Gerson, Jean (1363–1429)

Gerson was one of the leading theologians of the via moderna, the ‘modern way’ of nominalism. A fervent critic of the ‘formalists’ of the via antiqua, Gerson stood in the Ockhamist tradition as a pastoral theologian opposed to strictly speculative questions. His overarching interests lay in the pastoral foundations of theology and opposed abstract and hence ‘unedifying’ metaphysical questions, as these dominated scholastic discourse in the theological faculty at Paris. He sought to mediate between increasingly polemical school disputes, arguing for the recovery of a ‘biblical’ theology that led away from speculative questions toward mystical encounter with God. Later known as doctor christianissimus (the most Christian doctor), Gerson exerted such a profound influence upon the subsequent theological horizon that one historian has aptly called the fifteenth century ‘le siècle de Gerson’.

Educated at the College of Navarre in Paris, Gerson attained his licentia (1381) and magister (1382) in arts before completing his baccalaureus formatus in 1390–2 and attaining the licentiate in theology in 1392. In 1395 he was appointed chancellor of Notre Dame and assumed administrative oversight for the University of Paris. Gerson’s tenure of this office shaped in practical ways his approach to philosophical questions. His opposition to ‘speculative’ metaphysical questions that exceeded the ‘revealed’ truths of scripture must be set alongside his lifelong interest in ‘mystical’ theology (see for example his De mystica theologia (On Mystical Theology)), but he conceived of the latter not as an abstract or speculative form of cognition but in terms of its transformative power that led toward an experiential and affective understanding (cognitio experimentalis et affectualis). At the conclusion of the Council of Constance (1414–8), which Gerson attended as representative of the university and the province of Sens, he completed his important treatise De consolatione theologiae (On the Consolation of Theology), a dialogue about ecclesial and theological questions which sought to extend rather than simply imitate the philosophical precedent of Boethius.

Gerson eventually returned to Lyons, where he took up residence at the Coelestine Priory and completed works of a wide topical range. Among these are several works devoted to epistemological questions, including a treatise exploring the relation of scholastic and mystical theology, De elucidatione scholastica mysticae theologiae (On the Scholastic Elucidation of Mystical Theology), and two works of fifty propositions each, devoted to the epistemological debate between realists of the via antiqua and nominalists of the via moderna, De modis significandi (On Modes of Signifying) and De concordia metaphysicae cum logica (On the Harmony of Metaphysics and Logic). Although he retained his appointment as university chancellor until his death, Gerson never returned to Paris after the council. He died on 12 July 1429, and was buried in the church of St Lawrence at Lyons.

The question of Gerson’s philosophical commitments has been much disputed in recent studies. This derives in part from the moderating character of his thought, and in part from developments in his own thinking. The most convincing portrait of Gerson’s mature philosophical position remains that offered by Gerhard Ritter (1922), who situates him as a philosophical theologian interested in finding a mediating position that would secure the foundation for a philosophical metaphysics on the basis of a nominalist epistemology. Gerson sought to maintain, according to Ritter, the nominalist distinction of signs and things signified, and identified ‘natural reason’ as limited to the former. At the same time, Gerson insisted that such signs were not devoid of true signification, and thus metaphysical arguments could hold real epistemological certitude. On the basis of Gerson’s strong syncretistic tendencies, Ritter represents him as a conciliatory figure attempting to follow a middle way between the ‘modern’ heirs of William of Ockham and advocates of an earlier realist tradition.

Such later tendencies are already evident in his earlier program for curricular reform (see for example his letter to Pierre d’Ailly in 1401, in Oeuvres Complètes 2: 26–), as in his larger treatise Contra curiositatem studentium (Against the Curiosity of Scholars). In these writings, Gerson avoided theoretical questions by evaluating the legitimate place of philosophia in terms of pastoral questions and concerns. Thus he insisted that the articuli fidei (articles of faith) were in no way contrary to ‘natural reason’; the human pursuit of knowledge should respect certain limited boundaries within which philosophical speculation might legitimately proceed. Such ‘natural reasoning’ should not, he argued, apply itself through ‘vain curiosity’ to unedifying questions removed from the actual practice of Christian life, since this often transgressed the boundaries both of reason and of faith and penetrated the hidden realm of the divine will (secretum divinae voluntatis). Rather, one should be guided by humility to accept as sufficient the knowledge gained by scaling the ladder of scripture (scala scripturarum), even though one should ‘elucidate humbly [through the use of natural reason] the truth of holy scripture within the limits where this is possible’ (Contra curiositatem studentium, in Oeuvres Complètes 3: 233). At stake for Gerson was how to apply reason properly to unfold the revealed truths of faith, in order to strive beyond such knowledge by mounting the ‘other ladder’ leading toward the ‘higher [mystical] knowledge of God’ (Contra curiositatem studentium: 233).

Later writings, particularly his De consolatione theologiae, further develop this argument. Here Gerson insists that the revealed truths of scripture (articuli fidei), while not immediately accessible to ‘natural reason,’ are not on this account irrational. Applying Thomist logic to this question, he suggests that ‘just as grace exceeds [but does not destroy or oppose] nature…so does theology surpass philosophy – not by rejecting it but by taking it into servitude’ (De consolatione theologiae, in Oeuvres Complètes 9: 188). Philosophy brings us to the ‘summit’ of natural reason and its consolations, only to yield to the higher reaches accessible only by theology. Thus philosophia for Gerson established a useful but limited prolegomenon for theology, finally directing us toward the ‘higher’ knowledge of faith revealed in and through the church. On the basis of such a mediating position, it is not surprising to note that the official controversy over nominalism that took place in the later fifteenth century found Parisian nominalists seeking to claim Gerson as an authority endorsing their position, while the official edict condemning this movement did not include him among the ‘new doctors’ condemned.

Montaigne, Michel Eyquem de (1533–92)

Montaigne was a sixteenth-century French philosopher and essayist, who became known as the French Socrates. During the religious wars between the Catholics and the Protestants in France, he was a friend and adviser to leaders of both sides, including the Protestant leader Henri de Navarre, who converted to Catholicism and became King Henri IV. Montaigne counselled general toleration for all believers, a view promulgated by the new king in the Edict of Nantes (1598). His main literary work was in the form of essais (a word originally meaning ‘attempts’), or discussions of various subjects. In these he developed various themes from the sceptical and Stoic literature of antiquity, and in his unique digressive way presented the first full statement in modern times of Pyrrhonian scepticism and cultural relativism. In particular, he presented and modernized the ancient sceptical arguments about the unreliability of information gained by the senses or by reason, about the inability of human beings to find a satisfactory criterion of knowledge, and about the relativity of moral opinions. His advocacy of complete scepticism and relativism was coupled with an appeal to accept religion on the basis of faith alone. His writings became extremely popular, and the English translation by John Florio, first published in 1603, was probably known to Shakespeare and Francis Bacon. Montaigne, whose essays provided the basic vocabulary for modern philosophy written in vernacular languages, was one of the most influential thinkers of the Renaissance, and his works are regarded as classics of literature and philosophy.

1 Life

Michel Eyquem de Montaigne was born into a very well-to-do family. His father, Pierre Eyquem, was a Catholic merchant and his mother, Antoinette de Louppes, came from an important Jewish family which had fled to southern France from Spain towards the end of the fifteenth century. Montaigne studied at the Collège de Guyenne in Bordeaux, an elite institution that had been recently set up by Portuguese New Christian refugees (that is, Jewish converts to Christianity) to educate the new middle-class students in the city. (Montaigne’s distant cousin, Francisco Sanches, the physician and sceptical philosopher, attended the same school, but not at the same time.) The teaching staff included the Scottish poet and theological leader, George Buchanan, and some of the leading Portuguese humanistic scholars of the period who had studied at the University of Paris. After being educated at the Collège, Montaigne may also have studied briefly at the University of Toulouse (where Sanches became a famous professor). Montaigne studied law, and became a magistrate and a counsellor to the parlement of Bordeaux. After a lengthy retreat from public life, followed by a period of travel to Switzerland, Germany and Italy, described in his Journal de Voyage, he was Mayor of Bordeaux from 1581–5. During the religious wars which divided France for a good part of the sixteenth century, Montaigne was a friend of many of the leading personalities of the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation in France, including Henri de Navarre, the Protestant leader who became the Catholic King Henri IV.

Montaigne’s first work was a letter portraying the death in 1563 of his very close friend, Etienne la Boétie, who had written against slavery and for toleration, views Montaigne continued advocating after his friend’s death. In 1569 he published a translation of the Theologia Naturalis sive Liber Creaturarum (Natural Theology or Book of Creatures), a treatise by the Spanish theologian Raymond Sebond (Ramon Sibiuda, d. 1436), who had taught at the University of Toulouse, and who claimed that almost all of the Christian dogmas could be proved by rational means. Montaigne’s father, who thought highly of the work, had requested that his son undertake this task. It was during his period of retreat from public life (1571–80) that Montaigne began writing on a variety of subjects. He presented his ideas in the form of Essais, and he was one of the first persons to introduce this literary style of expression. He was also one of the very first thinkers to write on philosophical subjects in French rather than in Latin, the standard language for philosophy and theology for centuries. In so doing, Montaigne had to create a philosophical vocabulary in French. His essays are usually very digressive, starting with a quotation, or a thought, and rambling on in different directions to related subjects. The first version of his Essais was published in 1580, and he added to and revised them in later editions. The final and most complete edition appeared posthumously in 1595.

2 Scepticism and fideism

Montaigne’s philosophy has to be gleaned from various of the essays, for he was not a systematic thinker who presented his views in didactic form. His longest essay by far, the ‘Apology for Raymond Sebond’ of which large parts were written 1575–6, is the most extended treatment of his philosophy. It was composed shortly after Montaigne had read the works of the ancient Greek sceptic, Sextus Empiricus, whose writings had been published in Latin in 1562 and 1569. At the same time he was undergoing a personal sceptical crisis, in which he found that everything he had previously believed was in doubt. Montaigne carved mottoes from Sextus’ text in the rafter beams of his study, so that if he was attacked by any dogmatic thoughts, he could lean back and regain his sceptical outlook by looking at the ceiling.

The ‘Apology’ begins by saying that many readers, especially women, had asked Montaigne to explain and defend Sebond’s views in the face of criticisms levelled against them. Montaigne then offered as the defence of Sebond that one cannot expect his reasons to be convincing when nobody else’s reasons are defensible, and when nobody is able to achieve certainty through reasoning. In order to show this, Montaigne then proceeded to develop in a gradual manner the many kinds of problem that make people doubt the reliability of human reason. He pointed out that human beings believe that they are able to understand the cosmos without the aid of Divine Light, and that they alone of the creatures on the planet can comprehend the world which they think was made for their own benefit. But if human beings are compared with the animals, it is obvious that they have no special faculties that are lacking among the animals. The vaunted rationality of the human being is just a form of animal behaviour. To show this, Montaigne cited materials from Sextus Empiricus, including the story (attributed to Chrysippus) of the dog who is supposed to have worked out a disjunctive syllogism. Montaigne further contended that even religion appears in animals as well as people, citing evidence that elephants seem to pray.

The comparison of animal abilities to those of humans presumably creates doubt about human intellectual pretensions. Montaigne contrasted the glories of the animal kingdom with the vain, stupid, immoral activities of human beings. Our so-called knowledge has not helped us to create a better world or to solve our problems. In spite of all our learning we are ruled by bodily demands and passions. What we consider our wisdom is just presumption which achieves nothing for us. ‘The plague of man is the opinion of knowledge. That is why ignorance is so recommended by our religion as a quality suitable to belief and obedience’ ( [1563–92] 1957: 360). Wisdom has never actually helped anyone. On the other hand, the recently discovered natives of Brazil, the noble savages, manage to live in admirable simplicity, uneducated, with neither laws nor kings nor religion. Each society’s laws are just the product of customs, with no genuine basis in reason. People are Christians in France and Muslims in Turkey by the accident of where they were born. So, according to Montaigne, one should take seriously the Christian message that we should cultivate complete ignorance and believe by faith alone. ‘The participation that we have in the knowledge of truth, whatever it may be, has not been acquired by our own powers. God has taught us… his admirable secrets. Our faith is not of our acquiring, it is a pure present of another’s liberality’ ( [1563–92] 1957: 369). Montaigne then quoted St Paul (I Corinthians 1) to the effect that God ‘will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent’, and will save those who believe ‘by the foolishness of preaching’.

After this introduction to scepticism and advocacy of complete fideism, Montaigne turned to the arguments from Sextus Empiricus about Pyrrhonian scepticism, and explained their value for religion. The Pyrrhonists, he insisted, are not negative dogmatists like the Academic sceptics. The Pyrrhonists suspend judgment about all propositions or assertions, even the one that says all is subject to doubt. They oppose all knowledge claims, and if their opposition has merit, it shows the ignorance of the opponent. Alternatively, if it has no merit, then it shows the ignorance of the Pyrrhonists. In either case, human ignorance must be acknowledged. Once the state of complete doubt is reached, these sceptics then live according to nature and custom. This state is the finest human achievement, and is the one that is most compatible with religion, for the human being becomes ‘a blank tablet prepared to take from the finger of God such forms as he shall be pleased to engrave on it’ ( [1563–92] 1957: 375) (see Pyrrhonism).

These ancient sceptics had not only reached the summit of human wisdom, they also unknowingly provided a defence for Catholicism against the Reformation. If a person has no positive views, they cannot have wrong views. The sceptics, accepting the laws and customs of their society, would naturally accept Catholicism (as the customary religion of sixteenth-century France), and would have no reason for changing their faith. Moreover, the complete sceptic is in the perfect state to receive whatever revelation God cares to give.

3 Philosophical scepticism

Montaigne contrasted his monumental picture of Pyrrhonism with the deplorable history of dogmatic philosophers whose endless disputes and heterodox views exhibit nothing but human stupidity and credulity. In the best tradition of Renaissance humanists, Montaigne cited the vast range of opinions of ancient thinkers from Greece and Rome that had recently been discovered (see Humanism, Renaissance §1). In view of the enormous diversity of points of view, can one really determine what to believe or to accept as true? In all fields of inquiry the dogmatists have finally had to confess their ignorance, and their inability to come to definitive and unquestionable conclusions. Indeed, even the Pyrrhonists have fallen into the trap of asserting that they doubt, when what they need is a negative non-assertive language. It is better to question, and ask ‘What do I know?’ (‘Que sçay-je?’), a phrase that Montaigne adopted as his motto (see Scepticism, Renaissance §5).

After surveying all kinds of philosophy, from ancient times to the present, Montaigne concluded that ‘philosophy is but sophisticated poetry’ ([1563–92] 1957: 401). He also used the information presented by explorers ancient and modern concerning the great variety of customs and behaviour in different parts of the planet in order to raise the question of whether there was any way of determining right or true standards, or whether one had to recognize that customs and behaviour just are relative to the cultures in which they occur.

Science fared no better than philosophy and morality. What thinkers have been offering through their theories are just human inventions, and philosophers never find out what actually happens in nature. What occurs is that some traditional opinions have been taken as authoritative, indubitable principles. Questioners are told that one cannot dispute with people who deny first principles, but, Montaigne observed, ‘there cannot be first principles for men, unless the Divinity has revealed them; all the rest – beginning, middle, and end – is nothing but dreams and smoke’ ([1563–92] 1957: 404). Even the new scientists of the Renaissance such as Copernicus or Paracelsus are just offering personal opinions that will probably be replaced by other people’s opinions at some future time.

Having built up a general sense of why one should be a sceptic, Montaigne finally turned to the fundamental philosophical reasons for accepting the Pyrrhonian view that all is in doubt. These concern the unreliability of information gained by the senses or by reason, and the inability of human beings to find a satisfactory criterion of knowledge. Montaigne argued that if the dogmatists claim that human reason can know and understand things, they should show how in fact this occurs. If the claim is that sense experience provides this knowledge and understanding, the dogmatists should make clear what it is that we actually experience and whether we do in fact experience the very things that we think we experience. In fact, the senses are clearly subject to illusion, and we ourselves are constantly changing as our physical and emotional conditions alter. Once it becomes clear that the senses are full of uncertainty, the dogmatists will appeal to reason, but ‘no reason can be established without another reason’. The dogmatists will have to provide a criterion of right reasoning, and a criterion of the criterion, and so on ad infinitum.

