
2 
KANT’S CRITICAL POLITICS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Kant’s political writings all date from the later part of his career and form part of the 
critical project as a whole.1 The only systematic work on politics, the first part of The 
Metaphysics of Morals, was published in 1797, and his famous political essay ‘Perpetual 
Peace: A Philosophical Sketch’ in 1795. The other essays, articles and fragments on 
politics were published between 1784 and Kant’s death.2 As with all of Kant’s critical 
work, in his political writings Kant is in dialogue with a variety of philosophical 
antecedents. He is also responding to historical events, most notably the American and 
French Revolutions and the effects of enlightenment and counter-enlightenment policies 
within the Prussian state. In The Metaphysics of Morals the legacies of the natural law 
tradition and of the work of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau are all evident. One of the 
reasons why Kant has rarely been accorded the status of a great political thinker is the 
extent to which he seems simply to repeat a hotchpotch of ideas from competing 
traditions rather than saying anything radically new. Very often the arguments of Kant’s 
political critique seem inconsistent and badly thought through in comparison to his other 
critical work. This impression is confirmed by the distinctive subject matter and approach 
of Kant’s systematic metaphysics of right as opposed to the lesser writings on politics. 
The first part of The Metaphysics of Morals focuses on the question of the legitimacy of 
states and the nature of the right constitution. The essays on perpetual peace, theory and 
practice, history and enlightenment touch on questions of law and right, but are more 
nearly concerned with history, war, culture and political/moral progress. This variety in 
Kant’s political work coupled with its fragmentary nature has enabled, indeed 
encouraged, commentators to approach Kant’s politics selectively. The result is that Kant 
has been read as both subversive and authoritarian, moralistic and Machiavellian in his 
theories of law and history.3 For Kant himself, his political thought is an extension of his 
critical philosophy, combining both the critical task of establishing the ground and limits 
of political right and the metaphysical task of spelling out the implications for the nature 
of a legitimate state and government. An adequate reading of Kant’s politics, therefore, 
needs to be familiar with the nature of critique as such. I would argue that the many 
tensions and apparent paradoxes and inconsistencies in Kant’s political thought are not 
accidents or unfortunate lapses to be excused on grounds of old age. Instead they are 
implied by the presuppositions of critique itself. This will be demonstrated through an 
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examination of three aspects of Kant’s political thought which can be analytically 
distinguished, though not separated from one another. The first aspect is that of right, 
which is the focus of The Metaphysics of Morals Part I and more tangentially of the 
essays on theory and practice and perpetual peace. The second aspect is that of history 
and international relations, which is the focus of specific essays on history and the essay 
on perpetual peace, but which also surfaces in texts such as Anthropology from a 
Pragmatic Point of View and Critique of Teleological Judgment. The third aspect is 
judgement itself, addressed in the political writings on history, theory and practice, and 
enlightenment, and in both parts of the Critique of Judgment. What emerges from this 
examination is the conclusion that the circle that connects Kant’s theory of right with his 
critique of judgement manifests the same political logic which was found to be implicit in 
his major critical writings. The politics of the practice of critique are confirmed in the 
explicit political possibilities sanctioned by critical political theory. 

The discussion of Kant’s politics proper, however, cannot be begun without first 
examining Kant’s account of the relation of politics to the other realm of practical 
philosophy, morality. The theory of right is the first part of The Metaphysics of Morals, 
the second part of which outlines a corresponding theory of virtue. The doctrines of 
virtue and right are both outcomes of the critique of practical reason and are a response to 
its categorical imperative (VI:216–217; 44–45). In the Introduction to both parts of The 
Metaphysics of Morals, Kant explains the distinction between right and virtue, legality 
and morality. This explanation is grounded on the human limitations explored in the 
Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason, but is 
presented more dogmatically and schematically than in either of those texts. Kant 
distinguishes two senses of will: will in the sense of free will or choice (Willkür); and 
will in the sense of the determining power of practical reason (Wille) (VI:213; 42). The 
former is a peculiarly human capacity which is capable of being affected, though not 
determined, by sensuous impulse or of being determined by the categorical imperative 
itself. If human maxims are not simply in accordance with, but determined by, the 
categorical imperative, so that both the ground and end of actions are in the moral law, 
then this is the domain of virtue. If, however, as the Willkür/Wille distinction makes 
possible, human maxims are subjectively grounded then this is the domain of right. Right 
has to do with the aspects of the moral law that it is permissible to coerce human beings 
into fulfilling; right actions need not be virtuous. 

The lawgiving which makes an action a duty and also makes this duty the 
incentive is ethical. But that lawgiving which does not include the 
incentive of duty in the law and so admits an incentive other than the Idea 
of duty itself is juridical. It is clear that in the latter case this incentive that 
is something other than the Idea of duty must be drawn from sensibly 
dependent determining grounds of choice, inclinations and aversions, and 
among these, from aversions; for it is a lawgiving that constrains, not an 
allurement, which invites. 

