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Introduction

NATURE AND FREEDOM

Perhaps the most famous words that Immanuel Kant wrote during a
publishing career of more than fifty years are these from the conclusion to
his 1788 work on the foundation and possibility of morality, the Critique of
Practical Reason:

Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and rever-
ence, the more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the starry
heavens above me and the moral law within me. | do not need to
search for them and merely conjecture them as though they were veiled in
obscurity or in the transcendent region beyond my horizon; | see them
before me and connect them immediately with the consciousness of my
existence. The first begins from the place | occupy in the external world of
sense and extends the connection in which | stand into an unbounded
magnitude with worlds upon worlds and systems of systems, and moreover
into the unbounded times of their periodic motion, their beginning and their
duration. The second begins from my invisible self, my personality, and
presents me in a world which has true infinity but which can be discovered
only by the understanding, and | cognize that my connection with that
world (and thereby with all those visible worlds as well) is not merely
contingent, as in the first case, but universal and necessary. The first view
of a countless multitude of worlds annihilates, as it were, my importance
as an animal creature, which after it has been for a short time provided
with vital force (one knows not how) must give back to the planet (a mere
speck in the universe) the matter from which it came. The second, on the
contrary, raises my worth as an intelligence infinitely through my personality,
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in which the moral law reveals to me a life independent of animality and
even of the whole sensible world, at least so far as this may be inferred
from the purposive determination of my existence by this law...

(CPracR, 5:161-2)

With these dramatic words, Kant alludes to the two great problems and
accomplishments of his philosophical career. On the one hand, he wants
to know how we who as creatures are a mere part of nature can discover
how all of nature, even those parts of it that are well beyond our physical
reach, does and even must work: how is it that we can become certain of
the fundamental principles of everyday experience and natural science and
by their means gain ever increasing knowledge of the natural order? On
the other hand, he wants to display the unconditional value that we have
as rational rather than merely natural beings, to show that the fundamental
principle of morality is nothing but the necessary and sufficient condition
of realizing this unconditional value, and that we are always free to act in
accordance with and indeed for the sake of this principle, thus free to
realize the unconditional value for which we unlike anything else in
nature have the potential.

However, Kant’s confidence in our complete freedom to live up to the
demands of morality seems to be irreconcilable with his conception of the
fundamental laws of nature: Kant understands our freedom to choose to
act in accordance with the moral law as an ability to act in any set of
circumstances as that law requires, no matter what our past behavior or
even present inclinations might suggest we will do in such circumstances;
but at the same time he understands the laws of nature as fully determin-
istic, so that the condition of nature at any one time entails its condition at
any subsequent time, including our own behavior as objects within nature,
with as much rigor as the premises of a syllogism logically entail its
conclusion. But for Kant, this conflict, which would undermine not only
our confidence in our ability to understand nature but also our motivation
to attempt to live up to the demands of morality, can be avoided, for the
only philosophical theory that can explain how we can know the deter-
ministic laws of nature also allows, contrary to all appearances, that at its
deepest level our own conduct is not dictated by those laws, but can be
governed by pure practical reason and the moral law that is its only
adequate expression. This theory is Kant’s equally famous and controversial
doctrine of “transcendental idealism.” According to transcendental
idealism, we can know the fundamental laws of nature with complete
certitude because they are not descriptions of how things are in themselves
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independently of our perception and conception of them, but are rather
the structure that the laws of our own minds impose upon the way things
appear to us! — and the laws of the mind themselves are not hidden
mysteries that can be discovered only by the empirical researches of
psychologists or neuroscientists, but can readily be discovered by every
normal human being competent at elementary arithmetic, geometry, and
logic. But precisely because the most fundamental laws of nature are in
fact only our own impositions on the appearance of reality, we can also
believe that our own choices, contrary to their appearance, are not
governed by the deterministic laws of nature, but can be freely made in
accordance with and for the sake of the moral law. At the same time, Kant
will argue, the very “fact of reason” (as he calls it) that we are free to act
for the sake of and in accordance with the moral law also implies that we
are free to flout it, and thus that the possibility of doing evil is equally
fundamental to the human will as the possibility of doing right, thus that
all human beings are at risk of doing evil not because of the original sin of
some distant ancestors but because of the radical nature of freedom itself.

Kant thus argues that the only possible explanation of our certitude
about the theoretical laws of nature also leaves room for the efficacy of
practical reason, that is, the freedom to act in accordance with the moral
law, although not for any certitude that we will so act, for such a certitude
would conflict with the most fundamental fact about freedom itself. But
now it looks as if Kant has avoided a conflict between nature and freedom,
between science and morality, only by making them irrelevant to each
other, or by dividing our own characters and placing us in two parallel
universes: in one realm where our actions are as fully determined by
antecedent events and deterministic laws as anything else in nature is, but
in another, in some sense underlying realm where our choices are
completely free even though they somehow manifest themselves in
appearance as if they had been seamlessly caused by antecedent events.

It may seem as if Kant was content with such a radically dualistic view
of human action, but ultimately he was not. For after he had argued in his
first great work, the Critique of Pure Reason of 1781 (substantially revised in
1787), that our own imposition of the fundamental laws of nature upon
appearance leaves open at least the possibility of freedom at a deeper level
of reality, and then added in the Critique of Practical Reason (CPracR) (1788)
that our awareness of our obligation to live up to the demands of the
moral law implies not merely the possibility but the actuality of our
radical freedom at this deeper level, Kant wrote a third great work, the
Critique of the Power of Judgment (CPJ) (1790), precisely in order to bridge:
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[the] incalculable gulf fixed between the domain of the concept of nature,
as the sensible, and the domain of the concept of the freedom, as the
supersensible, so that from the former to the latter (thus by means of the
theoretical use of reason), no transition is possible, just as if there were so
many different worlds, the first of which can have no influence on the
second.

Such a gulf, the idea that the realms of nature and of morality are basically
two different worlds that do not really influence each other, is unaccept-
able, for what morality itself requires is that the “second” world of
morality “should have an influence on the former,” that is, on the world
of nature:

namely the concept of freedom should make the end that is imposed by its
laws real in the sensible world; and nature must consequently also be able
to be conceived in such a way that the lawfulness of its form is at least in
agreement with the possibility of the ends that are to be realized in it in
accordance with the laws of freedom. — Thus there must still be a ground
of the unity of the supersensible that grounds nature with that which the
concept of freedom contains practically, the concept of which . . . makes
possible the transition from the manner of thinking in accordance with the

principles of the one to that in accordance with the principles of the other.
(CPJ, Introduction, section II, 5:175—6)

What Kant is assuming here is that morality is not just a matter of making
rightful or virtuous choices, but also requires us to put those choices into
practice by attempting to realize the goals or ends that they entail in the
arena of action, that is, nothing less than the realm of spatial, temporal,
and causal nature in which we live and act. Kant then embarks upon an
extended argument that we can experience the existence of natural beauty,
of works of artistic genius that are themselves products of a creative spirit
that is as much natural as rational, and of the marvelous organization that
we find in organisms within nature and then project onto the whole of
nature, as palpable confirmation of our theoretical assumption that nature
must be a realm in which the ends that we choose in the name of morality
can be realized.

In the third Critique Kant also suggests that his two apparently opposite
conceptions of human action can be bridged by recognizing that there are
not just two but three forms of human autonomy, the third of which
unifies the first two. Autonomy is the central conception of Kant’s moral
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philosophy, where he defines it as “the property of the will by which it is
a law to itself (independently of any property of the objects of volition)”
(G, 4:440). The central argument of Kant’s moral philosophy is that such
autonomy, as the ability to choose the principles and ends of our actions
freely rather than having them imposed upon us by the inclinations and
desires that we may merely happen to have, is our most basic value, but
that the only way to free ourselves from domination by such inclinations
is by adopting a purely formal law of action, which can be nothing other
than the law that our maxims of action must be universally acceptable —
Kant’s famous principle of universalizability. But in the third Critique, Kant
goes further and suggests that the fundamental principle of each of our
three main cognitive powers — theoretical understanding, practical reason,
and the power of judgment — can be understood as a form of autonomy.
He writes:

In regard to the faculties of the soul in general, insofar as they are considered
as higher faculties, i.e., as ones that contain an autonomy, the understanding
is the one that contains the constitutive principles a priori for the faculty of
cognition (the theoretical cognition of nature); for the feeling of pleasure
and displeasure it is the power of judgment, independent of concepts and
sensations that are related to the determination of the faculty of desire and
could thereby be immediately practical; for the faculty of desire it is reason,
which is practical without the mediation of any sort of pleasure, wherever it
might come from, and determines for this faculty, as a higher faculty, the final
end, which at the same time brings with it the pure intellectual satisfaction in
the object.

(CPJ, Introduction, Section IX, 5:196-7)

The full meaning of this passage can hardly be apparent yet, but a prelimi-
nary interpretation suggests this much: The solution to the central
problem of theoretical philosophy is to recognize our fundamental cognitive
autonomy, that is, that we ourselves are the authors of the most basic laws
of nature, and for that reason can know them with certainty. The key to
moral philosophy, as already suggested, is the recognition that our practical
autonomy can only be achieved and sustained by our free adoption of the
moral law, a law that stems from our own practical reason and is not
imposed upon us by some external agency any more than the fundamental
laws of nature are. But the moral law, as it turns out, is not merely nega-
tive, imposing upon us only the restriction of not acting on principles that
are not universally acceptable; it also imposes upon us the positive
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objective of promoting the particular ends that people freely choose in the
exercise of their autonomy, the collective realization of which would be
the “final end” or “highest good” consisting of the maximal distribution
of human happiness consistent with and indeed resulting from the
maximal realization of human virtue. And our experience of natural
beauty and organization, a form of experience in which we take pleasure
independently of any immediate cognitive or practical concern, gives us
emotionally powerful confirmation of the realizability of this final end in
nature. But such an experience of pleasure can itself be understood as a
form of affective or we might even say emotional autonomy: a pleasure that
does not arise from the satisfaction of any immediate cognitive or practical
concern, although at the same time it also suggests to us that nature is
hospitable to our most general cognitive and practical objectives. In other
words, the autonomous pleasure that we take in the experience of natural
beauty and organization supports our otherwise purely rational conviction
of the realizability of our theoretical and practical autonomy.2

Indeed, Kant did not wait until the third Critique to signal that the tran-
scendental idealist resolution of the apparent tension between the
determinism of nature and the freedom of human action, which seems to
assign determinism and freedom to two parallel universes, is not his last
word on the subject. Late in the Critique of Pure Reason, he wrote that:

All interest of my reason (the speculative as well as the practical) is united
in the following three questions:

1 What can | know?
2 What should | do?
3 What may | hope?
(CPuR, A 804—5/B 833)

Transcendental idealism is supposed to have provided the answer to the first
two of these questions: What I can know with certitude is the fundamental
laws of nature (although never all of its concrete detail) because these laws
are nothing but the laws of human thought itself, accessible to me as a
normal human being. What I should do is what the moral law that is given
to me by my own reason and not by any external authority commands, and
I am assured of the possibility of my freedom to act as that law demands by
transcendental idealism but also assured of the actuality of my freedom by
my sense of obligation to so act. But what I may hope is nothing less than
that I can realize the ends enjoined upon me by the moral law in the world
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of nature, or that I may transform the natural world into a “moral world,”
“the world as it would be if it were in conformity with all moral laws (as it
can be in accordance with the freedom of rational beings and should be in
accordance with the necessary laws of morality)” (CPuR, A 808/B 836).
From the start of his mature thought, in other words, Kant insisted that
the free choice to do what morality requires of us is not unrelated to the
natural world, but imposes objectives on us that can only be realized
in the natural world, and which we must be able to hope can be realized in
that world if we are coherently to act as morality commands us at all.
What the third Critique adds to this is only the argument that we may use
our experience of natural beauty and organization as a certain kind of
emotional support for the plausibility of this hope.

Kant clearly liked his reduction of the problems of philosophy to these
three questions, for he repeated them in the very last work to be published
in his name in which he still had a hand, the textbook on logic edited
under his supervision by his student Gottlob Benjamin Jasche in 1800. But
here Kant added a fourth question to the three listed in the first Critique.
“The field of philosophy in this cosmopolitan sense,” he wrote, that is, the
sense in which philosophy “is in fact the science of the relation of all
cognition and of all use of reason to the ultimate end of human reason, in
which, as the highest, all other ends are subordinated, and in which they
must all unite to form a unity,” “can be brought down to the following
questions”:

1 What can | know?
2 What should | do?
3 What may | hope?
4 What is the human being?
(Logic, 9:25)

By adding the question “What is the human being?” to his list, Kant hints at
the underlying theme of his answer to the first three questions: what I can
know is the framework of nature that is dictated by the laws of human
thought, and then an indefinite extent of the infinitely many particular facts
of nature that can be discovered within that framework; what I should do is
act in accordance with the principle of autonomy that is dictated by no
other authority than human practical reason itself, and work at the open-
ended project of realizing human happiness within the framework of
mutual freedom demanded by this principle; and what I may hope is that
this project can be realized in nature as we encounter it, a hope about which
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the distinctively human experiences of natural beauty and organization give
us some vital confirmation. The human being, in other words, is nothing
less than the source of natural and moral law as well as of the experience
that assures us that these two forms of legislation are mutually consistent.

In his waning years, Kant worked ceaselessly, although ultimately in
vain, to complete a final book that would give full expression to this vision
of the human being as the source of the laws of nature, the moral law, and
of an experience of nature that exhibits the ultimate unity of these two
forms of legislation. He died leaving only a mass of notes toward this
book, the so-called Opus postumum. But among these notes we find drafts of
title pages such as these:

The Highest Standpoint of Transcendental Philosophy in the System of
Two Ideas,

By

God, the World, and the Subject which connects both Objects,

the Thinking Being in the World.

God, the World, and what unites both into a System:

The Thinking, Innate Principle of the Human Being (mens) in the World.

The Human Being as a Being in the World, Self-limited through Nature

and Duty.
(0P, 21:34)

In these notes, Kant makes it clear that by “God” he ultimately means
nothing more than an idea that is the projection of the dignity of our own
power to legislate the moral law — “There is a God,” he writes, “not as a
world-soul in nature, but as a personal principle of human reason” (OP,
21:19) — and that by “Nature” he means the ordering of our experience in
accord with fundamental laws that are the projection of our own laws of
thought. So it is the “thinking, innate principle of the human being” that
is the source of both the laws of nature and the laws of morality, and in
the end we cannot but experience ourselves as living in a world in which
nature and morality are not only compatible but also mutually reinforcing.
Or so at least Kant fervently hoped until his dying day.

SKEPTICISM AND CRITIQUE

This vision of the human being as the source of the laws of nature, the
moral law, and of an experience of nature in which these are both compat-
ible and cooperative is the substance of Kant’s philosophy, which we shall
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pursue here through an exposition of his three great critiques and their
companion texts, the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science (1786) in the case
of the first Critique and the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) and
the Metaphysics of Morals (1797) in the case of the second, as well the series of
essays on human history and religion, especially the Religion within the
Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793), in which Kant attempted to bring these
apparently refractory domains of human experience into his own unifying
vision of the efficacy of practical reason in nature. But there is also a
methodological theme that runs throughout Kant’s philosophy, namely the
defense of his “critical” vision from the Scylla and Charybdis of “dogma-
tism” and “skepticism” as well as from the yawning abyss of
“indifferentism” (see CPuR, A ix—x), and our exposition of Kant’s philos-
ophy will have to attend to his methodological as well as to his substantive
concerns.

We already have a sense of what Kant’s “critical” approach to philos-
ophy involves, namely an examination of the human powers of cognition
and reason as the basis for all claims about the laws of nature and morality.
And it is not too difficult to say what Kant means by “dogmatism” and
“indifferentism.” The former is an uncritical assertion of laws for nature
and morality, that is, a confident assertion of the truth of such laws that is
not grounded in an antecedent critique of human intellectual powers,
which inevitably results in the assertion of conflicting dogmas about many
of the most important matters of human concern; and indifferentism is
simply the indifference to philosophical questions that the spectacle of
unending dogmatic conflicts can all too readily produce. But to say what
Kant means by skepticism and how he proposes to combat it is a more
complicated matter.

In the Preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant
writes:

[Ilt always remains a scandal to philosophy and universal human reason
that the existence of things outside us (from which we after all get the
whole matter of our cognitions) should have to be assumed merely on
faith, and that if it occurs to anyone to doubt it, we should be unable to

answer him with a satisfactory proof.
(B xxxix)

Doubt about the provability of the existence of objects distinct from but
related to our own representations is what we think of as Cartesian skepti-
cism, and even though Kant does not mention the name of Descartes here,
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his suggestion that thus far philosophy has delivered only an unsatisfactory
proof of the existence of external objects through “faith” is a barely veiled
allusion to Descartes’ argument that skepticism about this can be avoided
only by first proving the existence of an infinitely benevolent as well as
omnipotent God. And later in the second edition of the Critique, in the new
“Refutation of Idealism” to which the footnote in the Preface refers, Kant
makes it explicit that his target is “the problematic idealism of Descartes,
who declares only one empirical assertion, namely I am, to be indu-
bitable,” and who then attempts, although in Kant’s eyes fruitlessly, to infer
the existence of external objects from his own indubitable existence (B
274—5). Many readers have taken the refutation of Cartesian skepticism to
be central to Kant’s philosophical enterprise. Since Kant does call it a
“scandal to philosophy,” there can be little doubt that he is concerned to
refute or undermine it. But it would be seriously misleading to think of
the refutation of Cartesian skepticism as exhausting Kant’s concern with
skepticism, or even as the most important part of it. Two other forms of
skepticism are of far more concern to Kant and play a larger role in deter-
mining the structure not only of his theoretical philosophy but of his
practical philosophy as well.3

As Kant makes plain in the opening paragraphs of the Preface to the first
edition, his first concern is with the form of skepticism that is the
inevitable response to the seemingly endless and intractable conflicts
between metaphysical dogmas that seem to be well grounded but cannot
all be true:

Human reason has the peculiar fate in one species of its cognitions that it
is burdened with questions which it cannot dismiss, since they are given to
it as problems by the nature of reason itself, but which it also cannot
answer, since they transcend every capacity of human reason.

Reason falls into this perplexity through no fault of its own. It begins
from principles whose use is unavoidable in the course of experience and
at the same time sufficiently warranted by it. With these principles it rises
(as its nature also requires) ever higher, to more remote conditions. But
since it becomes aware in this way that its business must always remain
incomplete because the questions never cease, reason sees itself necessi-
tated to take refuge in principles that overstep all possible use in
experience, and yet seem so unsuspicious that even ordinary common
sense agrees with them. But it thereby falls into obscurity and contradic-
tions ... The battlefield of these endless controversies is called
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metaphysics . . . In the beginning, under the administration of the
dogmatists, her rule was despotic. Yet because her legislation still
retained traces of ancient barbarism, this rule gradually degenerated
through internal wars into complete anarchy; and the skeptics, a kind of
nomads who abhor all permanent cultivation of the soil, shattered civil unity
from time to time.

(A vii—ix)

Once human reason attempts to reach beyond the immediate limits of our
ordinary experience and to determine the truth about such matters as the
nature of the soul, the boundaries of the universe, or the nature and
the existence of God — which, Kant stresses, it is entirely natural for reason
to do — it inevitably falls into contradictions “from which it can indeed
surmise that it must somewhere be proceeding on the grounds of hidden
errors” (A viil) but which, without a thorough scrutiny of its own powers,
“it cannot discover.” Skepticism about the power of human reason to arrive
at any well-founded belief about matters of the most fundamental human
concern is the equally inevitable result. In the present passage, Kant stresses
the inevitability of this sequence of dogmatic controversy leading to
despairing skepticism by saying that “ordinary common sense” is impli-
cated in this process. In the introduction to his moral philosophy he makes
the same point by saying that there is a “natural dialectic,” in this case
about the possibility or impossibility of the freedom of the will that Kant
takes to be the necessary condition of morality itself, on account of which

common human reason is impelled . . . to take a step into the field of
practical philosophy . . . so that it may escape from its predicament about
claims from both sides and not run the risk of being deprived of all genuine

moral principles through the ambiguity into which it easily falls.
(G, 4:405)

We might call the skepticism that is induced by contradictory but appar-
ently equally well-grounded propositions about matters of the most
fundamental human concern “Pyrrhonian” skepticism, after Pyrrho of Elis
(c. 365—c. 275 BC), the founder of the ancient school of skepticism that
purported to be able to induce doubt by producing equally good argu-
ments on either side of any philosophical question. Kant does not mention
the name of Pyrrho in the Critique of Pure Reason, but he does name him as
the paradigmatic skeptic in the brief history of philosophy included in the
introduction to his logic textbook:
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If we begin the epoch of skepticism with Pyrrho, then we get a whole
school of skepticism, who are essentially different from the dogmatists in
their mode of thought and method of philosophizing, in that they made it
the first maxim for all philosophizing use of reason to withhold one’s
judgment even when the semblance of truth is greatest; and they
advanced the principle that philosophy consists in the equilibrium of

judgment and teaches us to uncover false semblance.
(Logic, 9:31)

It will become clear that undermining Pyrrhonian skepticism, not about all
forms of judgment whatever but about the most fundamental principles of
theoretical and practical reason, by determining the proper use and limits
of human reason through a critical scrutiny of its powers is the method-
ological project that structures the whole of Kant’s presentation and
defense of his substantive theory of the theoretical and practical autonomy
of human beings.

There is yet one more form of skepticism that is central to Kant’s
concerns. This is the form of skepticism that Kant explicitly associates
with the name of David Hume: “I freely admit that the reminder* of David
Hume was the very thing that many years ago first interrupted my
dogmatic slumber and gave a completely different direction to my
researches in the field of speculative philosophy” (PFM, 4:260). As Kant
interprets him:

Hume started mainly from a single but important concept in metaphysics,
namely, that of the connection of cause and effect . . . and called upon
reason, which pretends to have generated this concept in her womb, to
give him an account of by what right she thinks that something could be so
constituted that, if it is posited, something else necessarily must thereby be
posited as well . .. He indisputably proved that it is wholly impossible for

reason to think such a connection a priori and from concepts.
(PFM, 4:257)

As Kant quite rightly stresses, Hume “never put in doubt” “whether the
concept of cause is right, useful, and, with respect to all cognition of
nature, indispensable”; what he questioned was only “whether it is
thought through reason a priori, and in this way has an inner truth inde-
pendent of all experience, and therefore also a much more widely
extended use which is not limited merely to objects of experience” (PFM,
4:258). That is, Hume’s problem — which Kant quickly generalizes from
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the concept of causation to all the fundamental concepts of metaphysics
(PFM, 4:260) — is not that the concept of causation lands us in some sort
of Pyrrhonian contradiction; it is rather the challenge to demonstrate that
a principle like the principle that every event has some cause is truly
universal and necessary, not known only from some finite range of prior
cases and thus valid only for those cases, but necessarily valid for all cases,
whether already experienced or not, and therefore known “a priori,” that is
known independently from any particular experience in some way that
obviously needs to be explained.

Indeed, once Kant had discovered the Humean problem of skepticism
about the universality and necessity of first principles, he generalized it
not only to the first principles of “speculative philosophy,” that is, theo-
retical cognition, but also to the first principle of practical philosophy, the
fundamental principle of morality. Thus, from a methodological point of
view, Kant’s project in philosophy became that of undermining both
Humean and Pyrrhonian skepticism in both theoretical and practical
philosophy, and, much more incidentally, along the way refuting
Cartesian skepticism about external objects as a nagging but by no means
central problem in theoretical philosophy. How would Kant accomplish
this set of objectives? By what he came to call a “critique” of both theo-
retical and practical reason and ultimately of our power of judgment as
well. Such a scrutiny of the most fundamental powers or “faculties” of
human intellect — sensibility, judgment, understanding, and reason —
would reveal that we do indeed find the bases of natural and moral law
within ourselves, thus that we are capable of theoretical and practical
autonomy, thereby refuting Humean skepticism. But it would also show
that if we properly modulate the claims we make on behalf of our own
reason — limiting its claims to knowledge to those that are consistent with
the limits of our sensibility or perceptual abilities while recognizing that
we can and indeed must have reasonable “belief” or “faith” about matters
beyond the reach of sensibility when, but only when, the very possibility
of morality demands that — then we can avoid the “obscurities and
contradictions” that inevitably lead to Pyrrhonian skepticism. How — and
how well — Kant accomplishes these complex objectives will be our focus
in what follows.

FURTHER READING

Valuable overviews of Kant’s philosophy by single authors include the
following. Cassirer, although originally published in 1918, presents a
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condensation of a massive work on the argument structure of Kant’s
philosophy. Kérner is an approach to Kant from the heyday of analytical
philosophy, and Shell and Wood stress the relation between the natural and
the rational in Kant’s conception of human nature.

Ernst Cassirer, Kant’s Life and Thought, trans. James Haden (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1981).

Herman-Jean de Vleeschauwer, The Development of Kantian Thought: The History of a Doctrine,
trans. A. R. C. Duncan (London and Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson, 1969).

Stefan Korner, Kant (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955).

Susan Meld Shell, The Embodiment of Reason: Kant on Spirit, Generation, and Community
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996),
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Cambridge University Press, 2006) (all new material, stressing Kant’s place in

the history of modern philosophy, and with a greatly expanded bibliography).
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A Life in Work

Many of the great philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries had dramatic lives. Descartes started his career as a soldier of
fortune during the Thirty Years War, and spent much of his life in seclu-
sion in the Netherlands out of fear that he could not work freely in
France. Spinoza suffered excommunication and exile from the Jewish
community of Amsterdam because of his unconventional views. Hobbes
was an intimate of the noble house of Cavendish, and spent the years of
the English Civil War in fearful exile in France. Locke trained as a physi-
cian, and it was as a physician that he first came to the attention of the
powerful first Earl of Shaftesbury, with whom he became a close political
associate, with the result that he was forced to spend the years of conflict
over the succession to the restored Stuart kings Charles II and James II
living in hiding and under an assumed name in Amsterdam, before
becoming an important civil servant during the reign of William and
Mary. Leibniz spent his life as a courtier, with a range of duties including
diplomacy, engineering, and historiography. Hume took part in a
number of British diplomatic and military missions before enjoying
public fame and fortune as the author of his controversial but popular
History of England. Rousseau wrote music and novels as well as philosophy
while never holding a steady job and leading a disorderly personal life
that got him banished from his native city as well as into many other
scrapes. Kant, however, was the first truly important modern philosopher
to spend his career almost exclusively as a university teacher, indeed as a
teacher in a single university in the town of his birth. The drama in
Kant’s life was intellectual, so the story of his life must be told through
his works.
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CHILDHOOD AND STUDENT YEARS

Kant was born in the city of Konigsberg on April 22, 1724, the same city
where he would die almost eighty years later, on February 12, 1804.!
Konigsberg, at the eastern end of the Baltic Sea, fell into Russian hands at
the end of World War II, becoming the naval base of Kaliningrad and
remaining off-limits to non-Soviets for fifty years. But it was originally the
capital of East Prussia, the base of Prussian power before the acquisition of
Brandenburg and the growth of Berlin, and in Kant’s time it remained the
administrative center of East Prussia and a leading Hanseatic mercantile
city, the most important outlet east of Danzig for the vast Polish and
Lithuanian hinterlands. While it was never a capital of art and culture, in
Kant’s time, Koénigsberg was a business, legal, military, and educational
center with many connections to the rest of Europe. And though it was not
a publishing center like Leipzig, Frankfurt, or Stuttgart, through its book-
sellers and its local as well as imported literary journals it was firmly
plugged into the intellectual life of the rest of Europe.

Kant’s father, Johann Georg Kant (1683—1746) was a harness maker,
and his mother, Anna Regina née Reuter (1697—1737), herself the
daughter of a harness maker from Nurnburg, was an educated and pious
Christian. The Kants were adherents of Pietism, a reform movement within
Lutheranism, which placed great stress on personal faith and conscience,
like other eighteenth-century Protestant movements such as Methodism in
England and the Great Awakening in New England.2 Immanuel, the second
oldest and the first son among the four of the nine children of his parents
to survive childhood, was obviously bright, and with the help of the
leading Pietist pastor of Kénigsberg, Franz Albert Schulz, he was able to
attend the leading school in the city, the Pietist Collegium Fredericianum, from
the ages of 8 to 16. Of course, Pietist theology was taught at the school,
but it also offered a rigorous training in the Latin language and a thorough
grounding in Latin literature, both of which would stand Kant well
throughout his life, as well as Greek, Hebrew, and French, logic and the
history of philosophy, history and geography, and arithmetic, geometry,
and trigonometry, the latter taught from the textbooks of Christian Wollff,
who was already becoming the dominant philosopher of Germany. The
school even offered vocal and instrumental music, although this aspect of
its curriculum seems to have had little positive effect on Kant.3

Kant’s mother died when he was 13, after nursing a friend through an
illness, and while her selflessness left a profound impression on Kant, her
death also left his family in reduced circumstances. But Kant was nevertheless
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able to enroll at the university in Kénigsberg, the Alberting, in September,
1738, at the age of 16 — an average rather than precocious age for starting
university in those days. Although enrolling only 300 to 500 students
per year through most of the eighteenth century, the Albertina enrolled a
wide range of students from Prussia but also from the Baltic regions.
Schulz and the Pietists had clearly intended Kant for the ministry, but at
university Kant did not matriculate in theology (or law or medicine),
instead pursuing as unrestricted course of study in classical literature,
philosophy, and natural science. His main teacher, Martin Knutzen (1713—
51), was an eclectic thinker, influenced by both Pietism and John Locke’s
empiricism as well as by Wolff — he was actually very critical of the
Leibnizo-Wolffian rejection of real interaction among bodies as well as
between minds and bodies in favor of the theory of pre-established
harmony — and was also an enthusiast for Newtonian physics and contem-
porary astronomy.* Kant was also exposed to other philosophical and
scientific influences — one professor defended Aristotelian ethics, another
Aristotelian logic, one defended the pre-established harmony while
Knutzen attacked it, another taught English literature and philosophy, and
yet another studied the newly important phenomenon of electricity.> Thus
Kant’s university teachers offered a broad introduction to contemporary
European philosophy and science. Kant’s own intellectual life would always
be marked by the breadth of his interests and information as well as by the
depth of his thought.

Kant left university in 1746 without receiving the usual degree of
Magister, although he had completed what would become his first book, the
True Estimation of Living Forces, which would eventually be published in 1749.
It had traditionally been thought that Kant left the university because of
financial necessity resulting from the death of his father in March, 1746,
but recent research suggests that the award of his degree and the possi-
bility of continuing on as a lecturer were actually blocked by his own
teacher Martin Knutzen and other Pietists because Kant was too sympa-
thetic toward Leibniz’s vision of a harmonious worldé — an ideal that Kant
would always try to preserve in his philosophy in spite of many specific
disagreements with Leibniz. The True Estimation was primarily a scientific
work, attempting to mediate between Cartesian and Leibnizian concep-
tions of force by assigning Descartes’s measure of force, mv, to “dead” or
inertial force and Leibniz’s measure, mv?, to “living” or “active” force.
(There were limits to information in Koénigsberg: Kant did not know that
the Frenchman J.L. D’Alembert, later famous as the co-editor of the great
Encylopédie, had already shown that the correct measure of all force was
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4mv2)) Although Kant’s work was not a scientific success, it was an early
demonstration of his philosophical penchant for undercutting continuing
controversies by drawing distinctions where others had not and thus
opening up alternatives that had not been considered. Another place in the
work where he attempted to resolve a debate by drawing a new distinction
was in his discussion of the philosophical debate over the Leibnizian idea
of pre-established harmony: Kant accepted “physical influx,” that is, real
causation, the opposite of pre-established harmony, which postulates that
all changes in objects are self-generated and only appear to be caused by
changes in other objects, for some interactions between matter, but not for
all relations between mind and matter. Thus, he departed from Knutzen’s
complete rejection of the pre-established harmony, and Knutzen may not
have liked this.”

RETURN TO THE UNIVERSITY

Whatever the reason, after two more years in Kénigsberg, much of the time
apparently devoted to straightening out the affairs of his deceased father,
Kant was forced to resort to the livelihood of many other impecunious
intellectuals in his time, namely, work as a household tutor for a wealthy
upper-middle-class or noble family. He spent the years 1748 to 1754 in
such employment with several families in the vicinity of Konigsberg.
Evidently Kant’s duties as a tutor did not demand all of his time, for in
1755 after he returned to the city, he was able to publish in rapid succes-
sion three Latin treatises that earned him his delayed master’s degree, his
doctoral degree, and the right to teach at the university as an unsalaried
Privatdozent (earning only fees directly paid to him by students at his
lectures); a number of articles on the rotation of the earth and earthquakes
(a popular topic after the epochal Lisbon earthquake of 1755); and a
lengthy treatise on cosmology, the Universal Natural History and Theory of Heavens,
in which Kant, anticipating the French astronomer Pierre Simon de Laplace
by forty years although with less mathematics, argued for a completely
physical explanation of the origin of the solar system from a cloud of dust
— the so-called Kant-Laplace nebular hypothesis. Unfortunately for Kant,
the publisher of this book went bankrupt, his stock was impounded, and
Kant’s anticipation of Laplace remained unknown until the nineteenth
century.8

Of the three Latin treatises, the first, Meditationum quarundam de igne succincta
delineatio (“Some succinctly delineated meditations on fire”) (1755) is a
scientific work of little continuing interest. A second scientific treatise,
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Metaphysicae cum geomtria iunctae usus in philosophia naturali, cuius specimen I. continent
monadologiam physicam (“The joint use of metaphysics and geometry in
natural philosophy, the first example of which contains a physical
monadology™) (1756), is of much greater interest, for here Kant attempts
to reconcile the mathematical infinite divisibility of space with the
Leibnizian insistence that substance must ultimately consist of simple parts
by arguing that these simple parts are not non-spatial indivisible minds or
“monads” but spatially extended yet indivisible fields of force, “physical
monads.” For reasons we will consider later, Kant would eventually and
notoriously deny the reality of space and extension assumed in this work,
in part because of the infinite divisibility of space and time and anything
in them, but he would retain the dynamical model of substance as
composed of attractive and repulsive forces introduced in this early work
in his physical theory.®

The most revealing of the three Latin treatises, however, is Kant’s first
entirely philosophical work, the Principiorum primorum cognitionis metaphysicae
nova delucidatio (“A new elucidation of the first principles of metaphysical
cognition”) of 1755. In this work, while by no means entirely breaking
from the rationalist framework that had been imposed on continental
philosophy first by René Descartes and then in Germany by Gottfried
Wilhelm Leibniz and Christian Wolff, Kant explicitly attacks some of the
most central doctrines of rationalism. First, Kant attacks the “ontological”
argument for the existence of God, which Descartes, Leibniz, and Wolff
had made the foundation not only of philosophical theology but of all of
ontology and, even in the case of Descartes, epistemology, and indeed
attacks it in a way that would ultimately lead to one of the most central
ideas of Kant’s eventual masterwork, the Critique of Pure Reason of 1781. The
ontological argument begins with the definition of God as the most
perfect being or the being who possesses all perfections, assumes that exis-
tence is a perfection — for surely it is more perfect for something (which is
otherwise good) to exist than for it not to — and then concludes that God
necessarily exists, for it would be a contradiction and thus necessarily false
to deny him the perfection of existence when he is the most perfect of all
beings.10 Kant argues that this proof is fallacious, because no matter what
realities are “conceived as existing together . . . the existence of that being
is... only an existence in ideas” (NE, Proposition VI, 1:395). In other
words, you can include whatever you want in a concept, but that by itself
can never prove that any object corresponding to that concept actually
exists. Kant would subsequently express this criticism by saying that exis-
tence is not a real predicate of an object, but rather something presupposed by
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the truth of any assertion of a predicate of an object. This would lead to
the rejection of Leibniz's extreme form of rationalism, which was
committed to the view that all true propositions are true because their
predicates are contained in their subject-concepts and that they may there-
fore at least in principle be known entirely on the basis of logical
analysis,!! and would lead instead to Kant’s own view that assertions of
existence are “synthetic” rather than “analytic,” that is, they add informa-
tion (the fact of existence) to the concept of the object rather than merely
unpacking it. This would in turn lead Kant to the recognition that even the
most fundamental propositions of metaphysics are synthetic rather than
analytic, and that metaphysics would have to find an entirely new method
distinct from the method of merely logical analysis it had attempted to use
thus far — but it would take Kant another twenty-five years to discover that
new method. In the New Elucidation, Kant is by no means ready to reject
rationalism altogether, and in fact he presents what he takes to be a new
proof of the existence of God based on the premise that nothing can be
possible unless something is actual (Proposition VII, 1:395-6) to which
he remains attached for some years. Thus, after criticizing the particular
proofs of the “principle of sufficient reason” — the principle that every-
thing that exists has a cause or other adequate ground or explanation —
that had been offered by Christian Wolff and his disciple Alexander
Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714—-62), who was the author of the textbooks in
metaphysics and ethics from which Kant would teach for his entire career,
as well as a pioneer in the new field of aesthetics and coiner of its name, 2
Kant offers a new proof of the logical necessity of this principle.
However — and this is the second main clue in the New Elucidation pointing
toward Kant’s future views — on the basis of the principle of sufficient
reason Kant now also rejects the doctrine of pre-established harmony,
which Leibniz had insisted characterizes all relations between substances
and Wolff had allowed in the case of mind and body. Kant argues that if
every change requires an explanation, then a substance can change its
state, including its representational state — what it perceives or conceives —
only if acted upon by another substance; for if the cause of its state were
entirely internal to it, then it would have been in that state all along, and
not undergone any change (Proposition XII, 1:410). Although in the
Critique of Pure Reason Kant would ultimately give a radically different account
and proof of the principle of sufficient reason, as a principle of the “possi-
bility of experience,” this account of the “Principle of Succession” in the
New Elucidation points the way toward Kant’s subsequent insistence on
the reality of causality generally and on the particular thesis that the deter-
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minate succession of representations or experiences in the mind can only
be known if the mind interacts with physical bodies, the thesis of his
eventual “Refutation of Idealism.”13

Finally, the New Elucidation takes up an issue that would be central to
Kant’s moral as well as his theoretical philosophy. Having committed
himself to the principle of sufficient reason, or as he calls it the “principle
of determining reason” — even though he has not yet found what he
would later consider a satisfactory proof of it — Kant is inevitably forced to
address the conflict between determinism and free will. Leibnizian
philosophers regarded themselves as committed to determinism by the
principle of sufficient reason — Wolff had even been banished from Prussia
in 1723 because the king had been persuaded that Wolff’s determinism
implied that his soldiers were not responsible for their actions, even for
desertion — but had tried to salvage our belief in our own freedom of the
will by representing our actions as free when they are caused by an
internal rather than external cause, specifically by a representation of a
course of action as the best available to us. The Pietist philosopher and
critic of Wolff Christian August Crusius had objected that this is not
enough, and that a choice is free only if at the moment of action the agent
is not irremediably inclined one way rather than its opposite, and can
spontaneously choose either.14 Kant took the part of the Leibnizians here,
rejecting Crusius’s version of what is usually called the “liberty of indiffer-
ence” because it meant that even an agent who has previously “decided to
follow the path of virtue” cannot count on doing so when a moment of
choice arrives (NE, Proposition IX, 1:402).15 Later, however, Kant would
come to consider the conception of freedom of the will advocated by
Leibniz as nothing but the “freedom of a turnspit” (CPracR, 5:97), and
move in the direction of Crusius. In fact, Kant would ultimately seek to
reconcile the Leibnizian and Crusian conceptions of freedom through his
transcendental idealism, which would allow for thoroughgoing deter-
minism at the level of appearance while postulating the complete
spontaneity of action at the level of reality. This raises one of the most
vexed issues of Kant’s mature philosophy — Kant himself would say that on
his own theory the reality of freedom remains inexplicable or inscrutable —
so for the moment let us stay with our narrative of Kant’s development.

TOWARD THE CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY

After his burst of publications in 1755—56 established Kant as a lecturer at
the university, the demands of actually offering enough courses in logic,
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metaphysics, and ethics and, beyond those philosophical subjects, lectures
on mathematics, physics, geography, and even fortification to eke out a
modest living prevented Kant from publishing anything other than a few
brief papers, including one on optimism (1759), for another half-dozen
years. (Subsequently, Kant would have to add the position of university
and castle under-librarian to supplement his lecture fees!) But then in the
years from 1762 to 1766 Kant published another torrent of papers and
books that, without yet reaching his mature philosophical views, made
significant strides in that direction. In 1762, Kant published an essay on
“The False Subtlety of the Four Syllogistic Figures”; in 1763, an essay
on the “Attempt to Introduce the Concept of Negative Magnitudes into
Philosophy” and a substantial book confidently entitled The Only Possible Basis
for a Demonstration of the Existence of God; and in 1764 both a popular little book
Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime and an essay on philosophical
methodology called the “Inquiry Concerning the Distinctness of the
Principles of Natural Theology and Morality.” The latter was Kant’s entry in
a Berlin Academy of Sciences competition on the question of whether
philosophy could use the mathematical method, which had taken place in
1762;16 the first prize was awarded by the Wolffian-dominated Academy
to the Wolffian Moses Mendelssohn, but Kant's essay was thought suffi-
ciently worthy of note to be published alongside of Mendelssohn’s
(although Kant did not receive any share of the fifty golden ducats that
Mendelssohn received).

The essay on syllogisms foretold little of Kant’s future philosophy, but
the three other philosophical essays are all significant. In The Only Possible
Basis, Kant reiterated his charge that “Existence is not a predicate or a deter-
mination of a thing” (OPB, 2:72), and further developed his own
argument that the existence of God can be proven as the necessary condi-
tion of any possibility whatever (2:79—80).17 The argument moves from the
premise that if anything is possible, then something actual must exist to
the conclusion that something necessary must exist, and this may seem
to depend on a slide from the conclusion that something actual necessarily
exists to the claim that something necessary necessarily exists (2:83). The
argument might be defended, but Kant would not attempt to do so in his
later critique of metaphysical arguments for the existence of God. At the
same time, the work also defended at length a view of “purified” (2:113)
teleology according to which any divine purposes for the world would
have to be achieved not through any direct interventions in the course of
nature but entirely through the operation of the laws of nature divinely
established for the world — in other words, a reconciliation of efficient and
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final causation (see OPB, Fourth Reflection, 2:108—15). While the mature
Kant would make it one of his most fundamental tenets that the existence
of God can be asserted not as a “logical” but only as a “moral certainty”
(CPuR, A 829/B 857), as a “postulate of pure practical reason” that we
must believe in order to make our attempts to fulfill the demands of
morality rational, he would also argue in the Critique of the Power of Judgment
that this practical belief in God can be reconciled with natural science only
through such a “purified” teleology.!8

More immediate stepping-stones toward Kant’s mature theoretical
philosophy are found in the essays on “Negative Quantities” and the
“Distinctness of the Principles of Natural Theology and Morality.” The
former starts with the observation that the opposition between a positive
and a negative quantity is not a logical opposition, but a real opposition:
while to assert p and not-p is always just a meaningless contradiction, by
contrast to say, for example, that the wind acting on the sails of a ship has
an eastward velocity of 5 knots per hour while the current has a westward
velocity of the same speed, would not be to utter a contradiction, but to
offer a meaningful and informative explanation of why the ship is not
moving (OPB, 2:177). This might not be of much interest by itself, but it
led Kant to the important insight that there are other differences between
“logical” and “real” relations, and in particular to the insight that causal
relations are real relations between states of objects and not logical rela-
tions of implication from concepts to predicates contained in them. This
meant that the question why “because something is, something else is?”
(2:202) could not be answered by mere logic or analysis at all, and that
“something completely different” would have to be found on which to
base our belief in causation. This was the end of Kant’s flirtation with
rationalist derivations of the principle of sufficient reason, and would ulti-
mately lead to the entirely different approach to the principle of sufficient
reason and metaphysical principles generally that he developed in the
Critique of Pure Reason.

In the essay for the Berlin Academy’s 1762 competition on philosoph-
ical method, Kant firmly rejected the idea that philosophy could reach
certainty by the same method as mathematics, which the Academy obvi-
ously hoped would be defended — as it indeed was in the prize-winning
essay by Mendelssohn. Mendelssohn argued that both mathematics and
philosophy contain two elements: on the one hand a conceptual struc-
ture in which conclusions follow from premises with complete certainty
and necessity, and on the other hand an indubitable experience through
which the key premises of that structure are anchored in reality. Thus, he



24  Kant

held, our sensory experience indubitably confirms the axioms of geom-
etry, while the experience of our own thought (Descartes’ famous cogito)
and the ontological argument for the existence of God are the indu-
bitable foundations for all of metaphysics.!® Kant had already rejected
the ontological argument, but now — without advance knowledge of
Mendelssohn’s essay — he rejected Mendelssohn’s way of combining
rationalism and empiricism more generally. For Kant (at this stage of his
career), mathematics did not apply an analytical structure to empirical
experience, but attained certainty because it could literally construct its
objects from its own definitions, and then determine the further proper-
ties of those objects. Philosophy, on the contrary, could not construct its
objects out of its own definitions, but could only reach definitions grad-
ually through the analysis of common concepts, such as the concepts of
substance or obligation. The use of the mathematical method would be a
mere pretense in philosophy.

The Academy was quite right to give the prize to Mendelssohn’s
polished essay, for Kant’s less well-written submission only dimly adum-
brated the revolutionary views he would expound almost two decades
later. Kant’s view that mathematics can construct its own objects while
philosophy cannot would remain a centerpiece of his philosophy, but at
this time he gave no account of the relationship between the constructed
objects of mathematics and the actual objects that we measure with math-
ematics in everyday life and science; supplying such an account would be
the role of the controversial doctrine of transcendental idealism in the
Critique of Pure Reason. And while Kant’s discussion of metaphysics and
morality in his essay had some interesting insights — the essay contains
Kant’s first published exposition of the distinction between hypothetical
and categorical imperatives that would be the foundation of his mature
moral philosophy (2:298-9) — it was really quite unclear what the
method of philosophical analysis that Kant had in mind actually was. In
fact, Kant would ultimately argue for a different account of the contrast
between mathematical and philosophical method than the one he presents
here: in his mature view, philosophy could not construct its own objects
but nor could it be mere analysis; philosophy would turn out to contain
not the construction of objects but the rules for the construction of our
experience of objects, and these rules would come from a process of
synthesis rather than analysis. But all of that remained to be explained.20

Kant’s other publication of 1764, the little book of Observations on the Feeling
of the Beautiful and Sublime, was not a theoretical work in aesthetics, as its title
might have suggested,2! but an essay in what we might call the anthro-
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pology of gender, culture, and race: Kant was primarily concerned with
supposed differences among the aesthetic and more importantly the moral
sensibilities — differences in the taste for the beautiful and the sublime, but
also for learning, for duty and honor, and so on — between men and
women, different nations, and, alas, different races.22 But the work was
popular, enjoying a second edition in 1771, and serving then as an adver-
tisement for the lectures on anthropology that Kant would begin giving the
next year and continue until his retirement in 1797. In the months after the
book was first published, Kant used his own copy to write down a series of
notes, some of which reveal significant progress at this time toward his
mature moral philosophy.23

Two years after these publications, Kant published a very strange book
called Dreams of a Spirit-Seer Elucidated by Dreams of Metaphysics (1766).2¢ The
book began as a critique of the Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg
(1688—1776), a once respectable scientist who (after what we would now
call a mid-life crisis) claimed to have direct spiritual communication with
the spirits of the departed and with God himself. Kant had little trouble
debunking Swedenborg, but used the book as an occasion to criticize the
claims of traditional metaphysics as well, especially the competing claims
to understand the mind-body relationship: from a theoretical point of
view, these were of no more merit than Swedenborg’s spiritualist fantasies.
However, Kant did not deny that the fantastical idea of direct communica-
tion among spirits could provide an image of the “universal reciprocal
interaction” between wills or the “dependency of the private will on the
general will” (DSS, 2: 335) that is the goal of morality — an image, in other
words, of what Kant would later come to call the “realm of ends.” Yet Kant
also insisted that the possibility of morality is not dependent upon any
knowledge of metaphysics, for “the human heart contain[s] within itself
immediate moral prescriptions,” and “it is more consonant with human
nature and moral purity to base the expectation of a future world on the
sentiments of a nobly constituted soul than, conversely, to base its noble
conduct on the hope of another world” (DSS, 2: 273). The Dreams of a Spirit-
Seer is sometimes held to be evidence of an “empiricist” phase in Kant’s
development. It is no such thing, because while it insists that sensory
experience is necessary for genuine knowledge, it never suggests that
sensory experience is sufficient for knowledge without additional rational
principles. However, the book is clear evidence of Kant’s lifelong belief that
the fundamental principle of morality is readily accessible to every human
being without any special learning, and that while morality might ground
belief in God and even immortality, it does not presuppose such beliefs. This
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is the doctrine that Kant would later call the “postulates of pure practical
reason,” and with which he would conclude each of his three critiques.

We can gain a glimpse of Kant as a teacher during this productive
period in his life from a fascinating document, his “Announcement of the
program for his lectures for the winter semester 1765—-66."25 Still an
unsalaried Privatdozent, Kant offered four lecture courses that semester:
logic, metaphysics, ethics, and physical geography. Kant made his over-
riding aim as a teacher clear at the beginning of his advertisement for
students:

The teacher is . . . expected to develop in his pupil first the man of under-
standing, then the man of reason, and finally the man of learning. Such
a procedure has this advantage: even if, as usually happens, the pupil
should never reach the final phase, he will still have benefitted from his
instruction. He will have grown more experienced and become more
prudent, if not for school then at least for life.

(2:306)2¢6

Just as Kant’s ultimate concern as a philosopher would become the preser-
vation of the fundamental principle of morality from the metaphysical
obstacles to it that we can create for ourselves, so his ultimate concern in
teaching even the most abstract and abstruse subjects was the moral devel-
opment of his students.2’ This is no surprise in the case of ethics, where
Kant’s aim was to “establish which perfection is appropriate to” human
beings in the state of their “primitive innocence and which perfection is
appropriate to” them “in the state of wise innocence.” Nor is it surprising
that in geography Kant’s concern was more with “moral and political
geography” than with the “physical features of the earth,” and that “the
second part of this subject,” which several years later would become a
separate course on anthropology, “considers the human being,
throughout the world, from the point of view of the variety of his natural
properties and the differences in that moral aspect in him” (2:312). But in
logic Kant was also more concerned to develop “a critique and canon of
sound understanding” than one of “learnedness proper” (2:310), and
even in metaphysics Kant stressed that he would begin with “empirical
psychology, which is really the metaphysical science of the human being
based on experience,” before discussing “corporeal nature in general”
and theology, so that even if during the course of the semester the “lecture
theater gradually grows empty” — as “everyone knows” it willl — the
student will
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nonetheless have benefitted this much: he will have heard something
which he can understand, on account of its easiness; he will have heard
something which he can enjoy, in virtue of its interest; and he will have
heard something which he can use, because of the many cases for its

application in life.
(2:309-10)

But while the broad range as well as the underlying moral impetus of
Kant’s philosophizing had been illustrated by his burst of publications
between 1762 and 1766, his two remaining publications in the decade
would be specialized and academic. Returning to his early but long-
standing interest in natural philosophy, in 1768, Kant published a little
paper on “The differentiation of directions in space.”28 This paper returns
to the great debate between the Newtonian conception of absolute space
and the Leibnizian conception of space as a system of apparent relations
between monads that are not intrinsically spatial, published in 1717 as the
Leibniz—Clarke Correspondence.2® Breaking with his countrymen, who took
the side of Leibniz, Kant argued on behalf of absolute space, as “indepen-
dent of the existence of all matter and itself. .. the first ground of the
possibility of its composition” (DDS, 2:378), by pointing to certain
differences among otherwise qualitatively identical objects — the difference
between right- and left-handed spirals in screw threads, hop vines, or snail
shells (2:380), the difference between the right and left hand themselves
(2:382—-3) — which, according to Kant, do “not depend simply on the
relation and position of [their] parts to each other,” but also “on the refer-
ence of that physical form to universal absolute space” (2:381).30

In this short paper, Kant asked neither the metaphysical question “What
is absolute space?” nor the epistemological question “What is the differ-
ence between the ways in which we know the relation of an object to
absolute space and other relations among its properties?” Both of these
questions would become central to his next work. In 1770, after he had
declined the chair of poetry at Kénigsberg (he did not want to waste his
time composing Latin poems for university and state ceremonies) and
offers from the non-Prussian universities in Erlangen and Jena, Kant’s long
wait for a salaried professorship in philosophy finally came to an end
when Frederick the Great named him to the chair of logic and meta-
physics (paying 160 thalers per annum). The circumstances of the
appointment do not reflect altogether well on Kant: it was actually the chair
in mathematics that had become vacant, and at Kant’s instigation the
authorities freed the chair in logic and metaphysics for Kant by transferring
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its current occupant, who was apparently never consulted, to the chair in
mathematics.3! The rights and privileges of tenure were obviously neither
well defined nor respected in absolutist Prussia. Be that as it may, his eleva-
tion to the chair required Kant to present and defend an inaugural
dissertation, and this was the occasion for Kant’s fourth and last Latin trea-
tise, De mundi sensibilis atque intelligibilis forma et principiis (“On the form and
principles of the sensible and intelligible worlds”), which was defended
on August 21, 1770.32 The inaugural dissertation took up precisely the
metaphysical and epistemological questions that had been left hanging in
the paper on space from two years before.33

Several years later, Kant remarked that “the year 69 gave me great
light,”34 and it was apparently at this time that he discovered that certain
ancient and endless metaphysical controversies — is the world finite or infi-
nite in extent and age, does it consist of indivisible simple parts or is it
infinitely divisible? — are “antinomies” that can be solved or set aside only
by radically reconceiving the nature of space and time and their relation to
the abstract concepts of reality that we form by pure reason alone.35 The
inaugural dissertation begins with an analysis of the concept of a “world”
as a “whole which is not a part” (ID, §1, 2:387). It then argues that
space and time, although they do possess the formal properties of
Newtonian absolute space and time that Kant ascribed to them in 1768,
are in fact nothing but our own ways of “representing” or perceiving the
world, and should not be thought to give us insight into the ultimate
nature of reality (§§3-5, 13—-15, 2:392—4, 398—406). The pure intellect
alone, Kant now held, could give us such insight, through its conception
of the world as a universe of substances connected to each other through
their common dependence on their underlying cause, that is, God (§§6—
9, 16—44, 2:394—6, 406—10). The endless disputes of metaphysics could
then be avoided by recognizing that the limits of our “sensibility” or
sense-perception — not contingent limits in its range or acuity, but its
necessary restriction to a spatio-temporal representation of reality — are
not the limits of reality itself (§§23-30, 2:410-19).

Kant thought that the first part of this argument, the reduction of space
and time, was a complete revolution in philosophical thought, although it
would ultimately cost him considerable effort to distinguish his new view
from apparently similar doctrines previously offered by Leibniz and the
Irish philosopher George Berkeley. As for the second part of his argument,
that the pure intellect gives us the insight into the nature of reality that our
spatio-temporal sensibility does not, Kant himself would reject this after a
further decade of arduous work: when the Critique of Pure Reason, after many
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promises, finally appeared in 1781, it would argue that although sensi-
bility and intellect are fundamentally different cognitive capacities,
sensibility producing “intuitions” or representations of particular objects
and the intellect “concepts” or representations only of general types of
objects, the latter could not yield genuine knowledge without the data
provided by the former, and thus that all of our knowledge is restricted to
the way in which the world necessarily appears to creatures like us —
although we also remain free to think of the world in other ways, and even
must do so for the purposes of morality. This would be Kant’s full-blown
doctrine of “transcendental idealism.”

The inaugural dissertation was thus a way-station on the way to the first
Critique. But since its conception of space and time would be largely taken
over in the subsequent work, it is worth spending a moment with that now.
Kant begins the book with a distinction that is crucial to all his subsequent
work: building upon the distinction between spatial properties of objects
that can be captured by concepts and those that cannot, which was the basis
for his argument in the 1768 essay on regions in space, he now introduces a
general distinction between “sensibility,” as the “receptivity” of a cognitive
“subject in virtue of which it is possible for the subject’s own representative
state to be affected . . . by the presence of some object,” and “intelligence” as
the “power of a subject in virtue of which it has the power to represent
things that cannot by their own quality come before the senses of that
subject” (ID, §3, 2:392). Kant then introduces a general premise, which he
in fact will not mention in the Critique of Pure Reason, that “whatever in cogni-
tion is sensitive” — that is, comes to us through sensibility — “is dependent
upon the special character of the subject in so far as the subject is capable of
this or that modification by the presence of objects,” from which it immedi-
ately follows “that things which are thought sensitively are representations
of things as they appear” (§4, 2:392). Thus, he will here take any feature of
objects that can be shown to be essentially connected to the sensible repre-
sentation of them to be a feature only of the appearances of those objects to
creatures constituted like ourselves. Conversely, he premises that “things
which are intellectual are representations of things as they are,” so that what-
ever turns out to be essential to any thought of things but is independent of
their appearance to our sensibility will be taken to be knowledge of those
things as they are in themselves. Borrowing ancient terminology, Kant calls
the objects of sensibility, which are merely the way things appear to us,
“phenomena” (from the Greek verb phaing “to appear”), while the things as
they are in themselves and as they are known to be through pure intellect
(nous) are called “noumena” (83, 2:392).



