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Introduction

It was characteristic of the great modern philosophers to attempt, each in
his own way, to rebuild philosophy from the ground up. Kant embraced
this goal more fully than any other classical modern philosopher. And his
work did in fact change philosophy permanently, though not always as
he intended. He wanted to show that philosophers and natural scientists
were not able, and would never be able, to give final answers to questions
about the nature of the physical world and of the human mind or soul,
and about the existence and attributes of a supreme being. While he did
not accomplish precisely that, his work changed philosophy’s conception
of what can be known, and how it can be known. Kant also wanted to set
forth new and permanent doctrines in metaphysics and morals. Though
his exact teachings have not gained general acceptance, they continue to
inspire new positions in philosophical discussion today.

Kant stands at the center of modern philosophy. His criticism of previ-
ous work in metaphysics and the theory of knowledge, propounded in the
Critique of Pure Reason and summarized in the Prolegomena, provided a
comprehensive response to early modern philosophy and a starting point
for subsequent work. He rejected previous philosophical explanations of
philosophical cognition itself. His primary target was the rationalist use
of reason or “pure intellect” – advanced by Descartes and Leibniz – as a
basis for making claims about God and the essences of mind and matter.
Kant argued that these philosophers could not possibly know what they
claimed to know about such things, because direct knowledge of a mind-
independent reality exceeds the capacity of the human intellect. He thus
had some sympathywith the conclusions of empiricist philosophers, such
as Locke andHume, who prescribed limits to human understanding. But,

ix
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Introduction

he contended, because these philosophers also did not analyze human
cognition properly, they lacked knowledge of the principles by which
the boundaries of human knowledge might be charted, and they did not
understand the foundation of the legitimate metaphysics falling within
those boundaries. Kant maintained that even the empiricist attitude to
knowledge, if unchecked by an account of reason’s boundaries, would
inevitably extend beyond its own domain in the world of nature, and
would lead to unjustified assertions about such topics as the free will of
human beings and the existence of God, assertions that he feared would
conflict with a proper theory of morals.

Kant explained his own revolutionary insight by analogy with the
Copernican revolution in astronomy. As Kant observed, Copernicus was
better able to account for the phenomena of astronomy by assuming that
the motion attributed to the stars actually results from the motion of the
observer as stationed on the earth. The sixteenth-century astronomer
attributed a daily rotation to the earth, rather than to the planets and
stars themselves, and he accounted for yearly cycles in the motions of the
sun and planets by attributing a yearly revolution to the earth. Kant held
that he could account for the human ability to know the basic proper-
ties of objects only on the assumption that the knower him- or herself
contributes certain features to those objects as known. He thus held that
the fundamental characteristics of objects as experienced – characteristics
described bymathematics (especially geometry) and also bymetaphysical
concepts such as cause and substance – result from something that the
knowing subject brings to such experience. At the same time, he did not
deny that objects taken as things in themselves play a role in producing
perceptual experience – though this aspect of his position has proven
difficult to interpret. The questions that he raised about the relation of
the knower to the known, and the perspective he provided concerning
the contribution of the knower to the representation or cognition of the
world as it is known, produced a revolution that continues to influence
philosophy today. Philosophers as diverse asG.W.Hegel, Rudolf Carnap,

 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason,  xvi; the relevant passage may be found in the selections from the
Critique included in this volume. The use of “A” and “B” to cite the first and second editions of the
Critique is explained in the Note on texts and translation; other abbreviations used in citing Kant’s
works are explained in the section on Further reading, which also provides publication details for
other works cited. Page and section numbers appearing in the text of this Introduction are to the
Prolegomena and the Critique selections as translated herein.
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Introduction

C. I. Lewis, and Hilary Putnam have positioned themselves in relation
to Kant.

Kant was deeply engaged with the intellectual issues of his time and
culture. In what he termed “theoretical philosophy” (now called “meta-
physics and epistemology”), he not only directly engaged the current
philosophical theories of cognition, but he tested their ability to account
for paradigmatic instances of knowledge, in the mathematics and natural
science of his day. He was intent that theoretical philosophy explain the
doctrines, nature, and cognitive basis of these “sciences” (as he called
any systematic body of knowledge). Kant was especially interested in the
philosophical implications of Newton’s physics in relation to both meta-
physics and morals, for he was concerned that the deterministic picture
of the world in physics posed a threat to the idea of moral freedom. At
the same time, he hoped to help advance natural science in its own right,
by fully analyzing its cognitive foundation and fundamental concepts.

From the time Kant’s writings appeared, they have been the object
of philosophical discussion and debate. Many interpretations have been
offered, which differ both on large questions, including interpreting the
fundamental message of Kant’s philosophy, and in the more detailed
assessment of his particular arguments and doctrines. Such interpretive
disagreement is normal in the case of writings that are both difficult and
important. Further, part of the value of philosophical writing lies in the
effort that each reader must make to understand its arguments and its
conclusions, its assumptions and its overall vision, for him- or herself.
The primary aim of this Introduction, then, is neither to characterize the
results of two centuries of interpretive responses to Kant, nor to describe
the present state of debate. Rather, it is to provide a context within which
readers can approach Kant’s texts for themselves.

Life and writings

Immanuel Kant was born in Königsberg on  April . Königsberg
(now Kaliningrad), located near the southeastern shore of the Baltic Sea,
was an important regional port, alive with English, Dutch, Polish, and
Russian traders. It was the capital of East Prussia, which had become a
“kingdom” in  when Frederick I crowned himself in Königsberg. In
the year of Kant’s birth, the “old city” of Königsberg was joined with
two neighboring towns to become a city of ,, which was larger than

xi
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Introduction

Berlin, where the Prussian rulers resided. It had a castle and a garrison,
was a regional center of the arts, and had its own university, founded as the
Collegium Albertinus in  and known in Kant’s time as the Albertus
University in Königsberg.

