
Chapter 2

�
The Idea of a Culture of Enlightenment

1. Kant’s Answer to the Question, What Is Enlightenment?

Kant’s essay “An Answer to the Question, What Is Enlightenment?” is
often read as a loosely argued manifesto that defends the “original
imperative” of the freedom of thought.1 My aim in this chapter is to
show that Kant does much more in this short essay than merely restate
this familiar Enlightenment topos. What he undertakes is nothing less
than a critique of enlightenment through which he seeks to liberate the
Enlightenment from the dogmatic certitudes of rationalism while offer-
ing a defense both of the legitimacy of the demand to think freely and
of the rightful exercise of this freedom. Kant’s recasting of the intellec-
tual aspirations of the Enlightenment within a critical and practical
framework offers a plausible and attractive solution to the problems of
rational criticism we have outlined in the previous chapter. The main
task of this chapter is to reconstruct the steps through which this cri-
tique is accomplished. This will require that we examine the connec-
tions that Kant establishes between freedom of thought and public
address, rational argument and social practice, and criticism and the
authority of reason. 

Kant’s subtle reworking of the emancipatory message of the
Enlightenment begins with his interpretation of the rationalist motto
sapere aude. This phrase, which derives originally from Horace2 and
which, translated literally, means “dare to know,” was adopted in
1736 as the motto of the newly formed Wolffian “Society of the
Friends of the Truth.” By translating it as “have the courage to use
your own understanding!” (VIII:35, WE 54), Kant effectively replaces
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the search for knowledge with the search for intellectual independence.
Enlightenment does not signify acquisition of knowledge or skills, as it
does in Reinhold’s and Mendelssohn’s interpretations, but rather the
capacity to abandon the state of “self-incurred immaturity.” Still, this is
not a straightforward call for intellectual emancipation. Rather, and
here lies the originality of Kant’s argument, what is required in order to
throw off the yoke of immaturity is the freedom to make public use of
one’s reason, where “public” signifies a publicly conducted argument in
which all can participate. With the introduction of the idea of the
public use of one’s reason, Kant transforms the debate about the mean-
ing and limits of enlightenment in several ways. First, by interpreting
enlightenment in terms of a form of argument in which, as we shall see,
the actual participation of others is vital, he challenges the adequacy of
the introspective model and dissociates enlightenment from theoria, the
rational intuition of “distinct” concepts. Secondly, and as a direct result
of the prioritization of argument over knowledge seeking, he shifts the
terms of validation of this kind of intellectual exercise. At a single
stroke, he renders irrelevant the highly problematic attempts to show
that the theoretical gains of enlightenment are ultimately conducive to
happiness and to virtue. With a new conception of enlightenment, a
new kind of justification is called for. This justification, I will argue,
forms part of the reflective examination and identification of the com-
mitments attendant to the use of one’s own reason. Thirdly, following
from this, the complexion of the question of the limits of enlightenment
also changes. One can no longer argue that while the search after truth
and knowledge is a valuable end in itself, in view of the potentially
socially disruptive effects of this pursuit, it should be limited to a few
phronimoi scholars. This is because Kant interprets enlightenment
already in terms of public argument. In this way, he dispenses with the
notion that enlightenment must be implemented from above, and, at
least in principle, opens it up to the hitherto excluded “common mass
of people.” 

Fully to appreciate the significance of these transformations, it is
important to reacquaint ourselves with the questions that are raised by
Kant’s answer to the question, what is enlightenment? which, as Michel
Foucault points out, ”beneath its appearance of simplicity, it is rather
complex.”3 Foucault’s own analysis of these complexities is especially
useful because it focuses precisely on those features of the essay that
account for the originality of Kant’s argument. 

Foucault begins by pointing at the peculiar historical horizon, or
rather lack of it, of Kant’s essay: 
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Aufklärung is neither a world era to which one belongs, nor an event
whose signs are perceived, nor the dawning of an accomplishment. Kant
defines Aufklärung in an almost entirely negative way, as an Ausgang, an
“exit” a “way out.” . . . He is not seeking to understand the present on
the basis of a totality or of a future achievement. He is looking for a dif-
ference: What difference does today introduce with respect to yesterday?4

Foucault is right to claim that Kant’s conception of enlightenment is
”almost entirely negative,” for indeed it represents a shift from content
(i.e., types or items of knowledge, skills, etc.) to form—namely, a
manner of thinking. However, Kant’s statement that we do not live in
an enlightened age but rather in an “age of enlightenment” (VIII:40,
WE 58) suggests that he is concerned with defining a process, of which,
he claims, we have “distinct indications” (deutliche Anzeigen). While
this is not a straightforward historical claim, as I show in the next
chapter, this process of enlightenment—the “difference” that interests
Foucault— has a clear historical dimension. Most importantly, the con-
nection Kant establishes between freedom of thought and public
address opens the conceptual space for considering the emergence and
development of the social practices that flow from his almost, but not
entirely, negative conception of enlightenment. 

Next, Foucault focuses on the concept of “immaturity,” which he
interprets to mean “a certain state of our will that makes us accept
someone else’s authority to lead us in areas where the use of reason is
called for.”5 Enlightenment, he argues, is thus “defined by a modifica-
tion of the preexisting relation linking will, authority, and the use of
reason.”6 This relation, he claims, “is presented by Kant in a rather
ambiguous manner.” On the one hand immaturity is described as a
phenomenon in which one is caught up, on the other we are told that
“man himself is responsible for his immature status.”7 Foucault’s sug-
gestion here, made more forcefully and explicitly by Hamann, is that
the immature may not be entirely responsible for their predicament and
that they may have to overcome much more than “laziness and cow-
ardice” in order freely to employ their reason. While Foucault correctly
sees that implicit in Kant’s diagnosis of “self-incurred immaturity” is a
link between thinking and doing, and also between freedom and
responsibility, he stops short of investigating this link. On Kant’s
account, the free use of one’s reason requires the recognition of the
reflexive nature of the universalist demands of intellectual indepen-
dence: one reasons for oneself, but one does not reason alone. This
idea, and ideal, of intellectual independence, which already has a social
dimension, complicates the diagnosis of self-incurred immaturity. Its
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main function is to show that one’s release from immaturity depends
on the activation of capabilities that are perfectly within the ken of
ordinary individuals engaged in ordinary interactions, and thus that the
“ought” of intellectual independence is achievable. At the same time,
there is a corresponding social side to immaturity as well; this is why it
is not enough for the immature to seek to think for themselves, but, as
Kant insists, that they be allowed the freedom to do so. 

But, assuming that they are granted this freedom, what are the
immature then to do? This again is not clear according to Foucault
who points at a central ambiguity in Kant’s interpretation according to
which “Enlightenment must be considered both as a process in which
men participate collectively and as an act of courage to be accom-
plished personally.”8 The claim is accurate but not probing enough: if
we look in more detail at Kant’s argument we find that it describes a
dynamic relation between particular acts of independent thinking, the
universal horizon of those acts, and the individuals who participate in
the process of enlightenment. So what Foucault interprets as an ambi-
guity is in fact the outline of a dynamic model of enlightenment. When
we examine the commitments of independent reasoning, it will become
clear that the pursuit of one’s own enlightenment has an irreducible
social and practical dimension. On Kant’s account, enlightenment
cannot be just a personal project that each individual undertakes in
isolation from others. Both at the level of principle and at the level of
practice, enlightenment amounts to a test of one’s capacity to
acknowledge others as having an equal claim to intellectual indepen-
dence. This is the deepest transformation that the concept of enlighten-
ment undergoes in Kant’s interpretation, for it no longer means the
solitary struggle against error and superstition, but rather the effort to
think with others.

A final question concerns Kant’s use of the word “mankind”
(Menschheit). “Are we to understand that the entire human race is
caught up in the process of Enlightenment?” Foucault asks, “Or are we
to understand that it involves a change affecting what constitutes the
humanity of human beings?”9 It seems indeed unclear whether
“mankind” is used quantitatively, to mean that the entire human race is
involved in the process of enlightenment, or qualitatively, to mean that
one becomes human through enlightenment. Clarifying this is especially
important because it is not simply a matter of deciding who is the
addressee of the injunction “use your own understanding,” but also of
setting out the practical implications of Kant’s conception of enlighten-
ment. To do this, however, we should not follow Foucault who sees
Kant’s essay as essentially a historical piece, which provides “an analy-
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sis of the social, political, and cultural transformations that occurred at
the end of the eighteenth century.”10 As I show in the next section, the
idea of the public use of reason is not descriptive, but normative.
Furthermore, the strong connection Kant establishes between rational
argument and social practice allows substantive commitments to flow
from his conception of enlightenment as public reasoning. It thus
becomes possible to envisage a distinctive culture of enlightenment,
which in turn gives content to the idea of a life that is fitting for a
human being, as a being capable of reasoning autonomously, or, in
Kant’s words, a being “who is more than a machine” (VIII:42, WE 60).

2. A New Approach to Independent Thinking

The task of ridding one’s mind of superstition and prejudice is some-
times described by Enlightenment writers as a kind of growing up, as
an intellectual coming of age. As Hans Blumenberg has pointed out,
however, the metaphor of “the organic growth of rationality or of the
coming of light of day after the long night of its absence [has] an initial
but not lasting plausibility.”11 Although references to growth and matu-
rity successfully convey an increasing confidence and optimism about
human reason, in relegating entire cultures or historical periods to the
“childhood” of humanity, they also promote a misleading view of
human history and achievement. These characteristic themes and con-
victions of the Age of Reason are readily evoked by Kant’s claim that
“Enlightenment is man’s emergence from self-incurred immaturity”
(VIII:35, WE 54). These appearances are misleading, however. Read
carefully, Kant’s essay reverses these expectations at almost every step
of the argument, providing instead a critical reinterpretation both of
the metaphors of Enlightenment self-understanding and of the meaning
of “enlightenment.”

The first of those reversals concerns the metaphor of immaturity
itself, which is not used to signify a state of ignorance, of prejudice, or
superstition. Rather, it is “the inability to use one’s own understanding
without the guidance of another” (VIII:35, WE 54). Kant argues that
this impairment is “self-incurred” because it is not the result of a lack
of understanding, but rather of a “lack of resolution and courage”
(VIII:35, WE 54). In other words, the term “self-incurred immaturity”
implies simultaneously both the capacity and the failure to use one’s
own understanding. The structure of this concept resembles the struc-
ture of the concept of the pathological determination of the will, which
Kant introduces in the Critique of Pure Reason in order to explain the
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idea of “practical” freedom (CPR A534/B562).12 Here, he argues that
while for animals sensuous impulses are irresistible, in human beings
“sensibility does not necessitate” (CPR A534/B562) in the same way.
The human will is an arbitrium sensitivum liberum, which means that it
is “pathologically affected” (CPR A534/B562), that is, affected by sen-
suous motives, but it is not constrained by them. The purpose of this
distinction is to establish that human agents have “a power of self-
determination independently of any coercion through sensuous
impulses” (CPR A534/B562). Because they enjoy this practical free-
dom, they are imputable for their actions, even when they behave as if
sensuous motives were necessarily compelling. The parallel with the
concept of self-incurred immaturity has an important implication for
Kant’s conception of enlightenment. Rational insight and theoretical
accomplishment, which are central for both Mendelssohn and
Reinhold, become of secondary importance as Kant places enlighten-
ment directly into the domain of the “practical” (das Praktische),
which on Kant’s account is a domain involving choosing and willing.13

In short, both enlightenment and immaturity are now seen as a matter
of choice. This is further underlined in Kant’s designation of the imma-
ture as naturaliter maiorennes. This is a legal term used to describe
“those who have come of age by virtue of nature.”14 It indicates that, at
a particular stage of a person’s natural development, he or she should
be recognized by law as an adult and thus as no longer in need of guid-
ance and supervision. The contrast in law is with those who are desig-
nated as needing a tutor, a guide or protector. In parallel with those
who act on sensuous impulses, the immature, while able to exercise
their own judgment, continue to behave as if they were in need of guid-
ance. This voluntary tutelage, Kant claims, has become almost like a
second nature to them and has developed into the habit of letting
others, those whom he calls the “guardians,“ provide ready answers to
questions about how one should live and what one should believe
(VIII:35, WE 54). The equivalent to “pathological determination” here
is determination by the guardians, whose role can be performed by an
individual such as a doctor or a spiritual adviser, but also by a book, a
dogma, or even a formula. The first step out of immaturity, therefore,
consists in ridding oneself of one’s guardians. 