30 Kant

Kant then argues that there are two “absolutely primary and universal
formal principles of the phenomenal universe”: forms that are indispensable to
all sensible representation of objects, but, given Kant’s premise, for that
very reason properties only of the appearances of things, not properties of
those things as they are in themselves. These are time and space. For each
of these, Kant argues first that the ideas of them are singular and not
general: that we do not conceive of space and time as general kinds of
things each of which may have multiple instances, but always represent
particular times and spaces as limited regions of a single larger time and
space (ID, §§14.2—3, 2:399, 15.B-C, 402—4). Second, Kant argues that
time and space are not anything “objective and real,” neither “a substance,
nor an accident, nor a relation,” but rather “the subjective conditions”
which are “necessary, in virtue of the nature of the human mind, for the
co-ordinating of all sensible things in accordance with a fixed law”
(8§14.5, 2:400, 15.D, 2:403). Kant offers several considerations in behalf
of this position. First, he argues that we can distinguish substances and
accidents from each other and relate them to each other only in time
and space, so space and time cannot be identical to either of the former.
Second, he argues that to think of time and space as none of those but as
some other form of external reality — like Newton’s absolute space and time —
is absurd. And, finally, he argues, particularly in the case of space, that it is
only if the forms of sensible intuition are nothing but subjective conditions or
the forms of our own representations of things that we can have knowledge
of the absolute rather than merely comparative universality and necessity of
the most fundamental propositions about them, which he takes it we surely
do, as is witnessed by our absolute certainty with regard to geometry as a
description of the structure of space (§15.D, 2:404). Kant does not use
these terms here, but his argument is the same as what he would later
express by saying that we can have synthetic a priori cognition of the
structure of space and time only if we have q priori representations of space
and time and indeed only if space and time are nothing but those a priori
representations, or the a priori forms of all of our sensible representations
of particular objects. We can save questions about the necessity or even
plausibility of this conclusion until later, but even now we should note that
this argument from synthetic a priori cognition to the subjectivity of what is
cognized is independent of the general premise that whatever is characteristic
of sensibility is merely a matter of how things appear to us.

For better or worse, Kant’s view of space and time will not undergo
substantial revision in his subsequent works. However, his view of the
intellect and its role in knowledge will undergo a complete reversal. In
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the inaugural dissertation, Kant first describes a “logical use” of the intel-
lect, which is basically just a matter of properly sorting out and organizing
appearances we have experienced (ID, §5, 2:394), in contrast to its “real
use,” in which it gives us knowledge of the nature of things as they are in
themselves. Kant states that metaphysics is the part of philosophy that
“contains the first principles of the [real] use of the pure understanding,” and thus
that such typical metaphysical concepts as “possibility, existence, necessity,
substance, cause, etc.,” give us insight into the nature of things in them-
selves (88, 2:395). On this basis, he then constructs an argument that
multiple substances can comprise a single world only if they are all effects
of a common cause, which must itself be a necessary being — in other
words, God (§§16-22, 2:406—10). Finally, he argues that metaphysical
confusions such as the “antinomies,” that is, the endless and apparently
undecidable arguments about whether the world is finite or infinite and
the like — arise only because “principles which are native to sensitive cognition” are
allowed to “transgress their limits, and affect what belongs to the understanding” (§24,
2:411). The way to avoid metaphysical confusion, in other words, is to
recognize that the intellect gives us knowledge of things as they are in
themselves, and that concepts that are essential to our sensible representa-
tion of things should not be allowed to get in the way of that knowledge.
In particular, Kant argues, we should not think of the limits of our senses
and their formal principles as if they were limits on the nature of reality
itself or of our knowledge of reality (§26, 2:413).

When Kant’s student and respondent Marcus Herz took copies of his
teacher’s inaugural dissertations to the leading philosophers in Berlin —
Johann Heinrich Lambert, Johann Georg Sulzer, and Moses Mendelssohn —
they did not object at all to Kant’s confidence that we can have metaphys-
ical insight into the nature of reality. They were, however, astonished at
Kant’s claim that time is only a feature of how things — more precisely, our
own representations of things — appear to us, not a feature of how things
are in themselves. If our representations themselves change, they asked,
how can time not be a real property of our representations, thus of our
minds and of reality itself? As Lambert succinctly put it, “If changes are redl,
then time is real, whatever it may be ... even an idealist must grant at least
that changes really exist and occur in his representations.”36 Kant was not
much worried by this objection; in the Critique of Pure Reason, a decade later,
he would raise it only to reject it out of hand (A 36—7/B 53—4). Instead,
he began to worry about the theory of the intellect that he had offered. As he
wrote in a now-famous letter to Herz in February, 1772, “in my disser-
tation I was content to explain the nature of intellectual representations in
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a merely negative way,” but “had failed to consider. .. the key to the
whole secret of metaphysics,” namely how the “intellectual representa-
tions” or “pure concepts of the understanding,” that is, precisely such
concepts as “possibility, existence, necessity, substance, cause, etc.”, can
“depend on our inner activity” and yet also be supposed to be in agree-
ment with objects (Corr, 10:130—1). Kant thought he could answer this
question shortly — indeed, in three months’ time — in a work that he
would entitle The Bounds of Sensibility and Reason.37 In fact, it would take Kant
nearly ten years to write the work that would explain how such purely
intellectual concepts, which must originate in the mind because we have a
priori knowledge of them, must nevertheless apply to all of our experience,
but also that they can yield genuine knowledge only when we apply them
to experience. We may use them to think of objects that would be beyond
the reach of all experience, Kant would eventually argue, such as God or
an immortal soul, but since the pure concepts of the understanding cannot
yield any knowledge except by being applied to our sensible representations,
they cannot provide us any knowledge of things beyond the reach of our
senses. This would be the gist of what Kant had taken to calling by 1776 a
“critique of pure reason.”38

THE CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY

For the rest of the 1770s, Kant published virtually nothing. Perhaps it had
been a mistake to grant him a salaried and tenured professorship after all
his years as a lowly lecturer.3® But at the Easter book fair in April, 1781,
the book finally appeared that would not only secure Kant’s personal repu-
tation but change the face of all subsequent philosophy, the book entitled,
as Kant had hinted to Herz five years earlier, the Critique of Pure Reason. Two
years after the book was published, Kant would write to Moses
Mendelssohn — who had protested, perhaps disingenuously, that much as
he wanted to, the Critique was so difficult that his “weak nerves” prevented
him from finishing it40 — that “although the book is the product of nearly
twelve years of reflection, I completed it hastily, in perhaps four or five
months, with the greatest attentiveness to its content but less care about its
style and ease of comprehension.”#! It is hard to credit Kant’s statement
that he wrote a book of 883 pages in four or five months,*? but it is
certainly true that Kant had not made the book easy for its initial readers.
This became clear when, after what seemed to Kant like an interminable
wait, the first review of the Critique appeared in January, 1782: the review
in the important Géttingen Scholarly News dismissed the part of the work that
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had cost Kant the most trouble, the “transcendental deduction of the pure
concepts of the understanding” that would explain why such concepts
must be applied to appearances and only to appearances, as unintelligible,
and dismissed Kant’s new “transcendental idealism” as nothing but the
“subjective idealism” of Bishop Berkeley with a new name.#3 Kant was
already at work on what he hoped would be a more accessible introduc-
tion to the Critique, but then used the occasion both to simplify his
argument for the universal and necessary application — or “objective
validity” — of the pure concepts of the understanding, and to defend his
“transcendental idealism” from the charge of subjectivism. This summary
and defense of the Critique of Pure Reason appeared in 1783, under the
mouthful of a title Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics that will be able to come
forth as a Science. But Kant’s first attempt to defend the Critique was far from
completely successful, and Kant would make substantial revisions at least
in the presentation if not in the substance of his argument in a second
edition of the Critique published in 1787. There would be occasion for
further polemics over the meaning after that year as well.44

The Critique of Pure Reason argues that all knowledge requires both input
from the senses and organization by concepts, and that both sensory
inputs and organizing concepts have pure forms that we can know a priori,
thus know to be universally and necessarily valid. The pure forms of ordi-
nary sensory inputs, or what Kant calls empirical intuition, are the
structures of space and time studied by mathematics, and the pure forms
of ordinary empirical concepts are the pure concepts of the under-
standing, or the categories, which make it possible to apply the various
aspects and forms of judgment studied by logic to objects of experience.
Mathematics itself contains synthetic a priori judgments that are universally
and necessarily true of all appearances, and must be derived from the
construction of mathematical objects in pure intuition rather than from
the analysis of concepts; and the categories yield synthetic a priori princi-
ples — such as the principles of the conservation of substance and of the
universality of causation — when they are applied to experience with its
necessarily spatio-temporal structure. This is the constructive theory of the
Critique of Pure Reason. But the Critique also contains a critical argument: that
although through our power of inferential reason we can use the pure
concepts of the understanding to conceive of objects that lie beyond the
limits of our sensible intuition — we can imagine a spatio-temporal
universe that has a kind of completeness that our indefinitely extendable
actual intuitions never have, or objects such as God or an immaterial soul
that cannot be represented in sensory experience at all — such conceptions
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do not amount to knowledge, and to think that they do only leads to the
fallacies and contradictions of traditional metaphysics. However, Kant also
held a teleological conception of human powers, according to which none
of our powers fails to have a proper use if only we understand it correctly
(see G, 4:395), and argued that the ideas of pure reason — a name he
adopted in homage to Plato (see CPuR, A 312—20/B 369—77) — do have a
legitimate use, or yield a “canon” (A 795-831/B 823-59), but in morality
rather than scientific theory. Although knowledge of the existence of God
and our own freedom and immortality cannot be theoretically demon-
strated, Kant argues, neither can they be disproven, and they are necessary
presuppositions of moral conduct — objects of moral belief or faith
although not knowledge. This is what Kant meant by his famous statement
in the Preface to the second edition of the Critique that he found it necessary
“to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith” (B xx).

At the time that he wrote the Critique, Kant clearly thought that this
combination of constructive and critical argumentation would provide
adequate foundations for all of philosophy, and after his initial defense of
the Critique in the Prolegomena he was prepared to proceed directly from
“transcendental philosophy” to his revised form of “metaphysics,”
the application of the synthetic a priori principles of experience won in the
former to the most elementary concepts of natural science and morality.
And he did indeed quickly produce a work entitled Metaphysical Foundations of
Natural Science, published in 1786, in which he attempted to derive the
fundamental principles of Newtonian physics by applying his synthetic a
priori principles of experience to the concept of matter as that which is
moveable in space. But before he could proceed directly to an analogous
“Metaphysics of Morals” (which he had been promising since the 1760s),
Kant realized that more foundational work for moral philosophy needed to
be done. The first fruit of this effort was the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Mordls (1785), in which Kant first showed that the fundamental principle
of morality can be derived from both the common-sense notion of a good
will as the only thing of unconditional value (Section I) and the philo-
sophical conception of a categorical imperative (Section II), and then
attempted to argue that we must have free will and that any being with
free will can act only in accordance with this fundamental principle of
morality (Section IIT). The heart of this work, today the most widely read
of Kant’s works and indeed, along with several of Plato’s dialogues and
John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, probably the most widely read of all works in
the Western philosophical tradition, is Kant’s analysis of the “categorical
imperative” in Section II. The categorical imperative is the form that the
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fundamental principle of morality takes when applied to imperfectly
rational creatures like ourselves: even though this principle can originate
only in our own reason, and is not externally imposed upon us by any
other divine or human ruler, it can still appear like a constraint because we
also have inclinations that would if unchecked lead us to act contrary to it
(G, 4:412—14). On Kant’s analysis, the categorical imperative requires us
to act only on “maxims” or principles of action that can be “universal-
ized,” that is, that could be accepted and acted on by everyone who would
be affected by our own actions. We must act only on universalizable prin-
ciples, in turn, because that is the way to treat every person, ourselves as
well as all others, always as ends and never merely as means (4:429). And,
finally, what would result if indeed we all acted on the categorical imperative
is a “realm of ends,” a “whole of all ends in systematic connection (a
whole both of rational beings as ends in themselves and of the ends of his
own that each may set himself”) (4:433) — that is, a situation in which
each person is treated as intrinsically valuable, not as a mere means to the
ends of anyone else, and in which for that very reason the particular ends
set by each person are promoted by all to the extent that this can consis-
tently be done. When he finally came to publish the long-promised
Metaphysics of Morals itself a dozen years later (1797), what Kant would offer
would be an analysis of private property, contract, and family as the forms
of justice necessary to ground the implementation of the abstract ideal of a
realm of ends, and then a derivation of the public institutions and the
private virtues necessary to maintain these forms of justice and the indi-
vidual ends — and thus happiness — that they ultimately make possible.

By 1786, the long-silent Kant had thus suddenly published four books
of immense accomplishment. During the same years, Kant also published a
number of briefer essays of enduring interest, including his famous “Reply
to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” and “Idea for a Universal
History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View,” both in 1784; a critical
review of Johann Herder’s Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind and an
essay on “The Determination of the Concept of a Human Race” in 1785,
and “The Conjectural Beginning of Human History” and “What Does it
Mean to Orient Oneself in Thought?”, an intervention on the debate then
raging between Moses Mendelssohn and Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi on the
relation between faith and reason, both in 1786. He must have thought
that with the Critique of Pure Reason and then the Groundwork his work on the
foundations of philosophy was largely done, and that he could finally turn
to the long-awaited and cherished project of the Metaphysics of Morals. But
this was not how things turned out. In 1786, the publisher’s stock of the
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first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason was dwindling, and Kant took the
opportunity of a request for a second edition to make some substantial
revisions that he thought would facilitate comprehension of his position,
notably a completely rewritten “Transcendental Deduction of the Pure
Concepts of the Understanding,” that is, the deduction of the categories,
and an entirely new “Refutation of Idealism,” which he clearly hoped
would distinguish his own “transcendental” or, as he now called it, “crit-
ical idealism” from the merely “subjective idealism” of George Berkeley.
This revised edition was published in 1787. At some point in working on
it, Kant also decided that he needed to clarify the relation between treat-
ments of the freedom of the will in the Critique of Pure Reason and the
Groundwork as well as to expand upon the doctrine of the presuppositions of
morality or “postulates of pure practical reason” offered in the Critique; this
work soon grew beyond what he could fit into the revision of the first
Critique and led to the publication of a previously unplanned Critique of
Practical Reason in 1788. This work does not initially appear to add much to
Kant’s normative moral philosophy, that is, the analysis of the categorical
imperative already published in the Groundwork, and instead seems to be
aimed at providing a more cogent treatment of freedom of the will and a
tuller exposition of the postulates of God and immortality, which had not
been mentioned in the Groundwork at all. But in order to provide the latter,
Kant expands upon a concept merely touched upon in the first Critique,
namely that of the “highest” or “complete good,” and argues that the
conjunction of maximal virtue and maximal happiness which constitutes
this highest good is what requires the presupposition of God and immor-
tality. The last step in this argument is controversial, but the concept of the
highest good is itself of the highest importance for Kant’s moral philos-
ophy, for it casts doubt on the total separation between the formal
principle of obligation and the concern for the ends of our actions that has
often been thought to be the essence of Kant's view. Needless to say, we
shall return to these issues.

Even after the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant still could not turn directly
to the concrete metaphysics of morals, that is, his theory of political justice
and individual virtue. This is because he suddenly saw the need to write a
third Critique. Kant had long been interested in the subject of aesthetics that
had emerged in eighteenth-century philosophy, and even his first plan for
the Critique of Pure Reason had suggested it would include a “Doctrine of
Taste.”45 That plan had apparently been long forgotten, but suddenly re-
emerged in 1787, and by the end of that year had become connected with
the plan to write a critique of teleological thinking, a subject Kant had not
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really touched since his 1763 book on the only possible basis for a proof
of the existence of God. Kant announced this plan in a letter to his then
disciple Karl Leonhard Reinhold, sent on December 31, 1787, but by no
means made clear what connection between aesthetics and teleology he
had in mind. The first fruit of this new work was an essay on “The Use of
Teleological Principles in Philosophy” that he published in 1788, but this
was primarily a contribution to the debate about race that he had already
engaged with in 1775, and says nothing about the connection between
aesthetics and teleology. However, the work on the third Critique went
quickly, and it was published at Easter in 1790, just nine years after the
first Critique, under the title Critique of the Power of Judgment. Kant begins this
work with the claim that there is “an incalculable gulf” between the
“domain of the concept of nature . .. and the domain of the concept of
freedom” which is now to be bridged (CPJ, 5:175—6). It is not immedi-
ately clear what this gap is, for had not the Critique of Practical Reason already
shown how freedom of the human will can subsist alongside of the thor-
oughgoing determinism of nature argued for in the Critique of Pure Reason?
But as the book progresses, it becomes clear that what Kant thinks is that
as creatures who are sensible as well as rational, we need sensory represen-
tation and confirmation of the idea of the consistency of morality and
nature, and that we find this in the experience of natural beauty, natural
sublimity, artistic genius, the quasi-purposiveness of the internal organiza-
tion of living beings, and even in the view of nature as a systematic whole
to which we are psychologically even if not logically compelled by our
experience of individual organisms within nature. When he was
attempting to expound the fundamental principle of morality in its purest
form, Kant often made it look as if there could be nothing but conflict
between our sensory inclinations and our moral principles, but the point
of the third Critique is to show nothing less than that human beings are
rational beings who can nevertheless be at home in nature, indeed the
nature within their own skins as well as outside them.

FINAL WORKS

With the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant’s work on the foundations of
philosophy was surely done; but now external events intervened to delay
the Metaphysics of Morals yet again. While Kant had been writing the second
and third critiques, the world of the Enlightenment had been falling apart
around him, in Prussia with the death of Frederick the Great in 1786, and
the succession of his religiously conservative nephew Frederick William II,
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and in France, of course, with the encouraging start of the French
revolution in 1789, and then its degeneration into the Terror by 1793; and
these events called for responses from Kant. In 1793, Kant published an
essay “On the Old Saying: That May Be Correct in Theory but Is of No Use
in Practice,” which offers what may be his clearest exposition of his
conception of the highest good, and then goes on to provide his first state-
ment of his political philosophy, uneasily combining an insistence on
republican government with a rejection of forcible rebellion as the means
to its achievement. This would be followed in 1795 with his famous
pamphlet Toward Perpetual Peace, which argues that republican government
for all states is the only possible basis for enduring peace (while skirting
the question of how such widespread republicanism is to be achieved).
Meanwhile, in 1792, Kant published another essay, “Concerning Radical
Evil in Human Nature,” which would become the first of the four parts
of Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, published with the imprimatur of
the Konigsberg philosophy faculty — but not its faculty of theology — in
1793. This book continues the project of the third Critique by arguing that
the central ideas of Christianity can also be taken as sensory images of the
fundamental concepts of morality, but is far more radical than
the preceding book in its argument that this is the best way to compre-
hend the central ideas of Christianity: religion within the boundaries of
mere reason is nothing but a religion grounded in pure morality. This
book so incensed Frederick William II and his equally conservative
minister Woéllner that in October, 1794, Kant was issued a royal rescript
prohibiting him from publishing further criticisms of religion, to which
Kant was forced to accede.*6

Prohibited from further publication on religion, Kant finally followed
the essay on peace with the long-awaited Metaphysics of Mordls, the first part
of which, “The Metaphysical Foundations of the Doctrine of Right,”
appeared early in 1797, with the second part, on the “The Metaphysical
Doctrine of Virtue,” following some months later, and an amplified book
containing both following in 1798. In the first part of this work, Kant
argues that because of the inescapable fact of our common habitation of an
undivided earth, our rights to property and contract can be secure only
within a republic, and that our innate freedom to acquire property entails
that we have not merely a right but also a duty to establish republican
government — although again only by reform, not by rebellion. In the
second part of the book, he argues that because we are not pure but are
also embodied reasoners, morality does not just require an abstract deci-
sion to conform our maxims to the moral law, but an enduring effort to
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cultivate the virtues of both mind and body that will allow us to strive
successfully for our own perfection and the happiness of others. The
recognition that we are embodied creatures with material needs living on
an undivided earth is the basic empirical fact to which the Metaphysics of
Mordls applies the entirely rational moral law, just as the idea of matter as
the moveable is the basic empirical fact to which the Metaphysical Foundations
of Natural Science applies the synthetic a priori principles of the possibility of
experience.

Also in 1797, Frederick William II died, and Kant believed himself to be
free from what he understood to be his personal promise to that king only
not to publish further on religion. The result was Kant’s last major work,
the Conflict of the Faculties, published in 1798. This work addresses not the
conflict among the faculties of mind such as sensibility and reason which
had been the subject of Kant’s critiques, but the conflict among the
university faculties of theology, law, medicine, and philosophy. The gist of
Kant’s argument is that while the faculties of theology, law, and medicine
prepare their students to execute governmentally defined functions in civil
society, and therefore must train them to obey well-established regula-
tions, the role of the philosophy faculty is to search for truth regardless of
current prejudices and regimes — and even that since the philosophy
faculty is itself an organ of the state in the Germany of Kant’s day (all
universities were public rather than private) the state has the duty to
support the organ of its own critique! A stronger argument for academic
freedom has rarely been offered.

At the age of 72, Kant gave up lecturing in 1796, although only then,
too late to benefit from it financially, did he turn to the common practice of
publishing handbooks for one’s own courses, issuing an Anthropology from a
Pragmatic Point of View under his own name in 1798 and permitting Benjamin
Gottlob Jasche to compile a logic textbook from his lecture notes in 1800.
This was the last published work in which Kant had a hand, although text-
books on pedagogy and physical geography were issued in 1802 and
unfinished drafts of an essay on the progress of metaphysics in Germany
since the time of Leibniz and Wolff were published shortly after his death.

But Kant had been far from idle in his final years. From 1796 or 1797 to
1800 or even 1801, he worked constantly on a manuscript that was first
to be a “transition from the metaphysical principles of natural science to
physics,” and was ultimately to be a final statement of the transcendental
philosophy itself: Kant’s first conception of the project was to take a priori
physics even further than he had in the Metaphysical Foundations of 1786 by
giving an a priori derivation of all possible inorganic and organic forces, and
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even of an all-pervasive ether as the medium for the transmission of energy
throughout the universe, including the transmitted energy that is the basis of
our own perception of the physical world.#7 In the later stages of his work,
Kant was attempting to show that the concepts of nature and of God are both
projections of our own thought, the former an expression of the conditions
of our experience and the latter an expression of the power of our own
reason to give ourselves moral legislation. This last point represents a final
step in Kant’s critique of traditional religion, for while he had previously
considered the existence of God to be the subject of a theoretical proposition
that can be asserted only on practical grounds, he now denied that God is a
substance outside of our own minds at all — he is nothing but our own idea
of our moral power. But this thought went unknown in Kant’s time: with his
powers failing, Kant was not able to complete the projected work before his
death on February 12, 1804, and the many pages of manuscript that he had
accumulated but not finished were only published in the twentieth century.48

SUMMARY

Kant was brought up on both the German version of rationalism and the new
science of Newtonianism, and from the beginning of his career he tried to
reconcile both of these. In his first philosophical works of 1755-56 and
1762—64, his characteristic project of trying to establish both the founda-
tions of natural science and the possibility of freedom of the will emerged.
Kant developed transcendental idealism as the solution to the problem of our
synthetic a priori knowledge of the structure of space and time by 1770, but it
took him until the Critique of Pure Reason in 1781 to develop his complete theory
of knowledge, his critique of traditional metaphysics, and the idea of a new
form of metaphysics grounded in the necessities of practical rather than theo-
retical reason. During the remainder of the 1780s, Kant defended his new
philosophy, worked out its application to natural science, and developed the
foundations of his moral philosophy. The Critique of the Power of Judgment of 1790
inaugurated Kant’s final project of applying his a priori principles of theoretical
and practical reason to the natural condition of humankind, which led to his
aesthetics, the final statement of his teleology, his philosophy of religion, his
political philosophy, and his conception of specifically human virtue. In
his last years, Kant attempted a restatement of the entire critical philosophy,
but his powers waned before he could complete it.

With this outline of Kant’s life and career before us, we can now turn to
a more detailed discussion of Kant’s mature philosophy, beginning with
the Critique of Pure Reason.
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Kant's Copernican Revolution

This chapter and the next will consider the central themes of Kant's theo-
retical philosophy as presented in the Critique of Pure Reason: this long chapter
will discuss Kant’s positive view of the elements and limits of human
knowledge, and the next, shorter chapter will discuss the criticism of the
pretensions of traditional metaphysics that Kant makes on the basis of his
own positive view. After first explaining how Kant conceives of the basic
problem for theoretical philosophy as a problem about the possibility of
“synthetic a priori judgment,” I will then review the series of steps he takes
in the Critique in order to demonstrate that such cognition is indeed
possible.

INTRODUCTION

In the Preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant writes
that the “general” and “real problem of pure reason is . . . contained in the
question: How are synthetic judgments a priori possible?” (B 19). Kant
would henceforth formulate the deepest questions of philosophy, such as
the questions about the unconditional authority of the moral law and even
about the universal validity of judgments of taste, as questions about the
possibility of synthetic a priori judgments (see G, 4:444—5, and CPJ, §36,
5:288). So the first question about Kant’s mature philosophy is: what is a
synthetic a priori judgment?

Kant arrives at his conception of synthetic a priori judgment by giving
new names to two old distinctions, and then combining them. First, he
distinguishes “cognitions a priori...from empirical ones, which have their
sources a posteriori, namely in experience” (B 2). Earlier philosophers
had used the terms a priori and a posteriori to designate different kinds of
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inferences or arguments: those from causes to effects and those from
effects back to causes, respectively;! but Kant uses these two terms to char-
acterize different kinds of knowledge.2 Empirical, a posteriori cognitions are
simply those that are based on the experience of particular objects — for
example, my knowledge that the copy of the Critique of Pure Reason from
which I have just quoted is bound in blue cloth is empirical and a posteriori
because it is based on my visual perception of the book today and many
previous times. A priori cognitions, conversely, are those that are not based
on any experience of particular objects, even though they may — indeed,
as Kant ultimately argues, must — apply only to such objects. A posteriori
knowledge is always knowledge of something contingent for Kant,3 who
accepts the position earlier argued by Hume that “Experience teaches us,
to be sure, that something is constituted thus and so, but not that it could
not be otherwise” (B 3). Experience tells us only that those objects that
have actually been observed are a certain way, not that all objects, even of
some particular kind, must be that way. By contrast, if we are ever in a
position to claim that all objects of some kind must be some particular
way, that is, to make judgments that claim “necessity” and “true or
strict . . . universality,” then our knowledge cannot be a posteriori, but must
be a priori — we must somehow make our judgment independently of
appeal to any particular experiences.* “Necessity and strict universality are
therefore secure indications of an a priori cognition” (B 4).

Next, “analytic” and “synthetic” are Kant’s terms for two kinds of judg-
ments, Or in more contemporary terms, propositions that are the contents
of acts of judgment, thus of belief or knowledge. An analytic judgment is
one in which “the predicate B belongs to the subject A as something that
is (covertly) contained in this concept A,” and which is therefore thought
to be true “through identity” (A 6—7/B 10). In other words, where the
meaning of a concept A is actually constituted by a conjunction of predi-
cates including B, for example BC, the proposition “A is B” is true because
it is really equivalent to “BC is B,” and this is true because “B is B” is always
true; for example, the proposition “All bachelors are unmarried” is true
just because “bachelor” means “unmarried male,” and the proposition “All
unmarried males are unmarried” is true “through identity.”> In our terms,
then, analytic propositions are those that are true simply in virtue of the
meanings of their terms and the laws of logic.6 Synthetic propositions,
conversely, are those in which the predicate “B lies entirely outside the
concept A, although to be sure it stands in connection with it” (A 6/B
10); thus, true synthetic propositions are those that are true in spite of the
fact that the predicate is not contained in the concept of the subject, and
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must therefore be made true by something other than the meanings of the
terms involved and the laws of logic. Kant states that analytic judgments
can also be called “judgments of clarification,” for they simply clarify
what is already implicit in our concepts, while synthetic judgments can be
called “judgments of amplification,” because — when they are true, of
course — they genuinely add information to what is already contained in
our concept of their subjects (A 7/B 11).

What happens when we combine these two distinctions? Well, analytic
judgments clearly can and must be known a priori: once we understand the
meaning of the terms “bachelor,” “male,” and “unmarried” and know
the laws of logic (although learning the meaning of concepts, to be sure,
may itself be a matter of experience, for Kant, learning the laws of logic
cannot be), we can know that all bachelors are unmarried by applying the
laws of logic to the meaning of “bachelor” without making empirical
observations of any bachelors. Indeed, we can only know that dll bachelors
are unmarried by such an inference from the meaning of the terms, since
any amount of observation could only teach us that some bachelors —
namely, those we have observed — are unmarried. In fact, we can only clas-
sify an observed male as a bachelor in the first place if we already know
him to be unmarried — that’s what it means for “unmarried” to be part of
the meaning of “bachelor” Equally clear, many synthetic propositions
can only be known a posteriori, that is, from observation or experience: I can
only know that my copy of the Critique of Pure Reason is blue by observing it,
because the predicate “blue” is certainly not contained in the concept book,
or the concept of the Critique of Pure Reason, or of an English translation of
the Critique — different editions and translations of the Critique have come in
many different colors. So there are analytic a priori cognitions — that is,
analytic propositions known a priori — and synthetic a posteriori cognitions. Is
that all? An earlier philosopher such as Hume had thought so: in his terms,
“All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided into
two kinds, to wit, Relations of Ideas” — that is, analytic and therefore a priori
cognition — "and Matters of Fact” — that is, particular synthetic propositions
known a posteriori.” But in Kant’s view, while there cannot be such a thing as
an analytic proposition known a posteriori (even though some of the
concepts in such propositions may be empirical), there not only can be
but are synthetic a priori cognitions. Indeed, for Kant, all the fundamental
propositions of philosophy as well as the contents of pure mathematics
and even the basic principles of natural science are nothing less than
synthetic a priori cognitions,® and the project of the Critique of Pure Reason is
precisely to convince us that Hume was wrong to disallow synthetic a priori
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principles in philosophy — although of course Hume had not expressed his
doubts about philosophical principles in these terms — and thus to refute
Humean skepticism about first principles, the position that even the most
fundamental principles of our knowledge, such as that every event has a
cause, are based on experience, and therefore never have real necessity and
true or strict universality, but are contingent propositions with at best
“assumed and comparative” universality (B 3).°

Now it must be noted at the outset that Kant creates some confusion about
just what questions about synthetic a priori cognition his philosophy is
intended to answer. In the Prolegomena and in some passages carried over from
that work into the revised introduction of the second edition of the Critique of
Pure Reason, Kant makes it seem as if everyone already knows that there is such a
thing as synthetic a priori cognition — in pure mathematics and pure physical
science — and that the task of philosophy is just, first, to explain how such actual
cognition is possible, and then, second, to demonstrate from that explanation
that there are some further synthetic a priori cognitions in metaphysics itself
(Prolegomena, §§2—4, 4:268—75; Pure Reason, B 14—22). This is why Kant says that
the method of the Prolegomena is analytic — here now using the term in its tradi-
tional sense of a regress from effects back to their causes rather than in his
own new sense — for it relies “on something already known to be dependable,
from which we can go forward with confidence and ascend to the sources,
which are not yet known, and whose discovery not only will explain what is
known already” — that is, pure mathematics and physics — “but will also
exhibit an area with many cognitions that all arise from these same sources”
(4:275) — that is, whatever is legitimately known in metaphysics.

Of course, if one doubts that mathematics and physics do contain
synthetic a priori cognition, then the use of this analytic or regressive
method to arrive at further metaphysical truths is in trouble from the
outset. But in the Prolegomena, Kant says that “In the Critique of Pure Reason I
worked on this question synthetically, namely by inquiring within pure
reason itself, and seeking to determine within this source both the elements
and the laws of its pure use, according to principles” (4:274). This state-
ment is gnomic, but seems to suggest that at least in the first edition of the
Critique, thus in his original conception of it, Kant did not intend to presuppose
that we have any synthetic a priori cognition, in mathematics or in meta-
physics, but instead meant somehow to identify some indisputably basic
elements of any cognition and then to show from those results that we in
fact have synthetic a priori cognition not only in metaphysics but in pure
mathematics and physical science as well. As he put it in the Preface to
the first edition of the Critique, talking about his central “Deduction of the
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Pure Concepts of the Understanding,” his objective is both “to demonstrate
and make comprehensible the objective validity of its concepts a priori” (A
xvi), that is, to both prove that we have synthetic a priori cognition in math-
ematics, science, and metaphysics and then explain how such knowledge is
possible. Throughout what follows, I will understand Kant to have this
twofold aim in the central arguments of the Critique of Pure Reason.10

So how can Kant show that the first principles of mathematics, science,
and philosophy itself are synthetic propositions known a priori, not merely
a posteriori — that is, how can he refute Humean skepticism that what may
seem to us to be universal and necessary principles are in fact nothing but
contingent and incomplete generalizations — without flying off into
ungrounded metaphysics? Kant’s proposal is to try a procedure analogous
to the “first thoughts of Copernicus” (B xvi) — what has come to be
known as his “Copernican revolution” in philosophy. Just as Copernicus,

when he did not make good progress in the explanation of the celestial motions
if he assumed that the entire celestial host revolves around the observer, tried
to see if he might not have greater success if he made the observer revolve
and left the stars at rest,

SO

in metaphysics we can try in a similar way regarding the intuition of
objects. If intuition has to conform to the constitution of the objects, then |
do not see how we can know anything of them a priori; but if the object
(as an object of the senses) has to conform to the constitution of our
faculty of intuition, then | can very well represent this possibility to myself.
Yet because | cannot stop with these intuitions, if they are to become
cognitions, but must refer them as representations to something as their
object and determine this object through them, | can assume that the
concepts through which | bring about this determination also conform to
the objects, and then | am once again in the same difficulty about how |
could know anything about them a priori, or else | assume that the objects,
or what is the same thing, the experience in which alone they can be
cognized (as given objects) conforms to those concepts, in which case |
immediately see an easier way out of the difficulty.

(B xvii)

In other words, Kant argues, if we assume that the basic forms of our intu-
itions and concepts of objects, that is, of their sensory representations and
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conceptual organization, are derived from our experience of given objects,
then our knowledge of them will never be more than a posteriori, thus
contingent and limited, but if we can discover fundamental forms for the
sensory representation and conceptual organization of objects within
the structure of our own minds, then we can also know that nothing can
ever become an object of knowledge for us except by means of these
forms, and thus that these forms necessarily and universally apply to the
objects of our knowledge — that is, that they are synthetic a priori.

Now, at first glance, Kant’s proposal seems to be the exact opposite of
Copernicus’s procedure. Copernicus thought that Ptolemaic astronomy was
a mathematical mess because it assumed that everything revolves around
us here on earth, and introduced its mathematical simplification by
demoting the signiﬁcance of our own position as observers, positioning
us on what is merely one more body rotating around the sun.!! Kant,
however, glorifies our significance as observers, holding that all objects
must conform to the conditions of our experience rather than the condi-
tions of our experience conforming to the independent character of the
objects. The analogy seems to be only that in philosophy, as in astronomy,
progress sometimes requires a radical reversal of traditional assumptions.
Of course, should Kant’s revolution in philosophy prove as enduring as
Copernicus’s revolution in astronomy, we wouldn’t mind this confusion!!2

The Copernican revolution in philosophy, that is, the assumption that
we can find fundamental conditions of the possibility of our own experi-
ence to which the objects of our experience must conform, is the basis for
Kant’s first claim of autonomy, the claim that sensibility and under-
standing, as two main faculties of the mind, contain “the constitutive
principles a priori for the faculty of cognition (the theoretical cognition of
nature” (CPJ, 5:196). But just how strongly does Kant mean this claim
of autonomy to be taken? Very strongly, it turns out: what Kant will argue
throughout the Critique of Pure Reason is not just that objects must conform to
the conditions of our cognition of them if we are to have success in
coming to know them, but that we can actually impose such conformity to
the conditions of our cognition upon them — that “as exaggerated and
contradictory as it may sound to say that the understanding is itself the
source of the laws of nature . . . such an assertion is nevertheless correct and
appropriate to the object, namely experience” (A 127; emphasis added).
But, as Kant had made clear since his famous letter to Marcus Herz, he
does not suppose that we are actually gods or demiurges who literally
create the objects of our experience. Instead, what he will argue is that we
can and must impose conformity to the conditions of the possibility of
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our own experience on the way that objects appear to us, but precisely for that
reason how objects may be in themselves is bound to remain unknown to
us. In other words, Kant's refutation of Humean skepticism, that is, his proof
and explanation of the existence of synthetic a priori cognitions by appeal
to the very conditions of the possibility of our own experience, seems to
drive him into something like Cartesian skepticism, the denial that our way of
representing things has any necessary resemblance to the way things are in
themselves.

Here Kant seems to go well beyond his analogy with Copernicus. It is
true that on the Copernican model of the solar system, our observations of
the motions of the planets are downgraded to merely apparent motions:
the apparent progressions and retrogressions that were earlier thought to
be genuine epicycles on the planetary orbits are now explained away as
nothing more than the way the motions of other planets revolving around
the sun appear to an observer whose own planet is also revolving
around that body. But this explanation convinces precisely because it can
derive the apparent motions of the planets from a substantive and ulti-
mately well-grounded hypothesis about the real motions of the planets
around the sun. On Kant’s theory, however, we are supposed to downgrade
our experience of objects to mere appearance without knowing anything
about the real character of those objects at all. What leads Kant to such a
radical position, and do we have any reason to follow him there?!3

We now have two great questions to ask about Kant’s theory of knowl-
edge. First, how does he identify the basic elements of knowledge which,
in the “synthetic” method of the Critique of Pure Reason, are supposed to lead
to the foundational synthetic a priori cognitions of mathematics, natural
science, and philosophy itself? Second, why does Kant suppose that we can
have synthetic a priori cognition only of the appearance of objects, not of
their real nature? Why does the autonomy of human knowledge seem to
come at such a high cost? Throughout the exposition that follows, both of
these questions must be kept in mind.

SPACE AND TIME: THE PURE FORMS OF SENSIBLE
INTUITION

Following the model of the logic textbooks of his time,!# the Critique of Pure
Reason is divided into a very long “Doctrine of Elements” and a compara-
tively short “Doctrine of Method.” The “Doctrine of Elements” is in turn
divided into two further parts. The longer of these, which Kant calls the



52 Kant

“Transcendental Logic,” is divided into an “Analytic of Concepts” and an
“Analytic of Principles” in which Kant presents his own account of the
synthetic a priori conditions of knowledge, and a “Dialectic” in which he
diagnoses the fallacious inferences of pure reason in traditional meta-
physics. This division mirrors the traditional division of logic texts into
three parts on concepts, judgments, and inferences, although in traditional
texts the last of these parts concerns the forms of valid inference in general
rather than the specific invalid metaphysical inferences that Kant discusses.
But Kant precedes the “Transcendental Logic” with a much briefer section
that has no parallel in traditional logic texts, namely the “Transcendental
Aesthetic.” (The organization of the whole book is shown in Box 2.1.)

Box 2.1 The organization of the Critique of Pure Reason

Transcendental Doctrine of Elements
First Part: Transcendental Aesthetic
Second Part: Transcendental Logic
Division One: Transcendental Analytic
Book I: Analytic of Concepts
1. The Clue
2. The Transcendental Deduction
Book II: Analytic of Principles
1. The Schematism
2. The System of all Principles
3. The Distinction between Phenomena and Noumena
Division Two: Transcendental Dialectic
Book I: The Concepts of Pure Reason
Book II: The Dialectical Inferences of Pure Reason
1. The Paralogisms of Pure Reason
2. The Antinomy of Pure Reason
3. The Ideal of Pure Reason
Appendix: The Regulative Use of the Ideas of Pure Reason
The Final Aim of the Dialectic of Human Reason
Transcendental Doctrine of Method
1. The Discipline of Pure Reason
2. The Canon of Pure Reason
3. The Architectonic of Pure Reason
4. The History of Pure Reason
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The “Transcendental Aesthetic” concerns the a priori elements of sensible
perceptions rather than the a priori forms of concepts and judgments, and is
unparalleled in traditional logic texts because, at least as Kant saw things,
the rationalist tradition to which these texts belonged did not recognize
that sensibility makes an indispensable contribution to knowledge at all.
Kant explains that he is rescuing the term “aesthetics” from its very recent
use as the name for the philosophical investigation of taste and art,!s
because he does not think there can be any science of those subjects, but
there can and must be a fully scientific investigation of the contribution of
the senses to knowledge in general and the a priori forms of that contribu-
tion, for which he can appropriate the name (A 21/B 35-6).

The thesis of the “Transcendental Aesthetic” is that space and time are
the pure forms of all our sensible representation of objects, and as such
are sources of synthetic a priori cognition in both pure and applied mathe-
matics; but also that they are nothing but the pure forms of our own
representations of objects, or forms of the appearances of things rather
than forms of things as they are in themselves, and that only as such
subjective forms of representation can they yield synthetic a priori cogni-
tion. The claim that space and time are nothing but the essential forms of
our own representations of things is Kant’s doctrine of “transcendental
idealism.” The “Transcendental Aesthetic” thus not only lays the first stone
in Kant’s constructive theory of knowledge; it also lays the foundation for
both his critique and his reconstruction of traditional metaphysics. It
argues that all genuine knowledge requires a sensory component, and thus
that metaphysical claims that transcend the possibility of sensory confir-
mation can never amount to knowledge. But it also prepares the way for
Kant’s view that since the forms of sensory representation and any limits
inherent in those forms apply only to the appearances of things, not to
things as they are in themselves, we are at least free to think or conceive of
things as they are in themselves independently of those forms — a possi-
bility that Kant will require for his eventual reconstruction of metaphysics
as a matter of practical rather than theoretical knowledge.

Before we can examine Kant’s arguments for these momentous claims,
we must get a grip on his terminology. Kant puts his general point that all
genuine knowledge requires both sensory input and intellectual organiza-
tion by saying that all knowledge requires both “intuitions” and
“concepts” (e.g., A 50/B 74). Intuitions and concepts are two different
species of the genus “representation” (Vorstellung), Kant’s most general term
for any cognitive state (see A 320/B 376—7). At the outset of the
“Transcendental Aesthetic,” Kant states that an “intuition” is our most



54 Kant

direct or “immediate” kind of representation of objects, in contrast to a
“concept,” which always represents an object “through a detour (indi-
recte),” that is, merely by some “mark” or property that the object has (A
19/B 33). In his logic textbook, Kant defines an intuition as a “singular
representation,” that is, one that represents a particular object, while a
concept is always a “universal (repraesentation per notas communes),” which repre-
sents properties common to many objects (Logic, §1, 9:91). But there is no
difference between Kant’s two definitions of intuitions and concepts, for if
one is a nominalist — that is, if one believes that the only objects that there
are are particulars, not universals — then an immediate representation of an
object is necessarily a singular representation, and anything that represents
universally cannot represent any object directly, but represents only a
feature that is common to many particular objects. Kant recognizes these
equivalences later in the Critique when he writes that an intuition
is “immediately related to the object and is singular,” while a concept “is
mediate, by means of a mark, which can be common to several things” (A
320/B 377).16

Kant quickly inserts a substantive claim among his initial definitions,
namely that “at least for us humans” intuition is possible “only insofar as
the object is given to us” or “only if it affects the mind in a certain way,”
that is, only insofar as we have a “capacity (receptivity) to acquire repre-
sentations through the way in which we are affected by objects,” in other
words, “sensibility” (A 19/B 33).This is obvious in the case of what Kant
calls “empirical intuitions,” that is, immediate representations of particular
objects involving sensation: when I have a sensory perception, or empir-
ical intuition, of my copy of the Critique, it is because the particular object
on my desk acts on me — by reflecting light waves that pass through the
lenses of my glasses and eyes, and then stimulate my retinas, optic nerves,
and so on — to put me into a certain mental state, namely, one in which it
(at least) seems to me that there is a blue, rectangular object before me.
Kant calls the “undetermined object of an empirical intuition” an “appear-
ance” (A 20/B 34), but by this term he does not — thus far — mean that
we have any reason to think that empirical intuitions do not represent
things to us as they are in themselves. He means only — what is surely not
controversial — that no single observation of an object gives us fully deter-
minate knowledge of that object, and further — what should also not be
controversial, although Kant thinks that empiricist philosophers failed to
recognize this — that even multiple observations of an object do not yield
determinate knowledge of it until such observations are organized by
means of and subsumed under concepts.
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The last point will be the subject of the “Transcendental Logic,” but now
we must turn to the main claims of the “Transcendental Aesthetic.” How does
Kant argue that space and time are the pure forms of intuition, and why
does he conclude that they are nothing but the pure forms of our representa-
tions of objects? Kant reaches this last conclusion by what we may think of as
three main steps. First, he argues that all of our representations of particular
objects must be given to us in space and/or time, so that space and time are
the forms of all intuitions, but also that space and time must themselves be
represented like particular objects rather than general kinds of objects, so they
are themselves intuitions. Second, he argues that we know both of these things
about space and time a priori, so that space and time must be pure forms of
intuition and themselves pure intuitions. Finally, he argues that we can only
have this a priori knowledge about space and time if they are nothing but the
pure forms of our own representations, due “to the subjective constitution of
our mind,” not, as he puts it, “actual entities” nor “determinations or rela-
tions of things . . . that would pertain to them even if they were not intuited”
(A 23/B 37). Let’s look at these steps in some detail.

In the second edition of the Critique, Kant separates into the “metaphys-
ical” and “transcendental expositions” of the “concepts of” space and time
arguments that he had lumped together in the first edition. The new
distinction reflects the difference between the “synthetic” method
supposed to be used in the Critique and the “analytic” method allowed for
the Prolegomena. What Kant now calls the “transcendental exposition of the
concept of space” presupposes that the propositions of geometry are
synthetic a priori, and argues only that such synthetic a priori cognition must
rest on a pure intuition of space. The analogous transcendental exposition
of time presupposes that some analogous axioms about time, such as that
it has only one dimension, are synthetic a priori, so we must likewise have a
pure intuition of time. The arguments now called “metaphysical exposi-
tions,” however, are not intended to presuppose the existence of any
synthetic a priori cognitions, but are rather supposed to show that some
completely elementary and obvious facts about the representation of
objects in space and time imply that we must have pure intuitions of space
and time — from which the possibility of synthetic a priori cognition about
the structure of space and time, expressed in the propositions of geometry
and the analogous generalities about time, would follow. Let us consider
the arguments of the metaphysical expositions first, not only because Kant
begins with them but also because they are at least apparently less vulner-
able to the charge that Kant is simply begging a fundamental question
about the nature of mathematical knowledge.
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There are four claims in Kant’s reorganized metaphysical exposition of
space.!7 The first two try to show that an antecedent, pure representation
of space is the condition of the possibility of our empirical intuitions of
particular objects, while the latter two (the fourth and fifth arguments in
the original version of the “Transcendental Aesthetic,” before its third
argument, from geometry, had been removed to the transcendental exposi-
tion) aim to show that space is itself necessarily represented as a singular
object, thus is not just the pure form of empirical intuition but is itself a
pure intuition. Kant makes analogous claims about time in the first and
second and fourth and fifth arguments of its metaphysical exposition, not
bothering to remove the third argument although he also adds a separate
transcendental exposition of time.

In the first argument about space, Kant claims that “Space is not an
empirical concept that has been drawn from outer experiences,” because
“in order for certain sensations to be related to something outside me . . .
the representation of space must already be their ground” (A 23/B 38).
His idea seems to be that I could not acquire my conception of space by
induction from any number of experiences that I recognize as representa-
tions of external objects, because in order to recognize one object as
external to others, in the first place, I must already represent it as in a
different position in space from those others, a fortiori in order to represent
any object as external to myself I must already represent it as in a different
position in space from my own — all of which means that the representa-
tion of objects external to one another in space presupposes a
representation of space itself that cannot be empirically derived from
representations of particular things in space. In that sense, the representa-
tion of space must be the a priori form for the representation of particular
objects in space.!8 Similarly, Kant claims, we cannot derive our representa-
tion of the temporal properties of simultaneity and succession from an
experience of objects already represented as distinct from one another (A
30/B 46), because the only way to represent objects in time as distinct
from each other is already to have the framework in which they can be
represented as either simultaneous or successive.

Next, Kant claims that we must have « priori representations of space and
time that do not depend upon empirical intuitions of objects, because
although we cannot represent particular objects without representing
space and time, we could represent space and time themselves without
also representing any particular objects in them (A 24/B 38-9,A 31/B
46). This claim that we can represent empty space and time may seem
incompatible with some claims Kant will later make, especially that “time
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itself cannot be perceived” (B 219), the premise for his eventual argument
that we can make determinate judgments about the relations of states of
affairs in time only by appealing to enduring and law-governed objects in
space (the central thesis of the “Analogies of Experience”). Perhaps Kant
can be saved from inconsistency here by a distinction between repre-
senting the structure of space and time as such and representing
determinate relations between objects or states of affairs in space and time,
but this is a problem we shall defer for now.

In the third and fourth arguments of the revised metaphysical exposi-
tion of space (that is, the fourth and fifth arguments of the original
version) and the corresponding fourth and fifth arguments about time,
Kant tries to show that we necessarily represent space and time as singular,
so that we must have a pure intuition of each, since singular representa-
tions are intuitions. First, he argues that we always represent particular
spaces and times only as regions of a larger, surrounding space or time,
and that we do so by delimiting such regions in the larger realm (A 25/B
39, A 31-2/B 47). This also means that we do not conceive of particular
spaces and times as instances of the general concepts “space” and “time,” but
rather as parts of the larger individudls, space and time.!® This is enough to
establish that our representations of space and time are themselves pure
intuitions, not just pure forms of intuition; but in the final argument in
each section, Kant goes on to add that space and time — that is, the wholes
of which any particular regions are parts — must both be represented as
infinite or unlimited magnitudes (A 39/B 40, A 32/B 47-8). Kant does
not spell out his reasoning here, but presumably his thought is that if
any space or time can be represented only as part of a larger, surrounding
space or time, then no matter how large a space or time we represent, we
must always represent it as part of a yet larger one, thus we must ulti-
mately represent space and time as infinite. Kant does suggest this
interpretation in one of his notes for his uncompleted final work when he
writes “Space is a quantum, which must always be represented as part of a
greater quantum — hence, as infinite, and given as such.”20

This argument that space (or time) must be represented as infinite
seems undeniable, although one might worry about whether every deter-
minate region of space must be represented as part of the same larger space,
thus whether it is possible to represent more than one infinite space — a possi-
bility that would have to be excluded to guarantee that our pure
representation of space is, in fact, a pure intuition.2! But even if we choose
not to worry about such an arcane possibility, we must be careful about
Kant’s claim that space and time are given as infinite (see also A 25/B 39,
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A 32/B 48), for it will later be central to Kant’s argument in the
“Transcendental Dialectic” that we cannot represent the universe as infinite
in spatial or temporal extent, but only as indefinitely extended and extend-
able; this is because we can never complete an enumeration of an infinite
number of parts, or, in Kant’s terms, an infinite “synthesis.” How can his
two claims be reconciled? Again, presumably the answer will depend on a
distinction between space and time as such and the world in space and
time, that is, what fills space and time: on the one hand, we cannot repre-
sent any limit to space and time as such, so we cannot but represent them
as infinite; on the other, we cannot complete the enumeration of an infi-
nite number of objects in space or time, so we cannot represent the world
as more than indefinitely extendable.

How good are these arguments? Science fiction aside, it seems hard to
argue with Kant’s view that we represent particular regions of space and time
as parts of larger particulars, space and time as such. It is less clear that we
must have an a priori representation of space independently of our representa-
tion of particular objects in space in order for this to be so. It is not obvious
that we can exclude that in the course of our early cognitive development we
gradually acquire the representation of space as a whole along with our
ability to represent distinct objects in space — say, during the first six or twelve
or eighteen months of development. It might seem plausible that the baby
who first formulates the idea of the space of her crib or her room does not
conceive of it as part of a larger space. However, the transition from recog-
nizing smaller spaces to recognizing them as parts of larger spaces around
them might also seem so natural that it might be plausible to argue that we
do inherently represent any space as part of a larger one even though as small
children we are not explicitly conscious of this feature of our cognitive struc-
ture. Kant’s argument that we can perceive space without perceiving objects
in it seems more problematic, however. If this is supposed to be established
by some sort of introspection or thought-experiment, how exactly would we
tell the difference between representing empty space and simply not repre-
senting space at all?22 But even if we let Kant's arguments pass, there still
seems to be a bigger problem. This is that even if sound, these arguments tell
us how we must represent space and time, thus that we must have a priori represen-
tations of them; but it is not clear that anything in these arguments yet suggests
or even supplies a premise for the conclusion that space and time are nothing
but our a priori representations of them.23 Do Kant’s “transcendental exposi-
tions” of space and time do so?

The transcendental expositions of the concepts of space and time are very
brief, but in view of the weight that they carry in Kant’s entire philosophy,
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we must examine them carefully. We can focus on the transcendental
exposition of space. First, Kant defines what he means by a transcendental
exposition:

| understand by a transcendental exposition the explanation of a
concept as a principle from which insight into the possibility of other
synthetic a priori cognition can be gained. For this aim it is required 1) that
such cognitions actually flow from the given concept, and 2) that these
cognitions are only possible under the presupposition of a given way of
explaining this concept.

(B 40)

Clause (1) says that the “explanation of a concept” profferred by a transcen-
dental exposition must be a sufficient condition for the synthetic a priori
cognition that it explains, and clause (2) says that it must be a necessary
condition, that is, the only sufficient explanation. These conditions seem like
straightforward constraints on any conclusive argument from an effect to a
cause — that it be not merely an inference to an adequate explanation, but
to the only explanation. What the first sentence of the quotation means is a
little less clear: while it could just mean that a transcendental exposition
demonstrates that some concept or representation is the basis for some rele-
vant synthetic a priori cognition, Kant’s statement that such an exposition
yields insight into the possibility of other synthetic a priori cognition might
be taken to mean that the premise of such an argument assumes the existence
of some synthetic a priori cognition from which the existence of further such
cognition can be inferred. If this is indeed the form of a transcendental
exposition, then such an argument may be vulnerable to rejection if the
synthetic a priori status of the knowledge from which it begins is ques-
tioned, or it may even be question-begging if the synthetic a priori cognition
that it assumes is really the same as the other synthetic a priori cognition, the
existence of which it is supposed to prove. Kant’s subsequent argument
may indeed be dubious or question-begging in just this way.24
The heart of Kant’s argument comes next:

Geometry is a science that determines the properties of space syntheti-
cally and yet a priori. What then must the representation of space be for
such a cognition of it to be possible? It must originally be intuition; for from
a mere concept no propositions can be drawn that go beyond the concept
(Introduction V). But this intuition must be encountered in us a priori, i.e.,
prior to all perception of an object, thus it must be pure, not empirical
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intuition. For geometric propositions are all apodictic, i.e., combined with

consciousness of their necessity.
(B 40-1)

Kant’s argument makes two claims. First, it claims that geometry must rest
on an intuition of space or objects in space, because any analysis of
geometrical concepts can yield only analytic propositions, but the proposi-
tions of geometry are synthetic. Second, it claims that the intuition on
which geometry rests must be an a priori intuition because the synthetic
propositions of geometry are necessarily true, and therefore could never
be confirmed by merely empirical or a posteriori intuitions. So, Kant
concludes, we must have a priori intuition of the form of space and of all
possible objects in space.