Kantwas the fourth-born ofmany children, ofwhomfive lived to adult-
hood. His parents were pietist Lutherans of modest means, his father a
master harness maker. After a few years of grammar school Kant’s talent
was recognized by a family friend, the Lutheran pietist preacher Franz
Albert Schultz, who had studied with the foremost philosopher in
Germany, Christian Wolff. Schultz recommended to Kant’s mother that
the boy (then eight) should attend the Lutheran Collegium Frideri-
cianum. It was primarily a Latin school, strict and pedantic, where Kant
studied the classics, largely by rote; the enforced outward piety experi-
enced in this school was an impetus to his lifelong endeavor to separate
the social practices of religion from its intellectual and moral substance.
Kant’s mother, whom he greatly respected and admired, died in .
He went on to study at the University in Königsberg from  to ,
supporting himself with the help of his uncle, by tutoring, and through his
skill at billiards and card games. He was especially drawn to mathematics,
natural science, and philosophy, which he studied under the Professor of
Logic andMetaphysics,MartinKnutzen, a student ofWolff’s.During this
period Kant came to admire the work of Isaac Newton as a paradigmatic
achievement in natural science, and in  he wrote the True Estimation
of Living Forces, attempting to settle a dispute in mechanics that had
arisen fromG.W. Leibniz’s criticism of Descartes’ mechanics during the
s.

Kant finished his doctoral dissertation in  and received his Habil-
itation that same year, which meant that he could serve as a private lec-
turer licensed by the University (but paid directly by the students). He
was a popular lecturer and covered a broad curriculum, which included
logic,mathematics,morals, physics,metaphysics, andphysical geography.
During this time he was a productive writer, publishing several works in
natural science, including his contribution to the Kant–Laplace nebular
hypothesis in  and the Physical Monadology, which posits repulsive
forces to explain the space-filling character of matter, in . In theNew
Elucidation, also from , he first addressed the theme of metaphysical

 Full English titles to Kant’s major works are listed in the Chronology.

xii
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Introduction

cognition, whichwas to occupy him all his life.HisOnly Possible Argument
of  was an extended reflection on unity, harmony, and order in nature
as an argument for the existence ofGod. In theDistinctness of the Principles
of Natural Theology and Morality, Kant analyzed metaphysical cognition
in relation to mathematical cognition, emphasizing their dissimilarity.
His Dreams of a Spirit-Seer of  described metaphysics as investigat-
ing “the boundaries of human reason.” During the s Kant became
an admirer of the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau on education and
moral philosophy.

As his reputation grew Kant turned down opportunities for appoint-
ment elsewhere, having his heart set on a professorship in Königsberg.
In March , at the age of , he finally received his appointment
at the Albertus University, as Professor of Logic and Metaphysics. He
continued to lecture on the topics already mentioned, and during the
s added anthropology, education, natural theology, and natural law
to his repertoire. His “Inaugural Dissertation” for the new appointment
was On the Form and Principles of the Sensible and the Intelligible World,

where he distinguished sensible and intelligible “worlds,” the first being
known via sensory cognition of things as they appear (i.e., phenomena),
the second via intellectual cognition of things as they are in themselves
(i.e., noumena). He regarded space and time as phenomena determined a
priori (i.e., independently of experience) by the “forms” or laws of human
sensibility. By contrast, intellectual cognition of things via the intellect
alone (in its “real,” as opposed to “logical,” use) proceeds apart from the
senses and from the forms of space and time, and grasps the intelligible
world of substance through the “form” of its causal relations.

After the publication of the Inaugural Dissertation, Kant entered his
“silent decade,” which produced no major publications and which ended
in  with his most significant work of all, the Critique of Pure Reason.
In September , just after the Inaugural Dissertation had appeared,
Kant wrote to the philosopher J. H. Lambert that he intended to put
forth a more extended treatment of both metaphysics and morals; he also
spoke of a discipline that must “precede” metaphysics, called “general
phenomenology,” in which “the principles of sensibility, their validity
and limitations, would be determined, so that these principles do not

 Ak :.
 De mundi sensibilis atque intelligibilis forma et principiis (Königsberg, Royal Court and University
Printing Works, ); English translation in Theoretical Philosophy, –.

xiii
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Introduction

confound our judgments concerning objects of pure reason.” In  he
conveyed his current thoughts on these projects to his friend and student
Marcus Herz. He predicted that the first part of his new investigation,
concerning “the sources of metaphysics, its methods and limits,” would
be completed about threemonths hence; he called the entire investigation
of theoretical and practical cognition from the intellect alone a “critique
of pure reason.” He reported that, having reflected on previous efforts
in theoretical philosophy (including his own), he saw the need to pose a
newquestion, which contained the “key” tometaphysics: “I askedmyself:
What is the ground of the relation to the object of that in uswhich is called
representation?” This question was one spark leading to Kant’s “critical
philosophy.” He later credited the stimulus of the “antinomies” of pure
reason – reason’s conflicts with itself on basic metaphysical questions –
as well as a nudge from Hume – presumably his questioning the rational
justification of the law of causation (that every event has a cause) – with
arousing him from his “dogmatic slumber” (pp. , –) and driving
him to investigate the cognitive basis of metaphysics.

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason appeared not three months, but nine
years after his letter to Herz. It was followed by another major work about
every two years until ; these included the Prolegomena, the Meta-
physics of Morals, the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, and
the second and third of his major “critical” works, the Critique of Prac-
tical Reason and the Critique of the Power of Judgment. When the 
edition of the first Critique appeared, Kant did not yet foresee the second
and third Critiques, which respectively explained the possibility of moral
judgment and examined the conditions for judgments of beauty and of
natural purpose (teleology). They continued Kant’s exploration of the
function of reason itself, as a faculty that seeks unity between the under-
standing’s cognition of nature and natural laws, and its own grasp of the
moral law and of the harmony, systematicity, beauty, and organization of

 Kant to Lambert,  September , Ak : (nd edn.); translation modified from CZ.
 Kant to Herz,  February , Ak :, , translation modified from CZ.
 On the antinomies, see Kant to Christian Garve,  September , Ak :– (CZ); in a letter
to J. Bernoulli,  November  (as he was undertaking the Prolegomena), Kant recalls having
realized, by , that metaphysics needed a “touchstone,” since equally persuasive metaphysical
propositions could lead to contradictory conclusions (Ak :; CZ).