Montaigne suggested that people should suspend judgment on all matters, and then wait until God reveals principles to them. Until then, he said, one should just follow customs, traditions and social rules undogmatically, and one should be tolerant of other people’s views. Religious beliefs should be based solely on faith rather than on dubious evidence (see Faith §§4–5).

4 Influence

Montaigne’s rambling presentation of Pyrrhonian scepticism quickly became the best known and most influential statement of this view. Francis Bacon, Descartes, and Pascal, among other readers, were greatly influenced by him. His pleasant literary presentation of the sceptical attitude as well as the arguments behind it effectively provided many with a basis for rejecting the entire intellectual world of the time. He also provided reasons for accepting the status quo: his advocacy of accepting customary views because there was no adequate reason to change them became a defence of Catholicism against the Reformation during the seventeenth century in France. Leading churchmen, such as Bishop Jean-Pierre Camus, the secretary of St François de Sales, and Father François Veron, the official defender of the faith under Louis XIV, employed sceptical arguments as ‘a machine of war’ to defeat the intellectual claims of the Calvinists. On the other hand, Montaigne’s leading disciples, Pierre Charron, Marie de Gournay, and François de La Mothe Le Vayer, are usually treated as being libertins érudits, possible secret non-believers in any form of Christianity, whose scepticism prefigured that of the Enlightenment, and who were really trying to undermine religion.

The question of what Montaigne himself actually believed has been debated for the last four centuries with some interpreters insisting that he was trying to undermine all belief, including any religious belief, and other readers insisting that he was a genuine Christian believer who was offering a sceptical defence of Catholicism in the age of the Counter-Reformation.

It is extremely difficult to determine the actual views of someone centuries after he lived, and we have conflicting testimonies from his friends and from early readers. We know that Montaigne came from a family whose views encompassed the main religious beliefs of the time. His mother was half Jewish, and it has been suggested by Donald Frame that his tolerant, cosmopolitan, humanistic attitude may in part have been derived from his Jewish heritage (Frame 1965: 28). His father was a Catholic, and he had Protestant siblings. He was related to leading Calvinists in Belgium as well as to some important Catholics in France. He reported in his Journal de Voyage that when he visited Rome the Catholic censors seemed quite pleased when they read the manuscript of the first draft of the Essais. At the time they actually invited the author to stay in Rome and to ‘assist the Church with [his] eloquence’. (The Essais were put on the Index late in the seventeenth century, principally because of Montaigne’s suggestion that elephants engage in prayer.) Montaigne turned down the invitation, preferring retirement at his chateau near Bordeaux where he could gently muse about the human comedy, and discuss it in his many essays. He said at one point that in the essays ‘I paint myself’.

What kind of a self was thereby indicated? Commentators have offered all sorts of readings. Without going into details about these many kinds of interpretations, it can be said that the sceptical fideism that is offered in the ‘Apology for Raymond Sebond’ is compatible with both a religious and an irreligious evaluation of the author’s intentions, as either defending or undermining Christian belief. Essentially Montaigne’s avowed fideism rests upon a non sequitur, namely that since all is in doubt, we should therefore accept Christianity on faith alone. This has been said by extremely religious persons like Pascal and Kierkegaard. And it has been said, presumably ironically, by agnostic or irreligious thinkers like Hume. In evaluating people who make this fideistic assertion we usually appeal to other information about their character and their activities in order to ascertain whether or not they are being sincere. Montaigne does not appear to have been particularly devout or fervent in his religious life, and his own acceptance of Catholicism seems tepid. He was generally interested in the variety of religious experience, ancient and modern, but he appears to have been indifferent to the major spiritual tendencies of his day, and was much more concerned with creating a peaceful social world in which all people could believe and practice what they wished. He was active in trying to bring about toleration of different religious practices and views, and he opposed and ridiculed different kinds of religious fanaticism and superstition. Pascal, who was very much influenced by reading Montaigne’s Essais, considered him a sceptical non-believer who exhibited the misery of man without God. However, Montaigne himself said that to philosophize is to learn to die, and his sceptical outlook may have prepared him to live undogmatically in a troubled world, and to accept whatever might come afterwards.
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Kant, Immanuel (1724-1804) 

Immanuel Kant was the paradigmatic philosopher of the European Enlightenment. He eradicated the last traces of the medieval worldview from modern philosophy, joined the key ideas of earlier rationalism and empiricism into a powerful model of the subjective origins of the fundamental principles of both science and morality, and laid the ground for much in the philosophy of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Above all, Kant was the philosopher of human autonomy, the view that by the use of our own reason in its broadest sense human beings can discover and live up to the basic principles of knowledge and action without outside assistance, above all without divine support or intervention. 

Kant laid the foundations of his theory of knowledge in his monumental Critique of Pure Reason (1781). He described the fundamental principle of morality in the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) and the Critique of Practical Reason (1788), in the conclusion of which he famously wrote:

Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the more often and steadily reflection is occupied with them: the starry heaven above me and the moral law within me. Neither of them need I seek and merely suspect as if shrouded in obscurity or rapture beyond my own horizon; I see them before me and connect them immediately with my existence. 

(5: 161-2; see List of works for method of citation)

Kant tried to show that both the laws of nature and the laws of morality are grounded in human reason itself. By these two forms of law, however, he is often thought to have defined two incommensurable realms, nature and freedom, the realm of what is and that of what ought to be, the former of which must be limited to leave adequate room for the latter. Kant certainly did devote much space and effort to distinguishing between nature and freedom. But as he also says, in the Critique of Judgment (1790), it is equally important 'to throw a bridge from one territory to the other'. Ultimately, Kant held that both the laws of nature and the laws of free human conduct must be compatible because they are both products of human thought imposed by us on the data of our experience by the exercise of our own powers. This was clearly stated in his last book, The Conflict of the Faculties (1798):

Philosophy is not some sort of science of representations, concepts, and ideas, or a science of all sciences, or anything else of this sort; rather, it is a science of the human being, of its representing, thinking, and acting - it should present the human being in all of its components, as it is and ought to be, that is, in accordance with its natural determinations as well as its relationship of morality and freedom. Ancient philosophy adopted an entirely inappropriate standpoint towards the human being in the world, for it made it into a machine in it, which as such had to be entirely dependent on the world or on external things and circumstances; it thus made the human being into an all but merely passive part of the world. Now the critique of reason has appeared and determined the human being to a thoroughly active place in the world. The human being itself is the original creator of all its representations and concepts and ought to be the sole author of all its actions.

(7: 69-70)

Thus, Kant derived the fundamental principles of human thought and action from human sensibility, understanding, and reason, all as sources of our autonomy; he balanced the contributions of these principles against the ineliminable inputs of external sensation and internal inclination beyond our own control; and he strove both to demarcate these principles from each other and yet to integrate them into a single system with human autonomy as both its foundation and its ultimate value and goal. These were the tasks of Kant's three great critiques. In the Critique of Pure Reason, the essential forms of space, time and conceptual thought arise in the nature of human sensibility and understanding and ground the indispensable principles of human experience. He then argued that reason, in the narrow sense manifest in logical inference, plays a key role in systematizing human experience, but that it is a mistake to think that reason offers metaphysical insight into the existence and nature of the human soul, an independent world, and God. In the Critique of Practical Reason and Groundwork, however, he argued that reason as the source of the ideal of systematicity is the source of the fundamental law of morality and our consciousness of our own freedom, which is the source of all value, and that we can postulate the truth of the fundamental dogmas of Christianity, our own immortality and the existence of God, as practical presuppositions of our moral conduct but not as theoretical truths of metaphysics. In the Critique of Judgment, Kant argued that the unanimity of taste and the systematic organization of both individual organisms and nature as a whole could be postulated, again not as metaphysical dogmas but rather as regulative ideals of our aesthetic and scientific pursuits; he then went on to argue that it is through these ideals that we can tie together the realms of nature and freedom, because aesthetic experience offers us a palpable image of our moral freedom, and a scientific conception of the world as a system of interrelated beings makes sense only as an image of the world as the sphere of our own moral efforts. In many of his last writings, from Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793) to his final manuscripts, the Opus postumum , Kant refined and radicalized his view that our religious conceptions can be understood only as analogies for the nature of human reason itself.

The Enlightenment began by attempting to bring even God before the bench of human reason - at the turn of the eighteenth century, both Shaftesbury in Great Britain and Wolff in Germany rejected voluntarism, the theory that God makes eternal truths and moral laws by fiat, and argued instead that we ourselves must know what is right and wrong before we could even recognize supposedly divine commands as divine. Kant completed their argument, concluding that the human being 'creates the elements of knowledge of the world himself, a priori, from which he, as, at the same time, an inhabitant of the world, constructs a world-vision in the idea' ( Opus postumum , 21: 31).

1 Life and works 

Immanuel Kant was born on 22 April 1724 in Königsberg, the capital of East Prussia. He was the child of poor but devout followers of Pietism, a Lutheran revival movement stressing love and good works, simplicity of worship, and individual access to God. Kant's promise was recognized by the Pietist minister Franz Albert Schultz, and he received a free education at the Pietist gymnasium. At sixteen, Kant entered the University of Königsberg, where he studied mathematics, physics, philosophy, theology, and classical Latin literature. His leading teacher was Martin Knutzen (1713-51), who introduced him to both Wolffian philosophy and Newtonian physics, and who inspired some of Kant's own later views and philosophical independence by his advocacy of physical influx against the pre-established harmony of Leibniz and Wolff. Kant left university in 1746, just as the major works of the anti- Wolffian Pietist philosopher Christian August Crusius were appearing. Kant's upbringing would have made him receptive to Crusius, and thus he left university imbued with the Enlightenment aims of Wolffian philosophy but already familiar with technical criticisms of it, especially with Crusius's critique of Wolff's attempt to derive substantive conclusions from a single and merely formal first principle such as the logical principle of non-contradiction (see Wolff, C. ).

On leaving university, Kant completed his first work, Thoughts on the True Estimation of Living Forces (1746, published 1749), an unsuccessful attempt to mediate between Cartesian and Leibnizian theories of physical forces. Kant then worked as a tutor, serving in households near Königsberg for the next eight years. When he returned to the university in 1755, however, he had several works ready for publication. The first of these was Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens, a much more successful scientific work than his first in which Kant argued for the nebular hypothesis, or origin of the solar system out of a nebular mass by purely mechanical means. The book was scarcely known during Kant's lifetime, however, so the French astronomer Pierre Laplace (1749-1827) developed his version of the nebular hypothesis (published 1796) independently, and the theory became known as the Kant-Laplace hypothesis only later. In 1755, Kant also published two Latin works, his MA thesis A brief presentation of some thoughts concerning fire, and his first philosophical work, A new elucidation of the first principles of metaphysical cognition, which earned him the right to offer lectures at the university as a Privatdozent paid directly by his students. The following year Kant published The employment in natural philosophy of metaphysics combined with geometry, of which sample I contains the physical monadology , which made him eligible for a salaried professorship, although he was not to receive one until 1770. In these years, Kant also published four essays on earthquakes and winds.

Kant began lecturing in the autumn of 1755, and to earn a living lectured more than twenty hours a week. His topics included logic, metaphysics, ethics, and physics, and he subsequently added physical geography, anthropology (Germany's first lectures so entitled), pedagogy, natural right and even the theory of fortifications. Except for one small essay on optimism (1759), he did not publish again until 1762, when another burst of publications began. He then published, all in German: The False Subtlety of the Four Syllogistic Figures (1762); The Only Possible Argument in support of a Demonstration of the Existence of God and Attempt to Introduce the Concept of Negative Magnitudes into Philosophy (1763); Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime and Inquiry concerning the Distinctness of the Principles of Natural Theology and Morality (1764), the latter of which was his second-place entry in a competition won by Moses Mendelssohn; Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, elucidated by Dreams of Metaphysics (1766); and Concerning the Ultimate Ground of the Differentiation of Directions in Space (1768). These publications earned Kant widespread recognition in Germany. During this period, Kant was deeply struck by the work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, especially by his Social Contract and the paean to freedom in Émile (both 1762). By this time Kant was also acquainted with the philosophy of David Hume, whose two Enquiries and other essays, but not A Treatise of Human Nature , were published in German as early as 1755.

Having unsuccessfully applied for several chairs at home while declining offers elsewhere, Kant was finally appointed Professor of Logic and Metaphysics in Königsberg in 1770. This event occasioned his inaugural dissertation, and last Latin work, On the form and principles of the sensible and intelligible world. Following correspondence about this work with Johann Heinrich Lambert, Johann Georg Sulzer, and Mendelssohn, however, Kant fell into another decade-long silence, broken only by a few progress reports to his recent student Marcus Herz and a few minor essays. Yet during this 'silent decade', Kant was preparing for his enormous body of subsequent works. Beginning in 1781, with the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant released a steady torrent of books. These include: Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics that shall come forth as Scientific, an attempted popularization of the first Critique, in 1783; two essays, 'Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View' and 'What is Enlightenment?' in 1784; The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals and four other essays in 1785; The Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, essays on 'The Conjectural Beginnings of Human History' and 'What Does it mean to Orient Oneself in Thinking?' and two other pieces in 1786; a substantially revised second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason in 1787; in 1788, the Critique of Practical Reason and an essay on 'The Use of Teleological Principles in Philosophy'; the Critique of the Power of Judgment as well as an important polemic 'On a discovery according to which any new Critique of Pure Reason is rendered dispensable by an older one' in 1790; the political essay 'On the Common Saying: "That may be right in theory but does not work in practice"' and the controversial Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone in 1793; Towards Perpetual Peace in 1795; the Metaphysics of Morals, comprising the 'Doctrine of Right' and the ' Doctrine of Virtue', in 1797, as well as the essay 'On a putative Right to Lie from Love of Mankind'; and his last major works in 1798, a handbook on Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View and his defence of the intellectual freedom of the philosophical faculty from religious and legal censorship in the restrictive atmosphere of Prussia after Frederick the Great, The Conflict of the Faculties. (With Kant's approval, some of his other lecture courses were also published, including Logic in 1800 and Physical Geography and Pedagogy in 1804.) Kant retired from lecturing in 1797, at the age of seventy-three, and devoted his remaining years to a work which was to be entitled 'The Transition from the Metaphysical First Principles of Natural Science to Physics', but which was far from complete when Kant ceased working on it in 1803. (Selections from his drafts were first published in 1882-4, and they were first fully published as Opus postumum in 1936-8). After a lifetime of hypochondria without any serious illness, Kant gradually lost his eyesight and strength and died 12 February 1804.

2 Kant's work to 1770 

In his first work, Living Forces, Kant tried to mediate a dispute about the measurement of forces between Descartes and Leibniz by employing a distinction between 'living' or intrinsic forces and 'dead' or impressed ones to argue that Leibniz's measure was correct for the former and Descartes's for the latter. This distinction could not be maintained in a uniform mechanics, and the young Kant remained ignorant of the mathematically correct solution, which had been published by D'Alembert in 1743. Nevertheless, the work already showed Kant's lifelong preoccupation with the relation between scientific laws and metaphysical foundations. It also included the observation that the three-dimensionality of physical space is a product of actually existing forces, not the only geometry that is logically possible (10, 1: 24 ).