To support the first claim, Kant refers us back to Section V of the
(second-edition) Introduction. But Kant actually makes two distinct claims
about mathematical propositions there. First, although he makes this point
by appeal to an arithmetical rather than geometrical example, he claims
that mathematical propositions are synthetic because we must go beyond
the mere analysis of concepts and appeal to intuition in the course of their
proof. To show this, he uses his famous example that we cannot show that
7 + 5 = 12 by analyzing our concepts of seven, five, and sum, but that we
actually have to go through some sort of process of counting first seven
units, then perform the act of adding five more, and then in some sense see
that the result is twelve units. Much later in the book, he makes a similar
argument about geometrical proof. This comes in the “Doctrine of
Method,” where Kant is arguing that the methods of mathematics and
philosophy are not the same. There he writes that “Philosophical cogni-
tion is rational cognition from concepts, mathematical cognition that
from the comstruction of concepts,” where “to construct a concept
means to exhibit a priori the intuition corresponding to it” (A 713/B 741).
In other words, philosophical cognition is analytic, while mathematical
cognition is synthetic. Kant then gives this example:

Give a philosopher the concept of a triangle, and let him try to find out in
his way how the sum of its angles might be related to a right angle. He has
nothing but the concept of a figure enclosed by three straight lines, and in
it the concept of equally many angles. Now he may . . . analyze and make
distinct the concept of a straight line, or of an angle, or of the number
three, but he will not come upon any other properties that do not already lie
in these concepts. But now let the geometer take up this question. He



Kant’s Copernican Revolution 6]

begins at once to construct a triangle. Since he 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.
(A716—17/B 744-5)

In other words, starting with knowledge that the angles on one side of a
straight line equal 180°, the geometer constructs the lines necessary to
show that the interior angles of any randomly chosen triangle are equiva-
lent to the angles on one side of a straight line, and can then infer that
they equal two right angles, i.e., 180°. In both the mathematical and the
geometrical case, Kant’s point is that solving a mathematical problem is
never a matter of merely logical inference from concepts alone, but always
requires a process, whether of counting or constructing, that can only be
understood as an appeal to intuition rather than an analysis of concepts.
Now this claim seems to be open to the objection that Kant was simply
working with inadequate axiomatizations of arithmetic and geometry, so
that once Gustav Peano had shown how to axiomatize arithmetic and
David Hilbert geometry, there was no longer any basis for his claim that
mathematical proof always requires an appeal to intuition.2> But here is
where the second point that Kant makes in Section V of the second edition
comes in. For what Kant actually says there about geometry is that no prin-
ciple of geometry is analytic, rather that, for example, “That the straight line
between two points is the shortest is a synthetic proposition. For my
concept of the straight contains nothing of quantity, but only a quality”
(B 16). In other words, it is not just the theorems, that is, the conclusions, of
geometrical proofs that are synthetic, but also the axioms, that is, the
premises. The appeal to intuition is necessary to confirm the truth of
the axioms of mathematics, whether or not any further appeal to intuition
is necessary in the course of carrying out mathematical proofs from those
axioms. Kant explains this point by saying that it would be a mistake to
think that mathematical conclusions are analytic just because they can be
proved by “inferences . .. in accordance with the principle of contradic-
tion,” that is, as we would say, in the strictly logical way that an adequate
axiomatization permits, “for a synthetic proposition can of course be
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comprehended in accordance with the principle of contradiction, but only
insofar as another synthetic proposition is presupposed from which it can
be deduced” (B 14). In other words, for Kant, regardless of how logically
rigorous it is, the result of any mathematical proof is synthetic if the
axioms on which the proof depends are synthetic.

So Kant’s argument that mathematics, particularly geometry, depends on
an appeal to intuition itself depends on his claim that its axioms are true
yet synthetic propositions. How plausible is this claim? From one point of
view, that of formalism in the modern philosophy of mathematics, it is not
plausible: mathematical axioms define formalisms in which certain infer-
ences are valid, just like the rules of a game define certain moves that are
allowed, but as definitions the axioms are not themselves either true or
false, a fortiori neither analytic nor synthetic — it does not make any more
sense to talk of the truth of the axioms themselves than it does to talk of
the truth of the rules of a game like chess or bridge. On another view, it
might be held that something like this is the case in pure mathematics, but
that it makes perfectly good sense to talk about the truth of axioms (and
the consequent truth of theorems) in applied mathematics, that is, when the
axioms are taken to describe real rather than merely formal objects. Of
course, the standard contemporary version of this view would then
continue that it is an empiricdl question whether a particular mathematical
formalism does truly describe physical reality, as it is now thought to be
an empirical question (answered in the negative) whether Euclidean
geometry truly describes physical space (over large distances).26

But this is precisely the possibility that Kant rejects in the second claim
of the central paragraph of the transcendental exposition: the intuition of
space on which our cognition of the axioms of geometry rests must be a
priori, “pure, not empirical intuition,” because “geometrical propositions
are all apodictic, i.e., combined with consciousness of their necessity, e.g.,
space has only three dimensions” (B 41). Kant insists that the conclusions
of geometry are synthetic because the axioms are, but rejects any thought
that those axioms could be synthetic a posteriori. They must be synthetic a
priori and rest on an a priori intuition of space and its structure because all
geometrical propositions, like other mathematical propositions, are
universally and necessarily true. But does Kant have any argument that this is
so, even as much of an argument as the appeal to examples that he used to
establish that the axioms and therefore the theorems of geometry are
synthetic? The answer to this can only be “no”: this seems to be an
assumption that Kant cannot imagine questioning, and that he cannot
imagine anyone else questioning.?’
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So while Kant may have gone some distance toward proving that math-
ematics consists of synthetic propositions and therefore depends on
intuition, he merely assumed that it consists of apodictic propositions and
therefore depends upon a priori intuition. This is of vital importance in
what comes next. In discussing the metaphysical expositions of space and
time earlier, we saw that even if we allowed Kant’s claim that we have
a priori intuitions of space and time, that does not itself imply that space
and time are nothing but our intuitions of them. Following the transcendental
expositions, Kant does attempt to prove that space and time are nothing
but our intuitions of them. But what we will now see is that his proof
depends precisely upon his assumption that propositions about space and
time — whether the specific ones expressed in geometry and mathematics,
or even only the more general ones adduced in the metaphysical exposi-
tions — are necessarily true, and on his interpretation of that assumption. If
that assumption is unsupported, then so is Kant’s central argument for
transcendental idealism itself.

In the “Transcendental Aesthetic,” Kant first explicitly argues for tran-
scendental idealism following the metaphysical and transcendental
expositions of space and time. Here he argues that space and time cannot
be properties of things in themselves nor relations of them to each other
because “neither absolute nor relative determinations can be intuited prior
to the existence of the things to which they pertain, thus be intuited a
priori.” He then infers from the fact that space and time cannot be proper-
ties of things in themselves that they can only be “subjective condition]s]
of sensibility” — space “merely the form of all appearances of outer sense”
(A 26/B 42) and time “nothing other than the form of inner sense, i.e.,
of the intuition of our self and our inner state” (A 33/B 49). In other
words, Kant does not infer directly from the alleged fact that we must have
pure intuitions of space and time that space and time are nothing but our
own representations, nor does he simply fail to consider the possibility
that space and time might be both the necessary forms of our representa-
tions and properties or relations of things in themselves;28 rather, he infers
the transcendental ideality of space and time only from an intermediate
premise about the possibility of a priori knowledge.

But why exactly can’t we have a priori knowledge of something that is a
genuine property or relation of anything other than our own representa-
tions? It would seem as if in many cases we do have a priori knowledge of
things that exist independently of ourselves. For example, we have come to
know, through empirical science, the generalization that human beings can
only hear sounds in the range of 20 to 20,000 herz (while dogs, for
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example, can hear sounds pitched higher than 20,000 herz, while hump-
backed whales can hear those lower than 20 herz). So why can’t we say that
we know a priori of any particular sound that we do hear that it cannot have a
pitch higher than 20,000 herz, and yet say at the same time that any partic-
ular sound we do hear really does, in itself' and quite apart from the fact that
we hear it, have a pitch no higher than 20,000 herz? In other words, given
that there are certain constraints on our perception, why isn’t the best expla-
nation that we succeed in perceiving an object that it really does satisfy those
constraints? To go back to Kant’s case, if we somehow know a priori that we
can only perceive objects distinct from ourselves in space, indeed in three-
dimensional Euclidean space, why isn't the explanation of our success in
perceiving some particular outer object precisely that it really is spatial,
indeed three-dimensional, quite apart from our representing it as such?2?

The reason why Kant does not allow this possibility, the “missing alter-
native” to transcendental idealism, is that in his view only our own
representations necessarily conform to our pure forms of intuition, while if
any objects other than our own representations did conform to the condi-
tions of these pure forms they would only do so contingently — and that, he
takes it, is incompatible with our a priori cognition of space and time,
because he interprets that to mean that anything we know to be spatial or
temporal is necessarily so. He makes the nature of his assumption particularly
clear in a passage in the Prolegomena, which is explicitly about the synthetic
a priori cognition we supposedly have in pure mathematics but would apply
to any allegedly synthetic a priori knowledge about space and time at all:

Pure mathematics, and especially pure geometry, can have objective
reality only under the single condition that it refers merely to objects of the
senses, with regard to which objects the principle remains fixed, that our
sensory representation is by no means a representation of things in them-
selves, but only of the way in which they appear to us. ... It would be
completely different if the senses had to represent objects as they are in
themselves. For then it absolutely would not follow from the representation
of space, a representation that serves a priori, with all the various proper-
ties of space, as foundation for the geometer, that all of this, together with
what is deduced from it, must be exactly so in nature. The space of the
geometer would be taken for mere fabrication and would be credited with
no objective validity, because it is simply not to be seen how things would
have to agree necessarily with the image that we form of them by

ourselves in advance.
(PFM, §13, Note I, 4:287)



Kant’s Copernican Revolution 65

What Kant assumes is that objects in space do agree necessarily with our
a priori image of them, and so, paradoxical as it may seem, they cannot be
things in themselves, but only our own representations of things. Kant
makes the same assumption in the Critique of Pure Reason when he asks:

If there did not lie in you a faculty for intuiting a priori; if this subjective
condition regarding form were not at the same time the universal a priori
condition under which alone the object of this (outer) intuition is itself
possible; if the object ([e.g.,] the triangle) were something in itself without
relation to your subject: then how could you say that what necessarily lies
in your subjective conditions for constructing a triangle must also neces-

sarily pertain to the triangle in itself?
(A 48/B 65-6)

Kant’s assumption is precisely that we can say that everything we premise
and everything that we prove about triangles is necessarily true of trian-
gles, and therefore triangles (and every other object in space) can be
nothing but a species of our own representations, for those are the only
things that necessarily conform to the pure forms of our intuition.30

It is crucial to note that Kant is making two distinct assumptions in all
of this. First, he takes himself to have shown in both the metaphysical and
transcendental expositions that we necessarily have certain forms of intu-
ition, or necessarily represent space and time in certain ways. Second, he
is assuming that we can say of any particular object that we perceive in
space and time that it necessarily has the spatial and / or temporal proper-
ties that we perceive it to have. Without the second assumption, the
argument for transcendental idealism cannot be completed, for it would
then show only that we have a priori intuitions of space and time but not
that space and time and all objects in them are nothing more than those
intuitions. But it is not clear that Kant’s second premise is anything more
than a bare assertion: he does not seem to have an argument that partic-
ular objects necessarily rather than merely contingently conform to the
subjective conditions of our intuition of them, nor does he have any
direct argument that things in themselves could not be spatial but only
contingently so. Kant’s argument for transcendental idealism is thus
incomplete.

Even if Kant fails to prove transcendental idealism, he might still prove a
great deal if he proves that we have a priori knowledge of the conditions to
which those external objects that we do perceive contingently conform,
and thus have a priori knowledge of the structure of space and time, and
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through that synthetic a priori cognition of a great deal of mathematics.
Does Kant prove even that much? The transcendental expositions are
certainly not conclusive. Even if we accept Kant’s claim that geometrical
theorems, for example, are synthetic because geometrical axioms are, there
are simply too many alternative models for the relation between mathe-
matics and reality for Kant’s claim that we know that the particular objects
described by mathematics necessarily satisfy their descriptions to be the last
word on the subject. Kant has no argument sufficient to exclude the stan-
dard position, represented in his own time by Moses Mendelssohn, that
our moves within the formal systems of mathematics may be a priori but
the application of any particular mathematical formalism to real objects is
a matter for empirical judgment.

What about the metaphysical expositions, that is, the arguments that,
quite apart from mathematics, we must have pure intuitions of space and
time to explain our ability to experience particular objects in space
and time and our knowledge of the unitary and infinite character of space?
I have already suggested that in the first instance these arguments prove
only that we have a priori representations of space and time, and that we would
need some further argument to prove that space and time are nothing but
these representations of them. For Kant to assume that space and time and
all objects in them necessarily conform to our representations of them and
therefore can be nothing other than our representations once again seems
like an unsupported assumption on his part. What about the initial claim
that we have a priori representations of space and time? Here things are less
clear. It seems hard to deny that at least as adults we must be able to repre-
sent space and time as some sort of wholes in order to represent the
position and duration of objects and events in them, that we can represent
the structure of space and time without representing any particular objects
in them, and that we represent all particular spaces and times as parts of a
larger space and time, and therefore represent space and time as infinite.
But is there no other explanation of why this is so than that we have a priori
representations of space and time? What if all of these are just such
obvious features of space and time that we learn them in our first months
of perception, long before memory kicks in, and therefore simply can
never remember having learned these things even though they are, strictly
speaking, empirical? It is not clear that there are philosophical methods to
resolve such a question, which might seem more like a matter for cogni-
tive psychologists — but then again it is not clear whether there is any way
for cognitive psychologists to place an unequivocal interpretation on their
observations of the responses of infants without already using the categories
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of adult perceivers. Maybe there is no way to settle whether our most
fundamental representations of space and time themselves are necessary or
contingent. Kant does not quite admit this, although he does eventually
admit that no “further ground ... can be offered ... for why space and
time are the sole forms of our possible intuition” (B 146). Thus, even if
we were to grant that all human beings do have an a priori representation of
space and time, or, what might be more plausible, an inherent capacity to
represent space and time in certain ways, it might still not be clear that we
are entitled to assert that this is a necessary truth about human beings. But if
Kant really cannot prove beyond any doubt that even our representations
of space and time or our capacity to represent them are necessary, then
there may be no basis for his argument that these representations are a
priori and for the foundation of transcendental idealism upon that stone.

An inconclusive proof of transcendental idealism would not, it must
immediately be said, doom Kant’s entire enterprise in the Critique of Pure
Reason. For he also wants to argue that the logic of judgment is a source of
synthetic a priori cognition, and this might be true even if there is an
ineluctably empirical element in the spatial and temporal representations
to which the a priori forms of judgment are applied. That will be our next
major question. But before turning from Kant’s theory of sensibility to his
theory of the understanding, I should certainly say that the interpretation
of Kant’s argument for transcendental idealism that I have offered here,
and thus the critique of it that I have suggested, are by no means the only
view that can be taken of this fundamental Kantian idea. The interpretation
that I have suggested is one on which Kant moves from an epistemological
claim to an ontological claim: that is, on which he infers from our alleged
synthetic a priori cognition of space and time that only our representations
and not things independent of our representations can have spatial and/ or
temporal properties. There is another view on which transcendental
idealism is only an epistemological or methodological position and not an
ontological or metaphysical theory at all. According to this interpretation,
which has been most prominently defended by Henry Allison, Kant’s argu-
ments are only supposed to show that space and time are indispensable
features of our knowledge of anything else, or what Allison calls “epis-
temic conditions,” and that once he has shown this, Kant introduces two
conceptions or standpoints about things: one in which we include these epis-
temic conditions, which is nothing other than our ordinary,
common-sense view of objects, and another conception of these very same
objects from which we exclude these epistemic conditions, which is the
transcendental view of objects or the conception of them as things in
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themselves. In other words, things in themselves are not some peculiar
objects which lack spatial and/or temporal properties; rather, spatial and
temporal properties are simply omitted from one version of our conception
of things.3! Such an interpretation of transcendental idealism has been
called a “two-aspect view,” in contrast to the kind of account that has
been given here, which is called a “two-object” or “two-world” view
because a domain of objects that are not spatial and temporal has to be
numerically distinct from a domain of objects that are.32

This “two-aspect” interpretation of transcendental idealism makes sense
of many of Kant’s statements, notably his claim in the Preface to the
second edition of the Critique that the book teaches “that the object should
be taken in a twofold meaning, namely as appearance or as thing in
itself” (B xxvii). And it may seem more sensible to claim that we have two
kinds of conceptions of objects than that there are objects that really do
not have spatial or temporal properties at all — indeed, given Kant’s own
claims that knowledge always requires intuitions as well as concepts and
that space and time are the necessary forms of intuitions, his readers have
from the very beginning asked how he could allege to know that there are
objects that do not have spatial and temporal properties. Nevertheless,
there are several grounds for not ascribing the “two-aspect” view to Kant.
First, one might ask why Kant would have chosen to emphasize that space
and time are the indispensable “epistemic conditions” of all of our knowl-
edge of objects precisely by formulating a conception of objects that omits
or abstracts from those conditions. Second, it is not clear how the “two-
aspect” view can address Kant’s explicit and repeated argument that if
things other than our own representations have spatial and temporal prop-
erties, they could have them only contingently, which would undermine
the alleged necessity of mathematics and indeed all our claims about the
spatial and temporal properties of objects. This is not the only argument
for transcendental idealism that Kant ever offers, but it is so prominent
in both the Critique and the Prolegomena that Kant obviously sets great store
by it — and it clearly implies that no things other than our representations
can have spatial or temporal properties, not merely that we have a concept of
things that omits reference to those properties. Third, the “two-aspect”
view will create difficulties for Kant’s subsequent treatment of the
freedom of the will, for it will imply that we can have a conception of
ourselves in which we abstract from the causal determination of our
actions in space and time, but not that we are not in fact causally determined
in space and time; and again, while this suggestion is certainly consistent
with some of the things Kant says about freedom, it is not evidently
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consistent with all of them. This is an issue to which we shall have to
return much later.33 Finally, it should also be noted that there is something
misleading in calling the ontological rather than merely methodological
interpretation of transcendental idealism a “two-object” or “two-world”
view. This makes it sound as if Kant is being supposed to have entirely
made up a mysterious world behind the world of ordinary objects, to have
needlessly duplicated the objects of our experience while at the same time
stripping them of their most important properties.34 But, for Kant, as for
virtually every philosopher in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
there dlready were two sorts of objects to hand, namely, ordinary objects and
our mental representations of them, and all that Kant was doing, as he saw
it, was relocating spatial and temporal properties from one kind of object
that everybody recognized — non-representations — to the other kind of
object that everybody recognized — representations. So of course he held a
“two-object” view: everyone (except Berkeley) did, though few would
have agreed with Kant’s reassignment of spatio-temporal properties from
ordinary objects to representations. Any interpretation of Kant's transcen-
dental idealism needs to take account of the fact that, like the vast majority
of his contemporaries, he was in fact committed to a “two-object” view
independently of transcendental idealism.

Another recent approach to transcendental idealism argues that by
things in themselves Kant meant things understood in light of their
intrinsic or non-relational properties, so that from the fact that spatial and
temporal properties are inherently relational it immediately follows that
they are not properties of things as things in themselves.35 Again, this sort
of interpretation makes good sense of at least some things Kant says,
notably an argument that he adds to the second edition of the
“Transcendental Aesthetic,” where he says that:

through mere relations no thing in itself is cognized; it is therefore right to
judge that since nothing is given to us through outer sense except mere
representations of relation, outer sense can also contain in its representa-
tion only the relation of an object to the subject, and not that which is

internal to the object in itself.
(B 67)

However, Kant does not seem to have been well advised in adding this
argument to his basic argument for transcendental idealism. For while the
equation of only non-relational properties with properties of things in
itself may make it tautologically true that spatio-temporal properties are
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not properties of things when described as things in themselves, it does
not entail that there are any things that actually lack spatio-temporal prop-
erties, for it does not deny that any particular things actually lack relational
properties. But if things really have relational as well as intrinsic proper-
ties, then they can really have spatial and temporal properties, and indeed
there is no reason why we cannot know them to have such properties, let
alone know them not to have such properties. But the premise that Kant
takes himself to need to save the alleged necessity of both non-mathematical
and mathematical synthetic a priori propositions about things in space and
time is that nothing other than our own representations really has spatio-
temporal properties at all — and there is no way to get that from the
interpretation under consideration.

So the position to be taken in the remainder of this book is that Kant’s
transcendental idealism asserts that things other than our own representa-
tions — indeed, even our own selves as contrasted to our representations of
ourselves — really do lack spatial and temporal properties, although this
thesis rests primarily on claims about necessity that Kant does not success-
fully justify We must now move on to Kant’s theory of concepts,
judgments, and inference, that is, his theory of understanding and reason
as contrasted to sensibility. We will consider both whether Kant introduces
any independent arguments for transcendental idealism in these further
parts of his theory and also whether Kant’s views on these matters can be
accepted independently of transcendental idealism.

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE UNDERSTANDING

As earlier mentioned, the largest part of the “Doctrine of the Elements” of
the Critique of Pure Reason is the “Transcendental Logic,” which in turn
consists of the “Transcendental Analytic” and the “Transcendental
Dialectic.” The “Analytic” expounds all of Kant’s constructive theory of
knowledge that has not already been presented in the “Transcendental
Aesthetic,” while the “Dialectic” contains the critique of all traditional
metaphysics that he erects on the basis of his theory of knowledge. The
“Analytic” is itself divided into an “Analytic of Concepts,” which is in turn
subdivided into two chapters, what Kant came to call the “metaphysical”
and the “transcendental” deductions of the pure concepts of the under-
standing, and an “Analytic of Principles,” containing three main chapters,
the “Schematism of pure concepts of the understanding,” the “System of
all principles of pure understanding,” and the “Distinction of all objects in
general into phenomena and noumena.” The last of these is really the transition
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from the constructive theory of the “Analytic” to the critical theory of the
“Dialectic.” The remainder of this chapter will be concerned with
the constructive theory, and Chapter 3 will be concerned with Kant’s
critique of traditional metaphysics.

There are three main stages in Kant’s constructive theory of knowledge.
In the first, which he calls the “clue” or “guiding-thread”36 to the
“discovery of all pure concepts of the understanding,” and in the second
edition names the “metaphysical deduction” of the categories (B 159),
Kant argues, first, that all knowledge of objects is expressed in judgments,
and thus is never constituted by intuitions alone — simply having an obser-
vation of an object, for example, does not amount to knowledge of it, for
knowledge requires thinking or asserting about what is observed, thus
applying a concept to it. Second, Kant argues that judgments about objects
necessarily have certain characteristic forms, determined by what he calls
the “functions” of judgment. Finally, he concludes that all our concepts of
objects must correspondingly have certain forms, which allow us to apply
the forms of judgment to them. These forms are what Kant calls the “pure
concepts of the understanding” or “categories.” In the second stage of his
argument, the “transcendental deduction,” Kant argues that the categories
possess “objective validity,” or necessarily apply to all of our representations:
we can have no experience of any kind that is not subject to the categories,
thus the categories are the “conditions of the possibility of experience.” In
the third stage of the argument, beginning in the text of the
“Transcendental Deduction” and extending through the first two chapters
of the “Analytic of Principles,” Kant reintroduces his claim that we need
intuitions as well as concepts in order to have knowledge, so that the cate-
gories must be applied to our experience of empirical intuitions with its
spatio-temporal form, through what he calls their “schematism”; and he
then argues that the necessary application of the categories to our spatio-
temporal experience yields a number of synthetic a priori principles, above
all, the three principles that in all change the quantum of substance is
always conserved, that every change occurs in accordance with a causal
law, and that all objects existing simultaneously in space are in mutual
interaction. Kant’s demonstration of these synthetic a priori principles is the
centerpiece of his response to Humean skepticism about first principles of
theoretical cognition, that is, the kind of doubt that Hume raised with his
famous argument that we have no rational basis for our belief in causation
(though Hume never denied that such belief is entirely natural). In a
“Refutation of Idealism” added to the “System of All Principles” in the
second edition of the Critique, Kant also responds to Cartesian skepticism,
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that is, doubt about the inference to external objects from our internal
representations.3” But it is clearly Humean skepticism that is his original
and primary target in the “Transcendental Analytic.”

Kant’s answer to Humean skepticism will depend upon his “Copernican
revolution” and his assertion of our cognitive autonomy, that is, on the
claim that we carry the fundamental principles of theoretical cognition of
nature within ourselves — that, “as exaggerated and contradictory as it may
sound . . . the understanding is itself the source of the laws of nature” (A
127). As in the case of his argument for transcendental idealism in the
“Transcendental Aesthetic,” however, we may conclude that Kant overstates
the force of our cognitive autonomy, indeed by once again assuming a
claim to necessity to which he may not be entitled.

The next three sections will thus spell out the “contributions of
the understanding” to Kant’s refutation of Humean skepticism, while the
final section of this chapter will consider Kant’s refutation of Cartesian
skepticism.

THE METAPHYSICAL DEDUCTION

The argument of the “metaphysical deduction” is compact, and in part
more compact than it should be. The premise of Kant’s argument is that all
cognition involves the combination of concepts into judgments, which in
the first instance subsume more particular concepts under more general
ones. For example, the judgment “All bodies are divisible” subsumes the
more particular concept “body” under the more general concept “divis-
ible” (that is, more things than bodies are divisible) (A 68/B 93). Now
since all (synthetic) knowledge also involves intuition, which presents the
objects to which concepts can refer, in all judgments the concepts must
ultimately, whether directly or indirectly, refer to intuitions; in a typical
judgment of the form “The F is G” the concept of the subject (“F”) will
refer to a particular object of intuition, while the concept of the predicate
(“G”) will refer to some sensible property that is being ascribed to the
particular object of intuition introduced by the subject-concept. Kant
insists, however, that there are no singular concepts, but only singular uses
of concepts (Logic, §1, 9:91). That is, in a judgment about a particular
object, the subject-concept, which is general and therefore could refer to
any object in a certain class, refers to that particular object because in the
actual context in which the judgment is asserted, it is understood to refer
to a particular intuition, which is always singular. When I say “This body is
divisible,” the term “body,” which is entirely general, refers to a particular
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object because in the relevant context the “this” links it to an intuition, a
unique presentation of an object at a definite location in space and time.
(The singular use of general concepts may not always involve an explicit
indexical like “this,” but something must do the job of linking the general
concept to something particular. A definite description like “the current
president of the United States,” for example, does this with the help of the
background knowledge that the Constitution of the U.S. specifies that at
any given time there will be one and only one president.)

Kant’s next claim is that there are certain features or “functions” of the
ways in which concepts may be linked to form judgments, and thus in
turn a certain number of “forms” of judgment, those arising from the
permissible permutations of the “functions” of judgment. Specifically, he
claims that every judgment has a “quantity,” that is, it refers to all, some,
or merely one of the objects in a certain class; that every judgment has a
“quality,” that is, it affirms a predicate of its subject, or denies it, or denies
it while still implying that the object does have other predicates (this is the
difference between what Kant calls “negative” and “infinite” judg-
ments);38 that every judgment expresses a “relation,” either between a
predicate and a subject-concept, or between two or more elementary
judgments of which it is composed (if a judgment maintains that if one of
its component judgments is true, then the other must also be true, it is a
“hypothetical” judgment, while if it maintains that if one of its member
judgments is true the other or others must be false, then it is a “disjunc-
tive” judgment); and finally, that every judgment has a “modality,” that is,
it asserts that something may (or may not) be the case, that something is
(or is not) the case, or that something must (or must not) be the case.
Thus Kant maintains that there are four “titles” of the functions of judg-
ment, each of which contains three particular functions beneath it: the
quantity of judgments is either universal, particular, or singular;
the quality is either affirmative, negative, or infinite; the relation is either
categorical, hypothetical, or disjunctive; and the modality is either prob-
lematic, assertoric, or apodictic (A 70/B 95).

It is easy enough to see what Kant means. A judgment like “All humans
must die” is a universal, affirmative, categorical, and apodictic judgment,
for it asserts that a certain predicate necessarily applies to all the individ-
uals in a certain class; a judgment like “Some humans are learned” is
particular, affirmative, categorical, but merely assertoric, for it maintains
that a certain predicate does apply to some members of a certain class as a
matter of fact, but not necessarily; a judgment like “If all humans must
die, then none can be immortal” is a hypothetical judgment linking two
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categorical judgments which are themselves in one case universal, affirma-
tive, and apodictic and in the other universal, negative, and apodictic; and
so on. Every judgment does indeed seem to have some quantity, quality,
relation, and modality, although as we see from these examples the
modality of a judgment is not always explicitly expressed by a special term
in its linguistic expression — in the judgment that “Some humans are
learned” there is no specific word that reveals that it is assertoric as well as
categorical. Kant’s explanation of this is that modality does not add
anything to the content of the judgment, but only concerns the “value of the
copula in relation to thinking in general,” that is, our attitude toward
the content of the judgment.3?

Intuitive as it may seem, is Kant’s table of the functions of judgment
necessary, thus a proper starting-point for a theory of a priori knowledge and
a rejection of skepticism about first principles? Kant has often been
accused of just cobbling it together from traditional logic textbooks,
taking what he would need to derive the categories that he wants to prove
next. There can be no doubt that Kant does not do much to explain the
derivation of the functions of judgment, but in fact much if not all of
Kant’s table follows from a few simple thoughts. If you think of judgments
as making connections between some domain of objects and some
domain of properties, then you will quickly see that there are in fact only a
few ways the connections can be made: a particular property can
be asserted of one, some, or all of the objects in the domain; or it can be
denied of one, some, or all of them; if you think that all judgments are
either true or false, then in any conjunction of two of them either both
will be true, both false, or one true and one false; if some judgment may
be false, then its negation may not be false, i.e., is necessarily true; and so
on. With the possible exception of Kant’s “infinite” judgment, it looks as if
the table of functions may easily be derived from the simple ideas that
judgments link domains of predicates to domains of objects, and that they
can only do so either truly or falsely.40 But what about the underlying
assumptions here, for example, that predicates must always be linked to
some determinate number of objects, or that any proposition must be
either true or false: are they strictly speaking necessary? It is not easy to see
how we would prove that they are, but neither is it easy to see how they
could not be, that is, to imagine alternatives to them.4! I propose that we
not worry about the necessity of Kant’s table of functions of judgments: in
asking whether the categories that he associates with the functions are
really necessary and whether those really apply necessarily to all of our
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experience, we will have more than enough to worry about as we
continue.

The next main step in Kant’s “metaphysical deduction” is the claim
that “The same function that gives unity to the different representations
in a judgment also gives unity to the mere synthesis of different repre-
sentations in an intuition, which, expressed generally, is called the pure
concept of the understanding” (A 79/B 104). I take this to be a highly
compressed statement that if our judgments necessarily have certain forms,
as has just been shown, then our concepts of the objects of those judgments
must be structured in such a way that we can use those concepts in such
judgments, and then that if this is the case then our intuitions, which are
presentations of those objects, must also be structured in certain ways in
order to allow such concepts and through them such judgments to apply
to them. To take a simple example, if categorical judgments assert that
particular predicates apply to particular subjects, then in order to make
categorical judgments about objects we must conceive of those objects as
substances that have properties, and further we must be able to recognize
and distinguish substances and their properties in our intuitions, the
ultimate target of our judgments. The ways in which we must structure
our concepts of objects in order to make judgments about them are the
pure concepts of the understanding, or the categories. Kant also puts this
point by defining the categories as “concepts of an object in general, by
means of which its intuition is determined with regard to one of the
logical functions for judgments” (B 128); for example, the concept of
substance determines that we should regard the object to which it is
applied as the subject of a judgment, while the concept of a property (in
Kant’s language, an “accident”), determines that we should regard the
aspect of intuition to which it is applied as a predicate. One thing that
should be noted immediately is that the categories are not by themselves
concepts of objects: the concept of a substance is not a concept of any
particular substance, such as lead or gold, and the concept of a property
is not a concept of any particular property, such as white or yellow.
Rather, the categories are forms for particular concepts of objects, and
those particular concepts must always have some empirical content — like
whiteness or yellowness — in addition to their categorical form. In this
regard, the categories are like space and time as the pure forms for the
empirical intuition of particular objects, although in the case of space
and time we also have pure intuitions of them as singular objects, while
we have no such thing as a pure concept of substance or accident as
such.42
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It seems hard to deny that if there are certain ways in which we must
form our judgments about objects, then there must also be certain ways in
which we must form our concepts of objects in order to be able to make
these but only these forms of judgment about them. But some questions
do need to be raised about the table of categories that Kant correlates with
the table of the logical functions of judgment (A 80/B 106).To the logical
functions of quantity, namely universal, particular, and singular, Kant
correlates the categories of quantity, namely unity, plurality, and totality;
and it seems clear that if we are to be able to make universal, particular,
and singular judgments, then we must be able to conceive of the objects of
our judgments as units or individual members of some relevant class, as
forming subgroups of such a class, or as exhausting the class. To the logical
categories of quality, that is, the recognition that judgments may be affir-
mative, negative, or infinite, Kant coordinates the categories of quality,
namely reality, negation, and limitation. At least the first two of these
correlations seem unproblematic: if we are to make affirmative judgments,
then we must be able to conceive of something in our experience of an
object as a reality that is a basis for affirmative judgment, while something
else can be conceived of as a “negation” and thus as a basis for a negative
judgment, although in fact such a “negation” will not be a sheer absence
(for that could be the negation of any predicate), but the presence of a
particular property incompatible with the particular one being negated. In
fact, the presence of the same property might count as a reality for one
judgment but as a negation for another: for example, the presence of
observable squareness might count as reality with regard to the affirmative
judgment “My room is square” but as a negation with regard to the nega-
tive judgment “My room is circular,” because being square verifies the
predicate “is square” but negates the property “is circular.” The case of the
“infinite” judgment and the category of “limitation” is more problematic,
however. Kant typically represents the infinite judgment as a judgment
with the form “x is non-A,” in contrast to an ordinary negative
judgment, which has the form “x is not A,” and seems to think that while
the latter, because it merely denies a predicate of the concept of an object,
does not imply that any object for that concept exists at all, the former,
because it actually asserts “non-A” of its subject, does imply that an object for
that concept exists and therefore has some property other than A, e.g., B or
Cor... —itleaves open an infinite range of predicates for x, but implies
that some predicate applies to it (see the explanation of infinite judgments
at Logic, §22, 9:104). But even if all this makes sense, it is not clear that in
order to use both the negative and infinite forms of judgment we need to
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assume anything more than that properties may sometimes count as the
basis for affirming a predicate of an object (a “reality”), and sometimes as
a reason for denying a predicate of an object (a “negation”), although in
some cases to deny a predicate of an object is to deny that the object exists
at all, while in other cases it may leave open that the object exists and has
other predicates. But then two categories — reality and negation — seem
sufficient for making three kinds of judgment — affirmative, negative, and
infinite — and it is not clear that a third category of “limitation” is
required.

Further problems arise with regard to the three categories of relation
that Kant correlates with the three forms of relation in judgments. To the
categorical form of judgment, Kant correlates the category of “inherence
and subsistence (substantia et accidens)”; to the hypothetical form of judg-
ment, Kant correlates the category of “causality and dependence (cause
and effect)”; and to the disjunctive form of judgment, Kant correlates the
category of “community (reciprocity between agent and patient).” Each of
these correlations is problematic. First, while it seems clear that if we are
to use the categorical form of judgment, e.g, “All S’s are P” (in modern
symbolism, “(x)(Sx — Px)”), then we must be able to conceive of
some aspects of our experience as subjects or bearers of properties and
others as properties that can inhere in such subjects, it is not clear how
much of the traditional concept of a substance needs to be packed into the
concept of a subject that this requires — do we need to conceive of something
that can only be the subject of a judgment and never a predicate in order to
make categorical judgments? Second, while it is clear that we must be able
to recognize relations of ground and consequence or dependency among
the objects of our experience if we are to use the hypothetical form of
judgment, that is, the “If — then. ... ” form of judgment, it is not clear
that such relations need always or even ever be causal,¥3 nor in fact is it
clear that only the hypothetical judgment gives expression to relations of
ground and consequence. Thus, as our modern symbolization of the cate-
gorical form of judgment already suggested, categorical judgments can
also express relations of ground and consequence: a categorical judgment
like “All bachelors are unmarried” can give expression to the fact that by
definition if someone is a bachelor then he must be (male and) unmarried.
More importantly, given Kant’s own theory of mathematics there must also
be non-definitional, synthetic implications that are still not causal but are
expressed by the hypothetical form of judgment, e.g, “If a figure is a
triangle, then its interior angles must equal two right angles.” So the
availability or even the necessity of using the hypothetical form of



78 Kant

judgment does not by itself imply that we must apply the category of
causality to the objects of our experience. Finally, what Kant has in mind
by the disjunctive form of judgment, that is, “Either p or not-p,” e.g,
“Either the world is just or the world is unjust” (cf. A 74/B 99) seems to
be the exact opposite of what he has in mind with the category of
“community” or “reciprocity”: in the case of a disjunctive judgment, the
truth of one disjunct is supposed to entail the falsehood of all the others,
while in the case of community, the condition of one object is supposed to
entail that of another and vice versa, that is, we might say, the truth about one
object is supposed to entail and be entailed by the truth of the other. So the
category of community seems very different from the logical relation of
disjunction.

Finally, in order to make use of the modal functions of judgment, that
is, the problematic (“There might be ... "), assertoric (“There are ... "),
and apodictic (“There must be . .. ") forms of judgment, Kant claims that
we must be able to apply the modal categories of possibility and impossi-
bility, existence and non-existence, and necessity and contingency to
the objects of our experience. Here the problem seems to be one of
defining the differences between these categories and between them and
some of the categories earlier introduced. What is the difference between
the modal categories of “existence” and “non-existence” and the cate-
gories of “reality” and “negation” earlier introduced as categories of
“quality”? Isn’t what exists just what has reality, and consequently that
which does not exist that which is the subject of negation? And what is
the difference between “possibility” and “impossibility” on the one hand,
and “necessity” and “contingency” on the other? Can’t the second pair of
concepts be completely defined in terms of the first two pairs, that is, isn’t
the contingent just that which is something actual, which is therefore of
course possible, but the negation of which is not impossible, and isn’t the
necessary just something actual the negation of which is impossible? Do
we need three pairs of modal categories rather than just two?

These are serious questions. The problems about the relational cate-
gories in particular might seem to raise fundamental problems for Kant’s
project of answering Humean skepticism by showing that we can know
a priori that we must apply categories such as substance and causality to our
experience. Just how serious these problems are, however, depends on the
precise structure of Kant’s argument in the rest of the “Analytic.” If he
assumes that the metaphysical deduction has already shown that we must in
fact make judgments using dll of the available logical functions of judg-
ment and also that the categories he has listed are necessary conditions for
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using those logical functions, that is, the only way those functions of judg-
ment can ever be applied to objects, then indeed his entire argument will
indeed be in deep trouble — for he has not even shown that we must use
all of the logical functions of judgment at all, let alone that his categories
are the only means by which these functions can be applied to objects. But
remember, Kant calls the “metaphysical deduction” a mere “clue to the
discovery of all pure concepts of the understanding,” not anything like a
conclusive argument for their necessity. In fact, what Kant will do in what
follows is to provide entirely independent arguments from premises about the
nature of our experience that have not yet been introduced that we must
use all of the categories, from which it will then in turn follow that we not
only can but also must use all the logical functions of judgment — the exact oppo-
site of simply inferring that we may or must use the categories because we
are entitled to use the logical functions of judgment. For example, in the
“Analogies of Experience” Kant will provide arguments from a key fact
about the temporal structure of our experience — which was established in
the “Transcendental Aesthetic,” not in the present “metaphysical deduc-
tion” — for why we must use the categories of substance and accident, cause
and effect, and interaction, from which it would then follow, not be presup-
posed, that we must also use the categorical, hypothetical, and disjunctive
forms of judgment (well, the last of these may still be problematic). And if this
strategy works, then it would not matter if there are other ways in which
the logical functions of judgment can be applied to object than through
the categories Kant has singled out: if, for example, Kant proves that we
must apply the category of causality to our experience and therefore use
the hypothetical form of judgment to express judgments of causality, it is
simply irrelevant that this same form of judgment can also be used to
express analytic or definitional entailments and synthetic but mathematical
rather than causal implications. Kant’s aim is to prove that we must use the
category of causality and therefore the logical form of disjunctive judg-
ment, not to prove that we must use the latter and therefore the former.++
To see if this strategy is going to work, we should now turn from the
“metaphysical deduction” to the main arguments of the “Analytic,” those
of the “Transcendental Deduction” and the “System of Principles.” Before
we do so, however, a quick comment about the modal categories is in
order. As we saw, some of the modal categories seem to be definable
in terms of other modal categories and the categories of quality, which
raises questions about whether all of these categories are really necessary.
We might also ask if by introducing the modal pairs possibility /impossi-
bility, existence /non-existence, and necessity / contingency, Kant means to
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suggest that there is such a variety of modal properties manifest in our expe-
rience of the world in the same way that, for example, substance, causality, and
interaction will be argued to be manifest in that experience. That might be
strange, too. However, Kant will not in fact be committed to the primacy
of all the modal categories or to any sort of modal realism. In fact, what he
will subsequently argue (in the section of the “System of all Principles”
called “The Postulates of Empirical Thinking”) is precisely that all of
the modal categories are applied on the basis of other forms of experi-
ence: the possible is simply that the concept of which is free of internal
contradiction and is consistent with the spatio-temporal form of our expe-
rience; the actual is that which satisfies the conditions of possibility and is
also attested to by sensation, i.e., real; and that which is necessary is
simply the real regarded as subject to causal laws of nature, i.e., it is coex-
tensive with the actual but regarded in light of its thoroughgoing
subjection to causality (see A 218/B 264-5). In other words, the defin-
ability of the modal categories in terms of the categories of quality and
relation and the fact that the modal categories do not introduce any proper-
ties into our experience other than the spatio-temporal structure of our
empirical intuition and the subjection of the latter to the categories of
relation such as causality is precisely what Kant will insist upon, and what
he is preparing the way for in his initial discussion of these categories.

THE TRANSCENDENTAL DEDUCTION

In the Preface to the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant wrote:

[there were] no investigations more important for getting to the bottom of
that faculty we call the understanding, and at the same time for the deter-
mination of the rules and boundaries of its use, than . . . [the] Deduction
of the Pure Concepts of the Understanding.

He went on to add that “they are also the investigations that have cost me
the most, but I hope not unrewarded, effort” (A xvi). Unfortunately, his
efforts were unrewarded; nobody understood the argument of the tran-
scendental deduction. In response, Kant tried to minimize the role of the
argument in his next two works in theoretical philosophy, the Prolegomena to
Any Future Metaphysics of 1783 and the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science of
1786. But there was clearly something that Kant was trying to say in the
transcendental deduction that he said in no other part of his work, and so
he was forced to come back to it, and in the end he completely rewrote
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the heart of the argument for the second edition of the Critique in 1787.
The new version certainly clarifies some questions about Kant’s argument,
but some puzzles remain.

Part of the problem in understanding the transcendental deduction is
that in its introductory sections, which Kant left unchanged in the second
edition, he suggests at least three different accounts of what the argument
is meant to accomplish. He begins with a famous image, saying that the
deduction is like a legal argument about what is “lawful (quid juris)” rather
than about what is mere “fact (quid facti)” (A 84/B 116) — it concerns our
right to use the categories that have been identified in the metaphysical
deduction, not the mere fact that we do. But just what question about our
right to use the categories has been left open by the previous argument is
by no means immediately clear. The first thing that Kant says is that the
“transcendental deduction” is to be an “explanation of the way in which
concepts can relate to objects a priori” rather than a mere “empirical
deduction, which shows how a concept is acquired through experience
and reflection on it, and therefore concerns not the lawfulness but the fact
from which the possession has arisen” (A 85/B 117) — the kind of expla-
nation of our possession of concepts that Kant took John Locke to have
offered (A 86/B 119). This is reminiscent of Kant’s account of his
(analytic or regressive) method of argument in the transcendental exposi-
tions of space and time, namely, an inference from some unquestioned
synthetic a priori cognition to its a priori ground or basis. But in the
preceding paragraph Kant had suggested that the a priori categories are like
the concepts of “fortune and fate” in that we have to show whether we
are entitled to use them, or to assume them to be a priori, at all; so the
model of simply revealing the «a priori conditions for the use of concepts
already known to be a priori does not seem to be very promising. Moreover,
in the first-edition Preface Kant had said:

This inquiry, which goes rather deep, has two sides. One refers to the
objects of the pure understanding, and is supposed to demonstrate and
make comprehensible the objective validity of its concepts a priori; thus it
belongs essentially to my ends. The other side deals with the pure under-
standing itself, concerning its possibility and the powers of cognition on
which it itself rests; thus it considers it in a subjective relation, and
although this exposition is of great importance in respect of my chief end,
it does not belong essentially to it; because the chief question always
remains, “What and how much can understanding and reason cognize free
of all experience?” and not: “How is the faculty of thinking itself
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possible?” . . . even in case my subjective deduction does not produce the
complete conviction that | expect, the objective deduction that is my
primary concern would come in its full strength.

(A xvi—xvii)

But the explanation of how the categories can relate to objects a priori that
Kant says at A 85/B 117 will constitute the transcendental deduction
sounds very much like this merely “subjective” deduction, and thus would
not seem to be at the heart of what Kant is after, the “objective” deduction.

In the passage just cited, however, Kant says that the essential, “objec-
tive” deduction is supposed “to demonstrate and make comprehensible
the objective validity” of the a priori concepts of the understanding. Does
that tell us what the transcendental deduction is really supposed to accom-
plish? Well, Kant shortly says that if “subjective conditions of thinking”
have “objective validity” then they are “conditions of the possibility of
all cognition of objects,” that is, necessarily and universally apply to
objects of cognition (A 89—-90/B 122). And he says that while it has been
easy to show, “with little effort,” that space and time “necessarily relate to
objects,” since the categories are not conditions of the intuition of objects
their objective validity remains to be demonstrated. So this makes it look
as if what is essential for the transcendental deduction is for it to show that
the categories universally and necessarily apply to dll objects of our cogni-
tion, and for that reason, of course, must be known a priori. Demonstrating
that would be the “objective” deduction, and then filling in the details of
how a priori concepts relate to objects given in intuition would be the
“subjective deduction.”

The problem with this suggestion, however, is that the metaphysical deduc-
tion has already shown that the categories must apply to any and all objects
of our cognition, and thus have “objective validity” as just defined: the
metaphysical deduction claimed that all cognition of objects is expressed
through judgments about those objects, and then argued that since our
judgments must have certain forms, so must our concepts, thus that there
are a priori categories that are the conditions of any possible judgments and
therefore any possible cognition of objects. Unless the transcendental
deduction is completely redundant, therefore, it must prove something
more than this. But what more could Kant want to prove at this point?

He gives us a clue about what more might be at stake a few pages
further on when he says that what must be proven in the transcendental
deduction is that “all experience contains in addition to the intuition of
the senses, through which something is given, a concept of an object that
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is given in intuition, or appears; hence concepts of objects in general lie at
the ground of all experiential cognition as a priori conditions,” and that

The transcendental deduction of all a priori concepts therefore has a prin-
ciple toward which the entire investigation must be directed, namely this:
that they must be recognized as a priori conditions of the possibility of
experiences (whether of the intuition that is encountered in them, or of the
thinking).

(A93-4/B 126)

If “experience” here means something like consciousness as such, as opposed to
empirical knowledge of objects, which is how Kant sometimes uses the
term but which would make the deduction question-begging, then these
statements suggest that the transcendental deduction will not presuppose that
we have cognition of objects but must somehow prove that we have knowl-
edge of objects from some more general claim about the nature of
consciousness.45 If the transcendental deduction does this, then it will not
repeat what the metaphysical deduction has done, but will provide an even
more fundamental premise to which the results of the metaphysical
deduction can be applied. That is, if the transcendental deduction can
prove that all of our experience must be cognition of objects, then it will
follow from the metaphysical deduction’s proof that all cognition of
objects involves the categories that the categories must apply to all of our
experience, bar none. The proof of the objective validity of the categories
at which the transcendental deduction aims would then be the proof that
the categories universally and necessarily apply to all our experience, to
whatever might be presented to us in space and/ or time.

If this is what the transcendental deduction is supposed to prove,
however, then some of the arguments that Kant sketches under that rubric
are not going to work. The first edition version of the deduction begins
with a “preliminary reminder” or provisional presentation of the argu-
ment, in which Kant includes a famous theory of “threefold synthesis.” He
argues here that there are three elements involved in all experience of
objects: first, we must sequentially “apprehend” several intuitions of an
object (a “manifold of intuition”); second, we must be able to “repro-
duce” earlier items in such a manifold as we apprehend the later ones, so
that we can even raise the question of whether the earlier ones represent
the same object as the later ones do; and finally we must “recognize” the
unity of the manifold under a concept, that is, recognize that our several
intuitions constitute knowledge of a single object because it follows from
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some concept of the object that it must have just the sorts of properties
that those successive intuitions represent it as having (A 99-104). To
borrow an example from later in the book (A 141/B 180), our concept of
a dog can allow us to recognize that our several representations of a four-
legged shape, a barking sound, and a, well, doggy smell comprise the
representation of a dog, because the concept tells us that those sorts of
properties go together in dogs (but not, say, cats). However, there are two
problems with this line of thought. First, as our example makes clear, this
argument demonstrates the need for empirical concepts in the cognition of
objects; unless empirical concepts can themselves be shown to depend in
some way on the a priori categories of the understanding, the argument
tells us nothing about the objective validity of the latter. Of course, if the
metaphysical deduction has already shown that cognition of objects
requires the categories, we might not need any further proof of this point.
The more important problem with the argument, however, is that while it
is an insightful andlysis of what is involved in our cognition of an object, it is
not a proof from some more general feature of our experience that all our
experiences must also be experiences of objects, and thus that the categories have
“objective validity” in the sense of necessarily applying to all our experi-
ences. So the argument does not seem to realize the aim that will
distinguish the transcendental from the metaphysical deduction.+6

Kant himself seems to think that the analysis of the threefold synthesis
does by itself show at least that our cognition of objects must involve
a priori concepts, although his conclusion seems to be based on a fallacious
inference from the necessity of a concept to unify our experience of an
object to the necessity of a necessary and therefore a priori concept (A 104—6).
(That is a fallacy because, as we saw from the case of the concept dog, an
ordinary empirical concept can do this job.) But in then attempting to
explain where such a priori concepts could come from, Kant introduces a
new concept that may be precisely the more general feature of experience
that is needed. This is the concept of “transcendental apperception,” a
“unity of consciousness that precedes all data of the intuitions” or a “pure,
original, unchanging consciousness” of the “numerical identity” of
oneself in all of one’s various experiences (A 107, A 113). Although Kant
uses the terms “apperception” and “unity of consciousness” in a variety of
ways,47 the basic idea of “transcendental apperception” seems to be
that any time I have any experience I can also know that I have that experi-
ence, and that knowing that is equivalent to knowing that that experience
belongs to the same self that has all my other experiences — the self that is
numerically identical throughout all my experiences.
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This premise seems able to stand on its own, independent of the
previous argument about the threefold synthesis. The question now is
whether the fact of transcendental apperception somehow entails the
necessary application of the categories to all of the experiences to which it
itself applies, that is to say, to all of our experiences without exception. If
so, the fact of transcendental apperception could be the basis for the
desired proof of the objective validity of the categories. But how does Kant
propose to get from transcendental apperception to the categories?

Kant tries out a number of different tactics in the hope of solving this
strategic problem. His main tactic in the first edition of the “Deduction” is
to begin with the premise that the unity of consciousness in transcen-
dental apperception is both synthetic and a priori, so it must rest on a
synthesis that is itself a priori:

Now the unity of the manifold in a subject is synthetic; pure apperception
therefore yields a principle of the synthetic unity of the manifold in all
possible intuition.

This synthetic unity, however, presupposes a synthesis, or includes it,
and if the former is to be necessary a priori then the latter must also be a
synthesis a priori.

(A117-18)

In saying that apperception is synthetic and therefore presupposes
a synthesis, Kant means that in ascribing a manifold of representations — a
multiplicity of particular observations or empirical intuitions — to
ourselves, we assert that there is a connection among them — each of them
belongs to the same self as all the others belong to — that is not a logical
part of the content of any one of them considered by itself; thus the
connection between the different representations that belong to a single
self cannot be known by any mere analysis. This seems perfectly plausible.
It does not follow from the fact that I am now looking at a red book that a
moment ago I was looking at a blue one, or vice versa. But in fact I have
just had both of these experiences. Thus they both belong to the unity of
my consciousness or to my numerically identical self, and it therefore
seems reasonable to suppose that the connection between them must in
some way be synthetic rather than analytic. However, what does Kant
mean by calling this connection in consciousness not just synthetic but
synthetic a priori? In fact, he says two different things about this, one of
which seems true but trivial, the other of which, however, seems substantive
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but problematic. In the second edition of the “Deduction,” Kant says that
“the principle of the necessary unity of apperception is . . . itself identical,
thus an analytical proposition” (B 135), and this could be taken to say
simply that what it means to ascribe one representation to oneself is that it
is ascribed to the same self as any and all other representations that are
ascribed to oneself. This could be regarded as merely a definition of the
idea of a self, from which nothing follows about whether any particular
representation must be ascribed to such a self, let alone on what basis this
would happen. In the first edition, however, Kant seems to have in mind
that we have not a merely definitional but a substantive certainty that
any representation we can have will in fact be ascribed to a numerically
identical self. He writes:

All intuitions are nothing for us and do not in the least concern us if they
cannot be taken up into consciousness ... and through this alone is
cognition possible. We are conscious a priori of the thoroughgoing identity
of ourselves with regard to all representations that can ever belong to our
consciousness, as a necessary condition of the possibility of all represen-

tations. . . . This principle holds a priori.
(A116)

Kant then makes a number of very striking inferences from this principle.
First, he argues that if we know that there is a unity among all of our
representations even before we know anything about the particular content
of those representations, yet this unity is synthetic, then there must be an
a priori synthesis of all of our representations prior to any particular empir-
ical syntheses of them (the sort of syntheses by which we determine
whether some particular representations represent a dog or a cat, for
example), which he calls the “productive synthesis of the imagination”
(A 118); and if this synthesis is a priori, he assumes, then it must have its
own a priori rules. Next, he assumes that all synthesis is ultimately a
product of the faculty of understanding, and, “in relation to the transcen-
dental synthesis of the imagination,” by which he means the a prior
synthesis that he has just postulated, “the pure understanding” (A 119);
and since, as he takes the metaphysical deduction to have shown, the cate-
gories are the “pure a priori conditions that contain the necessary unity” of
all syntheses of the pure understanding, he then infers that the categories
must be the conditions of the pure synthesis which results in the unity of
apperception. Finally, since this means that we not only can but must apply
the categories to any of our representations, and yet the categories are also
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the pure forms for all concepts of objects, Kant takes this to mean that
through the categories we can always supply concepts for any experiences
that we have, or that there is a necessary “affinity” among all our represen-
tations: “the necessity of a law extending through all appearances, a law,
namely, for regarding them throughout as data of sense that are associable
in themselves and subject to universal laws of a thoroughgoing connec-
tion” (A 122). Given the assumptions he has made, the existence of this
affinity does indeed follow from the premise that it is “only because I
ascribe all perceptions to one consciousness (of original apperception)
[that] I can say of all perceptions that I am conscious of them.” And since
the transcendental unity of apperception implies this affinity, Kant feels
entitled to assert that “the understanding is itself the source of the laws of
nature, and thus of the formal unity of nature” (A 127).

This is an extraordinary argument,*8 starting from what we might think
of as a sort of Cartesian assumption of certainty about the unity of the self
and concluding with the profoundly anti-Humean conclusion that the
understanding is necessarily the source of unity in nature. By this argu-
ment, Kant’s initial, Copernican idea that the fundamental principles of
knowledge must be autonomous, must lie within ourselves, is revealed as
the assumption that the understanding forms nature and thus can always
impose its principles upon nature. But the argument is vulnerable to
several objections. First, it could be argued that although Kant is entitled
to the analytic principle that we must be conscious of a synthetic connec-
tion among whatever representations we can as a matter of fact call our
own, this does not imply the synthetic principle that we can have no repre-
sentations that we cannot call our own: the analytic principle leaves open
whether any particular representation that we have must also be one that
we are aware of having and therefore can associate with others. Kant’s
assertion of the stronger, synthetic principle in saying that any intuition of
which we are not aware is “nothing for us” and does “not in the least
concern us” does not, the objection would continue, prove that his
assumption is synthetic a priori: it might well be true that a representation
that we are not aware of having does not concern us (or this might some-
times be true, although if it were always true, it would be hard to
understand why some people spend so much money on psychoanalysis),
but this does not imply that we cannot have any such representations.