 The word “critique” translates the German Kritik (Critick or Critik in Kant’s day), which could
also be translated as “criticism.” But “critique” is used in English to denote Kant’s special project
of criticism, and the adjective “critical” is used as a label for his philosophy as expressed in the
three Critiques and related writings.

xiv
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Introduction

nature. The vision of reason as seeking unity between the natural and
moral worlds was an inspiration to many of Kant’s philosophical descen-
dants, including the German Idealists ( J. G. Fichte, F. W. Schelling,
andHegel) and the influential Neo-Kantians (Heinrich Rickert, Wilhelm
Dilthey, and Ernst Cassirer). It remains of interest today, as philosophers
reflect on the natural scientific picture of the world and seek to deter-
mine the relation between that picture and the moral, political, historical,
legal, and aesthetic visions inherent in the social and cultural world of
humankind.

Kant continued to work throughout the s. His Religion within the
Limits of Reason Alone () examined the limits to any attempt to
base religion on natural speculative reason, and endorsed a compatibility
between religion and practical or moral reason. After his retirement from
teaching in  he revised and published his lecture notes on anthro-
pology (). Others subsequently published his lecture notes in other
subjects, including logic (), physical geography (), and pedagogy
(), and after his death the notes of students who attended his courses
were published in various collections and editions.

He was struggling with another major work intended to “complete”
the critical system when his health failed him at the age of . By Decem-
ber , he could no longer write his name, and by  February he was
speaking in broken phrases. Yetwhen his physician, whowasRector of the
University, called upon him, he insisted on standing until his guest was
seated, putting enough words together to explain his act of politeness by
saying, “The sense of humanity has not yet abandoned me.” From that
day he faded quickly, eating almost nothing, and he died on  February
. Kant’s body lay in state until  February when a long proces-
sion, led by a group of university students carrying the body, brought it
to the cathedral for interment in the “professors’ vault.” The complete
text of his last, unfinished work was published more than a century later
(in –), as the Opus postumum. On the hundredth anniversary of his
death a monument was erected in Königsberg, containing a famous line
from the concluding section of the Critique of Practical Reason: “Two
things fill the mind with always fresh and growing wonder and venera-
tion, the more often and the more continuously they are reflected upon:
the starry heaven above me, and the moral law within me.”

 Cassirer, Kant’s Life and Thought, pp. –.  Ak :.

xv
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Introduction

Kant’s project to reform metaphysics

WhenKant conceived the firstCritique and theProlegomena, metaphysics
was a much-discussed field of philosophy with a long history, and it
was a regular part of the university curriculum. Alexander Baumgarten’s
Metaphysics, a popular textbook, which Kant used in his courses, defined
metaphysics as “the science of the first principles in human cognition.”

Baumgarten followed Wolff’s division of metaphysics into ontology, cos-
mology, psychology, and natural theology. He defined ontology as the sci-
ence of the “predicates of being,” i.e., of general predicates for describing
what does or might have being, or exist. (Examples of such predicates
include “possible” and “true,” “substance” and “accident,” and “cause”
and “effect.”) Cosmological topics included theworld as a whole, its order
and causal structure, the substances composing it, and the relationof natu-
ral and supernatural. Psychology considered the existence and properties
of the soul or mind, the various “mental faculties,” such as sense, imag-
ination, and intellect, the freedom of the will, and the immortality of
the human soul. Natural theology sought to determine the existence and
the attributes of God or a supreme being without appeal to faith, i.e., by
appealing only to facts as evaluated by natural human reason.

At the timeKantwas lecturing onBaumgarten,Aristotle’sMetaphysics,
inwhich theGreekphilosopherdiscussedboth“being”anda“firstbeing,”
had been an object of philosophical discussion formore than , years.

Modern metaphysicians developed alternatives to Aristotelianism. In the
Meditations on First Philosophy (), Descartes argued for a dualistic
metaphysics in which mind and body are distinct substances. Wolff ’s

 AlexanderGottlieb Baumgarten,Metaphysica, th edn. (Halle, ), §. The th edn. is reprinted
in Ak :–, :–, along with Kant’s annotations. His most direct discussions of Baum-
garten’s metaphysics are found in his Lectures on Metaphysics, ed. and trans. by K. Ameriks and
S. Naragon (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, ); the lecture set closest in time and
content to the Prolegomena is the Metaphysics Mrongovius, dating from –.

 According to an oft-repeated story, which apparently first arose in the sixteenth century, Androni-
cus of Rhodes, who editedAristotle’s works in the first century , coined the term “metaphysics”
to describe his placement of Aristotle’s work on first philosophy “after the physics” (“after” being
one sense of “meta”). In his lectures Kant questioned the plausibility that the name “metaphysics”
arose in this manner, arguing that the term fits the subject matter too well, for one sense of “meta”
is “beyond,” and the subject matter of metaphysics includes what is “beyond the physical” (Ak
.:). Takatura Ando,Metaphysics: A Critical Survey of Its Meaning, nd edn. (The Hague,
Nijhoff, ), pp. –, summarizes a more recent argument against the Andronicus story.

 The standard edition, containing all of Descartes’ works cited herein, is The Philosophical Writings
of Descartes,  vols., ed. by JohnCottingham,Robert Stoothoff, andDugaldMurdoch (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, –).

xvi
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Introduction

importantmetaphysical system, partly inspired by that of Leibniz, helped
to make Leibniz’s own metaphysics of simple substances or “monads”
better known. Although there was no universally accepted definition of
metaphysics, most agreed that it was concerned with the basic structure
of reality. There was disagreement over its method. Descartes wanted
to base his metaphysics on the pure intellect alone, independent of sen-
sory experience. Wolff and Baumgarten, by contrast, admitted empirical
propositions into metaphysics. Kant rejected this view, contending that
metaphysical propositions must possess absolute certainty of a kind that
could not be attained from sensory experience, but could be achieved only
by the pure understanding. But although Kant had written metaphysical
works based on the presumed “real use” of the intellect, from  on
he was deeply skeptical of metaphysical claims put forward on this basis
when they concerned objects (including God and the soul) that could
not be objects of sensory perception. And yet he also (at least eventu-
ally) held that it is inevitable that human reason be drawn toward making
such claims – for he considered the impulse toward metaphysics to be as
“natural” to human beings as the impulse toward breathing (p. ).

