
Chapter	1
Kant	and	modernity

Why	is	Kant	so	important?

Anyone	reading	the	works	of	Immanuel	Kant	(1724–1804)	is	faced	with	a	barrage	of	technical
terms,	such	as	‘synthetic	judgements	a	priori’	and	‘transcendental	unity	of	apperception’.	How
does	one	get	from	trying	to	understand	these	terms	to	the	fact	that	Kant	is	central	to	any	account,
both	of	how	philosophy	changes	in	the	modern	world,	and	of	how	philosophy	can	change	the
modern	world?	The	answer	is	that	Kant’s	philosophy	has	to	be	grasped	as	part	of	the	larger
historical	picture	of	which	it	is	an	expression.	Even	if	we	are	unsure	about	the	validity	or	the
meaning	of	his	ideas,	we	can	still	read	his	work	as	a	response	to	revolutionary	changes	in	the
world	of	his	time.	The	implicit	tension	here,	between	the	idea	that	we	should	establish	the	truth
about	Kant’s	philosophy,	and	the	idea	that	we	should	understand	him	as	an	expression	of	his
era,	itself	becomes	an	issue	in	the	period	in	which	Kant	is	writing.	This	is	because	the
assumption	that	things	have	a	timeless,	rational	essence	is	put	in	question	by	a	new
philosophical	focus	on	how	human	practices	affect	the	ways	in	which	the	world	is	understood.
The	new	focus	is	both	affected	by	and	affects	the	rapid	social,	political,	economic,	and
scientific	transformations	in	the	period	from	the	second	half	of	the	18th	century	onwards	in
Europe.

Kant’s	relationship	to	these	transformations	is	not	straightforward	–	he	lived	most	of	his	life
away	from	the	centre	of	things	in	Königsberg,	in	East	Prussia	–	but	they	must	inform	his	work.
If	his	reflections	on	freedom,	for	example,	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	French	Revolution,	it	is
hard	to	know	how	we	should	think	about	them	concretely	at	all.	Judgements	on	those
reflections	should	not,	though,	just	depend	on	the	contexts	in	which	they	emerged,	and	this
means	that	philosophy	seems	to	involve	contradictory	demands.	We	should,	however,	not
necessarily	try	to	conjure	away	such	philosophical	contradictions,	because	they	can	be
expressions	of	tensions	in	social	and	political	life	which	cannot	be	resolved	by	philosophy
itself.	In	seeking	to	resolve	some	of	the	most	important	philosophical	dilemmas	of	his	era,	then,
Kant	takes	us	beyond	those	dilemmas	into	wider	problems	of	the	modern	world.

The	philosophical	context

The	positions	to	which	Kant	responds	are	themselves	expressions	of	historical	factors	that	are
central	to	modernity.	The	‘Rationalism’	of	Gottfried	Leibniz	(1646–1716)	and	Baruch	Spinoza
(1632–77),	which	is	carried	on	by	Christian	Wolff	(1679–1754)	and	others	into	Kant’s	era,
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assumes	that	the	new	success	of	mathematically	founded	natural	science	is	based	on	structures
inherent	in	nature.	Because	mathematics	consists	of	necessary	truths	which	cannot	be	changed
by	empirical	evidence,	it	can	have	a	foundational	status	lacking	in	any	other	form	of
knowledge.	Its	absolute	status	seems	also	to	connect	it	to	theology:	empirical	knowledge	is
necessarily	fallible,	so	the	infallibility	of	mathematics	can	be	regarded	as	having	a	source
beyond	the	human.	However,	as	the	Scottish	philosopher	David	Hume	(1711–76)	suggested,
the	modern	sciences	also	depend	on	a	new,	close	attention	to	empirical	data.	These	data	are
derived	from	human	perceptions,	so	they	have	none	of	the	necessity	of	mathematics.	Hume’s
claims	had	the	effect	on	Kant	of	awakening	him	from	his	‘dogmatic’	faith	in	the	idea	of	an
inbuilt	cosmic	order:	for	Kant,	‘dogmatism’	is	the	belief,	present	in	philosophy	at	least	since
Plato,	in	fundamental	metaphysical	principles	which	are	not	themselves	subjected	to	critical
examination.	For	Hume,	the	principle	of	causality	cannot	be	said	to	be	built	into	the	universe
because	all	the	evidence	for	causal	necessity	derives	from	our	perception	of	one	thing
following	another.	Any	apparent	certainty	generated	by	the	new	sciences	is	therefore
accompanied	by	uncertainty	about	what	legitimates	that	certainty.	The	implications	for	religion
of	Hume’s	view	are	potentially	disastrous:	the	order	of	things	now	depends	on	whatever	it	is
that	individual	human	beings	happen	to	perceive,	not	on	divine	authority.