Second, the argument seems to identify the transcendental synthesis
that allegedly underlies the unity of apperception with a synthesis of the
understanding conducted in accordance with the categories arbitrarily;
that is, it just asserts that the understanding is the source of all synthesis
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and therefore that the categories are involved in all synthesis.4® Another
way of putting this point would be to say that Kant’s argument is at the
very least too abstract: it assures us that the understanding is the source of
the unity of apperception, but does not tell us what sorts of particular
judgments about the unity of the self are made possible by the application
of the categories to our representations, and therefore cannot convince us
that the categories are really the necessary conditions of the unity of
apperception. Moreover, the idea that the categories are involved in an
a priori synthesis that somehow precedes or underlies empirical syntheses
does not seem to sit very well with the conception of the categories as the
forms of our empirical concepts that was suggested by the metaphysical
deduction: that way of thinking about the categories suggests that they
must guide us in the formation of empirical concepts, but that in turn
means that the only syntheses of our data that there will be (apart from
those in pure mathematics) will be empiricadl syntheses, of empirical data
and using empirical concepts, although empirical concepts formed in
accordance with the a priori categories.

Finally, Kant’s idea of the necessary affinity of all appearances might be
an excessively strong notion of cognitive autonomy: it is one thing to claim
that by turning into ourselves we can discover the necessary conditions of
any possible knowledge of objects, which are conditions that must be
satisfied by any particular objects that we do in fact succeed in compre-
hending; but it is quite another thing to say that we can always impose the
principles of our own understanding on any objects of nature, whatever
they might be like in themselves. To say the latter would be to say that
there can be nothing in nature that we cannot succeed in comprehending,
and it is not clear that we could prove such a strong claim by reflection on
the conditions of the possibility of what is after all a certain kind of self-
knowledge.

As mentioned earlier, Kant completely rewrote the transcendental
deduction for the second edition of the Critique. Did he do so because he
recognized any of the problems just mentioned and now knew how to
resolve them? He must have realized that the connection between apper-
ception and the use of the categories to form concepts of objects was at
least inadequately supported in the first-edition deduction, because in the
new version he tries to make that connection more persuasive.

The new version of the argument begins with an explicit assertion of
the premise that “all combination . . . is an action of the understanding”
(815, B 130). The next section of the argument begins with Kant’s
famous assertion that “The I think must be able to accompany all my
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representations . . . Thus all manifold of representation has a necessary
relation to the I think in the same subject in which this manifold is to be
encountered” (§16, B 131-2). In other words, to ascribe any one repre-
sentation to oneself is to ascribe it to the “same subject” that also possesses
the “manifold” of the rest of one’s representation, and for that reason
entails an act of combination on the part of the understanding. Kant
reiterates this point when he says that:

It is only because | can combine a manifold of given representations in
one consciousness that it is possible for me to represent the identity of
the consciousness in these representations itself, i.e., the analytical
unity of apperception is only possible under the presupposition of some

synthetic one.
(B 133—4)

The analytical unity of apperception is what I assert when I call a single
representation mine, as if I were simply ascribing to it a property like that
of being red; the synthetic unity of apperception is what I assert when I
call all of my representations together mine, and what Kant is claiming is
that the former depends on the latter — so to call a representation mine
is not like calling one apple red at all, since that does not depend upon
what I call any other apples. In all of this, it looks as if Kant is simply
emphasizing the synthetic character of apperception, and then preparing
us, by appeal to the premise introduced in §15, for the same sort of direct
argument from the understanding as the source of combination or
synthesis to the categories as a necessary condition of this synthesis that he
attempted in the first edition (B 134-5).

But Kant slows down, and tries to establish an independent connection
between apperception and the objective validity of the categories by
showing that apperception is itself intrinsically connected to judgments
about objectsS® and thus, given the argument of the metaphysical deduction,
necessarily involves the categories. His first attempt to do this, however,
looks like it runs in the wrong direction: in §17, Kant writes that “An
object . . . is that in the concept of which the manifold of a given intu-
ition is united,” and that “the unity of consciousness is that which alone
constitutes the relation of representations to an object” (B 137). This
makes it look as if it is being suggested that the unity of apperception is a
sufficient condition for cognition of objects, so that whatever is necessary
for unity of apperception also applies to objects (actually, this would only
follow if unity of apperception were a necessary condition for cognition
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of objects; maybe Kant means to say it is both necessary and sufficient).
This in turn would tell us that the categories must apply to all objects, or
have universal validity in the sense originally defined at A 93/B 126, if
they are involved in apperception itself.5! But if what we are looking for is
a reason to believe that the categories are necessary conditions of apper-
ception itself, then this argument seems to be presupposing what is
supposed to be proven.s2

In the next two sections, however, Kant tries to argue that apperception
is a form of judgment about objects and therefore intrinsically involves the
categories. He does this by stating in §18 that the “transcendental unity
of apperception” is an “objective” rather than “subjective unity of
consciousness” (B 139) while arguing conversely in §19 that “a judgment
is nothing other than the way to bring given cognitions to the objective
unity of apperception” (B 141). This makes it sound as if apperception
necessarily involves judgment as well as judgment necessarily involving
apperception, so if judgment necessarily involves the categories then so
will apperception itself. If this is so, then, since all of our experiences are
part of our unity of apperception, all of them will involve the categories —
in other words, the categories will have objective validity, which is what
the whole transcendental deduction is supposed to prove. However, Kant
may here make the crucial connection between apperception and judg-
ment about objects too easily. When he defines the “subjective” unity of
consciousness in contrast to the “objective,” he is making a contrast
between associations of ideas that are “entirely contingent” and perhaps
valid only for a single subject and those that are valid for any and all
subjects (B 140). But that is just to say that the “objective unity of
consciousness” is consciousness of an objective relation of representations,
or of an object, rather than non-objective. We can concede that the metaphys-
ical deduction has already shown that the categories are necessary
conditions for the cognition of objects; now Kant seems to be showing that
they are also conditions for the unity of apperception itself simply by
equating unity of apperception with cognition of objects. But that does not
independently establish that apperception as it was originally understood — that
is, as a connection among all of our representations as such, regardless of
what they may or may not represent — involves judgments about objects,
from which we could infer that we must make objective judgments using
the categories about all of our experience. Further, if we were to accept
Kant’s present move without qualification, we would have a dilemma on
our hands: either some of our experience is merely subjective, and does
not involve the categories, which means that the categories do not after all
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have objective validity, that is, apply to all our experience; or else all of our
apperception is objective and the categories do apply to all our experience,
but only because we do not have any merely subjective experience at all.
Neither horn of this dilemma seems attractive.53 Kant presupposes that he
has successfully shown that apperception always involves judgment when
he concludes in §20 that it therefore involves the logical functions of
judgment, and that “the categories are nothing other than these very
functions of judging, insofar as the manifold of a given intuition is deter-
mined with regard to them” (B 143); but he has not, at least not for the
general sense of apperception introduced in §16 rather than the question-
begging sense smuggled into §18.

So is Kant’s second version of the deduction as much of a failure as his
first attempt? The sections we have considered thus far (§§15-20) have
not done better than the first version in establishing a direct connection
between the unity of apperception and the objective validity of the cate-
gories for all of our experiences, but Kant next makes a move that opens
up another and altogether more promising line of argument. In §21, Kant
says that in the previous sections only “the beginning of a deduction of
the pure categories of the understanding has been made,” which has
abstracted “from the way in which the manifold for an empirical intuition
is given,” that is, from the necessary spatio-temporal form of all of our
experience, demonstrated in the “Transcendental Aesthetic.” The argument
now has to be completed in a way that takes account of that sensible
condition of the possibility of our experience.>* To be sure, Kant assumes
that he has already successfully shown that the categories necessarily apply
to all of our experience, and in now reminding us that our experience is
spatio-temporal so the categories necessarily apply to an experience that
is spatio-temporal, his primary aim seems to be to make clear the limits on
our use of the categories: since our spatio-temporal experience is experi-
ence only of how things appear, not how they are in themselves, and the
categories necessarily apply to our spatio-temporal experience, they too
yield knowledge only of how things appear, not how they are in themselves —
although since the categories do not directly have spatio-temporal content,
they may still be used to think about non-spatio-temporal objects, that is,
things as they are in themselves (§22, B 146). This is consistent with
Kant’s original claim in the Preface to the first edition that what is essential
to the transcendental deduction is to determine “What and how much can
understanding and reason cognize free of all experience” (A xvii), that is,
to both secure and to limit our a priori knowledge of and through the cate-
gories.5>5 And the next several sections are indeed devoted to emphasizing
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that the categories do yield knowledge merely with respect to appearance,
even, paradoxical as it may seem, in the case of ourselves: since “we must
order the determinations of inner sense as appearances in time in just the
same way as we order those of outer sense in space” (§24, B 156),
through the categories “I therefore have no cognition of myself as I am,
but only as I appear to myself” (§25, B 158). The thesis that through the
categories we can only have cognition of things as they appear but that
we can nevertheless use the categories to think how they might be in
themselves will be crucial to Kant’s eventual argument that we can have
practical grounds for belief in metaphysical claims of which we can
have no theoretical cognition, and in particular to his argument that the
thoroughgoing causal determinism entailed by the necessary application
of the category of causality to the appearance of our selves is compatible
with freedom of the will in the self considered as it is in itself. These are
clearly positions of the utmost importance to Kant, and of course we shall
have to return to them later. But what is of interest now is the alternative
strategy for demonstrating the objective validity of the categories that Kant
suggests in the penultimate section of the second half of the second-
edition deduction (§26).

Kant begins this section by reminding us that “space and time are repre-
sented a priori not merely as forms of sensible intuition, but also as
intuitions themselves (which contain a manifold” (B 160). He then adds
that although in the “Transcendental Aesthetic” he “ascribed this unity
merely to sensibility, . . . in order to note that it precedes all concepts,” in
fact “it presupposes a synthesis, which does not belong to the senses but
through which all concepts of space and time first become possible” (B
160—1n.). From these premises he concludes that “this synthetic unity can
be none other than that of the combination of the manifold of a given
intuition in general in an original consciousness, in agreement with the
categories” (B 161). In other words, Kant now argues that the unity of
space and time themselves depend upon the categories, so of course the
categories are objectively valid, or necessarily apply to every experience that
we can have, since all of our experience is spatio-temporal. Now in making
this argument, Kant cannot mean that our recognition of the purely formal
fact that every space and every time can only be represented as a part of a
larger space or time, which immediately implies the unity (and also infini-
tude) of space and time, rests on the categories. For not only would that
undermine a central and as we saw quite persuasive argument of the
“Transcendental Aesthetic”; it is also hard to see how the categories are
involved in that insight at all, or at least any categories beyond the categories



Kant’s Copernican Revolution 93

of quantity, if we are willing to interpret the concepts of “part” and
“whole” as a version of the categories of “unity” and “totality.” So what
could Kant mean here that would make sense and not undermine the
“Transcendental Aesthetic”? Well, his remark that space and time “contain a
manifold” could suggest that it is our cognition of the unity of what fills
space and time, that is, our cognition of the unitary and determinate order
of objects and their states in space and time, that depends upon the use of the
categories. This is also what Kant suggests when he offers some examples to
illustrate what he has in mind. He maintains that in making “the empirical
intuition of a house into perception” I rely not merely on the formal intu-
ition of space but also on the category of quantity, “the synthesis of the
homogeneous in an intuition in general” (B 162), presumably meaning by
this that in order to think of my several empirical intuitions, that is, my
glimpses of windows, doors, walls, and so on, as perceptions of a single
house, I have to think of them as representing parts of a single enduring
whole; and he says that in order to “perceive the freezing of water” I have
to “apprehend two states (of fluidity and solidity)” not merely as occurring
in time but as occurring in a determinate order in time — fluidity first and
solidity second, not the other way around, for that would be melting, not
freezing — and that in order to do that I need to apply the category of
causality to my observations (B 162—3). This suggests that determinate
knowledge of objects and events in space and time depends upon the use
of a wide range of the categories, specifically including the categories of
substance and causality, which are the pure forms of such empirical
concepts as those of houses and freezing. But what about apperception, that
is, cognition of the numerical identity of oneself? Well, if Kant could success-
fully argue that it is necessary to employ the categories to have any
determinate cognition of objects and their states in space and time, he could
also argue that we must use those categories to have determinate cognition
of ourselves as enduring objects with determinate sequences of experiences.
That is, if' Kant could argue that the use of the categories is a necessary
condition for any determinate knowledge of objects in space and time, and
then show us that self-knowledge is also determinate knowledge of an object in space and time,
he could finally show us that the categories are necessarily involved in self-
knowledge as well as in knowledge of objects other than the self.

Now so far this is only the outline of a strategy. But we shall shortly see
that it is precisely the strategy that Kant executes in considerable detail in the
“Analytic of Principles,” particularly in the sections he calls the “Analogies
of Experience” and the “Refutation of Idealism” (added in the second
edition).>6 The latter title also suggests that Kant recognizes that his use of
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this strategy might leave him vulnerable to skepticism. If he is going to
resolve Humean skepticism about first principles such as the universal
validity of causation by demonstrating that such principles are necessary
conditions for cognition of external objects and even of the numerically
identical self, he will have to confront not only Cartesian skepticism about
external knowledge but also the even more radical Humean doubt that we
have any real knowledge of a continuing self at all. Kant will indeed attempt
to do this, but we will have to wait until we have considered the more
detailed arguments of the “Principles” section to see how successful this
attempt is. For now, we may conclude our discussion of the second-edition
deduction by noting that, as in the first edition, Kant ends it by asserting the
very strong thesis that “Categories are concepts that prescribe laws a priori to
appearances, thus to nature as the sum total of all appearances” (B 163).
Thus, he does not just infer that our experience of nature had better turn out
to be sufficiently orderly to allow us to apply the categories to it if we are to
get knowledge of objects out of that experience; rather, as with the first
edition doctrine of “affinity,” he infers that we can always “prescribe” or
impose the categories upon our experience of nature, in other words, that
there is no way nature could prove resistant to our thought structured
through the categories. This time, however, he recognizes that this strong
conclusion needs support, and so he adds an argument that is reminiscent of
his basic argument in support of transcendental idealism in the
“Transcendental Aesthetic” and the Prolegomena: he says that if we were to
entertain “a kind of preformation-system of pure reason” (§27, B 167),57
that is, to presuppose that nature happens to have the kind of structure that
the application of the categories to it would require independently of the
fact that we ourselves must think in accordance with the categories simply
because we think in judgments, we would not be able to say that nature
necessarily satisfies the categories — for example, in the case of causation:

| would not be able to say that the effect is combined with the cause in the
object (i.e., necessarily), but only that | am so constituted that | cannot
think of this representation otherwise than as so connected; which is

precisely what the skeptic wishes most.
(B 168)

Kant here makes the same move that he made about space in his central
argument for transcendental idealism in the “Transcendental Aesthetic”: if
the categories apply to objects independently of our imposition of them,
then they do so only contingently; and if our knowledge of objects and
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even our knowledge of ourselves depends upon the application of the
categories to objects, then our knowledge of objects and even our self-
knowledge would also, in the end, be contingent. He clearly assumes that
it is not contingent that we have knowledge, and especially not contingent
that we have knowledge of the numerical identity of our own selves. But
just as it was in the “Transcendental Aesthetic,” the real question now is
whether Kant is ultimately entitled to such an assumption of necessity:
Can we really say that it is necessary that we have knowledge of our own
numerically identical selves, or are we entitled only to say what conditions
our experience must satisfy if we are to have such knowledge?

Perhaps we should not worry too much about this question. After all,
most of us clearly do have knowledge of the unity and coherence of our
own experiences over considerable periods of time, and if Kant can show
that the application of the categories to the objects of our experience is a
necessary condition of such knowledge, that would be a considerable
philosophical accomplishment and perhaps an adequate answer to all but
the most excessive and implausible skepticism. So let’s leave the question
open for the time being and see how in the “Analytic of Principles” Kant
executes in detail the strategy finally suggested in the second half of the
second-edition “Transcendental Deduction.” This strategy, recall, is that of
showing that our determinate knowledge of objects in space and time and
also our determinate knowledge of our own selves as objects in space and
time depends not only on the a priori forms of space and time but also on
the use of empirical concepts formed in accordance with such key cate-
gories of the understanding as substance and causality, and by that means
showing that the categories have objective validity in the sense of neces-
sarily applying to anything we can count as experience at all.

THE PRINCIPLES OF EMPIRICAL JUDGMENT

The “Analytic of Principles” is divided into three chapters: a brief first
chapter “On the schematism of the principles of the pure concepts of the
understanding,” a lengthy second chapter on the “System of all principles
of pure understanding,” and a third chapter “On the ground of the
distinction of all objects in general into phenomena and noumena” (which was
heavily rewritten for the second edition of the Critique). The first two chap-
ters continue Kant’s exposition of his theory of the contribution of our
own principles to theoretical knowledge of nature, and take steps toward
the defense of his theory of our cognitive autonomy from Humean and
(in the second-edition) Cartesian skepticism. The third chapter lays the



96 Kant

foundation for Kant’s critique of traditional metaphysics, which will be
expounded in detail in the “Transcendental Dialectic” and which is also
Kant’s response to Pyrrhonian skepticism.

The “Schematism”

The chapter on the “schematism” can seem mysterious. Kant begins by
stating that “In all subsumptions of an object under a concept the repre-
sentations of the former must be homogeneous with the latter” (A 137/B
176), and suggests that a third thing, a “schema,” is needed to intervene
between concept and object (A 138/B 177). This must be produced by a
“schematism of our understanding with regard to appearances and their
more form,” which is “a hidden art in the depths of the human soul,
whose true operations we can divine from nature and lay unveiled before
our eyes only with difficulty” (A 141/B 180). All this seems to suggest
that we can never simply apply a concept directly to our experience, for
example that we cannot simply apply the concept gold to a lump of metal
because we find it to be heavy, yellow, malleable, etc., but that we need
something intervening between our concept and our experience. What
could that be, and isn’t there a danger that once we have found that we
might need yet another intermediary to apply it to our experience, and
thus be off on an infinite regress? (Kant himself raises such a danger at A
133/B172.)

Such worries as well as Kant’s own melodramatic language are
misplaced. What Kant is worrying about is that the categories are not self-
evidently applicable to the objects of our experience, because the
categories have merely logical content — the category of a substance, for
example, is simply the category of something that is necessarily the subject
of a predication — but our experience does not immediately present itself
in logical terms; it presents itself in spatio-temporal terms, that is, as expe-
rience of objects that are near to or far from us, now present or merely
remembered, short-lived or long-lasting, and so on.58 Thus, in the case of
the categories our concepts are not “homogeneous” with our objects, and
some intermediary has to be found in order to make them so. But this is
not the case with our other concepts, which are inherently homo-
geneous with their objects. A pure mathematical concept like circle is
homogeneous with our experience, because it describes its object in terms
of properties that can be directly presented in experience — that something
is a curved, closed line every point of which is equidistant from its center
is the kind of thing we can observe because the pure form of all our outer
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intuition is spatial. And an empirical concept like plate or dog is already
homogeneous with its object because it includes predicates that corre-
spond immediately to observable properties of objects, whether those
properties are pure, like the circularity of a plate, or empirical, like its non-
porousness or like the furriness or noisiness of a typical dog Such
concepts can be thought of as rules for the application of a name on the
basis of observable properties: the concept circle is equivalent to the rule
“Call a figure a circle if it is a curved, closed line every point of which is
equidistant from its center” and the concept dog is equivalent to the rule
“Call an animal a dog if'it is a four-footed, barking mammal with a certain
kind of teeth, and so on” (empirical concepts, of course, are not always
well defined). Kant says that the schema of a geometrical figure such as a
circle or triangle “can never exist anywhere except in thought, and signi-
fies a rule of the synthesis of the imagination with regard to pure shapes
in space,” and likewise that an empirical concept “is always related imme-
diately to the schema of the imagination, as a rule for the determination of
our intuition in accordance with a certain general concept” (A 141/B
180). This makes it sound as if there is a numerical difference between the
schema and the concept in these cases, but there really is not: the “imme-
diate relation” is in fact identity, for the concept itself is nothing but the
rule for constructing or recognizing instances of the concept. Only in the
case of the categories do some rules not already contained in the content
of those concepts themselves have to be found in order to apply those
concepts to objects.

Kant’s idea is then that the a priori but merely logical content of the cate-
gories can be applied to objects only if it can be associated with some
equally a priori and universal properties that are immediately manifest in
our experience — a “mediating representation” that, like the categories
themselves, “must be pure (without anything empirical) and yet intellec-
tual on the one hand and sensible on the other” (A 138/B 177). Since
time is the “formal condition of the manifold of inner sense, thus of the
connection of all representations,” yet we can know its structure entirely a
priori “in pure intuition,” Kant proposes that the schemata must be various
“transcendental time-determinations,” features of the structure of time or
of relations in time, that can be associated with the categories. Such tran-
scendental time-determinations will be “homogeneous” with the
categories because they are universal and a priori, but will also be homoge-
neous with “appearance insofar as time is contained in every empirical
representation” (A 139/B 178). This may again sound mysterious, but
Kant’s examples quickly make clear that he means something quite
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straightforward: the category of substance, for example, which has the
logical meaning of something that is a subject of predications, can be
applied to experience through the temporal “schema” of something that
endures through the change of its properties; the concepts of cause and
effect, which thus far mean merely objects or states of affairs, whatever
they might be, that are fit to be the subjects of antecedent and consequent
clauses in a hypothetical judgment, can be applied to experience through
the temporal “schema” of states of affairs that follow one another in time
in accordance with a rule; and so on (A 144/B 183).

Although the general thrust of Kant’s theory of the schematism is there-
fore quite clear, there are problems both with his assumption that only
temporal and not spatial determinations can serve as transcendental
schemata and with some of the particular temporal schemata that he
describes. Kant’s reason for holding that all the schemata must be time-
determination is that as the form of inner sense time is the form of all
representations, those of inner sense directly and those of outer sense indi-
rectly, while as the form of outer sense space is the form only of some of our
representations; thus if there were spatial schemata for the categories, they
could apply only to some but not all of our representations. But to infer
from this that there can be no spatial schemata for any of the categories
would require the additional assumption that each of the categories must be
able to be applied to dll of our experiences, which Kant does not explicitly
assert. There are also three more concrete problems with Kant’s claim. First,
he will claim that the “pure schema of magnitude . . . as a concept of the
understanding” is “number, which is a representation that summarizes the
successive addition of one (homogeneous) unity to another” (A 142/B
182). But it is indifferent to the concept of number whether the units that
are added in any particular enumeration are themselves units of space, units
of time, or units of something else altogether, and the fact that it might take
us some time to perform the operation of addition seems irrelevant to the
abstract concept of enumeration. Second, in at least some cases the condi-
tions necessary for applying the pure categories to experience seem to
involve spatial as well as temporal relations: if we accept Hume’s analysis of
the concept of causation, for example (although not his critique of its neces-
sity), cause and effect are not only successive (a temporal relation) but also
contiguous (a spatial relation), while on Kant’s own account the condition for
applying the pure category of community is interaction between objects
existing simultaneously (a temporal relation) at different locations (a spatial rela-
tion). And, finally, Kant will explicitly argue that certain temporal relations
themselves can only be represented through spatial relations — the passage of
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time, he asserts several times, can only be represented by a line drawn in
space (B 156, B 290). For all of these reasons, it seems as if Kant should have
stated that the transcendental schemata are certain spatial and/or temporal
structures through which the pure categories can be applied to experience.
There are also problems with some of Kant’s particular correlations
between the categories and their schemata. As we have seen, there is only
one schema for all three categories of quantity, namely number: that is, the
logical concepts of one, some, and all can only be applied to domains of
objects that can be counted. That is unproblematic, although as we saw it is
dubious whether the idea of counting is intrinsically temporal. Kant
provides two schemata for reality and negation as pure concepts of quality,
namely “being (in time)” and “non-being (in time)” (A 143/B 182).This
again seems unproblematic, although Kant’s suggestion that the schema
for the concept of limitation is to be found in the fact that “a transition
from reality to negation... makes every reality representable as a
quantum” that has “a degree” seems to rest on an empirical assumption
that all sensations come in a continuum of degrees, which does not seem
to be derivable from the pure structure of time. Next, Kant claims that
there are three schemata for the three pure categories of relation: “The
schema of substance is the persistence of the real in time”; “The schema of
cause and of the causality of a thing in general is the real upon which,
whenever it is posited, something else always follows,” or “the succession
of the manifold insofar as it is subject to a rule”; and “The schema of
community (reciprocity), or of the reciprocal causality of substances with
regard to their accidents, is the simultaneity of the determinations of the
one with those of the other, in accordance with a general rule” (A 144/B
183—4). As we observed earlier, there is a problem with the assumption
that causality in time is a necessary condition for the use of the “if — then”
form of judgment, as opposed to a sufficient condition for that, because
there are clearly non-temporal relations of ground and consequence;
and there is likewise a problem with the assumption that “reciprocal
causation” is the only possible condition for the use of the disjunctive
form of judgment, when in fact we often use a disjunction to express the
fact that two states of affairs are completely incompatible and therefore
cannot coexist with each other, e.g., “The world is either just or unjust.”
However, if Kant does not simply infer that we are entitled to believe in
causation or interaction because they are supposed to be the schemata of
certain categories, but instead provides independent arguments for the neces-
sity of making judgments about causation and interaction, which entail that
we must therefore use the relevant forms of judgment and categories to
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express them, no harm will be done — and that is exactly what Kant will
go on to do in the second chapter of the “Analytic of the Principles.”

Finally, Kant writes that “The schema of possibility is the agreement
of the synthesis of various representations with the conditions of time in
general . . . thus the determination of the representation of a thing to
some time” or other; “The schema of actuality is existence at a determi-
nate time”; and “The schema of necessity is the existence of an object at
all times” (A 145/B 184). These definitions are also misleading: the
first, because at least some possible objects must surely satisfy the condi-
tions of space in general and not just those of time (a square circle is no
more possible than someone who is married and unmarried at the same
time); and the third for the more complex reason that Kant will ulti-
mately and importantly argue that the only sense of necessity that we are
entitled to use in empirical knowledge is necessity in accordance with
causal laws, and causal laws do not entail the existence of any objects at
all times but rather the existence of particular states of affairs (effects)
at particular times (following the existence of their causes). Further, Kant
will subsequently argue that there is something we can know to exist at
all times, namely, the total quantum of substance in the universe, but he
does not maintain that we can know this to be a necessary being (as God
was traditionally thought to be). So there is not a perfect match between
Kant’s initial definitions of the schemata for the categories of modality
and the claims about the conditions for the actual use of the concepts of
possibility, actuality, and necessity that he will subsequently make.

But in this case too, Kant’s overall argument does not really suffer,
because his subsequent arguments about our use of the modal categories
stand on their own rather than depending on the present associations.
Throughout the chapter on the “System of all principles,” Kant will essen-
tially provide arguments from fundamental features of our experience that
require us to apply the categories to our experience in particular ways; we
can thus take the argument of that second chapter to entail a certain
schematism of the categories rather than vice versa. So let us now turn to
the “System of all principles.”

The System of all principles

The “System” begins by reminding us that while analytic judgments can be
known to be true on the basis of the contents of their subject- and predi-
cate-concepts and the principle of non-contradiction alone (A 151-2/B
190—1), the “supreme principle of all synthetic judgments” is that “a third
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thing is necessary in which alone the synthesis of two concepts can origi-
nate,” and that, given the argument of the “Schematism,” this third thing
must be the temporal structure of our experience, because “There is only
one totality in which all of our representations are contained, namely inner
sense, and its a priori form, time” (A 155/B 194). Thus reminded, we
would expect that each of the following sections, the “Axioms of
Intuition,” the “Anticipations of Perception,” “the Analogies of Experience,”
and the “Postulates of Empirical Thinking,” would appeal to one or another
aspect of the temporal structure of experience in order to demonstrate the
necessity of one or another synthetic a priori principle, employing one or
another of the categories. What Kant actually does, however, is a little more
complicated than this suggests, although the strategy of demonstrating that
the temporal structure of our experience requires the use of certain
synthetic a priori principles employing the categories of substance, causa-
tion, and interaction is certainly essential to the heart of the “System of all
principles,” namely the “Analogies of Experience.”

The axioms of intuition and the anticipations of perception

The actual contents of these first two sections come as something of a
surprise, because instead of inferring their conclusions from the temporal
reinterpretation of the categories of quantity and quality, as the
“Schematism” would suggest, or explicitly arguing that the temporal
structure of our experience entails the necessary application and therefore
the objective validity of those categories, as the account of Kant’s strategy
just given would suggest, what Kant actually does in these sections is to
argue that the spatial as well as the temporal structure of our experience
justifies the application of certain parts of mathematics to its objects, namely,
the mathematics of “extensive” and “intensive” quantities. By an “exten-
sive” quantity or magnitude Kant means one that can be conceived of as
consisting of separable parts, while by an “intensive” magnitude he means
a measure of a quantity that cannot be conceived of as consisting of sepa-
rate parts even though it can be expressed as a multiple of some unit. It is
easy to see what he means by an extensive quantity: a mile, for example, is
an extensive quantity consisting of 5,280 parts, each a foot long (although
of course it can also be divided up in other ways, e.g., into 1,760 yards,
63,360 inches, and so on), and you can actually separate these parts from
each other, for example, by walking half a mile but not a whole mile or
cutting up a mile of filament into 5,280 equally long pieces. An intensive
magnitude, however, or a degree (A 166/B 207), does not consist of parts
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even though we measure it as a multiple of units: today’s temperature of
72° F does not consist of seventy-two (or any other number of) parts,
although we may measure it through something that does have separable
parts, namely the height of a column of mercury in a thermometer.

Kant’s argument, then, is that the mathematics of extensive and inten-
sive magnitudes necessarily apply to our experience. His argument in the
“Axioms of Intuition” about extensive magnitude is straightforward,
indeed one may think it hardly needs to be made by this point in the
book. The argument is simply that because our experiences of objects
necessarily have spatial and temporal form, and space and time can always
be represented as extensive magnitudes — any extension in space or dura-
tion in time can be represented as consisting of some number of smaller
extensions or durations — the objects that we experience in space and time
also can and must be representable as extensive magnitudes. “Every
appearance as intuition is an extensive magnitude, as it can only be
cognized through successive synthesis (from part to part) in apprehen-
sion” (A 163/B 204). Kant may think this argument has something
special to do with time because he thinks of the synthesis of part to part as
taking time to perform, but that seems to be a contingent fact about us
that does not bear on the essential point that since space and time them-
selves are extensive magnitudes, “pure mathematics in its complete
precision [is] applicable to objects of experience” (A 165/B 206).
However, having established this, Kant does not go on to draw the conclu-
sion that we might have expected him to draw, namely that since objects
in space and/or time are always represented as extensive magnitudes, we
must apply the logical concepts of quantity — one, some, all — by carving up
our experience into representations of objects with determinate extensive
magnitudes, or that carving up our experience in this way is only possible
if we also use the logical categories of quantity. That is, in order to use the
logical concept of a unit, we must chose some spatial or temporal unit,
and to use the logical concepts some and all we must represent multiples of
the spatial or temporal unit that we have selected, while conversely in
order to form conceptions of extensive magnitudes, we must use the
logical concepts: an extensive magnitude is a totality of some units, it has
subparts that consist of some but not dl of those units, and so on. Had he
argued thus, Kant could have made explicit that the intuitional (spatial as
well as temporal) structure of our experience necessitates the objective
validity of the logical categories of quantity.

The argument of the “Anticipations of Perception” is trickier. Here Kant
argues that the mathematics of intensive quantities — degrees — is necessarily
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applicable to the objects of our experience because sensation, which is that
in perception or empirical intuition which represents the “real,” itself
necessarily comes in different degrees of intensity: his claim is that “In all
appearances the sensation, and the real, which corresponds to it in the
object (realitatis phaenomenon), has an intensive magnitude, i.e., a degree” (A
207) (by the parenthetical Latin Kant means to remind us that he is only
talking about the appearance of the real, not anything as it ultimately is in
itself). Kant’s claim is problematic for two reasons: first, because it is not
clear that he has a sound argument that sensations can always come in a
range of degrees; and second because even if that is true it does not neces-
sarily follow that we must think of the external (although still
phenomenal) reality that causes our sensations in terms of intensive rather
than extensive magnitudes. The second point is easy to see: the measured
or felt temperature of 72° in my study today, although it does not itself
consist of seventy-two or any other number of parts, is certainly caused by
some finite number of molecules of matter moving at some finite veloci-
ties in the finite volume of my room, all of which are (in principle)
measurable extensive magnitudes.>® Thus, the intensive magnitude of a
sensation may correspond to an extensive magnitude in the real object that
causes it. (In chapter four, we will see that in his philosophy of science
Kant explains matter in terms of attractive and repulsive forces which may
themselves be intensive rather than extensive magnitudes. But he certainly
does not attempt to prove this physical theory by beginning from the
character of our sensations of matter, as he is trying to do here.)

The first problem is different. Kant argues that any sensation can be
assigned a degree on a scale of intensity because although “Apprehension,
by means of sensation, fills only an instant,” nevertheless “every sensation
is capable of a diminution, so that it can decrease and thus gradually disap-
pear,” hence “between reality in appearance and negation there is a
continuous nexus of many possible intermediate sensations,” thus any
sensation has some degree on a continuous scale (A 167—-8/B 209-10).
There are a number of questions that might be raised about this argument,
but the most fundamental is simply that the claim that any sensation can
gradually or continuously diminish to nothing, or more generally that any
kind of sensation can come in a range of intensities, would seem to be
empirical rather than a priori, and thus not the basis for any synthetic a priori
principle of judgment. Even if it is true, it is simply not clear how one
could argue on a priori grounds that our sensory receptors are like rheostats
with a continuous range between “oft” and “high” rather than simple on—
off switches with no gradations between “on” and “off.” At one point
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Kant suggests that sensation must be continuous because “from . . . empir-
ical consciousness to... pure consciousness a gradual alteration is
possible” (B 208), but this makes it sound as if the difference between
pure intuition and empirical intuition is a matter of degree, which it
surely is not: although we may be able to have pure intuitions of geomet-
rical figures such as lines and triangles in the mind’s eye as well as
empirical intuitions of linear and triangular physical objects, when it
comes to the latter the difference between pure and empirical is a differ-
ence between form and matter, not a difference of degree. Kant’s deeper
thought seems to be that both space and time are themselves continuous
and “flowing” magnitudes (A 169—70/B 211), from which he infers that
changes in time must be continuous rather than sudden, so if any particular
sensation represents a change from a previous sensory state (as it surely
does), then that change is continuous, so could have been stopped a bit
sooner or later, therefore the sensation could have occurred in some lesser
or greater degree of intensity. But this still seems like an empirical rather
than a priori claim, or at least to depend very heavily on the “Transcendental
Aesthetic”: one might well think that our mathematical representation of time is
continuous without assuming that all real, physical changes in time are
continuous — unless one has already bought into transcendental idealism.
And even if one buys all this, how is it to be reconciled with Kant’s initial
claim that apprehension by means of sensation fills only an instant?

Kant obviously wanted to prove that any sensation has an intensity that
is only a point on a continuous scale so that he could argue that we must
have a pure concept of “limitation” in addition to the categories of
“reality” and “negation” — if all our experience were of a simple on — off
variety, the latter two categories might seem enough. But he really did not
have to go down this road to explain why we can use three rather than just
two logical functions of “quality.” If we assume that all of our empirical asser-
tions and denials about the objects of our experience are based on
sensation, as Kant does, we can say that affirmative judgments are straight-
forwardly based on the occurrence of certain sensations, negative
judgments on an absence of certain expected sensations, and infinite judg-
ments on the absence of some expected sensation but the presence of
some other, perhaps un- or underdescribed sensation. That is, my assertion
“There’s a cat here” (pointing to some particular place in my environ-
ment) would be based on the occurrence of certain characteristic and
expected sensations (the sound of meowing, the feeling of itching if one
is allergic to cats, and so on); my assertion “There is not a cat here” could
be based on the simple absence of any of those expected sensations from
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my experience of a certain region; and my assertion “There’s a non-cat
here” would be based on the occurrence of some sensations different from
the ones I expect in the case of a cat but not (yet?) sufficient for me to
classify what is here in any more determinate way (I know from the
absence of itching that it’s not a cat, but I don’t have enough information
to tell whether it’'s a raccoon or an opossum or a Yorkshire terrier — or
perhaps I have plenty of sensations of the beast before me, but I don'’t
know how to classify it, I just know it’s not a cat, or is a non-cat). The
point is just that Kant could well establish that we apply the categories of
reality, negation, and limitation to our experience on the basis of our
sensations, and that because sensations can be present, absent, or appear in
unexpected combinations we can make affirmative, negative, and infinite
judgments, thus using the relevant associated categories — all without
insisting upon the specialized and perhaps controvertible empirical thesis
that all sensations come in a range of intensities rather than the simple,
empirical but incontrovertible assumption that our assertions and denials
about reality are based on some sort of sensations.

The analogies of experience

The heart of Kant’s argument in the “System of all principles,” however, is
surely the “Analogies of Experience.” Here Kant clearly uses the strategy
we have found in the second stage of the second-edition transcendental
deduction, that is, the strategy of arguing that certain fundamental
assumptions about the structure of our experience, particularly its
temporal structure, necessitate our assumption of certain synthetic a priori
principles that in turn use a priori concepts of the greatest concern to both
traditional metaphysicians and skeptics — the concepts of substance, causa-
tion, and interaction.

Kant bases the “Analogies” on a crucial assumption, namely, that although
time is the a priori form of all of our experience, “time itself cannot be
perceived” and must instead be represented through certain “a priori
connecting concepts” of objects (B 219) — none other than the «
priori concepts of substance, causation, and interaction. In fact, it turns out
that Kant means two distinct things by his claim that “time itself cannot be
perceived.” One thing he means is that the formal structure of time — for
example, its one-dimensionality, that moments of time are not themselves
ever simultaneous with each other, but are only antecedent or successive to
each other — cannot be directly perceived, and must somehow be perceived
through features of objects in time. The other thing he means is that the
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objective temporal relations of objects in time cannot be immediately perceived in our
empirical intuitions, because the temporal relations of our representations
may not match the objective temporal relations — for example, our percep-
tions of an external object may change while the object itself is not
changing. His claim will then be that in order to make judgments about
objective temporal relations that we cannot make on the basis of our empirical
intuitions alone we must apply certain principles about substance, causation,
and interaction to the objects of our experience, and thus assume the objec-
tive validity of the categories of substance, causation, and interaction. As we
will see, the second kind of argument is more compelling than the first.

In the course of the three “Analogies,” Kant uses both interpretations
of the premise that time itself cannot be perceived and both of the styles of
argument that these two interpretations suggest. Kant’s dual lines of argu-
ment are particularly clear in the first “Analogy.” Here Kant aims to prove
that “All appearances contain that which persists (substance) as the object
itself, and that which can change as its mere determination” (A 182), that is,
that all experiences of change are experiences of change in the states of
something that endures through that change, and even that “In all change
of appearances substance persists, and its quantum is neither increased nor
diminished in nature” (B 224). His idea, in other words, is to prove that
there is something that persists through any and indeed all change in nature,
and then to show that we must use the category of substance to express this
fact. He first attempts to show this by assuming that both succession or
change as well as simultaneity are features of appearances in time, but that
the “time . . . in which all change of appearances is to be thought lasts and
does not change,” and then inferring that since time itself cannot be
perceived, neither can its permanence. Yet, he argues, there must be some-
thing in appearance that represents the permanence of time and thus allows it
to be perceived, and this, he claims, can be nothing but substance, “the
substratum of everything real” (B 224-5). From the assumption of the
permanence of time and the need for all features of time to be represented
by something in appearance, that is, Kant infers that there must be some-
thing permanent in appearance, and that changes can only be changes from
one state to another of this permanent thing. The category of substance is
then necessary in order to express this assumption of permanence.

Even if we grant that it makes sense to speak of time itself as permanent,
the epistemological assumptions that Kant makes at the second stage of this
argument are problematic. He is now assuming that we cannot know
that time itself is permanent from the pure intuition of time, although that
change takes place in time and therefore time does not change would seem
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to be the chief thing that we know about the pure intuition of time. He is
also assuming that a representation must have the same property as what it
represents, although this is certainly not true in general. To take Kant’s own
example, why cannot a drawn line represent the permanence of time
(B 156) even if the drawing of the line is not itself permanent? (After all,
the next time we need to represent the permanence of time, we could just
draw another line.) This line of thought just does not seem promising.é0

Toward the end of the section, however, Kant writes that “the representa-
tion of the transition from one state into another, and from non-being into
being . . . can be empirically cognized only as changing determinations of that
which lasts” (what he calls “alterations”) (A 188/B 231). This is not a claim
about what is needed in order to have empirical knowledge of the perma-
nence of time itself, but a claim about under what conditions we can have
knowledge of the occurrence of changes of objects in time. Kant’s basis for this
claim is that in order to know that the existence of some state of affairs repre-
sents a change, we have to know that it began at some point in time, and that
in turn requires that we be acquainted with some preceding time in which it
did not exist. But we cannot know the latter simply by perceiving an empty
moment of time, “for an empty time that would precede is not an object of
perception” (A 188/B 231). Instead, we can only perceive some thing in
some state of affairs at the previous time, so Kant infers that we can only
perceive or have empirical cognition of change by perceiving one substance
that is changing from one state to another. This might seem like a non sequitur:
why couldn’t we perceive one (impermanent) object in one state being
followed by a different (impermanent) object in a different state at the next
moment of time? Wouldn't that be a perception of a change not involving any
perception of empty time? But further reflection can suggest that Kant’s
conclusion is right, because unless we perceive the same object as being first in
one state and then in another, we will have no way of knowing whether we
have perceived any change in an object at all, or just a change in which object we
are perceiving (a change due, perhaps, to an unwitting and unperceived
movement in our own body or perceptual organ). In other words, the
endurance of a persisting object through a change of its states is a condition of
the possibility of empirical knowledge of an objective change, a change in the
object and not just in our own perceptions of it.6!

Now even if this argument is accepted, it could still seem as if Kant is
guilty of another non sequitur when he apparently infers from the endurance
of some particular substance through any particular change to the
endurance of substance through dl changes, thus that the quantum of
substance in nature is never increased or diminished.62 Could we not just



|08 Kant

assume that some substance or other must endure through any particular
changes or finite series of changes, but not that any single substance nor a
single quantum of substance endures through dl changes? However,
although Kant has no basis to reject this as a logical possibility, his argument is
an epistemological argument. His claim is that we have no basis for empirical cogni-
tion (or as we might now say confirmation) of the occurrence of an objective
change except as an alteration in some persisting substance, and thus we
have no way of knowing that a substance as opposed to its state simply
comes into or goes out of existence. So as far as our empirical knowledge
goes, we in fact have no choice but to assume the conservation of substance.

The principle that a substance cannot (be known to) come into or go out
of existence is certainly not compatible with all of our ordinary usage of the
term “substance”: we might well call a human or a pig or a porcelain pigé3 a
substance, but also think that such things are precisely the sort of things that
can come into or go out of existence by being born or manufactured and
then by being killed, butchered, or smashed. But there is also a more scien-
tific usage of “substance” in which such everyday objects are not genuine
substances, but only whatever is thought to persist through the creation and
destruction of such everyday objects is a genuine substance: the elements
and minerals of which everyday objects are made, or, if those can be created
or broken down as well, then the atoms of which they consist, or, if atoms
can be created or broken down, then the protons, neutrons, and electrons of
which they consist, or, if they can be broken down, then the quarks of which
they consist, and so on, until we get down to miniscule strings — or whatever
science will eventually discover to be the ultimate survivors and therefore
substrata of all change. Kant’s point is not that anything that we casually call
substance is permanent, but that in both everyday life and scientific inquiry
we must assume that there is some sort of thing that endures through all
changes, although maybe only science can tell us what that is, and maybe
even science will never reach a final theory of what that is.64

If we think of Kant as arguing along this second line, then he is not
inferring that substance exists, let alone that it is permanent, from the
mere availability of the categorical form of judgment and the pure
concepts of substance and accident. On the contrary, he is starting from
what he takes to be a fundamental feature of our experience — that we can
have empirical knowledge of objective changes — and showing that the
application of the category of substance to all such changes is a necessary
condition of such knowledge. In this way, he can be seen as finally proving
the objective validity of the category of substance from his proof of the
conservation of substance, rather than vice versa. While the metaphysical
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deduction may have shown that we can use the category of substance in
judgments about objects of experience, this argument shows that we must
use it for all objects of experience.

In the second “Analogy of Experience,” Kant attempts to prove the
universal principle that “All alterations occur in accordance with the law
of the connection of cause and effect” (B 232). Since it was Hume’s skep-
ticism whether we have any rational basis for accepting this principle that
Kant then generalized into the general doubt about metaphysics to be
resolved by the Critique of Pure Reason, the second Analogy is obviously
central to Kant’s entire project.

There is one point in it where it looks as if Kant is offering an argument
analogous to the first Analogy’s “substratum” argument directly from the
permanence of time to the permanence of substance in it; halfway
through the section, he writes:

Now if it is a necessary law of our sensibility, thus a formal condition of
all perceptions, that the preceding time necessarily determines the
following time . . . then it is also an indispensable law of the empirical
representation of the temporal series that the appearances of the past
time determine every existence in the following time ... in accordance
with a rule. For only in the appearances can we empirically cognize

this continuity in the connection of times.
(A199/B 244)

If this were meant as an independent argument rather than just a summary
of what has been proven on other grounds, 5 it would be a poor argument:
it would transform the merely formal fact that every moment of time
follows another one into the substantive claim that whatever state of affairs
exists at one moment of time was caused by what existed at the previous
moment of time. This would beg any reasonable question about the justifia-
bility of belief in causation, and it would also be far too general a thesis to
accept (the only way to make any sense of it in light of the untold numbers
of states of affairs that exist at any one time would be to hold that the entire
state of the universe at one moment is caused by its entire state at the
previous moment, which renders the concept of causation pretty useless).
But Kant may have intended this paragraph as a summary of what he
takes himself to have proved prior to it rather than as an independent
argument, and indeed everything that precedes it in the exposition of the
second Analogy is in the same vein as the second argument of the first
Analogy, which held that the existence of enduring substance is a necessary
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condition for empirical knowledge of the occurrence of objective
change. In fact, the main argument of the second Analogy is more than
itself an analogy to that argument in the first Analogy; it actually completes
that argument by maintaining that the validity of the universal law of
causation is a further necessary condition for the empirical knowledge
of objective change, in addition to the existence of enduring substance:
the principles proven in the two Analogies have to be used together in
order to yield empirical knowledge of such change. Kant states and restates
the argument numerous times, but it is basically simple.¢¢ He begins by
pointing out that our experience of parts or states of objects is always
successive, whether or not (we think) the object is undergoing any change
(A 189/B 234, A 198/B 243). For example, we perceive the different
parts of a house in succession, just as we perceive in succession the several
positions of a ship as it sails down a river, even though we think there is
an objective change — change in the object of perception — in the second
case but not in the first (A 191-2/B 236—7). However, we believe that in
the case of perception of an objective change, the order of our several
perceptions is irreversible, while it is not so in the case of a succession
of perceptions of something that is not itself changing — that is, we take it
that in the case of a ship that is sailing downstream, we could (other
things being equal) only have perceived it downstream after we perceived it
upstream, not vice versa, while in the case of a house (which is not
currently being built or demolished), while we may have perceived its
ground floor before we perceived its roof, we could just as easily have
perceived its parts in the opposite order (for example, by altering the
movements of our own body). But, Kant maintains, the irreversibility of
our perceptions in the one case and their reversibility in the other is not
something that we are in any way immediately given. We are not immedi-
ately given these modal facts by the objects of our perception, for we are
only given objects through our representations of them (A 190/B 235).
And we are not immediately given these facts by our representations
themselves, for the representations do not carry any internal sign of their
objective temporal significance within themselves. As Kant puts it, in
imagination we can always “combine the two states in question in two
different ways, so that one or the other precedes in time” (B 233, A 201/
B 246). So even though we could in principle infer the occurrence of an
objective change from the irreversibility of our representations of its
several states, we cannot in fact do so, because we are not directly given this
irreversibility. Instead, Kant argues, our only basis for determining that an
objective change has taken place in any substance is our use (whether



Kant’s Copernican Revolution |||

explicit or tacit) of a rule that entails that in the conditions that obtain one
state of it could only have followed the other — from which it will then also
follow that one of our representations had to follow the other, i.e., that they
were irreversible. In Kant’s words

If my perception is to contain the cognition of an occurrence, namely that
something actually happens, then it must be an empirical judgment in
which one thinks that the sequence is determined, i.e., that it presupposes
another appearance in time which it follows necessarily or in accordance
with a rule.

(A201/B 246;seealsoA 193/B 238, A 198/B 243)
Therefore | always make my subjective synthesis (of apprehension) objective
with respect to a rule in accordance with which the appearances in their
sequence . . . are determined through the preceding state, and only under this
presupposition alone is the experience of something that happens even

possible.
(A 195/B 240)

But a causal law is nothing less and nothing more than a rule in accordance
with which, under relevant conditions, one particular state of affairs must be
followed by another state of affairs, so the experience of objective change is
only possible through knowledge of causal laws, and wherever we have expe-
rience of objective change we must know that some causal law applies.67
Now this is the start of an answer to Hume’s worries: it shows that our
knowledge of something so basic that even Hume never thought to doubt
it, namely that we can recognize objective change, presupposes the very
thing he thought he could doubt, namely knowledge of causal laws. It
does not show that the universal principle that every event has some cause
is logically necessary, that is, that it would be self-contradictory to deny it,
which was one test Hume used, nor does it actually show that there is any
sort of absolute necessity that we be able to recognize objective change
itself — maybe some truly radical skeptic could doubt this, although Hume
did not. What it does show is that the validity of the universal principle of
causation is a presupposition of a form of experience that any reasonable
person takes himself to have, namely experience of objective change; in
Kant’s words, “Thus the principle of sufficient reason is the ground of
possible experience, namely the objective cognition of appearances with
regard to their relation in the successive series of time” (A 201/B 246).68
If this is conceded, then from the necessity of using the principle of causa-
tion (along with the principle of the conservation of substance) as a
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necessary condition for this fundamental epistemic capacity, we can also
infer the necessity of using the category of causation, or its objective validity,
for any knowledge of change in objects, and from that in turn we can
infer the necessity of using the hypothetical form of judgment to express our
causal judgments, even though that form of judgment can be used for
other purposes as well, for example to express non-causal mathematical
implications. Once Kant has proved that the principle of causality is a
condition of the possibility of experience, he does not have to infer this
from a prior metaphysical or transcendental deduction of the category of
causation, but can instead use his proof of the principle to prove the
objective validity of the category itself.

In recent decades, there has been extensive debate about the probative
value of a “transcendental argument” such as Kant’s argument in the second
Analogy.¢® The bottom line in this debate is ultimately that no argument can
ever prove more than that if we believe one thing (the premise) then we
must believe another (the conclusion) — there is no way a conclusion can
ever be proven unconditionally, because there is no way a premise can be
proven unconditionally (although of course it may be proven conditionally
on the basis of some other premise, which itself can at best be proven
conditionally). As far as premises go, Kant’s premise that we are capable of
distinguishing between mere change in our own perceptions and change in
the objective, external world seems difficult to doubt seriously, and unless
someone can explain how we could make this distinction without appeal to
causal laws applying to the objects of our experience, which no one has, his
conclusion seems sound. But it must also be noted that Kant’s conclusion is
entirely general: that is, he explains why we must presuppose the universal
law that every event has some cause, but this does not entail the truth or a
priori cognition of any particular causal laws, nor does Kant think that it does
(see B 165). But in the Treatise of Human Nature (of which, however, Kant had
only limited knowledge), Hume had asked how we know particular causal
laws,70 and it is clear that Kant’s explanation of the role of the general prin-
ciple of causality presupposes that we can and do have knowledge of such
particular laws: we cannot determine that a series of our representations
represents the objective event of a ship sailing downstream, as opposed to
standing still or sailing upstream, on the basis of the general law that every
event has some cause, but only on the basis of particular causal laws
concerning winds, tides, sails, and so on — that is, particular laws that would
entail that in the particular circumstances obtaining the particular ship we
are observing must be sailing downstream. So it looks as if the biggest ques-
tion about Kant’s treatment of causation is whether he has an account of our
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knowledge of particular causal laws to go along with his account of the
presupposition of the general principle of causality.7! Does Kant have such
an account? He clearly does not suggest one in his exposition of the second
Analogy. He may suggest one in the Introduction to the Critique of the Power of
Judgment, where he takes up the question of how we get from the most
universal laws of nature demonstrated in the Critique of Pure Reason, indeed in
the very “System of all principles” we are now considering. So we will have
to defer further consideration of the completeness of Kant’s answer to all of
Hume’s problems about causation.

In the third Analogy, Kant argues that we can only determine states of
different substances to be simultaneous insofar as those substances are in
“thoroughgoing community” or “interaction,” that is, where the state of
one is the cause of the state of the other and vice versa (A 211).72 If it
seemed implausible that we cannot determine that one state of affairs
follows another without relying upon a causal law linking them, it may
seem even more implausible that we cannot tell that two states of two
substances are simultaneous simply by observing them both simultane-
ously. But Kant has in mind substances separated in space, and indeed
sufficiently separated so that we cannot simply observe both simultaneously —
he refers to the earth and moon, for example, assuming that we can only
observe them sequentially, not simultaneously. But still, couldn’t I know
that the earth and moon are simultaneously in certain states because even
though I must first observe one and then the other, I could have observed
them in the opposite order, something possible only if each was in the
relevant state throughout the period of my observation? Kant’s argument is
precisely that although this is true, that is, if two objects are in certain
simultaneous states then we could perceive first one and then the other or
vice versa (A 211/B 258), we have no way of knowing this modal fact
from our representations alone — because, again, our representations
themselves are always successive, and we have no other direct perception
of things and their states, thus no direct perception of their reversibility in
time: “one cannot perceive time itself and thereby derive from the fact that
things are positioned at the same time that their perceptions can follow
each other reciprocally” (B 257). Rather, Kant argues, we can only infer that
two states of substances that cannot be observed simultaneously are never-
theless simultaneous from laws of interaction which tell us that one object
cannot be in a certain state at a certain time or during a certain period
without the other also being in a certain state at that same time — a
complex relationship that Kant models by conceiving of the state of one
object as the cause of the simultaneous state of the other, but the latter as
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at the same time the cause of the former (A 212—13/B 259). Such laws
will entail the simultaneity of the states of the two objects, and of course
from the simultaneity of the two states we can also infer the reversibility
of our successive perceptions of them, something that we could not as it
were simply read off from the perceptions themselves.

It should be noted that Kant’s argument does not apply to all cases of
simultaneity; for example, we could infer that two states of affairs are
simultaneous from the fact that they are both effects of the same cause. Still,
the third Analogy does reveal the character of Kant’s underlying strategy,
because here Kant offers the kind of epistemological argument about the
necessary conditions for judgments about relations among objects in time
that we found in the first and second Analogies, but this time without the
other kind of argument about supposed conditions for representing
the structure of time itself that disfigured those passages. Perhaps this is
because it is simply self-evident that simultaneity is a relation between
states of affairs in time, and not a property of time itself. It should also be
evident that the third Analogy presupposes the availability of particular laws
of interaction in the same way that the second Analogy presupposes the
availability of particular causal laws, and so just as in the case of causation,
Kant’s explanation of our ability to use the category of interaction — some-
thing that he wanted to defend against Leibniz, whose monadology allows
only the appearance but not the reality of interaction among objects, just as
he wanted to defend our use of the category of causality against Hume —
ultimately depends upon an account of our knowledge of particular laws
which he does not provide in the “Analogies of Experience.” But we should
also note that there is one disanalogy between the third Analogy and the
first two. In those cases, we could see how Kant could have demonstrated
the objective validity of the categories of substance and causation without
presupposing his prior metaphysical and transcendental deductions, and
how he could then have inferred back from the necessity of using these
categories to the necessity of using the categorical and hypothetical forms
of judgment to give expression to the judgments that we make with these
categories. In the third Analogy, however, the relation between the category
of interaction and the disjunctive form of judgment remains elusive. This is
because while Kant understands a disjunctive judgment as a compound
judgment in which the truth of one of its component judgments entails the
falsehood of all the others (that is, he understands disjunction as the exclusive
“either... or... ” form of judgment), in cases of genuine interaction
between objects the truth of our judgment about the state of one object
entails the truth of a judgment about the state of the other. Of course,
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perhaps we should not worry about this very much, since as we have just
seen the actual content of the third Analogy does not assume that the avail-
ability of the disjunctive form of judgment entails the objective validity of
the category of interaction, but offers an entirely independent proof of the
latter, and in any case the disjunctive form of judgment has plenty of other
uses: it is employed in every argument by elimination.

