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Kant’s World


The Enlightenment, a regimented life and a crisis of reason







Königsberg, a Prussian port nestled on the banks of the Pregel, buzzed in the 18th century with a mix of accents and the smells of leather, tar and coffee. Amidst the bridges – there were seven of them, so famous that the mathematician Euler turned them into a small, immortal problem – a man walked every day at a fixed hour, so punctual that it was said the inhabitants set their watches by his passing. Immanuel Kant, a slender figure with a well-fitting hat and a discreet cane, seemed to lead his life like a well-oiled mechanism. Yet, behind this almost comical regularity, a turmoil was brewing elsewhere: metaphysical certainties were crumbling, science was triumphing without anyone knowing why it worked so well, and faith, shaken by reason, was seeking a new foothold. It is to this tension that Kant’s work responds: a regimented existence at the heart of a crisis of reason. 

Kant was born in Königsberg in 1724, into a modest family of saddlers. Pietism, austere and demanding, shaped his childhood: he learnt moral seriousness, duty and self-examination. His mother was not a scholar, but she instilled in him a sensitivity to human dignity and the moral purpose of actions. At the Albertina, the University of Königsberg, Kant studied mathematics, Newtonian physics and philosophy. He would scarcely ever leave his hometown, save for a few years spent as a private tutor in the surrounding area. This provincialism, far from being a limitation, became a strength: instead of seeking adventure, he patiently built an inner laboratory. He read as part of a network spanning the whole of Europe, corresponded with scholars and philosophers, and taught tirelessly in logic, metaphysics, physical geography and, later, anthropology. The setting was modest, the ambition immense.

His daily routine is legendary. An early rise, work at his desk, morning lectures, a single, hearty meal shared with select guests, followed by his daily measured stroll along the ramparts. Dinner, far from being a social affair, was an exercise in public discourse: everything was discussed – meteorology, politics, theatre, anatomy, the latest news from Paris or London. Kant was no hermit: he cultivated conversation as an extension of reason. One detail, often recounted, shatters the caricature of the man-machine: on the day he began reading Rousseau’s Émile, he missed his outing. The book held him so captive that he emerged transformed, reconsidering the value of the ordinary person and the meaning of education. Regularity does not preclude awakening; it prepares for it.



Königsberg, on the fringes of major centres such as Paris or London, is not cut off from the world. The port opens onto the Baltic and onto ideas. Newspapers, scholarly journals and letters circulate. Frederick II, King of Prussia, sees himself as enlightened: he patronises the Berlin Academy, corresponds with Voltaire, and tolerates – to a certain extent – criticism.

In cafés and salons, in academies and reading circles, people debated religious tolerance (Locke), political rights (Montesquieu) and the Encyclopédie (Diderot, d’Alembert). Religion had not disappeared, but it had to come to terms with a new demand: to be accountable to public reason. Education was advancing, and censorship was retreating, though not disappearing. A new watchword was spreading: Sapere aude – ‘Have the courage to use your own understanding.' Kant would make this the leitmotif of his famous essay ‘What is the Enlightenment?' writing a few years after the publication of his first Critique that humanity comes of age when it dares to think for itself.

This climate of intellectual courage does not eliminate the dangers. Philosophy wavered between three poles pulling in opposite directions. Faith claimed its truths – God, immortality, and moral freedom – but could no longer simply impose itself by authority. Science demanded operational certainty – nature obeys laws – but could not yet justify the status of these laws. Scepticism, for its part, scrutinises all claims and reminds reason of its possible illusions: what guarantees us that what we perceive is not merely an illusion? These tensions are compounded in politics: how can an enlightened sovereign tolerate a freedom of thought that might erode his authority? Kant proposes a subtle compromise: to obey as a civil servant (private use of reason), but to criticise as a scholar (public use of reason). In other words, to preserve civil order whilst loosening tongues in the realm of discourse.



