
1 
PHILOSOPHY AS CRITIQUE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The object of this book is to explore a series of attempts to articulate critical social and 
political theory and to understand the dangers and difficulties inherent in these attempts. 
Central to the argument of this book is the claim that the critical dimension of the work of 
Habermas’s critical theorist, Arendt’s political judge, Foucault’s specific intellectual and 
Lyotard’s critical nightwatchman is in each case shaped by an inheritance from the 
original philosophical critic, Kant. All of these thinkers explicitly draw on aspects of 
Kant’s critical philosophy in their work. All of them also repudiate, ignore or denigrate 
other aspects of Kantian critique. It is as if Kant’s critique offers a range of political 
possibilities from which a selection can be made by contemporary critics. This range of 
political possibilities is not confined to Kant’s explicit pronouncements on politics but is 
also implicit in his overtly non-political work on theoretical reason, practical reason and 
judgement. In this chapter my aim is to offer a reading of Kant’s critical philosophy 
focusing on the politics implicit in the practice of critique in the three major critical texts. 
In the following chapter the ways in which the implicit politics of critique cash out in the 
explicit critique of politics in Kant’s writings on right and history will be examined. 
These two chapters are designed to clarify the nature of the resources of Kantian critique 
on which the later theorists are drawing. 

It is obviously impossible to do full justice to Kant’s principal critical writings in the 
course of a single chapter. What is offered in the first two sections of this chapter is the 
tracing of aspects of Kant’s arguments in the Critique of Pure Reason, Critique of 
Practical Reason, and the Critique of Judgment which demonstrate the political logic of 
the critical philosophy. I will argue that this philosophy is characterized by a pattern in 
which the presuppositions of critique continually frustrate and complicate attempts both 
to deduce the legitimacy of cognitive, moral and aesthetic claims and to realize those 
claims within the world. The practice of critique thus comes to veer between the political 
options of rigid order or absolute anarchy, with the critical philosopher embracing in turn 
the roles of legislator and warmonger in a never-ending, but always unavailing, effort to 
achieve a peaceful resolution to the conflicts of reason. In the final part of this chapter, I 
go on to orient my own elucidation of critique in relation to two contemporary readings 
of the politics of Kantian critique in the work of Onora O’Neill and Howard Caygill 
respectively. In conclusion, following on from the discussion of O’Neill and Caygill, I 
suggest that Kant’s conception of critique leaves us with a highly politicized 
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philosophical practice which is both volatile and paradoxical. At the same time as 
opening up the questions of what we may know, what we ought to do and what we may 
hope for, the Kantian critic is also rendering those questions unanswerable. The practice 
of critique is not safe; it swings between the ideal and the real, between liberal and 
authoritarian moments, between limitation and legislation and between subversion and 
submission. 

LIMITATION AND LEGISLATION 

The critique of reason is Kant’s response to the twin dangers which, he argues in the 
Prefaces to the first and second editions of the Critique of Pure Reason, confronted the 
metaphysics of his time. These are the dangers of unfounded dogmatism on the one hand 
and rampant scepticism on the other. According to Kant, the philosophy of his time 
offered two equally unacceptable alternatives. The rationalism of thinkers such as Leibniz 
and Wolff made speculative claims about knowledge which could not be substantiated. 
The empiricism of thinkers such as Hume seemed to undermine any claims to knowledge 
at all. Scandalously, the history of reason has brought the Queen of the Sciences into 
disrepute, and reason itself must therefore, as it were, bring itself into question (A:viii–
ix).1 This is something that has never been done before and the method and tools of 
critique are unfamiliar, taking the form of a tribunal of pure reason in which pure reason 
is both on trial and judging. Two things, however, are clear from the beginning of the 
Critique of Pure Reason: first, pure reason in human beings is limited and the process of 
critique will establish its boundaries; second, if metaphysics is to be put on the road to 
science, it must follow the model of mathematics and physics and dictate to nature rather 
than have nature dictate to it (B:xii–xiv). The critical project therefore combines 
moments of both limitation and legislation. In establishing what pure reason cannot 
accomplish, its legitimate possessions are identified and protected. 

In the ‘Introduction’ to the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant separates the cognitive 
judgements of the understanding into two kinds: analytic and synthetic (A:6; B:10). 
Analytic judgements are those founded on the identity of subject and predicate, their 
explication yields no new knowledge. Synthetic judgements are founded on difference, 
the predicate is not already included within the subject, and therefore they yield 
knowledge. Kant explains the distinction using the example of a body. The claim that a 
body is extended, i.e. occupies space, is an analytic claim according to Kant, because it is 
part of the concept of bodies that they are entities in space. The claim that a body is 
heavy, in contrast, is a synthetic claim, since there is nothing in the concept of body that 
indicates specific weight. A priori knowledge is knowledge that is necessary and 
universal, entirely independent of experience. Kant claims that the model sciences of 
mathematics and physics are both distinguished by the possession of synthetic 
judgements a priori as principles, and argues that, if metaphysics is to be a science, it 
must also involve such principles. The critique of pure reason is launched as the quest to 
deduce the possibility of judgements of reason which combine the synthetic and the a 
priori (B:19). In order to answer the question of the possiblity of synthetic judgements a 
priori, Kant differentiates three human faculties: intuition (the faculty of sense); 
understanding (the faculty of concepts); and reason (the faculty of the unconditioned). 
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These are examined in the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’, ‘Transcendental Analytic’ and 
‘Transcendental Dialectic’ respectively. 

The arguments of the transcendental aesthetic and analytic are well known and it is 
unnecessary to rehearse them in detail here.2 However, there are some aspects of the 
argument that are crucial for a grasp of the nature of Kantian critique in general to which 
I would like to draw attention. One such aspect is the famous distinction between 
phenomena and noumena that emerges from the argument in the ‘Transcendental 
Aesthetic’. Kant argues that intuition of objects of sense perception is only possible under 
the forms of space and time, the pure a priori forms of intuition. Appearances always 
obey the conditions of space and time and are not things-in-themselves (A:41–49; B:59–
73). This argument supports the twin assumptions of critique, that reason is limited (in 
the sense that it cannot know things as they are in themselves), but that metaphysical 
science is still possible (in the sense that reason can become aware of the nature of its 
limits). In parallel with the distinction between appearances and things-in-themselves 
Kant draws a distinction between two kinds of cognition: finite cognition, which only 
knows things as appearances; and infinite, divine intellection, which knows things not 
just as they appear but as they are (B:71–72). The nature of Kant’s distinction between 
phenomena and noumena is never wholly clear; at times it seems that the idea of the 
thing-in-itself is a hypothetical limiting concept; at other points the thing-in-itself is 
referred to as if it were a concrete entity forever beyond our grasp. However, the 
importance of the phenomena/noumena distinction lies in the way in which it testifies to 
the dependence of critique on both limitation and transcendence. The thing-in-itself 
confirms both the power and the weakness of pure reason. Reason’s power can be seen in 
the way in which appearance is regulated by the understanding. Reason’s weakness can 
be seen in the way in which the thing-in-itself remains forever beyond the reach of 
cognition; we cannot know whether it exists or not. 