Kant's works of 1755 reveal more of his originality and his enduring themes. Universal Natural History, deriving the present state of the planets from postulated initial conditions by reiterated applications of the laws of Newtonian mechanics, manifests not only Kant's commitment to those laws, for which he was subsequently to seek philosophical foundations, but also his commitment to thoroughly naturalistic explanations in science, in which God can be the initial source of natural laws but never intervenes within the sequence of physical causes. New Elucidation, while not yet a methodological break from the rationalism of Leibniz, Wolff and Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-62) (whose textbooks on metaphysics, ethics and aesthetics Kant used for decades), breaks with them on several substantive issues. Kant begins by rejecting Wolff's supposition that the principle of non-contradiction is a single yet sufficient principle of truth, arguing instead that there must be separate first principles of positive and negative truths; following Crusius, Kant was always to remain suspicious of programmes to reduce all truth to a single principle. Kant then criticized previous proofs of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, although his own proof was also a failure. More importantly, he argued that the principle of sufficient reason does not entail the theory of pre-established harmony drawn from it by the Leibnizians: the need for a sufficient reason for any change in a substance proves the necessity rather than impossibility of real interaction among a plurality of substances. Transposed into an epistemological key, this argument was to become central in the first Critique. The work is also noteworthy for the first suggestion of Kant's critique of Descartes's ontological argument for the existence of God (see God, arguments for the existence of), and for a first treatment of the problem of free will as well. Here Kant defended against the indeterminism of Crusius the determinism of Leibniz (see Determinism and indeterminism), although he was later to criticize this as the 'freedom of a turnspit' (5: 97 ). Kant's later theory of free will attempts to reconcile Crusius and Leibniz.

In the Physical Monadology (1756), Kant tries to reconcile the infinite divisibility of space in geometry with the need for simple, indivisible substances in metaphysics - the subsequent theme of the first Critique's second Antinomy (see §8). Kant does not yet appeal to a metaphysical distinction between appearance and reality, but instead argues that because bodies in space are not ultimately composed of particles but of attractive and repulsive forces (1: 484 ), they may be physically indivisible even when space itself is still mathematically divisible.

Kant's works of the 1760s introduce some of the methodological as well as substantive assumptions of his mature philosophy. The Only Possible Argument details Kant's attack upon the ontological argument, the paradigmatic rationalistic argument because of its presupposition that an existence-statement can be derived from the analysis of a concept. Kant argues that 'existence is not a predicate or a determination of a thing' (2: 72), but rather the 'absolute positing of a thing' (2: 73 ); that is, the existence of its subject is presupposed by the assertion of any proposition, not inferred from the concepts employed in it. Kant also maintains that the other rationalist argument for theism, the argument from the contingency of the world to a necessary cause of it, as well as the empiricists' favourite, the argument from design, fail to prove the existence of a necessary being with all the attributes of God. However, Kant still holds that the existence of God can be proved as a condition of the possibility of any reality. Finally, Kant further develops his argument that scientific explanation cannot allow divine intervention in the sequence of events, and that God must be seen only as the original ground of the laws of nature.

Negative Magnitudes announces a fundamental methodological break from rationalism. Inspired by both Crusius and Hume, Kant argues that real opposition (as when two velocities in opposite directions or a pleasure and a pain cancel each other out) is fundamentally different from logical contradiction (as between a proposition and its negation); he then applies this to causation, arguing that the real ground of a state does not entail its existence logically, but is connected to it in an entirely different way. This precludes any proof of the principle of sufficient reason from merely logical considerations alone (2: 202 ).

The Inquiry into the Distinctness of the Principles of Natural Theology and Ethics continues Kant's attack upon rationalism. The question for this essay was whether metaphysics could use the same method as mathematics, which Kant firmly denied: mathematics, he argues, can prove its theorems by constructing its objects from their very definitions, but metaphysics can only use analysis to tease out the definitions of its objects from given concepts, and cannot construct the objects themselves (2: 276). The claim that the method of philosophy is analysis may sound like rationalism; however, Kant insists that in both metaphysics and ethics philosophy needs material as well as formal first principles, again precluding any purely logical derivation of philosophical theses. Kant does not yet have a clear account of material first principles - he is sympathetic to Crusius's account of indemonstrable cognitions and to the suggestion of the moral sense theorists Shaftesbury and Hutcheson that the first principles of ethics arise from feeling, but not satisfied with either. Without yet naming it, Kant also introduces his distinction between hypothetical and categorical imperatives (2: 298 ).

Still in 1764, however, the book Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime already announces Kant's departure from moral sense theory and introduces the most fundamental theme of Kant's ethics. Virtue cannot depend merely on benevolent inclination, but only on general principles, which in turn express 'a feeling that lives in every human breast and extends itself much further than over the particular grounds of compassion and complaisance...the feeling of the beauty and dignity of human nature' (2: 217). In notes in his own copy of this work, Kant went even further, and first clearly stated his enduring belief that 'freedom properly understood (moral, not metaphysical) is the supreme principle of all virtue as well as of all happiness' (20: 31 ).

In Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, Kant ridicules traditional metaphysics by comparing it to the fantasies of the Swedish theosophist Emmanuel Swedenborg ; Kant argues instead that metaphysical concepts cannot be used without empirical verification, and that therefore metaphysics can at most be 'a science of the boundaries of human reason' ( 2: 368). The work also contains further thoughts on morality, suggesting that the two forces of egoism and altruism define the structure of the moral world in much the way that the forces of repulsion and attraction define that of the physical world (2: 334 ). But Kant does not yet argue that postulates of practical reason may be a valid alternative to the delusions of metaphysics.

Finally, the brief essay on Directions in Space argues that incongruent counterparts, such as right- and left-handed gloves, which have identical descriptions but cannot occupy the same space, prove that the qualities of objects are not determined by concepts alone but also by their relation to absolute space. Kant did not yet raise metaphysical questions about the nature of absolute space or epistemological questions about how we could know it, but this essay can be seen as introducing the distinction between intuitions and concepts which was to be a cornerstone of Kant's subsequent thought (see §5).

3 The Inaugural Dissertation of 1770 and the problem of metaphysics

Kant's Inaugural Dissertation of 1770 consolidated many of the gains he had made during the 1760s and introduced a fundamentally new theory about the metaphysics and epistemology of space and time which was to remain a constant in his subsequent thought, but also left open crucial questions about the source of our most fundamental concepts. Although Kant hoped to proceed quickly to his projects in the philosophy of science and in moral and political theory, it was to take him all of the next decade to answer these preliminary questions.

Taking up where Directions in Space left off, Kant begins the dissertation with the distinction between intuitions (singular and immediate representations of objects) and concepts (general and abstract representations of them) as distinct but equally important elements in the 'two-fold genesis of the concept [of a world] out of the nature of the mind'. The intellect (Kant does not yet divide this into understanding and reason) provides abstract concepts, under which instances are subordinated; the 'sensitive faculty of cognition' provides 'distinct intuition[s]' which represent concepts 'in the concrete' and within which different parts may be coordinated (2: 387). Kant goes on to claim that 'whatever in cognition is sensitive is dependent upon the special character of the subject', that is, the knower, so that sensation, through intuitions, represents things 'as they appear' (phenomena), while the intellect, through concepts, represents things 'as they are' (noumena) (2: 392). Kant then presents the 'principles of the form of the sensible world': time and space are the forms of the intuition of all objects (time is the form for all representation of objects, inner or outer, while space is the form for the representation of all outer objects) which do not arise from but are presupposed by all particular perceptions; they are singular rather than general, that is, particular times or spaces are parts of a single whole rather than instances of a general kind; and they must each be 'the subjective condition which is necessary, in virtue of the nature of the human mind, for the co-ordinating of all things in accordance with a fixed law', or a 'pure intuition' rather than 'something objective and real' (2: 398-400, 402-4). Only thus can we explain our knowledge of both these general claims about space and time as well as particular claims about their structure, such as the theorems of geometry (2: 404 ). In other words, we can explain the certainty of knowledge about space and time only by supposing that it is knowledge of the structure of our own minds, and thus of how objects appear to us, rather than knowledge about how things are in themselves. This necessarily subjective origin and significance of certainty, which Kant was later to name 'transcendental idealism', is the foundation for the active role of the human mind in knowledge of the world.

Kant has little to say about the source of intellectual concepts, but continues to believe that they give us knowledge of how things are independently of the structure of our own minds. His main claim, still Leibnizian, is that in order to conceive of things as genuinely distinct substances, yet as collectively interacting in a single world, we must conceive of them as contingent beings all depending upon a single necessary being (2: 407-8). Kant then argues that metaphysical error arises when the principles of sensitive and intellectual cognition are confused, but more particularly when 'the principles which are native to sensitive cognition transgress their limits, and affect what belongs to the intellect' (2: 411 ) - the opposite of what he will argue later when he claims that metaphysical illusion arises from thinking that human reason can reach beyond the limits of the senses (see §8). Finally, Kant introduces as mere 'principles of convenience' the principles of universal causation and of the conservation of substance as well as a more general 'canon' of rationality, that 'principles are not to be multiplied beyond what is absolutely necessary' ( 30, 2: 418 ). A better account of these principles will occupy much of Kant's later work (see §7).

Early readers of Kant's dissertation objected to the merely subjective significance of space and especially time, but Kant was never to surrender this theory. What came to bother him instead was his inadequate treatment of metaphysical concepts such as 'possibility, existence, necessity, substance, cause, etc.' (2: 395). In a famous letter of 21 February 1772 to Marcus Herz (10: 129-35 ), Kant claimed that the 'whole secret' of metaphysics is to explain how intellectual concepts which neither literally produce their objects (as God's concepts might) nor are merely produced by them (as empirical concepts are) nevertheless necessarily apply to them. But Kant did not yet know how to answer this question.

His first progress on this issue is found in fragments from 1774-5 (Reflections 4674-84, 17: 643-73). Two key ideas are found here. First, Kant finally formulates the problem of metaphysics as that of 'synthetic' rather than 'analytic' propositions: how can we know the truth of propositions in which the predicates clearly go beyond anything contained in their subject-concepts but yet enjoy the same universality and necessity as propositions which are mere tautologies, whose predicates are contained in their subject concepts (17: 643-4, 653-5)? Second, Kant here first states that the answer to this question lies in recognizing that certain fundamental concepts, not just the intuitions of space and time, are 'conditions of the concrete representation [of objects] in the subject' (17: 644) or of the unity of 'experience in general' (17: 658 ). Kant's idea is that in order to ground any determinate ordering of either subjective or objective states in temporal succession, we must use the concepts of substance, causation, and interaction, and that these must therefore be categories which originate in the understanding just as the pure forms of space and time originate in the sensibility.

4 The project of the Critique of Pure Reason 
In spite of this progress in 1775, six more years passed before the Critique of Pure Reason finally appeared in 1781. In an umistakeable reference to Locke's Essay concerning Human Understanding (see Locke, J.), Kant began the work with the promise to submit reason to a critique in order to obtain a 'decision about the possibility or impossibility of metaphysics in general and the determination of its sources, its scope and its boundaries' (A xii). The 'chief question' would be 'what and how much can understanding and reason know apart from all experience?' (A xvii ). Answering this question would require discovering the fundamental principles that human understanding contributes to human experience and exposing the metaphysical illusions that arise when human reason tries to extend those principles beyond the limits of human experience.

But Kant's project was even more ambitious than that, as he was to make clear in the revised edition of the Critique six years later. There, in addition to more explicitly describing his strategy for explaining the certainty of the first principles of human knowledge as one of supposing that 'objects must conform to our knowledge' rather than vice versa (B xvi), Kant described his whole project in broader terms: 'I therefore had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith' (B xxx). Kant did not mean to return to the sceptical fideism of earlier thinkers such as Pierre Bayle , who simply substituted religious belief for theoretical ignorance. Instead, Kant argues first that the human mind supplies necessary principles of sensibility and understanding, or perception and conception; next, that if human reason tries to extend the fundamental concepts and principles of thought beyond the limits of perception for purposes of theoretical knowledge, it yields only illusion; but finally that there is another use of reason, a practical use in which it constructs universal laws and ideals of human conduct and postulates the fulfilment of the conditions necessary to make such conduct rational, including the freedom of the will, the existence of God, and the immortality of the soul. This use of reason does not challenge the limits of theoretical reason but is legitimate and necessary in its own right.

In the Introduction, Kant defines his first task as that of explaining the possibility of synthetic a priori judgments. This notion is grounded in two distinctions. First, there is a logical distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions: in analytic propositions, the predicate-concept is implicitly or explicitly contained in the subject-concept (for example, 'A bachelor is unmarried' or 'An unmarried male is male'), so the proposition conveys no new information and is true by identity alone; in synthetic propositions, the content of the predicate is clearly not contained in the subject-concept (for example, 'Bachelors are unhappy') (A 6-7/B 10-11), so the proposition conveys new information and cannot be true by identity alone. Second, there is an epistemological distinction between propositions which are a posteriori, or can be known to be true only on the basis of antecedent experience and observation, and those which are a priori, or known to be true independently of experience, or at least any particular experience (A 1-2/B 1-3). Kant maintains that anything which is known to be universally and necessarily true must be known a priori, because, following Hume, he assumes that experience only tells us how what has actually been observed is, not how everything must be (A 1-2/B 3-4 ). Combining these two distinctions yields four possible kinds of judgments. Two of these obviously obtain: analytic a priori judgments, in which we know a proposition to be true by analysis of its subject-concept and without observation; and synthetic a posteriori judgments, in which we know factual statements going beyond subject-concepts to be true through observation. Equally clearly, a third possibility is excluded: there are no analytic a posteriori judgments, for we need not go to experience to discover what we can know from analysis alone. What is controversial is whether there are synthetic a priori judgments, propositions that are universally and necessarily true, and thus must go beyond experience, but which cannot be reached by the mere analysis of concepts. Both rationalists and empiricists had denied such a possibility, but for Kant only it could ground an informative science of metaphysics at all.

Kant's notion of synthetic a priori judgment raises various problems. Critics have long complained that Kant provides no unequivocal criterion for deciding when a predicate is contained in a subject, and twentieth-century philosophers such as W. Quine argued that there are no analytic truths because not even definitions can be held entirely immune from revision in the face of empirical facts. Lewis White Beck showed, however, that this did not affect Kant's project, for Kant himself, in a polemic with the Wolffian Johann August Eberhard , argued that analysis always presupposes synthesis, and that the adoption of any definition itself has to be justified, either by construction or observation; so even conceding that all judgments are ultimately synthetic, Kant's question remains whether any of these are synthetic a priori.

Another issue is just what synthetic a priori judgments Kant intended to justify. In the 'Prolegomena' and the 'Introduction' to the second edition of the Critique, Kant suggests that it is obvious that synthetic a priori judgments exist in what he calls 'pure mathematics' and 'pure physics', and that his project is to show that what explains these also explains other such propositions, in metaphysics. Elsewhere, however, Kant suggests that metaphysics must show that there are any synthetic a priori judgments, even in mathematics and physics. While much of the content of the Critique suggests that Kant's considered view must be the latter, he is far from clear about this.

5 Space, time and transcendental idealism 

The first part of the Critique, the 'Transcendental Aesthetic', has two objectives: to show that we have synthetic a priori knowledge of the spatial and temporal forms of outer and inner experience, grounded in our own pure intuitions of space and time; and to argue that transcendental idealism, the theory that spatiality and temporality are only forms in which objects appear to us and not properties of objects as they are in themselves, is the necessary condition for this a priori knowledge of space and time (see Space; Time ).

Much of the section refines arguments from the inaugural dissertation of 1770. First, in what the second edition labels the 'Metaphysical Exposition', Kant argues that space and time are both pure forms of intuition and pure intuitions. They are pure forms of intuition because they must precede and structure all experience of individual outer objects and inner states; Kant tries to prove this by arguing that our conceptions of space and time cannot be derived from experience of objects, because any such experience presupposes the individuation of objects in space and/or time, and that although we can represent space or time as devoid of objects, we cannot represent any objects without representing space and/or time ( A 23-4/B 38-9; A 30-1/B 46). They are pure intuitions because they represent single individuals rather than classes of things; Kant tries to prove this by arguing that particular spaces and times are always represented by introducing boundaries into a single, unlimited space or time, rather than the latter being composed out of the former as parts, and that space and time do not have an indefinite number of instances, like general concepts, but an infinite number of possible parts (A 24/B 39-40; A 31-2/B 47-8 ). 

