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A: Rousseau and the Problem of Reason

I. Introduction

In or der to pro vide a guide to po lit i cal ac tion we need to do the fol low ing:
a) Give some ac count of the na ture of the “Good So ci ety”, of a so ci ety

which sat is fies hu man needs and em bod ies only le git i mate power re la tion -
ships rather than re la tion ships based on force;

b) Give an ac count of the na ture of the ob sta cles in the way of the reali sa -
tion of such a so ci ety; and 

c) Sug gest po lit i cal strat e gies based on the above. 

These three steps in volve a num ber of in ter re lated philo soph i cal prob lems.
Here I wish to at tempt to for mu late these prob lems. I shall adopt a
quasi-his tor i cal method in do ing so. I shall take two think ers who have
made what seem to me to be sig nif i cant con tri bu tions to clearly ar tic u lat ing 
the prob lems in volved, and I shall try to il lus trate the na ture of the prob -
lems by show ing the way in which each has at tempted in a dif fer ent way to
spec ify these ba sic prob lems. I wish to show how each took one or more
ma jor themes and syn the sised such themes into a new way of formulating
the problematic. 

I have stressed here the ques tion of for mu lat ing a prob lem, rather than the 
ques tion of solv ing the prob lem be cause it seems to me that by and large
the crit ics of this mode of thought have based their crit i cism on a mis un der -
stand ing of the ba sic prob lem. It is not sim ply a ques tion of dis agree ment
over the most de sir able set of po lit i cal in sti tu tions. It is a dis agree ment over 
the na ture of hu man re al ity, the na ture of so ci ety, and the na ture of philo -
soph i cal and sci en tific method. I hope that ap proach ing the ques tion in this
man ner will help to show the way in which this dis agree ment is em bed ded
within the his tor i cally pro duced philosophical assumptions of different
schools. 

It seems to me that the phi los o phy of Rous seau con sti tutes a sig nif i cant
break with pre vi ous ways of think ing about hu man re al ity but I do not in -
tend to try to dem on strate this. In any his tor i cal ap proach to philo soph i cal
prob lems one risks be ing dragged fur ther and fur ther back in time, and fi -
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nally los ing one self in pre-so cratic [2] fog. I shall there fore not at tempt to
show in what way Rous seau’s ideas dif fer from ear lier phi los o phers, and in 
any event even if there were shown to be no dif fer ence at all this would not
be par tic u larly im por tant, since what I am in ter ested in is not the ex tent to
which he dif fered from his pre de ces sors, but the ex tent to which his for mu -
la tion of problems can throw light on the problems themselves.

The prob lem of in ter pret ing Rous seau’s work im me di ately in tro duces us
to two very dif fer ent ways of in ter pret ing the na ture of hu man re al ity. For
there are two very dif fer ent in ter pre ta tions of what Rous seau said. One
school in ter prets him as a “to tal i tar ian dem o crat” who wishes to sub or di -
nate the in di vid ual ut terly to the state. Now it seems to me that there is
scarcely an iota of ev i dence in Rous seau’s writ ing for such an in ter pre ta -
tion, yet it has been wide spread in both the nine teenth and the twen ti eth
cen tu ries. It seems to me that those who read Rous seau in this way have, in
an im por tant sense, not read Rous seau at all. That is, they have not fol -
lowed care fully this ar tic u la tion of the way in which he sees the prob lem of
hu man re al ity. Rather they have as sumed that there is only one way of see -
ing the prob lem, and that, there fore, Rous seau must be see ing it that way
too. In stead of grasp ing the fact that Rous seau is try ing to for mu late the
prob lem in a rad i cally new way, they have as sumed that he is only pre sent -
ing a new so lu tion to an agreed prob lem. It is only by forc ing what he says
into the strait-jacket of this per spec tive that they have man aged to mis in ter -
pret him so thor oughly. I shall not here at tempt to re fute point by point the
“to tal i tar ian dem o crat” the sis, by ref er ence to these crit ics. What is nec es -
sary, rather, is sim ply to read Rous seau, to go care fully through the two
main texts, the Dis course on In equal ity, and the So cial Contract, and to
watch the argument grow in those texts.

II. Reason and Division: “A discourse on
the origins of inequality”

To un der stand so cial in equal ity, and also to un der stand the na ture of Law,
Rous seau ar gues, we need to un der stand man “as na ture made him” (I 154). 
But this raises se ri ous meth od olog i cal prob lems. [3] For we are pre sented
with men not as they are ‘nat u rally’, but as they are in so ci ety, and as they
are in so ci ety at the end of a long pro cess of historical change: 

For it is by no means a light un der tak ing to dis tin guish prop erly be tween what is
orig i nal and what is ar ti fi cial in the ac tual na ture of man, or to form a true idea of
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a state which no lon ger ex ists, per haps never did ex ist, and prob a bly never will
ex ist (I 155). 

The ques tion is whether the in equal ity ob served in any par tic u lar so ci ety is
in ev i ta ble or not, and to an swer this ques tion we have to dis cover whether it 
is rooted ei ther in some nec es sary (bi o log i cally based) hu man drives, or
whether it is some kind of nec es sary pre req ui site for or dered so ci ety. This
is a ques tion about which el e ments in any given so ci ety are al ter able and
which are not. Al though Rous seau for mu lates the ques tion in ap par ently
his tor i cal terms, as though it were about an orig i nal state and the al ter ation
of that orig i nal state, it is clear from the above quo ta tion that he un der -
stands it to be a hy po thet i cal ques tion which can not be an swered sim ply by
his tor i cal de scrip tion. The his tor i cal for mula is an ex pos i tory de vice, not
part of the struc ture of his ar gu ment. It is not sim ply a ques tion of the un -
avail abil ity of his tor i cal data about the orig i nal state of na ture. If this were
the case the al ter na tive might be to at tempt a spec u la tive re con struc tion of
what it might have been like. Such speculation would of course be useless,
but Rousseau’s method is not speculative either.

What then is Rous seau’s method? He strongly criticises pre vi ous writ ers
on the topic for hav ing at tempted to an swer the ques tion em pir i cally: 

Ev ery one of them, in short, con stantly dwell ing on wants, avid ity, op pres sion,
de sires and price, has trans ferred to the state of na ture ideas which were ac quired
in so ci ety; so that, in speak ing of the sav age they de scribed the so cial man. (I 161) 

That is, these writ ers have de scribed peo ple as they are at pres ent, and have
con structed a model of the state of na ture by first re mov ing from these peo -
ple the ex ist ing state and so cial re straints, and then spec u lat ing how they
would be have in such a sit u a tion. Rous seau’s alternative is to 

let us be gin by lay ing the facts aside, as they do not af fect the ques tion. The in ves -
ti ga tions we may en ter into, in treat ing this sub ject, must not be con sid ered as his -
tor i cal truths, but only as mere con di tional [4] and his tor i cal reasonings, rather
cal cu lated to ex plain the na ture of things than to as cer tain their ac tual or i gins (I
161). 

He does not make ex plicit how this is to be done, but his ac tual anal y ses do
make clear what method he is us ing. It in volves an anal y sis of the ways in
which var i ous con cepts are re lated to one an other, in an at tempt to es tab lish 
whether some con cepts are more fun da men tal than oth ers. What counts as
a more fun da men tal con cept is es tab lished by show ing the ways in which
the def i ni tion of a par tic u lar con cept is only com pre hen si ble in terms of
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some other con cept, which is, there fore, log i cally prior. Once this log i cal
se ries has been made ex plicit, it then be comes pos si ble not only to show
which are the most ba sic el e ments, but also to give an ac count of the ac tual
stages in his tor i cal de vel op ment which is based on some thing other than
pure spec u la tion. Thus the Dis course of In equal ity turns into an his tor i cal
ac count, but it does not be gin as such: the his tor i cal ac count is nei ther
purely em pir i cal nor purely spec u la tive. I shall dis cuss the meth od olog i cal
le git i macy of us ing an anal y sis of the logic of con cepts as a ba sis for an ac -
count of the struc ture of his tory later. For the moment I wish simply to
establish that this is what Rousseau is attempting to do. 

He be gins by dis tin guish ing be tween acts based on phys i cal in stincts and
ca pac i ties, and acts based on ideas. It is only in the sec ond case that the
ques tion of the log i cal re la tion be tween ideas arises. He pos tu lates two ba -
sic in stincts prior to rea son and two ba sic meta phys i cal and moral ca pac i -
ties. The first in stinct is the urge to self-pres er va tion, as em bod ied in hun -
ger and thirst, and the ba sic phys i cal skills re quired to sat isfy these needs.
The second instinct is compassion, 

an in nate re pug nance at see ing a fel low crea ture suf fer (I 182). 

He sug gests that this in stinct also is shared with an i mals. Now the pos tu lat -
ing of an in stinc tive com pas sion is ob vi ously much more du bi ous than the
pos tu lat ing of an in stinct of self-pres er va tion. Al though Rous seau quite of -
ten re fers to this in stinct later in his ar gu ment, it does not seem to me to be
log i cally re quired for the ar gu ment, so I shall not con sider it any fur ther.
Much more im por tant are what he de scribes as the ca pac i ties con nected
with the meta phys i cal and moral, as op posed to the phys i cal, side of man.
[5] These are: 

a) That “man has some share in his own op er a tions in his char ac ter as a
free agent” (I 169); and 

b) Man has a “fac ulty for self-im prove ment, which, by the help of cir -
cum stances, grad u ally de vel ops all the rest of our fac ul ties, and is in her ent
in the spe cies as in the in di vid ual.” (I 170) 

It is im por tant to real ise that both of these can only be pos tu lated as ca -
pac i ties re quir ing de vel op ment, rather than as fully-de vel oped fac ul ties.
This ap plies by def i ni tion to the ca pac ity for self-im prove ment, but it also
ap plies to the will, be cause free dom rests on choice, which rests on the
aware ness of al ter na tives, which rests on knowl edge and imag i na tion.
Thus we can see that these two ca pac i ties are in ter re lated. Self-im prove -
ment, by wid en ing our knowl edge, also widens our freedom of choice: 
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It is by the ac tiv ity of the pas sions that our rea son is im proved, for we de sire
knowl edge only be cause we wish to en joy; and it is im pos si ble to con ceive why a
per son who has nei ther fears nor de sires should give him self the trou ble of rea -
son ing. The pas sions, again, orig i nate in our wants, and their prog ress de pends on 
that of our knowl edge; for we can not de sire or fear any thing, ex cept from the idea 
we have of it, or from the sim ple im pulse of na ture. Now, sav age man, be ing des -
ti tute of ev ery spe cies of in tel li gence, can have no pas sions save those of the lat ter 
kind: his de sires never go be yond his phys i cal wants. The only goods he re cog -
nises in the uni verse are food, a fe male, and sleep: the only evils he fears are pain
and hun ger. (I 171) 

The cru cial point here is that we have to dis tin guish be tween the “sim ple
im pulses of na ture”, which are few and of lim ited con se quence, and those
pas sions which are based on ideas, and may in crease in num ber and in
scope as our knowl edge de vel ops. In so far as so cial con flict de pends on the 
mul ti tude of pas sions we are faced with the pros pect of the pro cess of
self-per fec tion go ing hand in hand with in creased con flict, and in creased
so cially in duced inequality and misery. 

Placed in a be nign en vi ron ment the in di vid u als in our model have no mo -
tive for lengthy con flict: 

They main tained no kind of in ter course with one an other, and were con se quently
strang ers to van ity, def er ence, es teem and con tempt; they had not the least idea of 
meum and [6] tuum, and no true con cep tion of Jus tice; they looked upon ev ery vi -
o lence to which they were sub jected, rather as an in jury that might eas ily be re -
paired than as a crime that ought to be punished.

All these sources of con flict pre sup pose a so ci ety with con cepts of rank,
prop erty, and rights. They can not be pre sup posed out side of so ci ety. Even
such an ap par ently ba sic urge as sex ual jeal ousy has a strong so cial com po -
nent. It de pends on no tions of the unique ness and beauty of a par tic u lar in -
di vid ual, and it is nec es sary to give an ac count of the sta tus of these con -
cepts be fore as sum ing that sex ual jeal ousy is nat u ral. Sim i larly, ex ploi ta -
tion of the strong by the weak presupposes relations of social dependence: 

As the bonds of ser vi tude are formed merely by the mu tual de pend ence of men on 
one an other and the re cip ro cal needs that unite them, it is im pos si ble to make any
man a slave, un less he be re duced to a sit u a tion in which he can not do with out the
help of oth ers: and, since such a sit u a tion does not ex ist in a state of na ture, ev ery
one is there his own mas ter, and the law of the stron gest is of no ef fect. (I 190) 

In a sit u a tion of lim ited and eas ily sat is fied needs, the trou ble re quired to
keep a slave un der phys i cal con trol is far greater than the trou ble re quired
to do the lim ited amount of work oneself.
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In the con di tion de scribed in this model, moral cat e go ries sim ply do not
ap ply. We can not de scribe these peo ple as ei ther good or bad. They are not
bad be cause they do not know what it is to be good. They are im me di ately
in volved in the world with the sat is fac tion of their im pulses. Al though they
may be faced with the choice be tween food and sleep, they are not faced
with that range of choice which would be sus cep ti ble to anal y sis in terms of 
moral cat e go ries. Moral choice, as op posed to in stinct, as sumes a re flec tive 
in de pend ence from the sit u a tion. The pos si bil ity of evil and of self ish ness
of a de struc tive kind presupposes the development of reason: 

It is rea son that en gen ders self-love (amour-propre), and re flec tion that con firms
at: it is rea son that turns man’s mind back on it self, and di vides him from ev ery -
thing that could dis turb or af flict him. It is phi los o phy that iso lates him, and bids
him say, at sight of the mis for tune of oth ers: ‘Per ish if you will, I am se cure.’
(I 184) 

The point here is not that the premoral in di vid ual gives up his kill out of
com pas sion [7] to any one who co mes along. It is rather that any self-re gard -
ing ac tion be yond the im me di ate sat is fac tion of im pulse re quires a con cept
of self which is some thing more than mere phys i cal aware ness. It re quires
the con cept of an ego ar tic u lated in time and bear ing spe cific long-term in -
ter ests. Such an ego-con cept can not be sim ply as sumed. It must be ac -
counted for as the prod uct of re flec tion and of rea son. Re flec tion and rea -
son ing re quire the use of var i ous con cepts, and these con cepts can not be as -
sumed to have ex isted fully-formed in the mind of each nat u ral in di vid ual.
In stead, Rous seau, ar gues, we must un der stand the or i gin of these cat e go -
ries within the re la tion be tween man and his en vi ron ment. Man in the state
of na ture, sat is fy ing his sim ple de sires with ease has no need to de velop
more elab o rate thought cat e go ries. Or, to put it in non-his tor i cal terms, the
cat e go ries of reflective thought cannot be understood independently of
human action in the world.

Rous seau there fore places the orig i nal im pulse for the de vel op ment of
rea son in “the ob sta cles of nature”: 

But dif fi cul ties soon pre sented them selves, and it be came nec es sary to learn how
to sur mount them (I 193, 192). 

In creas ing pop u la tion means the ne ces sity for learn ing to live in an in creas -
ing va ri ety of en vi ron ments. This de vel oped both men tal skills and pro duc -
tive skills, and as tools were de vel oped in the con text of im me di ate prob -
lems, so did the range of other goods which could be made with these tools
ex tend. More tools, more prod ucts, a more sed en tary way of life, and more
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last ing con tacts with other peo ple went hand-in-hand. But, as the ca pac ity
to pro duce new con ve niences in creased, so did dependence on these
conveniences: 

For, be sides con tin u ing thus to en er vate body and mind, these con ve niences lost
with use al most all their power to please, and even de gen er ated into real needs,
till the want of them be came far more dis agree able than the pos ses sion of them
had been pleas ant. (I 196) 

Fur ther more, as so cial re la tions, and fam ily re la tions be gan to sta bi lise, the
de vel op ing re flec tive ca pac ity lead to comparison. 

A ten der and pleas ant feel ing in sin u ated it self into their souls, and the least op po -
si tion turned it into an im pet u ous fury: with love arose jeal ousy; dis cord tri -
umphed, and hu man blood was sac ri ficed to the gen tlest of all pas sions. (I 197). 

So cial in ter course de vel oped an in ter est in pub lic es teem, and hence de vel -
oped on one side van ity and [8] con tempt, and on the other side shame and
envy. Be cause of the grow ing im por tance of es teem, ci vil ity was nec es -
sary, and an in jury which pre vi ously would have been for got ten as soon as
the phys i cal pain had de parted would now re main as a sym bol of an other’s
contempt, demanding revenge.

Nev er the less, Rous seau ar gues, 
this pe riod of ex pan sion of the hu man fac ul ties, keep ing a just mean be tween the
in do lence of the prim i tive state and the pet u lant ac tiv ity of our ego ism, must have 
been the hap pi est and most sta ble of ep ochs (I 198). 

Hu man needs were still rel a tively lim ited, and the causes for con flict which 
ex isted were not such as per ma nently to threaten the sta bil ity of the so ci ety. 
While there was con flict, there was also no pos si bil ity of per ma nent dom i -
nance of one in di vid ual or group over an other. The rea son for this was that
the fam ily units re mained self-suf fi cient. Dom i nance as sumes both a mo -
tive and a re la tion of de pend ence which can be ma nip u lated. If an other
does not de pend on me in any way I can not con trol him. Thus nei ther in this 
state nor in the pure state of na ture was dominance and exploitation
possible. 

But from the mo ment one man be gan to stand in need of the help of an other; from
the mo ment it ap peared ad van ta geous to any one man to have enough pro vi sions
for two, equal ity dis ap peared, prop erty was in tro duced, work be came in dis pens -
able, and vast for ests be came smil ing fields, which man had to wa ter with the
sweat of his brow, and where slav ery and mis ery were soon seen to ger mi nate and 
grow up with the crops (I 199).

4096. Rousseau contra Kant



The ba sis for this lay in the di vi sion of la bour, which pro duced so cial in ter -
de pen dence, and the par al lel de vel op ment of ag ri cul ture, which re quired
sta ble prop erty rights over par tic u lar pieces of ground. In these con di tions
nat u ral in equal i ties of strength and skill were trans lated into so cial in equal -
i ties of prop erty own er ship. En slaved to new needs, rich and poor were
equally deprived on their freedom. 

Each be came in some de gree a slave even in be com ing the mas ter of other men: if 
rich, they stood in need of the ser vice of oth ers; if poor, of their as sis tance; and
even a mid dle con di tion did not en able them to do with out one an other. Man must 
now there fore, have been per pet u ally em ployed in get ting oth ers to in ter est them -
selves in his lot, and in mak ing them, [9] ap par ently at least, if not re ally, find their 
ad van tage in pro mot ing his own. Thus he must have been sly and art ful in his be -
hav iour to some, and im pe ri ous and cruel to oth ers; be ing un der a kind of ne ces -
sity to ill-use all the per sons of whom he stood in need, when he could not
frighten them into com pli ance, and did not judge it his in ter est to be use ful to
them (I 202-3). 

The ex er cise of power made pos si ble for the wealthy by the pos ses sion of
prop erty gave rise to an ex pe ri ence of the plea sure of ex er cis ing power for
its own sake and the pur suit of wealth be came sub or di nated to the pur suit of 
power, an in sa tia ble need, which there fore guar an teed per ma nent con flict
even though it in ev i ta bly left both mas ter and slave en slaved. It is in this sit -
u a tion that there is the war of all against all that Hobbes at trib uted to the
state of na ture. Con flict as a nec es sary re la tion be tween in di vid u als de -
pends on pri vate prop erty. The de sire to own pri vate prop erty is it self not
“nat u ral”. It is the product of a particular historical evolution.

But be cause pri vate prop erty is not nat u ral in any way, its pos ses sion is
in trin si cally in se cure. Even the claim that pri vate prop erty is based on la -
bour is in valid, in so far as it is used to de fend the right to own more than is
needed for per sonal sub sis tence. By what right did the in di vid ual take pos -
ses sion of what can be seen as the com mon her i tage of all man kind in or der
to la bour on it for his own ends? 

Who gave you your stand ing, it might be an swered, and what right have you to
de mand pay ment of us for do ing what we never asked you to do? You ought to
have had the ex press and uni ver sal con sent of man kind, be fore ap pro pri at ing
more of the com mon sub sis tence than you needed for your own main te nance (I
204). 

In fact, there fore prop erty rights are based on force. It is for this rea son that
there is a war of all against all. What is orig i nally taken by force can only be 
held by force. How ever, if this force can be trans muted into au thor ity and
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law, then the sit u a tion can be sta bi lised in such a way as to make ac tual vi o -
lence only the rare last re sort re quired to pro tect property. 

The rich man, thus urged by ne ces sity, con ceived at length the pro found est plan
that ever en tered the mind of man: this was to em ploy in his fa vour the force of
those who at tacked him, to make al lies of his ad ver sar ies, to in spire them with
dif fer ent max ims, and to give them other in sti tu tions as fa vour able to him self as
the law of na ture [10] was un fa vour able (I 204-5). 

Thus came into ex is tence gov ern ment, founded to pro tect the prop erty of
the rich against the ma jor ity, but de fended as of mu tual ad van tage for the
peace of all. The in sti tu tion of civil so ci ety in sti tu tion al ised in equal ity and
sanctioned it by law. 

Yet Rous seau has still not fin ished his ac count of the or i gin of in equal ity.
For the first po lit i cal so ci ety, al though set up in the in ter est of the rich, was
also set up with the ma nip u lated con sent of the poor. It was con trac tu ally
based, not a right of un lim ited au thor ity. Oth er wise, he ar gues, the poor
would not have agreed to it, the rich would have had to achieve con trol by
con quest, and con quest never be comes law. It is al ways purely force. Tyr -
an nies sanc ti fied by law, as com mon then as now, can not there fore be un -
der stood purely in terms of con quest. There is a pro cess of in ev i ta ble
decline in political institutions.

Rous seau be gins his ac count of this pro cess of de cline as though he has
not al ready dem on strated that gov ern ment only co mes into ex is tence to
pre serve ex ist ing in equal i ties. Po lit i cal dis tinc tions which come into ex is -
tence with the found ing of po lit i cal so ci ety of them selves pro duce civil dis -
tinc tions, and these can be ma nip u lated by un scru pu lous mag is trates wish -
ing to usurp il le git i mate power. This once more in tro duces con flict into so -
ci ety, a con flict which is nat u rally re lated to wealth, since wealth can be
used to buy all other forms of dis tinc tion. Op pres sion, mis ery, in equal ity
and mis trust lay the ground work for ab so lute des po tism, which is the
destruction of any law, and a return to the law of the strongest.

Rous seau sum ma rises the de vel op ment of in equal ity as fol lows: 
We shall find that the es tab lish ment of laws and of the rights of prop erty was its
first term, the in sti tu tion of mag is tracy the sec ond, and the con ver sion of le git i -
mate into ar bi trary power the third and last; so that the con di tion of rich and poor
was authorised by the first pe riod; that of pow er ful and weak by the sec ond; and
only by the third that of mas ter and slave, which is the last de gree of in equal ity (I
214-218). 

Let us now look back over the course of the ar gu ment to see [11] what has
been es tab lished. There seems to me to be four ma jor prop o si tions:
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1) Hu mans are so cial be ings and his tor i cal be ings. The ca pac i ties that de -
fine their na ture de velop in so cial in ter ac tion, and their “na ture”, as de fined 
by both needs and skills, var ies his tor i cally. This his tor i cal al ter ation is a
func tion both of in ter ac tion with the nat u ral world and of in ter ac tion with
other hu mans. (Rous seau is aware that lan guage plays a vi tal role in this
pro cess, but af ter wres tling with the prob lem of the or i gin of lan guage over
sev eral pages gives up in de spair, since lan guage seems to be nec es sary for
the de vel op ment of so ci ety, but so ci ety seems to be necessary for the
development of language.) 

2) In this his tor i cal pro cess hu mans de velop their ca pac ity to rea son, but
rea son, by en abling in di vid u als to think them selves sep a rate from the nat u -
ral world and from other peo ple, leads to di vi sion, conflict and misery.

3) At the same time there is an in creas ing in ter de pen dence be tween in di -
vid u als. This in ter de pen dence is both the re sult and the ve hi cle of the de -
vel op ment of di vi sive rea son. As a result of this, 

the sav age lives within him self, while so cial man lives con stantly out side him -
self, and only knows how to live in the opin ion of oth ers, so that he seems to re -
ceive the con scious ness of his own ex is tence merely from the judge ment of oth -
ers con cern ing him. (I 220)
Be cause of this in ter de pen dence, each has to try to ma nip u late the other, and all
are trapped in a set of re la tion ships over which they have no control.

4) This so cial di vi sion is em bod ied in the in sti tu tion of pri vate prop erty.
It is only through the in sti tu tion of pri vate prop erty that it be comes pos si ble 
for con flict to be regu lar ised in the form of ex ploi ta tion and in equal ity. Pri -
vate prop erty seems to be linked with the di vi sion of la bour, that is with in -
ter de pen dence, in es tab lish ing the pos si bil ity of ex ploi ta tion, al though
Rous seau does not make this con nec tion ex plicit in the Dis course. [12]

These four prop o si tions are all pre sented as de scrip tive. They de scribe
the na ture of hu man re al ity in “ad vanced” so ci et ies such as that Rous seau
lived in, and, a for ti ori, such as we live in. Rous seau’s re ac tion to this is
nei ther one of to tal de spair, nor the ad vo cacy of an at tempted re turn to the
state of na ture. Such a re turn, he re cog nises, is im pos si ble, pre cisely be -
cause of the his tor i cal na ture of hu man be ings. Only a ‘nat u ral man’ could
live in the state of na ture. We are no lon ger nat u ral, since our re al ity is in -
sep a ra ble from our cul ture. His prob lem is, rather, given the fact of a de vel -
oped rea son, and the fact of so cial in ter de pen dence in ad vanced so ci ety, to
de ter mine whether and how it would be pos si ble to use that rea son as a syn -
thetic rather than as a di vi sive force, and to make that in ter de pen dence the

412



ba sis for free dom rather than for ex ploi ta tion and op pres sion. It is this that
he at tempts to do in the So cial Contract.

Some writ ers have sug gested that the pes si mis tic de scrip tions of con tem -
po rary so ci ety in the Dis course are in com pat i ble with the more op ti mis tic
So cial Con tract. This is quite in cor rect. It rests partly on a fail ure to grasp
the ex tent to which the So cial Con tract as sumes the four main points made
in the Dis course. In par tic u lar, it re sults from a fail ure to no tice the ap par -
ently am big u ous sta tus of rea son in the Dis course. Al though Rous seau
shows rea son as a di vi sive force, he also speaks of the hu man fac ulty for
self-im prove ment and per fect ibil ity, and links this to the de vel op ment of
the un der stand ing. Be fore mak ing his most savage attack on contemporary
society, he writes: 

Be hold then all hu man fac ul ties de vel oped, mem ory and imag i na tion in full play,
ego ism in ter ested, rea son ac tive, and the mind al most at the high est point of its
per fec tion (I 202). 

This is not purely ironic. At the end of the ap pen dix he at tacks those who
are “not ap pre hen sive of de grad ing your spe cies, by re nounc ing its ad -
vances in or der to re nounce its vices” (I 228). The de vel op ment of rea son is 
a very real ad vance. It is clear that the un pleas ant state of con tem po rary so -
ci ety can only be tran scended by con tin u ing this ad vance, and by at tempt -
ing to de velop rea son’s syn the sis ing ca pac ity in coun ter point to its ap par -
ently de struc tive ten dency to ana lyse, di vide and sep a rate. [13]

In an early draft of the So cial Con tract, in a chap ter which was not in -
cluded in the fi nal ver sion Rous seau makes this point very clearly. As it is
not eas ily avail able, it is worth quot ing from it at some length. Re fer ring to
the ideal pe riod in which fac ul ties had been de vel oped to some ex tent but in 
which in equal ity had not yet been in sti tu tion al ised he writes: 

That per fect in de pend ence and that lib erty with out rule, even had it re mained
joined to the an cient in no cence, would still have had one es sen tial vice harm ful to 
the prog ress of our most ex cel lent fac ul ties, namely the want of that un ion of the
parts which con sti tutes the whole. The earth would be cov ered with men amongst 
whom there would be scarcely any com mu ni ca tion; we would touch one an other
in a few points, with out be ing united by any; each would re main iso lated among
the oth ers, each would think only of him self; our un der stand ing would not de -
velop, we would live with out feel ing any thing, we would die with out hav ing
lived; our whole hap pi ness would con sist in not know ing our mis ery; there would 
be nei ther good ness in our hearts nor mo ral ity in our ac tions, and we would never
have tasted the most de li cious sen ti ment of the soul, which is the love of vir tue
(OC3 283: see also E 181). 
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Con clud ing the chap ter, and re fer ring to the state of hu man kind as de -
scribed in the Dis course, and sum ma rised in this chap ter, he writes: 

Let us try to draw from the very evil the rem edy that must cure it ... Let us show ...
in the per fected art the com pen sa tion for the ills which art in its be gin nings did to
na ture (OC3 288). [14] 

III. Reason and Cooperation: The Social
Contract

The So cial Con tract is a much more con tro ver sial text than the Dis course
on In equal ity, but I hope that much of the con tro versy will have been
avoided by the above ac count of the Dis course, which helps to make clear
ex actly what ques tions Rous seau is ask ing in the So cial Con tract.

Rous seau com mences his ar gu ment in Chap ter 1 with a much quoted pas -
sage which yet does not seem to me to ex plain un am big u ously what his in -
ten tions are: 

Man is born free; and ev ery where he is in chains. One thinks him self the mas ter
of oth ers, and still re mains a greater slave than they. How did this change come
about? I do not know. What can make it le git i mate? That ques tion I think I can an -
swer (SC 3). 

Does he, then, in tend to le git i mate the chains? That is cer tainly what he
says in this pas sage, but, al though, as we shall see later, his prac ti cal at ti -
tude to gov ern ments is quietistic, it is not what he does in the the o ret i cal
anal y ses at the be gin ning of the So cial Con tract. A better guide to his in ten -
tions is the first sen tence of the book, in the short introductory paragraph: 

I mean to in quire if, in the civil or der, there can be any sure and le git i mate rule of
ad min is tra tion, men be ing taken as they are and laws as they might be (SC 3). 

Clearly here he is in ter ested in giv ing an ac count of the kinds of laws which 
would be le git i mate, rather than in le giti mis ing all laws. The ques tion is,
then, un der what cir cum stances does an in di vid ual have a moral duty to
obey the law.

We have al ready seen, in the Dis course on In equal ity, how men are. They 
are no lon ger sim ple and lim ited; they have de vel oped minds and de vel -
oped needs. More over, they are fac tu ally de pend ent on one an other in their
eco nomic and so cial ac tiv i ties. They are so cial in di vid u als, not iso lated in -
di vid u als. This so cial na ture is not ex trin sic and ac ci den tal. It per me ates
them in the form of a cul ture in terms of which they think and act. It is in
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this con text that we have to ana lyse le git i macy, and to in ter pret what is, for
Rous seau, the con cept from which all moral ar gu ment de rives: the con cept
of free dom. [15] 

The right of gov ern ments to ex pect obe di ence to the law can not be based
on force, in the form of the “right of the stron gest”, or of the “right of con -
quest”, or of any “right” de rived from the fact of slav ery. Force, con quest
and en slave ment only es tab lish sit u a tions of fact, not of right. The war of
all against all sub sists, and the dom i nated may at tempt to al ter the sit u a tion
by them selves us ing force. Rous seau uses two cri te ria in his crit i cisms of
the ar gu ments from force to right. Firstly, freedom is an absolute value: 

To re nounce lib erty is to re nounce be ing a man, to sur ren der the rights of hu man -
ity and even its du ties ... Such a re nun ci a tion is in com pat i ble with man’s na ture;
to re move all lib erty from his will is to re move all mo ral ity from his acts (SC 8). 

Sec ondly, there must be pos i tive rea sons for en ter ing the state of so ci ety: 
To say that a man gives him self gra tu itously, is to say what is ab surd and in con -
ceiv able; such an act is null and void, from the mere fact that he who does it is out
of his mind (SC 7). 

These points are fairly ob vi ous, but it is worth mak ing them ex plicit, be -
cause they in di cate that Rous seau’s whole the ory is de signed to pre serve
the in ter ests of the in di vid ual. The prob lem is, then, to de ter mine what
those in ter ests are and how they can best be preserved.

In the sec ond chap ter of the early draft of the So cial Con tract, re ferred to
ear lier, Rous seau criticises what he sees as the fac ile view that in the state
of na ture man’s rea son leads him to re cog nise the ne ces sity of obey ing the
laws of nature.

The the ory is in ad e quate be cause it fails to give an ac count of how rea son
could de velop to the point at which the in di vid ual could ab stract him self
from his par tic u lar con cerns and adopt the point of view of the gen eral good 
in or der to un der stand and sub mit to the law of nature: 

But where is the man who can thus sep a rate him self from him self, and if care for
his own pres er va tion is the first pre cept of na ture, can one force him to look to the
spe cies in gen eral in or der to im pose on him self du ties the re la tion of which to his
par tic u lar con-stitution he does not see at all? ... Does not it still re main to be seen
how his per sonal in ter est re quires that he sub mit to the Gen eral Will? (OC3 286). 

In the sit u a tion in which it is pos tu lated that [16] nat u ral law will pre vail and
pro duce so ci ety, hu mans still re main di vided by rea son, and the
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in di vid ual’s in ter est re mains de fined in terms which are from the be gin ning 
in com pat i ble with the in ter ests of oth ers (cf. OC3 283).

Law can there fore only de rive its le git i macy from the agree ment of those
to whom it ap plies, which fact Rous seau ex presses in terms of the idea of an 
orig i nal con tract. This con tract must be such as to be com pat i ble with the
real in ter ests of the in di vid u als in volved, if we are not to have to ad mit that
law is never le git i mate but al ways based on force, even if it is only the force 
of a ma jor ity against a mi nor ity. Am I forced to obey the law, or do I obey it
freely? This is Rousseau’s question.