Whilst the figure of the punctual walker amuses us, it also foreshadows the method. Kant seeks neither speculative intoxication nor the mere accumulation of observations. He wishes to understand the conditions of possibility. This concern emerges very early on. In 1755, he defended his habilitation thesis and published A General History of Nature and Theory of the Heavens, in which he put forward a bold hypothesis – a nebula contracting to form a planetary system – which anticipated modern cosmogonic models. That same year, when Lisbon was destroyed by an earthquake, he wrote essays explaining the tremors through natural causes rather than divine punishment. Already, the line was taking shape: respecting science without succumbing to crude materialism, distinguishing the realm of knowledge from that of belief, and accounting for the boundaries between the two.

What is at the heart of this awakening? For today’s reader, accustomed to computer interfaces and camera filters, the idea seems almost intuitive: the mind does not merely receive the world; it structures it. If our experience has order – if it is unified, stable, governed by connections such as causality – it is because our faculty of knowing imprints its own forms upon it. We shall see in the next chapter that this move, which Kant calls his ‘Copernican revolution’, does not deny reality but shifts the centre of gravity: to know, one must look to the subjective conditions that make knowledge possible.

In a sense, the regularity of his life was the living metaphor for what he sought in theory: an order that is not found ready-made in the world but constructed – faithfully, yet actively – by reason.



The crisis of reason in the 18th century thus played out on several fronts. In the realm of science, Newton triumphed, yet it remained unclear in what sense this triumph was necessary and universal. On the stage of metaphysics, the traditional proofs of God falter, the self eludes demonstration, and disputes over the infinite, freedom or the composition of the world degenerate into antinomies – argumentative oppositions where each thesis and its opposite seem equally justifiable. Finally, in the realm of ethics, the most serious question arises: how can a human being consider themselves free and responsible if nature is a chain of mechanical causes? The great promise of the Enlightenment – to grant humanity maturity through the use of reason – appears threatened by its own excesses. Too much confidence, and one sinks into dogma. Too much doubt, and one renounces action and knowledge.

Kant is neither a religious reformer nor a laboratory technician. He is a critic. For him, the term is not negative. To criticise is to examine the claims of reason to establish its rights and its limits. He would later write this famous phrase: ‘I therefore had to set aside knowledge to make way for belief.’ By this we mean to confine knowledge to what can legitimately be known – the world of experience – in order to safeguard, on a practical level, the demands of morality – God, freedom, and immortality – which are not theoretical knowledge but rational necessities for action. Thus, faith is no longer a rival to science; it changes its terrain. And science ceases to threaten freedom, for the causality it describes does not engulf moral responsibility, which belongs to a different order.

This stance requires courage and nuance. In Schleswig-Holstein, as in Paris, the wind of ideas sets minds ablaze, but the pyres of yesteryear have left a searing memory. Kant shows deference to the authorities without compromising on the principle that reason must be free in public discourse. He will fall out with Frederick William II over the question of religion, promising to remain silent from the pulpit but continuing his critical work. His caution is not cowardice; it is fidelity to a task which he knows only he can see through to the end, because it demands constancy, patience, and that art of balance which he embodies even in his way of life.

One then understands the existential significance of his punctuality. It is not merely a matter of quirks but a choice: to live in such a way as to let reason do its work. The single meal of the day is not ascetic; it encourages long conversation and patient exchange. The walk is not an escape; it clarifies one’s thoughts. Habits do not obscure the complexity of the world; they free the mind to engage with it. Rigour becomes hospitality: in the evening, at his table, doctors, lawyers, soldiers, theologians, merchants and, at times, brilliant students gather. The universal is sought at the crossroads of professions and experiences.

The era was not without its trials. The Seven Years’ War brings the Russian occupation of Königsberg; the economy falters. Theological disputes agitate the university. But Kant persists. Throughout the 1760s, he publishes texts on optimism and evil, on the ‘only possible foundation’ for a proof of God’s existence, and on the illusions of traditional metaphysics. These publications paved the way for the critique, just as tremors herald an earthquake. When the book finally appeared in 1781, it caused consternation, yet it prevailed. A second edition in 1787, revised and clarified, amplified its impact. The two subsequent critiques – of practical reason and of judgement – would complete what the first had begun: mapping out the complete architecture of the powers of the human mind.

