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Kant and the German Enlightenment 

Two things have always filled me with awe: the starry 
heavens above and the moral law within. 1 

Kant 

In an important sense, the German Enlightenment (Aufkliirung) 
in a vacuum. In France (and earlier in England) 

• Einligtttenntertt theories were blueprints for reform or revolution, 
in Germany the political situation was such that reform was 

a.ll but unthinkable. The middle class was powerless. Germany 
was fragmented into hundreds of tiny states and principalities, 

apart from Prussia, which was ruled by the iron-fisted but 
'ertli~~htened' Frederick the Great, there was no central govern

as in Paris or London. In 1789 Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
wish<ed 1the French revolutionaries well, but with no thought that 
a. sirnil:ar revolution might or should be staged in Prussia. Heine 

have compared Kant to Robespierre for the bold radicalism 
thinking, but their revolutions were not on a par. The 

Ilriliighte~tmc~nt in England and France fostered a hard-headed, 
i v'isii:>mtry realism. In Germany it had to settle for an abstract 

jc:leEtlism, and enlightenment of the spirit only, or as Marx would 
··u";it·<'in The German Ideology: 

While the French bourgeoisie, by means of the most colossal revolution 
'thathistor·vhas ever known, was achieving domination and conquering 

•.· •. ···~~:,S~:n.~:~~~~~ of Europe, while the already emancipated English hour-
was revolutionizing industry and subjugating India politically 

•. andalltherest of the world commercially, the impotent German burghers 
not get any farther than 'good will' .... Kant's good will fully 

torresponds to the impotence, depression and wretchedness of the 
German burghers, whose petty interests were never capable of developing 

· .. into the common interests of a class but had their counterpart in their 
cosrno·pollita:nswollen-headedness. 2 
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Im~anuel Kant read and admired Rousseau; he practically 
worshipped Isaac Newton. From his perch on the Baltic Sea he · 
surveyed the panorama of the world, and identified himself as the ·• 
representative of humanity. As such he saw his mission in philo· 
sophy t? be the defence of science, morality, and the rationality 
of rdigJOn. This was no easy task, for science and religion in 
part~cular ha~ been at war for centuries. Kant was living (as we 
are) m a transitiOnal age. Science had won a long and 
battle against the authority of religion, but thoughntahnisl·wroausganlllt 
well and good from a scientific point of view it was a disaster from 
the point of view of morality and religion. Kant may have wor· 
shipped N~wton, but he was also a devout Lutheran, and though 
Newton himself had struggled to reconcile his theories of the 
universe_ with hi_s own Christian beliefs, the conflict had not yet 
been satisfactonly resolved. To be sure, it was a good thing that 
~cience had won i~s autonomy and freedom from the dogmatic 
mterference of religion, but if this meant that all religious and 
other unscientific beliefs were unjustifiable, and as such irra" 
tiona!, then the victory of science from a religious and humanist 
point of view was a disaster. Kant's mission, then, was not just to 
provide foundations; he had to redefine what it meant to be a 
rational human being. Consequently he announced his plan to 
'deny knowledge, in order to make room for faith'. 

Kant's philosophy is consummated in three magnificent vol· 
umes th~t he called 'critiques'. These were critical in the spirit of 
th~ _Enlightenment, but also idealistic and speculative, with a 
spmt hardly known among the French philosophes-except in 
Rousseau. German idealism-often called Kantian idealism~is 
idealistic in the familiar sense of defending abstract ideals In 
philosophy, however, it also has a technical sense: the world is 
constituted out of ideas. It is 'idealistic' too in its assurance that 
such a world is real and good, an assurance that had been shaken 
by Hume, who raised serious questions about the foundations of 
both knowledge_ and morals. Our knowledge, he had argued,.is 
based only on habit, and morality is based on sentiment, not 
reason. 

The first Critique, The Critique of Pure Reason, tackles the 
problem of knowledge and Hume's scepticism. At the heart of 
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formidable book, and the dramatic shift in Western thinking 
begins with it, is an enormous expansion in the concept of the 
its scope, power, and richness. The primary change is a shift 
the passive to the active mode, a rejection of the traditional 
of the human mind as a receptacle or receiver, to the 

'>iJrisiste:nc:e that the mind imposes its order on nature, an order 
i vvhi.ch is fixed and immutable in all of us. 'The understanding does 

derive its laws from, but prescribes them to nature.'' The 
The Critique of Practical Reason, is an attempt to 

>a1na•yse and justify the concept of morality, to free it from the 
}itnpreclicltaclililty of sentiment and social fashion, and to defend it 

product of pure practical reason which is, as such, valid for 
all people at all times and under all conditions. The third Critique, 

Critique of Judgement, has been considered the least conse· 
(i(jue1nti:al of the three, and is often neglected in English Kantian 

s<:hc>la:rshtip; but this is certainly not true on the Continent, where 
>.~~~·••'• influence was based at least as much on this work as upon 
:,tl~eotlter two. Goethe confessed that he could not read the first 