The tra di tional lib eral an swer to the ques tion of le git i macy is to di vide
mat ters up into two do mains, the pri vate and the pub lic, and to ar gue that it
is le git i mate that peo ple should be con strained by law in the pub lic do main, 
but not in the pri vate do main. Thus we be gin with a sphere of in alien able
in di vid ual rights counterposed to a sphere of lim ited sov er eignty. The
prob lem is, then, to draw the di vid ing line in the right place. From Rous -
seau’s po si tion, how ever, this is the wrong way of pro ceed ing. He has al -
ready shown that the hu man is a so cial be ing, de pend ent ex ter nally in all
acts on oth ers, de pend ent in ter nally on a so cially pro duced cul ture. In stead
of dis tin guish ing be tween pri vate acts and pub lic acts, we need to dis tin -
guish be tween a pri vate com po nent and a pub lic com po nent in each act.
Rous seau does not for mu late his the ory in these terms. Rather, he dis tin -
guishes be tween the Gen eral Will and the par tic u lar will, and he argues that 
the principle of the necessary social contract is: 

Each of us puts his per son and all his power in com mon un der the su preme di rec -
tion of the Gen eral Will, and, in our cor po rate ca pac ity, we re ceive each mem ber
as an in di vis i ble part of the whole (SC 13). 

The body thereby cre ated is called the State, and the Gen eral Will, when
leg is lat ing, is called the Sov er eign. Al though he of ten tends to per son al ise
the Sov er eign and the Gen eral Will, it is clear that what he is re fer ring to in
ei ther case is not a par tic u lar in di vid ual or body, but a prin ci ple. Thus we
have to dis tin guish be tween the prob lem of [17] es tab lish ing ex actly how
the prin ci ple should be em bod ied in ac tual gov ern ment. Rous seau’s point
is that what is in volved in the prob lem of sov er eignty is not a ques tion
about the re la tion be tween one group of peo ple (the king, or the par lia ment, 
or what ever) and an other group of peo ple, but a re la tion be tween “The pub -
lic and the in di vid u als” (SC 13). That is, each in di vid ual is pres ent on both
sides of the equa tion, but pres ent in a dif fer ent way. But this im me di ately
pro duces a prob lem. Be cause the in di vid ual is pres ent in dif fer ent ways on
each side - as hav ing a par tic u lar will on the one hand, and as hav ing a
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Gen eral Will on the other - there is no guar an tee that the equa tion will bal -
ance. This fact pro duces prob lems, but it also makes it clear that the
General Will is a principle and not an existent. Rousseau writes: 

For if the clash ing of par tic u lar in ter ests made the es tab lish ment of so ci et ies nec -
es sary, the agree ment of these very in ter ests made it pos si ble. The com mon el e -
ment in these dif fer ent in ter ests is what forms the so cial tie; and, were there no
point of agree ment be tween them all, no so ci ety could ex ist (SC 20). 

Ev ery par tic u lar act which I per form pre sup poses a so cial con text, and in
will ing the act, I must will the so cial con text. In will ing to get to town for a
date at 2 o'clock, I nec es sar ily will the whole sys tem which makes the buses 
run on time. This is the pub lic com po nent of my act. The Gen eral Will as a
prin ci ple is the sum of these pub lic com po nents of each in di vid ual’s will. It
can be de scribed as a will be cause it is, in fact, im plic itly willed by each in -
di vid ual in each act. But it re mains in its pur est form a prin ci ple be cause its
im pli ca tions are not nec es sar ily real ised by each in di vid ual when will ing.
The Gen eral Will is that prin ci ple, in terms of which so ci ety must be or gan -
ised if each in di vid ual is to be able to sat isfy his or her in di vid ual in ter ests.
It is for this rea son that laws are only le git i mate if they are the em bodi ment
of the Gen eral Will. Be cause the Gen eral Will is gen eral, it must ap ply
equally to all. This does not mean that each in di vid ual in the state must be
treated alike. It means that the prin ci ples in terms of which they are treated
dif fer ently must be laid down in de pend ently of the par tic u lar in ter ests of
spe cific in di vid u als, and must be jus ti fied ra tio nally. Runciman has de -
fined a prin ci ple of so cial justice which seems to me to express very
precisely what Rousseau understands by the General Will: 

We should ask, in [18] as sess ing the mer its of ri val claims, what cri te ria of as sess -
ment would have been es tab lished by ra tio nal per sons if we could sup pose them
to have been re quired to agree, from a state of pri mor dial equal ity, on prin ci ples
by which they would be pre pared to make claims and to con cede them.
(Runciman, Rel a tive De pri va tion and So cial Jus tice, 297.)

That is, it is not that the Gen eral Will does not take in di vid ual needs into ac -
count. It is that the Gen eral Will is em bod ied in a de ci sion in which each in -
di vid ual, in stead of fight ing for his or her own par tic u lar in ter est, has ab -
stracted his or her self from the par tic u lar po si tion in so ci ety, and has con -
sid ered what would be the most eq ui ta ble way in which treat ment should be 
meted out to the whole set of roles that make up the so ci ety. We may imag -
ine that if a group of peo ple were draw ing up the rules for a game, if each
in di vid ual knew what po si tion he or she was go ing to oc cupy in the game,
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each would ar gue for a set of rules that fa voured a player in that par tic u lar
po si tion. But if they did not know which po si tions they were to be in, it
would be in the in ter est of each to draw up a set of rules which fa voured no
par tic u lar po si tion, and gave each an equal set of ad van tages and
handicaps. Rousseau describes this position as follows: 

Why is it that the Gen eral Will is al ways in the right, and that all con tin u ally will
the hap pi ness of each one, un less it is be cause there is not a man who does not
think of ‘each’ as mean ing him, and con sider him self in vot ing for all? This
proves that equal ity of rights and the idea of jus tice which such equal ity cre ates
orig i nate in the pref er ence each man gives to him self, and ac cord ingly in the very
na ture of man. It proves that the Gen eral Will, to be re ally such, must be gen eral
in its ob ject as well as its es sence; that it must both come from all and ap ply to all;
and that it loses its nat u ral rec ti tude when it is di rected to some par tic u lar and de -
ter mi nate ob ject, be cause in such a case we are judg ing of some thing for eign to
us, and have no true prin ci ple of eq uity to guide us (SC 24-25). 

This point is il lus trated in the case of crime: not know ing whether I am to
be crim i nal or vic tim, I agree that there should be pun ish ment for crime. It
is in the sense that, if I am the crim i nal, I may be said to will the pun ish -
ment: it is log i cally im plied by the gen eral com po nent of my will. (Cf. SC
28.)

Since the Gen eral Will (and hence the sov er eign) al ways lays [19] down
prin ci ples, but never reg u lates par tic u lar mat ters, it is nec es sary to dis tin -
guish be tween the Gen eral Will and the gov ern ment, and be tween laws,
which are gen eral in scope, and are laid down by the Gen eral Will, and de -
crees, which are par tic u lar, and which are acts of the gov ern ment (or
magistracy). For example 

the law may in deed de cree that there shall be priv i leges, but can not con fer them
on any body by name. It may set up sev eral classes of cit i zens, and even lay down
the qual i fi ca tions for mem ber ship of these classes, but it can not nom i nate such
and such per sons as be long ing to them (SC 30). 

The ac tual ap pli ca tion of the laws, there fore, is the task of a spe cial body of
mag is trates. But it is clear that these may not make law, and that they are
bound by the law in all re spects. The Gen eral Will can not err - not be cause
it is in fal li ble in the way in which the Pope is in fal li ble, but be cause it is not
an ac tual will at all. We may de scribe it as a prin ci ple in terms of which
what ever body lays down laws should will if those laws are to be re cog -
nised as le git i mate. The mag is trates, on the other hand, are fal li ble. They do 
not em body the Gen eral Will, but ex press their own par tic u lar wills. The
body of mag is trates is described as the Prince: 
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If fi nally the Prince should come to have a par tic u lar will more ac tive than the
will of the Sov er eign, and should em ploy the pub lic force in his hands in obe di -
ence to this par tic u lar will ... The so cial un ion would evap o rate in stantly, and the
body pol i tic would be dis solved (SC 49-50).

The Gen eral Will should be obeyed by the in di vid ual be cause it is his or her 
own will. But the rec og ni tion of this duty as sumes the in di vid ual’s un der -
stand ing of the re la tion be tween the pri vate and pub lic com po nents of the
will, and this, for rea sons which Rous seau has him self given in his crit i cism 
of pure nat u ral law the ory, can not be as sumed. This im plies that there must
ex ist the right to use force against those who transgress: 

In or der then that the so cial com pact may not be an empty for mula, it tac itly in -
cludes the un der tak ing, which alone can give force to the rest, that who ever re -
fuses to obey the Gen eral Will shall be com pelled to do so by the whole body (SC
15). 

This is non con tro ver sial, but Rous seau then goes on to say: “This means
noth ing less than that he will be forced to be free” (SC 15). We can only
make sense of this in terms of the ac count of the so cial na ture of [20] hu man
re al ity. What does free dom mean? If we as sume a fixed hu man es sence,
and a fixed set of needs, then we might de fine free dom, as does Hobbes, as
the ab sence of re straint on the im pul sive sat is fac tion of needs. We might
then agree that each in di vid ual would gain by giv ing up some of his free -
dom in or der to en sure a min i mum of so cial sta bil ity in which each could
sat isfy the re main ing needs, but we would de scribe this as giv ing up some
free doms, not as gain ing free dom, and we would not say that the in di vid ual
be ing forced to obey the law was be ing forced to be free. But this ap proach
as sumes an es sen tial in de pend ence of the in di vid ual from so ci ety, and this
Rous seau has re jected. Once we as sume that hu man be ings are in trin si cally 
both in ter nally and ex ter nally in volved in so ci ety, and fur ther, that hu man
re al ity is historically constituted, then the problem of freedom becomes
more complex.

In the orig i nal state of na ture man is premoral, in that he acts in terms of
im me di ate phys i cal needs, and “ought” ques tions do not arise. If he wants
to eat a par tic u lar bunch of ba nanas he does not stop to ask “Ought I to want 
to eat these ba nanas?” But as a re sult of the de vel op ment of rea son, and
hence of re flec tion, these ques tions do be gin to get asked. We then have to
an swer them in terms of some model of what hu man be ings should be like.
In par tic u lar, when it be comes clear that there is a wider range of choices
than at first ap peared, it also be comes ev i dent that there was a wider range
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of re straints op er at ing than had pre vi ously been re cog nised. What made me 
eat those ba nanas, when I need n’t have done so? My ap pe tite did. It is
mean ing ful to say that my ap pe tite “made me” do some thing, be cause we
can con ceive of a sit u a tion in which “I” re sisted “my” ap pe tite. Now there
are ob vi ously some very thorny the o ret i cal prob lems in volved here, which
Rous seau does not go into. What he does do is to state an important
position: 

The mere im pulse of ap pe tite is slav ery, while obe di ence to a law which we pre -
scribe to our selves is lib erty (SC 16). 

He dis tin guishes be tween nat u ral lib erty, which is ab sence of phys i cal re -
straint, and civil lib erty, which is some thing more. In de fend ing civil lib -
erty he is judg ing in terms of an ideal model of ra tio nal ac tion. Rea son in -
volves the ca pac ity to ab stract one self from the par tic u lar pres ent set of
stim uli and to for mu late gen eral prin ci ples. The im plicit so cial [21] prin ci -
ple which de rives from rea son is the prin ci ple of com mu ni ca tion, of shar -
ing ex pe ri ence. Thus on the one hand the ra tio nal in di vid ual is not sub ject
to a par tic u lar im pulse, and so is free, and on the other hand the ra tio nal in -
di vid ual is in ter ested in com mu ni cat ing with fel lows, and thereby es tab -
lish ing both, a gen eral un der stand ing and a Gen eral Will. Rea son is
therefore both the principle of the General Will and the principle of
freedom.

The re la tion be tween the Gen eral Will and free dom can be ex pli cated in
terms of the idea of con tra dic tion. If the par tic u lar com po nent of my will is
in some way in com pat i ble with the gen eral com po nent of my will, then my
will is log i cally self-con tra dic tory, al though it is not nec es sar ily prac ti cally
self-con tra dic tory, since there may well be enough other peo ple act ing in
such a way as to pre serve the so cial fab ric on which my par tic u lar will de -
pends for it not to make any dif fer ence that I am tend ing to de stroy it. Nev -
er the less even the log i cal con tra dic tion suf fices to make my will in an im -
por tant sense ir ra tio nal. In so far as rea son is the only prin ci ple I have for
or gan is ing my be hav iour an irrational act is outside my own control, and
hence also unfree.

This in ter pre ta tion also helps to in di cate that there is a wide range of per -
sonal acts which are not in con tra dic tion to the Gen eral Will. The Gen eral
Will does not pre scribe spe cific ac tions to me, since it is only the pub lic
com po nent of my will which is sub ject to the Gen eral Will, and there are
usu ally a wide range of par tic u lar acts avail able which do not con tra dict the 
pub lic com po nent. If I want to catch a bus it is ir ra tio nal for me at the same
time to act in a way which is in com pat i ble with the con tin u a tion of the bus

420



ser vice (say by try ing to avoid pay ing the fare). But this still leaves me a
wide range of buses and des ti na tions to choose from. Thus Rous seau does
not mean that the ideal is for the in di vid ual to be come to tally ab sorbed
with out re main der in the Gen eral Will. Nor does his ac count of free dom
nec es sar ily imply that physical impulses should be suppressed.

A phys i cal im pulse is a re al ity, and it would be ir ra tio nal for a cor po ral
be ing to at tempt to deny the ex is tence of such a re al ity. [22] Rather it must
be in te grated into the larger whole of the in di vid ual’s life, and not al lowed
to ex ist as a sep a rate and dominating entity.

Ad mit tedly, Rous seau is slightly am big u ous in his anal y sis of the re la tion 
be tween in di vid ual and gen eral will. He writes ini tially of “the to tal alien -
ation of each as so ci ate, to gether with all his rights, to the whole com mu -
nity” (SC 12). Else where he clar i fies this somewhat: 

Each man alien ates, I ad mit, by the so cial com pact, only such part of his pow ers,
goods, and lib erty as it is im por tant for the com mu nity to con trol; but it must also
be granted that the Sov er eign is the sole judge of what is im por tant (SC 24). 

Clearly the dis tinc tion here is be tween what in each act is rel e vant to the
Gen eral Will and what is not. This dis tinc tion is made ex plicit in the treat -
ment of spe cific top ics such as prop erty and re li gion. In his Let tres Ecrites
de la Montagne, in which he de fends him self against at tacks made on him
by the Geneva gov ern ment, he clar i fies his views on re li gion in the last
chap ter of the So cial Con tract. He dis tin guishes be tween three el e ments in
re li gion, the cult prac tices, the the ol ogy, and the moral teaching, and he
writes: 

As to the part of re li gion which has to do with mor als, that is to say, jus tice, the
pub lic good, and obe di ence to nat u ral and pos i tive law, so cial vir tues and all the
du ties of man and the cit i zen, the gov ern ment has the right to be in formed of
them: it is in this sole re spect that Re li gion en ters di rectly un der its ju ris dic tion,
and that it may ban ish, not er ror, of which it is not the judge, but any harm ful sen -
ti ment which tends to cut the so cial ties (OC3 694-5). 

Of course, the dis tinc tion be tween what is and what is not rel e vant to the
Gen eral Will im me di ately raises the prob lem of cri te ria, to which I shall re -
turn at a later point.

One fi nal point should be made in dis cuss ing the ques tion of the free dom
of the in di vid ual in Rous seau’s the ory. That is that Rous seau made it quite
clear, at least on the the o ret i cal level, that, if the laws do not con form to the
Gen eral Will, if, there fore, the com pact has been bro ken, “each re gains his
orig i nal rights and re sumes his nat u ral lib erty” (SC 12). He builds into his
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def i ni tion of law that it should be the ex pres sion of the Gen eral Will. This
does not [23] mean that any thing nor mally de scribed as a law is the ex pres -
sion of the Gen eral Will. It means that if it does not em body the prin ci ples
of the Gen eral Will, it is not a proper law, it is not le git i mate, and there is no 
moral rea son for obey ing it. Sim i larly, he builds this con cept of law into his 
def i ni tion of “Re pub lic”, and when he re fers to ei ther re pub lic, or law, or
sov er eign he is usually referring to these as principles, not as existents.

Thus the prin ci ple of Rous seau’s the ory of le git i mate law is that law
should be ra tio nally de signed to fur ther the needs of the com mu nity as a
whole in such a way as to al low each in di vid ual to seek his or her own hap -
pi ness in a way which does not dam age the com mu nal sub struc ture on
which the in di vid ual’s ac tions de pend. Ac tion of this kind is at the same
time free be cause it is ra tio nal. In this the ory there are two di a lec ti cal ten -
sions: the ten sion be tween the in di vid ual and the so ci ety, and the tenion
within the in di vid ual be tween rea son and im pulse. The whole point of
Rous seau’s ar gu ment is that these ten sions are a nec es sary part of hu man
re al ity. We may not counterpose the in di vid ual and the state, or the rea son
and im pulse, as in de pend ent op po sites. They are dia lec ti cally in ter de pen -
dent op po sites. The prob lem, how ever, is to spell out in de tail the prac ti cal
im pli ca tions of this both for our un der stand ing of hu man re al ity, and for
moral be hav iour and po lit i cal in sti tu tions. Rousseau is aware of some,
although by no means all, of the difficulties in the way of doing this.

The most ob vi ous prob lem is that of how to dis cover what the Gen eral
Will is in a con crete sit u a tion. There is, Rous seau points out, of ten a great
deal of dif fer ence be tween the Gen eral Will and the sum of the par tic u lar
com po nents of the wills of each in di vid ual. If each in di vid ual seeks only
his or her pri vate in ter est, and leaves up to some body else the prob lem of
safe guard ing the gen eral so cial in ter est on which they all de pend, then the
fi nal re sult is not go ing to be what any body in tended. A con tem po rary ex -
am ple of this is en vi ron men tal pol lu tion. No in di vid ual pol lutes the en vi -
ron ment, since the cast-offs of any par tic u lar in di vid ual could eas ily be ab -
sorbed into the en vi ron ment. It is the “Will of All”, the sum of each of these 
par tic u lar components, which produces the pollution. Thus although the 

Gen eral Will is al ways right and tends to the pub lic [24] ad van tage ... it does not
fol low that the de lib er a tions of the peo ple are al ways equally cor rect ... the peo ple 
is never cor rupted, but it is of ten de ceived, and on such oc ca sions only does it
seem to will what is bad (SC 22-3). 

Rous seau’s so lu tion to this prob lem is not clearly stated. Some times he
says that a vote un der suit able con di tions will al ways give the Gen eral Will
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(with or with out the guid ance of an im ported “Leg is la tor”), whereas at
other times he says that a ma jor ity vote is never a guar an tee, since a ma jor -
ity can be wrong just as eas ily as a mi nor ity. He never seems to be clear as
to when he is dis cuss ing the prin ci ple, and when he is dis cuss ing a prac tice.
In his ini tial dis cus sion of the dif fer ence be tween the Gen eral Will and the
Will of All he makes one im por tant pro posal for guar an tee ing the emer -
gence of the Gen eral Will: “There should be no par tial so ci ety within the
state, and ... each cit i zen should think only his own thoughts” (SC 23). His
point here is that any group has its own “Gen eral Will”, that is, its own set
of con di tions which will fur ther the in ter est of all the mem bers of that
group. But this will, gen eral for the mem bers of the group is par tic u lar in
re la tion to the Sov er eign. It is also much more pow er ful than any in di vid ual 
par tic u lar will. Rous seau be lieved that in a sit u a tion in which no par tic u lar
will is pow er ful, the end re sult is likely to be a fair com pro mise which rep -
re sents the gen eral in ter est, whereas if there ex ist par tic u lar or gan ised fac -
tions one of these is likely to be able to im pose its par tic u lar will in a win -
ner-takes-all re sult which to tally leaves out of ac count the in ter ests of the
los ers. Also, it is im por tant to re mem ber that Rous seau was writ ing at a
time when “the peo ple” were dis or ga nised, and fac tion was the pre rog a tive
of the rich, (which is not that far from be ing the case to day). It was un der
these cir cum stances that he thought that fac tion would play into the hands
of the pow er ful and re in force privilege. (See Judith Shklar, Men and Citi -
zens, 185.)

Al though he does make some prac ti cal sug ges tions, Rous seau fi nally
moves into the realm of fan tasy. Be cause he has shown so con vinc ingly
that dec a dence in the state is a func tion of his tor i cally pro duced dec a dence
in the peo ple, he has to ac cept that those peo ple who need laws can not give
them to them selves; and those peo ples who are [25] suf fi ciently ra tio nal to
give laws to them selves do not need them. To break out of this cir cle he in -
tro duces from out side the fig ure whom he calls the Legislator.

This Leg is la tor must come from out side the so ci ety and has no role in the
so ci ety other than that of for mu lat ing the law. He nei ther acts as Prince, in
hav ing com mand over men, nor as Sov er eign in de cree ing the law. Rather
he re veals the law, which the sov er eign peo ple may then leg is late. To be
able to do this he must be 

a su pe rior in tel li gence be hold ing all the pas sions of men with out ex pe ri enc ing
any of them ... This in tel li gence would have to be wholly un re lated to our na ture,
while know ing it through and through; its hap pi ness would have to be in de pend -
ent of us, and yet ready to oc cupy it self with ours; and lastly, it would have, in the
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march of time, to look for ward to a dis tant glory, and, work ing in one cen tury, to
be able to en joy in the next. It would take gods to give men laws (SC 32). 

This is more help ful as an ac count of the ra tio nal na ture of the prin ci ple em -
bod ied in the Gen eral Will than as a con tri bu tion to the prac ti cal prob lem of 
leg is la tion. The Leg is la tor must not only be able to dis cover the laws, he
must also, by force of his own per sonal au thor ity (cha risma) be able to re -
move the di vi sive ef fects of the particularistic cul ture and to trans form each 
in di vid ual into be ing a con scious part of the whole. (This por trait of the
Leg is la tor is not in tended to be en tirely the o ret i cal, as it is partly based on
his con cep tion of the role played by Lycurgus in Sparta and Numa in
Rome. But es sen tially the Leg is la tor can only oc cur ac ci den tally, and in
con tra dic tion to his the ory of his tory. Para phras ing Marx’s third the sis on
Feuerbach, we must ask: “Who will ed u cate the leg is la tor?” Un less this
ques tion can be an swered a rad i cal cri tique of so ci ety along Rousseauan
lines must end up in the quietistic position which Rousseau himself
actually adopted.)

Rous seau’s cri tique in the Dis course on In equal ity and in the So cial Con -
tract un doubt edly is rad i cal. It is an at tack on wealth and on priv i lege; he
lays down cri te ria for just laws, and says that if these very strict cri te ria are
not met then the in di vid ual is no lon ger obliged to obey the law. Yet he con -
cludes his vi o lent at tack on so cial and po lit i cal in equal ity in the Dis course
by writ ing that moral in di vid u als [26] in this situation 

will re spect the sa cred bonds of their re spec tive com mu ni ties ... they will scru pu -
lously obey the laws, and all those who make or ad min is ter them (I 229). 

In part, of course, we may in ter pret this kind of con clu sion as be ing a pru -
dent rider nec es sary in a world of des potic rul ers not over-fond of ad vo -
cates of rev o lu tion. In his Let ters from the Moun tain, he does not seem
quite able to make up his mind whether he is an ac tiv ist or not. On one page
he writes, 

Ev ery thing con sid ered, I gave pref er ence to the gov ern ment of my coun try. That
was nat u ral and rea son able, and I would have been criti cised had I not done it.
But I did not ex clude other gov ern ments; on the con trary: I have shown that each
has its rea sons which may make it pref er a ble to any other gov ern ment ac cord ing
to the men, the time and the place. Thus, far from de stroy ing all gov ern ments I
have es tab lished them all (OC3 811, see also Rous seau, Jean-Jacques, 3rd Di a -
logue OC3 935). 

But two pages fur ther on, at the be gin ning of the next let ter, he writes of
Geneva: “Noth ing is freer than your le git i mate state; noth ing is more
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ser vile than your pres ent state” (813). Thus al though he may be es tab lish -
ing the ex ist ing laws, he is cer tainly not jus ti fy ing the ex ist ing gov ern ment.
In part his pro tes ta tions of re spect abil ity in volve an il le git i mate play on the
am bi gu ity of the re la tion be tween his spe cial def i ni tion of law and the or di -
nary us age. But more is in volved than a mere at tempt at cam ou flage. His
ar gu ment leads log i cally to a pes si mis tic po si tion. Laws de velop his tor i -
cally, and re flect the state of de vel op ment of the peo ple. (See Polysynodic
OC3 638.) There fore the peo ple would nei ther be able to re cog nise nor to
obey good laws. This is ex pressed most strik ingly in his dis cus sion of serf -
dom in his Con sid er ations on the Gov ern ment of Po land and on its Pro -
jected Ref or ma tion. After an attack on serfdom he continues: 

I feel the dif fi culty in the pro ject from eman ci pat ing your peo ple. What I fear is
not just the mis un der stood in ter est, the pride and the prej u dice of the mas ters.
That ob sta cle van quished, I fear the vices and the cow ard ice of the serfs. Free -
dom is a rich food (De Bon Suc) which re quires a strong di ges tion; very healthy
stom achs are re quired to stand it. Laugh at those de graded peo ples who, per mit -
ting them selves to be aroused by ag i ta tors, dare speak of free dom with out hav ing
the least idea of what it means and who, their hearts full of the vices of slaves,
imag ine that in or der to be free one only needs to be mu ti nous. [27] Proud and
holy lib erty! If these poor peo ple only knew you, if they knew at what price one
ac quires and con serves you, if they felt how much more aus tere than the hard
yoke of the ty rant are your laws; their weak souls, slaves to the pas sions that
would have to be sti fled would fear you a hun dred times more than ser vi tude;
they would flee from you in ter ror as from a bur den about to crush them (OC3
975). 

He there fore ad vises against im me di ate eman ci pa tion and sug gests a
scheme whereby in di vid ual serfs could grad u ally be eman ci pated by dem -
on strat ing their moral worth.

In draw ing up his plans for Corsica and for Po land he was be ing con -
sulted, or thought he was be ing con sulted, by heads of state, and so felt
some hope of suc cess in bring ing about change. But in Emile he makes it
clear that all one can re ally hope for is in di vid ual sal va tion. Emile is not ed -
u cated to play a part in a free so ci ety. He is brought up rather to re main
aloof from any so ci ety in which he may have to live, to re sist be ing “car ried 
away by the pas sions and prej u dices of men” (E 217).

Any the ory which ar gues from the his tor i cal na ture of man and of so ci ety
is likely to lead to this po si tion, un less it can historicise the fu ture as well as
the past, by elu ci dat ing the pos si bil ity of uni fy ing rea son aris ing within the
con text of a divided society.
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To the four ma jor prop o si tions de rived from the Dis course on In equal ity
the So cial Con tract adds a fifth: that al though rea son is ini tially di vi sive it
con tains through its uni ver sal ity, the pos si bil ity of over com ing the di vi -
sions in so ci ety. Through rea son hu man be ings may dis cover a new kind of
in di vid u al ity which com ple ments rather than con tra dicts the in di vid u al ity,
of each other. In ter de pen dence is in ev i ta ble within con tem po rary so ci ety,
but through rea son that in ter de pen dence may be changed from a ba sis for
dom i na tion and in equal ity to the ba sis for a new free dom. [28]

IV. The Problem of Reason

So far I have sim ply in ter preted Rous seau’s the ory, with out at tempt ing to
ex plore and ei ther criti cise or de fend his method of ar gu ment. I sug gested
at the be gin ning that his method in volved the anal y sis of the logic of var i -
ous con cepts, but it must be clear from the ex po si tion that he does not do
this in any sys tem atic way. Al though the five main prop o si tions which I
have iso lated con sti tute a co her ent sys tem, each con ceals a host of dif fi cul -
ties. These prop o si tions may be summarised as follows: 

1. Hu mans are so cial be ings and his tor i cal be ings. 
2. Rea son arises in the his tor i cal de vel op ment of hu man re al ity, and ini -

tially plays a di vi sive role in society. 
3. Par al lel to the de vel op ment of di vi sive rea son is the de vel op ment of

so cial in ter de pen dence: “Our needs bring us to gether in pro por tion as our
pas sions di vide us, and the more we be come the en e mies of our fel lows, the 
less we can do with out them” (Ch. 2 Geneva Manu script of SC, OC3 282). 

4. So cial di vi sion and de pend ence is em bod ied in the in sti tu tion of pri -
vate prop erty. 

5. Rea son con tains the pos si bil ity of uti lis ing the fac tual in ter de pen dence 
to de velop a sense of unity and a uni ver sal Gen eral Will, which in volves
real in di vid ual free dom and social harmony.

To which may be added as a sixth prop o si tion the pes si mis tic con clu sion
that: 

6. But this re mains only a the o ret i cal pos si bil ity since the ex ist ing so cial
in sti tu tions re in force the di vi sive as pects of rea son, rather than its uni fy ing
potential. 
I think it is ob vi ous merely from read ing these prop o si tions [29] that they
con tain the cen tral ideas of Kantian eth ics, and of Hegel’s di a lec tic, while
Marx of fers a way out of the di lemma posed by the sixth prop o si tion. These 
writ ers, and Sartre af ter them, merely re fine and elab o rate Rous seau’s
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es sen tial in sights, and the best way, per haps, to test their va lid ity is to see
how suc cess fully these writ ers do man age to do this. This will in volve a
study of the philo soph i cal meth ods un der ly ing the the ory, since this
method is also made more ex plicit in the later phi los o phers. Thus in show -
ing the de vel op ment of the the ory I shall at the same time be dis cuss ing its
claim to truth, and at the end of the study I shall at tempt to ana lyse the prob -
lems left out stand ing. Here I wish merely to in di cate in a lit tle more de tail
some of the cen tral difficulties in the theory as we have formulated it so far.
1) The first prob lem is the prob lem of hu man ra tio nal ity. Both rea son as a
con cept and ra tio nal ity as a part of hu man re al ity re main ill-de fined; in deed 
they re main so ill-de fined that some crit ics have in ter preted Rous seau as an 
apos tle of feel ing, rather than of rea son. There are at least four dif fer ent
con cepts which Rous seau uses in a rather un clear way in re la tion to one an -
other: these are rea son, feel ing na ture, and con science. Partly this arises
from the fact that he is at times speak ing of men as they are in so ci ety, and
at other times speak ing of pos si bil i ties. It is in Emile that he dis cusses rea -
son in the most con se quent fash ion, and from this it would seem that he
sees no fun da men tal con flict be tween rea son and “na ture” in the spe cial
sense in which he uses that term, or be tween reason and “feeling”, as
opposed to “passion”. He writes: 

But re mem ber, in the first place, that when I want to train a nat u ral man, I do not
want to make him a sav age and to send him back to the woods, but that liv ing in
the whirl of so cial life it is enough that he should not let him self be car ried away
by the pas sions and prej u dices of men; let him see with his eyes and feel with his
heart, let him own no sway but that of rea son (E 217). 

It is clear from this that when the pas sions are un der con trol na ture, feel ing
and rea son are in har mony. (See also Nou velle Héloïse 357.) In un der stand -
ing some ap par ent con tra dic tions in Rous seau, it is nec es sary to dis tin guish 
be tween rea son as (or “healthy rea son” see Nou velle Héloïse 362) a prin ci -
ple, and the rea son ing pow ers of a par tic u lar in di vid ual, [30] which may
well be cor rupt. Nev er the less, even when this dis tinc tion has been made,
there is still a prob lem about the re la tion be tween rea son and con science.
At the be gin ning of Emile he writes that it is reason alone that 

teaches us to know good and evil. There fore con science, which makes us love the 
one and hate the other, though it is in de pend ent of rea son, can not de velop with out 
it (E 34). 

But later, in the Creed of a Savoy ard Priest, the priest says 
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Too of ten does rea son de ceive us; we have only too good a right to doubt her; but
con science never de ceives us; she is the true guide of man; it is to the soul what
in stinct is to the body; he who obeys his con science is fol low ing na ture and he
need not fear that he will go astray (E 249-250). 

And yet, a few pages later, at the end of the first part of his creed he in -
structs his lis tener to “give to my words only the au thor ity of rea son” (E
258), and does not con sider in vit ing him to judge of the truth of his state -
ments by ref er ence to con science or feel ing. Sim i larly, in his later dis cus -
sion of re vealed re li gion his ap peal is con tin u ally to rea son: “In vain do
they ex claim ‘Sub mit your rea son’; a de ceiver might say as much; I must
have rea sons for sub mit ting my rea son” (E 261). We may in fer from the
above, that Rous seau be lieved that un der stand ing could come only through 
the use of rea son, but that he was not en tirely clear on the relation between
reason and action.

Partly this is re lated to the fear that rea son of it self can not pro vide a suf fi -
cient mo tive for vir tue in a world in which there is no rea son to be lieve that
vir tue will also lead to per sonal well-be ing (see 278 foot note). In terms of
the Gen eral Will, we may say that rea son may en able the in di vid ual to dis -
cover what the Gen eral Will is, but that he or she would only lose out by
fol low ing the Gen eral Will if there were no sanc tion to en sure that oth ers,
less rational, also did so.

Thus a ma jor prob lem is to ex pli cate pre cisely what is meant by the term
rea son, and to make clear the re la tion be tween rea son as an epistemological 
cat e gory, and behaviour.
2) This prob lem of con cep tual clar i fi ca tion is re lated to the prob lem of jus -
ti fy ing the claims that hu man be ings are, at least po ten tially, free and ra tio -
nal. At the be gin ning of the Dis course on In equal ity Rous seau af firms
these two prop o si tions with out much in the way of ar gu ment. [31] Free dom
and rea son are linked in that both in volve an es cape from the par tic u lar and
the im me di ate. The aware ness of al ter na tives de pends on the ca pac ity to
gen er al ise, as Rous seau hints, be cause to gen er al ise is to re late the im me di -
ate ex pe ri ence in some way to other past and fu ture ex pe ri ences. It is to ex -
pe ri ence the given in the con text of what is not given, and this is at least
analagous to ex pe ri enc ing the given as non-nec es sary, and hence as sub ject 
to choice. Rous seau be gins to ex plore this prob lem more ex plic itly in The
Creed of a Savoy ard Priest. There are the o ries which deny both the ca pac -
ity to have ob jec tive knowl edge and the ca pac ity to be free. Such the o ries
ar gue from phys i cal cau sal ity, and sug gest that, as part of a causal net work,
all hu man ideas have to be un der stood as “im pres sions” re sult ing from the
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in ter ac tion between the body and the world. If this is the case, then it is not
possible to escape from particularity:

But who am I? What right have I to de cide what is it that de ter mines my judge -
ments? If they are in ev i ta ble, if they are the re sults of the im pres sions that I re -
ceive, I am wast ing my strength in such en qui ries; they would be made or not
with out any in ter fer ence of mine (E 232).