1.	Immanuel	Kant,	c.	1790

Kant	seeks	a	resolution	to	the	clash	between	rationalism	and	empiricism	by	rethinking	the
relationship	between	mathematical	necessity	and	contingent	perceptions.	He	is	not,	though,	just
concerned	with	epistemology.	His	first	major	work,	the	Critique	of	Pure	Reason	(1781,
second	edition	1787),	already	makes	freedom	a	central	concern,	which	he	then	develops	in	the
‘second	Critique’,	the	Critique	of	Practical	Reason	(1788)	(and	in	the	Foundation	of	the
Metaphysics	of	Morals	(1785)).	In	1790,	Kant	published	his	‘third	Critique’,	the	Critique	of
Judgement	(1790),	which	deals	with	the	issue	of	teleology	(the	idea	that	there	is	design	or
purpose	in	nature),	and	with	natural	and	artistic	beauty.
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How,	then,	do	the	differing	issues	that	Kant	confronts	relate	to	each	other?	Modern	science
becomes	the	preserve	of	increasingly	specialized	scientific	disciplines:	one	consequence	of
this	is	that	analysis	of	nature	into	specific	components	can	give	rise	to	a	sense	of
disintegration.	Previous	philosophy	and	theology	had	assumed	an	underlying	unity	in	the
diversity	of	natural	phenomena,	and	Hume	makes	the	source	of	this	unity	into	a	major
philosophical	problem.	Kant	therefore	attempts	to	establish	new	forms	of	unity	to	replace	those
which	are	no	longer	sustainable.	He	is,	though,	not	just	concerned	with	scientific	knowledge,
but	also	with	the	moral	basis	of	society,	and	with	relationships	to	nature	that	cannot	be
explained	by	scientific	laws.	The	three	Critiques	can	be	seen	as	expressions	of	how	the
domains	of	science,	of	law	and	morality,	and	of	art,	become	more	distinct	from	each	other	in
the	modern	period,	even	as	their	relationships	to	each	other	become	a	vital	concern.

‘Transcendental	idealism’

In	Kant’s	day,	‘idealism’	was	associated	with	Bishop	Berkeley’s	notion	that	‘being	is
perceiving’:	unless	something	is	perceived,	how	can	we	assert	that	it	exists	at	all?	Kant	insists,
however,	that	his	‘transcendental’	idealism	is	actually	a	kind	of	‘realism’,	because	it	assumes
that	objects	do	exist	independently	of	our	perceptions.	He	may	therefore	seem	to	be	involved
in	paradoxical	or	contradictory	stances.	This	impression	is	reinforced	by	the	fact	that	the	aim
of	transcendental	idealism	is	to	give	a	basis	for	objectivity	in	terms	of	subjectivity.	The
objective	necessities	of	the	laws	of	nature	depend	upon	subjective	‘conditions	of	possibility’
of	knowledge:	these	conditions	are	what	is	meant	by	the	‘transcendental’	aspect	of	his
epistemology.	The	conditions	are	subjective,	because	they	are	functions	of	our	thinking,	but
they	must	involve	necessity,	rather	than	being	arbitrary	in	the	manner	of	subjective	opinions.
Kant	wants,	therefore,	to	explain	how	knowledge	–	he	takes	Newton’s	laws	of	motion	as	the
paradigm	case	–	depends	both	on	the	impact	of	the	world	on	us	and	on	the	ways	in	which	the
mind	orders	that	impact.

