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    Between the lawful architecture of nature and the freedom of moral resolve, Kant locates a fragile bridge built by our capacity to judge. The Critique of Judgment explores how human beings find order, meaning, and shared standards where no explicit rule compels agreement. It asks how we can speak with a universal voice about beauty, and how we can regard living beings as organized wholes without abandoning scientific explanation. This work does not merely assemble observations about taste or biology; it seeks the conditions that make such judgments possible, illuminating the distinctive place of judgment within the larger landscape of human reason.

Immanuel Kant published The Critique of Judgment in 1790, completing the triad begun by the Critique of Pure Reason and the Critique of Practical Reason. A leading figure of the Enlightenment, he wrote in the late eighteenth century amid intense debates about science, morality, and art. This third Critique aims to connect the domains of nature and freedom that the earlier works had distinguished. Without retracting the limits he had set for knowledge and action, Kant asks how the human mind navigates experiences that seem at once subjective and yet claim a form of necessity, especially in aesthetics and in thinking about organisms.

The book’s central premise is that the faculty of judgment has a special, reflective role: it seeks unity when no determinate concept dictates a result. In aesthetic experience, judgment appraises objects in ways that invite a shared standpoint, while in teleology it contemplates natural forms as if they were organized for ends. These activities do not extend theoretical knowledge nor derive moral laws; they mediate between them. By clarifying how judgment confers a sense of purposiveness without asserting new dogmas, Kant offers a nuanced account of normativity in domains where rules seem elusive yet agreement is not merely personal.

In its first major part, the work develops a rigorous analysis of judgments of taste. Kant explains how a response to beauty can be grounded in a free interplay of mental powers and still aspire to communal validity. Aesthetic appreciation is neither a private preference nor a deduction from concepts. Instead, it involves a form of pleasure that invites others to concur without appealing to rules or proofs. This framework preserves the dignity of critical discourse about art while acknowledging the irreducibly experiential character of taste, showing how reflective judgment fashions a standard that remains open to discussion.

The investigation extends to the sublime, a distinctive aesthetic feeling linked to vastness, power, and limits of sensory representation. Kant examines how certain overwhelming experiences provoke a complex movement of the mind, in which imagination strains against magnitude or might and yet finds orientation through reason. He distinguishes forms of the sublime and articulates why such experiences, though initially disquieting, can yield a heightened sense of our rational vocation. In doing so, the book provides an account of aesthetic elevation that complements beauty without reducing it to mere emotional intensity or spectacle.

Kant also addresses art and artistic production, discussing originality, exemplary works, and the communication of rich suggestive content he calls aesthetic ideas. He explores how creativity discloses meanings that no single concept exhausts, while still enabling a form of shared understanding. The text differentiates beauties appreciated independently of determinate purposes from those related to concepts of what a thing should be, thereby clarifying how we judge natural forms, artifacts, and fine art. These reflections help explain why certain works command enduring attention and how standards in the arts can be both historically situated and critically assessable.

The second major part turns to teleological judgment, confronting the puzzle of organized beings in nature. Living organisms exhibit reciprocal dependence of parts and wholes that seems ill-suited to purely mechanical explanation. Kant argues that we must employ a regulative principle that treats such forms as purposive, not to assert objective design, but to guide inquiry into their organization. He frames an antinomy that arises when we attempt to decide more than reflective judgment permits, and he shows how scientific investigation can proceed while respecting the limits and needs of our understanding.

Throughout, Kant carefully preserves the boundaries of his critical philosophy. Judgment does not license speculative claims beyond experience, nor does it collapse the distinction between natural law and moral freedom. Instead, it elucidates how we orient ourselves where proof is unavailable yet evaluation is meaningful. The book’s analyses of imagination, understanding, and reason are not psychological reports but transcendental accounts of the conditions under which aesthetic and teleological judgments are possible. By clarifying these conditions, Kant integrates domains that otherwise threaten to appear disconnected or in tension.

The Critique of Judgment holds classic status because it forged a vocabulary and framework that have shaped aesthetics, art theory, and discussions of biological organization ever since. Its influence is visible in the development of German Idealism and in the aesthetics of thinkers who engaged Kant’s insights and limits, among them Schiller and Hegel. The book’s distinctions—between kinds of beauty, forms of aesthetic response, and uses of teleological concepts—entered the common currency of critical debate, giving later writers tools to analyze artworks, artistic creation, and the experience of nature with unprecedented precision.

Its literary impact reaches beyond philosophy into criticism and the arts. By explaining how judgments of taste can invite communal assent without rules, Kant helped legitimize rigorous criticism that neither reduces art to technique nor abandons standards to individual caprice. His account of genius and aesthetic ideas informs reflections on metaphor, symbol, and expressive form. Discussion of the sublime reframed how critics interpret depictions of enormity and peril in literature and visual art. Across traditions, debates about autonomy, interpretation, form, and purpose continue to draw on the pathways first mapped here.

For readers approaching the text today, its structure clarifies its ambition: an introduction situates judgment within reason’s overall system, followed by a critique of aesthetic judgment and a critique of teleological judgment. The argument develops carefully, moving from analysis of basic capacities toward their implications for art and nature. While demanding, the work rewards patient reading, since each section illuminates the others and the larger project. The result is a design in which philosophical economy and breadth coexist, exemplifying the very purposiveness without domination that the book seeks to clarify in experience.

Contemporary relevance secures the book’s lasting appeal. Questions about artistic value, shared standards, and creativity animate current debates in literature, visual arts, and design. In the life sciences and philosophy of biology, the status of teleological language and the idea of organized wholes remain pressing. Kant’s account of reflective judgment offers a disciplined way to navigate such issues without dogmatism or relativism. By articulating how we find meaning and order where rules fall silent, The Critique of Judgment continues to guide inquiry across disciplines, reminding us that the capacity to judge is central to human self-understanding.
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    First published in 1790, The Critique of Judgment is Immanuel Kant’s third major work in his critical project, following the critiques of theoretical and practical reason. It asks how the domains of nature, governed by law, and freedom, governed by morality, can be related without confusion. Kant locates the mediating capacity in the faculty of judgment, especially where we lack determinate concepts for particulars but still seek unity. He proposes a principle of purposiveness that guides our reflective judgments about appearances. Without legislating to nature, this principle orients inquiry and experience, opening the path to an examination of aesthetic and teleological judgments.

Kant distinguishes determining judgment, which subsumes particulars under given concepts, from reflective judgment, which searches for concepts adequate to given particulars. In reflection, we presuppose that nature is amenable to our cognitive powers, as if arranged for our understanding. This presupposition is not knowledge of things in themselves but a transcendental principle guiding our approach to phenomena. It supports the expectation of systematicity in empirical laws. Kant then structures the work into two parts: the critique of aesthetic judgment, focused on beauty and the sublime, and the critique of teleological judgment, focused on purposiveness in living organisms and nature as a whole.

In the analytic of the beautiful, Kant investigates judgments of taste, which express a disinterested pleasure in an object’s form. Such judgments claim a kind of universal validity while lacking a determinate concept that could compel agreement. Kant accounts for this by appealing to a free harmony of imagination and understanding in the subject, a felt fit between our faculties. He articulates the features of these judgments—such as their disinterestedness and claim to communal assent—without reducing them to properties of the object. The idea of purposiveness without purpose captures how the form of the object seems suited to our cognition without serving a determinate end.

