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IMMANUEL KANT CRITIQUE OF PURE REASON (1781): AN OVERVIEW

Kant represents, many argue, the culmination of early modern philosophy and the beginning of philosophy

as the disc ipline w e kn ow to day.  T he im porta nce  of Ka nt �s lega cy is im possible t o und eres tima te: all

philosophy since Kant is justly described as post-Kantian, though the form it has taken in non-English

speaking countries such as France and Germany is arguably quite different from that which predominates

in Anglophone countries such as the UK and the USA.  Indeed, this difference in Kant �s reception has

resu lted in  a split in  contem pora ry philo sophy betwee n the  so-c alled  �Ana lytic � philos ophy which pre vails in

English-speaking countries and the so-called  �Continental � philosophy which has predominated in non-

English s peak ing coun tries.  

The great achievement of Kant �s so-called trans cenden tal philosophy is, it is often said, to have

synthesised the respective points of view of empiricism a nd rationalism.  Inspired in particular by the work

of an empiricist named David Hume, whose ideas he strove at all costs to disprove, Kant believed that he

succeeded in solving the precise nature of the relationship which exists between mind and world.  He

rejects both the innate model of mind and the idealist model of knowledge advanced by Rationalists such

as Descartes.  He rejects, in other words, the view that because our ideas are entirely innate, rather than

acquired, our mind is completely pre-given, as well as the concomitant view that our mind shapes what we

find in the world.  He rejects, too, the constru ctivist model of mind and the materia list model of knowledge

espoused by Empiricists such as Locke.  That is, he rejects the belief that our consciousness, which is a

tabula rasa prior to experience, is acquired rather than pre-given and merely reflects or corresponds to the

world  which it per ceive s.  Fo r Kan t, the tr uth lies some whe re be twee n these tw o ext rem es.  H is bas ic

con tentio n is that we  have  no ac cess to th e wo rld itse lf apa rt from  the shap ing fra me work s im posed on  it

by the human mind.  This shaping is accomplished by those innate features of the mind which are the pre-

conditions for human experience of reality.  The way in which the mind is structured provides several so-

called a priori forms for synthesising, collating and interpreting the flux of sensations which humans

experience and which is the sourc e of our knowledge of the ex ternal world (Locke and m any of his heirs

preferred the term  �associating � or combining in this regard).  In this way, an arguably artificial order

(artificial in the sense of not originating in the things themselves but imposed by humans) is imposed on

the flux of natural sensations.  It is in this way that we make sense of or render intelligible the perceived

world by imposing on the flux of experience a rational order which may not be immanent in the things or

events themselves.  From this point of view, the mind is not a passive recipient of sense-impressions but

an active agent ordering the universe in pre-conditioned ways.  Kant �s heirs have all adopted what many

term a conventionalist model of knowledge: our knowledge of the  �things themselves � is always already

shaped through certain  �filters, � as it were, rules or conventions for making sense of reality.  However, the

ordering capabilities of the mind could not be brought to bear unless there is a world of physical things for

it to operate on.  It is the material objects of this physical world which impinge on our senses, furnishing

the sensations wh ich then m ust be con cep tually o rdered th roug h those categ ories  which inhe re a p riori in

the mind.

Several crucial question subsequently arise.  What exactly are these  �filters, � forms, or conditions

through which the external world is not only apprehended but conceptually ordered?  Is their source

physical or non-physical?  That is, are they the product of the physical structure of the brain and related

material factors (e.g. the nature of language) or of some non-material source (a soul, as it were)?  Though

many philosophers in the nineteenth century, for example, the so-called German Idealists, thought the

latter c orrect, m ost philoso phers tod ay belie ve tha t the fo rmer is c orrect: va rious  ma terial f acto rs (m ainly

the nature of the brain and of language) are responsible for how we view  �things. �  Furthermore, to what

degree is it that only our perceptions of the world are shaped by these forms (the world itself remaining

unaffected thereby) and to what degree is the world itself a product of the mind?  In other words, do our

thoughts, even though pre-formed in certain ways, have no effect upon reality per se (materialism) or does

mind prevail over matter (idealism)?  Again, though the German idealists thought the latter correct (as

indicated by their very name), most philosophers today think that the former is correc t: our thoughts have

little or n o eff ect on the  world  of thin gs to  which they are m erely a  resp onse, rath er tha n a so urce .  Thir dly,

to what extent is it possible to break through the lens of the mind to see reality as it really is independent

of the forms and c ategories imposed by the m ind?  Some be lieve that this is a fruitless task (we are

hopelessly m ired in  the categ ories  furn ished by lan guage which  shap e how  we vie w the  world ) while
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others, such as phenomenologists, think that it is in fact possible.