The	underlying	problem	is	that	what	belongs	on	the	subject-side	and	what	belongs	on	the
object-side	of	knowledge	is	(and	remains)	one	of	the	most	contested	issues	in	modern
philosophy.	Some	philosophers	these	days	think,	for	example,	that	the	brain	is	a	piece	of
hardware	that	runs	the	software	necessary	for	thought,	so	that	the	software	can	also	be
instantiated	by	the	mechanisms	of	a	computer.	In	these	terms,	the	subjective	side	of	knowledge
can	therefore	be	explained	causally.	On	the	other	hand,	‘intentionality’,	the	fact	that	thinking	is
‘about’	things,	suggests	that	what	apprehends	a	world	of	objects	cannot	itself	be	an	object	in
the	same	way	as	the	objects	it	apprehends.	This	is	crucial	for	Kant.	The	intentional	aspect
allows	us	to	produce	different	judgements	about	something,	which	can	be	‘seen	as’	a
potentially	endless	number	of	things.	Whatever	the	truth	of	the	philosophical	arguments	here,
the	stances	taken	with	regard	to	them	affect	how	human	beings	think	about	themselves.

Why,	then,	is	Kant	led	to	the	doctrine	of	transcendental	idealism	at	all?	The	reason	is	implicit
in	his	dictum	that	‘Thoughts	without	content	are	empty;	intuitions	without	concepts	are	blind’.
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The	former	are	(‘dogmatic’)	thoughts	such	as	those	about	the	nature	of	God	based	just	on	the
concepts	which	have	been	used	to	talk	about	God,	like	‘necessary	existence’,	‘perfection’,	and
so	on.	‘Intuitions’	–	the	German	word	is	‘Anschauungen’,	which	comes	from	‘anschauen’,	‘to
look	at’	–	are	the	material	of	our	perceptions	that	can	be	used	as	justificatory	evidence.
Without	ways	of	organizing	evidence	by	identifying	it	in	terms	of	concepts,	one	would	be	faced
with	endless	chaotic	particularity:	what	we	perceive	is	always	different	from	moment	to
moment	in	some,	however	minimal,	respect,	and	no	two	objects	are	absolutely	identical.
Although	Kant	wishes	to	keep	what	he	proposes	separate	from	psychology,	psychological
research	into	perception	proves	how	much	what	we	see	is	structured	by	the	conceptual
structures	we	already	possess.	Despite	the	problems	concerning	the	relationship	between	the
data	of	perception	and	our	thinking,	Kant	does	not	doubt	that	scientific	knowledge	is	possible,
so	the	task	is	to	say	what	makes	it	possible.	Sameness	is	not	something	encountered	in	the
world	of	perceptual	data,	which	can	never	be	shown	to	be	completely	identical	and	occur	at
specific	places	and	times.	Transcendental	idealism	therefore	claims	that	there	must	be	mental
rules	for	apprehending	the	world,	such	that	objects	must	follow	our	ways	of	thinking,	rather
than	vice	versa.	Kant	saw	this	change	of	perspective	as	a	‘Copernican	turn’,	analogous	to
Copernicus’s	turning	Ptolemaic	cosmology	inside-out	by	arguing	that	the	Earth	is	not	the	centre
of	the	universe.