Critiques, but he admired the third, as did Schiller, who 
h:ii11:ef)Jreted the first two in its light, attempting a grand synthesis 

Kant's version of the international Enlightenment and the 
German romantic Sturm und Drang ('Storm and 

reaction to it. On a superficial reading the third Critique 
;;rr1igl1t seem to be an unwieldy conglomeration of theses about the 
>nt1tm·e of art and beauty, the role of 'teleology' (purposive 
;(ekplla~1atimts) in science, and edifying remarks on the ultimate 
m~aJnitJ,g of life and the universe. But what Kant has in mind in his 

0disl:Uslsion of beauty is not the protected domain of aesthetics and 
'"ril•f(lT art's sake' but something much grander, the beauty of 
hu1man life and morality, of nature, and of the universe as a 
wl,nliPas an expression of God's beneficence and human destiny. 

we can more readily appreciate how the third 
~ritic1ue was intended as the synthesis and culmination of the 

two, and how it was the third Critique that so heavily 
the German idealists and romantics who followed 

~.::Alth<JU!~h the problems that drove Kant to philosophy were 
j:leeplly felt, it was not in his nature to write, as had his hero 
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Rousseau, an elegant popular treatise or a semi-fictional novel, 
much less a revealing Confessions. His ideas had to be couched 
objectively and impersonally, for while Rousseau projected out
ward from his peculiar, personal self to the whole of humanity, 
Kant began with the view that human reason was universal and 
objective. One's personal autobiography had little relevance to 
the important truth about the self that Rousseau had discovered. 
For Rousseau, that special sense of self was something to be 
experienced first of all; for Kant, it was a profound metaphysical 
thesis to be demonstrated through the cold calculations of 
deductive logic. But what those deductions revealed-what Kant 
called his 'Copernican Revolution'-was nothing less than a 
revision of our view of the self in the world. 

The first Copernican revolution had denied the obvious-that 
the sun revolved while the earth stood still. What Kant denied 
seemed even more obvious, that the world was 'out there' and· 
independent of our experience of it. The whole history of 
metaphysics depends upon the belief in the presence of a reality 
independent of us, from Thales' precocious insights and Plato's 
brilliant defence of a World of Being beyond our own world of 
change and becoming, to Descartes's systematic doubts about 
our knowledge of the external world apd the scepticism of Hum e. 
The problem with metaphysics was that no one seemed to have 
the slightest hold on the true nature of reality, or as Kant put it: . 

metaphysics has rather to be regarded as a battle-ground quite peculiarly 
suited for those who desire to exercise themselves in mock combats, and 
in which no participant has ever yet succeeded in gaining even so much as 
an inch of territory, not at least in such a manner as to secure him in its 
permanent possession. 4 

But while Hume's conclusion was that all such metaphysical 
efforts should henceforth be 'committed to the flames' as nothing 
more than 'sophistry and illusion', Kant insists that metaphysics 
is inescapable: 

That the human mind will ever give up metaphysical researches is as little 
to be expected as that we, to avoid inhaling impure air, should prefer to 
give up breathing altogether.' 
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particular, there are three metaphysical q~estions whi~h the 
.hunta11 ntind finds unavoidable. Kant summanzes these as God, 
Fr·ee<dom, and Immortality'. But in addition there are other ques-

about the nature of the self, the substantiality and the 
;; ""n,-L-;,nu< of the world, space and time, and the seemingly eternal 

vf:rlties of mathematics and geometry, as well as of religion. 
c>•r ....... questions define the structure of Th~ Critiq~e of Pu~e 

Reascm, while God, freedom, and immortahty are dtscussed tn 

cn1e :sec:o~td Critique and, to a lesser extent, in the third. 
The Critique of Pure Reason has a single central thesis: know

of the world is possible because the self-the transcendental ..... ~ •. ~ 
or ego-determines the structure of our every experience, or 

asKant puts it: 

· Hitherto it has been assumed that our knowledge must conform to 
objects. But all attempts to extend our knowledge of objects by estab

, tfshing something in regard to them a priori, by means of concepts, ha~e, 
on this assumption, ended in failure. We must therefore make tnal 
whether we may not have more success in the tasks of metaphysics If we 
suppose that objects must conform to knowledge.' 

The reasoning behind this revolution in philosophy can best be 
appreciated by referring back to Descart~s and Hume._ However 
radiCal Kant's suggestion that we determme our expenence may 
be it is more palatable and plausible than the sceptical implica
tio'ns of Descartes's method of doubt, and Hume's devastating 
conclusion that we could not really know the world at all. 
Descartes's first-person, subjective standpoint lies at the basis of 
Kant's arguments (and Hume's too), for the leading ~uestion of 
Kant's epistemology is how is it possible for our consciOusness to 
know the world? So long as the world lies outside the realm of our 
experience, scepticism is inescapable, but to Kant it is also intoler
able. What is necessary is to complete the move that Descartes 
began, recognizing not only the importance of the first-perso? 
point of view, but also its all-encompassing nat~re. Th: world ts 
the world of our experience, not somethmg outstde of tt. We are 
not just acted upon by a world we never know directly; we act 
upon the world to give it its basic forms. 