This book you hold is part of that history. Our age, saturated with information, algorithms and technical promises, is, in its own way, reliving the crisis experienced by the 18th century. Who can we trust? What can we know? What binds us? Debates on truth, information bubbles, the accountability of automated decisions – all this brings the tension between science, faith (or beliefs in the broadest sense) and scepticism back to the fore. Understanding Kant is not like visiting a museum; it is like acquiring a compass. His disciplined life teaches us that freedom is not the absence of form but the capacity to lay down one’s own law. His critical project shows us that rigour does not stifle human dignity; it makes it possible.

Thus, in the following chapters, we shall delve into Kant’s framework of knowledge, then into his ethics, and finally into his theory of judgement. We shall see how space and time form the fabric of all intuition; how categories such as causality or substance organise experience; why certain truths are both informative and necessary; where the claims of speculative reason end; and upon what foundation moral demands rest. But let us, from this moment on, keep the image of the Königsberg walker in mind. Not to turn Kant into a statue, but to grasp the simple lesson he offers us across the centuries: in a world in disarray, begin by bringing order to your questions. Method is not the enemy of boldness; it is its prerequisite.

Thus begins our guide. We have entered Kant’s house, shared his table, followed his walk, and cast a glance towards the horizon of the Enlightenment. We have encountered the crisis that demanded his response. In the next chapter, we shall examine this response more closely by returning to the question that precipitated the urgency of his thought: what problem did Hume pose to reason, and how did Kant set about resolving it without renouncing science, morality, or the dignity of the human spirit? Between faith that commands, science that observes, and scepticism that challenges, Kant invites us to a third path: that of criticism, where reason learns to know itself in order to better serve freedom.
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The Problem To Be Solved


Hume, scepticism and the impasse of dogmatism







Before Kant, European thought was advancing along two paths that seemed to reinforce and undermine one another at the same time. On the one hand, the triumphant rise of Newtonian science gave reason unprecedented confidence: the world appeared to be governed by mathematical laws that the human mind could rigorously deduce. On the other, academic metaphysics, heir to the rationalism of Leibniz and Wolff, was lost in grand yet controversial systems, where one claimed to know the soul, God and the world with demonstrative certainty — while rival schools produced contradictory conclusions, each with the same assurance. Between the power of physics and the metaphysical cacophony, a rift was widening. It took the form of a sceptical challenge, brought to a fever pitch by David Hume. Kant felt this challenge as a vital shock: if taken seriously, it threatened not only speculative metaphysics but even the very idea of science. It was therefore necessary to rethink, from the ground up, what it means to know. 

To understand the problem to be solved, let us begin with the ‘dogmatism’ that Kant criticised so harshly. By 'dogmatism', he does not mean blind faith but the philosophical attitude which claims, by means of pure reason, to establish substantial truths about what lies beyond experience – the simple and immortal soul, the existence of God, and the origin of the world – without first examining the limits of human knowledge. Classical-era rationalism provides a clear illustration of this: starting from a few logical principles deemed self-evident, a conceptual edifice is constructed in the manner of a geometric system. This method produced striking ideas, such as the principle of sufficient reason (nothing happens without a reason) or divine perfection conceived as the source of the world’s order. But it also revealed its fragility: if reason believes itself authorised to deduce being from the concept, it runs the risk of confusing internal coherence with reality. The endless disputes between rationalist systems — on freedom, the nature of time, and the composition of substance — have revealed a growing gap between what reason dreams of and what it can legitimately know.