Kant insists that emancipation from external guidance is both a
possible and a desirable goal. Indeed, he claims that it is the “duty
(Beruf) of all men to think for themselves” (VIII:36, WE 55). But is
Kant right to reject the need for guardians? One may ask, for instance,
whether it would be foolish not to defer occasionally to the opinion of
the expert or the specialist.15 To use one of Kant’s own examples, it
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does not seem senseless in matters of diet to ask the doctor for his opin-
ion. The call to use one’s own understanding on matters about which
one knows little or nothing would render the Enlightenment motto
“Have the courage to use your own understanding!” empty and per-
functory. Indeed, if we decide as a matter of principle to refuse to con-
sult someone who has superior knowledge and experience in a
particular field, our courage can easily border on the foolhardy.
However, what Kant asks us to reject, or at least place in doubt, is not
the knowledge or expertise of the guardians but the kind of authority
they embody. To do so is to take the first step in the process of learning
to acknowledge a different form of authority, the authority of reason.
Intellectual independence, Kant suggests, is a two-step process: the first
step consists in emancipating oneself from the authority of the
guardians, the second in learning to recognize the authority of reason.
It is both those steps that make up what Kant describes as the “free
movement” of those who cast away the “ball and chain” of immaturity
(VIII:36, WE 55).

But why does putting ourselves under the authority of reason
render us free and intellectually independent? To find Kant’s answer to
this, we need to examine first in what this authority consists. It is not
the authority of Reinhold’s “rational men,” the enlightened philoso-
phers, nor that of the members of the learned academies who, as
Samuel Formey reports, were viewed by the “literate public” as modern
“oracles.”16 In short, Kant does not propose that the immature replace
one set of beliefs with another more rational or enlightened one. This is
because, on Kant’s account, the problem does not lie with the source,
content, or consequences of the advice one receives from the guardians.
Rather, the problem regards the form of the relationship between
guardian and ward or, more specifically, the type of authority that this
relationship exemplifies. Kant’s main objection is that the authority
exercised by the guardians is such that it encourages the systematic and
habitual abandonment of the ward’s own critical faculties. As Kant
observes, the officer says “Don’t argue, get on parade!” The tax official
says “Don’t argue, pay!” The priest says “Don’t argue, believe!”
(VIII:37, WE 55). In other words, this is a type of authority that not
only demands but also depends on unquestioning compliance; it affords
the ward no opportunity for critical evaluation of the guardian’s com-
mands or of the guardian’s warrant to authority.

The proposed alternative is based on the freedom to debate. Kant
describes no method or rules for the guidance of one’s understanding.
This, however, is obviously problematic because it appears to imply
that the authority of reason is tantamount to absence of authority.
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How then does Kant seek to defend this model? He begins the essay by
urging us to have the courage to use our own understanding, and then,
instead of proceeding to elaborate the method or rules necessary for the
proper conduct of one’s own understanding, he makes the rather
opaque claim that for the people to learn to think for themselves, “all
that is needed” (VIII:36, WE 55) is the freedom to make public use of
reason in all matters. In short, he omits to explain the precise nature of
the connection, which clearly he considers to be a vital one, between
public reasoning and the use of one’s own understanding. The oddity
of Kant’s position becomes more striking when we consider the
Cartesian model of independent thinking presented in the Discourse on
the Method for Rightly Conducting the Reason and Searching for
Truth in the Sciences. The method mentioned in the title consists in an
introspective process of systematic doubt by means of which Descartes
seeks to eliminate uncertainties and to secure firm foundations for
progress in both scientific and metaphysical enquiries. The key assump-
tion that guides this project is the belief that all human beings are
equally endowed with bon sens, that is, the capacity to make sound
judgments and to distinguish truth from error. Error and disagreement,
Descartes argues, are due not to variations in the capacity to reason,
but to variations in the reasoning process; therefore, in order to judge
soundly and truthfully, it is necessary that we adopt a proper method
for conducting our reason. While Kant shares this egalitarian concep-
tion of human cognitive powers, he appears to disregard altogether the
question of method, asserting simply that freedom to debate in public is
all that is needed. I will be arguing, however, that this is not an omis-
sion on Kant’s part. This is because the freedom to argue in public is a
structured freedom. To discover this structure, we need to identify the
normative constraints that are implicit in the concept of a “public use
of reason.” Although the concept is frequently invoked in the literature,
it is rarely treated as having normative meaning.17 This is a serious
oversight, however, for unless we identify the ways in which public
argument is principled argument, we should lose any connection
between it and independent reasoning, for one can just as freely be the
mouthpiece of a guardian as to voice his or her own thoughts. 

Kant defines the public use of reason as “that use which anyone
may make of [reason] as a man of learning addressing the entire read-
ing public” (VIII:37, WE 55). It possesses two key features: it is public
and it is inclusive. Irrespective of rank or occupation, all are equally
invited to participate. The citizen who believes that the tax system is
unfair may “publicly voice his thoughts,” the officer who believes that
the military service pursues a mistaken policy must, similarly, be able to
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submit his observations “to his public for judgment.” Neither needs a
special qualification or license to speak; each speaks simply as a
“member of a complete commonwealth or even a cosmopolitan soci-
ety” (VIII:37, WE 56).

The second feature of public reasoning, publicity, has conse-
quences that are made explicit in another of Kant’s examples: that of a
priest addressing his congregation. Although the priest speaks in public
and performs a public function, he is nonetheless described as making a
“private” use of his reason. As both Thomas Auxter and Onora
O’Neill have pointed out, Kant does not use “private” synonymously
with “individual perspective,’’18 to refer to the “merely individual or
personal.”19 However, the meaning Auxter gives to “private,”—namely
that which falls short of the “complete development of human capaci-
ties and the attainment of moral goals,”20—is not applicable in this
context, for we are told nothing here of moral achievement, or of the
development of our talents. What is at issue, in the first instance at
least, is simply the freedom to speak in public. It is more appropriate,
therefore, to think of “private” as signifying a limitation imposed upon
the speaker, which amounts to a privation (privus has both the mean-
ing of “peculiar to oneself, private, individual” and that of “deprived
of, destitute”). What limits the priest is his role; as Kant says, he is
“employed to expound in a prescribed manner and in someone else’s
name” (VIII:38, WE 56). Thus although he may be thinking his own
thoughts, he does not, indeed, should not, speak them. To make public
use of his reason, the priest, just like the officer and the citizen in
Kant’s other examples, must make “use of his own reason and speak in
his own person,” and this he can succeed in doing only when he
addresses the “the real public (i.e., the world at large)” (VIII:38, WE
57; emphasis added). It transpires, therefore, that the public use of
reason is inclusive not just in the sense that “anyone may make it,” that
everyone is encouraged to consider oneself as a potential public
speaker, but also in that the addressee just is “the world at large.” 

However, if the “real” public is nothing less than the world at
large, it would seem that hardly ever, hardly anyone makes truly public
use of one’s reason, since usually their audience is limited. One way of
interpreting the requirement for unrestricted audience is, as O’Neill
does, in terms of “publicizability.” A publicizable communication, she
argues, is “in principle accessible to the world at large and can be
debated without invoking authority.”21 The idea here is that a commu-
nication that presupposes some authority will either fail to reach those
who do not share this basic presupposition or will be disputed by them.
The key element is not actual publicity but accessibility in principle:
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“communications that cannot, however disseminated, reach those who
do not accept or assume some authority are not full uses of reason at
all.”22 The advantage of this interpretation is that it makes explicit the
hidden “ought” in the idea of public use of reason. The problem with it
is that it raises more questions than it answers. First, the idea of a “full
use of reason” suggests a contrast with a partial or incomplete use that
is absent from Kant’s formulation, which is not about degree but rather
about a form of reasoning. Most importantly, it is not clear how we are
meant to judge the “reach” of a communication. Accessibility in princi-
ple is an unsatisfactory criterion because it is difficult to assess whether,
though bona fide, our communication may not in fact involve some
presupposition of authority, such that will alienate part of our audi-
ence. Indeed, it is often the case that reliance on such presuppositions,
which might have to do with our background, adherence to a doctrine,
or simply admiration for someone—what Kant calls a “prejudice of
prestige” (IX:77, Logic 580)—can only be identified in the course of
argument. Moreover, as we shall see in the next section, Kant views
disagreement as playing a vital role in reasoning. O’Neill’s interpreta-
tion must be rejected therefore for two reasons. First, it renders the
“ought” of publicizability unduly elusive, making the public use of
reason an impossibly demanding proposal, rather than a practice that,
as portrayed in Kant’s text, is within our compass and shapes our
“learned” but ordinary communications. Secondly, by interpreting pub-
licity in terms of publicizability, O’Neill collapses publicity and inclu-
sion into a single principle. As a result, she overlooks what is distinctive
about the principle of publicity and underestimates the importance of
the practice of “making public,” which she identifies with mere “dis-
semination.” To understand Kant’s claims concerning the connection
between public address and independent thinking, however, we need
both to distinguish between inclusion and publicity and pay attention
to the practice of public argument. 

We can examine the nature of the requirement of inclusion by
turning to “What Is Orientation in Thinking?” which postdates the
essay on enlightenment by two years. Although the type of debate
treated in this essay is of a specialist nature—the topic, Spinoza’s pan-
theism, is clearly mainly of interest to philosophers23— Kant takes the
opportunity to return to the subject of enlightenment and the require-
ments of intellectual independence. Arguing that it requires “less
effort” than is imagined by those who equate it with knowledge, he
defines enlightenment as follows:

To think for oneself means to look within oneself (i.e., in one’s own
reason) for the supreme touchstone of truth; and the maxim of thinking
for oneself at all times is enlightenment. (VIII:146, WO 249) 
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This definition appears to be in sharp contrast with the one given in the
“Enlightenment” essay, in which public argument is central. If we ask,
however, how the “touchstone of truth” tests arguments, we discover
that Kant describes this reflective critical process in a way that gives us
an important clue for interpreting the requirement of inclusion. The test
of intellectual independence consists in the application of “a negative
principle” in the use of one’s cognitive powers: 

To employ one’s own reason means simply to ask oneself, whenever one
is urged to accept something, whether one finds it possible to transform
the reason for accepting it, or the rule which follows from what is
accepted, into a universal principle governing the use of one’s reason.
(VIII:146, WO 249)

Intellectual independence, the use of one’s own reason, and the require-
ment of inclusion, that one should address the world at large, are
brought together here in the form of a universalizability test to which
we ought to submit our criteria for accepting or rejecting an argument
“we are urged to accept.” When we examine the merits of an argu-
ment, Kant maintains, we should at the same time examine what sort
of criteria we use in our judgment and whether these can be considered
as universally valid. Interpreted in terms of universalizability, the inclu-
sion requirement appears as a test of an individual’s thinking that
simultaneously provides the normative horizon of the search for intel-
lectual independence. It is therefore, as Kant claims, a “negative” test,
because it does not determine the content of our thoughts but merely
helps us to discover which of the criteria we use in accepting or reject-
ing an argument may be nonuniversalizable. 