Kant was not the first to call metaphysics into question. John Locke,
in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (), had questioned the
possibility of knowledge of the “real essences” of substances, includ-
ing mind and body. David Hume raised serious objections against the
possibility of metaphysical knowledge, including knowledge of the soul
as a substance, and knowledge of the existence and attributes of God.
Hume’s Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding appeared in German
translation in . His three-volume Treatise of Human Nature (–
) was not fully translated until –, though the concluding section
of Book I, summarizing his skeptical and “subjective” account of causal
reasoning, appeared in the local Königsberg literary paper in July .

 Christian Wolff, Philosophia rationalis, sive logica (Frankfurt and Leipzig, ), preliminary dis-
course, §§, , –, –; Baumgarten, Metaphysica, §§, . On Wolff ’s philosophy,
and his relation to Leibniz, see Beck, Early German Philosophy, ch.  (on Leibniz himself, see
ch. ).

 Consider the first sentence of the “A” Preface to the Critique of Pure Reason ( vii), where Kant
says, concerning metaphysics: “Human reason has the peculiar fate in one genus of its cognition:
that it is troubled by questions that it cannot refuse; for these questions are put to it by the nature
of reason itself, which cannot answer them, for they surpass all power of human reason.”

 The translation of Treatise, Bk. , pt. iv, sec. , by Johann Georg Hamann, appeared anonymously
(and without attribution to Hume) in the Königsberger Zeitung,  and  July . It is printed
in Hamann’s Samtliche Werke, ed. by Josef Nadler,  vols. (Vienna, Herder, –), vol. ,
pp. –.
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Hume elaborated his arguments against natural theology in theDialogues
Concerning Natural Religion (); Kant presumably cites the German
translation of  below (§), since he did not read English.

During his “silent decade” Kant had undertaken to evaluate the very
possibility of metaphysical cognition. This led him to investigate the
“origin” of that cognition in the faculties of the human mind. He came
to see metaphysical cognition, as well as the fundamental propositions
of mathematics and natural science, as having a peculiar, and hitherto
unrecognized, cognitive status, which he described as “synthetic a priori.”
Kant divided all judgments, and the propositions expressing those
judgments, into “analytic” and “synthetic.”He held that an analytic judg-
ment can be known to be true solely on the basis of the concepts used in
the judgment, because the predicate term is already “contained in” the
concept of the subject. Thus, the judgment “ontology is the science of
being” could be known to be true solely by reflection on the concept of
ontology, for this concept includes the meaning “science of being.” In
synthetic judgments, by contrast, the predicate term adds something new
to the concept of the subject. “Metaphysics is in trouble” is a synthetic
judgment Kant would have accepted – but on any reasonable definition,
“being in trouble” was not part of the very concept of metaphysics. Kant
also divided propositions into a posteriori, i.e., “based on sensory expe-
rience,” and a priori, i.e., “known independently of sensory experience.”
Neither of these divisions was wholly new with Kant; what was new was
his suggestion that metaphysical cognition is characterized by synthetic
a priori propositions, that is, by propositions in which a new predicate is
conjoined to the subject term, and in which the basis for this connection
is known a priori, independently of sensory experience.

Although other modern philosophers before Kant, including
Descartes, Locke, and Hume, had conceived of the project of exam-
ining the knower and the knower’s cognitive capacities, Kant’s investiga-
tion stands apart because he provided a novel and an especially thorough
examination of the powers and capacities, or “faculties,” of the human
mind, which he explicitly linked to determining the very possibility of

 Descartes, Rules for the Direction of the Mind, rules , , proclaims the need to examine the
“knowing subject” in order to determine what can be known. On theories of cognition more
generally prior to Kant, see Gary Hatfield, “The Cognitive Faculties,” in Cambridge History of
Seventeenth Century Philosophy, ed. byMichael Ayers andDaniel Garber (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, ), pp. –.
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metaphysics. Moreover, Kant’s conclusions differed significantly from
those of his predecessors. His so-called “deduction” of metaphysical con-
cepts claims to justify the use of such concepts, but it justifies them differ-
ently than would either a rationalist or an empiricist. This deduction also
put limits on theuse of these concepts, of a kind thatwouldundercut ratio-
nalist metaphysics. Like Descartes, Kant thought that metaphysics could
provide a systematic body of theoretical first principles, but he denied
that it provides knowledge of substances as they are in themselves. And
like Locke and Hume, he held that human speculative cognition must
be limited to the domain of human sensory experience, but he did not
agree that all knowledge comes from sensory experience – some knowl-
edge is based in the synthetic a priori propositions ofmathematics, natural
science, and metaphysics. He justified such propositions in a novel man-
ner, by grounding them upon things he claimed could be known a priori
about the possibility of experience, such as the “forms of sensibility” that
condition all experience (pp. –), or conditions on the possibility of
“judgments of experience” (pp. –).

Significantly, Kant did not hold that the knowledge conveyed by these
synthetic a priori propositions exhausts what can be discussed in meta-
physics. For he affirmed that transcendental philosophy, in determining
the boundaries of metaphysical cognition, makes room for the (perhaps
“problematic”) concept of “intelligible beings,” beings existing apart
from sensory experience (though in some cases underlying sensory expe-
rience). He restricted metaphysical knowledge to propositions that can
be justified by appeal to the conditions of possible experience, but he
allowed metaphysical thinking to cover a broader range. In his view, a
proper science of metaphysics must set out the legitimate propositions
of metaphysics, while also determining the boundaries of their applica-
tion. The latter task included assuring that the objects of experience are
not taken to exhaust the entire domain of being, leaving room for human
freedom and allowing for the existence of God – without proving either.

Origin and purpose of the Prolegomena

Kanthad several aims in theProlegomena.Hewanted to offer “preparatory
exercises” to the Critique of Pure Reason (pp. , ). He wanted to give
an overview of that work, in which the plan of the whole could be more
readily discerned (p. ). He wanted to restate its main arguments and

xix
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Introduction

conclusions following the “analytic” method of exposition (as opposed
to the “synthetic” method of the Critique), a method that starts from
some given proposition or body of cognition and seeks principles from
which it might be derived, as opposed to a method that first seeks to
prove the principles and then to derive other propositions from them
(pp. , –). He considered the analytic mode of exposition to be
more suited to clarity and to “popular” consumption (to the extent that
that could be achieved). Finally, Kant wanted to clarify some points
of the exposition (p. ), not being satisfied with the corresponding
chapters of the Critique (including the “deduction” of the categories and
the “paralogisms” of pure reason). The newworkwasmotivated both by a
desire to redress the disappointing reception of theCritique by publishing
a more approachable work, and by a desire to improve the exposition of
crucial points.