It is in this second sphere—that in which knowledge of the world is at stake—that Hume identifies the most decisive breach: causality. We speak constantly of causes and effects. We believe that fire causes heat, that the impact of one billiard ball causes the movement of another, and that taking a medicine causes recovery. But what justifies this belief, beyond mere habit? When I observe two events following one another regularly — the struck match, then the flame — I never, strictly speaking, perceive a necessary ‘linking force’. I merely observe a constant conjunction. Yet nothing in the observation itself allows me to say that the future will resemble the past. The idea of causal necessity does not stem from any particular impression: it is the psychological product of habit, the projection of our expectations onto the world. Hume draws a famous conclusion from this: our belief in causality and, more generally, in the laws of nature, is not rationally deducible but arises from a mechanism of association imprinted by repeated experience.

From this arises the problem of induction. When we infer a general rule from repeated instances — ‘the sun has always risen, so it will rise tomorrow’ — we presuppose that nature is uniform. But on what does this presupposition rest? If we attempt to justify it through experience, we are reasoning in a circle: we use past uniformity to prove that the future will be uniform. If we attempt to justify it through pure reason, we fail, for there is no contradiction in conceiving of a world where, tomorrow, the same observed causes would not produce the same effects. Hume does not deny that we do in fact reason in this way – the human mind cannot help but make inferences – but he denies that this reasoning is based on a rational necessity. We act out of habit, not out of knowledge.

The consequences are explosive. Science, as we practise it, seeks universal and necessary laws. It claims to state not only what is observed here and now but also what must occur always and everywhere under the same conditions. Yet, if causal necessity is merely a reflection of our habit, then the laws of nature have, at best, only a high probability. Science thus loses its grounding in necessity, and with it the apodictic character that, since Newton, has been readily attributed to it. On the metaphysical side, the shockwave is even more radical: if the causal link is not knowable with necessity, what of the proofs of God’s existence based on a purported necessary chain of causes? What of the soul conceived as a simple substance from which one claims to deduce immortality? For Hume, most of these ideas have no ‘impression’ of which they are a copy; they are merely fictions of the imagination, linguistic habits hypostatised into beings.



Kant recounts that Hume ‘awakened him from his dogmatic slumber’. This famous phrase indicates less a conversion than a decisive shift. Kant acknowledges Hume’s crucial discovery: we do not derive the notion of necessity from mere observation. He also admits that experience, left to its own devices, could never establish universality. But where Hume explains necessity through habit, Kant sets out to conceive of it as a condition of the possibility of experience itself. The question is turned on its head: instead of asking what experience teaches us about necessity, Kant asks what must be true a priori — that is, independently of experience — for something like an objective, stable, shareable experience to be possible.

At the heart of this reversal lies the idea that there are synthetic a priori judgements.

Analytical judgements merely spell out what is already contained in the concept (a triangle has three sides) and teach us nothing new about the world. Synthetic judgements, on the other hand, extend our knowledge (the body is heavy; momentum is conserved). However, if every synthetic judgement depended entirely on experience, it could never have strict necessity. Kant therefore proposes that there are judgements which extend knowledge and which, nevertheless, are necessarily and universally valid prior to any experience. Mathematics provides a striking example of this: 7 + 5 = 12 is synthetic — the sum is not analytically contained within the terms taken separately — and yet it is necessary. But the decisive point, in response to Hume, concerns physics: fundamental principles, such as ‘every event has a cause’, must be valid a priori if they are to underpin science as such.



Why must ‘every event has a cause’ be valid a priori? Kant argues that, without such a principle, the sequence of phenomena could never take the form of objective experience. We would have juxtaposed perceptions – a light, a heat, a sound – but no criterion for distinguishing what follows by chance from what belongs to a common order. Objectivity presupposes that our representations are unified according to necessary rules. Causality, far from being learnt through repetition, is a rule of synthesis that the understanding imposes on appearances so that they may be recognised as forming a world. In this sense, Kant takes Hume’s observation seriously — we do not perceive necessity — but draws the opposite conclusion: if we do not perceive it, it is because it does not come from things in themselves as an empirical property but from the way in which our mind orders sensory data.