Why is inclusion, understood now as universalizability, a feature of
intellectual independence? Why do we think freely when we examine our
thoughts in this way? We can seek to understand how Kant envisages this
connection by considering the negative effects of communications that are
intentionally exclusive and hence private in Kant’s terms. An interesting
example of such a communication, given in the Critique of Pure Reason,
is that of the parliamentary advocate who offers different arguments to
different groups—“one argument for these, another for those” (CPR
A789/B817)— in order to take advantage of his audience. By tailoring his
argument to suit his audience, the advocate appeals to the particular reasons
each happens to find attractive, thus bolstering the limits of their restricted
horizon. Though no one is forcefully debarred from the process of reason-
ing, it is plausible to think that the reasoning of the advocate’s audience is
indeed curtailed because of the way they are being addressed. Still Kant
does not offer here, any more than he does in the “Enlightenment” essay,
an explanation of the relation between universalizability and the use of
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one’s own reason; he merely asserts that the former is essential to the
latter.24 It is possible that Kant intends universalizability to be under-
stood as a test for the acceptability of a reason by other rational beings
qua rational beings, in which case the application of the test to my own
reasons would ensure conformity with the rational standard. However,
even assuming that this is what universalizability stands for—that is, a
rationality checkup—not only do we lack a defense of this position, but
also face once again the problem we encountered with O’Neill’s “publi-
cizability” requirement; namely that it is too elusive. This is because, in
applying the test to our thinking, we can never know for sure that we
do not deceive ourselves or misunderstand “universally valid” for
“acceptable to people like me.” If, on the other hand, failing the test is
immaterial—trying is all that counts—it is difficult to see how the test
is at all testing, how it provides a critical structure to our reflection. A
way forward is suggested by Kant’s claim that in order to think inde-
pendently and to think well, it is not sufficient to engage in the ideal
reckoning with other rational thinkers described in the universalizabil-
ity test. Reasserting that enlightenment involves the participation of the
public, Kant argues that the freedom to communicate with real inter-
locutors is essential, for without it we lose our capacity even to think
freely: “the same external constraint which deprives people of the free-
dom to communicate their thoughts in public also removes their free-
dom of thought” (VIII:144, WO 247). He stresses that freedom of
thought depends on free communication, the freedom to think “in com-
munity with others to whom we communicate our thoughts and who
communicate their thoughts to us” (VIII:144, WO 247). This suggests
that publicity, in the sense of making something public, has a distinc-
tive and important role to play in free thinking. 

For a clue to the normative significance of publicity (Publizität)
we need to look at two other of Kant’s essays, “Theory and Practice”
and “Perpetual Peace.”25 In “Theory and Practice,” Kant connects pub-
licity with the “freedom of the pen,” especially in political matters. The
people, he argues, must be allowed the freedom to judge “publicly” the
proposed laws of the state (VIII:304, TP 85). In “Perpetual Peace,” the
scope and role of publicity are extended and publicity is presented as a
test of right and wrong: “All actions affecting the rights of other human
beings are wrong if their maxim is not compatible with their being
made public” (VIII:381, PP 126). This test is again described as “purely
negative” (VIII:381, PP 126) because it picks out only what is not
right. The status of publicity in Kant’s writings has been a matter of
debate with some commentators arguing that it must be seen as a right
that the people have (as it would appear, for instance, from the argu-
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ment in “Theory and Practice”), while others that it is a moral duty of
disclosure on the part of the government.26 Here, I want to focus on
Kant’s claim that publicity is an a priori condition for rightful
maxims.27 Given that it can plausibly be interpreted as an empirical cri-
terion of rightfulness,28 why should Kant insist on an a priori connec-
tion between “publicly knowable” and rightful? The answer must be
sought in Kant’s conception of the legitimacy of a law.

Kant explains the idea of legitimacy or “rightfulness”
(Rechtmäßigkeit) in a way that is clearly indebted to, but significantly
different from, Rousseau’s analysis of legitimate (légitime) government
in the Social Contract. As we saw in the previous chapter, Rousseau’s
principle of legitimacy is based on the idea of an original contract. This
yields the following guideline: a law is right if it is the expression of the
general will legislating for the common good. With Kant things are oth-
erwise. The guideline for the legislator is that he should “frame his laws
in such a way that they could have been produced by the united will of
a whole nation” (VIII:297, TP 79).29 In this, the legislator “must regard
each subject, insofar as he can claim citizenship, as if he had consented
within the general will” (VIII:297, TP 79). The crucial change that
Kant makes on the Rousseauean model is that laws are no longer pro-
duced by the united will of the people, but must be regarded as if they
had been agreed by them. Kant thus replaces the need for actual agree-
ment, which is the defining feature of Rousseau’s participatory political
model, with the idea of a possible agreement that functions as a limit-
ing condition for the legislator. In this way, Kant not only eliminates
the normative function of the idea of the common good, but also alters
the nature of political obligation. In his model, the citizens do not stand
under the obligation to legislate for the common good; rather it is the
legislator who, acting on behalf of the citizens, stands under the obliga-
tion to make laws to which they can reasonably be expected to give
their consent. Thus rearticulated, the principle of rightfulness holds that
a law may not be imposed upon a people, if the people “could not pos-
sibly agree to it” (VIII:297, TP 79),30 that is, if they would not freely
have chosen to impose such a law upon themselves. It is this principle of
rightfulness that Kant subsequently spells out in terms of publicity, argu-
ing that an action affecting the rights of other human beings is wrong if
its maxim cannot be declared publicly.31 Therefore, although we could
easily think of publicity as an empirical rule of thumb, a device by
which people and legislator make sure that the basic legitimacy test is
being carried out, Kant stresses its a priori character because it repre-
sents the final unfolding of the nonempirical, and also nontrivial, con-
ception of rightfulness contained in the idea of an original contract. It
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articulates the basic entitlement that citizens have to judge matters that
affect them.

What, then, is the relevance of publicity, thus understood, in the
domain of public argument? First, it complements Kant’s diagnosis that
immaturity is self-incurred. The latter contains the idea that the failure
to use one’s own understanding is not the result of inability to do so.
This diagnosis of thwarted or unexercised ability is complemented by
the idea of the public’s entitlement to exercise it. Second, because of the
structure of the idea of rightfulness it articulates, publicity helps us with
the puzzle over universalizability, why, that is, one is to look within
oneself for the “supreme touchstone of truth” and yet at the same time
must seek to base one’s judgment on universalizable principles. We can
begin to understand the idea that thinking for oneself is an other-
directed activity by looking at the relation that publicity articulates
between the judgment of the individual and the context of this judging
process, which is one in which others have an equal title to judge for
themselves. Of course, the demand for public scrutiny and accountabil-
ity set out in the publicity test can easily degenerate into a demand for
communications that are unthreatening, as Kant stipulates, but only
because they are anodyne, or at worst demagogic.32 This is why the
principle of inclusion, which extends the horizon of communication to
“the world at large,” is an important complement of publicity, giving
us an indication of the kind of public we should endeavor to address.
Finally, publicity describes a practice of communication, which forms
an integral part of Kant’s reworking of the ideal of independent think-
ing and of his conception of enlightenment.

We are now better placed to understand Kant’s claim that all that
is needed for enlightenment is freedom to debate in public. This is not a
claim about absence of boundaries, but rather a proposal to make use
of a freedom that is structured by the requirements of inclusion and of
publicity. Remarkably, and in contrast to other proposals we discussed
in the previous chapter, we are told nothing of the purported advan-
tages of enlightenment. Inclusion and publicity do not spell out maxims
of benevolence, but rather the idea that the aspiration to think for one-
self has an inclusive and public structure. Before examining Kant’s rea-
sons for arguing this, I want first to focus on the implications that flow
from his interpretation of intellectual independence in terms of a public
use of reason. The communicative and participatory dimension of this
interpretation strongly suggests that the requirements of publicity and
inclusion do not determine only singular and isolated acts of communi-
cation, but also a distinct domain of practice. The purpose of the next
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section is to explore this domain of practice and examine its scope,
function, and character. 

3. The Culture of Enlightenment: Public Argument as Social Practice

A familiar and well-rehearsed criticism of the Enlightenment concep-
tion of the emancipation of reason is that the search for intellectual
independence is predicated upon hostility toward culture, which is
viewed with suspicion as a repository of unexamined and potentially
irrational practices. It is argued that the goal of pure rational self-deter-
mination is premised on a necessary blindness to the particular cultural
context from which such demands are issued in the first place.
MacIntyre’s invitation that we recognize the “rationality of tradi-
tions”33 or Gadamer’s attempt to rehabilitate prejudice, by reinvesting
it with its original meaning of “preliminary judgment,” are examples of
projects that seek to counter this trend and to vindicate the primacy of
culture in our cognitive and moral endeavors. Although these argu-
ments are couched within detailed historical studies, they gain their
force and continuing relevance not because they confront us with a
problematic feature of a particular period of European intellectual his-
tory, but rather because they seek to make us recognize something
about ourselves here and now. As Gadamer argues, we need to over-
come the “fundamental prejudice of enlightenment,” its “prejudice
against prejudice.”34 This requires that we come to terms with the fact
that “long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-
examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the
family, society and state in which we live.”35 Though characteristic of a
broad band of twentieth-century projects concerned with the reorienta-
tion of critical reflection, the arguments describing the standoff
between enlightenment and culture have their roots in the debate about
the nature of enlightenment conducted during the eighteenth century.
We have already encountered Reinhold’s and Mendelssohn’s attempt to
differentiate between culture and enlightenment while at the same time
inscribing both in a broader context of human cultivation and develop-
ment. Others, such as Herder or Hamann, emphasized their irreconcil-
ability. Drawing partly on Rousseau’s argument in the first Discourse,
Herder criticizes the emptiness of “freethinking,” which, cut loose of
any substantive commitments, becomes a mere “mechanical” game36

that oppresses and holds captive our souls “under chains of flowers.”37

Almost a decade later, in his Metacritique of the Purism of Reason,38
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Hamann singles out Kant as the chief proponent of this arid rational-
ism. He criticizes the “partly misunderstood and partly failed” project
of the purification of reason, on the grounds that the attempt to make
“reason independent of all tradition and custom and belief in them” is
as vain as it is dogmatic.39 There is a lot that separates the various posi-
tions sketched here. However, what the arguments for cultural embed-
dedness of both the eighteenth- and the twentieth-century critics share
in common is a fundamentally ethical concern about the kind of impov-
erished and self-engrossed life we are invited to lead when asked to
adopt sapere aude as our motto. It is this concern that I want to
address in this section.

Our investigation into the connection between the injunction
“Have the courage to use your own understanding!” and the freedom
to argue in public has disclosed the outlines of a domain of human
interaction that takes us beyond the bare articulation of the demand to
think for oneself. Nonetheless, it is this demand that guides Kant’s
account. Set beside those of Mendelssohn or of Reinhold, in which
enlightenment is defined, and defended, in terms of the concrete gains
in knowledge, skill, virtue, or happiness that are claimed to accrue from
it, Kant’s account seems unduly austere. As Foucault points out, it is
“almost entirely negative.” I want to argue, however, that this concep-
tion of enlightenment does not commit us to the kind of perfectionist
search for rational self-purification that Hamann criticizes. Rather, it
opens up a domain of practice that describes a constructive relation
with culture. This Kantian alternative is not a project of reconciliation,
in the manner of Reinhold or of Mendelssohn. Rather, by enabling us
to consider the social character of the project of intellectual self-deter-
mination, it allows us to resist, rather than overcome, the either/or of
culture and enlightenment. 

Looking closely at the “Enlightenment” essay, we can without
much difficulty discern the signs of its own cultural embeddedness.
From the example of the publicly speaking priest, a likely reference to
Johann Friedrich Zöllner, a clergyman and member of the Wednesday
Society who first posed in print the question, what is enlightenment? to
the very idea of public use of reason, which reflects the structures of
communication and debate established in the various enlightened soci-
eties, Kant can be seen to weave freely into his argument historically
specific cultural references. Considered from the perspective of rational-
ist purism, these references should spoil the argument. However, this
perspective is not the only one open to us. Kant’s practical conception
of enlightenment, in which participation in public argument is vital,
enables us to view the references to his own culture as contributing to
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an outline of a possible culture that fulfils the demands of enlighten-
ment. In this way, we can think of this latter as not antithetical to cul-
ture but, on the contrary, as enabling us to envisage the realization of a
culture of enlightenment.

A culture of enlightenment is simply a culture in which people are
free to make public use of their reason. Although Kant himself does not
employ this term, it serves to make vivid certain important features of
his position. First, it makes explicit Kant’s concern with defining a
domain of practical human interaction that is not reducible either to
the political domain or to that of personal morality. Secondly, it under-
lines the extent to which substantive commitments are contained in the
very idea of a public use of reason. These substantive commitments are
quite simply the material conditions that must obtain in order for
public enlightenment to be possible. The formal requirements of inclu-
sion and of publicity can be seen thus to correspond to certain concrete
requirements, namely the freedoms which people must enjoy in order to
be able to make public use of their reason. The requirement of inclu-
sion corresponds to the freedom of participation in public argument,
which concerns the identity of the public. The requirement of publicity
corresponds to the freedom of communication without fear of persecu-
tion, which Kant often calls the “freedom of the pen.” These freedoms
are but specifications of the freedom to make public use of one’s
reason, answering respectively the questions of who participates in
public argument and what is the content and thematic range of these
arguments. At the same time, they represent commitments by those
who participate in this culture of enlightenment to ensure that argu-
ment remains truly open to the public at large and that the participants
do not suffer sanctions as a result of their communications.