The structure of the first Critique is based upon a three-part 
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division ofthe 'faculties' of the human mind into sense 
standing, and reason. Sense is our capacity to be aff·e'·cte•d b 
se~~ations, to se~, hear, smell, and feel. Understanding is 
ability to categonze and identify those sensations to re<:o~:nh~e 
objec~s and relations between them, and to empl~y concepts 
expenence. Reason is our ability to entertain and m;mipu1Iate' 
those concepts quite apart from our actual experience as 
mat~ematics or logic. One might say that understandin~ is 
apphcat10n of concepts to sensory experience to give us Know- . 
ledge, while reason is the application of concepts to the:m!;eh•es, 
which is why self-reflection and philosophy are primarily matter·s 
of reason, not experience. Each of these faculties has certain· 
built-in structures which determine the nature of our expe;riencc:;.· 
It is the nature of sense that all of our experiences take place in the 
forward flow of time and in three-dimensional space. It is the 
?ature of ~nderstanding that what we experience are objects, not 
JUSt se~sat10~s, and that these objects exist independently in the 
world, m vanous causal relationships with one another (and 
us). The intriguing and somewhat paradoxical thesis here is that 
the human mind is responsible for the appearance of objects and 
their structures as independent of us, even though we can come to 
~ppreciate, through reason, that this appearance of independence 
IS depende?t upon us. But reason, because ofits remarkable ability 
to o~era~e mdepe~dently of the facts of experience, is also capable 
of tymg Itself up m paradoxes and over-extending itself in realms 
where our concepts are inappropriate. Thus Kant's book is a 
'critique of pure reason', an effort (in part) to curb the historical 
pretensions of reason, and reason alone, to gain knowledge of 
God, eternity, and the nature of the world beyond the realm of 
our experience. 
. But The Critique of Pure Reason is, first of all, an investigation 
mto those structures that determine our experience, that is, the 
structures or rules of sense and understanding. Kant's stated aim 
may be critical but his actual method is to clarify and justify our 
most basic claims of knowledge about the world, those claims 
:Whose justifiability Hume had doubted: our knowledge that there 
1s an 'external world' of objects, and that there are 'necessary 
connections' among them. His method is to introduce a new 
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of human knowledge, a basic mode of knowledge that is 
!1h\,~tl1in~> more than the passive reception and interpretation of 
~n1;a:ti011s, and more substantial than the abstract manipulation 
jf i<lea:s, knowledge that is basic to and yet independent of ex peri

If this vision is correct and if it can be demonstrated that 
knowledge is genuine (and not mere subjective judgement), 
Kant will have succeeded in refuting Hume's scepticism, but 
momentously will have succeeded in revising the traditional 

\i\iict1ue of the human mind. Kant calls such knowledge 'a priori', 
a1oon is thr<~>ugh the display and proof of the a priori princi pies 
·tliat rule our experience that Kant tries to show that the world has 

must have the structures that we impose upon it, and that 
; .. r~ner·eis but one possible set of such structures, so that our West
/. e·rnsc•,~nlw·,~ knowledge (with Newton's theories as its model) is 

ought to be the standard of knowledge the world over. · 
word 'transcendental' is central to Kant's theory, and to 

story of philosophy that we are studying here. 'Tran
sc,erti:le11ta11' means 'necessary and universal'. in contrast to the 
.ltterely personal or psychological. Transcendental structures of 
experie:nce are those which are basic to any experience whatever 

adjective 'transcendental' should be distinguished from 
.·'transcendent', which means 'beyond' or 'outside of'). Kant 
sometimes calls his philosophy 'transcendental idealism', which 
refers to the thesis that certain ideas are the basic (a priori) condi
tions for all possible human experience. The self that is the basic 
source of our concepts and experience is called 'the transcendental 
ego', the principles that are basic to the various realms of experi
ence are called 'transcendental principles', and the demonstra
tions that establish the universal validity of these principles are 
called 'transcendental arguments'. To say that an idea or a 
principle is not just personal or psychological is to say that it is 
not only basic to our experience, but that it is universal and neces
sary for every being or creature who can be said to have a mind at 
all. Thus the enormous burden that Kant takes upon himself is 
not just the discovery of a priori or transcendental principles, but 
the demonstration of their universality and necessity. 