The postulates of empirical thinking in general

Just as the logical functions of modality did not, according to Kant, add
anything to the possible contents of judgments, so the “Postulates of empir-
ical thinking” are not intended to add any additional principles to the
foundations of empirical knowledge that Kant has now attempted to defend
from Humean skepticism. Instead, they show us how the modal categories
of possibility, actuality, and necessity should be used given both the founda-
tions and limits of empirical knowledge that Kant has thus far demonstrated.
His view is that the category of possibility should be used to express that the
idea of an object “agrees with the formal conditions of experience (in accor-
dance with intuition and concepts),” that is, is consistent with the basic
structure of space, time, and logic; the category of actuality should be used
to express not only that the idea of an object is in agreement with these
formal structures of our intuitions and concepts but also shown to be appli-
cable to our experience by the occurrence of some sensation that can be
taken as evidence for its reality (Kant illustrates this with the example of a
magnetic field, which cannot be directly observed, but which is inferred to
be actual because it is connected by well-confirmed causal law to a pattern
of iron filings on a paper that can be directly observed; A 226/B 273); and
the concept of necessity should be used to express that an object’s “connec-
tion with the actual is determined in accordance with general conditions of
experience” (A 218/B 265). By the latter, Kant means that what we assert
when we call an object or more precisely its state “necessary” is just that it is
entailed by causal laws — "Now there is no existence that could be cognized
as necessary under the condition of other given appearances except the exis-
tence of effects from given causes in accordance with laws of causality” (A
227/B 279) — and (he should have added) laws about the conservation and
interaction of substances as well.

Since Kant has just shown that empirical knowledge of the actual depends
upon the assumption of the three “Analogies of Experience,” what he is now
saying is that we cannot make judgments about the actual without also
making judgments about the necessary: the actual is not only given by
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sensation, but must also be subsumed under the “general conditions of
experience.” So the use of the concept of the actual is not any wider than the
use of the concept of the necessary. But Kant is also telling us, at least tacitly,
that the concept of necessity has no legitimate — or at least theoretically
legitimate — use beyond the sphere of the empirically actual: leaving aside
purely analytical implications (like “Any bachelor must be unmarried”™), we
can only use the concept of necessity to express that something is entailed
by the laws of pure intuition (in the case of mathematics) or by the laws of
conservation, causation, and interaction that apply to empirical intuition.
This will turn out to be the central thesis of Kant’s critique of traditional
metaphysics: we simply have no (theoretical) basis for asserting the necessity
of anything beyond the limits of our pure and empirical intuition.

THE REFUTATION OF IDEALISM

The section on the “Postulates of empirical thinking” thus really begin the
transition from Kant's constructive theory of knowledge — and thus his refu-
tation of Humean skepticism — to his diagnosis of the errors of traditional
metaphysics — and thus to his resolution of Pyrrhonian skepticism. But before
we can turn to the latter, we must consider the “Refutation of Idealism” that
Kant inserted into the discussion of the postulate of actuality in the second
edition of the Critique (B 274—9). This is Kant’s response to Cartesian skepti-
cism, or as he calls it “problematic idealism” — uncertainty about the
existence of external objects on the basis of internal representations of them.
Given the obsession with refuting Cartesian skepticism that has been charac-
teristic of so much twentieth-century philosophy, it may seem surprising that
Kant takes it up only so late in his argument (in fact, in the first edition he
took it up only even later, in the fourth “Paralogism of Pure Reason,” A 366—
80). But clearly Kant thought that the refutation of Humean and Pyrrhonian
skepticism were far more urgent and far-reaching projects: he thought that
Cartesian skepticism was a “scandal of philosophy” (B xxxix) but really only
of and for philosophy: a brain-teaser for academics, perhaps, but not anything
that can threaten the real conduct of scientific inquiry and moral practice, and
thus the good sense and well-being of every human, which Humean and
Pyrrhonian skepticism, in his view, certainly could.

Although it is thus not central to Kant’s philosophical concerns, indeed,
it is something of an afterthought, Kant’s response to Cartesian skepticism
is nevertheless as interesting as it is intricate. He diagnoses “problematic
idealism,” that is, uncertainty about whether our internal representations
imply the existence of external objects that both cause and resemble
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them,”3 as arising from the assumption that we must infer the existence of
external objects from our own representations but cannot conclusively do so
because we can never exclude alternative explanations of our representa-
tions — for example, Descartes’ famous “evil demon” (A 368, B 274—5). In
the first edition, Kant thought he could get around this problem of incon-
clusive inference by arguing that in claiming to know that there are outer
objects, we are merely claiming to know that there are spatial objects, that
is, objects that appear in space (A 372), and since of course many of our
representations are immediately given as spatial, we do not have to go
beyond the sphere of our own representations — we do not need any infer-
ence at all — in order to be sure of the existence of spatial objects (A 373—
5). This immediately produced the outcry that Kant’s “transcendental” or
“higher” idealism was nothing but a restatement of Berkeley’s idealism,
which did indeed reduce all objects to representations (esse est percipi), a
criticism that stung Kant to the quick.7+

Kant was clearly impelled to add the new “Refutation of Idealism” to the
second edition of the Critique by the charge of Berkeleianism, but he did not
actually think he had to say very much about Berkeley himself. Kant inter-
preted Berkeley as having challenged the coherence and necessity of space
(B 274), and always thought that the “Transcendental Aesthetic” contained
an adequate response to that challenge. What he did think he needed to do
was to explain more clearly both why we must believe in the existence of
objects beyond but grounding our own representations of them, and also
how we can believe this while still maintaining transcendental idealism,
which asserts that spatiality is only a feature of our own representations. This
is what Kant attempts to do in the new “Refutation,” although his argu-
ment there is excessively compact and incomplete — something Kant
quickly recognized, because he immediately amplified it in the Preface to
the new edition of the Critique (B xxxix—xli) and then wrote close to a
dozen additional versions of it after the new edition was published.”5

The thesis that the “Refutation” is to prove is that “The mere, but empiri-
cally determined consciousness of my own existence proves the existence of
objects in space outside me” (B 275). This statement immediately raises
questions about both the starting-point and the conclusion of the argument.
First, what does Kant mean by “the empirically determined consciousness of
my own existence”? Second, what does he mean by the “existence of objects
in space outside me”? Is this just redundant, that is, does “outside me” mean
nothing more than “in space,” where that in turn could merely
mean “represented as spatial”; or is it non-redundant, implying that objects
in space are also something other than my own representations? That is what
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one would expect in an answer to Cartesian skepticism, of course, but that is
not what Kant tried to prove in the first-edition reply to such skepticism, so
it is not immediately clear what he has in mind here.

These questions can only be answered through an examination of Kant'’s
argument. The statement of the key premises in the published version is
very compact:

[1] | am conscious of my existence as determined in time. [2] All time-
determination presupposes something persistent in perception. [3] This
persistent thing, however, cannot be something in me, since my own exis-
tence in time can first be determined only through this persistent thing. [4]
Thus the perception of this persistent thing is possible only through a
thing outside me and not through the mere representation of a thing
outside me. [Conclusion] Consequently, the determination of my existence
in time is possible only by means of the existence of actual things that |

perceive outside myself.
(B 275)

Kant’s emphatic contrast between “a thing outside me” and “the mere repre-
sentation of a thing outside me” in (4) makes it pretty clear that he does not
mean to settle here for what seemed such an easy answer to skepticism in the
first edition of the Critique, namely, that we are immediately aware that we
have spatial representations, as does his remark in a long footnote in the
Preface of the second edition, which expands upon the “Refutation,” that the
thing that persists must “be a thing distinct from all my representations and
external” (B xli). But these remarks do not yet explain how Kant thinks he can
both prove that we have knowledge of things that really exist independently
of our representations and yet also maintain that space and everything in it
are nothing but our own representations.

Let’s leave that question hanging, however, while we consider the
previous steps in the argument. (1) What does Kant mean by conscious-
ness of my existence as determined in time? (2) Why does
time-determination require something permanent in time? And (3), why
must the permanent that is required for consciousness of my existence in
time be something other than my enduring self itself? That is, if the
answer to (2) is just what Kant proved in the first “Analogy of
Experience,” to which he seems to be alluding here, that the only kind
of change of which we can have empirical cognition is an alteration of the
changing states of an enduring substance, why would we need anything
more than an enduring self to satisfy this condition?
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An emendation that Kant makes to the proof in the second-edition
“Preface” might point to some answers to these questions. There Kant says
that what I have labeled step (3) of the argument should be replaced with the
following: “But this persisting element cannot be an intuition in me. For all
the determining grounds of my existence that can be encountered in me are
representations, and as such they need something persisting distinct from
them, in relation to which their change, and thus my existence in the time in
which they change, can be determined” (B xxxix). This emendation suggests
several things. First, an answer to (1): what Kant means by “empirical
consciousness of the self” or “consciousness of my existence as determined
in time” is consciousness of the change in my representations, or perhaps even
more precisely consciousness of the order of the change of my representations.
Second, an answer to (2): I cannot just appeal to my enduring self, because
my empirical self is in some sense a consequence of my changing representa-
tions; it is in fact nothing other than the order of those changing
representations. And (3): the order of my changing representations, and thus
the content of my empirical self, needs to be determined “in relation to”
some persisting thing that is not itself a representation, thus my empirical
consciousness of myself as determined in time depends upon knowledge of
the existence of something other than my own representations.

Kant’s reasons for step (3) are still obscure, but he suggests what he has
in mind in a pregnant paragraph in one of the notes he later wrote
attempting to clarify the published “Refutation”:

Since the imagination and its product is itself only an object of inner
sense, the empirical consciousness (apprehensio) of this state can contain
only succession [crossed out. of temporal conditions]. But this itself
cannot be [crossed out: determined] represented except through that

which persists, with which that which is successive is simultaneous.
(R6313,18:613)

Kant’s telegraphic note was meant only for himself, but if we think about
some of the terms he uses here we may be able to see at last what he has in
mind. We might think that nothing is better known to each of us than the
order of our own representations or mental states, regardless of what they
might represent in the external world. But remember Kant’s claim in the
second “Analogy of Experience” that in imagination we can always alter
the succession of our own representations: this implies that at any given
moment we can imagine the order of our prior representations having been
different from what we now think it is, and thus, in the absence of some
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further basis for attributing a particular order to our representations, we do
not automatically know their order, thus the empirical self which that order
constitutes. Moreover, a moment’s reflection will suggest that this further
basis cannot be something within our mental, representational capacity as
such, because if that is ever even to be able to represent something outside
itself, the order of our representations will have to be able to be responsive to
changes going on in the outside world; if that is not the case, then the actual
sequences of our own representations will be worth no more than dreams.
Putting all this together, Kant’s idea seems to be that the way that we assign a
determinate order to our own representations is by correlating them with the
determinate order of the changing states of something in the external world
that is not itself a mere representation, something the states of which do have
a determinate order, and which imply a determinate order for our representa-
tions of them. In other words, the only way to lend determinate order to our
own representations and thereby attain empirical self-consciousness or
constitute an empirical self is by interpreting them as representations of an
objective, law-governed external world. (Thus Kant’s “Refutation” relies at
least as much on the second “Analogy of Experience” as on the first.)

But now how does space come into the argument? Sometimes Kant writes
as if space is itself the only permanent thing — for example, he continues the
passage from his notes that was quoted above by saying that “this persisting
thing, with which that which is successive is simultaneous, i.e. space” — but
that does not seem like a very promising tack: after all, the first “Analogy”
was clearly intended to prove that substances are enduring things in space.
All we need for the purposes of the “Refutation” are enduring substances in
space, not space as itself permanent. Kant’s better idea, however, is that
space, or the spatial form of our intuitions, is that by means of which we represent
what is other than our own representation — the form of outer rather than inner sense,
after all. Representations are by their very nature “variable and changing,”
something permanent must therefore be something other than mere repre-
sentation, and spatiality, by means of which we can picture the separation of
our own bodies from other bodies, is just how we represent something
other than mere representation. As Kant writes in another one of his
afterthoughts on the “Refutation,” space “is a special kind of representation
in us, which cannot represent that which is in us,” but “really signifies . . . a
relation to a real thing outside us” (R 6317, 18:627-8).

This, in turn, finally suggests how Kant’s refutation of Cartesian skepticism
is to be reconciled with his own transcendental idealism. To be sure, the argu-
ment does not really need to be reconciled with transcendental idealism, for
unlike Kant’s simple response to Descartes in the first edition, the
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“Refutation” does not actually presuppose that we have immediate knowledge of
spatiality because it is nothing but a form of our own representation. Still,
Kant obviously believed his own doctrine of transcendental idealism, so it is
natural to ask how he thought it could be reconciled with the “Refutation.”
Kant suggests an answer to this question in another of his notes: “In order
that something can appear to be outside us, there must really be something
outside us, though not constituted in the way we have the representation of
it, since other kinds of sense could afford other ways of representing the
same thing” (R 6312, 18:613). In other words, as transcendental idealism
maintains, space may be just our way of representing things other than our
own representations; but it is our way of doing that, and since we need to
represent things other than our own representations in order even to assign a
determinate order to those representations, we need to use our representation
of space for that purpose. Just as the arguments of the “Analogies” proved
against Hume that we must employ the categories of substance, causation, and
interaction which the “metaphysical deduction” of the categories had merely
made available, so the “Refutation” proves against Descartes that we must use
what the “Transcendental Aesthetic” had as it were merely made available to
us, namely space as the form of outer sense and thus our way of representing
things other than our own representations.

There are many questions we could ask about this argument, but one is
certainly pressed upon us by Kant’s general project of defending the
autonomy of human knowledge against the threats of skepticism. Descartes’
own response to “Cartesian skepticism” was the model of a non-
autonomous conception of human knowledge: he thought we could be
sure of anything beyond our own representations only because of the
benevolence of God.76 But what kind of alternative to Descartes’ answer
does Kant supply? Remember that he thought that Descartes’ problem arose
because Descartes tried to infer from his own representations to something
beyond them, but could not do so conclusively. Doesn’t the very fact that
Kant needed to construct a “Refutation of Idealism” — indeed, one that he
had to write and rewrite numerous times before he got it right — really
show that for him too our knowledge of the external world is inferential
and therefore still vulnerable to skepticism? Kant denies that his argument
shows the need for an inference (B 276; R 5654, 18:312—13); his view is
rather that the existence of external objects is and must be presupposed in the
project of assigning a determinate temporal order to our own experiences:
“The consciousness of other things as outside me, . . . as intellectual, must
also be presupposed” (R 5653, 18:306). We cannot pretend that we would
have determinate knowledge of the order of our own experiences without
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any presuppositions, and only then infer from those representations that there
are external objects. Rather, unless we assume that there are external
objects, we will not have any determinate knowledge of the order of our
own experiences to begin with — we will have only imagined orders for
them, which we can just as easily imagine being otherwise.

What sort of answer to skepticism is this? It is not an answer to a no-
holds-barred skeptic willing to doubt even whether he can know the order
of his own experiences, even whether he had experiences five minutes or
five seconds ago. But of course, you would have to be crazy to doubt that,
and as even Descartes recognized, we cannot expect to prove anything to a
lunatic’7 — lunacy can be defined at least in part as the inability to be
persuaded by a sound argument. But that suggests the more general point
about arguments that we touched upon earlier: no argument can ever do
more than show us that if we believe one thing then we must also believe
something else. If the “Refutation of Idealism” truly shows us that if we
believe we are justified in assigning a determinate temporal order to our
experience then we must also presuppose that our representations are repre-
sentations of an orderly and rule-governed world of objects other than our
own representations but causing us to have those representations in a deter-
minate order, then it has proven all that we can reasonably ask of it.

Of course, as Kant himself points out, the necessity of the general
assumption that there are outside objects does not imply that we are
always certain about our particular judgments about external objects: “From
the fact that the existence of outer objects is required for the possibility of
a determinate consciousness of our self it does not follow that every intu-
itive representation of outer things includes at the same their existence” —
we do, after all, suffer from dreams and delusions (B 278). Can we ever
become certain of our particular judgments about external objects? Unlike
the parallel question about how we can come to know particular causal
laws when they are not implied by the general principle of causation, Kant
does not return to this further question; and he may well be right not to
do so, for to expect that philosophy could ever give us a failsafe method of
guaranteeing our particular empirical judgments may itself be a form
of lunacy. What about the more reasonable question left hanging by this
chapter, namely, can philosophy give us any method for making particular
judgments using the category of causation, as well as the categories of
substance and interaction, even if not a method for making those partic-
ular judgments with complete certitude? Kant leaves that question hanging
while he uses the results he has obtained thus far to conduct his critique
of traditional metaphysics. We shall now follow his example.



Kant’s Copernican Revolution 123

SUMMARY

Kant formulates the problem of theoretical philosophy as that of whether
the fundamental propositions of mathematics, natural science, and meta-
physics itself can be shown to be synthetic a priori cognitions. He argues that
our experience of objects in space and time is possible only if we have a
priori intuitions of the form of space and time, and that we can ground
synthetic a priori cognition in geometry and arithmetic in such intuitions.
But he also infers that we can know that the forms of our intuition necessarily
apply only to our representations of objects, not independently existing
objects themselves: his doctrine of transcendental idealism. He next argues
that cognitions are always expressed by judgments, which have their own
distinctive forms and which require our concepts of objects to be struc-
tured in certain ways: the categories. In the “Transcendental Deduction,” he
tries a variety of means to show that we must be able to make judgments
about and therefore apply the categories to any and everything that we can
experience. His most promising method for showing this is to show that
the use of the categories and the synthetic a priori principles of judgment
that employ them is necessary both to distinguish an objective order of
states of affairs from our mere perceptions of them (the “Analogies of
Experience”) and even to have determinate knowledge of the order of our
mere perceptions (the “Refutation of Idealism”). These arguments do not
for the most part themselves entail transcendental idealism, although of
course Kant believes that he has proven transcendental idealism and there-
fore attempts to reconcile the idea of an objective realm that is established
in the “Analogies” and the “Refutation” with the non-spatiality of things in
themselves by holding that spatiality itself represents the properties of
things existing independently of us without actually being a property of
those things. (He tries to reconcile the essential temporality of our repre-
sentation of ourselves with the non-temporality of our real selves in
passages of the second-edition deduction to which we only briefly
alluded.) In the “Transcendental Dialectic,” he will use both his view that
knowledge (as opposed to faith) always requires both intuitions and
concepts and his doctrine of transcendental idealism to dissolve the prob-
lems of traditional metaphysics.

FURTHER READING

The literature on the Critique of Pure Reason, even just in English, is vast, and many
worthy books will have to be omitted here. However, the two classical commen-
taries below continue to have their merits, Kemp Smith providing a rich historical
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context for the Critique, and Paton a section-by-section commentary through the

“Transcendental Analytic” that was the first, and for many years the only, work in

English to make use of Kant’s own notes and fragments.

Norman Kemp Smith, A Commentary to Kant’s ‘Critique of Pure Reason’, rev. edn (London:
Macmillan, 1923).

H.J. Paton, Kant’s Metaphysic of Experience, 2 vols (London: George Allen and Unwin,
1923).

The two commentaries below from the 1960s which did so much to stimulate
renewed interest in Kant, remain insightful and challenging, although they reflect
assumptions of the “analytical” philosophy of that period, Strawson especially
interpreting Kant as analyzing the concept of experience rather than the confirma-
tion conditions of judgments of experience, as he has been interpreted here.
Jonathan Bennett, Kant’s Analytic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966).
PF. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense: An Essay on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (London:
Methuen, 1966).

The two main commentaries of the 1980s, which defined the poles in the contin-

uing debate about the meaning of transcendental idealism, are:

Henry E. Allison, Kant’s Transcendental Idealism: An Interpretation and Defense (New Haven,
CT:Yale University Press, 1983, rev. edn, 2004).

Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1987).

Allison’s “two-aspect” interpretation of transcendental idealism was anticipated

by:

Graham Bird, Kant’s Theory of Knowledge: An Outline of One Central Argument in the Critique of
Pure Reason (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962).

Gerold Prauss, Kant und das Problem der Dinge an Sich (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1974).

Two recent introductions to the constructive epistemology of the Critique are:

Georges Dicker, Kant’s Theory of Knowledge: An Andlytical Introduction (Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005).

Anthony Savile, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason: An Orientation to the Central Theme (Oxford:
Blackwell, 2005).

On Kant’s views on space, time, and mathematics, as presented in the “Transcen-

dental Aesthetic,” the following are particularly valuable. Hatfield traces the

influence of Kant’s theory of space on subsequent German psychology and Shabel
examines Kant’s theory of proof in algebra as well as geometry:

Lorne Falkenstein, Kant’s Intuitionism: A Commentary on the Transcendental Aesthetic (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1995) (provides a section-by-section commen-
tary).

Michael Friedman, Kant and the Exact Sciences (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1992) (Part I of which includes crucial essays on Kant’s philosophy of
mathematics).



Kant’s Copernican Revolution 125

Gary Hatfield, The Natural and the Normative: Theories of Spatial Perception from Kant to
Helmholtz (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990).

Lisa A. Shabel, Mathematics in Kant’s Critical Philosophy: Reflections on Mathematical Practice
(New York and London: Routledge, 2003).

>

On the “Transcendental Deduction,” see in addition to Part II of my Kant and the

Claims of Knowledge:

Dieter Henrich, “Identity and Objectivity: An Inquiry into Kant’s Transcendental
Deduction” (1976), translated in his The Unity of Reason: Essays on Kant’s Philosophy,
ed. Richard L. Velkley (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), pp.
123-208.

Robert Paul Wolff, Kant's Theory of Mental Activity: A Commentary on the Transcendental Analytic
of the Critique of Pure Reason (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963).

On the “Analogies of Experience,” see the following. Edwards gives special atten-

tion to the third “Analogy of Experience” and its influence on Kant’s later

philosophy of science. Melnick (1973) is a source for the approach taken here,

while his (1989) work is a challenging but innovative study of Kant’s conception

of the role of rules of construction in both mathematical and empirical knowl-

edge. Van Cleve offers a rigorous analysis of the first and second analogies in

Chapters 8 and 9. Watkins offers a detailed study of the historical context of Kant’s

thought about causality as well as a metaphysical rather than epistemological anal-

ysis of it.

Jeffrey Edwards, Substance, Force, and the Possibility of Knowledge: On Kant’s Philosophy of Mate-
rial Nature (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000).

A.C. Ewing, Kant’s Treatment of Causality (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1924).

Arthur Melnick, Kant’s Analogies of Experience (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1973).

——, Space, Time, and Thought in Kant (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989).

James van Cleve, Problems from Kant (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).

Eric Watkins, Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005).

On the “Refutation of Idealism,” in addition to Chapter 14 of Bennett, Kant’s
Andlytic, and Part IV of Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, see:
A.H. Smith, Kantian Studies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1947).



Three

The Critique of Metaphysics

In the second part of the “Transcendental Logic,” its “Transcendental
Dialectic,” Kant turns to the critique of traditional metaphysics that he
will carry out on the basis of the analysis of the necessary conditions of
knowledge that he has offered in the “Transcendental Aesthetic” and
“Transcendental Analytic.” Plato had used the term “dialectic” in an
entirely positive sense, to designate the highest sort of philosophical
reasoning about the Forms or Ideas that he thought lie behind the
objects of ordinary experience, such as the perfect geometrical Forms
that lie behind the inevitably imperfect copies of them that we find in
physical reality or the perfect Forms of justice or goodness that lie
behind the inevitably imperfect copies of them that we find in actual
human conduct.! But Kant uses “dialectic” in a negative sense, because
he thinks that Plato’s Forms are only the illusion of knowledge, “a dream
of perfection that can have its place only in the idle thinker’s brain”
(CPuR, A 316/B 372). They are the product of an attempt to acquire
knowledge by the use of pure reason without regard to the necessity of
sensibility for any actual knowledge, and thus without regard to the
limits of sensibility. His aim in the “Transcendental Dialectic” is thus a
critique of the pretensions of pure reason in the hands of Plato and all
subsequent metaphysicians, especially his recent predecessors such as
Leibniz, Wolff, and Baumgarten, to provide knowledge of objects beyond
the limits of sensibility, such as God or our own souls. This diagnosis of
the errors of traditional metaphysics is of immense importance to Kant —
the critique of the pretensions of pure reason in the “Transcendental
Dialectic” and its continuation in much of the “Doctrine of Method”
takes up more than half of the Critique of Pure Reason, and is indeed the
source of the title of the book.
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Kant’s purpose in his critique of metaphysics, however, is by no means
entirely destructive. He believes that the illusions of metaphysics are
natural: they arise from an ambition of pure reason that is natural, an
ambition that leads to illusion when not constrained by a proper under-
standing of the conditions necessary for knowledge but which, precisely
because it is natural, must also have some proper function. “Everything
that nature itself arranges,” Kant writes, “is good for some aim” (A 743/B
771). Kant’s grand argument is that pure reason leads to illusion when we
attempt to use it independently of sensibility and its inherent limitations
in order to gain theoretical knowledge of objects lying beyond the limits of
our senses (thus “supersensible” objects) such as God and our soul, but
that only pure reason can provide what is necessary in the practical sphere of
moral conduct: only pure reason, not the inclinations of sensibility — that
is, our merely natural wishes and passions — can provide the fundamental
principle of morality, the “practical law” of right and wrong, and, as
postulates of pure practical reason that are necessary for our moral conduct,
the ideas of the freedom of our own wills and even of the immortality of
our souls and the existence of God are objects of justified belief. When
Kant writes that he has “to deny knowledge in order to make room for
faith” (B xxx), at least part of what he means is that he has to curb the
pretensions of pure reason to deliver theoretical cognition precisely in order to
make room for the recognition that pure reason is the sole and proper
source of the moral law and the practical postulates on which the possibility
of our acting in conformity with that law depends.

However, the positive function of pure practical reason is not yet our
concern; this chapter will concern Kant’s critique of pure theoretical
reason. Kant makes it clear at the outset of the Critique of Pure Reason that this
critique is also part of his response to skepticism. He writes that the
“despotic” dogmatism of metaphysics inevitably calls forth a skeptical
response (A vii-ix), and although there are never enough
skeptical “nomads” to prevent the dogmatists from rebuilding their meta-
physical castles in the air altogether, there are always enough around to
poke holes in the rebuilt castles, thus creating a never-ending cycle of
dogmatism and skepticism. The battle between dogmatism and skepticism
is like two opponents “fencing in the air and wrestling with their
shadows”: “Fight as they may, the shadows that they cleave apart grow
back together in an instant, like the heroes of Valhalla, to amuse themselves
anew in bloodless battles” (A 756/B 785). This endless and inconclusive
spectacle might seem like a proper object for a further response of utter
“indifference” to the non-provable but apparently also irrefutable claims of
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metaphysics (A x), but, Kant argues, the stance of indifference cannot be
maintained, precisely because of the ultimately moral importance of the
ideas and beliefs at issue. That is why a critique of pure reason is indis-
pensable.

What does Kant have in mind when he claims that metaphysics induces
skepticism? Here he has in mind not the Humean skepticism about first
principles of ordinary knowledge that he aims to refute in the
“Transcendental Analytic” but rather something more akin to the ancient,
Pyrrhonian skepticism, according to which equally plausible arguments can
be made on either side of every issue. He is thinking in particular of topics
in metaphysics that engender what he calls “antinomies,” that is, arguments
for incompatible theses that appear to be equally sound on both sides,
which inevitably lead us to question the reliability of the very faculty of
reason that produces such contradictory arguments. In the middle section
of the “Transcendental Dialectic,” called the “Antinomy of Pure Reason,”
Kant will discuss and attempt to resolve four such conflicts: incompatible
but apparently equally sound theses and antitheses about the extent of the
world in space and time and about the divisibility of objects in space and
time; the incompatible theses that every event in the world is determined
by something else and that some events must be uncaused causes of further
chains of events; and the incompatible claims that everything is contingent
and that somewhere, either within the world or outside it, there must be
some necessary being. These conflicts are central to Kant’s critique of pure
reason, because they are the kinds of conflicts that call forth a skeptical atti-
tude about the possibility of metaphysics altogether, but they also suggest
to someone with faith in reason that beneath such disputes there must
somewhere be a false assumption that can be discovered. This false assump-
tion is in fact the idea that knowledge of objects can be gained by pure
reason alone, without the assistance of intuitions from sensibility, and thus
without restriction to the limits of sensibility. Kant will also argue that there
are other metaphysical inferences, especially about the self and God, that do
not lead to such obvious conflicts and therefore have not so loudly cried
out for a critique of pure reason, but which can nevertheless be revealed to
be illusions by the same critique of pure reason that will finally resolve the
age-old antinomies of pure reason. Kant’s ambition is to show that all of
the theoretical claims of traditional metaphysics are illusions ultimately
produced in the same way, namely, by failing to recognize the necessity of
intuitions as well as concepts for any cognition, and the ensuing restriction
of all possible cognition within the limits that are inherent in the forms of
our sensible intuition.
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Kant’s critique of metaphysics is thus another central battleground for
his response to skepticism. It is also a key to his conception of the nature
and limits of human autonomy. In the previous chapter, we have seen what
Kant’s conception of our autonomy as knowers comprises: in order to
understand the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge, he has argued,
we must realize that the fundamental forms of both sensibility and under-
standing have their origin within our own minds, and that we impose
these forms upon our experience of objects rather than depending upon
objects for them. This is a very strong conception of cognitive autonomy.
But in the “Transcendental Dialectic” he will argue that what might seem
to be an even stronger form of cognitive autonomy, namely the autonomy
of pure reason to acquire metaphysical insight on its own, without the assis-
tance but at the same time without the restrictions of sensibility, is
misguided. But this will not mean that our faculty of reason has nothing
genuine to contribute to human autonomy. On the contrary, autonomy in
the practical sphere — “the property of the will by which it is a law to itself”
(G, 4:440) — is possible only through pure reason, because only pure
reason can give our will a genuine law to act upon. In other words,
Kant’s grand argument, as I called it a moment ago, is that theoretical
autonomy of pure reason alone is an illusion, but practical autonomy,
self-government in our moral choices and actions, can be achieved only
through pure reason.

THE IDEAS OF PURE REASON

Kant sets up his critique of pure reason in several steps. He actually
announces his rejection of the idea that pure reason alone can give us real
knowledge of objects beyond the limits of our senses in the final chapter
of the “Transcendental Analytic,” on the “distinction of all objects in
general into phenomena and noumena,” for in arguing as he does there that we
can have no knowledge of objects as “noumena in the positive sense”
what he means is precisely that we can have no knowledge of objects
through pure reason alone, for “noumena in the positive sense” would be
nothing other than objects known by intellect (in Greek, nous) alone. Kant
begins this chapter by concluding from the preceding chapters “That the
understanding can therefore make only empirical use of all its a priori prin-
ciples, indeed of all its concepts, but never transcendental use” (A 238/B
297, see also A 246/B 303). His use of the term “transcendental” here is
confusing, because elsewhere this term connotes the conditions of the
possibility of synthetic a priori cognition (e.g., B 40—1), whereas here it
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refers precisely to that which lies beyond the possibility of any knowledge at
all; in other words, Kant should have said “transcendent.” But his meaning
is clear enough: our concepts can only yield knowledge through “being
related merely to appearances, i.e., objects of a possible experience,” and
any attempt to obtain knowledge by applying them “to things in general
and in themselves” (A 238—-9/B 298) will be at best incomplete and at
worst lead to confusion and illusion. Nevertheless, Kant continues, we do
need the thought of an “object in itself’ even merely to express the
contrast that is inherent in the limitation of our actual knowledge to mere
appearances; we need some way to refer to the way objects are in them-
selves independently of our sensible representation of them. And because
any representation of such an object that does not involves our senses
would have to be purely intellectual, Kant calls it a “noumenon,” that is, an
object of nous. But our idea of a noumenon is entirely negative, simply the
idea of something that is not known as it is in itself by means of sensibility,
and it would be a mistake to think that we can use the idea of a noumenon
“in a positive sense,” that is, as something actually known by intellect alone.
To think that we are entitled to use the concept of a noumenon in a posi-
tive rather than merely negative sense, or to be “misled into taking the
entirely undetermined concept of a being of understanding, as a some-
thing in general outside of our sensibility, for a determinate concept of a
being that we could cognize through the understanding in some way,” is
the general form of all metaphysical illusion (B 306—7). Of course, it will
subsequently turn out to be Kant’s considered view that we can and indeed
must use the idea of a noumenon in a positive sense for practical purposes —
we must use reason alone to conceive of our own free wills and immortal
souls and of the existence of God as conditions of the possibility of
morality — but that use will fall under the rubric of practical belief or faith,
not theoretical cognition.?

Kant does not think that we stumble into using the negative idea of an
object undetermined by sense as if it were a positive idea of an object fully
determined by reason alone from mere ignorance or inadvertence. Rather,
he thinks that there is a natural and inevitable pressure coming from within
our faculty of reason itself that leads us to think we can have theoretical
cognition of objects transcending the limits of our senses. This is because it
is characteristic of the faculty of reason to “assume that when the condi-
tioned is given, then so is the whole series of conditions . . . which is itself
unconditioned, also given (i.e., contained in the object and its connec-
tion)” (A 307—8/B 365). By the “unconditioned,” Kant means something
that is a condition for other things but not itself dependent on any other
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condition, for example a primary subject that has properties but is not itself
the property of anything else or a first cause that has effects but is not the
effect of anything else. Kant’s view is that reason inevitably leads us to form
ideas of such “unconditioned” realities, that we cannot think of such things
as if they were given by sensibility because everything given by sensibility
is inherently “conditioned” (remember that any space we can represent can
only be represented as part of some larger space and any time only as part
of a larger time), and so we inevitably think of anything “unconditioned”
as if it were an object that lies beyond and transcends the limits of sensi-
bility — in other words, as a noumenon in the positive sense. Thus the
faculty of reason hijacks the harmless concept of a noumenon in the nega-
tive sense to express its own positive conception of the “unconditioned.”3
But why does Kant think that reason inevitably leads to the idea of the
“unconditioned”? This sounds like it comes out of thin air, but Kant at
least starts down the road to this idea simply enough. On his account, the
faculty of understanding is our ability to form concepts and to link
concepts into judgments (although he sometimes ascribes this capacity to
a separate faculty of judgment), but the faculty of reason is in the first
instance the ability to perform inferences by linking judgments. His
paradigm here is the syllogism, that is, an inference such as “All As are B,
All Bs are C, therefore all As are C.” But both the premises and conclusions
of inferences can typically themselves be connected to other judgments in
further inferences: for example the premise of our syllogism, “All As are
B,” might itself be the conclusion of some logically prior syllogism, e.g.,
“All As are Z, All Zs are B, therefore all As are B,” and the conclusion of our
syllogism, “All As are C,” may in turn be the premise of some further
syllogism, e.g., “All As are C, all Cs are D, therefore all As are D,” and so on.
Now, we might think that this “and so on” is just that — that is, that it is an
open matter whether any given syllogism can be seamlessly linked to
others, and if so, how long the chain that thus arises is. Such matters, we
might well think, are determined by the subject-matter of our inferences
and the state of our knowledge about them, not by the faculty of reason
itself. Here, however, Kant departs from what might seem like an
innocuous conception of our ability to reason or perform inferences, and
assumes that the faculty of reason inevitably posits completeness in its
chains of inferences, in two senses: it posits that there are no insurmount-
able gaps in our chains of inferences, but also that every chain of
inferences can ultimately be carried back to some first premise that is not
itself the conclusion of yet another chain of inferences. Such a first premise
would be something “unconditioned.” Reason thus gets its principle that
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for everything conditioned there is also an unconditioned by combining
our ordinary conception of reason as the ability to perform inferences
with its own assumption that every chain of inference must have an
ultimate starting-point.

Kant then generates three fundamental “ideas of pure reason” or “tran-
scendental ideas” (A 321/B 378) by supposing that reason applies its goal
of inference to the unconditioned to those “species of relation represented
by the understanding by means of the categories.” His idea is that since
inferences depend upon relations among judgments, and there are three
categories of relation, there will be three sorts of chains of inference for
which reason seeks an unconditioned starting-point: reason “must seek an
unconditioned, first, for the categorical synthesis in a subject, second
for the hypothetical synthesis of the members of a series, and third for
the disjunctive synthesis of the parts in a system” (A 323/B 379). With
what might seem like a further wave of the hand, Kant then equates the
unconditioned that reason seeks for each of these three relations and kinds
of inference with the soul as the absolute subject of all categorical judgments,
with the world-whole or the whole of all appearances as the completion of all series,
and finally with God as the unconditional ground of all possibilities whatso-
ever:

Consequently, all transcendental ideas will be brought under three
classes, of which the first contains the absolute (unconditioned) unity of
the thinking subject, the second the absolute unity of the series of
conditions of appearance, the third the absolute unity of the condi-

tion of all objects of thought in general.
(A 334/B391)

In other words, the traditional metaphysical concepts of the soul, of the
world-whole, and of God are not supposed to be the arbitrary inventions
of philosophers, but the natural products of the human faculty of reason
assuming that it can posit an unconditioned object for each of its three
categories of relation and the corresponding forms of inference.

As if all this were not complicated enough, Kant captures even more of
the concepts and arguments of traditional metaphysics by distinguishing a
number of different kinds of “series of conditions of appearance,” that is,
aspects of the world of appearance, for which unconditioned stopping-
points are supposedly sought by reason. Thus, while his initial list of
transcendental ideas is formed by transforming each of the three relational
categories into the idea of something unconditioned, the idea of a series
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of appearances is itself divided into four further series under the rubrics of
the four classes of categories, that is, quantity, quality, relation, and
modality. Reason seeks the unconditioned in the series of objects in space
and events in time (quantity), in the division of objects and events in
space and time (quality), in the series of causes and effects (relation), and
in the dependence of contingent things or states upon something neces-
sary (modality). And in each of these series, moreover, reason finds two
incompatible ways of conceiving of the unconditioned, thus generating the
insoluble conflicts that have always called forth the response of Pyrrhonian
skepticism. These conflicts are what Kant calls the “antinomies” of pure
reason.

From his conception of reason as positing the unconditioned for every-
thing that is unconditioned, Kant thus generates an elaborate
reconstruction of the contents of traditional metaphysics, including its
hitherto irresolvable internal disputes. For reasons that we shall shortly see,
he calls the inference to the absolute unity of the thinking subject and
some additional inferences based on that the “Paralogisms of Pure
Reason”; the inferences to the unconditioned in the series of appearances,
as we have just seen, the “Antinomies of Pure Reason”; and the inference
to God as the absolute ground of the system of all possibilities the “Ideal
of Pure Reason.”

But even if reason is tempted by some natural path to formulate or posit
these transcendental ideas of absolutely unconditioned entities, can it
acquire any knowledge by so doing? Don’t claims to knowledge have to
answer the quid juris, or give an account of the “objective reality” of their
ideas to show that they are not merely “usurpatory” ideas like the ideas of
fate and fortune, witches and goblins (A 84/B 117)? Of course they do,
and Kant’s argument against traditional metaphysics is precisely that
although it has formed its transcendental ideas by a natural mechanism, it
has ignored the chief result of Kant’s own critical philosophy, namely that
concepts yield knowledge only when applied to intuitions, and as a result
has failed to recognize that all ideas of the unconditioned are fundamentally
incompatible with the structure of our sensible intuition, which is always condi-
tioned — remember, every region of space can only be represented as part of a
larger space, and every region of time only as part of a larger time. In other
words, it is the most fundamental characteristic of our intuitions that they
are always conditioned by further intuitions, and so nothing unconditioned can
ever be “given” or represented in our sensible intuition; no representation
of space or time is ever complete. Therefore nothing unconditioned can
ever be an object of knowledge for us. So if metaphysics interprets its
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transcendental ideas as concepts of unconditioned objects of experience, that is,
sensible intuition, its claims must therefore be false. Where its claims can
be interpreted as claims about objects beyond our senses, then they are not
necessarily false, but neither can they ever be demonstrated to be true on
any theoretical grounds. Still, as long as metaphysical concepts do not
pretend to have any sensible content, they are at least conceivable. Ultimately,
Kant will argue that we have practical reasons for believing in the existence
of three sorts of objects that never pretend to be sensible objects of experi-
ence, namely our own free wills, our immortal souls, and God. So these
can be objects of practical faith, but never of knowledge.

Kant’s discussion of the “Paralogisms,” “Antinomies,” and “Ideals of
Pure Reason” is immensely lengthy and detailed — he was fighting an
opponent that was very much alive in many quarters. But we do not need
to go into all of the detail that Kant provides in order to see the basic
points in each of Kant’s arguments: that reason forms its transcendental
concepts in a way that is incompatible with the limits of sensible intuition
and therefore with the possibility of knowledge, but in at least some cases
can still formulate concepts of possible objects for practical faith.

THE METAPHYSICS OF THE SELF

In the “Paralogisms of Pure Reason,” Kant criticizes metaphysical claims
about the soul made by “rationalist psychologists” from Descartes to Wolff
and Baumgarten, supposedly on the basis “of the single proposition I think”
(A 342/B 400). Kant’s explanation of why he calls the arguments of the
rational psychologists “paralogisms” is obscure: a “logical paralogism,” he
says, “consists in the falsity of a syllogism due to its form” (A 341/B 399)
or “an inference which is false in its form (although its matter (the
premises) are correct)” (R 5552, 18:218), while a “transcendental paralo-
gism” has “a transcendental ground for inferring falsely due to its form” (A
341/B 399). His diagnosis of the paralogisms about the soul suggests that
what he actually means is that the paralogisms look like valid arguments but
are not, because the major and minor premises use the same term in two
different senses (B 411—12), but that this is not mere carelessness — there is
a “transcendental ground” that compels us all to make this mistake as long
as we are not enlightened by the critical philosophy. But the source of this
“transcendental ground” is not entirely clear in Kant’s account.*

Kant attributes four linked assertions to the “rational psychologists.” In the
first three “Paralogisms,” he argues that the rational psychologists invalidly
infer (1) that the soul is a substance which is (2) simple and therefore
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incorruptible and immortal as well as (3) aware of its numerical identity
throughout its existence, and then in the fourth “Paralogism” he argues (4)
that “problematic idealism” arises from thinking of both the soul and external
objects as distinct substances, so that the soul can only know the latter by
means of some sort of inference from its own states (its own accidents),
which however can never be conclusive. Kant is not as clear in the first-edition
fourth “Paralogism” about the role of thinking of the soul as a substance in the
genesis of “problematic idealism” as he might be, but is a little clearer in
the second-edition version: here he says that from the distinction of

my own existence, [as] that of a thinking being, from other things outside
me ... | do not thereby know at all whether this consciousness of myself
would even be possible without things outside me through which representa-
tions are given to me, and thus whether | could exist merely as a thinking
being.

(B 409)

What Kant is saying here is that from the distinction between the representa-
tions of my thinking self and of outer objects (including my own body) it
does not follow that my thinking self and other things are distinct kinds of
substances at all — for things being able to exist independently of each other
is a criterion of their being separate substances, but that is precisely what
cannot be inferred from the mere distinction between kinds of representations.

In any case, Kant’s second-edition version of the fourth “Paralogism”
demonstrates the character of his criticism of all the doctrines of the ratio-
nalist psychologists: they mistake merely formal features of the representation
of the self for metaphysical characteristics of the self as a substance. This is
easy to see in each of the first three “Paralogisms.” Kant represents the first
“Paralogism” as the following syllogism:

That the representation of which is the absolute subject of our judg-
ments, and hence cannot be used as the determination of another thing, is
substance.

I, as a thinking being, am the absolute subject of all my possible
judgments, and this representation of myself cannot be used as the predi-
cate of any other thing.

Thus |, as thinking being (soul), am substance.
(A 348)
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Kant’s charge is that this inference is invalid because the term “absolute
subject” is being used in different senses in the major and minor premises.
In the major premise, an “absolute subject” is that which can have proper-
ties but cannot be the property of anything else, and that is just the
traditional definition of “substance” (so the first premise is analytically
true). But in Kant’s view, the second premise is talking about something
entirely different: I am the “absolute subject” of all my judgments in the
sense that I attribute them to myself, or can make myself the subject of any
of my judgments — instead of just saying “p” I can always say “I think that
p” — but this just means that I can include a representation of myself in all of
my judgments, or represent myself as the subject of all my judgments. It does
not tell me anything about what the actual physical or psychological basis
of my capacity to think is, so even though the representation of myself may be
the subject of all my judgments, I have no basis for inferring that the self
itself is a substance.

It is even easier to see what the fallacy is supposed to be in the
remaining “Paralogisms.” In the second “Paralogism,” Kant states that the
simplicity of the soul — from which, according to traditional metaphysics,
its incorruptibility (indissolubility) and therefore its immortality would
follow — is supposed to be inferred from the definition of that “whose
action can never be regarded as the concurrence of many acting things” as
“simple” (A 351). But all that we are actually entitled to claim, Kant
responds, is that the concept of the self is simple, that “this representation I
encompasses not the least manifoldness within itself, and that it is an abso-
lute (though merely logical) unity” (A 355) — and this tells us nothing
about whether the thing that thinks this thought is itself simple or complex.
Likewise, in the third “Paralogism” Kant represents the rational psycholo-
gist as inferring the “personality” of the self or its necessary consciousness
“of the numerical identity of its self in different times” from the fact that
“the identical-sounding ‘T’ is assigned to it” (A 353), but in fact this only
means that each and all of us always represents ourselves, whenever and for
as long as we happen to be conscious, by means of the same sign “I,” but
not that we are in any sense always conscious of ourselves as a continuing
substance throughout our entire — and according to the second
“Paralogism” immortal — existence. Once again the property of a sign has
been confused with an alleged property of the thing signified. (Kant does
not make the following argument, but it is easy to see that the rational
psychologist’s inference must be invalid because it would prove way too
much: since we all use the same sign “I” or its equivalent in other
languages to represent ourselves, if sameness of sign were enough to prove
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sameness of substance then we would dll be a single substance — which no one in
the Western philosophical tradition except perhaps Spinoza has ever
believed.) Finally, we have already seen how the fourth “Paralogism” trades
on the fallacy of equivocating between sign and thing: it treats minds and
bodies as separate and independent substances just because our representa-
tions of them are distinct.

This is the gist of Kant’s critique of the traditional metaphysics of the soul:
it all depends upon an equivocation about the representation of the self, or
“the taking of a subjective condition for thinking for the cognition of an
object” (A 396). What is not clear in Kant’s account is what role the concep-
tion of the faculty of reason as seeking cognition of the unconditioned
regardless of the limits of sensibility is supposed to have to do with this diag-
nosis. In the conclusion of the first-edition exposition of the “Paralogisms,”
Kant states that they arise from seeking the unconditioned in “The synthesis
of the conditions of a thought in general” (just as the “Antinomies” will arise
from seeking the unconditioned in “The synthesis of the conditions of
empirical thinking” and unsound theoretical arguments for the existence of
God will arise from seeking the unconditioned in “The synthesis of the
conditions of pure thinking™) (A 397). What Kant seems to mean is then that
since the only content that is common to all thoughts in general is “the
universal proposition ‘T think’,” reason applies its concept of the uncondi-
tioned to the idea of the self that is expressed by this proposition and comes
up with the idea of a subject of thought that is unconditioned in the sense of
not being dependent on anything else, and thus a substance in the traditional
sense. But the fundamentality, simplicity, and identity of the mere thought “I
think” does not imply that thought is produced by an object that has those
properties, nor does the difference between the representations of self and other
objects imply that they are different substances that can only be related by a
dubious inference.

Whatever we might think of this explanation of the inevitability of the
invalid inferences of rational psychology, Kant’s chief point is just that they
arise from trying to derive theoretical knowledge about the real nature of
the self from the concept of the self alone, and thus without any empirical
intuitions of the self — which are always necessary for any knowledge, but
which of course will also never reveal that the self is unconditioned in any
sense, because empirical intuitions, by their very form, never reveal that
anything is unconditioned. And this means that when it comes to the tradi-
tional alternatives in the philosophy of mind, Kant’s position can only
be “a pox on both your houses.” Kant does not think that materialism, the
reduction of thought to properties or products of extended matter, can be
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demonstrated, because there is something simple about the contents of
thought, namely the representation of the self, and it is not clear how
matter, which is always divisible and never simple, can explain that. But
neither does he think that spiritualism, that is, the doctrine that the self is
something completely distinct from matter, can be demonstrated, for from
the simplicity of the representation of the self we can “in no way whatso-
ever . .. cognize anything about the constitution of our soul that in any
way at all concerns the possibility of its separate existence” (B 420). A
basis for deciding between materialism and spiritualism is simply beyond
the limits of our knowledge. And this in turn means that the traditional
alternatives for providing a metaphysical explanation of the relation between
mind and body — the theories “of physical influence, of preestablished
harmony, and of supernatural assistance” or occasionalism (A 390) — are
all entirely idle, because we have no way of even determining whether
they are responses to a genuine problem or not. Both the third “Analogy
of Experience” and the “Refutation of Idealism” show that Kant is
committed to genuine interaction or “physical influence” in empirical
knowledge and science, but the point of the “Paralogisms” is to sweep all
metaphysical theories about the relation between mind and body off the
table.

THE METAPHYSICS OF THE WORLD

Kant’s view is that we have such a strong interest in believing in our own
immortality — and ultimately, he will argue, sound mordl reasons for such a
belief — that we would never have noticed the fallacies in the traditional
metaphysics of the soul unless led to do so by the critical philosophy.
When it comes to metaphysical thinking about the world as a whole (the
cosmos), however, he argues that reason itself necessarily produces contra-
dictions, a problem that either calls forth the unsustainable attitudes of
skepticism or indifference about reason itself or else requires a solution.
These contradictions are the “Antinomies of Pure Reason.”

Kant often claims that the “Antinomies” are contradictions produced by
pure reason itself. This is somewhat misleading: as his initial account that
the “Antinomies” arise from attempting to apply the principle that if
anything conditioned is given then the unconditioned is also given to the
series of appearances (A 334/B 391, A 397) implies, the “Antinomies” actually
arise from attempting to apply the idea of the unconditioned to the intuition
of the world, but in two different ways that turn out to be contradictory.
More precisely, each side of each antinomy — its “thesis” and “antithesis” —
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seeks to find reason’s goal, the unconditioned, in sensible experience, but the
very form of sensibility precludes ever finding anything unconditioned in
experience. In the cases in which the unconditioned that reason is seeking
is something that could only be found in sensible experience if it could be
found at all, that will mean that both ways of conceiving of something that
is sensible yet unconditioned are incoherent, and both thesis and antithesis
are false. In the cases in which the unconditioned can be conceived as
something that lies beyond the limits of sensibility, then reason’s idea of
the unconditioned is not necessarily false, but precisely because it lies
beyond the limits of sensibility it can be at most an object of belief, not
knowledge. Either way, the assumption that reason’s idea of the uncondi-
tioned whether within or beyond the limits of sensibility can give
knowledge of any object turns out to be groundless, and with that a large
chunk of traditional metaphysics collapses.

The first “Antinomy” concerns the extent of space and time. The thesis
argues that the world — that is, the connected series of all objects in space
and time — must have a beginning in time and boundaries in space (A
426/B 454), because if it does not then any point in time or space must
be preceded or bounded by another, and so might have to be reached by
an infinite synthesis of other spaces or times. But this is impossible, reason
supposes; any such series must begin with a condition that is not itself
conditioned by something else, that is, something that is unconditioned.
Conversely, the antithesis argues that “The world has no beginning and no
bounds in space, but is infinite with regard to both time and space” (A
427/B 455) because a beginning in time would be a time preceded by an
empty time and a boundary in space would be a space not bounded by
any other space, both of which defy the form of sensibility itself.

But although each of these arguments initially seems plausible, obvi-
ously their conclusions cannot both be true. Kant argues that each is
actually false, because in each case the idea of the unconditioned conflicts
with the forms of sensibility themselves. Thus, while it might seem true
that every series must have an unconditioned beginning or a boundary, we
simply cannot perceive unconditioned beginnings or boundaries in time
or space; but that does not in turn mean that we can perceive an infinite
world in time or space either, because we cannot in fact ever complete an
infinite synthesis of moments in time or places or objects in space.
Reason’s idea of the unconditioned is simply inapplicable to our percep-
tion of the extent of time and space and the series of things in them, so
reason’s attempt to gain cognition of anything unconditioned in the extent
of time and space is doomed.
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The second “Antinomy” presents the dispute over whether there must
be something simple and indivisible in space and time or whether every-
thing in space or time is infinitely divisible — historically, the dispute about
atomism. The thesis asserts that “Every composite substance in the world
consists of simple parts,” because if “composite substances do not consist
of simple parts, then if all composition is removed in thought, no
composite part, and (since there are no simple parts), no simple part, thus
nothing at all, would be left over; consequently, no substance would be
given” (A 434/B 462). This is Kant’s version of Leibniz’s oft-stated argu-
ment that “There must be simple substances everywhere, because, without
simples, there would be no composites.”> The antithesis argues that “No
composite thing in the world consists of simple parts, and nowhere in it
does there exist anything simple” (A 435/B 463), because everything in
the world must exist in some region of time or space, yet every time or
space always consists of more times or spaces. Again, each argument seems
plausible, but both conclusions cannot be true; and again, Kant argues,
both sides are mistaken in their attempt to apply reason’s idea of the
unconditioned to objects in space and time. The inference that if
composite things exist there must ultimately be simple and therefore
unconditioned things, things that are unconditioned in the sense that they
are not composed out of any other things, is, as it were, perfectly rational;
however, we simply can never be given anything simple and indivisible
through our forms of sensibility, in which any region of space and time is
always further divisible.6 Yet it would also be a mistake to assume that
objects in space and time are actually infinitely divisible, because we cannot
complete an infinite synthesis of division any more than we could
complete an infinite synthesis of extension. However finely we have
divided things, we can always divide them more finely, but that is not the
same as having completed an infinite division of them. Again, Kant’s point
is that reason’s idea of the unconditioned, whether it takes the form of a
part that is not itself comprised of any further parts or of a synthesis that is
actually completed, is simply inapplicable to the form of our sensibility,
and thus we can never have knowledge of anything unconditionally simple
or unconditionally divisible in space and time.

In the remaining two antinomies, Kant deals with objects that do not
have to be conceived of as parts of the series of appearances in space and
time and therefore as subject to the limits of their form, and so the possi-
bility arises that both thesis and antithesis at least may be true if properly
understood. The third “Antinomy” is Kant’s first mature consideration of
the problem of freedom of the will. The thesis argues that “Causality in
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accordance with the laws of nature is not the only one from which the
appearances of the world can be derived,” and that “It is also necessary to
assume another causality through freedom in order to explain them” (A
444 /B 472).The argument is that if every event in nature were always the
result of another event which is in turn the effect of yet another event,
then there could never be a complete series of causes or a complete expla-
nation of any event, but that this would violate the principle of sufficient
reason understood as the principle that every event does have a complete
explanation, which in order to be complete must terminate in a cause that
is not itself an effect of something else — a free act that is an uncaused
cause. This is an application of the idea of the unconditioned to causal
explanation. The antithesis, however, argues that “There is no freedom, but
everything in the world happens solely in accordance with laws of nature,”
because a free act or uncaused cause would have to be an event that “will
begin absolutely, so that nothing precedes it through which this occurring
action is determined in accordance with constant laws” (A 445/B 473) —
but this violates the condition for assigning any state of affairs or event a
determinate position in time, which as was seen in the second “Analogy
of Experience” cannot be done through the direct perception of the posi-
tion of any such thing in absolute time, but only through the subsumption
of states of affairs under causal laws. Here the idea of the unconditioned is
expressed in the idea that every state of affairs which is a cause is indeed
also the effect of another state that is also caused, and so on ad infinitum.

In this case, however, Kant argues not that both thesis and antithesis are
false, but rather that each can at least be conceived of as being true by
conceiving of the act of freedom which is the uncaused cause posited by
reason in the argument for the thesis as lying outside of or beyond the series
of temporally successive, always determined appearances that constitutes
nature and is described in the antithesis. Such a cause would be an “intelli-
gible” rather than a “sensible” cause, that is, a cause conceived of through
reason alone rather than through sensibility. Kant says that:

Such an intelligible cause, however, will not be determined in its causality
by appearances, even though its effects appear and so can be determined
through other appearances. Thus the intelligible cause, with its causality, is
outside the series; its effects, on the contrary, are encountered in the
series of empirical conditions. The effect can therefore be regarded as
free in regard to its intelligible cause, and yet simultaneously, in regard to

appearances, as their result according to the necessity of nature.
(A 537/B 565)
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While within the series of events in time, any event must, because of the
nature of both our sensibility and our understanding, be conceived of as
the effect of an antecedent cause, we can also conceive of such an event
as the effect of an event that is not itself part of the temporal series, which
is therefore not subject to the causality in accordance with laws of nature
that membership in the temporal series of events entails.

