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Introduction

Immanuel Kant’s philosophy is one of the most profound and influential ever to have been written. It is also among the more complicated philosophies, where each technical term compares to a part of a car’s engine, where all of the parts are intended to work in harmony to produce a smoothly running mechanism. As Kant composed it, a few of his philosophy’s ‘parts’ do not fit with each other perfectly, and it has become the business of contemporary Kant scholars to redesign these parts to produce a more thoroughly coherent and persuasive Kantian philosophy. In this book, our goal will be to describe the classical design of Kant’s philosophical ‘engine’ as he intended it, the kind of historical terrain upon which it was supposed to run, and the spiritual destination towards which it was meant to take us.

Kant was writing during the late 1700s, and at the forefront of his theorizing were problems generated by religion, science and morality. These themes define the intellectual atmosphere of his thought. At the most basic level is the problem of how we can be free, if scientific thought can predict everything that happens. We have all wondered about, and perhaps dreamed or even feared, what it would be like, if science were perfect and we could predict all that will happen. Kant considered this, and then became puzzled about what would become of God and our sense of morality. How can one blame or praise someone, if their actions at age 80 were already knowable when they were only three years old? The problem of freedom versus determinism is at the centre of Kant’s philosophy.

Perhaps you have heard of Kant only in passing and were curious about what his philosophy actually says. Perhaps you are a student studying Kant who would like to read a book that explains his views briefly, but also accurately, reliably, memorably and easily. Perhaps you are a specialist in a field other than philosophy who has encountered some interesting references to Kant’s philosophy. Perhaps you studied Kant once, long ago, and would like to refresh your memory of his central ideas. This book is written for you. It aims to be self-contained and self-explanatory, such that no background in philosophy will be necessary to understand it. The relevant background ideas will be provided as we go along.

Kant is known mainly from three main books that he wrote, each of whose titles begins with the word ‘critique’. These books are frequently referred to as Kant’s three ‘critiques’ and his philosophy is often called, appropriately, the ‘critical philosophy’. This book will thus have a part devoted to each of Kant’s Critiques. The first Critique is concerned with the question of truth. The second, with the question of goodness. The third is concerned with beauty. Residing accordingly at the core of Kant’s philosophy and guiding our study of it will be truth, goodness and beauty – the most famous triad in the history of Western philosophy.

We will focus upon Kant’s three Critiques in light of Kant’s own statement at the end of the first Critique, of three questions that cover all of our interests insofar as we are rational beings. These are:

  1  What can I know?

  2  What ought I to do?

  3  What may I hope?

We will consequently look at Kant’s theory of knowledge, his moral theory, and his aesthetic and political theory, especially insofar as they bear on our moral destination. Kant’s third question is about what we may hope, if we do our duty and consequently deserve happiness. It concerns the ideal, peaceful world that awaits, if everyone were to realize their potential as rational beings.

Our book’s title is Kant – A Complete Introduction. It aims at completeness in the modest sense of trying to cover the key aspects of Kant’s philosophy. Thousands of books have been written on Kant’s philosophy, many of which have stimulated further books on Kant in their wake. In this respect, his thought continues to live and grow, expanding our horizons to defy any sense of completeness.

It will help to mention here at the outset, that the quotations from Kant have been taken from editions in the public domain and/or have been translated by the present author. In the field of Kant scholarship, the standard way to refer to quotes from the Critique of Pure Reason, is to cite the edition and page number after the quote. The first edition (1781) is signified by the letter ‘A’; the second edition (1787), by the letter ‘B’. A reference that reads ‘A51/B75’, for example, signifies that the original German passage is located in the first edition on page 51, and in the second edition on page 75. We will follow this standard format in our text, as we investigate how powerful the human mind really is.


How to use this book
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	This Complete Introduction from Teach Yourself ® includes a number of special boxed features, which have been developed to help you understand the subject more quickly and remember it more effectively. Throughout the book you will find these indicated by the following icons:
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	The book includes concise quotes from the philosopher under discussion in each chapter. They are referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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	The key ideas are highlighted throughout the chapters, and distil the most important points and thoughts. If you have only half an hour to go before an exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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	The study questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure that you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. Answers are not supplied, as the questions are intended to be starting points for further study.
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	The spotlight boxes offer interesting or amusing anecdotes to help bring the philosophers and their ideas to life.