The Critique of Pure Reason is nothing less than a detailed 
catalogue of the a priori or transcendental principles that govern 
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our experience, and a series of arguments to show that there 
could be no other such principles. The book is divided into 
parts, corresponding to the three faculties of the mind, each with 

-its own a priori structures and principles. First there is the Tran
scendental Aesthetic, which presents and proves the fundamental · 
principles of all sensory experience. Since the basic structures of 
the faculty of sense-the 'a priori forms of intuition' -are space 
and time, the a priori principles presented in this first part of the 
Critique turn out to be none other than the familiar first principles 
of arithmetic and Euclidean geometry. It is sometimes said. that 
the eternal truths of mathematics are nothing more than conven
tions determining the way we use certain symbols. It has also been 
said-notably by Plato-that mathematical propositions are true 
because they refer to some ethereal (transcendent) entities 
beyond the realm of our experience. What Kant tells us is that 
neither of these alternatives makes any sense. Arithmetic and 
geometry are not mere systems of symbolic conventions, for they 
apply without fail to the world, and they are not outside the world 
of our experience but basic to it. The propositions of mathematics 
do nothing less than describe the basic structures of our experience 

· itself. But there is a further consequence of this view, and that is 
that the ego itself is 'outside' of time, and timeless. It projects 
temporality but is not itself temporal. 

The Transcendental Analytic is Kant's study of the a priori or 
transcendental principles of understanding, the way in which we 
apply concepts to our sense experience to gain knowledge. Most 
concepts, of course, are learned through experience, as we learn 
to recognize different objects and the various distinctions among 
them. But some of our concepts-the most basic ones such as the 
concept of an object as such, or the concept of one event causing 
another-are not learned but are presupposed in every experience. 
·Kant (following Aristotle) calls these a priori concepts 'cat
egories'. Drawing on the psychologists of his time, Kant presents 
us with what he believes to be an exhaustive list of categories 
which conveniently number twelve, in four sets of three. In a~ 
infamously obscure 'Transcendental Deduction ·of the Cat
egories' Kant tries to show that this set of twelve constitutes the 
only possible conditions for experience. Along the way he refutes 
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.Htllrt•e, who had argued that our experience never includes any 

.obset·vation of the necessary connection between two events, no 
(llltatter how regularly one event follows the other in time. Kant 
;a1~rees ·with this, but only to add that we necessarily apply the a 
/ririori idea of causation to every single observation, and have no 
·:c.hoice but to do so. It is easy to miss in the labyrinthine argument 

nl· tt•~ Transcendental Analytic, but Kant is defending a most 
:);pectatcular claim: that it is we ourselves who give form to the 

worl•d. We know the world-and know that we know the world
beca,~se our experience C,?rresponds to external reality but 

: .l'.ecau:se reality must conform to the structures of the mind. 'We 
know a priori of things only what we ourselves put into 

them.'' 
One of the conditions for there being any experience or know

ledge whatever is the existence of a self that has these experiences 
and understands them. Every experience, to put it simply, must 
be someone's experience. In one sense Kant .is only repeating 
Descartes's famous formulation of self-knowledge, but he goes 
beyond this when he claims that the unity of our experience can 
only be explained through transcendental necessity. Indeed, it 
has been argued that Kant's difficult deduction of the categories 
has a similar (though far more sophisticated) form to Descartes's 
demonstration of our knowledge of the external world, taking 
the 'possibility of the "I think" accompanying all of our experi
ence' as its first premiss, but Kant's conception of the self and 
self-knowledge is far more than a mere formal inference or a 
mere condition for experience; it is itself one source of our experi
ence, and as such the condition for the existence of the world. 

In one sense this would seem to be utter nonsense, for as any 
philosophy undergraduate will be quick to point out, the world 
was here long before any of us, and presumably it-or some 
devastated version of it-will long survive us. But Kant does not 
claim that the self by itself produces our experience; it supplies 
only the forms, not the sensory data of experience-which are 
'given'. Moreover, the self that Kant calls 'transcendental' is 
clearly something other than our ordinary notion of self, one that 
is 36 years old, blonde but balding, timid on social occasions but 
a tiger on the football field. This is what Kant calls the 'empirical' 
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self, the individual self that has a certain history, body, 
personality, that was born in Manchester in October 1951, 
will die of causes and at a time yet unknown. But there is ancJther \ 
transcendental self that does not share these characteristics. 
Sometimes Kant limits himself to the claim that this 
scendental ego is a merely formal self, known only through 11wer-. 

ences to its necessity (as in Descartes), but elsewhere he makes 
clear that the transcendental self is not just inferred; perhaps it 
even known directly, in each and every experience. In the second 
Critique Kant says that the self is not only the source of 
categories, and consequently of all knowledge, but is also 
source of agency, the will behind our actions. Furthermore, 
least one of the three basic concerns of metaphysics-the idea 
immortality-intimately concerns the self as well. Kant rejects. 
Descartes's claim that the self is a substantial thing, inclep•endeJ~t' 
of the body, and therefore capable of surviving the death of the 
body, but nevertheless defends belief in the immortality of the 
soul. 