The Kantian strategy responds point by point to the impasse outlined by Hume. Firstly, it accepts the empiricist principle that all knowledge begins with experience, without, however, accepting that it derives entirely from it. Secondly, it reconnects with the rationalist demand for necessity, but by anchoring it not in the essence of things—supposedly accessible through pure thought—but in the mind’s synthetic activity. Finally, it reinterprets scepticism: if reason, left to its own devices, oversteps its boundaries and ventures to seek knowledge of the unconditioned—the absolute origin of the world, the soul as a simple substance, the supreme foundation of causes—then yes, contradictions and antinomies do arise. But if reason is self-critical, that is to say, if it examines its own powers and their conditions, it discovers a legitimate field where it can speak with authority.

This effort of ‘critique’ is not a mere exercise in intellectual modesty. For Kant, it constitutes a genuine foundation. Where Hume left us with an inexplicable psychological habit, Kant seeks to account for the possibility of objective knowledge. He does not say, 'We cannot help but believe in causality.' He says, 'We must think in terms of causality if we are to have any experience of objects at all.' This is far stronger. Necessity is no longer a psychological compulsion; it is a condition of validity.

Science thus regains a normative status: its fundamental principles are not mere bets on the future, but constitutive requirements of any possible knowledge of the phenomenal world.



We can gauge the significance of this move through a simple example. Imagine a sequence of impressions: a sudden flash of lightning, a rumble, the smell of burning. If we merely record these data, we have only a stream of sensory events. To bring them together into an experience – 'the lightning struck the tree and set it alight' – we must coordinate them under a rule: the subsequent event (the fire) follows the preceding event (the impact) according to a necessary connection (the electrical discharge set the combustible material alight). This interweaving does not arise from observation, which never reveals necessity; it arises from the form in which the understanding grasps what appears. It is precisely this which, for Kant, gives meaning to the idea of objectivity: several subjects, because they share the same forms of sensibility (space and time) and the same categories of understanding (including causality), can recognise the same event as such.

We can then understand why metaphysics, as Kant reinvents it, is not a renunciation, but a discipline. It no longer seeks to transcend the limits of experience: it delineates and explains them. It shows, for example, to what extent we can legitimately speak of the world as a whole without trapping ourselves in insoluble contradictions. It clarifies why attempts to prove the existence of God through pure reason fail, not because the idea of God is absurd, but because our categories have no authority beyond the realm of possible experience. By setting these boundaries, reason protects itself from the pitfalls in which Hume saw an irremediable failure.



It is tempting to immediately transpose this debate to our current concerns. The question of induction, for example, still haunts the philosophy of science: no accumulation of confirmations guarantees that a law will not be disproved tomorrow. Machine learning methods, at the heart of our technologies, rely heavily on statistical regularities: they learn by habit, so to speak. The Kantian approach reminds us that beyond this inductive mechanism, science aims for deeper conditions of validity: conceptual frameworks and a priori structures (in the broad sense) without which data do not form an intelligible world. Contemporary debates on models, theories and paradigms — what we count as a 'fact' and what we regard as a ‘cause’ — thus, in their own way, echo the Kantian intuition: knowledge is always a constrained construction, a regulated synthesis that holds experience together.

Let us return, however, to the crux of the problem as Kant inherited it from Hume. If one were to summarise it, one might say this: Hume showed that, left to itself, experience never produces necessity; Kant replies that necessity is the contribution of the understanding, the condition of possibility for the experience of a world.

Hume thus undermined the foundations of a metaphysics that claimed to deduce reality through reason alone; Kant proposes to rebuild metaphysics by grounding it in a critique of the faculties, which alone can grant science its rightful place and set boundaries for reason. From this perspective, Hume’s famous ‘shock’ does not appear as an end, but as a beginning: it compelled philosophy to question not only the objects of knowledge but also the very act of knowing.
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