Kant was correct to think that an overview would be of great value.
The Critique of Pure Reason is an imposing book. In , even sympa-
thetic readers found it difficult to comprehend. Kant soon wrote to Herz
expressing his discomfort in learning that the eminent philosopherMoses
Mendelssohn had “laid my book aside,” since he felt that Mendelssohn
was “the most important of all the people who could explain this theory
to the world.” Mendelssohn later wrote to Elise Reimarus confessing
that he did not understand the work, and professing pleasure at learning
that, in the opinion of her brother, he would not be “missing much” if
he continued not to understand it. Kant’s friend and former student
J. G. Hamann wrote to Kant’s publisher in November, , confessing
that he had read the book three or four times, and that now his best hope
was the projected “abstract” or “textbook” version (the Prolegomena).

Kant’s colleague in Königsberg, Johann Schultz, in the preface to his

 The distinction between analytic and synthetic methods is entirely separate from the distinction
between analytic and synthetic judgments, as is explained subsequently in this Introduction.

 Kant, Logic, A Manual for Lectures, ed. by Jäsche, §, in Lectures on Logic, ed. by J. Michael
Young (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, ), p. .

 Kant to Herz, after  May , Ak : (CZ). The letter is from June, July, or even August,
; see Translator’s introduction to the Prolegomena, in Kant, Theoretical Philosophy after ,
n.  (p. ).

 Mendelssohn toEliseReimarus, January, inhisGesammelteSchriften (Stuttgart,Frommann,
–), vol. , p. ; her brother was Johann, and their father was the noted natural theologian
Hermann Samuel Reimarus.

 Hamann toHartknoch, November, ,Hamanns Leben und Schriften, ed. by C. H. Gildemeister,
 vols. (Gotha, ), vol. , p. .

xx

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-82824-6 - Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics: That Will Be Able to
Come Forward as Science with Selections from the Critique of Pure Reason
Immanuel Kant
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521828246
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Introduction

 Exposition of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, mentioned the “nearly
universal complaint about the unconquerable obscurity and unintelligi-
bility” of the work, saying that for the largest part of the learned public it
was “as if it consisted in nothing but hieroglyphics.”

That theCritique ofPureReason shouldhave seemed imposing toKant’s
contemporaries is not surprising.After all, thework constituted an avowed
attempt to introduce a new question into metaphysics – that of the possi-
bility of metaphysics itself – and to answer this question within a frame-
work set by Kant’s new thesis that metaphysics rests on synthetic a priori
cognition. Kant’s denial of a “real use” of the intellect (such as would
provide “intellectual intuition” of the natures of things) would have puz-
zled rationalists, just as his argument that laws of nature can be derived
from the conditions on any possible experience of objects would have
been difficult for empiricists to understand. In any case, based on his new
framework, Kant wove a set of difficult arguments, with whose exposition
he was in several cases displeased, and which filled  pages in the first
edition.AsKant expressed it in theProlegomena, he had reason to fear that
his work would “not be understood . . . because people will be inclined
just to skim through the book, but not to think through it; and they will
not want to expend this effort on it, because the work is dry, because it
is obscure, because it opposes all familiar concepts and is long-winded
as well” (p. ). Such an investigation, he said at the time, must “always
remain difficult, for it includes the metaphysics of metaphysics.”

Kant was at work on the Prolegomena by Fall , he finished writ-
ing in Fall , and it had appeared by mid-April of . While he
was working on it the first two reviews of the Critique appeared, and he
responded directly to both of them in the Appendix of the Prolegomena.
The first, written by Christian Garve and heavily edited by J. G. Feder,
came out anonymously in January . Kant was displeased at the unfair
treatment he considered himself to have received from a reviewer who
did not understand the aim and method of his work. As he observes, the
review failed to mention his important claim that metaphysical cognition
is synthetic a priori, instead focusing on the “transcendental idealism” that

 Erläuterungen über des Herr Professor Kant, Critik der reinen Vernunft (Königsberg, ), pp. , .
 Kant to Herz, after  May , Ak : (CZ).
 This chronology relies on: Hamann to Hartknoch,  August , in Hamanns Schriften, ed. by

Friedrich Roth,  vols. (Berlin, –), vol. , p. ; Hamann to Hartknoch, September, ,
Hamanns Leben, vol. , p. ; Plessing to Kant,  April , Ak :.
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formed part ofKant’s answer to the question of how synthetic a priori cog-
nition can be achieved in metaphysics. The review does summarize and
criticizeKant’s conclusions rather than discussing hismethods or his goal
of assessing the possibility of metaphysics. Kant was especially sensitive
to its charge that his position amounted to Berkeleyan idealism, that is, to
a denial of the reality of anything except immaterial minds and their ideas
or representations. The second and third Notes in the First Part of the
Prolegomena respond to this charge. The second review, by S. H. Ewald,
appeared anonymously in August , when Kant was nearly finished
writing. This review presented Kant’s project to assess the possibility
of metaphysics through a new “science” of transcendental philosophy.
Beyond its laudatory introduction, the review is largely put together by
copyingKant’s own phrasing. Hewas pleased with this one, and offered it
as amodel for how the critical philosophy should be judged: carefully, sus-
pending judgment at first, and working through it bit by bit (pp. –).