Kant then addresses how judgments of taste can legitimately aspire to intersubjective validity. He links their communicability to a shared human cognitive constitution, a common sense understood as the capacity to communicate feelings grounded in cognition. The dialectic of aesthetic judgment treats tensions such as the antinomy of taste, where judgments appear both subjective and necessary. Kant resolves these by clarifying the reflective status of taste-claims and their basis in common human faculties, not in concepts or proofs. He also outlines a methodology of taste, addressing how criticism, cultivation, and examples can orient but not replace the free play requisite to aesthetic appraisal.

Turning to the sublime, Kant analyzes a distinct aesthetic feeling arising from magnitude or might that exceeds our sensible grasp. He differentiates the mathematical sublime, associated with vastness and numerical boundlessness, from the dynamical sublime, associated with overwhelming natural power. In each case the initial inadequacy of imagination is overcome by a consciousness of reason’s superiority, revealing a relation between aesthetic feeling and our moral vocation. Unlike beauty, which concerns form and harmony, the sublime concerns formlessness or excess and highlights a boundary where sensibility yields to ideas of reason without providing determinate knowledge.

Kant proceeds to fine art, examining how aesthetic judgment applies to artistic production and reception. He distinguishes art from nature and from mere craft, arguing that genuine fine art arises through genius, a talent for producing exemplary works that cannot be fully taught by rule. Genius supplies aesthetic ideas that animate form and stimulate reflection, while taste disciplines genius to communicable form. Kant outlines how different arts can embody purposiveness without determinate ends and how symbolism can intimate moral and rational ideas. This account clarifies the autonomy of aesthetic value while acknowledging its communicability and its indirect relation to ethical culture.

The second part introduces teleological judgment, concerned with purposiveness in nature, especially in organisms whose parts exist for and through the whole. Kant argues that such organized beings elude complete mechanical explanation when considered merely as aggregates. Reflective judgment therefore employs the concept of natural ends to guide investigation, treating organisms as if designed, while denying that this amounts to knowledge of supersensible causes. This heuristic permits empirical research to proceed without claiming insight into ultimate origins. Teleological judgment thus sets conditions for studying living systems in a way that respects both mechanistic explanation and the apparent internal purposiveness of life.

Kant formulates an antinomy of teleological judgment: one maxim asserts that all natural phenomena must be explained mechanically; another insists that some products of nature cannot be comprehended without teleological concepts. He resolves this by confining teleology to a regulative use for reflective judgment, preserving the primacy of mechanical laws in explanation while allowing purposiveness as a necessary guide for inquiry into organisms. He distinguishes internal purposiveness, essential to organized beings, from external purposiveness, where things serve other ends, and limits inferences to theological or metaphysical conclusions. Teleology remains methodological, not constitutive of objects as they are in themselves.

Across both parts, Kant claims that judgment mediates between nature and freedom by introducing purposiveness as a principle for reflection rather than knowledge. Aesthetic experience reveals the communicability and culture-forming power of our cognitive faculties, while teleological reflection supplies a heuristic for the life sciences without overstepping empirical bounds. The Critique of Judgment thereby completes the critical system’s architecture, articulating how sensibility, understanding, and reason can be brought into a unified orientation. Its enduring significance lies in clarifying the scope and limits of human judgment and in shaping modern aesthetics, art theory, and philosophy of biology.
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    Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment appeared in 1790 in Königsberg, then a provincial capital of the Kingdom of Prussia. The region’s dominant institutions were the absolutist monarchy, the Lutheran church, and the university, each intertwined with a growing bureaucratic apparatus. Intellectual life clustered around academies, faculties, and a dense periodical press subject to varying degrees of state oversight. Prussia cultivated a reputation for disciplined administration and scientific seriousness, even as local life in East Prussia depended on Baltic trade, agriculture, and artisan production. This mixture of scholarly ambition, confessional oversight, and administrative rationality formed the backdrop against which Kant wrote and taught.

The work emerged from the broader European Enlightenment, which in German lands took the form of the Aufklärung. From the early to late eighteenth century, reform-minded officials, pastors, professors, and men and women of letters promoted reasoned debate, religious tolerance, and educational improvement. Berlin and Königsberg, linked by correspondence and journals, were nodes in this network. Kant himself had defined the Enlightenment in 1784 as humanity’s exit from self-incurred immaturity, stressing the public use of reason. The Critique of Judgment reflects this milieu by addressing how judgments—especially aesthetic and teleological ones—can claim intersubjective validity without coercion or dogma.

Kant’s personal and professional trajectory locates the book within the rhythms of an eighteenth-century German university career. Born in 1724 in Königsberg, he studied and then taught at the Albertina (University of Königsberg), delivering lectures on logic, metaphysics, physics, geography, and anthropology. After years as a Privatdozent and later as a professor, he consolidated his critical project with the Critique of Pure Reason (1781; second edition 1787) and the Critique of Practical Reason (1788). By 1790 he sought to mediate between theoretical and practical domains. The Critique of Judgment, completing this sequence, appeared while he was still an active lecturer embedded in the Prussian academic system.

Shifts in Prussian governance also framed Kant’s intellectual environment. Frederick II (“the Great,” 1740–1786) had exhibited a relatively tolerant, philosophically inclined monarchy, encouraging academies and permitting measured theological latitude. His successor, Frederick William II (1786–1797), moved to reassert orthodoxy and moral discipline. The 1788 religious edict associated with minister Johann Christoph von Wöllner tightened doctrinal oversight and censorship, especially over theology and philosophy. Even if Kant’s 1790 volume treated aesthetics and teleology rather than politics or religion directly, it was composed amid growing scrutiny of speculative reason and its authority in public discourse.

Beyond Prussia, the French Revolution of 1789 sent shockwaves through Europe. German courts, universities, and journals reacted with a mix of curiosity, hope, and anxiety about social upheaval. In the early 1790s, cautious support gave way in many German states to alarm and defensive measures. Kant followed events through newspapers and correspondence. While the Critique of Judgment avoids explicit political commentary, its analysis of a shared sense of taste, communicability, and the autonomy of judgment resonated with contemporary debates about community, publicity, and freedom of expression that the Revolution made urgent across the learned public sphere.

Eighteenth-century discussions of beauty and the sublime, especially in Britain, furnished an essential backdrop. Thinkers such as Anthony Ashley Cooper (Shaftesbury), Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, and Edmund Burke had explored taste, sentiment, and aesthetic response. Burke’s 1757 inquiry on the sublime and beautiful influenced European debates on terror, grandeur, and aesthetic pleasure. German readers assimilated these ideas through translations and reviews. Kant’s 1790 volume enters this conversation by addressing the universality claim of taste and the distinctive affect of the sublime, while situating them within a critical theory of the faculties shaped by Enlightenment empiricism and rationalism.

German aesthetic theory also provided immediate context. Alexander Baumgarten had coined “aesthetics” in the mid-eighteenth century as a science of sensory cognition, and figures like Moses Mendelssohn and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing refined debates about beauty, tragedy, and the arts—Lessing notably in Laocoon (1766). Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s celebration of Greek art set a neoclassical standard, while the Sturm und Drang of the 1770s emphasized genius and emotional intensity. By the 1790s, the Weimar circle around Goethe and Schiller pursued a classical ideal. The Critique of Judgment intersected these currents by theorizing taste and genius within a systematic, philosophically rigorous framework.