Kant	calls	the	general	rules	for	apprehending	objects	‘categories’,	a	term	he	derives	from
Aristotle,	who	saw	categories	as	defining	the	ways	in	which	things	can	be	said	to	be.	For	Kant,
categories	specify	‘concepts	of	an	object	in	general’,	which	cannot	be	derived	from	looking	at
the	world.	The	categories	of	oneness	and	manyness	are	the	basis	of	what	Kant	terms	‘synthetic
judgements	a	priori’.	These	are	mathematical	judgements	which	had	previously	been	thought	to
be	a	priori,	but	which	Kant	thinks	prove	how	the	mind	could	add	to	its	knowledge	while
thinking	in	pure	terms.	The	number	4	cannot	be	defined,	say,	just	as	2	+	2,	because	it	can	also
be	the	synthesis	of	3	and	1,	4	and	0,	and	an	infinity	of	other	combinations,	such	as	3.3333	and
0.6667,	all	of	which	can	add	to	our	knowledge	of	4.	(A	still	disputed	issue	is	whether	all	these
combinations	are	to	be	thought	of	as	already	‘contained	in’	4,	even	if	we	don’t	calculate	them.)
The	category	of	causality	offers	the	best	way	to	understand	his	overall	argument.	If	I	think
something	causes	something	else,	I	will	judge	that	event	b	necessarily	follows	event	a.	What	I
perceive	is	a	and	then	b:	thinking	of	them	as	causally	connected	requires	more	than	the
succession	of	one	event	by	another.	It	requires	both	the	category	of	cause,	and	the	ability	to
judge	that	the	connection	of	b	to	the	preceding	a	is	a	necessary	one.	Judgement	actively
synthesizes	different	bits	of	perceptual	experience	into	a	relationship	with	each	other.	Kant
sees	judgements	as	‘spontaneous’:	they	are	not,	unlike	everything	in	the	world	of	nature,	caused
by	something	else.	Judgements	involve	us	actively	taking	a	stance	on	whether	something	is	the
case	or	not.	The	material	of	cognition	is	given	to	us	by	passive	‘receptivity’,	and	knowledge
results	from	the	active	application	of	categories	and	concepts	to	that	material.	Perhaps
surprisingly	(and	questionably),	Kant	insists	that	space	and	time	are	a	framework	provided	by
our	thinking,	rather	than	properties	of	the	objective	world.	This	is	because	we	only	ever
apprehend	things	at	a	specific	place	and	time,	there	being	no	way	of	apprehending	things	‘all	at
once’.	The	need	for	synthesis	comes	about	because	experience	happens	within	this	limiting
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framework:	thinking	has	to	connect	different	moments	of	experience	to	make	them	intelligible.

The	modern	subject

The	whole	edifice	of	Kant’s	account	of	knowledge	depends	on	what	he	calls	the	‘synthetic
unity	of	apperception’.	‘Apperception’	is	the	ability	to	reflect	on	one’s	judgements:	I	can
apperceive	this	afternoon	the	fact	that	I	thought	about	my	holidays	this	morning.	I	must	therefore
have	existed	both	at	the	moment	of	thinking	about	my	holidays	and	at	the	moment	of	thinking
about	thinking	about	them.	This	‘synthetic’	continuity	of	myself	is	the	basis	of	memory.	Without
what	connects	the	moments	of	experience,	which	must	logically	be	the	same	at	both	moments,
there	is	no	way	of	bringing	together	what	is	different.	Kant	therefore	says	that	‘an	“I	think”
must	be	able	to	accompany	all	my	representations’.	The	logical	point	can,	though,	involve
something	more	emphatic:	the	very	idea	of	a	coherent	world	now	seems	to	depend	on	the	unity
of	the	subject.	This	unity	can	therefore	be	thought	of	in	two	ways.	The	first	involves	only	the
logical	point	just	outlined.	In	the	second,	the	unity	can	be	inflated	into	the	idea	of	the	self	as	the
‘light’	which	makes	the	universe	intelligible.	This	ambivalent	status	of	the	self	becomes	very
important	in	subsequent	German	philosophy.

Modernity	involves	a	huge	increase	in	the	human	capacity	to	gain	knowledge	and	control	of
nature.	If	the	basis	of	this	capacity	is	indeed	the	activity	of	the	subject,	the	problems	brought
about	by	scientific	and	technological	changes	can	be	related	to	different	interpretations	of
subjectivity.	Because	it	is	finite	and	mortal,	the	subject	is	inherently	dependent	on	its	being	a
natural	being;	at	the	same	time,	it	can	also	dominate	more	and	more	of	both	external	and
internal	nature.	The	domination	of	nature	may	then	lead	to	disastrous	attempts	to	overcome	the
subject’s	dependence	on	nature.	Moreover,	the	subject	seems	at	the	same	time	both	to	be	part
of	physical	nature,	and	yet	also	not	part	of	nature,	because	it	has	the	moral	freedom	to
withstand	natural	urges.	Kant	confronts	the	ambiguities	that	arise	from	this	dual	status.	The
contradictory	ways	in	which	he	has	been	interpreted	can	therefore	be	read	as	expressions	of
the	divided	nature	of	humankind’s	view	of	itself	in	modernity.