Despite its importance, the question of who participates in public
argument is not addressed by Kant outside the “Enlightenment” essay,
and even there it is treated only cursorily. However, in order to envis-
age the outlines of a culture of enlightenment we need to examine
what level of participation we can plausibly attach to Kant’s proposal.
For this, we can turn first to the examples he uses in his essay of
priests, soldiers, and overtaxed citizens. What is immediately striking
is the seeming inconsistency between the universal horizon stipulated
by the requirement of inclusion and the identity of the public that pur-
sues its own enlightenment. Those who express their thoughts in
public are invited to speak as men of “learning” or as “learned” indi-
viduals who address the “reading” public. These qualifications appear
to restrict the public use of reason to a small circle of educated indi-
viduals and thus to revise downward, so to speak, the real reach of the
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domain of application of the requirement of inclusion. Hannah Arendt
infers from this that the specification “learned” imposes a restriction on
the public use of reason. “The scholar,” she argues, “is not the same as
a citizen; he is a member of a very different kind of community,
namely, ‘a society of world citizens,’ and it is in this capacity that he
addresses the public.”40 While the general gist of the argument fits with
the account of inclusion given so far, I think that the idealized scholar
in Arendt’s account does not answer the “who?” question that con-
cerns us here. Kant’s references to learning can in fact be interpreted as
meaning that no other qualifications are necessary for participating in a
public argument. The emphasis on education can thus be understood as
emancipatory, as lifting the barriers that could be imposed by some-
one’s rank or occupation—as Kant puts it elsewhere: “the mark of
learnedness signifies an inner determination of a man, but being a
master or a servant only an external relation” (IX:61, Logic 566). This
interpretation fits better with the principle of inclusion that defines a
public use of reason as one that anyone may make. We can then argue
that the freedom of participation represents a commitment to overcom-
ing the traditional barriers of birth, wealth, standing, or professional
specialization (Kant is especially insistent on the latter because he is
concerned to open up religious debate to those who are not members of
the clergy, namely the philosophers). 

One question remains, however, concerning the sex of the partici-
pants to public debate. The exclusion of women would mean that the
very group singled out at the beginning of the “Enlightenment” essay for
being entirely in the thrall of the guardians,41 and hence presumably
most in need of emancipation, would be the one deprived of the means
of escaping their self-incurred immaturity. Do then women form part of
the “real public” or is the real public merely an extended and more open
version of the various enlightened societies, with which Kant was famil-
iar and which were made up of learned professional men? Kant’s gener-
ally unflattering views on women have often been attacked and also
dismissed as unsound on the grounds that, as Susan Mendus argues,
Kant tends to elevate “to the level of undeniable and indubitable truth”
what are clearly “principles and practices of eighteenth-century
Germany.”42 Our concern here, however, is to an extent the reverse: we
are not concerned with the particulars that are made into universal
truths, but rather with whether we can draw a convincing cultural
schema for the universalist commitments underpinning Kant’s concep-
tion of enlightenment. This is why the question of women is important
and relevant, because their explicit exclusion would constitute a serious
fault in the very exposition of the idea of the freedom of participation.

72 KANT AND THE CULTURE OF ENLIGHTENMENT

Deligiorgi, Katerina. Kant and the Culture of Enlightenment, State University of New York Press, 2005. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3407607.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 13:32:12.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

5.
 S

ta
te

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f N
ew

 Y
or

k 
P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



To decide this issue it is useful to look briefly at Kant’s argument
on citizenship. Kant argues that women should be denied citizenship on
the grounds that they are not active members of the commonwealth. To
be an active member, one must enjoy a degree of economic and social
independence. As Kant explains, only a member of the commonwealth
who is “his own master” and able to support himself may be granted
citizenship and allowed voting rights (VIII:295, TP 77). Apart from
minors, those who are considered as nonactive are women, servants,
and a number of people whose occupation is precarious and who are
“under the direction or protection of other individuals” (VI:315, MM
126). Kant’s denial of a political voice to these people, together with his
use of the empirical criterion of economic independence to determine
who is fit to vote, is one of the most controversial features of his politi-
cal philosophy.43 Here, however, an asymmetry emerges between the
entitlement to participate in the political domain, which is strictly cur-
tailed, and the freedom to speak in public. The latter, it emerges, is
truly unrestricted. As Kant states explicitly, any member of the “com-
plete commonwealth” (VIII:37, WE 56, emphasis added) who wishes
to make use of his, and here we can add also her, reason may do so.
That Kant does not use here the active/passive distinction, and refers
instead to the complete commonwealth allows us to interpret the free-
dom of participation in the broadest way possible, taking into account
all those who fall under the description of naturaliter maiorennes. Thus
while minors remain excluded, the domain of public reasoning remains
open to otherwise disenfranchised members of the commonwealth,
including women. The nonrestrictive conception of commonwealth
used in this context drives a wedge between the condition of economic
and legal tutelage of the nonactive members, which remains static, and
the condition of the immature, who are invited to make full use of the
emancipatory possibilities that public argument opens to them.

In contrast to the freedom of participation, the freedom of com-
munication is treated in several places in Kant’s work, most often in a
political context. As we have seen in the previous chapter, even under
the rule of an enlightened king, the public contestation of political
claims was actively discouraged and was considered to be dangerous.44

Kant’s defense of the “freedom of the pen” in political matters consti-
tutes thus a principled response to a particular historical set of circum-
stances. Since the use of one’s own understanding cannot, without
contradiction, be subject specific, public reasoning must extend to poli-
tics even if, or, especially if, this happens to be a sensitive domain.
There is, however, more to Kant’s concern with securing the freedom of
political communications. Public argument is entrusted with discrete
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political functions: it provides a forum for political criticism, forming a
public tribunal for the laws of the state; it substantiates the conception
of rightfulness as consent, by allowing the people to be informed about
what is proposed in their name; finally, it facilitates the political educa-
tion of both the people and their rulers, acting, in the long run, as a
peaceful force for political reform. 

The most extensive discussion of these functions can be found in
“Theory and Practice” where Kant declares that the freedom of the pen
is the only “safeguard of the rights of the people” (VIII:304, TP 85).
The context of this claim is an argument against Hobbes, who, accord-
ing to Kant, argues that “the head of state has no contractual obliga-
tions towards the people” (VIII:303, TP 84). While Kant rejects the
contrasting idea that the people have coercive rights against the head of
state, he finds Hobbes’s proposition that the head of state be granted
absolute power “quite terrifying” (VIII:304, TP 84). It is here that
political criticism becomes important; it provides a mechanism for cor-
recting mistakes that can lead to the citizens’ suffering an injustice. On
those grounds, Kant argues that “the citizen must, with the approval of
the ruler, be entitled to make public his opinion on whatever of the
ruler’s measures seem to him to constitute an injustice against the com-
monwealth” (VIII:304, TP 85). The citizens’ entitlement critically to
examine particular laws in public is presented here as ancillary to their
entitlement to expect that the ruler acts in good faith and would not
wish to do them an injustice. Nonetheless, since, as Kant points out, the
ruler is, after all, “no more than a human being” (VIII:304, TP 85) and
hence fallible, he should be given the opportunity to correct his possible
mistakes. Conversely, we can read this as a plea to give the citizens the
opportunity to submit the laws of the state to public scrutiny, or to
grant them freedom of the pen. Still, I want to argue now, this is not a
prudential argument. 

Although the fact of human fallibility does play a role in Kant’s
conception of public debate, it is not the determining ground for this
freedom. The freedom to communicate without fear of persecution
flows from the principle of publicity and is ultimately derived from
Kant’s conception of rightfulness, which stipulates that “whatever a
people cannot impose upon itself cannot be imposed upon it by the leg-
islator either” (VIII:304, TP 85). This principle also accounts for the
second function of political public argument. If the idea of the consent
of the people is not to remain an abstract requirement on the legislator,
it must have implications for the conduct of everyday political life.
Essential to this is the need to ensure that the citizens are informed
about matters that concern them and their rights, for otherwise they
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cannot be thought of as freely giving or withholding their consent. Free
political argument informs the citizens of the intentions of the legisla-
tor, but also the legislator of the opinions of the citizens. This model of
rather optimistic reciprocity is further in evidence in the educative func-
tion that Kant ascribes to public argument in the political sphere. He
argues that the freedom of communication allows the people, and their
rulers, to become accustomed to the “spirit of freedom” that is a neces-
sary complement of “mechanism of the constitution of the state”
(VIII:305, TP 85). This spirit of freedom expresses a social ideal that
“in all matters concerning universal human duties” each individual be
convinced by reason rather than by force (VIII:305, TP 85). The notion
of a training in freedom, which contributes to the formation of a judg-
ing public and of a tolerant government, fits well with Kant’s gradualist
conception of political change and highlights an often neglected aspect
of his political thought, namely, that political freedom is not only a
matter of legislation, of constitutional mechanics, but also a matter of
enlightened social practice, a culture of free debate. 

The persistent political references in Kant’s analysis of the free-
dom of communication serve to underline the inevitable political
dimension of the very aspiration to think for oneself. However, poli-
tics does not describe the full extension of the sphere of public argu-
ment. The freedom of communication covers a very broad thematic
range including religious, philosophical, and aesthetic issues and
indeed the wider domain of the arts and sciences (VIII:41, WE 59). In
the “Enlightenment” essay, for instance, Kant focuses almost entirely
on matters of religion arguing that this is necessary partly because
these should not be of concern to the rulers, and partly “because reli-
gious immaturity is the most pernicious and dishonourable of all”
(VIII:41, WE 59). Although Kant again here appears to be making a
prudential argument, it is not the pernicious effects of immaturity that
sustain his plea for freedom, but rather the thought that no prior
checks on what may or may not be discussed are legitimate. This is
because the whole point of public debate is precisely to establish crite-
ria of rational acceptability through the subjection of particular argu-
ments, laws, and so forth, to critical scrutiny. Accordingly, Kant
presents the positive effects of such practices in terms of the cultiva-
tion of one’s critical abilities. In a brief discussion in the Critique of
Pure Reason about the suitability of certain philosophical material for
educative purposes, he defends a version of the freedom of communi-
cation in terms of the training in freedom it affords the students. He
argues that there are no pedagogically justifiable benefits in sheltering
the young from “premature knowledge” of dangerous writings “until
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their faculty of judgement is mature” and that keeping youthful reason
“under tutelage” is most unwise in the long run, for it weakens the
pupil’s judgment (CPR A753/B781).45

We are now in position to identify different layers in Kant’s inter-
pretation of enlightenment. The first consists in an austere definition of
enlightenment in terms of a particular use of one’s reason. In examining
the principles that determine this use, however, we are forced to con-
sider the material conditions of enlightenment, or the sort of substantive
commitments we undertake when we seek to abandon our self-incurred
immaturity. These concerns, in turn, enable us to form an idea of a “cul-
ture of enlightenment.” A culture of enlightenment describes a sphere of
social interaction that is not hierarchically structured in the manner of
guardianship, but inclusive and egalitarian because what vouchsafes this
sphere are the freedoms of participation and of communication. We can
see these freedoms as representing the cultural schemata of the principles
of inclusion and of publicity. A further layer becomes accessible once we
attempt to envisage what it would be like truly to recognize that sapere
aude concerns each and all; that is, to recognize the concrete entailments
of the reflexive structure of the universalist demands of intellectual inde-
pendence. In this context, the idea of a culture of enlightenment func-
tions as a social ideal against which current practice is measured. It is
significant in that respect that Kant’s examples of public reasoning are
examples of critical reasoning, of people criticizing the tax system,
public laws, and religious doctrine. This is not only because the treat-
ment of dissenters is the touchstone of the degree of toleration of a par-
ticular social arrangement, but also because it is through disagreement
or difference of opinion that we encounter the others’ efforts to use their
own understanding. 