Next, in the 'Transcendental Exposition', Kant argues that we must have an a priori intuition of space because 'geometry is a science which determines the properties of space synthetically and yet a priori' (B 40). That is, the propositions of geometry describe objects in space, go beyond the mere concepts of any of the objects involved - thus geometric theorems cannot be proved without actually constructing the figures - and yet are known a priori. (Kant offers an analogous but less plausible argument about time, where the propositions he adduces seem analytic (B 48 ).) Both our a priori knowledge about space and time in general and our synthetic a priori knowledge of geometrical propositions in particular can be explained only by supposing that space and time are of subjective origin, and thus knowable independently of the experience of particular objects.

Finally, Kant holds that these results prove transcendental idealism, or that space and time represent properties of things as they appear to us but not properties or relations of things as they are in themselves, let alone real entities like Newtonian absolute space; thus his position of 1768 is now revised to mean that space is epistemologically but not ontologically absolute (A 26/B 42; A 32-3/B 49-50; A 39- 40/B 56-7 ). Kant's argument is that 'determinations' which belong to things independently of us 'cannot be intuited prior to the things to which they belong', and so could not be intuited a priori, while space and time and their properties are intuited a priori. Since they therefore cannot be properties of things in themselves, there is no alternative but that space and time are merely the forms in which objects appear to us.

Much in Kant's theory has been questioned by later philosophy of mathematics. Kant's claim that geometrical theorems are synthetic because they can only be proven by construction has been rendered doubtful by more complete axiomatizations of mathematics than Kant knew, and his claim that such propositions describe objects in physical space yet are known a priori has been questioned on the basis of the distinction between purely formal systems and their physical realization. 

Philosophical debate, however, has centred on Kant's inference of transcendental idealism from his philosophy of mathematics. One issue is the very meaning of Kant's distinction between appearances and things in themselves. Gerold Prauss and Henry Allison have ascribed to Kant a distinction between two kinds of concepts of objects, one including reference to the necessary conditions for the perception of those objects and the other merely leaving them out, with no ontological consequences. Another view holds that Kant does not merely assert that the concepts of things in themselves lack reference to spatial and temporal properties, but actually denies that things in themselves are spatial and temporal, and therefore maintains that spatial and temporal properties are properties only of our own representations of things. Kant makes statements that can support each of these interpretations; but proponents of the second view, including the present author, have argued that it is entailed by both Kant's argument for and his use of his distinction, the latter especially in his theory of free will (see §8). 

The debate about Kant's argument for transcendental idealism, already begun in the nineteenth century, concerns whether Kant has omitted a 'neglected alternative' in assuming that space and time must be either properties of things as they are in themselves or of representations, but not both, namely that we might have a priori knowledge of space and time because we have an a priori subjective representation of them while they are also objective properties of things. Some argue that there is no neglected alternative, because although the concepts of appearances and things in themselves are necessarily different, Kant postulates only one set of objects. This author has argued that the 'neglected alternative' is a genuine possibility that Kant intends to exclude by arguing from his premise that propositions about space and time are necessarily true: if those propositions were true both of our own representations and of their ontologically distinct objects, they might be necessarily true of the former but only contingently true of the latter, and thus not necessarily true throughout their domain (A 47-8/B 65-6 ). In this case, however, Kant's transcendental idealism depends upon a dubious claim about necessary truth.

6 Pure concepts of the understanding 

The 'Transcendental Analytic' of the Critique breaks new ground, arguing that the most fundamental categories of thought as well as the forms of perception are themselves human products which are necessary conditions of the possibility of experience. Like the 'Transcendental Aesthetic', its first section, the 'Analytic of Concepts', is also divided into a 'metaphysical' and a 'transcendental deduction' (B 159 ).

In the metaphysical deduction Kant intends to provide a principle to identify the most fundamental concepts of thought, the categories of the understanding, and then to show that our knowledge of any object always involves these categories. The key to his argument is the claim that knowledge is always expressed in a judgment (A 68-9/B 93-4); he then argues that there are certain characteristic forms or 'logical functions' of judgment, and that in order for our judgments to be about objects, these logical functions of judgments must also provide the basic concepts for conceiving of objects. Thus Kant first produces a table of the logical functions of judgment, based on the premise that every judgment has a quantity, quality, relation and modality, and then produces a table of categories, under the same four headings, showing how objects of such judgments must be conceived. Thus, judgments may be universal, particular, or singular, and then their objects must be unities, pluralities, or totalities; judgments may be affirmative, negative, or infinite, and objects manifest either reality, negation, or limitation; judgments may relate a predicate to a subject (categorical judgment), or else relate one predicate-subject judgment to another as antecedent and consequent (hypothetical judgment) or as alternatives (disjunctive judgment), and objects may correspondingly manifest the relations of inherence and subsistence, causality and dependence, or community or reciprocity; finally, judgments may be problematic, assertoric, or apodeictic, thus their objects either possible or impossible, existent or non-existent, or necessary or contingent (A 70/B 95; A 80/B 106 ).

Kant's scheme is intuitively plausible, and he makes use of it throughout his works. But philosophers as diverse as Hegel and Quine have questioned its coherence and necessity. What is troubling for Kant's own project, however, is that he does not show why we must use all the logical functions of judgment, hence why we must use all the categories. In particular, he does not show why we must make not only categorical but also hypothetical and disjunctive judgments. Without such a premise, Kant's arguments for causation, against Hume, and for interaction, against Leibniz, are not advanced. It is unclear whether Kant recognized this defect in the argument of the metaphysical deduction. But he addressed precisely this problem in the subsequent chapter on the `System of all Principles of Pure Understanding', which does attempt to demonstrate the necessity of the use of each of the categories. This chapter will be discussed in the following section

Kant's aim and his strategy in the transcendental deduction remain debatable, despite his complete revision of this section in the second edition of the Critique. Some view the transcendental deduction as a 'regressive argument' aimed at empiricism, meant to show only that if we make judgments about objects then we must use a priori concepts. But if Kant already established this in the metaphysical deduction, the transcendental deduction becomes redundant. It seems more natural to see the latter as intended to fix the scope of our use of the categories by showing that we can have no experience which is immune from conceptualization under them, thus that the categories enjoy universal objective validity. Because these categories originate in the logical structure of our own thought, Kant holds, we must conceive of ourselves as the autonomous lawgivers for all of nature (A 127-8, B 164 ).

There are many differences between the two versions of the transcendental deduction, but both employ the fundamental idea that we cannot have some form of self-consciousness, or 'transcendental apperception', without also having consciousness of objects, which in turn requires the application of the categories; then, since Kant holds that we can have no experience at all without being able to be conscious that we have it, he can argue that we can have no experience to which we cannot apply the categories. The success of this strategy is unclear. The first-edition deduction begins with a debatable analysis of the necessary conditions for knowledge of an object, which slides from the conditional necessity that we must use rules if we are to have knowledge of objects to an absolute necessity that we must have knowledge of objects, and then introduces transcendental apperception as the 'transcendental ground' of the latter necessity ( A 106). In the second edition, Kant begins directly with the claim that self-consciousness of our experience is always possible, which has not met with much resistance, but then makes the inference to the necessity of knowledge of objects conceived of through the categories by equating transcendental apperception with a notion of 'objective apperception' that is equivalent to judgment about objects (B 139-40 ). This makes the connection between self- consciousness and the categorial judgment of objects true by definition, and undermines Kant's claim to provide a synthetic rather than analytic proof of the objective validity of the categories. 

In spite of these problems, the idea that self-consciousness depends upon knowledge of objects and thus on the use of the categories to conceive of objects has remained attractive; and some of the most interesting recent work on Kant has been reconstructions of the transcendental deduction, such as those by Peter Strawson, Jonathan Bennett and Dieter Henrich. Others have concluded that Kant only establishes a convincing connection between self-consciousness and categorial thought of objects once he shows that making judgments about objects, using the categories, is a necessary condition for making judgments about the temporal order of our experience. This is Kant's project in the next section of the Critique .

7 The principles of judgment and the foundations of science 

Kant proceeds from the categories to the foundations of natural science in several steps. First, he argues that the categories, which thus far have merely logical content, must be made 'homogeneous' with experience, or be recast in forms we can actually experience. Since time, as the form of both outer and inner sense, is the most general feature of our sensible experience, Kant argues that the categories must be made homogeneous with experience by being associated with certain determinate temporal relations or 'schemata' (A 138-9/B 177-8 ). For example, the pure category of ground and consequence, thus far understood only abstractly as the relation of the states of objects that makes them fit to be objects of hypothetical ('if-then') judgments, is associated with the schema of rule-governed temporal succession, something closer to what we can actually experience. Focused as he is on the universality of time, Kant seems to de-emphasize spatiality unduly in the 'Schematism': for example, it would seem more natural to say that the schema of causality is the rule-governed temporal succession of states of objects within an appropriate degree of spatial contiguity.

Next, in the 'System of all Principles of Pure Understanding', Kant argues for the necessity of certain fundamental principles of all natural laws. Following the division of the categories, this chapter is divided into four parts. In the first, the 'Axioms of Intuition', Kant argues that 'All intuitions are extensive magnitudes' (B 202), and thus that all objects of experience can be represented as wholes consisting of homogeneous parts, and thus can be represented mathematically as sums of such units. In the second, the 'Anticipations of Perception', Kant proves that 'In all appearances, the real that is an object of sensation has intensive magnitude, that is, a degree' (B 207).Here he argues that sensations can be assigned a numerical measure that does not represent a sum of separable parts, but rather a position on a scale of intensity, and then infers that because our sensations manifest varying degrees of intensity we must also conceive of the qualities of objects that they represent as manifesting a reality that varies in degree. The first of these two 'mathematical' principles (A 162/B 201 ) does not add to results already established in the Transcendental Aesthetic, however, and the second depends upon an empirical assumption.

In the next section, the 'Analogies of Experience', dealing with the first of two kinds of 'dynamical' principles, Kant offers some of the most compelling and important arguments in the Critique. In the First Analogy, Kant argues that we can determine that there has been a change in the objects of our perception, not merely a change in our perceptions themselves, only by conceiving of what we perceive as successive states of enduring substances (see Substance). Because we can never perceive the origination or cessation of substances themselves, but only changes in their states, Kant argues, the sum-total of substances in nature is permanent (B 224). In the Second Analogy, Kant argues for a further condition for making judgments about change in objects: because even when we undergo a sequence of perceptions, there is nothing in their immediate sensory content to tell us that there is an objective change, let alone what particular sequence of change there is, we can only distinguish a 'subjective sequence of apprehension from the objective sequence of appearances' (A 193/B 238) by judging that a particular sequence of objective states of affairs, a fortiori the sequence of our perceptions of those states, has been determined in accordance with a rule that states of the second type can only follow states of the first type - precisely what we mean by a causal law. Finally, the Third Analogy argues that because we always perceive states of objects successively, we cannot immediately perceive states of two or more objects to be simultaneous, and can therefore only judge that two such states simultaneously exist in different regions of space if they are governed by laws of interaction dictating that neither state can exist without the other (A 213/B 260 ).

Kant's arguments have been assailed on the basis of relativity theory and quantum mechanics. But since they are epistemological arguments that our ability to make temporal judgments about the succession or simultaneity of states of affairs depends upon our judgments about substance, causation and interaction, it is not clear that they are open to objection from this quarter. If relativity tells us that the succession or simultaneity of states of affairs may depend upon the choice of inertial frame, then Kant's theory is not refuted, but just predicts that in that case our own judgments about temporal sequence must also vary. If quantum mechanics tells us that causal laws are merely probabilistic, then Kant's theory is again not refuted but just predicts that in that case our temporal judgments cannot be entirely determinate. 

In the last section of the 'Principles', Kant assigns empirical criteria to the modal concepts of possibility, actuality and necessity. The main interest of this section lies in the 'Refutation of Idealism' which Kant inserted into it in the second edition. Here Kant argues that temporal judgments about one's own states require reference to objects which endure in a way that mental representations themselves do not, and therefore that consciousness of oneself also implies consciousness of objects external to oneself (B 275-6; also B xxxix-xli). There has been controversy not only about the precise steps of the proof, but also about whether it is supposed to prove that we have knowledge of the existence of things ontologically distinct from our own representations, which seems to undercut Kant's transcendental idealism. However, the argument of 1787 was actually just the first of many drafts Kant wrote (Reflections 6311-16, 18: 606-23 ), and these suggest that he did mean to prove that we know of the existence of objects ontologically distinct from ourselves and our states, although we cannot attribute to them as they are in themselves the very spatiality by means of which we represent this ontological distinctness.

Finally, in the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, published between the two editions of the Critique (1786), Kant carried his a priori investigation of the laws of nature one step further by introducing not only the empirical notion of change itself but also the further empirical concept of matter as the movable in space (4: 480). With this one empirical addition, he claims, he can deduce the laws of phoronomy, the vectorial composition of motions in space; of dynamics, the attractive and repulsive forces by which space is actually filled; of mechanics, the communication of moving forces; and of phenomenology, which in Kant's sense - derived from J.H. Lambert, and very different from its later senses in Hegel or Husserl - means the laws for distinguishing apparent from real motions. This work is not an essay in empirical physics but rather an exploration of the conceptual framework into which the empirical results of physics must be fitted.

8 The illusions of theoretical reason 

In the 'Transcendental Dialectic', Kant argues that the doctrines of traditional metaphysics are illusions arising from the attempt to use the categories of understanding to gain information about objects that are inaccessible to our forms of intuition. What makes such illusions inevitable is the tendency of human reason to seek the unconditioned, that is, to carry a chain of ideas to its assumed completion even when that lies beyond the bounds of sense. For example, understanding may tell us that wholes consist of parts, and sensibility may allow us to find a smaller part for any given whole; but only reason suggests that decomposition into parts must come to an end in something absolutely simple, something we could never perceive by sense. In its practical use, reason may produce ideas of the unconditioned, such as the idea of the universal acceptability of maxims of action, which do not tell us anything misleading about the world because they do not tell us anything about how the world is at all, only how it ought to be; but in its theoretical use reason appears to tell us things about the world that cannot be confirmed by our senses or are even incompatible with the forms of our perception. 

This diagnosis of metaphysical error makes good sense of Kant's procedure in the 'Antinomy of Pure Reason', where he presents a series of conflicts between the form and limits of sensibility as structured by the understanding, on the one hand, and the pretensions of unconditioned reason, on the other. In early sketches of the Dialectic (Reflections 4756-60, 1775-7, 17: 698-713) Kant's diagnoses of all the illusions of traditional metaphysics took this form. In the Critique , however, Kant singled out some metaphysical beliefs about the self and about God for separate treatment in the 'Paralogisms of Pure Reason' and 'Ideal of Pure Reason'. These sections offer powerful criticisms of traditional metaphysical doctrines, but require a more complex explanation of metaphysical illusion than the single idea of reason's search for the unconditioned.

In the 'Paralogisms', Kant diagnoses the doctrines of 'rational psychology' that the soul is a substance which is simple and therefore incorruptible, numerically identical throughout the experience of any person, and necessarily distinct from any external object (this is how he reformulates the Fourth Paralogism in the second edition (B 409 )), as a tissue of ungrounded assertions mistaking the logical properties of the representation 'I' or the concept of the self for the properties of whatever it is in us that actually thinks ( A 355/B 409 ). Kant's criticism of the traditional metaphysics of the soul is convincing, but does not depend on reason's postulation of the unconditioned; instead, Kant's demonstration that these doctrines arise from confusion between properties of a representation and what is represented showed that they were not inevitable illusions by destroying their credibility once and for all.

The four metaphysical disputes that Kant presents in the 'Antinomy of Pure Reason' are often read as straightforward conflicts between reason and sensibility; but Kant characterizes them as disputes engendered by pure reason itself, so a more complex reading is required. In fact, both sides in each dispute - what Kant calls the 'thesis' and 'antithesis' - reflect different forms of reason's demand for something unconditioned, and what conflicts with the limits of sensibility is the assumption that these demands give rise to a genuine dispute at all. Kant again uses the contrast between 'mathematical' and 'dynamical' to divide the four disputes into two groups, and resolves the disputes in two different ways. 