‘Things	in	themselves’

The	sense	of	the	divisions	in	modern	human	existence	is	most	apparent	in	Kant’s	reflections	on
freedom.	These	depend	on	his	distinction	between	how	the	world	appears	and	how	the	world
is	‘in	itself’,	between	the	world	as	‘phenomenon’	and	the	world	as	‘noumenon’.	Everything	in
the	appearing	world	is	subject	to	deterministic	laws,	including,	therefore,	our	own	brains	and
the	rest	of	our	bodies.	At	the	same	time,	when	we	resist	the	causally	explicable	promptings	of
our	instincts,	we	are	acting	in	terms	of	a	‘causality	through	freedom’.	We	cause	ourselves	not
to	do	something	because	we	think	it	is	wrong.	The	implausible	side	of	Kant’s	view	lies	in	the
fact	that	such	decisions	therefore	do	not	take	place	in	space	and	time,	because	everything	that
does	is	subject	to	deterministic	laws.	The	plausible	side	of	this	view	is	reflected	in	the	fact
that	societies	hold	their	members	responsible	for	what	they	do,	unless	it	can	be	shown	that	they
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were	caused	to	do	it	by	forces	beyond	their	control.

Kant	sees	us	as	free	‘in	ourselves’,	but	as	determined	by	natural	laws	qua	appearing	objects	in
nature.	The	meaning	of	a	‘thing	in	itself’	is,	though,	notoriously	ambiguous.	We	cannot	perceive
all	of	an	object	at	once,	so	it	might	mean	the	totality	of	the	aspects	of	an	object.	It	could,
though,	also	mean	that	the	real	nature	of	things	is	constitutively	hidden,	because	we	only	have
access	to	things	‘for	us’.	This	ambiguity	indicates	a	modern	sense	of	unease	about	the	place	of
humankind	in	nature.	Nature	may	be	potentially,	if	not	actually,	accessible	in	all	its	aspects	to
human	knowledge.	However,	it	could	also	be	that	scientific	knowledge	obscures	or	occasions
ways	in	which	we	fail	to	understand	nature.	Some	of	the	most	important	human	relationships	to
nature	do	not	depend	on	knowledge	of	causal	laws.	They	may	have	to	do,	for	example,	with
how	nature	can	be	a	resource	for	spiritual	renewal,	or	be	something	to	be	protected	against	the
depredations	of	technology.	Ideas	like	these	arise	because	there	seems	to	be	a	connection
between	human	freedom	and	the	sense	of	an	unknowable	side	to	nature:	neither	freedom	nor
nature	in	itself	are	part	of	the	world	of	appearances.

Reason	and	freedom

Kant	is	aware	that	one	cannot	simply	conjure	away	the	issues	raised	by	‘metaphysics’,	the
establishing	of	a	general	picture	of	how	the	world	is	constituted.	The	task	of	‘reason’,	as
opposed	to	that	of	cognitive	‘understanding’,	is	to	establish	principles	that	make	our	thoughts
coherent.	Discovering	ever	more	new	laws	of	nature	does	not	tell	us	about	how	those	laws
relate	to	each	other.	For	that,	one	needs	the	‘idea’	that	all	natural	phenomena	are	law-bound
and	constitute	an	overall	system,	which	is	not	something	we	can	know	is	the	case.	Ideas	have	a
‘regulative’	status:	we	need	them	to	order	thoughts	about	things	in	general,	but	what	they	claim
is	not	‘constitutive’,	because	that	would	involve	a	claim	of	the	kind	Kant	rejects	as	‘dogmatic’.
All	questions	about	the	ultimate	nature	of	things	therefore	become	unanswerable,	but	this	does
not,	as	Kant	himself	insists,	get	rid	of	the	impulse	to	ask	them.

