equality is maintained within this civil union: Just as
for the state, the question arises as to how this new entity is to be
administered. Here, disappointingly, Kant’s authoritarianism takes
over. “If the question is therefore posed,” says Kant,

whether it is also in conflict with the equality of the partners for the law to
say of the husband’s relation to the wife, he is to be your master (he is to be
the party to direct, she to obey): this cannot be regarded as conflicting with
the natural superiority of the husband to the wife in his capacity to promote
the common interest of the household, and the right to direct that is based
on this can be derived from the very duty of unity and equality with respect
to the end. (6:279)

Kant’s notorious “command” relationship between married couples
is a rationalization of the ancient sex-guardian relations of Germanic
law and a direct consequence of his deep-seated distrust of egalitar-
ian rule. Kant simply assumes that someone has to have “supreme
command” in any institution. His coy distinction between the wife’s
“reign” [Herrschen] and the husband’s “governance” [Regieren] rep-
resents a rather desperate attempt to paper over this assumption with
what he himself admits is only an illusion of equality.

This illusion of equality is simply not the equality of wills that
his metaphysics of personhood requires of human couples in mar-
riage, but this should come as no surprise when we consider the
parallel claim he makes for the state, and what happens to citizens
after the social contract is in place. Kant’s account of the command
system essentially tells wives the same thing that his “Enlight-
enment” essay told citizens: “Argue as much as you want, only
obey!” Yet his theoretical account of the personal union forged by
the marriage contract leaves open the possibility of filing for divorce
(the analog of rebellion) not only under breach of the conditions
of fidelity, non-abandonment, and shared property, but also under
conditions of abuse, both physical and psychological. That Kant
felt the need to conceal this possibility by a contorted defense of
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sex-guardianship is hard to explain except as an all-too-typical retreat
to authoritarianism.47

Frederick Beiser has argued that Kant was a radical in theory but
a conservative in practice. He claims that Kant had a “dated and
restricted conception of political change” and that

such a narrow conception of political change clearly derived from the age
of enlightened absolutism, which permitted at best only freedom of the
press and which never dared to question the absolute sovereignty of the
monarch.48

Although Kant appears to thoroughly commodify the partners and
their “parts,” his account of the internal workings of the institution
of marriage is clearly modeled on his view of the state that emerges
from his version of the social contract. Beiser points out that the only
recourse Kant offers those who are oppressed by their monarch is res-
ignation and the belief in the slow progress of nature or “providence”
by way of unsocial sociability. Kant offers precisely the same advice
to the wife in marriage, that is, she may argue all she wants and hope
to change the mind of her husband through reason, but beyond that,
she should accept her lot. It may well be that just as in the case of
his stance on revolution, Kant denies wives the “right of rebellion”
by making the false assumption that the institution is headed by a
benevolent, enlightened monarch – every man a Frederick the Great
in his own household – and hence simply assumes that reform “from
above” is possible.49

Whatever the explanation, one thing is clear: The marriage con-
tract presented by Kant in the Metaphysics of Morals recapitu-
lates the deep tension between authoritarian and liberal egalitarian
aspects of his theory of the state, or even more broadly, between
Kant’s commitments to hierarchically ordered systems, on the one
hand, and to equality of persons, on the other. Although there is
an interesting case to be made for viewing marriage as a form of
“unsocial sociability” leading to progressively better forms of human
intimate relationship,50 cosmopolitan history is hardly going to rem-
edy the injustice done to individual women suffering abusive rela-
tionships in the here and now. In the Metaphysics of Morals Kant’s
concern is with legal remedies for these individuals. He sketches a
version of marital contract that, had he been able to conceive it with-
out sex-guardianship, would have allowed women vastly greater exit
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options than they then possessed. Moved by calls from his compa-
triots for legal reform of the institution of marriage, Kant answered
“No!” to Hippel’s rhetorical question

Will we seek the answer to these questions [of women’s equal civil status] in
a subtle and sophisticated Roman legal fiction or in ancient and traditional
property rights and statutes of limitation?

The account in Metaphysics of Morals is his contribution to this
reform: an alternative to older legal standards. Unfortunately, Hip-
pel’s deeper questions – “Are women never to attain an absolute
value in and for the state? Are they never to think and act for and
by themselves?” – were answered by Kant only equivocally at best,
and negatively at worst. From the materials of his own theoretical
philosophy, Kant crafted a useful tool for building equality between
the sexes, but he never really trusted it in the hands of ordinary cit-
izens. Instead he locked it away in the cabinet of traditionalism by
reaffirming the old institution of sex-guardianship. Kant’s model of
the marriage contract is for this reason likely to appear to us as an
antique curio, but, as I hope to have shown, there is value in retriev-
ing and reconsidering it even today.

notes

1. Bertolt Brecht, Gesammelte Werke in acht Bänden, IV, Redaction v.
Elizabeth Hauptmann, Rosemarie Hill (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp
Verlag, 1967), p. 609. Following is a literal translation:

The contract for the reciprocal use
Of property and the sex organs
That he calls marriage, seems to me
Urgently to warrant securing.

I hear that some partners are remiss.
They have – and I don’t doubt it –
Recently evaded sex organs:
The net has loopholes and they are large.

So all that’s left is to go to court
And have the organs confiscated.
Perhaps then the partners will trouble themselves

To study the contract more closely.
If they don’t trouble themselves – and I’m afraid of that –
Then the bailiff will just have to appear.
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2. See Heiner Klenner’s brief essay “Brechts Kant Falschung,” Deutsche
Zeitschrift für Philosophie, 26 (1978), pp. 1051–2.

3. Translations from the Metaphysics of Morals are from Mary Gregor,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

4. The first is Susan Mendus’s comment in “Kant: ‘An Honest but Narrow-
Minded Bourgeois’?,” in Essays on Kant’s Political Philosophy, ed.
Howard Williams (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992), pp. 166–90;
the second is quoted by Mendus in this article (p. 175) from Reinhold
Aris’s History of Political Thought in Germany, 1789–1815 (London:
George Allen & Unwin, 1936); the last is Hegel’s comment, in Philos-
ophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox (New York: Oxford University Press,
1967) para. 75, Remark.

5. Kant was also a great fan of Rousseau’s Émile. For a useful overview
of European scholarship on the relationship of Rousseau’s work to
Kant’s “Observations” and “Remarks on the Observations,” see Richard
Velkley’s Freedom and the End of Reason (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1989), Chapter 2, pp. 41–52. Susan Shell, in “Kant’s
Political Cosmology: Freedom and Desire in the ‘Remarks’ Concern-
ing Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime,”
gives an extremely useful overview of Kant’s early views on marriage
as recorded in 1765. She points out rightly, I believe, that much can be
learned about Kant’s later philosophy from his views on resolving the
“gap” between the sexes, especially the aesthetic difference between
the beautiful and the sublime and his later, positive assessments of nat-
ural, unsocial sociability in historical development as well as the role
of femininity and the appearance of morality. Shell’s essay is found in
Essays on Kant’s Political Philosophy, ed. Howard Williams (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 81–119.

6. See Timothy F. Sellner’s Introduction to Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel;
On Improving the Status of Women, trans. Timothy F. Sellner (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press, 1979), pp. 42ff. Sellner here offers a con-
cise summary of the legal status of women in Germany based on Rudolf
Huebner’s A History of Private Law, trans. Francis Philbrick (Boston:
Little, Brown, 1918).

7. Sellner’s Introduction to Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel; On Marriage,
trans. and ed. Timothy F. Sellner (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1994), p. 55.

8. Ursula Pia Jauch, in her excellent study Immanuel Kant zur
Geschlechts-differenz: Aufklärerische und bürgerliche Geschlechter-
vormundschaft (Vienna: Passagen Verlag, 1988), to a certain extent
defends the essay precisely for the reason that it is not a theoretical
work. She argues that Kant never meant for it to be a philosophical trea-
tise, but rather wrote it as a “pragmatic essay” (pp. 62–3) in which he
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intentionally takes an androcentric standpoint (p. 66). She points to his
explicit rejection of Rousseau (“I would certainly not have wanted to say
what Rousseau so boldly asserts, that a woman never becomes anything
more than a grown-up child” [2:247n, Goldthwaite trans., p. 102]) as a
sign of Kant’s already more enlightened view. Jauch then takes up the
issue of the tension in Kant’s essay between what she calls “equal value”
theories of Rococo galantry and “equality theories” of the Enlighten-
ment critique of prejudice. She argues that the “Observations” can be
read as “an unmasking parody of the infantalizing consequences of the
Rococo model of womanhood that was already socially enforced” in
Kant’s time (p. 82) and thus suggests that Kant was moving toward a
more nuanced and enlightened position.

9. Ann Ferguson uses the term in “Does Reason Have a Gender?,” Radi-
cal Philosophy, ed. Roger S. Gottlieb (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1983), pp. 21–47. See also Caroline Whitbeck, “Theories of Sex
Difference,” Philosophical Forum, 5, 1–2 (Fall/Winter 1973), pp. 54–80;
Nancy Holmstrom, “Do Women Have a Distinct Nature?,” Philosoph-
ical Forum, 14, 1 (Fall 1982), pp. 25–42.

10. Anthropology, 7:209. English translation in Anthropology from a Prag-
matic Point of View, trans. and ed. Mary Gregor (The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1974), pp. 79–80.

11. Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel, On Improving the Status of Women.
12. Ibid., p. 126. Hippel argues that women would not only be excellent

educators, but also religious, moral, and political leaders, lawyers and
judges, artists, musicians, physicians, and more. Indeed he often sug-
gests that women are not only equally qualified for these professions,
but that they are naturally equipped to be better at them.

13. It is important to note that he did not exceed Mary Wollstonecraft, who
called for revolutionary changes in this respect. (See Sellner’s introduc-
tion to On Improving the Status of Women, pp. 35ff., for a helpful com-
parison and contrast of the two treatises.) Hippel’s strong rhetoric aside,
in the end he called on women to be patient, to refrain from insist-
ing on immediate change, and to wait for reform, both within marriage
and the public sphere. (See On Marriage, pp. 178ff.) In this very pas-
sage Hippel makes the claim that a clever wife is “capable of training
her husband in such a way that he merely commands what the wife in
fact wishes herself” and at the beginning of the chapter states “If the
authority in the household belongs to the man then it is the governing
which falls to the woman; if the husband is Director of the Household
Judicial System, then the wife is Director of Police” (p. 169). This is pre-
cisely the opposite of Kant’s view that in a well-ordered marriage “the
woman should reign and the man govern . . . he will be like a minister to
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his monarch who thinks only of amusement . . . the monarch can do
what [s]he wills, but on one condition: that [her] minister lets [her]
know what [her] will is” (Anthropology, 7:309ff.). Indeed the metaphors
are so similar that it is not unreasonable to suppose the two friends
had debated precisely in these terms during one of their many private
conversations.

14. Sellner, Introduction to Hippel’s On Improving the Status of Women,
p. 23; Jauch, Immanuel Kant, pp. 210–11.

15. Sellner, Introduction to Hippel’s On Marriage, p. 53. See also Marianne
Weber, Ehefrau und Mutter in der Rechtsentwicklung: eine Einführung
(Tübingen: Mohr, 1907).

16. See Manfred Kuehn, Kant: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2001), p. 323.

17. Hippel, On Marriage, pp. 199 and 303–4n39. Also see Sellner’s com-
ments in his Introduction, p. 26.

18. See the infamous remark that “As for the scholarly woman, she uses her
books in the same way as her watch, for example , which she carries so
that people will see that she has one, though it is usually not running
or not set by the sun” (7:307).

19. Doctrine of Right, 6:277–8. See also Jauch, Immanuel Kant pp. 156–7,
165–6.

20. See Jauch, Immanuel Kant, pp. 128ff., and Sellner, On Marriage, pp. 52ff.
21. Berlinische Monatsschrift, II/1783, pp. 265–76. Reprinted in Was ist

Aufklärung? Beiträge aus der Berlinischen Monatsschrift, ed. Norbert
Hinske (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1973), pp. 95–
106.

22. Berlinischer Monatsschrift, II/1783, p. 516 (reprinted in Hinske, Was ist
Aufklärung?, p. 115). Also see James Schmidt’s introduction for details
of the outcome of this question in the 1780s and beyond, in What is
Enlightenment? Eighteenth-Century Answers and Twentieth-Century
Questions, ed. James Schmidt (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1996), pp. 1–44.

23. For this reason too, the Enlightenment essay should be kept in mind
when looking at the purely civil, legalistic account of marriage as con-
tract that he gives in the Metaphysics of Morals. See Ursula Pia Jauch,
Immanuel Kant, pp. 119ff.

24. No one has taken this more seriously to date than Ursula Jauch in
Immanuel Kant zur Geschlechterdifferenz. See her chapters on Enlight-
enment and on Kant’s complex theoretical and personal relationship to
Hippel.

25. In “Kant’s Deduction of the Principles of Right,” Paul Guyer argues that
the principle of right can be derived from the fundamental principle
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of morality based on Kant’s central assumption of the unconditional
value of human freedom. (In Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals: Interpreta-
tive Essays, ed. Mark Timmons [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002],
pp. 23–64.) In an earlier article Guyer argues that the principle of right
is deducible from the universalizability formulation of the categorical
imperative and can be deduced from the formula of humanity as well.
“Justice and Morality: Comments on Allen Wood,” in The Southern
Journal of Philosophy, 36, Supp. (1997), pp. 21–8, esp. pp. 23–4.

26. Roger J. Sullivan, Introduction to Immanuel Kant: The Metaphsyics of
Morals, trans. and ed. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), p. xii.

27. Ibid.
28. Kant actually argues that authorization to coerce follows logically (“by

the principle of contradiction”) from his claim that “a hindering of a hin-
drance to freedom is consistent with freedom” (6:231). As Guyer points
out, the claim itself needs revision to make the argument plausible, see
Guyer, “Kant’s Deduction,” p. 25.

29. I say “explicitly” because Kant held that all property relations are rela-
tions between or among subjects, even those that may appear to be direct
claims of a subject to an object (as in the case of “original” ownership,
where no prior competing claim exists) (6:268ff.).

30. Divorce is justified in these cases, as well as if there is failure to ever con-
summate marriage because of deceit about sexual capacities on entering
into it.

31. Or a quadruple violation, if the contract is the unifying act of the wills
of both partners!

32. Barbara Herman argues that Kant’s views on sexuality bear striking
resemblances to contemporary radical feminist views that focus on
the objectification of women (although Kant worried about men being
objectified as well) and the inequality that objectification produces. See
her “Could It Be Worth Thinking About Kant on Sex and Marriage?” in
A Mind of One’s Own: Feminist Essays on Reason and Objectivity, eds.
Louise M. Antony and Charlotte Witt (Boulder, CO: Westview Press,
1993), pp. 49–67.

33. Recent biographers have made this abundantly clear. See Manfred
Kuehn’s fascinating Kant: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2001), as well as Arsenij Gulyga’s Immanuel Kant and his
Life and Thought, trans. M. Despalatovic (Boston: Birkhauser, 1987).

34. See Kuehn, pp. 166–8, for an account of a scandal to which both Kant
and Hippel were partisan witnesses. The story involves a couple with
whom both Kant and Hippel were friends: a young wife leaves her well-
respected older husband to marry another friend of Kant’s.
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36. Allegra de Laurentiis, “Kant’s Shameful Proposition: A Hegel-Inspired

Criticism of Kant’s Theory of Domestic Right,” International Philo-
sophical Quarterly, 40:3, 159 (September 2000), pp. 297–312.

37. Susan Okin makes use of this notion, borrowed from the work of Robert
Goodin and Albert O. Hirshman, in her Justice, Gender, and the Family
(New York: Basic Books, 1991), Chapter 7, “Vulnerability by Marriage”
(pp. 134–69). She goes far beyond the work of others on this topic by
recognizing and detailing the degree to which women are forced to stay
in bad marriages even where divorce is readily available. See also Robert
Goodin, Protecting the Vulnerable: A Reanalysis of Our Social Respon-
sibilities (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985).

38. Susan Mendus’s insightful article nevertheless does not take this aspect
of Kant’s view seriously enough, in my opinion.

39. De Laurentiis, “Kant’s Shameful Proposition,” p. 312.
40. Katrin Flickschuh, Kant and Modern Political Philosophy (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 6. See also Paul Guyer, “Justice
and Morality.”

41. See Essays on Kant’s Anthropology, eds. Brian Jacobs and Patrick Kain
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). See also H .L. Wilson,
“A Gap in American Kant Scholarship: Pragmatic Anthropology as the
Application of Kantian Moral Theory,” in Akten des Siebten Interna-
tionalen Kant-Kongresses, 1990, ed. G. Funke (Bonn: Bouvier, 1991),
pp. 403–19.

42. De Laurentiis, “Kant’s Shameful Proposition,” pp. 309, 310.
43. Susan Mendus’s “‘An Honest but Narrow-Minded Bourgeois’?” points

out that this denial of the possibility of self-ownership is fundamentally
at odds with “commodity morality” and undermines the claim that
Kant’s views on marriage are mere artifacts of his bourgeios allegiances
(pp. 185–8).

44. Howard Williams, Kant’s Political Philosophy (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1983), pp. 117–18.

45. Lara Denis, in “From Friendship to Marriage: Revising Kant” (Philo-
sophical and Phenomenological Research, 63, 1 [July 2001], pp. 1–28),
has explored a related theme in some detail, namely, that Kant’s notion
of marriage could be revised to accommodate his much richer and more
egalitarian notion of friendship without undermining the fundamentals
of his account of the former. As a reconstruction it seems promising,
but it is questionable whether Kant himself could have envisaged such
a fusion of what for him were two very different sorts of relationships.
Sexuality aside, the mundane, constant physical intimacy of marriage
alone would appear to be enough to disqualify it from the respectful and
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prudent distance that was essential to Kant’s personal ideal of friend-
ship.

46. 6:223, and Perpetual Peace, 8:347n, 373n.
47. Susan Mendus explains the problem of Kant’s autocratic version of mar-

riage in terms of Kant’s individualism, which she identifies, wrongly in
my view, as a version of atomic individualism that “cannot accommo-
date those institutions, such as the family, that transcend mere atom-
ism” (“‘An Honest but Narrow-Minded Bourgeois’?” p. 183). Hence
Kant, she argues, can see the family only as a single unit, governed by a
single head. To be sure, Kant’s notion of marriage is based on his view
stated explicitly in the Anthropology, namely, “If a union is to be har-
monious and indissoluble, it is not enough for two people to associate as
they please; one party must be subject to the other and reciprocally, one
must be the superior of the other in some way, in order to be able to rule
and govern him” (7:303). I believe it is Kant’s authoritarian tendencies,
not necessarily a commitment to atomic individualism, that is at work
in these passages.

48. Frederick Beiser, Enlightenment, Revolution, and Romanticism (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 53.

49. Beiser makes this argument by way of explaining Kant’s commitment
to reform that is only justified when instituted from above. Ibid., p. 56.

50. See Holly L. Wilson’s essay “Kant’s Evolutionary Theory of Marriage,”
in Autonomy and Community: Readings in Contemporary Kantian
Social Theory, eds. Jane Kneller and Sidney Axinn (Albany: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 1998), pp. 283–306.
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14 Kant’s theory of peace

In the two centuries since its original formulation, Kant’s theory of
peace has lost none of its relevance. In fact, because of the recent
resurgence of debates about globalization, about the role and man-
date of the United Nations, and about the international order after
the end of the Cold War, Kant’s theory of peace has been steadily
gaining attention since 1989.

Kant argues in Perpetual Peace and in the Metaphysics of Morals
that true peace is possible only when states are organized internally
according to “republican” principles, when they are organized exter-
nally into a voluntary league that promotes peace, and when they
respect the human rights not only of their own citizens but also
of foreigners. He regards these three main requirements as intrinsi-
cally connected and argues that they can be successfully met only
jointly.

From the moment Perpetual Peace was published, Kant’s ideal
of a league of states was hotly disputed (when it was not rejected
out of hand as wildly unrealistic). The formation of the League of
Nations and later of the United Nations has not put an end to the
debates. Points of contention persist as to whether the formation of
a league of the kind envisioned by Kant is a good idea, and if so, what
shape it should have; moreover, there is fundamental disagreement
even on what exactly Kant’s views are. Does he regard the league
as the only form of international cooperation that is feasible and
desirable, or does he actually see it as a step on the way toward
a further goal, namely, that of an international federation of states
with the authority to coercively enforce a common federal law?

More recently, there has been an upsurge in the attention paid to
the other two requirements. Kant’s claim that republics are more

477
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peaceful than other kinds of states (nowadays usually discussed as
the “democratic peace” thesis)1 underwent renewed scrutiny when
it was pointed out, in the 1980s, that the empirical record of the pre-
vious two centuries shows that democracies did indeed not wage war
against each other during that time. Kant’s theory of cosmopolitan
right is enjoying growing interest because it addresses the rightful
status of individuals vis-à-vis states of which they are not citizens.
This is an issue that is increasingly relevant in a world full of indi-
viduals – from business travelers to refugees – who move (or attempt
to move) across borders.

i. historical contexts

Kant was by no means the first to develop a proposal for interna-
tional peace.2 He himself mentions the Abbé de Saint-Pierre and
Jean-Jacques Rousseau as his predecessors.3 Saint-Pierre had pro-
posed that the Christian rulers of Europe form a federation with a per-
manent senate and an international court of arbitration, backed up
by an international military force, to settle disputes between mem-
ber states. Other key requirements mentioned by Saint-Pierre are the
reduction of standing armies and the prohibition of territorial expan-
sion and intervention in the internal affairs of other states. Rousseau
had summarized the contents of Saint-Pierre’s work and presented
them to a broader audience.4

The first published essay in which Kant himself articulates the
normative ideal of international peace and its requirements is the
“Ideas toward a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of
View” (1784). The ideal of an international federation of states
that Kant formulates here returns many times in later writings, for
instance, in the Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790), Theory and
Practice (1793), Conflict of the Faculties (1798), and most notably
Perpetual Peace (1795) and the Metaphysics of Morals (1797).

Kant’s views on peace undergo important modifications over time
and move further away from Saint-Pierre’s proposals in the process.
During the 1780s Kant advocated the establishment of a strong fed-
eration of states with coercive authority at the federal level, and like
Saint-Pierre, he appealed to the enlightened self-interest of rulers to
defend the feasibility of this ideal. During the 1790s, however, Kant
began to defend the establishment of a league without coercive pow-
ers (although he continued to mention the stronger form of federation
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as the ideal dictated by reason). Furthermore, he added the novel cat-
egory of “cosmopolitan right” as the third kind of public right. To
make the feasibility of his proposal plausible, Kant relied no longer
merely on the self-interest of rulers. As he developed his republican-
ism, he mentioned a much broader set of natural forces that force
humankind in the direction of peace, including the peaceful nature
of republican states.

The changes in Kant’s theory of peace are not unrelated to the
historical developments at the time. Of the many events that could
be mentioned here, the political events in France are probably the
most important. During the French Revolution, the Ancien Régime
was overthrown – or, according to Kant’s preferred interpretation:
Louis XVI handed sovereignty over to the people when he turned to
them for financial help (Morals, 6:341–2). Subsequently, France was
transformed into a republic, and from then on the republican ideal
takes on a more and more central role in Kant’s political thought.
In the early 1790s, the new French republic employed an official
rhetoric of wanting to “liberate” other peoples from their tyrants
and form a fraternal alliance with the resulting states. Reality proved
considerably more complicated, however. France was remarkably
successful in its war against the large royalist alliance of European
monarchies that aimed at reinstating the French monarchy. Yet it
turned out that the people in most other countries did not regard the
French invasion as their liberation. In 1795 France concluded peace
with Prussia and Spain, but the end of the decade saw the rise of
Napoleon and an increasingly successful French expansionism.

Kant seems to have always expected that the French republic
would help the cause of international peace. This is implicit in his
thesis, in Perpetual Peace, that republics are naturally more peace-
ful than despotic states. Moreover, he defends the feasibility of his
own theory of peace by claiming that the French republic could
become the center of a peace-promoting union that other states
would then join (8:356). Toward the end of the decade he report-
edly expressed the hope that Napoleon would bring about perpetual
peace.5

Another historical process that is of importance for understanding
Kant’s views on peace is the spread of Europeans around the world.
The European powers had of course been expanding their reach over
the rest of the world for quite some time already, with different
emphasis in different cases: from the establishment of trading posts
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to the control over natural resources elsewhere, the establishment
of colonies, the slave trade, the exploitation of slaves on plantations,
or the famous voyages of “discovery.” Kant knew about all of this
and followed reports about other continents with enormous interest.
Although his attitudes towards non-Europeans are characterized, at
least through the 1780s, by a good deal of ignorance, inconsistency,
and harmful prejudice,6 Kant was – unlike many others of his time –
concerned with establishing peace not merely in Europe, but across
the entire globe.

ii. kant’s theory of perpetual peace

In Kant’s theory of international peace, all three parts of public right
come into play. The rightful regulation of the interactions among
individuals requires the rule of law within a rightful state; the right-
ful regulation of the interactions among states requires the rule
of international right; and the rightful regulation of the interac-
tions between states (or their representatives) and foreign individ-
uals requires the rule of cosmopolitan right. Kant’s theory of right is
inherently cosmopolitan and includes not just a theory of the state,
but also a theory of international right and cosmopolitan right.

All three parts of public right are grounded in the basic idea of
external freedom. Kant argues that the notion of “right” derives from
the concept of freedom as applied to the external relations among per-
sons. Right is the “restriction of the freedom of each to the condition
of its being compatible with the freedom of everyone, to the extent
this freedom is possible in accordance with a general law; and public
right is the sum of external laws that make such a universal harmony
possible” (Theory and Practice, 8:289–90; see also Morals, 6:230.)

Public right requires, first of all, a state with just laws and the
power to enforce them. In the absence of a just legal system with
coercive authority, that is, in the state of nature, no one’s right to
external freedom can be secure against violence by others (Morals,
6:312). Kant is not here making the empirical assumption that peo-
ple are in fact prone to violate the freedom of others (although he
certainly believes they are); rather, he is assuming the a priori idea
that people are free and that freedom implies the possible violation
of the freedom of others. This posssibility alone is enough to require
a system of laws and their enforcement to protect rightful freedom.
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The only political system that is fully compatible with the require-
ments of public right is a republic. By “republic” Kant means a
political system that is based on the principles of the freedom and
equality of the citizens, and, depending on which text one reads,
their independence as co-legislators (Theory and Practice, 8:294) or
their dependence on a common legislation (Perpetual Peace, 8:349).
A republic is governed by the rule of law, not the caprice of a despot.
The laws of a republic are enacted by the citizens through their
representatives. In a republic, the legislative, executive, and judi-
cial branches of government are properly separated from each other.
Finally, neither the territory of a republic nor the offices associ-
ated with its government are the personal property of the officers in
function.

The ideal of the individual’s freedom being “compatible with the
freedom of everyone” transcends the level of the state, however. It
also calls for the regulation of the behavior of states among each
other and of individuals and states toward foreign individuals. This
is because protecting external freedom at the state level alone is not
enough to protect it completely. The latter also requires that states
subject themselves to the rightful regulation of their interactions
with each other. As long as states (republics or not) remain in the
state of nature, in their interactions with other states, there is the
threat of war, and war is a fundamental threat to the freedom of
individuals – after all, the question of who wins a war is decided by
might, not right.

Thus, it is not surprising that Kant often discusses the rightful
regulation at the state level and at the inter-state level in tandem
and that he regards the two as equally necessary. Beginning with
the “Ideas toward a Universal History,” he regards the solution of
the one problem as dependent on the solution of the other. In this
essay, he claims that the achievement of a perfect state constitution
is not possible until rightful external relations among states (in an
international federation) have been achieved (8:24). In later essays he
turns the order around and claims that international peace will not
be achieved until after states have become republics (e.g., Theory and
Practice, 8:311). In Perpetual Peace, he argues that the two require-
ments stand in a reciprocal relationship (along with cosmopolitan
right, about which more below) and that the one cannot be fully
achieved without the other (8:349, note).
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The thesis that states should leave the state of nature raises the
question, however, of what peace at the global level requires. Kant’s
view on this matter evolves over time. Initially, in the “Ideas toward
a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View” (1784), he
argues that the situation of states in the state of nature is entirely
analogous to that of individuals in the state of nature, and that just
as individuals ought to leave the state of nature by subjecting them-
selves to common laws and law enforcement, states ought to form
a global federation with coercive powers at the federal level. In this
essay, Kant advocates a “cosmopolitan situation,” which will come
about once states form a federation “similar to a civil common-
wealth” (8:25). They should “abandon the lawless state of savagery
and enter into a federation of peoples in which every state, even the
smallest, could expect its security and its rights, not from its own
power or its own legal judgment, but rather solely from this great
federation of peoples . . . , from a united power and from decisions
based on laws of a united will” (8:24).7

Later, most clearly in Perpetual Peace and the Metaphysics of
Morals, Kant defends a more complex view. In Perpetual Peace,
Kant introduces a new and detailed set of conditions for attaining
peace among states. First of all, he mentions a series of six nega-
tive conditions, in the form of “preliminary articles”: Peace treaties
should not contain secret reservations (as the 1795 Basel peace treaty
between France and Prussia had contained); states should not be able
to acquire other states (through inheritance, barter, purchase, or gift);
standing armies should be phased out; states should not assume debts
for the sake of foreign policy; states should not intervene with vio-
lence in the internal affairs (the constitution and government) of
other states; and practices that undermine the possibility of mutual
trust among states should be banned (such as employing assassins
and recruiting traitors) (8:343–7).

Furthermore, Kant mentions three positive conditions, or “defini-
tive articles”: that states be internally organized in accordance with
the principle of republicanism; that they pursue and honor the estab-
lishment of a league of states externally; and that states and individu-
als respect the principle of hospitality in their dealings with foreign-
ers. Kant claims that all three are necessary conditions for peace.
I will comment on each of these three in order.
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Republicanism is important not only because it is the only con-
stitution that is fully in accordance with external right, but also
because it is the only constitution that by its nature leads to peace.
Despots can easily burden their subjects with the costs of warfare
without incurring direct costs to themselves. In republics, by con-
trast, the citizens’ consent is required for the decision to go to war,
and citizens themselves shoulder the burdens of warfare (financial
and otherwise). Therefore, Kant claims, citizens are naturally dis-
inclined to vote for a war and a republic is naturally inclined to be
peaceful (8:352).

Kant’s position on the regulation of the interactions among states
is considerably less clear. Is his ultimate ideal a league of states? Or
is this merely apparent and does he actually advocate the establish-
ment of a federative union of states, as a few commentators have
claimed? Or does he regard a league as the necessary first step on
the road toward a federation of states? The standard view is the first.
A small minority of commentators defends the second position, on
the basis of the logic of Kant’s overall position.8 I believe there are
good reasons (both textual and philosophical) to believe that the third
alternative better represents Kant’s view, that is, that Kant advo-
cates the establishment of a noncoercive league of states (at least in
his mature political writings such as Perpetual Peace and the Meta-
physics of Morals), but that he does so because he regards it as the
only possible road to the ultimate ideal, a state of states.

In the second “Definitive Article” of Perpetual Peace, Kant claims
that international right should be based on the “federalism of free
states” (8:354). Read in isolation, the statement may seem ambigu-
ous. It may seem unclear whether the term “federalism” refers to
a federation with coercive powers over the member states (analo-
gous to a state) or to a looser confederation of independent states.
Kant uses the word “Bund” to refer to both. Similarly, the term “free
states” could refer to states that are not under binding international
laws, or to states that enjoy the kind of rightful freedom analogous to
the freedom enjoyed by citizens in a republic. When Kant’s accompa-
nying comments are taken into account, however, it becomes clear
that he here advocates the establishment of a voluntary league of
states, a league without any highest legislative or coercive authority
(8:356; also Morals 6:351).
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In both Perpetual Peace and the Metaphysics of Morals, however,
Kant claims also that reason demands the formation of a state of
states. In a notorious passage in Perpetual Peace he writes:

As concerns the relations among states, according to reason there can be no
other way for them to emerge from the lawless condition, which contains
only war, than for them to relinquish, just as do individual human beings,
their wild (lawless) freedom, and to accustom themselves to public, binding
laws, and to thereby form a (continually expanding) state of peoples (civitas
gentium), which would ultimately comprise all of the peoples on earth. But
they do not want this at all, according to their conception of the right of
peoples (thus rejecting in hypothesi what is right in thesi);9 therefore, instead
of the positive idea of a world republic (if not everything is to be lost) only
the negative surrogate of a lasting and continually expanding league [Bund]
that averts war can halt the stream of law-shunning and hostile inclination,
but with a constant threat of its breaking out. (8:357)

This passage has caused considerable consternation among readers,
as it seems to be an entirely uncharacteristic concession to realism
on Kant’s part. It is usually read as reducing what is normatively
required (a state of states) to something more feasible (a league) on
the basis of what states can be expected to want to join. This is then
judged to be an inconsistent move because of Kant’s own vehement
and explicit opposition to theories that reduce what is normatively
required on the basis of empirical data of the past or speculation of
what is practically realistic (see especially his arguments in Theory
and Practice).10 Thus, on the standard reading, Kant contradicts him-
self fundamentally and blatantly, within one and the same section,
and with regard to one of the most important issues of the book.
Many commentators have argued that to be consistent, Kant should
have advocated (or better: should have advocated only) the establish-
ment of a federation of states (with coercive authority at the federal
level over the member states), and not a league, as the proper way to
overcome the state of nature. They argue that the logic of the argu-
ment is the same, whether it is states or individuals who leave the
state of nature, and hence that the result should be the same in both
cases: a state in the case of individuals, a state of states in the case
of states.11

It is not necessary to read the quoted passage in this way, how-
ever, and there is an alternative reading that makes more sense both
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textually and philosophically. Note first of all that the quote is not
a call to reject the ideal of a world republic. Furthermore, Kant does
not say that states will never want to join a federation but, rather,
that they do not want to do so because they (mis)interpret interna-
tional right as a right to remain in the state of nature. As we shall
see, it is possible to read the quoted passage as saying that the only
way to leave the state of nature among states is by starting with a
league of states, while the federation remains the ultimate ideal.

What is necessary to make this reading plausible is an account
of how the states’ not wanting to join a federation can be a valid
reason, according to Kant, for advocating a league. It is possible to
construct such an account, on the basis of an analysis of why the
analogy posited between the state of nature among individuals and
that among states is not in fact a perfect analogy. The considerable
difference is the following. When individuals leave the state of nature
to submit to the laws of a common state, the state they form may
not be perfect, but it will be better, normatively speaking, than the
state of nature that they left behind because before its creation there
was no rule of law at all. This is not true, however, in the case of
states leaving the state of nature.

In Perpetual Peace Kant explicates the difference, cryptically, by
stating that “states already have an internal legal constitution, and
thus they have outgrown the coercion of others to subject them to
a broader legal constitution according to their [viz., others’] concep-
tions of right” (8:355–6). In the Vorarbeiten (drafts and notes) for Per-
petual Peace, he writes that states are allowed to resist the attempt
by others to force them to join a federative state of states “because
within them public right has already been established, whereas in the
case of individuals in the state of nature nothing of the kind takes
place” (23:168). Why would having an internal legal constitution
be a reason not to have to be forced into a state of states? The best
explanation is that forcing an unwilling state into a federation would
violate the autonomy of the individuals composing the state, collec-
tively as co-legislating citizens. Kant defines the state as a union
of individuals under laws of right, and ideally as a union of politi-
cally autonomous individuals (see Morals, 6:313). Forcing them into
a state of states against their will would run counter to the basic idea
of political autonomy. Forcing individuals into a state, by contrast,
does not violate their political autonomy because, on the Kantian
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account, they do not have political autonomy as long as they remain
in the state of nature.

The problem with coercing unwilling states into a federation is
not just that a despotic state of states could destroy the rights and
freedoms that the citizens of a just republic had already secured inter-
nally (although this certainly is a problem too). The point is a deeper
one. Even the individuals within currently despotic states may not
want to join a federation of states if this has to happen on a concep-
tion of right that differs from their own.

One way to make this point clear is to think through what it
would mean if we were to take the level of individuals and that of
states in the state of nature as perfectly analogous. Most authors
who claim that Kant should have argued in favor of the immediate
establishment of a federative state of states do not themselves take
this argument to its logical consequences; they inconsistently allow
for voluntary joining and seceding. A few are more consistent, and
then the results are propositions like the following:

[I]f . . . the creation of a world government would require that all nations have
democratic or “republican” forms of government, then the prospects for the
creation of a world government are not good. It may seem unlikely that all
nations would ever agree to a particular form of a world government. But this
is not necessary for the creation of a world government. It would be enough
if all great powers (or all nuclear powers) agreed to the idea of a world state.
They could then unite and compel other nations to join.12

Here the state of states is based on the sheer power of a few states
with the weaponry that can compel all others, regardless of the oth-
ers’ “conception of right,” to use Kant’s words quoted above.13 The
despotic structure of this situation should be clear.

One might still wonder whether Kant should not make an excep-
tion for cases in which a state of states that is organized in accor-
dance with principles of right coerces an oppressive despotic state
into its organization, reorganizing the internal political structure of
that state in the process and thereby improving the external freedom
of the individuals within it. After all, it might seem that the freedom
and political autonomy of these individuals would be only served in
the process, as they would now receive rights and freedoms that they
did not enjoy before. What is overlooked in this objection, however,
is that this is an essentially paternalistic line of reasoning that passes
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over the political autonomy of the people it purports to serve. The
people may well want to get rid of their despot, but it does not fol-
low that they will want to join a particular state of states. Perhaps
what they want most of all is to have a say in the matter. An anal-
ogy might help here. Imagine a state policy to the effect that when
one spouse has been criminally abusive of the other and the victim
wants to have the marriage dissolved, the state imposes a new mar-
riage on the abused spouse, but this time to someone who is believed
to observe principles of justice. It is clear that this kind of procedure
would fail to treat the abused spouse as a person capable of autonomy
and would be wrong for that reason. An analogous problem would
occur if an otherwise justly ordered state of states coerced despotic
states into its organization against their will, thereby failing to treat
the peoples14 involved as capable of political autonomy. There is good
reason, then, given Kant’s assumptions, to advocate not the coercive
formation of a state of states but a league instead and to hope that
the federation will subsequently become established voluntarily.

Kant’s fear of despotism at the global level is also expressed in his
opposition to the so-called “universal monarchy,” which emerges
when all states “fuse together” (8:367) by being absorbed into a sin-
gle hegemonic superpower. This form of world goverment, based on
one state’s ability to overpower all other states, leads to “soulless
despotism” (8:367).

Kant’s opposition to a universal monarchy, however, is not
inspired by a general opposition against states giving up their
sovereignty.15 States are allowed to join a federation when this hap-
pens voluntarily and with the preservation of the lawful freedom of
their citizens. In fact, Kant believes that reason requires them to do
so (8:357) and that there consequently is a moral duty to promote
the establishment of a federative state of states (but via the estab-
lishment of a league).

Read in this way, there is no tension between Kant’s advocacy
of the league of states and the many other, oft-overlooked pas-
sages in Perpetual Peace and the Metaphysics of Morals in which
Kant expresses the ideal of a state-like federation. For example, he
expresses the hope that “distant parts of the world can peaceably
enter into relations with each other, relations which can ultimately
become publicly lawful and so bring humanity finally ever closer to a
cosmopolitan constitution” (Perpetual Peace, 8:358). He writes that
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justice requires “an internal constitution of the state in accordance
with pure principles of right, and then further, however, the union
of this state with other neighboring or also distant states for the
purpose of a lawful settlement of their conflicts” (Perpetual Peace,
8:379). And he writes in the Metaphysics of Morals that before states
leave the state of nature all international right is merely “provi-
sional,” and that international right can come to hold definitively
and establish a true perpetual peace only “in a universal union of
states [Staatenverein] (analogous to that by which a people becomes
a state),” a union that Kant on the same page refers to also as a “state
of peoples” [Völkerstaat] (Morals, 6:350).

Thus, Kant endorsed the idea of a federative “state of states”
throughout the 1780s and 1790s, but during the 1790s he began advo-
cating the establishment of a league of states as the means to promote
this ultimate ideal. It is possible that Kant made this change while
observing France’s behavior: Here was a republic that coercively
incorporated unwilling states into its republican (and according to
Kant as such correct) framework. Even though France dethroned
their “tyrants,” the populations of the conquered states turned out
to be quite resistant to their self-proclaimed liberators. There were
also cases, however, in which the French were (initially) welcomed,
as with the Dutch Republic in early 1795. It is possible that Kant
had these latter cases in mind when he voiced the hope that when a
“powerful and enlightened people” can transform itself into a repub-
lic (a reference to France), this provides a core for other states to join
and form a federative union (Perpetual Peace, 8:356).

“Cosmopolitan right” is the third category of public right, pre-
sented as such for the first time in Perpetual Peace and also included
in the Metaphysics of Morals. Its discussion takes up just a few pages
and it was hardly mentioned at all in the Kant literature until fairly
recently, but it now enjoys considerable attention. Cosmopolitan
right regulates the interactions between states and foreigners, for
example, regarding migration, commercial ties, or attempts at colo-
nial settlements.

In cosmopolitan right, “individuals and states who stand in an
external relationship of mutual influence are regarded as citizens of a
universal state of humankind [allgemeiner Menschenstaat] (ius cos-
mopoliticum)” (Perpetual Peace, 8:349, note). At its core is the right
to hospitality. Despite the term, this right should not be understood
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as the right to be a guest. It is not even the right to enter foreign
territory; rather, it is merely the right to attempt to be granted entry
or establish relations with others elsewhere, the right to present one-
self and make a request. Such a request may be denied, but not with
violence, and not if this leads to the death of the individuals involved
(8:358). Cosmopolitan right thus requires, for example, that states
provide a safe haven for refugees in peril and that they and their
inhabitants not intrude into or settle upon the territory of others
without their explicit agreement. Kant strongly criticizes the colo-
nial and international trading practices of his era, as the European
powers in their attitudes towards non-Europeans made no distinc-
tion between visiting and conquering other territories and “held
the inhabitants for nothing” (8:358). With this theory, Kant grants
humans anywhere on earth certain basic rights. In contrast to Lock-
ean theories, for example, Kant’s theory grants nomads a rightful
claim to land.

Kant writes that cosmopolitan right is grounded in the “common
possession of the surface of the earth” (Perpetual Peace, 8:358) or the
“original community of the surface of the earth” (Morals, 6:352), but
he leaves much unclear as to the precise foundation and justifica-
tion of cosmopolitan right. One possible articulation of what might
be implicit here is the following: Originally, the earth was held in
common, and the acquisition of particular parts of it by particular
persons happened only at a later point in time. This implies that all
parts of the earth have to be regarded as in principle acquirable by
others, even if they currently have owners. To be able to try to acquire
a piece of land, however, one needs to be able to get in touch with its
owner. Hence, the in-principle acquirability of land implies a right
to present oneself to others elsewhere. This is at least how Kant’s
argument was explicated by some of his followers at the time.16

If the argument is construed in this way, however, it provides at
best a partial grounding for cosmopolitan right because it does not
cover all the cases that Kant mentions as examples. It does cover
attempts at certain commercial transactions, but not, say, the case
of shipwrecked sailors (mentioned by Kant in the Vorarbeiten to
Perpetual Peace, 23:173). After all, they are not attempting to acquire
the beach where they wash ashore, but just to use it temporarily to
save their lives. If cosmopolitan right is grounded in a theory about
the origin of property rights, it does not address the question as to
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why and how cosmopolitan right would, in such cases, override the
established property rights of the owners to determine the use of
their land. Of course, the owner of the land would have a moral duty
to help the hapless sailors, but when the question is what grounds
the cosmopolitan right of the latter, Kant needs a different argument.

Kant could probably have developed such an argument from the
“innate right to freedom” of which he speaks in the Metaphysics
of Morals (6:237–8). This right includes the “right to be there where
nature or chance (without [one’s] will) has placed [one]” (6:262). Else-
where, Kant motivates this by saying that being on land is necessary
for the very existence of human beings, and thus, that people have a
right to be on the land on which they are placed through no choice
of their own, since denying them this right would mean denying
them their existence and their freedom (23:318). As it stands, how-
ever, Kant does not use this argumentative strategy in his published
discussion of cosmopolitan right.

iii. the process toward perpetual peace

Kant claims that the achievements in the three areas of public right
hang together such that peace is attainable only if all three positive
conditions have been satisfied (Perpetual Peace, 8:349, note; Morals,
6:311). He does not stipulate a temporal sequence among them (as if
the league of states were possible only after all states have become
republics, and cosmopolitan right were possible only thereafter).

This raises questions as to how Kant envisions the practical real-
ization of what is normatively required according to his legal theory.
He regularly criticizes thinkers who ground their normative theo-
ries on empirical considerations of what is feasible, but this should
not lead one to think that he finds unimportant the empirical ques-
tion of whether and how the normative ideals can be achieved. It
is a question that can be posed correctly, however, only after the
normative ideals have been formulated. Kant does find it impor-
tant to show that although his ideals are grounded in pure reason,
they are not unrealistic. In order to show this, he provides a teleo-
logical account of history that revolves around the assumption that
nature is organized teleologically in such a way as to support the
cause of law-governed peace and moral development.17 “Nature”
here includes both human and nonhuman nature – the teleological
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account encompasses everything from arrangements that enable
humans to physically spread across the globe (driftwood that pro-
vides wood in icy regions, camels that can transport humans through
the Sahara, etc.) to human psychological propensities, especially the
“unsocial sociability” that drives humans to develop their rational
potential.

As early as the Critique of Pure Reason Kant argues that teleolog-
ical judgments can be justified as heuristic principles (A 687/B 715),
and in the “Ideas toward a Universal History” he provides a teleolog-
ical account of history on this basis. He proposes to regard history
as progressing towards the “full development of all human predis-
positions” (Universal History, 8:27). A crucial part of this process
is the development of a perfect internal state constitution as well
as the establishment of an international federation of states. With
these conditions in place, there will be room for moral education,
culminating in the self-transformation of humanity into a “moral
whole” (8:21). In the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant fur-
ther develops his account of the epistemological status of teleological
judgments and argues that all of nature can be regarded as teleolog-
ically oriented towards human “culture” (in its eighteenth-century
meaning of “development”). This culture is itself subservient to the
“final end of creation,” which Kant determines as humans as moral
beings (5:435–6). Finally, in the third Critique, too, we find the claim
that legal progress will promote moral progress towards peace: Kant
defends the assumption (not knowledge claim) that nature is orga-
nized in such a way that it “prepares (if not establishes) lawfulness
combined with the freedom of states and thereby the unity of a
morally grounded system of states” (5:433).