The transcendental ego, then, is quite different from 
empirical self of everyday life, but it is also much more than 
merely formal recognition that my every experience is 'mine'. It 
a rich source of a priori knowledge (and, we shall see, of mc>ralitJr) 
too). It is timeless and universal, and so in a profound sense 
'mine' at all. Kant writes not about transcendental egos but 
transcendental ego, 'consciousness in general'. Some of vo.nt'<·· 
followers will make ample use of this indeterminacy. 

The third part of Kant's first Critique, which concerns the 
ulty of reason, is called 'The Transcendental Dialectic'. It 
highly critical of the pretensions of reason, and seems far 
concerned with attacking the a priori claims of the great ""'"v··.· .. 
sop hers than with defending them. Indeed, Kant calls theDi:ilec:tic:· 
'the logic of illusion', and his main concern is to show that certain 
principles that have been put forward as knowledge cannot 
rationally defended. 

It is in the Transcendental Dialectic that Kant 
Descartes's notion of the self as a substantial entity, 'a thinkiii~(i~ 
thing', and insists that there is no way that we could pc>ssibhl'~ 
know of a self that goes beyond the contingencies of hurllar1< 
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e~dsten•ce, and at the same time no way that the transcendental 
~c.cu;utuu be an object of any possible experience. As the source 

,Oi<ttJe categories the self cannot be known by the categories. It 
.c!mr1ot even be known to be 'something'. This leads to some 
ii~Jtriliuing complications. We have noted Kant's conscientious 
arrtbitgUity about the self, which leaves open such questions as 

has one?' and 'how many might there be?' But because 
are questions that fall under the categories, there can be no 

iit)propJrialte response in the case of the ego itself. So to the ques
'who has the self?' we can only answer 'everyone', without 

<b•ein;g.able to say what would seem obvious-that everyone has 
In view of the centrality and importance Kant gives to the 

:;seiHt IS easy to see how this logical curiosity could be utilized by 
followers (and to a certain extent by Kant himself in The 

.Cr;itit1ue of Judgement) to defend the cosmic transcendental the
iii<,•.•tlhM the self is ultimately everything. 
:•lt!S also in the Dialectic that Kant launches his famous attack 
/Oi~tlhetnlditicmal proofs of God's existence, eloquently refuting 
lhe argume:nts that have defined much of theology since the days 
oLA~tselm and Aquinas. But his rejection of these arguments and 
ffil~irulitintat.e conclusion-that one can know that God exists
aoes.nc•t· indicate any justification for atheism or even agnos

God remains for Kant a transcendental ideal, whose exist-
may not be a matter of knowledge but nevertheless is an 

illliiolutcely necessary condition of human existence. 
most tantalizing arguments in the Dialectic, however, are 
curious pairs of contradictions called 'antinomies'. An 

int.incJtilJy produces two conclusions, each supported by a per
sound argument, which nevertheless cannot both be true. 

Ttte·:cla•im that the universe has a beginning in time (the Crea
and the claim that it is timeless and has no beginning are 

~ijttallly valid, Kant assures us, and he presents us with proofs of 
theses. So too he argues that everything both can and cannot 

le:analJrsed into basic elements, that every event has natural 
but some events do not, and that there is and is not at least 

\elJeiJ~g :in the universe who is necessary. What is demonstrated 
antinomies, he suggests, is the illusory nature of reason. 

;!aJrtinll! with seemingly incontestable principles, philosophers 
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throughout history have produced ingenious arguments to sup
port a variety of conclusions that are mutually contradictory. 
so displaying the antinomies Kant hoped to bring an end to these 
pointless squabbles. The capacity for self-contradiction is ..... :r. ····.·· 

into reason itself, and there is no point in squandering the best 
minds in the world in an enterprise with no possible resolution. 
Nevertheless, just as his refutation of the proofs of God's exist: 
ence does not indicate his abandonment of religion, and his rejec· 
tion of Descartes's postulation of a 'thinking thing' does not 
foreclose belief in the immortality of the soul, so too his attack on 
the pointlessness of much philosophical debate does not indicate 
a disillusionment with philosophy. Indeed, it is Kant more than 
any other figure in the modern world who represents philosophy 
as a serious, essential, and professional endeavour, and this atti-' 
tude towards philosophy, just as much as his ideas, would have a · 
powerful influence on many of his successors. 

By the end of the first Critique Kant has given us a justification 
of knowledge in general and a refutation of Hume's scepticism, a 
bold new vision of the nature of both knowledge and reality, a 
rejection of much of metaphysics, and a promissory note about 
the transcendental·ideals of God, freedom, and immortality. 
That note is not to be made good in the realm of knowledge, 
however, and for all the brilliance of Kant's first Critique it would 
be a mistake to think of 'Kant's philosophy' on that basis. 
Knowledge is important to Kant, but he summarized his own 
philosophy as the need to 'limit knowledge in order to make room 
for faith'. It is this, rather than his sympathy for and defence of 
Newtonian science, that would inspire generations of German 
philosophers. And it is not just religion that could be threatened 
by excessive attention to science. Art, craftsmanship, poetry, 
love, morals, mutual human understanding, and the exigencies 
of international politics-every human endeavour that does not 
fall under the specialized view of the scientist-tends to be ridi
culed or dismissed, or distorted to fit the scientific world view. It is 
this part of Kant's work which sets the tone for the following 
century, the part linked to Goethe and Rousseau, not to Newton 
and the British empiricists. 