A potentially damaging challenge to this outline of a culture of
enlightenment comes from a late work, the “Contest of Faculties,” in
which Kant introduces a conception of popular enlightenment that con-
tradicts in important ways the model of public argument presented in
the “Enlightenment” essay. The salient difference is that popular
enlightenment no longer involves the wider public directly at all. Those
who need enlightenment and are presented as the beneficiaries of
“public instruction” are now said to be the rulers, who are addressed
“in respectful tones” and “implored to take the rightful needs of the
people to heart” (VII:89, CF 186). Further, in a move that is highly
reminiscent of Reinhold’s proposals, Kant assigns the role of “public
instructor of right” to the philosophers, “the free teachers of right”
(VII:89, CF 186). The difference is that in Kant’s account the philoso-
phers do not teach the unenlightened people but the unenlightened
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rulers: their task is to mediate between the public and the government,
informing the latter of the rights of the people. In this context, we
cannot speak either of freedom of participation nor of freedom of com-
munication, unless, that is, we understand them very narrowly as the
freedom the philosophers must enjoy, in order to pursue their task of
instruction without censure, without being “decried as a menace to the
state” (VII:89, CF 186). This narrowing down of the scope of public
argument, which is now effectively reclaimed by the specialists, is puz-
zling. One way of solving this puzzle is by interpreting Kant’s argument
here not as proposing an alternative to the conception of enlightenment
we have been examining so far, but rather as focusing merely on a sub-
section of public communications, namely those involving philosophers
and the government. What supports this interpretation is the context
and topic of the “Contest of Faculties.” The context is provided by
Kant’s long struggle with the state censor who, implementing the more
conservative regime of the successor of Frederick II, Frederick William
II, sought to prohibit the publication of Religion within the Limits of
Reason Alone. Kant recounts the whole episode in the preface of the
“Contest of Faculties,” explaining that after the king’s death, he judged
himself to be no longer bound by his promise to withhold the publica-
tion of the book. This posthumous communication with Frederick
William II, through which Kant seeks to absolve himself of the accusa-
tion that writing on religious matters constitutes a “misuse” of his phi-
losophy, fits particularly well the content of essay. In the “Contest of
Faculties,” Kant undertakes to define the role and boundaries of philos-
ophy and of the other academic disciplines, and the relation of each to
the political authorities.46 Given this context, therefore, it is not surpris-
ing that Kant concentrates on philosophical freedom and emphasizes
the public role of the philosophers and their freedom to “instruct” the
rulers. Far from replacing the freedoms of participation and of commu-
nication, philosophical freedom should be seen rather to relate to them
as a part to a whole. 

4. Communication, Autonomy, and the Maxims of Common Understanding

An interesting dynamic emerges from our foregoing analysis of the
public use of reason and of the cultural ideal it describes.
Enlightenment demands and depends on the effort of the individual; the
call to intellectual emancipation is directly addressed to one and each.
This is reinforced by the idea, contained in the publicity requirement,
that each is entitled to judge for himself. What Kant enjoins us to do is
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to make use of this title. But when we come to the question of how we
are to do this, it becomes clear that the judgment of the individual has
an inclusive dimension that exceeds the individual, indeed, as the uni-
versalizability test stipulates, the search for reasons within oneself has a
universal horizon. On Kant’s account, when I properly use my own
understanding, the reasons I choose to adopt are those that I can judge
to be universally valid. Although the two principles, publicity and
inclusion, play different and complementary roles, they both articulate
a self/others relation that Kant clearly considers to be vital for intellec-
tual emancipation. It is important therefore to examine in greater detail
this relation and its significance for the interpretation of enlightenment
we have pursued so far. First, however, I want to begin by looking at
two problems that arise with respect to the freedoms of participation
and of communication. This will help render more vivid what is distinc-
tive about Kant’s proposal.

The first problem is that the domain of application of these free-
doms appears to be too narrow. In contemporary discussions about
free speech this is often understood to mean free speech and expression.
This expansion of the notion of “speech” to include nonlinguistic
expression is considered desirable because it makes possible to address
within the ambit of a debate about free speech a wide range of issues,
including pornography and artistic practice.47 In sharp contrast to this
now fairly widespread usage, the freedoms of participation and of com-
munication concern exclusively spoken and written argument. This is
because they represent the substantive commitments of the freedom to
make public use of one’s reason in “all matters” (VIII:37, WE 55).
However, the restriction of the domain of freedom to material with
propositional content is not merely an incomplete articulation of con-
temporary ideas about free speech and expression. It is, I want to
argue, a different kind of idea that gives us access to a rich, but also
demanding, conception of rational freedom as rational autonomy.

The second problem with the freedoms of participation and of
communication is their vulnerability in the absence of any legal protec-
tion. Whereas today an equal right to free speech is presented routinely
as a right that is (or ought to be) enshrined in law, the freedoms dis-
cussed here are not formalized claims that can be redeemed legally.
This is because the freedom to make public use of reason, from which
these other freedoms issue, is itself placed beyond the formal bound-
aries of political decision and sanction.48 We can thus only speak of a
culture of enlightenment, or, following Kant, of a “spirit of freedom,”
that is, of the practices of the members of the complete commonwealth.
This creates the following anomaly: public reasoning, which is a key
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ingredient of the republican polity and of enlightened politics in gen-
eral, does not fall within the scope of publicly enforceable laws. This is
because, in contrast to contemporary arguments in which free speech is
viewed as a basic political right, Kant’s defense of the freedom to
debate in public does not have a political derivation, nor is it directly
connected to his concept of political right.49 Rather, the way Kant seeks
to establish the legitimacy of practices such as free communication
relies ultimately to a particular conception of reason.

On Kant’s account, public reasoning articulates a demand for
intellectual freedom: “use your own understanding.” However, it has
become clear from the way in which this demand is articulated,
through the principles of inclusion and of publicity, that at issue is not
just the freedom to think what one wills. The freedom Kant recom-
mends is a principled freedom and the grounds for recommending this
principled stance is a connection, as yet unclear, between such freedom
and reason. A distinctive feature of this rational freedom is that it
requires the participation of others. Better to grasp, therefore, what is
at stake in Kant’s conception of rational freedom, we must further
determine the precise role and extent of this participation. I propose to
do this by looking at three maxims Kant sets out with small variations
in the Critique of Judgement, the Anthropology, and the Logic. These
are: “(1) to think for oneself; (2) to think oneself in the position of
someone else; and (3) always to think in agreement with oneself”
(IX:57, Logic 563). Sometimes Kant describes these maxims collectively
as rules that lead to the attainment of wisdom (VII:200, Anthropology
72), sometimes as “rules and conditions” for “avoiding error” (IX: 57,
Logic 563), and sometimes as maxims of sound common understand-
ing that can help elucidate the very principles of critique (V:294, CJ
160). In her analysis of these maxims, Felicitas Munzel argues that only
the first concerns the freedom of thought, while the second instructs us
how to exercise our judgment well.50 Although Kant’s reference to
wisdom renders this prudential reading prima faciae plausible, I will
argue that it should be rejected because it distracts from the unity of the
three maxims and, most importantly, from the nature of the freedom
Kant seeks to defend. For a full account of this freedom, we need to
consider the three maxims conjointly. On the interpretation I pursue
here, each maxim is seen as articulating a distinct element of the
process of reasoning freely, central to which is communication with
others. In emphasizing the role of communication, I further depart
from the traditional view that takes its cue from Kant’s account of
sensus communis in aesthetic judgment in which communication in
principle is all that is required.51 Rudolf Makkreel interprets the second
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maxim precisely in this way, arguing that “comparison with what is
possible rather than actual” is required.52 While this distinction is ten-
able and arguably necessary within Kant’s account of aesthetic judg-
ment, it leads to a misinterpretation of his account of the judgments of
ordinary human understanding in which the freedom to communicate
with others is fundamental. 

The first maxim, “to think for oneself” (selbstdenken), can be
seen to correspond to the motto “Have the courage to use your own
understanding!” Like this latter, it has a negative meaning, namely, that
one should not accept unquestioningly the authority of the guardians.
Contradicting this minimalist interpretation of the first maxim is Kant’s
equation of the adoption of this merely negative principle in the
Critique of Judgement with liberation from superstition. To think for
oneself, he argues is the maxim of an “unprejudiced” way of thinking.
He explains this as follows: 

The first is the maxim of a reason that is never passive. A propensity to a
passive reason, and hence to a heteronomy of reason, is called prejudice;
and the greatest prejudice of all is superstition. . . . Liberation from super-
stition is called enlightenment. (V:294, CJ 161)

The connection drawn here between enlightenment and liberation from
superstition clearly clashes with the foregoing reconstruction of Kant’s
conception of enlightenment, as fundamentally a test of what is to
count as superstition or prejudice. If we look more closely, however, at
the context of these problematic claims, we find that Kant does not
view superstition as a veil of error, which enlightenment miraculously
lifts. Rather he describes superstition as a particularly debilitating habit
of thinking: “the blindness that superstition creates in a person, which
indeed it even seems to demand as an obligation, reveals especially well
the person’s need to be guided by others, and hence his state of passive
reason” (V:294, CJ 161). The point then is that the superstitious keep
their reason in a condition (Zustand) of passivity, or of heteronomy.

This view of superstition, as essentially a kind of immaturity, tal-
lies with the discussion of prejudice we find in the Logic. Drawing from
the same legal tradition from which Gadamer draws in his argument
for the rehabilitation of “prejudice” (Vorurteil), Kant distinguishes
between “provisional judgments” (vorläufige Urteile) and prejudices
(Vorurteile). As regards the former, he argues as follows:

Provisional judgements are very necessary, indeed indispensable to the
use of the understanding in all meditation and investigation. For they
serve to guide the understanding in its searches and to that end they place
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at its disposal various means. . . . Provisional judgements may therefore be
regarded as maxims for the investigation of a matter. One could call
them also anticipations, because one anticipates the judgement on a
matter before one has the determinate judgement. (IX: 75, Logic 578)

Clearly, therefore, provisional judgments play a vital role in thinking
and should not be confused with prejudice proper. “Prejudices,” Kant
argues, “are provisional judgments that are adopted as principles” and,
consequently, must be viewed as principles of erroneous judgments (IX:
75, Logic 578). Where does the error lie? Kant seems unconcerned with
the content of prejudices, which could be true or false: “occasionally,”
he admits, “prejudices are true provisional judgements” (IX: 75, Logic
578). The problem is rather with what we might call a category mis-
take, the mistake of treating a preliminary judgment as definitive with-
out having undertaken the intervening steps of examination and
reflection. Kant describes this as a sort of “delusion,” when we take
our “subjective grounds as objective out of want of reflection, which
must precede all judging” (IX: 76, Logic 579). The elision of the
moment of critical reflection transforms the preliminary judgment into
prejudice and results in a “passive” or “mechanical” use of reason (IX:
76, Logic 579). We can conclude, therefore, that the maxim of selbst-
denken is indeed, as Kant claims in the Anthropology, a “negative prin-
ciple” (VII:229, Anthropology 97). It counters the mechanical, or
heteronomous, use of reason without issuing any directive for its cor-
rect use. It is thus a condition for “enlightened” or “unprejudiced”
thinking (IX: 57, Logic 564, V:294, CJ 160). It does not specify in
what rational freedom consists. To discover the precise structure of
rational freedom, that is, what is to count as an autonomous use of
reason, we need to turn to the second maxim: “Think from the stand-
point of everyone else” (V:294, CJ 160).53

Kant describes this maxim as a maxim of communication, and
also of “enlarged” or “liberal” thinking (VII:200, Anthropology 72).54

He then explains that what distinguishes the liberal or broadminded
thinker is not the possession of extensive knowledge, but rather the
capacity to “override the private subjective conditions of his judgement,
into which so many others are locked, as it were, and [to] reflect on his
own judgement from a universal standpoint (which he can determine
only by transferring himself to the standpoint of others)” (V:295, CJ
161). From this, we can easily see that the second maxim expresses pre-
cisely the idea we found contained in the universalizability test. What is
more clearly indicated now, especially in the Anthropology version of
this maxim in which Kant adds “in communication with others” (in der
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Mitteilung mit Menschen) (VII:200, Anthropology 72), is that reflection
upon one’s judgment from a universal standpoint has an irreducible
communicative aspect. Communication allows us to discover what
might count as universalizable. Publicity, taken now as the practice of
“making public,” acquires thus a criterial function for universalizability.