I am con tin u ally aware of re ceiv ing sen sa tions, ei ther from the out side
world or from my mem ory. Un der these cir cum stances, how can I be sure
that the sense of a self which I have is not one more sen sa tion, the mere
by-prod uct of the ma te rial world? The rea son is, Rous seau ar gues, that “I
find that I have the power of com par ing them, so I per ceive that I am en -
dowed with an ac tive force of which I was not pre vi ously aware” (E 232).
To com pare is to judge, to postulate a relation.

The re la tion be tween two sen sa tions, even if it is the sim ple re la tion of
dif fer ence or sim i lar ity, is never in ei ther of the sensations: 

To my mind, the dis tinc tive fac ulty of an ac tive or in tel li gent be ing is the power
of un der stand ing this word ‘is’. I seek in vain in the merely sen si tive en tity that
in tel li gent force which com pares and judges; I can find no trace of it in its na ture.
This pas sive en tity will be aware of each ob ject sep a rately, it will even be aware
of the whole formed by the two to gether, but hav ing no power to place them side
by side it can never com pare them, it can never form a judge ment with re gard to
them (E 232-233). 

This is a very im por tant ar gu ment which Kant mod i fies and de vel ops much 
more fully and pre cisely in the Cri tique of Pure Rea son. Through an ar gu -
ment of this type it is pos si ble to es tab lish [32] against a purely de ter min is tic
ma te ri al ism, a de fence of free dom which is not purely de ter min is tic ma te ri -
al ism, a de fence of free dom which is not purely spec u la tive, but which de -
rives its force from the pre sup po si tion made by such a materalism of the
pos si bil ity of knowl edge. But the prob lem which re sults, which Rous seau
does not touch upon, and which Kant wres tles with un suc cess fully, is to
give a co her ent ac count of the re la tion be tween this free dom and the fact of
human materiality. This leads us into the next problem.
3) When Rous seau states that the mere im pulse of ap pe tite is slav ery, while
obe di ence to a law which we pre scribe to our selves is lib erty, he is stat ing a
prin ci ple, but not pro vid ing any cri te ria for the ap pli ca tion of that prin ci ple. 
He is dis tin guish ing be tween real and false needs, which seems in tu itively
to be a rea son able dis tinc tion to make. It would seem to be rea son able to
say that the need for wa ter is a real need, but that the need for, say, elec tric
tooth brushes is a false need. But al though it is easy to think of ex am ples of
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one or the other, it is much more dif fi cult to lay down pre cise cri te ria which
can be used to de ter mine whether or not a par tic u lar need or ap pe tite is false 
and en slav ing, or real. Even to be able to ap proach this prob lem we need a
much more pre cise idea of the sta tus of ma te rial ap pe tites in the to tal hu -
man per son, and this in turn re quires us to ex pli cate the re la tion be tween
ma te ri al ity and free dom. This is im por tant for both po lit i cal and moral the -
ory. We may say that Rous seau es tab lishes that there is a di a lec ti cal re la -
tion be tween the per son as sub ject and the person as object, but that he does
not elucidate the structure of that dialectic.
4) Sim i larly, (and anal o gously) he es tab lishes that there is a di a lec ti cal re la -
tion be tween in di vid ual and so ci ety, but he does not go very far to wards
elu ci dat ing that di a lec tic. Once more this can be for mu lated in terms of a
prob lem of cri te ria. Ad mit ted, there is a pri vate and a pub lic com po nent in
each act, but ex actly how does one tell which is which? Sim i larly, we may
agree that in di vid u als de fine and un der stand them selves in terms of so -
cially pro duced cul tural con cepts, but those con cepts were pro duced by in -
di vid u als in their so cial in ter ac tion, and so we must also learn ex actly to
what ex tent it is [33] pos si ble for in di vid u als to go beyond a given culture.
These two questions require: 

a) much more de tailed ac count of the ac tual ways in which peo ple are in -
ter de pen dent in so ci ety than Rous seau gives; and 

b) a more pre cise ac count of the struc ture of the pro cess of learn ing and
com mu ni ca tion through which the cul ture is trans mit ted, and in which it is
created.

This re fers us back to point three, which may be elab o rated to in clude a
ref er ence to the re la tion of the per son as sub ject to the per son as both so cial
and phys i cal ob ject. An in ves ti ga tion of these two points will en able us to
achieve some clar ity on the ques tion of the pos si bil ity of a good society. If
we know, 

a) how the de vel op ment of cul ture oc curs in the di a lec tic be tween the in -
di vid ual and the so cial and ma te rial en vi ron ment, and 

b) the na ture of the in de pend ent logic of change which the set of re la tion -
ships be tween peo ple de vel ops, as Rous seau has pointed out, when these
re la tion ships are not con sciously co or di nated; then we should be able to
say un der what con di tions, if any, uni fy ing rea son might de velop un in tend -
edly and make possible the good society.

5) Lastly, there is the prob lem of in sti tu tions. Rous seau’s prayer for the
leg is la tor is no so lu tion. Even if we reach the point at which rea son be -
comes a fac tor in so cial or gani sa tion, it will still be nec es sary to de sign ac -
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tual so cial in sti tu tions. Rous seau pro vides two im por tant point ers, but
nothing more. 

The first pointer is to the cru cial role of prop erty in sti tu tions. In the Dis -
course on In equal ity he traces the or i gin of all in equal ity, and the or i gin of
gov ern ment as an agent of op pres sion, to the in sti tu tion of pri vate prop erty. 
In the So cial Con tract he does not pay much at ten tion to prop erty re la tions,
ex cept to make the vi tal point, against Locke and the the o rists of
laissez-faire capitalism, that 

the right which each in di vid ual has to his own es tate is al ways sub or di nate to the
right which the com mu nity has over all (SC 18). 

How ever, in his writ ings on Po land and Corsica he at tacks not only pri vate
[34] prop erty, but also money, which, as the means of trade, re in forces the
di vi sion of la bour and the de pend ence of in di vid u als and thereby en cour -
ages tyranny. 

It must be es tab lished as a sure maxim that wher ever money is of prime ne ces sity, 
the na tion de taches it self from ag ri cul ture to fling it self into more lu cra tive pro -
fes sions. Those who en rich them selves by com merce and in dus try when they
have enough money in vest it in land which oth ers cul ti vate for them; the whole
na tion is di vided into rich loaf ers who own the land and un happy peas ants who
do not have enough to live on while cul ti vat ing it ... Soon the coun try side be -
comes de pop u lated and the towns over flow with vag a bonds, lit tle by lit tle bread
short ages oc cur, pub lic mis ery in creases to gether with the op u lence of par tic u lar
in di vid u als, and the two to gether lead to all the vices which fi nally cause the ruin
of the na tion (Corse OC3 920). 

He wishes there fore to en cour age self-suf fi cient peas ant farm ers and, if ex -
change is nec es sary, to re place mar kets by gov ern ment su per vised bar ter.
He be lieves, clearly re gret fully (see OC3 931) that it is im pos si ble to ac tu -
ally abol ish pri vate prop erty, but wishes to en close it within the strict est
pos si ble lim its, “to give it a mea sure, a rule and a brake which con tains it,
di rects it, sub ju gates it, and keeps it al ways sub or di nate to the pub lic good”
(OC3 931). This was to be done by cre at ing a pub lic do main to be worked
in com mon on a corvee ba sis, and by set ting strict limits to the maximum
size of landholdings.

Al though sug ges tive, both the anal y sis and the proferred so lu tion are
crude. His at tack on money, al though it pres ages later anal y ses of the role
of cap i tal ac cu mu la tion in bring ing about so cial evils, is still couched in
terms of an eco nomic the ory which sees land as the only true source of
wealth. He does not have the cat e go ries for deal ing with in dus trial cap i tal -
ist so ci ety (al though it is worth not ing that his de scrip tion of com pe ti tion in
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civil so ci ety in the Dis course on In equal ity ev i dently had some in flu ence
on Adam Smith, who gave the first co her ent ac count of the eco nom ics of
cap i tal ism, al though Smith draws the op po site con clu sions see Colletti,
From Rous seau to Le nin 155 and 196-7). His so lu tion to the prob lem of
prop erty is there fore also couched in terms of peas ant so ci ety, but this does
not de tract from the prin ci ple of the at tack on pri vate prop erty. Our [35]

prob lem is to ap ply this at tack to an anal y sis of the role of prop erty in cap i -
tal ist so ci ety and to draw con clu sions from this about the sort of property
relations required for a good society. 

His sec ond pointer is to the dy namic of cor rup tion which he be lieves is
in her ent in in sti tu tions of gov ern ment, but which nev er the less must be
guarded against in all pos si ble ways. The gov ern ment, like any group of
peo ple, has its own “gen eral will”, its own cor po rate in ter ests, which are
par tic u lar in re la tion to the gen eral will of the so ci ety as a whole. More over, 
the more ac tive the gov ern ment, the more able is it at the same time to im -
pose its own par tic u lar will. The more pas sive the gov ern ment the less can
it im pose its own will, but also the less can it carry out its du ties, so the state
is threat ened on the one hand with dis so lu tion from weak gov ern ment, and
on the other hand with tyr anny from strong gov ern ment. There is al ways a
conflict of interest between government and people: 

The cit i zen wills only the laws and the ob ser va tion of the laws. Each in di vid ual
amongst the peo ple knows well that if there are ex cep tions they will not be in his
fa vour. Thus all fear ex cep tions, and he who fears ex cep tions loves the law.
Among lead ers, it is quite a dif fer ent mat ter: their very state is a state of pref er -
ence, and they seek pref er ence ev ery where (Montaigne OC3 893).

Thus for Rous seau there are two dis tinct prob lems of po lit i cal in sti tu -
tions. The first is the prob lem of sov er eignty, that is to know how the Gen -
eral Will may best find ex pres sion. To this he re ally has no an swer but to
stress the im por tance of an ed u ca tion in civic aware ness, and to point out
that in equal ity im me di ately de stroys the pos si bil ity of the Gen eral Will
emerg ing. It is clear that in sti tu tions which are to fa cil i tate the ex pres sion
of the Gen eral Will must be such as to fa vour free and ra tio nal de bate, but
what in sti tu tions will do that most effectively is another question.

The sec ond is the prob lem of gov ern ment. Sov er eignty can never be del e -
gated, but the ex ec u tive au thor ity can, and in any but the small est state must 
be del e gated. Rous seau be lieves that the best form of ex ec u tive au thor ity is
what he calls elec tive ar is toc racy, [36] which we would call rep re sen ta tive
de moc racy. But even here he does not be lieve that we should trust gov ern -
ments. He be lieves, prob a bly cor rectly, that there is no way in which we
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can ad e quately in sti tu tion al ise mis trust of gov ern ments. But it is clear that
once more equal ity in the society must play an important role: 

Wher ever wealth pre dom i nates ... ap par ent power is in the hands of the mag is -
trates and real power is in the hands of the rich (Corse OC3 939). 

A sec ond, mi nor, point is the idea ex pressed in the es say on Po land that all
ad min is tra tive of fices should, be elec tive (OC3 1019). Fi nally he stresses
the im por tance of con tin ual pub lic con trol over gov ern ment. The prob lem
is to work out how best this can be done in a more com plex so ci ety than
those en vis aged by Rous seau. [1]
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B: Kant - Time and the Kingdom of Ends

I. Introduction

If Rous seau is some times un clear in his doc trine of the Gen eral Will, Kant
is down right con fused. But if his only achieve ment in po lit i cal the ory were
to con fuse the no tion of the gen eral will he would not be worth dis cuss ing.
On the con trary he is im por tant both for what his more de vel oped con fu -
sions re veal about Rous seau’s the ory, and for the ex tent to which he at the
same time man ages to de velop cer tain as pects of Rous seau’s the ory to a
much higher level of philo soph i cal clar ity, and thereby to re veal more
clearly both the ad van tages of the theory and some of the problems in it.

Kant be gins his dis cus sion of the state in the Meta phys ics of Mor als with
what is clearly a con cep tual def i ni tion: 

A state (civitas) is a un ion of an ag gre gate of men un der right ful laws. In so far as
these laws are nec es sary a pri ori and fol low au to mat i cally from con cepts of ex -
ter nal right in gen eral (and are not just set up by stat ute), the form of the state will
be that of a state in the ab so lute sense, i.e. as the idea of what a state ought to be
ac cord ing to pure prin ci ples of right. This idea can serve as an in ter nal guide
(norma) for ev ery ac tual case where men unite to form a com mon wealth (PW
138). 

From this def i ni tion it is clear that he is us ing the term “state” to re fer to an
ideal model, and hence that what ever is pred i cated of the state in this sense
can not nec es sar ily be ap plied to ac tual “states” as they ex ist in the world.

Next, he de vel ops a model which in volves a slight elab o ra tion on Rous -
seau’s the ory. He dis tin guishes be tween the rul ing power (or sov er eignty)
in the per son of the leg is la tor, the ex ec u tive power in the per son of the in di -
vid ual who gov erns in ac cor dance with the law, and the ju di cial power
(which al lots to ev ery one what is his by law) in the per son of the judge (PW
138). He then concludes that 

The leg is la tive power can be long only to the united will of the peo ple ... only the
unan i mous and com bined will of ev ery one whereby each de cides the same for all
and all de cide the same for each ... in other words, the cen tral united will of the
peo ple ... can leg is late (PW 139). 

Thus he would ap pear to be fol low ing Rous seau in giv ing leg is la tive power 
to the gen eral [2] will as sov er eign, and as crib ing ex ec u tive power to the
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prince, “the ruler of the state” (PW 141), who must re main sub ject to the
laws made by the sov er eign gen eral will. But he takes two steps which
make his the ory much more con ser va tive than that of Rous seau. The first is
to re de fine the gen eral will in such a way as to ef fec tively ex clude all but
prop erty-own ers. The sec ond is sud denly to trans mute his the o ret i cal anal -
y sis into a positive description of existing states.

In de fin ing the at trib utes of the mem bers of the state who are to unite for
the pur pose of leg is lat ing he in cludes 

the at trib ute of civil in de pend ence which al lows him to owe his ex is tence and
sus te nance not to the ar bi trary will of any one else among the peo ple, but purely to 
his own rights and pow ers as a mem ber of the com mon wealth (PW 139). 

He thus in tro duces a dis tinc tion be tween ac tive vot ing cit i zens and pas sive
vote less cit i zens. In his es say On the com mon say ing: ‘This may be true in
the ory, but it does not ap ply in prac tice’, he makes the same point in a lit tle
more de tail. He spec i fies that a cit i zen “must be his own mas ter ... and must
have some prop erty (which can in clude any skill, trade, fine art or sci ence)
to sup port him self” (PW 78). But he is re fer ring here only to in de pend ent
ar ti sans who own their own tools, rather than wage work ers, for he spe cif i -
cally ex cludes the wage-la bour ers “who al lows some one else to make use
of him” (PW 78 foot note). In ter est ingly, he pres ents vir tu ally no ar gu ment
to jus tify this, other than to say that the cit i zen “must in the true sense of the
word serve no one but the com mon wealth” (PW 78). This is a mere pun on
the word “serve”. Kant here ut terly fails to transcend the perspective of his
class and society.

This how ever is a rel a tively mi nor point com pared with his sec ond step.
For, af ter set ting out the prin ci ples of right, as above, he goes on to write: 

Whether in fact an ac tual con tract orig i nally pre ceded their sub mis sion to the
state’s au thor ity, whether the power came first and the law only ap peared af ter it,
or whether they ought to have fol lowed this or der ... these are com pletely fu tile
ar gu ments for a peo ple which is al ready sub ject to civil law; and they con sti tute a
men ace to the state. For if the sub ject, hav ing delved out the ul ti mate or i gin, were
then to of fer re sis tance to the au thor ity cur rently [3] in power, he might by the
laws of this au thor ity (i.e. with com plete jus tice) be pun ished, elim i nated, or ban -
ished as an out law (PW 143). 

Here, then, he is iden ti fy ing the “laws of the au thor ity cur rently in power”
with “jus tice”. And he can do this only be cause he sud denly and with no at -
tempted jus ti fi ca tion what ever, be gins to iden tify the leg is la tive au thor ity
with the ruler, and speaks of the ruler as be ing the sov er eign of the state,
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and, as the source of all laws, as be ing in ca pa ble of any un just ac tion (PW
145 note).

The char ac ter is tic of in fal li bil ity which Rous seau as cribed to the gen eral
will as a prin ci ple is here as cribed to a par tic u lar gov ern ment. The re sult is
ef fec tively to place the ruler above the law. Con se quently, Kant has a much 
more spe cif i cally anti-rev o lu tion ary doctrine: 

All re sis tance against the su preme leg is la tive power, all in cite ment of the sub -
jects to vi o lent ex pres sions of dis con tent, all de fi ance which breaks out into re -
bel lion, is the great est and most pun ish able crime in a com mon wealth, for it de -
stroys its very foun da tions. This pro hi bi tion is ab so lute. And even if the power of 
the state or its agent, the head of state, has vi o lated the orig i nal con tract by
author is ing the gov ern ment to act ty ran ni cally, and has thereby, in the eyes of the
sub ject, for feited the right to leg is late, the sub ject is still not en ti tled to of fer
coun ter-re sis tance. The rea son for this is that the peo ple, un der an ex ist ing civil
con sti tu tion, has no lon ger any right to judge how the con sti tu tion should be ad -
min is tered. (The ory and Practice PW 81.) 

The ar gu ment put for ward to jus tify this last point is sim ply that there
would not be any third party to judge in a dis pute be tween gov ern ment and
cit i zens. Kant does not ex plore the pos si bil ity that this might im ply that the
fi nal right of judge ment should be left with the peo ple, rather than with the
government.

Al though rev o lu tion is in no cir cum stances le git i mate, Kant is quite con -
sis tent in ar gu ing that 

if a rev o lu tion has suc ceeded and a new con sti tu tion has been es tab lished, the un -
law ful ness of its or i gin and suc cess can not free the sub jects from the ob li ga tion to 
ac com mo date them selves as good cit i zens to the new or der of things, and they
can not re fuse to obey in an hon est way the au thor ity now in power (PW 147). 

This is a con sis tent con clu sion be cause Kant has de prived him self of [4] any 
cri te rion with which to dis tin guish be tween le git i mate and il le git i mate gov -
ern ment. The only way in which he can mit i gate the harsh ness of his the ory
is by ad dress ing moral in junc tions to the mon arch. He ar gues that the spirit
of the orig i nal con tract im plies an ob li ga tion to make the mode of gov ern -
ment con form to the orig i nal idea, and that any mon arch there fore has the
duty to al ter the mode of gov ern ment to co in cide with this orig i nal in ten -
tion. He spec i fies that al though the cit i zen may not re sist any act of govern -
ment, nevertheless he or she must 

with the ap proval of the ruler, be en ti tled to make pub lic his opin ion on what ever
of the ruler’s mea sures seem to him to con sti tute an in jus tice against the com -
mon wealth (PW 84). 
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The ar gu ment un der ly ing this is that we must al ways as sume that the mon -
arch acts in good faith, and hence that any ap par ent in jus tice can only be the 
re sult of er ror or ig no rance of the pos si ble con se quences on the part of the
ruler. Thus the ruler can not both claim to be act ing in the in ter ests of the cit -
i zens and at the same time, dis al low in de pend ent and pub lic thought. This
is an im por tant prin ci ple, and in di cates Kant’s dem o cratic in tent, but from
his po si tion he still has to stip u late that the cit i zen must act “with the ap -
proval of the ruler”, thereby effectively destroying the principle.

That Kant was by no means sim ply a re ac tion ary is also in di cated by his
at ti tude to the French Rev o lu tion. In The Con test of Fac ul ties, pub lished in
1798, af ter the ter ror, he writes of the revolution:

It may be so filled with mis ery and atroc i ties that no right-think ing man would
ever de cide to make the same ex per i ment again at such a price, even if he could
hope to carry it out suc cess fully at the sec ond at tempt. But I main tain that this
rev o lu tion has aroused in the hearts and de sires of all spec ta tors who are not
them selves caught up in it a sym pa thy which bor ders al most on en thu si asm, al -
though the very ut ter ance of this sym pa thy was fraught with dan ger. It can not
there fore have been caused by any thing other than a moral dis po si tion within the
hu man race (PW 182). 

This is not merely a ca sual aside. It is the core of his ar gu ment, for the
improvability of the hu man race, which is based on the rec og ni tion of the
rev o lu tion as a moral ide al ism de signed to give a peo ple the con sti tu tion
which it wants. It is the ex is tence of this moral im pulse, and of spon ta ne ous 
sym pa thy for it [5] amongst peo ple un af fected by the ad van tages ac cru ing
from the new con sti tu tion, which dem on strates a drive to wards improve -
ment within the human race.

The am biv a lence to wards rev o lu tion can per haps partly be ac counted for, 
in the same way as his at ti tude to wards prop erty, as a man i fes ta tion of an
in abil ity to tran scend his class per spec tive. But such an “ex pla na tion” is
not in it self ad e quate. It is nec es sary also to trace the dif fi cul ties to their
pos si ble roots in the un der ly ing the ory. In fact it seems to me that Kant’s
prob lem of sov er eignty and rev o lu tion is re lated to a more fun da men tal
prob lem about the na ture of hu man re al ity, a prob lem which man i fests it -
self not only in his po lit i cal the ory, but also in his eth ics, his theory of
history, his epistemology, and his ontology.

II. Free dom, hap pi ness and vir tue
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We have seen that for Rous seau the right of the state to co erce re cal ci trant
cit i zens to make them obey the gen eral will is based on the prin ci ple that to
be free is to act ra tio nally, and that the gen eral will is a com po nent of the ra -
tio nal will of each in di vid ual. Kant de vel ops this prin ci ple with great con -
sis tency, but also, as we shall see, on the ba sis of an an thro pol ogy which
leads him to make a sharp dis tinc tion be tween vir tue and hap pi ness. It is
this dis tinc tion which he uses as a fi nal ar gu ment to jus tify the ab so lute
right of the ruler. In the Meta phys ics of Mor als he writes that the welfare of
the state 

must not be un der stood as syn on y mous with the well-be ing and hap pi ness of the
cit i zens, for it may well be pos si ble to at tain these in a more con ve nient and de sir -
able way within a state of na ture (as Rous seau de clares), or even un der a des potic
re gime. On the con trary the wel fare of the state should be seen as that con di tion in 
which the con sti tu tion most closely ap prox i mates to the prin ci ples of right; and
rea son, by a Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, obliges us to strive for its reali sa tion (PW
142-43). 

Here a clear dis tinc tion is made be tween the goal of hu man ex is tence as
dic tated by rea son, and the idea of wel fare and hap pi ness. In The ory and
Prac tice Kant spells out the im pli ca tions of this for the right to re volt, when 
he says that the er ror [6] of be liev ing that there is such a right arises 

in part from the usual fal lacy of al low ing the prin ci ple of hap pi ness to in flu ence
the judge ment wher ever the prin ci ple of right is in volved (PW 82-83). 

That is, the right to re volt is usu ally based on the prin ci ple that des potic acts 
by the ruler cause the cit i zens to suf fer in var i ous ways, and that the avoid -
ance of suf fer ing is a ba sic rea son for en ter ing into the state, so that when
the state is no lon ger per form ing that func tion, it is no lon ger le git i mate.
Kant can only re ject this ar gu ment by sug gest ing that there is some prin ci -
ple other than the avoid ance of suf fer ing (or the pur suit of hap pi ness) un -
der ly ing the prin ci ple of right. To ar gue thus re quires a par tic u lar an thro -
pol ogy in terms of which hap pi ness can be judged as be ing only a sec ond -
ary goal of hu man ex is tence. Of course, once this is es tab lished, it does not
im me di ately le giti mise des po tism, be cause it still re mains to be shown that
the prin ci ple it self is com pat i ble with des po tism, and in fact Kant’s the ory
be comes con tra dic tory, as we have seen, when he at tempts to do this. But
the im por tant point is that the es tab lish ment of a prin ci ple other than hap pi -
ness at least makes it pos si ble to confuse the issue by removing the most
obvious argument against the legitimacy of despotism.
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Thus to un der stand the prob lems in Kant’s po lit i cal the ory we need to
look at his the ory of eth ics. In the Ground work of the Meta phys ics of Mor -
als he be gins by at tempt ing to iso late the prin ci ple un der ly ing our or di nary
ra tio nal knowl edge of mo ral ity. His main point here is that we usu ally are
only will ing to judge that an ac tion is good if it is also dis in ter ested. If the
con se quences of an ac tion are de sir able, we are nat u rally pleased that the
ac tion has oc curred; when a large cor po ra tion makes a well-pub li cised do -
na tion to char ity we wel come the do na tion, but we are also aware that the
cor po ra tion’s ac tion is part of its reg u lar im age-build ing cam paign, so we
do not judge it good in moral terms. This does not mean that we nec es sar ily
judge it bad. Rather we may sim ply re cog nise it as a pru den tial ac tion to
which the cat e go ries of good and bad do not ap ply. Of course if the wider
aim of the com pany is, say, to en cour age the con sump tion of al co holic
drugs by its pub lic ity cam paign, we might judge the ac tion to be bad, even
though at an other level it had cer tain im me di ate [7] con se quences which
were de sir able. That is, the act itself cannot be judged to be good unless we
relate it to its motive. Thus Kant asserts 

It is im pos si ble to con ceive any thing at all in the world, or even out of it, which
can be taken as good with out qual i fi ca tion, ex cept a good will (ML 61). 

We need to dis tin guish be tween ac tions done from in cli na tion and ac tions
done from duty, that is purely from a sense that the ac tion ought to be done,
ir re spec tive of its con se quences for the ac tor. To un der stand the na ture and
weight of this “ought” we need to ex pli cate fur ther what is im plied by the
con cept “duty”. We can de rive from ev ery ac tion an “ought” state ment
from which it fol lows. This ought state ment is what Kant calls the sub jec -
tive prin ci ple of the vo li tion, or the “maxim” in terms of which one is act -
ing. He there fore re for mu lates the prin ci ple of the good will as follows: 

An ac tion done from duty has its moral worth, not in the pur pose to be at tained by 
it, but in the maxim in ac cor dance with which it is de cided upon; it de pends there -
fore, not on the reali sa tion of the ob ject of the ac tion, but solely on the prin ci ple of 
vo li tion in ac cor dance with which, ir re spec tive of all ob jects of the fac ulty of de -
sire, the ac tion has been per formed (ML 67-68).

The dis tinc tion be tween the maxim and the pur pose is the dis tinc tion that
we have al ready made; it is the dis tinc tion be tween will ing a de sir able end,
and will ing it for moral rea sons. How ever, the state ment that the mo ral ity
of the ac tion does not de pend on the reali sa tion of its ob ject has given rise
to some mis un der stand ing. Kant is not say ing that it does not mat ter what
you do, as long as your will is good. For him the will is prac ti cal, i.e. ac tive,

4396. Rousseau contra Kant



and must give rise to acts in the world. These acts, fur ther, must be con sis -
tent with the will. That is, if you will some thing, you must take ev ery pos si -
ble step to en sure that the re sult is achieved. If you do not do this, then you
have not re ally willed that re sult. But nev er the less if, af ter hav ing taken all
nec es sary steps you still do not achieve the goal, this does not mean that we
re fuse to de scribe your maxim as good. The gen u ine ness of your maxim
can only be as sessed by the ex tent to which you at tempt to carry it out, but
its good ness does not de pend on your suc cess in car ry ing it out. [8] On what, 
then, does its good ness de pend? Since we can not judge the mo ral ity of the
maxim in terms of its spe cific end, in terms of what are we to judge it?
Kant’s answer is this: 

Since I have robbed the will of ev ery in duce ment that might arise for it as a con se -
quence of obey ing any par tic u lar law, noth ing is left but the con for mity of ac tions 
to uni ver sal law as such, and this alone must serve the will as its prin ci ple. That is
to say, I ought never to act ex cept in such a way that I can also will that my maxim
should be come a uni ver sal law (ML 70). 

The maxim is not le giti mised by the par tic u lar pur pose which it pos tu lates.
Rather, the pur pose is le giti mised by the form of the maxim. This fol lows
log i cally from the ar gu ment that there can be no par tic u lar event which we
can de clare with out qual i fi ca tion to be good. Thus if we are to use the moral 
con cepts “good” and “du ti ful” we can not de rive them from the ab so lute
value in her ent in some event. At this point in the ar gu ment Kant is not ar gu -
ing that we can le git i mately use such con cepts. He is only try ing to ex pli -
cate what is im plied when we do use them. To say that the maxim must be
universalisable is to say that it must have no re la tion to my own par tic u lar
interests, hence, that it must be disinterested.

But this prin ci ple needs con sid er able fur ther elab o ra tion be fore we can
fully un der stand what is meant by the idea that a maxim should be a pos si -
ble uni ver sal law. The above ar gu ment is first re for mu lated by Kant in
terms of the con cept of the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive. The char ac ter is tic of a
ra tio nal be ing is the abil ity to act in ac cor dance with the idea of a law. This
is what is meant by the idea that there is a maxim un der ly ing ev ery ac tion.
The ac tion is not merely a phys i cal re ac tion to a sit u a tion. It in volves a
com pre hen sion of the sit u a tion, and a judge ment of the sit u a tion which, in
prac ti cal terms be comes an ac tion. For a ra tio nal be ing there are al ways dif -
fer ent pos si ble ways of act ing in a par tic u lar sit u a tion. The ac tual act there -
fore in volves a par tic u lar judge ment of the sit u a tion. This judge ment is
usu ally im plicit, but, be cause it is a judge ment, it can be em bod ied in a for -
mula, and this for mula does not only re fer to the sit u a tion in ques tion. It is
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of such a na ture that it could be ap plied to other sim i lar sit u a tions. It is in
this sense that it is a maxim. [9] 

Such a maxim is an Im per a tive when it em bod ies a prin ci ple which is ne -
ces si tat ing for a will (cf. ML 81). Kant dis tin guishes be tween two kinds of
imperative:
1) A hy po thet i cal Im per a tive spells out the maxim of ac tion which is to be
adopted if a par tic u lar goal is to be reached. In this case the goal it self, and
hence the act pre scribed by the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, re mains prob lem -
atic. Within the cat e gory of hy po thet i cal im per a tives Kant makes a fur ther
dis tinc tion which slightly con fuses the is sue. This is the dis tinc tion be -
tween a prob lem atic prac ti cal prin ci ple, which re lates to a pos si ble pur -
pose, and an assertoric prac ti cal prin ci ple, which re lates to an ac tual pur -
pose. This dis tinc tion is in it self triv ial and un ex cep tion able, but Kant uses
it to in tro duce “one end that can be pre sup posed as ac tual in all ra tio nal be -
ings” ... the pur pose of hap pi ness, “which we can as sume with cer tainty
that they all do have by a nat u ral ne ces sity” (ML 83). How ever, this should
not be in ter preted to mean that all ra tio nal be ings (in clud ing hu mans in so
far as they are ra tio nal) act by a nat u ral ne ces sity in such a way as to
achieve their own hap pi ness. If this were the case, then we would have to
aban don the con cept of duty im me di ately. The Im per a tive “So act as al -
ways to maxi mise your own hap pi ness” would be such as to rule out the
pos si bil ity of any other Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive. At this point in the ar gu -
ment it is not at all clear what Kant does mean when he speaks of a natural
necessity, however. He complicates the issue even further by writing 

un for tu nately, how ever, the con cept of hap pi ness is so in de ter mi nate a con cept
that al though ev ery man wants to at tain hap pi ness, he can never say def i nitely
and in uni son with him self what it re ally is that he wants and wills (ML 85). 

Such a com ment im me di ately makes one sus pect that the con cept is purely
an a lyt i cal re fer ring only to the sat is fac tory achieve ment of goals, but not
spec i fy ing any gaols as such. How ever, Kant then goes on to say that all the 
el e ments which be long to the con cept hap pi ness are em pir i cal, but that the
prob lem of indetermination lies in the fact that it is not pos si ble to put these
el e ments to gether in such a way as to spec ify the de sired to tal ity of hap pi -
ness. This ad mis sion is, I think, suf fi cient to ren der prob lem atic the whole
con cept of hap pi ness as used by Kant, and I shall re turn to this point later.
[10] 
2) The sec ond kind of im per a tive is the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive. If a hy po -
thet i cal im per a tive spec i fies the means with out com mand ing the goal, then
the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive may be de fined as one which com mands

4416. Rousseau contra Kant



si mul ta neously the end and the means. But, as we have seen, there is no
par tic u lar pur pose which can be con sid ered to be good with out qual i fi ca -
tion, and hence which can be cat e gor i cally com manded. This raises two
ques tions. What could be the con tent of such a Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive; and
what would make it valid? The answer to the first question is this: 

If I con ceive a cat e gor i cal im per a tive, I know at once what it con tains. For since
be sides the law this im per a tive con tains only the ne ces sity that our maxim should 
con form to this law, while the law, as we have seen, con tains no con di tion to limit
it, there re mains noth ing over to which the maxim has to con form ex cept the uni -
ver sal ity of a law as such; and it is this con for mity alone that the im per a tive prop -
erly as serts to be nec es sary (ML 88). 

This is a re for mu la tion of the prin ci ple of uni ver sal ity. Pre vi ously it was
de rived from the prin ci ple of dis in ter ested duty. Here it is de rived from an
im per a tive which com mands si mul ta neously both an end and a means. In
this case the end and the means must, for mally at least, co in cide. This can
only be the case if the end is con for mity to law as spec i fied in the im pera -
tive itself.