Scientific developments in the eighteenth century strained inherited explanatory models, especially regarding living organisms. Newtonian mechanics dominated physics, but naturalists and anatomists confronted the complexity of generation, growth, and species classification. Linnaeus’s taxonomy (mid-eighteenth century) and Buffon’s natural history spurred debate. Theories of generation split between preformation and epigenesis; Caspar Friedrich Wolff’s work (1759) challenged preformationist views. German researchers, including Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, debated formative forces. Kant’s contemporaries thus faced a tension between mechanistic explanation and organismic purposiveness—a tension mirrored in the book’s teleological reflections on nature’s apparent ends.

The period also saw the flourishing of physico-theology and natural theology, in which observations of the natural world were marshaled to support arguments about divine wisdom in creation. Such projects were common in German-speaking lands and aligned with confessional and state efforts to reconcile faith and reason. At the same time, controversies over heterodoxy and ecclesiastical authority intensified under Frederick William II. Against this backdrop, the Critique of Judgment’s treatment of teleology carefully circumscribes how purposiveness in nature can be used as a regulative principle for inquiry without purporting to provide metaphysical proof—a stance that fit a sensitive environment of religious supervision.

Kant’s book also arose amid the rapid diffusion of the “critical philosophy” across the German universities. After 1781, Karl Leonhard Reinhold popularized Kant’s ideas in widely read letters (late 1780s), making Jena a crucial hub for debate. By the early 1790s, Fichte and other younger thinkers were transforming Kantian themes into new systems. Literary figures engaged as well: Schiller soon developed an account of aesthetic education, and Goethe pursued studies in morphology. The Critique of Judgment thus entered a vibrant, competitive intellectual marketplace where philosophy, philology, and the arts intersected in journals, lecture halls, and salons.

The eighteenth-century print culture enabled swift circulation of arguments and controversies. Periodicals such as the Berlinische Monatsschrift, where Kant had defined Enlightenment in 1784, and the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung in Jena shaped scholarly reception. Book fairs at Leipzig and Frankfurt facilitated distribution, while lending libraries and reading societies widened access beyond courts and universities. Censorship varied by territory but was unevenly enforced. Within this communicative infrastructure, the Critique of Judgment found readers across German lands and beyond, rapidly becoming a reference point for questions of taste, genius, purposiveness, and the limits of scientific explanation.

Prussia’s administrative ideology of cameralism, emphasizing fiscal order, population management, and useful knowledge, formed part of the era’s mental furniture. Universities trained officials in law, economics, and the sciences to serve a rationalizing state. Königsberg, a Baltic port with links to Riga, Danzig, and beyond, combined mercantile networks with provincial routines. Urban life for the educated classes involved coffeehouses, debating clubs, and subscription libraries, where aesthetic and scientific topics mingled with news from Paris and Vienna. The socialization of taste and the aspiration to shared standards of judgment in polite society aligned with the book’s concern for communicability without compulsion.

Developments in the arts reinforced the urgency of a general theory of aesthetic judgment. Court theaters and municipal stages expanded, building on earlier reforms such as Lessing’s Hamburg dramaturgy. Art academies multiplied, professionalizing painting, sculpture, and architecture. Music reached a classical high point in the 1780s, with Haydn and Mozart shaping European taste, while virtuoso performance and commercial concert life grew. The German lands balanced local traditions with strong Italian and French influences. Against this background, Kant’s analysis of fine art, genius, and aesthetic normativity offered a philosophical synthesis amid rapidly institutionalizing and internationalizing artistic practices.

Interest in landscape and the natural environment also surged. Travel writing, Alpine exploration, and the fashion for English gardens spread through German territories in the later eighteenth century. The language of the sublime—mountains, storms, vast seas—entered educated discourse, shaped by reports from natural philosophers and tourists. Botanical collections and cabinets of curiosity proliferated. These practices fostered a cultivated gaze that sought rules of appreciation without reducing nature to mere utility. The Critique of Judgment’s treatment of the sublime and of purposiveness in organized beings reflected and disciplined these enthusiasms, giving them a critical vocabulary and limits.

Legal and administrative codification further characterized Prussia in the 1790s. The Allgemeines Landrecht (Prussian General Code), promulgated in 1794, sought to systematize law across the monarchy’s diverse territories, exemplifying the era’s drive toward comprehensive, orderly frameworks. While conceived under different aims, Kant’s critical system also aspired to principled completeness—across knowledge, morality, and judgment—echoing an intellectual climate that valued architectonic unity. Such parallel tendencies made his works compelling to officials and scholars trained to think in terms of rules, competences, and the legitimate bounds of authority.

The 1790s also brought political polarization. As revolutionary France went to war, several German states, including Prussia, entered the conflict in 1792. Governments tightened surveillance of print and public speech, wary of sedition. Kant’s own clash with censors came slightly later: in 1794 he received a royal reprimand forbidding him to publish on religion, a ban he pledged to observe during the king’s lifetime. Although the Critique of Judgment had appeared before this episode, the controversy illuminates the constraints under which philosophical claims to autonomy were advanced and the care required to separate philosophical from theological authority.