(VI:219; 46) 

The distinction between virtue and right is a consequence of human limitation which 
necessitates distinct metaphysical doctrines. The doctrine of right, however, seems a 
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paradoxical enterprise from the start. The idea of an external fulfilment of the demands of 
practical reason contradicts the account of morality given by Kant in the Grounding and 
the Critique of Practical Reason. As Kant himself frequently asserts, an external 
fulfilment of the ends of reason is not a genuine fulfilment. If the realm of right is one 
which deals in the manipulation of non-virtuous will then how can it be part of a 
metaphysics of morals? In a sense, the whole of Kant’s political thought is a response to 
this question. In the doctrine of right, the answer revolves around an argument for the 
deduction of pure principles of right from practical reason itself, so that the non-virtuous 
realm of legality is itself legitimated by reference to the moral law. In Kant’s philosophy 
of history another answer is formulated, in which world politics approximates more and 
more closely to the ideal of a kingdom of ends. In Kant’s writings on judgement a third 
answer is given, in which the philosopher’s assessment of the course of history helps to 
steer the realm of right towards the realm of virtue. As will be demonstrated, all of these 
answers are problematic in the light of Kant’s own presuppositions. The strict division 
between legal and moral and the idea of a dual determination of human will continually 
undermine Kant’s attempts to draw the two realms together. 

RIGHT 

The first thing that Kant makes clear in the Introduction to the doctrine of right is that he 
is not concerned with positive law, but with a priori principles of right. These are the 
principles on which positive legislation should be founded and are derived from practical 
reason itself. Right has to do with the external form of relations between human wills, not 
with the motivation or ends underlying different human choices, except when they 
contradict the possibility of choice itself. On the basis of this, Kant formulates the 
universal principle of right as follows: 

Any action is right if it can coexist with everyone’s freedom in 
accordance with a universal law, or if on its maxim the freedom of choice 
of each can coexist with everyone’s freedom in accordance with a 
universal law. 

(VI:230; 56) 

The principle of right is not in itself an incentive to action, but it authorizes the possibility 
of coercion to force human freedom into conformity with it. Thus, Kant argues, a fully 
reciprocal use of coercion is the mark of strict right, in which there is no trace of virtue: 
‘Right and authorization to use coercion therefore mean one and the same thing’ (VI:232; 
58). 

Having presented the universal principle of right, Kant goes on to specify the nature of 
right. He defines it as the capacity to obligate others to a duty. There are two kinds of 
right according to Kant: innate right, which is naturally inherent in humanity; and 
acquired right, which requires a juridical grounding (VI:237; 63). The only innate right is 
that already summed up in the universal principle of justice: the right to freedom from 
constraint in accordance with universal laws. This right requires no deduction. According 
to Kant, this right is a simple reflection of the internal property of free will inherent in all 
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human beings, a mark of both their moral limitation and moral possibilities. The first part 
of the doctrine of right, therefore, focuses on acquired right in relation to persons and 
things, or private right. Kant has defined right as the capacity to obligate others to a duty, 
a duty to respect choices that do not conflict with universal laws. In the section on private 
right, the freedom to choose which is the peculiar characteristic of human will is 
presented as inherently proprietorial. The exercise of freedom which others should have a 
duty to respect is the exercise of claiming something external as one’s own. 

It is therefore an a priori presupposition of practical reason to regard and 
treat any object of my choice as something that could objectively be mine 
or yours. 

(VI:246; 69) 

It is as users and potential owners of objects of will that wills externally relate to one 
another. Kant lists three kinds of thing that can be external objects of my will: an external 
physical object; the choice of another to perform a specific act, for example, the 
fulfilment of a promise; and the status of another in relation to me, such as a wife, a child 
or a servant. There are, however, two senses in which the above may be possessed. The 
first is in the sense of empirical possession in which I literally control or hold the objects 
of my will. The difficulty with this sense of possession is that it is grounded solely on 
empirical factors such as strength, which are unreliable and changeable. The capacity to 
obligate others to respect your rights of possession cannot be universally grounded in 
contingent empirical factors. The second sense of possession is intelligible possession, in 
which rights over the objects of your will are grounded in abstraction from all conditions 
of intuition in accordance with universal laws. For this, a deduction of proprietary right 
from pure principles is therefore required. 

The question, How is it possible for something external to be mine or 
yours? resolves itself into the question, How is merely rightful 
(intelligible) possession possible? and this, in turn, into the third question, 
How is a synthetic a priori proposition of Right possible? 