Now this ar gu ment may ap pear to be tau to log i cal1, and it is cer tainly on
such a high level of ab strac tion that it ap pears to be very dif fi cult to grasp.
For the mo ment let us re mem ber that Kant is in ves ti gat ing only the nec es -
sary struc ture of an im per a tive which would be cat e gor i cal. He is not ar gu -
ing that there is such an im per a tive that we ought to obey. An im per a tive
may be said al ways to con tain both an in struc tion to act in a par tic u lar way,
and a rea son for act ing in that way. In a hy po thet i cal im per a tive the rea son
is given by the pur pose which is pos tu lated. Thus the hy po thet i cal im per a -
tive: “You must catch this train if you want to get to work on time” con tains 
the in struc tion “Catch this train”, and the ex pla na tion “So as to get to work
on time”. A Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive could not have an ex pla na tion of this
type, be cause the goal of get ting to work on time re mains it self prob lem -
atic. That is, the rea son given im plic itly or ex plic itly within the cat e gor i cal
im per a tive would have to be such that it did not re fer [11] to some other end
be yond it self. It would not be de pend ent on some fur ther pur pose in the
way in which get ting to work on time as a goal de pends on the fur ther pur -
pose of keep ing my job. Thus the re la tion be tween in struc tion and ex pla na -
tion in a Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive would sim ply be: “Act thus, be cause you
must (ought to?)”. This is an un con di tional in junc tion to obey the law be -
cause it is the law. A law which is obeyed be cause it is the law is nec es sar -
ily uni ver sal; it con tains no ref er ence to ex trin sic pur poses, and hence no
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ref er ence to sit u a tions in which it would be le git i mate not to obey it. In so
far as duty is sim i larly in de pend ent of extrinsic purpose, if it is to be duty
rather than inclination, it follows that the principle of duty corresponds to
the categorical imperative: 

Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should 
be come a uni ver sal law (ML 88). 

The main prob lem in in ter pret ing the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive is that of es -
tab lish ing cri te ria for what would count as a uni ver sal law. Kant ex pli cates
this partly by pre sent ing a num ber of al ter na tive for mu la tions of the law,
and partly by of fer ing ex am ples of the application of the law.

In ex am in ing these for mu la tions and ex am ples we shall dis cover that the
ap par ently ar bi trary and harsh form of the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive con ceals
a rich con cept of hu man pur pose. The first formulation is 

Act as if the maxim of your ac tion were to be come through your will a uni ver sal
law of na ture (ML 89). 

By “na ture” here Kant means a com plete sys tem of laws. That is, he is say -
ing that an act con forms to the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive if I could will the
maxim which it em bod ies as one el e ment in a com plete sys tem of law gov -
ern ing my be hav iour. Why have we moved from the con cept of a sin gle
uni ver sal law to the con cept of a sys tem of laws? The an swer would seem
to be that it is al ways a ques tion of whether a law could be uni ver sally
willed as a law for me as a ra tio nal be ing. That is, it must al ways be con sid -
ered as one of a set of laws gov ern ing the modes of be hav iour of a com plex
ra tio nal be ing. If the law were, per impossibile, to be con sid ered in iso la -
tion, there would be no cri te ria with which to judge whether it could be uni -
ver sal or not. The sec ond re for mu la tion of the [12] law brings out more
clearly the im pli ca tion of the fact that it is the in di vid ual who must be able
to will the maxim as a uni ver sal law. Any act is per formed for some pur -
pose. We have seen that in terms of the orig i nal Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive the
pur pose of obey ing the law is sim ply that it is the law. But this needs fur ther 
ex pli ca tion. It im plies that a cer tain kind of ac tiv ity, law-gov erned ac tiv ity
by a ra tio nal be ing, is an end in it self. This means that the ra tio nal be ing, in
so far as it is de fined by its ca pac ity for law-gov erned activity, is an end in
itself. Thus the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative is: 

Act in such a way that you al ways treat hu man ity, whether in your own per son or
in the per son of any other, never sim ply as a means, but al ways at the same time as 
an end (ML 96).
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From the prin ci ple that the sub ject of all ends is to be found in ev ery ra tio -
nal be ing as an end in him self it fol lows that a ra tio nal be ing, when act ing in 
con for mity to law, is mak ing the law. That is, what spec i fies a ra tio nal be -
ing is the ca pac ity to dis cover and act in ac cor dance with uni ver sal ra tio nal
prin ci ples. The re la tion of the ra tio nal be ing to the law is not one of sub or -
di na tion and super-or di na tion. It is a free re la tion of dis cov ery. Hence we
may say that the will of ev ery ra tio nal be ing is a will which makes uni ver sal 
law, in the sense that by its will it turns a ra tio nal prin ci ple into a maxim for
con duct. The law as a maxim has no hold over the will other than the will’s
own af fir ma tion of it as a law, and this af fir ma tion co mes from the will’s
aware ness of its own sta tus as a ra tio nal be ing which is an end in it self. To
re cog nise one self qua ra tio nal be ing as an end-in-it self is to will uni ver sal
law. Thus such a ra tio nal be ing is au ton o mous, as law-maker, and act free
from par tic u lar in ter est as a maker of uni ver sal law. This spec i fies once
more that a good will, act ing out of duty, acts free from per sonal in ter est. A
will which acts out of interest is determined to its act by the interest, and
this destroys its autonomy.

The idea of a law of na ture de scribes the form of the Cat e gor i cal Im per a -
tive. The idea of the end-in-it self spec i fies the mat ter or pur pose. Both are
made ex plicit in their re la tion to one an other in Kant’s fi nal formulation: 

All max ims as pro ceed ing from [13] our own mak ing of law ought to har mo nise
with a pos si ble King dom of Ends as a king dom of na ture (ML 104). 

By a king dom here is meant “a sys tem atic un ion of dif fer ent ra tio nal be ings 
un der com mon laws” (ML 100). So any act, if it is to be done out of duty,
must be an act such that one could ac cept the maxim un der ly ing it as a nat u -
ral law in a sys tem of laws gov ern ing a com mu nity of which one is one self
a mem ber. It is ev i dent from this for mu la tion that Kant has here ex pli cated
what is im plied in Rous seau’s con cept of the Gen eral Will as a prin ci ple.
But so far we have a clearly stated prin ci ple, but no cri te ria for its ap pli ca -
tion. In the Grundlegung Kant con sid ers a num ber of ex am ples of ac tions
which might or might not be com pat i ble with the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive,
and in so doing he spells out the main criteria.

Here he dis tin guishes be tween two types of in com pat i ble prin ci ple. The
first are prin ci ples which can not even be con ceived as uni ver sal laws. For
ex am ple, the maxim “When ever I be lieve my self short of money, I will
bor row money and prom ise to pay it back, though I know that this will
never be done” (ML 90) can not be come a uni ver sal law since the no tion of
bor row ing re quires trust, and the prin ci ple, by de stroy ing the pos si bil ity of
trust, would make it im pos si ble for any body to bor row money at all. Now
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this is not a purely for mal log i cal con tra dic tion. It is an in com pat i bil ity be -
tween ends and means, in the sense that the maxim is one which I could not
will while main tain ing the goal of a King dom of Ends. (See Murphy 70).
To put it an other way, the rea son that I can not will it is not that it is in some
way a log i cal con tra dic tion, but that it is a non-vi a ble prac ti cal law, and the
cri te rion for a viable law is that provided by the notion of the Kingdom of
Ends.

The sec ond form of maxim brings out more clearly the no tion of pur pose
as a cri te rion. This is the maxim which can be con ceived, but can not be
willed. The clear est ex am ple of what is in volved here is con tained in the
question: 

Does my maxim of ne glect ing my nat u ral gifts, be sides agree ing in it self with my
ten dency to in dul gence, agree also with what is called duty? (ML 90). 

His an swer is that a sys tem of na ture could sub sist un der these con di tions,
but that a ra tio nal [14] be ing could not pos si bly will such a sys tem of nature, 

For as a ra tio nal be ing he nec es sar ily wills that all his pow ers should be de vel -
oped, since they serve him, and are given him, for all sorts of ends (ML 90). 

Thus Kant’s gen eral cri te rion for a moral maxim is that it should pro mote
the full de vel op ment of all the pow ers and ca pac i ties of ra tio nal be ings.
This is im por tant from two points of view. Firstly, it in di cates that the Cat e -
gor i cal Im per a tive is not purely for mal, but re quires us to take into ac count
the spe cific na ture of a spe cific com mu nity of ra tio nal be ings. Sec ondly, it
in tro duces the idea of his tor i cal de vel op ment and even hints at the pos si bil -
ity of the his tor i cal de vel op ment of rea son it self, in so far as rea son is the
most im por tant of the pow ers of a ra tio nal be ing. Kant re turns to this theme
in his writings on history, which I shall discuss shortly.

Up till now Kant has been ex pli cat ing what is im plied in the con cept of a
Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive. He has not yet tried to an swer the ques tion as to
whether such an im per a tive is pos si ble. In his dis cus sion of the dif fer ent
kinds of im per a tive he points out that as far as hy po thet i cal im per a tives are
con cerned, once the end is given, the ne ces sity of will ing the means fol lows 
an a lyt i cally. That is, once the par tic u lar end has been cho sen, it im me di -
ately be comes im per a tive to will the means. But this is not the case with the
Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, since this is not based on an ex ter nally given end.
Also, since the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive pres ents it self as nec es sary, it can -
not be de rived in any way from ex pe ri ence. To say that my will is sub ject to 
the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, and there fore that I ought to adopt the Cat e gor -
i cal Im per a tive, is to as sert some thing which can not be de rived purely an a -

4456. Rousseau contra Kant



lyt i cally from the no tion of will. The Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive is there fore on 
the one hand a pri ori, in so far as it is not learnt from ex pe ri ence, and on the
other hand syn thetic, in that it can not be de duced merely from the def i ni -
tion of the will. This means that to val i date the cat e gor i cal im per a tive we
have to dis cover some third idea which pro vides a nec es sary con nec tion
be tween it and the will. Only if we can do this can we say that my will ought 
necessarily to be subject to the Categorical Imperative. [15] 

Kant’s an swer to this prob lem is that what pro vides the link is the idea of
free dom. He de fines this as fol lows:

Will is a kind of cau sal ity be long ing to liv ing be ings so far as they are ra tio nal.
Free dom would then be the prop erty this cau sal ity has of be ing able to work in de -
pend ently of de ter mi na tion by alien causes (ML 114)

That is, a free will is a will which gives it self its own laws, or its own max -
ims of ac tion. A free will is there fore au ton o mous, and, as we have seen, to
be au ton o mous means to be sub ject to the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, in so far
as it in volves treat ing one self and ev ery ra tio nal be ing as a maker of uni ver -
sal law. An au ton o mous will is the op po site of a heteronomous will, which
is sub ject to de ter mi na tion from in cli na tions im pos ing them selves on it
from out side. A heteronomous will is a will which is un aware of the pos si -
bil ity of choice, and is sub ject to ex ter nal ends. How ever, once the pos si bil -
ity of choice arises, that is, once the will dis tances it self from par tic u lar
given ends and places them in ques tion, we are faced with the prob lems of
what ends ought to be cho sen. This is solved by the dis cov ery of some thing
which is an end in it self, that is, the ra tio nal be ing it self, and through it the
com mu nity of ra tio nal be ings or gan ised in a King dom of Ends. Thus all
free beings are subject to the Categorical Imperative.

Our last prob lem is to es tab lish whether a ra tio nal be ing is also a free be -
ing. This ques tion Kant be lieves can not be an swered com pletely on a the o -
ret i cal level, but it can be an swered in a way which is ad e quate for our
purposes: 

Now I as sert that ev ery be ing who can not act ex cept un der the Idea of free dom is
by this alone ... from a prac ti cal point of view ... re ally free (ML 115). 

The rea son for this is that to act un der the Idea of free dom, or un der the as -
sump tion that one is free, is to be faced with ought ques tions. To be lieve
that I am free is to say: I am faced with al ter na tives - which ought I to
choose? This ques tion im me di ately raises the prob lem of ends, and can
there fore only be fi nally an swered by the dis cov ery of an end in it self as
em bod ied in the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive. Thus our ques tion is sim pli fied. In 
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or der to con clude that ra tio nal be ings are sub ject to the Cat e gor i cal Im per a -
tive we do not have to es tab lish whether they are free, but only whether
they act under the idea of freedom. The answer is that 

we can not pos si bly con ceive of a rea son as be ing con sciously di rected [16] from
out side in re gard to its judge ments; for in that case the sub ject would at trib ute the
de ter mi na tion of his power of judge ment, not to his rea son, but to an im pul sion.
Rea son must look upon it self as the au thor of its own prin ci ples in de pend ently of
alien in flu ences (ML 116). 

That is, un der ly ing the ad her ence of any ra tio nal be ing to its own judge -
ments is the as sump tion that these judge ments are de ter mined by the ra tio -
nal be ing it self, and not in flu enced by ex ter nal im pul sions. A ra tio nal be ing 
is a be ing who will only ac cept judge ments which have been ar rived at by a
pro cess of rea son ing which is au ton o mous in the sense that each step in the
ar gu ment is in trin sic to the ar gu ment, and not val i dated by some un ana -
lysed prej u dice im posed on the ar gu ment in some way. So a ra tio nal be ing
necessarily acts under the idea of its own freedom.

This ar gu ment is suf fi cient to val i date the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, but it
is not suf fi cient to fully com pre hend it. To do this we would have to be able
to give a pos i tive ac count of free dom, go ing be yond the mere as ser tion that
we are un able to act other than un der the pre sup po si tion of free dom. This
will lead us into Kant’s epis te mol ogy and on tol ogy, but be fore fol low ing
this path I would like to ex am ine one of the cen tral prob lems in Kant’s eth i -
cal the ory, a prob lem al ready re ferred to in dis cuss ing the right of re bel lion, 
but only touched on in pass ing in the ex po si tion of the eth ics. This is the
problem of the relation between duty and happiness.

Kant dis cusses this re la tion ship more fully in The Cri tique of Prac ti cal
Rea son, where he of fers the fol low ing set of def i ni tions.

Life is the fac ulty of a be ing by which it acts ac cord ing to the laws of the fac ulty of 
de sire. The fac ulty of de sire is the fac ulty such a be ing has of caus ing, through its
ideas, the re al ity of the ob jects of these ideas. Plea sure is the idea of the agree -
ment of an ob ject or an ac tion with the sub jec tive con di tions of life, i.e. with the
fac ulty through which an idea causes the re al ity of its ob ject (CPrR 9 note 7). 
Plea sure from the con cep tion of the ex is tence of a thing, in so far as it is a de ter -
min ing ground of the de sire for this thing, is based upon the sus cep ti bil ity of the
sub ject be cause it de pends upon the ac tual [17] pres ence of an ob ject. Thus it be -
longs to sense (feel ing) and not to the un der stand ing, which ex presses a re la tion
of a con cep tion to an ob ject by con cepts, and not the re la tion of a con cep tion to
the sub ject by feel ings. It is only prac ti cal in so far as the fac ulty of de sire is de ter -
mined by the sen sa tion of agree able ness which the sub ject ex pects from the ac -
tual ex is tence of the ob ject. Now a ra tio nal be ing’s con scious ness of the agree -
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able ness of life which with out in ter rup tion ac com pa nies his whole ex is tence is
hap pi ness, and to make this the su preme ground for the de ter mi na tion of choice
con sti tutes the prin ci ple of self-love (CPrR 20).
The prin ci ple of one’s own hap pi ness, how ever much rea son and un der stand ing
may be used in it, con tains no other de ter mi nants for the will than those that be -
long [to] the lower fac ulty of de sire. Ei ther, then, no higher fac ulty of de sire ex -
ists, or else pure rea son alone must of it self be prac ti cal, i.e. it must be able to de -
ter mine the will by the mere form of the prac ti cal rule with out pre sup pos ing any
feel ing or con se quently any idea of the pleas ant or the un pleas ant as the mat ter of
the fac ulty of de sire and as the em pir i cal con di tion of its prin ci ples (CPpR 23).
To be happy is nec es sar ily the de sire of ev ery ra tio nal but fi nite being, and thus it
is an unavoidable determinant of its faculty of desire (CPrR 24).

Thus Kant de scribes hap pi ness as the con scious ness of the sen sa tion of
agree able ness which ac com pa nies the sat is fac tion of one’s de sires. Hap pi -
ness is en dur ing plea sure. But this plea sure must not be thought of solely in
phys i cal terms. Kant in cludes among his ex am ple of plea sures an in struc -
tive book, a fine speech, an in tel lec tual con ver sa tion, and an act of char ity
(al though it is per haps un in ten tion ally re veal ing that in set ting out hy po -
thet i cal cases of com par ing plea sures with one an other, his ex am ples con -
trast each of the above plea sures with more “phys i cal” plea sures such as
hunt ing, eat ing, gam bling and go ing to the thea tre). The point that he is
mak ing is that the sat is fac tion of a de sire causes a feel ing of agree able ness,
and that we choose be tween var i ous pos si ble ob jects of de sire in terms of
an eval u a tion of the amount or in ten sity of the ac com pa ny ing agree able
feel ing. It is in this sense that all these pos si ble plea sures [18] are plea sures
of the “lower fac ulty of de sire”. Since hap pi ness de pends on an in ter nal
feel ing, there can be no guar an tee that what pro duces such a feel ing in me
will at the same time pro duce this feel ing in other peo ple. If my hap pi ness
does co in cide with the hap pi ness of the oth ers this can only be ac ci den tal. It 
is for this rea son that duty, as the prin ci ple of my re la tion to oth ers, can not
be de rived from hap pi ness, as the prin ci ple of my re la tion to my self. This
re la tion to my self is de ter mined by “my fi nite na ture as a be ing of needs”
(CPrR 24), and it is these needs, apparently, which come between my
happiness and the other’s happiness.

Now, if we as sume that my hap pi ness is re lated to the sat is fac tion of my
needs and de sires, this has one of three pos si ble con se quences for the hap -
pi ness of other peo ple. Ei ther my needs are nec es sar ily in com pat i ble with
the needs of other peo ple, or the re la tion be tween them is un de ter mined,
and po ten tially ei ther com pat i ble or in com pat i ble, de pend ing on the cir -
cum stances, or else my needs are es sen tially com pat i ble with those of oth -
ers. Kant as sumes the sec ond pos si bil ity. But is this a le git i mate as sump -
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tion? In one sense it is, if we are deal ing with the felt needs of peo ple as ex -
hib ited in their acts in a par tic u lar so ci ety. But Kant is not only do ing this.
He is also im plic itly at tempt ing to in ves ti gate the un der ly ing es sence of hu -
man be hav iour. And, pre cisely, he shows that this un der ly ing es sence can
only be fully real ised in a King dom of Ends. It would seem to be mean ing -
ful, in terms of Kant’s the ory, to say that hu man be ings have a need for au -
ton omy, and that this need can only be sat is fied in a King dom of Ends, and
thus not only is this need com pat i ble with the needs of oth ers, but it ac tu ally 
re quires the sat is fac tion of their needs for its sat is fac tion. Kant seems to be
at least partly aware of this in his var i ous dis cus sions of the mo ti va tion for
act ing du ti fully. He dis tin guishes here be tween act ing out of in ter est, and
tak ing an in ter est in some thing. Al though no in ter est im pels me to obey the
Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, nev er the less, if I did not take an in ter est in it, I
would not obey it at all. Kant ar gues that the ef fect on me of the moral law
is to make me doubt the va lid ity of my sen sual (patho log i cal) mo tives, and
to ques tion my self-con ceit. I ex pe ri ence this hu mil i a tion of my self-con -
ceit as re spect for the law. This re spect [19] is a feel ing, but it is not one of
those feel ings of the lower fac ulty, of desire related to happiness. It is a
purely intellectual moral feeling (cf. CPrR 77-79).

To obey the moral law is to af firm one self as an end in it self, and to do
this is to as sert one’s dig nity: 

The law-mak ing which de ter mines all value must for this rea son have a dig nity ...
that is, an un con di tioned and in com pa ra ble worth ... for the ap pre ci a tion of which 
as nec es sar ily given by a ra tio nal be ing, the word ‘rev er ence’ is the only be com -
ing ex pres sion (ML 103).

This is an aware ness of one self as free, and hence as con nected with an or -
der of things be yond the world of sense and sub ject to one’s own per son al -
ity, not to the mech a nism of na ture (cf. CPrR 89). In be ing con scious of my
free dom in obey ing the moral law I ex pe ri ence an in tel lec tual con tent ment, 
a con tent ment be yond that which I can ex pe ri ence in that sen su ous con tent -
ment which rests in the sat is fac tion of the inclinations.

Al though this feel ing is not com plete bliss, it is at least anal o gous to the
bliss ful self-suf fi ciency which can be as cribed only to the su preme be ing
(cf. CPrR 123). Nev er the less, Kant in sists that this can not be called hap pi -
ness. How ever, it is clear from the above that this feel ing of self-con tent -
ment is in some ways at least en vis aged as be ing su pe rior to mere sen sual
hap pi ness. Why, then, does Kant in sist so strongly on the di chot omy be -
tween hap pi ness and vir tue? If there is some feel ing in some ways su pe rior
to hap pi ness this is merely a defi ni tional ac ci dent. It re sults from the fact
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that he has de fined hap pi ness in es sen tial re la tion to the sat is fac tion of in -
cli na tions. By us ing the word in this way he has im plied a du al ism in hu -
man mo ti va tion which is per haps not there at all. But the fact that he has
done this is not it self the re sult of an ac ci dent of def i ni tion. It is a nec es sary
re sult of his own epis te mol ogy. For within his the ory it is not pos si ble to
make sense of the re la tion be tween the moral law as a rational principle and 
the particular feelings of a material human being:

It is, how ever, wholly im pos si ble to com pre hend ... that is, to make in tel li gi ble a
pri ori ... how a mere thought con tain ing noth ing sen si ble in it self can bring about
a sen sa tion of plea sure or dis plea sure (ML 128). 

Be cause he can not the o ret i cally link the two, he is obliged to main tain an
in de pend ent the ory of hap pi ness based only on an ac count of hu mans as [20]

sen si ble beings.
This leads into fur ther prob lems. Kant pos tu lates the con cept of the high -

est good, the com bi na tion of vir tue and hap pi ness, as the nec es sary high est
end of a mor ally de ter mined will (de ter mined will) [sic] and a true ob ject
thereof. This fol lows from the idea of the King dom of Ends, which im plies
the idea of the full sat is fac tion of needs, as well as the idea of vir tue. This
co in ci dence would only be cer tain ei ther if vir tue pro duced hap pi ness, or if
hap pi ness were iden ti cal with vir tue. We have seen that nei ther of these is
the case. There is no guar an tee that the vir tu ous per son will also be happy,
since hap pi ness as the sat is fac tion of de sires re quires the con cor dance of
the natural world, and virtue itself cannot ensure this.

Nev er the less this con cor dance seems to be nec es sary to pre serve the sta -
tus of the moral law. If that which is com manded by the moral law, the
search for the high est good in the King dom of Ends, is in fact im pos si ble,
then the moral law loses its force. Since there is no di rect re la tion be tween
vir tue and hap pi ness, the only other pos si bil ity is that there might be an in -
di rect re la tion “me di ated by an in tel li gi ble au thor of na ture” (CPrR 119).
Are we en ti tled to pos tu late the existence of such a mediation?

We cer tainly have no em pir i cal grounds for do ing so. But, Kant ar gues, if 
we ex am ine the na ture of eth i cal the ory, of rea son in so far as it is “prac ti -
cal”, in the sense of pro vid ing prin ci ples of prac tice, we should be able to
pro vide an al ter na tive source of knowl edge. The idea of free dom can not be
em pir i cally es tab lished ei ther. We can never show that a par tic u lar act was
un de ter mined. In stead, we es tab lish the idea of free dom on the ba sis of our
moral ex pe ri ence, by show ing that we can not act ex cept un der the idea of
free dom. The af fir ma tion of free dom then, is a “postulate of pure practical
reason”, that is, 
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a the o ret i cal prop o si tion which is not as such de mon stra ble, but which is an in -
sep a ra ble cor ol lary of an a pri ori un con di tion ally valid prac ti cal law (CPrR 127). 

Kant ar gues that there are two fur ther pos tu lates of pure prac ti cal rea son
which have to be ac cepted as im plied by the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive.
Firstly, vir tue, as the com plete ra tio nal [21] con trol of self in obe di ence to
the moral law, is in fact not at tain able by a ra tio nal be ing in the world of
sense. Its pos si bil ity can there fore only be con ceived as the re sult of an end -
less pro gres sion in moral de vel op ment. That is, the pos si bil ity of fully ra -
tio nal be hav iour is not sim ply given. It has to be achieved in an his tor i cal
pro cess. But this is only pos si ble for the in di vid ual on the sup po si tion of
im mor tal ity. Sec ondly, the idea of the co in ci dence of vir tue and hap pi ness
re quires the pos tu late of a will which both wills the moral law and is at the
same time the su preme cause of na ture. This is God (cf. CPrR 129-30). The
in tro duc tion of God transmutes the Kingdom of Ends into the Kingdom of
God, 

a world wherein rea son able be ings sin gle-mindedly de vote them selves to the
moral law ... (and) in which na ture and mo ral ity come into a har mony (CPrR
133). 

It is this that legitimises the dis tinc tion be tween the wellbeing of the cit i -
zens and the duty of the cit i zens to obey the law in ac tual so ci et ies. Rous -
seau’s so ci ety in which the gen eral will is ac tu ally em bod ied is ex pli cated
by Kant in his ac count of the King dom of Ends, in which the free dom of
each in di vid ual is ex pressed in the leg is la tive acts of each will, and in
which treat ing each other as an end is seen to be the pre req ui site for one’s
own free dom. But, like Rous seau, Kant can of fer no con vinc ing ac count of
how such a so ci ety might be pos si ble. Rous seau’s leg is la tor be comes
Kant’s God. The pos si bil ity of ac tual his tor i cal de vel op ment be comes the
prom ise of im mor tal ity and an ideal his tor i cal de vel op ment. Yet Kant does
also have a the ory of real his tor i cal de vel op ment, and be fore ex am in ing the 
rea sons for his fail ure, it is worth con sid er ing this the ory, which is set out in 
the es say Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose.

His aim in the es say is to es tab lish whether it might be pos si ble to dis -
cover a prin ci ple which could be used to un cover any di rec tion in hu man
his tory. He first dis tin guishes between

a) be hav iour which is purely in stinc tive and com pletely gov erned by nat -
u ral laws, and 
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b) purely ra tio nal ac tion in ac cor dance with a pre-ar ranged plan. Ac tual
hu man his tory con forms to nei ther of these models, 

for we find that, de spite the ap par ent wis dom of in di vid ual ac tions here [22] and
there, ev ery thing as a whole is made up of folly and child ish van ity, and of ten of
child ish mal ice and de struc tive ness (PW 42). 

Thus, if there is some pur pose in hu man his tory, it is cer tainly not a con -
scious hu man pur pose. But this leaves open the fur ther pos si bil ity that
there might be some hid den pur pose in na ture it self which man i fests it self
in ob scure ways in this ap par ent con fu sion, and it is this pos si bil ity that
Kant wishes to investigate.

He does so by mak ing the as sump tion that na ture can only be un der stood
te leo logi cally. The prob lem, there fore, is to dis cover what is the pur pose
for man, and what is the mech a nism whereby that pur pose is achieved. If
we are to un der stand na ture te leo logi cally, then we must ac cept that no be -
ing has a ca pac ity which it does not need, and that there fore any ca pac ity
which it pos sesses in an un de vel oped form is des tined to be fully de vel oped 
in the course of time. The main such hu man ca pac ity is rea son. Rea son
does not work in stinc tively, neither is it developed instinctively: 

(It) re quires trial, prac tice and in struc tion to en able it to prog ress grad u ally from
one stage of in sight to the next (PW 42). 

For this rea son, rea son can only come to full de vel op ment in the spe cies,
not in the in di vid ual; no in di vid ual would have the time or the range of ex -
pe ri ence to de velop on his own the full pan o ply of rea son. Since hu mans
are guided by rea son, rather than by in stinct, it is clear that na ture’s pur pose 
for man is not merely hap pi ness, which could most eas ily be achieved by
the ap pro pri ate in stincts. The pur pose must be a sense of au ton omy, re -
spon si bil ity, or, as Kant puts it, self-esteem.

The method cho sen by na ture for the de vel op ment of hu man rea son, and
for the es tab lish ment of the nec es sary ma te rial sub strate for hap pi ness and
well-be ing, is an tag o nism be tween in di vid u als in society: 

the un so cial-so cia bil ity of men, that is, their ten dency to come to gether in so ci -
ety, cou pled, how ever, with a con tin ual re sis tance, which con stantly threat ens to
break this so ci ety up (PW 44). 

This ten dency is rooted in hu man na ture, in the fact that hu mans need to
live in so ci ety, but that at the same time they all wish to con tinue to live as
in di vid u als, to im pose their own wills on oth ers, and to ac quire the sta tus in
the so ci ety which is re quired to do this. It is [23] in this strug gle that hu man
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ca pac i ties are de vel oped, and that cul ture re places bar ba rism. Through this
de vel op ment “ a patho log i cally en forced so cial un ion is trans formed into a
moral whole” (PW 45). Thus hu mans who would nat u rally pre fer to re main 
as close to the com fort able in stinc tual level as pos si ble, in stead find
themselves forced to develop their talents.

The end-point of this pro cess re quires the es tab lish ment of a so ci ety em -
body ing jus tice and free dom. This can only be the last and most dif fi cult
task of the hu man race. Man, through his an i mal in cli na tions, re mains an
an i mal, but, as also a po ten tially ra tio nal be ing, an an i mal who needs, and
knows he needs, a mas ter. But the mas ter, the high est au thor ity in civil so -
ci ety, is him self a man, and so in turn also an an i mal who needs a mas ter. A
fur ther, and per haps equally dif fi cult pre req ui site for this es tab lish ment of
a per fect civil con sti tu tion, is the bring ing about of peace be tween states.
Once more, the gen eral threat of war, aris ing out of the unsociableness of
men, is such as to encourage moves towards peace.

At pres ent we are still far from this end-point: 
We are cul ti vated to a high de gree by art and sci ence. We are civil ised to the point
of ex cess in all kinds of so cial cour te sies and pro pri eties. But we are still a long
way from the point at which we could con sider our selves mor ally ma ture (PW
49).

Nev er the less there is a cer tain amount of ev i dence that we are at least mov -
ing in the di rec tion of a gen u inely cos mo pol i tan so ci ety. Trade be tween
states, and in dus try within states, upon which each state de pends for its
power, have reached a stage where states are in ter de pen dent, and where
des po tism within a state is likely to be dis ad van ta geous to the economy: 

If the cit i zen is de terred from seek ing his per sonal wel fare in any way he chooses
which is con sis tent with the free dom of oth ers, the vi tal ity of busi ness in gen eral
and hence also the strength of the whole are held in check (PW 50). 

If, there fore, we con sider the pas sage of his tory up to the pres ent we shall
both be able, to re cog nise a pro gres sion, and also be able better to un der -
stand what is re quired for fur ther de vel op ment. Ex am in ing each state, 

we should ob serve how their in her ent de fects led to their over throw, but in such a
way that a germ of en light en ment [24] al ways sur vived, de vel op ing fur ther with
each rev o lu tion, and pre pared the way for a sub se quent higher level of im prove -
ment (PW 52).

Kant here clearly adopts and de vel ops the Rousseauean idea of the his tor i -
cal de vel op ment of rea son. He com bines in this anal y sis te le o log i cal
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as sump tions with at least some em pir i cal re marks, par tic u larly about the
role of eco nomic re la tions as ex pressed in un so cial-so cia bil ity and in trade
re la tions be tween na tions, and also sug gests, in the last quo ta tion, a method 
of in ves ti gat ing par tic u lar his tor i cal events in such a way as to il lu mi nate
the de vel op ment of rea son within his tor i cal con flict and change. The cen -
tral idea is of a pat tern which works it self out in hu man his tory through hu -
man agency but with out hu man de sign. Kant in ter prets this in terms of a te -
le ol ogy of na ture. Later the o rists will accept the central idea, but attempt to
account for it in other terms.

III. Sensible versus intelligible

We need to dis cover why Kant re lied on the con cept of nat u ral te le ol ogy.
This ques tion is bound up with his epis te mol ogy. The prob lems as so ci ated
with it can be il lus trated firstly by ex am in ing the re la tion be tween the treat -
ment of rea son in the eth ics and in the the ory of his tory. In the the ory of his -
tory, ra tio nal be hav iour is the end point of hu man his tory. Fully-de vel oped
hu man rea son does not oc cur be fore this end-point has been reached. From
this it fol lows that the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, as a ra tio nal af fir ma tion of
the ra tio nal ac tor as an end in it self, can only be un der stood by hu man be -
ings at the end of the his tor i cal pro cess. To be more pre cise, the Cat e gor i cal 
Im per a tive can only be grasped at the point at which the King dom of Ends
has be come pos si ble. In this case, the ar gu ment for the ex is tence of God
and for the im mor tal ity of the soul fall away. Both re lied on the em pir i cal
im pos si bil ity of the King dom of Ends; they were in tro duced in or der to
pro vide an other kind of pos si bil ity for it, and there fore to make it le git i mate 
to will the su preme good. But in terms of the new the ory the task of bring -
ing about the King dom of Ends can only be for mu lated at a point in time
when the hid den pur pose of na ture has al ready de vel oped hu man cul ture to
the point where it is pos si ble “by our own [25] ra tio nal pro jects (to) ac cel er -
ate the com ing of this pe riod which will be so welcome to our descendants” 
(PW 50).

This con tra dic tion in Kant’s work is re lated to the in abil ity, dis cussed
ear lier, to give a co her ent ac count of the re la tion be tween sen si ble hap pi -
ness and moral con tent ment. In both cases Kant shows him self in ca pa ble of 
ad e quately syn the sis ing hu man ra tio nal ity (whether as a po ten ti al ity or as a 
de vel oped ca pac ity) and hu man ma te ri al ity. But what is sig nif i cant is that
he re cog nises that there is a prob lem, and by the ways in which he wres tles
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with it both clar i fies the na ture of the prob lem, and also in di cates the
direction in which a solution is to be found.