In	the	first	Critique,	Kant,	who	is	himself	a	believer,	devastatingly	proves	that	the	existing
philosophical	proofs	that	God	exists	are	invalid.	Religion	must	therefore	be	a	matter	of	faith,
not	knowledge.	So	where	does	that	leave	the	‘big’	questions	about	the	meaning	of	life?	The
austerity	of	some	of	what	Kant	has	to	offer	here	is	a	result	of	the	restrictions	we	have
observed.	The	second	Critique	and	the	Foundation	of	the	Metaphysics	of	Morals	are	attempts
to	give	a	basis	for	morality	without	appeals	to	divine	authority.	The	still	commonly	held	belief
that	morality	needs	an	absolute	foundation	of	the	kind	provided	by	theology	is	not	necessarily
compelling.	Perhaps	all	I	need	to	prompt	me	to	act	morally	is	the	awareness	that	other	people
can	suffer	as	I	can.	Kant,	though,	remains	concerned	to	give	a	definitive	justification	for	the
criteria	one	uses	to	judge	what	one	should	do,	not	least	because	he	sees	the	need	to	have	ways
of	justifying	legal	sanctions	on	those	who	do	not	accept	the	demand	to	act	morally.	The	striking
thing	about	what	he	proposes	is	that	it	does	not	involve	concrete	moral	commandments.
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Kant	famously	maintains	that	only	a	‘good	will’	can	be	regarded	as	good	without	qualification.
Anything	we	regard	as	good	in	the	empirical	world	can,	in	other	circumstances,	turn	out	to	be
bad.	The	will	is	located	outside	nature,	where	everything	is	caused	by	and	is	the	cause	of
something	else.	The	goodness	of	a	good	will	does	not,	however,	give	any	direction	with	regard
to	what	we	should	actually	do.	What	we	do	depends	on	‘imperatives’.	If	we	wish	to	achieve	a
goal,	we	have	to	will	the	means	for	achieving	that	goal.	This	involves	‘hypothetical’
imperatives,	but	these	have	no	necessary	moral	content,	because	they	could	include	willing	the
means	to	kill	someone.	Morality	depends	instead	on	the	‘categorical	imperative’:	‘I	ought
never	to	act	except	in	such	a	way	that	I	can	also	will	that	my	maxim	should	become	a
universal	law’.	Kant	does	not	dictate	what	the	maxim	(the	principle)	of	my	action	should	be,
and	this	is	the	crux.	The	individual	has	to	decide	the	basis	for	their	actions,	rather	than	have	it
imposed	on	them,	otherwise	they	lack	what	differentiates	what	we	do	from	what	happens	in	the
world	of	nature.	Autonomy	does	not	consist	in	the	ability	to	do	whatever	one	wishes	(and	so,
as	Rousseau	argued,	be	the	slave	of	one’s	passions),	but	rather	in	the	ability	to	act	in	terms	of
principles	chosen	on	the	assumption	that	we	should	not	grant	to	ourselves	what	we	would	not
grant	to	others.

Kant’s	strategy	is	to	point	to	ways	that	we	acknowledge	our	common	humanity,	such	as	sharing
the	capacity	to	be	self-governing	in	terms	of	principles	not	dictated	by	self-interest.	This	might
seem	rather	naïve:	how	do	we	know	whether	we	really	are	acting	autonomously	or	not,	given
our	capacity	for	self-deception?	Kant	accepts	that	we	cannot	know	this.	All	he	can	appeal	to	is
a	sense	that	we	have	‘the	idea	of	another	and	much	more	worthy	purpose	of	existence’	than
what	is	governed	by	natural	causality.	This	idea	can	lead	us	to	realize	that	other	rational	beings
should	not	be	just	the	means	to	our	ends.	Rational	beings	have	intrinsic	value,	a	‘dignity’,
which	is	beyond	‘price’,	because	they	are	not	exchangeable	for	something	else.

Modernity	is	marked	by	exploitation,	ethnically	inspired	mass	murder,	and	almost	continual
warfare,	which	can	make	Kant’s	appeals	to	a	common	humanity	appear	naïve.	Hegel	will
criticize	the	categorical	imperative	for	lacking	any	roots	in	the	moral	habits	and	practices
which	develop	in	actual	historical	communities.	Kant’s	demands	for	universality	have,	though,
not	been	rendered	redundant	by	such	criticisms.	Without	the	demand	for	a	universal	idea	of
humanity,	international	law	lacks	a	grounding	principle.	In	the	wake	of	the	Nazis,	the	idea	of	a
‘crime	against	humanity’	became	essential	to	international	law.	Of	course,	the	implementation
of	international	law	can	be	desperately	difficult.	However,	part	of	Kant’s	point	in	separating
the	empirical	world	from	the	realm	of	freedom	is	to	keep	alive	the	idea	that	how	things	ought
to	be	can	never	be	reduced	to	how	they	have	been.	His	stance	is	often	criticized	from	a
philosophical	point	of	view,	because	this	separation	requires	the	idea	of	an	‘intelligible’	realm
of	freedom	that	is	outside	space	and	time.	However,	the	philosophical	problem	of	establishing
an	agreed	theory	on	such	matters	has	not	destroyed	the	idea	of	humanity	as	possessing	equal
rights,	based	on	a	notion	of	the	human	potential	for	autonomy.