Of course this teleological account of history, developed in the
“Ideas toward a Universal History” for the sake of presenting history
as an orderly whole, can be put to use also in the service of moral the-
ory. The assumption of progress is encouraging for the moral agent
because it presents the normative ideals as not unrealistic. This does
not of course mean that the moral subject can therefore become inac-
tive and let nature do all the work. Duty remains duty even if natural
forces lend a hand. What is more, nature cannot do all of the work.
The full attainment of the final end requires morality itself, and
morality can be the product only of genuinely free agency. Nature
can, according to Kant, produce certain kinds of behavior in people,
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and insofar as right concerns the behavior of people (not their motiva-
tion), nature can bring about that which right requires and thus lead
all the way to peace as defined in terms of right. For peace to be truly
perpetual, however, it needs to be supported by moral dispositions
(and this is of course also what morality requires). The fragile “nat-
ural” peace is itself conducive to its gradual and never-ending trans-
formation into a perpetual “moral” peace, and this is how nature
paves the way for morality without eliminating freedom, duty, and
virtue.

With regard to the goal of peace specifically, Kant argues that self-
interest drives humans in the direction of peace. Modern warfare
is becoming so costly that states will find it prudent to strive for
peace; and despotic states that fail to realize this and keep waging
war will exhaust themselves. During the 1790s Kant begins to stress
that when this happens, it opens up room for republicanization. Kant
saw France as a good example of how despotic states are their own
worst enemy. On his interpretation, Louis XVI, having exhausted all
financial resources, had been forced to turn to the people and cede
power in the process, thereby giving the people room to transform
the state into a republic. Kant adds the view also that republics,
because citizens decide whether there will be war or not, are by
nature more peaceful. It is easy for despots to declare war because
they hardly bear the consequences personally, shifting the actual
dangers and burdens to their subjects. In a republic, by contrast, cit-
izens will realize that war means higher taxes, personal risks, loss
of liberties, and so on, and that this goes against their own interests.
Either way, it is in every state’s interest to avoid war, and hence it is
in their interest to join a league that promotes peace.

Exactly how the league of states is supposed to promote further
progress toward peace from there on is not particularly clear. Kant
conceives of the league on the model of a congress of states, where
delegates from the member states can bring complaints and submit
conflicts to mediation and arbitration (Morals, 6:350). The league
could, of course, encompass more than just a focus on conflict res-
olution, by, say, supporting other kinds of international programs
that are conducive to mutual understanding and peace, such as edu-
cational programs, cultural cooperation, or mutual aid. Kant himself
does not specify any of this, although these proposals would be com-
patible with his other views.
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With regard to the mechanisms that further the realization of cos-
mopolitan right, Kant mentions the “spirit of trade.” He maintains
that this is essentially a force for peace because trade encourages peo-
ple across the globe to entertain friendly relations with each other for
the sake of mutually beneficial commercial interactions (Perpetual
Peace, 8:368).

The peace that is established on the basis of self-interest is frag-
ile, of course, and Kant is the first to admit this (8:357),18 but he
expects the legal peace (external freedom) to have a positive effect for
morality (inner freedom). Even a peace based on sheer self-interest,
he believes, makes it possible to expand human rights and interests
and to divert resources to education and enlightenment instead of
armament. In Kant’s eyes this becomes a self-reinforcing process.
When states improve internally as a consequence of peace, they pro-
vide even better environments for further political and even moral
development. As a result, Kant believes, people gradually come to see
the rightness of what they initially consented to only on the basis of
self-interest. They will then come to accept peace as not merely pru-
dent but right, and this will make the peace more and more stable.
He expects that as a result of cultural development within states,
people will gradually converge on moral and juridical-political prin-
ciples, and that this will eventually yield an agreement to a peace
that is durable (8:367; see also the earlier references to similar state-
ments in Universal History and Judgment).

The most salient passage is probably the one found in the Vorar-
beiten to the Metaphysics of Morals. Here Kant writes that when
laws secure freedom externally, inner freedom (morality) will “come
alive” and this, in turn, will enhance obedience to the laws. This
self-reinforcing process gradually makes the legal peace ever more
secure because peace becomes less a matter of mere self-interest and
more a matter of moral disposition:

A firmly established peace, combined with the greater interaction among
people [Menschen] is the idea through which alone is made possible the
transition from the duties of right to the duties of virtue. Since when the
laws secure freedom externally, the maxims to also govern oneself internally
in accordance with laws can come alive; and conversely, the latter in turn
make it easier, through their dispositions for lawful coercion to have an
influence, so that peaceful conduct [friedliches Verhalten] under public laws
and pacific dispositions [friedfertige Gesinnungen] (to also end the inner war
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between principles and inclinations), i.e., legality and morality find in the
concept of peace the point of support for the transition from the Doctrine of
Right to the Doctrine of Virtue.

(23:353–4, Vorarbeiten to the Metaphysics of Morals)

In the Metaphysics of Morals Kant emphasizes that this process will
never completely reach its goal. He assumes that when the state of
states becomes very large, it will no longer be able successfully to
protect all of its members against other states. This problem can-
not be solved by allowing multiple (smaller) states of states to keep
the peace because these would themselves still exist in the state of
nature. The political principle to strive for and approximate a state
of states is not unfeasible, however, and therefore it remains a duty
to continually approximate the idea of a single state of states.

iv. reception and response

Kant’s first positive requirement for peace, namely, that every state
be a republic (in Kant’s sense of the term) because republics are
naturally more peaceful, has provoked much discussion. It has led
some theorists to assume that international peace, in the ideal at
least, does not require any international institution with coercive
powers to enforce international right. After all, if all states are
republics (or, in current usage, democracies), and these do not wage
war against each other, then international peace can be achieved via
democratization.19

In its generality Kant’s thesis has proven to be too strong, how-
ever. Democracies turn out not to be any less war-prone toward
nondemocracies than nondemocracies are toward each other.20 One
explanation of why democracies wage war despite the fact that
the citizens, who shoulder the burdens, have a say in the decision
whether to go to war, may have to do with the role of power and the
possibility of using ideology and manipulation to mobilize a civilian
population to rally behind a war. Kant did not sufficiently take these
factors into account. If the disinclination toward war, on the part of
democracies, is merely an effect of their calculation of risks and ben-
efits, then differences in power among the various states may lead to
different results than Kant thought. The citizens of a very powerful
state may well come to the conclusion that a successful war against a
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weaker state will serve their own long-term interests. Such citizens
may feel comfortable undertaking war if they believe they are the
strongest and they assess the risks as outweighed by the expected
gains. Also, even in a representative democracy the decision to wage
war is not necessarily made by those who shoulder the heaviest bur-
dens (e.g., the representatives may not generally be from the same
social class as those who risk their lives). Furthermore, citizens can
be convinced by effective rhetoric or distorted information: Power-
ful interests may persuade them that war is a necessity to prevent a
greater disaster in the future, that war will bring honor or take away
shame, or that war is required to serve justice or God. Finally, per-
haps part of the explanation of why democracies wage war is also
that democracies more easily regard nondemocracies as a threat or
an outrage.

When limited to the narrower thesis that democracies do not start
wars against other democracies, however, the empirical evidence
seems quite strong. As Michael Doyle has argued on the basis of
a study of two centuries worth of wars, it does appear that democra-
cies have started wars only against non-democracies.21 Of course, one
could wonder whether counterexamples to the thesis of the peace-
fulness of democracies towards each other could be found in acts
of violence like, say, the 1973 assassination of Salvador Allende in
Chile. Still, there is at least a striking pattern. Moreover, Kant’s claim
is not that republics will never wage war, but that they are signif-
icantly less likely to do so (not because they generally tend to act
more in accordance with moral requirements, but because the citi-
zens need to be convinced that war is necessary and they will have to
shoulder the burdens of the war). And when narrowed to the behav-
ior of democracies toward each other, this claim seems to have the
statistics on its side.

One side effect of narrowing Kant’s thesis in this way, however,
is that it invalidates his general confidence in the pacific role of
republics in the greater process of achieving worldwide peace. If
democracies are no longer regarded as more pacific in general, just
more peaceful toward fellow democracies, then it is no longer clear
how the enlightened self-interest of the citizens of democracies helps
to promote world peace, even if it helps reduce warfare among democ-
racies themselves. After all, the narrowed thesis is compatible with
the existing democracies jointly subjugating or exploiting the rest
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of the world. It might then still be true that a world of democracies
would be peaceful, or in any event more peaceful, than the present
world. But it would no longer be clear that democracies naturally
play a crucial role in the process of bringing worldwide peace closer.

It is an indication of the importance of Kant’s theory of interna-
tional right, especially his advocacy for a league of states, that it
has been the subject of intense debate for more than two centuries.
“Realists” strongly reject it because they regard the normative prin-
ciples expounded by Kant as inapplicable to the international arena.
Kant’s views have also found many supporters, however, and when
states in the twentieth century moved to form first the League of
States and then the United Nations, his defense of a league of states
was often invoked – even if the resulting bodies only partially cor-
responded to the league proposed by Kant (most notably perhaps,
standing armies were not abolished). Among recent political theo-
rists, John Rawls is one who defends a voluntary league via an explicit
appeal to Kant. Rawls often claims that he is “following Kant’s
lead” in his defense of a confederation of free and independent states
(“peoples,” in his terminology) and in his opposition against any form
of world government.22

Kant’s theory of international right has also, however, faced sev-
eral criticisms from very early on. One point of contention has been
whether Kant allows the league too much or too little coercive power
to enforce its laws. From Johann Gottlieb Fichte to Jürgen Habermas,
critics have asserted that Kant wrongly fails to extend coercive mil-
itary powers to the league of states. Romantics, by contrast, starting
with the young Friedrich Schlegel, have criticized Kant for including
any power to coerce in his ideal of the good state.

According to the first tradition of critics, Kant is inconsistent in
advocating the establishment of a voluntary league rather than a
stronger form of federation of states. As explained above, the per-
ception is that he reduces the normative requirement of a strong
federation to the weaker requirement of a league, on the basis of
the assessment that states are unlikely to want to join a federation
that has the authority to coerce member states into compliance with
its laws. This is just the kind of realist-empiricist move that Kant
himself regularly denounces.

One reaction among Kantian theorists has been to try to rectify
the perceived inconsistency by using Kant’s own arguments against
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Kant to advocate the establishment of an international federation
with the authority and means to enforce its laws. Already in his
Grundlage des Naturrechts of 1796, Fichte insists that the federation
of states should have the power to enforce member compliance coer-
cively because this is the only way to end war and provide a way to
adjudicate conflicts in accordance with just laws. Member states in
the federation ought to recognize each other through treaties, regard
each other as equals, and treat each other’s citizens rightfully. If a
member state violates these rules, however, it is the task of the fed-
eration to punish this state.23 In recent Kantian political theory one
can similarly find appeals to strengthen the military powers of the
United Nations, for example, in the work of Jürgen Habermas and
Otfried Höffe.24 If one reads Kant’s texts according to the interpre-
tation outlined earlier, however, there is actually no inconsistency
to be corrected and the “amendment” appears in a different light.
Given the standard reading, however, Kant has of course influenced
the debate as one who advocates a voluntary league and opposes a
stronger federation of states.

To more romantic readers, such as Friedrich Schlegel in his 1796
review of Perpetual Peace, the problem with Kant’s theory is rather
an empirically tainted and unduly pessimistic model of the state
that carries over into his theory of international relations. Schlegel
claimed that a truly pure concept of the state should not depend
on the assertion that people will act against the law, and hence
that the ideal of the state should not include “political power and
dependence,” for these are introduced into the concept of the state
only on the assumption that people violate the law. “Therefore,”
says Schegel, “not every state includes the relationship between a
superior and a subordinate, but only the state that is empirically
determined by that actual fact.” The ideal state, by contrast, is non-
hierarchical and noncoercive. By extension, the same is true at the
international level: The ideal should be a noncoercive, nonhierarchi-
cal republic of republics, characterized by the freedom and equality
of the individual member states, who freely obey common laws.25

Interestingly, and perhaps even in response to Schlegel, Kant
points out in the Metaphysics of Morals that it is “not experience”
and “not a fact” that necessitates the coercive powers of the state, but
rather the mere possibility that people violate each other’s spheres
of freedom. On Kant’s own view this possibility is implicit in the

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc14 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 12, 2005 6:24

498 kant and modern philosophy

very concept of the state of nature (Morals, 6:312). By extension, the
same argument could be used with regard to the coercive powers of
the federation of states.

A further standard criticism of Kant’s theory in Perpetual Peace,
likewise voiced already by early critics, such as Friedrich Gentz, is
that the league of states would be unable to bring about peace. The
charge is that if the league is merely voluntary and devoid of the
authority to enforce compliance, states will join only if and as long
as they are interested in peace. As soon as their perception of their
interests changes, they will simply walk away from their “commit-
ment” to peace, which therefore is no real commitment. Hence, the
league makes no practical difference at all.26

While it is certainly true that Kant says surprisingly little about
how he envisions the league to work, he does not actually claim that
the league will by itself bring about durable peace (see, e.g., Perpetual
Peace, 8:357), but rather that it is an important step on the way to a
perpetual peace. If this is granted, the burden of proof can be shifted to
the side of the critics, as they would now need to show that opening
up channels of communication and negotiation does not help at all
to further the cause of peace.

Finally, with regard to Kant’s claim that peace at the legal level will
have beneficial effects that will reinforce the stability of this peace
over time, few if any current Kantians share all of Kant’s views regard-
ing the moral development of humankind. Yet significant aspects of
Kant’s view that legal peace is conducive to moral learning can still
be found in the work of Kantian theorists. For instance, Rawls main-
tains that the more the “law of peoples,” as specified in his own work,
is observed, the more moral learning will take place. By the latter he
means a psychological process by which peoples will tend to accept
the law of peoples as an ideal of conduct. He expects this process
to transform what once was a mere modus vivendi into something
much more stable. Thus, Rawls too works with the assumption that
a peace that is initially agreed to on the basis of self-interest can
itself be conducive to a process that leads to its further stabilization,
namely, the development of dispositions on the basis of which the
peace is regarded as right, not just prudent.27

As for Kant’s theory of cosmopolitan right, perhaps the most strik-
ing fact about its reception is the lack of it. Fichte gave cosmopolitan
right a place in his Grundlage des Naturrechts, published between
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Kant’s Perpetual Peace and the Metaphysics of Morals. He trans-
formed it into the most basic human right – the right to have and
acquire rights. Anyone, stranger or not, has “the right to have all
human beings presuppose that they can enter into a legal relation-
ship with him through treaties.”28 Cosmopolitan right includes the
conditions for the possibility of requesting entrance into a legal rela-
tionship with others anywhere on earth.29 During the first decades of
the nineteenth century, too, there were some Kantians who formu-
lated their own versions of cosmopolitan right.30 After that, interest
waned, however, and in the reception of Kant’s theory of peace cos-
mopolitan right generally stood in the shadow of his advocacy of the
league of states.

Strikingly enough, however, developments in twentieth-century
international law have gone quite far in the direction of implement-
ing the requirements of Kant’s cosmopolitan right. In particular, the
status of individuals under international law has been expanded in an
unprecedented way. International law now grants individuals certain
rights as humans (i.e., rights that are not tied to a particular nation-
ality). Examples of these are the refugee rights that were codified in
the twentieth century.31

Moreover, Kant’s introduction of cosmopolitan right into his the-
ory of right shows that he realized that world peace requires not
merely peace between states, but also peaceful behavior of states
and foreign individuals towards each other. In this context, Kant
himself referred, on the one hand, to the imperialism and colonial-
ism of European states toward people who had not formed states
yet, and, on the other hand, to what he regarded as the rightful pro-
hibition by some foreign states against European trading companies
entering their territories. In our own time, the international terrorist
attacks by groups who are not acting as representatives of states but
who direct their attacks against states and their citizens painfully
underscore the truth of Kant’s claim that world peace, that is, the
security of the external freedom of all persons, requires more than
peace among states.

Kant’s confidence in the pacific nature of the “spirit of trade”
(which he believes to show that cosmopolitan right can be real-
ized) has proven to be too optimistic. Despite his claim that interna-
tional commerce “cannot coexist with war” (Perpetual Peace, 8:368),
the term “trade war” is not an oxymoron. Although commercial
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interests run counter to war sometimes, they do not always do so.
Kant failed to take account of the struggles that develop in the com-
petition over access to and control over markets or raw materials. As
long as there are individual states, their interests can be expected to
clash on occasion, and as a result states will be motivated to use the
means at their disposal to get their way (when the issue is merely one
of self-interested calculations). Second, the international arms trade
has developed into a sizeable economic force (also in democracies,
which house some of the world’s largest arms producers). The produc-
tion and sale of weapons are directly or indirectly a source of income
and influence for a state, as well as employment for its citizens,
which means that states have strong incentives to keep this going,
but of course this supports exactly the kind of arms races that Kant
regarded as so pernicious. This is not the same as saying that trade is
necessarily a force for the worse. There are of course cases in which
commercial interests avert a war or in which greed prompts a dic-
tator to enact liberal reforms in order to attract foreign investment.
Nevertheless, the relationship between international trade and peace
is more complicated than Kant assumed.

The fact that Kant’s views regarding the forces that promote peace
are subject to considerable critique, however, does not mean that
peace should be regarded as “unrealistic” and that the state of nature
among states should simply be accepted. For one thing, none of what
has been said earlier rules out that the ideal of peace can be approx-
imated. From the Kantian point of view, this possibility in princi-
ple is all that is required to keep the striving for peace from turning
into an empty irrational gesture. Thus, contemporary theorists in the
Kantian tradition may be even less confident than Kant himself (who,
in the Metaphysics of Morals, called perpetual peace an idea that
could not be realized completely), but this need not affect their view
that it can and ought to be a political principle to strive for peace.
The interactions between states, as well as the interactions between
states and foreign individuals, ought to conform to principles of jus-
tice and hence should be subject to proper regulation. The feasibility
of increased transnational regulation is also underscored by the fact
that it has in fact already increased enormously over the past cen-
tury or so – think of the United Nations, the World Trade Organiza-
tion, the International Criminal Court, and many other international
organizations. What is more, rather than making Kant’s theory of
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peace obsolete, the very difficulties that stand in the way of the real-
ization of peace underscore the importance of proper international
regulation. For those who do not just want to say that in the inter-
national arena might makes right, Kant’s theory of peace represents
a classic theoretical framework for developing a set of normative
ideals concerning international relations and the human rights of
individuals.

notes

1. The issue is nowadays discussed as a claim about democratic (rather
than republican) states. This terminology is appropriate when what is
meant is indirect, representative democracy. Kant ranked direct democ-
racy as a form of despotism for lack of a proper separation of powers
(Perpetual Peace, 8:352).

2. See the texts collected in Kurt von Raumer, ed., Ewiger Friede: Friedens-
rufe und Friedenspläne seit der Renaissance (Freiburg: Karl Alber
Verlag, 1953).

3. Universal History, 8:24; Theory and Practice, 8:313.
4. Abbé Charles-Irénée Castel de Saint Pierre, Projet pour rendre la paix

perpétuelle en Europe (1713). Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Extrait du projet
de paix perpétuelle de Monsieur l’Abbé de Saint Pierre (1761) (Oeuvres
Complètes, eds. Bernard Gagnebin and Marcel Raymond, vol. 3, 561–
89). Rousseau did present some of his own thoughts as Saint-Pierre’s:
For a discussion of the differences between Saint-Pierre’s account and
Rousseau’s presentation of it, see von Raumer, Ewiger Friede, 127–50.
Rousseau’s Jugement sur la paix perpétuelle, written around the same
time as the Extrait, was first published posthumously in 1782 (Oeuvres
Complètes, vol. 3, 591–600). Given that Rousseau distances himself
clearly and explicitly from the Abbé’s proposals in the Jugement, it does
not seem that Kant had read this second text.

5. Rudolf Malter, ed., Immanuel Kant in Rede und Gespräch (Hamburg:
Felix Meiner Verlag, 1990), 459. Despite the fact that Kant denounced
the execution of Louis XVI and the horrors of the period of Terror, he
did not give up his admiration for the ideals of the French republic. See
also Conflict 7:86, note.

6. Although most of the texts in which Kant stipulates racial hierarcchies
(with “whites” having the most talents and abilities) are from the pre-
critical period (probably including the relevant passages in the lectures
on physical geography), there are also later statements that refer to the
inferior natural abilities of non-white races. An example of this is found
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in the 1788 essay “On the Use of Teleological Principles in Philosophy”
8:174, including the note on that page. However, Kant seems to have
developed a more egalitarian position during the 1790s, as can be seen
in the discussion of cosmopolitan right in the present chapter.

7. See the lectures on anthropology from 1775–6: “Wir sehen daß sich
Kriege erheben, und ein Staat den andern niederreißt, mit der Zeit wer-
den die Fürsten den Nachtheil empfinden müssen, indem sie selbst im
Frieden mit der Zurüstung eben solche Kräfte zu verwenden genöthiget
sind, als im Kriege. Damit aber alle Kriege nicht nöthig wären, so müste
ein Völkerbund entspringen, der alle Streitigkeiten der Völcker durch
ihre Deputirte einen allgemeinen Volcker Senat constituirten, der alle
Streitigkeiten der Völcker entscheiden müste, und dieses Urtheil müste
durch die Macht der Völcker executirt werden, denn stünden auch die
Völcker unter einem foro und einem bürgerlichen Zwange. . . . Wenn
aber das ein Ende nimmt, so wird die Verbeßerung der inneren Regierung
erfolgen” (25:676).

8. See Sharon B. Byrd, “The State as a Moral Person,” in Proceedings of the
Eighth International Kant Congress, ed. Hoke Robinson (Milwaukee:
Marquette University Press, 1995), vol. 1.1., 171–89, esp. pp. 178–9;
Sidney Axinn, “Kant on World Government,” in Proceedings of the
Sixth International Kant Congress, eds. G. Funke and Th. Seebohm
(Washington, DC: University Press of America, 1989), 245–9.

9. In Theory and Practice Kant explains this terminology: “in thesi” means
“in theory,” “in hypothesi” is equivalent to “in practice” (Theory and
Practice 8:276). On the states’ interpretation of international right as a
right to remain in the state of nature, see the Vorarbeiten to Perpetual
Peace, 23:169.

10. For example, Allen Wood claims that the argument of Perpetual Peace
would seem to require a state of states but that the account is rid-
dled with perplexities. Thomas Pogge similarly calls Kant’s account
“extremely unsettled” and portrays Kant as experimenting with one
argument after another without developing a single one successfully,
trying to evade the demand for a world state that his theory commits
him to. Thomas W. Pogge, “Kant’s Theory of Justice,” Kant-Studien
79 (1988): 407–33, esp. 427–33; Allen W. Wood, “Kant’s Project for Per-
petual Peace,” in Proceedings of the Eighth Kant Congress, ed. Hoke
Robinson (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1995), vol. 1.1., 3–
18, here p. 11. See also Thomas Carson, “Perpetual Peace: What Kant
Should Have Said,” Social Theory and Practice 14 (1988): 173–214;
Georg Cavallar, Kant and the Theory and Practice of International
Right (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1999), 113–32, esp. 123; Kevin
Dodson, “Kant’s Perpetual Peace: Universal Civil Society or League of
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States?,” Southwest Philosophical Studies 15 (1993): 1–9; Habermas,
“Kant’s Idea of Perpetual Peace with the Benefit of Two Hundred Years’
Hindsight,” in Perpetual Peace: Essays on Kant’s Cosmopolitan Ideal,
eds. James Bohman and Matthias Lutz-Bachmann (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1997), 113–53 ; Otfried Höffe, “Some Kantian Reflections
on a World Republic,” Kantian Review 2 (1998): 51–71; Otfried Höffe,
“Völkerbund oder Weltrepublik?,” in Immanuel Kant: Zum ewigen
Frieden, ed. Otfried Höffe (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1995), 109–32;
Matthias Lutz-Bachmann, “Kant’s Idea of Peace and the Philosophical
Conception of a World Republic,” in Bohman and Lutz-Bachmann, eds.,
Perpetual Peace, 59–77.

11. Kevin Dodson’s formulation is representative: “This argument, how-
ever, explicitly accepts the subordination of considerations of justice to
empirical judgments of what is realistic in the near future. . . . In putting
forth this argument, Kant succumbs to the very same weakness that he
so often warns us against” (“Kant’s Perpetual Peace,” 7).

12. Carson, “Perpetual Peace,” 211. The world government would have
“military forces sufficient to dismantle and defeat any national army in
the process of creation” (185 – note also the “far reaching intelligence
network” of the world government, and Carson’s assumption that one
can prevent a military takeover just by having rules against it, 203–
4). See also Axinn, “Kant on World Government,” 249: “We may use
violence to compel membership in an international federation. Things
seem quite unKantian, yet we have merely put together Kant’s own
positions.”

13. Commentators who criticize Kant’s defense of the league of states on
the grounds that the league is likely to have many flaws and who argue
that only a state of states would be able to solve these problems often
overlook the fact that the state of states itself, if pursued instead of a
league, is also likely to be flawed.

14. “Peoples” here in the political, not nationalist sense.
15. I have argued this point at length in “Approaching Perpetual Peace:

Kant’s Defense of a League of States and his Ideal of a World Federation,”
European Journal of Philosophy 12 (2004): 304–25.

16. For example, Johann Heinrich Tieftrunk, PhilosophischeUntersuchung-
en über das Privat- und das öffentliche Recht zur Erläuterung
und Beurtheilung der metaphysischen Anfangsgründe der Rechtslehre
vom Herrn Prof. Imm. Kant (Halle: Rengersche Buchhandlung, 1798),
vol. 2, 575–7.

17. See especially “Ideas toward a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan
Point of View,” the third essay in Theory and Practice, and of course
the section “On the Guarantee of Perpetual Peace” in Perpetual Peace.
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18. For further discussion, see Paul Guyer’s explanation of why a republic
is not sufficient for peace, in “Nature, Morality, and the Possibility of
Peace,” in Guyer, Kant on Freedom, Law, and Happiness, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 408–34, here pp. 415–23.

19. Rawls defends a version of this view; see John Rawls, The Law of Peoples
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 8.

20. Michael W. Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,” Philos-
ophy and Public Affairs 12 (1983): 205–35 (part I) and 323–53 (part II).

21. Ibid.
22. See Rawls, Law of Peoples, pp. 10, 19, 21, 22, 36, 54.
23. Fichtes Werke, ed. Immanuel Hermann Fichte, vol. 3 (Berlin: Walter de

Gruyter, 1971), 379.
24. Jürgen Habermas, “Kant’s Idea of Perpetual Peace”; Otfried Höffe,

“Völkerbund oder Weltrepublik?” and “Some Kantian Reflections on
a World Republic.”

25. “Versuch über den Begriff des Republikanismus” [1796], in Ernst Behler,
ed., Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe (München: Schöning, 1966),
vol. 7, 11–25, here p. 13.

26. Friedrich Gentz, “Über den ewigen Frieden,” Historisches Journal 2
(#3, Sept.–Dec. 1800), 710–90. Reprinted in Kurt von Raumer, ed., Ewiger
Friede: Friedensrufe und Friedenspläne seit der Renaissance (Freiburg:
Karl Alber, 1953), 461–97, here p. 479.

27. Rawls, Law of Peoples, 44–5.
28. Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Grundlage des Naturrechts, in Fichtes Werke,

ed. Immanuel Hermann Fichte (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1971), vol. 3,
here p. 384.

29. Ibid. Fichte changed his view dramatically in 1800 with the publica-
tion of Der geschlossene Handelsstaat, in which he severely restricts
individual mobility.

30. See, for example, Johann Heinrich Tieftrunk, Philosophische Unter-
suchungen über das Privat- und öffentliche Recht zur Erläuterung und
Beurtheilung der metaphysischen Anfangsgründe der Rechtslehre vom
Herrn Prof. Immanuel Kant (Halle, 1798), 583–4.

31. I have argued this point at greater length in “Kant’s Cosmopolitan Law:
World Citizenship for a Global Order,” Kantian Review 2 (1998): 72–90.
For other recent discussions, see Sankar Muthu, “Justice and Foreigners:
Kant’s Cosmopolitan Right,” Constellations 7 (2000): 23–45; Seyla Ben-
habib, “Of Guests, Aliens, and Citizens: Rereading Kant’s Cosmopoli-
tan Right,” in Pluralism and the Pragmatic Turn: The Transformation
of Critical Theory, eds. William Rehg and James Bohman (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 2001), 361–87.
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15 Kant’s conception of virtue

virtue ethics before kant

Most ancient ethicists regarded virtues both as instrumentally valu-
able qualities of a person that enable her to live well, and also as
valuable in themselves by being partly constitutive of happiness
(eudaimonia).1 The four cardinal virtues recognized by most ancient
ethicists are courage, temperance, justice, and intelligence. Common
among ancient theories of virtue are the following theses. First, the
virtues are stable dispositions. For someone to be brave, she must be
reliable and constant in her brave acts; they must be characteristic of
her. Second, though ancient philosophers often described virtues as
habits, they did not take them to be mere habits. Virtues are dispo-
sitions that require cultivation and involve choice.2 Third, virtues
involve reason. To be virtuous, a person must not only do or pur-
sue the right things; she must know why they are the right things.
The intellectual aspect of the virtues is illustrated by the common
ancient view that virtues are a special kind of craft, or are formally
similar to crafts in some ways.3

Fourth, for many ancients, virtue involves emotions. Plato
(ca. 430–347 b.c.e.) and Aristotle (384–322 b.c.e.) took the soul to
have both rational and non-rational parts, and virtue to involve both.
Aristotle emphasized that the development of virtue requires not
merely gaining control of one’s emotions, but training them, bring-
ing them into harmony with one’s judgments about what is valuable
and what virtue requires.4 The virtuous person takes pleasure in
performing right actions, and is pained by performing wrong ones.
Furthermore, Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean says that a virtuous
person not only acts rightly, but also has the appropriate kind and
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intensity of feeling – feeling neither excessively nor deficiently angry
at a particular injustice, for example.5

Stoicism (which originated ca. 300 b.c.e.) denied that the soul
has both rational and non-rational parts, and that most emotions
(passions) have a role in virtue.6 Stoics understood the passions as
unavoidably contrary to reason and virtue.7 Stoics said that virtue
motivates in itself; the virtuous person acts based on her judgment
of what virtue requires, unimpeded by competing influences. For
Stoics, passions are misguided judgments: unreflective judgments
that attribute value to things other than virtue, and thereby hinder
virtuous action. A fully virtuous person recognizes that virtue has a
value incomparably higher than anything else.8 Such a person would
not feel grief at the death of a loved one, nor envy another’s financial
success. Thus, rather than train one’s emotions, Stoics sought to
etiolate them, advocating dispassion.9

While ancient ethicists generally agreed that virtue comprises the
main part of happiness, they disagreed about whether virtue is suf-
ficient for happiness. In Republic II, Plato argued only that one is
always better off if one is just than if one is unjust. Aristotle argued
that virtue is necessary for happiness, and the dominant part of hap-
piness, but not sufficient for happiness. He emphasized that, as the
final end, happiness must be a complete and self-sufficient good – a
good that fulfills our desires, that lacks nothing.10 Without “exter-
nal goods” such as wealth, health, or family, even the person with
a life of virtuous activity cannot be considered happy; he has rea-
son to want more, to feel unsatisfied with his life.11 Unlike Aristo-
tle, Stoics and Epicureans argued – in different ways – that virtue
is sufficient for happiness. Stoics held that virtue is valuable for its
own sake, and indeed that it has such a special, high value that it
cannot be made better or more complete by adding other things to
it. For Stoics, happiness is constituted purely by a life of virtuous
activity. No matter how poor, ill, or hated the virtuous person is,
Stoics claimed she is happy. Thus, Stoics reduced Aristotle’s “exter-
nal goods” to “preferred indifferents,” things reasonable to pursue
so long as they accord with virtue, but not themselves necessary for
happiness.12 Epicurus (341–270 b.c.e.) conceived of happiness as plea-
sure, and took virtue to be valuable only as a means to happiness.13

But Epicureans were not hedonists as we now commonly use the
term, for they understood pleasure as an inner state of equanimity,
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which could obtain in the virtuous person no matter what hardships
she suffered.14

With Christianity came increasing interest in understanding
morality as commanded by God. Christian thinkers offered ethical
interpretations of their New Testament, as well as of the Hebrew
bible, developing, for example, the notion of original sin. Never-
theless, many medieval Christian philosophers retained aspects of
ancient virtue ethics, which they transformed to accommodate their
theological commitments. Saint Augustine (354–430), for exam-
ple, followed the ancients in taking the ultimate end as central to
morality.15 But whereas the ancients saw virtues as at least largely
constitutive of happiness in this life, Augustine and other Christians
saw them as the basis for happiness in the next life; no one can be
completely happy until united with God.16 Augustine held that God
rewards those who are virtuous in this life with happiness in the
next. Yet he also claimed that God gives us virtues so that we can
achieve this very salvation.17 Finally, Augustine’s view of the con-
nection among the virtues had a distinctly Christian slant: all virtues
express the love of God.18

Peter Abelard (1079–1142) defined virtues as dispositions to do
good deeds, and vices as dispositions to do bad ones.19 For example,
Abelard described charity as the will’s “consent” and “readiness” to
aid the poor.20 In keeping with his ethics of intention, Abelard took
charity (and its moral value) to be independent of what a charitable
agent accomplishes.21 Moreover, Abelard considered struggle essen-
tial to virtue, rather than an accidental feature of it resulting from
Adam’s fall. For Abelard, without resistance from vice, there is no
virtue; and the greater our internal opposition to virtue, the greater
our merit before God in overcoming it.22

Saint Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225–1274) understood virtues as
habitual inclinations to act in accordance with the nature of a human
being – that is, rationally, in control of one’s passions.23 Like Augus-
tine and most of his other Christian predecessors, Aquinas accepted
Aristotle’s moral virtues of courage, temperance, intelligence, and
justice, and added the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity,
which he thought were “infused” by God.24 Whereas the four cardi-
nal virtues aim at our earthly happiness as human beings, the three
theological virtues aim at our “supernatural happiness,” beyond the
constraints of human nature. Thus, though altered considerably by
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the influence of Christianity, eudaimonistic virtue ethics remained
important throughout the Middle Ages – and indeed through the
Renaissance as well.25

Virtue had a much smaller role in the “natural law” philoso-
phies that dominated in the seventeenth century, such as those
of Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) and Samuel Pufendorf (1632–1694),
which gave notions of duty, obligation, law, rights, and right action
prominence.26 Within the natural lawyers’ philosophical framework,
virtue was restricted to the class of “imperfect duties” – meritorious
duties of indeterminate scope and requirement, which are not appro-
priately coerced, pertaining to and motivated by the good of others.27

In Thomas Hobbes’s (1588–1679) moral theory, virtue was subor-
dinate to self-interest.28 Traits such as justice, mercy, and gratitude
are moral virtues because they advance self-preservation. Hobbes
understood the virtues as commanded by the laws of nature, yet he
saw these laws as justified by consideration of what best promotes
self-preservation. Although Hobbes took the laws of nature to be
“immutable and eternal,” he did not think it rational (or required)
for people to follow them at the cost of their ability to protect them-
selves. Hobbes said the laws of nature always bind “in foro interna”
(by demanding cultivation of certain desires, dispositions, or ends),
but not always “in foro externo” (by demanding external actions).29

Virtue regained prominence with the “moral sense” theorists
Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713) and Francis
Hutcheson (1694–1746). Moral sense theories of virtue tended to
define virtue in terms of a spectator rather than of a deliberat-
ing agent.30 Moral sense was said to be the faculty through which
we perceive and judge people’s moral qualities. What we love and
approve in others’ characters and motives, we call virtues; simi-
larly, we call an act virtuous if it issues from a motive we love or
approve.31 Shaftesbury’s work was motivated in part by his opposi-
tion to the portrayal of human nature as selfish found in Hobbes and
Bernard de Mandeville (1670–1733). Although Shaftesbury believed
that virtue is in the best interest of the virtuous person, and that this
provides virtue’s ultimate justification, he also believed that virtue
leads people to act for the general good for unselfish reasons.32 For
Shaftesbury, a candidate for virtue must be a reflective being, able
to order her own affections.33 Virtue requires a self-authored, inner
harmony. Shaftesbury’s notion of virtue had a prominent aesthetic
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aspect: Moral goodness is a kind of beauty. Hutcheson rejected
the psychological hedonism found in Hobbes and Shaftesbury. For
Hutcheson, all virtues can, in some way, be understood as manifes-
tations of benevolence. A virtuous person is one in whom univer-
sal benevolence reliably restrains lesser forms of benevolence (“kind
affections” and “particular passions”) and other passions, affections,
and desires.34

Hutcheson’s work greatly influenced David Hume’s moral philos-
ophy. According to Hume (1711–1776), virtues are whichever traits of
character produce in observers the sentiment of moral approbation.35

Hume thought that virtues are rooted in human nature: They develop
naturally in us, are frequently manifested by us, and can be rec-
ognized and agreed upon by all who take up the “general point
of view.”36 The basis for our shared reaction to people’s traits and
actions is the natural human tendency to care about the public good.
Virtues were primary in Hume’s understanding of moral action: We
value virtuous actions as expressions of virtuous character.37 Hume
mentioned many virtues, which he divided into “artificial” and “nat-
ural” virtues.38 Artificial virtues (e.g., fidelity, modesty, justice, and
allegiance to one’s government) develop in an organized social life
and are necessary for the functioning of society. Such virtues may not
please us in every manifestation of them; yet we recognize them as
good on the whole. Natural virtues (e.g., good sense, wit, knowledge,
eloquence, temperance, constancy, tenderness, discernment, verac-
ity, frugality, and industry) enrich social life. Though less urgent
for society’s maintenance, they are more reliably pleasing than the
artificial virtues. Hume rejected “monkish virtues,” such as fasting,
celibacy, mortification, penance, and self-denial.

Though Christian Wolff (1679–1754) and Christian August
Crusius (ca. 1715–1775) opposed each other on many points, both
heavily influenced Kant’s ethics. Kant agreed with Wolff’s secular
leanings, including his view that morality is fundamentally indepen-
dent of God. He also took up many of Wolff’s positions about duties
to oneself and duties to others. But Kant rejected Wolff’s strong per-
fectionism as well as the consequentialism Wolff paired with it.39

Wolff noted that a usual definition of virtue is a “[readiness] to
direct one’s actions according to the law of nature.”40 For Wolff, “the
law of nature requires the perfection of us and our condition.”41 So
Wolff ultimately defined virtue as “a readiness to perfect oneself and
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others as much as possible.”42 Crusius, a Pietist minister as well as
a philosopher, defined virtue as “the agreement of the moral condi-
tion of a mind with the divine laws.”43 Crusius considered the love of
God “the main virtue from which all others must flow.”44 Like Kant
after him, Crusius distinguished between the form and the matter
of virtue.45 Crusius held that human beings have an innate drive to
comply with duties of virtue, which comprise morality. Crusius also
held that virtue makes one worthy of happiness, that God rewards
the virtuous with proportionate happiness, and that the absence of
such rewards in this life gives us reason to hope for immortality;46

here Crusius’s influence on Kant is evident.

kant’s theory of virtue

Virtue

Kant’s ethics contains several related theses concerning virtue. First,
Kant describes virtue as a disposition to do one’s duty out of respect
for the moral law. Kant calls virtue “the morally good disposition”
(Groundwork, 4:435) or “conformity of the disposition to the law of
duty” (Religion, 6:37).47 This disposition is a manifestation not of
natural temperament but of will. This disposition implies a maxim
(subjective principle) of acting as the moral law commands: “virtue
consists in rectitudo actionum ex principio interno [rectitude of
actions on an internal principle]” (Collins, 27:300; Practical Reason,
5:118; see also Religion, 6:23n. and Morals, 6:395) and “the per-
sistent maxim of making [one’s] will conform to the moral law”
(Mrongovius, 29:611). Finally, this disposition reflects respect for the
moral law: It is a disposition to comply with the moral law out of
respect for that law (Practical Reason, 5:128, 160; Collins, 27:308;
Morals, 6:387).

Second, Kant calls virtue a kind of strength. He defines virtue as
“the concept of strength” (Morals, 6:392) and appeals to etymology:
“The very Latin word virtus originally signifies nothing else but
courage, strength, and constancy” (Vigilantius, 27:492); “the word
Tugend [virtue] comes from taugen [to be fit for]” (Morals, 6:390; see
also Religion, 6:57). In particular, virtue is “the strength of one’s res-
olution” (Morals, 6:390), or still more precisely, “a moral strength of
the will” (Morals, 6:405), “moral strength in pursuit of one’s duty”
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(Anthropology, 7:147). We can begin to understand Kant’s conception
of virtue as moral strength when we consider the context in which
the agent strives to express her commitment to morality: one of inner
conflict.

Third, then, Kant says that virtue presupposes opposition and
entails struggle – struggle that calls for strength. Virtue is “moral
disposition in conflict” (Practical Reason, 5:84), “the capacity and
considered resolve to withstand a strong but unjust opponent . . . with
respect to what opposes the moral disposition within us” (Morals,
6:380). Kant often seems to identify our inclinations as the pri-
mary opponents of morality in us. For example, Kant calls virtue
“the struggle of inclination with the moral law, and the constant
disposition . . . to carry out [one’s] duties” (Vigilantius, 27:492; see
also Collins, 27:465; Vigilantius, 27:570; Groundwork, 4:405). But
his considered view is that inclinations are not the source of the
problem.

Human beings do not have holy wills, wills “whose maxims
are necessarily in accord with laws of autonomy (the moral law)”
(Groundwork, 4:439), wills “incapable of any maxims which conflict
with the moral law” (Practical Reason, 5:32). If we had holy wills, the
moral law would not be an imperative for us. We would act rightly
without moral obligation or struggle. According to Kant, we have a
predisposition to moral goodness, but we also have one to evil. We
can, and routinely do, act contrary to the moral law. Although this
often amounts to satisfying inclinations at the expense of obedience
to the moral law, the inclinations themselves are not to blame for
this. We cannot be determined by an inclination unless we ourselves
incorporate it into our maxim (Religion, 6:23–4). Thus, virtue’s con-
stant opponent is not self-love or inclination, but the radical evil
in human nature – a propensity to give self-love (and inclinations
generally) priority over the moral law in our maxims (Religion, 6:29,
35–7, 57n., 58; see also Collins, 27:463). Because of this ordering
of our incentives, we find ourselves – as we have made ourselves
(Morals, 6:394) – susceptible to temptations to violate the moral law
or its purity in order to gratify our inclinations. It is because of this
tendency, this radical evil, that virtue implies struggle and demands
strength. Fundamentally, the goal of the virtuous person is to achieve
the right ordering of her incentives, giving the moral law undisputed
priority over self-love in her supreme maxim.
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Thus, fourth, for Kant, virtue is a feature of non-holy (e.g., human)
rational beings. Virtue is “a law-abiding disposition resulting from
respect for the law and thus implying consciousness of a continuous
propensity to transgress it, or at least to a defilement” (Practical
Reason, 5:128). Moreover, “as a naturally acquired faculty, [virtue]
can never be perfect” (Practical Reason, 5:33).

Fifth, Kant understands virtue as a form of self-constraint – moral
self-constraint – “based on inner freedom” (Morals, 6:408). Inner
freedom is motivational independence, the capacity to act on the
autonomously chosen principles of morality, despite temptations to
act otherwise.48 Virtue does not tell us what the right thing to do is,
but allows us to do what we recognize to be right, simply because it
is right. “Virtue is . . . a self-constraint in accordance with a principle
of inner freedom, and so through the mere representation of one’s
duty in accordance with its formal law” (Morals, 6:394). Similarly,
“Virtue is . . . the moral strength of a human being’s will in fulfilling
his duty, a moral constraint through his own lawgiving reason, inso-
far as this constitutes itself an authority executing the law” (Morals,
6:405).49 For Kant, virtue not only expresses but also promotes inner
freedom: The greater one’s moral self-constraint, the more one acts
based on one’s judgments about what one ought to do, and the less
one acts based on the strength of one’s inclinations (Morals, 6:382 n.;
Collins, 27:464). This notion of virtue fits well with what Kant calls
the general obligation to virtue, the obligation to do all of our duties
from duty (Morals, 6:410; Vigilantius, 27:541). It also explains one
of Kant’s main distinctions between duties of virtue and duties of
right in the Metaphysics of Morals. Duties of virtue allow only for
self-constraint, whereas with duties of right, external constraint is
morally possible (Morals, 6:379–81, 394–5). The “Doctrine of Virtue”
concerns inner freedom; the “Doctrine of Right,” outer freedom.

Sixth and finally, Kant distinguishes between phenomenal virtue,
“a facility in actions conforming to duty (according to their legality),”
and noumenal virtue, “a constant disposition toward such actions
from duty (because of their morality)” (Religion, 6:14). Phenome-
nal virtue, like noumenal virtue, reflects the agent’s commitment
to conform to the moral law. Purity of motivation, however, is an
essential feature only of noumenal virtue: Phenomenal virtue “has
the abiding maxim of lawful actions, no matter where one draws
the incentives that the power of choice needs for such actions”
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(Religion, 6:47). Yet although phenomenal virtue can exist without
moral purity, Kant does not dismiss phenomenal virtue as a mere
pretender. He instead describes it as virtue’s “empirical character,”
meaning that phenomenal virtue is the form in which true virtue
appears to us (Religion, 6:47; Vigilantius, 27:583).50 Humans cannot
cognize noumenal virtue (virtue’s “intelligible character”); cognition
of our supreme maxim is possible for God, but not for us (Religion,
6:47–8). Moreover, Kant is explicit that the duty to morally perfect
oneself requires striving not only for the moral purity of noumenal
virtue, but also for the success in fulfilling all one’s duties charac-
teristic of phenomenal virtue (Morals, 6:446–7).

Drawing all these theses together, we can understand Kant’s con-
ception of virtue as the form in which a rational being with a non-
holy will expresses her supreme commitment to morality: as a con-
tinually cultivated capacity to master her inclinations so as to fulfill
all her duties, a capacity whose cultivation and exercise is motivated
by respect for the moral law.51

Vice

Kant distinguishes between vice and mere lack of virtue. Lack of
virtue is the “logical opposite” of virtue, and vice virtue’s “real oppo-
site” (Morals, 6:384). Lack of virtue is weakness in duty, whereas vice
implies “contempt for moral laws” (Collins, 27:463). An agent dis-
plays a lack of virtue when she has a commitment to morality, but is
lax in her resolve to carry it out.52 Kant associates lack of virtue also
with not going very far in fulfilling flexible, meritorious, “imperfect”
duties (i.e., promoting the obligatory ends of one’s own perfection and
the happiness of others), despite complying with strict, exception-
less, “perfect” duties. Vice, on the other hand, is a propensity to act
contrary to the moral law (Religion, 6:37). It implies a problem not
merely with resolve, but with maxims. One manifests “a true vice”
when one allows oneself to dwell on feelings or impulses it would be
wrong to act on, foster an interest in them, and then “take up what is
evil (as something premeditated) into [one’s] maxim” (Morals, 6:408).
Similarly “it is when an intentional transgression has become a prin-
ciple that it is properly called a vice” (Morals, 6:390). Kant associates
vice with not merely failing to do much to fulfill imperfect duties,
but with violating perfect duties – for example, duties not to degrade
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others (Morals, 6:464). These content-related distinctions may seem
inconsistent with the more formal ones. But they make sense in the
light of the fact that for Kant, the fundamental attitude of virtue
is that of respect for the moral law itself and for its instantiation
in individual rational beings. One may still respect rational nature
even if one falls short of all one can do to honor it. But if one acts
on maxims hostile to rational nature or its dignity, one’s will is set
against the moral law.

