
Introduction

The goal of this book is to present a comprehensive account of Kant’s
views on causality in their proper historical context. Since what I take that
context to be departs from the standard view in significant ways, in the first
part of this introduction I sketch the familiar contours of the standard
view and present very general historiographical and historical reasons
that show why we might consider rejecting central aspects of such a view.
I also suggest that we can discern the main features of a more adequate
account by approaching the topic in a fuller, contextualist manner. In
the second part of this introduction I summarize each chapter in this
book, illustrating how such an approach makes it possible to provide
a more satisfying historical and philosophical account of Kant’s central
views on causality.

Within general histories of modern philosophy, one can find a narra-
tive concerning the specific issue of causality whose main story line is
repeated with remarkable consistency, even if it is embellished on each
occasion with slightly different details.1 Told in the most general of terms,

1 It is true that certain (primarily epistemological) aspects of a more general history of
modern philosophy – of which what is described here is merely a part – were discred-
ited long ago, e.g., by Louis Loeb, From Descartes to Hume: Continental Metaphysics and the
Development of Modern Philosophy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981). However, despite
the fact that a tremendous amount of excellent scholarly work has contributed to our
understanding of early modern philosophers and the specific topics that they address, no
consensus has emerged about what general narrative ought to take the place of the stan-
dard view. In fact, histories of modern philosophy that would be comprehensive in scope
have rarely been offered in recent times. Since the narrative given here has not yet been
replaced by an alternative view, it still represents the best available account on this issue.
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2 Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality

the story is that philosophers in the early modern period, such as René
Descartes and John Locke, attempted to articulate a novel metaphysical
account of causality that could support the claims of the “new sciences”
of mathematical physics and corpuscularianism discovered by Galileo
Galilei, Isaac Newton, and Robert Boyle. Descartes and Locke, as the
founders of radically opposed views within modern philosophy (“ratio-
nalism” and “empiricism,” respectively) disagreed about many substantive
issues, such as the existence of innate ideas and the role of sensations, but
their accounts of causality nonetheless revealed remarkable similarities
(due in part to the fact that they shared a common opponent, namely
medieval and early modern Aristotelians). For both accounts involved
purely quantitative properties and exact laws of nature that invoke only
efficient and, in fact, mechanistic causation in explaining how a cause
necessarily brings about its effect, rather than qualitative features that
occur merely “for the most part” and according to final or teleological
causes, as many Aristotelians held.

Typically, it is then reported that Descartes’s position came under
attack from later “rationalists,” such as Nicolas Malebranche, Benedict
Spinoza, and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. They objected that Descartes
could not explain how causal relations obtain between the mind and
the body, since the mind and the body are, on his account, distinct sub-
stances with radically different natures, and they thus concluded that his
attempt at providing a truly comprehensive account of causality failed.
These figures then developed their own positive accounts of causality in a
way that would avoid this objection. Malebranche did so by denying that
finite substances, such as the mind and the body, could act at all and by
asserting that only an infinite substance (i.e., God) could truly be a cause.
Spinoza argued that the mind and the body are not really distinct sub-
stances, but rather modes of one all-encompassing substance (God), so
that causation between the mind and the body is a relation not between
substances with different natures, but rather between modes of a single
substance.2 Finally, Leibniz asserted that a finite substance can act, but

2 Spinoza’s position is more complex than this brief description might suggest insofar as
he asserts (1) that each attribute of a substance (e.g., thought and extension) must be
conceived through itself and (2) that the order of ideas in the mind parallels the order of
(bodily) things. As a result of the first claim, he seems to deny that we could understand
how the mind and the body, described as such, can act on each other, since understanding
such an action would require us to conceive of a mode under one attribute as following
causally from a mode conceived of under a different attribute. Yet as a result of the second
claim, Spinoza seems to be committed to a parallelism between what occurs in the mind
and what happens in the body, which one might otherwise try to explain as the result of
causal interaction.
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Introduction 3

only on itself, and that God, prior to creation, programmed all substances
with such extraordinary wisdom and care that their states merely seem to be
the result of their acting on each other causally. Insofar as each of these
three alternatives might appear, at first sight, to be at least as counter-
intuitive as Descartes’s view was problematic, the “rationalist” line of in-
quiry concerning causality looks to be, at best, a superfluous curiosity
and, at worst, a dead end that simply distracts from the main story line.
Since the primary role played by these rationalists in the story of causality
is that of critics of Descartes’s account of mind-body interaction rather
than that of figures who contribute something of lasting positive value
to the philosophical tradition that we inherit today, no significant harm
would be done if their constructive views were given short shrift and not
pursued in any further detail.