(VI:249; 71) 

In attempting to deduce the possibility of intelligible possession, Kant runs into the same 
difficulties he encountered in trying to deduce the categorical imperative. Because he is 
dealing with something in complete abstraction from conditions of intuition, since 
intelligible possession cannot be bounded by space or time, the principles which ground 
intelligible possession are beyond the scope of the understanding and cannot be grasped 
theoretically. Thus, rather than presenting a deduction, Kant argues instead that the idea 
of intelligible possession is a necessary corollary of the universal principle of right, since 
only if possession is guaranteed can there be freedom according to universal laws, 
because freedom is only possible as possession, i.e. power over something or someone 
else. The kind of guarantee represented by the idea of intelligible possession as grounded 
in the universal principle of right is not, however, in itself sufficient to guarantee 
possession in practice. This can only be done when there is a universal and reciprocal 
recognition of rights to property. 
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So it is only a will putting everyone under obligation, hence only a 
collective general (common) and powerful will, that can provide everyone 
this assurance. But the condition of being under a general external (i.e. 
public) lawgiving accompanied with power is the civil condition. So only 
in a civil condition can something external be mine or yours. 

(VI:256; 77) 

Kant argues, therefore, that private right, i.e. legitimate external acquisition, is dependent 
on the idea of an original universal act of will on the part of all people. This idea of a 
social contract marks the difference between a state of nature, in which possessions can 
only be held provisionally, and a civil condition in which possessions can be guaranteed. 
Kant is very careful, however, to deny that the original common commitment to respect 
property is a historical event; rather it is a necessary hypothesis if the principle of 
universal right is to be realized. In the discussion of external acquisition that forms the 
second chapter of the doctrine of right, constant use is made of the notion of an original 
common, validating act of will on the part of all people which legitimates private rights to 
own property and engage in contractual relations (VI:258–265; 80–85). This idea works 
in two different ways in Kant’s text. On the one hand, it has the status of an idea of 
reason, hypothetically necessary yet existing in a sphere beyond human understanding. 
On the other hand, it is part of a pragmatic argument that points out that the concept of 
intelligible possession is useless in practice, unless it is enforced by a system of public 
power which can coerce respect for the principles of right. The two ways in which the 
concept of the common will works reinforce each other: just as it is a demand of practical 
reason that people unite in a juridical condition, so it is also a consequence of natural 
self-interest. At the end of the section on private right, it is clear that private right 
depends on public right, both really and ideally. 

From private Right in the state of nature there proceeds the postulate of 
public Right: When you cannot avoid living side by side with all others, 
you ought to proceed to leave the state of nature and proceed with them 
into a rightful condition, that is a condition of distributive justice. 

(VI:307; 121–122) 

The ‘rightful condition’ that succeeds the state of nature is one in which persons relate 
juridically to one another; that is, with reference to the idea of a primary common act of 
will. The state is the juridical condition viewed as a whole in relation to its members. 
Kant’s examination of the principles of private right leads on to the examination of the 
principles to which a state must conform in order to be rightful. In the second part of the 
doctrine of right, Kant is dealing with the idea of the state rather than with actual states, 
though he is setting up principles by which actual states may be judged. The first point 
about the idea of the state is that its legislative authority is necessarily grounded in the 
idea of a common act of will, since this is a necessary hypothesis for all juridical relation 
(VI: 313–314; 125). It is clear from Kant’s argument, however, that this is essentially a 
logical requirement and has little to do with the foundation of actual legislative authority 
in existing states. The necessity of the idea of a common act of will derives from the 
universal principle of right which in turn is grounded in practical reason itself. The 
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ultimate legitimation of right is in the categorical imperative. Legislative authority 
therefore is only legitimate when derived from practical reason. If it is not derived from 
practical reason then it is not legitimate and there is no juridical condition to uphold right. 
But practical reason requires the upholding of right through legislative authority and thus 
justifies the idea that actual legislative authority derives from practical reason, whether it 
was founded by a common act of will or not. What must be the case dictates what is the 
case even when it seemed originally to contradict it. 

A law that is so holy (inviolable) that it is already a crime even to call it in 
doubt in a practical way, and so to suspend its effect for a moment, is 
thought as if it must have arisen not from men but from some highest, 
flawless lawgiver; and that is what the saying ‘All authority is from God’ 
means. This saying is not an assertion about the historical basis of the 
civil constitution; it instead sets forth an idea as a practical principle of 
reason: the principle that the presently existing legislative authority ought 
to be obeyed, whatever its origin. 

(VI:319; 130) 

Kant’s insistence on the inviolability and irreproachability of the legislator is a 
consequence of his commitment to the deduction of right from practical reason. This is 
also what shapes Kant’s sketch of what the rightful state must entail, given in the second 
part of his theory of right. Kant does not require that the sovereign body of the state take 
on any particular form in the sense of being democratic or autocratic, for instance. 
Instead, his only requirement is that the form of the state be in accord with the spirit of 
republicanism. For Kant, this means that the state must guarantee the separation of 
powers of the legislature, executive and judiciary. 