	[image: image]

	The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than is possible in this introductory level book.
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Section One:

Background


1

Life and writings
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Philosophies may aim for universality, but none are written in a vacuum. Philosophers are flesh-and-blood people – eating, drinking, laughing, reflecting, and slowly aging – living at a particular historical time and inevitably absorbing the values, concerns and overall atmosphere of their surrounding culture.

In this chapter, we will survey Kant’s life (1724–1804), the bulk of which extended across the 1700s into the dawn of the industrial age. As was true for René Descartes (1596–1650), the father of modern philosophy, the conflicting forces of science and religion shaped Kant’s outlook. The impressive exactitude and predictive power of Newtonian physics, as it stood in perplexing contrast to our sense of moral value and freedom, created a tension that Kant took a lifetime to resolve.
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Kant did not grow up at the centre of an empire, with the excitement and cultural opportunities that one might enjoy in Rome, Paris or London; however, as a seaport on the Baltic and the capital city of East Prussia, neither was Konigsberg completely isolated. Today, his hometown remains on a strategically important coastal area, set within a small segment of Russian land tucked between Lithuania and Poland. The city was named Kaliningrad in 1946 upon its absorption into the Soviet Union after World War II, but for most of its existence it was known as Königsberg. During Kant’s time, its population was approximately 50,000.

For most of Kant’s life, the Kingdom of Prussia, of which East Prussia was a part, was ruled by Frederick II, who reigned from 1740–1786, when Kant was ages 16 to 62. Frederick the Great, as he was known, in addition to being an extraordinary military tactician, was an intellectually and artistically sophisticated sovereign whose advocacy of religious tolerance sustained a productive environment for intellectuals. Most of the kingdom’s inhabitants were favourably disposed to Frederick, and Kant was no exception. He dedicated to the king his 1755 work, Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens, and later spoke well of him in his 1784 essay, ‘Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?’ During the years of his early philosophical development and into the middle of the later period of his writings for which he is most famous, Kant’s interest in philosophy was not significantly threatened by the political conditions at large. The situation became less reliable in 1786, when Frederick’s successor, Frederick William II, assumed control.

By the time Kant was born in 1724, Lutheranism had been prevailing in the German-speaking world for a couple of centuries, ever since the days of Martin Luther (1483–1546). Kant himself was exposed to Pietism, a specific version of Lutheranism, which was then dominating in social institutions, well into his adult years. Kant’s family was devoutly Pietist, the clergyman who supported and supervised his early education was Pietist, and the schools that he attended were committed to conveying Pietist values. Pietism itself advocated a devotional, emotion-centred approach to God, forgiveness towards others, and a practical community awareness. In its more extreme forms, it was fanatical and anti-scientific, two qualities for which Kant later expressed abhorrence.

Kant’s relationship to Pietism was consequently mixed. He loved his mother, who was steeped in the religion, and who, given her intelligence and good character, displayed to him the best of what Pietism had to offer. On the other hand, Pietism does not loom large in Kant’s philosophy. He instead had an unwavering respect for rules, laws, regulations, mathematics and reason that kept him at a distance from emotional, subjectively oriented solutions to metaphysical and moral issues. He nonetheless retained a place for faith in his philosophy, admitting that understanding and reason have no power to reveal ultimate truth. In this respect Pietistic sentiments towards metaphysical matters are not excluded.

The severe conditions of Kant’s early Pietist education alone, though, were sufficient to dampen any reasonable child’s enthusiasm towards the religion. Although the initial grammar school which he attended from ages six to seven was staffed by a Pietist instructor, the Collegium Fridericianum, which he attended from ages eight to fifteen, worked Kant particularly hard, requiring him to attend school six days a week with a heavy study load.