To find out how it fulfils this function we must start by examining
the connection between the two maxims. The two maxims are not
merely adventitiously connected, but rather make up a two-step process
of rational autonomy. A clue for their relation is contained in the discus-
sion of prejudice in the Logic. Alongside the more familiar types of prej-
udice, Kant places those that he describes prejudices of “self-love” or
“logical egoism” (IX: 80, Logic 582). We may ask though, in what does
egoism resemble the imitative and passive reasoning, which Kant associ-
ates with prejudice in general? In what sense is the egoist heteronomous?
It seems counterintuitive to put together those who show a propensity to
follow the opinion of others and those who refuse to consult it alto-
gether. For all we know, the egoist may yet be expressing her innermost
convictions and original thoughts. Again, however, what matters is not
the origin or source of the ideas one calls one’s own, but, as with the
issue of guardianship, one’s capacity to appraise them critically. Self-
love hinders the exercise of this capacity and therefore, contrary to
appearances, it encourages passivity in the use of one’s reason. In the
Anthropology, Kant gives a fuller account as to how this happens:

The logical egoist considers it unnecessary to test his judgement by the
understanding of others, as if he had no need of this touchstone (cri-
terium veritatis externum). It is, however, so certain that we cannot dis-
pense with this means of ensuring the truth of our judgement, that this is
perhaps the most important reason why learned people clamour so insis-
tently for the freedom of the pen. For if we were denied this freedom, we
would be deprived of a great means of testing the correctness of our
judgements, and would surrender ourselves to error. (VII:128–29,
Anthropology 10)

The mistake of the logical egoists is that they consider themselves cog-
nitively self-sufficient. This, Kant suggests, is a fallacious belief and
also a counterproductive one because it encourages those who hold it
to relinquish the opportunity to ascertain the truth of their judgments.
The thought expressed in this passage is not dissimilar to the idea we
found expressed in the “Orientation” essay, namely, that we should
endeavor to think “in community with others,” which is, as we saw, at
the heart of the proposal regarding the public use of reason. The dif-
ference here is that Kant seeks to emphasize the deeply problematic
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nature of the egoistic perspective. What is less clear in this new formu-
lation is how one can avoid becoming an egoist while remaining an
independent thinker, how, in other words, the demand to think for
oneself is balanced by the demand to heed the judgment of others. We
need then to find out more about what this latter demand involves and
how it differs from mere acceptance of the authority of others or the
authority of the majority.

The key to addressing this question is communication. Kant
describes communication as a criterium veritatis externum, or “external
touchstone of truth,” giving the following account of how it is sup-
posed to work: 

An external mark or an external touchstone of truth is the comparison of
our own judgements with those of others, because what is subjective will
not be present in all others in the same way, so that illusion can thereby
be cleared up. The incompatibility of the judgements of others with our
own is thus an external mark of error, and to be regarded as a cue that
we should examine our procedure in judgement. (IX:57, Logic 563,
translation slightly modified)55

One significant feature of this account is the role it attributes to dis-
agreement, which is what triggers the reaction of the “external touch-
stone.” To continue with Kant’s metaphor, the touchstone does not
show that our metal is indeed gold, but rather puts to doubt our own
conviction about its impeccable nature. Again this is not proof positive
that our judgment is erroneous, but it should be taken as hint (or sign)
that it might be so, thus affording us the opportunity to reexamine how
we came to hold it. The crucial point of Kant’s proposal is that each be
given the chance to adopt a critical position with regard to how they
arrived at their judgment—to wake up from their egoistic slumbers, so
to speak. It is important to note here that Kant’s exploration of the
sociality of reason does not make him into a consensus theorist avant la
lettre.56 What he seeks to exploit is the critical potential of dissent here
and now, rather than the regulative potential of future convergence of
opinion. To appreciate this, we may distinguish between the content-
related aspect of dissent, the fact that discussants disagree about some-
thing, and its formal aspect, its function, that is, as an error signal that
alerts the discussants to a possible deficiency in their reasoning. To
ignore the latter, amounts to refusing in principle to consider that one
may be mistaken. This, Kant suggests, is not just an unfortunate psy-
chological disposition, but an epistemic dead end that leads to logical
egoism.57 The alternative is not immediate capitulation but critical
examination of one’s procedure; we should not reject our judgment at
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once; rather, we should examine how we have arrived at our judgment
“for we may be right in substance, and wrong only in the manner of rep-
resenting it” (IX:57, Logic 563, translation slightly modified). By encour-
aging us to adopt a critical stance toward our own judgments,
communication helps trigger the process by which we examine (or indeed
reexamine) our judgments. Although availing ourselves of this external
touchstone of truth does not amount to the adoption of the universalist
perspective spelled out in the test, communication can be thought of as
an enabling condition for undertaking, or renewing, this process of struc-
tured self-questioning. This link between communication and autonomy
both explains why Kant considers logical egoism as a prejudice, and
accounts for the tight link between the first and second maxims: “think
for yourself” and “think form the standpoint of others.”

This leaves unaccounted the third and final maxim, the maxim of
consistent or coherent thinking. Though certainly uncontroversial and
eminently sensible, this rule appears at first to add nothing to our
understanding of enlightened reasoning. Also, given the centrality of
critical reflection to Kant’s proposals, it seems that we should avoid
interpreting consistency too strongly, that is, as an instruction not to
contradict our earlier views on a matter. Revisability is built into Kant’s
conception of rational autonomy. Therefore, it would seem more nat-
ural to interpret consistency with respect to the principles we adopt in
our reasoning. In the Critique of Judgement, indeed, Kant offers a clue
for precisely this kind of interpretation. He argues that the third maxim
“is the hardest to attain and can in fact be attained only after repeated
compliance with a combination of the first two has become a skill”
(V:295, CJ 161–62). This claim echoes the claim in the “Orientation”
essay that enlightenment is “the maxim of thinking for oneself at all
times” (VIII:146, WO 249, emphasis added).58 The third maxim can be
seen then as urging us consistently to apply to our thinking the previ-
ous two maxims. Interpreted in this way, consistency is put to the task
of joining the negative side of rational freedom as intellectual emanci-
pation, the throwing off the “yoke of immaturity,” with its positive
side as autonomy, whereby we seek to override the narrowly subjective
conditions of our judgment. This is not to say that one may not be con-
sistent in applying nonenlightened principles, but that considered in
this context to be “in agreement with oneself” (IX:57, Logic 563)
forces us to reconcile the demands of the previous two maxims: to be
independent and to consult the opinion of others, that is, to avoid both
logical egoism and the conveniences of immaturity.

The foregoing analysis of the maxims of “common human
understanding” has shown that Kant envisages a tighter link than was
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initially apparent between enlightenment and communication, the
practice of “making public,” or thinking “in community with others.”
This participatory conception of rational autonomy helps explain why
even when Kant invokes a notion of entitlement to judge, through the
principle of rightfulness, this entitlement is not taken as primitive for
his defense of the freedom to make public use of reason. In contrast to
contemporary liberal defenses of free speech, Kant proceeds on the
basis of what he considers to be the essential requirements for rational
autonomy, and not from a notion of basic individual rights. The intro-
duction of a communicative element alongside the principles of inclu-
sion and of publicity indicates that autonomous reasoning is not
something a thinker can do on her own. This is not because of a limi-
tation implicit in the principles of public reasoning, but rather because
of a limitation suffered by the thinker. The thought underpinning this
is that the ability to rehearse in my mind an alternative to my position
cannot be sustained ex se ipsum. Unless I am allowed access to con-
trary opinions against which I can test my arguments, the exercise of
my own critical judgment will be severely limited. Solitary reasoning
can thus be seen, alongside reasoning that obeys professional or insti-
tutional guidelines, as a species of private reasoning. The interpreta-
tion of intellectual freedom as rational autonomy brings to light the
dynamic structure of this freedom, which consists of a relation
between three elements: the individual’s judgment, the universal hori-
zon of reflection about the criteria underpinning the judgment, and
communicative relation between individuals. What remains unclear,
however, are the grounds on which Kant recommends this use of
reason. It is not enough to be told that “private,” “passive,” “mechan-
ical,” in short, “heteronomous” reasoning is defective, we need to find
out what reasoning defect this is exactly. In the next section, I argue
that it is a specific conception of reason that sustains Kant’s diagnosis
and further explains the precise relation he seeks to establish between
reason and freedom.

5. Reason’s Good Name and Reason’s Public

What underpins Kant’s discussion of a public use of reason is a concep-
tion of reasoning as a critical reflective process. Reflection, Kant states,
“must precede all judging” (IX: 76, Logic 579, emphasis added). The
touchstone metaphor, which he so frequently uses, is particularly apt in
that respect because it vividly conveys the idea that reasoning is a process
of assaying arguments and ideas. It is this conception of reasoning that
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sustains Kant’s defense of intellectual freedom, and by extension, the
freedoms that vouchsafe the culture of enlightenment. 

In the Critique of Pure Reason, after a brief account of political
freedom under coercive laws, Kant describes the relation between free-
dom of communication and reasoning: 

To this freedom belongs also the freedom to set out for judgement in
public the thoughts and doubts, which one cannot resolve alone, without
being decried as troublesome and dangerous citizens for doing so.
Therein lies one of the original rights of human reason, which recognizes
no other judge than that universal human reason in which each and
everyone has a voice. And since all improvement of which our condition
(Zustand) is capable must come from this source, such a right is sacred
and must not be curtailed. (CPR A752/B780, translation modified)59

In this passage, Kant links what he calls “the original right of human
reason” with the fallibility of human reasoners. All improvement of our
condition, he argues, must come from the freedom to communicate
with others. This condition, in turn, is characterized by the fact that we
are finite rational beings who lack the capacity for perfect rational
insight. We could say therefore that free public reasoning is reasoning
under conditions of finite intelligence. Yet, Kant is reluctant to grant
rights of free communication to individual reasoners, referring instead
to the original right of human reason. To clarify these claims, we can
compare Kant’s position with one that prima faciae appears to be a
very similar one, that is, John Stuart Mill’s defense of freedom of
speech in On Liberty.

Mill argues that “law and authority have no business with
restraining” the expression of opinions.60 The only desirable constraints
are those imposed by what he calls the “morality of public discussion,”
which consists in “giving merited honour to everyone, whatever opin-
ion he may hold” and generally in discursive honesty in one’s dealings
with others.61 Of especial interest to us here are the grounds Mill gives
in his defense of the freedom of speech. He argues that the refusal to
hear an opinion comes from an erroneous assumption that subjective
certainty is the same as absolute certainty, and thus of a failure to take
into account human fallibility.62 He defends the free flow of all opinion,
arguing that, even if “all mankind minus one” reached agreement upon
an issue, the one contrary opinion should be allowed free expression.
He justifies this as follows:

Were an opinion a personal possession of no value except to the owner;
if to be obstructed in the enjoyment of it were simply a private injury, it
would make some difference whether the injury was inflicted only on a
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few persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression
of an opinion is that it is robbing the human race; posterity as well as the
existing generation; those who dissent from the opinion still more than
those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the oppor-
tunity of exchanging error from truth; if wrong, they lose, what is almost
as great a benefit, the clearer and livelier impression of truth, produced
by its collision with error.63

What is most striking in this passage is the claim that the holding of an
opinion is not merely a private matter, but that it has a public dimen-
sion. It is because of this public dimension, the fact that it pertains to a
public realm of reasons, that holding an opinion has also a public func-
tion. This public function, which censorship obstructs, lies in the oppor-
tunity for criticism and correction offered when a diversity of opinion is
available.64 Mill’s connection of freedom of speech with the “mental
well-being of mankind”65 bears a clear similarity to Kant’s claim that
“all improvement of our state” has its source in the freedom of everyone
to have his say. And yet, despite their similarity the two arguments differ
in important and relevant ways. While Kant’s argument has an undeni-
able, though frequently ignored, pragmatic element,66 it is based on a
different conception of freedom to that of Mill’s.