In the first antinomy the dispute is between the thesis that the world has a beginning in time and a limit in space and the antithesis that it is infinite in temporal duration and spatial extension (A 426-7/B 454-5). In the second antinomy, the dispute is between the thesis that substances in the world are ultimately composed of simple parts and the antithesis that nothing simple is ever to be found in the world, thus that everything is infinitely divisible (A 434-5/B 462-3). In each case, thesis and antithesis reflect reason's search for the unconditioned, but in two different forms: in the thesis, reason postulates an ultimate termination of a series, and in the antithesis, an unconditional extension of the series. In these 'mathematical antinomies', however, Kant argues that neither side is true, because reason is attempting to apply its demand for something unconditioned to space and time, which are always indefinite in extent because they are finite yet always extendible products of our own cognitive activity (A 504-5/B 532-3 ).

In the two 'dynamical antinomies' Kant's solution is different. In the third antinomy, the thesis is that 'causality in accordance with laws of nature' is not the only kind of causality, but there must also be a 'causality of freedom' underlying the whole series of natural causes and effects, while the antithesis is that everything in nature takes place in accord with deterministic laws alone (A 444-5/B 462-3). In the fourth antinomy, the thesis is that there must be a necessary being as the cause of the whole sequence of contingent beings, either as its first member or underlying it, while the antithesis is that no such being exists inside or outside the world (A 452-3/B 480-1). Again, the theses result from reason's desire for closure and the antitheses result from reason's desire for infinite extension. But now the theses do not necessarily refer solely to spatio-temporal entities, so the claims that there must be a non-natural causality of freedom and a necessary being can apply to things in themselves while the claims that there are only contingent existents linked by laws of nature apply to appearances. In this case both thesis and antithesis may be true (A 531/B 559 ). This result is crucial to Kant, because it means that although theoretical reason cannot prove that either freedom or God exist, neither can it disprove them, and room is left for the existence of freedom and God to gain credibility in some other way.

The last main part of the 'Dialectic' is Kant's critique of rational theology. Here Kant reiterates his earlier critique of the ontological argument as well as his claim that the arguments for the existence of God from contingency and from design - the 'cosmological' and 'physico-theological' proofs - can only get from their ideas of a first cause or architect to the idea of a perfect being by the supposition of the ontological argument, and thus fall along with that. But he now precedes this argument with a critique of the argument for God as the ground of all possibility that he had earlier accepted: the very idea that there is an ens realissimum, an individual being containing in itself the ground of 'the sum-total of all possibility' (A 573/B 602 ), is another of the natural but illusory ideas of reason.

Kant does not, however, conclude the first Critique with an entirely negative assessment of pure reason. In an appendix to the 'Transcendental Dialectic', he argues that even though reason in its theoretical use cannot yield metaphysical insight, it does supply us with indispensable 'regulative' principles, of both the maximal simplicity of natural laws and the maximal variety of natural forms, for the conduct of empirical research; and in the 'Canon of Pure Reason', he argues that practical reason supplies an ideal of the highest good, the union of virtue and happiness and ultimately the union of freedom and nature, which is indispensable for moral conduct, not as its direct object but as a necessary condition of its rationality - which in turn gives ground for the practical postulation if not theoretical proof of the existence of God. Kant expands on both of these ideas in subsequent works (see §11 and §13).

9 The value of autonomy and the foundations of ethics 

In his theoretical philosophy, Kant argued that we can be certain of the principles that arise from the combination of the forms of our sensibility and understanding, as products of our own intellectual autonomy; but he also argued that any attempt to see human reason as an autonomous source of metaphysical insight valid beyond the bounds of human sensibility leads to illusion. But in his practical philosophy, Kant argues that human reason is an autonomous source of principles of conduct, immune from the blandishments of sensual inclination in both its determinations of value and its decisions to act, and indeed that human autonomy is the highest value and the limiting condition of all other values. 

Traditionally, Kant has been seen as an ethical formalist, according to whom all judgments on the values of ends must be subordinated to the obligatory universality of a moral law derived from the very concept of rationality itself. This interpretation has drawn support from Kant's own characterization of his 'paradoxical' method in the Critique of Practical Reason, where he holds that the moral law must be derived prior to any determination of good or evil, rather than vice versa (5: 62-3). But this passage does not do justice to the larger argument of Kant's practical philosophy, which is that rationality itself is so valuable precisely because it is the means to freedom or autonomy. Kant expressed this in his classroom lectures on ethics, when he said that 'the inherent value of the world, the summum bonum, is freedom in accordance with a will which is not necessitated to action' (27: 1482), and even more clearly in lectures on natural right given in the autumn of 1784, the very time he was writing the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, where he said that 'If only rational beings can be ends in themselves, that is not because they have reason, but because they have freedom. Reason is merely a means' (27: 1321). Kant makes the same point in the Groundwork when he says that the incomparable dignity of human beings derives from the fact that they are 'free with regard to all laws of nature, obeying only those laws which' they make themselves (4: 435 ).

The strategy of the Groundwork is by no means obvious, and the real character of Kant's view emerges only gradually. In Section I, Kant tries to derive the fundamental principle of morality from an analysis of 'ordinary rational knowledge of morality.' The key steps in his analysis are: virtue lies in the good will of an agent rather than any natural inclination or any particular end to be achieved; good will is manifested in the performance of an action for the sake of fulfilling duty rather than for any other end; and what duty requires is the performance of an action not for the sake of its consequences but because of its conformity to law as such; thus the maxim, or subjective principle, of virtuous action can only be that 'I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should become a universal law' (4: 402). In Section II, Kant apparently tries to reach the same conclusion from more philosophical considerations: by arguing on the one hand that a moral or practical law must be a categorical rather than hypothetical imperative, that is, one commanding unconditionally rather than depending upon the adoption of some antecedent and optional end, and on the other hand that happiness is too indeterminate an end to give rise to such an imperative, Kant concludes that a categorical imperative can contain 'only the necessity that our maxim should conform to this law', thus that 'there remains nothing to which the maxim has to conform except the universality of a law as such' (4: 421 ). This version of the categorical imperative is known as the Formula of Universal Law.

Kant then furnishes further formulations of the categorical imperative, especially the Formula of Humanity as an End in Itself - 'Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end' ( 4: 429), which at the very least requires the possibility of rational consent to your action from any agent affected by it - and the formula of the kingdom of ends, the requirement that any proposed course of action be compatible with 'a whole of all ends in systematic conjunction (a whole both of rational beings as ends in themselves and also of the personal ends which each may set before himself' (4: 433). The usual interpretation is that these two formulations are supposed to follow from the Formula of Universal Law. However, several factors suggest that Kant did not mean the derivation of that formula from either common sense or 'popular moral philosophy' to be self-sufficient, and it is only with the introduction of the notion that humanity is an end in itself because of its potential for freedom, that the real 'ground of a possible categorical imperative' is discovered (4: 428 ). If so, then this is Kant's theory: the ultimate source of value is human freedom as an end in itself, manifested in interpersonal contexts in the possibility of freely given consent to the actions of others; conformity to the requirement of universal law is the way to ensure that this value is preserved and fostered; and the ideal outcome of the observation of such a law would be a kingdom of ends as a system of freedom, in which all agents freely pursue their freely chosen ends to the extent compatible with a like freedom for all. 

10 Duties of right and duties of virtue 

In the Groundwork, Kant's principle of morality gives rise to a fourfold classification of duties, resulting from the intersection of two divisions: between duties to oneself and to others, and between perfect and imperfect duties. Perfect duties are proscriptions of specific kinds of actions, and violating them is morally blameworthy; imperfect duties are prescriptions of general ends, and fulfilling them by means of performing appropriate particular actions is praiseworthy. The four classes of duty are thus: perfect duties to oneself, such as the prohibition of suicide; perfect duties to others, such as the prohibition of deceitful promises; imperfect duties to oneself, such as the prescription to cultivate one's talents; and imperfect duties to others, such as the prescription of benevolence (4: 422-3, 429-30 ). It is straightforward what a perfect duty prohibits one from doing; it requires judgment to determine when and how the general ends prescribed by imperfect duties should be realized through particular actions.

In the later Metaphysics of Morals, Kant works out a detailed budget of duties that is generally based on this scheme, but with one key distinction: duties of justice (Recht) are those of the above duties that can appropriately be enforced by means of the public, juridical use of coercion, and the remainder are duties of virtue, which are fit subjects for moral assessment but not coercion (6: 213, 219 ). Since freedom is Kant's chief value, coercion is permitted only where it is both necessary to preserve freedom and possible for it to do so. This means that only a small subset of our duties, namely some but not all of our perfect duties to others, are duties of justice, thus proper subjects for public legislation; the majority of our moral duties are duties of virtue which are not appropriate subjects for coercive legal enforcement.

Kant's treatment of the duties of virtue is less complicated than that of the duties of justice, and will be considered first. Kant does not explicitly characterize these as duties to preserve and promote the freedom of oneself and others, as he does in the Groundwork , but instead characterizes them as duties to promote one's own perfection and the happiness of others: while one can directly perfect one's own freedom, one can avoid injuring but not directly perfect the freedom of another. On close inspection, however, Kant's duties of virtue require precisely that one perfect both the internal and external conditions for the exercise of one's own freedom and at least the external conditions for the exercise of the freedom of others. Thus, ethical duties to oneself include the prohibition of injury to the physical and mental bases of one's free agency, as by suicide or drunkenness, and the prescription of efforts to improve both the physical and mental conditions for the exercise of one's freedom, as by the cultivation of talents and of one's spiritual and moral faculties themselves; and ethical duties to others include both the prohibition of injuries to the dignity of others as free agents, for example by insulting or ridiculing them ('duties of respect'), and the prescription of efforts to improve the conditions for others' exercise of their own freedom, as by beneficience and sympathy ('duties of love').

Kant's foundation of his political philosophy on the duties of justice is more complicated. From the ultimate value of freedom, Kant derives the universal principle of justice, that an action is right only if 'on its maxim the freedom of choice of each can coexist with everyone's freedom in accordance with a universal law' (6: 230). Kant then argues that coercion is justified when it can prevent a hindrance to freedom, since a hindrance to a hindrance to freedom is itself a means to freedom (6: 231 ). This is too simple, since coercion might only compound the injury to freedom. Kant needs to add that coercive enforcement of the law is not itself a hindrance to freedom, since the threat of juridical sanction does not deprive a would-be criminal of freedom in the way that his crime would deprive its victim of freedom: the criminal exercises the choice to risk sanction, but deprives his victim of a like freedom of choice.

Kant goes on to argue that the only proper aim of coercive juridical legislation is the prevention of injury to the person and property of others; this is 'Private Law', while 'Public Law' concerns the proper form of the state, whose function is the enforcement of private law. Kant takes the prevention of injury to persons to be an obvious requirement of duty, needing no special discussion, but the right to property receives extended discussion. 

Kant recognizes three classes of property: property in things, property in contracts, and contract-like property in other persons, such as marital rights. His discussion of property in things is the most important for his political theory. The gist of Kant's account is that it would be irrational to deprive ourselves of the right to place physical objects, above all land, at our own long-term disposal, since we are rational agents who may need to use such things to realize our freely chosen ends, while the things themselves are not free agents and have no rights. But since the earth is initially undivided, specific property rights are not innate but must be acquired. Since the claim to any particular thing would limit the freedom of others who might also be able to use it, however, property rights cannot be claimed unilaterally, at least if morality's insistence upon universal acceptability is to be respected, but can only be claimed with the multilateral consent of those others, which they can reasonably give only if they too are accorded similar rights necessary for the successful exercise of their own agency (6: 255-6). For Kant, the right to property is thus not a natural right of isolated individuals, but a social creation depending upon mutual acceptability of claims. The state, finally, exists primarily to make claims to property rights both determinate and secure, and anyone claiming property rights thus has both the right and the obligation to join in a state with others (6: 256-7, 306-8 ). Since property exists only by mutual consent, and the state exists to secure that consent, the state necessarily has the power to permit only those distributions of property rights sufficiently equitable to gain general consent.

Both claims to property and expressions of philosophical and religious opinions, for example, are expressions of human autonomy. But while one person's property claims may directly limit the freedom of others, and are therefore subject to public regulation, his beliefs do not, and thus do not require the consent of any other. The state therefore has no right to intervene in these matters. This fundamental difference between the state's proper concern with property and its improper concern with personal belief defines Kant's liberalism. It is only implicit in the Metaphysics of Morals , but becomes explicit in more purely political writings.
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11 Freedom of the will and the highest good 

Having considered some practical implications of Kant's conception of autonomy, we now turn to its metaphysical consequences. 

In Section III of the Groundwork , Kant attempts to prove that the categorical imperative, derived in Section II by the analysis of the concept of free and rational beings in general, actually puts us under an obligation by proving that we are indeed free and rational beings. In his terminology, he wants to show that it is not merely an analytic but a synthetic a priori proposition that our wills are constrained by this imperative. Both the interpretation and the assessment of the arguments by which he proposes to accomplish this remain controversial.

The first claim that Kant makes is that 'every being who cannot act except under the idea of freedom is just on that account really free in a practical respect, that is, all laws that are inseparably bound up with freedom are valid for it just as if its will were really declared to be free in itself and in theoretical philosophy', and that every being with a will must indeed act under the idea of freedom (4: 448) (see Will, the ). This seems to mean that agents who conceive of themselves as choosing their own actions, whether or not they conceive of themselves as subject to determinism, do not or perhaps even cannot consider any antecedent determinants of their actions in deciding what to do, but only what now seems most rational to do; thus they must govern their actions by rational and therefore moral laws. This seems right for agents considering their own future actions, but leaves unclear how we are to assess the freedom of the actions of others or even our own past actions.

However, Kant goes on to offer what seems to be a theoretical and therefore general proof of the existence of human freedom. He argues that theoretical philosophy has shown that we must distinguish between considering ourselves as phenomena and noumena, or members of the sensible and the intelligible worlds. From the first point of view, we must consider our actions to be governed by the causality of nature, while in the second, since we cannot consider our actions there to be governed by no law at all, we must consider them to be governed by another kind of causality, namely causality in accord with laws of reason (4: 451-3 ). Thus while our actions appear to be determined by natural causes, in reality they not only can but in fact must accord with laws of reason, hence with the categorical imperative.

There are two problems with this argument. First, it flouts transcendental idealism by assuming positive knowledge about things in themselves. Second, as Henry Sidgwick was to object a century later, it precludes moral responsibility for wrong- doing: if the real laws of our behaviour are necessarily rational and hence moral, any wrong-doing could only show that an agent is not rational, and therefore not responsible, at all.

Whether consciously aware of such objections or not, Kant began to alter his argument for freedom of the will in the Critique of Practical Reason. Here he does not argue from a theoretical proof of our freedom to the fact of our obligation under the moral law, but conversely from our consciousness of that obligation - the 'fact of reason' - to our freedom as the necessary condition of our ability and responsibility to fulfil it (5: 29-31). This argument first assumes that transcendental idealism has left open at least the theoretical possibility of freedom of the will, and then depends upon the famous principle 'ought implies can' ('Theory and Practice', 8: 287 ). Transcendental idealism, of course, seems problematic to many; and although the 'ought implies can' principle seems an intuitive principle of fairness, Kant does not actually argue for it. Nevertheless, since this argument assumes only that 'ought' implies 'can', it does not imply that any agent who is obliged under the moral law necessarily will act in accordance with it, and thus avoids Sidgwick's problem about the very possibility of wrong-doing.