These are like the three propositions in a practical syllogism: the major 
premise, which contains the law of that will; the minor premise, which 
contains the command to behave in accordance with the law, i.e. the 
principle of subsumption under the law; and the conclusion, which 
contains the verdict (sentence), what is laid down as right in the case at 
hand. 

(VI:313; 125) 

For Kant, the separation of powers preserves the formal irreproachability of sovereignty, 
which is always both inviolable and absolute (VI:318; 129). In addition, it makes possible 
the ideal validation of each of the civic powers, by retaining their autonomy in relation to 
each other and legitimating them solely in relation to practical reason itself. The position 
of citizens in Kant’s republican idea of a state is peculiar. Whether citizens are active 
participants in legislation or not, all citizens ideally ground the law and are absolutely 
bound by it; they exist both noumenally and phenomenally within the state. This is 
demonstrated in Kant’s discussion of both punishment and revolution. In the case of 
punishment, the criminal is responsible for the law in his noumenal self, whereas he 
breaks the law and is punished in his phenomenal self. This distinction enables Kant to 
avoid the Hobbesian predicament of explaining the possibility of people willing their own 
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harm in the social contract. The self ideally involved in the common act of will which 
grounds legislative authority is an ideal self not a real one (VI:235; 144). This is not to 
say that Kant forbids the involvement of real citizens in the legislative process. He does, 
however, restrict ‘active’ citizenship to persons who are independent of another’s control, 
and thus properly free in the sense required by right. Thus self-employed men may be 
entitled to vote, but wage labourers and women may not (VI: 314–315; 125–126). This 
distinction between active and passive citizenship in no way undermines the freedom 
under the moral law of all human beings, or their ideal participation in the grounding of 
law. Virtues are not denied to wage labourers and women, only their rights are curtailed. 
In Kant’s ideal state, each citizen is free as a human being, equal under the law as a 
subject and his own master. However, this ideal is, as he sees it, compatible with many 
different kinds of state being rightful. This is evident in his discussion of revolution, 
resistance and reform in relation to the examples he uses. 

For Kant, revolution cannot be right, legally or morally, because there can be no 
legitimate contesting of the source of legitimacy and all legislative authority must be 
perceived as derived from that source, i.e. practical reason via the idea of a common act 
of will. Revolting citizens are in self-contradiction (VI:320; 131). Kant’s insistence on 
the absolutism of sovereign power appears, to say the least, inconsistent with the idea of a 
common act of will founding public law. However, it is perfectly in accord with the 
status of the original juridical act as a necessary purely formal supposition, legitimating 
the move to a juridical condition which guarantees intelligible possession. The sovereign 
is the law; to challenge the sovereign is to subvert the postulate of practical reason that 
demands the enforcing of right. With rigorous consistency, Kant acknowledges that this 
must mean that if a revolution is successful and a revolutionary government established, 
then it too may not be challenged by citizens. Change can only rightfully stem from the 
sovereign body itself (VI:322–333; 133). The only example that Kant gives of when 
citizens may rightfully protest against the sovereign is when their agreement with a law 
would involve self-contradiction as much as the breaking of it. An actual example that 
Kant uses to illustrate this is if a hereditary privileged nobility is created, which conflicts 
with the idea of the equality of citizens under the law (VI:329; 138–139). However, even 
in this case, citizens would not be justified in rebelling against the law. It would be up to 
the sovereign body to obey the juridical commands of practical reason and bring itself, by 
reform, into accordance with the demands of right (VI:329; 129). Thus there emerge two 
reasons for according empirical sovereigns absolute respect: first, because recognition of 
their legitimacy involves the acknowledgement of the ideal ground of their authority in 
practical reason; second, because through the reform from above of existing law, 
empirical states may rightfully approach the juridical ideal more closely. 

In Kant’s discussion of revolution and reform the tensions and peculiarities of his 
account of right come to the surface. Kant’s account slips from the realm of ideas to the 
empirical realm and back again with bewildering consequences. The idea of a common 
act of will may be practically manifested in the power of an absolute monarch, the agent 
of ideal will. The ideal of freedom, equality and independence is actualized in a 
distinction between active and passive citizens. The concept of self-legislation becomes a 
complete submission to the powers that be, in the sense that the rights of the sovereign 
derive from pure reason and are unaccompanied by duties which he can be coerced to 
fulfil (VI:319; 130). Structuring the whole discussion is the originating power of pure 
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practical reason, which is beyond comprehension and a juridical ideal which is beyond 
attainment. 

Every actual deed (fact) is an object in appearance (to the senses). On the 
other hand, what can be represented only by pure reason and must be 
accounted among Ideas, to which no object given in experience can be 
adequate—and a perfectly rightful constitution among men is of this 
sort—is the thing in itself. 