The establishment of the two forms of intuition a priori gives Kant one of the two 
factors he requires for the solution of the general problem of transcendental philosophy; 
that is, an a priori predicate with which a concept may be combined without reference to 
actual experience. In addition to this, however, he needs to establish pure concepts of the 
understanding which apply to the objects in intuition synthetically a priori. These 
concepts have to be more than simply identified and tabulated, they have to be deduced, 
i.e. their right to apply to intuition and thus to become lawgivers of nature has to be 
established (A:84–86; B:116–118). These pure concepts of the understanding are termed 
‘categories’. Kant offers two different deductions of the categories in the first and second 
editions of the Critique of Pure Reason; they differ in significant respects, but their 
purpose is the same. In both of the deductions Kant is explicating the unifying and 
legislative force of the understanding in cognizing the phenomenal world. In the first 
deduction (A:95–130) Kant begins by outlining three subjective sources involved in the 
foundation of possible experience: ‘apprehension of representations in intuition’; 
‘reproduction of representations in imagination’; and ‘recognition of representations in 
concepts’. This third source, grounded in a pure productive synthesis of imagination, 
assumes a key importance as the necessary unity of apperception. 

Appearances in experience must stand under the conditions of the 
necessary unity of apperception, just as in mere intuition they must be 
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subject to the formal conditions of space and time. Only thus can 
knowledge be possible at all. 

(A:110) 

The second deduction (B:129–169) concentrates from the start on the unity of 
apperception, which is defined as a kind of originative unifying synthesis underlying all 
other unities (B:131). The transcendental unity of apperception is the moment of the ‘I 
think’, not the self-knowledge of ‘I’ as phenomenon, but the original, unified, abstract 
being of the understanding (B:155–156). A parallel is drawn between the role of space 
and time in intuition, and that of the unity of apperception in cognition. As with time and 
space, the work of the unity of apperception is said to be necessitated by the finite nature 
of human thought (B:138–139). Thus the unity of apperception is defined as the condition 
of the possibility of all coherent experience. At the completion of this second deduction, 
Kant has clarified the nature and ground of the second factor which makes synthetic 
judgement a priori possible. The transcendental unity of apperception is the form of the 
understanding in its relation to the original a priori forms of intuition, space and time; 
together they enable the synthetic a priori cognition of appearances. Moreover, each 
factor is powerless without the other (B:147–148). 

After the deduction of the categories Kant goes on to explain further the process of 
cognitive judgement and how the rules of the understanding are bound to experience 
through the schemata and the table of the principles of judgement, determinate and 
regulative (A:130–292; B:169–349). The table of the principles of judgement valid only 
in relation to possible experience is divided into the mathematical ‘axioms of intuition’ 
and ‘anticipations of perception’, and the dynamical ‘analogies of experience’ and 
‘postulates of empirical thought’ (A:161; B:200). The mathematical principles involve 
the necessary determinations of pure and empirical intuition in terms of quantity and 
quality. The analogies of experience and postulates of empirical thought, which deal with 
the necessary connection of perceptions and with their modal status are, however, 
regulative as opposed to constitutive principles, which do not determine the object of 
experience, but merely assist in the experience of it (A:179; B:221–222). 

Throughout the critical philosophy, critique has a dual task, both to deduce the 
legitimacy of the claims of reason and to apply those claims in the appropriate realm. In 
the context of theoretical reason, the deduction of the categories and the examination of 
the principles of judgement appears to complete the task of critique. Having concluded 
his survey of the principles of judgement, Kant claims that the ‘land of truth’ has been 
fully explored and the entitlements of pure reason have been fully established (A:235–
236; B:294–295). The critique, however, does not come to an end with the confirmation 
of its realm of operation in the cognition of phenomena. Instead, reason continues to push 
beyond the ground of the principles of judgement through the dynamic of two of those 
sets of principles themselves, that is, the analogies of experience and postulates of 
empirical thought. The problem raised for reason by these principles is that they appear to 
imply concepts which are themselves unintelligible in relation to experience. For 
example, the second analogy of experience is the rule of causal succession. In the case of 
causal succession, the series of conditioned moments becomes caught in an infinite 
regression, which can only find its origin in the unconditioned, a concept without 
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application to the realm of sensible intuition. It appears that there is a higher unity above 
and beyond that of the understanding and towards which the understanding is oriented. 

Just as the understanding unifies the manifold in the object by means of 
concepts, so reason unifies the manifold of concepts by means of ideas, 
positing a certain collective unity as the goal of the activities of the 
understanding, which otherwise are concerned so olely with distributive 
unity. 

(A:644; B:672) 

Just as the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ introduces the notion of the thing-in-itself, which 
is both necessary for the possibility of meta-physics and unknowable within it, so the 
‘Transcendental Dialectic’ introduces ideas of reason which are either necessary for 
cognition or implied by it and yet are unknowable within it. In both cases reason’s 
ambition is to know the grounds of its own legislation. However, in seeking to know this 
Kant demonstrates that reason tries to cross the boundary between finite and infinite and, 
as a consequence, falls into antinomy. Contradictory claims seem to be implied by the 
principles of judgement. Returning to the example of causal succession given above, 
equally good arguments can be given to support the idea of infinite regression lying 
behind each causal claim and to support the idea of a first cause as the originating point 
for every causal chain. The understanding is forced to be content with accepting the 
regulative necessity of the ideas of reason, whilst being wholly unable to establish their 
truth. 

Here the contention is not that its own assertions may not, perhaps, be 
false, but only that no one can assert the opposite with apodeictic 
certainty, or even, indeed, with a greater degree of likelihood. We do not 
here hold our possessions upon sufferance; for although our title to them 
may not be satisfactory, it is quite certain that no one can ever be in a 
position to prove the illegality of the title. 

(A:740; B:768) 

Ideas of reason are concepts which transcend the possibility of experience themselves, 
whilst at the same time helping to make experience possible. Ideas provide the rules 
which are implicit in the process of cognition, but as they cannot be known they must 
always be treated hypothetically ‘as if they could be known. If ideas are treated as 
principles of judgement, the result is a series of sophistications and illusions which Kant 
discusses in the paralogisms and antinomies of reason (A:341–567; B:406–595). Ideas 
provide rules to regulate the understanding, but they also imply ideals or rational 
archetypes which are the goals towards which cognition is necessarily oriented, the ideals 
of God, freedom and immortality. These ideals do not themselves condition theoretical 
reason, but are nevertheless implied by it. Like the concept of the thing-in-itself, the 
ideals of reason mark the boundaries of the legislation of pure theoretical reason and 
therefore testify both to its power and to its limitation. 