Contemporaneous literary and philosophical responses show how the book quickly became a touchstone. Schiller’s reflections on aesthetic education in the mid-1790s drew on its account of freedom experienced in beauty, while Goethe’s scientific inquiries into plant metamorphosis and morphology resonated with its teleological caution. At Jena, discussions of common sense, communicability, and genius played into broader projects of culture-building and civic reform. The Critique of Judgment thus helped shape Weimar Classicism’s ideals and fed into subsequent German Idealism and early Romanticism, which explored imagination, symbol, and organic form in dialogue with Kant’s constraints on knowledge and reason’s reach in nature and art.
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    Introduction
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was a German philosopher whose work reshaped modern thought across epistemology, ethics, aesthetics, and political theory. Living his entire life in Königsberg, then in the Kingdom of Prussia, he developed what he called a critical philosophy, asking what reason can rightly claim to know and command. His major works include the three Critiques—Critique of Pure Reason, Critique of Practical Reason, and Critique of Judgment—alongside the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, the Prolegomena, and essays on history, religion, and politics. Kant’s systematic rigor, architectonic method, and insistence on autonomy and universality made him a central figure of the Enlightenment and a lasting point of reference.
Kant’s influence stems from a distinctive synthesis: he limited theoretical knowledge to phenomena structured by the mind’s forms while grounding morality in practical reason’s unconditional demands. This double focus—on the conditions of experience and on the authority of duty—helped recast earlier disputes between rationalists and empiricists. He offered a framework for natural science compatible with freedom, a morality centered on autonomy, and an account of aesthetic judgment that mediates nature and reason. Long after his death, his ideas continue to shape debates in philosophy, law, international relations, and the humanities, anchoring both scholarly traditions and public discourse in questions of reason and right.
Education and Literary Influences
Kant received a Pietist schooling at the Collegium Fridericianum in Königsberg before studying at the city’s university, often known as the Albertina. Under the guidance of Martin Knutzen, he encountered Newtonian physics and metaphysical debates current in German academia. Economic necessity led him to work as a private tutor for several years, after which he qualified to lecture at the university. His early academic training balanced mathematics and natural philosophy with logic and metaphysics, setting the stage for a lifelong concern with the limits and powers of human understanding and the conditions that make knowledge and moral obligation possible.
Kant’s intellectual formation drew on several well-documented sources. From Leibniz and Wolff he inherited systematic ambition and conceptual analysis; from Newton he took laws of nature as an ideal of scientific intelligibility. David Hume’s skepticism, especially concerning causality, famously “awoke” him to the need for a critique of reason, while Jean-Jacques Rousseau reinforced the primacy of moral freedom and respect for persons. He also studied British moralists and the broader Enlightenment conversation. This constellation of influences is evident in his pre-critical writings on science and metaphysics and culminates in the critical period, where he sought a principled reconciliation of science, morality, and human finitude.
Literary Career
Kant began publishing while lecturing as a Privatdozent, producing essays in natural science and metaphysics alongside courses in logic, physics, and geography. Among his pre-critical works are Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens (1755), which advanced a nebular hypothesis about cosmic formation, and writings on metaphysical first principles. He also explored moral sentiment and aesthetics in Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764), and critiqued speculative enthusiasm in Dreams of a Spirit-Seer (1766). His Inaugural Dissertation (1770) distinguished sensibility and understanding and posited space and time as forms of intuition, marking a decisive step toward the mature critical project.
The Critique of Pure Reason (first edition 1781; second edition 1787) launched Kant’s critical philosophy by investigating the a priori conditions that make experience and knowledge possible. It proposed that the mind contributes forms and categories structuring appearances, while things in themselves remain beyond cognition. Initial reception was mixed, prompting clarifications in the Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (1783) and extensive scholarly debate. Kant refined his arguments in the second edition, emphasizing the role of synthesis and the distinction between phenomena and noumena. The work’s complexity and ambition made it a focal point for German philosophy and reshaped discussions of metaphysics and science.
Kant’s ethical writings consolidated his influence on moral philosophy. The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) introduced the framework of autonomy, duty, and universal law, arguing that morality arises from practical reason rather than empirical inclination. The Critique of Practical Reason (1788) systematized this outlook, discussing moral motivation and the highest good. Later, The Metaphysics of Morals (1797) set out doctrines of right and virtue, addressing legal and ethical duties, property, and moral character. Across these texts, Kant pursued a rigorously nonconsequentialist approach, aiming to secure the unconditional authority of moral requirements in a world also governed by natural laws.
In the Critique of Judgment (1790), Kant investigated aesthetic and teleological judgment. He analyzed judgments of beauty and the experience of the sublime, portraying them as reflective and communicable without relying on concepts. He then examined purposiveness in nature, exploring how organisms appear designed without invoking speculative metaphysics. This third Critique serves as a bridge between nature and freedom, showing how reflective judgment sustains the unity of reason. Its account of aesthetic experience and biological purposiveness has influenced later work in art theory, literary criticism, and philosophy of biology, as well as broader reflections on the unity of scientific and moral perspectives.
Kant continued to write on religion, history, and politics. Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason (1793) examined the moral core of religious faith and church practices, provoking controversy with censors in Prussia. Political and historical essays such as Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim (1784) and Toward Perpetual Peace (1795) explored progress, legal order, and the conditions for peace. Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View (1798) drew on decades of lectures, presenting observations about human behavior and culture. Throughout, he maintained a demanding teaching schedule at Königsberg and helped define university instruction in logic, metaphysics, ethics, anthropology, and physical geography.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Kant’s public writing advanced core Enlightenment commitments to intellectual maturity, free public reasoning, and the dignity of persons. In the essay What Is Enlightenment? (1784), he defended the open use of reason in scholarly and civic life while recognizing the need for institutional order. His moral philosophy anchored ethical life in self-legislation and universalizable maxims, resisting paternalism and moral heteronomy. He also argued for the moral necessity of treating humanity as an end in itself. These convictions informed his positions on education, religious toleration, and civil society, where he saw critical debate as essential to social progress within lawful frameworks.
Kant’s political and legal philosophy stressed republican principles, the rule of law, and a federation of states oriented to peace. He articulated a cosmopolitan right grounded in hospitality and lawful interaction across borders, opposing aggressive war and coercive colonial expansion. His religious writings defended a rational faith subservient to morality, a stance that led to a royal reprimand in the 1790s and a temporary restriction on publishing about religion. His anthropological and geographical works engaged with global diversity but also contain claims that are now widely criticized. Even so, his later political essays remain central to discussions of rights, international order, and global justice.
Final Years & Legacy
In his later years, Kant struggled with declining health while drafting what is known as the Opus Postumum, an unfinished attempt to connect his system more tightly to physics. He published The Conflict of the Faculties (1798) and continued to revise and refine earlier doctrines. Kant died in 1804 in Königsberg. His legacy quickly shaped German Idealism, influencing Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, and later reached both analytic and continental traditions. His ideas inform contemporary debates on normativity, constitutionalism, international law, aesthetics, and the philosophy of mind and science. Across disciplines, Kant’s critical project remains a touchstone for arguments about reason, freedom, and the limits of knowledge.
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There are not wanting indications that public interest in the Critical Philosophy has been quickened of recent days in these countries, as well as in America. To lighten the toil of penetrating through the wilderness of Kant’s long sentences, the English student has now many aids, which those who began their studies fifteen or twenty years ago did not enjoy. Translations, paraphrases, criticisms, have been published in considerable numbers; so that if it is not yet true that “he who runs may read,” it may at least be said that a patient student of ordinary industry and intelligence has his way made plain before him. And yet the very number of aids is dangerous. Whatever may be the value of short and easy handbooks in other departments of science, it is certain that no man will become a philosopher, no man will even acquire a satisfactory knowledge of the history of philosophy, without personal and prolonged study of the ipsissima verba[2] of the great masters of human thought. “Above all,” said Schopenhauer[1], “my truth-seeking young friends, beware of letting our professors tell you what is contained in the Critique of the Pure Reason”; and the advice has not become less wholesome with the lapse of years. The fact, however, that many persons have not sufficient familiarity with German to enable them to study German Philosophy in the original with ease, makes translations an educational necessity; and this translation of Kant’s Critique of the faculty of Judgement has been undertaken in the hope that it may promote a more general study of that masterpiece. If any reader wishes to follow Schopenhauer’s advice, he has only to omit the whole of this prefatory matter and proceed at once to the Author’s laborious Introduction.

It is somewhat surprising that the Critique of Judgement has never yet been made accessible to the English reader. Dr. Watson has indeed translated a few selected passages, so also has Dr. Caird in his valuable account of the Kantian philosophy, and I have found their renderings of considerable service; but the space devoted by both writers to the Critique of Judgement is very small in comparison with that given to the Critiques of Pure and Practical Reason. And yet the work is not an unimportant one. Kant himself regarded it as the coping-stone of his critical edifice; it even formed the point of departure for his successors, Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, in the construction of their respective systems. Possibly the reason of its comparative neglect lies in its repulsive style. Kant was never careful of style, and in his later years he became more and more enthralled by those technicalities and refined distinctions which deter so many from the Critical Philosophy even in its earlier sections. These “symmetrical architectonic amusements,” as Schopenhauer called them, encumber every page of Kant’s later writings, and they are a constant source of embarrassment to his unhappy translator. For, as every translator knows, no single word in one language exactly covers any single word in another; and yet if Kant’s distinctions are to be preserved it is necessary to select with more or less arbitrariness English equivalents for German technical terms, and retain them all through. Instances of this will be given later on; I only remark here on the fact that Kant’s besetting sin of over-technicality is especially conspicuous in this treatise.