Kant depends upon this result in his next major treatment of freedom, in Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, although there he seems to go too far in the other direction by assuming that evil-doing is not just possible but even necessary. Kant begins this discussion with an elegant account of wrong-doing, arguing that because no human being is simply unaware of the demand of morality - that is implied by the 'fact of reason' - acting immorally never comes from mere ignorance of the moral law, but rather from deciding to exempt oneself from this obligation. This position is compatible with the argument for freedom in the second Critique, although not with that of the Groundwork . However, Kant goes on to argue that an evil rather than virtuous choice of fundamental maxim, or 'radical evil', is not only possible but inevitable, to be escaped from only by a moral conversion. This doctrine hardly follows from Kant's previous argument, and seems instead to rest on an odd mixture of empirical evidence and the lingering grip of the Christian doctrine of original sin.

The reality of freedom is only the first of Kant's three 'postulates of pure practical reason'; the other two are the existence of God and the immortality of the soul. Again Kant's argument is that, as the first Critique showed, neither of these can be proven by theoretical metaphysics, but they can nevertheless be postulated as necessary conditions of something essential to morality. In this case, however, they are conditions not of our obligation under the categorical imperative but for the realization of the 'highest good.' This is another complex and controversial concept. Kant typically defines it as happiness in proportion to virtue, which is worthiness to be happy (5: 110), but suggests different grounds for the necessity of this conjunction. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant sometimes treats happiness and virtue as two separate ends of human beings, one our natural end and the other our moral end, which we simply seek to combine (5: 110). In other places, however, beginning with the 'Canon of Pure Reason' in the first Critique, he holds that since what virtue does is precisely to coordinate our mutual pursuit of ends, and happiness arises from the realization of ends, maximal happiness would inevitably follow maximal virtue under ideal circumstances (A 809/B 837 ). Of course, circumstances are not always ideal for morality: as far as we can see, no one achieves perfect virtue in a normal lifespan, and such virtue as is attained is hardly always rewarded with happiness. To counter this, Kant holds that we may postulate immortality, in which to perfect our virtue, and the existence of God, who can legislate a nature in which the ends of virtue are achieved.

This theory has seemed to many to be Kant's vain attempt to save his personal faith from his own scathing critique of metaphysics. Before such a claim could even be discussed, we would have to know what Kant really means by a postulate of practical reason. Kant gives several hints about this which have not been adequately explored. In the first Critique, he discusses the practical postulates in a section where he considers readiness to bet as a measure of belief, thus suggesting that what he actually has in mind is Pascal's wager (see Pascal, B.): since there is no theoretical disproof of these postulates, and nothing to lose if they are false, but their value to happiness is great, it is rational to act as if they were true. In a later essay, a draft on the 'Real Progress of Metaphysics from the Time of Leibniz and Wolff' from the early 1790s (posthumously published), Kant makes an even more striking suggestion. There he says that in the assumption of the practical postulates 'the human being is authorized to grant influence on his actions to an idea which he, in accord with moral principles, has made himself, just as if he had derived it from a given object' (20: 305 ). Here the suggestion is that the practical postulates are nothing less than another expression of human autonomy: not theoretical beliefs at all, let alone religious dogmas, but ideas which we construct for ourselves solely to increase our own efforts at virtue. This idea, that God is in fact nothing but an idea of our own making for use within our moral practice, is a thought Kant repeatedly expressed in his very last years (see §14).

12 Taste and autonomy 

Under the rubric of 'reflective judgment', defined as that use of judgment in which we seek to find unknown universals for given particulars rather than to apply given universals to particulars (5: 179-80), the Critique of the Power of Judgment deals with three apparently disparate subjects: systematicity in scientific concepts generally, natural and artistic beauty, and teleology or purposiveness in particular organisms and in nature as a whole (see Teleology ). Even more than the idea of reflective judgment, however, what ties these subjects together is again the idea of autonomy.

In the the first Critique, Kant had suggested, with but few exceptions, that the search for systematicity in scientific concepts and laws - the subordination of maximally varied specific concepts and laws under maximally unified general ones - is an ideal of reason, not necessary for empirical knowledge but still intrinsically desirable. In the third Critique, he reassigns this search to reflective judgment, and argues that we must adopt as a transcendental but indemonstrable principle that nature is adapted to our cognitive needs (5: 185; 20: 209-10 ). By this reassignment Kant indicates that systematicity is a necessary condition for the acceptance of empirical laws after all, and thus a necessary condition for experience itself. Kant thereby suggests that our empirical knowledge is neither passively received nor simply guaranteed, but dependent on our active projection of the unity of nature.

Kant next turns to judgments of taste as both a further expression of human autonomy and further evidence that the adaptation of nature to our own cognitive needs is both contingent yet reasonably assumed. Judgments of taste, beginning with the simplest such as 'This flower is beautiful' and progressing to more complex ones such as 'This poem is beautiful' and 'This landscape is sublime', are connected to autonomy in two ways: while they claim universal agreement, they must always be based on individual feeling and judgment; and while they must be made free of all constraint by theoretical or moral concepts, they are ultimately symbols of moral freedom itself. 

Kant begins from an analysis of the very idea of an 'aesthetic judgment'. As aesthetic, judgments of taste must both concern and be made on the basis of the most subjective of human responses, feelings of pleasure, but, as judgments, they must still claim interpersonal agreement (5: 203, 212-16). To retain their link to feelings, judgments of taste can never simply report how others respond, but must be based on one's own free response to the object itself; in this way they express individual autonomy (5: 216, 282-5). But to claim universal agreement, they must be based on cognitive capacities shared by all, yet by a condition of those faculties that is pleasureable because it is not constrained by rules (5: 187). Such a state is one of 'free play' between imagination and understanding, in which the imagination satisfies understanding's need for unity by presenting a form that seems unitary and coherent without any concept, or, even where a concept of human use or artistic intention is inescapable, that seems to have a unity going beyond any such concept - artistic genius lies precisely in such transcendence of concepts (5: 317-18). With debatable success, Kant argues that this 'free play' must occur under the same circumstances in all human beings (5: 238-9, 290 ), and thus that judgments of taste can have the 'quantity' of universality and the 'modality' of necessity while retaining the 'quality' of independence from direct moral interest and 'relation' to merely subjective, cognitive interests rather than objective, practical ones.

How does aesthetic judgment so understood both express autonomy in a moral sense and also give further evidence of the contingent adaptation of nature to our own needs? Kant answers the latter question with his idea of 'intellectual interest': the very fact that beauty exists, he argues, although it cannot be derived from any scientific laws, can be taken by us as evidence that nature is receptive not only to our cognitive needs but even to our need to see a possibility for success in our moral undertakings (5: 300 ). Kant's answer to the first question, how taste expresses autonomy in its moral sense, is more complex but also more compelling than this.

Like other eighteenth-century authors such as Edmund Burke, Kant draws a fundamental distinction between the beautiful and the sublime (see Sublime, the). Beauty pleases us through the free play of imagination and understanding. In our response to the sublime, however - which for Kant is not paradigmatically a response to art, but to the vastness and power of nature - we enjoy not a direct harmony between imagination and understanding, which are rather frustrated by their inability to grasp such immensities, but a feeling of them which reveals the power of reason within us (5: 257). And this, although it would seem to involve theoretical reason, symbolizes the power of practical reason, and thus the foundation of our autonomy, in two ways: our power to grasp a truly universal law, such as the moral law, and our power to resist the threats of mere nature, and thus the blandishments of inclination (5: 261-2 ).

In this way, the sublime symbolizes the sterner side of moral autonomy. But the experience of beauty is also a symbol of morality, precisely because the freedom of the imagination that is its essence is the only experience in which any form of freedom, including the freedom of the will itself, can become palpable to us (5: 353-4 ). Kant thus concludes his critique of aesthetic judgment with the remarkable suggestion that it is in our enjoyment of beauty that our vocation as autonomous agents becomes not just a 'fact of reason' but a matter of experience as well.

13 Design and autonomy 

Kant's critique of teleological judgment in the second half of the Critique of Judgment has an even more complicated agenda than his aesthetic theory. The work has roots in both eighteenth-century biology - which began the debate, lasting until the twentieth century, whether organisms could be understood on purely mechanical principles - and natural theology - that is, the great debate over the argument from design that culminated in Hume's Dialogues concerning Natural Religion . Yet again Kant's motive is to show that even our understanding of nature ultimately drives us to a recognition of our own autonomy.

The work is divided into three main sections: an examination of the necessary conditions for our comprehension of individual organisms; an examination of the conditions under which we can see nature as a whole as a single system; and a restatement of Kant's moral theology. First, Kant argues that an organism is a system of whole and parts manifesting both 'regressive' and 'progressive' causality: the whole is the product of the parts, but the parts in turn depend upon the whole for their own proper functioning and existence (5: 372, 376). But our conception of mechanical efficient causation includes only progressive causation, in which the state of any system depends upon the prior state of its parts (see Causation). The only way we can understand the regressive causation of the whole with respect to its parts is by analogy to intelligent design, in which an antecedent conception of the object as a whole determines the production of the parts which in turn determine the character of the resultant whole. However, Kant insists, we have absolutely no justification for adopting a 'constitutive concept' of natural organisms as a product of actual design; we are only entitled to use an analogy between natural organisms and products of design as 'a regulative concept for reflective judgment to conduct research into objects in a remote analogy with our own causality in accordance with purposes' (5: 375 ). In other words, seeing organisms as products of intelligent design is a purely heuristic strategy.

However, Kant next argues that if it is natural for us to investigate organisms as if they were products of intelligent design, then it will also be natural for us to try to see nature as a whole as manifesting a purposive design (5: 380-1); and only by seeing the whole of nature as a product of intelligent design - of course, only regulatively - can we satisfy our craving to transform every particularity of nature, which must always be left contingent by our own general concepts, into something that seems necessary (5: 405-7). However, from a merely naturalistic viewpoint the ultimate purpose of nature as a system must remain indeterminate - grass might exist to feed cows, or cows exist to fertilize the grass (4: 426). Nature can be seen as a determinate system only if it can be seen as collectively serving an ultimate end that is itself an intrinsic end, that is, an end with absolute value. This can only be humanity itself (4: 427) - but not humanity merely as a part of nature, seeking happiness, which is neither a determinate end nor one particularly favoured by nature (4: 430), but only humanity as the subject of morality, able to cultivate its freedom (5: 435-6 ). Thus the urge to see nature as a systematic whole, an inevitable concomitant of our research into the complexities of organic life, can only be satisfied from the moral point of view in which human autonomy is the ultimate value.

Kant is still careful to remind us that this doctrine is regulative, furnishing us with a principle for our own cognitive and practical activity, not constitutive, pretending to metaphysical insight into the nature of reality independent from us. It is therefore particularly noteworthy that the last part of the critique of teleological judgment is a restatement of Kant's moral theology, the argument for belief in the existence of God as a postulate of practical reason. This restatement within a general theory of reflective judgment, the principles of which are meant above all else to guide our own activity, confirms the view that in the end the theory of practical postulates is not meant to support any form of dogma but only to serve as another expression of our own autonomy. 

14 The final decade of Kant's public and private career 

German intellectuals were drawn to political issues after the French revolution in 1789, and Kant was no exception. Key elements of his political philosophy were presented in essays such as 'Theory and Practice' (1793) and Perpetual Peace (1795) before its formal exposition in the Metaphysics of Morals (1797). As was argued above (§10), the foundation of Kantian liberalism is the idea that coercion is justifiable only to prevent hindrances to freedom, and thus to protect personal freedom and regulate property, every claim to which represents a potential constraint of the freedom of others unless they can reasonably agree to that claim as part of a system of property rights; but individual beliefs and conceptions of the good, whether religious or philosophical, do not directly interfere with the freedom of others and are therefore not a proper object of political regulation. Kant's development of this basic principle into a political philosophy, however, is complex and controversial.

On the one hand, Kant argued from this premise to a firm rejection of any paternalistic government, even benevolent paternalism. Government exists for the protection of the freedom individuals have to determine and pursue their own ends to the extent compatible with the like freedom of others; so a 'paternalistic government, where the subjects, as minors, cannot decide what is truly beneficial or detrimental to them, but are obliged to wait passively for the head of state to judge how they ought to be happy...would be the greatest conceivable despotism' (8: 290-1). Further, Kant held that the sovereignty of any government derives solely from the possibility of those who are governed rationally consenting to it, and thus that it is a necessary test of the legitimacy of all laws 'that they can have arisen from the united will of an entire people' (8: 297). These constraints could best be met in a republic, without a hereditary monarchy or aristocracy pitting proprietary privilege against public right. Finally, Kant argued in Perpetual Peace , only in a world federation of republics, where no proprietary rulers could identify the forcible extension of their domains with the aggrandizement of their personal property, could a cessation of warfare ever be expected.

On the other hand, Kant accompanied these liberal doctrines with a denial of any right to violent revolution, which has seemed surprising to many. But Kant's thought here is complex. Underlying his position as a whole is his view that in any situation in which different persons are bound to come into contact with each other we have not merely a moral right but a moral obligation to found or uphold a state. But one could easily argue that a tyranny is a state in name only, and that our moral obligation with regard to a tyranny is precisely to replace it at any cost with a legitimate state. Kant offers several reasons why this is not so. One claim is that violent revolution does not leave time for genuine reform in principles (8: 36), and another argument is that people revolt for the sake of greater happiness, which is an illegitimate reason for the overthrow of a state (8: 298). But these are empirical claims, and do not prove that people cannot revolt solely to remove illegitimate constraints to their freedom. Another argument Kant makes is that a constitution granting a legal right to rebel against the highest authority it creates would thereby not create a single highest authority after all, and would thus be self-contradictory (6: 319 ). This has seemed to many to be a sophism; but it may have been Kant's attempt to get his liberalism past the Prussian censorship, denying a legal right to rebel without ever explicitly denying a moral right to rebel.

Kant had been battling censorship even before the death of Frederick the Great in 1786. In 'What is Enlightenment?' (1785), he argued that while persons in an official capacity have to obey orders (in what he confusingly calls the 'private use of reason'), no official, not a professor or even a military officer, has to surrender his right to address his views to 'the entire reading public' (the 'public use of reason') (8: 37). But Kant's attack on the necessity of an established church in Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793), even though legally published with the imprimatur of a non-Prussian university (Jena), outraged the conservative Frederick William II and his minister Wöllner, and Kant was threatened with punishment if he published further on religion. With an oath of loyalty to his sovereign, Kant promised to desist, but after the death of this king in 1797 he regarded himself as freed from this promise, and the next year issued his most spirited defence of intellectual freedom yet, The Conflict of the Faculties . Here Kant argued that while the theological faculty might have the obligation to advance certain dogmas approved by the state, it was nothing less than the official function of the philosophical faculty to subject all views to rational scrutiny; and in any case, a government genuinely concerned with its people's welfare would not want them to base their morality on fear or dogma but only on the free exercise of their own reason. The new government had no stomach for further suppression of the aged philosopher, and Kant was able to publish this defence of intellectual freedom without incident.

Privately, Kant's last years were devoted to the project of closing the gap between the metaphysical foundations of natural science and actual physics, begun about 1796. He never published the work, leaving behind only the notes later published as the Opus postumum. Here Kant tried to show that by using the categorial framework and the concept of force we can derive not only the most general laws of mechanics, as he had argued in 1786, but a much more detailed categorization of the forms of matter and its forces. Kant also argued that an imperceptible, self-moving ether or 'caloric' is a condition of the possibility of experience. In the latest stages of this work, however, Kant returned to the broadest themes of his philosophy, and tried to develop a final statement of transcendental idealism. Here he argued that 'The highest standpoint of transcendental philosophy is that which unites God and the world synthetically, under one principle' (21: 23) - where that principle is nothing other than human autonomy itself. God and the world are 'not substances outside my thought, but rather the thought through which we ourselves make these objects' (21: 21): the world is our experience organized by categories and laws of our own making, and God is the representation of our own capacity to give ourselves the moral law through reason. The moral law 'emerges from freedom...which the subject prescribes to himself, and yet as if another and higher person had made it a rule for him. The subject feels himself necessitated through his own reason...' (22: 129 ). This is a fitting conclusion to Kant's philosophy of autonomy.