Nature,	beauty,	and	freedom
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Kant	both	reveals	difficulties	and	suggests	new	possibilities	concerning	how	humanity	relates
to	nature.	If	nature	is	God’s	creation,	the	limitations	of	our	knowledge	have	to	do	with	human
finitude	and	fallibility,	and	complete	knowledge	is	assumed	to	reside	with	the	deity.	Other
responses	to	nature,	such	as	aesthetic	ones,	therefore	depend	on	the	idea	that	nature’s	wonders
and	mysteries	have	to	do	with	its	divine	origin,	as	suggested	in	the	idea	of	the	‘book	of	nature’.
If	such	theological	conceptions	no	longer	have	any	philosophical	support,	humankind’s
relationship	to	nature	becomes	a	problem.	In	the	first	Critique,	nature	is	just	a	system	of
necessary	laws.	Questions	about	nature’s	further	significances	cannot	arise	here	because	all	we
can	say	about	nature	depends	on	the	application	of	categories	and	concepts	to	intuitions.
Recent	‘materialist’	or	‘physicalist’	philosophical	conceptions	similarly	restrict	valid
explanations	to	those	provided	by	the	sciences:	phenomena	which	seem	to	be	outside	scientific
explanation,	such	as	consciousness	or	aesthetic	pleasure,	will	eventually	receive	law-bound
explanations.

One	reason	why	Kant	does	not	adopt	this	kind	of	reductive	view	is	that	even	notionally
complete	knowledge	of	nature	does	not	establish	the	point	of	that	knowledge.	What	is	the	point
of	a	wholly	objectified	view	of	existence	for	real	human	beings	in	concrete	life	situations?	In
the	first	two	Critiques,	Kant	radically	separates	the	cognitive	from	the	ethical,	and	this	leads	to
the	worry	that	nature	is	indeed	just	a	law-bound	machine.	The	modern	idea	of	‘nihilism’,	the
consequence	of	the	idea	that	there	is	no	value	in	anything	that	happens	in	nature,	because	it	is
nothing	but	chains	of	causes	of	other	causes,	originates	here.	Before	Kant,	such	concerns	did
not	become	urgent	because	things	in	nature	were	assumed	to	have	a	goal,	a	‘telos’,	towards
which	they	developed.	Positive	claims	about	teleology	in	nature	are	‘dogmatic’,	because	they
cannot	be	legitimated	as	knowledge,	but	Kant	is	unwilling	wholly	to	give	up	on	teleology.	His
way	of	trying	to	sustain	it	in	the	third	Critique	is	still	controversial:	he	connects	teleology	to
natural	and	artistic	beauty.

