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Key terms

Metaphysics:

What is the fundamental nature of being and reality?

Epistemology:

What are the origins, nature and limits of human knowledge?



Class aims

• Introduce critical philosophy, its method and scope

• Grasp Kant’s philosophical context

• Discuss the core problems facing the CPR

• Understand the claims of the Preface (A)



Context: the scientific revolution

• Developments in the natural sciences: Copernicus, Vesalius, Newton

• Shifts in epistemology and political thought that shifted the focus 
onto the subject, in a state of nature, rather than the soul

• Enlightenment belief in an identical reason existing immanently 
within all human beings, that can be cultivated.

• Hume called the ‘science of man’ that which would submit all to 
reason’s judgement; Kant calls for sapere aude.



Groups: Problems for religion

• How does a scientific reliance on causality, implying 
determinism, square with free will?

• How can natural science provide a secure 
grounding and consistency with orthodox Christian 
belief?

• Can the Enlightenment critique of superstition and 
argument for toleration avoid clashing with 
religious authorities?

• What might the discovery of different peoples and 
forms of knowledge imply for a Eurocentric, 
Christian worldview?



‘Through criticism alone can we sever the very root 
of materialism, fatalism, atheism, of freethinking 
unbelief, of enthusiasm and superstition, which can 
become generally injurious, and finally also of 
idealism and skepticism, which are more dangerous 
to the schools and can hardly be transmitted to the 
public.’ 

– Kant, CPR, B xxxiv



Context: Descartes (1596-1650)

• Meditations and Principles of First Philosophy

• Outlines a sceptical method in Meditation 1 that
attempts a new basis for human knowledge in
clear and distinct ideas within the intellect

• ‘Cogito ergo sum’: a priori knowledge

• Mind-body dualism

• Ontological argument for God indicates limits of
reason stretching beyond a priori arguments



Cartesian circle

• Version 1 (from the “Second Set of Objections”, in  R. Descartes: Meditations, 

Objects, and Replies, ed. and trans. R. Ariew and D. Cress (Hackett,  2006). 

I, Descartes

I have knowledge of a 
perfect being (Med.3)

I clearly & distinctly 
perceive I am a 
thinking thing 

(Med.2)

Only God basis of 
C&D ideas (Med. 

4)

How can I have 
C&D ideas 

before God?



Context: Leibniz (1646-1714)

• Scientist, diplomat, philosopher

• Reality is composed of monads, infinitely many
self-dependent substances, eternal, distinct

• These monads interact via a pre-established
harmony enabling causing interaction

• Argued for innate ideas: reason alone can access 
reality, arising above the subjective a posteriori view of monads, via 
innate and a priori principles known intuitively to be true

• What problems might there be for pre-established harmony or innate 
ideas? Discuss in groups



Context: Locke (1632-1704)

• Innate ideas are impossible: there is no universal
assent to them, and doesn’t account for knowledge
given to us by the senses

• Tabula rasa

• Two ‘fountains of knowledge’: sensation and reflection

• Mind compounds simple ideas into complex ones

• Primary qualities: mind-independent (extension, motion)

• Secondary qualities: mind-dependent (colour, heat, etc.)



'if a child were kept in a place, where he never say any 
other but black and white, till he were a man, he would 
have no more ideas of scarlet or green, than he that 
from his childhood never tasted an oyster, or a 
pineapple, has of those particular relishes.' 
- Essay Concerning Human Understanding, II.I.6



Context: Hume (1711-1776)

• All knowledge comes from sensory impressions

• Thought is a mirror that records these impressions, but
they lose vivacity

• Relations of ideas (a priori) vs matters of fact (a posteriori)

• Causality based on habit of association: custom

• Even the self is an illusory ‘bundle of impressions’

• Advocacy of a scepticism regarding the powers of
reason, miracles and organised religion



‘In a word, then, every effect is a distinct event from its 
cause. It could not, therefore, be discovered in the 
cause, and the first invention or conception of it, a priori, 
must be entirely arbitrary. … In vain, therefore, should 
we pretend to determine any single event, or infer any 
cause or effect, without the assistance of observation 
and experience.’
- Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 
§4.11