Virtue and the good will

Being virtuous is not the same thing as having a good will. Having
a good will is simply a matter of having moral maxims, adopted for
moral reasons; it is not a matter of strength and fitness in acting on
them (Groundwork, 4:394, 399–400). A good will is not compatible
with vice (cf. Groundwork, 4:455). It is, however, compatible with
a lack of virtue. For example, Kant describes behavior manifesting a
“lack of virtue” as “something childish and weak, which can indeed
coexist with the best will” (Morals, 6:408). And Kant insists that
“between maxim and deed there is still a wide gap” allowing an agent
to fail to realize her good will in virtuous action (Religion, 6:47). So
one could have the fundamental commitment to morality of a good
will, and yet lack the strength of will in overcoming temptations
that is part of virtue.

On the other hand, a good will is necessary for virtue. And virtue
reflects the moral worth of a good will: “the dutifulness of our moral
actions appears as virtue” (Vigilantius, 27:715). Finally, Kant explains
the moral worth of a good will in terms of temptations to overcome,
just as he explains virtue as strength (Groundwork, 4:397–403). If we
understand moral worth as a property of agents and not of isolated
acts, moral worth correlates with virtue. So although Kant’s notions
of virtue and a good will are conceptually distinct, they are intimately
connected: The virtuous person has a good will; and it is through
virtue that a good will finds expression.

Virtue and human agency

For a fuller understanding of Kant’s conception of virtue, we must
consider the virtuous agent’s motivational structure. In particular,
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we should ask how moral motivation incorporates or rejects incli-
nations and emotions. As we have seen, virtue has its own motive:
respect for the law (Groundwork, 4:426). For virtuous agents, respect
for the moral law has priority over self-love in their supreme maxim.
We now want to know what this implies for actual agents’ particu-
lar acts of willing, given that there may be many layers of maxims
between their supreme maxim and the maxim of any given action.
Some of the answer must wait for our discussion of specific virtues
and vices since part of a virtuous agent’s motivational structure
involves commitment to obligatory ends, cultivation of qualities
that support promotion of these ends, and rejection of attitudes pro-
hibited by the categorical imperative and hostile to obligatory ends.
Yet we can answer part of the question now. We can say, for example,
that respect for the moral law implies obedience to the categorical
imperative, which tells us to respect rational nature in oneself and
others. Therefore, if respect for oneself and others is grounded in this
moral commitment, actions chosen in the light of this respect reflect
moral goodness in the agent’s willing. An agent need not be thinking
explicitly about the moral law for her motivation to be pure.

Nevertheless, as human beings, we do not respond to others or
the world in terms of respect for rational nature alone. According
to Kant, we have three original predispositions, all of which supply
drives, feelings, and impulses. The predisposition to animality “may
be brought under the general title of physical or merely mechani-
cal self-love, i.e., a love for which reason is not required” (Religion,
6:26); this predisposition contains drives for self-preservation, sexual
reproduction and the care of offspring, and community with other
humans, “i.e., the social drive.” The predisposition to humanity “can
be brought under the general title of a self-love which is physical and
yet involves comparison [of our state with that of others] (for which
reason is required)” (Religion, 6:27). The predisposition to personal-
ity “is the susceptibility to respect for the moral law as of itself a
sufficient incentive to the power of choice” (Religion, 6:27; Practical
Reason, 5:87).

Although the predisposition to personality is obviously morally
crucial, all three predispositions are good; all encourage compliance
with the moral law. The drives of humanity and animality, how-
ever, are susceptible to corruption. The drives of animality can have
grafted onto them vices such as gluttony and lust. The drives of

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc15 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:5

516 kant and modern philosophy

humanity can have grafted onto them vices such as jealousy, rivalry,
and malicious glee. Thus, a large part of the struggle for virtue is the
effort to harmonize these three predispositions so that personality
develops fully, and humanity and animality develop in ways sup-
portive of morally practical reason. The virtuous agent must find a
way to use, transform, or conquer her natural tendencies as morality
requires. The virtuous agent struggles both not to act on inclinations
that it would be wrong to act on, and to turn what inclinations she
can into means to moral ends. She realizes herself as a self-legislating
and self-governing human agent by working on and with the natu-
ral stuff of which she is made. Indeed, when we look at particular
virtues and vices, we will see that they have a lot to do with how to
respect oneself and others as rational human beings – beings with
legitimate drives of animality and humanity as well as personality.
In discussions of duties to oneself, Kant (like Hume) rejects “monk-
ish virtues”; he objects to their hostility to one’s animal self (Collins,
27:379). The duty to perfect oneself involves cultivation of one’s nat-
ural capacities – and not only so one can achieve narrowly moral
ends (Morals, 6:387, 391–2, 444–6). When developed and expressed
harmoniously with morality, animality and humanity are part of the
flourishing of human beings.

Kant may sound as though he is condemning our animal selves
in the form of our emotions when he urges apathy and self-mastery.
Kant says, “unless reason holds the reins of government in his own
hands, a human being’s feelings and inclinations play the master
over him” (Morals, 6:408). Apathy and self-mastery are essential for
expressing and protecting inner freedom. In praising moral apathy,
Kant advocates a way of being that is opposed not to our having emo-
tions, but rather to our determining our will by whatever strong,
fleeting feelings we happen to have: “in cases of moral apathy feel-
ings arising from sensible impressions lose their influence on moral
feeling only because respect for the moral law is more powerful than
all such feelings together” (Morals, 6:408). Self-mastery is more com-
prehensive than apathy: “Since virtue is based on inner freedom, it
contains a positive command to a human being, namely to bring
all his capacities and inclinations under his (reason’s) control and
so to rule over himself” (Morals, 6:408; see also Practical Reason,
5:118; Collins, 27:360–9).53 So in urging self-mastery, Kant recom-
mends not that we rid ourselves of feelings and inclinations, but
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that we use them in ways that are compatible with – and perhaps
even supportive of – morality. We are not completely passive with
regard to our emotions (Anthropology, 7:254): They respond to our
cultivation, and so are in part products of our choices (Morals, 6:402).
Indeed, virtue involves feelings we have shaped in certain ways.54

Kant is explicit about at least three morally important roles for
feelings of various kinds. First, he talks about certain emotions as
naturally given feelings that we can use in the fulfilment of our
duties and that we therefore have a duty to cultivate (Morals, 6:456–
7, 458). For example, Kant says of sympathy, “it is . . . an indirect
duty to cultivate the natural . . . feelings in us, and to make use of
them as so many means to sympathy based on moral principles and
the feeling appropriate to them” (Morals, 6:457). Among the ways
we can make moral use of sympathy are as a means to understand
what others’ needs and desires are, as a means to communicate our
concern for them and recognition of their wants and needs, as an
incentive to facilitate helping others. Kant does not suggest we cul-
tivate sympathy to take the place of moral motivation. He suggests,
rather, that sympathy has epistemic, communicative, and subordi-
nate motivational roles to play in agents who cultivate sympathy
out of the motive of duty.

Second, Kant talks about moral feeling, conscience, love of human
beings, and respect as special kinds of feelings that we are made aware
of only though consciousness of the moral law (Morals, 6:399). These
feelings are “moral endowments” that “lie at the basis of morality”
and are “subjective conditions of receptivity to the concept of duty”
(Morals, 6:399). It is not a duty to have these feelings; for if we did
not have them, we would not be aware of any duties whatever. It is a
duty to cultivate them, however, because of their moral usefulness.

Third, Kant talks about certain feelings as expressive of the atti-
tude of a truly virtuous agent. He says “a heart joyous in the compli-
ance with its duty . . . is the sign of genuineness in virtuous disposi-
tion” (Religion, 6:24n.). There is an aesthetic temperament of virtue
that is the result of reason working upon sensibility. The frame of
mind emblematic of a virtuous agent is “valiant and cheerful” in ful-
filling her duties (Morals, 6:484). So although Kant associates virtue
with struggle, he denies that the virtuous agent will hate duty or be
miserable in its fulfilment. The resolve, commitment, and apprecia-
tion for the value of virtue and the inner worth of the virtuous agent
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keep such an agent from resenting morality’s commands, even when
they conflict with her happiness. Indeed, the virtuous agent enjoys
a sense of satisfaction in her hard-earned fitness to comply with
morality’s commands to the degree that she does (Practical Reason,
5:117–19).

So for Kant, virtue involves fostering morally useful aspects of
our animality and humanity, besides constraining their expression
in the light of the demands of morality. He recognizes the value of
various emotions, feelings, and inclinations, as well as of prudence
and peace of mind, which “are not sources of virtue, but merely aids
to it” (Collins, 27:465).55

Virtues and vices

In addition to a conception of virtue and vice, Kant’s moral theory
includes many discussions of particular virtues and vices: “in its
idea (objectively) there is only one virtue (as moral strength of one’s
maxims); but in fact (subjectively) there is a multitude of virtues,
made up of several different qualities” (Morals, 6:447). These differ-
ent qualities are required by, or facilitate fulfilment of, moral duties.

In the “Doctrine of Virtue” of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant
sets forth his taxonomy of directly ethical duties (duties of virtue) –
duties for which no external compulsion is morally possible because
they pertain to external actions only indirectly; they pertain directly
to agents’ maxims and ends (objects of choice), and thus are duties to
which agents must constrain themselves through inner freedom. In
presenting these duties, Kant primarily uses the formula of humanity
(Groundwork, 4:429)56 and the supreme principle of the doctrine of
virtue:

Act in accordance with a maxim of ends that it can be a universal law for
everyone to have. In accordance with this principle the human being is an
end for himself as well as for others, and it is not enough that he is not
authorized to use either himself or others merely as a means (since he could
then still be indifferent to them); it is in itself his duty to make the human
being in general his end. (Morals, 6:395; see also 410)

Kant calls the “Doctrine of Virtue” a doctrine of ends. Duties
of virtue do not merely restrict how agents may pursue their
inclination-based ends; they also require agents to recognize their
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own and others’ rational nature as ends more valuable than any
inclination-based end. Consequently, duties of virtue require agents
to adopt and promote the ends of their own perfection and the happi-
ness of others because respect for the rational nature of finite, imper-
fect agents implies a commitment to foster and further their agency.
Perfect duties to oneself, imperfect duties to oneself, duties of respect
for others, and duties of love all follow from the requirement to make
rational nature one’s end.

Kant explains perfect duties to oneself and duties of respect in
terms of vices to be avoided out of respect for rational nature. He
explains duties of love, which follow from the obligatory end of the
happiness of others, in terms of virtues to be cultivated and vices to
be avoided: “To think of several virtues (as one unavoidably does) is
nothing other than to think of the various moral objects to which
the will is led by the one principle of virtue [to do all duties from
respect for the moral law], and so too with regard to the contrary
vices” (Morals, 6:406, see also 395). Vices are “the brood of disposi-
tions opposing the law . . . monsters [the agent] has to fight” (Morals,
6:405). Each virtue and each vice has its own maxim (Morals, 6:404).
An agent can have some virtues and lack others. If her virtues reflect
a pure moral commitment, however, she will not also have vices,
which imply maxims opposing the moral law (Morals, 6:447; Reli-
gion, 6:24–5).

Self-regarding duties require respect for oneself as a rational
human being and promotion of one’s natural and moral perfection.
Perfect duties to oneself are defined primarily in terms of vices con-
trary to them. That is, Kant delineates his notion of proper self-
respect largely in opposition to the maxims and attitudes one ought
to avoid out of respect for oneself. Rarely does Kant explain perfect
duties to oneself in terms of virtues – for example, humaneness,
uprightness, or chastity (Morals, 6:443; Collins, 27:459–60; Vigilan-
tius, 27:637, 699). One shows self-respect through how one treats
one’s body and its drives, as well as how one treats one’s ratio-
nal nature directly (Morals, 6:417–20). Kant calls suicide and self-
mutilation (Morals, 6:421–4; Collins, 27:369–75; Vigilantius, 27:627–
31), gluttony and drunkenness (Morals, 6:427–8; Vigilantius, 27:691),
and sexual self-degradation (Morals, 6:424–6; Collins, 27:390–2; Vig-
ilantius, 27:637–41) “vices contrary to perfect duties to oneself as
an animal and moral being.” He calls lying (to oneself and to others)
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(Morals, 6:429–31; Vigilantius, 27:700–2), avarice (Morals, 6:432–4;
Collins, 27:399–403), and servility (Morals, 6:434–7) “vices contrary
to perfect duties to oneself as a moral being only.” Kant’s terminology
here is unusual, for these “vices” are (on the face of it) not qualities
or dispositions, but ways of acting: acting on various maxims that
express disrespect for oneself. Calling these ways of acting “vices”
makes sense, however, both because these are ways of acting that
the agent must morally constrain herself to avoid (i.e., they are vices
because they are contrary to duties of virtue), and because the quali-
ties and dispositions for which we are morally accountable are those
which are expressed in our maxims.

In the case of duties to oneself as an animal and moral being,
disrespect for one’s rational nature is shown by one’s willingness
to treat one’s animal nature in a way destructive or disruptive to
its reason-supporting role, directly or indirectly (e.g., through under-
mining our physical integrity or our organs’ abilities to function),
for an inclination-based end. So not every act of cutting off a limb
amounts to the vice of self-mutilation. A maxim of removing an
infected limb as a necessary means to save one’s life is not vicious;
but a maxim of surgically transforming one’s body, regardless of the
risks, in order to look as attractive as possible, is (Morals, 6:423).
The first maxim reflects concern for one’s continued existence as a
rational human being, whereas the second reflects a willingness to
endanger one’s agency for the sake of beauty.

Avarice is an illuminating example of a vice contrary to one’s
duty to oneself as a moral being only. By “avarice” Kant means the
hoarding of goods the agent would benefit from using. This hoarding
amounts to a “slavish subjection of oneself to the goods that con-
tribute to happiness, which is a violation of duty to oneself since
one ought to be their master” (Morals, 6:434). Through a maxim of
avarice, an agent degrades herself by treating her agency as a means
to accumulating material goods – as though money or things have
value above her own, or somehow give her life worth. Another impor-
tant and illustrative duty to oneself as a moral being only is that of
avoiding the vice of servility. Through maxims of servility, an agent
treats herself, and encourages others to treat her, as though she were
worth less than other rational human beings. Such a maxim is vicious
because it contradicts the fundamental equality and dignity of each
person as a rational being.
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Difficult questions arise concerning which maxims manifest vari-
ous vices opposed to perfect duties to oneself. It is sometimes hard to
tell, for example, whether one is being merely polite or objectionably
servile. In the “Doctrine of Virtue,” Kant offers casuistical questions
after his exposition of each of these duties, so that his readers can
begin to make progress in their moral judgment.57

Kant has little to say about specific virtues to cultivate regarding
the promotion of one’s natural and moral perfection, perhaps because
there are too many possible virtues to mention. To promote one’s
natural perfection, one must develop whatever excellences pertain
to the abilities of mind, body, and spirit that one thinks it makes
most sense to develop, given one’s particular interests, desires, and
talents. And to promote one’s moral perfection, one must cultivate
all the qualities one needs in order to purify one’s moral motivation
and to fulfill all of one’s other duties to oneself and others (Morals,
6:386–7, 392–3, 444–7).

Duties of respect require treating others in keeping with their
dignity.58 As with perfect duties to oneself, Kant explicates duties
of respect by discussing vices that respect precludes. Vices contrary
to respect for others include arrogance, defamation, and ridicule.
Arrogance is “the inclination to be always on top”; through max-
ims of arrogance, “we demand that others think little of themselves
in comparison with us” (Morals, 6:465). Defamation is “the imme-
diate inclination . . . to bring into the open something prejudicial to
respect for others” – even if true (Morals, 6:466). In defaming oth-
ers, the agent makes herself feel better by making someone else look
worse in others’ eyes. Ridicule is “the propensity to expose others to
laughter, to make their faults the immediate object of one’s amuse-
ment” (Morals, 6:467). All these vices are contrary to proper respect
for others, for all deny their targets the respect they deserve as equal,
rational beings with dignity (Morals, 6:449, 462).

Kant explicates duties of love primarily in terms of other-regarding
virtues, though he only rarely refers to them as virtues. Nevertheless,
these are qualities it is our duty to cultivate as part of promoting the
obligatory end of the happiness of others: beneficence (Morals, 6:448–
54; Collins, 27:416–22), sympathy (Morals, 6:456–8), and gratitude
(Morals, 6:454–6). The maxim of beneficence is one of “[promoting]
according to one’s means the happiness of others in need, without
hoping for something in return” (Morals, 6:453). Cultivating love for
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other human beings is also part of the duty of beneficence (Morals,
6:402). The maxim of sympathy is one both of sharing actively in oth-
ers feelings and of cultivating one’s naturally sympathetic feelings
to assist oneself in understanding their feelings and needs (Morals,
6:456–7). Gratitude likewise involves a maxim of not only “honoring
a person because of a benefit he has rendered us” but also fostering
feelings of appreciativeness for those that help us (Morals, 6:454–6).
For Kant, promoting the happiness of others means helping them
promote their permissible ends. Beneficence directly corresponds to
this requirement; sympathy helpfully assists. Gratitude’s relation is
less direct: When we honor a benefactor and show her that we appre-
ciate what she has done for us, we encourage her, and perhaps others,
to continue helping others.59

Kant explicitly calls “vices” dispositions opposed to duties of love:
“the loathsome family of envy, ingratitude, and malice” (Morals,
6:458–60; Vigilantius, 27:692–5). These vices are opposed to duties
of love because they conflict with the commitment to promote the
happiness of others.60 For example, malice is “the direct opposite
of sympathy” (Morals, 6:459), “malevolence or joy at another’s mis-
fortune,” which may be “coupled with a desire to render the state
of the other unhappy” (Vigilantius, 27:695). These and most other
Kantian vices can be understood as perversions of natural human
tendencies – that is, as vices grafted onto animality and humanity.
Vices opposed to duties of respect and duties of love, for example,
generally reflect the desire to see oneself as better or better off than
one’s neighbors. Ambition, lust for authority, greed, and vengeance
emerge all too easily from human social interactions (Anthropology,
7:267–74).61

In addition to the virtues and vices corresponding to directly eth-
ical duties, Kant discusses many traits that he stops short of call-
ing virtues, or that he calls virtues only inconsistently. These qual-
ities chiefly include dispositions that do not presuppose maxims
grounded in respect for rational nature, but which often indirectly
promote morality. Some traits do this by building people’s trust in
their community; others by reinforcing what morality demands;62

others simply by making virtue seem attractive. Many of these qual-
ities are ones Kant calls “virtues of social intercourse,” such as “affa-
bility, sociability, courtesy, hospitality, and gentleness (in disagree-
ing without quarreling)” (Morals, 6:473). Some social virtues require
“no great degree of moral resolution to bring them about” and so are
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not genuine (i.e., moral) virtues (Collins, 27:456). Yet we neverthe-
less have a duty of virtue to foster these traits “so to associate the
graces with virtue” (Morals, 6:473):

No matter how insignificant these laws of refined humanity may seem, espe-
cially in comparison with pure moral laws, anything that promotes sociabil-
ity, even if it consists only in pleasing maxims or manners, is a garment that
dresses virtue to advantage, a garment to be recommended to virtue in more
serious respects too. The cynic’s purism and the anchorite’s mortification
of the flesh, without social well-being, are distorted figures of virtue, which
do not attract us to it. Forsaken by the graces, they can make no claim to
humanity. (Anthropology, 7:282)

Finally, note that the discussion of virtues and vices in the
“Doctrine of Virtue” is restricted to those pertaining to duties of
one human being to another; it does not extend to discussions of
duties and virtues for those of various ages, social positions, or
sexes (Morals, 6:468–9). When Kant ventures into practical anthro-
pology, however, he distinguishes between masculine and femi-
nine virtues and vices (Anthropology, 7:303–8). For example, Kant
describes courage as a masculine virtue, contrasting it with the fem-
inine virtue of patience (Vigilantius, 27:645–6; Anthropology, 7:257).
Tellingly, he also suggests that patience is only falsely considered a
virtue (Anthropology, 7:149). In addition, Kant suggests that various
races and nations have characteristic virtues and vices (Anthropol-
ogy, 7:311–21).63

Virtue and the human good

In Kant’s system, virtue is not the whole of the human good, which
Kant follows many of his predecessors in calling “the highest good”
(summum bonum). As the complete object of pure practical reason,
the highest good is the systematic unity of those ends that pure prac-
tical reason takes to be good as ends (Practical Reason, 5:108). Thus,
for Kant, the highest good consists not only in virtue, but in hap-
piness as well. Virtue is the unconditioned element of the highest
good; pure practical reason values virtue for its own sake, in every
agent, in all circumstances (Practical Reason, 5:110; Theory and
Practice, 8:278). Happiness, the natural good, which consists in the
satisfaction of an agent’s wants, wishes, and natural needs, is the con-
ditioned element of the highest good. As the natural, finite rational
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beings that we are, we have our own happiness among our ends.
When we constrain our pursuit of happiness by morality and commit
ourselves to pursuing the happiness of others as well as ourselves,
happiness becomes an object of pure practical reason (Practical Rea-
son, 5:110; Morals, 6:453; Religion, 6:36–7; see also Morals, 6:451).
Kant’s views of virtue, happiness, and their relation within the high-
est good develop throughout his career.64 In some versions of the
highest good, happiness is conditioned by and consequent on virtue
in such a way that happiness is perfectly proportionate to virtue.
Each person gets as much happiness as she morally deserves, per-
haps in the next life (Morals, 6:480–2; Practical Reason, 5:122–34).
In other versions, the highest good is a shared, social good achieved
through a historical and political progress, and a worldwide ethical
community’s moral striving (Judgment, 5:450, 453; Religion, 6:5, 93–
100; Theory and Practice, 8:279, 307–12).65 Whatever the details of
Kant’s account, however, he always insists on happiness as an ine-
liminable part of the highest good.

kant’s criticisms of his predecessors

Kant criticizes Aristotle and seeks to distinguish his own theory of
virtue from Aristotle’s on several points. Most notably, Kant insists
that Aristotle was wrong to think of virtue either as a habit or as a
mean between two extremes. Kant defines habit as “a uniformity in
action that has become a necessity through frequent repetition,” “a
lasting inclination apart from any maxim . . . a mechanism of sense
rather than a principle of thought” (Morals, 6:407, 479). But, accord-
ing to Kant, virtue presupposes a maxim, and precludes being fet-
tered by sensibility. Virtue requires and promotes inner freedom. If
virtue were a habit, “then, like any other mechanism of technically
practical reason, it [would be] neither armed for all situations nor
adequately secured against the changes that new temptations could
bring about” (Morals, 6:383–4). More seriously, Kant warns, “if the
practice of virtue were to become a habit the subject would suffer
loss to that freedom in adopting his maxims which distinguishes an
action done from duty” (Morals, 6:409). Thus, Kant insists that virtue
is not simply a habit of acting in accordance with the moral law.

Nor, Kant claims, is virtue a mean: “The distinction between
virtue and vice can never be sought in the degree to which one follows
certain maxims; it must rather be sought only in the specific quality
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of the maxims (their relation to the law). In other words, the well-
known principle (Aristotle’s) that locates virtue in the mean between
two vices is false” (Morals, 6:404). For Kant, virtue implies a moral
maxim and a strength of resolution in acting on that maxim. Vice
implies a choice to act against morality. Virtues are virtues because
their maxims reflect respect for rational nature and are conducive
to the fulfillment of one’s duties. Vices are vices because their max-
ims show disrespect for rational nature and oppose the fulfilment of
duties. Thus, Kant explains that a particular virtue, such as responsi-
ble management of one’s resources, cannot be understood as arising
from a reduction of one vice (prodigality) or an increase in its opposite
vice (miserliness). Each virtue and each vice has its own “distinctive
maxim” (Morals, 6:404, 432–3).

Kant says that ancient philosophers misunderstand the relation
among virtue, happiness, and the human good.66 Kant criticizes the
Epicurean view this way: “The Epicurean had indeed raised a wholly
false principle of morality, i.e., that of happiness, into the supreme
one, and for law had substituted a maxim of free choice of each
according to his inclination.” Thus, Epicureans “degraded their high-
est good” (Practical Reason, 5:126). Kant contrasts the Epicurean
approach with the Stoic position:

The Stoics, on the other hand, had chosen their supreme practical princi-
ple, virtue, quite correctly as the condition of the highest good. But as they
imagined the degree of virtue which is required for its pure law as completely
attainable in this life, they not only exaggerated the moral capacity of [the
human being] . . . beyond all the limits of his nature . . . they also refused to
accept the second component of the highest good, i.e, happiness, as a special
object of human desire. (Practical Reason, 5:126–7)

Kant claims that both Epicureans and Stoics went wrong in thinking
we could achieve the highest good without God and through our free-
dom alone (Practical Reason, 5:125–6). More fundamentally, both
went wrong in failing to appreciate the heterogeneity of the highest
good and in taking the connection between virtue and happiness to be
analytic rather than synthetic (Practical Reason, 5:112–13, 115–16).
Epicureans mistakenly took happiness as a means to virtue, while
the Stoics falsely thought that virtue constitutes happiness (Practical
Reason, 5:24; Mrongovius, 29:623). Thus, the Epicurean conception
of the highest good focused on happiness to the exclusion of (genuine)
virtue, whereas the Stoic conception of the highest good focused on
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virtue at the expense of happiness (properly understood). Unsurpris-
ingly, Kant sees the Stoic view as closer to the truth: Not only is
virtue the unconditioned element of the highest good, but lasting
happiness requires contentment with oneself (Vigilantius, 27:646–
50; Practical Reason, 5:115–19).67

Most of Kant’s criticisms of modern moral philosophers focus on
their theories of obligation rather than their theories of virtue.68 Kant
argues that these philosophers err in setting forth material determin-
ing grounds for the principle of morality. All such approaches lead
to heteronomy and are incapable of grounding a categorical impera-
tive (Groundwork, 4:440–4; Practical Reason, 5:33–41; Mrongovius,
29:620–9). Kant quickly dismisses theories that ground morality in
such circumstantially contingent sources as education (Montaigne)
or civil constitution (Mandeville) (Practical Reason, 5:40–1). Kant
argues that the feelings in which the moral sense theorists such as
Hutcheson and Shaftesbury seek to ground moral obligation are con-
tingent on our nature: Not all rational beings have these sentiments,
and not all human beings have them to the same degree (Practical
Reason, 5:38; Mongrovius, 29:625–6).69 Although Kant shares Wolff’s
view that self-perfection is a crucial part of morality, Kant denies that
the concept of perfection is adequate to ground the supreme moral
principle. Among Kant’s objections to the rational, non-theological
concept of perfection is that it is indeterminate, even empty: To con-
struct a morally relevant, robust conception of perfection, one would
have to presuppose the very moral principle perfection is supposed
to explain (Groundwork, 4:443; Practical Reason, 5:40–1). Similarly,
one of Kant’s reasons for rejecting attempts of theological moral
philosophers, such as Crusius, to ground the supreme moral prin-
ciple in the will of God is Kant’s belief that one must already have
a principle of morality in relation to which one recognizes God’s
perfection (Groundwork, 4:443; Practical Reason, 5:41; Mrongovius,
29:627–8).

response to kant’s theory of virtue

Schiller

In his 1793 On Grace and Dignity,70 Friedrich von Schiller (1759–
1805) responds critically to Kant’s account of virtue. Schiller
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associates grace with harmony between reason and sensibility, duty
and inclination. He associates dignity with reason’s oppression of
sensibility, and duty’s repression of inclination. Schiller argues that
“what is demanded of virtue is not properly speaking dignity, but
grace.”71 Thus, he argues that Kant errs in linking virtue so closely
with dignity. Kant’s conceptions of duty and virtue are too harsh,
devoid of beauty and pleasure. In contrast to Kant, who so tries
clearly to distinguish the moral spring of action from inclination,
Schiller proclaims, “virtue is not anything else ‘than an inclination
for duty.’”72 For Schiller, the inner struggle of a person who restrains
inclination in order to do her duty is preferable to the chaos of one
who lets inclination determine her actions unaided by reason. But
the dignity of the former agent is nevertheless inferior to the grace of
an agent whose sensibility and reason harmonize: “By the fact that
nature has made of [the human being] a being both at once reason-
able and sensuous . . . it has prescribed to him the obligation not to
separate that which she has united. . . . It is only when he gathers, so
to speak, his entire humanity together, and his way of thinking in
morals becomes the result of the united action of the two principles,
when morality has become for him a second nature, it is only then
that it is secure.”73

Kant’s response to Schiller’s criticism is mixed. Kant reiter-
ates views that Schiller finds unappealing, such as that virtue is
the “struggle of inclination with the moral law and the constant
disposition . . . to carry out [one’s] duties” (Vigilantius, 27:492), and
that humans are not capable of doing their duties without inner coer-
cion (Vigilantius, 27:491). Kant says, “I readily grant that I am unable
to associate gracefulness with the concept of duty, by reason of its
very dignity” (Religion, 6:23n.). Because of the self-constraint inher-
ent in the ideas of duty and virtue, these notions call forth in us awe,
the feeling of the sublime; one misrepresents them in aligning them
with beauty and charm (Religion, 6:23n.; Vigilantius, 27:490). Still,
Kant accepts, in his own way, some of Schiller’s points. Kant agrees
that we can take pleasure in virtue. But the sort of pleasure Kant
thinks we take is that of satisfaction with ourselves for having done
something difficult – namely, having equipped ourselves to fulfill our
duties (Vigilantius, 27:490). As we have seen, too, Kant takes a cheer-
ful heart to be a sign of true virtue (Religion, 6:23n.). Moreover, Kant
agrees virtue can be associated with grace, though in a less immediate
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way than Schiller implies. For Kant, graces follow virtue because
of virtue’s often beneficent consequences. And although Kant sees
social graces as proper accompaniments to virtue, making it more
attractive and encouraging in people a sense of trust and hope in oth-
ers’ goodness, he does not conceptually associate virtue with grace,
or claim that virtue requires grace: “virtue . . . does allow the atten-
dance of the graces, who, however, maintain a respectful distance
when duty alone is at issue” (Religion, 6:23n.)

Schopenhauer

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) spends much of On the Basis of
Morality criticizing Kant’s view of morality’s foundation, structure,
and content. Schopenhauer rejects Kant’s rationalism, his account
of moral worth, his taxonomy of duties, his notion of duties to one-
self, and much else.74 Schopenhauer also charges that Kant’s con-
ception of the highest good corrupts morality by making happi-
ness the reward for virtue, and by rendering morality dependent on
religion.75 Schopenhauer accepts Kant’s distinction between noume-
nal and phenomenal worlds. Yet Schopenhauer argues that, whereas
people are individuals phenomenally, we are all one – as will –
noumenally.76 This metaphysical thesis is important for understand-
ing Shopenhauer’s view that compassion is the basis of morality and
the only true moral incentive. Schopenhauer says that, in compas-
sion, “I suffer directly with [another person], I feel his woe just as
I ordinarily feel only my own; and, likewise, I directly desire his
weal in the same way I otherwise desire only my own. But this
requires that I am in some way identified with him, in other words,
that this entire difference between me and everyone else, which is
the very basis of my egoism, is eliminated, to a certain extent at
least.”77 The compassionate person, then, perceives and responds
appropriately to our noumenal unity, whereas others, egoists in par-
ticular, remain deluded by the appearance of plurality.78 Compas-
sion is the core of Schopenauer’s (non-eudaimonistic) virtue theory.
Schopenhauer holds that the virtues of justice and philanthropy fol-
low from compassion, and that all other virtues flow from justice and
philanthropy.79 All vices, such as greed, lust, cruelty, and treachery,
spring from the incentives of egoism and malice.80 Schopenhauer
is far more pessimistic than Kant about moral self-improvement.
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Schopenhauer describes virtues and vices as “inherent and enduring
qualities,” and the goodness or badness of one’s character as “innate
and ineradicable.”81

contemporary virtue ethics

Neither Kant’s moral theory in general, nor his theory of virtue
in particular, has been warmly received by contemporary virtue
ethicists. Especially early on, contemporary virtue ethicists made
the case for a return to virtue through critiques of the dominant
moral approaches of Kantianism and utilitarian consequentialism.82

G. E. M. Anscombe’s “Modern Moral Philosophy,”83 which is widely
credited with reviving virtue ethics, does far more than criticize
Kant. Certainly, however, one of the more influential claims of
Anscombe’s paper is that Kant’s notion of self-legislation is inade-
quate to ground his system of duties. According to Anscombe, Kant’s
moral theory is incoherent: It portrays morality as independent of
religion, and yet includes notions such as moral obligation and moral
law that depend on a divine law giver. Anscombe argues that “the
concepts of obligation, and duty . . . and of what is morally right and
wrong, and of the moral sense of ‘ought’, ought to be jettisoned if this
is psychologically possible; because they are survivals, or derivatives
from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics which no longer
generally survives, and are only harmful without it.”84

Many virtue-oriented critics of Kant have objected that his moral
theory demands unreasonable impartiality, is hostile to emotions,
and includes a conception of virtue that is impossibly demanding.85

For example, in “Moral Saints,”86 Susan Wolf draws on Kant’s views
of virtue and imperfect duties to sketch an account of a Kantian agent
whose life is objectionably dominated by morality:

The Kantian would have to value his activities and character traits in so
far as they were manifestations of respect for the moral law. If the develop-
ment of our powers to achieve physical, intellectual, or artistic excellence,
or activities directed towards making others happy are to have any moral
worth, they must arise from a reverence for the dignity that members of our
species have as a result of being endowed with pure practical reason. This is
a good and noble motivation, to be sure. But . . . it is hardly what one hopes
to find lying dominantly behind a father’s action on behalf of his son or a
lover’s on behalf of her beloved.87
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Some virtue-ethical criticisms of Kant regarding emotions and
impartiality link virtue ethics to the ethics of care.88 In this vein,
Annette Baier suggests that a Humean virtue ethics better responds
to the “different voice” captured by Carol Gilligan than do Kantian
or consequentialist theories. In contrast to Kant, whose ethics Baier
criticizes as too focused on rule-following, rationality, autonomy,
equality, and interpersonal conflict, Baier sees Hume as offering a
moral theory that recognizes the importance of character traits, the
role of feeling in moral judgment, “fluid” boundaries between oneself
and others, the moral significance of unchosen relationships (includ-
ing those among nonequals), and intrapersonal conflicts.89

Because of the dominance of Kant’s Groundwork and second
Critique among Kant’s ethical works in much of the English-
speaking philosophical world, some criticisms of Kant’s moral theory
may well be made in ignorance of Kant’s theory of virtue – or with a
poor understanding of that theory. In contrast, Rosalind Hursthouse,
a neo-Aristotelian familiar with a range of Kant’s ethical writings,
offers a fairly charitable appraisal of Kant’s (and Kantian) ethics.90

Hursthouse takes Aristotle’s ethics to do better than Kant’s in recog-
nizing the moral significance of emotions and the relation between
emotions and rationality. Yet she sees the potential for a more sophis-
ticated Kantian account of emotions in the life of a virtuous person –
perhaps to be constructed from Kant’s own more thoughtful claims
about emotions in the “Doctrine of Virtue.”91 We may reasonably
hope that as Kantians further clarify Kant’s theory of virtue, its rich-
ness will be more widely appreciated.92
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16 Kant’s ambitions in
the third Critique

Kant’s ambitions in the Critique of the Power of Judgment are vast.
The Introduction to the book, while setting the stage for the issues to
be addressed in its two main parts, returns to an issue first broached
in the Appendix to the “Transcendental Dialectic” of the Critique
of Pure Reason, namely, the idea of a system of empirical laws of
nature, but also suggests for the first time that their systematicity
can ground the necessity of such laws, a clear addition to the the-
ory of experience of the first Critique. The first main part of the
book, the “Critique of the Aesthetic Power of Judgment,” takes up a
wide range of the topics debated in eighteenth-century aesthetics –
including the ontological status of beauty, the universal validity of
judgments of taste and the possibility of aesthetic criticism, the con-
trast between the beautiful and the sublime, the nature of genius,
and the moral significance of aesthetic experience – and uniquely
attempts to show that our aesthetic judgments and practices have a
rational foundation even though they cannot be grounded on deter-
minate principles. The second main part of the work, the “Critique
of the Teleological Power of Judgment,” takes up specific debates
in contemporary biology, such as the controversy between epige-
netic and preformationist theories of reproduction and the emerging
debate over the possibility of speciation by evolution, while also
tackling broader philosophical problems such as the possibility of
comprehending organisms in general and the moral significance of
nature as a whole. Above all, the third Critique argues that our plea-
sures in the beautiful and the sublime and our sense of the purpo-
siveness of nature stemming from our experience of organisms can
help bridge the “incalculable gulf fixed between the domain of the
concept of nature, as the sensible, and the domain of the concept
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of freedom, as the supersensible” (Judgment, Introduction II, 5:175–
6),1 and thereby unify Kant’s theoretical and practical philosophy in
a single theory of human experience. In all of this, although he does
not drop many names in the book, Kant also expressly or tacitly
responds to a wide array of contemporary authors, learning from but
also criticizing the empiricist theories of taste of Francis Hutcheson,
David Hume, and Henry Home, the psychological analyses of our
feelings of beauty and sublimity by Edmund Burke, the cognitivist
aesthetics of Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten and Georg Friedrich
Meier, Alexander Gerard’s argument that genius is manifest in both
fine art and natural science, the preformationism of Albrecht von
Haller and Charles Bonnet, the epigenesis of the Comte de Buffon,
the Bildungstrieb of Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, and especially
Leibniz’s version of the preestablished harmony between the princi-
ples of nature and grace and Hume’s critique of the argument from
design in the Dialogues concerning Natural Religion.

So it would be impossible to discuss even just the major topics or
the highlights of the historical context of the Critique of the Power of
Judgment in a single essay, let alone both. At the same time, it would
be profoundly misleading to attempt to reduce the topics of the book
to a single idea (even though Kant himself attempts to do this with
his new conception of “reflecting judgment”) or to a response to a
single author (as one author has done in seeing the whole work as an
argument between Kant and his one-time student Johann Herder).2

Nevertheless, just as it can be immensely helpful, especially to the
Anglo-American reader, to interpret and evaluate the Critique of
Pure Reason as a response to Hume’s doubts about our ordinary con-
ceptions of causation, external objects, and the self,3 so I want to
suggest here too that it can be illuminating to read much in the third
Critique as a protracted argument with Hume. In this essay I will
interpret and assess three of Kant’s main topics in the work – the
necessary truth of particular laws of nature, the universal validity of
judgments of taste, and the moral significance of a teleological con-
ception of nature – as attempts to provide a priori foundations for
what Hume thought were matters of mere imagination and custom
without relapsing into the rationalist metaphysics, aesthetics, and
teleology of Leibniz, Christian Wolff, and Alexander Baumgarten.
Hume gave a strictly empiricist explanation of our belief in the neces-
sity of particular causal laws, of our confidence in the existence of
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a standard of taste, and of our belief in an intelligent designer and
creator of nature. In the third Critique, Kant wanted to show that an
a priori and transcendental (although regulative rather than consti-
tutive) principle of the systematicity of nature underlies our belief
in the necessity of particular causal laws; that an a priori principle
underlies our claims of universal validity for our judgments of taste,
although it cannot yield a standard of taste in the sense of rules for
making those judgments; and that our experience of nature leads us
to an a priori conception of its designer and his purposes, although
that conception can be made determinate only by moral conceptions
and can be put to use only for moral purposes.

1. hume on necessity, taste, and design

Hume’s empiricist accounts of our belief in the necessity of particular
causal laws, of the standard of taste, and of our belief in the intelligent
design and creation of nature are well known and understood (except
perhaps the last), so my account of these targets for Kant can be
brief.

i. the necessity of causality. Hume raised three major ques-
tions about our belief in causation: What is the source of the idea
of necessary connection that we include alongside of our ideas of
spatial contiguity and temporal succession in our complex idea of
causation?4 Why do we believe the general principle “that what-
ever begins to exist, must have a cause of existence”?5 And “Why
[do] we conclude that such particular causes must necessarily have
such particular effects, and why [do] we form an inference from one
to another?”6 In the Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40), where
all three of these questions are explicitly raised, Hume says that it
would be “more convenient to sink” the second of these questions
into the third, and in the end much more clearly answers the first
and third of his questions than the second. Kant is not supposed
to have known the Treatise, however, only the abbreviated Enquiry
concerning Human Understanding of nine years later (1748), where
Hume does not clearly raise the second of these questions at all,7

and so of course answers only the first and third. So one might think
that in the Critique of Pure Reason Kant would have focused on
those two questions, that is, the source of our idea of the necessity
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of causal connections and the basis for our belief in particular causal
laws. In fact, however, in the first Critique Kant offers an elaborate
theory of the origins of the category of causation and of our belief in
the universal principle that “Everything that happens (begins to be)
presupposes something which it follows in accordance with a rule,”8

thus answering the second question that Hume had left largely unan-
swered, while ignoring the third question that Hume himself had
attempted to answer in the Treatise. But in the Introduction to the
Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant does give his answer to
Hume’s question about our belief in particular causal laws; so for
my purposes in this chapter I will focus on the first and third of
Hume’s questions.9

Hume’s problem about the source of the simple idea of necessary
connection that is an essential part of our complex idea of causa-
tion arises from the fundamental principle of his empiricism, “that
all our simple ideas in their first appearance are deriv’d from sim-
ple impressions, which are correspondent to them, and which they
exactly represent.”10 His argument is then that in any case of cau-
sation we can readily find the impressions of spatial contiguity and
temporal succession that give rise to our ideas of those relations,
but we can find no impression from which we might get the idea
of necessary connection by means of which we are supposed to be
able to distinguish a causal relation from a merely accidental jux-
taposition of two objects or states of affairs – necessary connection
is just not the sort of thing we can see or touch.11 Hume’s problem
about our belief in particular causal laws, or in his terms particular
causal inferences, is that they are clearly not what he calls truths of
reason, or what Kant would call analytical truths, that is, the con-
cept of the effect is not contained in the concept of the cause and
cannot be inferred from it by purely logical methods, and of course
we cannot infer the supposed effect from the supposed cause through
the idea of necessary connection itself, because we do not yet have
a source for that idea. Yet, if we turn to the only alternative to rea-
son, namely, experience, more precisely our prior experience of the
“constant conjunction” of pairs of objects or events, we could only
infer that a new experience of a token of the type that we think of as
the cause must be followed by a token of the type of effect we expect
if we could proceed upon the principle “that instances, of which we
have had no experience, must resemble those, of which we have
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had experience, and that the course of nature continues always uni-
formly the same.”12 However, that principle is not a truth of logic,
nor could it be inferred from prior experience without presupposing
its own truth. Thus, we apparently have no adequate basis in either
reason or experience for our particular causal inferences, or belief in
particular causal laws.

Of course, Hume does not rest with skepticism about causation,
which he in fact believes is the basis for all our knowledge of the
external world, but instead offers a naturalistic explanation of both
our idea of necessary connection and our belief in particular causal
laws, indeed a single explanation of both of these. As he suggests,
“’twill appear in the end, that the necessary connection depends on
the inference, instead of the inference’s depending on the necessary
connexion.”13 His theory is that because of the way the imagination
works, repeated experience of pairs of objects or events of a certain
type creates both a tendency to have a vivid idea of the second mem-
ber of the pair when presented with an impression of the first, an idea
so vivid that it is as good as belief,14 as well as a feeling of the transi-
tion of the mind from the impression to that vivid idea, “an internal
impression of the mind, or a determination to carry our thoughts
from one object to another,” which is then transformed into an idea
of necessity in the object because “the mind has a great propensity
to spread itself on external objects, and to conjoin with them any
internal impressions, which they occasion, and which always make
their appearance at the same time that these objects discover them-
selves to the senses.”15 Repeated experience of constant conjunction
thus gives rise to both causal inferences and our idea of necessary
connection.

Now Hume himself recognized the empirical character of this
answer to his first and third questions, that is, that it depends on
observation16 of how the mind itself has worked rather than on any
reasoning about how it must work; at least that is what his des-
ignation of this account as a “Sceptical Solution” of his “Sceptical
Doubts concerning the Operations of the Understanding” suggests.17

Kant clearly found Hume’s empirical account inadequate and tried
to supply an a priori origin of our concept of causation in his theory
of the categories and his derivation of the “synthetic principles of
pure understanding” in the Critique of Pure Reason. In a nutshell,
Kant’s claims are that we can transform the purely logical concept of
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ground and consequence into the “schematized” category of cause
and effect by interpreting it in the light of our equally pure and
a priori intuitions of space and time, and that we can justify the
synthetic a priori principle that every event has a cause by demon-
strating that knowledge of particular causal laws is the condition
of the very possibility of our knowledge of succession in objective
states of affairs, a kind of knowledge that Hume never thought to
doubt.18 But in the first Critique, Kant offers no account of how
we can come to know particular causal laws even though he clearly
explains the role they play in our knowledge of change. His answer
to this question comes only in the Introduction to the third Critique.

ii. a standard of taste. Hume does not explicitly present it this
way, but both his solution to the problem “Of a Standard of Taste”
offered in his famous 1757 essay of that name and the theory of
beauty dispersed throughout the Treatise and first Enquiry on which
that solution rests are clearly intended to be empirical in character.
Hume’s theory of beauty is that in a certain number of cases our plea-
sure in an object is just an inexplicable response to certain features of
its appearance or “species,” while in a larger number of cases it is a
response to the perception of its actual or apparent utility, which we
enjoy either directly or else because of the imagination’s tendency
toward sympathy with the pleasure of others or its tendency to carry
our response from actual utility over to merely apparent or imagined
utility.19 In all cases, “beauty is nothing but a form, which produces
pleasure, as deformity is a structure of parts, which conveys pain; and
since the power of producing pain and pleasure makes in this manner
the essence of beauty and deformity, all the effects of these qualities
must be deriv’d from the sensation.” The beauty of mere appearance
“is such an order and construction of parts, as . . . is fitted to give a
pleasure and satisfaction to the soul” “by the primary constitution of
our nature,” while the beauty of actual or apparent utility, which is “a
great part of the beauty, which we admire either in animals or in other
objects, is deriv’d from the idea of convenience and utility,” either
our own, which we enjoy directly, that of another, which we enjoy
by sympathy, or merely apparent utility, which we enjoy through
the associative mechanisms of the imagination.20 Kant will incorpo-
rate Hume’s distinction between the two varieties of beauty in his
own distinction between “free” and “adherent” beauty (Judgment,
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§16), but what he will attempt to reject is Hume’s strictly empirical
observation that beauty and all of its effects are derived solely from
sensations which are due to nothing more than the constitutions of
our physiology and imagination.