The obvious difference is that Mill does not stipulate any con-
straints to public communication. The virtues of honesty and equanimity
characteristic of the “morality of public discussion” are recommended on
the grounds that they facilitate the unimpeded expression of opinion. For
Kant, by contrast, the freedom of public reasoning is quite unlike Mill’s
“complete liberty” because without the requirements that structure free-
dom in Kant’s proposal, and which represent specific commitments from
the part of the thinker, there simply is no freedom. But this does not
mean that unless we are impeccably autonomous, we should be denied a
voice. On the contrary, Kant not only proposes a demanding conception
of freedom, but also makes it a condition of reasoning. Mill’s defense of
the freedom of discussion is tied to the end that we pursue, namely truth,
or, more generally, the desire to ensure the mental well-being of
mankind. For Kant, by contrast, all improvement of our state must come
from the freedom to communicate with others. This is not a teleologi-
cal—or prudential—claim, but rather a juridical one: it is the assertion of
the original right of human reason. 

But what does this juridical claim entail? What does it mean for
reason to have a right? In the passage just quoted, Kant draws together
three elements: reason, freedom of communication, and the human
condition. What connects these elements is the question of judgment, of
who is the authoritative judge of rational claims. The “right” of reason
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can then be interpreted as signifying precisely a “title” of authority.
This fits with Kant’s phrasing that the original right of reason “lies in”
the process of publicly conducted free debate. We could say then that
reason’s title of authority hangs on the structured freedom of public
argument. This in turn means that a commitment to reason implies an
antecedent commitment to intellectual freedom. By following this line
of argument we can see the deeper roots of Kant’s interpretation of
enlightenment as public use of reason, for the task of establishing a
relation between formal features of argumentation and rational
authority lies at the heart of the critical project as it is outlined in the
Critique of Pure Reason. A critique of pure reason is to function as a
“tribunal which will assure to reason its lawful claims, and dismiss all
groundless pretensions” (CPR Axi). The purpose and scope of the tri-
bunal is therefore restricted. Nonetheless, the famous diagnosis that
metaphysics has become a “battle-field of . . . endless controversies”
(CPR Aviii ) with the result that its claims as the queen of the sciences
appear tarnished is presented as a problem for human reason, rather
than as a merely technical problem to be resolved among experts in
the field. Therefore, while the tribunal is concerned with establishing
the legitimate use of concepts such as causality or freedom for
instance, its methods have a broader relevance for the manner of justi-
fication of rational claims. Although metaphysical disputes are a par-
ticularly urgent case, Kant is not concerned only with the claims of the
queen of the sciences, but also with human reason itself and the esteem
(Ansehen) in which rational argument is held among “common
people” (CPR A 749/B 777). The critique of pure reason is presented
as exemplary of rational dispute resolution, for it “secures to us the
peace of a legal order in which our disputes have to be conducted
solely by the recognised methods of legal action” (CPR A751/B779).
While “legal” strictu sensu means established through the “tribunal”
of pure reason, it also has a broader sense of arguing on the basis of a
commonly binding framework, and this is just as relevant to debates
about the nature of causality as it is to debates about the tax system.
In the absence of a commonly binding framework, Kant argues, dis-
putes between competing claims remain within a Hobbesian “state of
nature” where reason “can establish and secure its claims only
through war” (CPR A752/B780). Kant’s invitation to leave the state of
self-incurred immaturity can be seen now also as an invitation to
abandon the state of nature. To continue with Kant’s metaphor, we
can say that the “state of law” is not one in which no disputes arise,
but rather one in which they can be addressed through freely con-
ducted public criticism:
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Reason must in all its undertakings subject itself to criticism; should it
limit freedom of criticism by any prohibitions, it must harm itself, draw-
ing upon itself a damaging suspicion. There is nothing so important with
respect of its utility, nothing so sacred, that it may be exempted from this
probing and thorough inspection, which recognizes no personal authority
(Ansehen). The very existence of reason depends on this freedom. For
reason has no dictatorial authority (Ansehen); its verdict is always simply
the agreement of free citizens, of whom each must be permitted to
express, without let or hindrance, his objections, or even his veto. (CPR
A738-9/B766–67)

While Kant does not employ here the phrase “public use of reason,” he
indicates clearly that the scope of critical examination encompasses all
our rational undertakings. The critical reflective examination of ratio-
nal claims, he suggests, is the only means open to us to make good
claims to rational authority. This relation between freedom and reason
is not that of a means to an end but that of antecedent and consequent.
Insofar as reason has a title or a claim to authority (Ansehen), this title
or claim issues from the freedom of publicly conducted criticism. And
similarly, the respect in which reason is held, or its “good name,”67

depends on this freedom. Two points need to be investigated in this
connection: the conception of reason and the conception of the individ-
ual presupposed in this relation.

Let us begin with Kant’s conception of reason. From the passages
quoted above, it appears that reason is not so much a faculty or a gift
that human beings have naturally and unproblematically, but rather a
norm whose validity is constantly probed and reviewed. Further evi-
dence for this comes from Kant’s claim that reason is an “active princi-
ple” (IX:76, Logic 579)68 and that its employment should take the form
of a “spontaneous action in conformity with laws” (IX:76, Logic
579).69 “Active” and “spontaneous” in this context are not descriptive
terms, but rather prescriptive: they tell us what reason ought to be like.
The idea that the authority of reason depends on the freedom of com-
munication contains an ideal of a reason that is free and authoritative
by virtue of being self-critical. Given the structure of this freedom, it
becomes now possible to view reason as a kind of norm that depends
for its validity on the structured freedom and open scrutiny of commu-
nication. Using one of Kant’s examples from the “Enlightenment”
essay, we could say that enquiry into what is to count as a fair tax
policy is at the same time an enquiry into what is to count as a rational
argument. This is because the latter, as well as the former, cannot be
decided by reference to mere fact—of a sensible or a supersensible
nature—but rather it is something that needs to be worked out. We can
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rephrase this by saying that in seeking to address questions such as
what is a fair tax policy? which, beyond reference to the facts of the
matter, involve, and indeed require, a reflective capacity, that is the
capacity to engage with the question, what is to count as a fair tax
policy? we need to engage in a certain type of free enquiry. Conversely,
because it enables us to recognize the discursive nature of rational
demands, the role of such enquiry is not limited by its function in the
debate of a particular question. On the Kantian model, rationally to
debate the matter at hand is also at the same time critically to reflect
upon the rules that guide one’s thinking on the issue. It is through such
reflection that we come to determine not only what counts as fair or
right but also as rational. It is because at every level these claims to fair-
ness, rightness, rationality, and finally authority must be open to
scrutiny that the commitment to employing universalizable principles in
one’s own thinking must be complemented by the commitment to pub-
licity not just in principle, but also in practice.

Characteristic of the relation between reason and freedom out-
lined above is that the position held by the individual thinker cannot be
conceptually diluted within the social structure of communication or
the impersonality of the rational norm. That perfect objectivity is unob-
tainable for creatures like ourselves is a familiar claim. What is less
obvious is how we are to view our position as a consequence of this.
Although the vocabulary of an “impasse,” a “conflict” from which
there is “no escape,”70 is perhaps tempting, Kant’s account of reason
offers us the means to resist it. This is because it invites us to rethink
the very categories of subjective/objective and view what is to count as
such as part of a process. Put differently, the universal reason in which
“each and every one has a voice” is not a yea-saying chorus, but made
up of distinct voices that can be individuated through disagreement.
The individual standpoint is not inevitable, it is necessary, for it is indi-
viduals, with their local, partial perspectives, who are engaged in criti-
cal reflection about and interpretation of the rational norm. Thus they
form a key part in shaping the nonlocal, nonpartial perspective of
reason. It is when this dynamic between the universal horizon of reflec-
tion for the justification of rational claims and the particular context in
which the demand for justification arises becomes lost that this “condi-
tion” (Zustand) looks like an impasse. We can illustrate this by focus-
ing on an overlooked but telling detail of Kant’s argument, namely,
that public communications should be eponymous. Speaking in one’s
own name does not have only the metaphorical meaning that one
thinks independently, but also that one stands by one’s thoughts as a
named individual.71 In a letter to Schiller, Kant writes: “I feel that it
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may harm your magazine [i.e., Die Horen] not to have the authors sign
their names, to make themselves thus responsible for their considered
opinions.”72 But why should signing one’s name matter? After all, as
Kant himself argues, the “truths of reason hold anonymously” (IX:78,
Logic 580),73 they do not depend on the personal authority of their
author. While it is perfectly possible to judge an anonymous communi-
cation on its merits, anonymity is problematic for two reasons. First,
the desire for anonymity, or for holding communications under the
“seal of secrecy,” as advised by Mendelssohn among others,74 is a sure
sign for lack of freedom of communication. Therefore, what might
appear as a liberating device can just as plausibly be viewed as an exter-
nal constraint imposed upon an author. The letter to Schiller suggests
though yet another problem with anonymity. Signing one’s name is not
only an external sign of authorship, but also a sign of one’s freedom as
a thinker, a freedom that enables one to take responsibility for one’s
opinions. That one remains identifiable as the author of one’s thoughts
is but a necessary element in a structure of authorship that demands a
constant effort to “override the private subjective conditions of his
judgement” (V:295, CJ 161), through the process of making public, of
communicating, of engaging with a real addressee. 

We come thus full circle back to the freedom of communication
or “freedom of the pen,” which members of the complete common-
wealth ought to enjoy. The cultural ideal that emerges from this is quite
unlike a rationalist utopia in which all claims presented for our assent
are rendered obvious and transparent by reason’s equal light. The cul-
ture of enlightenment is on the whole a rather messier affair. This has
often escaped contemporary interpreters, who expect Kant to be more
of a rationalist than he in fact is. Thomas McCarthy for instance
accuses Kant of relying “on a kind of ‘pre-established harmony’ among
rational beings, owing to their sharing in the general structures of
Bewusstsein überhaupt.”75 But this is a misdirected criticism based on
an overemphatic reading on the conditions of aesthetic judgment. To be
rational for Kant does not mean to be set on a predetermined path. The
general structures of Bewusstsein überhaupt, which McCarthy men-
tions, can at best justify our expectations of agreement. They certainly
do not entitle us to assume anything about a preestablished harmony of
opinions. Nor is the Rousseauean model of instituted harmony any
more appropriate here. The participants in public debate are not
coached into sharing the same views—this is why communication is
vital for Kant, but not for Rousseau. On the Kantian model, dissent is
incorporated within an agonistic model of social interaction in which
each individual has a stake but only as a member of the public of
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reason, so that one addresses an audience of potential speakers and
speaks as a potential addressee. 

6. Power and Authority: Hamann on the Immature and Their Guardians

One question we have not yet addressed is Foucault’s question about
the immature and the conditions under which they can be said to be
responsible for their immaturity. One important issue raised here is
how we are to conceptualize the causality of immaturity. The way Kant
does this is dictated by the need to show that the structure of autonomy
he proposes, and the ideal of culture this proposal entails, is a modifica-
tion of existing structures of heteronomy. The link between the two lies
in what one does or fails to do. The diagnosis of immaturity follows
from a conception of reason that is not an automatic reflex but rather
something to be achieved. For this, it is necessary that we, the imma-
ture and the egoists, come to see the demands of reason also as our
demands. These demands, however, the requirements of universalizabil-
ity and publicity, only become an issue once “thinking for oneself” has
become an issue. Put differently: the maxims of rational autonomy con-
ceptually presuppose the enabling maxim of selbstdenken. But on what
does this maxim depend? First of all, it requires courage, because it is
something willed by a person who may be going against the grain of
what is socially acceptable or politically enforced. But something more
is at stake here, something that emerges once we compare what Kant
calls “the maxim of self-preservation of reason” with the maxim of
“thinking for oneself ” (VIII:146, WO 249). Although, on Kant’s
account, the latter requires a commitment to the former, the two
maxims are clearly different. The self-preservation of reason requires
that we do what is required to establish and preserve the authority of
reason. Failure to follow this maxim amounts to forfeiting reason’s
authority. By contrast, thinking for oneself requires that we view our-
selves and our capacities in a certain way. Failure to follow this maxim
is failure of a different sort. For what is being forfeited is what Kant
terms our calling or “vocation” (Beruf) to think for ourselves (VIII:36,
WE 55). It is attending to this call that he describes in the Anthro-
pology as our “exit from self-incurred immaturity” and as “the most
important revolution [that can occur] within us” (VII:229, Anthro-
pology 97). This inner revolution consists in abandoning a conception
of ourselves as bound to obey the authority of the “guardians,” and
considering ourselves instead as able to assess for ourselves whether
their claims are authoritative or not. The change from submission to
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external authority to submission to the authority of one’s own reason is
a condition for undertaking what is required to make good this claim to
authority, namely, the commitment to autonomous reasoning. This is
not a change of mind about something but a change of view of oneself
(a “revolution” in fact): it amounts to viewing ourselves as the public of
reason and reason’s demands as our demands. In short, the individual
thinker is singled out twice over in the process of enlightenment: first as
the addressee of the call “think for yourself” and second as the
addressee of the fully articulated demands of autonomous reason.