The Critique of Pure Reason ends with a section led the ‘Transcendental Doctrine of 
Method’. In this section Kant eviews, on the basis of the arguments of the previous three 

Philosophy as critique     13

Hutchings, Kimberly. Kant, Critique and Politics, Routledge, 1995. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=165132.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 13:56:41.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
99

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



sections, what reason can and cannot do, returning to the dilemmas of metaphysics with 
which he began. It is in this section of the text that Kant has most to say about what the 
critique of reason means, in contrast to either dogmatic or sceptical assertions of reason. 
In relation to theoretical reason, critique is claimed to involve a process of constant self-
criticism and openness to debate (A:738–739; B:766–767); as well as a shift from a state 
of war in metaphysics to a legal order (A:751–752; B:779–780). Kant explicitly 
compares the latter to the necessary move from a Hobbesian state of nature to a political 
state. Thus critique legitimates and encourages freedom of speech, while arguing that 
only certain speech is legitimate. Dogmatic and sceptical philosophers are speaking 
illegitimately of what cannot be known. 

The critique on the other hand, arriving at all its decisions in the light of 
fundamental principles of its own institution, the authority of which no 
one can question, secures to us the peace of a legal order, in which our 
disputes have to be conducted solely by the recognized methods of legal 
action. In the former state, the disputes are ended by a victory to which 
both sides lay claim, and which is generally followed by a temporary 
armistice, arranged by some mediating authority; in the latter, by a 
judicial sentence which, as it strikes at the very root of the conflicts, 
effectively secures an eternal peace. 

(A:751–752; B:779–780) 

The argument of the Critique of Pure Reason begins and ends with the same ‘judicial 
sentence’, confining the rights of theoretical reason to the world of appearance and the 
cognition of phenomena. This sentence has some peculiar characteristics, however, in 
particular in its dependence on the use of limiting regulative ideas which suggest a world 
beyond the bounds of finite reason yet necessary for its legislative power. Critique is put 
forward not so much as providing a resolution for the disputes of reason, but as 
authoritatively establishing the mode within which such disputes may be conducted. 
However, the critical tribunal operates according to a paradoxical logic in which 
judgement is simultaneously absolutely legitimate and also impossible to legitimize. The 
eternal peace secured by the judicial sentence of the critical tribunal is neither restful nor 
secure. Rather it is a condition of perpetual striving in which reason continually 
overreaches itself even as it accepts its limitations. In the process of critique in the realm 
of theoretical cognition, reason combines within itself legislative, executive and judicial 
powers, but the internal politics of reason are neither those of a constitutional monarchy 
(republican in Kant’s sense) nor of an absolute sovereign power. The domestic order of 
the realm of the understanding is both dependent on and threatened by what lies beyond 
its legislative boundaries. What is originally presented as the achievement of security and 
peace becomes increasingly destabilized as critique proceeds. 

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE AND HOPE 

At the end of the Critique of Pure Reason Kant poses three questions to which critical 
philosophy must provide the answers: What can I know? What ought I to do? What can I 
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hope for? (A:805; B:833). Although the critique of theoretical reason is clearly directed 
towards answering the first of these questions, the introduction of the ideas and ideals of 
reason as underlying and implied by the principles of judgement necessarily connects the 
answer to the first question with the answers to the latter two. The ideals of God, freedom 
and immortality are goals towards which theoretical reason is oriented. They are implied 
by the rules that regulate the principles of judgement in the realm of the understanding 
but they have no direct legislation within that theoretical realm. The true significance of 
these ideals, Kant argues, is not theoretical but practical. Practical in the sense that reason 
here is doing more than establishing what can be known about the world, it is seeking to 
influence the world directly. 

Laws of this latter type, pure practical laws, whose end is given through 
reason completely a priori, and which are prescribed to us not in an 
empirically conditioned but in an absolute manner, would be products of 
pure reason. Such are the moral laws; and these alone, therefore, belong to 
the practical employment of reason, and allow for a canon. 

(A:800; B:828) 

In the shift to practical reason critique moves from the question of how cognitive 
synthetic judgements are possible a priori to the question of the possibility of the moral 
law. This means that critique is now operating in relation to a realm of reason which is 
beyond the reach of the understanding and therefore essentially unknowable. Kant 
responds to the question of the possibility of the moral law in the Grounding for the 
Metaphysics of Morals and in the Critique of Practical Reason. In the treatment of 
practical reason, critique echoes the distinction introduced in the realm of theoretical 
reason between divine intellection and limited human cognition. Kant argues that there 
are two principles of causality: the principle of transcendental freedom in which pure 
reason, in the shape of the moral law, is the motivating force; and the principle of natural 
causation. Human beings, owing to their possession of free will, may be motivated by 
either principle; they may act autonomously or heteronomously. Because human will, 
unlike holy will, is open to sensuous influences, the moral law necessarily takes the form 
of an imperative, which strives to countermand such influences; this is termed a 
‘categorical’ imperative. The critique of practical reason thus necessitates the deduction 
of the possibility of a categorical imperative. 

Thus the question as to how a categorical imperative is possible can be 
answered to the extent that there can be supplied the sole presupposition 
under which such an imperative is alone possible—namely, the idea of 
freedom. The necessity of this presupposition is discernible, and this 
much is sufficient for the practical use of reason, i.e., for being convinced 
of the validity of this imperative, and hence also of the moral law; but 
how this presupposition itself is possible can never be discerned by any 
human reason. 

(IV:461; 60) 
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Owing to the limitation of human reason, critique is unable to ground the idea of 
transcendental freedom which makes moral legislation possible. Instead, the ideas of 
freedom and the moral law are argued to be mutually supporting and apodeictically 
certain. In the formulations of the categorical imperative discussed in the Grounding for 
the Metaphysics of Morals pure practical reason emerges as both the motivation for moral 
action and as the goal implicit in such action, the ideal of a kingdom of ends (IV:143; 39–
40). The Critique of Pure Reason involved not only the deduction of the legitimacy of the 
concepts of the understanding, but also the explanation of how those concepts could be 
bound to experience. Likewise, the question of how the categorical imperative is possible 
involves not only its transcendental justification in ideas of reason, it also involves the 
explanation of how those ideas of reason apply directly to the world of sensuous 
determination, the phenomenal world of experience. The application of the moral law to 
the phenomenal realm is accomplished via the processes of hypothetical universalization 
implicit in the first two formulations of the categorical imperative in the Grounding for 
the Metaphysics of Morals: 

Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will 
that it should become a universal law. 

Act as if the maxim of your action were to become through your will a 
universal law of nature. 