Although	his	position	here	is	highly	problematic,	it	is	another	important	historical	expression
of	a	change	in	the	way	people	interpret	the	world.	During	the	second	half	of	the	18th	century,
appreciation	of	the	beauty	of	nature	undergoes	a	radical	transformation	in	the	Western	world.
From	being	seen	as	a	threat,	wild	nature,	such	as	the	Alps,	comes	to	be	seen	as	a	valuable
resource,	precisely	because	we	cannot	control	it.	Nature	becomes	a	value	in	itself,	and	other
relationships	to	nature	than	the	cognitive	or	theological	become	significant.	This	change	is	part
of	what	inaugurates	modern	aesthetics.	Kant	connects	the	intrinsic	beauty	of	the	natural	world
both	to	artistic	beauty	and	to	non-cognitive	responses	to	nature.	The	form	of	a	natural	object	is
not	something	explained	by	the	physical	and	chemical	laws	governing	it,	because	it	depends	on
the	interrelation	of	the	different	constituents	of	the	object.	Kant	claims	that	the	organic
coherence	of	things	in	nature	means	that	it	is	‘as	if	an	understanding	contained	the	basis	of	the
unity	of	the	multiplicity	of	[nature’s]	empirical	laws’.	This	is	a	covertly	theological	way	of
sustaining	teleology,	though	Kant	admits	that	one	cannot	know	if	there	is	such	an
‘understanding’.	What	is	less	questionable	is	his	suggestion	that	the	pleasure	to	be	gained	from
contemplation	of	the	form	of	organisms	in	nature	compels	us	to	think	in	terms	which	are	not
reducible	to	scientific	laws.
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The	aim	of	the	Critique	of	Judgement	is	to	investigate	how	judgement	functions	‘according	to
the	principle	of	the	appropriateness	of	nature	to	our	capacity	for	cognition’.	The	Critique	is
therefore	meant	to	provide	a	principle	of	unity	of	humankind	and	nature	that	is	lacking	in	the
first	two	Critiques.	The	principle	allows	us	to	grasp	the	whole	of	a	natural	object,	rather	than
merely	analyse	its	parts,	and	is	manifest	in	our	pleasure	in	the	form	of	natural	objects.	This
idea	is	linked	both	to	our	ability	to	move	from	the	apprehension	of	particulars	to	the
formulation	of	rules	governing	those	particulars,	and	to	the	idea	that	appreciation	of	art	is	not
merely	subjective.	Whereas	preference	for	one	kind	of	wine	over	another	comes	down	to	what
is	‘agreeable’	to	me	or	to	you,	judgements	about	beauty	involve	the	claim	that	others	should
assent	to	the	same	judgement.	Kant	thinks	that	such	potential	agreement	points	to	an	underlying
‘common	sense’	(sensus	communis)	which	enables	us	to	share	a	world	that	is	intelligible	to
each	of	us	in	the	same	way:	the	cognitive	and	the	aesthetic	here	become	inseparable.

Central	to	Kant’s	conception	is	the	notion	of	an	‘aesthetic	idea’,	‘that	representation	of	the
imagination	which	gives	much	to	think	about,	but	without	any	determinate	thought,	i.e.	concept
being	able	to	be	adequate	to	it’.	Such	ideas	symbolize	what	is	otherwise	inaccessible	to
knowledge,	like	the	idea	of	goodness.	Access	to	the	highest	ideas,	which	point	to	a	shared
human	sense	of	value,	is	non-conceptual,	because	it	does	not	involve	the	application	of	a	rule
to	an	intuition.	Similarly,	in	our	experience	of	the	‘sublime’,	when	we	contemplate	threatening
natural	phenomena,	such	as	lightning,	volcanoes,	hurricanes,	from	a	position	of	safety,	we	get
the	sense	of	another	way	of	relating	to	nature	which	is	not	determined	by	what	we	can	know.
Nature	here	overwhelms	our	capacity	to	grasp	it,	and	Kant	maintains	that	the	idea	of	freedom	is
manifest	in	our	sense	of	the	limits	of	what	we	can	rationally	and	empirically	grasp.

Kant	can	seem	to	be	an	overly	rationalistic	philosopher,	who	leaves	too	little	space	for	the
concerns	that	give	meaning	to	people’s	lives.	However,	in	establishing	limits	on	what
philosophy	can	justifiably	claim,	he	is	also	pushed	towards	what	goes	beyond	those	limits.	The
significance	of	the	ideas	to	be	examined	in	the	coming	chapters	lies	in	how	they	help	us	to
understand	what	become	the	dominant	goals	of	the	modern	world.	The	decline	of	the	idea	that
the	most	important	goals	are	inherent	in	the	order	of	the	world	itself	means	that	the	task	of
establishing	goals	falls	explicitly	to	ourselves.	The	great	ideological	battles	in	the	period
around	the	French	Revolution,	which	lead	both	to	the	development	of	modern	democracy,	and
to	the	disasters	of	modernity	exemplified	by	Nazism	and	Stalinism,	are	closely	linked	to	the
philosophical	story	which	we	have	seen	begin	with	Kant’s	insistence	on	human	autonomy.
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