(VI:371; 176) 

The doctrine of right begins with the clear distinction between right and virtue and the 
necessity of a separate metaphysics of right. Throughout the metaphysics of right, 
however, a dual message is presented. On the one hand, it seems that the realization of 
pure principles of right in experience is an unattainable goal, since legitimacy resides 
only in idea. On the other hand, it seems that right is realized in any actual legislative 
authority that guarantees ownership. This double consequence of the attempt to specify 
the nature of legitimate public authority reflects the dichotomous logic which can be 
traced in all of Kant’s critical writings, but never so starkly as in his political work. 
Kant’s own dissatisfaction with his attempts to ground right securely is evident in his 
unwillingness to end the argument of the first part of The Metaphysics of Morals with the 
account of legislative authority in the domestic state. In the final part of his discussion of 
right he moves on to the realm of the international, war and history in an effort to deduce 
a more substantive link between the real and ideal in politics. 

HISTORY 

The greater part of the argument of the theory of right is devoted to the question of 
legitimating public law within a domestic state. It is argued that any legislative authority 
which upholds intelligible possession must be treated as if it were legitimate. Thus right 
is seen to depend on the existence of absolute sovereign authority in relation to a group of 
citizens. By virtue of Kant’s argument, any law must be preferable to no law, since the 
demands of practical reason compel an end to the state of nature. However, there is a 
sense in which all domestic states, regardless of how closely they correspond to the 
juridical republican ideal, are in a lawless condition, that is, in relation to one another. 
The demand of right that intelligible possession be guaranteed is continually under threat 
as long as states pose a threat to one another. Therefore, the demand of right goes beyond 
the necessity of the move to public law to the necessity of some kind of overarching 
authority that can ensure the possibility of stable inter-state relations or perpetual peace 
(VI:343–351; 150–157). Such an authority cannot be the same as the legislative authority 
which grounds the domestic state, since this is itself an absolute authority. The ideal of 
perpetual peace is not an ideal of world government, but of a mutual, reciprocal 
agreement over international laws that in no way undermines the sovereignty of any of 
the parties to the agreement. It is this ideal that Kant puts forward in the concluding part 
of the metaphysics of right and expounds in detail in his essay on perpetual peace as the 
ultimate guarantor of right. In the case of the domestic state, the demands of right are 
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fulfilled in idea by the common act of will and in reality by the existence of legislative 
authority backed up by coercive power. The problem for Kant, given that the demands of 
right extend to the inter-state realm, is how those demands are to be fulfilled without 
reference to original legislation. It is at this point that Kant’s philosophy of right calls 
upon support from a philosophy of history. Kant’s writings on history are brief and 
fragmentary, but they are comprehensive enough to provide an argument for the nature of 
human development that can be used to substantiate practical reason’s demand for 
progress toward perpetual peace. Texts such as Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of 
View, ‘Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose’ and ‘Perpetual Peace: 
A Philosophical Sketch’ present a consistent account of world history. This account 
begins with the ‘unsocial sociability’ of individuals (that is, their incapacity and yet need 
for coexistence with others) (VIII:20; 44), and through war, trade and culture potentially 
ends in international law. 

Kant’s reading of history derives from an account of human nature, which in turn is 
derived from the presuppositions of his critical philosophy. The dichotomous account of 
will given at the beginning of The Metaphysics of Morals is reflected in Kant’s 
anthropological account of the human being. This is a being driven in part by the 
demands of practical reason, but largely incapable of fulfilling those demands due to the 
influence of the non-moral motivation of natural needs and desires. This fundamental 
limitation of the human being would appear to make the ends of practical reason eternally 
unattainable. However, Kant argues that this is not the case, because although practical 
reason may be powerless in practice, a substitute for it can be found in the work of nature 
itself. Natural self-interest propels human beings to coexist and ensure their mutual 
protection. In the same way, it pushes people in a state of nature into a juridical condition 
as a protection from the external threat of other groups. 

Thus that mechanism of nature by which selfish inclinations are naturally 
opposed to one another in their external relations can be used by reason to 
facilitate the attainment of its own end, the reign of established right. 

(VIII:366–367; 113) 

Similarly, the fact of war, which is an outcome of human greed and aggression, though 
evil in itself, can nevertheless be seen to serve the ends of reason. Kant argues that, given 
unregulated human desires for power, wealth and security, the interests of established 
states will necessarily clash and there will be war. As wars go on, more and more 
sophisticated weapons are developed, until mutual fear between states is so great that 
they are afraid to go to war. At the same time, human greed requires wider and wider 
markets and as war is bad for trade, this provides another motive not to go to war (VIII: 
368; 113–114). In these circumstances, nature pushes humanity towards perpetual peace 
even as practical reason demands it. 