If the rationalists’ positive views on causality are thus philosophi-
cally barren, empiricists would need to step up and play a more promi-
nent role, should there be an interesting story to tell about causality
in the modern period. George Berkeley, the next modern philosopher
typically considered an empiricist, did not make especially important
contributions to discussions of causality, since his views were quite
close to Malebranche’s. However, David Hume, the final empiricist of
the modern period, delivered a truly spectacular performance, even
if his very first critics mistakenly panned it. For in the course of fol-
lowing the fundamental assumptions of empiricism to their logical
conclusion, so the story goes, he developed extraordinarily powerful
criticisms of the very foundations of early modern accounts of causa-
tion, arguing, among other things, that the basic notion of causality
invoked in their accounts does not possess the sense of necessity claimed
for it. All that causality could be for us, according to Hume, is the con-
stant conjunction of two events and a “subjective feeling of the mind,”
or expectation, following repeated observations of their regular occur-
rence together in the past, that they will be correlated in the future as
well. For Hume asserts that one can have no impression from internal or
external sensation of a necessary connection between any one event (the
cause) and any other (its effect) and thus that no corresponding mean-
ing can be attached to the terms that are commonly used to describe this
kind of connection, such as “force,” “power,” or “bringing about.” As a
result, Hume famously showed that the new sciences do not require as
robust a metaphysical account of causality as Descartes and Locke had
thought, since all that is needed are mere regularities between distinct
events rather than necessary connections between substances and their
states.
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4 Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality

It is at this point that Immanuel Kant enters the standard story, claim-
ing to have a reply both to the rationalists’ (overly) ambitious claims
to knowledge of God, freedom, and the immortality of the soul and to
Hume’s skeptical doubts about causality. In one of the most famous pas-
sages to be found in the history of philosophy – the Second Analogy of
Experience – Kant is supposed to refute Hume’s position by showing
that the notion of causality Hume had called into question is not in fact
dispensable at all, but is rather absolutely necessary as a condition of
the very possibility of experience. Specifically, the category of causality is
necessary because it makes possible knowledge of objective succession as
something distinct from the merely subjective flow of our representations
in consciousness.

The story fails to have an entirely happy ending, however, since af-
ter more than two centuries of sustained exegetical and philosophical
attempts, no consensus has emerged about what Kant’s argument in the
Second Analogy is and how it is supposed to refute Hume’s position.
Instead, one typically faces some version of the following dilemma. Either
one cannot find a valid argument that is actually successful in refuting
Hume’s position (i.e., many different reconstructions are proposed on
Kant’s behalf, but clever Humeans then take delight in pointing out the
fallacies they involve) or one can identify a valid argument, but then,
on closer inspection, one must admit that, in some subtle way, it draws
on assumptions that a Humean could easily reject, so that the search
for a cogent argument that does not beg the question against Hume
continues.

Although failing to find an argument in Kant’s Second Analogy of
Experience that both successfully refutes Hume’s position and does so
on his own terms causes the story to end on a disappointing note, one’s
evaluation of how unhappy the ending is may depend, to a certain extent,
on one’s own philosophical outlook. Obviously enough, contemporary
Kantians who are attracted to the idea that there might be substantive
conditions of the possibility of experience continue to search for an ar-
gument that would win the day but are severely burdened with the worry
that the lack of consensus is due not to the obscurity that might natu-
rally be thought to accompany an argument so profound in its insight,
but rather to the fact that no such argument is there to be found in the
first place. By contrast, when present-day Humeans are in an optimistic
mood, they might draw support from the Kantians’ oft-repeated failure to
produce the sought after goods and view the lack of consensus about his
argument as representing the history of philosophy’s verdict on the issue
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Introduction 5

and thus as constituting an important piece of evidence in their overall
case for empiricism. However, without a definitive analysis of Kant’s exact
intentions and argument in the Second Analogy, Humeans cannot rest
fully content in their views insofar as they must live in constant fear (or
at least with the prospect of sporadic fits of melancholy) that the latest
argument offered on Kant’s behalf could turn out to be decisive.