Another fault—an old fault of Kant—apparent after reading even a few pages, is that repetitions are very frequent of the same thought in but slightly varied language. Arguments are repeated over and over again until they become quite wearisome; and then when the reader’s attention has flagged, and he is glancing cursorily down the page, some important new point is introduced without emphasis, as if the author were really anxious to keep his meaning to himself at all hazards. A book written in such fashion rarely attracts a wide circle of readers. And yet, not only did Goethe think highly of it, but it received a large measure of attention in France as well as in Germany on its first appearance. Originally published at Berlin in 1790, a Second Edition was called for in 1793; and a French translation was made by Imhoff in 1796. Other French versions are those by Keratry and Weyland in 1823, and by Barni in 1846. This last I have had before me while performing my task, but I have not found it of much service; the older French translations I have not seen. The existence of these French versions, when taken in connexion with the absence until very recently of any systematic account of the Critique of Judgement in English, may be perhaps explained by the lively interest that was taken on the Continent in the Philosophy of Art in the early part of the century; whereas scientific studies on this subject received little attention in England during the same period.

The student of the Critique of Pure Reason will remember how closely, in his Transcendental Logic, Kant follows the lines of the ordinary logic of the schools. He finds his whole plan ready made for him, as it were; and he proceeds to work out the metaphysical principles which underlie the process of syllogistic reasoning. And as there are three propositions in every syllogism, he points out that, in correspondence with this triplicity, the higher faculties of the soul may be regarded as threefold. The Understanding or the faculty of concepts gives us our major premise, as it supplies us in the first instance with a general notion. By means of the Judgement we see that a particular case comes under the general rule, and by the Reason we draw our conclusion. These, as three distinct movements in the process of reasoning, are regarded by Kant as indicating three distinct faculties, with which the Analytic of Concepts, the Analytic of Principles, and the Dialectic are respectively concerned. The full significance of this important classification does not seem, however, to have occurred to Kant at the time, as we may see from the order in which he wrote his great books.1 The first problem which arrests the attention of all modern philosophers is, of course, the problem of knowledge, its conditions and its proper objects. And in the Critique of Pure Reason this is discussed, and the conclusion is reached that nature as phenomenon is the only object of which we can hope to acquire any exact knowledge. But it is apparent that there are other problems which merit consideration; a complete philosophy includes practice as well as theory; it has to do not only with logic, but with life. And thus the Critique of Practical Reason was written, in which is unfolded the doctrine of man’s freedom standing in sharp contrast with the necessity of natural law. Here, then, it seems at first sight as if we had covered the whole field of human activity. For we have investigated the sources of knowledge, and at the same time have pointed out the conditions of practical life, and have seen that the laws of freedom are just as true in their own sphere as are the laws of nature.

But as we reflect on our mental states we find that here no proper account has been given of the phenomena of feeling, which play so large a part in experience. And this Kant saw before he had proceeded very far with the Critique of Practical Reason; and in consequence he adopted a threefold classification of the higher mental faculties based on that given by previous psychologists. Knowledge, feeling, desire, these are the three ultimate modes of consciousness, of which the second has not yet been described. And when we compare this with the former triple division which we took up from the Aristotelian logic, we see that the parallelism is significant. Understanding is par excellence the faculty of knowledge, and Reason the faculty of desire (these points are developed in Kant’s first two Critiques). And this suggests that the Judgement corresponds to the feeling of pleasure and pain; it occupies a position intermediate between Understanding and Reason, just as, roughly speaking, the feeling of pleasure is intermediate between our perception of an object and our desire to possess it.

And so the Critique of Judgement completes the whole undertaking of criticism; its endeavour is to show that there are a priori principles at the basis of Judgement just as there are in the case of Understanding and of Reason; that these principles, like the principles of Reason, are not constitutive but only regulative of experience, i.e. that they do not teach us anything positive about the characteristics of objects, but only indicate the conditions under which we find it necessary to view them; and lastly, that we are thus furnished with an a priori philosophy of pleasure.

The fundamental principle underlying the procedure of the Judgement is seen to be that of the purposiveness of Nature; nature is everywhere adapted to ends or purposes, and thus constitutes a κόσμος, a well-ordered whole. By this means, nature is regarded by us as if its particular empirical laws were not isolated and disparate, but connected and in relation, deriving their unity in seeming diversity from an intelligence which is at the source of nature. It is only by the assumption of such a principle that we can construe nature to ourselves; and the principle is then said to be a transcendental condition of the exercise of our judging faculty, but valid only for the reflective, not for the determinant Judgement. It gives us pleasure to view nature in this way; just as the contemplation of chaos would be painful[1q].

But this purposiveness may be only formal and subjective, or real and objective. In some cases the purposiveness resides in the felt harmony and accordance of the form of the object with the cognitive faculties; in others the form of the object is judged to harmonise with the purpose in view in its existence. That is to say, in the one case we judge the form of the object to be purposive, as in the case of a flower, but could not explain any purpose served by it; in the other case we have a definite notion of what it is adapted for. In the former case the aesthetical Judgement is brought to bear, in the latter the teleological; and it thus appears that the Critique of Judgement has two main divisions; it treats first of the philosophy of Taste, the Beautiful and the Sublime in Nature; and secondly, of the Teleology of nature’s working. It is a curious literary parallel that St. Augustine hints (Confessions iv. 15) that he had written a book, De Pulchro et Ápto, in which these apparently distinct topics were combined; “pulchrum esse, quod per se ipsum; aptum, autem, quod ad aliquid accommodatum deceret.” A beautiful object has no purpose external to itself and the observer; but a useful object serves further ends. Both, however, may be brought under the higher category of things that are reckoned purposive by the Judgement.

We have here then, in the first place, a basis for an a priori Philosophy of Taste; and Kant works out its details with great elaboration. He borrowed little from the writings of his predecessors, but struck out, as was ever his plan, a line of his own. He quotes with approval from Burke’s Treatise on the Sublime and Beautiful, which was accessible to him in a German translation; but is careful to remark that it is as psychology, not as philosophy, that Burke’s work has value. He may have read in addition Hutcheson’s Inquiry which had also been translated into German; and he was complete master of Hume’s opinions. Of other writers on Beauty, he only names Batteux and Lessing. Batteux was a French writer of repute who had attempted a twofold arrangement of the Arts as they may be brought under Space and under Time respectively, a mode of classification which would naturally appeal to Kant. He does not seem, however, to have read the ancient text-book on the subject, Aristotle’s Poetics, the principles of which Lessing declared to be as certain as Euclid.