Hume’s theory of beauty is expounded only episodically in the
Treatise, chiefly to illustrate points in his theory of the passions and
moral philosophy, and is not accompanied with an explicit statement
about its epistemological status. But the strictly empiricist character
of Hume’s methodology is explicit in “Of the Standard of Taste,” his
contribution to the eighteenth-century debate about the intersubjec-
tive validity of aesthetic judgments. Hume uses strictly empiricist
language when he states that

It appears then, that amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there are
certain general principles of approbation or blame, whose influence a care-
ful eye may trace in all operations of the mind. Some particular forms or
qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric, are calculated to
please, and others to displease.21

Of course, people do not always agree in their pleasure in and appro-
bation of particular objects, but Hume does not take that to imply
that the “general principles of approbation” are merely statistical
or probabilistic; rather, if these principles “fail of their effect in any
particular instance, it is from some apparent defect or imperfection
in the organ.” Or as he puts it,

But though all the general rules of art are founded only on experience and
the observation of the common sentiments of human nature, we must not
imagine, that, on every occasion, the feelings of men will be conformable to
these rules. Those finer emotions of the mind are of a very tender and delicate
nature, and require the concurrence of many favourable circumstances to
make them play with facility and exactness, according to their general and
established principles.22

The project of the essay is then to determine the “favourable cir-
cumstances” that allow some people, the best qualified critics, to
discern most reliably the pleasures that objects have to offer us and
therefore to make judgments of taste that should be paradigmatic for
the rest of us.23 These “favourable circumstances” obtain when crit-
ics have “a perfect serenity of mind, a recollection of thought, a due
attention to the object,”24 or, more fully, delicacy of taste, practice,
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opportunity for frequent comparisons among objects, and the free-
dom and good sense to “check” inappropriate prejudices and adopt
appropriate prejudices for the enjoyment of particular objects.25 But
we need not worry about the details of these conditions here; the
chief point for us is simply that Hume is confident that the general
principles of taste, the mechanisms of physiology and imagination
that make them “tender and delicate,”26 and the conditions for their
optimal operation are all “founded only on experience and on the
observation of the common sentiments of human nature.” This will
be Kant’s target in the “Analytic of the Beautiful” and the “Deduc-
tion of judgments of taste” in the third Critique.

iii. design and purpose in nature. Hume criticized the tradi-
tional argument from the apparent design of the natural world to an
omniscient, omnipotent, and benevolent God in Section 11, “Of a
Particular Providence and of a Future State,” in the Enquiry concern-
ing Human Understanding, which was known to Kant by the mid-
dle of the 1750s, and in the Dialogues concerning Natural Religion,
which were translated into German in 1781, very quickly after their
posthumous publication in English in 1779. It is easy to read Hume
as completely rejecting the argument from design, which was advo-
cated by moderate and enlightened divines from the end of the sev-
enteenth century until the end of the eighteenth, well after Hume’s
own book.27 In both the Enquiry and the Dialogues, Hume argues
that it is not rational to infer to a perfectly intelligent and purposive
creator from a nature that is clearly imperfect and often contrapur-
posive, at least as far as we can see. For example, in the Enquiry
the “friend” who seems to speak for Hume (unlike the rest of the
Enquiry, this section is written in dialogue form) says that

The Deity is known to us only by his productions, and is a single being in the
universe, not comprehended under any species or genus, from whose experi-
enced attributes or qualities we can, by analogy, infer any attribute or quality
in him. As the universe shows wisdom and goodness, we infer wisdom and
goodness. As it shows a particular degree of these perfections, we infer a par-
ticular degree of them, precisely adapted to the effect which we examine. But
farther attributes or farther degrees of the same attributes, we can never be
authorized to infer or suppose, by any rules of just reasoning. . . . Every sup-
posed addition to the works of nature makes an addition to the attributes
of the Author of nature; and consequently, being entirely unsupported by

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc16 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:14

546 kant and modern philosophy

any reason or argument, can never be admitted but as mere conjecture and
hypothesis.28

And in the Dialogues, Hume’s apparent spokesman Philo makes
much sport with the argument, proposing that if we examine the
world around us closely we might have to infer that it has just grown
like a vegetable, or perhaps was designed by an immature god or a
superannuated god or an ill-managed committee of gods. But it is
important to note that throughout all of the fun Hume’s apparent
spokesmen deny the rationality of arguing for the existence of God by
analogy with other forms of creation that we know, not the natural-
ness of the belief in an intelligent and purposive design and designer
of the universe. In fact, Hume’s spokesman Philo seems to allow that
belief in the purposive design of the universe and the intelligence of
its author is not only natural but also useful:

A Purpose, an Intention, a Design strikes every where the most careless,
the most stupid Thinker; and no man can be so harden’d in absurd Systems,
as at all times to reject it. That Nature does nothing in vain, is a Maxim
establish’d in all the Schools, merely from the Contemplation of the Works
of Nature, without any religious Purpose; and, from a firm Conviction of
its Truth, an Anatomist, who had observ’d a new Organ or Canal, wou’d
never be satisfy’d, till he had also discover’d its Use and Intention. One
great Foundation of the Copernican System is the Maxim, that Nature acts
by the simplest Methods, and chooses the most proper Means to any End;
and Astronomers often, without thinking of it, lay this strong Foundation of
Piety and Religion. The same thing is observable in other Parts of Philosophy:
And thus all the Sciences almost lead us insensibly to acknowledge a first
intelligent Author.29

As with causation in general, Hume in fact seems to think that our
belief in God as the author of nature cannot be logically derived from
reason or experience but is still a natural, irresistible, and useful prod-
uct of the real source of our most fundamental beliefs, namely, the
imagination. Kant will clearly agree with Hume that the concep-
tion of God is the source of useful strategies for the investigation of
nature – indeed, Hume’s use of the term “maxim” in this passage
may make it a direct source for Kant’s discussion of the maxims of
scientific inquiry in the Introduction to the third Critique (Intro-
duction V, 5:182). But he will equally clearly reject Hume’s merely
empirical recognition that the idea of an intelligent designer of nature
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comes to us through the ordinary mechanisms of the imagination.
Kant will insist that the idea of God has an a priori origin in pure
reason, although it has only heuristic value for the conduct of scien-
tific inquiry and can be made determinate only from a moral point
of view, indeed only to support our own efforts to comply fully with
the demands of morality.

This will have to suffice for a sketch of Humean positions to which
Kant will respond in the Critique of the Power of Judgment. Let us
now turn to Kant’s responses.

2. kant on the necessity of the laws of nature

Kant presents the whole Critique of the Power of Judgment as a the-
ory of “reflecting” rather than “determining” judgment, although
this distinction seems to have come to him quite late in the devel-
opment of his thought.30 Judgment is “determining” when “the uni-
versal (the rule, the principle, the law) is given,” and the power
of judgment only “subsumes the particular under it.” Judgment is
“reflecting,” however, when “only the particular is given, for which
the universal is to be found” (Judgment, Introduction IV, 5:179). In
other words, determining judgment seeks to apply a given universal
to a particular, whereas determining judgment seeks to find an appro-
priate universal for a particular that is already given. Whether this
conception of reflecting judgment fits all the cases of judgment that
Kant discusses in the third Critique, especially the judgment of the
beautiful, which Kant says “pleases universally without a concept”
at all (Judgment, §9, 5:219), is debatable.31 But it certainly fits the
first use of the power of judgment that Kant describes in the Intro-
duction to the third Critique, namely, the search for determinate
empirical laws of nature by means of which the a priori but com-
pletely abstract principles established in the first Critique – such
as the principle that “All alterations occur in accordance with the
law of the connection of cause and effect” (B 232) – can be applied
to particular objects of experience. There is an issue here because
the concepts contained in such general principles are not specific
enough to be applied directly to our empirical intuitions – the con-
cept of causation, for example, is in fact only the abstract idea of “the
succession of the manifold insofar as it is subject to a rule,” or what
Kant calls a “schema” for an empirical concept (A 144/B 183) – and
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there are in fact always a variety of conceivable ways in which such
a general idea could be applied to particular sensory data, that is,
a variety of hypotheses about causation that are equally consistent
with the empirical data. Changes in the temperature of substances,
for example, could be explained as the regular outcome of transfers
of some substance distinct from that the temperature of which has
changed (phlogiston) or as the regular outcomes of changes in the
velocity of the particles of the same substance whose temperature
has changed (the molecular theory of heat, which of course eventu-
ally won out over the phlogiston theory). But the general concept of
causation or the general principle that every alteration has a cause
does not by itself tell us which of these more concrete conceptions
of causation to adopt.

This is at least the most obvious interpretation of the problem that
Kant has in mind in the initial discussion of reflecting judgment in
the first draft of the Introduction to the third Critique, which was
apparently written in early 1789, about halfway through his compo-
sition of the book.32 Here Kant writes thus:

With regard to the general concepts of nature, under which a concept of
experience (without specific empirical determination) is first possible at all,
reflection already has its directions in the concept of a nature in general,
i.e., in the understanding. . . . But for those concepts which must first of all
be found for given empirical intuitions, and which presuppose a particu-
lar law of nature, in accordance with which alone particular experience is
possible, the power of judgment requires a special and at the same time
transcendental principle for its reflection, and one cannot refer it in turn
to already known empirical concepts and transform reflection into a mere
comparison with empirical forms for which one already has concepts. For it
is open to question how one could hope to arrive at empirical concepts of
that which is common to the different natural forms through the compari-
son of perceptions, if, on account of the great diversity of its empirical laws,
nature (as it is quite possible to think) has imposed on these natural forms
such a great diversity that all or at least most comparison would be useless
for producing consensus. (FI, Section V, 20:212–13)

In other words, the problem is that on the basis of only the abstract
laws of nature established in the first Critique, “we could not hope to
find our way in a labyrinth of the multiplicity of possible empirical
laws” (20:214).
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Kant’s response to this problem is that we must simply “presup-
pose that even with regard to its empirical laws nature has observed
a certain economy suitable to our power of judgment and a uni-
formity that we can grasp, and this presupposition, as an a priori
principle of the power of judgment, must precede all comparison”
(20:213). In fact, we must not merely presuppose that the num-
ber of possible empirical concepts of nature is sufficiently small to
be manageable by creatures with limited cognitive resources like
ourselves; we must also presuppose the “general but at the same
time indeterminate principle of a purposive arrangement of nature
in a system, as it were for the benefit of our power of judgment,
in the suitability of its particular laws (about which understanding
has nothing to say) for the possibility of experience as a system”
(20:214). By a system, Kant means “a hierarchical order of species
and genera” (20:213). Such a system could be a system of concepts
of natural forms, such as the Linnean taxonomy of plants and ani-
mals, which divides them into species, genera, families, orders, and
so on on the basis of morphological similarities of parts such as repro-
ductive organs, teeth, and the like, or a system of natural laws, or
laws about natural forces, which subsumes more particular laws,
such as the laws of chemistry, under more general laws, such as
the laws of physics. Kant spells out this conception of a system in
some detail (20:214–15) but does not actually explain in equal detail
how presupposing that our concepts of forms and laws can be orga-
nized into systems will address the problem of the underdetermi-
nation of particular laws by the general laws of nature. But his idea
seems to be that seeking to find “in the immeasurable multiplic-
ity of things in accordance with possible empirical laws sufficient
kinship among them to enable them to be brought under empirical
concepts (classes) and these in turn under more general laws (higher
genera) and thus for an empirical system of nature to be reached”
(20:215) will help us by directing us to prefer among possible empir-
ical concepts for some given data those that fit into a system with
other empirical concepts we already have over those that do not, or
those that fit better into a system over those that fit worse. With a
guideline such as this, our search for empirical concepts to mediate
between empirical intuitions and the general concepts of nature –
the task of reflecting judgment – would not be “arbitrary and blind”
(20:212).
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Kant insists that we should not merely strive to find empirical
concepts of nature that fit into a system, but that we must presuppose
the “transcendental” principle

that nature in its boundless multiplicity has hit upon a division of itself
into genera and species that makes it possible for our power of judgment to
find consensus in the comparison of natural forms and to arrive at empirical
concepts, and their interconnection with each other, through ascent to more
general but still empirical concepts; i.e., the power of judgment presupposes
a system of nature which is also in accordance with empirical laws and does
so a priori, consequently by means of a transcendental principle. (20:212)

The principle of reflecting judgment is not merely the “logical” or
methodological prescription that we should prefer systematic over
non-systematic empirical concepts, but the “transcendental” prin-
ciple “of regarding nature a priori as qualified for a logical system
of its multiplicity under empirical laws” (20:214), the principle that
“Nature specifies its general laws into empirical ones, in accordance
with the form of a logical system, in behalf of the power of judg-
ment” (20:216). Contrary to Hume, Kant clearly maintains that we
must make the a priori presupposition that nature itself is system-
atic, and that we can seek particular laws of nature, thus particular
causal laws, only on this presupposition.

But why must we not just seek to introduce systematicity into
our own concepts, and instead presuppose that nature itself is
systematic? Several assumptions might account for such a claim.
One would be the assumption of a correspondence theory of truth,
on which a systematic set of concepts of nature could be true only
if the forms or laws of nature are themselves systematic. Another
would be an assumption about practical rationality, on which it is
rational to seek to realize a goal only if we have some sort of guar-
antee that such a goal can actually be achieved – so that it would be
rational to seek systematicity among our concepts of nature only if
we have the guarantee that nature itself is systematic. Kant clearly
holds a correspondence theory for empirical truths (see Pure Reason,
A 59–60/B 84–5), and his doctrine of the postulates of pure practical
reason is clearly based on the principle that it is rational to seek a
goal only if we have a guarantee that the accomplishment of that
goal is possible (although at least once he recognizes that if a goal
is sufficiently important, as the goal of durable international peace
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certainly is, then it is entirely rational to pursue it as long as we
just have sufficient reason to believe that its necessary conditions
are not impossible).33 So both of these could certainly be among
Kant’s motives for insisting that the principle of the systematicity
of nature itself is not merely logical but transcendental, that is, an a
priori principle about the object of our investigation.

In the published version of the Introduction, however, Kant makes
a new point, missing from the first draft, which makes it clear that
his conception of the systematicity of the forms and laws of nature
is meant as a direct answer to Hume’s problem about the necessity
of causal laws – that is, not just the necessity that we know causal
laws, but the necessary truth of those laws themselves. Kant here
presents the fundamental problem for reflecting judgment as follow:

The determining power of judgment under universal transcendental laws,
given by the understanding, merely subsumes; the law is sketched out for it
a priori, and it is therefore unnecessary for it to think of a law for itself in
order to be able to subordinate the particular in nature to the universal. – But
there is such a manifold of forms of the universal transcendental concepts of
nature that are left undetermined by those laws that the pure understanding
gives a priori . . . that there must nevertheless also be laws for it which, as
empirical, may indeed be contingent in accordance with the insight of our
understanding, but which, if they are to be called laws (as is also required by
the concept of a nature) must be regarded as necessary on a principle of the
unity of the manifold, even if that principle is unknown to us.

(Judgment, Introduction IV, 5:179–80)

Or as he formulates it a second time:

The understanding is of course in possession a priori of universal laws of
nature, without which nature could not be an object of experience at all; but
it still requires in addition a certain order of nature in its particular rules,
which can only be known to it empirically and which from its point of view
are contingent. These rules, without which there would be no progress from
the general analogy of a possible experience in general to the particular, it
must think as laws (i.e., as necessary), because otherwise they would not con-
stitute an order of nature, even though it does not and never can cognize their
necessity. Thus although it cannot determine anything a priori with regard
to those (objects), it must yet, in order to investigate these empirical so-
called laws, ground all reflection on nature on an a priori principle, namely,
that in accordance with these laws a cognizable order of nature is possible –
the sort of principle that is expressed in the following propositions: that
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there is in nature a subordination of genera and species that we can grasp;
that the latter in turn converge in accordance with a common principle . . . ;
that since it seems initially unavoidable for our understanding to have to
assume as many different kinds of causality as there are specific differences
of natural effects, they may nevertheless stand under a small number of
principles with the discovery of which we have to occupy ourselves, etc.

(Judgment, Introduction V, 5:184–5)

In response to this formulation of the problem, Kant then reformu-
lates the transcendental principle of reflecting judgment thus:

Now this principle can be nothing other than this: that since universal laws
of nature have their ground in our understanding, which prescribes them
to nature (although only in accordance with the universal concept of it as
nature), the particular empirical laws, in regard to that which is left unde-
termined in them by the former, must be considered in terms of the sort of
unity they would have if an understanding (even if not ours) had likewise
given them for the sake of our faculty of cognition, in order to make possible
a system of experience in accordance with particular laws of nature.

(Judgment, Introduction IV, 5:180)

This obviously differs from the formulation of the principle in the
first draft in making explicit Kant’s assumption that all laws must
originate in mind – what we might think of as a profoundly neo-
Platonic assumption underlying Kant’s entire philosophy – so if some
laws do not originate in our mind, they must be thought of as if they
originate in a mind more capacious than our own. But in context, it
also makes it clear that laws must be thought of as part of a system
in order to give them the necessity that they need to be laws at all
but cannot otherwise possess.

What is Kant’s idea here? Once again, he does not explain himself,
but the most obvious interpretation of his idea would seem to be
that a generalization that seems contingent when considered on its
own can seem to be necessary when it is part of a system in which
it is entailed by the higher-order generalizations under which it is
subsumed and is the only candidate to entail the lower-order gen-
eralizations that are subsumed under it. If so, then looking for laws
that are a part of a system is not just a heuristic for choosing among
alternative hypotheses when our search would otherwise be blind
and arbitrary, but a heuristic that has nothing to do with the modal
status of the generalizations so found; rather, its position within a
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system would be precisely what gives a generalization the modal
status of a law. Thus we could not leave acknowledgment of their
position in a system behind once we have found our generalizations,
as we could do with a mere heuristic; membership in a system would
remain a condition of our recognition of our generalizations as laws.
And since in Kant’s way of thought the idea of the imposition of laws
by a mind is in fact necessary to explain the necessity of those laws,
it would be precisely by imposing on nature a system of laws that the
understanding more capacious than our own, which we imagine in
the principle of reflecting judgment, would impose the necessity on
those particular laws that the categories of our own understanding
are not sufficient to impose.

Now we can come back to the question of Kant’s motivation for
making the principle of reflecting judgment a transcendental rather
than merely logical principle. It is just that there must be a source of
the necessity of particular laws of nature when that source obviously
cannot be our own minds, which can impose only the necessity of the
general principles of the understanding on our experience of nature.
In the first instance, we can think of that additional source of neces-
sity as the systematicity of nature itself, although we might also go
on to think, as Kant does in the published Introduction, that this
systematicity must itself be imposed on nature by an understand-
ing greater than our own. And the idea that we must presuppose the
systematicity of nature in order to lend necessity to particular laws
of nature can also explain what might seem another puzzle about
Kant’s account, namely, what good it could do us to suppose that
these laws are “necessary on a principle of the unity of the manifold,
even if that principle is unknown to us” (Judgment, Introduction IV,
5:180). The answer to this question is simply that we must be able
to regard particular laws of nature as necessarily true even before we
have discovered the whole system of them – which indeed we may
never do at all – and we can do that only if we assume that the whole
system of laws that makes the particular laws we know necessary
exists, even if we do not know it. Thus we must suppose that the
system of laws, beyond the bits of it that we happen to know, exists
in nature itself (put there, if we want to follow the rest of Kant’s
thought, by an understanding greater than our own).

Thus Kant’s thought is that the transcendental principle of the
systematicity of nature provides an a priori basis for the objective
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necessity of causal laws instead of the subjective basis in the merely
empirically known workings of the imagination, which was all that
Hume could offer for the origin of the idea of necessary connec-
tion. Of course, now we must ask how plausible this response to
Hume is.34

One question that naturally arises is how we could think that
placing a particular law of nature within a hierarchical system of
such laws could lend that law even an appearance of necessary truth
when we might well be able to imagine whole other systems of
laws consistent with other laws we take ourselves to know and the
empirical observations we have made? Presumably Kant’s assump-
tion that nature itself is systematic is supposed to take care of this:
If it is nature itself that is systematic, not merely our representation
of nature through concepts and laws, then there must be some one
way in which it is systematic (or some one system of organization
that has been imposed on it by the understanding greater than our
own). Of course, if we do not know what that whole system is, as
Kant reasonably presupposes, then we can have no way of being cer-
tain that some particular law we are considering is actually a part
of it, and thus no way of being certain that this law is in fact nec-
essarily true. But that is not an objection if what Kant is offering is
not an epistemology for necessary truth but more like a metaphysics
for necessary truth, that is, a theory that explains how there can be
necessary truth for particular laws of nature, not a method that guar-
antees that we can discover it. We can take Kant to be offering an
account of how we can think that the particular laws we claim to
know are necessarily true if they are in fact true at all. As our knowl-
edge of the whole system improves, of course we may then have to
revise our beliefs about which particular laws of nature are neces-
sarily true because we will have to revise our beliefs about which of
such laws are true at all.

Hume did not in fact ask how we can claim that one causal law
rather than another is true, but how we can rationally believe that
any generalization is necessarily true when we clearly cannot believe
that on the basis of the finite number of cases we have sampled and
any premise we could rationally add to those cases. So Kant’s claim
that we are entitled to the a priori supposition that nature itself is sys-
tematic at least answers the kind of question Hume actually asked.
But now we must consider whether Kant’s claim could possibly be
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a compelling answer to Hume’s question. This seems dubious, for
Kant seems to do the very thing he accused earlier respondents to
Hume of doing, namely, of taking for granted precisely what Hume
doubted.35 Kant begins with the assumption that we must have
a basis for regarding particular laws of nature as necessarily true,
something we cannot do merely on the basis of our own pure under-
standing (and pure intuition), and then presupposes an a priori idea
of the systematicity of nature to ground that initial assumption.
It is not clear that Hume would have been much impressed with
this move.

Does this mean that Kant’s whole response to Hume’s doubts
about the necessity of causal laws is in vain? That would be too hasty
a conclusion. There are two ways in which Kant clearly improves on
Hume. First, by recognizing that we think of particular laws of nature
as necessary only within the context of a whole system of laws, Kant
changes what we might call the Humean psychology of doubt. Hume
stirs our doubts about the rationality of particular causal inferences
by considering them in isolation. For example, he imagines us being
incapable of explaining why bread should nourish us rather than lions
or tigers, thus appearing to make it reasonable to doubt whether we
can know that the bread that has nourished us in the past will con-
tinue to do so in the future, by considering our claim to know that
bread is nourishing for us in isolation from anything else we might
know. But Kant makes it clear that we do not claim to know that
such generalizations are necessarily true in isolation, but only as
part of a whole system of natural laws, including more general ones
that entail the particular one at issue. To doubt one causal law we
would therefore have to doubt much else that we take ourselves to
know, perhaps even the whole of the rest of our knowledge of nature.
This may make doubting particular causal inferences much harder
than Hume supposes.

More importantly perhaps, Kant’s a priori idea that natural laws
are always part of a system of such laws clearly offers a much richer
heuristic for the conduct of scientific inquiry than Hume’s. As we
saw in an earlier quotation from the Dialogues concerning Natural
Religion, Hume introduced the idea of a “maxim” for the conduct
of inquiry that may well have influenced Kant. But he offered only
one such maxim, namely, that nature always takes the shortest way.
Kant’s idea of a hierarchically ordered system of concepts or laws
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gives much more concrete guidance in searching for particular con-
cepts or laws: A system is a well-ordered structure in which we can
seek to fill particular gaps either by dropping specific predicates from
our concepts in order to move upward or by adding predicates in order
to move downward – a structure within which, in Kant’s terms, we
can seek both greater homogeneity and greater specificity for our
concepts (see FI, Section V, 20:214–15 and Pure Reason, A 657–8/
B 685–6). Kant’s conception of systematicity gives rise not just to
the lex parsimoniae, “Nature takes the shortest way,” but also to
the lex continui in natura, that is, nature “makes no leaps, either
in the sequence of its changes or in the juxtaposition of specifically
different forms,” and the principia praeter necessitatem non sunt
multiplicanda, “the great multiplicity of its empirical laws is nev-
ertheless unity under a few principles” (Judgment, Introduction V,
5:182). We may think of these as strictly heuristic or methodolog-
ical principles, useful for the regulation of our inquiry but open to
at least provisional refutation by the actual results of our inquiry;
we may not be tempted by Kant’s attempt to assign “transcenden-
tal” – although not quite “constitutive” – validity to these maxims.
Nevertheless, Kant’s a priori idea of systematicity clearly leads to a
richer philosophy of science than Hume ever contemplated.

3. kant on the a priori principle of taste

In the first half of the Critique of the Power of Judgment, the
“Critique of the Aesthetic Power of Judgment,” Kant touched on
nearly every major issue discussed in eighteenth-century aesthetics.
In the whole of his works, essays as well as treatises, Hume also man-
aged to touch on a wide range of contemporary issues in aesthetics,
but unlike most other philosophers of note in the period, he never
wrote a systematic work on aesthetics,36 and his signature work in
the field, the essay “Of the Standard of Taste,” is focused on the sin-
gle issue of the conditions in which we may reasonably expect and
secure agreement in judgments of taste. This was not in fact a major
issue among German aestheticians, so Kant is clearly responding to
Hume37 when he makes this issue the focal point of the “Analytic
of the Beautiful” (§§1–22), the first book of the “Critique of the Aes-
thetic Power of Judgment,” and the subsequent “Deduction of judg-
ments of taste” (§§30–40). My discussion of Kant’s aesthetics here
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will focus on his theory of taste as an answer to Hume, even though
this may not ultimately be the most important issue in aesthetics
for Kant.38

As in his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant’s strat-
egy in the “Analytic of the Beautiful” is to begin with an analysis
of commonsense assumptions and then provide the philosophical
theory that is necessary to support the assumptions revealed in this
analysis.39 Kant begins his analysis with the claim that “the satisfac-
tion that determines the judgment of taste is without any interest”
(Judgment, §2, 5:204), or is disinterested. By this he means that one’s
pleasure in a beautiful object is not a recognition that the existence
of the object serves any merely physiological purpose, in which case
it would be “agreeable” (§3), nor any moral purpose, in which case it
would be “good” (§4), but concerns only one’s response to the repre-
sentation of the object: “It is readily seen that to say that [an object]
is beautiful and to prove that I have taste what matters is what I
make of this representation [of it] in myself, not how I depend on the
existence of the object” (§2, 5:205). Kant supports this first step of
his analysis not with any theoretical argument, but with an appeal
to our response to an example:

If someone asks me whether I find the palace that I see before me beautiful,
I may well say that I don’t like that sort of thing, which is made merely
to be gaped at, or, like the Iroquois sachem, that nothing in Paris pleased
him better than the cook-shops; in true Rousseauesque style I might even
vilify the vanity of the great who waste the sweat of the people on such
superfluous things. . . . All of this might be conceded to me and approved;
but that is not what is at issue here. One only wants to know whether the
mere representation of the object is accompanied with satisfaction in me,
however indifferent I might be with regard to the existence of the object of
this representation. (§2, 5:205)

Or even, one should add, however hostile to its existence I might be.
Kant next claims that the second “definition” (Erklärung)40 of

the beautiful as “that which, without concepts, is represented as the
object of a universal satisfaction . . . can be deduced from the previous
explanation of it as an object of satisfaction without any interest,”
for “one cannot judge that about which he is aware that the satisfac-
tion is without any interest in his own case in any way except that
it must contain a ground of satisfaction for everyone” (Judgment,
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§6, 5:211). Strictly speaking, this claim is a non sequitur: It does not
follow from the fact that my satisfaction in an object is not caused
by its satisfaction of either of the two kinds of interest identified
in the previous section that it cannot be idiosyncratic in some other
way, due perhaps to some personal and arbitrary association.41 It also
does not follow from the previously established claim that our plea-
sure in and therefore judgment of beauty must be independent of a
concept of the object as agreeable or good that it must be indepen-
dent of any concept whatsoever, as Kant’s second “definition” seems
to assert. But this is of little matter, because Kant’s next moves are,
first, once again to anchor the claim that a genuinely beautiful object
should please everyone in an appeal to common sense, and then,
second, to introduce a philosophical explanation of our pleasure in
beauty that will both justify that claim to intersubjective validity and
also explain why (and in what sense) that pleasure is independent of
concepts.

Kant appeals to ordinary linguistic usage to anchor the claim that
judgments of taste claim intersubjective rather than merely per-
sonal validity. “With regard to the agreeable,” he says, “everyone
is content that his judgment, which he grounds on a private feeling,
and in which he says of an object that it pleases him, be restricted
merely to his own person.” Evidence for this is the fact that one
“is perfectly happy if, when he says that sparkling wine from the
Canaries42 is agreeable, someone else should improve his expression
and remind him that he should say ‘It is agreeable to me’” (Judgment,
§7, 5:212). But we do not accept this restriction when we call some-
thing beautiful: “It would be ridiculous if . . . someone who prided
himself on his taste thought to justify himself thus: ‘This object (the
building we are looking at, the clothing someone is wearing, the
concert that we hear, the poem that is presented for judgment) is
beautiful for me.” In calling something beautiful, we speak not with
an individual but with a “universal voice” (§8, 5:216); we do not
claim “objective universal validity,” that is, that every object falling
under some particular concept, or in a particular class, must please,
but rather “subjectively universal validity,” that is, that this object
should please everyone (5:215); indeed, we even demand that others
should take pleasure in that which we have found to be beautiful
(§7, 5:213). Kant also puts this point by saying that there is a “neces-
sity” in a judgment of taste that “can only be called exemplary, i.e.,

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc16 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:14

Kant’s ambitions in the third Critique 559

a necessity of the assent of all to a judgment that is regarded as an
example of a universal rule that one cannot produce” (§19, 5:237) –
a rule that cannot be produced because, as Kant has by that point
more fully argued, although in a way we have not yet discussed, the
pleasure in a beautiful object is not connected with its subsumption
under any determinate concept.

Kant holds that a judgment of beauty is in a certain sense a syn-
thetic a priori judgment rather than an empirical one. This is initially
implicit in his claims that one “does not count on the agreement of
others with his judgment of satisfaction because he has frequently
found them to be agreeable to his own” (Judgment, §7, 5:213) and that
we should not be deterred from demanding that others should agree
with our judgments of taste even when, “as experience teaches,” this
assent “is often enough rejected” in practice (§8, 5:214). In calling
something beautiful, we claim that everyone would take pleasure
in it if everyone – I who make the judgment and the others who
should agree with it – were in ideal or optimal circumstances to
respond to the object, which is of course not always the case (Kant
stresses that we are often mistaken in our own judgments of taste,
thinking that an object has pleased us in a universally valid way
when it has in fact pleased us only because of some hidden per-
sonal interest; see §8, 5:216, §19, 5:237, and §38, 5:290–1). But Kant
makes the implication of his analysis explicit when he subsequently
explains the question that needs to be answered by a “deduction
of judgments of taste”: “How is a judgment possible which, merely
from one’s own feeling of pleasure in an object, independent of its
concept, judges this pleasure, as attached to the representation of
the same object in every other subject, a priori, i.e., without hav-
ing to wait for the assent of others?” (§36, 5:288). Because we can-
not derive our pleasure in a beautiful object from any concept that
applies to it, he assumes, it can only be “an empirical judgment that
I perceive and judge an object is beautiful”; but because under appro-
priate circumstances I declare that my pleasure is valid for everyone
else and demand that they should agree with my judgment, without
having to wait for their assent and even in the face of their actual
dissent (see also §32, 5:282), “it is an a priori judgment that I find
it beautiful, i.e., that I may require that satisfaction of everyone as
necessary.” Put precisely, “it is not the pleasure but the universal
validity of this pleasure perceived in the mind as connected with the
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mere judging of an object that is represented in a judgment of taste
as a universal rule for the power of judgment, valid for everyone”
(§37, 5:289).

Hume himself had argued that judgments of taste are not based on
any determinate concepts of their objects and thus cannot be made
in accordance with any determinate rules:

A man may know exactly all the circles and ellipses of the copernican
system, and all the irregular spirals of the ptolemaic, without perceiving
that the former is more beautiful than the latter. euclid has fully explained
every quality of the circle, but has not, in any proposition, said a word of its
beauty. The reason is evident. Beauty is not a quality of the circle. . . . It is only
the effect, which that figure produces upon a mind, whose particular fabric
or structure renders it susceptible of such sentiments. In vain would you
look for it in the circle, or seek it, either by your senses, or by mathematical
reasonings, in all the properties of that figure.43

That is why he argues that we can look only to the particular judg-
ments of critics who have formed their taste under optimal circum-
stances for our standard of taste, not to any rules that would say that
any objects that have certain qualities are always beautiful. Kant
fully endorses Hume’s premise; in fact, he alludes to the very essay
from which I have just quoted when he says that “although critics,
as Hume says, can reason more plausibly than cooks, they still suffer
the same fate as them” (Judgment, §34, 5:285),44 the fate, that is, of
not being able to defend their judgments by rational arguments from
the concepts of their objects. But he self-consciously breaks with
Hume when he insists that judgments of taste are a priori rather
than merely empirical in the sense that he has specified. Of course,
he recognizes that this analysis of what is claimed by a judgment of
taste “must be grounded in something as an a priori principle, even if
only a merely subjective principle,” and that such a principle “also
requires a deduction, by means of which it may be comprehended
how an aesthetic judgment could lay claim to necessity” (§36, 5:288).
This a priori principle and its deduction must be our next concern.

Kant attempts to discharge the burden of proof he has taken on in
two main steps. The first step is to provide an explanation of our plea-
sure in beautiful objects, which will show that although this pleasure
is not based on the subsumption of such objects under any determi-
nate concepts, and therefore is not connected to the satisfaction of
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any interests that depend on a particular conceptualization of those
objects, it is nevertheless connected to a certain state of our cognitive
powers. The second step is to argue that the cognitive powers work
the same way in every human being, so that if one person’s pleasure
is genuinely connected to this special state of his cognitive powers,
then anyone else who is in optimal circumstances for the exercise of
his cognitive powers should be able to feel the same pleasure.

The first step of this argument is Kant’s theory that our pleasure in
beautiful objects is due to a free yet harmonious “play” between the
cognitive powers of imagination and understanding, where imagina-
tion has to be understood in a broad sense as the capacity to present
imagery to the mind, thus as including both the capacity for present
sensation that Kant ordinarily designates as “sensibility” and the
capacity for the recall of past experiences and the anticipation of
future ones that was ordinarily meant by “imagination” in the eigh-
teenth century, and where understanding has to be understood in a
broad sense as the capacity to find unity and coherence in the man-
ifolds presented to us by imagination, whether through a concept or
not. Kant states the essence of his theory in the Introduction to the
third Critique when he writes that

If pleasure is connected with the mere apprehension . . . of the form of an
object of intuition without a relation of this to a concept for a determinate
cognition, then the representation is thereby related not to the object, but
solely to the subject, and the pleasure can express nothing but its suitability
to the cognitive faculties that are in play in the reflecting power of judgment,
insofar as they are in play, and thus merely a subjective formal purposiveness
of the object. For that apprehension of forms in the imagination can never
take place without the reflecting power of judgment, even if unintentionally,
at least comparing them to its faculty for relating intuitions to concepts.
Now if in this comparison the imagination . . . is unintentionally brought
into accord with the understanding . . . through a given representation and a
feeling of pleasure is thereby aroused, then the object must be regarded as
purposive for the reflecting power of judgment.

(Judgment, Introduction VII, 5:189–90)

Kant further characterizes this idea of play between imagination and
understanding in the first draft of the Introduction by saying that it
is a state “which constitutes the subjective, merely sensitive condi-
tion of the objective use of the power of judgment in general (namely
the agreement of those two faculties with each other)” (FI, Section
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VIII, 20:223–4). If we think of the fundamental goal of the use of
our cognitive powers as finding unity in the manifold of our expe-
rience, and think of the subsumption of objects under concepts as
the objective way of attaining this goal, then we may think of the
state in which it seems to us that our manifold of experience has
been unified in a way that does not depend on the subsumption of
its object under any determinate concept as the “subjective, merely
sensitive condition” for the satisfaction of the ultimate goal of the
use of our cognitive powers. And this interpretation in turn leads to
Kant’s explanation for why this peculiar state of mind should lead to
a feeling of pleasure. Kant explicitly asserts that the “attainment of
every aim is combined with the feeling of pleasure,” and also seems
to assume the converse, that every feeling of pleasure is connected
with the attainment of some aim, but then adds that it is only when
the attainment of the aim strikes us as “merely contingent” that the
pleasure will be actually felt or “specially noticed” (Judgment, Intro-
duction VI, 5:187–8). A state of mind in which it seems to us as if our
fundamental cognitive goal of finding unity in our manifolds of expe-
rience has been achieved independently of the subsumption of the
object of our experience under any determinate concept will surely
strike us as a state in which the satisfaction of our goal is merely
contingent, and our pleasure in this state will therefore be “specially
noticed.” Thus Kant’s theory of the free play of our cognitive powers
explains how we can be pleased with an object independently of its
subsumption under a concept, and indeed entails the requirement
of the independence of our pleasure from beauty that was initially
merely assumed in Kant’s exposition of the analysis of judgments of
taste.

Now of course it is a matter of common sense (as well as an impli-
cation of Kant’s theory of knowledge in the first Critique) that we are
never conscious of an object without any concept altogether, and can
never make a judgment about an object without using some concept
to pick it out. This is true of aesthetic judgments as well; thus, even
the most pedestrian aesthetic judgment, such as “This rose is beauti-
ful,” or, if you do not know what kind of flower it is, “This flower is
beautiful,” employs not only the concept of beauty itself as its predi-
cate, but also some perfectly ordinary, at least relatively determinate
concept such as “rose” or “flower” to designate its subject. So how
can our pleasure in the object and our judgment that our pleasure is

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc16 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:14

Kant’s ambitions in the third Critique 563

universally valid, and thus our application of the predicate “beauti-
ful” to it, be independent of the subsumption of the object under any
determinate concept? The answer to this question can only be that
a beautiful object leaves the imagination and understanding room to
play beyond what is regulated by the determinate concept or con-
cepts that apply to it, in other words, that a beautiful object is one
that gives us a feeling of unity and coherence that goes beyond the
satisfaction of the conditions needed to satisfy the determinate con-
cept that is applied to it. A beautiful rose is one that somehow gives
us a greater sense of unity than a merely indifferent one, a degree of
harmony in its shape or between its shape and color, or whatever,
that is more than is needed just to count as a rose.45

This interpretation of what Kant means by the harmony of imag-
ination and understanding, in addition to satisfying common sense
and Kant’s own epistemology, also has the virtue of explaining Kant’s
immediate expansion of the class of genuine aesthetic judgments
beyond the case of simple judgments like “This rose is beauti-
ful,” which he designates as “pure” and subsequently “free” judg-
ments of taste. Beyond these judgments, Kant recognizes at least
four more classes of aesthetic judgments: judgments of “adherent”
beauty, which do involve a concept of the purpose of their object;
judgments about the “ideal of beauty,” which involve a sense of har-
mony between the outward form and the invisible moral virtue of
a human being; judgments of sublimity, which involve a feeling of
harmony between the imagination and ideas of reason rather than
understanding; and judgments about the beauty of fine art, which
depend on a feeling of harmony between the form of a work of art
and the special kind of content that Kant calls an “aesthetic idea.” A
discussion of Kant’s theory of the sublime would exceed the bound-
aries of the present essay,46 but some comments on the other cases
will help illustrate the virtues of Kant’s theory of the harmony of the
faculties as an explanation of our pleasure in beauty.

Kant’s distinction between “free” and “adherent” beauty is clearly
his own version of Hume’s distinction between beauty of appearance
and beauty of utility.47 In Kant’s theory, free beauty involves a feeling
of pleasure that is not connected to any concept by means of which
the object is identified, while adherent beauty is connected to but
not determined by the concept of its purpose that is implicit in the
very concept by means of which an object is identified. When we call
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something an arsenal or a church, a race horse or even a human being,
a concept of its purpose or in the case of a human being its moral
vocation is implied, and this purpose places a limit on what forms
we could possibly find acceptable in such an object – we cannot find
an arsenal beautiful if it has light walls with many openings, nor,
on Kant’s views, is extensive tattooing consistent with the moral
imperative always to treat one’s body as well as one’s personality as
an end and not merely as a means (Judgment, §16, 5:230). But not
every arsenal or human being that satisfies such constraints inherent
in the concept of its purpose is beautiful; a beautiful one must be one
that gives us a sense of unity or harmony that goes beyond what is
necessary for satisfaction of its concept, or perhaps even an unusual
sense of harmony between its purpose and its form, which it need
not have merely in order to satisfy the concept of its purpose alone.48

And this suggests that sometimes the free play of imagination can
be a play with concepts, although not determined by concepts.

This is the possibility that Kant exploits in his brief treatment of
the “ideal of beauty” and in his more extensive discussion of the tra-
ditional subject matter of aesthetics, namely, the fine arts. An ideal of
beauty would be a “highest model” or “archetype” of taste. There is
actually nothing in the logic of judgments of taste that requires such
an ideal; the logic of taste requires ideal agreement about any beau-
tiful object, but not any sort of hierarchy among beautiful objects.
The requirement of an ideal of beauty comes instead from “reason’s
indeterminate idea of a maximum” (Judgment, §17, 5:232). Such an
ideal arises when a human form is both judged to be beautiful, in a
way that itself goes beyond any merely normal, average, or “correct”
human form (5:234–5), and also felt to be in harmony with the “high-
est purposiveness” of a human being – “goodness of soul, or purity, or
strength, or repose, etc.” – in a way that cannot be derived from any
determinate concept but instead requires both “pure ideas of reason
and great imagination” (5:235). In other words, in judging a human
being (or the depiction of one) to represent the ideal of beauty we
judge it to have a beauty of form that goes beyond any determinate
concept and a harmony between its form and central moral ideas
that goes beyond any determinate concept.

Kant’s theory of fine art depends also on the possibility of a har-
mony between the form of an object and concepts, in this case its
content, which is not determined by those concepts.49 Kant analyzes
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a work of fine art as a product of human intentionality, which must
be guided by a concept, but which aims at producing a free play of
the imagination and understanding, and which therefore cannot be
fully determined by any concept (Judgment, §§43–4, 5:303–6). This
is why (successful) fine art must be the product of genius, which is
nothing less than a natural gift to produce something exemplary in
a way that uses rules (of technique, composition, and so on) but also
goes beyond them (§46, 5:307–8). Kant further assumes that a work
of art typically has a content – Kant did not yet envisage abstract
or “non-objective” art or see the need for defending the assumption
that all fine art is mimetic – but that its beauty consists precisely
in our sense of a free play between its content and its form. Thus
a work of artistic genius is an “aesthetic idea,” a “representation of
the imagination that occasions much thinking without it being pos-
sible for any determinate thought, i.e., concept, to be adequate to it,
which, consequently, no language fully attains or can make intelli-
gible” (§49, 5:313). An aesthetic idea is a conception for a work that
mediates between the rational ideas that are its theme and the form
and material of the work in a way that cannot be determined by any
rule but yet gives us the sense of harmony we need to find it beauti-
ful. “If we add to a concept a representation of the imagination that
belongs to its presentation, but which by itself stimulates so much
thinking that it can never be grasped in a determinate concept, hence
which aesthetically enlarges the concept itself in an unbounded way,
then in this case the imagination is creative” (5:315).

Thus we can see how Kant’s idea of the free and harmonious play
of imagination and understanding, which initially seems to explain
only a narrow range of aesthetic judgments such as “This rose is
beautiful,” can illuminate the broad range of aesthetic judgments
that we actually make. But now we must return to the main thread
of our discussion and see whether this concept can provide the a
priori principle of taste that Kant needs to support his insistence
against Hume that judgments of taste can make an a priori claim to
universal validity even though they are not based on rules. This is
the burden of proof in Kant’s “Deduction of judgments of taste.”

The a priori principle underlying judgments of taste obviously
cannot be what Kant introduced as if it were the general princi-
ple of reflecting judgment in the Introduction to the third Critique,
namely, the principle that the particular empirical laws of nature
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must be regarded as if they were part of a system of laws given by
an understanding greater than our own but “for the sake of our fac-
ulty of cognition” (Judgment, Introduction IV, 5:180), because for
reasons we have just seen aesthetic judgments do not depend on
any concepts that classify their objects and thus neither depend on
nor give rise to anything resembling particular empirical laws at all.
But the a priori principle that Kant has in mind does concern “our
faculty of cognition”: it is nothing less than the a priori principle
that we all have the same cognitive faculties and that they work
in the same way, from which it should follow that an object that
genuinely induces the free play of imagination and understanding
in one optimally situated subject will induce it in any other such
subject. Kant presents the argument for the principle as briefly as
possible in the official “Deduction of judgments of taste” by saying
that since a proper judgment of taste is based only on “the subjec-
tive conditions of the use of the power of judgment in general (. . .
restricted neither to the particular kind of sense nor to a particu-
lar concept of the understanding),” it therefore involves only “that
subjective element that one can presuppose in all human beings (as
requisite for possible cognitions in general),” or that “In all human
beings, the subjective conditions” of the aesthetic power of judg-
ment, “as far as the relation of the cognitive powers therein set into
action to a cognition in general is concerned, are the same, which
must be true, since otherwise human beings could not communi-
cate their representations and even cognition itself” (Judgment, §38,
5:290). The claim is that for different human beings to be capable
of knowledge, they must all have all the faculties that are necessary
for knowledge, and that each human being knows this a priori about
all other human beings. It might be objected that one must assume
this a priori in order for it to be rational to attempt to communicate
one’s knowledge to others, but that one could still be defeated in
all of one’s attempts to communicate knowledge to someone who
seems to satisfy all imaginable criteria for being human, and thus
that one’s assumption is ultimately defeasible, thus not a priori but
only empirical knowledge.50 However, the more serious objection to
Kant’s argument would be that even if we are entitled to assume a
priori that everyone has the same cognitive capacities, it does not
follow that they must all work in exactly the same way, and in
particular that they must all play in exactly the same way, or be
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set into play by the very same objects. After all, even people who
do exactly the same job at work do not play the same games away
from work!