Several points should be noted about this argument. First, if the
problem on which the indirect argument for the thesis turns is the need to
stop an infinite regress of events, then a single act of uncaused causation
outside of the temporal series would suffice for this purpose — for
example, a single act of divine creation that could leave individual human
actions just as fully entrenched in the chain of natural causality as they are
for any full-fledged determinist. In other words, the thesis might be true
without that being of any help to the cause of human freedom. Second, as
regards the antithesis, while in the preceding antinomies Kant was insis-
tent that the form of space and time does not allow the completion of any
actually infinite synthesis in space and time, here, in countenancing the
possibility that the antithesis might be just as true of events in
the temporal series of appearances as the thesis is true of some event of
causation outside of that series, he seems to overlook that scruple. He
should say only that any causal explanation of an action can always be
extended indefinitely further back, not that it actually extends back
infinitely. That is, Kant should have argued that the idea of unconditioned
completeness in the explanation of events cannot yield knowledge of an
actually infinite series of causes.

This scruple, however, should not worry any determinist about human
action: the damage to a libertarian conception of freedom is always done
as soon as the determinist can argue that the first cause of any action lies
further back in time than the birth of the particular agent, or even just
back in time before the first apparently voluntary act of the agent — it need
not lie infinitely far back in time. But the first problem seems more trou-
blesome: what relevance could the freedom of a single divine act of
creation have for the freedom of the apparently innumerable voluntary
actions of human beings?” However, all Kant wants to prove at this point is
the possibility of human freedom, not its actudlity — that, he will eventually
argue, can be inferred only from our awareness of our obligation under
the moral law. All he wants to do now is open up conceptual space for the
idea of the freedom of action from determination by causal laws of nature,
and his reasoning seems to be that if one case of such freedom is conceiv-
able then other cases are also at least conceivable. But again, even if we



The Critique of Metaphysics 143

think of an act of creation or choice as an unconditioned cause, a cause
that is not itself an effect, Kant is insistent that such a conception of reason
does not amount to any knowledge and can never amount to knowledge,
given the limits of our sensibility.

Finally, the fourth “Antinomy” concerns necessity and contingency. The
thesis argues that “To the world there belongs something that, either as a
part of it or as its cause, is an absolutely necessary being,” while the
antithesis argues that “There is no absolutely necessary being anywhere,
either in the world or outside the world as its cause” (A 452—3/B 480—1).
The arguments essentially equate the idea of something contingent with
something that is conditioned or caused by something else and the idea of
something necessary with something that is not conditioned or caused by
anything else, and then basically repeat the moves of the previous
“Antinomy”: the series of conditions must terminate in something uncon-
ditioned, or the series of contingents must terminate in something
necessary; but nothing necessary can ever be given as the cause of
anything contingent in time, because the existence of an uncaused cause
in time would conflict “with the dynamic law of the determination of all
appearances in time” (A 453/B 481). Here again Kant is slightly
misleading when he suggests that both thesis and antithesis can be true
if each is properly understood; what he needs to say is that each can be true if
properly restricted. That is, if we can conceive of a necessary cause of contin-
gent things as outside of time then we can conceive of an absolutely
necessary being as the cause of the world but not as part of it; and
conversely, if we conceive of the causes of contingents in time, then we
cannot conceive of any absolutely necessary being as existing anywhere in
the world but cannot deny the possibility of such a being as existing outside
of the world, that is, the series of appearances in time. And again, of
course, Kant’s conclusion is that we do not have any knowledge of uncondi-
tional necessity or unconditional necessity: we cannot have knowledge of
an absolutely necessary cause of the world lying outside of the world,
because we do not have knowledge of anything outside the world at all; at
the same time, we do not actually have knowledge of the unconditional
contingency of everything inside the world, for the simple reason that we
cannot actually complete an infinite synthesis and therefore never have
knowledge of everything even inside the world.

In a crucial appendix to the “Transcendental Dialectic,” Kant will argue
that the use of our power of reason in the pursuit of knowledge of objects
and events in the world is hardly entirely misguided, rather that it is abso-
lutely necessary, but that the assumption that we can ever have complete
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knowledge of the natural world is fundamentally misguided. We shall return
to this theme in the following chapter, but first we must make a
concluding comment on the “Antinomy of Pure Reason” and then
consider the final main section of the “Dialectic,” Kant’s critique of meta-
physical arguments for the existence of God.

In the Preface to the Critique of Pure Reason (e.g., B xviii—xix n.) and
throughout his lengthy commentary on the “Antinomy” (e.g., A 490—-7/B
518-25), Kant claims that the “Antinomy” provides an indirect proof of
transcendental idealism, that is, of the distinction between appearances and
things in themselves. That is, he argues that only the distinction between
appearances and things in themselves allows us to resolve the disputes
between the theses and antitheses of the antinomies. But that claim seems
too strong. To be sure, transcendental idealism is one way to avoid these
disputes, but it is not the only way. In the case of the first two antinomies,
while we can argue that both the theses and the antitheses are false because
space and time are merely indefinitely extendible forms of appearance that
are neither finite nor truly infinite, we could also resolve the conflicts by
supposing that objects really are in space and time and that the series of
objects and events in time must therefore really be either finite or infinite,
but that because of the always indefinitely extendible but never actually
infinite character of our perception of space and time we can never perceive the
series of objects and events in space and time to be either finite or actually
infinite, and thus simply cannot know whether it is finite or infinite. In the
case of the second set of antinomies, where Kant argues that transcendental
idealism allows us merely to conceive of both thesis and antithesis as true,
we could again suppose that either but not both of them are true yet that
the always indefinitely extendible character of our perception of objects
and events in space and time simply does not allow us to determine which of
them is true. The only way that Kant could reject these alternative resolu-
tions of the antinomies would be by maintaining that whatever is actually
true or false of objects in space and time must also be something that we
can know to be true or false — but the only way to guarantee that epistemic
assumption would be if we were to assume that space and time are nothing
but the forms of our own intuition and therefore necessarily transparent to
us. If Kant were to make that assumption, however, then he would simply
be presupposing transcendental idealism on the basis of his prior arguments
for it, not providing an independent proof of it. And if Kant’s prior arguments
for transcendental idealism are inconclusive, then it is no more conclusively
proven by the fact that it offers one way to resolve the antinomies of pure
reason than it was before.8
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THE METAPHYSICS OF GOD

Kant calls his critique of theoretical or “speculative” arguments for the
existence of God, that is, arguments that are supposed to deliver knowl-
edge of the existence of God rather than rational faith in it, the “Ideal of
Pure Reason.” This is because in Kant’s usage an “ideal” is a conception
of a single being that satisfies all the requirements of an idea of reason,
that is indeed “determined through the idea alone” (A 568/B 596). Since
Kant is certainly concerned with a monotheistic conception of God — both
the speculative metaphysics he rejects and the moral theology or practical
faith with which he will replace it concern only such a conception of God
— for him the rational idea of God must be an ideal.

The third chapter of the “Transcendental Dialectic” is divided into two
main parts: the first (sections one and two) expounds and then criticizes a
way of conceiving of God that is not part of the historical tradition of
philosophical theology, but is really an allusion to an argument Kant had
himself earlier constructed, and the second (sections three through seven)
criticizes the chief arguments of traditional “rational” theology and of
eighteenth-century “natural” theology, namely the “ontological” argument
of St Anselm and Descartes, the “cosmological” argument found in
Aquinas and favored by Wolff, and finally the “physico-theological” argu-
ment, or argument from design, especially popular among British divines
influenced by John Locke and already mercilessly lampooned by David
Hume in his Dialogues concerning Natural Religion.®

In early works such as the New Elucidation of the First Principles of Metaphysical
Cognition (1755) and the Only Possible Basis for a Proof of the Existence of God
(1763), Kant had already rejected Descartes’ ontological argument, and had
replaced it with one of his own. According to this new argument, anything
can be possible only if at least something is actual, and since that some-
thing cannot itself be merely possible, it must be necessary; Kant then
derived the traditional predicates of God — that He is an intelligence, omni-
scient, omnipotent, and so on — from the idea of a necessary being. This
argument is patently fallacious, because it infers from “Necessarily, some-
thing exists” to “Something necessary exists.” In the Critique, Kant provides a
less obviously fallacious alternative to the opening steps of this argument.
He argues that in conceiving of any particular object, we conceive of it
“under the principle of thoroughgoing determination, according to
which, among all possible predicates of things, insofar as they are
compared with their opposites, one must apply to it” (A 571-2/B 599—
600). What he means is that we can conceive of any particular thing as if it
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were determined by the choice of one possibility rather than the other
from among all possible pairs of opposed predicates: while any object
might be an animal or not, this one is an animal; while any animal might
be a mammal or not, this one is a mammal; while any mammal might be a
human or not, this one is a human; while any human might be a male or
a female, this one is a female; and so on, until we have a complete specifica-
tion of a particular person, e.g., Kant’s oldest sister. In order to think of
particular things in this way, we have to conceive of the “the whole of
possibility, as the sum total of all predicates of things in general,” as if it
were a pool of possibilities by selecting from which actual things are
constituted. But, according to Kant, guided again by reason’s idea of the
unconditioned, we conceive of this pool of possibilities as if it were not just
actual, but a single thing, “an individual object that is thoroughly determined
merely through the idea, and then must be called an ideal of pure reason”
(A 674/B 602). Further, Kant argues, since negation is always introduced
by a thing’s limitation by something else, our concept of the ideal of pure
reason will include only positive predicates, or will be the idea of a maxi-
mally real and perfect being (an ens realissimum), or “nothing other than the
idea of an All of reality (omnitudo redlitatis)” (A 575/B 603) — in other words,
the ideal of pure reason will be nothing other than God as conceived by
traditional theologians and metaphysicians. So, just as pure reason
attempted to arrive at its concept of the simple and immortal soul by
conceiving of an unconditioned subject of thought that is not itself a prop-
erty of anything else, and at its idea of the cosmos by attempting to
conceive of the series of all appearances as unconditioned in its several
dimensions, now pure reason attempts to prove the existence of God
through the idea of an unconditioned ground of all possibilities (or of any
thought of all objects in general; see A 331/B 394).

But as before, pure reason’s attempt to prove the existence of something
unconditioned is doomed. Although we can form an abstract conception
of the determination of any thing from a pool of possibilities, in fact it is
sense-perception to which we must turn to determine the concept of
any particular object (only sense-perception actually tells us whether
something is an animal or not, a human or not, a male or a female, and so
on) — and since sense-perception, by its very spatial and temporal form, is
never complete but is always indefinitely extendible, the determination of
any particular object is also never complete but is always indefinitely
extendible, and in turn our conception of the possible predicates for
things is also never complete. We therefore can never have a complete
conception of the pool of possibilities for particular things, a fortiori a
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complete conception of a single thing possessing all those possibilities.
Once again, reason’s idea of the unconditioned, this time the idea of a
being that is unconditioned in the sense of including all positive possibili-
ties in itself and is not conditioned by anything outside itself, shatters on
the fact that sense-perception can never give us cognition of anything
unconditioned (A 580—2/B 608—10).

Having exploded his own earlier argument, Kant next turns to the three
main more traditional arguments. His section titles suggest that he will
simply discuss the ontological, cosmological, and physico-theological
arguments in turn, but his discussion is in fact more intricate than that.
While Descartes had introduced a causal argument for the existence of
God in his third Meditation (only a being that really has all of the perfection
of God could cause us to have an idea of all that perfection), he had intro-
duced the ontological argument in his fifth Meditation as if it stands entirely
on its own. And the latter argument was quite simple: Descartes assumed
that the idea of God is that of a being that possesses all perfections, then
assumed that existence is itself a perfection, and so inferred that God must
possess the perfection of existence, so he exists, indeed, he necessarily
exists, because his existence follows directly from his concept. According
to Kant, however, the human mind does not naturally come up with the
idea of most perfect being out of thin air. Rather, it is natural for us to
begin with the cosmological argument, that is, with the argument that if
anything exists at all, even anything contingent (that is, if there is any kind
of world at all, or any cosmos — hence the name; see A 605/B 633), then
something necessary must also exist (A 584/B 612). We then seek to
specify the concept of this necessary existent (A 585/B 613), and
conclude that the only thing that could exist necessarily is something that
“contains all reality,” which is not conditioned by anything else, and
whose existence therefore flows from its own concept (A 587 /B 615).
Rather than being a straightforward inference from the mere idea of a
perfect being to its actual and indeed necessary existence, as it was for
Descartes, for Kant the ontological argument is a more involuted line of
thought, leading from the existence of anything contingent to something
necessary (the cosmological argument as the first step of the ontological
argument), to the idea of a being comprehending all reality, and then as it
were back down to the idea of the existence of this being as a necessary
existence — following from its own concept and not being dependent
upon and therefore possibly precluded by the existence of anything else.

But this whole involuted line of thought is, according to Kant, subject
to two fatal objections. First, as he makes clear in his subsequent separate
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criticism of the cosmological argument, we never have any justification for
assuming that the series of contingently existing things terminates in
something absolutely necessary — that, as has already been shown in the
fourth “Paralogism,” is just an illegitimate application of pure reason’s idea
of the unconditioned to the world of our experience, whose form does
not permit this application (A 609-10/B 637-8). Second, even if we
could legitimately form the idea of something absolutely necessary by
some route, we can never prove the actual let alone necessary existence of
such a thing from its concept, because, according to Kant, “Being is obviously
not a real predicate, i.e., a concept of something that could add to the
concept of a thing. It is merely the positing of a thing or of certain deter-
minations in themselves” (A 598 /B 626).That is, being or existence is not
something that we can properly include in a concept, but is rather some-
thing we add to a concept when we say that the concept has an object. But
what do we add to a concept when we assert that an object satisfying it
exists? For Kant, what is added to the concept can only be intuition,
whether pure or empirical — and again, intuition will never give us
anything unconditioned, thus it will never give us anything absolutely
necessary.

Does Kant have an argument for his claim that being or existence is not
a “real predicate” that can be contained in a concept, but rather is always
something additional to the concept — what we posit when we posit that a
concept has an object? He attempts to motivate this claim with a demon-
stration that there is no difference between the concept of something as
merely possible and the concept of that thing as actual, indeed that there
cannot be any difference between the concept of what is merely possible
and what is actual if when the object actually exists it is to be the same
thing that was previously conceived of as merely possible. In Kant’s famous
example, there can be no difference in the contents of the concepts of one
hundred merely possible dollars and one hundred actual dollars if the
actual dollars are supposed to be just the same as the possible dollars — no
more or less, merely actual rather than possible (A 599/B 627). To think
that the difference between the actual dollars and the merely possible
dollars can be contained within the concept of the actual dollars would be
to think of the actual dollars as containing something more than the
possible dollars, as if they were, for example, a hundred and one dollars. But
then of course the actual dollars would not be the same dollars that were
merely possible.

Is this argument compelling? It has certainly been accepted by
the mainstream of modern logic: the representation of a sentence asserting
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the existence of an object with a particular predicate in the form “There is
some x which is F” rather than the form “The thing which is A (exists)
is also F” reflects the assumption that existence is not a predicate but
rather the condition for the assertion of a predicate of an object. But just
because the denial that existence is a predicate is assumed by the very set-
up of contemporary logic, it is not something that could be proved within
that logic. What about Kant’s example of the hundred possible and actual
dollars? Well, one could quibble with that: one could argue that existence
is a predicate, but not a predicate like the amount of dollars; there are
plenty of differences between possible and actual dollars, like the fact that
you can pay a bill with actual but not possible dollars, so actual but not
possible dollars are entitled to the predicate “bill-payers” — and maybe the
predicate of existence is like that one. Of course, one could then come
back with the rejoinder that you can pay bills with actual but not possible
dollars because the former but not the latter exist — in other words, existence
is not another predicate like “bill-payer” but rather the presupposition of such a
predicate, which is Kant’s view.

It is not clear how this argument would be resolved. One could say that
Kant’s insistence that existence is not a predicate is just a brief statement of
the distinction between what can be derived from the analysis of a concept
and what requires a synthesis going beyond the contents of a concept on
which his whole philosophy depends, and that his premise does not stand
alone but acquires its force from his whole philosophical framework. But
then again, one might also argue that the whole philosophical framework
depends upon the premise that existence is not a predicate, and that unless
that can be independently proved the whole framework may collapse. I
find the difference between analysis and synthesis, between unpacking a
concept and demonstrating that the concept has an object, so convincing
in all cases of empirical knowledge and even in mathematical knowledge
(see B 146) that I don’t see why we should make an exception to this
difference for just one concept, even the concept of God; so I am
convinced by Kant’s argument that we could never prove the existence of
God from his concept alone, as well as by his even more general sugges-
tion that all that arguments can ever really do is to take us from one
concept to another. But perhaps others will think there is a good reason to
treat the concept of God differently from all other concepts.!0

The final attempt at a theoretical proof of the existence of God that Kant
considers is what he calls the “physico-theological proof,” or the argument
from design that was so popular in the eighteenth century.!! This argu-
ment was considered to be part of “natural theology” — in Kant’s view, in
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contrast to “transcendental theology” (see A 632/B 660) — because it
begins from our experience of nature, arguing that the design and organi-
zation that we encounter in nature can only be explained by a divine
intelligence as the author of nature. Kant writes that “This proof always
deserves to be named with respect,” as the “oldest, clearest, and the most
appropriate” of the proofs of the existence of God for “common human
reason” (A 623 /B 651), and he presents a sympathetic account of it:

[1] Everywhere in the world there are clear signs of an order according to
a determinate aim, carried out with great wisdom . .. [2] This purposive
order is quite foreign to things of the world, and pertains to them only
contingently, i.e., the natures of different things could not by themselves
agree in so many united means to determinate final aims, were they not
quite properly chosen for and predisposed to it through a principle of
rational order grounded on ideas. [3] Thus there exists a sublime and wise
cause (or several), which must be the cause of the world . . . as an intelli-
gence, through freedom. [4] The unity of this cause may be inferred from
the unity of the reciprocal relation of the parts of the world as members of
an artful structure, inferred with certainty wherever our observation
reaches, but beyond that with probability in accordance with all principles
of analogy.

(A 625-6/B 653—4)

In the distinction between certainty within the reach of our observation and
probability beyond its reach that Kant introduces into step (4), he recognizes
the epistemic modesty that some advocates of the argument from design
observed. Nevertheless, the argument is doomed for two reasons. First,
although Kant does not lavish the detail upon this point that Hume does, he
does not, at least here, think that we actually experience the kind of design
and organization in nature that we could only explain by appeal to a perfect
designer: “experience never offers us the greatest of all possible effects (such
as would bear witness to this as its cause)” (A 637/B 665).12 Second, we
have no legitimate way to infer from anything we do experience to an
unconditioned being, outside of the series of natural causes and effects, like
the God of theology: “If the highest being were to stand in the chain of”
conditioned experiences, “then it would be a member of their series, and,
like the lower members, . . . a further investigation for a still higher ground
would be presupposed for it”; but “if, on the contrary, one would separate”
God “from this chain, and, as a merely intelligible being, not include [him]
within the series of natural causes, then what bridge can reason build so as
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to reach it?” (A 621/B 649). In other words, the fact that every experience
and every object in experience is conditioned blocks any hope of inferring
the existence of God from anything in experience: as conditioned, nothing
in experience is so great that we need to postulate an absolutely uncondi-
tioned cause to explain it; yet if, ignoring this fact, we attempt to infer the
existence of God by including him within the chain of natural causes, then
he too must be conditioned rather than unconditioned, limited rather than
unlimited; and finally if, recognizing this (but still ignoring the initial fact
that there is nothing in experience that requires an unconditioned cause in
the first place), we attempt to place God outside of the chain of natural
causes, then we have no basis for using causal reasoning to infer to his exis-
tence at all — “For all laws of transition from effects to causes, indeed, all
synthesis and extension of our cognition in general, are directed to nothing
other than possible experience” (A 621/B 649). Perhaps reason’s drive to
conceive of the unconditioned for every kind of condition leads it both
to transform the kind of organization that we undeniably do find in nature
into an idea of unconditionally complete and perfect organization, and then
to posit an unconditioned cause of this, but neither of these moves is
compatible with the conditioned character of every object that we encounter
in nature and therefore every cause that we can posit in the chain of natural
causes.

So all of the classical arguments for the existence of God, although they
express reason’s natural urge to conceive of the unconditioned, violate the
basic rules for “synthesis and . . . cognition in general,” at least as Kant sees
them. The ontological argument ignores the fundamental difference between
forming a concept of an object, in which we may be constrained only by
general logic’s requirement that we avoid any internal contradiction, and
obtaining knowledge of the existence of an object answering to such a
concept, which for us always requires an intuition. The cosmological argu-
ment ignores the fact that at least for us the only use we can make of the
concept of necessity is to characterize objects or events within the chain of
natural causes as necessary insofar as they are subject to causal laws as rela-
tively necessary, that is, necessary relative to their antecedent conditions —
but those antecedent conditions are themselves always at most only relatively
necessary, that is, necessary relative to some yet other antecedent conditions,
and we can make no use of the concept of absolute necessity. The physico-
theological argument ignores the fact that we cannot find anything
unconditioned within experience, and thus can find within experience
neither the unconditioned design or organization that would need to be
explained nor the unconditionally perfect and intelligent designer that
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would explain it, as well as ignoring the fact that we cannot transform our
inferences from conditioned effects to conditioned causes within nature into
an inference to an unconditioned cause beyond nature. And even Kant’s own
thought that we might need to posit an unconditioned pool of possibilities
in order to explain the complete determination of any individual object falls
afoul of the objection that the complete determination of a particular object
is itself only an ideal that is never fully satisfied within experience: within
actual experience we always have only incomplete concepts of objects,
indeed rather small concepts that apply to objects in virtue of only a few of
their most obvious properties, and we rely again on intuitions to attach our
concepts to individual objects.!3 Now since Kant’s criticisms of the meta-
physical arguments for the existence of God depend on the central
assumptions of his own epistemology, rather than on self-contradictions or
other flaws internal to those arguments themselves, it is possible to maintain
that they are not knock-down criticisms. By the same token, however, Kant’s
criticisms have the weight of his whole theory of knowledge behind them:
you cannot accept his basic distinction between concepts and intuitions and
his theory that our intuitions are empirical intuitions, with our a priori intu-
ition of the structure of space and time providing only the a priori form of
our empirical intuitions of objects in space and time, and continue to accept
the traditional arguments for the existence of God.

Even so, Kant does not despair of the possibility of philosophical insight
into the nature of God and of a philosophical basis for belief in the exis-
tence of God. He concludes his critique of rational theology by pointing
toward an alternative moral theology, in which the existence of God is to be
postulated not as a condition of “what exists” but rather of “what ought
to exist.” He will argue that:

Since there are practical laws that are absolutely necessary (the moral
laws), then if these necessarily presuppose any existence as the condition
of the possibility of their binding force, this existence has to be postulated,
because the conditioned from which the inference to this determinate

condition proceeds is itself cognized a priori as absolutely necessary.
(A 633-4/B 661-2)

Of course, such a moral theology will presuppose a demonstration that
there is an absolutely necessary moral law and that it does in some way
presuppose the existence of God as a condition of its possibility. In a later
section of the Critique of Pure Reason, the “Canon of Pure Reason” (A 795—
831/B 823—-59), Kant gives an initial sketch of his emerging moral theory
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precisely in order to begin to redeem this pledge of a moral theology, but
he saves the main defense of it for his central writings on moral philosophy
themselves. We will follow Kant’s example and return to his moral theology
only once we have examined the foundations of his moral philosophy.

Kant seems to conclude the “Transcendental Dialectic,” then, by arguing
that apart from the mundane business of executing syllogisms, reason has no
genuine contribution to make in the acquisition of knowledge, and has an
indispensable role only in the moral guidance of our conduct. In an appendix
to the “Dialectic,” however, he suggests that the faculty of reason does have a
constructive role to play in the acquisition and growth of empirical knowl-
edge, even though it does not have a constitutive role, that is, it does not by itself
yield a priori knowledge of objects as it attempted to do in rational
psychology, rational cosmology, and rational theology. In the next chapter, we
will briefly examine Kant’s fuller theory of empirical, scientific knowledge
and the role of reason within it before turning to Kant’s moral philosophy.

SUMMARY

Kant holds that the chief doctrines of traditional metaphysics arise from
the natural tendency of human reason to use the categories for knowledge
of unconditioned objects beyond the limits of human sensibility, but even
when that tendency does not give rise to outright contradiction, pure
concepts can never yield knowledge apart from intuitions and their
inherent limits. In Kant’s analysis, the traditional metaphysics of the self
arises from attempting to obtain knowledge of the soul as a substance
from the mere representation of the self. The conflicting “Antinomies” of
pure reason arise from either using the ideas of pure reason without
respect to the limits of sensibility or taking the limits of sensibility to be
the limits of all conceivable reality, neither of which is valid. The argu-
ments for the existence of God as the pool of all possibilities, the sole
necessary being, or the most real of all possible beings all illicitly assume
existence of something that is a mere idea. Nevertheless, Kant will subse-
quently argue that reason has a proper regulative role in the conduct of
theoretical inquiry as well as its indispensable role as the source of uncon-
ditionally valid practical principles.

FURTHER READING

In spite of its length, the “Transcendental Dialectic” has not drawn nearly as much
commentary as the “Transcendental Aesthetic” and “Analytic.” This is presumably
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because, in spite of minor flaws, most philosophers have found the main lines of
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Andrew Brook, Kant and the Mind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994),
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Building upon the Foundations of Knowledge

Much of the critique of traditional metaphysics that we have just examined
has been based directly on Kant’s most fundamental claim about the foun-
dations of knowledge, namely that knowledge always requires the
application of concepts to the sensible intuitions that are our immediate
contact with objects. Given this premise, traditional metaphysics can only
be regarded as a baseless attempt to derive knowledge of real objects from
the pure concepts of understanding alone, dressed up as “ideas of pure
reason” by the supposedly natural but unjustified assumption that when-
ever anything conditioned is given so is something entirely unconditioned
on which the conditioned rests. Of course, Kant’s constructive labor in the
“Transcendental Aesthetic” and “Transcendental Analytic” was not
confined to establishing merely the general claim that all knowledge
requires both intuitions and concepts; he also established that space and
time are the pure forms of all sensible intuitions, that the categories are
the pure forms for all concepts of objects, and that using the categories to
make determinate judgments about objects in space and time also requires
the principles that he demonstrated under the titles of the “Axioms of
Intuition,” the “Anticipations of Perception,” and above all the “Analogies
of Experience.” The pure forms of intuition, the categories, and the princi-
ples are thus necessary a priori conditions for all determinate knowledge of
objects, conditions that both can and must be confirmed independently of
the particular claims to empirical knowledge that they frame and ground.
We can now ask, however, whether they are the only a priori conditions for
knowledge, or whether there are any further a priori conditions that we
could discover before turning to the business of everyday life and everyday
science, that of fleshing out the a priori framework of knowledge by empir-
ical observation and theory-building.



156 Kant

As noted in the previous chapter, Kant’s view of nature, including our own
nature, is teleological in the sense that he believes that we should presuppose
that everything in nature has some proper purpose and use this assumption
to guide our investigations into nature, although this teleological assump-
tion must always be provisional, because we cannot prove it and it could in
principle be defeated by refractory evidence. This applies to the investigation
of the human mind itself, and thus even though he had gone to great lengths
to demonstrate that the attempt to derive metaphysical knowledge from the
unaided use of the faculty of reason alone is misguided and hopeless, Kant
assumes that we must be able to discover some important function for the
faculty of reason, indeed a function that will in some way preserve its ambi-
tion to do something indispensable. As we saw, even before he concluded the
“Transcendental Dialectic” he hinted that the ambitions of reason will be
satisfied in its practical use, thus that while its ambitions at cognitive autonomy
are illusory, it is in fact the source of our practical autonomy. But in an
appendix that he adds to the “Transcendental Dialectic,” which explicitly
begins with the teleological premise that “Everything grounded in the nature
of our powers must be purposive and consistent with their correct use” (A
642 /B 670), Kant also suggests that pure reason does have a vital role to play
in the cognitive as well as the practical sphere, although not a role in which it
provides knowledge by acting entirely on its own. What “reason quite
uniquely prescribes and seeks to bring about . . . is the systematic in cogni-
tion, i.e., its interconnection based on one principle” (A 645/B 673). Reason
cannot provide cognition of objects independently of the understanding,
which itself must always be applied to the fruits of sensibility, but it is indis-
pensable for systematizing the results of applying the understanding to
sensibility. And while through much of this appendix Kant seems content
to suggest that the systematization of cognition is an addition to the knowledge
that can be constructed, at least piece by piece, on the foundations provided
by the pure forms of intuition, conceptualization, and judgment alone, in
one or two places he goes further and suggests that the idea of systematic
interconnection that only reason can prescribe is actually indispensable for
any cognition at all, thus a further necessary condition for knowledge:

For the 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.
(A651/B 679)
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This is a dramatic claim; but while Kant goes to some length in the
appendix to spell out what he means by the idea of systematic intercon-
nection that only reason can prescribe, it is by no means immediately
apparent in what way this idea of systematicity serves as a “sufficient
mark” or further necessary condition for “empirical truth.” Some interpre-
tation is needed.

This interpretation must proceed in several steps, because Kant does not
confine his discussion of the systematicity of empirical knowledge to the
appendix to the “Dialectic.” He also claims that “Systematic unity is that
which first makes ordinary cognition into science” in the “Architectonic
of Pure Reason,” near the very end of the Critique of Pure Reason (A 832/B
860). He repeats that any science must be a “system, that is, a whole of
cognition ordered according to principles,” in the Metaphysical Foundations of
Natural Science (4:467), which followed the Critique of Pure Reason by five years
(1786). And he returns to the theme of systematicity again in the intro-
duction to the Critique of the Power of Judgment, published another four years
later (1790). Each of these later works adds something essential to Kant’s
picture of the systematicity of scientific empirical knowledge. The
Metaphysical Foundations argues that more of the systematic structure of
natural science is actually entailed by the pure forms of intuition, the cate-
gories, and the principles of empirical judgment than the Critique of Pure
Reason has revealed, while the Critique of the Power of Judgment returns to the
general idea of systematicity associated with the faculty of reason in
the appendix to the “Transcendental Dialectic” and sheds some light on
why systematicity may be not just an additional ideal to be applied to indi-
vidual bits of cognition already established by the sensibility and
understanding but also an additional and indispensable condition of the
possibility of any empirical knowledge at all. This chapter will accordingly
first look at the special model of systematic scientific knowledge devel-
oped in the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, and then return to the
more general conception of a system of nature proposed in the appendix
to the “Transcendental Dialectic” and clarified in the Critique of the Power of
Judgment.

THE SYSTEMATIC SCIENCE OF BODY

The Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science begins with the claim that any
genuine science must be systematic. It then adds to that the claim that
“What can be called proper science is only that whose certainty is apod-
ictic,” not merely empirical (4:468). This means that “natural science must
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derive the legitimacy of this title only from its pure part — namely, that
which contains the a priori principles of all other natural explanations”
(4:469). However, Kant’s previous account of the necessity of empirical
intuition for any genuine cognition means that even the most systematic
and apodictic natural science must begin from something empirical if it is to
be more than the mere form of possible knowledge. Thus, Kant claims that
natural science “properly so called” must begin with a “metaphysics of
nature,” which both has a “transcendental part” that makes “possible the
concept of a nature in general, even without relation to any determinate
object of experience,” but must also “concern 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 principle is used for its cognition” (4:470). This state-
ment is abstract, but what Kant means is that the metaphysical foundations
of natural science must begin with a fundamental empirical concept of the
object of such science but then determine what can be known a priori
about that object solely on the basis of the pure principles of the transcen-
dental part of the metaphysics of nature, which are nothing other than the
fundamental principles for all knowledge already demonstrated in the
Critique of Pure Reason. More concretely, Kant thinks that there are two funda-
mental empirical concepts that between them exhaust the domain of
nature, namely the concepts of body and of mind, “corporeal or thinking
nature” (4:470), and the project of providing metaphysical foundations
for natural science is thus to determine what can be known about body
and mind «a priori solely on the basis of the pure principles of knowledge
already established in the first Critique.

Kant further understands this task to be that of determining what can
be known a priori about the objects of natural science through both of the
a priori sources of knowledge established by the Critique, namely mathe-
matics, which follows from the pure forms of intuition, and the categories
and principles of judgment, which follow from the pure forms of under-
standing. Thus, he claims that “in any special doctrine of nature there can
be only as much proper science as there is mathematics therein” (4:470) — a
statement that would be misleading if it were taken to mean that mathe-
matics is a sufficient condition for actual natural science, and so must mean
that mathematics is a necessary condition for natural science, along with
those principles that follow from the form of thought as further necessary
conditions. Kant then argues that there can be no genuine science of
thinking nature, that is, no science of psychology, because the empirical
concept of mind does not allow enough purchase for mathematics: the
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unidirectional temporal structure of thought might allow for the applica-
tion of a “law of continuity” in the flux of inner changes,” but that does not
allow for an adequate application of mathematics to the mind, anymore
than the “properties of the straight line” would be adequate to establish
the contents of “the whole of geometry” (4:471). Later psychologists
would of course have very different views about how much mathematics
can apply to the mind, or whether the application of mathematics is the
criterion for the possibility of a genuine science. Be that as it may, for Kant
there can be a genuine natural science only of body, and the contents of
such a science can be systematically determined by seeing what follows
from the application of the mathematics that is grounded in the pure
forms of intuition and the principles of judgment that are grounded in the
pure forms of thought to the empirical concept of body.! (Indeed, Kant
also doubted whether chemistry as he knew it permitted of adequate
mathematics to count as a genuine science; for him the science of body
was only physics.)?

For such a project, the empirical concept of body must be precisely
determined, and in order to make the results of such a metaphysics of
nature maximally a priori, this empirical concept must be the minimal
empirical concept from which any determinate results will follow at all.3
Kant thus proposes to begin from the minimal conception of matter as
“the moveable in space” (4:480), a concept predicated on the single empir-
ical assumption that it is only through motion that our senses can be
affected by objects at all (4:476).4 The metaphysical foundations of the
natural science of body are then what we can systematically determine to
be necessarily true of the moveable in space through an a priori investigation
of the pure forms of intuition, the pure categories of the understanding,
and the pure principles of judgment. Kant organizes this investigation
under the four categorial headings of quantity, quality, relation, and
modality.5 The investigation of the quantitative principles of linear motion
that can be determined a priori from the structure of space alone is entitled
“phoronomy,” i.e., the purely geometrical laws of motion, or what is now
referred to as kinematics. Under the heading of quality, Kant investigates
what can be determined a priori from the structure of space alone about the
nature of the forces in virtue of which moveable matter fills space; this is
what he refers to as “dynamics.” Here he offers his famous theory that
matter fills space in virtue of its repulsive and attractive forces, although he
does not now, unlike thirty years earlier, assign these forces to indivisible
“physical monads”: they are themselves the most basic level of physical
explanation. Under the heading of relation, Kant investigates how the
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transcendental principles of the conservation of substance, universal
causation, and universal interaction are to be applied to matter as the
moveable in space; this is the science of “mechanics.” Finally, under the
heading of “phenomenology,” or the science of appearance,6 Kant asks
how the distinction between real and apparent motions in space can be
made, and offers the Newtonian answer that linear motions are always
relative and thus in a sense merely apparent — any sequence of positions
that appears to be motion relative to one space can also be represented as
rest relative to another space (inertial framework) that is supposed to be
moving — and only rotational motions can be considered only as real
changes of position in absolute space — although of course absolute space
as understood in transcendental idealism, that is, as the framework of
human intuition, not as the Newtonian sensorium Dei.

Kant’s key claim in phoronomy is that all linear motion that is “an
object of experience is merely relative,” because while any such motion
can be considered as a change of position within some particular space,
“the space in which it is perceived is a relative space, which itself moves” — or can
be regarded as moving — “in turn in an enlarged space, perhaps in an
opposite direction” (4:481). That is, anything that can be regarded as
motion in one space or inertial framework can also be regarded as at rest if
the space in which it is located is envisioned as located in a surrounding
space moving in the opposite direction; and since, in virtue of the very
structure of space (here is where Kant appeals to a fundamental result of
the “Transcendental Aesthetic”), any space can always be regarded as
contained in a larger space, this process of relativization of motion and rest
cannot come to a stop in any space that could be regarded as an absolute
space (4:487). Kant also argues that the structure of space implies that
there are only three ways in which the velocities of linear motions
can be compounded: the velocities of two motions in the same direction
must be added, the velocities of two motions in opposite directions must
be subtracted; and two motions originating from the same point but
proceeding from one another at any angle other than 0° or 180° must be
combined in a straight line that intersects the angle formed by the original
directions in a direction determined by the two velocities, i.e., if the two
motions are at an angle of 90° but one is twice as fast as the other, then
the resultant vector will not be at 45° but rather at 30° from the faster
motion (4:489-95). All of this, Kant argues, follows systematically from
the structure of space itself.

In “Dynamics,” Kant derives a priori constraints on how matter can fill
space from the structure of space itself. The property in virtue of which
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matter fills a space is impenetrability, or resistance to the motion of any
other matter through that space (4:496).7 Seventeenth-century atomists
such as John Locke thought that matter filled space or was impenetrable in
virtue of being composed of indivisible solid particles, but for Kant,
impenetrability has to be conceived of as a force or the product of a force,
because it offers resistance to motion (4:497); and in any case the infinite
divisibility that is an essential characteristic of space — here again Kant
appeals to a fundamental result of the “Aesthetic” — does not allow for any
a priori conception of indivisible units of matter.8 Kant further argues that
there can only be two kinds of fundamental force, namely attractive and
repulsive forces, because the three possibilities of linear motion that have
been established in the “Phoronomy” can all be explained by two kinds of
forces: if two objects are moving directly toward each other on a straight
line, that would be explained by attractive force alone; if they are moving
entirely away from each other on a straight line, that would be explained
by repulsive force alone; and if they are moving toward or apart from each
other at any other angle, that would be explained by some particular
combination of attractive and repulsive forces (4:498). A body is impene-
trable when it “fills its space through the repulsive forces of all of its parts”
(4:499) and those repulsive forces are greater than any attractive forces
that could attract another body through the surface of the first. Now there
must be attractive as well as repulsive forces, because since space itself is
infinitely extendible, insofar as the sphere of their action is determined a
priori by the structure of space alone, repulsive forces could move bodies
infinitely apart from one another, so if there were nothing to counteract
them, bodies would be infinitely dispersed in space; and indeed since
because of the infinite divisibility of space a body of any size can always be
conceived of as consisting of smaller parts (4:503) between which there
are also repulsive forces, if there were only repulsive forces alone the parts
of bodies would also always be infinitely dispersed, and there would be no
determinate bodies of matter as the moveable in space at all (4:508-9). At
the same time, there is nothing in the nature of space itself to limit the
reach of attractive forces either, so if there were only attractive forces then
all matter would collapse to a single point and there would be no
extended bodies either. Thus, Kant argues that there must be a universal
force of attraction as well as repulsion throughout nature (4:517). So from
the empirical assumption that we do have sensory experience of moveable
bodies in space plus these a priori reflections on the structure of space itself,
Kant derives the existence of these two fundamental forces, although he
leaves it unclear whether the determination of the proportion between
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them that is necessary to explain why matter is neither infinitely dispersed
nor collapsed into a single point is supposed to be an a priori or empirical
matter. (Present-day cosmology seems to be uncertain about both whether
the universe must contain a repulsive force as well as the attractive force of
gravity and, if so, what its value or constant must be; Kant’s argument
suggests that there should be no uncertainty about the existence of the
repulsive force, but the latter uncertainty suggests that the determination
of the relative values of the attractive and repulsive forces should be
empirical rather than a priori.)

Under the heading of “Mechanics,” Kant next derives the three laws of
Newtonian mechanics by applying the three principles of judgment
derived in the first Critique’s “Analogies of Experience” to the conception of
matter as the moveable in space that has been developed in the preceding
phoronomy and dynamics.® Thus, the principle of “general metaphysics”
that “in all changes of nature no substance either arises or perishes”
becomes the “First Law of Mechanics” that “In all changes of corporeal
nature the total quantity of matter remains the same, neither increased nor
diminished” (4:541, emphasis added). Thus, what we naively regard as the
increase or diminution of particular substances, or even their origination
or cessation, can only be understood as changes in the number, location,
and velocity of parts of objects in space and through time: “the quantity of
matter, with respect to its substance, is nothing else but the aggregate
of substances of which it consists” (4:541-2). The “Second Law of
Mechanics,” derived from the general principle that every alteration has
some cause, is the law of inertia, namely, that “Every change in matter has
an external cause,” or that “Every body persists in its state of rest or motion,
in the same direction, and with the same speed, if it is not compelled by
an external cause to leave this state” (4:543, emphasis added).10 This is
derived from the recognition that the fundamental properties of bodies
constituted by the action of attractive and repulsive forces of matter are
simply their velocities, that is, their states of rest or motion (always relative
to some inertial framework, of course), so that the only way bodies can
affect each other is by changing their (relative) states of rest or motion.
Finally, Kant transforms the third general principle of metaphysics, that
“All substances, insofar as they can be perceived in space as simultaneous,
are in thoroughgoing interaction” (CPuR, B 256), into the “Third Law of
Mechanics” that “In all communication of motion, action and reaction are
always equal to one another” (4:544). His argument for this law is more
complicated than those for the first two laws, but his basic idea is that
because of the relativity of motions in space established in phoronomy,
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any motion of one body toward another (through which the former could
exercise action on the other) can always be redescribed as a motion of the
latter toward the former that is equal in velocity but opposite in direction
from the motion as originally described (4:545-7); thus an action is
necessarily equal to the reaction to it. This argument may well equivocate
on the concept of reaction, equating a redescription of one event from an
alternative inertial framework with a reaction to that event. But in any case,
the general structure of Kant’s conception of the a priori foundations of
systematic natural science of bodies remains clear: the laws of such a
science are to be established by systematically determining the conse-
quences of applying the a priori laws of nature established by the
“Transcendental Analytic” to the empirical concept of matter as that which
is moveable in space, the structure of which is in turn established a priori by
the “Transcendental Aesthetic.”

The final chapter of the Metaphysical Foundations, on “phenomenology,”
introduces only one new scientific principle, but also connects Kant’s
themes in the book with his more general theory of experience. The term
“phenomenology” would later be put to very grand although very
different uses by philosophers such as G.WF. Hegel, who used it to charac-
terize the process of the emergence of the self-awareness of reason,!! and
Edmund Husserl, who used it to name a purported general method for
examining the structure of representations and concepts of objects inde-
pendently of any assumptions about the existence of those objects;!2 and
in his famous letter to Marcus Herz of February 21, 1772, Kant had also
used the term in a very ambitious way to refer to what would subse-
quently become the entire contents of the “Transcendental Aesthetic” and
“Analytic” of the Critique of Pure Reason (Corr, 10:129). However, he did not
use the term at all when he published the Critique in 1781. But now he
revives it to cover the principles by means of which the appearance of
motion can be transformed into the experience of motion, that is, the princi-
ples in accordance with which apparent motions can — or cannot — be
determinately assigned to particular objects (4:554). The principles of
phenomenology in Kant’s sense are actually very simple, and can readily
be associated with the three categories under the final categorical heading,
that of modality. The first principle is that linear motions are never more
than possible motions of any particular object in a pair or larger group of
objects, and any notion of absolute linear motion is impossible, because by a
change in inertial framework any object that is regarded as moving relative
to one or more other objects can always also be regarded as at rest while
the others are reconceived as moving (4:555—-6). Kant admits that this
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first principle of phenomenology does not add anything to the content of
phoronomy (4:556), which is consistent with his general position that the
categories of modality do not add any content to our concepts of objects,
but only characterize our cognitive relation to those concepts (CPuR, A 74/
B 100). The second principle of phenomenology, concerning the modal
category of actuality, does make a genuinely new claim, however, for here
Kant argues that circular motions are actual rather than merely possible
predicates of particular objects (4:456—7). He gives an abstract argument
for this claim, going back to Newton'’s argument for the existence of abso-
lute space!3: since because of inertia an object moving in a circular orbit
would fly off on a tangent, that is, the straight line extending the direction
of its motion at any instant, if not prevented from doing so by the force of
another body, a circular motion that actually continues for any period
of time provides sufficient evidence of real moving forces rather than
merely apparent motions (4:557). He also illustrates this point by arguing
that a stone dropped into a deep hole toward the center of the earth will
seem to move west to east within the hole, due to its own inertial motion
as acquired at the surface of the rotating earth, the rotation of which must
therefore be real (4:561). Circular motions, unlike linear motions,
must therefore be determinately ascribed to one particular rather than
another. Finally, for a third principle, using the modal category of neces-
sity, Kant reintroduces the content of the third law of mechanics, that “In
every motion of a body, whereby it is moving relative to another, an oppo-
site and equal motion of the latter is necessary” (4:558). This amplifies the
first principle of phenomenology by reminding us that although it is arbi-
trary whether we ascribe motion to one object and rest to that in relation
to which it moves, or conversely, in either case the amount of motion we
ascribe to the moving object must be precisely the same.

The way in which Kant’s phenomenology redescribes the results of the
earlier chapters of the Metaphysical Foundations as well as introducing one new
principle suggests that the project of the whole book can be conceived as
that of determining on the strictly a priori grounds of the pure forms of
intuition and thought which apparent motions — that is, motions that we
detect empirically — can be determinately assigned to particular objects and
which cannot be. The Metaphysical Foundations thus provide a systematic science
of our experience of motion, where experience is understood as requiring
the assignment of empirically intuited properties to objects. But this deriva-
tion of the foundations of a systematic science of body has proceeded
entirely by applying the principles derived from the pure forms of sensi-
bility and understanding to the empirical concept of matter as the moveable
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in space; it has not involved any new a priori principle derived from the
faculty of reason. Does Kant think that all systematicity in science derives in
this direct way from the most fundamental principles of sensibility and
understanding? This cannot be, because, as we saw at the outset of this
chapter, he claims in the appendix to the “Transcendental Dialectic” of the
first Critique that reason makes an essential contribution to systematicity in
human knowledge. We must now ask what that contribution could be.

THE SYSTEMATICITY OF COGNITION IN GENERAL

As was noted earlier, Kant follows his demolition of traditional meta-
physics in the “Transcendental Dialectic” with an important appendix. The
first part of this appendix is entitled “On the regulative use of the ideas of
pure reason” (A 642/B 670) and the second “On the final aim of the
natural dialectic of pure reason” (A 669/B 697). These titles suggest two
points. The second title suggests that reason must have some legitimate
aim, even in the cognitive rather than practical sphere, in spite of the
dialectic to which it can give rise. This is also suggested by Kant’s state-
ment, partially quoted in the introduction to the present chapter, that
“Everything grounded in the nature of our powers must be purposive and
consistent with their correct use, if only we can guard against a certain
misunderstanding and find out their proper direction” (A 642—3/B 670—
1). It is also suggested by Kant’s further remark that “all errors of subrep-
tion” — another of Kant’s terms for dialectical inference — “are always to be
ascribed to a defect in judgment, never to understanding or to reason” (A
643/B 671), that is, to our incorrect use or application of the ideas of
reason, not to the ideas of reason themselves. The first title suggests that to
avoid this defect in judgment and properly understand the final aim of
reason we must see reason as regulative rather than constitutive, that is,
not as giving us knowledge of any objects on its own but rather as func-
tioning to regulate the use of our other cognitive powers. In that case,
however, we must ask in what way reason regulates our other cognitive
powers, but also how a merely regulative role for reason is consistent with
Kant’s assertion, also mentioned earlier, that “the law of reason to seek
unity is necessary” because without it we would have “no coherent use of
the understanding” and “no sufficient mark of empirical truth” (A 651/B
679), for this assertion certainly seems to say that reason is indispensable
for the use of the understanding to discover any empirical truth at all, not
merely that reason somehow regulates the use of the understanding
without adding any constitutive principle to it.
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It is relatively easy to describe Kant’s ideas about how reason regulates the
use of the understanding. Kant claims that it is a mistake to think that
reason gives us knowledge about objects by itself. Instead, it serves to intro-
duce unity into the results — judgments about the forms of empirical
objects and laws in nature — obtained by the application of the under-
standing to sensibility. There are three ways in which reason contributes to
the unification and systematization of the results of the understanding.
First, Kant holds that reason, with its idea of its own purity, can contribute
ideas of pure and fundamental explanatory concepts — such as “pure earth,
pure water, pure air, etc.” (A 646/B 674) — or simplest possible elements,
to which our initially more complex explanatory concepts of nature ought
to be, as far as is possible, reduced — although we cannot say a priori just
how far it is possible to go in reducing our more complex concepts of
natural elements to such simple forms. Second, Kant holds that reason
provides the model of the form for systematizing the concepts of any
science, whether that be a partial or comprehensive science of nature. It is
at the behest of the faculty of reason that we seek to organize any body of
empirical concepts and laws yielded by the use of the understanding in
accordance with the principle of homogeneity, which dictates that we should
always seek to subsume more specific concepts of natural forms or laws
under more generic ones, in principle ultimately under some single
concept of a fundamental substance or force (A 652—5/B 680-3); in
accordance with the principle of specificity, which dictates that under what-
ever concepts of species of forms or forces we have formed we should seek
to find further subspecies (A 655—7 /B 683—5); and, finally, in accordance
with the principle of the affinity or continuity of all concepts, which dictates
that we should always seek to find a “graduated increase of varieties”
among our conceptions of natural laws and forces (A 657—8/B 685—6).
Finally, in the second part of the Appendix, Kant argues that reason’s ideas
of the unconditioned, that is, the ideas of the soul as the unconditioned subject
of all thoughts, of the world-whole as the unconditioned completeness of
all series of objects and events in space and time, and of God as the uncon-
ditioned condition of all existence in general, which played such a fatal role
in traditional metaphysics, should be transformed into

regulative principles for the systematic unity of the manifold of empirical
cognition in general, through which this cognition, within its proper bound-
aries, is cultivated and corrected more than could happen without such

ideas, through the mere use of the principles of understanding.
(A 671/B 699)
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What Kant means is this: we can have no sound theoretical argument that
the soul actually is any sort of absolute unity, but in the scientific investiga-
tion of the powers of the mind we should nevertheless seek as far as
possible to explain them in terms of a single underlying power (A 682—
3/B 710—11); we can never succeed in making our synthesis of the series
of objects and events in space and time unconditioned or actually infinite,
but we should nevertheless be impelled by reason to seek to extend our
knowledge of those series as far as possible (A 684—5/B 712—13); and
we can never have theoretical proof of the existence of an intelligent
author of all of nature, but we should nevertheless allow this idea to spur
us to the search for “purposive unity” within nature (A 686/B 714), that
is, for “utility and [a] good aim” for every sort of organ, organism, and
ecology within nature (A 688 /B 716).The presupposition that everything
in nature does have a purpose, just like the presuppositions that the powers
of the mind are ultimately unitary and that the world in space and time is
actually infinite, Kant states, “if it is supposed to be constitutive, goes
much further than previous observation can justify,” so such a presupposi-
tion is instead

nothing but a regulative principle of reason for attaining to the highest
systematic unity by means of the idea of the purposive causality of the
supreme cause of the world, as if this being, as the highest intelligence,

were the cause of everything according to the wisest aim.
(A 688/B716)

Reason’s unconditioned ideas of purity, systematicity, and unity can thus
furnish open-ended ideals to regulate the use of our understanding in
scientific inquiry into the objects of experience even if they cannot by
themselves constitute metaphysical knowledge of any transcendent objects
beyond the limits of understanding.

But why is it so important that reason regulate our use of the under-
standing in these ways? Kant gives one extended example of how the ideas
of reason, in the first instance the ideas of the homogeneity, specificity,
and affinity of a systematic body of empirical concepts but ultimately also
the idea of a single underlying explanatory force and the idea of an
unconditioned world-whole, can guide scientific practice:

Reason presupposes those cognitions of the understanding which are first
applied to experience, and seeks the unity of these cognitions in accor-
dance with ideas that go much further than experience can reach. The
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affinity of the manifold, without detriment to its variety, under a principle of
unity, concerns not merely the things, but even more the mere properties
and powers of things. Hence if, e.g., the course of the planets is given to
us as circular through a (still not fully corrected) experience, and we find
variations, then we suppose these variations to consist in an orbit that can
deviate from the circle through each of an infinity of intermediate degrees
according to constant laws; i.e., we suppose that the movements of the
planet that are not a circle will more or less approximate to its properties,
and then we come upon the ellipse. The comets show an even greater
variety in their paths, since (as far as observation reaches) they do not
ever return in a circle; yet we guess at a parabolic course for them, since it
is still akin to the ellipse and, if the major axis of the latter is very long,
it cannot be distinguished from it at all in our observations. Thus under the
guidance of those principles we come to a unity of genera in the forms of
these paths, but thereby also further to unity in the cause of all the laws
of this motion (gravitation); from there we extend our conquests, seeking
to explain all variations and apparent deviations from those rules on the
basis of the same principle; finally we even add on more than experience
can ever confirm, namely in accordance with the rules of affinity, even
conceiving hyperbolical paths for comets in which those bodies leave our
solar system entirely and, going from sun to sun, unite in their course the
most remote parts of a world system, which for us is unbounded and yet

connected through one and the same moving force.
(A 662—-3/B 690-1)

We have here a variety of ways in which ideals of reason can guide our
conduct of scientific inquiry. First, we have the idea that in the face of the
disconfirmation of an initial scientific hypothesis (that the orbits of heav-
enly bodies are all circular), we should not throw up our hands in despair,
but investigate alternative hypotheses that are consistent with both our
previous data and our new, refractory observations. Second, we have the
suggestion that we should not formulate and test new hypotheses at
random, but should seek such new hypotheses by means of a systematic
extension of what we already have: thus, we should not be at a loss for
hypotheses that are alternative to the discredited idea that all heavenly
orbits are circles or invent them at random, but should instead systemati-
cally investigate the family of curves of which circles are a member, so that
we can rise to as general a concept of curved lines as we need to compre-
hend all the celestial motions we can observe and then descend back down
in that family as far as we need to in order to comprehend any particular
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orbit, such as the almost circular elliptical orbits of the planets in our solar
system and the less circular elliptical orbits of comets. But further, if we
have found a single higher-order concept under which to subsume a
variety of initially disparate natural forms, such as the orbits of different
types of celestial bodies, then we can also formulate the idea of a single
underlying cause of all these motions, such as gravitation, and we can
extend both the idea of motion along curved lines and its cause in gravita-
tion throughout the regions of the observable universe and even beyond
what we can observe — although of course in none of this can our strategy
of seeking to systematize observable phenomena and to explain them by a
single cause by itself confirm the correctness of our hypothesis for the
observable part of the universe, let alone for what lies beyond the limits of
our observation. (That the supposition that the comets follow a regular
path when they are altogether out of the range of our observation does
not count as genuine knowledge would be self-evident for Kant; his
reasons for holding that the paths of observable bodies such as the planets
are not strictly speaking known must be more subtle, depending perhaps
upon the still-fresh remembrance that all of our observations of the posi-
tions of planets are compatible with at least two different mathematical
models, the Ptolemaic and the Copernican, even if one of these is obvi-
ously preferable to the other for considerations of simplicity and the like —
that is, on grounds of reason.)

But even with this last qualification, which must surely be at least part
of what Kant has in mind in insisting that in order to avoid a “defect in
judgment” we must use the ideas of reason only regulatively and not
constitutively, Kant has described only a heuristic use of these ideas: that is,
they can provide us with strategies for the discovery of hypotheses and
explanations that we might nevertheless also hit upon through other
methods, or even at random, even if not as reliably or efficiently. That is,
Kant does not seem to have shown that the regulative use of the ideas of
reason in the several ways he has described is indispensable for the formula-
tion of hypotheses for the successful use of the understanding in scientific
inquiry. And he certainly does not seem to have shown that anything other
than empirical observation can confirm hypotheses, however formed. So
what can he mean by saying, as we saw him say, that “the law of reason to
seek unity” can contribute a “sufficient mark of empirical truth” (A 651/
B 679), when even in his most detailed example it seems to contribute at
best one strategy, even if a maximally efficient one, for formulating
hypotheses the empirical truth of which must be left up to subsequent
observation?
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Nothing in the appendix in the first Critique seems to offer an answer to
this question. But Kant returns to the question of the systematicity of
scientific knowledge of nature in the Introduction to the third Critique, the
Critique of the Power of Judgment, and there he suggests at least part of an answer
to this question.