To aid this process, Kant offered the Prolegomena “as a general syn-
opsis, with which the work itself could then be compared on occasion”
(p. ). TheProlegomena are to be taken as a plan, synopsis, and guide for
the Critique of Pure Reason. They were not meant to replace the Critique,
but as “preparatory exercises” they were intended to be read prior to the
longer work. Yet to do so can pose a problem, since in the Critique Kant
had introduced his own special terminology (discussed below), which
he often used in the Prolegomena without explaining it. (In some cases,
such as the distinction between analytic and synthetic judgements, he
explained his terminology more fully in the later work, and then used
the new material in the second edition of the Critique.) Partly in order to
make up for this practice, this volume includes some selections from the
Critique in which Kant explains his terminology. In addition, some of
the appended selections provide further statements of Kant’s conception
of the critical philosophy, including his famous comparison of his new
theory of the relation of cognition to its objects with the Copernican
revolution in astronomy. And some of the selections supplement the
discussion in the Prolegomenawith key portions of theCritique, including

 Both reviews are translated in this volume. Garve later told Kant that he originally wrote a longer,
better review which was subsequently mangled by whomever edited it ( July , Ak :–
; CZ). His original review was later published in the Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek, appendix to
vols. –, nd part (Fall, ), pp. –; it is translated in Morrison’s edition of Schultz,
Exposition.
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the “Metaphysical Exposition of the Concept of Space” from the “Tran-
scendental Aesthetic”; Kant’s introduction of the notion of a deduction
from the “Analytic”; selections from the “Analytic of Principles,” includ-
ing portions of the “Schematism,” “Analogies,” and the “Refutation of
idealism”; a sample of the original statement of one of the antinomies from
the “Dialectic”; and Kant’s description of the difference between mathe-
matical and philosophical cognition from the “Method.” The selections
from the “Schematism” and “Analogies” summarize some main implica-
tions of Kant’s new, but limited, metaphysics.

Notes on terminology

Kant’s elaborate terminology can seem imposing.But itmust bemastered,
because his philosophy cannot be understood without a good grasp of the
vocabulary in which he expressed it. Problems arise for the present-day
reader not only because Kant used special terminology, but also because
since the time he wrote the meanings of words have changed (in both
English and German).

Consider the word “science.” English speakers are familiar with
“science” ashaving the connotation“natural science,” andhence asdenot-
ing physics, chemistry, biology, and (sometimes) psychology. In the eigh-
teenthcentury theGermanwordWissenschaft, aswell as theFrench,Latin,
Italian, and English cognates for “science,” were understood to mean any
systematic body of knowledge, usually with the implication that it would
be organized around first principles from which the rest of the body of
knowledge might be derived (more or less rigorously). Mathematics, and
especially Euclid’s geometry, was amodel for how “scientific” expositions
of knowledge should be organized. Disciplines as diverse as mathemat-
ics, metaphysics, and theology were all called “sciences.” Hence, it was
entirely normal for Kant to speak of metaphysics as a science.

For his analysis of the faculties of cognition, Kant largely drew on an
existing technical vocabulary for discussing the processes and objects of
human cognition, adapting it to his own ends. Included here are terms
for various mental “representations,” including “intuitions” and “con-
cepts,” and for various cognitive acts, such as “judgment” and “synthe-
sis.” “Intuition” translates the German term Anschauung; both have the
etymological sense of “looking at” or “looking upon.” In this context the
word “intuition” does not have the connotation of “following a feeling,” as

xxiii
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when we speak in English of “deciding by intuition.” Rather, it describes
a mental representation that is particular (not abstract), and that presents
objects concretely (as an image does). Kant contrasts intuitions with con-
cepts, which he considered to be abstract and general representations,
potentially relating to many objects at once (pp. –, –). Kant
also speaks of a “manifold of intuition”; the word “manifold” here trades
on its original meaning of “many-fold,” indicating a “multiplicity” or
something having many parts or elements.

Kant’s important distinction between analytic and synthetic judgments
has been discussed above. We have also seen that he used the terms “ana-
lytic” and “synthetic” in another context, separate from this distinction,
when he distinguished the “synthetic” method of the Critique from the
“analytic” method of the Prolegomena. Here, “method” refers to both
method of exposition andmethod of arguing;whereas the analyticmethod
starts from a given body of cognition and seeks the principles from which
it might be derived (in the present case, by analyzing the cognitive powers
andcapacities of the knower), the syntheticmethod seeks to establish those
principles by direct analysis of the relevant cognitive powers. Kant also
contrasts the “analytic” part of what he calls “transcendental logic” with
the “dialectic” part. Here, “analytic” means analysis of the procedures
of understanding and reason into their “elements,” and discovery of the
principles for the critique of such knowledge, especially those principles
that set the conditions for the very thought of an object.

In Kant’s usage, “logic” meant not only general logic, which in his
time was syllogistic logic, but also what he called “transcendental logic,”
in which the cognitive conditions on “thinking” objects are determined.
The term “to think an object” is a characteristically Kantian form of
expression. Kant used the German denken (English “to think”) as a tran-
sitive verb taking a direct object. This gives the connotation not merely
of “thinking of an object,” as when we picture an object, such as a favorite
chair, to ourselves, but it expresses a conception of this process as an active
forming of a mental representation of the chair.

Special attention should be given to Kant’s use of the words “subject”
and “object.” Except in the compound phrase “subject matter,” in what
follows the word “subject” (which translates the German Subjekt) always
means the thinking subject, that is, the one who is having the thoughts
or doing the cognizing. “Object” (Objekt, Gegenstand) can mean physical
objects located in space, or it can mean the object of thought, that is, the
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object currently represented in thought, or toward which one’s thought
is currently directed (as in “the object of my desire”).

In Kant’s time the classical meaning of the term “skeptic” was some-
onewho sought to suspend judgment on theoretical questions by showing
that reason is in conflict with itself, as in the “Antinomies” (pp. –, ,
). A second meaning pertained to skepticism about the existence of
an external, material world, as in Berkeleyan or dogmatic idealism, or
about its provability, as in Cartesian or problematic idealism (pp. –,
–, –, and ). Kant treated the “Antinomies” as an instance of
skeptical conflict, from which he concluded that the metaphysical posi-
tions expressed in their theses and antitheses should be qualified through
his system of transcendental idealism. He also addressed external-world
skepticism, in his response to Garve–Feder (pp. –) and in the
“Refutation of idealism” (pp. –).