Kant tries to address this objection in a preliminary version of the
deduction in the “Analytic of the Beautiful.”51 In response to the
question “Whether one has good reason to presuppose a common
sense,” Kant argues that we must assume not only that “if cogni-
tions are able to be communicated, then the mental state, i.e., the
disposition of the cognitive powers for a representation in general,
and indeed that proportion which is suitable for making cognition
out of a representation . . . must also be capable of being universally
communicated,” but further that “although this disposition of the
cognitive powers has a different proportion depending on the dif-
ference of the objects that are given, nevertheless there must be
one in which this inner relationship is optimal for the animation
of both powers of mind” (Judgment, §21, 5:238). But Kant’s pseudo-
mathematical talk of an “optimal proportion” cannot mask the fact
that he offers no basis for this assertion, no argument to bar the pos-
sibility that even if in some general way all human beings have the
same cognitive capacities, different people might find that different
objects set those faculties into free and harmonious play, even when
personal interests in the agreeable, the good, and any other identifi-
ably idiosyncratic association have been set aside. Kant’s insistence
that the cognitive powers of all humans must be alike both at work
and at play seems more a matter of faith than a justifiable a priori
principle.52

The empiricist premise of Hume’s essay on taste could only have
been that experience will reveal a high degree of agreement among
the judgments of qualified critics, and that the rest of us will find
that modeling our tastes on theirs largely optimizes our aesthetic
experiences. In spite of his attempt to deduce an a priori principle of
taste, Kant does not seem entitled to assume more than this. Does
this mean that his entire effort at an aesthetic theory has been in
vain? Not at all, because the explanation of our pleasure in beauty to
which Kant has been led in his search for an a priori principle yields a
far more systematic account of our aesthetic judgments than Hume
had to offer. For Hume, there is no obvious connection between the
two main species of beauty he recognized, the beauty of species and
the beauty of utility, except perhaps the phenomenological claim
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that they yield the same feeling of pleasure, unlike any other kind of
pleasure. He asserts that “the beauty of all visible objects causes a
pleasure pretty much the same, tho’ it be sometimes deriv’d from the
mere species and appearance of the objects; sometimes from sym-
pathy, and an idea of their utility,” while “On the other hand, a
convenient house, and a virtuous character, cause not the same feel-
ing of approbation.”53 Kant, by contrast, assumes that all pleasures,
whether in the agreeable, the beautiful, or the good, feel pretty much
the same, although reflection can show them to have very different
origins (see Judgment, §5, 5:209–10), but then uses the theory of the
free play of imagination and understanding that he first proposes to
explain our pleasure in free beauty to show the underlying resem-
blances between the superficially very different cases of free beauty,
adherent beauty, artistic beauty, and more. This by itself is a theoreti-
cal gain over Hume. Further, Kant’s theory that aesthetic judgment is
not a form of cognition but nevertheless involves the cognitive pow-
ers should offer some guidance for aesthetic discourse, that is, for the
conversations in which we may try to share our aesthetic judgments
with each other or even to justify them to each other even though we
have no a priori guarantee that we can succeed in doing so: We can
point out how elements of a work seem to cohere with each other
or follow from each other or fit together in any of the myriad ways
in which components of cognition fit with each other, even though
they do not do so literally. The rationality of seeking agreement in
judgments of taste may not require an antecedent guarantee of suc-
cess of the sort that would be provided by an a priori principle, but it
is surely supported by the availability of a mode of discourse through
which we might reach the desired end.

4. kant on the purpose of nature

The “Critique of the Teleological Power of Judgment” can be read
as Kant’s reply to Hume’s critique of the traditional argument from
design.54 Kant agrees completely with Hume that the thought that
nature has been designed by an intelligent and purposive designer
can never amount to theoretical cognition. But where Hume, or at
least his apparent spokesman in the Dialogues concerning Natural
Religion, seemed content to concede that we nevertheless have a
natural and ineliminable tendency to believe that nature has such
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a designer, Kant argues that this thought is an a priori idea of pure
reason that can be made more determinate by reflecting judgment
and that has heuristic value in the conduct of scientific inquiry as
well as moral value for our conduct in general. Kant makes it clear
that the “physicotheology” (Judgment, §85, 5:436) that had been so
thoroughly discredited – although not entirely eliminated – from
human psychology by Hume can and should be replaced with an
“ethicotheology” (§86, 5:442), but he also uses the idea of design for
a richer philosophy of science than Hume had conceived.

Kant begins his argument with the statement that “the general
idea of nature as the sum of the object of the senses” provides “no
basis at all” for the specific idea “that things of nature serve one
another as means to ends, and that their possibility itself should be
adequately intelligible only through this kind of causality” (Judg-
ment, §61, 5:359). He defends this general claim with two sorts of
considerations. First, what appears to be “objective purposiveness”
in the structure of organisms, such as “the structure of a bird, the
hollowness of its bones, the placement of its wings for movement
and of its tail for steering, etc.,” can be taken as evidence of the
contingency of the occurrence of such natural forms as easily as it
can be taken as “being necessarily connected” with “objective pur-
posiveness, as a principle of the possibility of the things of nature”
(5:360); in other words, the very fact that the occurrence of such
structures seems contingent relative to the basic “mechanism” of
nature, the fundamental laws of motion and force, can just as eas-
ily argue against the idea that nature has been designed with an eye
to such structures as for that idea. Second, Kant argues that natural
forces and processes that turn out to be useful to us and to which
we may therefore egocentrically assign “relative purposiveness,” as
if they had been designed for our benefit, can seem to have very
different purposes or none at all if looked at from other points of
view. We may think that plants exist to nourish herbivores that are
of use to predators and ultimately to us – but we could just as easily
think that all of these animals, even including ourselves, really exist
only to encourage the growth and spread of the plants (§63, 5:367–
8; §82, 5:427). Or we may think that ocean currents exist to bring
driftwood to the human inhabitants of arctic regions and “great sea
animals filled with oil” exist to bring them calories and lamp oil –
but as soon as we ask “why human beings have to live” in such
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inhospitable regions at all any appearance of intelligent design in
nature must quickly dissolve (5:369).

However, Kant next argues that there are specific things within
nature that we inevitably experience as if they were products of
design (namely, organisms) and that the “internal” purposiveness
that we must ascribe to such things will in turn lead us to the
idea that nature as a whole is a system that is purposive relative
to some ultimate end or goal. Kant argues that we must experi-
ence organisms as “natural ends” that manifest intelligent design
because there are various organic processes in which it seems that
the whole of the organism is the cause of its parts as well as its parts
being the cause of the whole, and that the only way in which we
human beings, whose understanding of causality is ordinarily con-
fined to the idea that the antecedent condition of parts explains the
subsequent condition of the whole, can make any sense of this is by
thinking of the parts of the organism as if they were the product of an
antecedent design of the whole, and thus of a designer of the whole.
Kant instances paradigmatic organic processes such as reproduction,
in which one individual “generates itself” at least “as far the species
is concerned,” growth, in which the whole organism takes up “com-
ponents that it receives from nature outside of itself” as new parts,
and self-preservation, in which parts necessary for the survival of the
whole, such as leaves for a tree, are themselves replaced or repaired
by the whole organism (Judgment, §64, 5:371–2), as processes that we
can make sense of only by conceiving of the whole as antecedently
designed to produce the parts that can in turn produce or preserve
the whole. Kant concludes that

Organized beings are thus the only ones in nature which, even if considered
in themselves and without a relation to other things, must nevertheless be
thought of as possible only as its ends, and which thus first provide objective
reality for the concept of an end that is not a practical end but an end of
nature, and thereby provide natural science with a basis for a teleology, i.e.,
a way of judging its objects in accordance with a particular principle the
likes of which one would otherwise be absolutely unjustified in introducing
at all. (§65, 5:375–6)

This principle is that “An organized product of nature is that in
which everything is an end and reciprocally a means as well. Noth-
ing in it is in vain, purposeless, or to be ascribed to a blind mechanism
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of nature” (§66, 5:376). The idea of purposive design, and thus of an
intelligent and purposive designer, is an idea that we must bring to
our experience of nature in analogy with our own productive capaci-
ties (§65, 5:373–4); it is an idea that is thus a priori rather than merely
copied from nature, but one that we are driven to apply to nature by
our specific experience of organisms.

One might well ask what the principle of teleological judgment
that Kant has just formulated has to do with his general conception
of reflecting judgment. The answer seems to be that Kant intends
this principle to serve as a heuristic to guide our search for mechan-
ical explanations of natural phenomena, and thus ultimately as a
help in bringing given particulars that initially seem resistant to sci-
entific explanation into the system of our scientific concepts. To be
sure, Kant’s thought on this matter is involuted and hard to follow.
He begins, as we have seen, with the clear idea that certain spe-
cific organic processes and structures defy our ordinary mechanistic
model of explanation. But he quickly adds that it would be incoher-
ent for us to explain the features or organisms by “two heterogeneous
principles . . . jumbled together,” so that once we have been forced to
adopt the teleological point of view toward some features of organ-
isms we must take it toward all and seek the purpose even of parts of
organisms such as “skin, hair, and bones” that might readily seem
explicable entirely on mechanical principles (Judgment, §66, 5:377).
Yet very shortly Kant also insists that the concept of God as an intel-
ligent designer should not be used within natural science and thus
that “natural science must not jump over its boundaries in order
to bring within itself as an indigenous principle that to whose con-
cept no experience at all can ever be adequate and upon which we
are authorized to venture only after the completion of natural sci-
ence” (§68, 5:382). He thereby suggests that the idea of purposiveness
should be used only to alert us to relations among parts of organisms
that we might otherwise overlook but that we should then seek to
explain along mechanistic lines. This impression is strengthened as
Kant seems to shift his position from insisting that there are spe-
cific organic functions that we could never succeed in explaining
to the more general claim that we cannot explain the origin of life
itself in purely mechanical terms – at one point he suggests that the
ability to originate motion, which is characteristic of life, is incom-
patible with the principle of inertia that is characteristic of matter
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under mechanical laws (§73, 5:394) – but that apart from this general
restriction on the mechanical explanation of life there are no specific
a priori limits to the mechanical explanation of organic functions.
Indeed, Kant says that “It is of infinite importance to reason that it
not allow the mechanism of nature in its productions to drop out of
sight and be bypassed in its explanations; for without this no insight
into the nature of things can be attained” (§78, 5:410); and he sug-
gests that, once we have admitted the inexplicable fact of life and
possibility of reproduction itself, then perhaps the immense variety
of organic species could be entirely explained along mechanical lines,
by such means as “the shortening of one part and the elongation of
another, by the involution of this part and the evolution of another,”
allowing “the mind at least a weak ray of hope that something may
be accomplished here with the principle of the mechanism of nature,
without which there can be no natural science at all” (§80, 5:418).55

The shift in Kant’s argument from the claim that there are very
specific functions within nature that cannot be explained mechanis-
tically to the idea that we should use the idea of an intelligent design
for nature, which we are led to apply to nature by our experience of
organisms only for guidance in seeking to expand the scope of our
mechanistic explanations, also seems to be confirmed by the course
of Kant’s argument in the “antinomy” of teleological judgment (Judg-
ment, §§69–78). Here Kant begins by suggesting that the thesis that
“All generation of material things is possible in accordance with
merely mechanical laws” and the teleological antithesis that “Some
generation of such things is not possible in accordance with merely
mechanical laws” would be in outright contradiction unless they
are interpreted as merely regulative principles (§70, 5:387). The idea
seems to be that if both of these principles are merely regulative then
the full scope of neither is fully determinate, so no truly universal
principle of mechanism will be violated if we come across something
in nature that cannot be explained mechanistically. However, Kant
then says that this is a merely “preparatory” resolution of the anti-
nomy (§71, 5:388), and the real resolution of the antinomy seems
to be the two-leveled, transcendental idealist solution that we must
conceive of the designer of nature as existing outside of the appear-
ances of nature and as accomplishing his purposes through the uni-
formly mechanistic laws of nature (§73, 5:395).56 Kant’s ultimate
position thus seems to be that
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Since it is still at least possible to consider the material world as a mere
appearance, and to conceive of something as a thing in itself (which is not
an appearance) as substratum, and to correlate with this a corresponding
intellectual intuition (even if is not ours), there would then be a supersensi-
ble real ground for nature, although it would be unknowable for us, to which
we ourselves belong, and in which that which is necessary in it as object of
the senses can be considered in accordance with mechanical laws, while
the agreement and unity of the particular laws and corresponding forms,
which in regard to the mechanical laws we must judge as contingent, can
at the same time be considered in it, as object of reason (indeed the whole
of nature as a system) in accordance with teleological laws, and the mate-
rial world would thus be judged in accordance with two kinds of principles,
without the mechanical mode of explanation being excluded by the other,
as if they contradicted each other. (§78, 5:409)

Instead of the mechanical and teleological principles each having a
potentially limited sphere, on this account each would have a poten-
tially unlimited sphere of application: Everything in nature could
potentially receive a mechanical explanation, while at the same time
everything in nature could also potentially turn out to be purposive.

What does Kant think the value of such a twofold view of nature
is? One point is already clear: The idea that everything in nature has
a purpose that is to be achieved through mechanical laws can both
spur us and guide us in the search for the mechanical means by which
that purpose is achieved. The other point, of course, is that we must
seek to comprehend, in terms accessible to us, what the purpose of
nature could possibly be, and to guide our conduct in general and not
just our conduct of scientific inquiry in the light of this conception
of the goal of nature.

To understand this aspect of Kant’s teleology, we must go back
and retrace a step that was alluded to in the last quotation but has
not yet been explained.57 As we have seen, Kant has begun his train
of thought with the idea that there are certain functions of organ-
isms that lead us to think of them as if they have been designed.
He has then added the idea that if we see some aspects of organisms
as purposive, our predilection for unitary rather than heterogeneous
models for explanation will lead us to the thought that every aspect
of an organism must be purposive. But he applies this principle a
second time when he proposes that once we have been led to think
of some things in nature as if they were the product of purposive
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design, then it will be natural for us to think of the whole of nature
as if it were a system designed in behalf of some end:

It is therefore only matter insofar as it is organized that necessarily carried
with it the concept of itself as a natural end, since its specific form is at the
same time a product of nature. However, this concept necessarily leads to
the idea of the whole of nature as a system in accordance with the rule of
ends to which idea all of the mechanism of nature in accordance with prin-
ciples of reason must now be subordinated (at least in order to test natural
appearances by this idea). . . . By means of the example that nature gives in
its organic products, one is justified, indeed called upon to expect nothing
in nature and its laws but what is purposive in the whole.

(Judgment, §67, 5:378–9)

Indeed, once we have been led by our experience of organisms as
purposive systems to look at the whole of nature as a purposive sys-
tem, it will also become natural for us to look on “even beauty in
nature . . . as an objective purposiveness of nature in its entirety, as a
system of which the human being is a member” (5:380), even though
this was not part of our aesthetic experience as originally analyzed.

Kant does not say what it is that “necessarily” leads us from the
idea of organisms as purposive systems to the idea of nature as a
whole as a purposive system, but it would seem to be the same ratio-
nal idea of unitary explanation that he had appealed to in extending
the teleological point of view from some functions of organisms to
all of their parts. The next great step in Kant’s argument is to infer,
perhaps in analogy with our conception of our own rationality, that
if the whole of nature is a product of intelligent design, then there
must be some point or goal to the whole of nature, and to commence
a search for what that goal might be.

As we saw earlier, it is natural enough for us egocentrically to
suppose that we ourselves are the ultimate point of nature. But we
also saw that such a thought, at least in isolation, is completely
arbitrary. Moreover, if we assume it is our happiness as such that is
the goal of nature, we are obviously in for a big disappointment:

It is so far from being the case that nature has made the human being its
special favorite and favored him with beneficence above all other animals,
that it has rather spared him just as little as any other animal from its
destructive effects, whether of pestilence, hunger, danger of flood, attacks
by other animals great and small, etc.; even more, the conflict in the natural
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predisposition of the human being, reduces himself and others of his own
species, by means of plagues that he invents for himself, such as the oppres-
sion of domination, the barbarism of war, etc., to such need, and he works so
hard for the destruction of his own species, that even if the most beneficent
nature outside of us had made the happiness of our species its end, that end
would not be attained in a system of nature upon the earth, because the
nature inside of us is not receptive to that. (Judgment, §83, 5:430)

However, Kant supposes that we can conceive of a goal that is not so
obviously at odds with the actual tendency of our own nature and also
has more than the merely conditional value of happiness, namely,
the unconditional value of morality itself, or of the human being as
a moral value. Indeed, this is the only thing we can conceive to have
unconditional value, and thus to be a proper end for the system of
nature:

Now of the human being . . . as a moral being, it cannot be further
asked . . . why (quem in finem) it exists. His existence contains the high-
est end itself, to which, as far as he is capable, he can subject the whole
of nature . . . only in the human being, although in him only as a subject of
morality, is unconditional legislation with regard to ends to be found, which
therefore makes him alone capable of being a final end, to which the whole
of nature is teleologically subordinated. (§84, 5:436)

Forced by our experience of organisms to think of the whole of nature
as if it were purposive and by the character of our reason to think of
a purpose for the whole of nature, the only thing we can conceive
of as such an end is our own morality, our “supersensible faculty
(freedom) and even the law of the causality together with the object
that it can set for itself as the highest end (the highest good in the
world)” (§84, 5:436).

Here, however, one will surely ask how Kant, who thinks that
the freedom of the will can exist only in a noumenal realm, could
conceive of human morality, which must be an expression of human
freedom, and the highest good, which is human happiness achieved
through human virtue and thus through human freedom,58 as itself
a product of nature, the phenomenal realm of deterministic law that
is the very antithesis of freedom? This question must be answered in
two steps. First, Kant does not in fact see the freedom of the human
will as an end that can be directly achieved within nature; more pre-
cisely, it is “the culture of training (discipline), . . . the liberation of
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the will from the despotism of desires” (Judgment, §83, 5:432) that
he thinks could be achieved within nature by entirely natural mech-
anisms, and this is more like a natural “condition of aptitude” for
the exercise of genuine virtue than virtue itself – even once we have
achieved such discipline, by natural means, we must still make the
free choice to use it for the sake of morality rather than contrary
to it. Second, although Kant cannot conceive of human freedom and
morality properly speaking as something that can be realized entirely
within nature, he can see the universal happiness not of the individ-
ual but of the species, which is to be included in the highest good, as
the object and the product of our moral use of our freedom, and thus
as something that can and indeed must be realized within nature.59

So even though human happiness does not initially appear to be any
special aim of nature, it can be seen as the final end of human moral-
ity to be realized within nature.

We must now take stock of Kant’s teleology as briefly as we have
expounded it. The most obvious internal question one might ask
is how Kant’s account of teleology and its principle comports with
his original account of reflecting judgment and its transcendental
principle. Initially, there seems to be a significant disanalogy. Kant’s
original principle postulated that nature can ground a system of laws
(Judgment, Introduction IV, 5:180), whereas his account of our tran-
sition from the experience of organisms to a conception of nature as a
whole and as a purposive system seems to concern objects in nature
rather than laws. But as we saw in our discussion of the antinomy
of teleological judgment, Kant’s aim is to show how the mechanical
laws of phenomenal nature can be reconciled with the teleological
law that nature must have a purpose, and thus that those two forms
of law can in fact comprise a single system. So if Kant’s initial prin-
ciple were modified to state that we must be able to consider par-
ticular empirical and moral laws as if they comprise a single system
of laws given for the sake not just of our faculty of cognition but of
our powers of mind as a whole, we could see a single principle of
reflecting judgment at work. And Kant’s idea that through teleologi-
cal judgment we seek to find the moral purpose of nature can also be
reconciled with his initial account of reflecting judgment. Whereas
the conception of the moral end of nature must be regarded as given
through pure reason and by no means completely unknown, what we
actually seek to do through teleological judgment is to find a way to
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apply that idea of reason to nature as it is actually given to us, just
as in the initial case of reflecting judgment we are actually given the
pure concepts of the understanding but need to find the intermedi-
ate concepts of natural laws by which those pure concepts can be
applied to nature as it is given to us. In these ways Kant’s account
of teleological judgment is more readily fit into his general model of
reflecting judgment than is his account of aesthetic judgment.

But stepping outside of Kant’s system, what can we make of Kant’s
teleology? Kant certainly seems to capture the systematic ambitions
of practicing scientists: The twentieth-century revolutions in chem-
istry and genetics are clear cases of extending the scope of a unitary
system of laws, and the continued search for a way to unify the four
most fundamental kinds of physical force is completely within the
Kantian spirit. At the same time, the Darwinian-Mendelian expla-
nation of inheritance, together with the subsequent explanation of
inheritance by the behavior of DNA, undermines any claim that we
cannot understand organic processes in mechanical terms. The phys-
ical generation of mutations combined with their selection through
reproductive success outlines precisely the sort of mechanical model
of the kinds of processes that Kant seems to have thought must
forever remain beyond the bounds of human comprehension. Fur-
ther, Kant’s idea that mechanical explanation, even if maximally
extensive, must be completely consistent with the principle of pur-
posiveness now seems hopeless. Whatever disagreements there may
be among contemporary Darwinians, surely they all agree that not
every trait that survives natural selection is purposive in the sense
of being advantageous to the reproductive success of the organism,
but that traits may survive as long as they are not reproductively
disadvantageous and may do so particularly if they are mechanically
linked to some other trait that is advantageous.

It is also unlikely that many will be convinced that we must con-
ceive of nature as morally purposive unless they are already starting
from a theological point of view, precisely what Kant was attempt-
ing to avoid. Nevertheless, most contemporary readers will agree
with Kant that both our virtue and our happiness must be perfected
within nature, not someplace else, and here Kant’s teleological view
of nature suggests some considerations of enduring value. One les-
son that we can take from Kant’s teleology is that it is only our
own moral ends – and not our mere whims and lusts – that give us
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anything like a right to use the rest of nature as means. Thus, we
might infer that it is morally permissible or even mandatory to use
and destroy other animals to test medicines that may significantly
alleviate human suffering, but impermissible to do so in order to
test the efficacy or even the safety of cosmetics that will merely
enhance our appearance. Second, the idea that nature is a system
suggests that in any of our interventions in nature as we find it, even
if undertaken for the most morally acceptable or even obligatory of
reasons, our actions will have consequences far beyond our imme-
diate concerns, and thus that we must always attempt to weigh the
remote and long-term ecological consequences of our actions as well
as their current value. Here is a point where Kant’s insistence on the
limits of the human powers of cognition seems entirely appropriate,
and where we must limit our confidence in the rectitude of our goals
with modesty in our claims to understand both the efficacy and the
consequences of our means.

5. the influence of kant’s aesthetics
and teleology

Kant’s third Critique, even though often profoundly misunderstood,
has been more influential on the subsequent history of aesthetics
than any other single work. In the first period of its reception, lasting
from its original appearance through the work of the young Friedrich
Nietzsche, it was not so much Kant’s formulation and solution to
the problem of the universal validity of judgments of taste as his dis-
tinction between the beautiful and the sublime, his theory of fine
art, his theory of genius, and his attempt to connect aesthetics with
morality while preserving what is unique to each (a topic on which I
have hardly touched in this essay) that were influential. Just to men-
tion a few examples, Friedrich Schiller certainly developed Kant’s
thoughts on the connection between aesthetics and morality in his
famous essay on “Grace and Dignity” (1793) and in his Letters on the
Aesthetic Education of Mankind (1795); Friedrich Schelling’s central
idea that it is in the creation of art that the unconscious mentality
of nature in general emerges into consciousness, the culminating
idea of his System of Transcendental Idealism (1798) and the cen-
tral theme of his Lectures on the Philosophy of Art (1803), undoubt-
edly comes directly from Kant’s theory of genius; Hegel’s idea that
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the beautiful is the sensible appearance of the Idea is unthinkable
without Kant’s theory of aesthetic ideas; and Nietzsche’s central dis-
tinction between the Apollonian and the Dionysian in his Birth of
Tragedy (1873) is clearly an heir to Kant’s distinction between the
beautiful and the sublime, even if a radical revision of it.

Arthur Schopenhauer’s thesis that in the experience of beauty we
are released from our ordinary concerns and their attendant pains
into a state of “pure will-less, painless, timeless” subjectivity60 is
a distinctive interpretation of Kant’s conception of the disinterest-
edness of the judgment of beauty, and is the origin of what later
became known as “aesthetic attitude” theories in aesthetics, the
most famous of which was perhaps offered by Edward Bullough
at the beginning of the twentieth century.61 Kant is often taken
as the source for the idea of the autonomy of art or “art for art’s
sake,” although his insistence that art that does not have moral
content quickly becomes dissatisfying (Judgment, §52) would have
become unwelcome to advocates of this view such as Oscar Wilde,
and it should more properly be traced back to Karl Philipp Moritz’s
“Attempt at a Unification of all fine Arts and Sciences under the con-
cept of that which is perfect in itself” (1785),62 an essay that Kant
himself clearly knew and to which he may have been responding
with his insistence that the beauty of an object is its subjective pur-
posiveness for us, not an internal purposiveness within it as Moritz
had argued. Advocates of formalism in modern painting and other
arts have also appealed to Kant as an authority, although to do so is
to mistake Kant’s initial analysis of free beauty, primarily in nature,
with his subsequent account of the beauty of fine art proper as con-
sisting in the interplay between form and content captured by his
notion of the aesthetic idea.63

These references just begin to suggest the influence of Kant on sub-
sequent aesthetics; a real history of that influence would be nothing
short of a history of aesthetics since Kant. The history of the influ-
ence of Kant’s thought about systematicity and teleology in the third
Critique on subsequent thought would no doubt be much shorter.
Whereas virtually all scientists tacitly accept the goal of the unity
of the sciences, and that of course became a well-known theme for
the philosophy of science in the 1930s, the Introduction to the third
Critique no doubt played and plays very little role in this tendency
of thought. Kant’s apparent resurrection of a teleological conception
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of the organism may have had significant influence on the “vital-
ist” tendency of some German biological thinking in the nineteenth
century,64 but as we have seen Kant himself pretty clearly intended
his teleological conception of organisms only heuristically, and in
any case vitalism soon fell, if not of its own weight, then under the
weight of Darwinism.

Kant’s argument that we must be led from our experience of organ-
isms to a teleological, but ultimately “ethicotheological” view of
nature as a whole has not had much impact on subsequent phi-
losophy, or even received much attention in Kant scholarship. As
I have briefly tried to suggest, however, Kant’s thoughts on this sub-
ject might provide important premises for an ethical, although thor-
oughly non-theological, ecology. I am aware of only one work that
has pursued this thought, a work by Lothar Schäfer that has received
little notice.65 Here much remains to be done, not so much by his-
torians of philosophy as by philosophy itself.
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17 Moral faith and the highest good

1. problems of interpretation

Any student who approaches Kant’s philosophy of religion for the
first time is bound to be daunted by the task. The obstacles are wide,
deep, and long. They are wide because Kant thought about virtually
every aspect of religion. They are deep because he thought through
all these issues with systematic thoroughness and relentless rigor.
And they are long because Kant began to think about religious issues
as early as the 1760s, and his thinking underwent several transforma-
tions through the decades. If these challenges are not enough, Kant’s
thinking appears in a formidable corpus of writings. His mature reli-
gious philosophy is expounded in his three critical works, the Canon
of the Critique of Pure Reason, the Dialectic of the Critique of Practi-
cal Reason, and the Doctrine of Method of the Critique of the Power
of Judgment. The most important mature work, the only one entirely
devoted to the philosophy of religion, is his 1793 Religion within
the Boundaries of Mere Reason. Apart from these systematic works,
there are several important essays of the 1780s and 1790s;1 there are
also the lectures on theology, and last but not least the lectures on
ethics, which are crucial for their religious themes.

No short essay, at least from this author, can introduce all the
major aspects of Kant’s philosophy of religion.2 My own aim is per
necessitatem much more modest, though still much too ambitious.
It is to explain just one of Kant’s central doctrines: moral faith. This
doctrine is the very heart and soul of Kant’s mature philosophy of
religion. Its exposition and defense was a central concern of Kant’s
in the late 1780s and early 1790s. The doctrine played a pivotal role
in Kant’s final sketches for a system of philosophy.3

588
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To explain moral faith alone is, however, no easy task. Part of the
problem is that the concept is so complex. It involves three basic
components, each of which requires extensive analysis: (1) the ideal
of the highest good; (2) the postulates of God and immortality; and
(3) the concept of rational faith. Another part of the problem is that
it is necessary to find one’s way through the thicket and thistle of
controversy. For no aspect of Kant’s philosophy is more controversial
than moral faith.

The basic source of controversy surrounding moral faith concerns
its role in Kant’s general philosophy. Some hold that it is central
to his philosophy, the keystone of the entire critical edifice; oth-
ers maintain that it is at best an afterthought, at worst a cancer.
One can take three possible positions: that moral faith is neces-
sary to, consistent with, or contrary to Kant’s basic aims and princi-
ples. In the first fifty years of the reception of Kant’s philosophy, all
these positions had been taken; each has been revived many times
since.

Since controversy is unavoidable, it is necessary to take a stand.
So, in what follows I will defend the thesis that moral faith does play
a pivotal role in Kant’s philosophy in that it is not only consistent
with but necessary to his basic aims and principles. We will see that
moral faith is not guilty of two common charges of inconsistency:
that it violates Kant’s strictures against metaphysics, and that it
undermines his ideal of moral purity. We will also see that it plays a
fundamental role in Kant’s philosophy, not in giving new content to
its ethical principles, as is sometimes argued, but in explaining the
possibility of moral action.

My defense of moral faith deliberately pushes the doctrine into
waters where many contemporary Kant scholars fear to tread: the
depths of metaphysics. Since the 1960s there has been a movement
afoot in the Anglophone world to purge Kant’s philosophy of all meta-
physics, to make Kant scrubbed and sanitary for a more positivistic
age.4 It began with Kant’s transcendental idealism; it then moved
onto his ethics; but it has now dared to enter the inner sanctum
itself: moral faith. True to their antimetaphysical programe, these
scholars have defended a completely secular and immanent concep-
tion of the highest good, according to which it is simply a goal of
human striving that need not involve the beliefs in the existence of
God or immortality.5
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Contrary to this trend, we will find that Kant’s doctrine of
moral faith is irreducibly metaphysical. It is metaphysical not in
the sense that it makes implicit claims to knowledge of transcen-
dent entities – if this were so it would be indeed inconsistent with
Kant’s critical principles – but in three other significant senses. First,
Kant’s ideal of the highest good is fundamentally Christian, indeed
Protestant; it is utterly contrary to his intention to interpret it as
secular and humanist. Second, it is impossible to separate the high-
est good from the postulates, the beliefs in the existence of God
and immortality. Third, Kant’s doctrine addresses a basic metaphys-
ical problem: the connection between the noumenal realm of moral-
ity and the phenomenal realm of history. It was crucial for Kant to
address this issue, we shall find, to explain the possibility of moral
action.

Of course, in all these respects Kant will seem less relevant to our
more secular and positivistic age. But we should beware of making
Kant seem relevant at the cost of historical accuracy. We learn little
from past thinkers when we make them caricatures of ourselves.
My aim throughout is to restore the historical integrity of Kant’s
doctrine against those who would dismantle it for the sake of their
own philosophical agenda.

2. moral faith in context

The best introduction to Kant’s doctrine of moral faith is historical.
Its purpose and structure become apparent only by seeing how it
differs from, and takes issue with, Kant’s predecessors and contem-
poraries. A fundamental, and still unfulfilled, desideratum of Kant
scholarship is to specify the individuality of his doctrines, that is,
what is original to and distinctive about them in the context of his
age.

The central thesis of Kant’s doctrine is that religious belief must
be founded on practical reason alone. This was a very bold thesis,
committing Kant to two very controversial propositions. First, the
justification for religious belief must be based on reason alone.
Kant therefore excludes the other competing criteria for “the rule of
faith”: apostolic and ecclesiastical tradition (Roman Catholicism),
Scripture (orthodox Protestantism), and inspiration (the various
Protestant sects). Second, the rational justification for religious

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc17 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:30

Moral faith and the highest good 591

belief cannot be theoretical but must be practical. In other words,
we cannot demonstrate through reason the fundamental truths
of natural religion, namely, the existence of God, providence, and
immortality; rather, the only possible justification for these beliefs
has to be moral. Kant could equate moral with rational justification
through his moral philosophy, according to which the fundamental
principles of morality are based on reason alone.

When we first place Kant’s doctrine in its historical context, there
does not seem to be anything especially new or original about it. Both
propositions had become virtual commonplaces by the 1780s. The
proposition that religious belief must be justified by reason alone had
become familiar ever since the deist controversy of the 1690s and the
freethinking campaign of the 1720s. And the proposition that reli-
gious belief must be defended essentially on moral grounds was as
old as the latitudinarian movement of the 1660s; it was reaffirmed
tirelessly by the Boyle lecturers and the freethinkers themselves in
the first decades of the eighteenth century. All these developments
in Britian were well known in Germany, where the writings of John
Toland, Matthew Tindal, and Anthony Collins found a wide circu-
lation.6 Lessing had forced the German public to think about these
propositions in the 1770s when he published Reimarus’s writings
and launched his famous dispute with Pastor Goeze.

What, then, one might ask, is new and original to Kant’s doc-
trine of moral faith? The most plausible answer is simple and
straightforward: Kant’s ruthless, relentless, and indeed radical insis-
tence that religious belief be justified solely by practical reason. This
was a bold and original stand by the standards of the 1780s, even
by those of the 1790s. This put Kant at odds with virtually every
party in the religious controversies of his time. The demand that
religious faith be defensible by reason put him at odds not only with
the orthodox Lutherans, who stressed the authoritative role of Scrip-
ture, but also with the spiritualists, who valued mystical experience.
The insistence that it be justifiable by practical reason alone set him
against not only the traditional rationalist theologians, like Wolff,
Mendelssohn, and Reimarus, but even some of the freethinkers, who,
for all their skepticism about revealed religion and theism, continued
to mount demonstrations for the truth of pantheism.

The full purport of Kant’s doctrine became clear to himself and
his contemporaries only in the late 1780s during the course of the

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc17 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:30

592 kant and modern philosophy

famous “pantheism controversy” between Moses Mendelssohn and
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. Kant’s contribution to this controversy –
his 1786 essay “What Does It Mean to Orient Oneself in Thought?” –
revealed for the first time the distinctive outlines of his position
vis-à-vis his contemporaries. There were three competing positions
in this dispute. First, the metaphysics of the Leibnizian-Wolffian
school, represented by Mendelssohn, which held that it is possible
to provide theoretical demonstrations of the fundamental beliefs of
natural religion. Second, the fideistic philosophy of Jacobi, Hamann,
and Thomas Wizenmann, who held that religious belief cannot be
justified by reason but only by personal experience. Third, the free-
thinking Spinozists, especially Lessing and Herder. Although they
claimed that religious beliefs have to be justified by reason, they
denied the fundamental beliefs of traditional theism – a personal
God, providence, and individual immortality – and affirmed instead a
form of pantheism as the only religion of reason. Kant took issue with
all these positions. He differed from the rationalists in his demand
that rational justification be practical rather than theoretical; he
departed from the fideists in his demand for rational justification
and in his skepticism about personal experience; and he took issue
with the freethinkers in their persistent belief in the powers of
reason.

Although Kant’s doctrine was very radical in some respects, it was
still conservative in others. In important respects his theological-
political doctrines belong to the older generation of Aufklärer, the
generation of Nicolai, Biester, Eberhard, and Garve. These thinkers
would have lost their wigs over Kant’s purely practical defense of the
faith. But Kant still belongs among them in two respects: first, in his
defense of theism, especially the belief in a personal and supernatural
God; and, second, in his caution about enfranchising and enlighten-
ing the common people. In both respects the early romantics would
regard Kant as a relic of a bygone age. They would declare theism dead
and make pantheism de rigeur; and they were ready to enlighten and
enfranchise a broader segment of the people.

Still, in one respect the old fox of Königsberg would prove more
radical than the romantics themselves: in his suggestion that reli-
gion consists in a hypostatization of moral laws. This made Kant the
grandfather of Feuerbach, Marx, Stirner, and Bauer, the guiding spirit
behind the radical criticism of the 1840s. Radical critique of religion
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in the name of liberation was the slogan of the young Hegelians; but
that too was the legacy of Kant.

3. the city of god

Of the three basic components of the concept of moral faith, Kant’s
ideal of the highest good plays the central role. It provides the ratio-
nale for the postulates, which in turn provide the basis for the concept
of rational faith. We should therefore begin our systematic analysis
of moral faith with the highest good.

Kant’s reflections on the highest good, which first appear in the
Dialectic of the Critique of Practical Reason, are intelligible only
when placed in a much broader historical context. They are part
of a long history of thinking about this topic, a history consisting
in bitter controversy and endless strife. Kant’s reflections too are
deeply partisan: He takes issue with some schools, he sides with
others.7 Their most striking aspect is Kant’s self-conscious alle-
giance to the Christian, indeed Protestant, tradition. It is a point
that cannot be stressed enough: Kant saw his ethics as Christian
doctrine.

The problem of the highest good or summum bonum was first
posed by Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics, where he raised the
questions “What should be the fundamental goal of the good life?”
and “What end in life makes it most worth living?”8 These ques-
tions became the chief battleground between Stoics and Epicureans
in antiquity. Whereas the Epicureans held that the highest good is
pleasure alone, the Stoics taught that it consists solely in virtue.
In the fourth century, the highest good became a matter of dis-
pute between Christians and pagans. The dispute began when, in
Chapter XIX of the City of God, Augustine argued that no pagan
conception of the highest good – whether Epicurean or Stoic – is satis-
factory, and that the highest good can be realized only in a Christian
life. Famously, he taught that the highest good does not lie in the
earthly city – in a world that man could know and create through his
natural powers – but in the heavenly city alone – in a world known
by divine revelation and established by divine grace.

In early modern philosophy the problem of the highest good had
lost much of its importance. Some champions of the new natural phi-
losophy – most notably, Hobbes and Locke – ridiculed the concept
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for its antiquated natural teleology and scholastic resonance.9 When
Kant introduced the topic in the second Critique he noted its unpop-
ularity (5:64); but he was scarcely reviving a moribund issue.10

The problem of the highest good had always been central to the
Aufklärung. It became even a popular issue after J. J. Spalding’s 1748
Thoughts on the Vocation of Man, which became one of the best-
sellers of the age.11 The problem was a source of much friction in
the heated disputes between the Leibnizian-Wolffian school and the
more freethinking members of the Prussian Academy. One of the
major works in this dispute was Mendelssohn’s 1755 On the Senti-
ments, which defended the perfectionism of the Leibnizian-Wolffian
school against the “new fashionable Epicureanism” of the Prussian
Academy.12 Some answer to the problem of the highest good was de
rigeur in eighteenth-century Germany; no respectable philosopher,
least of all one of Kant’s stature, could afford to ignore it.

What is most striking about Kant’s treatment of the highest
good in the second Critique is that he rejects both secular alter-
natives favored by the Aufklärung – Epicureanism and Stoicism –
and reaffirms the traditional Christian view. Remarkably, in crucial
respects, the precedent for Kant’s argument is Augustine. Like his
Christian forbear, Kant rejects Epicureanism and Stoicism for their
worldly conceptions of the highest good, and he maintains instead
that only Christianity has an adequate account of this ideal. His
argument reaches its climax when he proclaims: “The doctrine of
Christianity . . . gives a concept of the highest good (the kingdom
of God) that alone satisfies the strictest demands of practical rea-
son” (5:127–8). In making his case for Christianity, Kant reaffirms
three of Augustine’s central contentions against the pagans: that the
highest good cannot be attained in this life; that we cannot attain
it through our own efforts alone; and that justice prevails only in
the heavenly city. Pivotal to Kant’s argument is a conception funda-
mental to Augustine but alien to Epicureanism, Stoicism, and the
entire Enlightenment tradition: the concept of sin. In going back to
Augustine in all these respects, Kant proves to be deeply loyal to
the Reformation, whose founding fathers, Luther and Calvin, found
their inspiration in the same Augustinian doctrines.13

Kant’s main account of the highest good is in the “Dialectic”
of the Critique of Practical Reason. He begins his discussion there
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by making a distinction – one of evident Aristotelian provenance –
between two senses of the concept (5:110). Kant explains that the
highest good can be the supreme good, that is, the unconditionally
good, or a good that is always an end and never a means and that is
the condition under which anything else is good. But he adds that
the highest good can also be the perfect good, that is, the whole
or entire good, or a good that has other goods as its parts and that
cannot be made better by adding another to it. Applying this distinc-
tion, Kant maintains that morality alone is the supreme good, and
that happiness in accord with morality is the perfect good. Morality
is the supreme good because it is an end in itself and the condi-
tion under which anything else is good. However, morality alone
is not the perfect good, which also requires happiness. The perfect
good cannot consist in morality alone – the achievement of perfect
virtue – because it is possible to imagine a greater good: virtue with
happiness.

Why must the highest good contain both happiness and virtue?
Why should we recognize happiness as well as virtue as an element
of the highest good? In the second Critique Kant explains that a
perfectly rational being could never will that someone should need
and deserve happiness yet never receive it (5:110). He also stresses
that the need for happiness is “the necessary object of desire of any
finite being” (5:25). Still, these points are not sufficient to explain
why Kant thinks that happiness is a distinct element of the highest
good. After all, the Stoics too saw happiness as part of the highest
good; but they insisted that it is simply one part of, and consequent
upon, the exercise of virtue. Their happiness is the inner tranquility
and self-possession of the virtuous soul, which enjoys independence
from fortune and the passions. This question becomes all the more
puzzling when we find Kant himself expressing his admiration for
the Stoic theory (5:117). Why, one wants to ask, did not Kant take
the more Stoic view of the highest good, which, after all, seems to
fit his moral rigorism?

It is interesting to note, therefore, that despite his admiration for
Stoicism, Kant criticizes it all the same. The problem with Stoicism,
he argues in the second Critique, is that it does not recognize the
importance of “personal happiness” and fails to heed “the needs of
our own nature” (5:127). Behind Kant’s critique of the Stoics here it
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is possible to detect an old Christian complaint: that the Stoic sage
possessed a heart of stone, sufficient to make him indifferent even
to the death of wife and child.14 The fundamental error of Stoicism,
Kant further explains in Religion, is that it assumes the will itself
is only a source of good and that the passions alone are evil (6:58n).
With Augustine, Kant maintains just the opposite: that the source of
evil lies in the will and that the passions alone are good.15 Contrary
to the Stoics, Kant finds it futile, even reprehensible, to attempt to
eradicate natural desires and feelings. The Stoics ignored, he implies,
what the Christians had rightly stressed: that evil comes from the
spirit alone, which therefore stands in need of redemption.

Kant’s arguments in the second Critique for making both happi-
ness and virtue components of the highest good are all too sketchy
and quick. Fortunately, though, we can understand much of his rea-
soning with the aid of his 1784–5 winter semester lectures on ethics.
Here Kant equates the highest good with the ideal of the most perfect
world and then argues that such a world must include both happiness
and virtue. The highest good cannot be an amoral ideal, he argues,
because we cannot conceive it simply as happiness; in that case we
could still imagine something more to make it better: namely, the
worthiness to be happy (27:247). Kant then asks his listeners to imag-
ine two scenarios: a world where everyone is perfectly happy but
no one is virtuous; and a world where everyone is perfectly virtu-
ous but no one is happy. Neither of these worlds, he asserts, could
be the highest good, the most perfect world. We could make the
first world better by making its people virtuous; we could make the
second world better by making its people happy. So the conclusion
is inevitable: The highest good must include both happiness and
virtue.

Assuming that the highest good consists in both virtue and happi-
ness, how are we to connect these distinct elements? Kant joins them
according to a principle of distributive justice: Happiness should be
in direct proportion to merit. The highest good is therefore that ideal
where everyone receives happiness in proportion to virtue, or where
happiness is dispensed according to the worthiness to be happy. This
is the ideal of “the moral world” expounded in the Canon of the
first Critique: a world where moral agents are the causes of their
own welfare and that of others, or where freedom under moral laws
is the cause of the general happiness (B 837). Not surprisingly, Kant
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explicitly and frequently describes this ideal in religious terms: It
is “the kingdom of God” or ”corpus mysticum.”16 In Religion he
identifies it with “a universal republic based on the laws of virtue,”
an ethical community whose single lawgiver is God alone (6:98–9).
In the first Critique Kant betrays the immediate source of his ideal:
It is the Leibnizian “city of God,” a republic ruled by God himself,
who governs all souls according to love and the strictest principle
of justice (B 840).17 The ultimate provenance for this view was, of
course, Augustine. Kant knew this perfectly well; in the 1785 Mron-
govius lectures he explicitly identifies his highest good with what
“Augustine and Leibniz called . . . the kingdom of grace” (29:629).

Why must happiness and virtue be connected in this way? Why
does Kant think that happiness in proportion to virtue is the highest
good? Obviously, the question is basic and crucial; but in the second
Critique Kant provides little explanation, perhaps because he took
the Christian values behind it so much for granted. Crucial to his
conception of the highest good is a powerful moral intuition, one
central to the Judeo-Christian tradition. This is the ancient lament
of Job: Life is unfair, and we live in an unjust world where the vicious
prosper and the virtuous suffer. We think that there ought to be a
causal connection between virtue and happiness, vice and misery;
but in life there is nothing like it; indeed, almost the very opposite
seems to be the case. Kant himself gave voice to this feeling in a
striking passage from the Critique of Judgment:

Once people begin to reflect on right and wrong . . . they inevitably had to
arrive at this judgment: that in the end it must make a difference whether a
person has acted honestly or deceitfully, fairly or violently, even if to the end
of his life he has received no good fortune for his virtues and no punishment
for his crimes, at least none that we could see. It is as if they heard an inner
voice that said: This is not how it should be. (5:458)18

The underlying rationale behind this intuition, then, is nothing
less than a principle of distributive justice: Rewards should be in
proportion to merit. For Kant, this imperative of justice – the demand
that the world itself be fair – is the great strength of the Christian
conception of the highest good over its pagan competitors. The Stoic
and Epicurean conceptions were fundamentally flawed because they
never really considered the question of the distribution of the highest
good. They saw the highest good as the virtue or happiness of the
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individual alone, of the solitary wise man, as if he could achieve it by
his own efforts alone. But if this were so, the wise man could achieve
the best life even in an unjust world! For Kant, as for Augustine, this
was the reductio ad absurdum of all pagan conceptions.

Kant’s vision of the highest good as justice made him take issue
with the pagans in another crucial respect. The pagan conceptions
of the highest good had always set a premium on the concept of self-
sufficiency and moral independence. The great advantage of Stoic
virtue and Epicurean happiness is that it gave the wise man freedom
from the contingencies of life, independence from all the vicissitudes
of fortune. The highest good could be achieved through sheer exercise
of intelligence and bold resolve of the will, whatever might happen in
the world. But, in seeing the highest good as a just world, Kant made
it depend on fickle fortuna again, on factors beyond the control of
the individual alone. No single individual alone, no matter how for-
tunate or virtuous, Kant argued, could ever be sure of taking one step
toward the highest good. He could not know that others would assist
him; and even if they did, he could not know that nature or fortune
would ever cooperate. Last but not least, he could not even depend
on his own will, which always strays from the path of righteousness.
The achievement of the highest good, therefore, does not depend on
the will alone, but on factors well beyond its control, on nothing
less than the structure of the cosmos and the course of history itself.
That was a fundamental gambit in Augustine’s polemic against the
ancient pagans; Kant now redeployed it against the modern pagans.