(IV:421; 30) 

In the Critique of Pure Reason it was clear that the ideas of reason had no constitutive 
application to experience. The possibility of moral judgement, however, is protected by 
the use of a hypothetical as opposed to an actual identification of noumenal and 
phenomenal realms. The actor must judge as if under the conditions of a supersensible 
nature, governed by practical reason, and then decide if the maxim of the action is 
universalizable and act accordingly (V:63–71; 65–74). The uneasiness of the relation of 
human action to the moral law, whether as motivating force or the ideal goal of a 
kingdom of ends is well demonstrated in Kant’s doctrine of virtue, which forms the 
second part of The Metaphysics of Morals. In this text Kant explores the consequences of 
the tension between moral obligation and sensuous being and tries to work out how the 
two can remain essentially unrelated and yet be related within the context of human 
ethical action. The two most important factors in this endeavour are the notions of 
‘conscience’ and ‘perpetual progress’. The former is, according to Kant, one of the 
natural moral dispositions within the judging subject which enable the moral law to gain 
a hearing (VI:399; 200–201). In conscience, man is his own innate judge, the 
representative of the moral law, before whom his baser self may be arraigned. In this 
sense the moral law does exist in the sensuous realm as a sense of obligation and striving. 

It is man’s duty to strive for this perfection, but not to reach it (in this 
life), and his compliance with this duty can, accordingly, consist only in 
continual progress. 

(VI:446; 241) 

Kant, critique and politics     16

Hutchings, Kimberly. Kant, Critique and Politics, Routledge, 1995. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=165132.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 13:56:41.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
99

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



As is clear from the quotation above, however, the moral law can never fully exist in the 
phenomenal realm other than as an obligation and a striving, a ground that cannot be 
understood, only obeyed, and an end that can never be reached. The critique of practical 
reason makes the division between real and ideal more emphatic than in the critique of 
theoretical reason. And yet, paradoxically, the tendency of theoretical reason to step 
beyond its limits, in the context of the critique of practical reason, becomes a demand that 
those limits must be overstepped and the gulf between nature and reason be bridged. 

In the critique of theoretical reason the power of reason to regulate the understanding 
problematized the status of the laws governing experience and knowledge. Ruling the 
island of truth was dependent on navigating the surrounding speculative seas, yet that 
navigation was itself dependent on the sovereign security of the island of truth. The 
problem of how reason can know what it cannot know was resolved by reference to 
distinctions between noumenal and phenomenal worlds and constitutive as opposed to 
regulative rules. Nevertheless the legislation, government and judgement of reason that 
follows from critique is full of tension and liable to failure. Critique fulfils a dual role, 
both of tracing the boundaries of the island of truth and of policing reason’s tendency to 
mistake the extent of its territory. However, when it comes to the critique of practical 
reason, the role of critique is less to police the limits of reason’s realm than to explain 
how those limits may be transcended so that reason may directly constitute the world. 
The ideas and ideals of reason that both underlie and orient theoretical understanding 
acquire a foundational primacy in the form of the moral law. Unfortunately the power of 
practical reason runs up against the presupposition of critique that human beings are 
inherently limited, neither capable of knowledge of things in themselves nor of a purely 
good will. Therefore the critique of practical reason becomes an endless quest to 
overcome the gulf between human and divine on which it is itself premised. Nature and 
freedom are divided yet the categorical imperative demands the bridging of this divide. In 
order to bring this resolution about, critique has recourse once more to the resource of the 
as-if identification of real and ideal. But whereas in the critique of theoretical reason the 
invocation of hypothesis destabilizes the aims of the critic, in the critique of practical 
reason it simply confirms the impossibility of the critic’s task. The greater power of 
practical reason is commensurate with its greater failure; it is at once an absolute 
authority and an empty one. 

In the Critique of Judgment Kant explicitly addresses problems raised by his 
exploration of the realms of the understanding and reason in the first two critiques. He 
does this by focusing on the faculty of judgement as a faculty with its own a priori 
principles to be deduced complementary to the categories of the understanding and the 
idea of transcendental freedom or the moral law. Judgement in both of the first two 
critiques is constituted as the problem for which the transcendental critic seeks a solution. 
However, neither the first nor the second critique resolves the problem of how either 
cognitive or moral judgements are possible without raising a host of further questions and 
invoking a series of distinctions and divisions which appear to disable judgement even as 
the conditions of its possibility are laid bare. The Critique of Judgment therefore is 
introduced as a mediation between the powers of reason and the domains of theory and 
practice which they legislate and govern. 
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And yet the family of our higher cognitive powers also includes a 
mediating link between understanding and reason. This is judgment, about 
which we have cause to suppose, by analogy, that it too may contain a 
priori, if not legislation of its own, then at least a principle of its own, 
perhaps a merely subjective one, by which to search for laws. Even 
though such a principle would lack a realm of objects as its own domain, 
it might still have some territory; and this territory might be of such a 
character that none but this very principle might hold in it. 

(V:177; 16) 

Kant distinguishes between two kinds of judgement, determinate and reflective. The 
former involves the subsumption of particular instances under a general rule. The latter 
involves judgement of a particular in which the rule is not already given and must be 
sought. According to Kant, examination of determinate judgement will not yield the 
principle peculiar to the faculty of judgement, since in such cases judgement is directly 
dependent on the understanding and the power of theoretical reason. In the case of 
reflective judgement, however, judgement does not rely on anything outside itself to 
provide a principle of judgement but, as it were, legislates for itself. It is therefore the 
critique of reflective judgement with which the two parts of the Critique of Judgment are 
concerned. The first part deals with a critique of aesthetic judgement, the second with a 
critique of ideological judgement. The latter critique investigates the imputation of 
objective ends to natural processes as an aid in the understanding of nature. As such, 
according to Kant’s introduction to both critiques, it is a branch of the critique of 
theoretical reason and is not in itself a special power of judgement without reference to 
concepts in the sense in which Kant claims aesthetic judgement is.3 It is therefore the 
critique of aesthetic judgement through which Kant aims to elucidate the principle 
peculiar to the faculty of judgement as such. In the Critique of Pure Reason the 
elucidation of the conditions of theoretical judgement depends on the answer to the 
question of how synthetic judgements are possible a priori. In the critique of aesthetic 
judgement the principle of the faculty of judgement as such can be located through 
answering the question of how aesthetic judgements of taste are possible a priori. Only in 
the case of such judgements does the feeling of pleasure and displeasure operate 
independently of theoretical and practical interest (V:196–197; 37). 