Kant �s Epistemo logy:

Kant begins by arguing that the goal of philosophy is to bring to light the assumptions implicit in our

experience of the world.  He defines  �experience � as the  �sum of all cognitions � () (i.e. all our knowledge of

various things) wherein  �objects are given to us � () (i.e. objects present themselves to our conscious

awareness).  The question consequently arises: what is  �knowledge �?  Does it arise from our experience of

things or does our experience of things derive from the ideas which we have?  In other words, do our

ideas m erely reflect the  world or d o ideas in fa ct shap e the wo rld?  Kan t contend s that 

though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that it all arises out of

experience.  For it may well be that even our empirical knowledge is made up of what we

rece ive thr ough im pres sions and  wha t our o wn fa culty o f kno wledge (s ens ible

impressions serving merely as the occasion) supplies from itself.  If our faculty of

knowledge makes any such addition, it may be that we are not in a position to distinguish

it from  the ra w m ateria l, until w ith long pra ctice  of atte ntion  we ha ve be com e sk illed in

separating it.  (B1)

In other words, like Locke, Kant is of the view that our simple ideas (or conceptions) about the world (e.g.

the idea of heat) may derive from o ur physical sensations or perceptions (e.g. the sensation of being

burn t).  In other w ords , our id eas  are a t leas t to so me  degr ee st imu lated  by con tact w ith the  physic al wo rld

(e.g. with boiling water).  For Locke, our sensations, which are derived from our contact with the physical

world, become the content of our thoughts or ideas.  However, Kant argues that all our knowledge cannot

be redu ced to this .  Knowled ge is em pirical only at a m ost bas ic level.  Complex ideas (e.g. conclusions

drawn about our sensations, such as  �stay away from boiling water �) are not formed in some simplistic way

by merely adding (or  �combining � or  �associating, � as Locke puts it) one simple idea (e.g. w ater boils) to

another (e.g. boiling water burns).  Complex ideas are formed, rather, by a process of synthesis: one

perception (e.g. boiling water fell on me) is linked to another (e.g. I felt an unpleasant sensation) by the

attribution of relationships (e.g. the former event is the cause of the latter). 

Distinguishing between intuition (Aristotle �s term for the direct apprehension or perception of the

things themselves) and understanding (Kant �s term for the conceptions of the relations linking one

perception to another), between sensation and knowledge, Kant set himself the task of identifying those

conceptual additions supplied by our  �faculty of knowledge � (what he calls elsewhere our  �synthesising

faculty �) to the sim ple ideas  derived fro m ou r  �sensible  impre ssions  � or perce ptions of th e extern al world.. 

The question is: what is the nature of these conceptual additions?  Kant thinks of the difference between

sensation and concept in terms of content and form: empirical sensations are the content of our thoughts,

while concepts are the form of our thoughts:  �Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without

conce pts are b lind �  (B75). 

The question consequently arises: how exactly can we separate the conceptual form of our

thou ghts  from  their s ensational con tent in  orde r to ar rive a t an unm istak able a ppre hension  of the  thing  - in

- itself?  This can be accomplished in two steps, he suggested.  Firstly, through what he called the

Tran scendental A esth etic  by which we  �segregate from sensibility everything that belongs to sensation, so

that nothing will remain . . . but the mere form of appearances � (74).  The goal here is to apprehend the

elem enta ry form s tak en by a ll elem ents  of the  physic al wo rld an d wh ich sh ape  how they a re  �given  to us  � in

perception (how they appear).  By  �form, � Kant is not referring to the conceptual forms which the human

mind subsequently imposes on things but the way in which objects initially appear or present themselves

to our minds.  All objects appear in  �two pure forms--space and time � (74-75).  What Kant terms the

phenoumen al world  is divid ed into obj ects  which are  nece ssa rily  �exte nded � (that is , they o ccupy a ce rtain

spatial loca tion) and e vents wh ich occu r for a cer tain duration  of time a nd in chro nologica l sequen ce.  But,

confined as it is to the realm of perception, this undertaking only scratches the surface of knowledge and

necessitates a second step which he calls the Tran scendental Logic  by which  �we isolate the

understanding and we select from our cognition merely the part of thought that has its origins solely in the

understanding � (115).  Kant �s goal here is to identify the basic principles by which we conceptually order

the physical world and because of which humans have a predisposition to think in certain ways.  The

outcome is this:  � If we abstract from all content of judgem ent as such and pay attention to the mere  form

of understanding in it then we find that the function of thought in judgement can be brought under four
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headings � (123).  Kant lists four sets of three a priori concepts which shape our understanding of the

objects  and eve nts which  we intuit throu gh our s enses  but which  we trans form  via our synth esising fa culty. 

For Kant, these categories are not merely arbitrary or conventional ways of viewing things.  Rather, Kant

argues, it is the only system there is.  This is the nature of human consciousness.  The categories

constitute the logical conditions of all possible  consc ious exp erience  of the wo rld.  

