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Lecture on Kant 
 

I. Introduction 

• Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), German.  

• He is the most important and significant philosopher after Plato and Aristotle.  

• With the exception of one 6-month period, he spent his entire life w/in walking 
distance of the place he was born in what was then Königsberg, but is now 
Kaliningrad. 

• Despite this, he was, by all accounts, an extremely sociable man who had a vast 
network of correspondents throughout Europe. So, despite being physically 
isolated he was not intellectually or philosophically isolated.  

• His most important and groundbreaking work was the Critique of Pure Reason 
(1781) which he had been working on for close to 10 years prior. He was 57 
when he publishes this! Gives me hope that I have a few more years to 
revolutionize philosophy myself. This is often referred to as the 1st Critique to 
distinguish it from the other two Critiques that he published (Critique of Practical 
Reason in 1788, and the Critique of Judgment in 1790) 

• Last word here from the text, quote bottom of 266. 
II. Kant’s Dogmatic Slumber 

• Kant is deeply, deeply influenced by Hume, and it was his dual recognition of the 
brilliance of Hume’s arguments combined with his own dissatisfaction with those 
results that led him to develop his own account. Quote text 465.  

• Kant seems to have been most influenced by Hume’s analysis of Causality, but 
the general skeptical tone of Hume is also a major factor, but we can focus on 
causality.  

• To make this clear we need some vocab.  

• First a refresher: 
i. Analytic Statement: necessary truth; a statement that couldn’t, without 

contradiction, be false. 
ii. Synthetic Statement: contingent truth; a statement that could, without 

contradiction, be false.    

• Analytic statements are definitionally true, so don’t really add anything to our 
knowledge. If you know the definition, you know everything the analytic 
statement has to offer. Synthetic statements do add to our knowledge.  

• To this distinction we need to add the following distinction: 
i. a priori: a statement known independently of or prior to experience. 
ii. a posteriori: a statement that depends on experience.  

• For Hume and Kant, we can know analytic statements a priori. 

• For Hume, all synthetic statements are a posteriori (not Hume’s categories, just 
putting Hume into Kant’s), and we can only know what we can directly observe. 

• Kant’s radical claim is that there are synthetic a priori statements. We can know 
things about the world independently of our experience of the world.  

III. Kant’s Copernican Revolution 



104BKant 

2/4 

• So, how does Kant prove that synthetic a priori knowledge exists? We can’t get 
there from rationalism or empiricism, so we must seek some third way between 
the two. 

• Kant thought that both these theories were guilty of making the same mistake. 
Each assumes that knowledge consists in the mind conforming itself to the 
world. What makes my perception true rather than false? It corresponds to how 
the world actually is. Quote 446. 

• Kant’s radical idea is that maybe it is the other way around, maybe the world 
actually conforms to our minds.  

• Kant calls this his Copernican revolution. Recall that Copernicus’ radical idea was 
that the earth revolved around the sun rather than the sun revolving around the 
earth. For Copernicus, this shift in perspective radically transforms astronomy 
and allows us to resolve many longstanding problems and issues.  

• Kant thought his Copernican revolution was equally radical and would achieve 
the same result.  

IV. Critique 

• Kant’s method here is that of Critique in which we take some human capacity 
and investigate what structures must be in place for that capacity to be possible.  

• For example, we do mathematics. What structures must exist in human reason 
such that we are capable of doing math. 

• Or, what structures must exist in human reason to allow us to be capable of 
reasoning about morality?  

• Kant calls this kind of investigation Transcendental Inquiry in which we reach 
back into the activities of the mind and ask how the mind produces such 
activities.  

• In this way synthetic a priori knowledge is possible because the mind’s concepts 
force an a priori order onto synthetic experience. 

• So the idea here is that our mind actively organizes the raw data of our senses 
into a meaningful experience.  

• One of the categories that your mind uses to organize sense-data is causality.  

• To go a step further, even things like space and time are not actually products of 
the world, but a product of how our perceptual faculties organize sense-data for 
us. In a very real sense, Time and Space are mind-dependent properties such 
that if there were no finite rational agents there would be no space and time.  

• Kant argues that space and time are intuitions or structures into which all 
experience must fit. In effect, we can’t have an experience of something outside 
space and time because space and times are the basic forms or structures of our 
intuitions.  

• Consequently, we can’t know how objects are independently of our experience 
of them. Quote 472.  