Though war is an unintentional human endeavour (incited by our 
unbridled passions), yet it is also a deeply hidden and perhaps intentional 
endeavour of the supreme wisdom, if not to establish, then at least to 
prepare the way for lawfulness along with the freedom of states, and 
thereby for a unified system of them with a moral basis. 
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(V:433; 320) 

In the Anthropology and in the Critique of Teleological Judgment a further 
accomplishment of nature is suggested. This is the achievement of human culture, not 
simply as skill in the development of the arts and sciences, but as discipline in the 
capacity to overcome natural inclination itself. Kant argues that the inequalities and 
miseries of the human condition that result from the free play of human inclination will 
themselves lead humanity to master those inclinations (V: 433–434; 321). Once this is the 
case, practical reason will be freed from its practical impotence and the gap between the 
real and the ideal will have been genuinely overcome. 

Thus Kant provides an account of history as progress to reinforce the possibility of 
right in the human condition. This reading of history, however, is throughout an 
ambiguous one. On the one hand, it appears as the triumphal account of the ironic success 
of a hidden hand in the realm of legality. There is an inevitability to the story given and 
the end of history seems to be within reach. On the other hand, Kant emphasizes the 
fragility of progress in the legal sphere and its constant liability to collapse back into war 
and conflict. This ambiguity is demonstrated in Kant’s account of perpetual peace. 
Sometimes the goal of perpetual peace is presented as something close to a state of 
complete global harmony, substantively regulated by international law. Sometimes 
perpetual peace appears as little more than the uneasy coexistence of mutual deterrence, 
which is always liable to break down if technological or commercial advantage is held by 
one power. Once more we find a curious slippage between Kant’s account of what is real 
and what is ideal, and yet on reflection it is unclear how this slippage is grounded. How 
can a self-interested reaction to the results of natural motivation be sufficient to ground 
the sphere of right? But then this is very much the same question as that of how the 
absolute power of an empirical sovereign can be grounded in right. Kant finds himself 
saying both that this is and that this is not possible. It is possible because in both cases 
coercion enables law; it is impossible because in neither case is it possible to deduce that 
coercion from the universal principle of right itself, the deduction can only be 
hypothesized. It is at this point in Kant’s political thought that the discussion has to move 
beyond the realm of right and history to the realm of hypothesis which has always 
underlain them. Kant’s arguments as to the legitimacy of states and the development of 
history both rely on Kant’s own sleight of hand in mapping the relation of the real and the 
ideal. This is something Kant deals with self-consciously in his argument for the role of 
the philosopher’s judgement in the realm of legality and its development. 

JUDGEMENT 

In one of his earlier political writings, the article ‘An Answer to the Question: What Is 
Enlightenment’, Kant sets out the political role of the scholar. In this essay, Kant defines 
enlightenment itself as the courage to use your own reason (sapere aude) and argues for 
the desirability of freedom of thought as the essential prerequisite of a fully enlightened 
age (VIII:35–37; 54–55). Kant is aware, however, that there are dangers in a blanket 
encouragement of independence of thought in a people used to close guardianship. He 
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argues that a sudden access to freedom may result only in the embracing of a new range 
of prejudices. 

Thus a public can only achieve enlightenment slowly. A revolution may 
well put an end to autocratic despotism and to rapacious or power-seeking 
oppression, but it will never produce a true reform in ways of thinking. 
Instead, new prejudices, like the ones they replaced, will serve as a leash 
to control the great unthinking mass. 

(VIII:36; 55) 

In considering the best way, therefore, to achieve enlightenment, Kant goes on to suggest 
that it is best served by encouraging a particular kind of freedom: the freedom to make 
public use of one’s reason in all matters. Kant makes a sharp distinction between private 
and public uses of reason (VIII:37; 55). The former is the use of reason by a government 
employee or citizen in contradiction to the law or to his orders from above. According to 
Kant, this use of reason both is and ought to be restricted, since a servant or citizen of the 
state is bound by absolute obligations to it, even when he or she considers that the state is 
wrong. It is a different matter with the public use of reason, which is the use of reason 
any scholar makes when he or she addresses the literate world about religious or political 
issues. While Kant accepts that the army officer who disobeys an order is definitely 
wrong, he argues that it should be perfectly acceptable for that same officer to write and 
publish an article explaining why a different order should have been given. The 
possibility of scholarly, public debate is essential to the possibility of enlightenment in a 
way that civil disobedience is not. Kant’s argument in the essay on enlightenment 
remains one of the threads present in all of his political philosophy. Given the status 
accorded to legislative authority in all actual states, then it is clear that Kant cannot 
endorse the direct contradiction of this authority. All change must come from above. 
Scholarly debate, however, provides a way in which the powers that be may be 
influenced to bring existing legislation more into accord with the principles of right; the 
philosopher’s judgement substitutes for political action. 