Mulla Sadra (Sadr al-Din Muhammad al-Shirazi) (1571/2–1640)

Sadr al-Din al-Shirazi (Mulla Sadra) is perhaps the single most important and influential philosopher in the Muslim world in the last four hundred years. The author of over forty works, he was the culminating figure of the major revival of philosophy in Iran in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Devoting himself almost exclusively to metaphysics, he constructed a critical philosophy which brought together Peripatetic, Illuminationist and gnostic philosophy along with Shi‘ite theology within the compass of what he termed a ‘metaphilosophy’, the source of which lay in the Islamic revelation and the mystical experience of reality as existence.

Mulla Sadra’s metaphilosophy was based on existence as the sole constituent of reality, and rejected any role for quiddities or essences in the external world. Existence was for him at once a single unity and an internally articulated dynamic process, the unique source of both unity and diversity. From this fundamental starting point, Mulla Sadra was able to find original solutions to many of the logical, metaphysical and theological difficulties which he had inherited from his predecessors. His major philosophical work is the Asfar (The Four Journeys), which runs to nine volumes in the present printed edition and is a complete presentation of his philosophical ideas.

1 The primacy of existence

Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ibrahim ibn Yahya al-Qawami al-Shirazi, known variously as Mulla Sadra, Sadr al-Muta’allihin, or simply Akhund, was born in Shiraz in central Iran in ah 979–80/ad 1571–2. He studied in Isfahan with, among others, Mir Damad and Shaykh Baha’ al-Din al-‘Amili, Shaykh-e Baha’i, before retiring for a number of years of spiritual solitude and discipline in the village of Kahak, near Qum. Here he completed the first part of his major work, the Asfar (The Four Journeys). He was then invited by Allah-wirdi Khan, the governor of Fars province, to return to Shiraz, where he taught for the remainder of his life. He died in Basra in ah 1050/ad 1640 while on his seventh pilgrimage on foot to Mecca.

Safavid Iran witnessed a noteworthy revival of philosophical learning, and Mulla Sadra was this revival’s most important figure. The Peripatetic (mashsha’i) philosophy of Ibn Sina had been elaborated and invigorated at the beginning of the Mongol period by Nasir al-Din al-Tusi, and there existed a number of important contributors to this school in the century before Mulla Sadra. Illuminationist (ishraqi) philosophy, originated by Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi, had also been a major current (see Illuminationist philosophy). The speculative mysticism of the Sufism of Ibn al-‘Arabi had also taken firm root in the period leading up to the tenth century ah (sixteenth century ad), while theology (kalam), particularly Shi‘ite theology, had increasingly come to be expressed in philosophical terminology, a process which was initiated in large part by al-Tusi (see Mystical philosophy in Islam; Islamic theology). Several philosophers had combined various strands from this philosophical heritage in their writings, but it was Mulla Sadra who achieved a true fusion of all four, forming what he called ‘metaphilosophy’ (al-hikma al-muta‘aliya), a term he incorporated into the title of his magnum opus, al-Hikma al-muta‘aliya fi’l-asfar al-‘aqliyya al-arba‘a (The Transcendent Wisdom Concerning the Four Intellectual Journeys), known simply as the Asfar.

Mulla Sadra made the primacy of existence (asalat al-wujud) the cornerstone of his philosophy. Aristotle (§§11–12) had pointed out that existence was the most universal of predicates and therefore could not be included as one of the categories, and al-Farabi added to this that it was possible to know an essence without first knowing whether it existed or not, existence thus being neither a constitutive element of an essence nor a necessary attribute, and that therefore it must be an accident. But it was Ibn Sina who later became the source for the controversy as to how the accidentality of existence was to be conceived. He had held that in the existence–quiddity (wujud–mahiyya) or existence–essence relationship, existence was an accident of quiddity. Ibn Rushd had criticized this view as entailing a regress, for if the existence of a thing depended on the addition of an accident to it, then the same principle would have to apply to existence itself. This was merely an argument against the existence–quiddity dichotomy, but al-Suhrawardi had added to this another argument, asserting that if existence were an attribute of quiddity, quiddity itself would have to exist before attracting this attribute in order to be thus qualified. From this, al-Suhrawardi deduced the more radical conclusion that existence is merely a mental concept with no corresponding reality, and that it is quiddity which constitutes reality.

It was this view, that of the primacy of quiddity (asalat al-mahiyya), which held sway in philosophical writing in Iran up to Mulla Sadra’s time. Indeed, Mir Damad, Mulla Sadra’s teacher, held this view. However, Mulla Sadra himself took the opposite view, that it is existence that constitutes reality and that it is quiddities which are the mental constructs. By taking the position of the primacy of existence, Mulla Sadra was able to answer the objections of Ibn Rushd and the Illuminationists by pointing out that existence is accidental to quiddity in the mind in so far as it is not a part of its essence. When it is a case of attributing existentiality to existence, however, what is being discussed is an essential attribute; and so at this point the regress stopped, for the source of an essential attribute is the essence itself.

2 The systematic ambiguity of existence

A concomitant of Mulla Sadra’s theory that reality and existence are identical is that existence is one but graded in intensity; to this he gave the name tashkik al-wujud, which has been usefully translated as the ‘systematic ambiguity’ of existence. Al-Suhrawardi, in contrast to the peripatetics, had asserted that quiddities were capable of a range of intensities; for example, when a colour, such as blue, intensifies it is not a new species of ‘blueness’ which replaces the old one, but is rather the same ‘blue’ intensified. Mulla Sadra adopted this theory but replaced quiddity with existence, which was for him the only reality. This enabled him to say that it is the same existence which occurs in all things, but that existential instances differ in terms of ‘priority and posteriority, perfection and imperfection, strength and weakness’ (making reality similar to al-Suhrawardi’s Light). He was thus able to explain that it was existence and existence alone which had the property of combining ‘unity in multiplicity, and multiplicity in unity’.

Reality is therefore pure existence, but an existence which manifests itself in different modes, and it is these modes which present themselves in the mind as quiddities. Even the term ‘in the mind’, however, is merely an expression denoting a particular mode of being, that of mental existence (al-wujud al-dhihni), albeit an extremely attenuated mode. Everything is thus comprehended by existence, even ‘nothingness’, which must on being conceived assume the most meagre portion of existence in order to become a mental existent. When reality (or rather a mode of existence) presents itself to the mind, the mind abstracts a quiddity from it – being unable, except in exceptional circumstances, to grasp existence intuitively – and in the mind the quiddity becomes, as it were, the reality and existence the accident. However, this ‘existence’ which the mind predicates of the quiddity is itself merely a notion or concept, one of the secondary intelligibles. It is this which is the most universal and most self-evident concept to which the Aristotelians referred, and which al-Suhrawardi regarded as univocal. But in reality there are not two ‘things’, existence and quiddity, only existence – not the concept, but the reality – and so ‘existence’ cannot be regarded as a real attribute of quiddity; for if this were possible quiddity would have to be regarded as already existent, as al-Suhrawardi had objected.

3 Substantial motion

Another of the key properties of existence for Mulla Sadra is its transubstantiality, effected through what he termed motion in substance (al-haraka fi’l-jawhar) or substantial motion (al-haraka al-jawhariyya). The peripatetics had held that substance only changes suddenly, from one substance to another or from one instant to another, in generation and corruption (and therefore only in the sublunar world), and that gradual motion is confined to the accidents (quantity, quality, place). They also held that the continuity of movement is something only in the mind, which strings together a potentially infinite series of infinitesimal changes – rather in the fashion of a film – to produce the illusion of movement, although time as an extension is a true part of our experience. What gives rise to movement is an unchanging substrate, part of the essence of which is that it is at an indefinite point in space at some instant in time; in other words, movement is potential in it and is that through which it becomes actual. Mulla Sadra completely rejected this, on the grounds that the reality of this substance, its being, must itself be in motion, for the net result of the peripatetic view is merely a static conglomeration of spatio-temporal events. The movement from potentiality to actuality of a thing is in fact the abstract notion in the mind, while material being itself is in a constant state of flux perpetually undergoing substantial change. Moreover, this substantial change is a property not only of sublunary elemental beings (those composed of earth, water, air and fire) but of celestial beings as well. Mulla Sadra likened the difference between these two understandings of movement to the difference between the abstracted, derivative notion of existence and the existence which is reality itself.

Existence in Mulla Sadra’s philosophical system, as has been seen, is characterized by systematic ambiguity (tashkik), being given its systematic character by substantial motion, which is always in one direction towards perfection. In other words, existence can be conceived of as a continual unfolding of existence, which is thus a single whole with a constantly evolving internal dynamic. What gives things their identities are the imagined essences which we abstract from the modes of existence, while the reality is ever-changing; it is only when crucial points are reached that we perceive this change and new essences are formed in our minds, although change has been continually going on. Time is the measure of this process of renewal, and is not an independent entity such that events take place within it, but rather is a dimension exactly like the three spatial dimensions: the physical world is a spatio-temporal continuum.

All of this permits Mulla Sadra to give an original solution to the problem which has continually pitted philosophers against theologians in Islam, that of the eternity of the world. In his system, the world is eternal as a continual process of the unfolding of existence, but since existence is in a constant state of flux due to its continuous substantial change, every new manifestation of existence in the world emerges in time. The world – that is, every spatio-temporal event from the highest heaven downwards – is thus temporally originated, although as a whole the world is also eternal in the sense that it has no beginning or end, since time is not something existing independently within which the world in turn exists (see Eternity).

4 Epistemology

Mulla Sadra’s radical ontology also enabled him to offer original contributions to epistemology, combining aspects of Ibn Sina’s theory of knowledge (in which the Active Intellect, while remaining utterly transcendent, actualizes the human mind by instilling it with intellectual forms in accordance with its state of preparation to receive these forms) with the theory of self-knowledge through knowledge by presence developed by al-Suhrawardi. Mulla Sadra’s epistemology is based on the identity of the intellect and the intelligible, and on the identity of knowledge and existence. His theory of substantial motion, in which existence is a dynamic process constantly moving towards greater intensity and perfection, had allowed him to explain that new forms, or modes, of existence do not replace prior forms but on the contrary subsume them. Knowledge, being identical with existence, replicates this process, and by acquiring successive intelligible forms – which are in reality modes of being and not essential forms, and are thus successive intensifications of existence – gradually moves the human intellect towards identity with the Active Intellect. The intellect thus becomes identified with the intelligibles which inform it.

Furthermore, for Mulla Sadra actual intelligibles are self-intelligent and self-intellected, since an actual intelligible cannot be deemed to have ceased to be intelligible once it is considered outside its relation to intellect. As the human intellect acquires more intelligibles, it gradually moves upwards in terms of the intensification and perfection of existence, losing its dependence on quiddities, until it becomes one with the Active Intellect and enters the realm of pure existence. Humans can, of course, normally only attain at best a partial identification with the Active Intellect as long as they remain with their physical bodies; only in the case of prophets can there be complete identification, allowing them to have direct access to knowledge for themselves without the need for instruction. Indeed, only very few human minds attain identification with the Active Intellect even after death.

5 Methodology

Even this brief account of Mulla Sadra’s main doctrines will have given some idea of the role that is played in his philosophy by the experience of the reality which it describes. Indeed he conceived of hikma (wisdom) as ‘coming to know the essence of beings as they really are’ or as ‘a man’s becoming an intellectual world corresponding to the objective world’. Philosophy and mysticism, hikma and Sufism, are for him two aspects of the same thing. To engage in philosophy without experiencing the truth of its content confines the philosopher to a world of essences and concepts, while mystical experience without the intellectual discipline of philosophy can lead only to an ineffable state of ecstasy. When the two go hand in hand, the mystical experience of reality becomes the intellectual content of philosophy.

The four journeys, the major sections into which the Asfar is divided, parallel a fourfold division of the Sufi journey. The first, the journey of creation or the creature (khalq) to the Truth (al-haqq), is the most philosophical; here Mulla Sadra lays out the basis of his ontology, and mirrors the stage in the Sufi’s path where he seeks to control his lower nafs under the supervision of his shaykh. In the second journey, in the Truth with the Truth, the stage at which the Sufi begins to attract the divine manifestations, Mulla Sadra deals with the simple substances, the intelligences, the souls and their bodies, including therefore his discussion of the natural sciences. In the third journey, from the Truth to creation with the Truth, the Sufi experiences annihilation in the Godhead, and Mulla Sadra deals with theodicy; the fourth stage, the journey with the Truth in creation, where he gives a full and systematic account of the development of the human soul, its origin, becoming and end, is where the Sufi experiences persistence in annihilation, absorbed in the beauty of oneness and the manifestations of multiplicity.

Mulla Sadra had described his blinding spiritual realization of the primacy of existence as a kind of ‘conversion’:

In the earlier days I used to be a passionate defender of the thesis that the quiddities are the primary constituents of reality and existence is conceptual, until my Lord gave me spiritual guidance and let me see His demonstration. All of a sudden my spiritual eyes were opened and I saw with utmost clarity that the truth was just the contrary of what the philosophers in general had held…. As a result [I now hold that] the existences (wujudat) are primary realities, while the quiddities are the ‘permanent archetypes’ (a‘yan thabita) that have never smelt the fragrance of existence.

(Asfar, vol. 1, introduction)

Therefore it is not surprising that Mulla Sadra is greatly indebted to Ibn al-‘Arabi in many aspects of his philosophy. Ibn Sina provides the ground on which his metaphilosophy is constructed and is, as it were, the lens through which he views Peripatetic philosophy. However, his work is also full of citations from the Presocratics (particularly Pythagoras), Plato, Aristotle, the Neoplatonists (see Neoplatonism in Islamic philosophy) and the Stoics (taken naturally from Arabic sources), and he also refers to the works of al-Farabi, and Abu’l Hasan al-‘Amiri, who had prefigured Mulla Sadra’s theory of the unity of intellect and intelligible. This philosophical heritage is then given shape through the illuminationism of al-Suhrawardi, whose universe of static grades of light he transformed into a dynamic unity by substituting the primacy of existence for the latter’s primacy of quiddity. It is in this shaping that the influence of Ibn al-‘Arabi, whom Mulla Sadra quotes and comments on in hundreds of instances, can be most keenly felt. Not only is that apparent in Mulla Sadra’s total dismissal of any role for quiddity in the nature of reality, but in the importance which both he and Ibn al-‘Arabi gave to the imaginal world (‘alam al-mithal, ‘alam al-khayal).

In Ibn Sina’s psychology, the imaginal faculty (al-quwwa al-khayaliyya) is the site for the manipulation of images abstracted from material objects and retained in the sensus communis. The imaginal world had first been formally proposed by al-Suhrawardi as an intermediate realm between that of material bodies and that of intellectual entities, which is independent of matter and thus survives the body after death. Ibn al-‘Arabi had emphasized the creative aspects of this power to originate by mere volition imaginal forms which are every bit as real as, if not more real than, perceptibles but which subsist in no place. For Mulla Sadra, this world is a level of immaterial existence with which it is possible for the human soul (and indeed certain higher forms of the animal soul) to be in contact, although not all the images formed by the human soul are necessarily veridical and therefore part of the imaginal world. For Mulla Sadra, as also for Ibn al-‘Arabi, the imaginal world is the key to understanding the nature of bodily resurrection and the afterlife, which exists as an immaterial world which is nevertheless real (perhaps one might say more real than the physical world), in which the body survives as an imaginal form after death.

Philosophy has always had a tense relationship with theology in Islam, especially with the latter’s discourse of faith (iman) and orthodoxy. In consequence, philosophy has often been seen, usually by non-philosophers, as a school with its own doctrines. This is despite the assertions of philosophers themselves that what they were engaged in was a practice without end (for, as Ibn Sina had declared that what is known to humankind is limited and could only possibly be fulfilled when the association of the soul with the body is severed through death), part of the discipline of which consisted in avoiding taqlid, an uncritical adherence to sects (see Islam, concept of philosophy in). It is the notable feature of Mulla Sadra’s methodology that he constantly sought to transcend the particularities of any system – Platonic, Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, mystical or theological – by striving to create through his metaphilosophy an instrument with which the soundness of all philosophical arguments might be tested. It is a measure of his success that he has remained to the present day the most influential of the ‘modern’ philosophers in the Islamic world.