Kant used many other words in semi-technical ways, sometimes draw-
ing on established patterns of usage in the eighteenth century, and some-
times initiating new usage. The reader is advised to attend to how words
are used in varying contexts, and to consult a good English dictionary to
gain familiarity with the interpretive possibilities for terms whose mean-
ing seems difficult to grasp. One especially noteworthy case is the term
“deduction,” which Kant used to name an important part of the criti-
cal philosophy; this term does not denote logical deduction, but, as he
explained in the Critique (p. ), it is a legal term for a response to a
demand for justification.Another term is “apperception,”whichwasused
by Leibniz to mean awareness of one’s own perceptions; Kant used the
term in this sense, and maintained that the possibility of such awareness
requires the ability to unify one’s perceptions in a single act of conscious-
ness, termed the “unity of apperception” (pp. , , –). Other
cases requiring special attention include “condition” and “conditioned”;
something is “conditioned” by antecedent states of affairs that set the
“conditions” for its occurrence, as the heat of the fire is a “condition”
that determines the temperature of the soup, the heated soup then being a
state of affairs that is “conditioned.” Another problematic word is “deter-
mine,”which translates theGerman bestimmen. It canmean“to ascertain,”
aswhen a botanist “determines” the species of a plant; it canmean “to ren-
der definite or specific,” as when, with several options open, an outcome
is determined or “made determinate”; it can mean “produced accord-
ing to a strict rule or law,” as when an action follows “deterministically,”
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or is “determined according to natural law.” Finally, the word “merely” is
used frequently to translate Kant’s word bloss, which canmean “just” and
“only”; it need not, and usually does not, have a derogatory connotation,
but, as in the case of “mere understanding,” indicates that the discussion
pertains to the understanding by itself, alone, or independent of the other
faculties.

Yet other termsmight be discussed, such as “aesthetic,” which names a
division of critical philosophy, or “transcendental philosophy” and “crit-
ical philosophy” themselves, as well as technical terms such as “con-
struction in intuition” or “philosophical analysis of concepts.” These are
explicitly discussed by Kant in various places; their interpretation, which
requires seeing the role they play inKant’s philosophy, is left to the reader.
Some further questions about terminology and some issues concerning
Kant’s long sentences and his use of punctuation (especially the colon)
are addressed in the Note on texts and translation.

Structure of the work

The Prolegomena sets a problem and offers a solution based on extended
argument. This section lays out the main features of this structure, indi-
cating, but not fully summarizing, key points of the argument.
Preface (pp. –). Kant describes the need for his critique of meta-

physics, the relation of his project to previous philosophy, and the relation
of theProlegomena to theCritique. His program begins by asking the novel
question: “Whether such a thing as metaphysics is even possible at all?”
Hume challenged metaphysics with his doubt that reason perceives a
necessary connection between cause and effect; Hume did not question
whether the concept of cause “is right, useful, and, with respect to all
cognition of nature, indispensable,” but whether the causal connection
“is thought through reason a priori,” and thus “has an inner truth inde-
pendent of all experience” that allows it “a much more widely extended
use that is not limited merely to objects of experience.” Hume’s ques-
tion “awakened” Kant from his “dogmatic slumber”; he realized that
valid metaphysical cognition must be based on a priori concepts of the

 Note that Kant does not characterize Hume’s problem as a skeptical challenge to causal reasoning
in natural science or everyday experience, and that he includes in it the determination of limits on
the use of the causal concept. On Kant’s conception of “Hume’s problem,” see Kuehn, Kant: A
Biography, pp. –, and Hatfield, “The Prolegomena and the Critiques of Pure Reason.”
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understanding. The “deduction” of the (pure) concepts of the under-
standing resulted, leading to the discovery of principles that determine
the boundaries of metaphysical knowledge, and establishing the basic
content of any possible metaphysics. Because the Critique is long and dif-
ficult, Kant is abridging its contents in these Prolegomena, following the
“analytic” as opposed to the “synthetic” method.
Preamble (§§–). Kant presents criteria by which metaphysical cog-

nition can be distinguished from that of other sciences. §. By its very
nature, metaphysical cognition has an a priori source (from pure reason);
it is philosophical, as opposed tomathematical. §. Analytic and synthetic
judgments are distinguished. a. The predicate in analytic judgments is
already “thought” in the concept of the subject. b. Analytic judgments
are based on the principle of contradiction: any denial of their truth leads
to a contradiction. Kant holds “gold is yellow” to be analytic, its truth
following from the fact that (as he thinks) “gold is not yellow” is self-
contradictory. Synthetic judgments cannot be based on this principle.

Such judgments can be either a posteriori, that is, founded on experience,
or a priori, arising from the pure understanding. b.. Judgments of expe-
rience are always synthetic; an analytic judgment would not need to be
based on experience. b..Mathematical judgments are synthetic a priori;
they rely on the construction of concepts in intuition, not on the mere anal-
ysis of concepts. b.. Properly metaphysical propositions, such as the
judgment that substance persists, are synthetic and a priori, and the aim
of metaphysics is to generate such propositions. §. Previous metaphysi-
cians, includingWolff and Baumgarten, did not realize that metaphysical
judgments are synthetic, and so tried to derive them from the principle of
contradiction; Locke dimly understood the distinction between analytic
and synthetic judgments, but Hume did not.
General Question (§). Because no undisputed body of metaphysical

knowledge exists, the General Question of the Prolegomena arises: “Is
metaphysics possible at all?”Following the analyticmethod,Kantwill first
determine how synthetic a priori cognition is possible in puremathematics
and pure natural science; he will then “derive, from the principle of the
possibility of the given cognition, the possibility of all other synthetic
cognition a priori.”