Leibniz-Clarke correspondence (1717)

• Clarke (Newton) and Leibniz disagree on fundamental 
principles of the new science, and their different bases for 
God

• Leibniz begins from first principles and abstract a priori 
notions, and works deductively to concrete nature

• Clarke (Newton) moves from empirically-observed 
phenomena up to first principles

• The sheer disagreement within this popular work 
undermining the confidence of many that the new science 
could offer a reliable basis for religious faith, undermining 
the autonomy of reason in the process



What challenges face Kant’s critical 
philosophy?
• Sceptical empiricism undermines the basis of natural science e.g. 

causality and morality (immortality of soul, free will)

• Yet a priori rationalism is necessary to understand the achievements 
of mathematics and natural science

• At the root of both is a question of how the subject can claim to have 
objective knowledge independent of experience; yet how they can 
claim to understand their experiences without a prior conceptual 
framework for processing them

• ‘Thoughts without content are empty; intuitions without concepts are 
blind’ (A51, B75)



Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)

• Born, lived and died in Konigsberg, East Prussia, 
never travelling more than 10 miles beyond

• Modest upbringing under Pietist beliefs
• Heine joked that the women of the town set their 

watches by his punctual walks
• Reputation for frugal and austere life, and 

complex philosophical thought
• Actually lectured and taught on a vast range of 

subjects at the forefront of human knowledge, 
and enjoyed the company of others



Inaugural Dissertation (1770)

• Challenges the Leibniz-Wolffian rationalist claim that the 
understanding/intellect alone is the faculty of human understanding.

• Distinguishes the sensible (singular, immediate) from the intelligible 
(abstract, general)

• Sensible is the subjective basis by which time and space are perceived. 

• Intelligible offers reliable a priori knowledge because it grasps principles of 
divine and moral perfection (‘noumenal perfection’), an underlying reality 
rooted in God, who is theoretical perfection

• Results in a weak Platonism: the understanding cannot access this 
unintelligible noumenal world – so how can one have a priori knowledge of 
what one cannot possibly be affected by?



The Critical Problem (Letter to Herz)

• ‘I silently passed over the further question of how a representation 
that refers to an object without being in any way affected by it can be 
possible…. [B]y what means are these [intellectual representations] 
given to us, if not by the way in which they affect us? And if such 
intellectual representations depend on our inner activity, whence 
comes the agreement they are supposed to have with objects – how 
do they agree with these objects, since the agreement has not been 
reached with the aid of experience?’
- Letter to Herz, 21 February 1772



Problem of representation

• Representation is a generic term for an element of cognition in Kant

• Sensible/intelligible distinction, like problems in Hume and Leibniz, does 
not explain how representations or concepts of things conform to the 
objects they are intellectual representations of. What is the origin of their 
agreement? 

• Locke and Hume took for granted that a posteriori representations actually 
correlated to their objects; so too Leibniz with a priori representations of 
rational objects – what is the grounding for a representation?

• If the intelligible a priori is superior to the sensible, which only passively 
influences it – how could our actual knowledge indicate the existence of 
real things in this world? 



Two editions of the CPR…

• Over ten years, the Critique of Pure Reason is produced 
(1781)

• Dissatisfaction with reviews leads to Prolegomena (1783); 
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785); 
Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science (1786); 
revised Critique of Pure Reason (1787); Critique of 
Practical Reason (1788); and Critique of Pure Judgement 
(1790).

• The latter involves various additions and expansions, with 
a new Preface and Introduction: the A and B versions



Preface (A): Why does reason err?