In his critique of aesthetic judgement, Kant examines two kinds of judgement, 
judgements of the beautiful and of the sublime. He begins with the estimation of beauty 
in an object. The sole determinate of the judgement of beauty in an object is the 
subjective feeling of pleasure or displeasure in that object, unaccompanied by any 
interest. At the same time as being completely subjective, the judgement of beauty lays 
claim to an objective validity, commanding the agreement of all others. The judgement of 
beauty is universally communicable, yet, Kant makes clear, it cannot be objectively 
grounded, since there is no concept of the understanding under which our intuition of the 
object is being subsumed. The exposition of the judgement of beauty therefore comes 
back to its two key elements, the feeling of pleasure and its universal communicability. 
The pleasure, Kant argues, comes not directly from the object itself, but from the 
subjective harmony or accord in the play of the cognitive faculties which attends the 
representation of the object. The subjective basis of the judgement is thus commonly 
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present in all human beings, and in making such a judgement one is implicitly claiming 
that it exemplifies a feeling that is available to everyone (V: 239–240; 89–90). In contrast 
to his accounts of theoretical and practical judgement, Kant links the subjective basis of 
judgement to an empirical history of human community. At he same time, he is clear that 
the judgement of beauty does not gain its authority from empirical location or interest 
(V:296–298; 163–165). 

The process involved in the estimation of the sublime is different from that involved in 
the judgement of beauty. Here, rather than a general and happy accordance of 
imagination with understanding, there is a violent assault on the cognitive faculties which 
are incapable of either representing or knowing the ideas to which certain perceptions of 
nature give rise. In the estimation of beauty in an object, we are at ease with our 
limitations, since the object seems almost to adapt itself to our powers of judgement. In 
the judgement of the sublime we are reminded of the demand that we exceed those 
limitations. The universal validity of judgements of the sublime derives from the 
imputation of a universally present moral feeling, the presence of which is derived from 
presumptions required by pure practical reason (V:265; 125). Kant does not consider that 
a separate deduction of the possibility of the aesthetic judgement of the sublime is 
necessary, since although the judgement of the sublime is grounded in feeling, it has its 
necessity in reason (V:208; 142–3). In the case of judgements of beauty, however, a 
deduction is necessary because judgements of beauty cannot be subsumed by either the 
understanding or reason; they have their own unique ground. 

Now, as far as the formal rules of judging [as such] are concerned, apart 
from any matter (whether sensation or concept), the power of judgment 
can be directed only to the subjective conditions for our employment of 
the power of judgment as such (where it is confined neither to the 
particular kind of sense involved not to a[ny] particular concept of the 
understanding), and hence can be directed only to that subjective 
[condition] which we may presuppose in all people (as required for 
possible cognition as such). It follows that we must be entitled to assume 
a priori that a presentation’s harmony with these conditions of the power 
of judgment is valid for everyone. 

(V:290; 155) 

The a priori necessity of judgements of taste is seen to derive from the conditions of 
possibility of all judgement and therefore of all experience and knowledge. These 
conditions are the power of the imagination in its free synthesis of intuitions and of the 
understanding in its lawful subsumption of intuitions under concepts. In the judgement of 
beauty, what can be neither theoretically cognized nor practically realized, the 
‘supersensible substrate of humanity’ (V:340; 213), is subjectively felt and generally 
communicated as a specific kind of pleasure. The autonomy and authority of this kind of 
judgement, however, remains somewhat mysterious. It is an authority linked with the 
supersensible, which is the basis of freedom, and which in some sense underlies the 
human sensus communis. It is also an authority tied to a concept of purposiveness, in 
which empirical presentations are in tune with the free play of cognitive faculties, and in 
which aesthetic ideas individually exhibit or symbolize the highest goals of reason within 
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the imagination (V:313–314; 182). It seems that aesthetic judgement mediates between 
the domains of nature and freedom (understanding and reason) because it invokes the 
possibility of harmony between both humanity and nature and between humanity and 
freedom. This possibility is not a directly practical one, however, since the principle 
peculiar to judgement is purely subjective, it legislates only for itself, unlike 
understanding and reason. Nevertheless, Kant suggests that the possibility of the 
judgement of beauty provides us with hope for the bridging of the gap between nature 
and freedom, since in such judgements and in works of art that give rise to such 
judgements, the gap is experienced aesthetically as closed. The beautiful stands as a 
symbol of morality, though it cannot be identified with morality itself. The outcome of 
the critique of judgement is neither that the possibility of such judgement is made clear 
nor that the divisions between the faculties and their domains is successfully mediated. 
Instead the critique of judgement confirms the mysterious origins of reason’s authority 
and the ways in which it is limited both theoretically and practically. What it also 
confirms, however, is the commitment of critique to overcoming its own presuppositions, 
even if only through the medium of hope in the judgement of the philosopher. 

In the case of each of the critiques, of theoretical and practical reason and of 
judgement, the aim of the critique is to trace both the limits and the possibilities of the 
specific faculties in question. The peculiarity of the first critique lies in the way in which 
critique necessarily pushes beyond the limits it is itself concerned to trace. Although 
theoretical cognition is bound to the world of appearances, nevertheless it postulates and 
depends on an intelligible realm outside the scope of its own legislation. Having pushed 
beyond its limits, pure theoretical reason then gives itself a sovereignty as practical 
reason which it cannot comprehend. Thus the attempt to inaugurate the critique of reason 
in its practical aspect is declared in advance to be impossible. The argument of the 
Critique of Practical Reason becomes little more than the confirmation of the legislation 
of an unknowable power of transcendental freedom in the moral law. Critique becomes 
bogged down in explaining how intelligible and sensible worlds can be made to meet 
without ever meeting, the as-if identities of actual and possible worlds. The Critique of 
Aesthetic Judgment confirms both the unknowability and power of the supersensible and 
exhibits the struggles of critique to mediate between nature and freedom—a mediation 
which is both required by reason and impossible to achieve, although its achievement can 
be hoped for. In summary, the idea of critique emerges as inherently paradoxical. 

The exercise of critique is necessarily an exercise of theoretical reason, an attempt to 
grasp the principles of knowledge, morality and judgement. Yet as an exercise of 
theoretical reason, critique is dependent on practical reason, in the form of the ideas of 
reason that regulate cognition and cannot be grasped by it, and the equally elusive ideals 
of reason towards which cognition is oriented. At the same time, critique as theoretical 
reason continually strives to move beyond the boundaries of cognition to the intelligible 
realm in which it is grounded but cannot do so. Caught up in the tangles of its own 
incapacity, theoretical reason in the critic, the philosopher Kant, is obliged to invoke 
either supersensible grounds and goals of reason’s authority or hypothetical 
identifications of nature and freedom or principles of hope derived from the possibility of 
aesthetic judgement in order to explain and legitimate the possibility of critique itself. 
The critiques of the faculties are always also a critique of critique itself in the sense of 
displaying how critique can be legitimated and the extent of its powers. 
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THE POLITICS OF CRITIQUE 

The idea that Kant’s critical philosophy is inherently political is not common to the 
majority of interpretations of any of the three critiques discussed above. The tradition of 
discussing the first two sections of the Critique of Pure Reason, the ‘Aesthetic’ and the 
‘Analytic’, as philosophically significant and marginalizing the rest in the work of 
English language commentators such as Strawson, has encouraged the study of the 
theoretical and practical aspects of Kant’s philosophy as separate and, to some extent, 
self-contained (Strawson, 1966). This dismembering of Kant’s critical philosophy helps 
to draw attention away from the juridical and legislative language shared by all of the 
critiques and the possible political significance of the critical philosophy as a whole. It is 
significant that commentators who do claim a political dimension to the project of 
critique tend to take a holistic view of the critical project and to take seriously Kant’s 
claim as to the primacy of practical reason over theoretical. It is also significant that those 
claiming that there is a politics of critique in Kant’s work disagree about the nature of 
that politics. 