The primary aim of this book is to tell a far different and, I hope, much
more satisfying narrative about Kant’s account of causality and its place
in the history of modern philosophy. By taking some general historio-
graphical considerations into account, we can provide both a compelling
analysis of why the standard view goes wrong and positive guidance about
how a more satisfactory story can be told. Though part of the standard
view’s appeal surely stems from the tidy way in which it can relate the his-
tory of modern philosophy in a simple, linear fashion (with each major
figure in a given tradition improving in some way on the views of his imme-
diate predecessor), its primary motivation in the case of causality is that it
seems to allow Kant to speak directly to our contemporary philosophical
interests because the issue of causality can be used to serve as a paradigm
case for addressing the question of whether there are systematic grounds
that would suffice to refute empiricism.

However, there are obvious dangers in an approach that simply as-
sumes that Kant’s interests are identical to our own so that we can im-
mediately reconstruct and evaluate Kant’s argument without having to
bother with much else (beyond his unique terminology and odd archi-
tectonic, which add more than enough seemingly unnecessary difficulties
on their own). It clearly runs the risk of leading one to read “foreign”
arguments into an author’s texts and it is perhaps not too surprising
when the fate of these arguments turns out not to be consonant with
the reputation of the philosopher in whose name they are offered. Less
obviously, but more importantly, it can also lead to a narrowing of focus.
In the current case, since Hume is typically considered the prime repre-
sentative of empiricism and, as such, develops arguments about causality
that are quite attractive to many today, and since Kant is explicitly criti-
cal of Hume in the Second Analogy, this approach makes it seem clear
that Kant’s primary interest in the Second Analogy of Experience lies in
refuting Hume’s skeptical doubts. Unless it bears directly on the Second
Analogy, whatever else Kant says (even about causality) can be discussed
later.

We can avoid these dangers if we first try to understand Kant’s views
and arguments within their proper historical context, before determining
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6 Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality

whether and how it makes sense to use them in addressing our contem-
porary questions and concerns. The primary disadvantage of this histori-
ographical approach is that one cannot guarantee in advance that Kant
will have anything interesting to say to us. In response, one might sim-
ply appeal to the fact that the value of Kant’s position to contemporary
philosophy has been consistently documented over such a wide range of
issues in the past that there is no reason to think that the issue of causal-
ity should be any different. Yet one can also point out that the standard
view is, in reality, in no better shape on this issue. For simply assuming
without question that what Kant says directly addresses our contemporary
concerns does not entail that it actually does so, a fact made clear by the
repeated failure of previous reconstructions of Kant’s argument in the
Second Analogy to refute empiricism.

But what exactly does it mean to say that we should understand Kant’s
views on causality in their proper historical context? To assess the standard
story’s assumption that refuting Hume’s position in the Second Analogy
of Experience is Kant’s primary concern regarding causality, three gen-
eral points are immediately relevant. First, it would be a mistake to as-
sume that one can focus on the Second Analogy to the exclusion of other
passages within the Critique of Pure Reason. For however one interprets
Kant’s argument in the Second Analogy, it must be consistent with the
main thrust of his other arguments in the Critique, especially those that
deal directly with the issue of causality, such as that of the Third Analogy
and the Third Antinomy – regardless of whether or not their arguments
appear, at first glance, to be a lost cause from a contemporary philo-
sophical perspective, since, according to the historiographical approach
being recommended, our primary task is simply to understand what Kant’s
views are.

Second, it would be preferable if Kant’s views on causality in the Critique
were to fit in naturally with his remarks about causality in other con-
texts, for example, with those that occur in works written during his
“pre-Critical” period, in the Reflexionen that give insight into his private
thoughts at the time, and in the transcripts from the metaphysics lectures
he held throughout his career. It is true that these passages involve various
complex interpretive issues (e.g., involving the “Critical turn” and Tran-
scendental Idealism), but addressing such complex issues may ultimately
provide indispensable help as opposed to problematic obstacles to our
inquiry (as, I think, the narrowness of the standard view ultimately does).
Thus whatever the “proper historical context” might amount to exactly,
we should prefer an account of causality that is more comprehensive in
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Introduction 7

scope than is suggested by the standard story’s exclusive focus on the
Second Analogy.3