Let us be gin by con sid er ing the way in which he for mu lates this prob lem
in the Grundlegung. We have seen that he there ar gues that in or der to val i -
date the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive we only have to be able to show that a ra -
tio nal be ing nec es sar ily acts un der the idea of free dom, and that we can not
in fact give a pos i tive ac count of the na ture of free dom. We can not say how
it is that hu man be ings, as ma te rial be ings sub ject to the laws of na ture, can
be free. But he nev er the less ar gues that we must at least be able to show that 
it is le git i mate to con ceive of our selves as free. And, he sug gests, we can
only do so by means of the following distinction: 

One ob ser va tion is pos si ble with out any need for sub tle re flec tion and, we may
as sume, can be made by the most or di nary in tel li gence ... The ob ser va tion is this
.. that all ideas com ing to us apart from our own vo li tion (as do those of the
senses) en able us to know ob jects only as they af fect our selves: what they may be
in them selves re mains un known. Con se quently, ideas of this kind, even with the
great est ef fort of at ten tion and clar i fi ca tion brought to bear by un der stand ing,
serve only for knowl edge of ap pear ances, never of things in them selves. Once
this dis tinc tion has been made (it may be merely by not ing the dif fer ence be tween 
ideas given to us from with out, we our selves be ing pas sive, and those which we,
pro duce en tirely from our selves, and so man i fest our own ac tiv ity), it fol lows of
it self that be hind ap pear ances we must ad mit and as sume some thing else which is 
not ap pear ance - namely, things in them selves - al though, since we can never be
ac quainted with [26] these, but only with the way in which they af fect us, we must
re sign our selves to the fact that we can never get any nearer to them, and can
never know what they are in them selves. This must yield us a dis tinc tion, how -
ever rough, be tween the sen si ble world and the in tel li gi ble world, the first of
which can vary a great deal ac cord ing to dif fer ences of sen si bil ity in sun dry ob -
serv ers, while the sec ond, which is its ground, al ways re mains the same. Even as
re gards him self - so far as man is ac quainted with him self by in ner sen sa tion - he
can not claim to know what he is in him self ... be yond this char ac ter of him self as
a sub ject made up, as it is, of mere ap pear ances he must sup pose there to be some -
thing else which is its ground - namely, his ego as this may be con sti tuted in it self; 
and thus as re gards mere per cep tion and the ca pac ity for re ceiv ing sen sa tions he
must count him self as be long ing to the sen si ble world, but as re gards what ever
there may be in him of pure ac tiv ity (what ever co mes into con scious ness, not
through af fec tion of the senses but im me di ately) he must count him self as be -
long ing to the in tel lec tual world, of which, however, he knows nothing further
(ML 118-19). 

In this pas sage, Kant sums up, in a rough way, the main con clu sion of the
Cri tique of Pure Rea son. He es tab lishes a ba sic di chot omy be tween the
sen si ble world and the in tel lec tual world, and hence also be tween the “
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sen si ble” I and the “in tel lec tual” I. It is this di chot omy, as we have seen,
which is at the root of his prob lems about the na ture of hap pi ness and of the
good society.

The pas sage brings out very clearly the un ques tioned as sump tion on
which Kant bases his the ory. This as sump tion is a the ory of per cep tion. The 
ob ject “af fects” the per ceiv ing sub ject, and this af fec tion is ex pe ri enced by
the sub ject as the pas sive re cep tion of a sen sa tion. The sen sa tion is caused
by the ob ject, but it is not ‘of’ the ob ject, in the sense of in some way rep re -
sent ing the ob ject as it is in it self. Now this the ory of per cep tion, which we
may call the “com mon sense-sci en tific” point of view, treats the per ceiv ing 
sub ject as an ob ject among other ob jects in a causal net work. The ‘sub -
ject-ob ject’ re acts to the other ob jects in na ture in terms of causal laws re -
flect ing its own na ture as a re ceiver and the other ob jects na ture’s as emit -
ters of sig nals. There is no room for the con cept of ‘free dom’ in this model,
and de ter min ist phi los o phers have used such a model to [27] deny hu man
free dom. In the pas sage here Kant merely as serts that the model ig nores our 
own ex pe ri ence of our selves as ac tive, and ar gues that this as pect of our -
selves is suf fi cient to jus tify the claim that in so far as we are also ‘things in
them selves’ we are pure ac tiv ity. This ar gu ment ob vi ously begs a lot of
ques tions, and it is these ques tions which Kant had ear lier at tempted to re -
solve in the Cri tique of Pure Reason.

In the Cri tique he shows that no part of hu man ex pe ri ence can be ac -
counted for purely in terms of the model of per cep tion which I have elab o -
rated. But in stead of re ject ing the model out right, he be lieves that he can
give an ac count of hu man ex pe ri ence by add ing cer tain ad di tional fea tures
to the model. The model it self, which I shall de scribe as the sense-da tum
the ory, re mains un ques tioned. In deed it is so taken for granted that Kant
does not con sider it nec es sary to ar gue it or even to state it in de tail. He be -
gins his dis cus sion of per cep tion with the following definitions: Intuition 

is only pos si ble, to man at least, in so far as the mind is af fected in a cer tain way.
The ca pac ity (re cep tiv ity) for re ceiv ing rep re sen ta tions through the mode in
which we are af fected by ob jects is en ti tled sen si bil ity (KS 65). 

The na ture of this sen si bil ity is not spelled out here, but scat tered ref er -
ences through out the text do give an idea of how Kant con ceived it to be.
Sen sa tion is “the se quence of one im pres sion upon an other”, each be ing a
unity “con tained in a sin gle mo ment” (KS 131). That is, “dif fer ent per cep -
tions ... oc cur in the mind sep a rately and sin gly” (KS 144). Each sense-da -
tum is dis crete. It con tains in it self no ref er ence to any other such da tum.
Sen sa tion in volves a se quence of such dis crete data. Any ac tual “man i fold
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of in tu ition”, how ever, is a col lec tion of such sense data, rather than only a
sin gle da tum. In this col lec tion the sense data are con joined or re lated to
one an other in some way. But the con junc tion it self is not an ad di tional da -
tum of the senses. In them selves the sense-data are a mere “rhap sody of
per cep tions” (KW 193). Further 

In ex pe ri ence, how ever, per cep tions come to gether only in an ac ci den tal or der, so 
that no ne ces sity de ter min ing their con nec tion is or can be re vealed in the per cep -
tions them selves. For ap pre hen sion is only a plac ing to gether of the man i fold of
em pir i cal in tu ition; and we can find in it no rep re sen ta tion of [28] any ne ces sity
which de ter mines the ap pear ances thus com bined to have con nected ex is tence in
space and time (KS 209). 

That is, there is noth ing in any of the dis crete sense-data which re quires us
to or der them in any spe cific way. Lack ing any re la tion to any other
sense-da tum the man ner in which the sense-data are to be put to gether to
form a pic ture is un de ter mined. If we wish to re late these sense-data to one
an other we are ap par ently not sub ject to any ne ces sity in the way in which
we do so; we can put them to gether any way in which we choose.

At first glance this the ory looks very odd, but in fact it is log i cally im plied 
by the “common sense-sci en tific” point of view. It was also one of the dom -
i nant the o ries of per cep tion, in the em pir i cist school, at the time Kant was
writ ing. The empiricists tried in var i ous ways to show how the con nect ing
re la tion ships which we in fact use can be de rived from these sense-data.
For ex am ple, Berke ley, in his New The ory of Vi sion, re cog nises that there
is no par tic u lar sense-da tum of ‘dis tance’, and at tempts to show how we
de rive the con cept of space from the fu sion and cor re la tion of var i ous
sense-data. Sim i larly Hume points out that al though we may per ceive event 
A fol low ing event B, we never have a sense-da tum of ‘cau sal ity’. He there -
fore at tempts to show how the con cept of cau sal ity may be de rived from
certain patterns of succession in the sense-data.

Al though Kant does not ques tion the un der ly ing model of a stream of dis -
crete sense-data, what he does do is to work it out to its log i cal con clu sion
and to show that at that point it be comes quite un able to ac count for any of
our ex pe ri ence at all. The prob lem is this. When I see, say, a dog walk ing
down the road I be lieve I am see ing some thing hap pen ing in de pend ent of
me. If I can ana lyse what I be lieve I am see ing into sense data I will dis -
cover that it is made up of a large num ber of sep a rate data. Ex actly what is
to count as a sin gle da tum is not clear, but for the sake of the model we can
imag ine that as I scan the dog and the road I take in first the head, then the
body, then fo cus on the tail in a num ber of suc ces sive wag ging po si tions,
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then, as it barks, swing my at ten tion sud denly back to its head, lis ten to the
bark, fo cus on the road in front of the dog to see what it is [29] bark ing at,
and so on. In de scrib ing this as ‘see ing a dog walk ing down the road’ I am
im ply ing that the way in which I put all this to gether in one ‘pic ture’ is nec -
es sar ily de ter mined by the dog on the road. Al though I have a sense-da tum
se quence head-body-tail-head, I am not al lowed to put this to gether in a
pic ture of a two-headed dog. There is only one way in which I nec es sar ily
have to or gan ise the pic ture (which is a pic ture in sev eral sen sory di men -
sions, in clud ing the bark of the dog, the heat of the sun, and so on). I be lieve 
that it is nec es sary to de scribe this as a bark ing dog on the road which is
emit ting a bark ing sound. But what en ti tles me to be lieve this? One might
an swer, as, in es sence, does Hume, that I have al ready learnt to as so ci ate
heads, dogs and barks in this par tic u lar way through my prior ex pe ri ence of 
these sense-data, which are ha bit u ally as so ci ated with one an other in a cer -
tain way. That is, I come to this par tic u lar dog-on-road al ready equipped
with dog-cat e go ries which I can use to or der my sense-data in what seems
to me to be the right way. I jus tify my claim that this is the nec es sary way in
which they must be or gan ised by re fer ring to these cat e go ries and to their
mode of ac qui si tion. But this is re ally to beg the ques tion, for we will dis -
cover that in or der to build up my dog-cat e go ries I needed at some point to
use more fun da men tal cat e go ries. For in stance, I say that the dog barked,
rather than that the open ing of the dog’s mouth was fol lowed by a noise. If
we have the con cept of cause, we might well be en ti tled to say that the
dog’s open mouth (and what ever was go ing on in side), caused the noise.
But the prob lem is, from where do we get the con cept it self? As a re la tion,
it can not be it self given as a sense-da tum, but the dog-cat e go ries which we
use to or der the sense-data are only pos si ble if we al ready pos sess this and
other concepts. The empiricists attempted to derive these basic categories
in various ways from the sense-data. Kant shows that none of them can in
fact be so derived.

Be fore ex am in ing his ar gu ment, I should first briefly con sider Hei -
degger’s ar gu ment that Kant does not in fact use the sense-da tum the ory.
Heidegger points out that Kant dis tin guishes be tween two kinds of in tu -
ition, sen si ble in tu ition, in which the sub ject is pas sive in re gard to the ob -
ject, and what Heidegger calls an infinite intuition: 

An un der stand ing which through its self-con scious ness could sup ply to [30] it self 
the man i fold of in tu ition - an un der stand ing, that is to say, through whose rep re -
sen ta tion the ob jects of the rep re sen ta tion should at the same time ex ist (KS 157). 
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This is the mode of knowl edge of a be ing which cre ates that which it has
knowl edge of. Heidegger sug gests that Kant’s in ten tion is es sen tially to
con trast hu man knowl edge, as fi nite, with such an in fi nite in tu ition, and
thus to ask how it is pos si ble for a lim ited be ing to have any knowl edge at
all. He ar gues that for Kant the es sence of sen si bil ity lies in the fini tude of
in tu ition. The or gans which serve af fec tion are sense or gans, there fore, be -
cause they be long to fi nite in tu ition, i.e. to sen si bil ity. Thus Kant was the
first to ar rive at an on to log i cal, non-sen su ous con cept of sen si bil ity. (Cf.
Heidegger 31-32.) On this anal y sis, Kant’s the ory is not de pend ent in any
way on the sense-da tum the ory. Such a read ing makes it pos si ble to in ter -
pret Kant as a very co her ent thinker, but only, I fear, at the ex pense of ig -
nor ing large parts of his text, in clud ing the brief pas sages I have quoted,
and those pas sages in which he is clearly dichotomising be tween the sen si -
ble world and the in tel lec tual world in mind-body terms, and not in terms of 
the fi nite and the in fi nite. Nev er the less, Heidegger’s read ing does in di cate
the un der ly ing prob lem with which Kant is deal ing. This is the prob lem of
the re la tion be tween my ex pe ri ence, as nec es sar ily fi nite and par tic u lar,
and the to tal ity which I am ex pe ri enc ing. How can I transcent my par tic u lar 
fi nite per spec tive in or der to make state ments which are true for other peo -
ple and at other times, and in this sense are uni ver sal and in fi nite? The
sense-da tum model is one way of pos ing this prob lem, and it was, un for tu -
nately, the way which Kant chose. Heidegger’s more general formulation
also opens up a wider range of possible solutions, but for the moment we
need to follow Kant through his model.

Sit ting, then, on my mo men tary dis crete sense-da tum, what can I de rive
from it - and what can I not de rive from it? Kant for mu lates the ques tion as
fol lows: 

Whether there is any knowl edge that is thus in de pend ent of ex pe ri ence and even
of all im pres sions of the senses. Such knowl edge is en ti tled a pri ori, and dis tin -
guished from the em pir i cal, which has its sources a pos te ri ori, that is, in ex pe ri -
ence (KS 42-43). 

The prob lem is, firstly, to es tab lish which con cepts are a pri ori, in the sense 
of not be ing de rived from sense-data, [31] and then, sec ondly, to jus tify our
right to use these con cepts. The two cri te ria for a pri or ity can be es tab lished 
neg a tively, as “ne ces sity” and “uni ver sal ity”. That is, since in the stream of 
sense-data the se quence is al ways con tin gent and per sonal, any con cept
which claims the ne ces sity of a cer tain re la tion ship, and there fore at the
same time claims that it is uni ver sally valid, can not have been ac quired
purely from sen sa tion. That is, when I move from the af fir ma tion “this
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seems to be a dog’s head” to “this is a dog” I am claim ing that the
sense-data are or gan ised in a way which is nec es sary, and which is valid for 
any other subject experiencing the dog.

In dis cus sions of Kant’s writ ing there seems to be some con fu sion about
what Kant means by “ne ces sity”. The ques tion is whether the ne ces sity to
which he re fers is the al leged ne ces sity of gen eral state ments of the type
“All dogs bark”, or the ne ces sity which I claim when I say “This dog is
bark ing now”, mean ing that any body else pres ent would nec es sar ily also
per ceive this dog as bark ing, and that the way in which I have con joined the 
per cep tion of the dog and the per cep tion of the bark is the only way in
which they could be con joined. Kant him self is slightly am big u ous in his
us age. He nei ther dis tin guishes clearly be tween the two types of ne ces sity
nor ex plains the re la tion be tween the two. He is at his clear est in the dis cus -
sion of the ques tion in the Pro le gom e non, but even there a cer tain amount
of am bi gu ity per sists. He dis tin guishes be tween “Judgements of
Perception” and “Judgements of Experience”: 

Em pir i cal judge ments, so far as they have ob jec tive va lid ity are JUDGEMENTS
OF EXPERIENCE; those which are only sub jec tively valid I call mere
JUDGEMENTS OF PERCEPTION ... All our judge ments are at first mere
judge ments of per cep tion, they are valid only for us, i.e. for our sub ject, and only
af ter wards do we give them a new ref er ence, namely to an ob ject, and want the
judge ment to be valid for us at all times and equally for ev ery body; for if a judge -
ment agrees with an ob ject, all judge ments about the same ob ject must agree with
one an other, and thus the ob jec tive va lid ity of the judge ments of ex pe ri ence
means noth ing other than its nec es sary uni ver sal va lid ity. ... We know the ob ject
... through the uni ver sally valid and nec es sary con nec tion of the given per cep -
tions ... as for ex am ple when I say air is elas tic, this judge ment is at first only a
judge ment of [32] per cep tion, I only re fer two sen sa tions in my senses to one an -
other. But if I would have it called a judge ment of ex pe ri ence, I de mand that this
con nec tion shall stand un der a con di tion which makes it uni ver sally valid. I re -
quire that I and ev ery body must al ways nec es sar ily con join the same per cep tions
un der the same cir cum stances ... Hence judge ments are ei ther merely sub jec tive,
when rep re sen ta tions are re ferred to a con scious ness in one sub ject alone and are
uni fied in it, or are ob jec tive, when they are uni fied in a con scious ness in gen eral,
i.e. nec es sar ily unified in it. (Prolegomenon 56-64) 

Here it is clear in the the o ret i cal dis cus sion that what is at is sue is the re la -
tion be tween par tic u lar per cep tions and a par tic u lar ob ject. But in the ex -
am ple Kant uses an in stance which could be ei ther par tic u lar or gen eral:
This air is elas tic, for me and for any body else ex pe ri enc ing it; or All air is
elas tic. The other ex am ples which he uses in the pas sage vary in clar ity.
The first group re fer to the sub jec tiv ity of feel ings: the warmth of a room,
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the sweet ness of sugar, and the bit ter ness of worm wood, all of which he
says are sub jec tively valid only, and “only ex press a ref er ence of two sen -
sa tions to the same sub ject, namely my self, and this only in my present
state of perception” (58).

Al though these ex am ples would seem to re fer to the prob lem of a par tic u -
lar ob ject, they are not good ex am ples from Kant’s point of view, be cause
part of their ap par ent strength co mes from an as pect which is in fact quite
ir rel e vant to the ar gu ment: the fact that our per cep tions of tastes and feel -
ings is very rel a tive to the mo men tary state of our body. My judge ment as
to whether the room is warm or cool will de pend largely on the tem per a ture 
from which I have just come. But this as pect of the prob lem can eas ily be
solved by in clud ing the rel e vant con di tions in the judge ment: “A room at
this tem per a ture feels warm to any body com ing in from the snow”. This is
now an ob jec tive state ment link ing a cer tain tem per a ture to hu man bod ies
in a par tic u lar way. But this is not re ally Kant’s prob lem at all. What he
wants to know is the ex tent to which I can le git i mately claim that the taste
of sweet ness and the sight of the sugar are nec es sar ily linked in a par tic u lar
way even for me now. His other ex am ple is even worse. He dis tin guishes
be tween the ha bit ual con junc tion of the per cep tion of [33] the sun shin ing
and of the warmth of the stone, on the one hand, and the judge ment of ex pe -
ri ence that the sun warms the stone, on the other hand. The prob lem with
this ex am ple is that it is highly com plex and at this point Kant does not ana -
lyse the com plex ity. It con tains at least three ob jec tive judge ments: The sun 
is shin ing, the stone is warm, and the shin ing sun is caus ing the warmth of
the stone. The causal state ment, on which Kant fo cus ses here, is more com -
plex than the other two, both be cause it de pends on them, and be cause its
mode of ver i fi ca tion is likely to be more com pli cated. This means that one
can read the ex am ple ei ther as re fer ring to a gen eral state ment “the sun
shin ing warms stones”, or as referring to a particular but necessary
(objective) statement, “the shining sun is warming this stone”.

A clearer ex am ple would go like this. “This ap par ent stone seems to me
to be warm” is a judge ment of per cep tion which de scribes the pos si bly ac -
ci den tal con junc tion of two sense-data (as sum ing for the sake of the ar gu -
ment that we can de scribe the ‘look’ of the stone as a sin gle sense-da tum).
“This stone is warm” is a judge ment of ex pe ri ence, which claims that this
con junc tion of sense-data is in fact necessary.

In try ing to clar ify the var i ous types of nec es sary judge ment which Kant
en vis ages, we need to dis tin guish be tween at least the following:
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1) “This stone is warm”. This is a par tic u lar state ment about a par tic u lar
ob ject and claims that the two sense-data are nec es sar ily con joined in this
par tic u lar way.

2) “The shin ing sun causes the stone to be come warm”. This states a
more com plex, but still par tic u lar re la tion ship, and it ev i dently in volves
ref er ence to a wide range of sense-data, in that I only say that it is the sun
which is caus ing the stone to be come warm in the light of my pre vi ous ex -
pe ri ence of the sun and of stones. This state ment also claims a nec es sary re -
la tion be tween the var i ous sense-data in volved in my per cep tion of the
shin ing sun and the warm stone.

3) “The shin ing sun al ways warms stones”. This is based upon a suc ces -
sion of judge ments of type 2, and is nec es sary in so far as they are nec es -
sary. [34] 

4) “Ev ery event has a cause”. This is a very dif fer ent type of state ment,
but it seems to be as sumed in some way by the ear lier state ments. It is nec -
es sary in a much stron ger sense than is state ment 3, which says that the ob -
jec tive sit u a tion is such that I can only or der this par tic u lar set of sense-data 
in this par tic u lar way, but does not say that the fac tual sit u a tion has to be
this way. State ment 4, how ever, does make the claim that this par tic u lar
event not only fac tu ally does have a cause, but has to have a cause (al -
though not nec es sar ily this particular cause).
The first two state ments deal with ways in which we nec es sar ily have to or -
gan ise par tic u lar sets of per cep tions. The third state ment deals with what
we, on the ba sis of these or gani sa tions of our per cep tions, be lieve to be the
fac tual re la tion be tween cer tain classes of things. The fourth state ment,
how ever, says some thing about the way in which things nec es sar ily have to 
be re lated to one an other. Kant be lieves that we can af firm it with an ab so -
lute cer tainty which we can never achieve for mere em pir i cal gen er ali sa -
tions like type 3, in which we al ways have to ad mit that we might be mis -
taken, and that we might dis cover new ev i dence which will make us mod -
ify our judge ment. He also be lieves that there is a re la tion be tween the two
types of ne ces sity, in volved re spec tively in prop o si tions 1 and 2, and prop -
o si tion 4. The re la tion ship seems to be this. The a pri ori el e ment in the par -
tic u lar judge ment re gard ing a par tic u lar ob ject must be such that it can be
for mu lated into a prin ci ple. Em bod ied in the judge ment of ex pe ri ence this
prin ci ple is me di ated by the em pir i cal el e ment in the judge ment in such a
way as to achieve only fac tual ne ces sity. Freed from the par tic u lar em pir i -
cal con tent of the judge ment how ever, it is in some sense ab so lutely nec es -
sary as an a pri ori prin ci ple. Thus one can es tab lish the same a pri ori prin -
ci ple in one of two ways. Ei ther one can un cover an el e ment in a judge ment
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of ex pe ri ence which can not be given in sense-da tum form, or one dis cov ers 
a prin ci ple which is held with a certainty which cannot be arrived at by
empirical generalisation. For example, speaking of geometry Kant writes: 

as em pir i cal con cepts, and also as that upon which these are grounded, as em pir i -
cal in tu ition, nei ther the con cepts nor the in tu itions can yield any syn thetic prop -
o si tions ex cept [35] such as is it self also merely em pir i cal (that is, a prop o si tion of
ex pe ri ence), and which for that rea son can never pos sess the ne ces sity and ab so -
lute uni ver sal ity which are char ac ter is tic of all geometrical propositions. 

That is, the prin ci ples of ge om e try are such, Kant be lieved, that they could
not be re futed by ex pe ri ence, and there fore also can not be de rived from
experience.

How ever, there is a dan ger in this sec ond mode of pro ce dure in that the
de gree of cer tainty with which a prin ci ple is held is some times at least a
func tion of noth ing other than the state of sci en tific knowl edge at the time.
For this rea son if too much stress is laid upon the ar gu ments from the cer -
tainty of prin ci ples, and not enough on the more fun da men tal ar gu ment
from the in ad e quacy of sense-data, then Kant’s the ory may ap pear to be
more de pend ent than2 it in fact is on the as sump tions of New to nian phys ics
and Eu clid ean ge om e try. What I have been try ing to do in the above rather
ob scure para graph is to make sense of an ap par ent am bi gu ity in Kant’s use
of the term “ne ces sity”, in or der to show that the fun da men tal ne ces sity
with which he is con cerned is that in volved in the judge ment of ex pe ri ence
which as serts a nec es sary con nec tion be tween sense-data. The ques tion of
the nec es sary va lid ity of cer tain prin ci ples de scrib ing the na ture of the ob -
jects of our ex pe ri ence can be shown to de rive from this. From this point of
view, it will be best to see in Kant’s use of New to nian phys ics and Eu clid -
ean ge om e try merely an at tempt to il lus trate the con fi dence with which we
do make ob jec tive judgements about moving bodies and things in space,
i.e. unity of object precedes unity of nature.

Ne ces sity and uni ver sal ity, then, can not be es tab lished by per cep tion,
from which it fol lows that any judge ment of ne ces sity and uni ver sal ity
must con tain an a pri ori el e ment which does not come from the sense-data.
How ever, some state ments are a pri ori true be cause they are an a lytic. They 
are log i cally de duced from the def i ni tion of a par tic u lar con cept, and so are
them selves true by def i ni tion. But the kind of a pri ori state ments for which
we are look ing could not be true by def i ni tion, since they in volve af fir ma -
tions about the world, not just about the mean ing of words. Kant there fore
dis tin guishes be tween an a lytic a pri ori judge ments, which are true by def i -
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ni tion, and syn thetic [36] a pri ori judge ments, judge ments which are a pri -
ori but in which the pred i cate tells us more about the world than merely
what is con tained by def i ni tion in the sub ject. Strawson ar gues that Kant
never gives a sat is fac tory ac count of the dis tinc tion be tween an a lytic and
syn thetic a pri ori judge ments, nor can such an ac count be de rived from the
re marks that he does make on the sub ject. (Cf. Strawson, p.43.) In one
sense this is true, be cause the whole con cept is con structed in re la tion to the 
es sen tially in co her ent sense-da tum the ory. But nev er the less we can iso late
the class of state ments to which Kant is re fer ring, since they are just those
state ments which are im pos si ble in terms of the sim ple model of the the ory
with which Kant be gins. That there are such state ments, and that they are of 
fun da men tal im por tance, tells us some thing about the sim ple model. What
it tells us is an other ques tion. It may well be nei ther what Kant thinks it is,
nor what Strawson thinks it is. But for the mo ment we can ac cept the neg a -
tive def i ni tion of syn thetic a pri ori prop o si tions as prop o si tions which can -
not be for mu lated within the sense-da tum model, and we can see the Cri -
tique as, ini tially at least, an at tempt to dis cover whether there are any such
prop o si tions. To a cer tain ex tent Kant’s own method of ex po si tion is mis -
lead ing, since in the In tro duc tion he gives a num ber of ex am ples of what he 
believes to be synthetic a priori propositions, and then formulates the
central problem: 

Now the proper prob lem of pure rea son is con tained in the ques tion: How are a
pri ori syn thetic judge ments pos si ble? (KS 55). 

But in the ac tual text he be gins all over again, as is to be ex pected, by first
show ing of par tic u lar prop o si tions or classes of prop o si tions that they are
syn thetic and a pri ori, and only then try ing to ex plain how they might be
pos si ble. Since syn thetic a pri ori prin ci ples are fun da men tal to our claims
to knowl edge, Kant terms his pro ce dure a transcendental inquiry: 

I en ti tle tran scen den tal all knowl edge which is oc cu pied not so much with ob -
jects as with the mode of our knowl edge of ob jects in so far as this mode of
knowl edge is to be pos si ble a pri ori (KS 59). 

A tran scen den tal in quiry is an in quiry into the pos si bil ity of tran scen dence, 
that is into the pos si bil ity of tran scend ing my here-now sense-da tum, my
im me di ate par tic u lar ity, in such a way as to have objective knowledge.

We ex pe ri ence our selves as liv ing in a spa tially and tem po rally [37] or -
dered world. Kant be gins his anal y sis of a pri ori knowl edge by look ing at
these two fun da men tal fea tures of our world. Of each, we need to ask
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whether our idea of it is given in sense-data. And of each, ac cord ing to
Kant, the an swer is “no”. His ar gu ment is terse but clear: 

In or der that cer tain sen sa tions be re ferred to some thing out side me (that is, to
some thing in an other re gion of space from that in which I find my self), and sim i -
larly in or der that I may be able to rep re sent them as out side and along side one an -
other, and ac cord ingly as not only dif fer ent but as in dif fer ent places, the rep re -
sen ta tion of space must be pre sup posed. The rep re sen ta tion of space can not,
there fore, be em pir i cally ob tained from the re la tions of outer ap pear ance. On the
con trary, this outer ex pe ri ence is it self pos si ble at all only through that rep re sen -
ta tion. (KS 68). 

If we know that var i ous pe cu liarly shaped ob jects are part of a jig saw puz -
zle, we can be gin to put them to gether. But, if we do not al ready have the
idea of a jig saw puz zle, we can not de rive the idea of it from some scat tered
pieces. This is a rather loose anal ogy, but it can be used to il lus trate Kant’s
point that any the ory which at tempts to show how sense-data can be put to -
gether to form a spa tial pic ture nec es sar ily be gins by as sum ing that we
have some idea or con cept of space, and that the prob lem is merely to sit u -
ate things within that space. How ever, the the o ret i cal prob lem is ac tu ally to 
ac count for the ini tial idea of space. It is this that can not be ac counted for by 
the sense-data them selves. If each sense-da tum is a dis crete men tal en tity,
as it must be on the model, it can carry no in ti ma tion of an “outer”, or of
spatial relations between objects in that outer.

Space has fur ther pe cu liar i ties. Any ob ject in space is ex pe ri enced by us
as be ing spa tially re lated to all other ob jects in space. That is, we ex pe ri -
ence space as one. If we com pare the no tion of “space” with a con cept like
chair, we can see that the con cept “chair” has a num ber of ex em plars, each
of which is sep a rate from the oth ers. But dif fer ent spaces are re lated to one
an other in a dif fer ent way from the way in which dif fer ent chairs are re lated 
to one an other. Dif fer ent spaces co ex ist as part of the same sin gle Space.
Fur ther more, Kant ar gues, space is given as stretch ing off in all di rec tions
into in fin ity. We do not de velop a con cept of space by ab stract ing from
given spaces. [38] 

We be gin im me di ately with one in fi nite space. For this rea son, Kant calls 
space an a pri ori in tu ition, rather than an a pri ori concept.

Strawson de scribes the above ar gu ments as “unilluminating”, and “weak
in the ex treme” (Strawson 58). He con cludes that the only ex tended ar gu -
ment which Kant of fers is the ar gu ment from ge om e try, to the ef fect that
ge om e try is a body of syn thetic a pri ori prop o si tions which de scribes the
struc ture of space with a cer tainty which could not be de rived from mere
ex pe ri ence. This ar gu ment falls down be cause it ap pears that Eu clid ean ge -
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om e try does not in fact de scribe our space ac cu rately. How ever, it seems to
me that Strawson is wrong to place the weight which he does on the ar gu -
ment from ge om e try. The above ar gu ment is the ba sic one and it is far from
unilluminating once one re cog nises that it is di rected against the sim ple
sense-da tum model. If, as the ar gu ment shows, that model can not ac count
for the fact that our ex pe ri enced world is spa tial, then we have to change the 
model. I do not think that Strawson dis tin guishes suf fi ciently clearly here
be tween the ar gu ment against the old model, and the argument for the new
model which Kant proposes to take its place.

It is an im por tant part of Kant’s method to show the ne ces sity of em ploy -
ing a par tic u lar con cept by show ing that only if we use that con cept can cer -
tain im por tant parts of our knowl edge be pos si ble. This in volves what he
calls a “tran scen den tal exposition”: 

I un der stand by a tran scen den tal ex po si tion the ex pla na tion of a con cept, as a
prin ci ple from which the pos si bil ity of other syn thetic a pri ori knowl edge can be
understood.

In the first edi tion of the Cri tique Kant in cluded re marks on ge om e try in
what he later re ferred to as his “meta phys i cal ex po si tion” of the con cept
‘space’. In the sec ond edi tion he dis tin guishes clearly be tween the meta -
phys i cal ex po si tion, which “con tains that which ex hib its the con cept as
given a pri ori”, and the tran scen den tal ex po si tion which shows the con cept 
as a prin ci ple from which fur ther knowl edge can be de rived. Thus ge om e -
try is not part of what shows the con cept of space as given a pri ori, but only
knowl edge which de pends upon the con cept of space. How ever, Kant
could re place ge om e try here by the prin ci ple that all ob jects are spa tially
re lated to all other ob jects, which is equally a syn thetic a pri ori prin ci ple
[39] the pos si bil ity of which can be un der stood from the con cept of space as
an a pri ori in tu ition. Thus Euclidean geometry does not play a necessary
role in his argument.

Kant’s cen tral ar gu ment for the a pri or ity of time is sim i lar to that for
space: 

Nei ther co-ex is tence nor suc ces sion would ever come within our per cep tion, if
the rep re sen ta tion of time were not pre sup posed as un der ly ing them a pri ori.
Only on the pre sup po si tion of time can we rep re sent to our selves a num ber of
things as ex ist ing at one and the same time (si mul ta neously) or at dif fer ent times
(suc ces sively) (KS 74). 

We can not “think away” time, even in imag i na tion. Like space, it is given
as one, as a sin gle time in which all events are tem po rally re lated to all other 
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events, and it is given as un lim ited. It is there fore a pure form of sen si ble in -
tu ition, as the grasp ing of a single object.

Once more, the ba sic ar gu ment, quoted, goes right to the crux of the mat -
ter: we can only or gan ise our dis crete sense-data into some tem po ral or der
once we have the con cept of time. Each sense-da tum in it self is atemporal.

Thus Kant ef fec tively shows here that the sense-da tum model as al ready
out lined can not ac count for the most ba sic as pect of our ex pe ri ence, the
fact that it is spa tially and tem po rally or gan ised. But we now need to be gin
to look at the model with which he wishes to re place the sim ple sense-da -
tum model. His ar gu ment is sim ple. If my ex pe ri ence is made up of a
stream of sense-data, and if nev er the less it is spa tially and tem po rally or -
dered by means of a pri ori in tu itions of space and time, this can only be be -
cause my mind is in some way nec es sar ily or der ing them in this way. This
point is es tab lished right at the be gin ning of the Aes thetic, when the
sense-datum theory is spelled out: 

That in which alone the sen sa tions can be pos ited and or dered in a cer tain form,
can not it self be sen sa tion; and there fore, while the mat ter of all ap pear ance is
given to us a pos te ri ori only, its form must lie ready for the sen sa tions a pri ori in
the mind, and so must al low of be ing con sid ered apart from all sen sa tion (KS 66). 

Kant dis tin guishes space and time as the forms, re spec tively of “outer
sense” and “in ner [40] sense”. Time is the more fun da men tal, in that all
outer ex pe ri ence is in one sense in ner also, in so far as it is my ex pe ri ence.
There fore, all outer ob jects are sub ject both to time and to space, whereas
in ner ex pe ri ences are subject to time only.

Kant be lieves that his ar gu ment has es tab lished the fol low ing, of time as
well as of space: 

Our ex po si tion there fore es tab lishes the re al ity, that is, the ob jec tive va lid ity, of
space in re spect of what ever can be pre sented to us out wardly as ob ject, but also
at the same time the ideality of space in re spect of things when they are con sid -
ered in them selves through rea son, that is, with out re gard to the con sti tu tion of
our sen si bil ity (KS 72). 