A high degree of civil freedom seems advantageous to a people’s 
intellectual freedom, yet it also sets up insuperable barriers to it. 
Conversely, a lesser degree of civil freedom gives intellectual freedom 
room to expand to its fullest extent. Thus once the germ on which nature 
has lavished most care—man’s inclination and vocation to think freely—
has developed within this hard shell, it gradually reacts upon the mentality 
of the people, who thus become increasingly able to act freely. Eventually, 
it even influences the principles of governments, which find that they can 
themselves profit by treating man, who is more than a machine, in a 
manner appropriate to his dignity. 

(VIII:41–42; 59–60) 

Kant’s essays on enlightenment, perpetual peace, the contest of the faculties, and theory 
and practice make clear that the value of public scholarly debate is lost if the realm of 
judgement passes over into the realm of action. In this sense the political judgement of 
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the philosopher is parallel to aesthetic judgement, which can demonstrate the good 
without being able to put it into practice and which is fundamentally disinterested. Kant 
argues that philosophers should not become kings because ‘power corrupts the free 
judgement of reason’ (VIII:368–369; 115). What he seems to be implying by this is that 
political judgement is a species of reflective judgement and can only be genuinely 
exercised when uncontaminated by empirical interest. A consequence of the assumption 
that true judges cannot act is, therefore, that the influence of the public use of reason is 
always uncertain and dependent on the attitude of the sovereign. Only one actual 
sovereign is quoted as having the appropriate attitude, and that is the Emperor Frederick 
with his maxim that freedom of argument is permissible on condition of obedience (VIII: 
37; 59). That this is the best that can be asked of actual sovereign powers seems to leave 
little hope for the progress that Kant is arguing for. There is, however, another more 
indirect way in which he sees the philosopher’s judgement as exerting its influence, one 
that takes us back into the realms of right and history. 

In his essay on perpetual peace, Kant distinguishes between the concept of fate and the 
concept of providence within history (VIII: 361–362; 108). Both concepts involve the 
assertion that there is a necessity involved in the workings of nature in history. Fate 
implies a causal necessity, pushing us in a direction unknown. Providence is a 
teleological concept, involving the idea that there is purpose in history, ‘the underlying 
wisdom of a higher cause’, so that history is explicable in terms of its end. As Kant’s 
readings of historical development demonstrate, it is the concept of providence that most 
obviously structures his account. However, it (providence) does so, as Kant quite clearly 
states, only by virtue of the philosopher’s judgement, choosing to interpret history as if it 
were progress. This attribution of an end and direction to history is analogous to the role 
of teleological principles of reflective judgement in the understanding of nature as 
outlined in the Critique of Teleological Judgment. Kant explicitly describes the nature of 
this kind of judgement in the Ninth Thesis of his essay ‘Idea for a Universal History with 
a Cosmopolitan Purpose’. 

It is admittedly a strange and at first sight absurd proposition to write a 
history according to an idea of how world events must develop if they are 
to conform to certain rational ends; it would seem that only a novel could 
result from such premises. Yet if it may be assumed that nature does not 
work without a plan and purposeful end, even amidst the arbitrary play of 
human freedom, this idea might nevertheless prove useful. And although 
we are too short-sighted to perceive the hidden mechanism of nature’s 
scheme, this idea may yet serve as a guide to us in representing an 
otherwise planless aggregate of human actions as conforming, at least 
when considered as a whole, to a system. 

(VIII:29; 51–52) 

The argument of the Ninth Thesis is that there is value in prescribing a rational end to 
history, as giving hope for the future of mankind in accordance with the goals of practical 
reason. However, Kant is in no doubt that this is the contribution of the philosopher to 
history as opposed to the work of the empirical historian. What the empirical historian 
sees is the ‘disjointed product of unregulated freedom’ (VIII:30; 52). Kant makes a 
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similar argument in the text The Conflict of the Faculties. Here he reiterates the point that 
experience does not in itself provide hope for the future, since there is as much regress as 
progress in human affairs. However, as a philosopher, Kant argues that he can, indeed 
ought to, read particular historical events as symptomatic of the moral disposition of 
mankind and therefore of the possibility of progress. The event he singles out as 
indicative of the moral disposition of humanity is the French Revolution. The reason he 
singles it out is not because of the actions of the participants in the revolution, but 
because of the attitude of onlookers to it, which he argues was publicly and consistently 
sympathetic. Whether the revolution succeeds or fails, the welcome given to it by those 
outside the fray and therefore capable of considered judgement signals the capacity of 
humanity to improve. 

It is simply the mode of thinking of the spectators which reveals itself 
publicly in this game of great revolutions, and manifests such a universal 
yet disinterested sympathy for the players on one side against those on the 
other, even at the risk that this partiality could become very 
disadvantageous for them if discovered. Owing to its universality, this 
mode of thinking demonstrates a character of the human race at large and 
all at once; owing to its disinterestedness, a moral character of humanity, 
at least in its predisposition, a character which not only permits people to 
hope for progress toward the better, but is already itself progress in so far 
as its capacity is sufficient for the present. 