Both Kant’s metaphysics and his jurisprudence are theories of property. 
Both knowing and having are ways of appropriating or securing the right 
to the use of a thing, be it a concept or an object in the world. 

(Shell, 1980:179) 

Susan Meld Shell offers a reading of Kant’s critical philosophy as essentially a theory of 
property, an attempt to ground legitimate possession in relation to concepts as well as 
objects. At the centre of Shell’s reading of critique is a concept of the power of reason to 
accomplish in practice what it accomplishes only phenomenally in theory, i.e. to 
constitute the world. In this conception the politics of critique is authoritarian and 
dictatorial. A very different reading of the politics of critique is to be found in Hans 
Saner’s work, in which the thrust of both precritical and critical writings is deemed to be 
that of metaphysical peacemaking. For Saner, the critical philosophy is about taking 
metaphysics from a state of war to one of legitimate conflict. 

The trial of reason is its own self-imposed infinite task of self-
enlightenment and self-purification. The peace of reason is thus not a state 
of trustful rest but one of vigilance and self-examination. 

(Saner, 1973:256) 

According to Saner, in the case of theoretical reason, the constant struggle is with 
reason’s in-built tendency to transcend its proper realm and hence relapse into the state of 
warring dogmas. In the case of practical reason, the struggle is between the objective 
imperative of the moral law and subjective impulsion by natural desires and ends. These 
struggles are established as both infinite and legitimate by the process of critique. In 
Saner’s view, critique appears less as the dictatorial subjugator of nature, more as the 
constitutional monarch encouraging the process of liberal enlightenment and modestly 
aware of the limitations of its own powers. 

Philosophy as critique     21

Hutchings, Kimberly. Kant, Critique and Politics, Routledge, 1995. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=165132.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 13:56:41.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
99

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



The most sustained recent claim for the essentially political nature of Kant’s critical 
philosophy comes from O’Neill in her book Constructions of Reason (1989). In the first 
section of this book O’Neill puts forward a case for reading Kant’s critical oeuvre as an 
anti-rationalist, anti-foundationalist argument intrinsically connected to an austere 
liberalism (O’Neill, 1989:4). This reading is dubbed a ‘constructivist’ one and poses a 
challenge to those readers of Kant who argue that in his work critique tends to lapse into 
metaphysics.4 O’Neill grounds her argument in an interpretation of the meaning of the 
priority of practical reason in Kant, which is supported by a reading of the 
‘Transcendental Doctrine of Method’ in the first critique. 

On standard views of the matter, Kant’s political writings are at most a 
corollary of his ethical theory, whose critical grounding is suspect. I hope 
to unsettle this view by showing that a series of connected political and 
juridical metaphors constitute the deep structure of the Critique of Pure 
Reason. 

(O’Neill, 1989:4) 

The first point that O’Neill makes in her reading of the first critique is that the method of 
critique is not established in advance at the beginning of the text. Instead it is hinted at in 
the statement of the problem that critique is supposed to be addressing—the vindication 
of reason’s claims. In contrast to Descartes, O’Neill claims, Kant sees the problem of 
vindicating reason as a shared one and gestures towards the idea of the critique of reason 
as both reflexive and political, a common self-questioning. It is not until the end of the 
text that the method of critique is properly outlined, a fact that O’Neill argues is in itself 
evidence of the non-algorithmic nature of critique, which cannot prescribe rules prior to 
its own self-reflection (O’Neill, 1989:18). The first chapter of the ‘Doctrine of Method’ is 
entitled ‘The Discipline of Pure Reason’. In this chapter Kant reflects back on what has 
been learned in the process of critique and explores the self-discipline of reason that 
follows from critique. This section is crucial for O’Neill’s claims as to the practical and 
political nature of Kant’s task (O’Neill, 1989:11–17). 

Kant calls the discipline of pure reason a ‘negative legislation’, ‘a system of 
precautions and self-examination’; in other words, it is the recognition of reason’s 
limitations. In the first section on discipline, Kant spends considerable time rejecting an 
analogy between mathematics and philosophy. Unlike the geometrician, the 
metaphysician is unable to deduce a stable and demonstrable system from axioms given 
in advance. The dogmatic use of reason in philosophy results rather in flimsy and illusory 
houses of cards. O’Neill argues that this is further confirmation of the fact that there are 
no algorithms of reason and no transcendental foundation for it. This then makes the 
vindication of reason without foundation necessary, and clues to what such a vindication 
means are to be found, according to O’Neill, in the later sections on the discipline of 
reason. 

For reason has no dictatorial authority; its verdict is always simply the 
agreement of free citizens, of whom each one must be permitted to 
express, without let or hindrance, his objections or even his veto. 

(A:738; B:766; O’Neill, 1989:15) 
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Kant moves from a discussion of the dogmatic use of reason and its pitfalls in 
metaphysics to the polemical use of reason and it is in this section that O’Neill finds the 
key to the method of a non-foundational vindication of reason. Reason is vindicated not 
by dogmatic fiat but by the conditions of its possibility which are the product of debate 
and free agreement. Here O’Neill finds a strict analogy between the grounding of 
cognitive and political orders. 

The reason why Kant is drawn to explicate the authority of reason in 
political metaphors is surely that he sees the problems of cognitive and 
political order as arising in one and the same context. In either case we 
have a plurality of agents or voices (perhaps potential agents or voices) 
and no transcendent or preestablished authority. Authority has in either 
case to be constructed. 

(O’Neill, 1989:16) 

As long as reason is deployed dogmatically, and the choice is between the 
authoritarianism of rationalism and the anarchy of scepticism, reason is in a state of war 
and contradiction. Only reconciliation between the two sides can end this state of war and 
this can only be built on terms to which both sides can agree; otherwise, thinking and 
communication become impossible. The terms are the terms which critique has explored 
and which enable reason to rise above the warring factions. This is not to be 
accomplished by resolving the dilemmas of rationalism and scepticism, but by opening 
up the acknowledgement of reason’s inability to answer certain questions to debate and 
criticism and by gradually building a consensus around the claim that reason must rely on 
ideas it cannot know. 