With an emphasis upon religion and languages, scientific subjects took a back seat, but Kant nonetheless received an outstanding education in Latin, as well as in Greek, Hebrew and French, which served him well in later years. Scholarly treatises were still being written in Latin as a rule, so a thorough knowledge of this language was still essential for success in the academic world. It is revealing that Kant declined to attend religious ceremonies of any kind throughout his adult life, even when he was presiding over the university, when as a formality, he was sometimes expected to attend.
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Key idea: Pietism






Kant was raised in a Pietist family and educated in Pietist schools. As an adult, he did not identify with organized religion, but his unwavering faith in morality remained at the foundation of his philosophy.
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Kant came from a family of socially respectable artisans associated with the harness-maker and saddle-maker guilds, where his father often made a healthy living, notwithstanding some periods of struggle, bordering on poverty. The death of Kant’s mother at age 40, when Kant was 13 years old, precipitated some hardship. Her death left his father with an 18-year-old daughter, Regina Dorothea (1719–1792), 13-year-old Kant, three younger daughters, Maria Elisabeth (1727–1796), age ten, Anna Luise (1730–1774), age seven, Katharina Barbara (1731–1807), age six, and a two-year-old son, Johann Heinrich (1735–1800). Most of Kant’s siblings lived into old age, aside from Anna Luise, who died at age 34. Kant’s mother gave birth to at least nine children in all, losing at least three in their infancy, two prior to Kant’s own birth. This made him the first son to survive and the head of the family after his parents died.

At age 16, Kant entered the University of Königsberg, where one of his lecturers, Martin Knutzen (1713–1751), introduced him to Newtonian physics as well as to the then-prevalent Leibnizian philosophy of Christian Wolff (1679–1754), which was inspired by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716). Both influenced Kant. Knutzen was also interested in the British empiricist philosophers such as John Locke, whose work he was translating into German at the end of his short life.

During Kant’s university studies and in the years of his early career, the influence of Newtonian physics was strong. His initial publications were straightforwardly scientific, and focused on issues related to physics, terrestrial forces and astronomy in genuine scientific detail. The Wolffian influence also remained: as a professor at the University of Königsberg years later, Kant taught from textbooks written by Wolffians such as Alexander Baumgarten (1714–1762), whose work influenced Kant’s aesthetic theory, and Georg Friedrich Meier (1718–1777), whose logic textbook he used.

It is perhaps surprising to hear that Kant did not graduate from the university, where he studied for eight years from 1740–1748. The reasons are unclear. We do know that his family was struggling economically when he began his studies, that his father suffered a stroke four years later, and died within two years in March, 1746, when Kant was about to turn 22. As head of the family, Kant arranged for his siblings’ new lodgings, and by 1748, he had withdrawn from the university without a degree.

Kant might also have had academic reasons to withdraw. Although his 1746 manuscript, ‘Thoughts on the True Estimation of Living Forces’, was supervised by a professor of physics named Teske – and later dedicated to a professor of medicine when it was published as Kant’s first book three years later – Kant’s influential philosophy teacher, Martin Knutzen, might have had some misgivings about the manuscript or tensions with Kant himself. Knutzen does not mention Kant as one of his students. We also know that Knutzen favoured students other than Kant. Nor does Kant mention Knutzen in his writings, although he attended all of his classes.

After leaving the university, Kant worked as a tutor to the children in families in the countryside surrounding Königsberg. For six years, 1748–1754, between the ages of 24 and 30, he tutored in two, and possibly three, different families whose heads were, respectively, a pastor, a landowner and an aristocrat. Continuing his preparations to receive his degree, Kant appears to have devoted himself exactingly to the study of Newton’s physics while he was away from the university for these several years. We can infer this from the contents of the book he published in 1755, upon his return to the university, Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens, which, as the title suggests, is a scientific work about the nature of the cosmos. The book’s subtitle is even more revealing: ‘An Essay on the Constitution and Mechanical Origin of the Entire Structure of the Universe Based on Newtonian Principles’.

Kant’s book is noteworthy for its bold attempt to provide a purely mechanical account of the origin of the universe, as is done by contemporary physicists. It is also famous for containing one of the first contemporary formulations of the nebular hypothesis of the solar system’s origins – the idea that the solar system was formed by a primitive cloud of matter that coalesced through the action of elementary forces. Prior to Kant, the Swedish scientist, philosopher and mystic, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) advanced a similar nebular hypothesis in 1734, two decades earlier, although Kant is often given credit for having first imagined the idea.