To be human is not just to know; it is also to do. We are agents 
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as'Well as observers; we are not just objects in the world, but we 
change it. Thus Kant distinguishes between the world of 

and the world of action, between ourselves as 
kn1nwers and as actors. In the first Critique he draws a problematic 
dlistinc:ticm between the world as phenomenon-the world as it is 
constituted and experienced by us-and as noumenon, which he 
cryptically calls the world as it is 'in itself', leaving open the 
question of what possible role this residual metaphysical notion 
l11ight play in his philosophy. In the second Critique the two 
distinctions are brought together, and the mysterious notion of 

noumenon or 'thing in itself' is given a dramatic role. It is the 
self as noumenon, 'the self in itself, that is the ultimate agent 

accounts for the immortality of the soul. This leaves 
troubling questions of interpretation-about the exact relation
ship between the transcendental ego and the noumenal self, the 
interaction between the acting self, the organic body through 
which it acts, and the material world in which it acts. But Kant 
defends his 'two-world' view, and his notion of the acting self as 
noumenon is by no means a mere residue of prior metaphysics. It 
is essential to his view of morality, to the very possibility of moral 
responsibility. 

Over-emphasis on science has led many modern philosophers, 
especially in the heady days of the New Science just before Kant's 
time, to insist that everything in the universe is causally deter
mined, leaving no room for personal choice or responsibility. But 
such a view is disastrous outside science, where the belief that 
decisions and responsibility exist makes all the difference to our 
view of morality, and Kant accordingly takes freedom to be the 
presupposition (or what he calls a 'postulate of practical reason') 
of morality. Without freedom there could be no morality, but 
Kant switches this conditional around to conclude that, since 
there is and must be morality, we must believe in freedom (this is 
a version of the third antinomy: that every event has natural 
causes but some events do not; actions caused by choices are 
prime examples of such events). Science and knowledge have 
their limits, and one of those limits is the boundary of human 
action. 

What is human action for Kant? It is much more than the 
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movement of a physical object (the human body), so1neJthiJ1g 
more than mere behaviour, and more than mere conformity 'v""', 
norms of society or the pressures of one's peers. Our actions 
intentional, usually more or less deliberate, and implicitly 
upon principles (or 'maxims'), whether or not we actually think 
about these. Most of all, they are motivated, circumscribed, and 
defined by ethical concerns-right and wrong, obligations and 
duties, virtue and selfishness. If the presupposition of morality is 
freedom, the nature of morality is the free and practical use of 
reason. Here is the critical point: when Kant denies that the realm 
of human action gives us knowledge he is not suggesting that we 
enter the domain of mere subjectivity or irrationality. Morals and 
religion too are matters of reason, open to argument and rational 
justification. He is not just concerned with the possible conditions 
of knowledge, but also with the necessary conditions of living a 
rational life. 

Kant's view of morality, however, is uncommonly strict and 
uncompromisingly objective. There is no bending to fashion or 
cultural differences, to different times or different sentiments. 
Because morality is a function of reason, what defines our actions 
are the principles upon which they are based, and because reason 
is by its very nature objective and universal, those principles are 
not just our own personal (or' subjective') maxims, but universal 
laws which define duty. The rule that tells us not to lie, for 
instance, is not just a personal preference that many of us happen 
to share, nor is it a rule that has been canonized by some societies 
to suit some particular set of circumstances. It is a moral law a 
product of practical reason that applies to everyone everywh;re 
without exception. Morality is not a matter of sentiment or social 
conformity but a set of universal and necessary laws of reason. 
Accordingly Kant refers to the laws of morality as 'uncondi
tional' or 'categorical' imperatives. He offers several versions of 
'the categorical imperative', notably that we should always act in 
such a way that the maxim behind our actions could be general
ized as a universal law for everyone, and that we should always 
treat other people as ends in themselves, and never merely as 
means. He also formulates a Utopian notion of a 'Kingdom .of 
Ends', an ideal, harmonious community in which everyone a~ts 
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>ci:iticJ!li!lly all the time. The categorical imperative provides both 
Ctl~ef01rm of, and a general set of tests for, moral judgements of all 
"kiinds. But it also provides us with a striking analysis of 'pure' 
·ihnr:oli1·v, not at all dependent on the contingencies of individual 