Kant’s renewed discussion of systematicity in the third Critique is
complicated, and there is not room here to consider all of its intricacies.
But one feature that requires comment is the very fact that in this discus-
sion Kant reassigns the search for systematicity in scientific knowledge
from the faculty of reason to the faculty of judgment, more precisely what
he now calls “reflecting judgment,” which is our capacity to search for a
concept or universal when we are given a particular rather than the simple
capacity to apply a given concept to a particular, the ordinary exercise of
the faculty of judgment that he now renames “determining judgment”
(CPJ, Introduction, section IV, 5:179). In fact, in this discussion Kant does
not even mention his previous ascription of the search for unity and
systematicity to the faculty of reason.!* Does this represent a complete
retraction of his view in the first Critique? Not necessarily: remember that
in the earlier work Kant had claimed that the fallacies of traditional meta-
physics were not due to the faculty of reason, that is, our ability to form
ideas of the unconditioned, alone, but rather due to a “defect in judg-
ment”; what Kant is now doing is making it explicit that the right way to
use the ideal of systematicity that comes from the faculty of reason can
only be the right way for the faculty of judgment to make use of this ideal of
reason. Kant’s position that we must use the ideal of systematicity only to
regulate our search for universals to apply to the particular objects that we
experience, that is, to regulate our exercise of the reflecting power of
judgment, is a clarification of his previous exposition, which left it merely
implicit that there must be a right way as well as a defective way for the
power of judgment to use the ideas of reason, rather than a fundamental
revision of his previous position.

But the question remains, why should reflecting judgment’s regulative
use of pure reason’s idea of systematicity be not merely a useful heuristic
for the conduct of scientific inquiry but an actual mark of “empirical
truth”? Kant does not initially seem to advance an answer to this question
in the third Critique any more than he did in the first, for in his first draft of
its introduction he argues simply that even given the “general concepts of
nature” furnished by the categories, there remains such a “great diversity
of [nature’s] empirical laws” that “we could not hope to find our way in a
labyrinth of the multiplicity of possible empirical laws” unless we assume
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that these laws constitute a system in which we can search for the partic-
ular laws that apply to particular objects in an organized fashion rather
than at random (FI, section V, 20:213—14). This still does not seem to
mean anything more than that the assumption that the particular laws of
nature constitute a system is a useful heuristic for conceiving of particular
laws to be tested against our experience of objects; it does not show that
their membership in a system is either a necessary or a sufficient condi-
tion of the truth of those laws. But in the final, published version of the
introduction, Kant makes an argument that starts in the same way, but
comes to a very different conclusion. Again Kant observes that the
“universal transcendental concepts of nature” — that is, the categories of
the understanding and the very general principles of judgment derived
from them, such as the general principle that every event has a cause —
leave the particular “manifold of forms in nature . . . undetermined, since
these pertain only to the possibility of a nature (as object of the senses) in
general.” But what he now goes on to argue is “that there must neverthe-
less 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,” and
then that

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.
(CPJ, Introduction, Section IV, 5:179-80)

There are two main elements to Kant’s thought here. First, he is main-
taining that even though the necessary truth of the most general principles
of nature, such as that every event must be caused in accordance with
some law, does not entail the necessary truth of any particular laws of
nature, there must still be some way in which those particular laws can
appear to be necessarily true to us; and it is precisely their membership in
a hierarchical system of laws, in which higher-level laws do appear to entail
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the more concrete laws beneath them, that will lend particular laws their
appearance of necessity. If we regard their claim to necessity as part of
their claim to truth, then we can see why membership in a system should
be a condition of the truth of empirical laws of nature after all, and not
just a heuristic for discovering them. Second, Kant is maintaining that
since we can only understand the necessary truth of the most general laws
of nature that we derive from the pure forms of intuition and thought as a
consequence of the fact that our minds impose these laws on our experi-
ence, we must also think of the systematicity of more particular laws
which explains their appearance of necessary truth as if it were the product
of an intelligence that imposes that system upon nature, although obvi-
ously this intelligence is not our own. But of course such an “as if”
supposition does not amount to the kind of theoretical cognition of things
that transcend the limits of experience which Kant has proscribed in the
first Critique, a point that Kant emphasizes by continuing the last quotation
thus: “Not as if in this way such an understanding must really be assumed
(for it is only the reflecting power of judgment for which this idea serves
as a principle, for reflecting, not for determining); rather this faculty
thereby gives a law only to itself, and not to nature” (5:180). Thus, Kant’s
new emphasis on reflecting judgment rather than reason as the source
reminds us not only that there must be a right way as well as a wrong way
to use the ideas of reason; it is also a reminder that no matter how indis-
pensable the ideas of reason may be in the pursuit of empirical truth, we
still cannot claim to have theoretical cognition of transcendent objects
defined by those ideas of reason on their own.

SUMMARY

Once we understand the full role of the ideal of systematicity in scientific
inquiry, Kant’s whole picture of knowledge becomes quite complex. On
the one hand, he is committed to the view of the first Critique that we can
have a priori knowledge of the most general principles of any knowledge,
and in the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science he has also argued that
given the simplest empirical assumption about matter we can use the a
priori principles of the first Critique for a systematic derivation of the most
general principles of a natural science of body as well. On the other hand,
he has argued in the appendix to the “Transcendental Dialectic” that we
should also always seek to arrange the more particular or concrete laws of
natural science into a system, even though we know that if for no other
reason than the sheer extent of space and time — the unobservable realms
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into which the comets disappear — such a system can never be conclusively
completed; and in the third Critique he has also argued that even though we
can only lend an appearance of necessity to particular laws of nature by
conceiving of them as if they were part of a system conceived by an intel-
ligent author of nature, we can never have actual knowledge of such
authorship. Thus while we can have an authoritative deduction of the
systematic foundations of natural science, a whole system of science must
always remain an ideal, but only an ideal for us. Although we have the
cognitive autonomy within our own resources to dictate the most funda-
mental laws of natural science, in the end we cannot conceive of the
concrete laws of nature as reflecting merely the structure of our own minds.
Kant expresses this restriction with a striking coinage:

The power of judgment thus also has in itself an a priori principle for the
possibility of nature, though only in a subjective respect, by means of
which it prescribes a law, not to nature (as autonomy), but to itself (as
heautonomy) for reflection on nature, which one could call the law of the
specification of nature with regard to its empirical laws, which it does
not cognize in nature a priori but rather assumes in behalf of an order of

nature cognizable for our understanding.
(CPJ, Introduction, SectionV, 5:186)

By “heautonomy” Kant attempts to connote the complex attitude we must
take toward the principles of judgment when we have to regard them as
both laws for our own conduct of inquiry into nature but not as conclu-
sively demonstrable cognitions of nature itself. We will eventually have to
ask whether “heautonomy” would not in fact be a good model for much
of what Kant initially calls “autonomy,” perhaps even in moral conduct as
well as the conduct of scientific inquiry. But before we can do that, we
need to turn to our examination of Kant’s moral philosophy itself. That
will be our concern in the next part of this volume.
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Five

Laws of Freedom

The foundations of Kant's moral philosophy

We now turn from the abstraction of Kant’s philosophy of science to his
practical philosophy, which can seem equally remote from our everyday
experience. Kant is famous for the derivation of an apparently formalistic
fundamental moral law from the most abstract and austere premises. He
begins his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) with the claim that
the only thing of unconditional value is a good will, argues that such a
will manifests itself only in doing one’s duty for its own sake, and then
concludes that since doing duty for its own sake deprives the will of any
object of desire as a reason for action, nothing is left as a possible prin-
ciple of morality “but the conformity of actions as such with universal
law” (G, 4:402). In the second section of the same work, he maintains that
“moral laws are to hold for every rational being as such” and must there-
fore be derivable from the very “universal concept of a rational being as
such” (4:412). In the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), he premisses that a
moral law must be completely necessary and universal and then concludes
that only a moral principle that is entirely formal and makes no reference
to any object of desire can satisfy that requirement. Specifically, he argues
that genuine moral laws or “practical principles” must hold “for the will
of every rational being as such” (CPracR, 5:19), that any “practical princi-
ples that presuppose an object (matter) of the faculty of desire as the
determining ground of the will are, without exception, empirical and can
furnish no practical laws” (5:21), and thus that “If a rational being is to
think of his maxims as practical universal laws, he can think of them only
as principles that contain the determining ground of the will not by their
matter but only by their form” (5:27). We will give these arguments a
hearing shortly, but it seems clear from the outset that they presuppose
what might be a controversial assumption about what a moral law must be
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like, and it is by no means obvious how they could be expected to gain a
grip on the moral sensibilities of ordinary human beings.

Elsewhere, however, Kant suggested a more intuitive foundation for his
moral philosophy. In the classroom lectures on ethics that he gave during
the decade before he began publishing the works just mentioned, he is
reported to have argued that “Freedom . .. is the capacity which confers
unlimited usefulness on all the others” and therefore is “the highest
degree of life,” the “inner worth of the world,” but that “insofar as it is not
restrained under certain rules of conditioned employment, it is the most
terrible thing there could be”; in order to realize its potential value, there-
fore, freedom must be exercised in accordance with a rule “under which
alone the greatest use of freedom is possible, and under which it can be
self-consistent” (LEC, 27:344, 347). The rule is simply that freedom
must be “consistent with itself,” that is, that my use of freedom on one
occasion be consistent with my continued use of it on all other possible
occasions, and that my use of freedom be consistent with everyone else’s
use of their freedom. Of course, to state this rule at such a level of abstrac-
tion is easy; to say what it actually requires of us in the concrete
circumstances of human life considerable thought will be required. That is
why we must employ our reason to formulate the moral law in a variety of
forms and then to derive a detailed system of duties from them. But on
this approach, we do not have to begin with the completely abstract idea
that rationality as such is of intrinsic value or that there is some inexpli-
cable necessity for acting in accordance with a necessary and universal law.
Instead, as Kant put it in lectures on “natural right” (political philosophy)
that he gave during the very semester when he was composing the
Groundwork, “If only rational beings can be an end in themselves, this is not
because they have reason, but because they have freedom. Reason is merely
a means” (NFey, 27:1321). That is, through reason we grasp the rules that
we need to follow in order fully to realize our freedom as autonomy, or
“the property that a will has of being a law to itself” (G, 4:447).

Of course, one might well think that the claim that freedom itself is our
most fundamental value could use some support. Kant sometimes wrote as
if this is an obvious truth about human psychology. In some notes that he
made in his own copy of his early work Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful
and Sublime, Kant wrote:

The human being has his own inclinations, and by means of his capacity of
choice a clue from nature to conduct his actions in accordance with these.
Nothing can be more appalling than that the action of a human stand
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under the will of another. Hence no abhorrence can be more natural than
that which a person has against servitude. On this account a child cries
and becomes bitter if it has to do what another wants without having made
an effort to make that pleasing to him. And it wishes only to become a

man quickly and to operate in accordance with its own will.
(NF, pp. 10—11)

This makes it sound as if the love of freedom is a basic trait of human
psychology, and thus that the moral force of laws for the realization of
freedom ultimately comes from a fact about human nature. It is not clear
that such a foundation for morality would be consistent with Kant’s insis-
tence that the moral law must be valid for every rational being, human or
otherwise, thus that “a pure moral philosophy” must be “completely
cleansed of everything that may be only empirical and that belongs to
anthropology” (G, 4:389). But it is also not clear whether Kant really has
an alternative but equally gripping account of the normative force of the
moral law, so this psychological assumption may play an indispensable
role in Kant’s subsequent moral philosophy even if he does not acknowl-
edge it.

In what follows, our first order of business will be to examine the argu-
ments that Kant made for his formulation of the moral law in his mature
published works, then to see how his earlier idea of the inner worth of
freedom reappears in his mature works and how the various formulations
of the fundamental principle of morality that he offers in those works can
be understood as formulations of the rules necessary in order to realize the
value of freedom. As autonomy in its practical sense is nothing other than
freedom achieved and sustained through its adherence to law, this will
constitute the next step in our study of Kant’s overarching conception of
autonomy. Then we can return to the question of how or even whether
Kant can argue for his fundamental normative assumption or conception
of value.

THE DERIVATION OF THE CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE

The fundamental principle of morality, Kant has claimed, must be uncon-
ditionally valid for any rational being. If any being were perfectly rational,
it would automatically act in accordance with this law, and the law would
therefore not appear to be a constraint. But we human beings are not
perfectly rational, and thus although we recognize the unconditional
validity of the moral law, it also appears as a constraint to us, something
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that may be in conflict with our irrational side. The fundamental principle
of morality thus presents itself to us in the form of a “categorical impera-
tive”: categorical, because we recognize that its demands are
unconditional, but an imperative, because we recognize this law as some-
thing we ought to follow, thus as a constraint, that is, not something we
always want to follow. The concept of the categorical imperative is thus not
identical to the concept of the fundamental principle of morality, but is
rather the way in which the fundamental principle of morality presents
itself to us as beings who are rational but not purely rational.! But Kant
takes it to be obvious and not in need of any special argument that we will
often experience the stringent demands of morality as a constraint; thus,
although his arguments are aimed at a derivation of the categorical imper-
ative, all of his effort is aimed at demonstrating the content of the
fundamental principle of morality and proving that it is valid or binding
for us, not at reminding us that we often experience that validity as a
constraint.

Kant discusses the derivation of the categorical imperative at length in
the Groundwork, and then more briefly in the Critique of Practical Reason, which
is devoted primarily to the problem of free will and then, under the topic
of what Kant calls the “highest good,” to reestablishing a relation between
virtue and happiness that he seems to have severed completely in the
Groundwork.2 The Groundwork is divided into three sections, which Kant labels
respectively the “Transition from common rational to philosophical moral
cognition” (G, 4:393), the “Transition from popular moral philosophy to
the metaphysics of morals” (4:406), and the “Transition from metaphysics
of morals to the critique of pure practical reason” (4:446). He does not
mean the same thing by “transition” in each case: while the argument of
the second section is that “popular moral philosophy” must be replaced by a
philosophically sound “metaphysics of morals,” the first and third sections
argue that this metaphysics of morals must be grounded in both genuine
common sense and a philosophically sophisticated “critique of pure prac-
tical reason.” However, this organization of his arguments is also in some
tension with another claim that Kant makes, namely that in the first two
sections he is just andlyzing the content of the fundamental principle of
morality for any rational beings, and that it is only in the third section that
he will show that this principle applies to us as the categorical imperative
(see 4:392, 425). The tension is that Kant at least tacitly supposes that
sound common sense always knows both what the categorical imperative
requires and that it requires that of us, not needing a subtle philosophical
argument to prove that. In the Critique of Practical Reason Kant will resolve this
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tension in favor of common sense when he asserts that our consciousness
of our obligation under the moral law is a “fact of reason” from which the
freedom of our will may be inferred but which cannot itself be deduced
from any more fundamental premise (CPracR, 5:29—31). We will return to
this issue, but for now let us follow the opening arguments of the
Groundwork.

Kant begins his analysis of “common rational moral cognition” by
arguing that common sense recognizes that the only thing of uncondi-
tional value is a good will. He argues first that gifts of nature and fortune,
such as strength, talent, and resources, are not unconditionally valuable,
because whether they are good or evil depends on whether they are put to
use by a good or evil will (G, 4:493—4). This is indeed a bit of common
sense, but it does not imply, as Kant seems to think, that a good will is of
any value by itself, entirely independently of “what it effects or accom-
plishes” (4:394). More importantly, it does not tell us anything about the
content of the good will or the principle by which it is governed beyond
the obvious fact that a good will cannot simply be the will to possess
goods of nature or fortune. Kant’s next argument, that the point of a good
will cannot be to produce happiness because it is not particularly good at
doing that (4:395), is more important, but it rests on the teleological
premise that each of our faculties is naturally intended for one purpose
and that it must be good at that purpose; as we saw in Chapter 4, Kant
relies on this principle in his general theory of the function of reason, but
it could certainly be questioned. Kant will provide a much better account
of why the principle of morality cannot simply be to seek (or maximize)
happiness in the Critique of Practical Reason. Having made these opening
sallies, Kant then offers a more careful analysis of the common conception
of what it is to have a good will. He argues first that a person demonstrates
possession of a good will not just by performing an action that is in confor-
mity with duty, but by performing such an action from duty (4:397-8). In
other words, a person with good will does not just do what duty requires
but is also motivated by the recognition that the action is her duty or by
the general principle to perform an action if and only if it is her duty.3 We
are supposed to recognize this from such common examples as the honest
shopkeeper: if a shopkeeper refrains from cheating even his most inexperi-
enced customers because he thinks that a reputation for honesty will be
good for his business in the long run, that is just action out of self-
interest, for which to be sure he cannot be criticized, but for which he
also does not earn our esteem, because he does not demonstrate a good
will (4:397). Second, Kant claims that it follows from this that the moral



182 Kant

value of an action cannot lie in the end or state of affairs to be attained by
it, because that end can be produced by the action regardless of its motiva-
tion; so if the moral value of an action is to be connected to its motivation
rather than its outcome, then it must lie “in the principle of the will
without regard for the ends that can be brought about by such an action”
(4:400), that is, in a moral principle that has nothing directly to do with
the ends or consequences of the actions it commands. From this, Kant next
infers, “duty is the necessity of an action from respect for law” rather
than from any “inclination” — that is, naturally occurring desire — for an
object or state of affairs (4:400). And from this — which is still supposed
to be part of the common sense conception of a good will — the categor-
ical imperative can be directly inferred: “Since I have deprived the will of
every impulse that could arise for it from obeying some law,” that is, every
inclination for an object or state of affairs,

nothing is left but the conformity of actions as such with universal law,
which alone is to serve the will as its principle, that is, | ought never to
act except in such a way that | could also will that my maxim

should become a universal law.
(4:402)

A “maxim” is the principle on which one actually acts, such as “T will
enrich myself at all costs” or “I will never break a promise for reasons of
self-interest,” so this categorical imperative requires that each of us act only
on principles on which everyone could act without contradiction: it requires
that our “subjective principles of volition” also be “objectively valid” or
universal laws (4:401n.).# In my examples, the maxim “ I will enrich
myself at all costs” could not be acted upon by everyone, because some-
thing that I might do under that maxim is bound to conflict with
something somebody else would do; but there would be no contradiction
in all of us never breaking a promise for reasons of self-interest, so that
could be a universal law and should be one. (I formulate this maxim as “I
will never break a promise for reasons of self-interest” because there
might be other reasons, such as saving an innocent life, that could make it
permissible or even obligatory to break some promise. As can be seen
from this, a maxim does not merely specify a general type of action to be
performed or avoided, but also a specific reason for performing or
avoiding that type of action.)

Kant’s assumption that the fundamental principle of morality cannot be
based on any mere desire for some end or object seems sound, but does
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his conclusion that this principle can therefore concern no end at all but
only the universally valid form of our maxim in acting, that is, his purely
formalistic conception of the categorical imperative, follow from this
assumption? It does not seem to, since even if it is obvious that no object
of merely contingent inclination could serve as the basis for morality, there
still might be some sort of necessary object, perhaps of pure reason rather
than inclination, which is the basis of the moral law, and if so then the
fundamental principle of morality could be the substantive requirement to
act only on maxims that would bring about that necessary object rather
than just the formal requirement to act only on maxims that should also
be universal laws. Let us look at Kant’s further derivations of the categor-
ical imperative to see whether he excludes this alternative or rather ends
up exploiting it.s

In the second section of the Groundwork, Kant first argues against
“popular moral philosophy” that the fundamental principle of morality
can never be derived from examples of actual human conduct (as opposed
to the imaginary examples or thought-experiments that he used in the first
section, such as the case of the shopkeeper), because in real life people’s
innermost motivations are never certain, and are all too likely to turn out
to be self-love, the “dear self” (G, 4:407). However, he claims that we can
proceed by means of a philosophical analysis of the concept of a rational
being instead of trying to extract our moral principle from examples of
actual human behavior. In the first place, a rational being is one that acts,
not just in accordance with laws (everything in nature acts according to
some law, even stones falling in accordance with the law of gravity), but in
accordance with its own consciousness or “representation” of laws (4:412).
But to an imperfectly rational being, that is, one who has temptations to
do otherwise than what its reason tells it to do, the laws in accordance
with which it should act will present themselves as constraints, that is,
“imperatives” (4:413). These imperatives can be of several different types.
The major distinction between them is between those that are hypothetical
and those that are categorical, that is, those that tell you what you must do
if you want to attain some end — these are hypothetical — and those that
tell you what you must do regardless of any such “reference to another
end” — categorical imperatives (4:414).6 Hypothetical imperatives, in
turn, can be divided into two further types: “problematic” ones, which tell
you what you must do in order to attain some particular end you might
have, and “assertoric” ones, which tell you what you need to do in order
to attain an end you do have (4:415). Problematic hypothetical imperatives
are obviously unfit to serve as principles of morality, since they clearly
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depend upon merely contingent ends. But assertoric hypothetical impera-
tives are also unfit to be moral principles, since the only end that everyone
obviously does have is that of happiness, and that has already been
excluded as a possible foundation for morality. Thus the only possible
candidate for a fundamental principle of morality is a categorical impera-
tive, one that tells you what you must do independent of any end you
might have. Kant then argues that:

When | think of a categorical imperative | know at once what it contains.
For, since the imperative contains, beyond the law, only the necessity that
the maxim be in conformity with this law, while the law contains no condi-
tion to which it would be limited, nothing is left with which the maxim of
action is to conform but the universality of a law as such ... There is,
therefore, only a single categorical imperative and it is this: act only in
accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same

time will that it become a universal law.
(4:420— 1)

Thus from the analysis of the concept of a rational being Kant ends up
with the same imperative that he previously derived from the common-
sense notions of good will and duty (with the possibly significant
difference that the earlier formulation told us to act only on maxims that
we should will to be universal laws while this one tells us to act only on
maxims that we could will to be universal laws).”

Is this argument any better than the earlier one? Actually, it looks worse,
for not only does it again apparently simply overlook the possibility that in
addition to the contingent ends that give rise to conditional, hypothetical
imperatives, there might be a necessary end that could give rise to an
unconditional, categorical imperative; it also simply assumes from the
outset that a rational being must aim to act in accordance with a categor-
ical imperative rather than merely hypothetical ones, and does not even
attempt to derive this premise from anything like the commonly accepted
conceptions of good will and duty appealed to in Section I.

The same apparently has to be said about Kant’s derivation of the cate-
gorical imperative in the Critique of Practical Reason. Here Kant offers his most
detailed account of why happiness cannot be the basis of a moral law: our
conceptions of happiness are simply too indeterminate, for often what we
think would make us happy at one moment conflicts with what we think
would make us happy at another, or what one person thinks will make her
happy conflicts with what would make another happy. (Kant relishes the
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irony in the story of Francis I of France and Charles V of the Holy Roman
Empire, each of whom would have been made happy by the same thing,
namely, possessing Milan. But obviously they could not both have Milan,
so they could not both be happy in spite of agreeing on what would make
them happy. See CPracR, 5:25—-8.) So no genuine practical principle can be
“material,” or specify a particular object (5:21-2); instead, “If a rational
being is to think of his maxims as practical universal laws, he can think of
them only as principles that contain the determining ground of the will
not by their matter but by their form,” namely, that they have that form
“by which they are fit for a giving of universal law” (5:27). But again,
Kant simply assumes without argument that a rational being must will to
act only in accordance with a truly universal law, and likewise that there
are only contingent ends, no necessary end, so that the moral law must be
strictly “formal” rather than “material.”

When we return to the main line of Kant’s argument in the second
section of the Groundwork, however, we can see that the next thing that Kant
does is precisely to fill the gap he has thus far left in his argument by over-
looking the possibility of a necessary end by now introducing one. Kant
does not, of course, acknowledge that there is a gap in his arguments to
this point, but he seems to recognize that the purely negative arguments
that he has offered thus far — arguments that arrive at the categorical
imperative by the elimination of possible alternatives — would be more
compelling if the principle were positively grounded in something of
unconditional value. He acknowledges that “the principle of action being
free from all influences of contingent grounds” needs to be connected
“with the concept of the will of a rational being as such” (G, 4:426); in
other words, precisely insofar as it is rational, a rational being needs a reason
to adhere to a law, an end that can be advanced by and only by adherence
to that law. And if the law is to be unconditionally valid, as the moral law
is supposed to be, then that end must be unconditionally valuable. As Kant
puts it, he must find “something the existence of which in itself has an
absolute worth, something which as an end in itself could be. .. the
ground of a possible categorical imperative.” And then he goes on:

Now | say that the human being and in general every rational being exists
as an end in itself, not merely as a means to be used by this or that will
at his discretion; instead he must in all his actions, whether directed to
himself or also to other rational beings, always be regarded at the same

time as an end.
(4:428)
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From this Kant derives the second main formulation of the categorical
imperative: “So act that you use humanity, whether in your own person
or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, never
merely as a means” (4:429).

Now if this imperative expresses the unconditional value of an end
that can be the ground of any possible categorical imperative, then Kant’s
other formulations of that imperative, both the one commanding that we
act only on universally valid maxims and any others to follow, ought to
be derivable from it. So one question we need to ask is whether that is
so. But before we can answer that question, we need to know just what
this impressive-sounding statement means, and whether it can be proven
any more convincingly than the original formulation of the categorical
imperative. To determine what the statement means, we have to figure
out what is meant by the concept of humanity as well as by the idea of
an end in itself. One might think that by “humanity” Kant just means
humankind, the biological species homo sapiens, or the defining character-
istics of this species. In fact, Kant seems to mean something more like
biological human beings insofar as they are also rational beings, and it is
the embodiment of rational being rather than human life as such that he
is declaring to be an end in itself. (In his Lectures on Ethics, Kant states that
by engaging in various vices one can “throw away his humanity”
without throwing away his life as such, and that “It is not life that is to
be so highly treasured, but rather that one should live it throughout as a
human being” [LEC, 27:341—2]. Kant did not believe in the sanctity of
life as such.) Since human beings are the only rational beings we know,
however, Kant often uses “rational being” and “humanity” interchange-
ably, and so we can glean what he means from statements about both. In
the Groundwork, he says that “Rational nature is distinguished from the rest
of nature by this, that it sets itself an end” (G, 4:437). A dozen years
later, in the Metaphysics of Morals, he says that “what characterizes humanity
(as distinguished from animality)” is the “capacity to set oneself an end —
any end whatsoever” (MM, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, section
VIII, 6:392), but also goes on say that “bound up with the end of
humanity in our own person” there is that

rational will, and so the duty, to make ourselves worthy of humanity by
culture in general, by procuring or promoting the capacity to realize all
sort of possible ends . . . In other words, the human being has a duty to
cultivate the crude predispositions of his nature, by which the animal is
first raised into the human being.
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The term “humanity” in Kant’s formula thus seems to mean our capacity
freely to set ourselves ends — form intentions and adopt aims — and to
entail a duty to develop the various abilities that as rational beings we can
see will be necessary in order to pursue effectively and thus realize the
ends that we have set for ourselves.8

Now what can it mean to treat this capacity as an “end in itself,” some-
thing that has “unconditional” or “absolute worth”? At the very least,
something of unconditional value must not be destroyed or damaged for
the sake of something of merely conditional value: thus our capacity to
freely set and rationally pursue particular ends is not to be sacrificed for
the sake of any particular contingent end. Sometimes that seems to be all
that Kant means, as when he says in the Groundwork that rational nature
“must here be thought not as an end to be effected,” that is, produced,
“but as an independently existing end, and hence thought only nega-
tively, that is, as that which must never be acted against” (G, 4:437). But it
is clear from Kant’s remarks in the Metaphysics of Morals that there is more to
making humanity our end than merely not acting against it; humanity
includes capacities that must be developed in order to raise ourselves from
the level of mere animality. Our humanity is both a predisposition and a
potential, something that we must both preserve and promote. Further,
although our humanity is something that is never to be sacrificed for any
particular ends, it is nothing other than the capacity to freely set and ratio-
nally pursue particular ends. Our humanity and our particular ends cannot
simply be contrasted to each other, the latter simply being sacrificed for
the former. Rather, the requirement that we make humanity our end and
never merely a means requires that we set and pursue our particular ends
in a way that is consistent with the preservation and promotion of our
general capacity to set and pursue ends.

The capacity to set ends for ourselves and pursue them in effective ways
sounds very much like the freedom that Kant talks about in his lectures on
ethics: the capacity to set our own ends is freedom of choice, and the
capacity to pursue them effectively requires freedom of action. In
the lectures, as we saw earlier, Kant also says that freedom must be made
“consistent with itself” What does that mean? One thing it seems to mean
is that I must make free choices on particular occasions in a way that
preserves and promotes my ability to make and carry out further free
choices on other occasions. To use some of Kant’s characteristic examples,
particular decisions to commit suicide or get drunk considered by them-
selves would certainly be free choices — instances of setting myself “any
end whatsoever” — but they would not be consistent with preserving and
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promoting my capacity to make and carry out further free choices:
committing suicide, even if it is one free act, would obviously destroy me
and therefore my ability to make any further free choices; choosing to get
drunk, even if it is itself a free choice, would deprive me of the ability to
make or successfully carry out free choices for some number of hours,
and, were I to drive while drunk, could even end up killing me, thus
directly destroying my freedom.

Or I could kill someone else, and thus destroy his or her freedom —
remember that Kant’s requirement is that we treat humanity as an end and
never merely as a means in my own person or in that of any other person.
This means that my use of my own freedom on particular occasions must
be consistent not only with my own future use of freedom but also with
the preservation and promotion of the freedom of others. I could obvi-
ously make all sorts of choices that would be perfectly free choices,
considered in isolation, and might even be consistent with my continued
freedom, but which would be inconsistent with the preservation and
promotion of the freedom of others. My decision to kidnap you might be
a free choice, but would not be consistent with the preservation of your
freedom; my decision not to pay my school taxes might be a free choice,
but would not be consistent with the education of the children in my
school district, thus with the promotion of their capacities to pursue their
own freely chosen ends now or as they grow up. (Of course, we might
expect or even hope that my violation of the freedom of others in such
cases would lead to my punishment, and thereby a subsequent restriction
or even destruction of my own freedom as well.) Consistently treating
humanity as an end and never merely as a means requires the consistency
of one’s own free choices over time and consistency between one’s own
free choices and those of others both at one time and over time. The
fundamental principle of morality commands that we seek such consis-
tency in our use of freedom, and the concrete laws of morality are the
more particular rules our reason tells us we must follow in order to
achieve this general goal.

Interpreted along these lines, Kant’s principle that we must always treat
humanity as an end and never merely as a means not only sounds
uplifting, but is also informative. But does it rest on anything more than
mere assertion (“Now Isay . ..”)? Does Kant have any argument for it?

At the outset of this chapter, I quoted Kant’s early observation that even
children are bitter at being constrained, and long to be able to make their
own decisions. This might explain why one loves one’s own freedom or
humanity. But even if reflection on this fact about themselves were
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somehow to lead people to value everyone’s freedom, the initial fact that even
as children we love freedom seems to be only an anthropological or
psychological fact, thus an empirical, contingent fact, not suitable for the
foundation of a fundamental principle of morality, at least given Kant's
expectation that such a principle must be valid for any possible rational
being. In any case, in his mature publications on the foundations of
morality Kant does not appeal to this psychological fact about us in order
to justify the categorical imperative.

Kant says that his second formulation of the categorical imperative
results from a step into metaphysics (G, 4:426), and some commentators
have found in Kant a metaphysical argument, according to which the
“conditional worth” or value that we assign to any particular end needs a
foundation, indeed that it cannot simply be “relative” to some other
conditional value but must ultimately be grounded in something of
unconditional value, and that there is no other candidate for the uncondi-
tionally valuable source of conditionally valuable ends than our own
capacity to choose those ends, so our capacity of choice must be the very
thing that has unconditional value.? But why shouldn’t there be nothing
but things of conditional or merely relative value, that is, things that are
valuable only if something else is valued, but nothing that is of uncondi-
tional value? In fact, Kant does not suggest that the possibility of
conditional value presupposes the existence of something with uncondi-
tional value; rather, he assumes that morality requires the existence of
something of unconditional value, and infers from this that conditional or
relative value cannot be the whole story about value. He does not try to
infer the existence of unconditional value from the existence of condi-
tional values (G, 4:428).

Are we in the end then just supposed to recognize the fundamental
principle of morality as a basic norm that we all accept and which philos-
ophy can clarify and confirm by deriving from it more concrete moral
principles and duties that we all acknowledge, but which it cannot deduce
from anything more basic? There is ample evidence to suggest exactly this.
In the essay on metaphysical method written two decades before the
Groundwork, Kant had said that the fundamental “material” principles of
morality are “indemonstrable” (PNTM, 2:299). In the Preface to the
Groundwork he had written that we “proceed analytically from common
cognition to the determination of its supreme principle, and in turn
synthetically from the examination of this principle and its sources back to
the common cognition in which we find it used” (G, 4:392), which
might be taken to mean that the only thing we can substantively add to the
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clarification of the supreme principle of morality is the confirmation of
the correctness of our analysis of that principle by examples of its use. And
in the Critique of Practical Reason he says that “consciousness of this funda-
mental law” is a “fact of reason” that just “forces itself upon us” (CPracR,
5:31). Maybe there can be no argument from some even more basic
premise that there must be a fundamental principle of morality, although
at least in the third section of the Groundwork, which we have not yet
discussed, Kant tries to avoid this conclusion. But even if this is so, one
could still argue that if there is a fundamental principle of morality, then it
must have a certain character. Kant’s second formulation of the categorical
imperative might then be preferred to the first not because it has a better
metaphysical foundation, but because it makes better sense of our
common conception of our duties and it therefore better illuminates what
the normative character of any moral law must be.

Perhaps in the end that is right. But there is one more thing that Kant says
that we should think about. Back in his analysis of our common conception
of the value of acting from duty as a motive, Kant had written that

| cannot have respect for inclination as such, whether it is mine or that of
another; | can at most in the first case approve it and in the second some-
times even love it, that is, regard it as favorable to my own advantage.
Only what is connected with my will merely as ground and never as
effect . . . can be an object of respect and so a command. Now an action

from duty is to put aside entirely the influence of inclination.
(G, 4:400)

This suggests that we can have no esteem or respect for what merely happens
to us, but only for what we do, and if what we ultimately do is choose our
ends and choose to develop and use various means to pursue them, but
not in fact redlize them, since that always depends at least in part on factors
beyond our own action, then perhaps the only thing we can really respect
is our choice of ends and the capacities on which that choice rests (just as
the only thing we can really disrespect is a bad choice of ends, not the bad
inclinations that people just happen to have or the bad things that just
happen to them). This might suggest that humanity as the capacity to
freely choose and rationally pursue ends is the only candidate for some-
thing of unconditional value because it is the only genuine object of respect or
the only real object of value at all.

Now it seems undeniable that the premise that we can have respect only
for genuine actions is itself a normative assumption that is not derived
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from anything more fundamental, whether descriptive or normative. But
perhaps some will find such a basic claim about moral judgment or evaluation
more intuitively compelling than the more abstract and possibly unfa-
miliar theory of moral value that Kant enunciates in his principle that
humanity should always be an end and never merely a means, and
therefore find the former a possible premise for an argument to the latter.
If not, well, then, Kant’s argument is no worse off than before: it recog-
nizes that concrete claims about moral norms can only be derived from
something we acknowledge as a more fundamental moral norm, but that
there can be no deduction of that fundamental norm from any metaphysical
fact that is somehow more certain. We simply have to find what is
presented as the most fundamental moral norm compelling, and certainly
many people do find Kant’s second formulation of the fundamental
principle of morality immediately compelling.

Let us leave the problem of the derivability of Kant’s second funda-
mental principle of morality there for now, and instead turn next to the
question of whether Kant’s other formulations of the categorical impera-
tive can be derived from this one. After that, we can see whether even
more concrete principles of duty can be derived from the categorical
imperative, thereby lending it additional confirmation.

UNIVERSAL LAW AND HUMANITY AS AN END IN ITSELF

Kant actually formulates the categorical imperative in at least five different
ways, although he himself usually refers to only three (see G, 4:432, 436—
7). Commentators have argued for every conceivable relationship among
these formulations,!0 but I will here develop the view that all the others
may be derived from the formula of humanity as an end in itself (abbrevi-
ated “FHE”), in accordance with Kant’s own suggestion that this
formulation reveals the “ground of a possible categorical imperative.”
What I have been referring to as Kant’s second formulation of the cate-
gorical imperative is not in fact the first variant that follows his initial
formulation, the formula of universal law (“FUL”) requiring us to act only
on maxims that we could also will to be universal laws (G, 4:421). Kant’s
first variant on that initial formulation is actually the formula of the
universal law of nature (“FLN”), “act as if the maxim of your action were
to become by your will a universal law of nature” (G, 4:421). Some
commentators have claimed that this introduces something new into
Kant’s theory, namely a teleological conception according to which nature
itself has certain purposes in giving us capacities and that we must act only
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in ways consistent with those purposes of nature.!! Kant’s first illustration
of this formulation is consistent with this interpretation: he argues that we
should not commit suicide from self-love (that is, out of a desire to avoid
further pain) because nature has given us the tendency to self-love to
preserve our lives, not to end them (G, 4:422). But this teleological inter-
pretation is not required by Kant’s general conception of a law of nature,
for all that Kant officially means by a law of nature is an unexceptionable
uniformity in the behavior of some specified domain of objects: nature is
just “the existence of things, insofar as that existence is determined
according to universal laws” (PFM, §14, 4:294). So when Kant asks us by
means of FUL to consider whether we could will a maxim on which we
are considering acting to also be a universal law, or asks us to consider
whether we could will to act upon our maxim if everyone else were also
to do so, he is already asking us to consider whether we could will to act
upon our maxim if that maxim were (somehow) to become one of the
laws of nature in accordance with which everyone actually behaves, thus
already implying FLN. Kant puts the same point in the Critique of Practical
Reason when he says that

The rule of judgment under laws of pure practical reason is this: ask your-
self whether, if the action you propose were to take place by a law of the
nature of which you were yourself a part, you could indeed regard it as

possible through your will.
(5:69)

Our actions take place in the natural world, so the question we are asking
when we ask whether we could will our maxim as a universal law (FUL) is
the same question as whether we could will it to be a law of nature (FLN).

Now as Kant points out, there are actually two questions I must ask
when I ask whether I could will my proposed maxim to be a universal law
of nature: first, whether it would even be logically possible for me to act
on my maxim if everyone else were to do so too; and second, even if it
would be logically possible for me to will the universalization of my
maxim, whether that is something I could rationally will, that is, some-
thing that would be consistent with my willing things in a rational way
(G, 4:424). What Kant means by the first of these tests is clear enough: if it
would be impossible for me to act on my maxim if everyone did, then
acting on my proposed maxim while willing it to be universal is logically
impossible. For example, if everyone were to make false promises when-
ever they thought they could gain something by so doing, the very
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practice of promising — in which people act on promises made by others
because they expect those promises will be kept — would quickly collapse,
and once that happened it would be logically impossible for me to make
even a false promise — the words “I promise” would be meaningless if
there were no practice of promising based on the expectation that people
generally keep their promises.!2 The meaning of the second test is not
quite so clear, but what Kant seems to have in mind is that the universal-
ization of certain maxims would be inconsistent with a fundamental
canon of rationality even if not logically impossible, namely the funda-
mental principle that if T am rationally to will an end then I must always
be able to will an adequate means for it. As he puts it, “Whoever wills the
end also wills (insofar as reason has decisive influence on his actions)
the indispensably necessary means to it that are within his power” (G,
4:417). His idea would then be that while as a rational being you must
will that there be suitable means available for your ends, whatever they
might be, but that if you were to will the universalization of such maxims
as “I will not cultivate my talents” or “I will not help others in need,” that
is, if you were to will that no one cultivates talents or helps anyone in
need, then you would in fact be willing that adequate means for the real-
ization of your ends not be available — the height of irrationality.!3 Now
Kant explicitly says only that the rule that if you will the end you must
will some adequate means is the only principle of rationality needed to
explain the force of hypothetical imperatives, e.g., such “rules of skill” as “If
you want to assemble this furniture you must use a Phillips screwdriver,”
or such “rules of prudence” as “If you want to be healthy you must
control your weight.” This might make it seem as if this principle figures
only in matters of prudence, not morality. But that does not follow, for
Kant does not explain the moral, categorical imperative by this principle
alone: the moral question is whether I would have adequate means for my
ends if I were to will the universalization of my proposed maxim — as morality and
only morality requires me to do. In other words, as the highest form of
practical reason, morality comprises both the principle of universalization
and the principle of instrumental rationality.

Kant associates his version of an important traditional distinction, that
between perfect and imperfect duties, with the distinction between the
two tests for universalizability.!* On Kant’s account, perfect duties are
those that prescribe a specific type of action, or more typically the omis-
sion of a specific type of action, while imperfect duties prescribe only a
general goal or policy, but not the specific types of action by which that
policy needs to be implemented.!> To use Kant’s examples, suicide, or
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more precisely, in light of our previous discussion, suicide committed
solely from the motivation of avoiding pain, is a specific type of action
that is always prohibited, so the duty not to commit such suicide is a
perfect duty; but, since you cannot possibly help everybody else in every
way they might need, the general policy to help other people does not tell
you what specific acts of beneficence to perform, and so is an imperfect
duty. Kant’s claim is that the proposed rejection of any perfect duty would
fail the first test of universalizability, while the proposed rejection of any
imperfect duty could pass the first test but would fail the second (G,
4:424). It is not clear whether this correlation holds in every case, but it is
also not clear whether anything rides on that: as long as any duty that we
are sure we have can be derived either from one or from both of the two
parts of FUL/FLN, that would seem to confirm the adequacy of this
version of the categorical imperative.

Of course, questions have been raised about whether FUL and/ or FLN
really do yield all our duties and only our duties. Many commentators
have formulated immoral maxims that apparently pass the test of univer-
salizability and clearly harmless ones that fail it,16 while several have
argued that the universalizability test gives rise only to negative and not
positive duties.!” The latter objection seems incorrect: if I must reject the
maxims of letting all my talents rust or never helping anyone else, then I
must accept their logical contraries, namely, maxims of cultivating at least
some of my talents and helping at least some other people some of the
time. To be sure, the latter maxims do not tell me specifically which talents
I should develop or which people I should help when, how, and how much —
but that is precisely the point that Kant himself makes by calling these
maxims of imperfect duty, and if it is an objection at all then it would be
an objection to the very idea of imperfect duty no matter how it was
derived. But I do not want to go into these details here. For what I want
to argue is that the force of the general idea of universalizability as a test
of morality arises from the idea that humanity must always be treated as
an end in itself (FHE), rather than FHE adding something to FUL/FLN,
and if that is an adequate basis for all our actual duties then surely there
must be a way to formulate FUL and/or FLN so that they are adequate
as well.

The basic idea here is simply that FHE, the requirement that humanity
whether in oneself or in anyone else must always be treated as an end and
never merely as a means, requires that each one of us always respect the
free choice and action of everyone else, and therefore act only on maxims
that could be accepted by everyone else as preserving their capacity for free choice
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as well. In the first instance, that means that everyone else ought to be able
to accept my acting on my proposed maxim, but full respect for their
freedom also means that they should be able to adopt any maxim on which I propose to
act, although they need not actually adopt every maxim on which I
permissibly act. This is because to treat everyone equally as an end requires
adopting only maxims on which everyone could act, if they were to so
choose: there will be an unfair distribution of freedom, one on which not
everyone is treated as an end in himself or some are treated as more of an
end than others, if maxims are allowed on which some could act only if
others cannot. Others will not be treating my humanity as equal in value
to their own if they act on maxims that I could not also act on, and I will
not be treating others as ends in themselves equal in value to myself if T act
on maxims that they could not at the same time act upon. Kant puts the
point in terms of ends — he says that to value others as ends and not
merely as means requires that they “must also be able to contain in them-
selves the end of the very same action” I propose to do (G, 4:430) — but
the same point goes for maxims: to treat others as ends equal in value to
myself means that they must be free to adopt any maxim on which I
propose to act. If they could not, then neither may I act upon such a
maxim.

Of course, this means that treating everyone as equally free to exercise
humanity or freedom of choice and action cannot be the same as anarchy:
there will be many maxims we will all have to choose to forgo if we are all
to treat each other as equally free. I obviously cannot adopt the maxim of
committing homicide for any reason whatever if I value my own
continued life and freedom, for that would mean allowing you to be free
to act on the same maxim, and thus to kill me if you so choose.!8 I cannot
adopt the maxim of making false promises while allowing you the
freedom of adopting the same maxim, for then I will not be able to
accomplish anything at all by going through what would have become
merely the motions of making a promise — again, in a world in which
people routinely broke promises without good reason, no rational person
would accept any promises, and thus the words “I promise ... ” would
turn into meaningless noise. I cannot adopt the maxim of letting my
talents rust if I am to allow you the same freedom, for then none of us
might have the means necessary to realize any of our ends. And so on.
Treating us all as equally free to adopt any maxim that any one of us is free
to act upon means that we must all forgo certain maxims altogether and
must all commit ourselves to adopting their contraries. That is why FHE
implies FUL/FLN.
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CONFIRMATION OF THE CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE
FROM COMMONLY RECOGNIZED DUTIES

Before we see how the imperative always to treat humanity as an end and
never merely as a means also implies Kant’s remaining formulations of the
categorical imperative, let us stop to consider whether this formulation
seems to be an adequate foundation for all the kinds of duties that we
commonly recognize. This is not merely a natural question to ask, but also
seems to be one that Kant himself promises to answer when he says, as we
already noted, that we must be able to proceed “synthetically from the
examination of this principle . .. to the common cognition in which we
find it used” (G, 4:392). He illustrates both FUL/FLN and FHE with four
examples, one each of a perfect duty to self, a perfect duty to others,
imperfect duty to self, and imperfect duty to others, precisely because such
a scheme is commonly recognized (G, 4:421—-2n.). This classification is
obviously exhaustive — leaving aside duties to God, which Kant rejects
(see for example MM, Doctrine of Virtue, §18, 6:443—4) — so if Kant’s
formulations of the categorical imperative offer a way of grounding char-
acteristic examples of duties in each of these four classes, that will be a
strong argument from “common moral cognition” in their favor. As earlier
noted, Kant’s example of a perfect or strict duty to oneself is the prohibi-
tion of suicide. His argument is that one cannot “dispose of a human
being in [one’s] own person by maiming, damaging, or killing him”
because one’s humanity — not one’s merely biological existence, but one’s
existence as a free and rational being capable of choosing and pursuing
ends — is an end in itself; while to commit suicide, at least for such a reason as
just to avoid further pain or disappointment, is to make “use of a person
merely as a means to maintain a tolerable condition up to the end of life”
(G, 4:429). The notion of making use of one’s own existence merely as a
means to achieving a certain condition in one’s existence seems strange,
but the general idea that one simply should not destroy something,
namely, one’s own humanity, that should always be treated as an end and
never merely as a means, is clear enough. Presumably precisely the same
argument applies in the case of homicide as well.

The permissibility of suicide was a standard topic in the ethical discus-
sions of classical Stoicism and Epicureanism with which Kant was well
acquainted, and had also become a fashionable topic in eighteenth-century
Germany after the publication of Johann Goethe’s bestseller The Sorrows of
Young Werther (1774). For these reasons it greatly interested Kant — at least
nothing that we know about him suggests that he ever struggled with any
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suicidal inclinations of his own — and he frequently discussed it. Two
points that he raises elsewhere can help clarify his present argument. First,
in the lectures on ethics that he gave in the years before publishing the
Groundwork, he said that what is “inherently abominable” about suicide is
“the fact that a man uses his freedom to destroy himself, when he ought to
use it solely to live as a man”; a man is free “to dispose over everything
pertaining to his person, but not over that person itself, nor can he use his
freedom against himself” (LEC, 27:343). What this implies is, as I
suggested earlier, that an act of suicide is itself a use of freedom, that is, a
freely chosen act, but a free act against one’s continued existence as a free
agent, that is, one free act that would destroy the possibility of any further
free acts. For that reason suicide cannot be endorsed but must be rejected
in the name of humanity as freedom: what treating humanity as an end in
itself' requires is not that any free act considered in isolation, but that
freedom as an on-going condition, be preserved.

That we cannot allow any free act in isolation but must think instead of
the preservation of freedom over a lifetime suggests that there is a certain
quantitative aspect built into the requirement of treating humanity as an
end and never merely a means, even though many people assume that
quantitative considerations are relevant only to consequentialist theories
such as utilitarianism. The second point that Kant makes about suicide in
his lectures bears that out. Kant is generally inclined to treat the prohibition
of suicide as absolute, but in pursuing the topic with his students he
allows that certain exceptions may at least be possible. In particular, he
discusses the case of the Roman leader Cato (Marcus Porcius Cato
Uticensis, 95—46 BCE), who killed himself not to escape the tyranny of
Julius Caesar personally but rather to encourage the Romans to “dedicate
their final efforts to the defense of their freedom”(LEC, 27:370).1°
Although Kant does not himself draw such a conclusion unequivocally, we
can take this example to suggest that the (freely chosen) destruction of
one free being in order to save many more free beings may be permissible,
or even mandatory, because making humanity in both our own person and
that of all others an end and never merely a means might well require
preserving as many instances of humanity as possible; and in cases in
which all instances cannot be preserved, then more rather than fewer
instances should be preserved, even if it is our own instance of humanity
that may have to be sacrificed in order to preserve others. Humanity is not
just an abstraction, but something that exists in its instances, and so in
making humanity our end numbers not only can but in fact must count.20
(However, Kant never suggests that making humanity our end requires
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producing more instances of humanity; he typically treats humanity, recall, as
an end not to be acted against. Just why this should be so might not be
easy to explain: it readily fits the ethical intuitions of those who believe
the earth should not be overpopulated, for example, but not the religious
views of those who believe they have a duty to procreate without limit.)

The same reasoning may apply in the case of homicide as well (which
Kant does not actually discuss). Again, we may initially regard the prohibi-
tion of homicide as absolute, but in fact we do recognize exceptions to
this prohibition. Thus, we acknowledge that the right to self-defense may
sometimes license killing an attacker, and that means that we cannot think
of the inviolability of each human life as if it were independent of all
others, but rather recognize that sometimes one life can be preserved only
at the cost of another, and that in certain circumstances one may have the
right to preserve his or her own life rather than that of another. In this
case, the reason for that right may be that one is innocent of any crime
while one’s attacker is not. But there will be other cases in which all the
parties involved are equally innocent of any crime and yet they still cannot
all be saved. To take one well-worn example, imagine that an out-
of-control train is racing toward a switch where you just happen to be
standing, and that a van with a family of six is stuck on the track to which
the train will switch if you do nothing while a car with just one occupant
is stuck on the other track. You might well think that it is not merely
permissible but even obligatory for you to throw the switch so that only
one person is killed by the train rather than six — your intervention will
cause the death of the one, to be sure, but your decision to leave the
switch as it is will cause the death of six, and that decision not to throw
the switch would be just as much of an action on your part as your phys-
ical act of throwing the switch. If you accept this reasoning, you will be
reasoning that if humanity is always an end, your duty is to preserve as
many instances of humanity as possible, and that in unfortunate cases
where for reasons beyond your own control not everyone can possibly be
saved, then your duty is always to show your respect for humanity as an
end in itself by saving more rather than fewer humans.2!

Thus, Kant’s principle that humanity should always be an end and never
merely a means can give a plausible derivation of our obligations in the
prohibition of suicide as a perfect duty to self and the prohibition of
homicide as a perfect duty to others. As I noted, Kant does not explicitly
refer to the case of homicide; his example of a perfect duty to others is the
prohibition of false promises, that is, promises made with no intention of
being kept. (Not every broken promise is a false promise, since you may
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sometimes have morally permissible or even mandatory reasons for
breaking a promise; a false promise is one that you never meant to keep.) In
illustration of FUL/FLN, Kant had argued that making a false promise
in order to accomplish some goal is impermissible because universalizing
the practice of making false promises would undermine the practice of
making promises altogether, and in that case you could not achieve your
goal by making a false promise after all (G, 4:422). In illustrating FHE,
Kant argues that in making a promise that you have no intention of
keeping in order to accomplish a certain goal you are keeping your real
intention and end hidden from the promisee, and thereby deceiving him
into performing an action and adopting an end that he would not freely
choose if he were properly informed about your real aim. False promises
are impermissible, Kant concludes, because they “use the person of others
merely as a means” to the hidden ends of the false promiser, “without
taking into consideration that, as rational beings,” the promisees “are
always to be valued at the same time as ends, that is, only as beings who
must also be able to contain in themselves the end of the very same
action” (G, 4:430). That is, to treat others as ends and not merely as means
is to treat them as entitled to choose their own particular ends, and thus to treat
people as ends in themselves requires not merely preserving their existence
as free beings but also preserving their capacity to exercise their freedom by
choosing their own ends. Of course, this does not prohibit ever using
another as a means at all, for even when you make an honest promise, say
through a fair contract freely accepted by both parties, you are still using
the other or the performance that the contract requires of him as a means
for your own end in making the contract. But as long as the other party is
agreeing to the contact freely, because he sees it as being in his own interest
as well as in yours, then you are treating him as an end as well as a means,
and this is what FHE requires.

So Kant’s examples of perfect duties to self and others can plausibly be
analyzed as duties to preserve the existence and the possibility of the exercise
of humanity, as the capacity to set and pursue ends freely.22 What about his
examples of imperfect duties to self and others, which are prescriptions of
certain general policies or goals rather than proscriptions of very specific
types of actions. How can they be understood? Kant suggests that these
should be understood as duties to further or promote humanity rather than to
just preserve it. Now even though, as we have already seen, the duty
to preserve humanity is in the first place a duty to preserve instances of
humanity, by the duty to promote humanity Kant does not seem to mean a
duty to produce more instances of humanity — he never asserted a duty to
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procreate. Rather, he has in mind duties to facilitate the realization of the
particular ends that are freely chosen in the exercise of humanity both
indirectly by the provision of general capabilities for successfully realizing
such ends and directly by actually assisting in the realization of particular
ends. The first of these cases is illustrated by Kant’s example of an imper-
fect duty to oneself, namely, the duty to cultivate “predispositions to
greater perfection,” that is, skills and talents, in oneself (G, 4:430), because
it is only by that means that one can develop the capacities that will be
necessary to serve “all sorts of possible purposes” (4:423) that one may
freely adopt over the course of one’s life. We exercise our humanity
precisely by freely choosing and pursuing ends, and one part of treating
humanity as an end is therefore to take steps to promote the effectiveness
of those choices. This is not a prudential or utilitarian argument that we
will be happier if we take steps to enable ourselves to realize more rather
than fewer of our chosen ends — though no doubt we usually will be — but
is rather an argument that because our free choice of ends is an intrinsi-
cally valuable exercise of our humanity and cultivating our talents in order
to realize these ends is also an expression of our rationality, cultivating
those talents is also part of what is required to treat humanity in our own
person as an end in itself.

Before turning to Kant’s example of imperfect duty to others, one
observation about this imperfect duty to oneself is in order. At one point,
Kant says that “as a rational being [one] necessarily wills that all the capac-
ities in him be developed” (G, 4:423). This cannot be true, because in
many cases it simply will not be possible to develop all of one’s potential
skills or talents. One might have equal potential to become a great violinist
or a great linebacker, but it is extremely unlikely that one could actually
become both, because of the amount of practice time each would require,
the incompatible developments in physique they would require, and so
on. Usually one will have to make a choice of which talents to cultivate,
and factors other than the completely general obligation to cultivate some
talents will be necessary to make that choice. Again one such factor might
be quantitative — one might ask which skill will ultimately allow one to
realize more of one’s possible ends, or even more of one’s own ends as
well as the ends of others whom one might help through one’s own
talents and their fruits. Happiness too might be a factor — faced with two
equally good ways of facilitating your successful pursuit of “all sorts of
possible purposes,” you might simply ask yourself which one would make
you happier. Of course, as Kant likes to stress, we are not particularly good
at answering that question for ourselves.23
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Finally, Kant’s explanation of the duty to assist others in the realization
of their ends also turns on the assumption that to treat humanity as an end
and never merely as a means requires treating the ends that people choose
in the exercise of their humanity as worthy of promotion precisely
because of the value of the humanity that is exercised in their choice.
Merely preserving the existence of others and allowing them to choose
their ends but then leaving them entirely on their own in their attempts to
realize those ends is not enough; as Kant says:

there is still only a negative and not a positive agreement with humanity
as an end in itself unless everyone also tries, as far as he can, to further
the ends of others. For the ends of a subject who is an end in itself must
as far as possible be also my ends, if that representation is to have its full

effect in me.
(G, 4:430)

Again, the argument is not a utilitarian argument: the claim is not that I
should assist others in the realization of their goals because that will make
them happier, though no doubt it usually will. The claim is rather that
their ends are valuable and worthy of being made my ends as well because
of the intrinsic value of the humanity — capacity for setting ends — that
they exercise in choosing those ends.