Following the guiding thread of the categories, he declares that the aesthetical judgement about Beauty is according to quality disinterested; a point which had been laid down by such different writers as Hutcheson and Moses Mendelssohn. As to quantity, the judgement about beauty gives universal satisfaction, although it is based on no definite concept. The universality is only subjective; but still it is there. The maxim Trahit sua quemque voluptas[5] does not apply to the pleasure afforded by a pure judgement about beauty. As to relation, the characteristic of the object called beautiful is that it betrays a purposiveness without definite purpose. The pleasure is a priori, independent on the one hand of the charms of sense or the emotions of mere feeling, as Winckelmann had already declared; and on the other hand is a pleasure quite distinct from that taken which we feel when viewing perfection, with which Wolff and Baumgarten had identified it. By his distinction between free and dependent beauty, which we also find in the pages of Hutcheson, Kant further develops his doctrine of the freedom of the pure judgement of taste from the thraldom of concepts.

Finally, the satisfaction afforded by the contemplation of a beautiful object is a necessary satisfaction. This necessity is not, to be sure, theoretical like the necessity attaching to the Law of Causality; nor is it a practical necessity as is the need to assume the Moral Law as the guiding principle of conduct. But it may be called exemplary; that is, we may set up our satisfaction in a beautiful picture as setting an example to be followed by others. It is plain, however, that this can only be assumed under certain presuppositions. We must presuppose the idea of a sensus communis[4] or common sense in which all men share. As knowledge admits of being communicated to others, so also does the feeling for beauty. For the relation between the cognitive faculties requisite for Taste is also requisite for Intelligence or sound Understanding, and as we always presuppose the latter to be the same in others as in ourselves, so may we presuppose the former.

The analysis of the Sublime which follows that of the Beautiful is interesting and profound; indeed Schopenhauer regarded it as the best part of the Critique of the Aesthetical Judgement. The general characteristics of our judgements about the Sublime are similar to those already laid down in the case of the Beautiful; but there are marked differences in the two cases. If the pleasure taken in beauty arises from a feeling of the purposiveness of the object in its relation to the subject, that in sublimity rather expresses a purposiveness of the subject in respect of the object. Nothing in nature is sublime; and the sublimity really resides in the mind and there alone. Indeed, as true Beauty is found, properly speaking, only in beauty of form, the idea of sublimity is excited rather by those objects which are formless and exhibit a violation of purpose.

A distinction not needed in the case of the Beautiful becomes necessary when we proceed to further analyse the Sublime. For in aesthetical judgements about the Beautiful the mind is in restful contemplation; but in the case of the Sublime a mental movement is excited (pp. 105 and 120). This movement, as it is pleasing, must involve a purposiveness in the harmony of the mental powers; and the purposiveness may be either in reference to the faculty of cognition or to that of desire. In the former case the sublime is called the Mathematically Sublime—the sublime of mere magnitude—the absolutely great; in the latter it is the sublime of power, the Dynamically Sublime. Gioberti, an Italian writer on the philosophy of Taste, has pushed this distinction so far as to find in it an explanation of the relation between Beauty and Sublimity. “The dynamical Sublime,” he says, “creates the Beautiful; the mathematical Sublime contains it,” a remark with which probably Kant would have no quarrel.

In both cases, however, we find that the feeling of the Sublime awakens in us a feeling of the supersensible destination of man. “The very capacity of conceiving the sublime,” he tells us, “indicates a mental faculty that far surpasses every standard of sense.” And to explain the necessity belonging to our judgements about the sublime, Kant points out that as we find ourselves compelled to postulate a sensus communis to account for the agreement of men in their appreciation of beautiful objects, so the principle underlying their consent in judging of the sublime is “the presupposition of the moral feeling in man.” The feeling of the sublimity of our own moral destination is the necessary prerequisite for forming such judgements. The connexion between Beauty and Goodness involved to a Greek in the double sense of the word καλόν is developed by Kant with keen insight. To feel interest in the beauty of Nature he regards as a mark of a moral disposition, though he will not admit that the same inference may be drawn as to the character of the art connoisseur (§ 42). But it is specially with reference to the connexion between the capacity for appreciating the Sublime, and the moral feeling, that the originality of Kant’s treatment becomes apparent.

The objects of nature, he continues, which we call sublime, inspire us with a feeling of pain rather than of pleasure; as Lucretius has it—

Me quaedam divina voluptas

  Percipit atque horror.


But this “horror” must not inspire actual fear. As no extraneous charm must mingle with the satisfaction felt in a beautiful object, if the judgement about beauty is to remain pure; so in the case of the sublime we must not be afraid of the object which yet in certain aspects is fearful.

This conception of the feelings of sublimity excited by the loneliness of an Alpine peak or the grandeur of an earthquake is now a familiar one; but it was not so in Kant’s day. Switzerland had not then become the recreation-ground of Europe; and though natural beauty was a familiar topic with poets and painters it was not generally recognised that taste has also to do with the sublime. De Saussure’s Travels, Haller’s poem Die Alpen, and this work of Kant’s mark the beginning of a new epoch in our ways of looking at the sublime and terrible aspects of Nature. And it is not a little remarkable that the man who could write thus feelingly about the emotions inspired by grand and savage scenery, had never seen a mountain in his life. The power and the insight of his observations here are in marked contrast to the poverty of some of his remarks about the characteristics of beauty. For instance, he puts forward the curious doctrine that colour in a picture is only an extraneous charm, and does not really add to the beauty of the form delineated, nay rather distracts the mind from it. His criticisms on this point, if sound, would make Flaxman a truer artist than Titian or Paolo Veronese. But indeed his discussion of Painting or Music is not very appreciative; he was, to the end, a creature of pure Reason.

Upon the analysis he gives of the Arts, little need be said here. Fine Art is regarded as the Art of Genius, “that innate mental disposition through which Nature gives the rule to Art” (§ 46). Art differs from Science in the absence of definite concepts in the mind of the artist. It thus happens that the great artist can rarely communicate his methods; indeed he cannot explain them even to himself. Poeta nascitur, non fit; and the same is true in every form of fine art. Genius is, in short, the faculty of presenting aesthetical Ideas; an aesthetical Idea being an intuition of the Imagination, to which no concept is adequate. And it is by the excitation of such ineffable Ideas that a great work of art affects us. As Bacon tells us, “that is the best part of Beauty which a picture cannot express; no, nor the first sight of the eye.” This characteristic of the artistic genius has been noted by all who have thought upon art; more is present in its productions than can be perfectly expressed in language. As Pliny said of Timanthus the painter of Iphigenia, “In omnibus ejus operibus intelligitur plus super quam pingitur.” But this genius requires to be kept in check by taste; quite in the spirit of the σωφροσύνη of the best Greek art, Kant remarks that if in a work of art some feature must be sacrificed, it is better to lose something of genius than to violate the canons of taste. It is in this self-mastery that “the sanity of true genius” expresses itself.

The main question with which the Critique of Judgement is concerned is, of course, the question as to the purposiveness, the Zweckmässigkeit[3], exhibited by nature. That nature appears to be full of purpose is mere matter of fact. It displays purposiveness in respect of our faculties of cognition, in those of its phenomena which we designate beautiful. And also in its organic products we observe methods of operation which we can only explain by describing them as processes in which means are used to accomplish certain ends, as processes that are purposive. In our observation of natural phenomena, as Kuno Fischer puts it, we judge their forms aesthetically, and their life teleologically.