\ !;entinnelnts or cultural mores. 
see here a close parallel with the discussion of a priori 

kriO\~ledg:e in the first Critique. Just as there are principles of 
X .krt1owledlge that are known necessarily and independently of 

so there are principles of action that must be 
·~a1~kJ1o•wlt:d!!ed as necessary independently of any particular cir-

ccum~;tanc•es. The rule 'do not lie', Kant argues, is not derived 
experience, be it personal revulsion, contempt for liars: or 

:,,h,:er·valtion of social calamities that have followed hes. It IS a 
f)ri!1ci•ple based on the rational argument that telling lies logically 
undermines the very possibility of telling the truth-for who 

. 'bl ? could believe anyone if lying as such were permiSSI e. 
The distinction between the world of knowledge ('the sensible 

world') and the world of action ('the intelligible world') yiel~s a 
thoroughgoing division that lies at the heart of Kant's eth1cs, 
between nature on the one hand, and the free, rational, moral will 
on the other. What is shocking is that the realm of nature 
includes-and freedom excludes-many of the ingredients that 
most moral philosophers since Aristotle have thought to be essen
tial to ethics, for example such feelings as compassion, symp~thy, 
pleasure, satisfaction, and happiness (which Kant colle~t1vely 
refers to as 'inclinations'). Morality properly speakmg 1s 
motivated not by sympathy or fellow-feeling, much less by self
interest or the desire to be happy, but solely by one's sense of 
duty. One's moral worth is measured not by the quality of one's 
inclinations but by the fact that one acts 'for the sake of duty and 
duty alone'. In Kant we can see the force of Nietzsche's comment 
that 'morality is anti-nature', a rejection of the instincts and the 
passions. One unhappy consequence of this theory, as Schiller 
would soon point out, is that one seems to be more morally 
worthy the less pleasure and satisfaction one derives from 
the proper performance of one's duties. But K~nt scho~ars 
have often replied that this is an unfair and negat1ve readmg, 
and that the emphasis on moral worth is not intended to exclude 
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or minimize the importance of personal virtue and self
satisfaction. 

The conceptual linkage of morality, rationality, and freedom, 
and the insistence that morality is not a matter of inclination or 
social conformity leads Kant to emphasize that the key to moral

. ity (and rational life in general) is the concept of autonomy. Here 
especially we see his deep indebtedness to Rousseau, as well as a 
parallel with the first Critique: Kant's notion of knowledge is born 
of the Enlightenment faith in reason, the confidence that the indi
vidual can, using his own resources, through observation, experi
ment, and careful thinking, discover what is true about the 
world. It is worth noting that there is no social element in this 
picture, no community of scientists, public opinion, or pressures 
from colleagues, employers, or research-granting agencies. 
Knowledge is purely a relationship between the autonomous indi
vidual and the world of nature, and morality is a relationship 
between the individual and the universal law, a product of pure 
practical reason. In the whole of Kant's moral theory there is 
hardly a word about social customs, cultural differences, or for 
that matter moral education. Kant's picture of the world consists 
of the individual and the universal, like Rousseau circumventing 
the conventions and interactions of society. He writes, 'Rousseau 
proceeds synthetically and begins with natural man: 1 proceed 
analytically and begin with civilized man' -but it is clear that 
they share a spectacularly self-centred image of the moral world. 
Rousseau discovered within himself the intrinsic worth of all 
humanity. Kant began with the idea that every person is autono
mous and capable of discovering for himself what is right, quite 
apart from the conditions and opinions of his society. Rousseau's 
'inner self' becomes Kant's noumenal self, and the difference is 
more one of method than substance. The transcendental pretence 
begins with this extraordinary self -confidence that one is in touch 
with the absolute principle of Goodness. 

Kant, like Rousseau, reduces everything of importance to the 
'inner self', in his case the Will, and carefully excludes almost all 
such factors as upbringing, socio-economic status, health, intel
ligence, or personality. (Kant, we should note, was well-liked and 
respected in Koningsberg, not at all like the paranoid outcast 
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Rousseau.) Thus Kant writes: 'the only thing that is good without 
qualification is a good will.' 8 The consequences of our actions 

· (which are in the domain of nature and not wholly under the 
individual's control) are secondary. What counts is what one 
intends, the maxim or principle upon which one acts, the act of 
rational will, and not the actual results. Unfortunately this 
encourages moral self-righteousness, and celebrates the moral 
prig who obeys all of the rules and makes everyone miserable. 
Duty, which we usually think of as a social concept, Kant takes to 
refer rather to rational principles. But when the social is reduced 
to second-rate status, and the individual will and universal prin
ciples take priority, we lose what would seem to be the primary 
ground of ethics, our membership in a community and inter
action with others. Instead of morality we have cosmic self
righteousness-the transcendental pretence. 