• Descartes: a priori clear and distinct knowledge is possible for 
human minds, but this relies on an ontological foundation in God

• Requires a basis in metaphysical necessity e.g. God, substance, but one 
beyond all possible experience and ‘every capacity of human reason’

‘reason sees itself necessitated to take refuge in principles that overstep all 
possible use in experience, and yet seem so unsuspicious that even ordinary 
common sense agrees with them. But it thereby falls into obscurity and 
contradictions, from which it can indeed surmise that it must somewhere be 
proceeding on the ground of hidden errors; but it cannot discover them, for 
the principles on which it is proceeding, since they surpass the bounds of all 
experience, no longer recognize any touchstone of experience’ – A vii



Preface (A): dogmatism vs scepticism

• Under the ‘dogmatists’ her rule was ‘despotic’, but because of traces of 
‘ancient barbarism’ descended into ‘anarchy’. 

• This was exploited by the ‘skeptics’, those nomads who despise ‘cultivation 
of the soil’ and who disrupt civilisation without being in sufficient number 
to transplant any new model. 

• The dogmatists continue to build new models, without unanimity. Locke’s 
system suggested a possible end to discord through a ‘certain physiology of 
the human understanding’ leading to false inferences rooted in the ‘rabble 
of common experience’. 

• (Ax) Thus metaphysics falls back into ‘worm-eaten dogmatism’. Now we are 
at a state of listless ‘tedium and complete indifferentism’

• Who is Kant attacking, and why?



Preface (A): Why does reason err?

• Hume: all knowledge comes from experience, which is 
particular and variable

• A priori knowledge (relations of ideas) arise from 
sense-impressions, and simply makes sense of existing 
knowledge rather than adding something new

• What human beings observe as causality and necessity in the natural world 
is a feature of habit, custom and association

• Hence reason’s domain is limited to making sense of our experiences

• Metaphysics is ‘not properly a science, but arise[s] either from the fruitless 
efforts of human vanity, which would penetrate into subjects utterly 
inaccessible to the understanding, or from the craft of popular superstition’



Prefaces: Determining the limits of reason

• Why does Kant claim that reason is tragic in naturally overstepping its 
boundaries?

• How does reason overstep its boundaries, and what is the result?

• What problems does Hume’s scepticism also fail to account for?

- The underlying order of mathematics and natural science

- The underlying orderliness and common features of our experiences

- Anything else?



Reason on trial

• A new ‘age of criticism’ demands everything submit to reason

• The ripened power of judgement of scepticism demands that reason 
use self-knowledge to institute a court of justice to secure its status, 
dismiss pretentions, and determine its limitations or laws. 

• It ‘demands that reason should take on anew the most difficult of all 
its tasks, namely, that of self-knowledge, and to institute a court of 
justice, by which reason may secure its rightful claims while 
dismissing all its groundless pretensions’ (A xii)

• This occurs through determining its ‘eternal and unchangeable laws’, 
through a ‘critique of pure reason itself’.



‘a critique of the faculty of reason in 
general, in respect of all the cognitions 
after which reason might strive 
independently of all experience, and 
hence the decision about the possibility 
or impossibility of a metaphysics in 
general, and the determination of its 
sources, as well as its extent and 
boundaries, all, however, from 
principles.’ – A xii



A revolution in epistemology?

‘Hence let us once try whether we do not get farther with the problems 
of metaphysics by assuming that the objects must conform to our 
cognition, which would agree better with the requested possibility of 
an a priori cognition of them, which is to establish something about 
objects before they are given to us. This would be just like the first 
thoughts of Copernicus, who, when he did not make good progress in 
the explanation of the celestial motions if he assumed that the entire 
celestial host revolves around the observer, tried to see if he might not 
have greater success if he made the observer revolve and left the stars 
at rest.’ – B xvi



Copernicanism

• We can have a priori knowledge of the world precisely because it is 
dependent on the human mind. The sensible world is constructed by 
the mind out of passive sensory matter and a priori forms of reason, 
which structure its experience. 

• Thus: ‘we can cognize of things a priori only what we ourselves have 
put into them’ (Bxviii). 

• The shift is from assuming cognitions must conform to objects to 
instead now ‘objects must conform to our cognition’ (Bxvii, italicised 
here).



Class recap

• Introduce critical philosophy, its method and scope

• Grasp Kant’s philosophical context

• Discuss the core problems facing the CPR

• Understand the claims of the Preface (A)

• Recognise why Kant wishes to subject reason itself to a critique
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