The political and juridical metaphors that O’Neill draws attention to and that pervade 
the whole of the Critique of Pure Reason, but particularly its opening and closing 
sections, are those of tribunal, debate and community. In examining these metaphors as 
they are at work in the ‘Doctrine of Method’, O’Neill finds support for her explanation of 
the priority of practical reason and the centrality of politics in Kantian critique (O’Neill, 
1989:17–27). The idea of the tribunal of reason, according to O’Neill, is another 
indication of the absence of an algorithm of reason or any alien authority which in some 
sense legislates for it. Critique is a matter of judgement and deliberation, not a following 
of abstract rules. Also a tribunal involves a plurality of participants, not necessarily in 
prior agreement and engaged in a common task. 

The central point that Kant makes with these analogies is that reason’s 
authority must (since it receives no antecendent or transcendent 
vindication) be seen as a practical and collective task, like that of 
constituting political authority. 

(O’Neill, 1989:18) 

The image of debate is identified as particularly significant by O’Neill, since it draws 
attention to the way in which debate is impossible without some shared terms of 
reference. Engaging in debate carries with it an obligation to reject that which renders 
debate impossible; it involves the creation of conditions in which a world can be shared. 
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Once more we are led back to the pivotal role of the Categorical 
Imperative in the politics of reason. What is to be vindicated is not reason, 
considered in abstraction from any particular reasoners, but the reasoning 
of those who like ourselves have no preinscribed modes of coordination, 
and find that their native endowment provides neither algorithm nor 
instinct for acting or for thinking. What can such beings do? There is no 
maxim of reasoning whose antecedent authority can compel them: and yet 
they cannot share a world in which there is no cognitive order. 

(O’Neill, 1989:23) 

The very minimum that the participants in debate can do is refrain from adopting 
principles that the other participants cannot adopt. This, for O’Neill, is what the 
categorical imperative means; it is a negative, practical instruction which explains both 
how reason grounds its own authority and how this is necessarily a practical grounding. It 
also explains the importance of community and the idea of common sense in Kant’s 
work: 

Reasoned thinking is governed not by transcendent standards but by the 
effort to orient one’s thinking in ways that do not preclude its accessibility 
to others. 

(O’Neill, 1989:26) 

The main focus of O’Neill’s text is not on the first critique but on Kant’s moral 
philosophy. Using the constructivist reading of Kant and the relation between practice 
and theory it establishes, O’Neill goes on to argue that Kant’s moral thought is not 
necessarily either rigidly prescriptive or emptily formal, which are the two traditional, 
and she claims incompatible, allegations against Kant. The argument continually hinges 
on the claim that critique is about establishing in practice the conditions of possibility of 
both cognition and action in a shared world. This means that critique is only ever a 
setting of parameters to thought and action, it does not provide precise prescriptions and 
it relies on continual public examination of its assumptions. In this context, the 
distinction between sensible and intelligible worlds is read simply as a way of specifying 
the conditions necessary for cognition and action respectively. The categorical 
imperative, according to O’Neill, can do some work in drawing the lines beyond which 
toleration is possible, but it is only ever a starting point for moral judgement, and does 
not exert an absolute authority over it. 

O’Neill offers a closely argued reading of the politics of critique, one which in some 
ways corresponds to Saner’s vision of the metaphysical peacemaker, but also pays careful 
attention to the founding of the authority of reason. The politics of critique on this 
reading are non-authoritarian, a kind of disciplined liberalism which counters the priority 
of freedom with the necessity of coexisting with other freedoms at the very foundation of 
human cognition and action. Although there is acknowledged to be an element of 
continual struggle in the critical project, painful diremptions and inconsistencies are not 
apparent at the heart of critique. Instead it appears as open, public and constructive. 

The key to O’Neill’s reading of Kant is her reading of the ‘Transcendental Doctrine of 
Method’. I would like to suggest that if we look back at this text we find a more complex 
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and contradictory politics at work than O’Neill identifies. Further, if we take seriously the 
arguments of the first three sections of the first critique, the ‘Aesthetic’, the ‘Analytic’ 
and the ‘Dialectic’, and above all the positive significance accorded to the principle of 
transcendental freedom in the practical context, it is clear that O’Neill’s reading is 
rendered somewhat one-sided. 

The compulsion by which the constant tendency to disobey certain rules is 
restrained and finally extirpated, we entitle discipline. 

(A:709; B:737) 

The metaphors of obedience and compulsion are as much a part of the discipline of pure 
reason as images of debate and community. As was noted above, the method of critique 
is characterized both as free debate and as the passing of ‘judicial sentence’ by Kant. 
O’Neill reads the free debate of reason advocated by Kant in the second section of the 
Discipline as indicating reason’s constant and public self-examination, yet it could also 
be likened to the position of the enlightened despot who says, ‘Argue as much as you like 
and about whatever you like, but obey’ (VIII:41; 59). Whether they like it or not, whether 
they acknowledge it or not, the philosophical polemicists are bound by the limits of 
reason and will be forced to abide by them; their debate, which fulfils the conditions 
necessary to make debate possible, has been declared empty in advance by the findings of 
the first part of the critique. The war is already over. Unfortunately, the peace that 
critique brings is a fragile one, since with the notions of the thing-in-itself and the ideas 
and ideals of reason, it seems that hostilities are opened again in the terrain of 
transcendental claims. These hostilities are kept in check theoretically by the purely 
negative significance of these transcendental ideas, but they are granted a positive and 
objective, indeed constitutive, validity in the realm of pure practical reason. The claims 
that Kant makes for the categorical imperative are much stronger and more positively 
authoritative than O’Neill allows. By construing the categorical imperative as a negative 
strategy, O’Neill is able to find its application to experience relatively unproblematic. But 
for Kant it is a problem, precisely because the dualisms established by the first critique, 
whatever their ontological status, become logically entrenched in the practical 
philosophy. Hence the struggle, through the different formulations of the categorical 
imperative, and through the hypothetical identification of sensible and intelligible worlds, 
to make the actualization of the commands of practical reason possible. Kant is not 
consistently self-reflexive in critique. The paradox of reason’s limitation and its 
legislative ambition is never itself vindicated though it provides the ground for the project 
of critique. The politics of critique revealed in the discipline of reason, therefore, are 
neither simply authoritarian nor simply liberal; instead they remain paradoxically both. 