As regards the first kind of Zweckmässigkeit, that which is ohne Zweck—the purposiveness of a beautiful object which does not seem to be directed to any external end—there are two ways in which we may account for it. We may either say that it was actually designed to be beautiful by the Supreme Force behind Nature, or we may say that purposiveness is not really resident in nature, but that our perception of it is due to the subjective needs of our judging faculty. We have to contemplate beautiful objects as if they were purposive, but they may not be so in reality. And this latter idealistic doctrine is what Kant falls back upon. He appeals in support of it, to the phenomena of crystallisation (pp. 243 sqq.), in which many very beautiful forms seem to be produced by merely mechanical processes. The beauty of a rock crystal is apparently produced without any forethought on the part of nature, and he urges that we are not justified in asserting dogmatically that any laws distinct from those of mechanism are needed to account for beauty in other cases. Mechanism can do so much; may it not do all? And he brings forward as a consideration which ought to settle the question, the fact that in judging of beauty “we invariably seek its gauge in ourselves a priori”; we do not learn from nature, but from ourselves, what we are to find beautiful. Mr. Kennedy in his Donnellan Lectures has here pointed out several weak spots in Kant’s armour. In the first place, the fact that we seek the gauge of beauty in our own mind “may be shown from his own definition to be a necessary result of the very nature of beauty.”2 For Kant tells us that the aesthetical judgement about beauty always involves “a reference of the representation to the subject”; and this applies equally to judgements about the beautiful in Art and the beautiful in Nature. But no one could maintain that from this definition it follows that we are not compelled to postulate design in the mind of the artist who paints a beautiful picture. And thus as the fact that “we always seek the gauge of beauty” in ourselves does not do away with the belief in a designing mind when we are contemplating works of art, it cannot be said to exclude the belief in a Master Hand which moulded the forms of Nature. As Cicero has it, nature is “non artificiosa solum, sed plane artifex.” But the cogency of this reasoning, for the details of which I must refer the reader to Mr. Kennedy’s pages, becomes more apparent when we reflect on that second form of purposiveness, viz. adaptation to definite ends, with which we meet in the phenomena of organic life.

If we watch, e.g. the growth of a tree we perceive that its various parts are not isolated and unconnected, but that on the contrary they are only possible by reference to the idea of the whole. Each limb affects every other, and is reciprocally affected by it; in short “in such a product of nature every part not only exists by means of the other parts, but is thought as existing for the sake of the others and the whole” (p. 277). The operations of nature in organised bodies seem to be of an entirely different character from mere mechanical processes; we cannot construe them to ourselves except under the hypothesis that nature in them is working towards a designed end. The distinction between nature’s “Technic” or purposive operation, and nature’s Mechanism is fundamental for the explanation of natural law. The language of biology eloquently shows the impossibility of eliminating at least the idea of purpose from our investigations into the phenomena of life, growth, and reproduction. And Kant dismisses with scant respect that cheap and easy philosophy which would fain deny the distinctiveness of nature’s purposive operation. A doctrine, like that of Epicurus, in which every natural phenomenon is regarded as the result of the blind drifting of atoms in accordance with purely mechanical laws, really explains nothing, and least of all explains that illusion in our teleological judgements which leads us to assume purpose where really there is none.

It has been urged by Kirchmann and others that this distinction between Technic and Mechanism, on which Kant lays so much stress, has been disproved by the progress of modern science. The doctrines, usually associated with the name of Darwin, of Natural Selection and Survival of the Fittest, quite sufficiently explain, it is said, on mechanical principles the semblance of purpose with which nature mocks us. The presence of order is not due to any purpose behind the natural operation, but to the inevitable disappearance of the disorderly. It would be absurd, of course, to claim for Kant that he anticipated the Darwinian doctrines of development; and yet passages are not wanting in his writings in which he takes a view of the continuity of species with which modern science would have little fault to find. “Nature organises itself and its organised products in every species, no doubt after one general pattern but yet with suitable deviations, which self-preservation demands according to circumstances” (p. 279). “The analogy of forms, which with all their differences seem to have been produced according to a common original type, strengthens our suspicions of an actual relationship between them in their production from a common parent, through the gradual approximation of one animal genus to another—from those in which the principle of purposes seems to be best authenticated, i.e. from man, down to the polype and again from this down to mosses and lichens, and finally to crude matter. And so the whole Technic of nature, which is so incomprehensible to us in organised beings that we believe ourselves compelled to think a different principle for it, seems to be derived from matter and its powers according to mechanical laws (like those by which it works in the formation of crystals)” (p. 337). Such a theory he calls “a daring venture of reason,” and its coincidences with modern science are real and striking. But he is careful to add that such a theory, even if established, would not eliminate purpose from the universe; it would indeed suggest that certain special processes having the semblance of purpose may be elucidated on mechanical principles, but on the whole, purposive operation on the part of Mother Nature it would still be needful to assume (p. 338). “No finite Reason can hope to understand the production of even a blade of grass by mere mechanical causes” (p. 326). “It is absurd to hope that another Newton will arise in the future who shall make comprehensible by us the production of a blade of grass according to natural laws which no design has ordered” (p. 312).

Crude materialism thus affording no explanation of the purposiveness in nature, we go on to ask what other theories are logically possible. We may dismiss at once the doctrine of Hylozoism, according to which the purposes in nature are explained in reference to a world-soul, which is the inner principle of the material universe and constitutes its life. For such a doctrine is self-contradictory, inasmuch as lifelessness, inertia, is the essential characteristic of matter, and to talk of living matter is absurd (p. 304). A much more plausible system is that of Spinoza, who aimed at establishing the ideality of the principle of natural purposes. He regarded the world whole as a complex of manifold determinations inhering in a single simple substance; and thus reduced our concepts of the purposive in nature to our own consciousness of existing in an all-embracing Being. But on reflection we see that this does not so much explain as explain away the purposiveness of nature; it gives us an unity of inherence in one Substance, but not an unity of causal dependence on one Substance (p. 303). And this latter would be necessary in order to explain the unity of purpose which nature exhibits in its phenomenal working. Spinozism, therefore, does not give what it pretends to give; it puts us off with a vague and unfruitful unity of ground, when what we seek is a unity that shall itself contain the causes of the differences manifest in nature.

We have left then as the only remaining possible doctrine, Theism, which represents natural purposes as produced in accordance with the Will and Design of an Intelligent Author and Governor of Nature. This theory is, in the first place, “superior to all other grounds of explanation” (p. 305), for it gives a full solution of the problem before us and enables us to maintain the reality of the Zweckmässigkeit of nature. “Teleology finds the consummation of its investigations only in Theology” (p. 311). To represent the world and the natural purposes therein as produced by an intelligent Cause is “completely satisfactory from every human point of view for both the speculative and practical use of our Reason” (p. 312). Thus the contemplation of natural purposes, i.e. the common Argument from Design, enables us to reach a highest Understanding as Cause of the world “in accordance with the principles of the reflective Judgement, i.e. in accordance with the constitution of our human faculty of cognition” (p. 416).

It is in this qualifying clause that Kant’s negative attitude in respect of Theism betrays itself. He regards it as a necessary assumption for the guidance of scientific investigation, no less than for the practical needs of morals; but he does not admit that we can claim for it objective validity. In the language of the Critique of Pure Reason, the Idea of God furnishes a regulative, not a constitutive principle of Reason; or as he prefers to put it in the present work, it is valid only for the reflective, not for the determinant Judgement. We are not justified, Kant maintains, in asserting dogmatically that God exists; there is only permitted to us the limited formula “We cannot otherwise conceive the purposiveness which must lie at the basis of our cognition of the internal possibility of many natural things, than by representing it and the world in general as produced by an intelligent cause, i.e. a God” (p. 312).