This point alone makes faith imperative in the moral life. It is the
starting point of Kant’s entire moral theology. In the Dialectic of the
second Critique Kant will contend that the duty to seek the highest
good is valid only in a moral universe. If we are to act morally, the
universe itself must be designed for the achievement of moral ends;
it must have indeed a final purpose, which is nothing less than the
highest good, the kingdom of God itself. The city of God could be
realized, Leibniz once taught, only if there is a harmony between
the realms of nature and grace, only if “nature leads to grace, and
grace perfects nature, by making use of it.”19 That, in a nutshell,
was the Christian conception of the world. The purpose of Kant’s
moral theology was to vindicate it, though now on practical rather
than theoretical grounds. We must now consider in more detail just
how that was done.
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Before we proceed, however, it is important to clarify one point
that has been the source of much confusion about Kant’s concept
of the highest good. Scholars have debated the ontological status of
Kant’s ideal of the highest good, asking whether it is noumenal or
phenomenal, transcendent or natural, other-wordly or this-worldly;
many contend that Kant’s ideal was originally transcendent and
other-worldly but became increasingly phenomenal or this-worldly.
But this entire discussion proceeds from a false premise, one that
betrays ignorance of the Christian tradition. The false premise is the
common assumption that these realms are exclusive. It is an assump-
tion that would have aroused the indignation of the Bishop of Hippo,
and that would have perplexed the sage of Königsberg himself. For it
is central to Augustine’s theory that the city of God does not exist
in heaven, in some supernatural realm beyond the earth; rather, it
exists on the earth and in this world; but on the earth and in this
world insofar as it is completely transformed by the second coming
of Christ.20 We should view Kant’s ideal of the highest good in a sim-
ilar light. It always meant for him, as he described it in Religion, “the
kingdom of God on earth.” But this did not imply, as modern schol-
ars believe, that the earth will remain natural; it means rather that
the divine will come down to the earth, which will be completely
transformed. Once we realize this simple point, we have no reason
to think Kant is inconsistent, or that he changed his views in the
1790s. Kant’s views were consistent and persistent. They were those
of the Augustinian tradition.

4. the metaphysics of morality

Now that we have analyzed the concept of the highest good, it is
necessary to examine the next essential component of moral faith:
Kant’s moral theology, the postulates of the existence of God and
immortality. Kant thinks that there is an essential link between
these components; if we accept the Christian concept of the highest
good, we should also postulate the existence of God and immortality.
For Kant, Christian morals and metaphysics are of a piece.

The starting point of Kant’s argument for the postulates is a closer
analysis of the Christian ideal of the highest good. It is crucial to and
characteristic of that ideal, Kant maintains, that the two elements
of the highest good are completely distinct and heterogenous.21
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According to the Christian ideal, there is no necessary or analytic
connection between moral virtue and happiness, but a causal or
synthetic one. In other words, the Christian recognizes that in the
earthly realm a person who is virtuous is not necessarily happy, and
that a person who is happy is not necessarily virtuous. The prob-
lem with pagan conceptions of the highest good, Kant argues, is that
they conflate the basic components of the highest good. They con-
ceive the connection as analytic, as if one element were contained
of necessity in the other. Thus, Epicureanism reduces virtue down
to happiness by conceiving virtue as nothing more than prudence,
the wisdom necessary to achieve happiness; and Stoicism reduces
happiness down to virtue by interpreting happiness as nothing more
than the self-possession of the sage.

This analytic conception of the connection between virtue and
happiness, Kant maintains, is the crucial common premise behind
the Stoics’ and Epicureans’ worldly or natural conceptions of the
highest good (5:113). They assume that the highest good can be
achieved by human action in this life only because they reduce it
down to one element or the other. Hence the Epicureans think that
virtue is attainable in this life because they see it as nothing more
than prudence; and the Stoics assume that happiness is possible in
this life because they regard it as nothing more than the content-
ment of the sage. But, Kant replies, the Epicurean concept of virtue
is as false as the Stoic conception of happiness. Virtue is not simply
prudence but the power of acting according to the moral law, which
often brings us into conflict with our sensible desires and needs; and
happiness is not simply the contentment of virtue because it also
involves satisfying natural desires.

Nothing more clearly reveals Kant’s affinity with the Christian
tradition than his insistence in the second Critique that both Sto-
icism and Epicureanism suffer from a common failing: They assume
that the human will can be “the sole and sufficient ground” of the
possibility of the highest good (5:126). In other words, they wrongly
hold that the highest good can be achieved “by the mere use of man’s
natural powers” (5:128n). What both ignore, Kant implies, is the rad-
ical evil of human nature, which makes us act contrary to the moral
law even when we have the power to do so. The great strength of
Christianity over Epicureanism and Stoicism, Kant argues, is that it
fully recognizes weakness of will, the stubborn fact that we cannot
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achieve the ideal of morality through our own efforts alone (5:128n).
The utmost that we achieve through our natural powers is a virtu-
ous disposition, which, however, is always hedged and plagued by
sensible temptations to act contrary to duty.

Having provided a closer analysis of the highest good, Kant pro-
ceeds to argue for the postulates themselves. The crucial moves
take place in the “Antinomy of Practical Reason.” This antinomy
arises when the highest good seems both necessary and impossible:
necessary, because practical reason demands that we realize the
highest good; and impossible, because there is no means of joining
together these distinct terms. We can join them together only if one is
the condition of the other. There are only two ways in which this can
be the case: Either the desire for happiness should be the motive for
virtue; or the striving for virtue should be the cause of happiness. But,
as we have seen, both alternatives are false. The first makes morality
impossible by reducing it to prudence; the second makes happiness
impossible by turning it into the contentment of virtue (5:113–14).
Kant rejects the first alternative as absolutely false because happi-
ness cannot be in any respect the condition for virtue; but he finds
the second alternative only conditionally false. It is false only if I
assume that my mode of existence in this phenomenal world is my
only possible mode of existence. If, however, I assume that I have a
noumenal will that acts on the phenomenal world, then I also have
reason to assume that there is some transcendent cause that mediates
between my noumenal will and its phenomenal effects (5:114–15). In
a single dense sentence, Kant makes two fundamental moves. First,
he introduces his noumenal-phenomenal dualism, as he does in the
solution of other antinomies; and, second, he postulates a transcen-
dent cause to mediate the connection between noumena and phe-
nomena. Since virtue is noumenal and happiness phenomenal, this
mediation will also join virtue and happiness. Though Kant’s reason-
ing is dense and obscure, the fundamental point is plain enough. To
connect virtue and happiness it is necessary to assume a transcen-
dent cause, a moral being who has so designed nature that it is an
instrument for the achievement of grace.

We need not go into details now about the structure of Kant’s
reasoning. The only point to note here is that Kant thinks the syn-
thetic structure of the highest good – the contingent connection
between virtue and happiness – presupposes the assumption of a

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc17 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:30

602 kant and modern philosophy

moral world order, a realm of nature ruled by moral ends, which has
its ultimate source in some “intelligible author.” This is sufficient
to show the link between his ethics and metaphysics, the connec-
tion between his Christian ideal of the highest good and his theism.
The argument of the “Antinomy of Practical Reason” is indeed fun-
damentally metaphysical: that only a transcendent cause will bridge
the gap between the realms of freedom and nature, noumena and
phenomena; that only such a cause will explain the connection pre-
supposed by the highest good.

But in what sense is this metaphysics? Kant stresses that the
assumption of the transcendent cause has only a practical validity,
that we have only moral reasons for believing in its existence; so
in this sense he is definitely not engaging in metaphysics. Still, the
underlying problem he is addressing, and the postulate he proposes
to solve it, are metaphysical. If we were to purge metaphysics from
the argument of the “Antinomy”, Kant would have no basis to con-
nect the realms of freedom and nature, no link between virtue and
happiness. For Kant, this would be to undermine the very possibility
of the highest good itself. In the end, then, to read the metaphysics
out of Kant’s concept of the highest good is only to beg the question
of its possibility.22

A resolute secularist might still question why we need meta-
physics. It is just a fact, he could say, that I have moral inten-
tions and put them into effect by acting according to them. It is
a mystery how this happens, perhaps, but it is not a mystery that
it happens. Why, then, must we assume some transcendent cause
to connect happiness and virtue? Why cannot the connection of
these terms be at least approached, if not attained, by human striving
alone?

It is important to see that, quite apart from the argument of the
Antinomy, Kant had other powerful arguments against a purely secu-
lar and humanistic conception of the highest good. He was perfectly
aware of such a conception and rejected it utterly. In some of his
writings in the 1790s he gave at least three arguments against it.
First, the individual efforts of finite human beings are not by them-
selves sufficient to bring about a collective result. We do not have
reason to believe that others will share our own goals; and even if
they do and we succeed in coordinating all our efforts, there is no
reason to think that our efforts will succeed or last for long. There
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are too many contingencies in life and nature that might foil our
best efforts.23 Second, Kant does not think that human beings them-
selves are able to completely subdue radical evil, which constantly
tempts them to except themselves from the moral law, even when
it is contrary to their conscience. Although Kant does not think
that grace is necessary for human beings to turn away from evil
and toward the good, he still denies that they should have the con-
fidence that they can ever redeem themselves before the sanctity
of the moral law without grace.24 Third, unlike his more idealis-
tic successors, Kant does not think that the highest good can be
a political ideal, one achieved through the state. The highest good
demands that happiness be given according to virtue, which involves
knowledge of a person’s inner disposition and motives. But such
an internal realm can never fall under the jurisdiction of the state,
whose laws direct and control only external actions.25 Kant thinks
that these inner dispositions and motives can never be known by
others, indeed even by the agent himself. What these motives are,
and what precise reward they deserve, can be known only by an
infinite moral being who has the power to peer into the human
conscience.26

Ultimately, then, Kant’s conception of both the world and human-
ity was far too pessimistic for him to believe that a Promethean
humanity could approach, let alone attain, the highest good. In
Part III of Religion he directly attacked this presumption, insist-
ing that we could attain the goal of an ethical commonwealth only
through divine aid (6: 100–1). “Out of such crooked wood as human-
ity is made,” he asks, “how could one expect to construct something
completely straight?” Kant staunchly denies, however, that such pes-
simism warrants fatalism, as if we have the right to stand by idly and
wait for divine intervention. Although we human beings cannot cre-
ate the kingdom of God through our own efforts, we still have to
conduct ourselves as if everything depends on us. It is only if we
work with all our effort toward this goal that we can ever have the
right to expect divine aid (6:101). God, as the adage goes, will only
help those who help themselves.

So, in the end, the highest good is indeed a goal of human striving;
but the problem is that it cannot be approached, still less achieved,
through human effort alone. What we also need, Kant believes, is
that fundamental Christian virtue: hope, or faith in divine grace and
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providence. We can believe that all our efforts to create a better world
will come to something, Kant argues, only if we also assume that
there is a divine providence that has so organized nature and history
that finite human efforts constantly progress toward their ultimate
ideal. Without this faith all the labors of Prometheus will be no better
than those of Sisyphus.

5. the moral proof for the existence of god

Kant’s solution to the “Antinomy of Practical Reason” is only the
beginning of his moral argument for the existence of God. That solu-
tion postulates only the existence of some “intelligible author of
nature”; but it specifies nothing more about this author. In any case,
it does not attempt to provide an explicit argument for belief in God,
but only to specify the possibility of the highest good as a command
of practical reason. Only in Section V of the “Dialectic” of the second
Critique does Kant attempt to show that the existence of God is one
of the fundamental postulates of practical reason. Kant has another
formulation of the argument, with some significant variations, in
§88 of the third Critique.

Put at its simplest and most schematic, Kant’s argument in the
second Critique takes the following form.27 (1) We have a duty to pro-
mote the highest good. (2) We must assume the conditions for the
possibility of this good. (3) God is a condition of the possibility of
the highest good. Therefore, we have a duty to assume the existence
of God. The general structure of this argument is what Kant calls
an absurdum practicum; such an argument attempts to show that
someone who denies its conclusion violates a duty. He contrasts it
with an absurdum logicum, which is an argument that attempts to
find some inconsistency in judgment.28 This argument is an absur-
dum practicum because if we were to deny it we would violate our
duty to pursue the highest good.29

The first premise is deeply problematic. Kant assumes that we
have a duty to promote the highest good; but some skeptics question
even this.30 They find a circle in his reasoning: Kant reasons from the
duty to the conditions of its possibility, which he must first prove
before he can assume the duty.

Whatever its merits, this objection raises a controversial question:
What is the basis for our duty to promote the highest good? Kant
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seems to think that such a duty follows straightforwardly from the
categorical imperative; but he never provides a deduction of it. Some
scholars contend that there cannot be, on Kant’s own principles, any
such duty;31 others claim that it plays a fundamental role so that
it cannot be derived from any higher principle.32 One suggestion is
that the highest good is really another version of Kant’s ideal of the
kingdom of ends.33 This proposal too seems problematic because
the highest good involves a principle of distributive justice not even
implicit within the kingdom of ends.

The second premise also is troublesome. Its rationale is that if
we assume we have a duty, we also must presuppose the conditions
necessary to act on it. This is for the simple reason that “ought”
implies “can.” If we do not believe that we can do something, then
we do not believe that we ought to do it. If, for example, I believe
that it is impossible for me in a severe blizzard to rescue stranded
mountaineers, I cannot also hold that I still have a duty (under these
conditions) to rescue them. This is straightforward enough; but the
problem with the premise is its moving from what I must presup-
pose to what I must believe. The argument wants to make it a moral
duty for me to believe in the existence of the conditions necessary to
realize my duty; but I do not have a duty to believe in the existence
of these conditions unless I also know that they are conditions. This
is why we cannot indict virtuous pagans. Although they accept their
duties, they do not know, lacking the Christian revelation, the condi-
tions for acting on them. Hence they cannot have a duty to believe in
the existence of God. But if we must know these conditions, it seems
we are again thrown back on the problem of having to establish the
conditions of the duty before the duty itself.

The third premise also is problematic. Granted that we have a duty
to the highest good, and that we must also believe in the conditions
of such a duty, why must we assume that among these conditions is
the existence of God? In Section V of the “Dialectic” in The second
Critique Kant provides a very dense account of this premise. He
explains that our finite human will cannot be a sufficient cause for
happiness to correspond with morality, and that the only such cause
would be an infinite moral being, that is, one having an infinite
will, power, and intelligence (5:124–5). This still leaves Kant with
Hume’s objection: Even if we establish that nature conforms to ends,
such that people receive happiness according to virtue, it does not
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follow that the source of this plan is a single infinite being. It is
possible that it is created by a single powerful being, or by many
such beings. In short, the existence of providence does not imply
Christian monotheism.34

Apart from problems with specific premises, there are problems
with the argument as a whole. Even if we admit the three premises,
the argument seems strangely self-defeating. Assuming that the
highest good exists and that it has some divine cause, we have no
motivation to act on our duty to promote it. For if it already exists,
why bother to do anything more in its behalf? Such was the objection
of Hegel, which some find powerful.35

But Hegel’s objection rests on a misunderstanding. What God cre-
ates is not the existence of the highest good itself – the reality of the
moral world where happiness is in direct proportion to virtue – but
simply the plan of nature or purpose of history. He designs every-
thing in nature and history so that it can be a means or instrument
for the realization of the highest good; but he does not realize this
plan or purpose. Whether this plan or purpose is fulfilled depends on
the choice or free will of finite agents themselves. So in creating sim-
ply the plan or purpose of creation, God lays down only its enabling
conditions, leaving it to finite agents to act or not act on it.

Another general difficulty with the argument is that it seems,
paradoxically, to sanction the immoralism of atheists. It makes the
duty to promote the highest good depend on belief in the existence of
God; so it seems that someone who denies the existence of God has
the right to exempt himself from his duty to the highest good. Kant
replies to this objection in §87 of the third Critique. He formulates
it in these terms: If the moral law demands belief in the existence
of God, then someone who denies God’s existence exempts him-
self from the moral law. To that very suggestion Kant declares an
emphatic “Nein!” (5:451). All that follows from his argument, he
maintains, is that if we deny the existence of God, we do not have
to strive for the highest good; but it does not follow that we are
released from the moral law itself. An atheist is still obliged to obey
the moral law because it is purely formal and commands uncondi-
tionally, regardless of any purposes, such as the highest good.

But here Kant is retreating from the absurdum practicum argu-
ment. The very heart of that argument, as he explains it in Chapter
2 of the “Dialectic” of the second Critique, is that the moral law
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demands that we should strive for the highest good, and that the
condition for the fulfillment of that duty is belief in the existence of
God. Kant is explicit and emphatic that the categorical imperative
itself will be impossible if there is no obligation to the highest good
(5:114).

What troubles Kant here is, partly, the idea that the atheist can slip
out of his moral obligations simply by denying the existence of God.
But this worry is needless, because the proper implication of Kant’s
argument is only the normative point that we ought to believe in the
existence of God; even if someone denies the existence of God the
obligation for him to believe in his existence remains all the same.
There is another deeper worry, however, about the independence of
moral obligations apart from religion. Kant wants to maintain that
morality has an authority independent of religion, and that even if
we are not religious the moral law has binding authority on us. He
will soon reaffirm this view in the Preface to the first edition of Reli-
gion. There remains, then, a serious question of consistency: How
can Kant maintain the absurdum practicum and the independent
authority of the moral law apart from religion?

The apparent inconsistency disappears when we realize that moral
law is dependent and independent from religion in different senses.
Although the moral law is epistemically independent of moral faith,
it still logically depends on it. In other words, it is possible to base the
moral law on evidence that is completely independent of religion;
hence I can know that the moral law binds my will even if I am
an atheist. Nevertheless, the moral law logically depends on moral
faith, according to the absurdum practicum, because if I cannot have
moral faith I also cannot act on the moral law. This follows straight-
forwardly from the premises that (a) ought implies can, and that (b)
moral faith is necessary for me to act on the moral law. This is the
distinction between ratio cognoscendi and ratio essendi, which Kant
applies elsewhere in the second Critique.

6. the meaning of faith

Now that we have examined two elements of Kant’s doctrine – the
highest good and the postulates – it is necessary to consider the third
and last, the concept of rational faith. With this concept Kant makes
two very bold claims: first, that faith can be rational, and second,
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that faith has priority over knowledge. Since the first claim appears
oxymoronic, and since the second smacks of irrationalism, Kant has
some explaining to do.

Kant attempts to explain how faith can be rational in two crucial
texts, Section III of the “Canon” of the first Critique and in the essay
“What Does It Mean to Orient Oneself in Thought?” Here he sets
forth a rather complex taxonomy of belief. He begins with a distinc-
tion between two forms of belief, or what he more exactly calls “hold-
ing something to be true” (Fürwahrhalten). These forms of belief are
conviction (Ueberzeugung) and persuasion (Ueberredung) (B 848).
Conviction rests on grounds that hold for every intelligent being;
persuasion, however, rests on grounds that hold only for the person
having the belief. Kant thinks that persuasion is illusory because the
subject thinks that its merely personal grounds should hold for every-
one alike. The crucial distinguishing feature between these forms of
belief is that conviction, unlike persuasion, is universally commu-
nicable and justifiable. Kant’s insistence that conviction involves
universal communicability and justifiability is already significant
and controversial because it means – contrary to the mystics – that
faith cannot be something inherently private and ineffable.

After distinguishing between conviction and persuasion, Kant
then distinguishes between three different forms of conviction.
There is opinion, knowledge, and faith. Opinion rests on insuffi-
cient subjective and objective grounds, that is, the person who has an
opinion has insufficient evidence and also recognizes that it is insuf-
ficient. Knowledge rests on both sufficient subjective and objective
grounds; but faith rests on insufficient objective but sufficient sub-
jective grounds. The difference between faith and opinion seems to
be that faith accepts a belief without accepting the possibility of its
negation, whereas opinion admits that the the negation could also
be true (B 849–51). In other words, opinion seems to permit doubt,
faith to forbid it. Kant says that in transcendental questions opinion
demands too little, knowledge too much. All that we can have about
these questions is faith because they transcend experience and so we
cannot attain evidence about them (B 851).

But in what sense can faith be rational? The crucial phrase is
Kant’s claim that, though it rests on insufficient objective grounds,
faith still rests on sufficient subjective ones. What he means by
this becomes evident only later: that even if the belief cannot be
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demonstrated on theoretical grounds, it is still possible to hold it
on practical grounds. Here holding the belief on theoretical grounds
means having evidence for its truth or falsity; and holding it on prac-
tical grounds means having reason to think that holding the belief
is necessary to attain ends. The grounds are “subjective” not in the
sense that they are sufficient for the particular person entertaining
them – that would be only a form of persuasion again – but in the
sense that, though they are valid for everyone alike as an intelligent
being, they still do not provide insight into reality.

Kant’s concept of rational faith therefore rests on the possibil-
ity of a pragmatic justification of belief. A pragmatic justification
is one where, though we cannot demonstrate the truth or falsity of
the belief by citing evidence, it is still defensible to hold the belief
because it is a necessary or effective means to achieve an end. It is
important, however, to be precise about the specific kind of prag-
matic justification Kant warrants. He thinks that the ends in ques-
tion must be moral, prescribed by practical reason; in the jargon of
his moral theory, they should rest on categorical rather than hypo-
thetical imperatives.36 The practical justification of a belief must
therefore fulfill two conditions: (1) holding the belief is a necessary
condition of achieving the end, and (2) the end is necessary itself,
resting on a categorical imperative.

It is important not to confuse Kant’s concept of rational faith
with other pragmatic justifications of faith. It was one of Hume’s
central contentions in the Treatise of Human Nature that some of
our most fundamental beliefs are rationally indefensible but nec-
essary to life and action. Hume defends these beliefs by appealing
to human nature, to how we must feel and act. Kant departs from
Hume in stressing that the practical justification of a belief must be
rational. Hume equates rational justification of a belief with pro-
viding sufficient evidence for it, and so for him practical excludes
rational justification. Kant questions this equation, stressing that
all rational justification is not necessarily theoretical but can also be
practical.

Some scholars have stressed the affinity between Kant’s con-
cept and Kierkegaard’s defense of faith in Concluding Unscien-
tific Postscript.37 There are indeed some important similarities:
Both think that faith cannot be justified on theoretical grounds
and that the ultimate justification of faith lies in the autonomy

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc17 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:30

610 kant and modern philosophy

of the thinking subject. Kant differs from Kierkegaard, however, in
stressing the rational grounds of moral faith. Kant thinks that moral
faith is obligatory, binding for every rational being, insofar as he
must recognize the authority of the moral law. Although one still
has the choice not to believe, one does so contrary to the impera-
tives of morality itself. This is very unlike, therefore, Kierkegaard’s
leap of faith, which is essentially an act of personal or individual
decision.

There are also some affinities between Kant’s moral faith and
William James’s pragmatic defense of faith in The Will to Believe.
Both hold that we have a right, indeed a need, to hold beliefs where
there is insufficient theoretical evidence, and that the reasons for
holding a religious belief are practical. But, beyond this general affin-
ity, the similarities rapidly dwindle away. James maintains that his
beliefs are justified because of their consequences,38 not because we
have a duty to hold them; and he believes that it is “our passional
nature” that is the source of our beliefs.39 Again, the distinguishing
feature of Kant’s pragmatic defense of faith is its rational dimension.

7. the primacy of practical reason

Kant’s most striking statement of the second claim behind rational
faith – that faith has priority over knowledge – is his famous con-
fession in the Preface to the second edition of the Critique that he
had to deny knowledge to make room for faith (B xxx). Kant’s official
explanation for this claim appears in Section III of Chapter II of the
“Dialectic” of the second Critique, the section aptly entitled “On
the Primacy of Practical Reason.” It is necessary to consider this
text in a little detail.

The primacy between two or more things connected by reason,
Kant explains, is the prerogative by which one is the prime ground
of its combination with others (5:119). In a narrower practical sense,
primacy means the prerogative by which the interest of one faculty
subordinates the interest of another. The interest of a faculty consists
in “a principle which contains the condition under which alone its
exercise is advanced” (5:119). The interest of theoretical reason con-
sists in knowledge, or more specifically “the knowledge of objects up
to its highest a priori principles”; the interest of practical reason con-
sists in action and direction of the will, or more specifically in “the

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xc17 CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 13, 2005 23:30

Moral faith and the highest good 611

determination of the will with respect to the final and perfect end”
(5:120). If practical reason cannot assume anything more than what
can be known by speculative reason, then speculative reason has pri-
macy over practical reason. But if the principles of practical reason
demand that we hold certain beliefs that have no warrant in theoreti-
cal reason, then practical reason has primacy over theoretical reason
(5:120). Hence the primacy of practical reason, as Kant explains it
here, is its right to make assumptions that cannot be established
by theoretical reason. If these assumptions do not contradict what
is known by theoretical reason, they also cannot be demonstrated
by it.

Kant gives primacy to practical reason only if there is no conflict
between it and theoretical reason. Practical reason cannot command
beliefs that contradict the evidence of theoretical reason; rather, they
should be beliefs for which theoretical reason can give no evidence
for or against, and which therefore transcend its jurisdiction. Hence
Kant forbids Tertullian’s maxim: credo quia absurdam est. If, fol-
lowing that maxim, we believe something absurd, that is because
theoretical reason has evidence against it. Although the beliefs Kant
allows might have no evidence for them, they still cannot have evi-
dence against them. This requirement alone is sufficient for Kant to
ward off charges of irrationalism.

Kant stresses that the primacy of practical reason is strictly
limited; it has only a moral primacy over theoretical reason. It has
the right to command beliefs only if they are necessary for action
according to moral principles, and not if they are necessary for attain-
ing happiness. Without this restriction, he argues, theoretical reason
could be compelled to hold all kinds of beliefs, some of which are
monstrosities, for example, Mohammed’s paradise or the mystic’s
fusion with the deity (5:120–1). Kant envisages two possible con-
flicts between practical and theoretical reason. Practical reason can
command beliefs, such as Mohammed’s paradise, that are absurd
according to theoretical reason; or theoretical reason can refuse to
accept any belief except those for which it finds sufficient evidence.
Kant thinks that the only way to avoid conflict is to give practical
reason moral primacy over theoretical reason. If we give it more than
moral primacy, then we foist absurd beliefs on theoretical reason; and
if we do not give it any primacy at all, then practical reason must
abandon some of its fundamental goals or ideals.
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The primacy of practical reason is much more complex than Kant’s
official account suggests. There are at least three senses of the pri-
macy of practical reason in the second Critique alone:

i) First, practical reason permits us to hold certain beliefs that
we cannot demonstrate or refute by theoretical means. Such
is the official account in the Dialectic.

ii) Second, practical reason can demonstrate the reality of
its concepts through action. The concepts that cannot be
demonstrated through theoretical reason can be demon-
strated through practical reason when it makes them goals
for action and realizes them in practice (5:3, 48, 66). Hence
Kant states that the transcendent use of reason becomes
immanent when reason becomes “in the field of experience
an efficient cause through ideas” (5:48).

iii) Third, practical reason permits an extension of the categories
beyond experience, which is not permitted in its theoretical
employment. It can extend the category of cause to noumena,
for example, so that we have the idea of a causality through
freedom or a causa noumenon. Kant develops this sense of
the primacy of practical reason in the Preface and Section II
of Chapter 1 of the “Analytic,” entitled appropriately “On
the Right of Pure Reason to an Extension in its Practical Use
which is not Possible to it in its Speculative Use” (5:51–8).

The crucial question remains: Why should practical reason have
primacy over theoretical reason? The different senses of primacy
in the second Critique complicate the answer to this question. The
answer is obvious in the second sense because practical reason has a
power to do something that theoretical reason cannot do, namely, to
create the object of its belief. But it is not clear at all in the first and
third senses. Why should practical reason have the right to extend
the categories beyond experience? And why should it have the right
to hold beliefs that are not demonstrated by theoretical reason?
Kant suggests something of an answer to these questions in the
“Canon of Pure Reason” in the first Critique. He explains that pure
reason has an underlying moral interest: “The ultimate intention of
nature in her wise provision for us has indeed, in the constitution of
our reason, been directed to our moral interests alone” (B 829). We
learn that the purpose of pure reason is to solve three fundamental
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problems: the freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul,
and the existence of God. The solution of these problems is of no
concern to theoretical reason, Kant maintains, because these ideas
do not help it to explain any phenomenon in experience, and they
do not increase our knowledge beyond experience (B 826–8). Hence
the solution of these problems is of concern only to practical reason.
The question is “what ought we to do if the will is free, if there is
a God, and if there is a future world” (B 828). Although theoretical
reason finds no explanatory value in these concepts, it still generates
them. It must postulate the idea of the unconditioned to bring to
completion the totality of the series of conditions. Theoretical
reason is then caught in a quandary: It finds itself compelled to
postulate ideas whose reality it cannot demonstrate, and whose
value in explaining phenomena is nil. Since the reality of these
ideas can be established only by practical reason, it turns out that
theoretical reason depends on practical reason.

Practical reason has primacy over theoretical reason, then, be-
cause only practical reason establishes the reality of the ideas of
theoretical reason. In other words, practical reason has the right to
extend the categories beyond experience, and the right to hold beliefs
not demonstrated by theoretical reason, because it alone gives reality
to the ideas of theoretical reason itself. This dependence of the theo-
retical on practical reason is perfectly illustrated by Kant’s argument
in the “Dialectic” of the first Critique that the principles of reason
be read in regulative (practical) rather than constitutive (theoretical)
terms. Unless we put these principles to a regulative rather than a
constitutive use, Kant argues, we end in antinomies, paralogisms,
amphibolies, which are fallacies by the standards of theoretical rea-
son itself. Hence practical reason comes to the rescue of theoreti-
cal reason, not only in giving reality to its ideas, a reality it cannot
establish on its own, but also in resolving its own theoretical prob-
lems. Practical reason therefore has primacy over theoretical reason
because theoretical reason depends on practical reason to ensure its
own legitimacy.

8. moral faith and autonomy

Having analyzed the fundamental elements of moral faith, it is now
time to turn to the controversial question of its place in Kant’s
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philosophy. Some critics have charged that the concept should play
no role at all in his philosophy because it is inconsistent with its gen-
eral principles. They have found several sources of inconsistency.
One of the most basic, they argue, is that moral faith undermines
Kant’s moral purity thesis.40 According to that thesis, which Kant
expounds in Section One of the Groundwork for the Metaphysics
of Morals, the sole motive for a moral action should be duty alone,
independent of all motives of sensibility, where all such motives can
be subsumed under the head of happiness. The concept of moral faith
seems to compromise this thesis, however, by making the highest
good the end or object of practical reason. Since the highest good con-
sists in happiness in accord with virtue, it seems as if Kant were rec-
ommending, or at least permitting, happiness as a motive for action;
whether this is in place of, or in addition to, morality, it still violates
the requirements of moral purity.

There is some textual evidence for this objection. Almost all the
evidence comes from Reflexionen of the late 1770s and the “Canon”
of the first Critique. In the late 1770s Kant became very worried
about the problem of the execution of the moral law, about whether
people would have sufficient incentive to act according to its rigorous
requirements.41 While he affirmed that reason alone should provide
justification for an action, he doubted whether it alone could pro-
vide a sufficient incentive for the will to follow the moral law. If its
commands are to be acted on by finite human beings, Kant believed,
the moral law needs an incentive, which should derive from our sen-
sibility, our desire for happiness. The idea of the highest good, by
bestowing happiness in proportion to virtue, seems to provide just
the required incentive. As Kant wrote in the “Canon”:

Without a God, and a world of our hopes, which is not visible to us now,
the majestic ideas of morality can be objects of approval and admiration; but
they cannot be incentives of resolve and execution; for they would not fulfill
the entire end that is natural for every rational being. (B 841)

The evidence seems even more compelling when Kant makes hope
of happiness the reward for moral action. Kant states that the fun-
damental issue for practical reason regarding the existence of God
and immortality boils down to the question “What may I hope?”
(B 833). He then explains that all hope concerns happiness, so that the
question of practical reason should be phrased: If I do what I should,
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for what happiness may I hope? (B 833). Such hope, Kant later insists,
is the necessary incentive for moral action (B 841). Thus, Kant seems
to make the prospect of eternal reward the motive for doing my duty
in this life.

Although these passages are perhaps difficult to square with the
purity thesis, it is important to stress that when Kant wrote them he
had still not formulated that thesis. These passages appeared in the
first edition of the Critique (1781), and the Groundwork would not
be published for another four years (1785). While Kant does have a
view about moral purity in the first edition of the first Critique,42 it
is not developed with the clarity and emphasis of Section One of the
Groundwork. Regarding the motives for morality, Kant’s thinking
was still very much in flux in the mid-1780s. Indeed, no one was
more troubled by the apparent inconsistency than Kant himself. In
the second Critique he goes to great pains to resolve it. In Chapter 3
of the Analytic he argues explicitly and emphatically, now perfectly
in accord with the purity thesis, that “respect for the moral law is
the sole and indisputable moral incentive” (5:78). Kant now fully
realizes that his earlier doctrine of incentives not only sullies the
motivation for moral action, but that it also endangers freedom itself
by making sensible motives grounds for action. The central thesis
of the second Critique – that pure reason alone can be practical –
means not only that pure reason has the power to determine the
laws of our actions, but also that it has the power to provide them
with incentives. Accordingly, the concept of the highest good now
takes on a new role in Kant’s system. Its purpose is no longer to
serve as an incentive for moral action but as the chief end or object
of practical reason. All maxims require an end or object as well as
a form, Kant now argues, and he then rationalizes the idea of the
highest good as what gives systematic unity to all the objects or
ends of practical reason. As if to thwart any suspicion of impurity,
Kant makes it plain that the highest good, as the object of practical
reason, does not precede but follows from the moral law (5:62–3).43

Although Kant does not explicitly discuss the inconsistency in the
second Critique, he does so in the first section of his 1793 essay on
theory and practice.44 Kant now applies his reformulated theory in
the second Critique to reply to the impurity charge. His response is
to distinguish between the motive and the object or aim of morality.
The motive is the reason for the action, which should be respect for
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the moral law alone; but the object or aim can be whatever is the
purpose or end of the action, what it attempts to do. When we deter-
mine the morality of a maxim, Kant explains, we always abstract
from its object or purpose. Although all maxims must have a con-
tent or aim, it is not this content that determines their moral worth
but simply their suitability as universal laws. As the end or object
of moral action, the highest good need not be the motive for moral
action itself.

Kant’s reply does go some way to clearing up the confusion.
His critics have not been sufficiently observant of his distinction
between motive and aim. Still, one could question that the issue has
been entirely resolved. The problem is that if we make the highest
good the end or object of morality, it is still possible for it to become
a motive.45 It seems that we are putting temptation into the path
of those whose frail and fallible wills should be motivated by moral
duty alone. For what is to prevent the extra hope for eternal hap-
piness from becoming an element in the agent’s motivation? If it
becomes even one subconscious element, the purity of morality has
been sullied. Kant prides himself on being a moral rigorist;46 but in
that case it would seem he should drop the highest good entirely as
a danger to morals.

There are two questions here. One is the moral question whether
happiness ought or at least may be a motive for morality? The other
is the psychological question whether happiness might be a motive
for morality? While the answer to the former question is a clear
“No,” the answer to the latter is an equally clear “Yes.” The problem
now is that Kant seems to be fostering a doctrine whose inevitable
psychological, though not logical, consequence is to undermine his
rigorism.

Even this problem begins to disappear, however, once we fully
understand why Kant demands incentives for moral actions. What
Kant is looking for is not rewards for moral intentions and actions,
but the motivation to persist in moral action at all. His ultimate
worry is (for lack of a better word) existential: the despair that comes
from believing that all our moral efforts and strivings in the world
are in vain. No less than Camus, Kant is haunted by the figure of
Sisyphus, who rolls his boulder up the hill only for it to roll back
down.47 If we believe that all our actions will have no effect on the
world – that all our efforts will come to nothing – then we will have
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no motivation to act at all. A Sisyphusian struggle might amuse
the gods for a while; but the drama ends in farce when they see
it repeats itself eternally. Though it appears mixed with the doc-
trine of rewards, this existential concern is already apparent in the
“Canon” of the first Critique (B 838). It becomes much more explicit
in Kant’s writings after the second Critique. The problem is posed
with great clarity in §87 of the third Critique, for example, where
Kant imagines whether a righteous atheist – someone like Spinoza –
would find sufficient motivation to act morally. He concludes that he
would not have sufficient motivation, not because he would receive
no reward for virtue – that possibility has already been excluded ex
hypothesi – but because he would have no assurance that his efforts
came to anything (5:452). A Spinozist has to reckon not with the
prospect of divine punishment but sheer futility.

By the time he wrote Religion in 1793 Kant had completely recon-
ceived the happiness of the highest good. He now stresses that the
happiness of the highest good cannot be physical – for it makes no
sense to talk about unregenerate sensibility in the kingdom of God –
but that it has to be moral. Moral happiness consists in the serenity
of knowing that one’s moral disposition will remain firm and not
relapse into temptation (6:67). To know this is to know that one’s
actions are pleasing to God, which is to enjoy the greatest bliss of
all: the awareness of eternal salvation. Once happiness is conceived
in such moralistic terms, it is difficult to make much sense at all of
the impurity charge.

9. faith and hypostasis

Another source of inconsistency is that moral faith seems to collide
with Kant’s critique of metaphysics. After having exposed the illu-
sions of metaphysics in the “Dialectic” of the first Critique, these
critics complain, Kant reestablishes it in the “Dialectic” of the sec-
ond Critique.48 There are various versions of this objection; but the
most compelling is that there is an inconsistency between Kant’s
moral faith in the second Critique and his regulative strictures in
the first Critique. We need to examine this inconsistency closely.

According to the second Critique, we have the right, indeed the
duty, to believe in the existence of God and the immortality of the
soul. Although we cannot prove their existence through theoretical
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reason, we have the right to believe in their existence through
practical reason. Moral faith means, therefore, that God and immor-
tality are legitimate objects of belief.49 According to the “Dialectic”
of the first Critique, however, reason – if it is to avoid its endemic
and fatal fallacy of hypostasis – must read its constitutive principles
as regulative. While a constitutive principle states that something
exists, a regulative principle prescribes something only as a task.
A constitutive principle assumes that if the series of conditions is
given, the unconditioned is also given; but a regulative principle com-
mands us only to seek the unconditioned for the series of conditions;
in other words, the idea of the unconditioned should be taken not as
an object of belief but only as a goal for action. When we apply this
doctrine to the ideas of God and immortality, the objects of moral
faith, the results are very disconcerting. Since Kant thinks that this
fallacy can arise with all ideas of reason, and since he regards God
and the soul as such ideas, the conclusion seems inescapable: It is
hypostasis to believe in the existence of God and the soul. So, in
all consistency, it seems, Kant should regard these ideas as goals for
action rather than objects of belief. The most plausible explanation
for Kant’s inconsistency is that he had too tender a regard for the
weaker consciences of the world, for all the Lampes of this world
who still needed their faith in God (Lampe was Kant’s supposedly
simple manservant).

To assess this inconsistency, it is necessary to go back to the text
where Kant first explains and justifies his idea of moral faith, Sec-
tion Two of the “Canon” of the first Critique. Here Kant is perfectly
mindful of his critical strictures in the “Dialectic”; but he expressly
argues that they do not apply to the ideas of God and immortality.
The central thesis of Kant’s argument is that it is insufficient to grant
these ideas merely a regulative status. More precisely, the regulative
status of the idea of the highest good, its binding force as a duty of
practical reason, requires that we give the ideas of God and immortal-
ity a constitutive status. Since, however, granting them constitutive
status is justified only on practical grounds, the argument remains
consistent with the Transcendental Dialectic, which forbids consti-
tutive status only on theoretical grounds.

Kant begins his argument in Section Two by introducing the idea
of a moral world. This is a purely noumenal realm, a corpus mys-
ticum, which completely conforms to moral laws (B 836). He tells us
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that this is a world as it can be in accord with the freedom of rational
beings, and as it ought to be according to the laws of morality. When
Kant introduces this idea he makes it clear that we have a right only
to assume its regulative status. He tells us repeatedly that “thus far”
(sofern) it is only a practical idea whose validity rests on its use in
experience, on its influence on our conduct in the sensible world
(B 836). Although at one point he claims that this idea has an “objec-
tive reality,” all that this means in the context is that we give it
a reality through acting on it in the sensible world; we still do not
know if it refers to something that exists because we do not have
an intellectual intuition of such a realm. So far, then, Kant is self-
consciously obeying the limits of his critical doctrine in the Tran-
scendental Dialectic. But then the argument takes a surprising turn.
Kant argues that we must go a step further. We must grant this idea,
which thus far has only a regulative status, a constitutive validity
too. His chief contention is that this idea has its regulative validity,
which consists in its obligatory force as a moral principle, only if we
also grant constitutive status to the ideas of God and immortality; in
other words, the idea of a moral world remains problematic unless
we also assume the existence of God and immortality.

But whence such a bold step? How does Kant justify it? He explains
that the idea of a moral world can be realized only if everyone acts
according to it, or only if we assume that “all actions of rational being
occur as if they arose from a highest will that comprehends all private
choice in or under itself” (838). The problem is that all my individ-
ual efforts will bear fruit only if others too act according to the same
goal; but I have no guarantee that they will ever do so. There is no
necessary connection between my efforts to create the moral world
and the efforts of others; but it is only if we all work together in some
coordinated manner that I have any reason to assume that my efforts
will succeed. Without assuming the existence of some moral world
order where my individual efforts are connected with the efforts of
everyone else, there is no reason whatsoever to assume that all my
strivings will have any effect on the world. We must assume, there-
fore, that there is some “highest reason,” some moral cause of the
world, that coordinates the efforts of all individuals among them-
selves so that their strivings to create a moral world produce a single
collective result. We must assume, in other words, the existence of
some moral world order where the striving of a morally perfect will
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creates happiness. It is only when we postulate the existence of the
highest good, Kant contends, that reason can “find the ground” for
the connection between morality and happiness presupposed in the
idea of a moral world (B 838–9).

We can find many reasons for questioning Kant’s argument. But
the main point here is that we cannot accuse him – unless we beg the
question – of a blatant inconsistency. Kant’s central thesis is that we
have a right on practical grounds to give an idea constitutive valid-
ity, whereas on theoretical grounds we have a right to give it only
a regulative validity. The important points to see are that practical
justification does not necessarily mean regulative status, and theo-
retical justification does not necessarily mean constitutive status.
We must distinguish between the mode of justification of a propo-
sition and its logical form, regulative or constitutive (declarative or
imperative). The source of the confusion comes from not recognizing
the specific logic of the concept of a postulate, which Kant explains
explicitly in the second Critique. “By a postulate of pure practical
reason,” he explains, “I understand a theoretical proposition which
is not as such demonstrable, but which is an inseparable corollary
of an a priori unconditionally valid practical law” (5:122). Although
it is justified only by a practical law, it is nevertheless a theoreti-
cal proposition, which means that it makes a statement about what
exists.50

If this interpretation is correct, then Kant’s moral theology and his
critique of metaphysics are in perfect accord after all. This point has
important implications for the general interpretation of Kant’s moral
postulates. It means that we cannot read them as if they were only
regulative ideals, goals for action rather than objects of belief. Such
a purely immanent and secular reading of Kant’s ideals ignores the
deeper problems he is attempting to address, namely, that these ide-
als cannot have their binding force unless we make definite consti-
tutive assumptions about the moral structure of the world. Although
Kant thinks that these assumptions are ultimately justified only on
practical grounds, they are not simply imperatives or goals for action.

10. systematic place of moral faith

Although moral faith is perhaps consistent with Kant’s philosophy,
the question still remains whether it plays a crucial role within it.
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Since the 1960s, much of the dispute surrounding the role of moral
faith in Kant’s philosophy has centered around the highest good.
The main question has been whether this ideal plays a crucial role
in Kant’s ethics. Some scholars have argued that the highest good
is essential to Kant’s ethics because it alone provides some con-
tent or object for morality; others have held that the highest good
adds no new content to Kant’s ethics at all, its content being already
contained within the moral law. The chief representative of the for-
mer view has been John Silber in some influential articles he wrote
in the late 1950s;51 the chief advocate of the latter view has been
Lewis White Beck in his Commentary on the Critique of Practical
Reason.52 Their work has given rise to a much wider dispute in the
scholarly literature.

This is not the place to assess the merits of the various positions in
the Beck-Silber dispute. Although it has raised important issues, the
dispute has now exhausted itself.53 In any case, it really should lie
behind us. For when we put the dispute into a broader perspective, it
immediately becomes clear that it does not exhaust the more impor-
tant general question about the role of the highest good in Kant’s
system. The dispute rather narrowly focused on the role of the high-
est good in Kant’s ethics; but it is necessary to go further and to ask
about its place in his system as a whole.

The importance of the highest good in Kant’s thinking really lies
elsewhere: in explaining the possibility of moral action.54 When Kant
first introduces the highest good in the “Canon” of the first Critique,
it is to explain how moral intentions have their intended effect in
the world (B 835). He makes it clear that the problem is not one of
finding the content of moral principles but of explaining how any-
one could ever act on moral principles assuming that their content
is already found. Kant expressly brings this problem under the gen-
eral rubric of transcendental philosophy, understanding it as part of
its fundamental task of accounting for the possibility of experience.
Kant explains that the experience in question here is not theoreti-
cal but practical; it concerns not knowledge of nature but action in
history (B 835). This problem of moral action arises on at least two
levels. It is partly the problem of straddling the gap between noumena
and phenomena, of noumenal moral intentions and their phenom-
enal effects; and it is partly the problem of how the intentions of a
single moral agent can have any valuable effect in history, given the
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contingencies of nature and fate, and given the lack of coordination
between individual moral agents (B 838). Kant knew that much was
at stake in this issue, namely, the very possibility of morality itself.
If moral principles are to impose obligations on the will, the will
must live and act in a world where it is possible for it to actualize its
duties, where it is possible for its intentions to have the appropriate
effect on nature. Unless we have reason to assume that the world too
is compatible with moral ends, morality itself will become, as Kant
puts it, “a mere figment of the brain” (Hirngespinst) (B 839).