(VII:85; 153) 

In addition, therefore, to the direct influence that scholarly discussion may have on the 
existing political and legal context, Kant suggests there is another political role for the 
philosopher’s judge-ment, the role of keeping the ends of reason before the eyes of the 
public and thereby inspiring the people to the possibility of their fulfilment. Thus the 
bringing together of the real and the ideal in the state and in history finally appears to 
come to rest in the reflection of the philosopher which, like aesthetic judgement, is a 
testimony to hope and faith. This is the hope that there is providence at work in self-
interested inclination and nature will cultivate the moral character of humanity; and the 
faith in the influence that philosophers may exercise over kings. 

CONCLUSION 

Looking back over the different aspects of Kant’s political thought, it is clear that Kant is 
caught in a continual struggle with the relation between the ends of practical reason, as 
they are defined in the universal principle of right, and empirical history and politics. The 
attempt to relate ideal to real is fraught with paradox, as Kant himself recognizes, and 
none of the ways in which Kant grounds a connection between right and reality is 
genuinely secure. The grounding of actual states in the principles of right becomes a 
defence of the status quo; the workings of history need not be read as progress, and the 
philosopher’s judgement has no guarantee of effectiveness. In the previous chapter, it was 
concluded that the dual determination of critique by the assertion of both reason’s 
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limitation and its legislative power resulted in a series of struggles to fulfil tasks which 
the presuppositions of critique itself has made impossible. The political promise of 
critique explored in Chapter 1 is confirmed in Kant’s explicitly political work. The 
ambition of reason in the practice of critique is repeatedly frustrated in a series of 
unsatisfactory resolutions to the dichotomies which grounded reason’s ambition in the 
first place, i.e. to secure the legitimate territory of knowledge, morality, aesthetic 
judgement and right given reason’s inherent limitation. Kant’s theories of law, the state 
and history struggle to overcome the gulf between transcendent reason and the realm of 
empirical experience. Without recourse to judgement, however, these struggles are 
capable of resolution only through retreat to one or other side of the gulf, giving the 
possibility of either the utter condemnation or unquestioning endorsement of existing 
legal and political relations. Thus the philosopher may take refuge either in the moral 
law, from the standpoint of which all existing legal and political relations are inadequate; 
or he may construe actual states and inter-state relations as-if they instantiated the moral 
law. Judgement emerges as the place between the ideal and the real, but rather than 
resolving the tensions implicit in Kant’s reading of right and history it occupies an 
inexplicable no man’s land, in which the verdicts of practical reason and of empirical 
history are overturned by the philosopher. In the absence of determinate rules, the critic’s 
political judgement becomes a peculiar invention, the legitimation of which, like that of 
aesthetic judgement, is mysterious. 

The apparent divergence of the three aspects of Kant’s political philosophy that have 
been identified as right, history and judgement, explains why interpretations of Kant’s 
political thought can be so different (the Kant of the doctrine of right seems a much more 
authoritarian Kant than the Kant of the essays on history and culture). It also confirms 
that thinkers attempting to draw on the Kantian inheritance for an account of critical 
social and political theory are drawing on a volatile legacy. The different aspects of 
Kant’s political thought are not neatly separable and the logic of their relation reflects the 
problematic logic of critique itself. The problem of the legitimation, application and 
enforcement of law is as much the problem of the political philosopher as of political 
philosophy, as the practice of critique demonstrates. In Kant’s work the attempt to lay the 
foundations for a new metaphysics continually returns him to the question of the 
legitimacy of his own enterprise and leads to some peculiar consequences when it comes 
to the claims staked for the territory of the critical philosopher’s authority. 

In the following central section of this book, I will be examining the work of four 
different contemporary thinkers, Habermas, Arendt, Foucault and Lyotard, all of whom 
draw on Kant’s work in accounting for the practice of their own critical social and 
political thought. In each case the Kant being addressed and used is a different Kant, 
although in each case it is a Kant recognizable in the critical philosopher’s work as it has 
been outlined above and in the foregoing chapters. It will be argued that although 
Habermas, Arendt, Foucault and Lyotard all understand and use the critical philosophy 
differently, nevertheless they all become entangled in tensions analogous to those in 
which Kantian critique is caught and that this has profound consequences for the nature 
of their social and political theorizing. I will begin by looking at the work of Habermas. 
Habermas’s work forms an appropriate starting point for the examination of the Kantian 
legacy in contemporary critical social and political thought because he embraces the 
Kantian project more wholeheartedly and holistically than the other three thinkers. 
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Habermas claims that Kantian critique can be reconstructed in such a way as to avoid the 
problems that haunted Kant’s own attempt to legitimate his (Kant’s) arguments. In the 
following chapter the degree to which Habermas’s critical theory succeeds in redeeming 
this claim will be assessed. 
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