Space and time, there fore, are em pir i cally real, but tran scen den tally ideal.
All ob jects of pos si ble ex pe ri ence are sub ject to the forms of time and
space, since these are the forms of our own sen si bil ity. But we can not say
of things in them selves, which by def i ni tion we can not ex pe ri ence, that
they are sub ject to the con di tions of time and space.
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This is par tic u larly sig nif i cant with re gard to time. If time is the form of
the in ner sense, that is, the form in which my ex pe ri ence of my self is given
to it follows 

that the sub ject, which is the ob ject of the sense, can be rep re sented through it
only as ap pear ance, not as that sub ject would judge of it self, if its in tu ition were
self-ac tiv ity only, that is, were in tel lec tual (KS 88). 

In terms of this model, the stream of sense-data is made up both of im pres -
sions com ing from out side, and also of par tic u lar im pres sions of my in ter -
nal life, such as im ages, mem o ries and so on.

I can re flect upon this in ter nal life, but in so do ing I re ceive only fur ther
im pres sions, like them sub ject to tem po ral con di tions. I there fore can know 
my “real” self only as it ap pears to be in re flec tion, and not as it might be in
it self if per ceived in some sort of di rect in tu ition not sub ject to the con di -
tions of my own form of sen si bil ity. This is, from Kant’s pre mises, a valid
ar gu ment, and it il lus trates clearly a ma jor weak ness in the em pir i cist anal -
y sis of the self. That is that the sim ple sense-da tum model be gins with the
as sump tion of a con scious ness which is re ceiv ing the sense-data, but then
dis solves that [41] con scious ness into it self be ing only a se ries of
sense-data. It then be comes im pos si ble to com pre hend the sta tus of the
sense-data them selves, since it is no lon ger clear to what these ap pear ances
ap pear. Kant makes this ex plicit by for mally re mov ing the ma chin ery of
per cep tion, the ob server who or gan ises per cep tions through the forms of
space and time, from the sphere of possible experience.

Kant dis tin guishes care fully be tween “sen si bil ity” and “un der stand ing”: 
Ob jects are given to us by means of sen si bil ity, and it alone yields us in tu itions;
they are thought through the un der stand ing, and from the un der stand ing arise
con cepts (KS 65). 

In in tu ition we are in some sort of di rect re la tion to the ob ject, and the ob -
ject is given to us in its sin gu lar ity. It is be cause space and time are given to
us as sin gu lar that they must be con sid ered in tu itions, rather than con cepts.
When3 we think, how ever, we clas sify what we are think ing about in terms
of con cepts. Each con cept re fers to a num ber of dif fer ent pos si ble ex am -
ples of the con cept, and when we clas sify a par tic u lar ob ject by ap ply ing a
par tic u lar con cept to it we are putt ing it to gether with the other ob jects to
which the con cept ap plies. Any form of knowl edge, from the most min i mal 
form of rec og ni tion up wards in volves some such clas si fi ca tion, and hence
in volves con cepts. Kant fur ther dis tin guishes be tween pure con cepts and
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em pir i cal con cepts. An em pir i cal con cept con tains in it some el e ment
which re fers to sen sa tion. The con cept “dog”, for ex am ple, re fers to our ac -
tual sen si ble ex pe ri ence of dogs. Pure con cepts, how ever, con tain “only the 
form of the thought of an ob ject in gen eral” (KS 92). Kant states this as an
as sump tion, but in fact its sta tus is that of a hy poth e sis to be proved. Pure
con cepts, in so far as they con tain no ref er ence to sen sa tion, must be such
as can be known a pri ori. Our prob lem is first to discover whether there4

are any such concepts, and then to justify their use.
Kant an swers the first half of the ques tion by in ves ti gat ing the func tion of 

con cepts in think ing. A con cept is used to bring to gether a num ber of dif -
fer ent rep re sen ta tions. This can only be done by means of a judgement: 

In ev ery judge ment there is a con cept which holds of many rep re sen ta tions, and
among them of a given rep re sen ta tion [42] that is im me di ately re lated to an ob ject
(KS 105). 

A judge ment, then, is a way of uni fy ing as pects of our ex pe ri ence by means 
of con cepts. Thus if we can exhaustively clas sify all the dif fer ent forms of
judge ment, we have a list of all the dif fer ent ways in which it is pos si ble to
bring to gether as pects of ex pe ri ence. Each form of judge ment rep re sents a
par tic u lar way in which dif fer ent bits of our ex pe ri ence, dif fer ent rep re sen -
ta tions, can be brought to gether. Kant be lieved that such an ex haus tive
clas si fi ca tion of the forms of judge ment lay ready to hand in the ta ble of
judge ments es tab lished by nor mal lo gi cians. I shall not go into the de tails
of this ta ble, partly be cause it is gen er ally re cog nised to be wrong, and
partly be cause we are here in ter ested in the im pli ca tions of the pos si bil ity
of a pri ori judge ments for our un der stand ing of hu man re al ity, rather than
in the de tails of the var i ous types of a pri ori judge ment. From our per spec -
tive it does not mat ter whether Kant es tab lishes only one syn thetic a pri ori
prop o si tion or a hun dred. In each case it makes it nec es sary to re think the
sense-da tum model. The ta ble of judge ments shows the var i ous forms of
syn the sis in judge ments. To show the rel e vance of this ta ble for our pos ses -
sion of pos si ble a pri ori con cepts in ex pe ri ence, it is nec es sary to show the
re la tion be tween syn the sis in judge ment and syn the sis in ex pe ri ence. This
can be done by show ing that, in terms of our model, any to geth er ness of the
sense-data must be con trib uted by the un der stand ing it self, and so that the
forms of syn the sis in the sense-data must be similar to the forms of
synthesis in judgement. Kant expresses this in the following dense para -
graph: 

469

4 ms.: “they”   

6. Rousseau contra Kant



What must first be given - with a view to the a pri ori knowl edge of all ob jects - is
the man i fold of pure in tu ition; the sec ond fac tor in volved is the syn the sis of this
man i fold by means of the imag i na tion. But even this does not yet yield know l -
edge. The con cepts which give unity to this pure syn the sis, and which con sist
solely in the rep re sen ta tion of this nec es sary syn thetic unity, fur nish the third req -
ui site for the knowl edge of an ob ject; and they rest on the un der stand ing
(KS 112).

Kant him self wrote two very dif fer ent ver sions of the tran scen den tal de -
duc tion of the le git i macy of the cat e go ries. The es sence of the ar gu ment is
the same in each case, but dif fer ent points are stressed, and the se quence is
dif fer ent in the two cases. I shall con struct the [43] ar gu ment in such a way
as to show it as a crit i cism of the sense-da tum the ory. From this point of
view the ar gu ment is de vel oped in three main stages. In the first stage Kant
shows that the use of the a pri ori cat e go ries is nec es sary if we are to have
ex pe ri ence of an ob jec tive world. In the sec ond stage he shows that un less
we do have such an ex pe ri ence we can not have any idea of an I as the sub -
ject to which ap pear ances ap pear. In the third stage he at tempts to show
how the sense-da tum model can be adapted in the di rec tion of trans -
cendental idealism to allow for this.

1) Objectivity 
When Kant speaks of “ex pe ri ence” he is re fer ring to “em pir i cal knowl -
edge” (KS 173), in so far as em pir i cal knowl edge is “the de ter mi nate re la -
tion of given rep re sen ta tions to an ob ject” (KS 156). That is, the no tion of
ex pe ri ence im plies that the ex pe ri enc ing sub ject in ter pret the se quence of
rep re sen ta tions as hav ing a par tic u lar nec es sary re la tion ship to one an other
which is a func tion of their ref er ence to an ob ject which is be ing ex pe ri -
enced. To pos tu late an ob ject of ex pe ri ence is to claim that there is a
rule-governed connection between certain sense-data: 

Now we find that our thought of the re la tion of all knowl edge to its ob ject car ries
with it an el e ment of ne ces sity; the ob ject is viewed as that which pre vents our
modes of knowl edge from be ing hap haz ard or ar bi trary, and which de ter mines
them a pri ori in some def i nite fash ion. For in so far as they are to re late to an ob -
ject, they must nec es sar ily agree with one an other, that is, must pos sess that unity
which con sti tutes the con cept of an ob ject (KS 134-5).

If we com pare this with the sim ple sense-da tum model, it is ev i dent that
on that model there can be no ex pe ri ence of ob jects. Sense-data are dis -
crete. Each is “com pletely for eign to ev ery other, stand ing apart in iso la -
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tion” (KS 130). There can be no unity be tween sense-data un less each da -
tum in some way re fers to the other data with which it is united in the con -
cept of an ob ject. Un less there is such ref er ence, then any way in which
they are sub se quently put to gether must be purely ar bi trary. [44] This means 
that the com bi na tion of sense-data can not it self be given through sensation:

But the com bi na tion of a man i fold in gen eral can never come to us through the
senses, and can not, there fore, be al ready con tained in the pure form of sen si ble
in tu ition (KS 151). 

The com bi na tion is a par tic u lar pat tern in which the ba sic units are ar -
ranged, and this pat tern is nec es sar ily some thing other than the ba sic units,
and can not be given as one of the ba sic units, that is, as an other sense-da -
tum. Thus if there is to be ex pe ri ence of ob jects, it must in volve com -
binatory con cepts other than those con cepts which can be given purely em -
pir i cally. That is, it must in volve a pri ori con cepts of re la tion ships, and, as
we have al ready seen, the only such con cepts are the Cat e go ries de rived
from the ta ble of judge ments. So ex pe ri ence of ob jects is im pos si ble
without the application of the Categories.

How ever, this ar gu ment still leaves open the pos si bil ity that we ought to
aban don our claim to have ex pe ri ence of ob jects, rather than ac cept the
claim to the le git i macy of the Cat e go ries. How can we jus tify our claim to
have ex pe ri ence of a world of ob jects? Would it not be pos si ble to con struct 
an ac count of hu man ex pe ri ence which made no ref er ence to ob jects at all?
Kant’s an swer to this ques tion is that this could only be done at the ex pense
of de stroy ing also the sub ject to which sense-data ap pear, and that there is
thus no pos si bil ity of a co her ent ac count based solely on the sense-datum
theory.

2) Subjectivity 
The ar gu ment is sim ple, though Kant’s for mu la tion of it is not. He writes: 

Only in so far as I can grasp the man i fold of the rep re sen ta tions in one con scious -
ness, do I call them one and all mine. For oth er wise I should have as many-col -
oured and di verse a self as I have rep re sen ta tions of which I am con scious to my -
self. Syn thetic unity of the man i fold of in tu itions, as gen er ated a pri ori, is thus
the ground of the iden tity of apper cep tion it self, which pre cedes a pri ori all my
de ter mi nate thought (KS 154). 

In or der to talk about me hav ing a par tic u lar ex pe ri ence (of a sense-da tum),
it must be pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween my self and the par tic u lar ex pe ri -
ence. That is, we must have some [45] con cept of an I to whom all these
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ap pear ances are ap pear ing. If there is no such iden ti cal I, then we are left
only with a “many-col oured and di verse self” which is noth ing other than
the se quence of ap pear ances, and so is not one self at all, but rather a se -
quence of dis crete selves as a cor re late of the se quence of ap pear ances.
What, then, is nec es sary in ad di tion to ac count for the pos si bil ity of an
iden ti cal I? Kant’s an swer is that there can be no I, no “iden tity of
apperception it self”, un less there is a “syn thetic unity of the man i fold as
gen er ated a pri ori”, that is, un less there are in fact syn thetic con nec tions
be tween the var i ous sense-data. Only if there is a cer tain ne ces sity in the re -
la tion of bits of my ex pe ri ence to one an other is it pos si ble for me to dis tin -
guish be tween my self and my ex pe ri ence, and hence to have a concept of
myself as a subject identical through time.

There are two fac tors in volved here. Firstly, it must be pos si ble to have
some ex pe ri ence of the I as go ing be yond this par tic u lar ap pear ance, and as
be ing the pos si ble or ac tual sub ject of other ap pear ances in the past or the
fu ture. Sec ondly, in or der to dis tin guish the sub ject from the ex pe ri ence it
must be pos si ble to dis tin guish, in that tem po ral se quence of pos si ble ap -
pear ances, be tween the or der of ap pear ances for the sub ject and some other 
or der ex pe ri enced by the sub ject as be ing sub ject to a rule out side its con -
trol. That is, for there to be a con cept of a self which has ex pe ri ence, a part
at least of our ex pe ri ence must be ex pe ri ence of ob jects, where ‘ob ject’ is
de fined as the unity of a rule for combining a particular series of appear -
ances.

3) Transcendental Idealism 
Kant’s ar gu ment to es tab lish that the no tion of an ap pear ance de pends on
the no tion of an iden ti cal sub ject, which in turn de pends upon the no tion of
an ob jec tive or der un der ly ing ap pear ances, is in ter wo ven at ev ery point
with his ac count of what might be de scribed as the mech a nism un der ly ing
this. In terms of the model we have a dis crete se ries of ap pear ances, and
also a set of a pri ori cat e go ries which, when ap plied to the ap pear ances,
pro vide us with a uni fied world of ob jects which im pose rules on the or der
of the ap pear ances. The ques tion is: how are the cat e go ries ap plied? We
have seen, on the one hand, that we have [46] no rea son to be lieve that the
cat e go ries in some may re flect re la tions be tween ob jects as they ex ist in de -
pend ent of our pos si ble ex pe ri ence, since we have no way of know ing any -
thing about such things-in-them selves. But, on the other hand, the cat e go -
ries are not ap plied by me at my whim. It is not as though I have cer tain
build ing blocks. In that sit u a tion what I could make would be lim ited both
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by the na ture of my tools and by the na ture of my build ing blocks, but
within those lim its I would have com plete free dom. Kant, how ever, in sists
that the cat e go ries are not to be ap plied with any such gay aban don. In deed, 
the cat e go ries are not tools which I can use as I please. They are, rather, el e -
ments in the structure of my mind, and as such they bind my judging and
experiencing in particular ways.

All knowl edge in volves syn the sis; that is, it in volves bring ing bits of ex -
pe ri ence to gether. In or der to un der stand the na ture of the cat e go ries we
need to be gin by in ves ti gat ing the na ture of this syn the sis. Syn the sis in -
volves, ac cord ing to Kant5, three elements:
a) a num ber of sep a rate el e ments;
b) the bring ing to gether of those sep a rate el e ments; and
c) the as sem bly of them into a par tic u lar pat tern.

In the sim ple sense-da tum model, the per ceiv ing sub ject never has more
than one da tum be fore it at a time. If each da tum is to ap pear, and then to
slip away into an un fath om able past, then there can be no syn the sis. That is, 
each da tum must be first ap pre hended, and then brought to gether with
other data, or, in Kant’s ter mi nol ogy, re pro duced. Kant de scribes the first
part of the pro cess as the syn the sis of ap pre hen sion in intuition: 

Ev ery in tu ition con tains in it self a man i fold which can be rep re sented as a man i -
fold only in so far as the mind dis tin guishes the time in the se quence of one im -
pres sion upon an other; for each rep re sen ta tion, in so far as it is con tained in a sin -
gle mo ment, can never be any thing but ab so lute unity. In or der that unity of
in tu ition may arise out of this man i fold ... it must first be run through and held to -
gether. This act I name the syn the sis of ap pre hen sion (KS 131). 

The syn the sis of ap pre hen sion is that which pre serves each ‘now’ as one of
a se quence of ‘nows’.

But for a par tic u lar syn the sis, it is not enough that each [47] rep re sen ta tion 
should be pre served. It must be re pro duced in the pres ent as one of the el e -
ments out of which the syn the sis is to be constructed; 

Ex pe ri ence as such nec es sar ily pre sup poses the reproducibility of ap pear ances ... 
if I were al ways to drop out of thought the pre ced ing rep re sen ta tions ... and did
not re pro duce them while ad vanc ing to those that fol low, a com plete rep re sen ta -
tion would never be ob tained (KS 133). 

This Kant calls the syn the sis of re pro duc tion in imag i na tion. Fi nally, the
di verse rep re sen ta tions which have been ap pre hended and then re pro duced 
to gether must be or gan ised into a whole. This in volves com bin ing them in
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a cer tain pat tern, or ac cord ing to a cer tain rule. This rule is what Kant calls
a concept: 

If, in count ing, I for get that the units, which I now have be fore me, have been
added to one an other in suc ces sion, I should never know that a to tal is be ing pro -
duced through this suc ces sive ad di tion of unit to unit, and so would re main ig no -
rant of the num ber. For the con cept of the num ber is noth ing but the con scious -
ness of this unity of syn the sis (KS 134). 

To be con scious that I now have be fore me a num ber is to be aware that I
am pro ceed ing ac cord ing to a rule in syn the sis ing in this par tic u lar way. To
ap ply a par tic u lar con cept to a par tic u lar set of re pro duced rep re sen ta tions
is to clas sify that set as be ing gov erned by a par tic u lar rule, and hence as be -
ing a par tic u lar kind of ob ject. Kant there fore calls this as pect of syn the sis
the “synthesis of recognition in a concept”.

Now in so far as all my ex pe ri ence is mine it must be sub ject to this tri ple
syn the sis, and hence all the var i ous as pects of my ex pe ri ence must be re -
lated to one an other in terms of my con cep tual equip ment, and hence in
terms of those cat e go ries which are the ba sic el e ments of my con cep tual
equip ment. But this still leaves open the ques tion as to which cat e go ries
must be ap plied to which syn the sis of the man i fold of per cep tion. Kant
solves this prob lem by point ing out that be fore reach ing the stage of the
con cep tual syn the sis of the un der stand ing, the sense-data have al ready
been or dered in a pre lim i nary way by the two ba sic forms of sen si bil ity,
space and time. In par tic u lar, since time is the form of the in ner sense, all
our rep re sen ta tions are al ready tem po rally re lated to one an other. Thus if
we can dis tin guish be tween dif fer ent pat terns of tem po ral re la tions this will 
pro vide us with [48] a ba sis for de ter min ing the ap pli ca bil ity of the dif fer ent
cat e go ries. That is, if a par tic u lar cat e gory is to be ap plied to the man i fold
of in tu ition it must be pos si ble to show that that cat e gory can be in ter preted
as ex press ing a par tic u lar rule-gov erned or der of pos si ble rep re sen ta tions
in time. For ex am ple, what dis tin guishes an ob ject from a pro cess is that the 
or der in which I look at the dif fer ent as pects of the ob ject is quite in dif fer -
ent, whereas the or der in which I look at dif fer ent as pects of a pro cess is ir -
re vers ible. I can look ei ther way along6 the road, as I feel like it, but I can not 
choose the or der of po si tions in which I per ceive the mov ing car. In each
case there can be formulated a particular rule which determines the
possible order of perceptions. This rule Kant calls the “schema” of the
category in question.
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Kant in tro duces his dis cus sion of the sche mata by point ing out that,
whereas an em pir i cal con cept has been ab stracted from ex pe ri ence, and
there fore is “ho mo ge neous” with ex pe ri ence, in so far as it merely re flects
the struc ture of a par tic u lar as pect of ex pe ri ence, the same can not be said
for a pri ori con cepts. Since they are de rived quite in de pend ently of ex pe ri -
ence they do not ini tially con tain ref er ence to some as pect of ex pe ri ence,
and so it is not clear how they are to be ap plied to ex pe ri ence. It is there fore
prob lem atic “how pure con cepts can be ap pli ca ble to ap pear ances” (KS
180). Kant concludes: 

ob vi ously there must be some third thing, which is ho mo ge neous on the one hand 
with the cat e gory, and on the other hand with the ap pear ance, and which thus
makes the ap pli ca tion of the for mer to the lat ter pos si ble. This me di at ing rep re -
sen ta tion must be pure, that is, void of all em pir i cal con tent and yet, at the same
time, while it must in one re spect be in tel lec tual, it must in an other be sen si ble.
Such a rep re sen ta tion is the tran scen den tal schema (KS 181). 

A rule of tem po ral or der is sen si ble, in that time is the form of sen si bil ity,
but it is purely in tel lec tual in that it can be con structed en tirely a pri ori by
us ing only the idea of the unity of apperception, the idea that all ex pe ri ence, 
as my ex pe ri ence, has to be syn the sised in one con scious ness, and so must
be linked by rules with all other as pects of my experience.

Kant does not seem to me to be very clear in his ac count of [49] the ex act
re la tion be tween a con cept and a schema. He de fines a schema as the “rep -
re sen ta tion of a uni ver sal pro ce dure of imag i na tion in pro vid ing an im age
for a con cept” (KS 182). But he has pre vi ously de fined “con cept” for mally
as “some thing uni ver sal which serves as a rule”, and in the fol low ing
paragraph he writes: 

The con cept ‘dog’ sig ni fies a rule ac cord ing to which my imag i na tion can de lin -
eate the fig ure of a four-footed an i mal in a gen eral man ner, with out lim i ta tion to
any sin gle de ter mi nate fig ure such as ex pe ri ence, or any pos si ble im age that I can
rep re sent in concreto, ac tu ally pres ents. Thus schematism of our un der stand ing
... is an art con cealed in the depths of the hu man soul ... (KS 182-183). 

Here he de fines the con cept it self as a rule for gen er at ing an im age, and
seems, in the sec ond sen tence, to be spe cif i cally equat ing this with
schematism. It would seem that we might say that em pir i cal con cepts such
as ‘dog’ are es sen tially sche ma tised. The con cept of sche ma ti sa tion de fines 
the re la tion be tween a con cept and an im age, and Kant in tro duces it at this
point to show that this re la tion is not im me di ately given in the case of a pri -
ori con cepts, but that it must be sought by in ves ti gat ing the struc ture of the
way in which em pir i cal con cepts are re lated to im ages. The em pir i cal
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con cept is a rule for syn the sis ing em pir i cal data, so the a pri ori con cept
must be a rule for syn the sis ing the form in which em pir i cal data are given;
that is, the pure form of temporal succession.

Kant’s model can there fore be sum ma rised as fol lows: The sense-data, or 
rep re sen ta tions re ceived by the sub ject are first or gan ised into spa tial and
tem po ral or der by the pure forms of sen si bil ity, and then this or der func -
tions as the ba sis for a fur ther or der ing into rule-bound se quences of pos si -
ble and ac tual ex pe ri ences by the un der stand ing, us ing cer tain a pri ori cat -
e go ries, with out which co her ent ex pe ri ence would be im pos si ble, but
which are them selves not de rived from ex pe ri ence. Knowl edge is ob jec tive 
in the sense that the way in which we com bine sense-data in ex pe ri ence is
nec es sar ily de ter mined by an ob jec tive rule, but the par tic u lar rule used is
al ways a nec es sary struc ture of the unity of apperception, rather than a rule
im posed by the ob ject in so far as it is a thing-in-it self ex ist ing in de pend ent
of our pos si ble ex pe ri ence. [50] I would now like to look more closely at cer -
tain as pects of this model. What does it say about the re la tion be tween ob -
jects, what does it say about the sub ject and about the prob lem of knowl -
edge of the sub ject, and fi nally to what ex tent do the more baroque aspects
of the theory of transcendental idealisms indicate real problems?

1. Relations between objects 
When I add up the sense-data ‘dog’s head’,‘dog’s body’, ‘dog’s tail’,
‘dog’s head’, and ‘dog’s bark’, and end up with a dog7, I am ap ply ing a rule
for the as sem blage of par tic u lar kinds of sense-data pre sented in a par tic u -
lar kind of or der. The rule could be seen as a blue-print for the man u fac ture
of the ex pe ri ence of a dog. When pro vided by imag i na tion with toy bricks I
can use the blue-print to con struct an imag i nary dog. When pro vided by
sen si bil ity with real bricks of a cer tain kind I use the blue-print to con struct
an ex pe ri enced dog. Now the im por tant point which Kant is mak ing here is
this: A dog is a very com plex an i mal. It ex ists in three spa tial di men sions,
in time, and also in what one might call the ki netic and au di tory di men -
sions. It has a par tic u lar sort of in side, as well as a par tic u lar sort of out side.
Yet I glance briefly at an ob ject on the road, and al most im me di ately iden -
tify it as a dog. In so do ing I am, in an im por tant way, mak ing pre dic tions
about the ob ject. I am pre dict ing that it would have a cer tain ap pear ance if I
looked at it from an other di rec tion, that it would bleed if cut, that it would
have a brain of a cer tain size if op er ated on, and so on. Now I could in spe -
cific in stances be wrong in these pre dic tions. In this par tic u lar case it might
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be a clever clock work im i ta tion, or a pic ture on a screen, or a four-footed
dog-like mar tian ask ing to be taken to my leader. But the pos si bil ity of er -
ror on some oc ca sions is not im por tant. What is im por tant is to dis cover
why I can ever do this with any con fi dence. Kant’s an swer is that I can do
this be cause an ob ject is al ways de fined in terms of a rule for the as sem bly
of pos si ble ex pe ri ences. I can there fore al ways use the rule to go be yond
the ac tual lim ited ex pe ri ence of it that I have had, the few out of the many
pos si ble sense-data that I have re ceived, and to pre dict other pos si ble ex pe -
ri ences of it. I can use these pre dic tions to ver ify that it ac tu ally is a dog.
But [51] if the rule were not there to make the pre dic tions with, the pos si bil -
ity of ver i fi ca tion would never arise, and there could be no or dered ex pe ri -
ence what so ever. Thus ob jec tiv ity and pre dict abil ity are bound up to -
gether. Pre dict abil ity, fur ther more, is bound up in an im por tant way with
the con cept of cau sal ity. This is ob vi ously so in so far as one uses causal
laws to pre dict the out come of pro cesses. But it is also the case in pre dict ing 
sta bil ity, or con ti nu ity. Both con ti nu ity and pre dict able change de pend on
the no tion of rule-governedness. The state ment “There is no event with out
a cause” is in fact a law of con ti nu ity before it is a law of change, for it says
that things will remain the same unless affected by other things. This
relation between identity and causality was clearly perceived by Hume: 

We readily sup pose an ob ject may con tinue in di vid u ally the same, though sev eral 
times ab sent from and pres ent to the senses ... But this con clu sion be yond the im -
pres sion of our senses can be founded only on the con nec tion of cause and ef fect;
nor can we oth er wise have any se cu rity that the ob ject is not changed upon us,
how ever much the new ob ject may re sem ble that which was for merly pres ent to
the senses. When ever we dis cover such a per fect re sem blance, we con sider
whether it be com mon in that spe cies of ob jects; whether pos si bly or prob a bly
any cause could op er ate in pro duc ing the change and re sem blance; and ac cord ing 
as we de ter mine con cern ing these causes and ef fects, we form our judge ment
con cern ing the iden tity of the ob ject ... the only (re la tion) that can be traced be -
yond our senses, and in form us of ex is tence and ob jects, which we do not see or
feel, is cau sa tion (Trea tise of Human Nature, Vol. I, 77-78). 

Thus, in ef fec tively un der min ing the no tion of cau sal ity, Hume also un der -
mined the no tion of iden tity, and so the pos si bil ity of any co her ent
experience.

It is use ful to in ter pret Kant’s ar gu ment as fol low ing the re verse path. By
es tab lish ing that the pos si bil ity of the iden tity of the sub ject de pends on the
pos si bil ity of the rule-gov erned iden tity of the ob ject, he has at the same
time es tab lished the prin ci ple of cau sal ity, de fined as suc ces sion ac cord ing
to a rule. All he has to do is to show that the con cept of a rule can also be
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used to dis tin guish within the field of ob jec tiv ity be tween strictly causal
and other re la tion ships. The dis tinc tion is that in the per cep tion of an ob ject 
[52] the or der of suc ces sion of dif fer ent ap pear ances is bound up with my
own be hav iour, with the way in which I di rect my at ten tion to the ob ject,
whereas in the per cep tion of an event, that is, an ob jec tive se quence of hap -
pen ings, the se quence of ap pear ances is not determined solely by the way
in which I direct my attention: 

In the ... ex am ple of a house my per cep tions could be gin with the ap pre hen sion of 
the roof and end with the base ment, or could be gin from be low and end above;
and I could sim i larly ap pre hend the man i fold of the em pir i cal in tu ition ei ther
from right to left or from left to right. In the se ries of these per cep tions there was
thus no de ter mi nate or der spec i fy ing at what point I must be gin in or der to con -
nect the man i fold em pir i cally. But in the per cep tion of an event there is al ways a
rule that makes the or der in which the per cep tions (in the ap pre hen sion of this ap -
pear ance) fol low upon one an other a nec es sary or der (KS 221).

If I look at a house, there is a cer tain rule-governedness in the se quence of 
rep re sen ta tions; I can not see the back and the front si mul ta neously, and I
can not com bine the rep re sen ta tions in such a way as to place the front-door
on the sec ond floor. But within that con text the ac tual or der in which these
rep re sen ta tions ap pear to me is in de ter mi nate. If, on the other hand, I watch 
a boat float down the river then not only can I not com bine the rep re sen ta -
tions in such a way as to have the port holes in the fun nel, but there is also a
cer tain ir re vers ibil ity in the or der in which the rep re sen ta tions ap pear to
me. I must see the boat up stream be fore I see it down stream. Thus in each
case the mode of com bin ing the rep re sen ta tions is rule-bound, but there is a 
dif fer ent type of rule in each sit u a tion. With out the con cept of a nec es sary
or der of rep re sen ta tions we could not have the con cept of cause. It is for
this rea son that cau sal ity is an a pri ori con cept. We can not de rive the idea
of nec es sary suc ces sion from ac tual se quences of rep re sen ta tions, and the
idea of nec es sary succession according to a rule is constitutive of the possi -
bility of experience, since 

were I to posit the an te ced ent and the event were not to fol low nec es sar ily there -
upon, I should have to re gard the suc ces sion as a merely sub jec tive play of my
fancy; and if I still rep re sented it to my self as some thing ob jec tive, I should have
to call it a mere dream (KS 227). [53] 

Sev eral crit ics have ob jected that in this ar gu ment Kant has con fused the
ne ces sity of suc ces sion ac cord ing to a rule in the sub ject, with the ne ces sity 
of suc ces sion ac cord ing to a rule in the ob ject. Could we not con ceive of a
world of ob jects, that is, of rule gov erned man i folds of per cep tion, in which 
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things nev er the less hap pened for no rea son at all? Kant’s an swer to this, I
think, is to point out the re la tion be tween cau sal ity, pre dict abil ity and iden -
tity. Such a world is not con ceiv able as a pos si ble world of ex pe ri ence, be -
cause in it there would be no pos si bil ity of es tab lish ing the iden tity of the
sub ject of ex pe ri ence. From the point of view of the sub ject’s iden tity such
a world would be strictly equiv a lent of the pure sense-da tum model. For the 
unity of the sub ject the unity of the ob ject, or the unity of na ture, is also nec -
es sary. This means that if, within a sta ble world, an ap par ently uncaused
event oc curs, we must nec es sar ily posit not that the event is uncaused, but
that the cause is un known. I do not think that this prin ci ple is vi ti ated by the
fact that in microphysics and quan tum the ory any laws for mu lated are sta -
tis ti cally based. This proves that an elec tron could not de velop a sense of its 
own iden tity, but does not af fect those of us who live in the macro-physical
world where physical laws are not statistical.

Since we ex pe ri ence a world of ob jects which be have in con sis tent ways,
we are jus ti fied in for ma li sing our ex pe ri ence of this con sis tency in sci en -
tific laws, al though of course the laws can not claim a pri ori ne ces sity in the 
way in which the prin ci ples on which they are based can. With out the con -
cept cause, for ex am ple, we could make no pre dic tions, but the pre dic tions
which we do make may turn out to be false. With out the con cept we could
not make ei ther cor rect or false pre dic tions. Which pre dic tions we ac tu ally
do make with it is an empirical question.

Kant in sists through out his anal y sis that our ex pe ri ence is al ways of
things as they ap pear to us, and never as they are in them selves, in de pend -
ent of hu man ex pe ri ence. He uses the term ob ject not to re fer to the thing in
it self, but to re fer to the rule-bound re la tion be tween par tic u lar groups of
rep re sen ta tions. The cat e go ries, in clud ing the cat e gory of cau sal ity are
used to or der these rep re sen ta tions. They [54] are a pri ori nec es sary to ac -
count for the pos si bil ity that all these rep re sen ta tions have of co her ing in
one uni fied ex pe ri ence. We have es tab lished their ne ces sity only with ref -
er ence to this pur pose. This means that we have no right what so ever to ap -
ply these cat e go ries to things as they are in them selves. From the per spec -
tive of Kant’s model this is ob vi ous, for the forms of time and space and the
cat e go ries of the un der stand ing are part of the men tal ap pa ra tus of the sub -
ject. They are im mov able spec ta cles through which all per cep tions are re -
fracted, and the in dex of refraction by definition is not part of the nature of
the objects emitting the light rays.

There are ob vi ous prob lems with this the ory. Kant be gins with the “com -
mon-sense sci en tific” pic ture of an “im age” in some way be ing caused by
the in ter ac tion be tween the ob ject and the per cep tual equip ment of the sub -
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ject. But he ends up by de stroy ing that pic ture by point ing out that one can -
not in fact as cribe ei ther “objectness” or causal pow ers to the thing-in-it -
self, since these cat e go ries only ap ply within the field of pos si ble ex pe ri -
ence, and the thing-in-it self is by def i ni tion out side this field. This means
that Kant’s new model is de fec tive, but it has noth ing to do with the ef fec -
tive ness of his at tack on the old model. To un der stand the full im pli ca tions
of this at tack we now need to look more carefully at Kant’s concept of the
subject.