We ask then, whence arises this impossibility of objective statement? It is in the true Kantian spirit to assert that no synthetical proposition can be made with reference to what lies above and behind the world of sense; but there is a difficulty in carrying out this principle into details. Kant’s refusal to infer a designing Hand behind the apparent order of nature is based, he tells us, on the fact that the concept of a “natural purpose” is one that cannot be justified to the speculative Reason. For all we know it may only indicate our way of looking at things, and may point to no corresponding objective reality. That we are forced by the limited nature of our faculties to view nature as working towards ends, as purposive, does not prove that it is really so. We cannot justify such pretended insight into what is behind the veil.

It is to be observed, however, that precisely similar arguments might be urged against our affirmation of purpose, design, will, as the spring of the actions of other human beings.3 For let us consider why it is that, mind being assumed as the basis of our own individual consciousness, we go on to attribute minds of like character to other men. We see that the external behaviour of other men is similar to our own, and that the most reasonable way of accounting for such behaviour is to suppose that they have minds like ourselves, that they are possessed of an active and spontaneously energising faculty, which is the seat of their personality. But it is instructive to observe that neither on Kantian principles nor on any other can we demonstrate this; to cross the chasm which separates one man’s personality from another’s requires a venture of faith just as emphatically as any theological formula. I can by no means prove to the determinant Judgement that the complex of sensations which I constantly experience, and which I call the Prime Minister, is anything more than a well-ordered machine. It is improbable that this is the case—highly improbable; but the falsity of such an hypothesis cannot be proved in the same way that we would prove the falsity of the assertion that two and two make five. But then though the hypothesis cannot be thus ruled out of court by demonstration of its absurdity, it is not the simplest hypothesis, nor is it that one which best accounts for the facts. The assumption, on the other hand, that the men whom I meet every day have minds like my own, perfectly accounts for all the facts, and is a very simple assumption. It merely extends by induction the sphere of a force which I already know to exist. Or in other words, crude materialism not giving me an intelligent account of my own individual consciousness, I recognise mind, νοῦς, as a vera causa, as something which really does produce effects in the field of experience, and which therefore I may legitimately put forward as the cause of those actions of other men which externally so much resemble my own. But, as has been said before, this argument, though entirely convincing to any sane person, is not demonstrative; in Kantian language and on Kantian principles the reasoning here used would seem to be valid only for the reflective and not for the determinant Judgement. If the principle of design or conscious adaptation of means to ends be not a constitutive principle of experience, but only a regulative principle introduced to account for the facts, what right have we to put it forward dogmatically as affording an explanation of the actions of other human beings?

It cannot be said that Kant’s attempted answer to such a defence of the Design Argument is quite conclusive. In § 90 of the Methodology (p. 399) he pleads that though it is perfectly legitimate to argue by analogy from our own minds to the minds of other men,—nay further, although we may conclude from those actions of the lower animals which display plan, that they are not, as Descartes alleged, mere machines—yet it is not legitimate to conclude from the apparent presence of design in the operations of nature that a conscious mind directs those operations. For, he argues, that in comparing the actions of men and the lower animals, or in comparing the actions of one man with those of another, we are not pressing our analogy beyond the limits of experience. Men and beasts alike are finite living beings, subject to the limitations of finite existence; and hence the law which governs the one series of operations may be regarded by analogy as sufficiently explaining the other series. But the power at the basis of Nature is utterly above definition or comprehension, and we are going beyond our legitimate province if we venture to ascribe to it a mode of operation with which we are only conversant in the case of beings subject to the conditions of space and time. He urges in short that when speaking about man and his mind we thoroughly understand what we are talking about; but in speaking of the Mind of Deity we are dealing with something of which we have no experience, and of which therefore we have no right to predicate anything.

But it is apparent that, as has been pointed out, even when we infer the existence of another finite mind from certain observed operations, we are making an inference about something which is as mysterious an x as anything can be. Mind is not a thing that is subject to the laws and conditions of the world of sense; it is “in the world but not of the world.” And so to infer the existence of the mind of any individual except myself is a quite different kind of inference from that by which, for example, we infer the presence of an electro-magnet in a given field. The action of the latter we understand to a large extent; but we do not understand the action of mind, which yet we know from daily experience of ourselves does produce effects in the phenomenal world, often permanent and important effects. Briefly, the action of mind upon matter (to use the ordinary phraseology for the sake of clearness) is—we may assume for our present purpose—an established fact. Hence the causality of mind is a vera causa; we bring it in to account for the actions of other human beings, and by precisely the same process of reasoning we invoke it to explain the operations of nature.

And it is altogether beside the point to urge, as Kant does incessantly, that in the latter case the intelligence inferred is infinite; in the former only finite. All that the Design Argument undertakes to prove is that mind lies at the basis of nature. It is quite beyond its province to say whether this mind is finite or infinite; and thus Kant’s criticisms on p. 364 are somewhat wide of the mark. There is always a difficulty in any argument which tries to establish the operation of mind anywhere, for mind cannot be seen or touched or felt; but the difficulty is not peculiar to that particular form of argument with which theological interests are involved.

The real plausibility of this objection arises from a vague idea, often present to us when we speak of infinite wisdom or infinite intelligence, namely that the epithet infinite in some way alters the meaning of the attributes to which it is applied. But the truth is that the word infinite, when applied to wisdom or knowledge or any other intellectual or moral quality, can only properly have reference to the number of acts of wisdom or knowledge that we suppose to have been performed. The only sense in which we have any right to speak of infinite wisdom is that it is that which performs an infinite number of wise acts. And so when we speak of infinite intelligence, we have not the slightest warrant, either in logic or in common sense, for supposing that such intelligence is not similar in kind to that finite intelligence which we know in man.

To understand Kant’s attitude fully, we must also take into consideration the great weight that he attaches to the Moral Argument for the existence of God. The positive side of his teaching on Theism is summed up in the following sentence (p. 388): “For the theoretical reflective Judgement physical Teleology sufficiently proves from the purposes of Nature an intelligent world-cause; for the practical Judgement moral Teleology establishes it by the concept of a final purpose, which it is forced to ascribe to creation.” That side of his system which is akin to Agnosticism finds expression in his determined refusal to admit anything more than this. The existence of God is for him a “thing of faith”; and is not a fact of knowledge, strictly so called. “Faith” he holds (p. 409) “is the moral attitude of Reason as to belief in that which is unattainable by theoretical cognition. It is therefore the constant principle of the mind to assume as true that which it is necessary to presuppose as condition of the possibility of the highest moral final purpose.” As he says elsewhere (Introduction to Logic, ix. p. 60), “That man is morally unbelieving who does not accept that which, though impossible to know, is morally necessary to suppose.” And as far as he goes a Theist may agree with him, and he has done yeoman’s service to Theism by his insistence on the absolute impossibility of any other working hypothesis as an explanation of the phenomena of nature. But I have endeavoured to indicate at what points he does not seem to me to have gone as far as even his own declared principles would justify him in going. If the existence












OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
IMMANUEL KANT

THE
CRITIQUE OF
JUDGMENT






OEBPS/Images/Musaicum_logo2.jpg