Finally, as soon as we extend our focus beyond the Second Analogy
of Experience, it becomes even more imperative that we ask whom Kant
intended to address with the Critique of Pure Reason. That is, for whom did
Kant write this book and whose views did he intend to attack with it? It
is evident from its title that he wanted to criticize views that he thought
of as being supported by “pure reason” alone. Hume, who is a famous
opponent of reason, would seem to be Kant’s ally in such an endeavor
rather than his enemy. Moreover, the fact that Kant wrote the Critique in
German and not Latin suggests that his intended audience was not pri-
marily European (whether it be French or English), but rather German.
Nor ought one underestimate the consequences of the fact that Kant was
educated and then lectured and wrote throughout his entire career only
in Germany (or East Prussia, to be more exact). It should not be sur-
prising, but rather to be expected that an exclusively German education
and career would influence in significant ways both his fundamental aims
and the particular ways in which he tries to achieve them. Fairly general
historical considerations thus suggest that Kant would be directing his
views at Leibniz and his various rationalist “followers,” such as Christian
Wolff, Moses Mendelssohn, Martin Knutzen, Alexander Baumgarten, and
Georg Friedrich Meier, and even the briefest familiarity with Kant’s pre-
Critical writings reveals that he was extremely interested in the views of
Christian August Crusius as well. Accordingly, if these figures influenced
Kant, then the rationalists’ views on causality may not be the dead end
that the standard view maintains.

Thus, to understand Kant’s views on causality in their proper histori-
cal context we must undertake several specific tasks before beginning to
think about how his views might be adapted to address our contemporary
interests. First, we must establish what range of substantive views on causal-
ity Kant would have been familiar with from his education and the first
part of his career. Then, we must consider what his initial reaction to these
views was during the roughly two and a half decades of his pre-Critical
period (1746–1770). Only then can we look to the Critique in order to
determine what his intent and arguments are. At that point we must take

3 Following this approach to its logical conclusion, one ought also to consider Kant’s views
on teleological causation in the Critique of Judgment as well his views in physics in the
Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science. In light of the scope of our current investigation,
however, for the present, we set aside such considerations for the most part.
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8 Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality

into account more than just the Second Analogy of Experience; at the
very least, we must give careful consideration to Kant’s Third Analogy
of Experience, which asserts the necessity of mutual interaction, just as
the Second Analogy does with respect to causality. However, we must also
be open to the possibility that Kant’s Third Antinomy (which addresses
the consistency of freedom and natural causality) could add significant
content to his views on causality. Only after having completed these tasks
can we turn to evaluating Kant’s arguments and consider whether and
how they might be appropriated for other contexts. That is, only at the
end of such an investigation, and not at its beginning, are we in a position
to determine how Kant is replying to Hume and in what respects Kant’s
views on causality might be relevant to our contemporary questions and
interests.

The structure of the following investigation into Kant’s views on causal-
ity and their place in the history of modern philosophy is organized ac-
cording to the contextualist historiographical approach described above.
Part I (“Causality in Context”) begins by presenting a detailed historical
account both of which views of causality Kant would have been familiar
with and of what his own immediate reaction to these views was in his pre-
Critical writings. Chapter 1 (“Pre-established Harmony versus Physical
Influx”) focuses on the first of these tasks by presenting the views of
Leibniz, Wolff, Knutzen, Baumgarten, Meier, and Crusius on causality.
Though most of these figures suffer complete neglect in standard histo-
ries of philosophy (and considerably less attention in specialist histories
than one might expect), their discussions of causality are often interest-
ing in their own right and revealing about what issues were considered
important at the time. In addition to addressing topics that are standard
fare in the history of modern philosophy (such as the mind-body problem
and the problem of the conservation of motion or living force), their pri-
mary focus on the issue of causality – which happened to be, for perhaps
independent reasons, the central philosophical topic of the day – took
the form of a debate about whether to accept Leibniz’s doctrine of “pre-
established harmony” or to develop a version of a doctrine he dubbed
“physical influx,” which allows for causation between finite substances.

Although Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy is often presented as if
it were a monolithic view, it turns out that many of those to whom
this term refers developed their views with a considerable degree of
independence from Leibniz. Accordingly, while Leibniz originally pro-
posed pre-established harmony in the context of his idealism and his
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Introduction 9

view of the relationship between the primitive forces of monads and the
derivative forces of bodies, Wolff, against the background of the radical
shift in intellectual context that occurred in Germany between the late
seventeenth century and the first part of eighteenth century, restricted it
to the mind-body relationship (as opposed to considering it as a doctrine
that pertains to all finite substances). As a result, despite his agreement
with Leibniz about the necessity of ultimately real simple substances that
result in the composite bodies we see, Wolff was agnostic about whether
all simple substances must have representational powers or whether some
might be endowed with physical forces instead.