2. Knowledge of the Subject 
The sense-da tum model may be de scribed as a model in which the sub ject
is purely pas sive. The sub ject is sim ply a re ceiver. As Kant puts it, a purely
sen si ble in tu ition is noth ing but re cep tiv ity (see KS 151). It can not go be -
yond any one rep re sen ta tion to re late it to oth ers. Its his tory would be rather 
like an un used movie, in which a se ries of pic tures sit im po tently next to
one an other on the strip of cel lu lose. By look ing at each one sep a rately it is
not pos si ble to grasp the move ment of the scene. By show ing that this
model is in co her ent, Kant has shown that it is nec es sary to un der stand the
sub ject as be ing in some way spon ta ne ous as well as re cep tive. The sub ject
syn the sises [55] ex pe ri ence. Syn the sis oc curs in mak ing judge ments, but,
much more fun da men tally it oc curs as the ba sis of our very ex pe ri ence of
ob jects, since this ex pe ri ence is al ways of wholes which go be yond what is
im me di ately given in per cep tion, both in the sense of re lat ing this given to
al ready past per cep tions, and also in the sense that it im plies con tin u ous
rule-based pre dic tion of fu ture as so ci ated per cep tions. Ex pe ri ence is al -
ways both ret ro spec tive and pro spec tive. It al ways goes be yond the
here-now per cep tion, and if it did not do so the here-now per cep tion it self
would be dis solved. Thus we need to ask what the know ing sub ject is that it 
can transcent the here-now. It is clear that in answering this question we
will at the same time be coming to understand the nature of human
freedom.

It is also clear that the ques tion re quires us to in ves ti gate the na ture of the
hu man ex pe ri ence of time. The crit i cism of the sense-da tum the ory is also
the crit i cism of the use of the pres ent as the dom i nant cat e gory in hu man
ex pe ri ence. We have to un der stand the sub ject not as sim ply a pres ent con -
scious ness of a pres ent rep re sen ta tion, but as what Strawson calls “a tem -
po rally ex tended point of view on the world” (Strawson 104). Kant at -
tempts to re solve this prob lem by plac ing the tran scen den tal I out side time.
Time is merely the form in which the tran scen den tal I or ders sen si ble data,
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and it would ap pear to be for this rea son that the I can have an over view of
the tem po ral or der. Heidegger in ter prets Kant’s doc trine here not to mean
that the I is outside time, but rather that the I is time: 

The ego can not be con ceived as tem po ral i.e. intratemporal pre cisely be cause the
self orig i nally and in its in ner most es sence is time it self (Heidegger 200-201). 

By this he means that the I can not be sub ject to intratemporal de scrip tions
not be cause it ex ists quite in de pend ent of time, but be cause the I is purely
tem po ral, and as such is the foun da tion for all our par tic u lar ex pe ri ences of
tem po ral ity. But apart from any in trin sic dif fi cul ties this the ory might
have, it seems to me that it is much more pre cise than any the ory which
Kant man ages to for mu late. Kant is al ways tied down by his me chan i cal
model of per cep tion and by his rigid dis tinc tion be tween the tran scen den tal 
and the em pir i cal ego. I learn about my self in re flec tion. But re flec tion, as
an ac tiv ity of the in ner sense, is sub ject to the form of time, and as such re -
veals [56] me to my self only qua appearance, and never as thing-in-itself.

In or der for ex pe ri ence to be mine, it has to be pos si ble to ac com pany it
by the “I think”, and this I think ex presses the iden tity of the tran scen den tal
sub ject through out the chang ing se ries of per cep tions. How ever, with this
“I think”, 

I am con scious of my self, not as I ap pear to my self, nor as I am in my self, but only 
that I am. This rep re sen ta tion is a thought, not an in tu ition. Now in or der to know
our selves there is re quired in ad di tion to the act of thought, which brings the man -
i fold of ev ery pos si ble in tu ition to the unity of apperception, a de ter mi nate mode
of in tu ition, whereby this man i fold is given; it there fore fol lows that al though my 
ex is tence is not in deed ap pear ance (still less mere [miss ing words]) the de ter mi -
na tion of my ex is tence can take place only in con for mity with the form of in ner
sense, ac cord ing to the spe cial mode in which the man i fold, which I com bine, is
given in in ner in tu ition. Ac cord ingly I have no knowl edge of my self as I am, but
merely as I ap pear to my self ... for knowl edge of my self I re quire, be sides the
con scious ness, that is, be side the thought of my self, an in tu ition of the man i fold
in me, by which I de ter mine this thought. I ex ist as an in tel li gence which is con -
scious solely of its power of com bi na tion ... (KS 168-9). 

Thus con scious ness of my ex is tence as a tran scen dent sub ject uni fy ing ex -
pe ri ence, which is an idea ar rived a pri ori by the use of rea son, can not be
turned into knowl edge of the na ture of this sub ject with out some data be ing
pro vided by in tu ition, but since hu man in tu ition is lim ited by the forms of
sen si bil ity, it can not pro vide any data about the sub ject as it is in it self, that
is, as tran scen den tal. Since the a pri ori cat e go ries can be used only to or der
sense-data, and ob tain their le git i macy from the fact that they make it
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pos si ble to con vert the stream of sense-data into a co her ent ex pe ri ence, it
fol lows that they also can not be ap plied to the tran scen den tal I. We can
there fore say noth ing about what it is; we can only af firm that it is. In the
sec ond part of the Cri tique Kant un der takes a de tailed re jec tion of the “ra -
tio nal doc trine of the soul” which uses the “I think” as a peg on which to
hang a spec u la tive the ory based, Kant ar gues, on the il le git i mate ap pli ca -
tion of the cat e go ries. Here Kant shows that it is not even pos si ble to ap ply
the cat e gory of sub stance to the [57] tran scen den tal I. The I has a purely log -
i cal meaning (KS 334).

Nev er the less Kant does give the I a much larger load to carry than he is
will ing to ad mit when theo ris ing about it. The mech a nisms of sen si ble in tu -
ition must be in some way part of the world of things-in-them selves, and
hence in some way part of the tran scen den tal I. He ad mits this at one point
in his dis cus sion of knowl edge of things-in-them selves: 

Through ob ser va tion and anal y sis of ap pear ances we pen e trate to na ture’s in ner
re cesses, and no one can say how far this knowl edge may in time ex tend. But with 
all this knowl edge, and even if the whole of na ture were re vealed to us, we should 
still never be able to an swer those tran scen den tal ques tions which go be yond na -
ture. The rea son of this is that it is not given to us to ob serve our own mind with
any other in tu ition than that of in ner sense; and that it is yet pre cisely in the mind
that the se cret of the source of our sen si bil ity is lo cated (KS 287). 

As I pointed out ear lier, the sense-da tum model was con structed as a re sult
of the sci en tific in ves ti ga tion of na ture, but Kant now finds him self obliged 
to place these orig i nally nat u ral mech a nisms of per cep tion quite out side the 
sphere of na ture. Sim i larly, in his dis cus sion of the syn the ses of ap pre hen -
sion, re pro duc tion and rec og ni tion he is dis cuss ing as pects of the tran scen -
den tal I, fur ther mech a nism for or der ing sense-data, but he has to end up by 
im plic itly declaring even these discussions illegitimate.

As we have al ready seen, Kant does be lieve that, al though the spec u la tive 
use of rea son can not pro vide any knowl edge of the tran scen den tal I, there
is nev er the less an other source of knowl edge. Prac ti cal rea son, faced with
the ne ces sity of choos ing courses of ac tion in the world, has to make cer tain 
as sump tions in or der for it to choose. These are the as sump tions of the free -
dom and im mor tal ity of the sub ject, and the fur ther as sump tion of a be nev -
o lent God. To put it an other way, the fact that we can ask the ques tion
“What ought we to do?” is proof that we are, in prac ti cal terms, free. As the
nat u ral world, the world of ex pe ri ence, is bound by the cat e gory of cau sal -
ity, it fol lows that in so far as we are free we be long to the “in tel li gi ble”
world of things-in-them selves (see above, p. 28). [58] 
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We are now in a po si tion both to un der stand more clearly why Kant feels
jus ti fied in pos tu lat ing hu man free dom and equat ing it with rea son, and
also to un der stand the prob lems in his the ory. The sense-da tum the ory is a
causal the ory par ex cel lence. The sub ject is com pletely pas sive, merely re -
act ing to stim uli from ob jects. Kant has shown that this the ory can not ac -
count for the na ture of hu man ex pe ri ence, and that one there fore has to un -
der stand the sub ject as in some way ac tive, as in some way al ways go ing
be yond the im me di ate here-now da tum to wards an un der stand ing of it in
or der to grasp the world as a spatio-tem po ral to tal ity. This spon ta ne ity of
the sub ject is re lated to rea son, in so far as rea son is the abil ity to join ideas
to gether, and thereby also to syn the sise par tial per spec tives into some con -
cept of the whole. How ever, while re tain ing the sense-da tum the ory of per -
cep tion, and hence the mech a nis ti cally causal ac count of the hu man be ing
as a nat u ral ob ject, Kant could not re ally bring to gether these two as pects of 
hu man re al ity. He was thus forced to pos tu late within each in di vid ual the
di chot omy be tween the tran scen den tal I as free and ra tio nal, and the em pir -
i cal I as part of the causal net work of na ture. This is why he can not pro vide
a uni fied the ory of hu man ful fil ment, but di choto mis es be tween hap pi ness
as sen su ous con tent ment, and the in tel lec tual con tent ment which co mes
from the aware ness of one self as ef fec tively part of the King dom of Ends.
This is also why he can not give a sat is fac tory ac count of the re la tion be -
tween heteronomy and au ton omy, and of the re la tion be tween rea son and
his tory. The tran scen den tal I is out side time, and hence the o ret i cally can not 
be said to change and de velop (al though, con tra dic to rily, Kant in tro duces
the idea of im mor tal ity to al low for the de vel op ment of this sub ject). Be -
cause it can not de velop, we must as sume that it is from the be gin ning ra tio -
nal and au ton o mous. Un der these cir cum stances, heteronomy must come
in some way from the in ter fer ence of the em pir i cal sub ject with the tran -
scen den tal sub ject. Kant of course does not trivi al ise this into some pos tu -
lated strug gle be tween rea son and the body. Rather, he skirts around the is -
sue, and there fore leaves us with no clear un der stand ing of how an in di vid -
ual might move from heteronomy to au ton omy. Sim i larly, he can give no
real ac count of the his tor i cal de vel op ment of rea son in the way that Rous -
seau does. The King dom of Ends is for mally placed out side his tory, [59]

although at the same time he does suggest that reason develops historically. 
But this could only be thought coherently if human beings in so far as they
are (potentially) rational, can be places inside time.
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3. Transcendental Idealism and the
problem of “transcendental psychology” 

I sug gested at the be gin ning of the dis cus sion of Kant’s the ory of knowl -
edge that what Kant does in the Cri tique of Pure Rea son is to take the
sense-da tum the ory of per cep tion and to de stroy it by work ing it through to
its log i cal con clu sion, which is tran scen den tal ide al ism. Tran scen den tal
ide al ism is an at tempt to make sense, from within the sense-da tum the ory,
of the fact that it is nec es sary to see the sub ject as a tem po rally ex tended
point of view on the world. Pure rea son gives us the ques tion: “What must
the I be in or der to be a tem po rally ex tended point of view on the world?”
Prac ti cal rea son gives us the ques tion: “What is the re la tion be tween the I
as a tem po ral ex tended point of view and the I as free?” Kant’s an swer to
these ques tions is ul ti mately in co her ent and there fore wrong, but the ques -
tions them selves are im por tant. They are, I would ar gue, more im por tant
that the ques tion as to the “bounds of sense” which re cent Brit ish com men -
ta tors on Kant have con cen trated on; not be cause this lat ter is an un im por -
tant ques tion, but be cause it is rel a tively easy to answer, whereas the
questions about the I are not even easy to ask.

The ques tions are an at tempt to grasp the na ture of the re la tion ship be -
tween the I and the world. Kant’s the ory of this re la tion ship seems to os cil -
late be tween two po si tions, de pend ing on whether he is con cen trat ing on
the world as in-it self or the world as phe nom e nal. On the one hand the I is
re cep tive; on the other hand the I is con sti tu tive of the world, al though the
way in which this might be understood varies.

What ex actly is the sta tus of the noumenal world of things-in-them selves
in Kant’s the ory? It seems to me that Kant never made up his mind. His de -
scrip tions of it vary widely. At one point in the Cri tique he writes: 

In the pro cess of warn ing the lat ter (sen si bil ity) that it [60] must not pre sume to
claim ap pli ca bil ity to things-in-them selves but only to ap pear ances, it (un der -
stand ing) does in deed think for it self an ob ject in it self, but only as tran scen den tal 
ob ject which is the cause of ap pear ance and there fore not it self ap pear ance (KS
293). 

Thus here he thinks of the noumenon as the cause of the phe nom ena, and
al though he then goes on to say that we can not ap ply any of the “con cepts
of our un der stand ing”, which would in clude the con cept of cau sal ity, to the
noumenon, nev er the less it is clear that the idea of the noumenon as cause of 
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phe nom ena is in trin sic to the sense-da tum the ory of in tu ition. How ever, on
other oc ca sions he is much more cir cum spect in what he says about the
noumenon. Heidegger quotes one of his post hu mously pub lished writings
in which he says: 

The dis tinc tion be tween the con cept of thing-in-it self and that of ap pear ance is
not ob jec tive but merely sub jec tive. The thing in it self is not an other ob ject but
an other as pect (respectus) of the rep re sen ta tion with re gard to the same ob ject
(Heidegger 37). 

This is much more con sis tent with Heidegger’s own in ter pre ta tion of Kant,
re ferred to briefly ear lier. For Heidegger the dis tinc tion which Kant is mak -
ing is that be tween fi nite and in fi nite knowl edge of the same thing. Fi nite
knowl edge is the knowl edge by se quence of as pects to which a fi nite be ing
is nec es sar ily lim ited. In fi nite knowl edge would be knowl edge “in the
round” (as well as both from in side and from out side). This would be
knowl edge of the thing in all its in fi nite as pects at one time. For Kant such
knowl edge is avail able only to the “intellectus archetypus” which cre ates
the ob ject of its knowl edge at the same time as it knows it. If this is re ally
the dis tinc tion which Kant is draw ing here, then the noumenon is the
whole, and the phe nom e non is the as pect of the whole to which I as a fi nite
be ing am re lated at any par tic u lar time. It is quite prob a ble that Kant was
mov ing to wards such a for mu la tion, but it seems to me that Heidegger is
wrong to say that he ac tu ally got there. Kant’s doc trine of the noumenon re -
mains con fused, at least in the Cri tique of Pure Rea son, and so his doctrine
of the nature of the I also remains confused.

In or der to bring the tran scen den tal sub ject as free and spon ta ne ous back
into a co her ent re la tion ship with the em pir i cal sub ject and with hu man re al -
ity as em bod ied there are two al ter na tives left open [61] by Kant’s phi los o -
phy. The first is to aban don the sense-da tum the ory en tirely, and to re think
the whole re la tion sub ject-world along the lines sug gested by Heidegger,
and with out any pre sup po si tions about the na ture of sen si bil ity. The sec ond 
al ter na tive is to aban don the noumenon as cause en tirely, and to treat the
sub ject as purely spon ta ne ous, by at tempt ing to show how it could be in de -
pend ently con sti tu tive of the world. This was the path cho sen by Kant’s im -
me di ate suc ces sors, and Kant him self in di cated that path by his no tion of
the intellectus archetypus, as sketched out in the Cri tique of Judgement.

IV. The Intellectus Archetypus
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The or i gin of the prob lem dis cussed in the Cri tique of Judge ment is two -
fold. On the one hand, it is an at tempt to solve a prob lem which de rives
from Kant’s own dis tinc tion be tween phe nom e non and noumenon. On the
other hand, it is an at tempt to solve cer tain prob lems con nected with
Judgement.
a) Phe nom e non and Noumenon 

In a foot note in the In tro duc tion Kant for mu lates the re la tion be tween the
two in a way which brings out clearly the prob lem of the na ture of that re la -
tion ship:

The op po si tion or as sis tance is not be tween na ture and free dom, but be tween the
for mer as phe nom e non and the ef fects of the lat ter as phe nom ena in the world of
sense. The cau sal ity of free dom it self (of pure and prac ti cal rea son) is the cau sal -
ity of a nat u ral cause sub or di nated to na ture (i.e. of the sub ject con sid ered as man, 
and there fore as phe nom e non). The in tel li gi ble, which is thought un der free dom,
con tains the ground of the de ter mi na tion of this (nat u ral cause) in a fur ther in ex -
pli ca ble way (just as that in tel li gi ble does which con sti tutes the supersensible
sub strate of na ture). (CJ 32-3 n2)

This seems to in volve a three fold re la tion ship:
a) The cau sal ity of free dom (as noumenon) pro duc ing ef fects in na ture

through the sub ject as phe nom e non. [62] 
b) An in tel li gi ble (noumenon) which constituts the supersensible sub -

strate of na ture.
c) The re la tion be tween na ture as phe nom e non and the sub ject as the phe -

nom e nal ex pres sion of noumenal free dom, whereby na ture ei ther op poses
or as sists freedom.
Kant is will ing to ac cept that re la tion ships (a) and (b) nec es sar ily re main
“in ex pli ca ble”, but be lieves that it is nec es sary to at least give some ac -
count of how (c) is pos si ble. The rea son for this is ob vi ous. Na ture has to be 
con ceived as en tirely de ter mined by causal laws, and the sub ject as phe -
nom e non, as sen si ble, is also de ter mined by such causal laws. On the other
hand, the sub ject as free pro duces ef fects in na ture. What is the re la tion be -
tween these ef fects and the laws of na ture? They can not con form to the
laws of na ture in the full sense, oth er wise they would be com pletely ex pli -
ca ble with out pos it ing the idea of free dom. The free will must, in terms of
Kant’s the ory, add some thing new, and at the same time can not add that
some thing new in such a way as to en tirely de stroy the unity of na ture
which is con nected with the unity of ex pe ri ence. Kant be lieves that a con -
sid er ation of the “fac ulty of judge ment” will provide us with a means of
resolving this apparent contradiction.
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b) Judgement 
In the Cri tique of Pure Rea son, Kant dis tin guishes be tween un der stand ing
and judge ment as fol lows:

If un der stand ing in gen eral be de fined as the fac ulty of laws or rules, the fac ulty
of judge ment may be termed the fac ulty of sub sump tion un der these rules, that is,
of dis tin guish ing whether this or that does not stand un der a given rule (CPR,
114).

He points out that the judge ment must be con ceived of as dis tinct from the
un der stand ing, be cause the ap pli ca tion of rules can not, with out fall ing into
an in fi nite re gress, be con sid ered as it self be ing rule-bound. Judge ment is
therefore 

a pe cu liar tal ent, which does not, and can not re quire tu i tion, but only ex er cise
(CPR 115). [63] 

In the Cri tique of Judge ment he makes a fur ther dis tinc tion be tween de ter -
mi nant judge ments and re flec tive judge ments; be tween sub sum ing a par -
tic u lar un der a uni ver sal, and ar riv ing at a uni ver sal from a particular:

The de ter mi nant judge ment only sub sumes un der uni ver sal tran scen den tal laws
given by the un der stand ing; the law is marked out for it, a pri ori, and it has there -
fore no need to seek a law for it self in or der to be able to sub or di nate the par tic u lar 
in na ture to the uni ver sal. But the forms of na ture are so man i fold and there are so
many mod i fi ca tions of the uni ver sal tran scen den tal nat u ral con cepts left un de ter -
mined by the laws given, a pri ori, by the pure un der stand ing - be cause these only
con cern the pos si bil ity of na ture in gen eral (as an ob ject of sense) - that there
must be laws for these (forms) also. These, as em pir i cal may be con tin gent from
the point of view of our un der stand ing; and yet, if they are to be called laws (as
the con cept of a na ture re quires), they must be re garded as nec es sary in vir tue of a 
prin ci ple of the unity of the man i fold, though it be un known to us. The re flec tive
judge ment, which is obliged to as cend from the par tic u lar in na ture to the uni ver -
sal, re quires on that ac count a prin ci ple that it can not bor row from ex pe ri ence,
be cause its func tion is to es tab lish the unity of all em pir i cal prin ci ples un der
higher ones, and hence to es tab lish the pos si bil ity of their systematic
subordination (CJ 15-16).

In treat ing of na ture, there are cer tain a pri ori rules, the cat e go ries, which
must nec es sar ily be ap plied. But these rules do not fully ac count for any ob -
served phe nom ena. The var i ous laws of the nat u ral sci ences are ar rived at a 
pos te ri ori, by a pro cess of re flec tive judge ment in which we at tempt to un -
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cover gen eral rules which ac count for the modes of be hav iour of par tic u lar
ob jects. These rules, or laws are con tin gent, in the sense that there is no ap -
par ent rea son why they should be as they are rather than oth er wise. Thus
the prob lem arises: how do we move from the par tic u lar event to the gen -
eral law, and what en ti tles us to do this? Consider the following three
propositions:

1) “This seems to be a bark ing dog”
In Kant’s ter mi nol ogy, this is a judge ment of per cep tion which de scribes

the as so ci a tion of cer tain sense data. [64] 
2) “This dog is bark ing”

This is a judge ment of ex pe ri ence. Through the ap pli ca tion of the cat e go -
ries it as serts the nec es sary con nec tion of the sense-data ac cord ing to a
particular rule.

3) “All dogs bark”
This is (we shall as sume, for the sake of the ar gu ment) a zoo log i cal law. It
as serts a nec es sary re la tion ship be tween be ing a dog and be ing able to bark. 
But that this re la tion ship should be the case is a con tin gent fact as far as the
un der stand ing is con cerned. It is not based on the ap pli ca tion of fur ther
syn thetic a pri ori cat e go ries of the type in volved in prop o si tion (2). How
does the re flec tive judge ment move from type (2) to type (3) propositions?

Kant’s an swer is the re flec tive judge ment op er ates in terms, not of a rule,
but of a prin ci ple, and that is the prin ci ple of the unity of na ture. This prin -
ci ple can not be de rived from any par tic u lar ex pe ri ence, yet it is fac tu ally
as sumed by the at tempt to link par tic u lar ex pe ri ences to gether into laws,
and by the at tempt to de rive these laws from yet more gen eral laws. Thus
far the ar gu ment, in some sense at least, seems to be ac cept able. We do as -
sume a co her ence and a unity in na ture, and this co her ence can not be dis -
cov ered in any par tic u lar ex pe ri ence. Kant, how ever, moves from the idea
of unity to the idea of pur pos ive ness (or, in an al ter na tive trans la tion, fi nal -
ity [Zweckmässigkeit]). He formulates the principle as follows:

This prin ci ple can be no other than the fol low ing: As uni ver sal laws of na ture
have their ground in our un der stand ing, which pre scribes them to na ture (al -
though only ac cord ing to the uni ver sal con cept of it as na ture), so par tic u lar em -
pir i cal laws, in re spect of what is in them left un de ter mined by these uni ver sal
laws, must be con sid ered in ac cor dance with such a unity as they would have if an 
un der stand ing (al though not our un der stand ing) had fur nished them to our cog ni -
tive fac ul ties, so as to make pos si ble a sys tem of ex pe ri ence ac cord ing to par tic u -
lar laws of na ture ... Now the con cept of an ob ject, so far as it con tains the ground
of the ac tu al ity of this ob ject, is the pur pose; and the agree ment of a thing with
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that con sti tu tion of things which is only pos si ble ac cord ing to pur poses is called
the pur pos ive ness of its form. Thus the prin ci ple of judge ment, in re spect of the
form of things of na ture un der em pir i cal laws gen er ally, is the [65] pur pos ive ness
of na ture in its variety (CJ 16-17).

The Ger man word Zweckmässigkeit seems to be rather more am big u ous
than ei ther the word “pur pos ive ness” or the more tech ni cal term “fi nal ity”
which Meredith uses in his trans la tion. Dic tio nary trans la tions in clude
“suit abil ity, ap pro pri ate ness, fit ness, op por tune ness, func tion al ism”
(Cassells), and “ex pe di ency” (Langenscheidt). Kant in tro duces the term in
the above pas sage in close as so ci a tion with the spe cific idea of pur pose,
(Zweck). But at other times he ap pears to take ad van tage of its broader con -
no ta tions of suit abil ity or ap pro pri ate ness, par tic u larly when, later in the
ar gu ment, he in tro duces the idea of Zweckmässigkeit ohne Zweck, pur pos -
ive ness with out pur pose. It seems to me that at many points in the ar gu ment 
Kant makes use of this ambiguity to reach illicit conclusions.

To make this as sump tion of unity and pur pos ive ness is to as sume that na -
ture, as phe nom e non, is in har mony with our cog ni tive fac ul ties in so far as
these fac ul ties nec es sar ily at tempt to unify ex pe ri ence by plac ing it un der
rules. We look for this unity, and, since the at tain ment of any goal is bound
up with the feel ing of plea sure, we must ex pe ri ence plea sure of a par tic u lar
sort when we do dis cover unity and pur pos ive ness in na ture. An anal y sis of
the pe cu liar i ties of this sort of plea sure will con trib ute to our gen eral
understanding of the reflective judgement.

This raises the pos si bil ity of dis cov er ing a sub jec tive, aes thetic ex pe ri -
ence of unity-pur pos ive ness, re lat ing not to the ac tual ob jec tive cog ni tion,
but to the fact that a par tic u lar rep re sen ta tion (of the imag i na tion) is in har -
mony with the un der stand ing in its search for unity. That is, the imag i na -
tion brings to gether sense-data in a par tic u lar pat tern, and the un der stand -
ing uni fies this rep re sen ta tion by means of a con cept. The con cept it self is
purely ob jec tive, but the re la tion be tween the rep re sen ta tion and the un der -
stand ing as uni fy ing is sub jec tive, in the sense of ap per tain ing to the na ture
of the sub ject. As such, it is a source of pos si ble pain or plea sure. But a
plea sure aris ing from the re la tion be tween a par tic u lar rep re sen ta tion of the 
imag i na tion and the un der stand ing’s gen eral need for unity [66] would also
be such as to be valid for any sub ject, since all sub jects share the char ac ter -
is tic of a unity-seek ing un der stand ing. This would be an ex pe ri ence which
is both sub jec tive, and at the same time nec es sary and uni ver sal. It is in fact
the experience of the beautiful, and Kant calls judgements regarding the
beautiful “judgements of taste”.
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The plea sure, there fore, in the judge ment of taste is de pend ent on an em pir i cal
rep re sen ta tion and can not be bound up a pri ori with any con cept (we can not de -
ter mine a pri ori what ob ject is or is not ac cord ing to taste; that we must find out
by ex per i ment). But the plea sure is the de ter min ing ground of this judge ment
only be cause we are con scious that it rests merely on re flec tion and on the uni ver -
sal, though only sub jec tive, con di tions of the har mony of that re flec tion with the
cog ni tion of ob jects in gen eral, for which the form of the ob ject is pur pos ive. (CJ
28)

This means that there are two dis tinct prin ci ples of the re flec tive judge -
ment: the prin ci ple of the unity-pur pos ive ness of na ture, which is the guid -
ing thread in our at tempt to ex plain nat u ral events in terms of laws; and the
prin ci ple of the pos si ble har mony be tween the imag i na tion and the un der -
stand ing, which is the prin ci ple of aes thetic judge ment of taste. (Kant also
dis tin guishes a third prin ci ple, re lated to “the pur pos ive ness of the sub ject
in re spect of the ob jects ac cord ing to their form or even their form less ness,
in vir tue of the con cept of free dom” (CJ 28-29), which is the prin ci ple un -
der ly ing judge ments of the sub lime. This is an aes thetic prin ci ple com ple -
men tary to the beautiful. I shall ignore this for the moment.)

c) The Cri tique of Aes thetic Judge ment 
In this sec tion Kant first shows that the judge ment of taste in the beau ti ful,
as or di narily un der stood, in fact has the char ac ter is tics sketched out in the
In tro duc tion, and then goes on to pro vide a de duc tion of the le git i macy of
the prin ci ple. The first two points he makes are quite straightforward:

a) When we take de light in a beau ti ful ob ject, we are in ter ested nei ther in
the ac tual ex is tence of the ob ject, nor in any di rect agree able [67] sen sa tions
which we get from it. It is not a phys i cal plea sure, but a de light in the form
of the object.

b) We ac cept the en tire sub jec tiv ity of phys i cal plea sures; we do not de -
mand of other peo ple that they en joy the same food as we do. We ac cept the 
en tire ob jec tiv ity of the con cepts of the un der stand ing, in that true state -
ments an be proved by ra tio nal ar gu ment. But, while we ac cept de light in
the beau ti ful as a sub jec tive re ac tion, a re la tion con cern ing my in ter ac tion
with the ob ject, rather than the ob ject it self, we at the same time in sist that
the judge ment of taste in the beau ti ful is in fact universally valid. That is, 

the aes thet i cal uni ver sal ity which is as cribed to a judge ment must be of a par tic u -
lar kind, be cause it does not unite the pred i cate of beauty with the con cept of the
ob ject, con sid ered in its whole log i cal sphere, and yet ex tends it to the whole
sphere of judg ing per sons. (CJ 49). 
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This can only be the case if the con tent of the judge ment can be uni ver sally
com mu ni cated, which is not the case with judge ments of phys i cal plea sure. 
It can in fact only be the case if it re fers to some ex pe ri ence which could be
ex pe ri enced by all in di vid u als in the same sit u a tion, and this in turn can
only be ex pe ri ence re lated to the pro cess of cog ni tion of the ob ject; that is,
to the re la tion be tween the var i ous cog ni tive fac ul ties com mon to all sub -
jects. More spe cif i cally, it must be a func tion of a har mony be tween the
rep re sen ta tive imag i na tion and the un der stand ing brought about by the
form of the object in question.

c) The next step in the ar gu ment is how ever, more prob lem atic. The ques -
tion is, what in the form of the ob ject would it be that would bring about the
req ui site har mony be tween imag i na tion and the un der stand ing? This sec -
tion of the ar gu ment is en ti tled “Of judge ments of taste, ac cord ing to the re -
la tions of the pur poses which are brought into con sid er ation in them.” But,
as far as I can make out, Kant does not jus tify his in tro duc tion of the con -
cept “pur pose” at this point. He seems to carry it over, with out fur ther ex -
pla na tion, from the In tro duc tion. He be gins by de fin ing “pur pose”, and
then goes on to dis tin guish be tween “pur pose” and “pur pos ive ness”: [68] 

But an ob ject, or a state of mind, or even an ac tion is called pur pos ive, al though
its pos si bil ity does not nec es sar ily pre sup pose the rep re sen ta tion of a pur pose,
merely be cause its pos si bil ity can be ex plained and con ceived by us only so far as 
we as sume for its ground a cau sal ity ac cord ing to pur poses, i.e. in ac cor dance
with a will which has reg u lated it ac cord ing to the rep re sen ta tion of a cer tain rule.
There can be, then, pur pos ive ness with out pur pose, so far as we do not place the
causes of this form in a will, but yet can only make the ex pla na tion of its pos si bil -
ity in tel li gi ble to our selves by de riv ing it from a will (CJ 55).

We have al ready seen that the judge ment of taste is not in ter ested in the ex -
is tence of the ob ject; it is dis in ter ested. So, in so far as it is re lated to pur -
pose, it can not be a func tion of the ob ject which is pur posed. It can there -
fore only be a func tion of the form of pur pos ive ness in the representation:

There fore it can be noth ing else but the sub jec tive pur pos ive ness in the rep re sen -
ta tion of an ob ject with out any pur pose (ei ther ob jec tive or sub jec tive), and thus
it is the mere form of pur pos ive ness in the rep re sen ta tion by which an ob ject is
given to us, so far as we are con scious of it, which con sti tutes the sat is fac tion that
we with out a con cept judge to be uni ver sally com mu ni ca ble; and, con se quently,
this is the de ter min ing ground of the judge ment of taste (CJ 56).

What this seems to mean is that we judge some thing to be beau ti ful when
its el e ments fit to gether so well that it ap pears to have been put to gether in
that way for a pur pose. And the plea sure in this pur pos ive ness is a func tion
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of the fact that such pur pos ive ness “con tains a de ter min ing ground of the
ac tiv ity of the sub ject in re spect of the ex cite ment of its cog ni tive pow ers”
(CJ 58), as has pre vi ously been es tab lished. At this point in the ar gu ment
these two el e ments, the pur pos ive ness of the rep re sen ta tion, and the har -
mony of the cog ni tive pow ers, seem to be merely stated as sep a rate facts in -
volved in our judge ments of the beau ti ful. Kant’s es sen tial point is that it is
the form of an object which determines our judgement of its beauty: 

It is not what grat i fies in sen sa tion but what pleases by means of its form that is
fun da men tal for taste (CJ 61). 

And it is the form in it self, not in re la tion to its use ful ness, or in re gard to
the de gree of per fec tion which it ex hib its in the ob ject, be cause the idea of
per fec tion as sumes an in tel lec tual con cep tion of the ob ject, and is not
purely aes thetic. [69] 

d) The fourth char ac ter is tic of the judge ment of taste is that it re fers to a
nec es sary sat is fac tion. A beau ti ful ob ject is not one that may or may not
sat isfy, or might sat isfy on one oc ca sion but not on an other. Yet the ba sis
for this ex pe ri ence of ne ces sity is of an un usual kind. We can not say that
ev ery body will in fact agree that a par tic u lar ob ject is beau ti ful, but we do
say that they ought to agree. This claim im plies the ex is tence of what Kant
de scribes as a “com mon sense”, which is an other way of say ing that the
judge ment that a par tic u lar ob ject is beau ti ful must be based upon the ef fect 
that that ob ject has on the gen eral re la tion be tween those cog ni tive powers
which are shared in common by all people.