Now, of course, we will want to recognize at most a duty to promote
the morally permissible ends of others. But this is readily explained on Kant’s
analysis: morally impermissible ends would be those that would in some
way destroy or violate humanity, whether in the person whose ends they
are or in others, and we obviously have no duty to assist in that. On the
contrary, since our duty to assist in the realization of the particular ends of
others derives from our general duty to preserve and promote humanity,
we can have such a duty only when those particular ends are themselves
consistent with that general duty. Kant also observes later that “it is open
to me to refuse” to help others with “many things that they think will
make them happy but that I do not, as long as they have no right to
demand them from me as what is theirs” (MM, Doctrine of Virtue,
Introduction, Section V, 6:387) (that is, as long as I do not already owe
them what they want because of some prior contract, promise, etc.). This
reservation could easily be explained if our duty were simply to promote
the happiness of others — of course we all have to exercise our own judg-
ment in figuring out how to fulfill our duties. The explanation will have to
be more subtle given that Kant’s underlying theory is not that happiness is
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intrinsically valuable and that we have a duty toward the happiness of
others for that reason. His thought must rather be that even though we
have a general duty to assist in the realization of the ends of others, it is of
course impossible for us to assist with the realization of dll the ends of dll
other people; so we must again appeal to further factors in deciding where
to address our necessarily limited assistance. At this point it certainly seems
appropriate to appeal such considerations of number, reliability, and effi-
ciency: how can we help the most other people? How can we most reliably
help others? How can we most effectively help other people? In trying to
answer these questions, we will certainly have to make our own judgments
about what is actually in the best interest of those whom we would try
to help.

Kant’s derivation of specific examples of duties from the general
requirement that we treat humanity as an end and never merely as a means
thus seems plausible. I will just add one remark before returning to the
remaining formulations of the categorical imperative. Kant offers the duty
of perfecting one’s own natural predispositions and assisting in the realiza-
tion of the ends of others merely as examples of imperfect duties to
oneself and to others respectively. But in the later Metaphysics of Morals, he
will argue that one’s only duty to oneself is to promote one’s perfection
and that one’s only duty to others is to promote their happiness, thus that
one has no duty to promote one’s own happiness or the perfection of
others (MM, Doctrine of Virtue, Introduction, Sections IV-V, 6:385—8). His
reasons for these claims are, first, that one can have a duty only to do
something to which one is not naturally inclined, but everyone is naturally
inclined to pursue their own happiness, so one cannot have a duty toward
that, and, second, that the perfection of humans consists precisely in their
setting their ends in accordance with their own concepts of duty, and
obviously no one can do that for someone else (6:386). Both these argu-
ments are weak. First, while one may not need to constrain oneself to
pursue some immediate inclination, one’s long-term happiness often
conflicts with immediate inclination, and one may well need to constrain
oneself to pursue it. So one’s long-term happiness may often seem more
like a duty than an inclination; and if we have a duty to promote the long-
term happiness of others because of the value of their humanity, then we
could well have a duty to promote our own long-term happiness because of
the value of our own humanity. Second, while we certainly cannot make
each other’s choices, Kant's discussion of self-perfection ultimately makes
it clear that this involves far more than simply making choices in accor-
dance with duty: it involves the perfection of a whole variety of natural as
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well as moral capacities that we need in order to make wise choices,
whether moral or just prudential, as well as to realize them successfully. In
other words, self-perfection requires the education of our natural and
moral capacities, and we can certainly assist others with that. For example,
we can have a duty to assist in the education of children, both our own
and those of others. Such a duty may be in part a perfect duty — our obli-
gations to pay our school taxes and make sure our own children go to
school until they are 16 may be specific and unremitting — but it may at
least in part be imperfect — there may be all sorts of ways in which we
should promote the education of children, whether our own or others’,
that cannot be specified in such precise ways.

AUTONOMY AND THE REALM OF ENDS

Let us now return to Kant’s further formulations of the categorical impera-
tive. He twice speaks of a third formulation, after FUL/FLN and FHE, but
each time he mentions a different formulation. So there seem to be two
further formulations, not identical but presumably related. Kant’s first
derives the “third practical principle of the will” from the preceding
formulations of the categorical imperative thus:

The ground of all practical lawgiving lies (in accordance with the first prin-
ciple) objectively in the rule and the form of universality which makes it
fit to be a law (indeed a law of nature); subjectively, however, 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 there follows now
the third practical principle of the will, as supreme condition of its harmony
with universal practical principle, the idea of the will of every rational
being as a will giving universal law.

(G, 4:431)

A page later he gives a slightly different formulation when he says that
“the principle of every human will as a will giving universal law
through all its maxims” (G, 4:432). Together, these two statements
suggest that the third formulation of the categorical imperative is some-
thing like “Act only on maxims that could be given by dll human wills as
part of a complete system of maxims.”24 Kant calls this third formulation “the
principle of the autonomy of the will in contrast with every other, which
I accordingly count as heteronomy” (G, 4:433), so this version is often
called the formula of autonomy (FA). His reason for this name is his defi-
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nition of “autonomy” as “the property of the will by which it is a law to
itself (independently of any property of the objects of volition)” (G,
4:440). His idea is that for your will to be determined simply by inclina-
tion toward some object is for your will as it were to allow itself to be
pushed around by those inclinations, or to be “heteronomous,” rather
than to be freely self-determined, or “autonomous,” and that the only
way for your will to be free or autonomous is for it to be governed by a
law that it gives itself rather than to allow itself to act on whatever mere
inclination happens to be alluring at the moment. And because your will
would be determined heteronomously rather than autonomously whether
it let itself be pushed around by one of your own inclinations or by
someone else’s inclination (perhaps the latter would be the everyday
sense of heteronomy), the only rule that can truly free you (along with
everyone else) from heteronomy and truly realize your potential for
autonomy is the rule that no one should act on any maxim determined by
mere inclination, but rather that al should act only on a set of rational
principles consistent with the freedom of each, thus a system of maxims
that each could freely will. It may seem strange that the freedom of
anyone can be realized — preserved and promoted — only if all act on a
common system of universalizable maxims, but Kant’s idea is that if that
is not the case, then someone will always be pushed around by some
mere inclination, whether his own or someone else’s.2

Kant’s claim, then, is that the formula of autonomy (FA) follows from
FUL/FLN and FHE because treating every human being as an end in itself
requires that all of the maxims on which you act could be freely willed by
al human beings, and that only if all act on such a set of maxims will the
freedom of all be preserved and promoted in the way commensurate with
the value of each person as an end in itself. As we earlier observed,
however, FUL/FLN itself follows from FHE: the requirement to treat
humanity whether in yourself or in anyone else as an end in itself already
requires that each of us act only on maxims that could be freely accepted
by everyone else; so we can also see FA as following from FHE alone.

Kant next says that “the concept of every rational being as one who
must regard himself as giving universal law through all the maxims of his
will . . . leads to a very fruitful concept dependent upon it, namely that of
a realm of ends,” where by such a realm he understands “a systematic
union of various rational beings through common laws,” or more fully “a
whole of all ends in systematic connection (a whole both of rational
beings as ends in themselves and of the ends of his own that each may set
himself)” (G, 4:433).26 He then represents the principle “that all maxims
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from one’s own lawgiving are to harmonize with a possible realm of ends,
as with a kingdom of nature” (the formula of the realm of ends, or FRE)
as the third formulation of the categorical imperative, instead of FA, when
he derives it, just like FA, as the “complete determination of all maxims”
following from the prior requirements that all maxims have “a form,
which consists in universality,” stated in the formula that “maxims must
be chosen as if they were to hold as universal laws of nature,” and “a
matter, namely an end,” stated in the formula “that a rational being, as an
end by its nature and hence as an end in itself, must in every maxim serve
as the limiting condition of all merely relative and arbitrary ends” (G,
4:436). The idea behind the derivation of FRE from FUL/FLN and FHE
should be immediately clear from our original analysis of what Kant
means by treating humanity as an end in itself: it is just that since to treat
any human being as an end in itself is both to preserve that person’s exis-
tence as a being capable of freely setting ends and to promote the
realization of those ends both indirectly and directly, to treat all human
beings as ends in themselves is both to preserve the existence and freedom
of all such beings (or as many as possible) “as a whole” in “systematic
connection” and to promote the realization of as many as possible of their
freely chosen ends as a “whole” in “systematic connection” — thus, to act
only on maxims consistent with a realm of ends and indeed to work
toward the realization of such a realm. Once again, of course, since FHE
itself already implies FUL/FLN, FRE can be seen as really following from
FHE alone.

Kant’s moral theory is often described as “non-consequentialist,” as if it
took no account of the consequences of our actions, but that is clearly
misleading. To be sure, his theory gives no intrinsic value to states of affairs
or consequences merely because they are desired as objects of inclination,
but it greatly values the realization of our freely chosen ends as an expres-
sion of our respect for the value of our capacity of free choice itself. The
realm of ends as the systematic union both of human beings as ends in
themselves and of their freely chosen particular ends would be nothing
other than the consequence of everyone’s acting on the categorical imper-
ative; and while the idea of humanity as an end in itself may best express
the ultimate source of value in Kant’s moral theory, the idea of all humanity
as a kingdom of ends may best express the ultimate consequences of acknowl-
edging this value, and thus give us our clearest idea of the goal of morality.
Similarly, the full force of Kant’s idea of the realm of ends is often under-
stated when it is described, for example by John Rawls, simply as the idea
of a “moral commonwealth” in which we are all co-equal “legislators . . . of
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the public moral law.”27 This brings out the first half of Kant’s idea — that
morality requires us to think of every person as equally free and thus as an
equal legislator of the maxims on which we must all act — but does not
bring out the second half of Kant’s idea — that morality requires us to
promote the systematic realization of freely chosen particular ends.28 Allen
Wood recognizes that “Rational beings constitute a redm to the extent that
their ends form a system” in which “these ends are not only mutually
consistent, but also harmonious and reciprocally supportive,” thus that
“the laws of a realm are such that universally following them would result
in the agreement and mutual furthering of the ends of all rational beings
in a single unified teleological system.”2? In spite of this, he also holds that
“FA and FRE are merely general characterizations of the entire system of
moral laws, which resist direct application to individual cases,”30 and that
we can only decide individual cases by applying all of FUL/FLN, FHE, FA
and FRE to particular cases. The view I have presented here is that FHE tells
us in the most basic terms how we must treat people in order to be moral;
that FUL/FLN and FA successively bring out the universalistic implications
of FHE, FUL/FLN telling us first that we must treat each of our maxims as
universally acceptable and FA then telling us that we must treat the system
of all of them as such; but that only FRE fully brings out FHE’s implication
that we must act so that not just human beings but also their freely chosen
ends can become a systematic union. It, therefore, provides Kant’s most
concrete and fullest account of the goals of moral conduct.

Having completed his formulations of the categorical imperative, Kant
tells us that he has only analyzed or explicated “the generally received
concept of autonomy” and not yet “affirmed its truth” (G, 4:444). In
other words, Kant has not in fact given up on the idea of proving that we
are subject to the moral law by more than just an appeal to common sense.
To do that, however, or to show that “morality is no phantom,” he says,
“requires a possible synthetic use of pure practical reason” (G, 4:445),
which he will provide in the final section of the Groundwork. This section
introduces Kant’s theory of the freedom of the will into his moral philos-
ophy, because he holds that we can only realize our freedom by acting in
accordance with the moral law but can only act in accordance with the
moral law if we are free, thus we must prove that we have freedom of the
will if we are to prove both that we ought to obey the moral law and that
we can. But Kant’s views on the freedom of the will are complex, even
paradoxical, and underwent considerable evolution over his career. They
deserve a chapter of their own. Before we see how Kant more fully devel-
oped his idea of a realm of ends into the form of the system of political
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and ethical duties that he finally published, a dozen years after the
Groundwork and at the very end of his career, in the Metaphysics of Morals, we
must therefore pause to discuss Kant’s views on the freedom of the will
and two other “postulates of pure practical reason” that he often links to
that topic, namely the postulates of immortality and the existence of God.

SUMMARY

Kant begins his presentation of his normative ethics in both the Groundwork
and the Critique of Practical Reason, and thus his account of autonomy in its prac-
tical sense, with the formulation of the categorical imperative that we must
act only on maxims that we could also will to be acted upon by everyone
else. In the Groundwork, he then goes on to formulate the principles that we
should act only on maxims that treat humanity in both ourselves and others
as an end in itself of unconditional value, never merely as a means, that we
should act only on maxims that could be universally legislated within a
consistent system of maxims, and that we should act so as to bring about a
realm of ends, in which each human being is treated as an end in him- or
herself and his or her freely chosen ends are promoted to the extent that so
doing is consistent with treating each as an end in him- or herself. I have
argued here that Kant’s most fundamental normative notion is the idea of
treating humanity as an end in itself, that is, treating each human being as an
autonomous agent capable of setting his or her ends both freely and yet in
harmony with others, and that the other formulations of the categorical
imperative as well as Kant’s examples of the chief classes of moral duties can
all be derived from this basic idea. Now we are to see how Kant attempts to
prove that this conception of the requirements of morality is binding on us.
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Six
Freedom, Immortality, and God

The presuppositions of morality

In 1788, just three years after the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals and
one year after the publication of a substantially revised second edition of
the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant published a second major work on the
foundations of morality, the Critique of Practical Reason. He had apparently
not foreseen the need for a second critique when he first wrote the
Critique of Pure Reason — after all, he had not restricted it to a “Critique of
Pure Theoretical Reason” — nor when he wrote the Groundwork — for its
third and final section was already supposed to include a “critique of
pure practical reason.” But two things may have made a second critique
seem necessary. First, a major debate over the rationality of faith that
erupted in 1783 between F. H. Jacobi and Moses Mendelssohn, the so-
called “Pantheism controversy,” may have pushed Kant toward a
restatement of his own theory of the “postulates of pure practical
reason” as the solution to this issue, first in the 1786 essay “What does it
mean to orient oneself in thought?” and then in the “Dialectic” of a new
Critique of Practical Reason.! Second, Kant may have become dissatisfied with
his treatment of freedom of the will in the Groundwork, thought about
revising his treatment of that subject in the new edition of the Critique of
Pure Reason, but realized that he had so much more to say on free will and
its relation to the moral law that he needed to write an altogether new
book. Many commentators have stressed the first of these motivations,
but the fact that so much of the first part of the new Critique is devoted to
the proof of the existence of freedom of the will from our consciousness
of our obligation under the moral law and then to the reconciliation of
freedom of the will with determinism through transcendental idealism
suggests that the latter motivation may have been more important
for Kant.
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Kant begins the Preface to the new work by explaining why, unlike the
third section of the Groundwork, it is not called a critique of pure practical
reason, but a critique of practical reason in general. The reason is that this
book is meant to establish that there is such a thing as pure practical
reason, governed by an “apodictic law of practical reason” which is
nothing other than the moral law analyzed in the Groundwork, but that to do
this the new book must “criticize reason’s entire practical faculty” in
order to show that practical reason, that is, our ability to determine our
actions by our reason, is not limited to empirical practical reason (CPracR, 5:3)
even though the theoretical use of reason is limited by the limits of our
empirical sensibility.2 In particular, the possibility of pure practical reason
means that we are not confined to the merely instrumental use of reason,
that is, to using practical reason only in order to figure out the most effec-
tive way to satisfy our desires, which are not themselves given by reason.
David Hume had famously insisted that the role of our reason is restricted
in just this way when he wrote that “Reason is, and ought only to be the
slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to
serve and obey them.”3 So just as a central argument of Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason was that Hume had seriously underestimated theoretical reason’s
basis for its commitment to the principle that every event has a cause, so
the Critique of Practical Reason is meant to argue that his instrumental concep-
tion of practical reason seriously underestimates our freedom to choose to
act in accordance with the moral law given by pure reason rather than
being determined by mere inclination or “passion.”

The first task for the second Critique, then, is to show that the “reality”
of the “concept of freedom” is proved by an “apodictic law of practical
reason,” that is, the moral law itself. But Kant also says that this concept of
freedom

constitutes the keystone of the whole structure of a system of pure
reason, even of speculative reason; and all other concepts (those of God
and immortality), which as mere ideas remain without support in the latter,
now attach themselves to this concept and with it and by means of it get
stability and objective reality, that is, their possibility is proved by this:
that freedom is real, for this idea reveals itself through the moral law.
(CPracR, 5:3—4)

Kant calls our beliefs in the existence of freedom, immortality, and God
the “postulates of pure practical reason,” “not theoretical dogmas but
presuppositions having a necessarily practical reference,” which “do not
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extend speculative cognition” but “give objective reality to the ideas of
speculative reason in general (by means of their reference to what is prac-
tical)” (5:132). But he also differentiates among these postulates, saying
that “among all the ideas of speculative reason freedom is. .. the only
one the possibility of which we know a priori . . . because it is the condi-
tion of the moral law, which we do know,” while the “ideas of God and
immortality . . . are not conditions of the moral law but only conditions
of the necessary object of a will determined by this law” (5:4). What he
means by this is that in order for us to believe that we are bound by the
moral law at all, we must believe that we are free to act in accordance with
it, but that once we fully understand what the moral law commands us to
achieve — what Kant calls the “highest good,” a “whole in which the
greatest happiness is represented as connected in the most exact propor-
tion with the greatest degree of moral perfection (possible in creatures)”
(5:129-30) — then we will also see that we must believe in the existence
of personal immortality and God.

The latter claim is certainly surprising. As we saw in the last chapter, in
the Groundwork Kant argued that morality ultimately commands us to realize
a realm of ends, in which all people are treated as ends in themselves and in
which therefore a consistent system of their particular ends is also
promoted, and this seemed to be a result that could at least in principle be
achieved by ordinary human beings, within ordinary human life spans,
without any need for God or immortality. So we will certainly have to ask
why Kant believes that the “object” of morality requires the presupposi-
tions of God and immortality. But before we can consider that question,
we must examine Kant’s position on the freedom of the will. For there
seems to be a major reversal of position between the Groundwork and the
Critique of Practical Reason: in the first work, Kant seemed to think that after
analyzing its content he still needed to prove that the moral law really
applies to us, and that he could prove that by proving that we have free
will, while in the later work Kant seems to think that he can prove the
reality of free will as a presupposition of the “apodictic” or incontrovert-
ible fact that we are obligated by the moral law, which itself is not capable
of any proof. And in addition to this issue about just what he is trying to
prove, there is also a problem created by Kant’s close connection of
freedom with action in accordance with the moral law in both the
Groundwork and the second Critique: namely, if truly free action is action
performed in accordance with the moral law, how can anyone be free and
yet perform evil actions, thus how can anyone be responsible for evil
deeds? Only in yet another work, namely Religion within the Boundaries of Mere
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Reason (1793), does Kant tackle this problem and thus develop his final
position on the relation between freedom and the moral law.

The agenda for this chapter is therefore twofold. First, we must review
the complex development of Kant’s position on the freedom of the will,
considering his attempts both to prove our obligation under the moral law
and to explain the possibility of evil. Then we must examine Kant’s further
postulates of practical reason, seeing why he thinks that the rationality of
attempting to realize the object of morality requires belief in God and
immortality, and just what he means by such belief.

THE MORAL LAW AND FREEDOM OF THE WILL

The problem of freedom of the will and moral responsibility fascinated Kant
throughout his life, although only in his central works on moral philosophy
did he tie this traditional problem to the problem of validating the moral
law itself. For our purposes here, we can divide Kant’s thought on freedom
of the will into five phases: (1) his earliest position, in which he rejects any
alternative to determinism and interprets free human actions simply as those
that have internal rather than external causes; (2) the position of the 1781
Critique of Pure Reason, in which he makes metaphysical room for the possibility
of free human actions not dictated by deterministic laws of nature, but also
argues that we cannot prove the existence of such free actions; (3) the posi-
tion of the 1785 Groundwork, in which Kant argues that we can after all prove
the existence of human freedom and thereby also prove that the moral law
applies to us, neither just assuming the latter as a matter of common sense
nor merely proving it analytically from the concept of a rational being while
leaving it open whether it binds us as actual human beings; (4) the position
of the 1788 Critique of Practical Reason, which argues that we cannot prove the
validity of the moral law from a prior proof of the freedom of our will, but
rather that we can prove the freedom of our will from the indisputable fact
of our obligation under the moral law; and, finally, (5) the position of the
1793 Religion, in which Kant is no longer concerned with proving the exis-
tence of free will but rather with showing that its existence implies the
inescapable possibility of human evil but equally the concomitantly inde-
structible possibility of human conversion to goodness.

Kant’s earliest position on freedom of the will

Kant’s earliest publication in philosophy, the 1755 dissertation A New
Elucidation of the First Principles of Metaphysical Cognition, was devoted to
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improving upon the Leibnizian and Wolffian proofs of the principle of
sufficient reason or as Kant called it “determining ground,” but to then
defending the Leibnizian reconciliation of the principle of sufficient
reason with a conception of the freedom of the will. Kant’s refinement of
the proof of the principle of sufficient reason need not concern us here;
our concern is only with Kant’s defense of the principle itself from the
attack that this principle undermines human freedom and moral responsi-
bility because if

whatever happens can only happen if it has an antecedently determining
ground, it follows that whatever does not happen could not happen
either . . . And thus, by tracing one’s way along the inexorable change of
events which, as Chrysippus says, once and for all snakes its way along
and weaves its path through the eternal series of consequences, one

eventually arrives at the first state of the world.
(NE, 1:399)¢

This must place responsibility for any human deed there rather than in a
free choice of the merely apparent agent of that deed. As Kant indicates,
this objection to determinism goes back to antiquity, but Kant takes up his
cudgel against the Pietist philosopher Christian August Crusius, who had
brought this traditional objection against Leibniz and especially against
Leibniz’s rationalist heir Christian Wolff:5 Kant presents Crusius as
endorsing the “indifference of equilibrium,” or the view more standardly
known as the “liberty of indifference,” that is, the idea that a person is
truly free only when all the antecedent determinants of his character and
circumstances nevertheless “leave him in a state of indifference relative to
both alternatives” in some particular action, so that his action will not be
determined by any of those antecedent conditions which are now no
longer in his control. Kant objects that this means that a person has
no control of his actions at all, so that even if you had previously made the
strongest possible commitment to do what is right, you could still “imme-
diately slide in the direction of what is less good, for the grounds which
solicit you do not determine you” (NE, 1:402). Indeterminism leaves no
room for a conception of responsibility at all, Kant argues, so any basis for
responsibility must be compatible with determinism.6¢ Like Leibniz,” Kant
then proposes that “those things which happen through the will of beings
endowed with understanding and the spontaneous power itself of self-
determination,” thus those actions for which people are properly held
responsible, “obviously issue from an inner principle, from conscious
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desires and from a choice of one of the alternatives according to the
freedom of the power of choice” (NE, 1:404). On this account, freedom
exists simply when the power of choice “is determined in conformity
with the representation of what is best” rather than by any external
factor (NE, 1:402). What makes people free is simply that they act in
accordance with their own conceptions of what is best rather than being
pushed around by any forces outside of themselves. Those who act in
accordance with such a representation are free even if their actions are
in fact determined by antecedent conditions and thus they could not have
chosen to act otherwise than they did at the time of their actions.

Freedom in the first Critique

By the time he wrote the Critique of Pure Reason, however, Kant had clearly
become dissatisfied with this position, and used the metaphysics of tran-
scendental idealism, itself derived from assumptions about space and time
having nothing to do with the problem of free will, to show that the
opposition between indeterminism and determinism assumed in the New
Elucidation and in every other contemporary treatment of free will is too
simple.

Kant’s argument in the first Critique that space and time are characteristic
of the appearances of things to us but not of those things as they are in
themselves, that our intuitions of those appearances yield knowledge only
when they are subsumed under concepts structured in accordance with
the pure concepts of the understanding, and that those categories in turn
yield knowledge only when they are applied to our intuitions, culminated
in the justification but also the restriction of the principle of sufficient
reason or universal law of causation to appearances: “Thus the principle of
sufficient reason is the ground of possible experience, namely the objec-
tive cognition of appearances with regard to their relation in the successive
series of time” (A 201/B 246). This does not mean that the logical rela-
tion of ground and consequence applies only to objects as they appear in
time (and space), because that logical relation structures any hypothetical
judgment about any subject-matter we can even consider; but the schema-
tization of that logical relation into the relation of cause and effect has an
essential reference to things in time — the “schema of the cause and of the
causality of a thing in general . . . consists in the succession of the mani-
fold insofar as it is subject to a rule” (A 144/B 183) — and the principle
that every event has a cause has been proven to apply to all but only
appearances of objects in time. Thus Kant’s transcendental idealism opened
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the possibility that we do not have to and indeed cannot think of causation
in its usual sense as applying to things as they are in themselves, although
we can still think of such things as grounds and consequences in some
other, unspecified sense.

This possibility of conceiving even if not of knowing some alternative
to the ordinary conception of thinking of all consequences as the subse-
quent effects of antecedent causes is what Kant exploited in order to
resolve the third antinomy of pure reason.8 This was the conflict between
the thesis that “Causality in accordance with laws of nature is not the only
one from which all the appearances of the world can be derived,” for it “is
also necessary to assume another causality through freedom in order to
explain them,” and the antithesis that “There is no freedom, but every-
thing in the world happens solely in accordance with laws of nature” (A
444-5/B 472-3). While such contradictory theses as that the world is
both finite and infinite in extent could not both be true, because both
refer to the spatial extent of the world but make incompatible claims about
it, the theses that there is a causality through freedom that is not in accor-
dance with the laws of nature yet that everything in the world happens in
accordance with laws of nature could both be true, because while the latter
clearly refers to the world of appearances, the former need not be so
understood, but can instead be taken to refer to the world of things in
themselves. Transcendental idealism’s distinction between appearance and
the in-itself thus opens up at least the possibility of a causality through
freedom that is an exception to the deterministic causal laws of nature.

In the first instance, Kant supposes, we need to be able to conceive of
an act of freedom that is not itself determined by a temporally antecedent
cause only in order “to make comprehensible an origin of the world,” in
other words, a first act of creation from which all further consequences
would then flow as “a result of merely natural laws.” But once we have
opened up the logical possibility of a kind of action that is not determined
by causal laws of nature, then

we are permitted also to allow that in the course of the world different
series may begin on their own as far as their causality is concerned, and to
ascribe to the substances in those series the faculty of acting from

freedom
(A 448-50/B 476-8)

In other words, Kant argues that once we have made conceptual space for
God’s free creation of the world, we also have conceptual space for the free
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initiation of series of events by human beings (while sidestepping all of
the traditional arguments that God’s freedom itself might preclude human
freedom, against which Leibniz, for example, had so mightily struggled).®
Of course, we cannot think of acts of freedom, whether divine or human,
as breaches or gaps in the causal order of appearances, for that would be
inconsistent with the universal validity of the principle of causation for
appearances, which has already been proven. We must instead suppose that
at the level of appearances events succeed one another smoothly in accor-
dance with deterministic causal laws, but yet that the phenomenal world
itself is also the expression of noumenally free choices, and would have
been different if those noumenal choices had been different. Kant puts this
point by saying that we must think of willed actions as reflecting both the
“empirical character” of their agents, “through which ... actions, as
appearances, would stand through and through in connection with other
appearances in accordance with constant natural laws, from which, as their
conditions, they could be derived,” but also the “intelligible character” of
their agents, through which they are indeed “the cause of those actions as
appearances, but which does not stand under any conditions of sensibility
and is not itself appearance” (A 539 /B 567).10 Thus Kant writes:

Now even if one believes the action to be determined by [natural] causes,
one nonetheless blames the agent, and not on account of his unhappy
natural temper, not on account of the circumstances influencing him, not
even on account of the life he has led previously; for one presupposes that
it can be 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. . . . the action is ascribed to the

agent’s intelligible character.
(CPuR, A 555/B 583)

Because of the distinction between noumena and phenomena, things in
themselves and their temporal, causally determined appearances, we can
think that even though the temporal world of appearances including our own
actions is fully determined by causal laws, if we had chosen differently at the
noumenal level that phenomenal world would also have been different,
indeed even if that means that some of its laws would have been different.
With this analysis, Kant has ended up combining the Leibnizian!! and
Crusian conceptions of freedom that he had opposed in 1755: while our
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actions must transpire in accordance with exceptionless causal laws that
may be traced back long before our individual existences, that is true only
at the phenomenal level; at the noumenal level there may be free choices
that cannot be explained in terms of any antecedent conditions, because
the very idea of explanation by means of antecedent conditions is itself a
temporal notion that does not apply to the noumenal realm. To be sure,
this means that noumenal choices are ultimately inexplicable, the very
result that Kant had so strongly objected to in Crusius; but now Kant is
willing to accept that result as the price of the possibility of genuine
freedom, and even to argue that this makes noumenal freedom no worse
off than phenomenal determinism, because although we can prove that we
must conceive of the phenomenal world in causal terms we really cannot
explain why we are so constituted as to have to experience objects in this
way. “How such a faculty” of noumenal or as he also calls it transcendental
freedom “is possible is not so necessary to answer,” Kant insists, “since
with causality in accordance with natural laws we likewise have to be satis-
fied with the a priori cognition that such a thing must be presupposed, even
though we do not in any way comprehend how it is possible for one exis-
tence to be posited through another existence” (A 448/B 476). The idea
that we must posit noumenal or transcendental freedom but can never
explain why we have chosen to exercise our noumenal freedom in one
way rather than another because all explanation takes place at the phenom-
enal level will remain a central theme in Kant’s continuing treatment of
freedom of the will, although he will not fully understand its implications
until Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason.

Of course, all that Kant has said thus far is that transcendental idealism
makes freedom of the will possible; nothing that has been said thus far
proves it to be actual. Kant insists upon this; indeed, he insists that transcen-
dental idealism by itself does not even establish the rea possibility of
genuine freedom of the will, but only its logicd possibility, that is, the
possibility of forming a non-contradictory conception of it, because “from
mere concepts a priori we cannot cognize anything about the possibility of
any real ground or any causality.” He claims that all that he has thus far
established is that “nature at least does not conflict with causality through
freedom” (A 558 /B 586). Since the existence of freedom of the will obvi-
ously cannot be proven empirically, because the empirical realm is
essentially deterministic, nor can it be proven a priori from theoretical
concepts, apparently any proof of the reality of the freedom of the will
must take place outside of the theoretical realm altogether.
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This would seem to imply that the freedom of the will can be proven
only from practical grounds, as a necessary presupposition of morality.
This is the position that Kant will adopt in the second edition of the
Critique of Pure Reason (see B xxviii—xxxi), in the Critique of Practical Reason which
grew out of his revisions for the second edition of the first Critique, and in
all of his subsequent writings. But it is not so clear that he confined
himself to this position in the third section of the Groundwork, written
between the two editions of the first Critique, where he ultimately seems to
argue that we can prove that we are obligated under the moral law only by
first proving, apparently on purely theoretical grounds, that we have
freedom of the will.

Freedom in Groundwork Il

Remember that Kant’s stance at the end of the second section of the
Groundwork is that he has derived the form and content of the moral law
from analysis of both the “generally received concept of morality” and the
philosophical concepts of a categorical imperative and the will of a
rational being, but that he has yet to show that it is valid for us, thus that we
are actually bound by the categorical imperative (G, 4:445). The natural
next step for him to take should therefore be to prove that we are rational
beings for whom the moral law necessarily holds.12 That is essentially
what he attempts to do, but through an argument that is meant to show,
first, that the moral law is necessarily the law of a free will and only then
that we are rational beings, next, that our rationality implies the freedom
of our will, and therefore, finally, that our rationality implies our subjec-
tion to the moral law. This argument creates a famous problem: if our
freedom implies that we not merely should but do act in accordance with
the moral law, then the only explanation for our immoral acts is that in
performing them we were not really free after all — and thus should not be
held responsible for them. Kant would not address the problem until the
Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason in 1793,13 although other problems
with the argument of the Groundwork would already force Kant radically to
reconceive the relation between the moral law and freedom of the will in
the Critique of Practical Reason in 1788.

The argument of Groundwork IIT is notoriously controversial, and our
brief treatment of it here will have to overlook some details.!#+ Kant begins
by stating that we may form a negative conception of the freedom of the
will as its freedom from determination by “alien causes” operating in
accordance with mere “natural necessity,” but that we must also form a
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positive conception of the law by means of which the will frees itself from such
alien causes — for freedom, “although it is not a property of the will in
accordance with natural laws, is not for that reason lawless, but must
instead be a causality in accordance with immutable laws but of a special
kind” (G, 4:446). He then argues that since “Natural necessity was a
heteronomy of efficient causes,” or a determination of the will by some-
thing external to itself, freedom of the will can be positively understood
only as “autonomy, that is, the will's being a law to itself.” But of course
the only way that the will can be a law to itself is “to act on no other
maxim than that which can also have as object itself as a universal law” —
to act on any other maxim will be to subject the will to some alien,
heteronomous cause, and thus to deprive it of its freedom. But that is just
the categorical imperative, “hence a free will and a will under moral laws
are one and the same” (G, 4:447).

This means that the will is free and autonomous if and only if it is
governed by the moral law: autonomy is neither lawlessness nor subjection
to mere laws of nature, but is achieved only by adherence to the moral law,
which as we saw in the previous chapter is what preserves freedom beyond
a single instance of choice. Given that freedom of the will (in any sustained
sense) and the moral law thus imply each other,!> we could attempt to
prove that either one applies to us by proving that the other one does: we
could in principle prove that we have a free will by proving that we are
subject to the moral law, or prove that we are subject to the moral law by
proving that we have free will. But since Kant takes his task at this point in
the Groundwork to be to prove that the moral law really does apply to us, he
obviously chooses the second option: he will now attempt to prove that
freedom of the will is not just a conceptual possibility, as had already been
established in the Critique of Pure Reason with the assistance of transcendental
idealism, but a reality. Thereby the moral law, which has thus far been
proven only to apply to any rational will, will be shown to apply to us.

Here is where things become tricky. Kant first says that:

every being that cannot act otherwise than under the idea of freedom is
just because of that really free in a practical respect, that is, all laws that
are inseparably bound up with freedom hold for him just as if his will had

been validly pronounced free.
(G, 4:448)

This has often been taken to mean that if you think of yourself as acting
freely then you must also attempt to guide your action by a conception of
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what is best or right to do rather than merely predicting what you might
do in accordance with some natural law, which would not be to act at all.
Thus if you even think of yourself as free, you will attempt to make your
action comply with the moral law.1¢ This may be true, but clearly it is not
enough for Kant: he wants us to be able to prove to ourselves that we
really are free, because he fears that if we cannot do this then our resolve to
do what is right could be undermined by the thought that our actions are
already determined by factors other than the moral law, so that there is no
use in trying very hard to conform to the moral law. So Kant offers the
following argument. First, he says that it takes “no subtle reflection” to
distinguish between appearances and things in themselves, or the “world
of sense” and the “world of understanding” (G, 4:451) — even though this
might come as a surprise to anyone who has struggled through the first
Critique! Further, Kant claims that we apply this inescapable distinction to
ourselves as well as other objects: “Even as to himself, the human being
cannot claim to cognize what he is in himself through the cognizance he
has by inner sensation.” So beyond his mere representations of appearance,
every human being “must necessarily assume something else lying at their
basis, namely his I as it may be constituted in itself.” But, Kant assumes,
one must have some way of conceiving of himself as he really is. And then
he asserts, “Now, a human being really finds in himself a capacity by
which he distinguishes himself from all other things, even from himself
insofar as he is affected by objects, and that is reason” (G, 4:452). This
means that “as belonging to the intelligible world,” every human being
stands under “laws which, being independent of nature, are not empirical
but grounded in reason.” But what law is grounded only in reason?
Clearly, only the moral law, which says that the law for the autonomous
will should not include anything empirical but instead requires only
conformity of maxims with the form of universal law. Thus Kant argues
that we must recognize the difference between our phenomenal and our
noumenal selves, that our noumenal selves must be governed by a law
different from any laws of empirical nature, and that such a law can only
be the moral law: our noumenal selves must therefore be both free and
governed by the moral law.

Even before we worry about the substantive issue of the possibility of
free but immoral actions, there are clearly procedural difficulties with this
argument. For not only does the argument presuppose the transcendental
idealist distinction between phenomena and noumena in order to explain
the possibility of freedom of the will, which the Critique of Pure Reason had
already done; it now supposes that the fact of our freedom and thus our
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subjection to the moral law can be proven merely from this distinction,
which the first Critique had clearly not supposed. How does transcendental
idealism suddenly yield this positive result? Apparently only by taking
what distinguishes us from other things in the phenomenal world, namely our
rationality, and assuming that we can know that this is more than a mere
appearance, but something that is true of us in the noumenal world. But that
simply seems to assume what the first Critique had denied, namely that we
can have genuine knowledge and not just a mere conception of how something
really is rather than how it appears. Kant offers no justification for this
sudden departure from the epistemological constraint that is central to the
entire argument of the first Critique (although he may also have violated
this constraint there too, when he suggests that pure apperception can give
us positive insight into our intelligible character; see CPuR, A 546—7/B
574-5).17

Freedom in the Critique of Practical Reason

Kant’s attempt to prove that we have freedom of the will and then to
derive our obligation under the categorical imperative clearly violates the
most fundamental rule of his own epistemology. Kant must quickly have
realized this, for without acknowledging that he is doing so, he reverses
the direction of his argument in the second Critique, and argues precisely
that because we cannot give any theoretical proof of the freedom of our
will at all, we can only take our awareness of our obligation under the
moral law as a given and infer the freedom of our will from that. He thus
gives up entirely on the project of proving that the moral law is valid,
returning to the presumption of the first section of the Groundwork that this
is a matter of common sense, and instead uses the validity of the moral
law to prove the freedom of our will.!8

As in the Groundwork, in the Critique of Practical Reason Kant argues from the
premise that “freedom and unconditional practical law reciprocally imply
each other” The basis for this claim is that if the moral law requires the
determination of the will by “the mere form of a law” independent of any
inclinations toward the object of an action, then only a will that can be
determined independently of the “natural law for appearances” (5:28) could
act on such a law, while conversely if a free will is one that must be “inde-
pendent of empirical conditions” but “must nevertheless be determinable”
by some law, then “the lawgiving form, insofar as this is contained in the
maxim, is therefore the only thing that can constitute a determining ground
of the will” (5:29). Note that Kant makes two assumptions here, both of
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which can be questioned: first, he assumes that the only kind of “natural”
determination of the will is determination by mere inclinations, so that
determination of the will by anything other than mere inclinations requires
that the will is determined in a manner beyond the reach of nature alto-
gether; and second, he assumes that even a will that is beyond the reach of
determination by merely natural laws of inclination must still be determined
by some law, which by an argument from elimination can only be the moral
law. This second assumption is of course consistent with Kant's original
rejection of the liberty of indifference, that is, the idea that the free will is a
will not determined in any lawlike fashion whatever, but will continue to
cause a problem about the very possibility of immoral actions. Kant’s first
assumption here precludes any naturalistic interpretation of freedom and
responsibility, and that is to say the least a debatable move.

Nevertheless, himself satisfied that the will can be free if and only if it is
determined by the moral law, Kant now reverses his argument from the
Groundwork. He argues that we cannot directly prove the freedom of our
will, because we cannot have empirical or indeed any theoretical evidence
for that: as he has argued in the first Critique, the unity of our experience
and our theoretical view of the world is predicated on the principle that
every event has its antecedent cause. “It is therefore the moral law, of
which we become immediately conscious (as soon as we draw up maxims
of the will for ourselves) that first offers itself to us and . . . leads directly to
the concept of freedom” (5:29-30). This claim again rests on two
assumptions. First, Kant assumes that whenever we reflect on what we
should do in some circumstance — what maxim we should adopt — we in
fact, whether we do so consciously or not, test our maxim against the
standard of rationality and therefore of morality: he is confident that

One need only analyze the judgment that people pass on the lawfulness of
their actions in order to find that, whatever inclination may say to the
contrary, their reason, incorruptible and self-constrained, always holds
the maxim of the will in an action up to the pure will, that is, to itself inas-

much as it regards itself as a priori practical.
(5:32)

Here Kant essentially reverts to the assertion of the first section of the
Groundwork that knowledge of the moral law is common even if tacit: we
may not consciously vocalize the categorical imperative every time
we consider acting (let alone run through all three or five of its formula-
tions!), but in fact we always test our proposed maxims by this standard
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or, more plausibly, at least know that we can and should do so. Our imme-
diate awareness of the moral law and its obligatory status is what Kant calls
the “fact of reason”:

Consciousness of this fundamental law may be called a fact of reason
because one cannot reason it out from antecedent data of reason . . . and
because it instead forces itself upon us of itself as a synthetic a priori
proposition that is not based on any intuition.

(5:31)

In the end, Kant supposes that the very existence of our most fundamental
norm is simply indemonstrable — it cannot be derived from any more
fundamental theoretical proposition, because then it would not be norma-
tive, but neither can it be derived from any more fundamental normative
proposition, because then it would not be fundamental — but is neverthe-
less indubitable.!?

Kant’s second assumption in the argument from our consciousness of
the moral law to the freedom of our will is the premise that we can only
be obligated to do something that it is possible for us to do, or that a
genuine ought implies can. Kant does not attempt to derive this premise by
means of any argument from further antecedent premises either, but rather
tries to persuade us of it by a striking argument from examples:

Suppose someone asserts of his lustful inclinations that, when the desired
object and the opportunity are present, it is quite irresistible to him; ask
him whether, if . . . he would be hanged . .. immediately after gratifying
his lust, he would not then control his inclination. One need not conjecture
very long what he would reply. But ask him whether, if his prince
demanded, on pain of the same immediate execution, that he give false
testimony against an honorable man . . . , he would consider it possible to
overcome his love of life, however great it may be. He would perhaps not
venture to assert whether he would do it or not, but he must admit without
hesitation that it would be possible for him. He judges, therefore, that he
can do something because he is aware that he ought to do it, and
cognizes freedom within him, which, without the moral law, would have
remained unknown to him.

(5:30)

We often make excuses for our behavior by claiming that our inclinations
are irresistible, but, Kant is claiming, we do not really believe this. We
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know that we could resist a momentary gratification, no matter how desir-
able, if our life were at stake, and in fact we know that we can always
choose to do what is right, even at the greatest cost to ourselves. But while
the first case is one in which we can in fact pit a greater inclination against
a lesser one — the love of life versus some lesser desire — the second case is
one in which we must be able to overcome all possible inclinations, even
the love of life itself. The only way this could happen is if we can deter-
mine our will independently of inclination altogether, thus if we have
freedom of the will. Our awareness of our moral obligation combined
with our belief that we can only be obligated to do what we can do —
which may also be a fundamental yet indemonstrable normative premise,
an expression of our basic view that it is only fair to hold people respon-
sible for what they freely do — together imply that we are always free to do
what the moral law requires.20

Kant’s remark that the man threatened with death if he will not bear false
witness does not know whether he will resist even though he knows that he
could might well suggest that he now clearly recognizes that the moral law
cannot be the causal law of our free will, that is, that the moral law cannot
necessarily determine the will, thereby making free but immoral choices
impossible. But while Kant could have come to this recognition in the
Critique of Practical Reason — his new method of argument would certainly
allow it, for it depends on the premise that ought implies can, not that
ought implies does — he does not seem to have done so. On the contrary,
there are numerous passages in the second Critique that suggest that, as in
the Groundwork, Kant still conceives of the moral law as the causal law of the
noumenal will. His continued acceptance of this conception is evident even
in his original statement that freedom of the will implies the moral law, for
what he says there is that the “lawgiving form” required by the moral law is
the “only thing that can constitute a determining ground of the will”
(5:29). Subsequently he says that once the determination of the will by
inclinations which is characteristic of the sensible world has been excluded
from the noumenal world, “Pure practical reason now fills this vacant place
with a determinate law of causality in an intelligible world (with freedom),
namely the moral law” (5:49). And later on he also says that

if one had insight into the possibility of freedom as an efficient cause, one
would also have insight into not merely the possibility but even the neces-
sity of the moral law as the supreme practical law of rational beings, to

whom one attributes freedom of the causality of their will.
(5:93)
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But if the moral law is the necessary, causal law of the noumenal will, then
there is no possibility that the free will should ever choose to oppose or
violate the moral law. The possibility of freely chosen immoral action
remains inconceivable.

Even though Kant spends many pages in the second Critique expanding
upon the first Critique’s reconciliation of phenomenal determinism with
noumenal freedom (see 5:89—106), he never addresses this problem. But
this is precisely what he does five years later in Religion within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason.

Radical freedom and radical evil

Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason is a remarkable book, revealing Kant’s
profound familiarity with the biblical basis and theological traditions of
Christianity and with many other religions as well. Indeed, the book can
seem like a philosophical defense of the Christian idea of original sin, which
would be a shock after Kant’s previous insistence on the freedom of human
beings to do what is morally right or even on the inevitability of their doing
what is right; thus Kant seems to state “The human being is by nature evil”
in one heading, accompanying it by the quotation “Nobody is born without
vice” (although he draws this from the Roman poet Horace rather than from
any Christian source) (Religion, 6:32). But Kant’s aim in this book is not to
defend the doctrine of original sin, but rather precisely to exclude that from
the portion of Christianity that can survive the scrutiny of pure reason — as
was well understood by the court of the Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm I,
the conservative successor to his irreligious uncle Frederick the Great, which
banned Kant from any further publication on religion after the appearance
of this book.2! Kant’s argument in this work is that although we have natural
predispositions or tendencies to both good and evil, we are not in fact good
or evil by nature, but only as a result of our free choice to base our conduct
on one tendency or the other by adopting either the maxim of morality or
that of self-love. And that means that even if virtually all human beings have
chosen to give in to their tendencies to evil, as history and anthropology all
too sadly suggest, nevertheless we always retain the freedom to choose to do
what is right, or to undergo a radical conversion from evil to good. The
figure of Jesus Christ may give us a model of the moral life and the idea of
divine grace may give us encouragement to make the hard choice of good
or evil, but Kant’s message is that conversion from evil to good is always in
our own power and only in our own power — no one else can do it for us.
And this entire argument makes sense, of course, only on the assumption
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that our will is not automatically determined by the moral law, but that we
are truly free to choose between the moral law and its opposite.22

Kant begins the argument of the Religion with the observation that we
have natural tendencies that can lead to good — such as the animal tendency
to self-preservation, reproduction, and congregation with others of our
kind, as well as the specifically human tendency to compare ourselves to
others and strive for equality with them — but which can also lead to vice,
as when our tendency to reproduction degenerates into mere lust or our
desire for equality with others becomes jealousy and rivalry (6:26—7). We
also have a “predisposition to personality,” in the form of “the susceptibility
to respect for the moral law as of itself a sufficient incentive to the power
of choice” (6:27). But now Kant assumes that neither of these works auto-
matically: the natural tendencies to good do not produce good conduct on
their own, nor do they automatically degenerate into vice; and the predis-
position to make the moral law a sufficient incentive for our will does not
automatically make it into our incentive. We must freely choose whether to
let our native tendencies to the good degenerate into vice or whether, out
of respect for the moral law, to prevent them from doing so. And this, of
course, makes sense only if it is within our own power either to commit
ourselves to the moral law or to oppose it. That is why, as previously noted,
Kant repeatedly insists that “if the moral law commands that we ought to
be better human beings now, it inescapably follows that we must be
capable of being better human beings” (6:50), but now does not even
once say that the moral law is the causal law of the human will.

Perhaps Kant’s earlier doctrine does not disappear without a trace. One
thing that is striking about his analysis in the Religion is that he models the
choice between good and evil as a choice of priorities, the choice whether to
make the moral law the condition of self-love or to make self-love the
condition of morality: that is, to choose to be good is to choose to act on
self-love only when that is permitted by the moral law, while to choose to
be evil is to choose to act as morality requires only when that is compat-
ible with one’s self-love (6:36). Kant conceives of the choice to be evil in
this way because he does not think that anyone is ever simply ignorant of
the moral law or simply repudiates it for no reason whatever.23

The law rather imposes itself on him irresistibly, because of his moral
predisposition, and if no other incentive were at work against it, he would
also incorporate it into his supreme maxim as the sufficient determination

of his power of choice, i.e., he would be morally good.
(6:36)
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But sometimes, alas, people do place self-love above the moral law. Kant’s
confidence that no one is simply unaware of the moral law or repudiates it
for no reason whatever seems to be the heir to his earlier doctrine that the
moral law is the causal law of the noumenal will: even if we do not all
necessarily act upon the moral law, apparently as creatures who are intelli-
gible as well as sensible we all do know it, and can be evil only by
subordinating it to self-love but not by suppressing it altogether.

Because evil is always the product of a free choice to subordinate morality
to self-love, Kant calls it “a radical innate evil in human nature (not any the
less brought upon us by ourselves)” (6:32). Evil is radical in two senses: it
consists in a fundamental choice to give self-love priority over morality, not
merely an occasional exception to a commitment to morality; and it goes
hand in hand with the very possibility of freely choosing to be good.
Meaningful freedom is itself radical, nothing less than the possibility of
choosing whether to be good or evil; and both our freedom and our evil are
radical, reflecting our most fundamental free choice rather than any merely
natural predisposition or accident. And if our evil is radical in the sense of
being the result of our own free choice, then we are also free to reject evil,
even our own past evil, and to choose to be good.

Because this is his real point, Kant can afford to be casual in his demon-
stration that people are generally evil. He says that “We can spare ourselves
the formal proof that there must be . . . a corrupt propensity rooted in the
human being, in view of the multitude of woeful examples that the expe-
rience of human deeds parades before us” — whether those are the deeds
of so-called savages or so-called civilized people (6:32—3). If Kant’s point
were to prove that people are evil, this dismissal of the need for a proof
would be remarkable. But Kant takes it to be obvious that people generally
have been and are evil; his philosophical point is that we do not have to
remain evil, but have the power to change from evil to good. Thus Kant
sums up the key points of the whole book in the following paragraph:

Now if a propensity to this [subordination of morality to self-love] does lie
in human nature, then there is in the human being a natural propensity to
evil; and this propensity itself is morally evil, since it must ultimately be
sought in a free power of choice, and hence is imputable. This evil is
radical, since it corrupts the ground of all maxims; as natural propensity, it
is also not to be extirpated through human forces . . . Yet it must equally
be possible to overcome this evil, for it is found in the human being as

acting freely.
(6:37)
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Because we blame people for their evil deeds, we cannot think their evil is
necessitated by merely natural predispositions, but must think of it as their
free choice to give in to certain natural predispositions.2+ At the same
time, it would be foolish to think that people can ever simply eliminate
their natural predispositions to evil, or become “holy” wills who simply
have no temptations to do evil. That is a completely unrealistic picture of
human nature. Human beings are creatures who always have to choose
between morality and self-love. But just because when they are evil it is
because they have freely chosen to give in to self-love, so it must also be at
least possible for them to choose to overcome this evil by subordinating
their ineliminable tendency to self-love to their equally ineliminable
predisposition to morality.

This then seems to be Kant’s ultimate position on the moral law and
freedom as well as his striking reinterpretation of Christianity: we all have
immediate knowledge of the moral law, we can infer our freedom from it,
and that freedom is the freedom to choose good or evil entirely on our
own, with no guarantee from within or without that we will choose good
but likewise no condemnation from within or without to remain evil.
Before turning to Kant's further postulates of immortality and God,
perhaps we should step back a moment to evaluate this position. I think
we will find it difficult to accept without qualification Kant’s confidence
that we all know the moral law, with need perhaps for philosophical clari-
fication but without need for philosophical demonstration, and are all
always free to act in accordance with it. Of course there are some human
beings who are too mentally defective or disabled to conceive of the moral
law or to control their actions. But even among normally functioning
adults, there seem to be many who hold the dictates of their particular
religion or creed to be moral absolutes, no matter how different those may
be from Kant’s conception of the moral law, and who also think of them-
selves as bound by forces beyond themselves to act in accordance with
those dictates. Perhaps we could show such people that they really accept
Kant’s categorical imperative at the most fundamental level — that is, they
assume that what is right for themselves must be right for others as well —
and are only confused about what particular dictates of conduct can actu-
ally pass that test. Let us suppose that this is right. Even so, we are unlikely
to be convinced that even the normal among us are really always free, at all
times and in all circumstances, to do what is right. Yet we might also think
that if we cannot know that we are really free to do what is right in any
imaginable circumstance, then we also cannot know that we really are not
free to do what is right in any particular circumstance. In that case, we
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may well think that even if we cannot believe that the categorical impera-
tive is the causal law of our wills, we can still adopt it as the idedl for our
wills, that is, the principle to which we strive to conform, without any
guarantee that we always can but equally without any guarantee that we
cannot. After all, if morality is as important as Kant thinks — and no doubt
most of us agree — then we do not need a guarantee that we can live up to
its demands in order to make it rational for us to try to do so; we only
need the absence of a guarantee that we cannot live up to it.

This conclusion will ultimately be crucial to an evaluation of Kant’s
theory of the postulates of immortality and the existence of God. So let us
turn to those next.

IMMORTALITY AND THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

As we saw at the outset of this chapter, Kant began the Critique of Practical
Reason by arguing that the postulate of freedom is the presupposition of the
very possibility of morality, while the existence of God and immortality
are the presuppositions of the object of morality. What does he mean by
the object of morality? We might have thought from our discussion of the
formulations of the categorical imperative in the previous chapter that the
realm of ends, as the state of affairs that would be brought about if
everyone were to follow the moral law, would be the object of morality.
But in his discussions of the postulates of pure practical reason — which
culminate each of Kant’s three critiques — he always uses a different term;
as he puts it in the “Canon of Pure Reason” in the Critique of Pure Reason, his
first discussion of the postulates, “the ideal of the highest good” is the
“ultimate end of pure reason” (A 804/B 832). In what follows we must
therefore ask what Kant means by the highest good, how this idea relates
to that of the realm of ends, and why it necessitates the postulates of God
and immortality.

Kant takes happiness to be the natural goal of human beings. But also he
takes our rational commitment to morality to mean that we would wish to
be happy only insofar as we have proven ourselves to be worthy of happiness
because of our respect for the moral law (A 806/B 834). He thus
conceives of the highest good — or more precisely, for reasons we shall see
shortly, the “highest derived good” — as “all happiness in the world,
insofar as it stands in exact relation with morality (as the worthiness to be
happy)” (A 810/B 838). Sometimes Kant makes it seem as if this highest
good is the conjunction of two separate goals, a merely natural goal of
happiness, which has no basis in morality at all, and the purely moral goal
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of acting only in accordance with the moral law, which subjects our
pursuit of any non-moral goal, including that of happiness itself, to its
compatibility with our observation of the moral law (see CPracR, 5:110—
11). But that this cannot be what he really means by the highest good
should already be evident from the earlier discussion of happiness in the
second Critique, because “al happiness,” that is, the happiness of all, is not
anyone’s merely natural goal, which is at best one’s own happiness or even
just one’s happiness in the present and the near future, and the happiness
of those to whom one currently has some personal connection. The happi-
ness of all can itself be only a moral goal, although not a direct moral goal:
we do not approve of the happiness of all for its own sake, but rather
because it is what would result under ideal circumstances from treating
everyone as an end and therefore promoting a maximally consistent set of
their particular ends. The highest good, in other words, is the state
of affairs that would at least under ideal circumstances result from the
establishment of the realm of ends: it would be the state in which all were
happy because their ends were fulfilled in the name of morality.25 Without
using the expression “realm of ends,” which he did not introduce until
the Groundwork, Kant puts this point in the first Critique in terms of the idea
of a “moral world”:

| call the world as it would be if it were in conformity with all moral laws (as it
can be in accordance with the freedom of rational beings and should be in
accordance with the necessary laws of morality) a moral world . . . Now
in an intelligible world, i.e., in the moral world, in the concept of which we
have abstracted from all hindrances to morality (of the inclinations), such a
system of happiness proportionately combined with morality can also be
thought as necessary, since freedom, partly moved and partly restricted by
moral laws, would itself be the cause of the general happiness, and rational
beings, under the guidance of such principles, would themselves be the

author of their own enduring welfare and at the same time that of others.
(A 808-9/B 836-7)

This passage makes it clear that the ideal of the highest good is not the
idea of the combination of the merely natural goal of one’s own happiness
with the moral requirement that one pursue that natural goal only in a
virtuous and wort