Though Knutzen is a Leibnizian, just as Wolff is, namely in virtue of
accepting simple substances that are endowed with the power of repre-
sentation and that bear ultimate responsibility for the physical properties
of bodies, he mounted an extensive case in favor of physical influx rather
than pre-established harmony. While his case involves several distinct ar-
guments, its main thrust relies on the idea that if a simple substance
either has the capacity to move itself or is impenetrable (i.e., can resist
the attempt of a distinct substance to penetrate the space it occupies),
then it must also be able to act on other substances. Baumgarten and
Meier, who were more orthodox Leibnizians in virtue of accepting pre-
established harmony and many of Leibniz’s other views, articulated new
arguments for pre-established harmony, arguments that were based on
intricate terminological considerations pertaining to what relations are
required for substances to belong to the most perfect world and on some
unusual metaphysical assumptions about the notion of an action (includ-
ing that of a smallest action).

By contrast, Crusius, the leading Pietist philosopher of his generation,
rejected many of the principles that were considered fundamental to any
Leibnizian system. As part of his anti-Leibnizian program, he developed
an interesting independent project that placed causality (in the guise of
his notion of a “fundamental power”) at its very core. In the course of
carrying out this project, he argued that real rather than ideal relations
are required to explain why certain substances belong to one and the
same world, that substances can be related to each other by means of
their very existence, and that God’s will rather than his intellect plays an
essential role in explaining why substances do not merely correspond to,
but also depend on each other. Thus, the historical background to Kant’s
account of causality as formed by the views of Leibniz, Wolff, Knutzen,
Baumgarten, Meier, and Crusius in the first half of the eighteenth century
is much more diverse and interesting than one might have surmised from
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10 Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality

the way that it is treated or, more typically, passed over in most histories
of modern philosophy.4

Chapter 2 (“Kant’s Pre-Critical Theory of Causality”) then shows in
detail how Kant’s views during his pre-Critical period can be understood
against the background of the positions presented in Chapter 1. Though
one might not have expected someone like Kant simply to toe the stan-
dard Wolffian line, it is striking to see just how creative his contribu-
tions to the debate about causality were. Early on Kant cultivated a deep
and abiding interest in metaphysical aspects of causality by defining
(in 1746/1747) the concept of force in terms of activity (rather than mo-
tion, as “certain Wolffians” had) and by developing (in 1755) an intricate
argument designed to show that change in the intrinsic determinations
of substances is possible only if they stand in causal connections with each
other, that is, only if physical influx is true. While Kant was thus highly
critical of the Wolffian position in several respects, he also developed a
nuanced attack on Crusius’s position. He agreed with Crusius (against
Baumgarten and Meier) that only a real relation can allow substances
to belong to one and the same world, but then argued against Crusius
that substances cannot stand in real relations by means of their existence
alone. As a result, in attempting to chart a middle course between the po-
sitions of the Wolffians and Crusius, Kant developed a sophisticated meta-
physical account of causality, according to which (contra the Wolffians)
substances can act on each other by means of the grounds that constitute
their immutable essences, and (contra Crusius) grounds must be under-
stood in terms of the activities rather than the mere existence of these
substances.

It is crucial to note, however, that Kant’s attention during this pe-
riod was not limited solely to German philosophers, even if they were
clearly his main focus in developing his distinctive account of causality.
For after Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding was translated
into German in 1755, Kant reacted by introducing a new metaphysical dis-
tinction between real and logical grounds, reinterpreting the ontological
principles he had developed earlier in terms of real grounds and making
the notion of a real ground fundamental to several principles that became
central parts of his overall position in the early 1760s. By the time of his

4 Lewis White Beck’s classic Early German Philosophy: Kant and His Predecessors (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1969) and Max Wundt’s Die deutsche Schulphilosophie im Zeitalter
der Aufklärung (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, [Tübingen, 1945] 1992) are both excellent
counterexamples to this claim, though both accounts, due to their breadth (which is quite
extraordinary in Beck’s case), cannot focus on a single specific issue such as causality.
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