There is an inextricable link between intuition and understanding, perception and conception, Kant

reminds us: the  �use of this pure cognition rests on the condition . . . that objects to which it can be applied

are given to us in intuition � (115).  Kant argues that without objects to perceive, there would be no

knowledge of these objects.  Kant �s point is that the  �understanding cannot intuit anything, and the senses

cannot think anything. . . .  Only from their union can cognition arise � (107).  An important question

consequently arises: what is the object of knowledge?  What is it that humans know?  The object of

knowledge cannot be the perceptions themselves which may be the content of our thoughts but are the

object of the senses.  In other words, we may perceive sensations but when we acquire knowledge of

them, we impose conceptual categories.  Nor can the object of knowledge be these conceptual categories

whic h pro duce kn owledge  by im pos ing re lationships on t he th ings  perc eived  and a re thu s not  kno wab le in

themselves.  The object of knowledge exists, rather, at the intersection of the perceptions and the

conceptions, content and form.  Knowledge is the fusion of perception and conception.  Between

perceptions and conceptions, there exists intermediaries which Kant terms schem ata that are

 �hom ogene ous with th e categ ory . . . and with the  appea rance �  (B177)  but which  are redu cible to neithe r. 

Cognitive schemata are consciously articulable in the form of general propositions or principles such as:

 �All alterations take place in conformity with the law of the connection of cause and effect � (B235).  These

kinds of conclusions are what we can know, these are the objects of our knowledge, as opposed to either

the perceptions (these are the content of our thoughts) or the categories which we impose on our

percep tions (thes e are the  form  of our tho ughts). 

It ought to be clear from the foregoing that Kant offers a critique of both the Rationalist and the

Em piricis t stran ds of  early m odern ph ilosop hy.  W hile D escartes  believ ed that he  had p rove d tha t certa in

thoughts (e.g. concerning the existence of God or the self) are a priori and not the product of experience,

Kant was of the view that it is not the conten t of our thoughts but their form which is a priori.  While Locke

thought of the contents of the mind as determined by the external world, Kant believed that it was the

other way around: the contents of the world are determined by the mind.  For Kant, the world, at least as

we know it, is the product of the work the mind does in shaping the flux of sensations, something we do

unconsciously and according to certain a priori rules.  Through the categories of the understanding,

humans turn perceptions (by which objects are reported by the physical senses) into conceptions

(conclusions about the perceptions in question) and in this way order an empirical world of objects (things

that occupy a particular space) and events (things which occur for a particular duration of time) by

imposing relationships between these (e.g. a cause is often thought to link one event with another).  If we

can all agree on the nature of the world it is not because we have access to the things in themselves but

becau se we s hare the  form s by which  the things  we perc eive are s ynthesise d.  

Kant �s Philosoph y of Mind  � the Transcendental Self:

Kan t concludes that ou r kno wledge of  the world is  partly d erive d from a nd pa rtly imposed on  things.  Th is

dem ons trates, he  believ ed, th e exis tenc e of tw o dim ens ions  or pa rts to t he hu ma n m ind or  self.  T here  is

a phenoumen al self ( or at le ast a  phen oum ena l part o f the s elf) which  is tha t part o f the m ind which  deals

with perceptions.  (What Kant calls  �phenoumena �  �  what we would call today  �phenomena �  �  are the

things of th is world.)  T his is the m ind of wh ich Lock e spea ks, the m ind as a p roduct o f experie nce. 

However, there is also a noumenal or trans cenden tal self (or at least a transcendental part of the self)

which is the source of the concep tual categories themselves.  ( �Noum ena � are things not of this world.) 

This  is the  min d of w hich  Des carte s speak s, the  self a s the  sour ce of  expe rienc e.  (Fo r Kan t, som ething is

 �transcendental � if it is necessary for experience but not a product of experience.)  Without it, no ordered

though t, no assim ilation of hum an exp erience , would be  possible . 

The Kan tian Legacy:

The legacy bequeathed by Kant to contemporary thought is impossible to underestimate.  As mentioned

earlier, Kant has been interpreted differently by philosophers in the English-speaking world and on the
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Continent as a result of which, broadly-speaking, there are arguably two different trends in contemp orary

philosophy.  In the Anglophone tradition where (British) empiricism is emphasised, the stress has been on

unders tanding th e conc eptual fram ework s (such  as langu age) wh ich shap e our kn owledg e in order to

penetrate beneath them and attain to the things in themselves.  The goal is objectivity in all spheres of

activity, whether this be scientific research or criticism of the arts.  Nineteenth century English thinkers like

Mathe w Arno ld, Mode rnists like E liot or New C ritics like Ra nsom  all stresse d the im portanc e of obje ctivity

in criticism.  This is the emphasis which we will pursue for the remainder of this course.  The Continental

tradition, on the other hand, in which rationalism has remained a more potent force, has acknowledged

that it may be impossible to know anything outside of the conceptual or theoretical frameworks that shape

knowledge.  As a result of this, objectivity, whether in scientific research or criticism of the arts, may be an

illusion.  In the nineteenth century, on the Continent, Kant �s thought was initially taken in an idealist

direction by the aptly named German Idealists (e.g. Hegel) and a subjective direction in the arts by the

Romantics and later in a materialist direction by Existentialists, Marxists and Psychoanalysts.  We pursue

this emphasis in other courses.