Once we see the precise problem Kant is addressing with the high-
est good, its crucial importance in his system immediately becomes
clear. The highest good provides the connecting link between the
realms of freedom and nature, of noumena and phenomena, which
in turn ensures the possibility of moral action itself.55 To see why
this is so, we only have to recall the basic structure of Kant’s reason-
ing in the postulates. If we assume that we have a duty to promote
the highest good, then such a duty is possible only if there is some
intelligent moral cause of the world who has so designed nature that
it can be the instrument and means for finite moral agents to real-
ize their duties. The duty to promote the highest good demands that
there be some coordination between happiness and virtue, which
have no necessary connection with one another. Since we cannot
forge that connection by our own efforts as finite beings, we must
assume that there is some higher moral cause of the universe who
makes it possible for them to be connected. This higher moral cause
ensures both that noumenal causes can have phenomenal effects,
and that individual moral actions will contribute toward progress in
history.

Though the details and the emphasis often differ, Kant never
ceases to follow the basic structure of this reasoning throughout
the three Critiques.56 The fundamental claim behind the concept,
as Kant first explains it in the “Canon” of the first Critique, is that
nature or the phenomenal realm is designed by a highest intelligence
for the realization of moral ends (B 838). This highest intelligence
has created the world according to moral ends, Kant explains, so
that noumenal intentions can have phenomenal effects, and so that
morally good intentions can create happiness. The pivotal role of the
highest good is even more explicit in the second Critique, where Kant
makes the synthetic connection between happiness and virtue in the
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highest good the basis for the postulate of “an intelligent author of
nature” (5:115). In the third Critique the highest good continues to
play the same fundamental role, only now it is even more explicit.
Kant now argues that we must assume the highest good to be the
final purpose of nature itself (§87, 5:447–53). The reason for making
this postulate, we are told perfectly explicitly, is that only then do we
have reason to assume that our moral striving will have some effect
in the world (§86, 5:446). Since the moral law commands that we
achieve happiness and morality, and since these are not connected
through natural causes, we must assume some “moral cause of the
world” (§87, 5:450).

That the highest good plays such a pivotal role in Kant’s system
might appear at first sight surprising because we are so used to the
idea that Kant connects the realms of freedom and nature only in
the third Critique with his organic conception of nature. Yet the
“Canon” of the first Critique shows that both the problem posed by
his dualism, and the rationale for forging a bridge to surmount it,
was already formed before the third Critique. It would be a mistake
to think, then, that Kant addressed these issues only in writing the
third Critique. Whereas the idea of an organism is indeed crucial for
bridging Kant’s dualisms, it is important to see that Kant had devel-
oped this idea essentially for its moral or practical value and in the
context of his reflections on the highest good. He had introduced the
idea in the first Critique to explain the possibility of moral action
(B 843–4); and he had developed a moral teleology in the third
Critique to explain our duty toward the highest good (§§86–7).

Now that we have placed the highest good in its general context in
Kant’s system it should be clear that it is much more than a secular
and immanent moral ideal. If we regard it in this light, then we strip
it of its pivotal role in Kant’s system as a whole, where it functions
to hold together Kant’s dualisms and to safeguard the possibility of
moral action. Of course, on general philosophical grounds one might
find reason to assume that all that is salvagable in Kant’s philosophy
is the purely moral and nonmetaphysical aspects of the highest good;
but to proceed in this direction is to go beyond the interpretation
of Kant; it is to engage in reconstruction of doctrines suggested by
Kant. There is a danger in doing this: In shaping Kant according to
our own antimetaphysical convictions we are in danger of begging
the very questions that so deeply and rightly concerned him in the
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first place. It was a central insight of Kant’s philosophy of religion
that the question “What can I hope?” cannot be answered without a
metaphysics, a moral view of the world. It was Kant’s great merit to
have seen the necessity of such a metaphysics and yet to have also
placed it within regulative limits. His successors have yet to reach
that point.
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9. See Locke, Essay concerning Human Understanding, Book II, chap-
ter 21, §§41, 53; Hobbes, Leviathan (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968),
pp. 120, 160, 490–1.

10. Pace Düsing, “Das Problem des höchsten Gutes,” pp. 5–6; and Wood,
Kant’s Moral Religion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970),
p. 90.

11. Johann Joachim Spalding, Gedanken über die Bestimmung des Men-
schen. Von neuem verbesserte und vermehrte Auflage (Leipzig: Weid-
mann, 1768). The book went through at least ten editions.

12. Mendelssohn’s polemical intent is clear from the “Vorbericht” and
“Anmerkung (g).” See Über die Empfindungen, Gesammelte Schriften,
Jubiläumsausgabe, ed. Fritz Bamberger (Stuttgart Bad-Cannstatt: From-
mann, 1971), I, 43–44, 312. See also his Rhapsodie, Schriften I, 402.

13. It is necessary to reassess Kant’s relationship with Protestantism. Allen
Wood’s claim, Kant’s Moral Religion, pp. 197–8n, that it is “harmful
and misleading” to bring Kant within the Protestant tradition is harm-
ful and misleading itself. A wise reader will also treat with caution
Manfred Kuehn’s statement that “It is absurd to claim that Pietism was
a major influence on his moral philosophy.” See his Kant: A Biography
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 54.

14. See Epictetus, Encheiridion, §11.
15. See Augustine, City of God, Book XIV, Chapter 3: “And it was not the

corruptible flesh that made the soul sinful; it was the sinful soul that
made the flesh corruptible” (Bettenson translation).

16. See Practical Reason, 5:128; Religion, 6:95, 101; Pure Reason, B 836.
17. On Leibniz’s city of god, see Discourse on Metaphysics, §36, in Die

philosophischen Schriften, ed. C. J. Gerhardt (Hildesheim: Olms, 1978)
IV, 461–2; Principes de la Nature et de la Grace, §§15–18, VI, 605–6;
Monadologie, §§86–90, VI, 621–23; and Leibniz to Arnauld, October 9,
1786, II, 124–5.

18. On these grounds it is essential to include justice within Kant’s con-
cept of the highest good. Its importance has been contested by Reath,
“Two Conceptions,” pp. 608–12, and Guyer, “Unity of Nature and Free-
dom,” pp. 29, 52. But Kant’s texts constantly and unequivocally insist
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that happiness should be in accord with worthiness to be happy. More
significantly, the notion of justice is essential to Kant’s underlying
intuition.

19. Leibniz, Principes, §15, VI, 605.
20. See Augustine, City of God, Book XX, chapters 17, 24.
21. This is especially clear from some Reflexionen from the late 1770s. See

R 7060, 19:238; R 7312, 19:309; R 6611, 19:108–9.
22. I take issue here with Reath, “The Highest Good in Kant,” pp. 594, 600;

and O’Neill, “Kant on Reason and Religion,” pp. 287–9.
23. See Kant’s argument in section 3 of Theory and Practice, 8:308–12.
24. See Kant’s argument in Religion, 6:72–6.
25. Ibid, 6:98–9.
26. Ibid, 6:21, 99.
27. See Practical Reason, 5:125, ll. 25–30. See also Judgment, §88, 5:455,

ll. 5–12.
28. See the lectures on philosophical theology, 28:1083.
29. For a more detailed reconstruction and appraisal of this aspect of the

argument, see Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion, pp. 25–34.
30. The objection is very old. One of the first to make it was G. E. Schulze in

1793. See his Aenesidemus, ed. A. Liebert (Berlin: Reuther & Reichard,
1912), pp. 326–31.

31. L. W. Beck, A Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), pp. 244–5.

32. John Silber, “Kant’s Conception of the Highest Good as Immanent and
Transcendent,” Philosophical Review 68 (1959), 469–92.

33. Mary-Barbara Zeldin, “The Summum Bonum, the Moral Law, and the
Existence of God,” Kant-Studien 62 (1971), 43–54, esp. 49. One could
argue that the highest good is implicit in the kingdom of ends, insofar
as treating a person as an end in himself is to make that person’s hap-
piness one’s own end. See Paul Guyer, “From a Practical Point of View:
Kant’s Conception of a Postulate of Pure Practical Reason,” in Kant
on Freedom, Law, and Happiness (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), pp. 333–71, esp. 340–1. Though this might be the case, it
still does not involve a principle of distributive justice.

34. Kant attempts to respond to this problem in §88 of the third Critique
by claiming that there can be only moral or practical grounds for
monotheism; but he does not specify these grounds.

35. Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes, ed. Johannes Hoffmeister
(Hamburg: Meiner, 1952), pp. 274–82, 434–44. Wood, Kant’s Moral Reli-
gion, p. 135, finds the objection “formidable.” The same argument has
been made by Beck, Commentary, pp. 244–5.

36. Kant states this restriction in Practical Reason, 5:120–1.
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37. Wood maintains that faith for Kant and Kierkegaard is “a personal and
‘subjective’ matter.” See Kant’s Moral Religion, p. 16.

38. See William James, “The Will to Believe,” in The Will to Believe and
Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (New York: Longman & Green,
1897), p. 17.

39. Ibid, p. 11.
40. This objection was made as early as the 1790s. See Christian Garve,

Versuche über verschiedene Gegenstände aus der Moral, Litteratur
und dem gesellschaftlichen Leben (Breslau: Korn, 1792), pp. 111–
16; and H. A. Pistorius, “Critik der praktischen Vernunft,” Allge-
meine deutsche Bibliothek 117 (1794), 78–105. It has been made often
ever since. See, for example, Friedrich Paulsen, Immanuel Kant: Sein
Leben und seine Lehre (Stuttgart: Frommann, 1899), pp. 323, 327;
and Hermann Cohen, Kants Begründung der Ethik (Berlin: Cassirer,
1910), pp. 352–3. In the Anglophone world this objection found a
prominent venue in Theodore Greene’s Introduction to his trans-
lation of Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (New York:
Harper, 1960), pp. lxii–lxiii. The charge has been reaffirmed by Beck
in Commentary, pp. 243–4 and Jeffrie Murphy, “The Highest Good
as Content for Kant’s Ethical Formalism,” Kant-Studien 56 (1966),
102–10.

41. See Reflexionen 7097, 19:248; R 6858, 19:181; R 7303, 19:307; R 6876,
19:188.

42. See, for example, the passage in Pure Reason, B 841–2, and R 6858,
19:181.

43. Beck maintains that Kant never avoids the objection, even after the
first Critique. He holds that Kant still retains the motivational thesis
and cites as evidence the passages in Practical Reason, 5:132, 143, and
Religion, 6:6n. See his Commentary, p. 243. However, when closely
construed, these passages do not have the meaning Beck attributes to
them. When Kant writes about the highest good as necessary for obe-
dience to the moral law, he is not claiming that happiness must be a
motive for the will but only that we must assume that our actions will
have some effect in the world. Beck himself notes that Kant expressly
denies in Theory and Practice that the highest good is necessary to give
“firmness and effect to the moral disposition” (8:279). There is no rea-
son to assume this passage is inconsistent with the others; they are all
of a piece.

44. The importance of this passage is rightly stressed by Wood, Kant’s Moral
Religion, pp. 45–52. However, Wood regards this reply as conclusive, as
if it should settle all doubts; and he treats the charge of inconsistency
timelessly, as if it should apply to all or none of Kant’s writings.
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45. This problem was pointed out long ago by Schopenhauer, Die Welt als
Wille und Vorstellung (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
1968), I, 702. Schopenhauer notes that even though happiness is not
supposed to be the motive for moral action, it still remains a silent
inducement, serving like “ein geheimer Artikel, dessen Anwesenheit
alles übrige zu einem bloßen Scheinvertrage macht.”

46. See Religion, 6:22.
47. See Theory and Practice, 8:308.
48. The locus classicus for this charge is Heinrich Heine’s Zur Geschichte

der Philosophie und Religion in Deutschland, Sämtliche Werke, ed.
Klaus Briegleb (Frankfurt: Ullstein, 1981), V, 604–5. Among more mod-
ern varients, see Beck, Commentary, p. 276; and Norman Kemp Smith,
A Commentary to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (New York: Human-
ities Press, 1962), p. 638.

49. Kant is very explicit about the point. See Practical Reason, 5:134,
ll. 24–5; 5:135, ll. 6–7; 5:135, ll. 16, 21 and 27.

50. Admittedly, Kant does say at one point that “there cannot be any duty
to assume the existence of a thing (since this pertains merely to the
theoretical use of reason)” (Practical Reason, 5:125, ll. 33–4). What I
think Kant meant to say here is that we have no duty to assume the
existence of a thing insofar as it pertains to theoretical reason.

51. See Silber, “Highest Good as Immanent and Transcendent,” “The
Importance of the Highest Good in Kant’s Ethics,” Ethics 73 (1963),
179–95; and “The Copernican Revolution in Ethics: The Good Re-
examined,” Kant-Studien 51 (1959), 85–101. Silber’s position has been
sharply criticized by Jeffrie Murphy, “The Highest Good as Content
for Kant’s Ethical Formalism,” Kant-Studien 56 (1966), 102–10; and
Thomas Auxter, “The Unimportance of Kant’s Highest Good,” Journal
of the History of Philosophy 17 (1979), 121–34.

52. Beck’s interpretation has been countered by Wood, Kant’s Moral Reli-
gion, pp. 95–9, and Mary-Barbara Zeldin, “The Summum Bonum, the
Moral Law, and the Existence of God,” Kant-Studien 62 (1971), 43–54.

53. The dispute continues. For an interesting attempt to sort out some of the
issues, see Jacqueline Mariña, “Making Sense of Kant’s Highest Good,”
Kant-Studien 91 (2000), 329–55.

54. This was the thesis of R. Z. Friedman, “The Importance and Function
of Kant’s Highest Good,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 22 (1984),
325–42. Though I disagree with much in Friedman’s general position,
his central thesis is correct; and it was also timely, coming after decades
of the Silber-Beck dispute.

55. This point has been stressed by others. See Guyer, “The Unity of
Nature and Freedom,” pp. 28, 40; and Phillip Rossi, “The Final
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End of All Things: The Highest Good as the Unity of Nature and
Freedom,” in Phillip Rossi and Michael Wreen, eds., Kant’s Philosophy
of Religion Reconsidered (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991),
pp. 132–64.

56. The case for continuity in Kant’s development in this regard has been
argued in detail by Guyer, “The Unity of Nature and Freedom.”
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18 Kant’s critical philosophy and
its reception – the first five
years (1781–1786)

Our understanding of any important work or body of works is
determined to a large extent by its Wirkungsgeschichte or its “effec-
tive history.” Kant’s critical philosophy is no exception. If only for
this reason, a better knowledge of the first reception of Kant’s critical
philosophy and his reactions to it would be of considerable value in
understanding not just the man but also his work. It is, however, not
just this that makes the early reception of Kant’s works relevant. It is
not just that we are influenced by the interpretations of others who
came before us, as it is the case with any other work. It is rather that
the way Kant’s thinking developed between 1781 and 1800 was sig-
nificantly shaped by the reactions of his contemporaries. His mature
view is to a larger extent than is commonly realized determined by
what his contemporaries in Königsberg and elsewhere thought, said,
and wrote – at least that is what I would like to suggest in this chapter.

This period is sometimes called the “aetas Kantiana.” Its history
still has not been explored in its entirety. Though some parts of it
are better known than others, there are also persistent myths that
stand in the way of a better understanding. I would like to concen-
trate here on what I consider the more interesting episode in this
development, namely, the first five years after the publication of
his Critique of Pure Reason in 1781. This period saw not only the
first reviews and discussions of the Critique, but also the publica-
tion of other Kantian works, namely the Prolegomena to Any Future
Metaphysics (1783), the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals
(1785) and the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science (1786).
But this was not all; Kant also published a number of important
essays, such as the “Ideas toward a Universal History from a Cos-
mopolitan Point of View” (1784), “Answer to the Question: What is

630
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Enlightenment?” (1784), the reviews of Herder’s Ideas in Allgemeine
Literatur-Zeitung (1785), “Observations on Jakob’s Examination of
Mendelssohn’s Morning Hours” (1786), and “What Does It Mean to
Orient Oneself in Thought?” (1786), to name just some of the most
important. Kant wrote an incredible amount during this period. And
he wrote so much, not just because he was afraid of dying before
he had said all there was to say, but also because he thought that
the other publications would support the claims made in the first
Critique.

These first five years after the first Critique also saw three books
by other thinkers that put forward Kantian ideas. The first of these
was Johann Schultz’s Exposition of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason
(1784), the first defense of Kant’s Critique. It was written by one of
Kant’s friends in Königsberg. The second book was Johann August
Heinrich Ulrich’s Institutiones Logicae et Metaphysicae (1785) in
Jena and the third one Carl Christian Erhard Schmid’s Wörterbuch
zum Gebrauch der Kantischen Schriften (1786).

During this period Kant struggled to have his philosophical view
recognized as the most important contribution to the philosophical
discussion since the times of Locke, Leibniz, and Hume. He was
convinced that the odds were not in his favor, as most of the leading
thinkers of the period either ignored or openly argued against his
philosophy. He became convinced only after 1787 that his thoughts
were taken seriously and that his ideas would be successful.

Kant’s own view about the early receptive history have been
accepted to a large extent by historians of philosophy. But one may
doubt whether Kant’s own view is entirely correct. Although there
can be no doubt that Karl Leonhard Reinhold’s “Letters on the Kan-
tian Philosophy,” which first appeared during 1786 and 1787 in Der
teutsche Merkur, played a significant role in changing the philo-
sophical climate, and that after 1787 Kant’s philosophy became all
the rage among the younger students of philosophy, while at the
same time becoming the target of criticism by “the establishment”
of German philosophy, it would be a mistake to argue (as has fre-
quently been argued) that this change in the climate of opinion
was exclusively or even primarily due to Reinhold. Indeed, Kant’s
own books and essays clearly did more to convince the students at
German universities to study his philosophy, even if – and some-
times just because – many of their teachers did oppose it. Two years
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after the appearance of the Critique Kant was well on his way to
being recognized as the most important philosopher of the eighteenth
century.

Whereas there are a number of papers and books on the first recep-
tion of Kant’s philosophy, there is no discussion that concentrates
explicitly and in a detailed way on the very beginnings of these devel-
opments. Indeed, most of them briefly discuss the review published
by the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen in 1783 and then concentrate
on the “more significant” developments that lead to “German Ide-
alism,” that is, the philosophy of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.1 By
contrast, I am going to concentrate only on the developments from
1781 to 1786, that is, from the time of the first appearance of the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason until the period during which Kant’s thought
became all the rage.2 Although I will address the question of whether
Kant was “ruthless,” “exclusionary,” and perhaps even not entirely
truthful in the defense of his position at least indirectly, I will con-
centrate on what I take to be the philosophical consequences of this
interaction with his contemporaries. In other words, I will try to
reexamine the issue of what consequences the early reviews had for
Kant’s own philosophical development.

1. four published reviews and kant’s first
responses (1781–1782)

Kant sent the manuscript of his Critique of Pure Reason to the pub-
lisher at the end of September 1780. The book went into printing at
the beginning of 1781, the first proof sheets arrived in Königsberg
on April 6, 1781, other installments followed in quick order, and the
book was published by the middle of July. Johann Georg Hamann,
Kant’s ambivalent friend and admirer in Königsberg, received a bound
copy of the entire Critique on July 22.3 Since he had already read the
book in its entirety as the proofs arrived, he knew its contents well.
At the beginning of May, he had already been complaining about the
length of the work. “Such a fat book is neither fitting for the author’s
stature nor for the concept of pure reason, which he opposes to the
lazy and arse-like (ärschlich) reason, that is, my very own reason,
which loves the force of inertia and the hysteron proteron from taste
and purpose.”4 But Hamann was not lazy in the ordinary sense of
the word and wrote almost immediately a review of the Critique
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and somewhat later a short Metacritique (1783–4), which criticized
Kant’s approach in fundamental and interesting ways.

In his review Hamann calls special attention to Kant’s intention
to find a middle way between Leibniz and Locke, saying that “Leib-
niz intellectualized the appearance, Locke sensualized the concepts
of the understanding,” and then criticizes Kant for “assimilating
appearances and concepts, the two basic constituents of all cogni-
tion, to ‘a transcendental something = x of which we do not and
cannot know anything in isolation of sensible data.’ ” He finds that
Kant’s distinctions between sensibility and understanding, between
matter and form, and between the empirical and the transcendental
are artificial and might lead to the destruction of both, and that Kant
proceeds “arse-first,” using the “weapons of light” to spread dark-
ness or obscurity. If Kant is lucky, his work will be praised by some,
known to all, and “as a mark of the highest authorship understood
by bloody few” (blutwenigen).5

Hamann’s main criticism in the Metacritique is that Kant com-
pletely ignores natural language, even though our “entire ability
to think” rests on it. Furthermore, language is also the source of
the problems Kant discusses in the Antinomies. This implies that
philosophy cannot get beyond empirical knowledge, tradition, and
doctrines accepted on faith. But his “transcendental superstition”
and his hatred of anything “material” do not allow him to see that
the “purifications of reason” are fundamental mistakes, leading to
an idealism that is indebted to both Berkeley and Hume.6 Hamann
suppressed both the review and the Metacritique out of respect for
Kant. The latter was published only in 1800, when Hamann was long
dead and Kant himself past caring about the fate of his philosophi-
cal works. Accordingly, Kant never had the chance to respond to the
charge that he ignored language and that this undercut his entire
philosophy.

The rest of the literary world had, however, fewer reservations.
Kant’s Critique was reviewed just like any other book and the result-
ing reviews were friendly, if noncommittal. What Kant said was of
some interest and should be taken into consideration by philoso-
phers. Whether Kant’s claim that a radical new beginning in philoso-
phy was necessary was considered an open question. In any case,
one had heard such claims before. Thus the first review, which
appeared in the Frankfurter gelehrte Anzeigen of July 17 and 20,
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1781, characterized Kant as one of the “most astute” philosophers.
Since he had until then published only short works, the Critique was
a new point of departure. It was not just a long book, but also one that
was intended to change the philosophical discussion in fundamental
ways. It proves that Kant is “a good German writer, who is free of
all sectarian spirit.”7 After pointing out that the work purports to
give an examination of the most basic principles of philosophy, the
reviewer simply summarizes the main topics of the book without
further commenting on the argument developed in it. This would
have been asking too much, as the review appeared almost immedi-
ately after the book had appeared.

The reviewer of the Neueste critische Nachrichten (July 25, 1781)
had little more time. He starts in a similar way, saying that Kant had
published until then only short works, but that these had revealed
him as someone “who went his own way” in philosophy – and this
even though he lectured on “Meier’s logic and Baumgarten’s meta-
physics.” It seems he either knew Kant or someone who had studied
with Kant. He then characterized the Critique as “logic in the gen-
uine sense of the word,” pointing out that it is far from unusual
to call logic “critique” because the Stoics had already done this.
Furthermore, Kant’s conception of this logic as a doctrine that can
teach speculative philosophers and pure mathematicians the proper
method in pursuing knowledge that is independent of experience
and entirely a priori points in the right direction. After a short indi-
cation of the contents of the book and a reference to Lambert’s related
views on the “Architectonic,” the reviewer finds that it is “a work
to be studied, not a work to be reviewed,” wishing that it would be
used in philosophical systems. The last sentence suggests that there
is a problem, even though it also expresses optimism that it can
be overcome: “Its penetrating and compressed style, combined with
the depth of its subject matter demand considerable effort, which is,
however, easily overcome on further use.”8

This is, of course, the very problem with which the famous
review of the Göttingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen begins.
It appeared in a supplementary issue, dated January 19, 1782, and is
more extensive than the two earlier reviews. It is also more criti-
cal. The reviewer points out that the Critique is a work that always
“exercises” the thought of its readers, even though it does not always
“instruct” him and causes him to “strain his attention until he is
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tired.” Nevertheless, the review also points out that sometimes there
are happy illustrations and unexpected benefits. It characterized
Kant’s work as belonging to the tradition of idealism and skepticism
in the British mode. Thus the only philosophers explicitly mentioned
in the review are Berkeley and Hume. This gives a special signifi-
cance to the claim that Kant wanted to offer a “system of higher,
or . . . transcendental idealism.” The suggestion is that the Critique
is mainly “based on our concept of sensations as mere modifications
of ourselves (on which Berkeley also primarily built his idealism).”
Space and time are merely subjective receptacles of such sensations,
even though Kant also wants to speak of “objects.” Kant’s objections
to a substantial self were not original either, having already been
used by Hume and others before him. Kant did not find the middle
way between exaggerated skepticism and dogmatism, and his work
does not lead his readers back to the most natural way of thinking.
Rather, Kant’s arguments are those of a “Raisonneur” who wants
to leave common sense behind. He is therefore placed in the same
tradition as other paradoxical thinkers. The invocation of Berkeley
and Hume creates the appearance that there is hardly anything new
in the Critique:

How does the reasoner lose his way? By opposing to each other two genera
of sense: the inner and outer one, or by wanting to merge or transform these
two into each other. When the form of internal sensation is changed into
that of external sensation, or when it is mixed up with the latter, materi-
alism, anthropomorphism, etc. result. Idealism is the product of contesting
the rightful title of outer sense besides inner sense. Skepticism at times does
the one and at other times the other in order to mix and shake everything
into confusion. In some ways, our author does so as well. He does not rec-
ognize the rights of inner sensation. . . . But his idealism still more contests
the laws of external sensation and the resulting form and language natural
to us.9

There is thus a contrast between the first two reviews and the one in
the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen. Whereas the first two reviewers
emphasize Kant’s originality and are content to indicate the topics
addressed by the book without criticism, placing Kant into the Ger-
man philosophical context, the third review is not just longer but
also more critical. Furthermore, the second reviewer mentions three
philosophers as relevant for Kant: Baumgarten, Meier, and Lambert.
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Though he does not explicitly state it, he clearly thinks that these
thinkers provide the relevant background to Kant’s own original con-
tribution to the philosophical discussion. The third review, at least
in the version that appeared in the Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen,
calls attention to two philosophers that had at that time a rather dubi-
ous reputation in Germany, and the author explicitly places Kant
into the context of the discussion of skepticism and idealism. In
doing so, the review characterizes Kant’s philosophy in such a way
that it would have been viewed by many as dangerous and something
that needs to be avoided.

The review was by Christian Garve, but Georg Friedrich Hein-
rich Feder had heavily edited it. Of the 312 lines of Garve’s original
review, Feder took over unchanged only 76 lines; a further 69 lines
were changed insignificantly, but the rest was changed significantly.
Though one might say that Feder improved the readability of the
review while at the same time being faithful to the intentions of
Garve, he took some liberties with Garve’s manuscript. Thus it was
Feder who added the explicit comparisons between Kant, Berkeley,
and Hume.10 Whether this was distorting Garve’s intentions may at
the very least be doubted, as Garve characterizes (or misunderstands)
Kant’s idealism in the same way as Feder. And Feder never under-
stood why his comparison of Kant’s idealism with that of Berkeley
upset Kant. Thinking that Kant was obviously as indebted to Berke-
ley as he was to Hume, he failed to understand why (or how) Kant
wanted to put so much distance between his own thought and that
of Berkeley.11 For better or worse, this review set the tone and the
agenda for the next decade or so. It became usual to view Kant as a
skeptic in the Humean fashion, and to oppose him with appeals to
language and common sense.

Later in 1782, in the August 24 issue of the Gothaische gelehrte
Anzeigen, there was a review by one S. H. Ewald. It was more pos-
itive, but, like the first two reviews, offered only a short summary
of the work, calling attention to Kant’s theory of space and time in
particular. The reviewer claimed that the Critique contributed to the
“honor of the German nation” and was “a monument to the nobil-
ity and subtlety of the human understanding.” He also pointed out,
however, that its contents would be “incomprehensible for the great-
est majority of the reading public.” It clearly was intended mainly
for “the teachers of metaphysics.”12
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Kant was, perhaps understandably, disappointed by the Göttingen
review. He felt misunderstood. At the same time he also regret-
ted the general lack of any response, even though this came not
entirely unexpectedly. Still, he had expected that other philosophers
would understand him and rally to support his project. After all,
he had written the work partially as a response to earlier criticisms
of Mendelssohn, Lambert, and Herz, and partially as a contribution
to the philosophical discussion between Tetens, Lossius, and Feder.
Whereas Lambert had died before the Critique was finished, Kant
was very anxious to hear Mendelssohn’s judgment about it. When
he heard from Herz that Mendelssohn had put the book away and
was not going to get back to it, he was “very uncomfortable,” hop-
ing it would “not be forever.” Mendelssohn was, he thought, “the
most important of all the people who could explain this theory to the
world; it was on him, on Mr. Tetens and you [Herz], dearest man, that
I counted most” (10:270). He also hoped to enlist Garve “to use [his]
position and influence to encourage . . . the enemies of the book . . . to
consider the work in its proper order” and to clarify the fundamental
problem. “Garve, Mendelssohn, and Tetens, are the only men I know
through whose cooperation this subject could have been brought to a
successful conclusion before too long, even though centuries before
this one have not seen it done” (10:341). In the same vein he wrote to
Mendelssohn “to encourage an examination of [his] theses,” because
in this way “the critical philosophy would gain acceptability and
become a promenade through a labyrinth, but with a reliable guide
book to help us find our way out as often as we get lost” (10:345).

So Kant began to suspect soon after the appearance of the Cri-
tique that he was on his own and that none of those on whom he
had counted would come to support him. He felt treated like an imbe-
cile by those he did not respect and ignored by those he respected:
“Mendelssohn, Garve and Tetens have apparently declined to occupy
themselves with work of this sort, and where else can anyone of suffi-
cient talent and good will be found?” (10:346). In some sense, he was
correct. Mendelssohn himself claimed that a nervous disability had
made it impossible for him to analyze and think through the works of
“Lambert, Tetens, Platner, and even those of the all-crushing Kant.”
He claimed to know them only through reviews and from reports of
his friends, and he said that philosophy for him “still stands at the
point at which it stood in approximately 1775.”13 Garve had already
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spoken, even though Kant did not know it (and thought he was not
interested at all). Tetens seemed to be no longer interested in phi-
losophy and was occupied with other things. Platner did respond in
time, but the response was rather muted. But this was not all. Kant
was not satisfied with how he had expressed his view in the Cri-
tique. Advancing age and “worrisome illnesses” made him publish
the book sooner than would perhaps have been advisable (10:273). So
he declared as early as September 1781 to his publisher Hartknoch
and his friend Hamann a willingness to write a “popular extract suit-
able for the general reader,” or a book “in the popular style.”14 When
he read the Göttingen review in January of 1782, the plan changed.
Kant realized he had to take matters into his own hands. Accord-
ingly, he gave up the plan of writing a mere “popular extract” and
began to work on the “prolegomena of a still to be written meta-
physics,” which also was a response to the Göttingen reviewer.15 But
he responded also to the Gotha review, specifically pointing it out as
an example of how his Critique should be reviewed. Furthermore, he
praised the “learned public” for their silence, since this proves “sus-
pension of judgment,” and taking up the (Gotha) reviewer’s claim
that the Critique is a book for “teachers of metaphysics,” he pointed
out in the Preface that the Prolegomena is “not for the use of appren-
tices, but for future teachers” (4:380). Kant must have worked on
the Prolegomena between January 1782 and September 1782, even
though some of the preparatory work probably went back as far as
September 1781. By late August 1782 Kant had essentially written
it and his amanuensis was copying it. By September this copy was
completed and sent to the publisher, but the publication of the work
was delayed until April 1783.

2. the prolegomena as answer to
the göttingen review (1782–1783)

How much the Göttingen review was on Kant’s mind when he was
writing the Prolegomena is shown not only by the so-called “Pre-
liminary work on the Prolegomena,” published in volume 23 of the
Academy edition, but also by the Prolegomena itself (23:53–64).16

Especially the Appendix shows how seriously Kant took the accu-
sation that he was an idealist. The two sections entitled “Specimen
of a judgment about the Critique which precedes the investigation”
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and “Proposal for an investigation of the Critique, after which the
judgment can follow” make abundantly clear that Kant was engag-
ing in polemics. Indeed, the first-mentioned section starts with a
detailed reference to the review – something that occurs rarely in
Kant’s works – and takes the reviewer to task for the assertion that
his Critique offers idealism, be it of the “higher,” the “Cartesian,” or
the “Berkeleyan” variety. Accusing the reviewer of not having read
the book carefully, Kant claims that he finds “nothing else worthy of
note in the review.” He challenges him to pick any one of the eight
theses or antitheses in the chapter on the antinomy that he finds
acceptable and to show why the proof of the antithesis offered in the
Critique is unsound (4:376–7). But, he argues, the acceptance of this
challenge would mean that the reviewer has “to emerge from being
incognito” (4:379–80).

This is not all; the discussion of Hume’s role in the origin and
development of the Critique found in the Preface is clearly an answer
to the claim that his philosophy amounts to (Humean) skepticism.
Taking the side of Hume against his commonsense critics, Kant
attempts to show how much actually separates the Critique from
Hume’s works. Hume’s claim that reason cannot think the causal
relation a priori and independently of experience reminded him to
think harder about such relations and led to the conception of the
categories. But, he argues, this generalization of Hume’s problem
cannot be reduced to Hume’s suggestion.

If the only effect the Feder-Garve review had had was that Kant
clarified his relationship to his philosophical predecessors, then it
would be indirectly responsible for an interesting perspective on
Kant’s philosophical enterprise – no less, but also no more. I think,
however, that one might argue it had an even deeper impact on Kant’s
thinking, one that Kant himself may not fully have understood in
1783, but one that did make him think again about the very nature
of his philosophical enterprise and that ultimately led to the revi-
sions he instituted in the second edition of the first Critique that
appeared in 1787. Though Kant claims that these revisions concern
only the style and not the substance of the book, not everyone has
believed him.

One of the changes concerns the greater care with which he dis-
tinguishes already in the Prolegomena his own “critical idealism”
from other kinds of idealism. This is just a question of emphasis.
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In the Prolegomena and the second edition Kant emphasizes more
emphatically the transcendental character of his idealism and its
radical difference from empirical idealism. However, this greater
emphasis on the transcendental character of his idealism goes with a
more important change in the discussion of epistemological issues.
Whereas the first edition of the Critique switches somewhat uncrit-
ically between the discussion of psychological and logical issues, the
Prolegomena (and subsequent works) are rather more careful in this
regard. Kant makes clear that the question is not “how the faculty
of cognition is possible,” but rather how certain kinds of judgment
are possible. Indeed, the entire discussion of the possibility of meta-
physic is now framed in those terms: “How are synthetic judgments
a priori possible?” In the Prolegomena this question is closely bound
up with the question concerning the difference between “judgments
of perception” and “judgments of experience.” And whether or not
one finds this distinction useless and misleading, as most philosoph-
ical Kant scholars seem to do, or important and expressive of Kant’s
best intentions, as Gerold Prauss has argued, this way of framing
the question is connected with the way that the Göttingen review
forced on Kant the problem of the difference between appearance
and reality.17 There are, of course, many other changes in the Pro-
legomena and most of them have little to do with the review. But
it appears to me that the connection between the Göttingen review
and the later formulation of Kant’s critical system deserves to be
investigated further than it has been until now.

To return to the historical context, Garve took the bait Kant had
planted in the Appendix to the Prolegomena and wrote to Kant on
July 13, 1783, pointing out that he could not call the review his own
because his manuscript had been changed significantly. Only some of
his phrases had been retained, and some things had been interpolated.
Indeed, he claimed that he was at least as angry at the review as Kant
was. He also asked Kant not to make public use of the letter. It would
be wrong to make difficulties for the editor since Garve had given
him permission to revise and shorten the review and subsequently
forgiven him for his heavy-handed changes. Kant intimated that he
was satisfied. On August 7, 1783, he answered Garve, saying that he
never believed that “a Garve” could have written the review. He also
expressed his hope that Garve would help him in making clearer his
goals to the enemies of the Critique.
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The original text of the review appeared just a little later in the
Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek. When Kant received a copy of it
on August 21, he was very disappointed. Garve’s original review
was really no better than the one that appeared in the Göttingische
Anzeigen. It was just longer, and it did not mention Berkeley by
name. Kant complained, and he felt he was being treated “like an
imbecile.”18 Still, even in the eighteenth century the slogan that
there is no such thing as bad publicity, only publicity, was not
entirely inappropriate.

One might even say that Kant had emerged in the dispute with
Garve and the Göttingische Anzeigen as the winner. The very fact
that the Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek published Garve’s original
manuscript is an indication of this. His Critique and his Prolegomena
were now attracting a great deal of attention. Literary success was
just around the corner.

Kant’s Critique and Prolegomena were noted as important books
in 1783. This is also shown by Johann August Eberhard’s Preface
to the new edition of a German translation of Baumgarten’s Meta-
physica, the very book Kant used in his lectures on metaphysics and
anthropology.19 Indeed, Eberhard calls explicit, if somewhat mislead-
ing attention to Kant, saying that such

an astute philosopher as Mr. Kant, who finds, as he expresses himself, only
analytic judgments in contemporary metaphysics and requests that it must
meet many other demands before he assigns to it the same scientific rank
as pure mathematics, still recognizes A. G. Baumgarten as the first philo-
sophical analyst. I cannot here give the reasons why I am convinced that
the philosopher of Königsberg must give more credit to the one from Frank-
furt [i.e. Baumgarten] with regard to metaphysics, as he seems to believe
himself. First, there would have to be a decision about how justified Kant’s
demands concerning metaphysics are, how much has already been achieved
in the present store of metaphysical cognitions and how much can still be
achieved. Without investigating this now, we may say that the praise, which
this competent and not easily satisfied judge gives to his predecessor, is of
such great importance that it deserves the heartfelt approval of all seekers
of truth.20

That Kant is here invoked as a witness for the (continuing) impor-
tance of Baumgarten certainly shows that it would be a mistake to
think that Kant’s Critique was still an unknown quantity.
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This respect is also exhibited by the four other reviews published
in 1783. The Hamburg Altonaischer gelehrter Mercurius published a
longer notice of the Prolegomena on July 31, 1783 that amounted to a
fairly detailed summary of its Introduction, and the issue of August
14 contained a short but substantial excerpt from the book itself,
entitled “Is it Possible to Appeal to Common Sense in Metaphysics?”
(4:369). The Neueste kritische Nachrichten of Greifswald, which had
been the first to review the Critique, published a short notice of
the Prolegomena on August 31, calling special attention to Kant’s
complaint that the Göttingen reviewer had not understood him. But
the reviewer was not impressed: “If the honorable and witty man
did not live so much in the clouds, if he did not use a terminol-
ogy of his own and if his sentences were shorter and simpler, he
might be less exposed to this danger.”21 The Gothaische gelehrte
Anzeigen followed with a longer review on October 25 and 29. It
consists mainly of a summary without commentary. But the book
is introduced as one that deserves “the most strenuous examination
of true philosophers” just because it concerns the conditions of the
possibility of metaphysics. Though it has “not received this honor
yet,” the reviewer hopes that this will soon happen.

Still, Kant was not satisfied. He was worried and seems to have
been suspicious. Hartknoch told Herder on a visit in 1783 that Kant
believed the lack of attention to his first Critique was the result
of Herder’s influence.22 Accordingly, he continued to work from
Königsberg on the further spread of his philosophy. In particular,
he began to lean on his friends. One of these was Johannes Schulz, a
court chaplain with deep interests in mathematics and philosophy,
who had already reviewed Kant’s Inaugural Dissertation.

3. schulz’s exposition of the critique
of pure reason (1783–1784)

Kant had sent Schulz a copy of the Critique on August 3, 1781,
saying that he admired his philosophical acumen as demonstrated
in his review of the dissertation. Indeed, he said that Schulz had
“penetrated the dry material best among all those who judged the
book.” This was high praise since the other three were Lambert,
Mendelssohn, and Herz. Since Schulz had spurred him on to continue
his thoughts, Kant was sending him the result, that is, the Critique,
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hoping that Schulz would have the time to examine and judge it.
Schulz appears to have had little, for he answered Kant only two years
later (on August 21, 1783), saying that he now had read the book and
was willing to publish a review. In fact, he sent him a manuscript,
which summarized the work and added a number of questions that
he wanted to have clarified.23 Kant answered on August 22 and sent
him the Garve review for examination, saying it was better thought
through than the one published in the Göttingische Anzeigen. He
also said that he had heard through Jenisch, their common student,
that Schulz had a draft of his evaluation, and he asked Schulz to hold
off the review and to think about how to instruct others in how to
approach the work. It would be a good thing if Schulz thought of
his project as a book, rather than as a review. Just four days later,
Kant wrote that Schulz had “penetrated deeply and correctly into
the spirit of the project,” and that Kant himself had “almost noth-
ing to change” in the manuscript. If Schulz transformed the review
into a book, then a few passages on the Dialectic should be inserted.
Kant promised he would send Schulz some materials soon, but it
took a long time for Kant to do this.24 He wrote to Schulz only
on the eve of publication, answering some of the questions Schulz
had raised earlier, expressing his hope that Schulz could still use
them to change the manuscript: “For nothing can be more desirable
for the enemies than to find lack of uniformity in the principles”
(10:367).25 On October 26, 1783 Hamann wrote that Kant was lec-
turing on “philosophical theology” with an “amazing” number of
students in attendance, while at the same time working on the “pub-
lication of the rest of his works” and “conferring with Magister and
Court Chaplain Schulz, who also is writing about the Critique.”26

Late in 1784 Schulz’s work was published as Exposition of Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason, with the author’s name spelled “Schultz”
rather than “Schulz.” Kant had his first defender – at least in
Königsberg.

The book consists of two chapters. The first is an attempt to give a
clear indication of the contents of the Critique, the second contains
suggestions for its closer examination. There are, he says, five tasks
that need to be addressed, namely,

(1) “To determine the true nature of sensibility, and its distinc-
tion from the understanding”;
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(2) “To seek out the complete supply of the original con-
cepts . . . in our understanding”;

(3) “To show in what way we are justified in ascribing objective
reality to these concepts”;

(4) “Precisely in this way to determine the true limits of human
reason”;

(5) “Finally, at the same time, to solve the riddle of why our rea-
son is so irresistibly inclined to venture . . . beyond the limits
of possible reason.”27

According to Schulz, Kant had solved all these problems in a com-
pletely satisfactory way. In particular, he had answered Hume’s skep-
ticism by fulfilling the first three tasks. Kant was by all accounts very
happy with Schulz’s account.

The public viewed it basically as a Kantian work. There were two
reviews that dealt only with it.28 Two other reviews discussed it
in connection with one of Kant’s own works.29 The very extensive
review and discussion of the Exposition in the Allgemeine deutsche
Bibliothek of May 1786 accords it the highest importance because
Kant himself approved this commentary.30 It discusses the work as a
“commentary about the most important book that has been written
on metaphysics since the times of Aristotle.”

4. kant’s groundwork and its relation
to garve’s criticisms (1783–1784)31

In the summer of 1783 Kant was working on “a textbook of meta-
physics in accordance with the . . . critical principles, compressed for
the purpose of academic lectures” (10:346). He hoped to finish the
first part on morals, but, as so often, this work developed along dif-
ferent lines. One of the external reasons for this was the publication
of Garve’s Philosophical Remarks and Essays on Cicero’s Books on
Duties in 1783, a work that brought home to Kant the philosophical
importance of Cicero as well as his continuing relevance for Kant’s
German contemporaries.32 Kant knew Cicero well, of course. He
always appreciated Cicero’s style, arguing that “true popularity” in
philosophy could only be achieved by reading and imitating Cicero
(9:47). Even if he had not come close to this ideal in the first Critique,
Kant still hoped to accomplish it in his moral writings.
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Furthermore, Garve was important. He had dared to criticize
Kant’s first Critique, and Kant was moved to criticize Garve in
turn. Thus Hamann reported early in 1784 that Kant was work-
ing on a “counter-critique” of Garve. Though the title of the work
was not determined yet, it was meant to become an attack not
on Garve’s review but on Garve’s Cicero, constituting a kind of
revenge.33 Hamann, who took great interest in literary feuds, was
initially excited. But he was soon disappointed. For six weeks later
he had to report that “the counter-critique of Garve’s Cicero had
changed into a preliminary treatise on morals,” and that what he
had wanted to call first “counter-critique” had become a predeces-
sor (prodrome) to morals, although it was also to have “a relation to
Garve.”34 The final version did not explicitly deal with Garve. It is
significant, however, that Kant read Cicero in Garve’s translation,
and that he carefully looked at Garve’s commentary while writing
the Groundwork. Though he might have been more interested in
Garve than in Cicero, the latter had a definite effect on his views
concerning the foundations of moral philosophy. But several schol-
ars have argued that Garve’s Cicero was actually important to Kant
in dealing with fundamental moral issues.35

What was to be a mere textbook treatment of well-rehearsed issues
became a much more programmatic treatise. It is therefore no acci-
dent that the terminology of the Groundwork turns out to be so sim-
ilar to that of Cicero – that “will,” “dignity,” “autonomy,” “duty,”
“virtue,” “freedom,” and several other central concepts play a similar
foundational role in both Cicero and in Kant.36 One of the most inter-
esting things about Cicero’s account in this context is that involves
the claim that our own nature depends to a large extent on our social
role. Sociability or communicability is for him the most important
principle from which duty derives. This is clear from the very terms
Cicero uses. “Honorableness” or “the honorable” are translations of
“honestas” and “honestum.” Both have to do with the holding of an
office or an honor. Duties are thus essentially related to one’s social
standing. They are bound up with something that is public, part of
the sphere of the res publica or the community. Duties make little
sense outside society. They are not internal or subjective principles,
but public demands on us. Insofar as some of these duties are based
on sociability as such, some duties will be universal, but they remain
duties we have as “citizens of the world.”
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Not only did Garve not have any fundamental objections to any of
these aspects of duty in Cicero, but he endorsed the view that duty
was ultimately based in human nature, that it could be traced back
to the principles of self-preservation and human fellowship, and that
happiness (Glückseligkeit) is not only at the root of duty, but is also
always a motivating factor in moral decisions. Less clearly, he also
views honor as one of the most fundamental concepts of morality.
Indeed, when he summarizes the true content of human duties in
a book that offers his own views on the most general principles of
ethics, his first rule reads:

Act in such a way that you will appear in your conduct as a reasonable and
noble man, and that you express the character of an enlightened and forceful
mind.37

We must act with a view of how we will appear to others. To be sure,
these “others” are perhaps best understood in terms of a disinterested
spectator conceived after Adam Smith and David Hume, but it is
society that is expressed in these others. What we may call Garve’s
“cosmopolitical imperative” is clearly meant to be an alternative to
Kant’s categorical imperative.

Honor was still important in eighteenth-century Germany.
Indeed, it may be characterized as one of the central moral precepts
of the Prussian Ständestaat. The estates and the guild system were
pervaded by it just as much as was nobility. Honor may even have
been more important to the citizens of the larger towns and cities in
Prussia than it was to many members of the nobility. Without honor,
the member of the guild was nothing. To be dishonored was to be
excluded from the guild. Ehrbarkeit or honorableness was almost
everything. So when Garve argued that each profession had its own
moral code, that it should have its own code, and that philosophers
should make distinct the “obscure maxims, which people of differ-
ent professions follow,” he seems to be endorsing a most important
aspect of Prussian society.