What remains controversial about this account is the centrality
Kant accords to choice. Is it simply a matter of choice to view ourselves
as able to exercise our own judgment? If it is not, as Kant appears to
concede when he pleads that we be let free to take our first steps to
enlightenment, then the diagnosis of individual responsibility is one-
sided and possibly misleading. Reinhold’s description of the extremely
restricted opportunities of the majority of the people to educate them-
selves seems to lend support to this view. If enlightenment has a public,
cooperative, participatory dimension, it would make sense to ask
whether immaturity too goes also beyond the domain of the individual.
This is a point forcefully made by Hamann in a letter written to Krauss
immediately after the publication of Kant’s “Enlightenment” essay. 

Hamann was highly critical of Kant’s account of enlightenment and
was one of the first to take Kant to task on his use of the adjective “self-
incurred” [selbstverschuldet] to characterize immaturity. He writes:

I am pleased to see enlightenment, if not explained, then at least comple-
mented and expanded, as more aesthetic than dialectic, through the com-
parison of immaturity and guardianship. Now for me, the proton
pseudos (a very important word which hardly allows itself to be trans-
lated without awkwardness into our German mother tongue) lies in the
accursed adiecto or adjective of self-incurred. Incapacity is not really a
guilt [Schuld] . . . it only becomes a matter of guilt through the will, and
the lack thereof, to resoluteness and courage—or as a consequence of
fabricated notions of guilt.76

On Hamann’s account the proton pseudos (which is generally used to
mean the first or foundational philosophical lie) on which Kant con-
structs his account is the diagnosis of immaturity. What Hamann finds
objectionable is the apportioning of blame to the immature. He points
out that incapacity is not by itself blameworthy. This certainly tallies
with Kant’s account, in which immaturity is not presented as an inca-
pacity, but rather as a form of inaction. Yet this is where the proton
pseudos lies, according to Hamann. He claims that the immature are
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“falsely accused” and that the adjective, “self-incurred,” depends on
notions of “fabricated guilt.” There is an “other,” Hamann maintains,
“who must implicite be understood as the correlatum of the imma-
ture,” an “odious guardian” who “must take all responsibility and
guilt.”77 The immature he implies cannot be accused either of laziness
or of cowardice for their condition is not self-incurred. The conditions
under which they are asked to employ their understanding are condi-
tions of severely curtailed freedoms under the absolute guardianship of
Frederick II. Though Hamann does not identify Frederick II by name,
he clearly indicates that it is he who is the true correlatum of the imma-
ture. By conveniently “forgetting” Frederick II, Kant offers a skewed
diagnosis, which renders his remedy, namely the public use of reason,
unconvincing. The truth of Kant’s argument, Hamann claims, is
summed up in the Frederickian motto “argue but obey.” 

The fundamental issue, which Hamann raises in this letter, con-
cerns the relation between authority and power in Kant’s essay. We can
begin by looking first at Frederick’s motto “argue but obey.” While it is
true that Kant praises this motto, it is wrong, I think, to take this as
evidence for enthusiastic and obsequious support for a strong ruler as
Hamann claims when he criticizes Kant for being a mere “mouthpiece”
for Frederick II.78 The historical context of the essay should give us
some pause for thought. By 1784, Frederick’s power had already began
to wane and as a result, the religious freedoms he had granted were
progressively rescinded. Religious intolerance, which Kant describes in
his essay as the most pernicious form of all, was on the rise. It is con-
ceivable, therefore, that in his endorsement of Frederick’s motto, Kant
was seeking to expresses his support for a very limited freedom that
was already under threat. Still the question remains of how the freedom
to make public use of one’s reason fits with “argue but obey.” Though
Kant claims that “Caesar no est supra Grammaticos” (VIII:40, WE
58), the apparent praise for “Argue as much as you like and about
whatever you like, but obey” (VIII:37, WE 55) introduces an ambiguity
about the authority that has a legitimate claim to our obedience. This
conceptual issue cannot be settled by appeal to historical or pragmatic
considerations. Where Hamann’s criticisms strike home, in other
words, is in his claim that, despite his appeal to the authority of reason,
Kant still leaves intact the authority of one guardian, the guardian par
excellence, Frederick II. The authority of the king is not supported by
reason, Hamann points out, but rather by a “large and well-disciplined
army.”79 He then concludes that it is this external power that keeps the
immature in their place, and not their laziness or intellectual cowardice.
Hamann is surely right to ask to what extent this power itself can be
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the object of critical debate. If the external authority of the king is con-
sidered as independently binding, then, despite Kant’s claim that the
public use of one’s reason should be free in “all matters,” the authority
of the king would still be placed outside the legitimate boundaries of
critical argument. Those who seek to make public use of their reason
would appear to face two competing claims to authority: one issuing
from the king, the other from reason. 

It should be clear from our analysis so far that on Kant’s account
reason must, as a matter of self-preservation, refuse to accept the legiti-
macy of any constraints that are not reason’s own. The problem arises
once we consider the relation between the authority of reason and
political authority. From the perspective of the former, the king’s voice
can only count as one among many. Matters look different, however, if
we take into account the king’s role as a head of state, and the powers
that are at his disposal that enable him to maintain this role, enforce his
will, and indeed curtail the citizens’ freedom to argue. While in theory
there ought not to be a disjunction between legitimate political author-
ity, based on rational principles, and the authority of reason, the very
ambiguity of “argue but obey” suggests that there is a disjunction. Who
has then a legitimate claim to our obedience, reason or the king? Kant
maintains that in every commonwealth “there must be obedience to
generally valid coercive laws [Zwangsgesetzen (die aufs Ganze gehen)]”
(VIII:305, TP 85). The formulation “generally valid” can be interpreted
to mean “in agreement with the principle of legitimacy,” namely, that
“whatever a people cannot impose upon itself cannot be imposed upon
it by the legislator either.” However, Kant’s use of the expression aufs
Ganze suggests rather that he means simply laws that apply to the gen-
eral population (das Ganze). Hence, we are told nothing here of the
legitimacy or rightfulness of the laws we are entreated to obey.
Obedience is tied to de facto valid laws, and thus to the will of the
monarch who issues them. Still it is in this context that Kant insists that
laws must be publicly discussed.80 Although he does not recognize a
right of disobedience based on obedience to the authority of reason, he
argues that “there must be a spirit of freedom . . . for each individual
requires to be convinced by reason that the coercion that prevails is
lawful (rechtmäßig)” (VIII:305, TP 85). While the “generally valid” is
bound up with the will of the king, that which is legitimate (recht-
mäßig) is established through free argument. To make sense of this, I
think we need to go further than merely rehearsing the familiar argu-
ments about Kant’s political conservatism.81 On the one hand, we have
invested political authority issuing laws that are generally valid; that is,
laws that we find ourselves constrained to obey whether we are given a
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chance to debate them or not (and hence we cannot establish whether
they will turn out to have a legitimate claim over us or not). On the
other hand, we have the authority of reason. Reason does not issue
laws in the same way, not only do we have to come to see out of our
free accord what is rational as authoritative, but also for the claims of
reason to have authority these must depend on the structured freedom
and open scrutiny of communication. There is, in short, an asymmetry
between the two kinds of authority. Kant seeks to negotiate this asym-
metry, the fact that reason does not issue direct instructions in the
manner of a despot or a dictator, by presenting existing political
arrangements as the context for the demanding task of achieving ratio-
nal autonomy. Thus he argues that if a citizen were deprived of the
opportunity freely to judge the laws of the state, the citizen would be
“in contradiction with himself” (VIII:305, TP 85). What he fails to see
is that while this contradiction may be unbearable for the citizen, it is
quite bearable for rulers who are uncomfortable with the demands of
autonomous reason. 

An alternative and more convincing way of negotiating the asym-
metry between political and rational authority is by seeking to secure
legal or institutional protection for the freedom to make public use of
one’s reason. But this is not a path Kant takes. Instead, he envisages
public debate as an entirely self-regulating practice through which
speaker and addressee reciprocally define each other as constituting the
“public of reason,” that is, as members of a public which shows in
practice that it recognizes the authority of reason. As a result of the
absence of any institutional embodiment and protection of the sphere
of public reasoning, the practices of communication and debate that
make up the culture of enlightenment remain highly vulnerable. The
very existence of a free public sphere of debate depends on the continu-
ing good will of individual participants and, ultimately, on the continu-
ing good will of the ruler, since the freedom to speak in public is itself
subject to a free grant. Here we might consider that Kant phrased his
own request to Frederick II that he tolerate free speech and learn to
think freely alongside his subjects as an appeal rather than as a
demand, treating him, just like the rest of his readers, as an addressee
of a public argument. If the ruler, however, fails to be persuaded by
Kant’s assurance that the freedom to speak in public is “the most
innocuous freedom of all” (8:36, WE 55), he may refuse to allow it, or,
were he to allow it, a less amenable successor, as Kant was to discover
through his own problems with the censor, can easily revoke it. 

While the relation between reason and freedom that underpins
Kant’s proposals can help explain his reluctance to allow for legal pro-
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tection for the public use of reason, it cannot fully account for it. There
is indeed nothing in the notion of a law or of an institution as such that
would immediately condemn those who appeal or make use of it to the
kind of “private” reasoning Kant associates with representing the view-
point of particular organizations. In principle, there should be no con-
tradiction in seeking to set out a law or define an institution that has a
protective or enabling function, by upholding the freedoms upon which
the public use of reason depends. Here we should also consider institu-
tions that enable a public to be educated and properly informed, as well
as those public fora in which soldiers, priests, and ordinary citizens
voice their thoughts. Such institutions do not fulfil a merely instrumen-
tal role, that is, they do not serve only as means for the circulation of
ideas; they also serve to foster public argument and thus help to realize
the culture of enlightenment. That Kant does not describe any such
institutions can perhaps be explained by the strongly paternalistic and
hierarchical institutions with which he was acquainted. However, this
omission also serves to underline two key aspects of public reasoning,
which retain their relevance for us today. First, it makes abundantly
clear that because the authority of reason depends on freedom, it is
inherently vulnerable to the threats posed both to and by this freedom.
Consequently, no amount of legislative or institutional protection can
provide an impregnable shield for the culture of enlightenment.
Enlightenment is only the product of the consistent and vigilant efforts
of all who heed its call. Secondly, Kant’s omission shows the impor-
tance of preserving the individual’s freedom to contribute to public dis-
cussion without the weight of institutional authority, that is, to
contribute simply as an individual—as a member of the public of
reason. For only such freedom can secure the possibility that institu-
tions themselves are subject to scrutiny and prevented from monopoliz-
ing and covertly regulating the voice of criticism. 

What the foregoing analysis has shown is that the task of think-
ing for oneself is without doubt a demanding one. The question we
have to ask next is whether it is too demanding. Kant’s assurances to
the contrary, the freedom to make public use of one’s reason is not as
straightforward as it appears at first—we have certainly seen that is
also not so “innocuous” either. Can we view then the realization of
our calling to freedom as a practicable project? As we have seen,
enlightenment depends vitally on the participation of the public at
large. It is, therefore, eminently practical, it describes a model of social
interaction, a set of practices, a culture, and, at the same time, it is
agonistic and highly vulnerable. The question therefore arises with
some urgency whether this is a historically viable project. Kant clearly
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thinks so, but to examine his reasons for giving an affirmative answer
to this question, it is necessary to discover a compatible interpretation
of his complex account of historical progress. For this, however, we
need to look beyond his discussion of enlightenment to his treatment of
history and of the problem of the possibility of future progress, which
is the topic of the next chapter. 
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