Wang Yangming (1472–1529)

Wang Yangming was an influential Confucian thinker in sixteenth-century China who, like other Confucian thinkers, emphasized social and political responsibilities and regarded cultivation of the self as the basis for fulfilling such responsibilities. While sometimes drawing on ideas and metaphors from Daoism and Chan Buddhism, he criticized these schools for their neglect of family ties and social relations. And, in opposition to a version of Confucianism which emphasized learning, he advocated directly attending to the mind in the process of self-cultivation.

Having gone through a series of political ups and downs, Wang Yangming was acutely aware of the political degeneration and moral decay of his times. The influential teachings of Zhu Xi no longer offered a solution to such problems, the study of classics emphasized by Zhu having degenerated into a tool for social advancement, resulting in habits of memorization and fragmentary studies. Wang, who in his youth studied Zhu’s teachings, developed a new version of Confucian thought, the main ideas of which are contained in the Quanxilu (Instructions for Practical Living) a collection of conversations and letters compiled by Wang’s disciples, as well as in other essays and poems.

According to Zhu Xi, the mind already knows principle (or pattern); in relation to human lives, principle constitutes the realm of the ethical (see Li). In the original state, the mind’s knowledge of principle guides and is sufficient for ethical action, but such knowledge can be obscured by distortive factors of the mind often referred to as selfish desires. ‘Investigation of things’ and ‘extension of knowledge’, two steps in a self-cultivation process described in a Confucian classic, are interpreted to mean arriving at the principle in things (via the study of classics and examination of daily affairs) so as to expand one’s knowledge of principle, thereby regaining the knowledge one originally has (see Self-cultivation in Chinese philosophy).

While Wang also believed that everyone has ‘innate knowledge’ which can be obscured by selfish desires, he regarded innate knowledge not as prior knowledge of principle but as a disposition to respond to particular situations in appropriate ways without guidance from such prior knowledge. Principle is revealed in the responses of the mind when unobscured, and ‘mind is principle’ in the sense that principle does not exist independently of such responses. Furthermore, while such responses may involve some kind of knowing, there is a ‘unity of knowledge and action’ in the sense that the responses also involve motivations to act which are not explained by the knowing and which are sufficient for action (see Action).

Given his view that principle resides just in the responses of the mind when unobscured, Wang regarded Zhu Xi’s emphasis on learning as misguided. He interpreted ‘investigation of things’ and ‘extension of knowledge’ to mean correcting what is incorrect in the activity of the mind so as to allow innate knowledge to reach out. That is, a main task of self-cultivation is constantly to watch for and eliminate selfish desires, until the mind is purified and selfish desires no longer arise. While de-emphasizing learning, he did not totally reject it since studying the classics can help one understand one’s mind, and since there are details such as institutional arrangements that innate knowledge may tell one to learn.

Other interesting ideas of Wang’s include his conception of the myriad things as forming ‘one body’; that different things are linked is seen from the way plants and animals nourish human beings or the way herbs cure disease. Thus, ideally, one should be sensitive to the well-being of all things. Another idea is his view that things do not exist outside of the mind, an idea sometimes interpreted as a form of idealism (see Idealism). It is possible, though, that ‘things’ in this context refers to what forms a meaningful structure, so that what is at issue is not an ontological thesis but an observation about how the mind’s awareness contributes to objects forming a meaningful structure for humans (see Awareness in Indian thought).

Another well-known idea of Wang’s is his ‘Four Sentence Teaching’, which describes (1) what is without good and evil as the substance of the mind, (2) what is with good and evil as the movement of intent (the starting point of the mind’s activity), (3) what knows good and evil as innate knowledge, and (4) what does good and eliminates evil as the investigation of things. Since principle, and correspondingly the distinction between good and evil, resides ultimately in the responses of innate knowledge (‘mind is principle’), there is a sense in which innate knowledge, which Wang identified with the substance of the mind, cannot itself be described as good or evil. Furthermore, innate knowledge is without good and evil in the further sense that, when responding to situations, it is not guided by thoughts of doing good or avoiding evil (‘unity of knowledge and action’). As for the second sentence, it describes how, when the mind is activated, intent arises and can point in a good or evil direction because of the distortive effects of selfish desires. The third sentence concerns how, despite such distortive effects, innate knowledge can still distinguish between good and evil, while the fourth sentence explains the investigation of things in terms of doing good and eliminating selfish desires so as to restore the original state of the mind. On this interpretation of the teaching, self-cultivation is a gradual process of persistently doing good and eliminating evil. 

However, if it is innate knowledge that enables one to recognize selfish desires as problematic, then, since innate knowledge operates without guidance from a conception of good and evil, it seems that the elimination of selfish desires should also be a spontaneous process not requiring effort. That is, as soon as innate knowledge is brought to bear on things, all incorrect elements get corrected and one achieves sagehood without any need for persistent efforts to do good and eliminate evil. These two views represent a disagreement among disciples which Wang addressed by proposing that the two views capture two teachings, directed respectively to the ordinary people and to those of sharp intelligence. Subsequently, such disagreement led to divergent developments of Wang’s teachings by later followers

Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa (1357–1419)

Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa (Dzongkaba Losang dragba), the founder of the dGa’-ldan-pa (Gandenba) school of Tibetan Buddhism, was born in Tsong-kha, in the extreme northeastern region of Tibet. He is often depicted as a type of reformer, putting great emphasis on moral precepts and interpreting Tantra in a way which would not create any conflict with the traditional Mahāyāna doctrines found in the sūtras and treatises. He was also an eclectic, drawing upon and synthesizing numerous different currents of Indian Buddhism – for example, he put forth a version of *Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika which was inextricably bound up with the logical tradition of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti. On the Tibetan side, one of his major philosophical debts was undoubtedly to the gSang-phu (Sangpu) traditions stemming from the highly original thinker Phya pa Chos kyi seng ge (Chaba Chögyi sengge, 1109–69). Finally, his dGa’-ldan-pa school subsequently became the dGe-lugs-pa (Gelukba), a predominantly monastic tradition which in time became the dominant current of Buddhism in Tibet. Tsong kha pa thus had, in addition to his philosophical influence, a long-term impact on the Tibetan political situation, contributing to the transfer of power from the southern provinces to the Lhasa region and laying the groundwork for the peculiarly Tibetan synthesis of religion and political power which was to be embodied in the institution of the Dalai Lamas.

1 Life and works

The education of Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa (Dzongkaba Losang dragba) was characterized by a series of stays at various monasteries, where he studied the principal philosophical treatises of Indian Buddhism as well as the root texts and commentaries of Tantra. His scholastic knowledge was regularly tested and refined through debate, but equally he engaged in long periods of analytic meditation and in meditative retreats devoted essentially to Tantric practices and rituals. Among the figures who played a role in Tsong kha pa’s intellectual development, two are particularly prominent: Red mda’ ba gZhon nu blo gros (Rendawa Shönnu lodrö, 1349–1412), who taught him, inter alia, Prajñāpāramitāphilosophy, Abhidharma and Mādhyamika; and a certain dBu ma pa (Umaba), who seems to have been, for some time at least, the intermediary for Tsong kha pa to question the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī and thus to come to definite convictions on various matters, including the superiority of *Prāsaṅgika-Mādhyamika to all other views. While Red mda’ ba is relatively well known to us, and some of his works are still extant, Lama dBu ma pa remains an obscure figure.

Tsong kha pa’s Collected Works span eighteen Tibetan volumes (from volume ka to tsha), with about nine volumes (ga to na) devoted to Tantra, and the other volumes devoted to Mādhyamika, monastic discipline, Prajñāpāramitātopics, rituals, and miscellaneous works and letters. His most famous work is probably the voluminous Lam rim chen mo (The Great Work on the Stages of the Path, volume pa), a summa of Buddhist thought which was written as an elaborate and loose commentary on Atīśa’s Bodhipathapradīpa (The Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment). Equally extremely important is Drang nges legs bshad snying po (The Essential Correct Explanation of Intentional and Definitive Meaning, volume pha), a later work where we find Tsong kha pa’s position on the classification of scriptures as being of definitive (nītārtha) or intentional (neyārtha) meaning; the work gives his stance on his use of Indian sources and was written largely as a response to Jo-nang-pa (Jonangba) hermeneutics. His major Mādhyamika works are his commentaries on Candrakīrti’s Madhyamakāvatāra (Introduction to the Middle Way, volume ma) and on Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā(The Fundamental Treatise on the Middle Way, volume ba). In Tantric exegesis, besides several commentaries on the Guhyasamājatantra, Cakrasaṃvara, Pañcakrama (The Five Steps), and so forth, he is well known for his great compendium, the sNgags rim chen mo (The Great Work on the Stages of Tantra, volume ga). Although Tsong kha pa lectured on logic and epistemology (tshad ma), curiously enough he did not write any major works on these subjects; the few texts in his Collected Works concerning tshad ma are (with perhaps one exception) notes of his teachings taken down by his two closest disciples, rGyal tshab Dar ma rin chen (Gyeltsap Darma rinchen, 1364–1432) and mKhas grub dGe legs dpal bzang po (Kaydrup Gelek belsangbo, 1385–1438). It is, none the less, abundantly clear that his positions on the soteriological import of Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika (Commentary on Valid Cognition), on the nominalist theory of language and on the importance of Dharmakīrtian logic generally (even for a Mādhyamika), constitute some of the most fundamental elements of his thought (see Dharmakīrti).

2 Elements of Tsong kha pa’s Mādhyamika

Tsong kha pa advocated what might be called a ‘minimalist’ Mādhyamika, with no place for the type of Absolute that one finds in the synthesis of Mādhyamika and Buddha-nature doctrines developed by rival Tibetan Mādhyamika schools, notably those of a gZhan-stong-pa (Shendongba) orientation. For him, contrary to gZhan-stong schools, Mādhyamika’s analysis of the inconsistency of phenomena was not designed to prove the existence of an Absolute free of phenomenal qualities, but rather to lead to an understanding of the principle of dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda), the thoroughly relative nature of the phenomena themselves. His brTen ’grel bstod pa (Praise of Dependent Origination, volume kha), a short text in verse, is often cited as an eloquent statement of this theme.

Undoubtedly, one of the major issues of Mādhyamika philosophy for Tsong kha pa is the question of precisely what and how much Mādhyamikas should deny if they are to avoid reification of entities, yet preserve conventional truth. How one stands on this matter – in particular, how one ‘recognizes the object to be negated’ (dgag bya ngos ’dzin) – is argued to have very wide-ranging consequences: it will, inter alia, significantly affect the exact formulations of the logical arguments which the Mādhyamika uses, and will even determine the importance that one attaches to analysis and conceptual thought in the quest for spiritual realization. Other important aspects of Tsong kha pa’s Mādhyamika philosophy can be summarized in a series of recurring concepts known as the ‘eight difficult points’. These form the subject matter of a short work, the dKa’ gnad brgyad kyi zin bris (The Résumé of [Tsong kha pa’s teaching on] the Eight Difficult Points). In the opening section he says:

Concerning the [ontological] bases, there are the following [three points]: (1) the conventional nonacceptance of particulars and of (2) the storehouse consciousness, and (3) the acceptance of external objects. Concerning the path, there are the following [four points]: (4) the nonacceptance of autonomous reasonings as being means for understanding reality and (5) the nonacceptance of self-awareness; (6) the way in which the two obscurations exist; (7) how it is accepted that the Buddha’s disciples and those who become awakened without a Buddha’s help realize that things are without any own-nature. Concerning the result, there is: (8) the way in which the buddhas know [conventional] things in their full extent. Thus, there are four accepted theses and four unaccepted theses.

(Volume ba–, 1b–2a; translation by T.J.F. Tillemans)

Some of these points are arguably quite faithful to the Indian positions, but others – such as (2), the rejection of the usual Buddhist ideas about latent karmic tendencies being transmitted from life to life via some type of medium like the ‘storehouse consciousness’ in favour of a mere continuum of causally efficient cessations with no medium of transmission whatsoever – are extraordinarily creative developments with fairly little or no grounding in Indian sources (see Buddhism, Yogācāra school of §§5–8). Almost needless to add, they were also very controversial in Tibet. Indeed, Tsong kha pa was savagely mocked by one of his opponents, Go ram pa bSod nams seng ge (Goramba Sönam Sennge, 1429–89), for formulating his Mādhyamika with reliance upon deceptive ‘visions’ of Mañjuśrī, coming to him second-hand via dBu ma pa, rather than upon actual Indian texts.

Although he was a staunch follower of Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti, Tsong kha pa remained uncompromisingly committed to having philosophical theses and doctrinal positions, and in this respect too he was significantly different from most other Tibetan Mādhyamika philosophers. A singular feature of his approach was that while *Prāsaṅgika was the school that he professed, he remained uncomfortable with the usual Indo-Tibetan version of prasaṅga-method, namely a systematic reductio ad absurdum which was required only to refute adversaries by pointing out internal inconsistencies in their views, and did not have to establish true propositions. Repeatedly, Tsong kha pa argued that it was not possible to lead an adversary to a correct view on the basis of arguments which were not supported by some means of valid cognition (pramāṇa): as a result, the ‘adversary-established reason’ (gzhan grags kyi gtan tshig) could not be established only for the adversary; it also had to be, in some way, actually valid and established for the Mādhyamika proponent. Not surprisingly, he was also attacked by critics on this. Go ram pa, in his lTa ba’i shan ’byed (Differentiation of the Views, 31b–32a), accused Tsong kha pa of transforming *Prāsaṅgika methods into a logic like that of the *Svātantrikas, who maintained that reasoning had to follow the strictures of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti, that is, that the terms had to be established for both parties in the debate

3 Tsong kha pa on Tantra

Tsong kha pa’s Tantric system was mainly based on the textual cycles of the divinities Guhyasamāja, Saṃvara and Vajrabhairava. Though the majority of his writings were devoted to Guhyasamāja and Saṃvara, Vajrabhairava did have a marked importance for him. Vajrabhairava was Tsong kha pa’s tutelary deity (yi dam) from the time of his ordination as a novice monk and represented the fierce aspect of Mañjuśri, who, as we have seen, played such a recurring role in Tsong kha pa’s choices of philosophical orientation. As for the Guhyasamāja cycle, which was without a doubt the main Tantric cycle to which he devoted his attention, Tsong kha pa relied here upon the Indian exegetical system known as the ‘Ārya tradition’, believing (as did most other Tibetan scholars) that the authors of the fundamental treatises of this tradition, namely Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva and Candrakīrti, were identical with the famous Mādhyamika philosophers of the same name. In choosing the Ārya tradition, then, Tsong kha pa seems to have sought to reinforce his basic methodological standpoint that both Tantric and non-Tantric Buddhism had to be understood according to the *Prāsaṅgika philosophy of Candrakīrti.

In many respects, however, Tsong kha pa’s Tantric system owes much to syntheses with cycles other than Guhyasamāja. The instructions on the ‘veins’ (nāḍī), ‘energy centres’ (cakra) and ‘inner heat’ (caṇḍālī), all of which play an important role in Tsong kha pa’s views on Tantra, are, notably, virtually absent in the fundamental Indian texts of the Ārya tradition on Guhyasamāja. Rather, we must look to the Nāro chos drug (Six Teachings of Nāropa), a later Indian synthesis of diverse Tantric practices, as having influenced Tsong kha pa in this regard. Indeed, it was the Pañcakramasaṃgrahaprakāśa (Illumination of the Summary of the Five Steps), a short treatise attributed to Nāropa (956–1040) combining the Six Teachings with the ‘Five Steps’ (pañcakrama) of the Ārya tradition, which provided Tsong kha pa with the basic ideas of his Tantric system.