 Kant does not provide an example at this point; presumably, the judgment “this gold is mine” is
not analytic but synthetic because its opposite, “this gold is not mine,” can be thought without
contradiction.
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Introduction

General Question (§). Kant restates the question as: “How are synthetic
propositions a priori possible?” The existence of metaphysics as science
depends on a successful answer to this difficult question, which belongs
to “transcendental philosophy,” a science that precedes metaphysics and
determines its possibility. The “main transcendental question” is further
divided into four questions: the first two respectively ask about the possi-
bility of pure mathematics and pure natural science, the third asks about
the possibility of metaphysics in general, and the fourth asks about the
possibility of metaphysics as science.
First Part (§§–, Notes). Kant asks how mathematical cognition,

which is apodictic (i.e. absolutely certain) and hence a priori, is possible
(§); he answers that such cognition, being intuitive rather thandiscursive,
must be based, a priori, on construction in intuition (§). He then asks
how an intuition could be a priori (§), and answers that, since intuition of
things “as they are in themselves” would have to be based on experience,
intuition can be a priori only if it contains the mere form of sensibility,
which precedes all actual sensory impressions and determines the form
in which objects can be intuited; hence, propositions that are a priori valid
of the objects of the senses can relate only to the form of intuition, and
a priori intuitions cannot relate to objects other than those of the senses
(§). Space and time are the forms of sensory intuition, upon which the
propositions of geometry, arithmetic, and pure mechanics are based; they
make possible a priori cognitions of objects only as they appear to us (§);
pure mathematics is therefore possible only because it relates merely to
objects of the senses, and then only to the form of sensibility, which pro-
vides the basis for pure a priori intuition (§). In geometry, proofs of the
equality of two figures depend on judgments of congruence, based upon
“immediate intuition”; if such intuition were empirical, it could not sup-
port the apodictically certain propositions of geometry; Kant mentions
other geometrical proofs to show that they cannot be based on concepts
but require intuition. Hence pure mathematics is based on pure a priori
intuitions (§). The consideration of incongruent counterparts shows
that spatial objects cannot be adequately cognized by concepts alone, but
require intuitions; this observation will free the reader of the conception
that space and time are qualities of things in themselves (§). Note I.

 PresumablyKant is here arguing against a position according towhich knowledge of the intelligible
world could not come via the forms of sensibility, but would result from the “real use” of the
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The applicability of geometry to objects in physical space can be guar-
anteed only if those objects are regarded as appearances and space as the
a priori form of sensibility. Note II. Kant’s position is not (genuine) ide-
alism, which holds that there are only thinking beings, for he affirms the
existence of objects considered as things in themselves, while limiting our
knowledge of such objects to their appearances; he maintains what are
called the primary qualities – extension, place, space, and all that depends
on it – pertain only to appearance, just as Locke had earlier asserted of
warmth, color, and taste that they pertain to appearances, not to things in
themselves. Note III. Kant’s position does not turn bodies into illusion,
but it explains how pure mathematics can apply to bodies (and so, how
geometry can be taken as describing the properties of bodies in space),
and it prevents transcendental illusion as found in the antinomies; hence,
his transcendental or critical idealism is to be distinguished from the
empirical or dreaming idealism of Descartes and themystical or visionary
idealism of Berkeley.
Second Part (§§–). §§–. Kant asks how pure natural scientific

cognition, i.e., cognition of the laws of universal natural science, is pos-
sible. Such laws include: “that substance remains and persists,” and “that
everything that happens always previously is determined by a cause accord-
ing to constant laws” (§). Such laws could never be known to apply to
things in themselves, but only to nature as an object of experience, or
as the sum total of objects of experience; truly universal laws, however,
cannot be based on experience, but must be a priori (§§, ). Kant then
asks (§): “How is it possible in general to cognize a priori the necessary
conformity to law of experience itself with regard to all of its objects?” He
introduces a distinction between “judgments of experience” and “judg-
ments of perception.” The latter concern only the subjective states of
individual perceivers; the former are valid for other perceivers and at
other times (§). Genuine experiences of nature (expressing universally
valid laws) must be judgments of experience (§). Kant finds that judg-
ments of experience are possible only through the a priori application
of pure concepts of the understanding, elsewhere called the categories

intellect, hence would be mediated by intellectual representations alone, i.e., by concepts. For
further discussion, see Jill Vance Buroker, Space and Incongruence: The Origin of Kant’s Idealism
(Boston, Kluwer, ).

 Although this precise distinction is not found in theCritique, it captures aspects of the Deduction.
A similar contrast between “perception” and “experience” occurs in the “B” deduction, §
( –).
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(§). He discusses the derivation of these concepts from the logical table
of judgments (§), and the need for them in all judgments of experience
(§). Such judgments provide rules or principles for the possibility of
experience, and these rules are laws of nature; therefore the problem of
a priori cognition of the laws of nature has been solved (§). After some
cryptic remarks on the Pure physiological table (§§–), Kant sums up
by observing that the ground for explaining (and proving) the possibility
of a priori cognition of nature at the same time limits such cognition to
objects of experience as opposed to things in themselves (§).

Kant then sets about to dispel Hume’s doubt about causality, also
extended to the concepts of substance and their causal interaction (§).
The law of cause (and principles concerning the persistence of substances,
and their interaction) can be sustained only when limited to the domain
of possible experience (§§–). Similarly (§), the pure concepts of
the understanding and the principles based upon them are valid only
for appearances (phenomena), not for things in themselves (noumena).
Though pure concepts can seem to have a transcendent use, beyond all
possible experience, this appearance is illusory; the senses do not permit
us to cognize the objects of pure concepts concretely, but only in rela-
tion to schema, and the pure concepts themselves have no significance
outside experience (§§–). Only a “scientific” self-knowledge of reason
can prevent the understanding from being deceived into thinking it can
apply its principles outside experience (§). Further discussion (§§–)
of the idea that human understanding can supply laws to nature (e.g., the
inverse square law) precedes an Appendix on the usefulness of the tables
of judgments, categories, and principles (§).
Third Part (§§–). Kant cannot point to an actual science of meta-

physics and ask how it is possible; his investigation is needed because
metaphysics as science is not actual. Pure mathematics and pure natural
science had no need of demonstration of their possibility; such a demon-
stration was undertaken in the service of metaphysics. The impulse in
human beings toward metaphysics is actual; Kant will both explain how
that impulse is possible and assess the boundary of metaphysical cog-
nition. §. Metaphysics is concerned with the concepts whose objects
are never given in experience, and also with the absolute totality of all
possible experience itself; both are ideas of reason that transcend any pos-
sible experience. These ideas produce an illusion that reason can cognize
objects through them. §§–. Kant emphasizes the importance of the

xxx

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-82824-6 - Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics: That Will Be Able to
Come Forward as Science with Selections from the Critique of Pure Reason
Immanuel Kant
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521828246
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9780521828246: 