V. The Limits of Reason 

• Part of Kant’s project in his Critiques is to identify what reason is capable of, but 
also to delineate its limits.   
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• For Kant, many metaphysical and epistemological systems are problematic 
because they go beyond the limits of what reason is capable of.  

• Kant distinguishes between the faculties of the understanding and of sensibility. 
The understanding deals with concepts like causality, while intuition is the 
source of pour perceptual data that is spatio-temporally structures. We don’t 
need to go in much detail beyond this, but a key point Kant makes is that 
“Thoughts without content are empty” and “intuitions without concepts are 
blind.”  

• The problem then is that we tend to take the categories of the understanding 
(like causality or substance) and extend them beyond what we can sense via 
intuition. Quote 477. Quote 479 

• One common illusion is that we think that we can apply the categories to the 
things-in-themselves, that is, things independent of our experience of them. 
Kant calls this the noumenon: the thing as it is independent of our perception of 
it. This is contrasted with phenomenon: things as they appear to us in 
experience.  

• The problem then is that we keep trying to understand the noumenal realm, 
rather than restricting ourselves to the phenomenal. This is just a product of the 
way reason works in that it is always looking for the unconditioned answer to 
why things are the way they are. Unfortunately, this quest is, for Kant, 
impossible to fulfill. Quote 480.  

• However, in its quest, reason constructs the idea of the soul, the world, and God.  
VI. Kantian Ethics 

• When we look at ethics, there are two broad approaches one can take: 
i. Descriptive Ethics: describing how people reason about morality. This is 

what we saw in Hume. 
ii. Normative Ethics: describing how people ought to reason about morality. 

This is what Kant sets out to do.  

• Kant begins by introducing the concept of a good will: a will with the right sort of 
motives. Quote 486.  

• But, what are the motives of the good will?  

• To answer this question, Kant argues that we must look more closely at the 
concept of duty, and what it means to have a duty or moral obligation.  

• To pursue this investigation, Kant introduces four character types: 
i. Someone who acts contrary to duty. This is a person who has a moral 

obligation, and just ignores it.  
ii. Someone who acts in accordance with duty but is motivated by an 

unrelated inclination. Someone who does his duty because he is afraid of 
the negative consequences if he doesn’t.  

iii. Someone who acts in accordance with duty but is motivated by a 
complementary inclination. E.g. the prudent shopkeeper. 

iv. Someone who acts from duty but has a strong contrary inclination. E.g. 
depressed philanthropist.  



104BKant 

4/4 

• Kant thinks (iv) is the only moral individual on the list because he is the only one 
motivated by moral considerations. Everyone else is motivated by different 
forms of self-interest.  

• From this, we can conclude that the moral worth of an action lies in the intention 
or motive for that action, not the action itself or its consequences.  

• And this means that the good will is the one that acts out of respect for duty; 
one that is motivated by moral considerations.  

VII. The Moral Law 

• So, what is the moral law; the correct motivation for our actions? To answer this, 
Kant distinguishes two kinds of imperatives: 

i. Hypothetical Imperative: an imperative that is binding on you if you 
share the end specified in the imperative. E.g. “If you want to do well in 
this class, you must study hard.”  

ii. Categorical Imperative: an imperative that is binding on you without any 
reference to ends you might have. E.g. “Thou shalt not murder.”  

• Given what we have said so far, morality must involve a system of categorical 
imperatives because these are the only imperatives that have moral worth.  

• For Kant there is just one categorical imperative (CI) and it is the supreme 
principle of morality.  

• This CI has three versions, each of which is interchangeable with the other.  

• The first version is known as the Formula of Universal Law (FUL): “Act only on 
that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a 
universal law.”  

• Maxim: rules that express the subjective intention of the agent doing an action. 

• The idea here is that this is a test to determine if your motivations are moral. If a 
maxim passes the test it is moral, if not it is immoral.  

• One of the examples Kant uses to illustrate the FUL is sthe example of the lying 
promise. See description on page 489.   

• A second version of the CI is the Formula of Humanity (FH): “Act in such a way 
that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in any other person, 
always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.” 

• By humanity Kant means our rational capacities and our ability to determine our 
actions for ourselves.  

• To treat someone as an end is to respect their capacity for choosing what they 
want to do.  

• To treat someone merely as a means is to treat them as a tool to get what you 
want.  

 