Coincidentally, 1755 was also the year of the devastating Lisbon earthquake, which did much to fuel the problem of how a benevolent God could allow such disasters. Kant immediately wrote three articles about the earthquake, describing it in a manner consistent with his nebular hypothesis as an event due to natural causes. With respect to evil, Kant’s view is that we are in no position to judge the overall morality of these kinds of event. He notes that building cities on earthquake-susceptible land is a human decision, and that perhaps the horrors of the earthquake will motivate people towards the good end of refraining from violence when the choice is indeed in their hands, such as in decisions to wage war.

More fundamental than his discussions of the nebular hypothesis and the nature of earthquakes is the general role of scientific thought in Kant’s philosophy. It can be said that his philosophy is one written by a morally conscious scientist – primarily an astronomer and geophysicist – who is fascinated by the presence and operation of natural laws. As mentioned, Kant rejects emotional solutions to philosophical problems in favour of purely rule-oriented solutions that are universally applicable, and as rock-solid as the natural laws. To appreciate the importance of natural law in his thought, note how Kant describes the supreme idea of morality in his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785). He takes natural law as the paradigm for other disciplines, stating within the sphere of morality, ‘Act as though the maxim of your action were, by your will, to become a universal law of nature’ (Section Two).

Often overshadowed by the Critique of Pure Reason and the works that followed thereafter, Kant’s early writings show that he was an astronomer at heart, enamoured of the starry skies and their attendant natural laws of operation. This is a key to understanding the consistently rule-oriented disposition of his philosophy that finds its expression in a series of complementary clusters of law-like principles. We see this exemplified in a familiar quotation from the conclusion to the Critique of Practical Reason: ‘Two things fill the mind with always new and increasing admiration and awe, the more often and more steadily one thinks about them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me’.
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Key idea: Laws of nature






Kant respected the idea that nature operates predictably according to a set of universal laws. Underlying not only his discussions of physical phenomena such as earthquakes and the origin of the solar system, the idea of natural law also inspires his model for moral action.
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Let us return to Kant’s life. In 1755, now aged 31, Kant came back to Königsberg, gave public lectures, presented his written work to the university, published an impressive amount of his writings, received his doctorate, and consequently received authorization to work as a private teacher, a Privatdozent, unsalaried. This allowed him to make a living from the students who paid their fees per lecture. Kant’s lecturing duties were time-and-energy consuming, and kept him busy, financially challenged, and in a bit of a purgatory for the next several years. Often motivated by student demand, he taught a variety of courses, such as anthropology, logic, mechanics, metaphysics, moral philosophy, physical geography, physics and mathematics (arithmetic, geometry, trigonometry).

It took Kant 15 years to secure a salaried position as a professor at the university, which he finally achieved in 1770, having had in the meantime to take up a supplementary position as a librarian. It is not as if he was unsuccessful or disrespected: he received offers of professorships of philosophy in other cities, and was popular as a teacher. Kant was simply not interested in leaving Königsberg, where he had established himself socially, and where he had a keen eye on a professorship in philosophy. He thus proceeded patiently.

In 1770 Kant gave his Inaugural Lecture as a new professor, and in light of his history of impressively productive scholarship, it is easy to imagine that he would have continued writing and publishing as before. What happened, though, is that Kant began to rework his ideas very quietly over the next eleven years, without having any work go into print. The result was the epoch-making work with which we will begin the study of his philosophy, the Critique of Pure Reason, published in 1781, which he revised for a second edition in 1787.

Kant’s main preoccupation is with understanding the relationship between science and morality. This interest did not radically change, but his approach to resolving the tension between the two eventually assumed a more dramatic form. As historians of Kant’s philosophical development describe it, the Critique of Pure Reason marks the beginning of a second major period in Kant’s writings, called the ‘critical’ period, which contrasts with the ‘pre-critical’ period of his predominantly scientific writings. In his efforts to reconcile natural science – understood as a thoroughly mechanical vision of the world, potentially atheistic and amoral – with human freedom, morality and theism, Kant became critical of our ability to know anything determinate about metaphysical truth, or, in other words, the way things are in themselves. We will see exactly why in later chapters.