Up to this point in the ar gu ment Kant has been set ting out the char ac ter is -
tics of judge ments of taste. The idea of pur pos ive ness seems al ways to re fer 
here to “the mere form of pur pos ive ness in the rep re sen ta tion by which an
ob ject is given”. In par tic u lar, the care which he takes to dis tin guish be -
tween judge ments of taste, and judge ment of per fec tion, which deal with
the ad e quacy of the thing for its (con cep tual ised) pur pose, seems to me
only to be com pre hen si ble if the pur pos ive ness to which he re fers is some
sort of in ter nal char ac ter is tic of the ob ject as ex pe ri enced. This in ter nal
char ac ter is tic of the “im age” is such as to pro duce an ef fect in the re la tion
be tween imag i na tion and un der stand ing, but the pur pos ive ness is in the
image. This is further borne out by a later footnote:

For in this mere judge ment of taste no con sid er ation is given to the pur pose for
which these nat u ral beau ties ex ist: whether to ex cite plea sure in us, or as pur poses 
with out any ref er ence to us at all (CJ 227 footnote). 
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But in the de duc tion which es tab lishes the le git i macy of mak ing judge -
ments of taste, and in which he merely spells out once more the idea of the
re la tion be tween judge ments of taste and the har mony of imag i na tion and
un der stand ing, he seems to move from the idea of the pur pos ive ness in her -
ent in the im age to the idea of the “pur pos ive ness” of the im age for bring ing 
about the har mony be tween imag i na tion and un der stand ing. It will per haps
be best to set out the short “Deduction” in full:

If it be ad mit ted that, in a pure judge ment of taste, the [70] sat is fac tion in the ob -
ject is com bined with the mere act of judg ing its form, it is noth ing else than its
sub jec tive pur pos ive ness for the judge ment which we feel to be men tally com -
bined with the rep re sen ta tion of the ob ject. The judge ment, as re gards the for mal
rules of its ac tion, apart from all mat ter (whether sen sa tion or con cept), can only
be di rected to the sub jec tive con di tions of its em ploy ment in gen eral (it is ap plied
nei ther to a par tic u lar mode of sense nor to a par tic u lar con cept of the un der stand -
ing), and con se quently to that sub jec tive (el e ment) which we pre sup pose in all
men (as req ui site for pos si ble cog ni tion in gen eral). Thus the agree ment of a rep -
re sen ta tion with these con di tions of the judge ment must be ca pa ble of be ing as -
sumed as valid a pri ori for ev ery one. That is, we may rightly im pute to ev ery one
the plea sure or the sub jec tive pur pos ive ness of the rep re sen ta tion for the re la tion
be tween the cog ni tive fac ul ties in the act of judg ing a sen si ble object in general
(CJ 132).

What ex actly is the re la tion be tween “pur pos ive ness” in the ob ject and
“pur pos ive ness of the rep re sen ta tion for the re la tion be tween the cog ni tive
fac ul ties”? If we take the word ‘Zweckmässigkeit’ in its broad mean ing of
“suit abil ity”, then, in terms of the ar gu ment, it is rea son able to say that the
plea sure in the beau ti ful, if it is to be both sub jec tive and uni ver sal, must be
a func tion of the re la tion be tween the cog ni tive fac ul ties, and that, in that
sense, the beau ti ful ob ject is, by def i ni tion, ‘suit able’ for the re la tion be -
tween these fac ul ties. But this is a tau tol ogy. The prob lem is to know what
it is in the beau ti ful ob ject that makes it thus suit able. Kant has al ready ar -
gued that it is the ‘suit abil ity’ of the ob ject in an other sense; that is, in the
sense of its own in ter nal co her ence. This at least has some con tent. All the
new in tro duc tion of ‘pur pos ive ness’ for our fac ul ties does is to con fuse the
ar gu ment at this point. But it does (il lic itly) fa cil i tate the move from ob jects 
as purposive to objects as purposed, and thus helps to make the link with
the supersensible.

How ever, that the prin ci ple of the judge ment of taste should be one
which is re lated to the har mony of the rep re sen ta tive imag i na tion with the
rule-giv ing un der stand ing is im por tant for his gen eral ar gu ment. We have
seen that this is re lated to the need for unity. But the unity given by the un -
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der stand ing is the unity of a rule. The un der stand ing is the fac ulty of rules,
of laws. The imag i na tion, on the other hand, [71] is the fac ulty which syn -
the sises the man i fold of pure in tu ition (see KS 112).

Kant ar gued in the CPR that ex pe ri ence al ways in volves:
a) the ‘syn the sis of re pro duc tion in the imag i na tion’, which re pro duces or 

brings to gether a par tic u lar se quence of sense-data, and
b) the ‘syn the sis of rec og ni tion in a con cept’, that is, the syn the sis of the

imag i na tion in ac cor dance with a rule.
In this pro cess, the imag i na tion act ing by it self is free: “the free dom of

the imag i na tion con sists in the fact that it schematizes with out any con -
cept” (CJ 129). It is only when the imag i na tion is op er at ing in con junc tion
with the un der stand ing that the ex pe ri ence be comes rule-bound. This raises 
the pos si bil ity of two modes of the relationship:

a) the un der stand ing hav ing to im pose its rule on the imag i na tion, or
b) the free syn the sis of the imag i na tion be ing such as vir tu ally al ready to

ex hibit the rule, in which case the imag i na tion “in its free dom har mo nizes
with the (un der stand ing) in its con for mity to Law” (CJ 129).

Thus the ex pe ri ence of a beau ti ful ob ject is an ex pe ri ence which il lus -
trates the pos si bil ity of har mony be tween free dom and law. [72] 

Appendix

A Note on The Cri tique of Judge ment
The in tro duc tion lays down the main lines of the ar gu ment. The body of

the work does not re ally de velop them log i cally. In stead it moves in a se ries 
of leaps, pos si bly un der cover of the am bi gu ities of Zweckmässigkeit.

1) The ex po si tion of the idea of the beau ti ful shows that the idea of the
beau ti ful, as a uni ver sal, nec es sary, but sin gu lar judge ment is linked to the
idea of har mony be tween the cog ni tive fac ul ties, and their har mony is re -
lated to the idea of the sub jec tive pur pos ive ness of the representation.

2) The de duc tion shows that the char ac ters dis cov ered in the ex po si tion
nec es sar ily go to gether, and are le giti mised through the uni ver sal ref er ence 
to the cog ni tive fac ul ties. But it also shifts from the idea of the pur pos ive -
ness of the rep re sen ta tion to the idea of pur pos ive ness for the sub ject, i.e. to 
the idea that the beau ti ful ob ject in di cates (as a reg u la tive idea) the
designedness of na ture for oc ca sion ing the harmony of the cognitive
faculties.

494



3) The antinomy at tempts to show that this pur pos ive ness is rooted in the
“supersensible”.

The antinomy of the aes thetic judge ment con sists in the fol low ing two
prop o si tions:

1) Ev ery one has his own taste, i.e. the judge ment of taste is not based on
con cepts, for oth er wise it would ad mit of con tro versy (would be de ter mi -
na ble by proofs).

2) There may be a quar rel about taste, i.e. “The judge ment of taste is
based on con cepts, for oth er wise, de spite its di ver sity, we could not quar rel
about it (we could not claim for our judge ment the nec es sary as sent of oth -
ers)” (CJ 184).
The antinomy is solved by dis tin guish ing be tween de ter mi na ble [73] and
un de ter min able con cepts. A de ter mi na ble con cept is one for which an in -
ten tion can be given that is, as is shown in the Cri tique of Pure Rea son, any
con cept which re fers to the phe nom e nal world. We also, how ever, have a
con cept of the noumenal world, be cause we can think it, but no in ten tion
can be given for such a con cept; it is thus un de ter min able. Be cause an un -
de ter min able con cept is contentless it can not be used to es tab lish a proof.
There fore it is pos si ble to con ceive of a judge ment which as serts the uni -
ver sal ity of a rule - that is, is based on a con cept - but which can not ad mit of 
proof be cause the con cept on which it is based re fers to the supersensible
and thus has no spe cific con tent. So we can only re solve the antinomy of
taste if we as sume that the con cept on which the judge ment of taste is based 
in fact re fers to the supersensible. This con cept is here de fined by Kant as
“the con cept of the gen eral ground of the sub jec tive pur pos ive ness of na -
ture for the judge ment” (CJ 185) and it refers to the supersensible 

be cause (the) de ter min ing ground lies per haps in the con cept of that which may
be the supersensible sub strata of hu man ity (CJ 185). 

That is, roughly, if na ture is de signed to ‘fit’ the cog ni tive fac ul ties in the
way con tained in the ex pe ri ence of beauty, this can not be a func tion of its
phe nom e nal na ture as a com plex of ob jects re lates by me chan i cal cau sal ity. 
It can only do so by ref er ence to its noumenal, supersensible, substrata.
Thus:

a) the ex pe ri ence of beauty pro duces an antinomy which, like the
antinomies of pure and prac ti cal rea son, can only be re solved by in tro duc -
ing the un de ter min able con cept of the supersensible

b) and in this case the supersensible be comes the ground for the pur pos -
ive ness of na ture.

Kant is, how ever, care ful to stress at this point that 
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the sub jec tive prin ci ple, viz, the in def i nite idea of the supersensible in us, can
only be put for ward as the sole key to the puz zle of this fac ulty whose sources are
hid den from us; it can be made no fur ther in tel li gi ble (CJ 186).

We are not in tended, fur ther more, to as sert the re al ity of the pur pos ive -
ness of na ture for our cog ni tive fac ul ties. The ex am ple of the me chan i cal
for ma tion of beau ti ful rock crys tals shows the [74] pos si bil ity of ‘pur pos ive -
ness’ quite with out pur pose. In any event, the judge ment of beauty is nec es -
sar ily a sub jec tive judge ment and can not be de rived from a known pur pose
(in which case it would be a judge ment of per fec tion). (But note here that
Kant seems to have moved back from pur pos ive ness for the cog ni tive fac -
ulty to pur pose in the object; for he combines the two in a new way: 

The prop erty of na ture that gives us oc ca sion to per ceive the in ner pur pos ive ness
in the re la tion of our men tal fac ul ties in judg ing cer tain of its prod ucts ... [CJ
196]). 

Also, the ar gu ment that the con cept of pur pos ive ness is in de ter mi nate im -
plies that the pur pos ive ness re ferred to it a re la tion it self di rectly in volv ing
the supersensible (as is the case with the pur pos ive ness of the (phe nom e -
nal) rep re sen ta tion to the (supersensible) un der stand ing) - rather than in -
volv ing merely phe nom e nal pur pos ive ness with out pur pose, re ferred only
in di rectly to the supersensible through the ‘as if’ whose purpose it is.

4) In the In tro duc tion Kant gives a de duc tion of “The prin ci ple of the for -
mal pur pos ive ness of na ture” as a “tran scen den tal prin ci ple of judge ment”
(see CJ p. 17). In the Cri tique of Aes thet i cal Judge ment he es tab lishes the
sub jec tive pur pos ive ness of na ture in re gard to the cog ni tive fac ul ties. In
the Cri tique of the Theo log i cal Judge ment he ex plains the ques tion as to
whether we can as cribe objective, real purposiveness to nature:

Ex pe ri ence leads our judge ment to the con cept of an ob jec tive and ma te rial pur -
pos ive ness, i.e. to the con cept of a pur pose of na ture, only when we have to judge
of a re la tion of cause to ef fect which we find our selves able to ap pre hend as le git -
i mate only be pre sup pos ing the idea of the ef fect of the cau sal ity of the cause as
the fun da men tal con di tion, in the cause, of the pos si bil ity of the ef fect (CJ
212-3).

That is, an ob jec tive pur pose can be as cribed to a be ing only if a be ing can -
not be ac counted for in terms of em pir i cal nat u ral laws:

This con tin gency of its form in all em pir i cal nat u ral laws in ref er ence to rea son
af fords a ground for re gard ing its cau sal ity as pos si ble only through rea son. For
rea son, which must cognize the ne ces sity of ev ery form of a nat u ral prod uct in or -
der to com pre hend even the con di tions of its gen e sis, can not as sume such (nat u -

496



ral) ne ces sity in that par tic u lar given form. The cau sal ity of its or i gin is then re -
ferred to the fac ulty of act ing in ac cor dance with pur poses (a will), and the ob ject
which can only thus be [75] rep re sented as pos si ble is rep re sented as a pur pose. ...
I would say pro vi sion ally: a thing ex ists as a nat u ral pur pose if it is (al though in a
dou ble sense) both cause and ef fect of it self. For herein lies a cau sal ity the like of
which can not be com bined with the mere con cept of a na ture with out at trib ut ing
to it a pur pose; it can cer tainly be thought with out con tra dic tion, but it can not be
com pre hended (CJ 216-217).

Kant gives the ex am ple of a tree, which re pro duces it self (pro duces it self
ge ner i cally) and also pro duces it self in the growth pro cess (pro duces it self
in di vid u ally) by trans form ing mat ter into new prod ucts which it uses to
sus tain it self. Fi nally, it gen er ates it self in such a way that “the main te nance 
of any one part de pends re cip ro cally on the main te nance of the rest” (CJ
218). Each part of the tree is both sup ported by the rest and at the same time
has a function in supporting the rest.

That cau sal ity which is a cat e gory of the un der stand ing is a law of suc ces -
sion; as such it pre cludes any re cip ro cal ac tion of that which is ef fect on
that which is cause. In the case of the cau sal ity of the will (as a cat e gory of
rea son) how ever, the ob ject which is pur posed may equally well be con sid -
ered ei ther as the ef fect of the steps be ing taken to reach it, or as the cause of 
those steps. (These two may be dis tin guished as real and ideal causes.) In
the case of the tree, the re cip ro cal re la tion is that be tween the parts and the
whole; each part is both cause and ef fect of the whole and vice versa. In a
man u fac tured prod uct the parts are ‘caused’ by the whole, in the sense that
they are de signed as a func tion of the whole which is pur posed by the
maker. In the case of a nat u ral prod uct, how ever, the parts not only fit pur -
pos ively to gether, but also ac tu ally re cip ro cally pro duce one an other. Such
a be ing is “an or gan ised and self-or ga niz ing be ing”. It pos sesses “a for ma -
tive power of a self-prop a gat ing kind” and such a ca pac ity, Kant ar gues,
“can not be ex plained by the mere me chan i cal fac ulty of mo tion”; for part X 
of whole A to carry out its func tion in re spect of the whole it must con tain
within it some prin ci ple of rule re fer ring to the whole which guides it in its
func tion ing. It is this rule-gov erned be hav iour of the part which can not be
ex plained ac cord ing to “the mere me chan i cal fac ulty of na ture”. Fur ther,
we can have no di rect in tu ition of the mode of [76] operation of such a
causality; it can, therefore, only 

serve as a reg u la tive con cept for the re flec tive judge ment, to guide our in ves ti ga -
tion about ob jects of this kind by a dis tant anal ogy with our own cau sal ity ac cord -
ing to pur poses gen er ally and in our med i ta tions upon their ul ti mate ground (CJ
222). 
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But al though the idea can func tion only reg u la tively, the ex is tence of or -
gan ised wholes, which can be thought only in terms of such an idea, 

af ford ob jec tive re al ity to the con cept of a pur pose of na ture ... and so they give to 
the sci ence of na ture the ba sis for a te le ol ogy, i.e. a mode of judge ment about nat -
u ral ob jects ac cord ing to a spe cial prin ci ple which oth er wise we should in no way 
be jus ti fied in in tro duc ing (be cause we can not see a pri ori the pos si bil ity of this
kind of cau sal ity) (CJ 222).

The next step in Kant’s ar gu ment is the as ser tion that once we are obliged
to ad mit of the ex is tence of some nat u ral pur poses (or gan ised wholes) we
are then “jus ti fied, nay called upon” (CJ 226) to treat na ture as a whole as a
nat u ral pur pose; in other words, to as sume as a prin ci ple for the re flec tive
judge ment that noth ing in it is con tin gent, and that each be ing needs to be
un der stood in its re la tion to the whole. But this means that we must seek the 
ex pla na tions in na ture; na ture as a whole nec es sar ily has its ground in the
supersensible, but we are not en ti tled to con struct spe cial ex pla na tions for
par tic u lar ob jects or things by ref er ence to the supersensible. The argument 
is a simple one:

a) The be hav iour of or gan ised nat u ral wholes can not be ex plained in
terms of the mere me chan i cal fac ulty of motion.

b) These are ob jec tive nat u ral pur poses, since this mode of cau sal ity in -
volves re cip ro cal in ter ac tion be tween whole (end) and part (means).

c) The ob jec tive ex is tence of such nat u ral pur poses en ti tles us to treat na -
ture as a whole as pur pos ive, as a reg u la tive idea in the pur suit of nat u ral
science.

The du bi ous point in the ar gu ment re lates to the ques tion as to whether or
not a par tic u lar thing - in this case, or gan ised wholes - can or can not be ac -
counted for merely in terms of em pir i cal nat u ral laws. Kant’s main rea son
for ar gu ing that they can not arises from his par tic u lar con cept of nat u ral
cau sal ity. In the Cri tique of Pure Rea son he de fines cau sal ity as “suc ces -
sion ac cord ing to a rule”. In this sense of the term [77] the re la tion be tween
parts and whole can not be ‘causal’. But this may only be a func tion of the
in ad e quacy of Kant’s con cept of cau sal ity. And, in fact, he has ready to
hand in his “Third Anal ogy of Ex pe ri ence” in the CPR a prin ci ple which
could per haps have been de vel oped to give an ac count of the re la tion be -
tween whole and parts; this is the “Prin ci ple of Co ex is tence, according to
the law of reciprocity or community”: 

All sub stances, in so far as they can be per ceived in space at the same time, ex ist
in a state of com plete rec i proc ity of ac tion” (CPR 161). 
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He shows that it is a con di tion of the pos si bil ity of things them selves as ob -
jects of ex pe ri ence that the co-ex is tence of things in space can only be cog -
nised un der the prin ci ple of their re cip ro cal ac tion. (I won’t go into the ar -
gu ment here, but it does con tain the idea of re cip ro cal in flu ence that is, of a
‘cau sal ity’ other than suc ces sion according to a rule.)

5) Dialectic of the teleological judgement

We have so far, Kant be lieves, un cov ered two dif fer ent forms of cau sal -
ity; me chan i cal cau sal ity, which was shown in CPR to be one of the a pri ori
cat e go ries of the un der stand ing, and so con sti tu tive of the pos si bil ity of ex -
pe ri ence; and the law of fi nal causes, which we have dis cov ered by con sid -
er ing the na ture of or gan ised wholes. These two types of cau sal ity give us
two ap par ently con tra dic tory max ims for the re flec tive judge ment in its
search for laws in the science of nature. These are

- all pro duc tion of ma te rial things and their forms must be judged to be pos si ble
ac cord ing to merely me chan i cal laws
- some prod ucts of ma te rial na ture can not be judged to be pos si ble ac cord ing to
merely me chan i cal laws (CJ 234).

If each of these max ims is made into a con sti tu tive prin ci ple of the pos si -
bil ity of ob jects, we are faced with a con tra dic tion. Al though the antinomy
can be re solves merely by point ing out that these are reg u la tive max ims of
the re flec tive judge ment, the first in struct ing that we should al ways at tempt 
to seek fur ther me chan i cal causes, and the sec ond that we may nev er the less 
use the idea of func tion in try ing to un der stand cer tain ob jects; nev er the -
less, the prob lem re mains as to whether the re la tion be tween fi nal and me -
chan i cal cau sal ity may or may [78] not be re solved within na ture; whether
pur pos ive ness in na ture is “de signed” or “un de signed”. Kant’s response to
this is, in essence, a dogmatic assertion:

It is in deed quite cer tain that we can not ad e quately cognize, much less ex plain,
or ga nized be ings and their in ter nal pos si bil ity ac cord ing to mere me chan i cal
prin ci ples of na ture, and we can say boldly it is alike cer tain that it is ab surd for
men to make any such at tempt or to hope that an other New ton will arise in the fu -
ture who shall make com pre hen si ble by us the pro duc tion of a blade of grass ac -
cord ing to nat u ral laws which no de sign has or dered. We must ab so lutely deny
this in sight to men. But then now do we know that in na ture, if we could pen e trate 
to the prin ci ple by which it spec i fies the uni ver sal laws known to us, there can not
lie hid den (in its mere mech a nism) a suf fi cient ground of the pos si bil ity of or ga -
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nized be ings with out sup pos ing any de sign in their pro duc tion? Would it not be
judged by us pre sump tu ous to say this? (CJ 248).

That is, no firm de ci sion can be made ei ther way, but we our selves are in -
ca pa ble of think ing or gan ised wholes other than in terms of ‘de sign’ as a
reg u la tive idea. Kant does not make clear his rea sons for stat ing that it is
im pos si ble to make com pre hen si ble by us the pro duc tion of a blade of grass 
ac cord ing to nat u ral laws which no de sign has or dered. The rea son for stat -
ing that it would be pre sump tu ous to af firm the re al ity of de sign would
seem to be re lated to the fact that, in terms of sense-da tum the ory, nec es -
sary con nec tion can never be given di rectly in in tu ition. The nec es sary con -
nec tions in na ture which are de ter mi nately avail able to us are those which
are im posed by the cat e go ries of our own un der stand ing, which do not in -
clude the cat e gory of fi nal cause. We can never, there fore, have an intuition 
of the mode of operation of a design in a final cause. 

In terms of the cat e go ries of our un der stand ing the mode of be hav iour of
in di vid ual ob jects re mains un de ter mined, and the em pir i cal laws of the nat -
u ral sci ences which we for mu late on the ba sis of an ob ser va tion of those in -
di vid ual ob jects are equally con tin gent. Our rea son pro ceeds in its fur thest
de mand to the un con di tioned; it al ways pushes us on to seek for the un con -
di tioned unity un der ly ing any par tic u lar as pect of our ex pe ri ence. But our
cog ni tive fac ul ties are such that only cer tain cat e go ries can be as serted a
pri ori, and these only in re la tion to their ap pli ca bil ity to sense in tu ition. We 
can there fore never reach this un con di tional unity, and it is for this [79] rea -
son that par tic u lar laws and par tic u lar events re main con tin gent for our un -
der stand ing. We pro ceed dis cur sively from par tic u lar to uni ver sal; we have 
no di rect in tu ition of the uni ver sal in its re la tion to the par tic u lar. Nev er the -
less, we must, in the light of the de mands of our rea son, posit this un con di -
tional unity as the ground of sen si ble ex pe ri ence, and there fore posit also
that sen si ble ex pe ri ence is not con tin gent. This means that we must think of 
the dis tinc tion be tween con tin gency and ne ces sity, or be tween pos si bil ity
and ac tu al ity, as be ing a func tion of the na ture of our par tic u lar cog ni tive
fac ul ties; this in turn im plies the idea of “a possible understanding different 
from the human” (CJ 253).

And so we are able to say: Cer tain nat u ral prod ucts, from the spe cial con sti tu tion
of our un der stand ing, must be con sid ered by us, in re gard to their pos si bil ity, as if
pro duced de signedly as pur poses. But we do not, there fore, de mand that there
should be ac tu ally given a par tic u lar cause which has the rep re sen ta tion of a pur -
pose as its de ter min ing ground, and we do not deny that an un der stand ing, dif fer -
ent from (i.e. higher than) the hu man, might find the ground of the pos si bil ity of
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such prod ucts of na ture in the mech a nism of na ture, i.e. in a causal com bi na tion
for which an un der stand ing is not ex plic itly as sumed as cause (CJ 254).

The char ac ter is tic of such an un der stand ing, would be that it pro ceeded
not from the con cept to the em pir i cal in tu ition which re mains con tin gent in
re la tion to the concept, but 

from the syn thet i cal-uni ver sal (the in tu ition of a whole as such) to the par tic u lar,
i.e. from the whole to the parts (CJ 255).

Such an un der stand ing, the intellectus archetypus, would be able to rep -
re sent the pos si bil ity of the parts as de pend ent on that of the whole. How -
ever, for our un der stand ing 

it can not hap pen that the whole shall con tain the ground of the pos si bil ity of the
con nec tion of the parts (which would be a con tra dic tion in dis cur sive cog ni tion),
but only that the rep re sen ta tion of a whole may con tain the ground of the pos si -
bil ity of its form and the con nec tion of the parts be long ing to it (CJ 256). 

That is, our un der stand ing can only con ceive of the re la tion in terms of pur -
pose.

This whole anal y sis brings out very clearly the re la tion be tween the idea
of pur pos ive ness and Kant’s de vel op ment of the sense-da tum model. The
re la tion ship is made even more ex plicit when Kant [80] goes on to say that 

if we were jus ti fied in re gard ing ma te rial be ings as be ings in them selves ... then
the unity that con sti tutes the ground of the pos si bil ity of nat u ral for ma tions
would be sim ply the unity of space. But space is no real ground of the prod ucts (in 
terms of Kant’s model), but only their for mal con di tion, al though it has this sim i -
lar ity to the real ground which we seek that in it no part can be de ter mined ex cept
in re la tion to the whole (the rep re sen ta tion of which there fore lies at the ground of 
the pos si bil ity of the parts) (CJ 257).

For Kant space is a sub jec tive form of sen si bil ity; it does not in di cate any
real unity in na ture. What is given in in tu ition is the se quence of sense-data
which is then or dered in space and time. How ever, the sense-data them -
selves are ‘given’ and re tain a con tin gency which can not be ef fec tively
sub sumed un der (nat u ral) law be cause of the ab sence of any in de pend ent
unity in the sense-data themselves.

The con tin gency of nat u ral ob jects is a func tion of the form of our sen si -
bil ity. The intellectus archetypus, there fore, would have to be equipped
with a dis tinc tive mode of in tu ition, 

a fac ulty of a com plete spon ta ne ity of in tu ition would be a cog ni tive fac ulty dis -
tinct from sen si bil ity and quite in de pend ent of it (CJ 254).
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It is not, how ever, at all clear what this might mean. That na ture which we 
are in ves ti gat ing is the phe nom e nal world which is the ob ject of an ex pe ri -
ence and hence nec es sar ily re lated to our spe cific form of sen si bil ity and
in tu ition. An other form of in tu ition would mean an other form of world.
Kant seems, in fact, to be re fer ring to an un der stand ing which would have
di rect ac cess to the noumenal world un hin dered by the nec es sary par tic u -
lar ity of our form of sen si bil ity. The noumenal world has its own prin ci ple
of unity (while the phe nom e nal world de rives its unity from the tran scen -
den tal ego) and the intellectus archetypus, with its spon ta ne ity of in tu ition,
would be able to grasp this unity im me di ately (not im me di ately through
per cep tion and re flec tion). This is further implied by the statement with
which he ends the paragraph:

For ex ter nal ob jects as phe nom ena an ad e quate ground re lated to pur poses can -
not be met with; this, al though it lies in na ture, must only be sought in the
supersensible sub strate of [81] na ture, from all pos si ble in sight into which we are
cut off. Hence it is ab so lutely im pos si ble for us to pro duce from na ture it self
grounds of ex pla na tion for pur pos ive com bi na tions, and it is nec es sary by the
con sti tu tion of the hu man cog ni tive fac ul ties to seek the su preme ground of these
pur pos ive com bi na tions in an orig i nal un der stand ing as the cause of the world
(CJ 258; see also p. 267).

The intellectus archetypus would have im me di ate ac cess to the
supersensible sub strata - but as a con se quence the phe nom e nal world
would dis ap pear for it. Be cause of the in co her ence of the orig i nal phe nom -
e non-noumenon dis tinc tion, it is not pos si ble to think the intellectus arche -
typus co her ently. But it does open up the pos si bil ity of dis miss ing the phe -
nom e nal world as par tial, fi nite and un real, be cause it is based on sen si bil -
ity, and pos it ing an ideal of knowl edge which pro ceeds from the synthe -
tical-universal to the parts.

For Kant, the idea of the intellectus archetypus is not a ma jor theme. He is 
more con cerned with de vel op ing the prin ci ple of te le ol ogy and show ing
that it can be used with out at least con tra dict ing the prin ci ple of me chan i cal 
cau sal ity, since both have to be re ferred to a supersensible ground in which
they are rec on ciled. But his use of the con cept of te le ol ogy leads to fur ther
‘as if’ con clu sions which could be syn the sised, by later writ ers, with the
intellectus archetypus in or der to pro duce the system of absolute idealism.

6) “Methodology of the Teleological
Judgement” - The Ultimate Purpose of
Nature
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Once we have es tab lished the ne ces sity of think ing or gan ised wholes in
terms of pur pose and, there fore, the ne ces sity also, as a reg u la tive idea, of
think ing the whole of na ture te leo logi cally, we are in a po si tion to dis tin -
guish be tween ‘ex ter nal pur pos ive ness’ and ‘in ter nal pur pos ive ness’. The
lat ter is pur pos ive in its own or gani sa tion, the for mer, that which is ex ter -
nally pur pos ive, is some thing which is use ful for the pur poses of other be -
ings. The prin ci ple of the te le ol ogy of na ture as a whole im plies that we
should in ves ti gate the way in which things which are not pur pos ive in
them selves might be pur pos ive for other things. This im plies, how ever, the
ex is tence of some thing which is an ‘ul ti mate pur pose’, for which all other
nat u ral ob jects are [82] mere ex ter nal purposes. What is thus ultimate
purpose? For Kant the answer is simple.

(Man) is the ul ti mate pur pose of cre ation here on earth, be cause he is the only be -
ing upon it who can form a con cept of pur poses and who can, by his rea son, make
out of an ag gre gate of pur pos ively formed things a sys tem of pur poses (CJ 276).

In which way is man the ul ti mate pur pose of na ture? Prima fa cie, na ture
does not seem to be or gan ised in such a way as to bring about the hap pi ness
of man kind. In any event, the ca pac ity for hap pi ness is not that which de -
fines man as an end-in-him self. What does so is the ca pac ity to posit his
own ends. If, there fore, we are to treat na ture as a whole whose ul ti mate
pur pose is man, we must in ves ti gate it from the point of view of dis cov er -
ing the ways in which it is re lated to man as a choosing being.

The pro duc tion of the ap ti tude of a ra tio nal be ing for ar bi trary pur poses in gen -
eral (con se quently in his free dom) is cul ture. There fore, cul ture alone can be the
ul ti mate pur pose which we have cause for as crib ing to na ture in re spect to the hu -
man race (CJ 281).

This in turn im plies the de vel op ment of a civil com mu nity in which 
law ful au thor ity in a whole ... is op posed to the abuse of their con flict ing free -
doms (CJ 282), 

since this is the pre con di tion for the great est de vel op ment of men’s nat u ral
ca pac i ties. Cul ture is es sen tially a strug gle to dis ci pline our in cli na tions,
“the free ing of the will from the des po tism of de sire” (CJ 282). 

But yet we can not mis take the pur pose of na ture - ever aim ing to win us away ...
which lies hid den in us (CJ 283-4). 

Here we have the idea of an his tor i cal de vel op ment, in which na ture par tic -
i pates, to pre pare man kind for “a lord ship in which man alone shall have
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au thor ity.” That is, the prin ci ple of te le ol ogy, as a nec es sary reg u la tive
idea, en ti tles us to con ceive of the King dom of Ends as the ul ti mate pur pose 
of na ture, to be brought about by an his tor i cal pro cess in which cul ture de -
vel ops through the es tab lish ment of civil com mu nity. Once more, as in Cri -
tique of Prac ti cal Rea son, Kant ar gues that the sec ond end of man kind,
hap pi ness, can only be con ceived of as con joined with the King dom of
Ends through the idea of a just God as the su preme leg is la tor who is able to
make the whole of na ture ac cord with his pur poses. [83] 

Summary

As I have sug gested at var i ous points in the course of the anal y sis, Kant has
to look for a prin ci ple of unity in phe nom e nal na ture, such as could make
com pre hen si ble the em pir i cal laws of na ture, out side phe nom e nal na ture,
be cause this na ture, on the sense-da tum the ory, has no unity of its own; it is
a mere rhap sody of per cep tion. From this point of view, the ar gu ment from
te le ol ogy may be summarised as follows:

1) In or der to en gage in nat u ral sci en tific endeavour we have to as sume
the unity of na ture;

2) Phe nom e nal ex pe ri ence, in so far as it is merely a suc ces sion of sense-
data, con tains no in trin sic unity. Or, to put it an other way, na ture as phe -
nom e nal, un der the sense-da tum the ory, con tains no ground of its own
unity;

3) The unity of ex pe ri ence is ac counted for by the ap pli ca tion of the cat e -
go ries by the un der stand ing to the sense-data. How ever, the cat e go ries of
the un der stand ing by them selves are in ad e quate to ac count for the mul ti -
plic ity of natural laws;

4) There fore the unity of na ture must have some other ground in the
super sensible;

5) But the only re la tion which we can con ceive of be tween the super -
sensible and the sen si ble is that which we de rive from our own will; the re -
la tion ship of pur pose, in terms of which an idea (as supersensible) pro -
duces a sen si ble result;

6) Thus the only way in which we can con ceive of the unity of na ture is
by con ceiv ing of na ture as if it were the prod uct of pur pos ive un der stand -
ing. This con clu sion must, of course, re main an ‘as if’, at least un til we
have some other in de pend ent rea son for be liev ing that this is in fact the
case.
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To what ex tent does all this help Kant in his at tempt to give an ac count of
the re la tion ship be tween phe nom e non and noumenon? In so far as the
prob lem is for mu lated in terms of the re la tion be tween free dom (the
noumenal) and cau sal ity (the phe nom e nal), both the cri tique of aes thetic
and of te le o log i cal judge ment are de signed to bring these [84] con cepts into
har mony. In the In tro duc tion Kant sum ma rises the role of the judgement as
follows:

It makes pos si ble the tran si tion from the con for mity of law in ac cor dance with
the for mer (the con cept of na ture) to the fi nal pur pose in ac cor dance with the lat -
ter (the con cept of free dom), and this by the con cept of a pur pos ive ness of na ture
(CJ 33).

This it does in two senses. In a weak sense “pur pos ive ness” is “law-like”
be hav iour. In a strong sense we can con sider pur pos ive ness as a man i fes ta -
tion of an ac tual pur pose, which in turn makes ex plicit the ne ces sity for
com pre hend ing the whole of na ture as hav ing its own supersensible
ground, which is at the same time the ground for the com pat i bil ity of me -
chan i cal and te le o log i cal ex pla na tion, and for the com pat i bil ity of the cau -
sal ity of free dom with the cau sal ity of na ture. The re la tion ship of
supersensible ground to na ture as phe nom e non is now spec i fied as a re la -
tion ship of pur pose, and this at the same time guar an tees the ul ti mate con -
cor dance of nature with the human search for the Kingdom of Ends.

But, for Kant all this must re main on the level of an “as-if”. Be cause of
the lim i ta tion of our own cog ni tive fac ul ties we are obliged to use the idea
of a nat u ral te le ol ogy as a reg u la tive prin ci ple for the re flec tive judge ment.
But we are not en ti tled to move be yond this to ac tu ally think about the
supersensible re al ity. We can not un der stand in gen eral how or in the spe -
cific case why it op er ates in the way it does. To the di chot omy be tween
tran scen den tal I and em pir i cal I is added the di chot omy be tween phe nom e -
nal na ture and noumenal na ture, and in nei ther case can we know how the
one op er ates in the other. Even in Kant’s terms, all that the Cri tique of
Judge ment does is to give us an ad di tional ground for be liev ing that the one 
does act in the other. Nei ther the em pir i cal ego nor phe nom e nal na ture has
any real unity of its own, and that which is the ground of the unity of each is
un know able. [85]
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