Honor also always remained important for Kant.38 Yet in the
Groundwork, he argued that it could not be fundamental to morality.
Honorableness or Ehrbarkeit was for Kant a merely external form of
morality, or an honestas externa (6:236, 464). He realized clearly that
it depended on the social order, and for this very reason he rejected it
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as the basis for our maxims. The ground of moral obligation must not
be found “in the nature of man nor in the circumstances in which
man is placed, but must be sought a priori solely in the concepts
of pure reason” (4:389). Therefore, an ethics that remains founded
on common life, expressed by such concepts as honor (honestas),
faithfulness (fides), fellowship (societas), and seemliness (decorum)
is too superficial and unphilosophical for Kant. For this reason he
rejected not just Cicero, but all attempts to develop a Ciceronian
ethics. Morality is about who we genuinely are or who we should
be, and this has, according to Kant, nothing to do with our social
status. In rejecting “honor,” Kant also implicitly rejects one of the
fundamental principles of the society he lived in. The distinction of
different estates has no moral relevance. As moral agents we are all
equal. Any attempt at defending or justifying social differences by
appealing to morals must be rejected as well. The conservative sta-
tus quo must be challenged. In the context of Prussia of 1785, these
views must be called revolutionary.

Kant seems to be saying that we also must subordinate all personal
considerations, self-love, and passions to the only goal to which it
is worth aspiring, namely, to be moral. This has nothing to do with
feeling and everything to do with reason and the “idea of another
and far worthier purpose of one’s existence” (4:396). One of the more
important reasons that led Kant to reject honor as a genuine moral
principle was his belief that anyone who relied on maxims of honor
rather than on maxims of pure morality also relied on self-interest
as a significant part in moral deliberations; and he was clearly right
about this.

Kant’s entire critical philosophy was meant to contribute to the
formal aspect of science. His moral philosophy is no exception. It
concentrates on the merely formal aspects of morality, leaving aside
the empirical content, which belongs to anthropology, for Kant. This
is odd, at least to some extent, as Kant had argued earlier that pure
moral philosophy was not enough. Anthropology was also needed,
since it

provides moral knowledge of man because we must find in it the motives
(Bewegungsgründe) for morality and without it morality would be scholastic
and not applicable to the world at all. It would not be pleasant for it. Anthro-
pology is related to morality as spatial geometry to geodesics. (25:1211)
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Further:

Morality cannot exist without anthropology, for one must first know of
the agent whether he is in a position to accomplish what is required of
him. . . . One can . . . consider practical philosophy even without anthropol-
ogy, or without knowledge of the agent, only then it is merely speculative;
so man must at least be studied accordingly. (27:244)

In the Groundwork it is “clear of itself from the common idea of duty
and of moral law” that moral philosophy ultimately cannot have any-
thing to do with empirical concerns (4:389). Whereas Kant argued
earlier that we must differentiate between the principium diiudica-
tionis and the principium executionis in morals and thought that
the moral sense, moral feeling, or empirical considerations might
well have to do with the latter, even if the former was purely moral,
he now combined the two principles in one categorical imperative.
Because the claims of moral philosophy are universal, the form of
moral philosophy must be just as much a priori as that of theoretical
philosophy. Still, the Groundwork was not designed to deliver all of
the metaphysics of morals. Kant claims he sought only to describe
and establish “the supreme principle of morality” (4:392). It should
be clear that Kant’s rejection of anthropological, social, or empirical
considerations had to do at least to some extent with his studies of
Garve and his Cicero. Even though it would be a mistake to view
the Groundwork as a mere polemic against one of Kant’s contem-
poraries, it would also be a mistake to overlook how important this
background ultimately is. His categorical imperative is clearly also
meant as an alternative to Garve’s cosmopolitical considerations.
Indeed, later developments clearly show that the dialogue between
Garve and Kant continued. Garve later criticized Kant on just this
problem, making powerful objections against the very possibility of
acting from duty.39 If the connection between Kant’s own thinking
and the reactions of his contemporaries is very apparent in the works
we have discussed so far, it is even more apparent in the essays that
he wrote between 1784 and 1786.

5. some essays on enlightenment
and history (1784–1786)

As soon as the Groundwork was off his desk, Kant began to work on
some contributions to the Berlinische Monatsschrift.40 The first of
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these was his essay entitled “Ideas toward a Universal History from
a Cosmopolitan Point of View,” which appeared in the November
issue of 1784 (8:15–31). The essay was a response to a remark pub-
lished in the Gothaische gelehrte Zeitungen on February 11, in
which it was claimed: “It is a favorite idea of Herr Professor Kant
that the ultimate goal of the human race is the establishment of
a perfect constitution. He desires that a philosophical historiogra-
pher would undertake it to write a history of mankind from this
perspective in order to show whether mankind has come closer to
this final goal at some time, has strayed from it at other times,
and what still remains to be done to achieve it.” Kant argues in
the essay that such a historiography is possible only if we assume
that nature (or perhaps better Nature) has certain characteristics.
Put in another way, he claims that a certain idea of Nature is a nec-
essary condition of “universal history from a cosmopolitan point
of view.” Therefore, we may say that if a “universal history from
a cosmopolitan point of view” is legitimate, then a certain idea of
Nature is also legitimate. Therefore we can also say that the “uni-
versal history” forms a “justification of Nature – or rather perhaps
of providence.” Indeed, Kant claims that such a project “is no mean
motive for adopting a particular point of view in considering the
world.”

In December of 1784 he published another essay, “Answer to
the Question: What is Enlightenment?” – again in the Berlinische
Monatsschrift. Kant dated it September 30, 1784. The essay repre-
sents a response to a question by Johann Friedrich Zöllner (1748–
1805), who was a member of a group of enlightenment thinkers cen-
tered in Berlin. In response to an article in the Monatsschrift, whose
author had advocated that priests and ministers should no longer
play a role in marriage, and that the religious ceremony of mar-
riage contradicted the spirit of the enlightenment, Zöllner argued
that the principles of morality were already in decline (wankend)
and that the disparagement of religion could only accelerate this
process. One should not “in the name of enlightenment confuse
the heads and hearts of the people.” In a note in the text, he asked:
“What is enlightenment? This question, which is almost as impor-
tant as ‘What is truth?,’ should really be answered before one starts
to enlighten! And yet, I have not found an answer to it anywhere.”41

Kant was by no means the only one who addressed this question.
Indeed, by the time he answered it, a dispute had already ensued
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and many philosophers had contributed to it. Kant’s answer was,
however, the most philosophical, or perhaps better, the most princi-
pled one (8:41–2).

He assigns to philosophy the role of bringing about in a state what
nature’s plan has been all along and argues that freedom of thought
will lead to greater civil freedom. “The hindrances to universal
enlightenment . . . are gradually becoming fewer.” And enlighten-
ment is for Kant “the human being’s emergence from his self-
incurred minority.” Put positively, it is the stage of mankind’s
maturity. Minority is for Kant the “inability to make use of one’s own
understanding without direction from another. It is self-incurred
when its cause lies not in a lack of understanding but in a lack of
resolution and courage to use it without direction from another.”
We should have the courage to think for ourselves. This is expressed
by the motto of the enlightenment – “Sapere aude!” or “Dare to be
wise!” (8:35).

In 1784 a new journal was established that was to become
most important in the further discussion of Kant’s own philosophy,
namely, the Neue allgemeine Literaturzeitung of Jena. Kant’s former
student Herder, who by this time had become a very famous German
writer, published in the same year his Ideas on a Philosophy of the
History of Mankind with the publisher of the first Critique. Kant was
asked in July whether he would not be willing to make “at least a
few contributions” and whether he was interested to review Herder’s
Ideas in particular (10:393–4). He agreed, probably after looking at
Hamann’s copy of the Ideas.42 The review of Herder’s book was to
be “a trial.” It was due on November 1, and it appeared in one of
the first issues of the journal, namely on January 6, 1785 (10:396). As
was customary, the review appeared anonymously.

Kant’s judgment of this work of his former student was negative,
and he did not hold back. Perhaps he even went out of his way to
insult Herder. Thus, in the Introduction of the review, he did not
talk so much about the book as about the author, saying that he
was “ingenious and eloquent,” demonstrating again his “renowned
individuality,” going on to note that “his is not logical precision in
definition of concepts or careful adherence to principles, but rather a
fleeting, sweeping view, an adroitness in unearthing analogies, in
the wielding of which he shows a bold imagination . . . combined
with a cleverness in soliciting sympathy for his subject – kept in
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increasingly hazy remoteness – by means of sentiment and
sensations” (8:45).

After a detailed summary of the stages of Herder’s argument in
the Ideas, he summed up “the idea and final purpose of Part I” as
follows:

The spiritual nature of the human soul, its permanence and progress toward
perfection, is to be proved by analogy with the natural forms of nature, par-
ticularly their structure, with no recourse to metaphysics. For this purpose,
spiritual forces, a certain invisible domain of creation, are assumed for which
matter constitutes only the framework. This realm contains the animating
principle that organizes everything, and in such a way that the schema of the
perfection of this organic system is to be man. All earthly creatures, from the
lowest level on, approximate him until finally, through nothing else than
this perfected organic system, of which the essential condition is the upright
gait of the animal, man emerged. His death can never more terminate the
progress and enhancement of the structure already shown before copiously
in other creatures. Rather a transcendence of nature to still more refined
operations is expected, in order to further him thereby to yet higher grades
of life, and so continuously to promote and elevate him into infinitude.

(8:52)

Kant did not understand the argument by analogy because what
Herder stated as an analogy is a disanalogy. How can the similarity
between man and all other creatures prove that man is immortal, or
the middle link between mortality and immortality, when all other
creatures decompose? Individuals are completely destroyed – or so
it would seem. Herder’s idea of a self-constituting organic system is
an idea that lies entirely outside of the sphere of empirical investi-
gation. It is mere speculation. The author may be praised for having
thought for himself, and for a preacher this took courage. His “execu-
tion is only partially successful” (8:55). Kant closed by expressing his
hope that philosophy would help Herder in “pruning . . . superfluous
growth.” Flighty imagination, “whether metaphysical or sentimen-
tal,” will not get us anywhere.

Some have argued that Kant’s review was essentially a personal
reaction to Herder’s lack of support. But this is probably not entirely
correct. Kant also had deep philosophical reasons to oppose what
seemed to him only unprincipled flights of imagination. Herder’s
book was not just a “superfluous growth,” but a weed that needed
to be rooted out. Furthermore, Kant himself did not seem to think
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the review was devastating. Nor did Hamann. He wrote to Herder
just before the issue of the journal with Kant’s review appeared,
and he revealed that Kant was the author: “It will perhaps not be
uncomfortable for you to know that our Kant reviewed you. In any
case, keep it to yourself and do not reveal me.”43 Kant reviewed
the second part of the Ideas in the Allgemeine Literaturzeitung of
November 15, 1785. Again, he asks whether the poetic spirit of the
book does not get into the way of the author’s philosophy – “whether
frequently the tissue of daring metaphors, poetic images and mytho-
logical allusions does not serve to conceal the corpus of thought as
under a farthingale instead of letting it glimmer forth agreeably as
under a translucent veil” (8:60). Of course, Kant thought they did;
and he gave a number of examples to show this.

Herder did not like this installment of the review much better than
the first.44 He prayed: “God deliver us from this evil.” Yet, Kant was
not yet done with Herder. In November 1785, he published in the
Berlinische Monatsschrift an essay on “The Definition of the Con-
cept of the Human Race,” which was, at least in part, an answer to
Herder.45 In it, he tried to show that race must be based on inherited
traces, such as skin color, and he claimed that therefore there are just
four races – namely, the white, yellow, black, and red. Furthermore,
he argued that there are no characteristics other than color that are
inevitably inherited. This also meant for him that children of mixed
marriages necessarily inherit characteristics of both races, and that
they will inevitably pass these characteristics on to their children.
Kant rejected the idea that the different races originated from dif-
ferent kinds (Stämme) of people. There are no different species of
humanity, only different races.

Whereas Kant declined to write reviews of the subsequent vol-
umes of Herder’s Ideas, he did publish another essay on a prob-
lem from Herder, namely, his “Conjectural Beginning of the Human
Race.” Its roots go back to the early seventies and Kant’s corre-
spondence with Hamann about The Most Ancient Document of the
Human Race, but its immediate occasion was Book 10 of Herder’s
Ideas. Kant sent the essay to Berlin on November 8, 1785, and it
was published in the January issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift
(8:107–27). In it he argued that conjecture about the beginning of the
human race might be justifiable as “a history of the first development
of freedom from its origins as a predisposition in human nature”
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(8:109). Starting from Genesis, he argues that the first human being
must have been able to “stand and walk; he could speak . . . and
indeed talk – i.e., speak with the help of coherent concepts . . . – and
consequently think” (8:110). At first, man only followed instinct,
and he was happy. But “reason soon made its presence felt.” With the
help of the imagination, it invented desires without any natural basis.
First, luxurious tastes developed; second, sexual fantasies made the
fig leaf necessary, and “the first incentive for man’s development as a
moral being came from his sense of decency” (8:111). Next came the
ability to anticipate future needs, and finally the realization that we
are the “end of nature,” that we are different from all other animals.
This realization raises “man completely above animal society” and
gives him a “position of equality with all rational beings . . . [as] an
end in himself” (8:114). In a most characteristic passage, Kant claims
that “Before reason awoke, there were no commandments or prohi-
bition, so that violations of these were also impossible. But when
reason began to function and, in all its weakness, came into conflict
with animality in all its strength, evils necessarily ensued. . . . From
the moral point of view, therefore, the first step . . . was a fall, and
from the physical point of view, this fall was a punishment that led
to hitherto unknown evils. Thus, the history of nature begins with
goodness, for it is the work of God; but the history of freedom begins
with evil, for it is the work of man” (8:115). Although this story
shows that reason and freedom must look like a loss to the individ-
ual who must blame himself, they also are a cause for admiration
and praise, if we take the point of view of the species. Our destiny is
the progressive cultivation of the capacity for goodness.

These essays had a considerable effect. They showed that Kant was
not just a dry metaphysician, whose ideas were of limited interest to
some philosophers, but rather a public intellectual, who was able to
talk about issues that concerned the average pastor and teacher and
show to them that they have the deepest philosophical and historical
significance. This certainly had an effect on how the Critique, the
Prolegomena, and the Groundwork were seen. Whereas there had
been only four reviews of the Prolegomena in 1783 and four more
in 1784, the Groundwork received eleven between 1785 and 1786.
Kant was a household name by this time.

One of the reasons why Kant wrote so many different things on
so many different topics between 1783 and 1785 was certainly that
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he wanted to make an argument for the relevance and importance
of his philosophical views and convince his contemporaries that the
time had come to take a closer look at his critical enterprise.

6. metaphysical foundations of natural
science and ulrich’s institutiones
logicae (1785–1786)

Kant pressed Johannes Schulz, his commentator, into other projects
that would serve in the cause of the Critique. Thus he arranged for
Schulz to publish reviews during the years following the publica-
tion of his Exposition on Kant and works relevant for Kant in the
Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung. And Schulz published at least seven
such reviews.46 The most important of these was perhaps the one of
J. A. H. Ulrich’s Institutiones logicae et metaphysicae that appeared
on December 13, 1785.47 Kant had asked Schulz to write this review
because the work was clearly important for the further fate of the
Critique since it advanced criticisms of the Transcendental Deduc-
tion. But far from decisively rejecting or refuting Ulrich’s doubts,
Schulz had added his own doubts, and Kant did not like it. Schulz
pointed out that the book was important because it was up to this
point the only one that thoroughly took Kant’s system into consid-
eration and even accepted a significant portion of it, and he rejected
Ulrich’s criticism that the Table of the Categories was incomplete
because it did not include the heading “identity and difference.” But
he gave a qualified endorsement to Ulrich’s doubts that “outside of
the field of mathematics only those principles have a priori objective
reality, which are required for the possibility of experience.”48 The
principle of causality, for instance, is implied by the principle of suf-
ficient reason and therefore dependent on it. We can perceive things
without presupposing the causal principle, even though a judgment
of experience presupposes it. Schulz adds to this that the transcen-
dental deduction, which is fundamental to the whole system, could
be clearer.

Hamann wrote to Herder on April 4, 1786 that Kant had been “in
an extraordinarily bad mood” about the review, but that Schulz had
defused the situation by visiting Kant first. They had a long conversa-
tion, and they parted on friendly terms. “The clergyman had looked
into the philosopher’s cards and Kant . . . was more bitter in the heat
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of the moment than he himself would have liked. This weakness
was betrayed by his amanuensis and was afterwards covered up. In
any case, Kant is in spite of his impetuousness (Lebhaftigkeit) a naı̈ve
(treuherzig) and innocent man. But he is . . . [un]able to keep silent.”49

An answer to Schulz (and Ulrich) was necessary. This came in the
Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, in which Kant put
forward his philosophy of science. Although this text is driven to
a large extent by Kant’s systematic concerns and has little to do
with the criticisms offered by other philosophers, there is in the text
a long footnote in which he addresses the issue raised by his two
critics:

I find doubts expressed in the review of Professor Ulrich’s Institu-
tiones . . . not against [the] table of the pure concepts of the understanding,
but to the conclusions drawn therefrom as to the limitations of the whole fac-
ulty of pure reason and therefore all metaphysics. In these doubts the deeply
probing reviewer declares himself to be in agreement with his no less exam-
ining author. Since these doubts are supposed to touch the main foundation
of my system . . . they should be reasons for thinking that my system . . . far
from carried with it that apodictic conviction requisite for compelling an
unqualified acceptance. (4:474n)

Kant tried his best to clarify the issue in the footnote and then again
in the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, but it would
be an exaggeration to say that he succeeded. But be that as it may,
he did rise to the challenge posed to him by his contemporaries.
Since he had already finished the Metaphysical Foundations during
the summer of 1785, he probably added the footnote in the spring of
1786.

7. kant’s intervention in the
pantheismus dispute

In August 1786 Kant submitted his essay “What Does It Mean
to Orient Oneself in Thought?” to the Berlinische Monatsschrift.
Ostensibly, the essay is a contribution to the so-called “Pantheis-
mus Dispute” that had sprung up between Moses Mendelssohn and
F. H. Jacobi after the death of Mendelssohn’s lifelong friend Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing. Jacobi had argued that all philosophy necessarily
leads to Spinozism, that Lessing had conceded this to him, and that
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faith was the answer to whatever the problem was. Mendelssohn
took up the defense of Lessing and philosophy. Kant, who had
followed the dispute with great interest, was encouraged by the edi-
tor of the Berlinische Monatsschrift to intervene on Mendelssohn’s
behalf – especially because Jacobi was claiming that his position was
close to Kant’s (10:417–18, 433, 453–8). Kant was willing. He had
already written to Herz that he had long planned to write some-
thing about Jacobi’s oddity (10:442). Yet, far from simply defending
Mendelssohn against Jacobi, he used the occasion to give another
introduction to his own practical philosophy.

Taking as his point of departure Mendelssohn’s heuristic prin-
ciple (or maxim) that “it is necessary to orientate oneself in spec-
ulative reason . . . by means of a certain guideline which he some-
times described as common sense . . . sometimes as healthy reason,
and sometimes as plain understanding” (10:133), Kant argued that
this maxim undermines not only Mendelssohn’s own speculative
metaphysics but leads to zealotry and the complete subversion of
reason. In other words, Mendelssohn’s common sense is no better
than Jacobi’s faith. Both amount to one and the same thing.

Kant’s project was thus to save Mendelssohn from himself, as it
were, and to show against Jacobi that reason has the resources nec-
essary for belief. We can orientate ourselves by a subjective means,
namely, by feeling a need, which is inherent in reason itself. This
need of reason can be theoretical or practical. The first, already
explored in the Critique of Pure Reason, is expressed by the con-
ditional that says that if you want to judge the first causes of things,
then you must assume that God exists. But we have a choice in this
matter, that is, it is not absolutely necessary to pass judgment on
first causes. The practical need of reason, by contrast, is absolutely
necessary and not conditional. In this case, Kant claimed, we must
pass judgment. “For the purely practical use of reason consists in the
formulation of moral laws,” which lead “to the idea of the highest
good that is possible in the world” (8:139). This highest good con-
sists of a moral state in the world in which the greatest happiness
coincides with the strictest observation of moral rules. It has thus
two components for Kant. The first is morality in accordance with
the categorical imperative (as already discussed in the Groundwork);
the second is happiness in proportion to moral worth. But there is no
necessary relation between morality and happiness. Indeed, often it
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seems the case that bad things happen primarily to good people. Yet,
we must believe that eventually good deeds will make a difference
in the world. Thus, reason needs to assume that happiness in propor-
tion to moral worth is possible even though nature itself cannot be
expected to bring it about. Only an intelligent and all-powerful moral
agent can be expected to do this. Therefore, the highest good makes
it necessary for a moral agent to assume that there is another cause
that makes the highest good possible. This can only be a supreme
intelligence that has moral concerns, that is, God. Therefore, we
must assume the existence of God. The final point is new, and it
anticipates a central argument of the Critique of Practical Reason.
Rational belief should replace Mendelssohn’s “healthy reason.” It is
what gives us orientation in speculation. This rational belief is not
just a belief in certain articles of faith, recommended by reason; it
is also a belief in reason itself.50

In 1786 there appeared the first lexicon explaining Kant’s diffi-
cult philosophical terminology as part of a textbook on Kant’s meta-
physics. It was entitled Critik der reinen Vernunft, im Grundrisse
zu Vorlesungen, nebst einem Wörterbuche zum leichtern Gebrauch
der Kantischen Schriften, which was immediately reviewed, often
with other works that had appeared on Kant, like Gottlob August Tit-
tel’s Über Herrn Kants Moralreform (1786), Adam Weishaupt’s Über
den Materialismus und Idealismus: Ein philosophisches Fragment
(1786), and Jacob Freidrich Abel’s Über die Quellen der mensch-
lichen Vorstellungen (1786). The contributions to the “pantheism
dispute,” such as Moses Mendelssohn’s Morgenstunden (1785) just as
much as Thomas Wizenmann’s anonymous Die Resultate der Jaco-
bischen und Mendelssohnischen Philosophie, kritisch untersucht
von einem Freywilligen (1786) and several other works, were often
discussed with relation to Kant. Indeed, the review journals were
full of discussions of books by, on, and relevant to Kant. When Rein-
hold’s Letters on Philosophy began to appear at the end of 1786,
the discussion of Kant’s philosophy was already well on its way.
Indeed, one may argue that Reinhold’s Letters were themselves an
effect of this discussion. One may perhaps say that they are philo-
sophically more important than the reviews and the works that pre-
ceded them, but even that is something that can be disputed. In any
case, while the earlier reviews and books may be shown to have
had an effect on Kant that it may be worth while for philosophical
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scholars to investigate, Reinhold had less of an impact on Kant
himself.

8. a new era?

On May 14, 1787 Daniel Jenisch wrote to Kant:

The Letters on your philosophy in the Merkur have made for a most
impressive stir and all philosophical heads in Germany seem to have awak-
ened from their indifference toward speculation and to the most lively
sympathy for you, my dear professor, since the troubles with Jacobi, the
Results and these Letters, in which Mendelssohn’s Morgenstunden were
generally mocked. It is incredible how little respect and influence Feder
and Meiners have everywhere, i.e. even with those from Göttingen, of
whom I have met . . . a considerable number. Everyone studies your Critique
with the greatest possible industry, and many letters from Göttingen show
that you are appreciated because you are understood. Campe, Trapp and
Struve have been working on it for more than three months, and the latter
recently told me that compared to your Critique all theodicies and Wolf-
fian volumina. Jerusalem, being eighty-one years old, himself recently said
to me: ‘I am too old to engage in speculation á la Kant, but his essay in
the Berliner Monatsschrift on orientation is the echo of my confession;
Mendelssohn’s proofs only tease the common sense that is vindicated by
Kant. (10:485)51

Jenisch goes on to talk about others who think highly of Kant’s phi-
losophy and points out that Kant is well known even in Holland. But
his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals finds “incomparably
more resistance than the Critique among the scholars” Jenisch is
acquainted with.

In other words, Kant is now at the stage where he seemed to want
to be. He has many defenders. There are now “Kantians” everywhere.
Many do not like them. Indeed, traditional enemies were united in
this dislike. Herder calls them “an unphilosophical crew,” Nicolai
“idolatrous . . . worshippers,” and Fichte “the shame of our century.”
But Kant is taken very seriously. His philosophy becomes most influ-
ential, if only for a relatively short time. For the defenders and expos-
itors of Kant soon would become convinced that they could improve
on his thoughts and developed their own systems – with Reinhold
being not only the first but also the most frequent adopters of new
Kantian “systems.”
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With these developments a new phase in the reception of Kant’s
philosophy begins, which is also by no means a phase in which
critical thinking always keeps the upper hand. This is suggested
by the Analekten für Politik und Literatur (Leipzig, 1787). Under
the heading “Fights Among Students about Kantian Philosophy,” it
reports:

A student from the Mosel region defends the Kantian philosophy, resorting
to violence against someone from lower Saxony, who studied in Göttingen.
The Saxon was wounded and the student from the Mosel region incarcerated.
He wrote to the academic senate from his cell that he knew he could only
presume that there was a conflict of interest in the minds of the members
of the senate because he did know that they disliked Kant’s new philosophy.
Therefore, no one could blame him, if he objected to their measures and
judgments concerning his presumed misdeed. The senate decided that the
case was so novel that it was almost necessary that all members (Beysitzer)
of the senate would have to read Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and study
it carefully.52

As the reporter speculates, this might mean that Kant’s “abstruse
work” was ultimately destined to become a piece of evidence at crim-
inal court (ein Prozeßaktenstück) – presumably a different venue
than the tribunal of pure reason.
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Anmerkungen von J. A. Eberhard (Halle, 1783).

20. Baumgarten, Metaphysik, p. v. Eberhard put this in a less flatter-
ing way later, claiming that whatever was interesting in Kant was
already to be found in Leibnizian philosophy and that whatever was
not already in Leibnizian philosophy was not worth anything. He pub-
lished between 1788–92 Das Philosophische Magazin and between
1792–95 Das Philosophische Archiv. See also Henry E. Allison, The
Kant-Eberhard Controversy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1973).

21. Landau, Rezensionen, p. 34.
22. Herder, Sämtliche Werke (Cotta, 1830) 3, p. 123; see also Vorländer,

Immanuel Kant, I, p. 316.
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tique, ed. James C. Morrison (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1995),
pp. 145–62. Schulz reveals in his Introduction that he read the Critique
“only last summer.”

24. For a more extensive discussion of this, see James C. Morrison, “Intro-
duction,” Johann Schultz, Exposition of Kant’s Critique, pp. xi–xxxi.
See also Kant’s Correspondence, 10:351–3.
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123, 131, 217, 227.
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mentary introduction and then quotes extensively from Schulz’s Intro-
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Melches Gibert, Der Einfluss Christian Garves Übersetzung Ciceros
“De Officiis” auf Kants “Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten”
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Übersicht der vornehmsten Principien der Sittenlehre von dem
Zeitalter des Aristotles an bis auf unsere Zeit . . . (Breslau, 1798). It was
dedicated to Kant and included an extensive (and highly interesting)
discussion of Kant’s “system” (pp. 183–318).
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1804), p. 245.

39. See Manfred Kuehn, “Einleitung” to Immanuel Kant, Vorlesungen zur
Moralphilosophie, ed. Werner Stark (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004), pp. vii–
xxxv.

40. Hamann, Briefwechsel 5, p. 222; see also p. 238 (October 18, 1784),
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Monatsschriften.”

41. Norbert Hinske, ed., Was ist Aufklärung: Beiträge Aus Der Berlinischen
Monatsschrift, 4th ed. (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
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48. Sassen, Kant’s Early Critics, p. 211.
49. Hamann, Briefwechsel 6, p. 349; see also 6, p. 338.
50. The essay Orientation is closely related to Kant’s “Some Remarks on

L. H. Jakob’s Examination of the Mendelssohnian Morning Hours,”
which appeared as a Preface to Jakob’s book in 1786.

51. I quote this letter more fully because it is not translated in Arnulf
Zweig’s volume and because it is often taken to say that Reinhold’s
Letters were the only cause of the changed attitude in Germany.

52. Landau, Rezensionen, p. 766.
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The literature on Kant, as might be expected from both the range of his
work and his centrality in the history of modern philosophy, is enormous.
The following bibliography is necessarily selective, focusing on recent books
and collections of articles, although including some older works that have
attained classical status. An objective and meaningful selection of journal
articles that have not been anthologized would be impossible, and arti-
cles are therefore excluded. This bibliography aims to be quite inclusive
for books in English and to include many of the most important works in
German; important works in French have also been included (for which I
thank Béatrice Longuenesse), but none in other languages in which some
important research on Kant is conducted, including Italian, Spanish, and
Portuguese. Books that include especially extensive bibliographies are noted.
Further bibliographical information can be found in the bibliographical sur-
veys by Rudolf Malter and Margit Ruffing, which have been published since
1969 in Kant-Studien, the official journal of the Kant-Gesellschaft. More
recently, bibliographical surveys prepared by Manfred Kuehn and G. Felic-
itas Munzel have been published in the newsletter of the North American
Kant Society, also accessible at www.naks.ucsd.edu. An annnotated bibli-
ography on Kant’s ethics is Kantian Ethical Thought: A Curricular Report
and Annotated Bibliography (Tallahassee: Council for Philosophical Stud-
ies, 1984). An extraordinary annotated bibliography of 2,832 items on Kant
through 1802 (two years before Kant’s own death!) edited by Erich Adickes
was published in English in The Philosophical Review from 1893–96, and
reprinted as German Kant Bibliography (New York: Burt Franklin, 1970).
This is indispensable for studying the early reception of Kant. Many of the
important works by Kant’s early critics and admirers catalogued in this work
were reprinted in the series Aetas Kantiana (Brussels: Culture et Civilisa-
tion, 1968–73).

The division of the following bibliography reflects the customary broad
divisions in discussions of Kant’s philosophy. More specialized works on
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Kant’s philosophy of physical science, politics, and biological science have
been listed separately, but some of the more general works in the more
general sections are also relevant to these areas. Many works fit even less
neatly into these divisions, which are only intended to help the reader get
started in further study of Kant.

i. kant’s works: german editions

The standard critical edition of Kant’s works, the pagination of which is
supplied by most contemporary translations of Kant, including the volumes
of the Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant, and which is
used by most contemporary authors on Kant, especially writers in English
(German writers sometimes cite the pagination of Kant’s original editions,
which is itself given in the following edition), is:

Kant’s gesammelte Schriften, edited by the Königlich Preußischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, subsequently the Deutsche and then Berlin-
Brandenburg Akademie der Wissenschaften (originally under the general edi-
torship of Wilhelm Dilthey). Twenty-nine volumes (twenty-eight thus far
published) in thirty-seven parts. Berlin: Georg Reimer, subsequently Walter
de Gruyter, 1900–. The edition is divided into four parts: Werke (volumes
1–9), that is, works published by Kant in his lifetime; Briefe (volumes 10–13),
that is, correspondence; Handschriftliche Nachlaß (volumes 14–23), that is,
posthumously published material in Kant’s own hand, including notes and
drafts (new editions of volumes 21 and 22, the Opus postumum or drafts for
Kant’s unfinished final work, are to be published by 2010); and Vorlesungen
(volumes 24–29), consisting of lectures transcribed by students and copy-
ists, on logic, anthropology, metaphysics and theology, ethics, and philo-
sophical encyclopedia (volume 26, lectures on physical geography, is to be
published by 2007). This edition is standardly referred to as the “Akademie”
edition.

Other twentieth-century editions that are also sometimes cited are:
Ernst Cassirer, editor. Werke. Eleven volumes. Berlin: Bruno Cassirer, 1912–

22.
Wilhelm Weischedel, editor. Werke in sechs Bänden. Wiesbaden: Insel Ver-

lag, 1956–62. Reprinted in twelve volumes but with the original pagina-
tion by Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1968. Unlike the Akademie
edition, this contains German translations of Kant’s several Latin
works.

Editions of individual works are also published in the Philosophische Biblio-
thek of Felix Meiner Verlag, Hamburg. These include the standard edition
of the Critique of Pure Reason, which is much easier to use than the unin-
tegrated texts of the first and second editions of the first Critique in the
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Akademie edition, and valuable new editions, also now preferable to the
Akademie edition, of the second and third Critiques:

Immanuel Kant. Kritik der reinen Vernunft. Edited by Raymund Schmidt.
Third edition, with a bibliography by Heiner F. Klemme. Hamburg: Felix
Meiner Verlag, 1990, now supplanted by a new edition edited by Jens Tim-
merman, retaining the bibliography by Klemme (1998);

Immanuel Kant. Kritik der praktischen Vernunft. Edited by Horst D.
Brandt and Heiner F. Klemme, with a bibliography by Heiner F. Klemme.
Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2003;

Immanuel Kant. Kritik der Urteilskraft. Edited with a bibliography by
Heiner F. Klemme, with notes by Piero Giordanetti. Hamburg: Felix
Meiner Verlag, 2001.

Three other volumes of special note in this series are:
Immanuel Kant. Briefwechsel. Edited by Rudolf Malter. Hamburg: Felix

Meiner Verlag, 1986 (includes letters not in Akademie edition);
Malter, Rudolf, editor. Immanuel Kant in Rede und Gespräch. Hamburg:

Felix Meiner Verlag, 1990 (supplements Kant’s correspondence with pas-
sages about him in the correspondence of many contemparies);

Immanuel Kant. Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der Rechtslehre: Meta-
physik der Sitten, Erster Teil. Edited by Bernd Ludwig. Hamburg: Felix
Meiner Verlag, 1986 (proposes a new arrangement of some paragraphs of
the previously accepted but corrupt text).
Another valuable edition of the first Critique, also including texts of the

Prolegomena and the drafts for the essay What is the Real Progress that
Metaphysics has made in Germany since the Time of Leibniz and Wolff? as
well as extensive notes and commentary, is:
Immanuel Kant. Theoretische Philosophie: Texte und Kommentar. Edited

by Georg Mohr. Three volumes. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag,
2004.
The following volumes in the series Kant-Forschungen, begun by

Reinhard Brandt, revise or add newly found material to the Akademie
edition:
Brandt, Reinhard and Werner Stark, eds. Neue Autographen und Dokumente

zu Kants Leben, Schriften, und Vorlesungen. Kant-Forschungen, Band 1.
Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1987.

Immanuel Kant. Bemerkungen in den “Beobachtungen über das Gefühl
des Schönen und Erhabenen.” Edited with commentary by Marie
Rischmüller. Kant-Forschungen, Band 3. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag,
1991.

Brandt, Reinhard and Werner Stark, eds. Autographen, Dokumente und
Berichte: Zu Edition, Amtsgeschäften und Werk Immanuel Kants. Kant-
Forschungen, Band 5. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1994.
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Kowalewski, Sabina Laetitia and Werner Stark, eds. Königsberge Kantiana
(Immanuel Kant: Volksausgabe, Band I, ed. Arnold Kowalewski). Kant-
Forschungen, Band 12. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2000.
Another recent addition to Kant’s lectures is:

Immanuel Kant. Vorlesung zur Moralphilosophie. Edited by Werner Stark,
introduction by Manfred Kuehn. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter
& Co., 2004. This presents the previously unpublished transcription of
Kant’s lectures on ethics from 1777, and is more complete than any tran-
scription of Kant’s lectures on ethics heretofore published.

ii. english translations

(1) The Cambridge Edition:
The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant, which began

appearing in 1992 under the general editorship of Paul Guyer and Allen W.
Wood, provides new or revised translations of all of Kant’s published works
and extensive selections from his correspondence, posthumous materials,
and lectures. The following volumes have been published to date:
Immanuel Kant. Theoretical Philosophy, 1755–1770. Edited and translated

by David Walford in collaboration with Ralf Meerbote. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1992.

Immanuel Kant. Critique of Pure Reason. Edited and translated by Paul
Guyer and Allen W. Wood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.

Immanuel Kant. Theoretical Philosophy after 1781. Edited by Henry Allison
and Peter Heath, translated by Gary Hatfield, Michael Friedman, Henry
Allison, and Peter Heath. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002.

Immanuel Kant. Practical Philosophy. Edited and translated by Mary J. Gre-
gor. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.

Immanuel Kant. Critique of the Power of Judgment. Edited by Paul Guyer,
translated by Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000.

Immanuel Kant. Religion and Rational Theology. Edited and translated by
Allen W. Wood and George di Giovanni. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996.

Immanuel Kant. Lectures on Logic. Edited and translated by J. Michael
Young. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Immanuel Kant. Lectures on Metaphysics. Edited and translated by Karl
Ameriks and Steve Naragon. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997.

Immanuel Kant. Lectures on Ethics. Edited by Peter Heath and J. B.
Schneewind, translated by Peter Heath. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1997.
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Immanuel Kant. Notes and Fragments. Edited by Paul Guyer, translated by
Curtis Bowman, Paul Guyer, and Frederick Rauscher. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2005.

Immanuel Kant. Opus postumum. Edited by Eckart Förster, translated by
Eckart Förster and Michael Rosen. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993.

Immanuel Kant. Correspondence. Edited and translated by Arnulf Zweig.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999.
The remaining volumes in the series will be Anthropology, History, and

Education, edited by Günter Zöller and Robert Louden; Natural Science,
edited by Eric Watkins; Lectures on Anthropology, edited by Allen W. Wood
and Robert Louden; and Lectures and Drafts on Political Philosophy, edited
by Frederick Rauscher and Kenneth Westphal.

Several of the Cambridge translations have also been separately published
in the Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy series. These include:
Immanuel Kant. Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, With Selec-

tions from the Critique of Pure Reason. Translated and edited by
Gary Hatfield. Revised edition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004.

Immanuel Kant. Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science. Edited and
translated by Michael Friedman. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004.

Immanuel Kant. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Edited and
translated by Mary J. Gregor, with an introduction by Christine M. Kors-
gaard. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.

Immanuel Kant. Critique of Practical Reason. Edited and translated by Mary
J. Gregor, with an introduction by Andrews Reath. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996.

Immanuel Kant. Metaphysics of Morals. Edited and translated by Mary J.
Gregor, with an introduction by Roger Sullivan. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997.

Immanuel Kant. Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other
Writings. Translated and edited by Allen W. Wood and George di Giovanni,
with an introduction by Robert Merrihew Adams. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998.

Immanuel Kant. Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View. Translated
by Robert Louden, with an introduction by Manfred Kuehn. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005.

(2) Other translations:
The following other translations are also still in use. Volumes of multiple

works are listed first, followed by translations of individual works, listed in
the chronological order of the originals.
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[Immanuel Kant.] Kant’s Latin Writings: Translations, Commentaries, and
Notes. Translated by Lewis White Beck, Mary J. Gregor, Ralf Meerbote,
and John A. Reuscher. New York, Bern, Frankfurt, and Paris: Peter Lang,
1986.

Immanuel Kant. Selected Pre-Critical Writings and Correspondence with
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1775. Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1910.
Heidmann, Dietmar H. and Kristina Engelhard, editors. Warum Kant heute?

Systematische Bedeutung und Rezeption seiner Philosophie in der Gegen-
wart. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2004.

Heimsoeth, Heinz. Studien zur Philosophie Immanuel Kants. Kant-Studien
Ergänzungsheft 71. Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1956.

. Studien zur Philosophiegeschichte: Gesammelte Abhandlungen,
Band II. Kant-Studien Ergänzungsheft 82. Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1961.

. Studien zur Philosophie Immanuel Kants II. Kant-Studien
Ergänzungsheft 100. Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1970.

Heimsoeth, Heinz, Dieter Henrich, and Giorgio Tonelli, editors. Studien
zu Kants philosophischer Entwicklung. Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag,
1967.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xbib CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:25

Bibliography 677

Heintel, Peter, and Ludwig Nagl, editors. Zur Kantforschung der Gegenwart.
Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1981 (contains extensive
bibliography).

Henrich, Dieter. The Unity of Reason: Essays on Kant’s Philosophy. Edited
by Richard Velkley. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994.

Hinske, Norbert. Kants Weg zur Transzendentalphilosophie: Der
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und ihre Entfaltung in den transzendentalphilosophischen Hauptwerken.
Kant-Forschungen, Band 14. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2004.

Irrlitz, Gerd. Kant Handbuch: Leben und Werk. Stuttgart: Verlag J. B. Met-
zler, 2002.

Kemp, John. The Philosophy of Kant. London: Oxford University Press, 1968.
Kennington, Richard, editor. The Philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Studies in

Philosophy and the History of Philosophy, Volume 12. Washington, D.C.:
The Catholic University of America Press, 1985.

Klemme, Heiner F. and Manfred Kuehn, editors. Immanuel Kant. 2 vols.
Aldershot: Dartmouth/Ashgate, 1999 (selected journal articles).
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sitaires de France, 1996.
Bieri, Peter, Rolf-Peter Horstmann, and Lorenz Krüger, editors. Transcen-
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Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1991.

Tonelli, Giorgio. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason within the Tradition of
Modern Logic. Edited by David H. Chandler. Hildesheim: Georg Olms
Verlag, 1994.

Tuschling, Burkhard, editor, Probleme der “Kritik der reinen Vernunft”:
Kant-Tagung Marburg 1981. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter,
1984 (multiple-author anthology).

Vaihinger, Hans. Commentar zu Kants Kritik der reinen Vernunft. 2
vols. Stuttgart: W. Spemann and Union Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft,
1881–92.

Van Cleve, James. Problems from Kant. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1999.

Walker, Ralph C. S. The Coherence Theory of Truth: Realism, Anti-Realism,
Idealism. London and New York: Routledge, 1989.

Walker, Ralph C. S., editor. Kant on Pure Reason. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1982 (multiple-author anthology).

Walsh, W. H. Kant’s Criticism of Metaphysics. Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 1975.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xbib CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:25

Bibliography 687

Watkins, Eric. Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2005.

Waxman, Wayne. Kant’s Model of the Mind: A New Interpretation of Tran-
scendental Idealism. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1991.

. Kant and the Empiricists: Understanding Understanding. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005.

Weldon, T. D. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Second edition. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1958.

Westphal, Kenneth. Kant’s Transcendental Proof of Realism. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Wike, Victoria S. Kant’s Antinomies of Reason: Their Origin and Resolution.
Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1982.

Wilkerson, T. E. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason: A Commentary for Stu-
dents. Oxford: Clarnedon Press, 1976.

Winterbourne, A. T. The Ideal and the Real: An Outline of Kant’s Theory
of Space, Time, and Mathematical Construction. Dordrecht: Kluwer Aca-
demic Publishers, 1988.

Wolff, Michael. Der Begriff des Widerspruches: Eine Studie zur Dialektik
Kants und Hegels. Meisenheim: Verlag Anton Hain, 1981.
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demic Publishers, 1994.

Pollok, Konstantin. Kants Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der Natur-
wissenschaft: Ein kritischer Kommentar. Kant-Forschungen, Band 13.
Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2001.

Posy, Carl J., editor. Kant’s Philosophy of Mathematics: Modern Essays.
Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1992.
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Universitaires de France, 2004.

Cox, J. Gray. The Will at the Crossroads: A Reconstruction of Kant’s Moral
Philosophy. Washington, DC: University Press of America, 1984.

Cummiskey, David. Kantian Consequentialism. New York and London:
Oxford University Press, 1996.

Denis, Lara. Moral Self-Regard: Duties to Oneself in Kant’s Moral Theory.
New York and London: Routledge, 2001.

Duncan, A. R. C. Practical Reason and Morality. London: Thomas Nelson
and Sons, 1957.

Engstrom, Stephen and Jennifer Whiting, editors. Aristotle, Kant, and the
Stoics: Rethinking Happiness and Duty. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1996.

Esser, Andrea Marlen. Eine Ethik für Endliche: Kants Tugendlehre in der
Gegenwart. Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 2004.

Forschner, Maximilian. Gesetz und Freiheit: Zum Problem der Autonomie
bei I. Kant. Munich and Salzburg: Verlag Anton Pustet, 1974.

Frierson, Patrick R. Freedom and Anthropology in Kant’s Moral Philosophy.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.

Cambridge Collections Online © Cambridge University Press, 2007



P1: JZZ
052182303Xbib CB994B/Guyer 0 521 82303 X October 14, 2005 7:25

Bibliography 691

Gregor, Mary. Laws of Freedom: A Study of Kant’s Method of Applying
the Categorical Imperative in the Metaphysik der Sitten. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1963.

Guevara, Daniel. Kant’s Theory of Moral Motivation. Boulder, CO: West-
view Press, 2000.

Guyer, Paul. Kant on Freedom, Law, and Happiness. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000.

Guyer, Paul, editor. Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: Criti-
cal Essays. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998 (includes extensive
bibliography).

Hare, John E. The Moral Gap: Kantian Ethics, Human Limits, and God’s
Assistance. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.

Herman, Barbara. The Practice of Moral Judgment. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1993.

Hill, Thomas E., Jr. Dignity and Practical Reason in Kant’s Moral Theory.
Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University Press, 1992.

. Human Welfare and Moral Worth: Kantian Perspectives. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 2002.

. Respect, Pluralism, and Justice: Kantian Perspectives. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000.

Himmelmann, Beatrix. Kants Begriff des Glücks. Kant-Studien
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Ästhetik. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1995.

Feger, Hans. Die Macht der Einbildungskraft in der Ästhetik Kants und
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Ricken, Friedo and François Marty, editors. Kant über Religion. Stuttgart:
Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 1992.

Rossi, Philip J. The Social Authority of Reason: Kant’s Critique, Radical
Evil, and the Destiny of Humankind. Albany: State University of New
York Press, 2005.

Rossi, Philip J. and Michael Wreen, editors. Kant’s Philosophy of Religion
Reconsidered. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991.

Sala, Giovanni. Kant und die Frage nach Gott. Kant-Studien Ergänzungsheft
122. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1989.

Schmucker, Josef. Das problem der Kontingenz der Welt: Versuch einer
positiven Aufarbeitung der Kritik Kants am kosmologischen Argument.
Freiburg, Basel, and Vienna: Herder, 1969.

. Die Ontotheologie des vorkritischen Kants. Kant-Studien
Ergänzungsheft 110. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1979.

Schweizer, Albert. Die Religionsphilosophie Kants von der Kritik der reinen
Vernunft bis zur Religion innerhalb der grenzen der bloßen Vernunft.
Freiburg im Breisgau, 1899 (reprint: Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1979).

Webb, Clement C. J. Kant’s Philosophy of Religion. Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1926.

Wimmer, Reiner. Kants kritische Religionsphilosophie. Kant-Studien
Ergänzungsheft 124. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1990.

Wood, Allan W. Kant’s Moral Religion. Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell
University Press, 1970.

. Kant’s Rational Theology. Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1978.

xii. reference work and sources

Reference Works

Caygill, Howard. A Kant Dictionary. Oxford: Blackwell, 1995.
Eisler, Rudolf. Kant-Lexikon: Nachschlagwerk zu Kants sämtlichen
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