As occurs with many historically influential works, the Critique of Pure Reason was at first neither well understood nor appreciated for the groundbreaking work that it was. Within two years of its publication, Kant accordingly composed a shorter, more accessible rendition of the work, entitled Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics that Will be Able to Come Forward as a Science (1783). The title suggests to everyone, one could say, to ‘please read this book (and the Critique of Pure Reason) before engaging in traditional metaphysical speculation’.

Kant enthusiastically conceived of his Critique as a work with a mission: it was a peacemaking effort, trying to end once and for all, the wars among those who believed that they held, either as philosophic or religious texts, the true metaphysics, whether it happened to be theist, atheist or neutral. His position – argued at impressively detailed length – is that answers to ultimate questions are forever beyond human reach, and that philosophical and religious wars are therefore idle.
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Spotlight: Kant’s Copernican Revolution






Kant describes his work in the Critique of Pure Reason as a ‘Copernican Revolution’ in philosophy, comparing his philosophy to how Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) revolutionized our understanding of the solar system by replacing a commonly believed ‘geocentric’ (earth-centred) model with an alternative ‘heliocentric’ (sun-centred) model: ‘finding that he could not make sufficient progress by assuming that all the heavenly bodies revolved round the spectator, he thought that he might have better success by reversing the process, and having the spectator revolve, while the stars remained at rest’ (Bxvi). Celestial objects may look as if they are moving of their own accord, but we are the ones who are moving, spinning around on a carousel, so to speak. The object’s shifting appearance is a reflection of our own activity.

Similarly, it is still commonly believed the ordinary objects that we perceive as, for instance, being brown, square and 15 feet away, appear as such because that is part of their intrinsic and objective character. Kant’s idea, however, is that an object’s being brown, square and 15 feet away, is primarily due to our own mental movement, or mental contribution to the situation. Here again, the object’s appearance is a reflection of our own activity.
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After the publication of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant’s productiveness returned to its earlier, pre-critical period levels. Two years after the Prolegomena appeared, he published the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), and within another two years, a revision of the Critique for a second edition. A year later, he published a ‘second’ critique, the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), enhancing and systematizing his work on morality. Two years later, he set forth a ‘third’ critique on aesthetics and purposes inherent in nature, the Critique of the Power of Judgement (1790).

At this point, Kant was 66 years old, maintaining his health by living intelligently and temperately according to a strict schedule that included a daily walk in the late afternoon for exercise. He continued teaching for another six years until 1796, when he retired. At age 69 he published Religion Within the Bounds of Reason Alone (1793), which had the effect of turning the government censorship office against him. The book was judged to be insufficiently respectful of Christianity and Kant received a written warning not to publish further on religious subjects. Frederick the Great, who had died a decade before, had left the throne to his less tolerant nephew, Frederick William II, whose ministers were then in charge of censorship. When Frederick William II died in 1797, Kant published in the same year The Metaphysics of Morals, which completed his moral theory, and 1798, his final two works, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, and The Conflict of the Faculties.

With his mental abilities slowly fading, Kant lived another six years, until he passed away on 12 February 1804 at the age of 79. When Kant died, the world was already moving into a new age. In that year, Napoleon Bonaparte was crowned Emperor of France, and Thomas Jefferson was elected President of the United States for a second term. Abraham Lincoln would be born exactly five years later to the day, in 1809.
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Study questions






  1  What is Pietism, and what role did it play in Kant’s life?

  2  What were the main subjects Kant studied as a high school student? Why did these studies become important in Kant’s later life as a professor?

  3  Why is scientific thinking, and especially Newtonian physics and astronomy, important for understanding Kant’s philosophy?

  4  What is the nebular hypothesis? Was Kant the first person to formulate this hypothesis?

  5  What was Kant’s view on the devastating Lisbon earthquake of 1755?

  6  What is the difference between Kant’s ‘critical’ period and his ‘pre-critical’ period?

  7  What are the titles and respective subject matters of Kant’s three Critiques?

  8  The main question in Kant’s philosophy concerns reconciling the tension between which two disciplines?

  9  In what sense is Kant’s central work, the Critique of Pure Reason, an effort at peacemaking?

10  Did the government censors ever condemn any of Kant’s books?
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