
Introduction to Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)
See Beck's note entitled "Sketch of Kant's Life and Work" found in the  Foundations text.

A. Hume's Influence
-Kant's early work, often called his pre-critical period, was in the tradition of the rationalists

-Descartes, Leibniz, Christian Wolff

-like them, he was confident that Reason could inform us of the realities beyond experience

-then he read some Hume and was never the same

-Kant claims that Hume aroused him from his "dogmatic slumbers"

-unlike many of Hume's critics (e.g., Thomas Reid), Kant thought that Hume had something important to say

-he interpreted Hume's work thus:

-Hume had shown that the most important principle in the acquisition of knowledge was founded neither on pure reason, nor on experience

-further, though this is not explicit in Hume, it follows that all metaphysical principles are in the same condition

-it's not that knowledge of cause and effect is not useful and needed, but that it's not clear how we can justify--in a strict sense--its use

-Kant saw Hume as issuing a challenge: show me a foundation for causal (and all metaphysical) knowledge that goes beyond the habit of mind formed through repetition

-Kant's contribution is largely about how he took on that challenge

B. Taking Up Hume's Challenge
-Kant decides that Hume must be answered, and that the answer must go beyond the appeal to common sense 

-common sense, says Kant, does no more for removing the difficulty than a chisel for a wood etching

-first, Kant argues that though belief may be a function of feeling and habit, the utterance of a belief, or, judgment, can never merely be an ejaculation

-when I utter a claim, I am not simply reporting my psychological state, I am proposing something as true

-insofar as I do this, I am implying that everyone else should accept it

-belief, therefore, is never intended as purely subjective, but as intersubjective, which is to say, objective by virtue of universality of application

-second, Kant argues that we do not experience events as "loose and separate", but always in relation to something else and to ourselves

-it is true that in order to make sense of experience, we must assume that the future will resemble the past, but it is not habit that makes such a connection for us

-if we did not experience things as related to begin with, we would never be able to form a habit to begin with (remember, we must recognize the second and all subsequent instances of the events as the same)

-further, were it not that we experienced events in a unity, there would not be any consciousness--not only must there be a sense of 'I' to see things as related, but the reverse is also the case

-third, Kant saw another alternative for a priori necessity of causality and other metaphysical principles which was based neither on pure reason nor experience

-Kant's transcendental solution

-space and time: the forms of intuition

-the categories: pure concepts of the understanding (see  table)

C. The Synthetic A Priori
-one of Kant's most famous solutions to the Humean puzzle involves questioning the assumptions behind the old division of judgments

-Hume had followed Leibniz et al in dividing judgments in to two distinct categories: Relations of Ideas and Matters of Fact

-Relations of Ideas involve judgments that are true by virtue of the Principle of Contradiction (PC)

-by logical implication (or identity)

-today we call them Analytic Judgements

-Matters of Fact involve judgments that are not based on the PC

-their truth must be determined by something besides reason--experience

-today we call them Synthetic Judgments

-through Hume the division between analytic and synthetic judgments is parallel to the distinction between things known a priori and those known a posteriori
-Kant rejects this parallelism, and conceives of another possibility: some judgments are a priori necessary (unrefutable by experience), but not analytic (i.e., not based on pure reason)--the Synthetic a priori:

-his contention is that mathematics (arithmetic and geometry) involves judgments that are not analytic (not provable by the PC) and yet still hold true a priori
-euclidean space as a condition of perception

-the same is true of metaphysical principles such as that of causality
-causality as a condition of experience

-also, the principles of morality must also be synthetic a priori
-free will as a condition of morality

-this construal of the a priori as universality, as a condition of ____ is Kant's transcendental solution to the problem of knowledge and his answer to Hume

D. The Limits of Knowledge
-nevertheless, like Hume, he offers a skeptical solution

-ideas of substance, causality, and all other metaphysical principles cannot be posited to exist except as conditions of experience

-the "categories" are categories of the understanding not of the world

-substance and the like is beyond experience; nor can reason help us in this regard

-reason can only apply rules to experience; by itself it can never learn anything

-"Reason is Blind"

-to demonstrate the limits of reason as distinct from experience, Kant discusses the antinomies of Pure Reason

-he shows that equally valid proofs can be found on either side of a whole slough of traditional metaphysical questions:

-is there a beginning to the world?

-is there a necessary being?

-is there free will?

-he agrees with Hume, then, that appearances (phenomena) are the only real objects of knowledge

-external reality (noumena), though necessarily posited to exist, can neither be experienced nor demonstrated by pure reason

-and again, like Hume, he concludes that when it come to questions like "what is the nature of substance?" and "Is there a God?" one must set limits to Reason, and make room for faith.

E. Reason in Ethics
-Kant contends that the principle of morality--called the Categorical Imperative--is synthetic a priori
-morals carry with them necessity, that is, they demand obedience which is unconditional

-cf Socrates and "destroying the laws"

-when I say that something is right, it's no different than when I say it's true: I imply that everyone else should do the same in the same situation

-this is the universality criterion of morality that nearly all modern moralists have adopted

-morality, for Kant, is objective at least insofar as it is intersubjective

-when I act, I must will that all others act in the same way were they in my position

-no exceptions or conditions can ever be allowed on the principle of morality

-this "unconditioned" requirement, the view that moral imperatives must necessarily be categorical Kant derives from the common idea of duty
-that when I am obliged to do something, I must do it, regardless of any particular interest to do otherwise

-further, particular circumstances and possible consequences of my act are morally irrelevant

-this anti-consequentialist view is called a deontological ethics (< deonto = duty)

-Beyond intersubjectivity, and the universal bindingness of moral duty, there is a greater source of objectivity is Kant's conception of morals

-Reason plays a less restricted role in Kant's ethics than in his epistemology

-In morality, reason is eminent: determining our duties for Kant is a matter of applying the Principle of Contradiction

-when I violate the categorical imperative, I'm actually involving myself in contradiction (this has been the subject of much speculation and criticism)

F. The Categorical Imperative:
-Kant's preliminary statement of his ultimate principle of morality, the Categorical Imperative is as follows:

-Always act so that the motive behind your action could be turned into a universally binding law, without inconsistency
-in other words, consider your reason for acting this way as opposed to some other, and ask yourself:

"Could I will that everyone else did the same in these circumstances?"

-if not, then my action has no moral worth, it should therefore not be done

-this imperative to universality and consistency is Kant's answer to the question of how one may know whether their actions follow a rational standard for right conduct

-at the same time, Kant wants to protect individuals 

-the main goal of his ethics is to insure that human dignity is preserved at all times

-ingeniously, he argues that the rationality found in right conduct is the same thing that gives us our dignity
-the reason, says Kant, that humans have a dignity which deserves protection and respect is that, unlike inanimate objects and lower forms of life, humans possess the capacity to direct rationally our conduct-- we have rational autonomy
-ordinary things have only one type of value: price, which is merely instrumental and replaceable

-by contrast, humans have intrinsic value: dignity, which makes us inexpendable

-accordingly, Kant offers a second formulation of his principle:

-Always act so that you treat humanity as an end-in-itself and never as a mere means to an end

-in other words, respect the rational autonomy in each person

-depending on the interpretation Kant offers at least one more formulation of the principle