A different reading of the politics of critique is to be found in Caygill’s book Art of 
Judgement (1989). Caygill’s focus is mainly on the Critique of Judgment, and the two 
traditions of taste and of aesthetics with which Kant engages in the text. In the course of a 
detailed argument Caygill suggests that the third critique is both the most profoundly 
metaphysical and profoundly political of Kant’s texts, and that it brings to the surface the 
political presuppositions and implications of critique more clearly than the other critical 
writings. 
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The crisis of metaphysics which forms the pretext of critique can be abstractly 
understood as the conflict between the dogmatism of rationalist thinkers such as Wolff 
and the scepticism of empiricist thinkers such as Hume. Caygill, however, enriches the 
understanding of critique by analysing much more deeply the history of reason out of 
which critique emerges and of which critique is a part. In particular he examines the 
alternative accounts of judgement to be found in the empiricist and rationalist traditions, 
and argues that for both of these traditions judgements of pleasure and of beauty 
problematize those accounts. In both traditions the judgement of taste or aesthetic 
judgement exceeds the relations of synthesis and subsumption which are the mark of 
logical judgement. Such judgements suggest a ground beyond judgement which cannot 
itself be expressed in the language of judgement. Caygill traces the complexity of the 
empiricist theory of taste, in which the pursuit of self-interested pleasure is mysteriously 
brought into harmony with the rational will of providence, and goes on to examine the 
parallel antithetical tradition of aesthetic judgement, in which the particular feeling is 
subsumed under universal reason. This is more than the exposition of an abstract 
philosophical debate, however, since Caygill argues that the accounts of judgements of 
taste and of beauty are identifiable with specific political agendas and possibilities of 
crisis. The former theory of judgement is tied up with an account of civil society, in 
which faith in the operations of the hidden hand of civil society disguises the violent 
direction of production which makes that society possible. The latter tradition, by 
contrast, reflects the politics of the police state endorsed by dictatorial reason. 

The theory of civil society was haunted by the problem of taste, while the 
theory of the police state formed the matrix for the emergence of 
aesthetics. For both of them, beauty was the crisis point of judgement 
since it exceeded judgement. 

(Caygill, 1989:38) 

Caygill argues that, in all of his critical work, Kant is in dialogue with and within this 
history of reason. This means, according to Caygill, that Kant is also involved in a 
profoundly political debate, particularly when he comes to focus on aesthetic judgement 
and the question of the principle peculiar to judgement. In so far as Kant criticizes and 
transcends the empiricist and rationalist traditions, he is invoking a new dawn for both 
reason and history. 

Both accounts of judgement were considerably overdetermined by 
differing perspectives on political and religious culture, so when Kant 
negates them he is also negating the political and cultural freight which 
they carry. His negation of the accounts of judgement intimates a thinking 
and a politics beyond judgement. 

(Caygill, 1989:297) 

In the reading of Kant’s critique of judgement which Caygill goes on to expound, he 
argues that Kant does not wholly succeed in offering a new account of judgement and of 
politics which escapes the violence behind the hidden hand or the authoritarian 
perfectionism of the police state. Instead Kant’s treatment of the two forms of aesthetic 
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judgement, the judgements of beauty and the sublime, is seen to present us with two 
alternative vocabularies of judgement, only the former of which offers a genuine 
transcendence of, or progress for, the history of reason. In the case of the former, the 
productive legislation of judgement, with the self-proportioning accord of the faculties 
that underlies judgement, suggests a politics to some extent reminiscent of O’Neill’s 
reading of Kant which is exemplified by the idea of a self-proportioning constitution, but 
with a less abstract and more historicized understanding of what this means. In the case 
of the latter, the judgement of the sublime, we find an authoritarian, legislative politics, in 
which an anarchic manifold is violently subsumed under centralizing law. These two 
kinds of politics, however, are not separate and self-contained for they are two sides of 
the same coin of critique and reflect the tension between the critical and metaphysical 
moments in Kant’s thought. Ultimately Caygill argues that the politics of critique which 
triumph in Kant do not exceed the terms of the history of reason of which critique is 
meant to be the culmination. Nevertheless the lapse into authoritarian dualisms is not 
necessarily the fate of the third critique which can also be read more positively. 

Everything depends on the way in which ‘realization and restriction’ is 
thought in culture. On the one hand Kant thinks it in terms of the 
proportioning of activity, the bringing to appearance of natural finality 
through human projection, and the construction of a world in which 
human ends find themselves realized in the summum bonum. But the 
proportion underlying this disposition is difficult to represent. And when 
Kant tries to do so, he translates it into the language of judgement. Instead 
of recognizing a proportion within human freedom which may be realized 
and restricted through an ethical life, he sees in it only the spectacle of a 
lawless manifold which must be subsumed under unity. 

(Caygill, 1989:390) 

For Caygill the political possibilities of critique are shaped by a history of reason and a 
language of judgement which are put into question by the nature of the aesthetic 
judgement of taste or beauty. In his aesthetic writings, therefore, Kant goes furthest in 
developing a language beyond judgement and suggesting a politics beyond the terms of 
civil society and the police state. There is a constant tendency, however, to lapse back 
into the violent and authoritarian terms of judgement inherent in the history of reason and 
in the metaphysical ends of critique itself. 

The accord of freedom with conformity to law so crucial in the first part 
of the Critique, where it is thought in terms of a proportioned activity 
which exceeded the bias of the traditions, is now rendered in terms of their 
violent unification. Instead of the active proportionality of life there is 
now the unification of individual freedom under law. 

(Caygill, 1989:391) 

Kant’s great difficulty, according to Caygill’s account, is the articulation of the politics 
implicit in the judgement of beauty. The implication seems to be that the new politics of 
critique cannot be fully expressed within the terms of critique. The politics of critique, 
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therefore, are presented as having the persistent tendency to lapse into the violence of a 
legislation which disguises its own origins. Unlike O’Neill, Caygill reads the implicit 
politics of critique as radically ambiguous. 

O’Neill and Caygill both draw attention to the political significance of Kant’s 
explicitly non-political work. Both also suggest that the political significance of Kant’s 
critical work lies much more in the nature of his critical practice than in his explicit 
pronouncements on politics. To this extent I would agree with both thinkers; however, it 
is Caygill who, in my view, is most attuned to the paradoxes of the critical endeavour and 
whose account comes closer to the complexity and frustrated ambition of the arguments 
and politics at work in the three main critical texts. 

CONCLUSION 

In the first two parts of this chapter it was apparent that critique sets itself tasks which it 
is unable to fulfil. The dual determination of critique in the acknowledgement of reason’s 
limitation and the assertion of its legislative power implies a set of dichotomies and a 
series of attempts to overcome them. This opens up Kant’s texts to opposing 
interpretations and enables him to be read not only along both liberal and authoritarian 
lines but also as invoking alternative accounts of reason and history which break out of 
the juridical vocabulary of critique. Any given reading of the implicit politics of the 
practice of critique is liable to be subverted and destabilized by the tensions between 
these different possibilities. In trying to ground the possibility of critique through critique 
itself Kant becomes caught up in his own net of ways of resolving the problems inherent 
in the history of reason. The critic legislates, governs and judges on behalf of reason, but 
always also bears witness to the impossibilities of that legislation, government and 
judgement, except on the basis of hypothetical as-if identifications or hope. In the 
following chapter I will be examining how the politics of the practice of critique is 
reflected in Kant’s critique of politics and his theories of right, history and judgement 
respectively. 
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