Enlightenment humanism is often equated with atheism, the 
underlying assumption being that thinking rationally, and 
believing in God and a divine purpose to the universe, are incom
patible. To be sure, many of the Frenchphilosophes were atheists, 
or at least denied divine significance (Voltaire commented that 'it 
makes no more sense to say that God is good than it does to say 
that He is blue'). But Aufkldrung and atheism did not go hand
in-hand at all, and though Kant may have given up the dogmatism 
of traditional religion he refused to give up the dogma. For Kant 
the Enlightenment was another way of defending religion, and 

. Christianity in particular could be, and had to be, justified on 
purely rational grounds. To confuse matters he called these 
rational grounds 'faith', thus marking a dramatic break from 
those who think of faith as belief against reason, but his effort to 
'limit knowledge to make room for faith' in no way implied that 
·religion is any less rational than science. It is just rational in a 
different way, in a different realm of reason. 

Religion,like morality, is a matter of practical reason. Having 
already shown (in the first Critique) that traditional arguments for 
the knowledge of God's existence must fail, Kant argues in the 
second Critique (and in one of his last books, Religion within the 
Bounds of Reason Alone) that belief in God and the immortality 
of the soul can be justified (like freedom) as 'postulates of 
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practical reason', necessary conditions of morality. In order to be 
moral one must believe in the ultimate justice of the world-that 
the good will be rewarded and the evil punished. But since this is 
obviously not the case in this life, where dictators live to be 80 
and children are killed by drunks driving automobiles, rationalit; 
demands that we postulate a larger picture, an afterlife in which 
souls survive and receive their due from the divine hand of justice. 
Thus belief in God and immortality is justified, and religion can 
be shown to be rational. 

This grand Christian picture is not, however, just a corollary to 
the discussion of morality in the second Critique. It is the over· 
arching image of Kant's entire philosophy, which is why he had 
such a positive impact on the romantics who would seem to be his 
opposites. And here we encounter The Critique of Judgement. 
The first Critique exposed the world of knowledge and its con
ceptual mechanism, and the second the nature of morality and its 
presuppositions; but these two portraits stand in uneasy 
juxtaposition next to one another, not only because it is not clear 
how they tie together, but also because they seem to leave 
unanswered the cosmic questions about the ultimate nature of the 
universe and the meaning of life. It is the aim of the third Critique 
to provide those answers. 

The key to Kant's cosmology is the concept of teleology or 
'purposiveness'. It is the sense of purposiveness that ties together 
the very different topics of the third Critique (and of a variety of 
essays which Kant wrote soon after)~the role of purpose in 
nature, art, and history. Because of the limitations on knowledge 
outlined in the first Critique these subjects cannot give us know. 
ledge as such, but rather ideals, ways of comprehending that the 
world makes sense. Art serves Kant as a model here. It has often 
been noted that he had terrible taste in art, and that in the age of 
Haydn and Mozart he preferred the music of military bands. But 
art as such is not the main concern of the third Critique, where it 
is seen rather as the key to teleology, and therefore as a gateway 
to the larger vision of the world which he shared with Goethe and 
the romantics. He also celebrated poetic genius not because he 
loved poetry, but because-again like the romantics-he saw an 
important place for intuition in recognizing the more edifying 
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truths about the world, in a way different from scientific know
ledge and practical reason. Art is purposive, but in itself serves no 
ultimate purpose (this is almost a century before the 'art for art's 
sake' movement in France) and thus it lifts us out of our daily, 
practical concerns· and allows us to appreciate God's larger pur
pose. Furthermore, it is often said that the appreciation of art 
and the recognition of beauty, while they require some knowledge 
as their basis, are ultimately matters of taste. But Kant claims that 
taste, while not objective (in the sense that science and morality 
are objective) is nevertheless more than a matt"er of individual, 
subjective preferences. So too the ultimate truths about the 
universe may be communally 'felt' rather than known. In our 
appreciation of the beauty of the universe knowledge of science 
helps a great deal, though it is not sufficient; what is also necessary, 
according to Kant, is the religious conception of God and His 
design. But central to this conception of taste and aesthetic 
appreciation is feeling, by which he does not mean some dumb 
physiological flush. Feeling has its own intelligence; it is akin to 
jU(Igement, not just a biological reaction. And genius-not in 
sciem:e but in the arts-has the exceptional ability to grasp and 

7 }exrore!;s this grand sense of beauty. 
This aesthetic appreciation of the sublimity of the universe and 

beauty of God's design is not the ultimate point of the third 
That point is moral. 'Beauty', Kant tells us, 'is the 

>SytJnbc)l of morality.' What he means is not just the moral inspira
provided by particular works of art (which had been argued 

UlllJ'IOc:ro•t, among others), but the grand inspiration provided by 
cavis1on of the universe governed by God. Here is the assurance of 
justu:e defended in the second Critique, and here too is some 
a1;sura11Ce that in the secular world, in the unfolding of cosmo

·politan history, God's divine plan is made increasingly evident. 
powerful image, more than any other in Kant, will inspire 

aildmove the post-Kantian idealists in Germany. 


