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view of this matter is very different. He believes that the very 
faculty of thinking depends on its public use; without “the test of 
free and open examination,” no thinking and no opinion- 
formation are possible. Reason is not made “to isolate itself but 
to get into community with others.”^^

Kant’s position on this matter is quite noteworthy because it is 
not the position of the political man but of the philosopher or 
thinker. Thinking, as Kant agreed with Plato, is the silent di
alogue of myself with myself {das Reden mit sich selbst), and that 
thinking is a “solitary business” (as Hegel once remarked) is one 
of the few things on which all thinkers were agreed. Also, it is of 
course by no means true that you need or can even bear the 
company of others when you happen to be busy thinking; yet, 
unless you can somehow communicate and expose to the test of 
others, either orally or in writing, whatever you may have found 
out when you were alone, this faculty exerted in solitude will 
disappear. In the words of Jaspers, truth is what I can communi
cate. Truth in the sciences is dependent on the experiment that 
can be repeated by others; it requires general validity. Philo
sophic truth has no such general validity. What it must have, 
what Kant demanded in the Critique ofJudgment of judgments of 
taste, is “general communicability.” “For it is a natural vocation 
of mankind to communicate and speak one’s mind, especially in 
all matters concerning man as such.”^^

Seventh Session

We were talking about the political implications of critical 
thinking and the notion that critical thinking implies communica
bility. Now communicability obviously implies a community of 
men who can be addressed and who are listening and can be 
listened to. To the question. Why are there men rather than 
Man? Kant would have answered: In order that they may talk to 
one another. For men in the plural, and hence for mankind— 
for the species, as it were, that we belong to—“it is a natural 
vocation ... to communicate and speak one’s mind”—a remark I 
have quoted before. Kant is aware that he disagrees with most(/ 
thinkers in asserting that thinking, though a solitary business, 
depends on others to be possible at all:

It is said: the freedom to speak or to write can be taken away
from us by the powers-that-be, but the freedom to think can

not be taken from us through them at all. However, how 
much and how correctly would we think if we did not think in 
community with others to whom we communicate our 
thoughts and who communicate theirs to us! Hence, we may 
safely state that the external power which deprives man of the 
freedom to communicate his thoughts publicly also takes away 
his freedom to think, the only treasure left to us in our civic 
life and through which alone there may be a remedy against 
all evils of the present state of affairs.

We can look at this factor of publicity, necessary for critical 
thinking, from still another viewpoint. What Socrates actually 
did when he brought philosophy from the heavens down to 
earth and began to examine opinions about what went on be
tween men was that he extracted from every statement its hid
den or latent implications; that is what his midwifery actually 
amounted to. As the midwife helps the child to come to light to 
be inspected, so Socrates brings to light the implications to be 
inspected. (That is what Kant did when he complained about 
progress: he extracted the implications of this concept; that is 
what we did here when we protested against the organic 
metaphor.) Critical thinking to a very large extent consists of this 
kind of “analysis.” This examination, in turn, presupposes that 
everyone is willing and able to render an account of what he 
thinks and says. Plato, having gone through the school of So- 
cratic midwifery, was the first to write philosophy in the way we 
still recognize as philosophy and what later, with Aristotle, be
came the treatise. He saw the difference between himself and the 
“wise men” of old, the Presocratics, in the fact that they, wise 
though they were, never gave an account of their thoughts. 
There they were, with their great insights; but when you asked 
them a question, they remained silent. Logon didonai, “to give 
an account”—not to prove, but to be able to say how one came 
to an opinion and for what reasons one formed it—is actu
ally what separates Plato from all of his predecessors. The term 
itself is political in origin: to render accounts is what Athenian 
citizens asked of their politicians, not only in money matters 
but in matters of politics. They could be held responsible. And 
this—holding oneself and everyone else responsible and an
swerable for what he thought and taught—was what trans
formed into philosophy that search for knowledge and for truth 
that had sprung up in Ionia. This transformation had already 
come about with the Sophists, who have rightly been called the
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representatives of Enlightenment in Greece; it was then 
sharpened into a method of question and answer by Socrates 
midwifery. This is the origin of critical thought, whose greatest 
representative in the modern age, perhaps in all postclassical 
ages, was Kant, who was entirely conscious of its implications. In 
one of his most important reflections, he writes as follows:

Quaestio facti, the question of fact, is in whkh way one has first 
obtained a concept; quaestio juris, the juridical question, is with 
what right one possesses this concept and uses it.®^

To think critically applies not only to doctrines and concepts one 
receives from others, to the prejudices and traditions one inher
its; it is precisely by applying critical standards to one s own 
thought that one learns the art of critical thought.

And this application one cannot learn without publicity, with
out the testing that arises from contact with other people’s thinking. 
In order to show how it works, I shall read to you two per
sonal passages from letters Kant wrote in the 1770s to Marcus 
Herz:

You know that I do not approach reasonable objections with 
the intention merely of refuting them, but that in thinking 
them over I always weave them into my judgments, and af
ford them the opportunity of overturning all my most 
cherished beliefs. I entertain the hope that by thus viewing 
my judgments impartially from the standpoint of others some 
third view that will improve upon my previous insight may be 
obtainable.®®

You see that impartiality is obtained by taking the viewpoints of 
others into account; impartiality is not the result of some higher 
standpoint that would then actually settle the dispute by being 
altogether above the melee. In the second letter, Kant makes this 
even clearer:

[The mind needs a reasonable amount of relaxations and 
diversions to maintain its mobility] that it may be enabled to 
view the object afresh from every side, and so to enlarge its 
point of view from a microscopic to a general outlook that it 
adopts in turn every conceivable standpoint, verifying the ob
servations of each by means of all the others.®^

Here the word “impartiality” is not mentioned. In its stead, we 
find the notion that one can “enlarge” one’s own thought so as to 
take into account the thoughts of others. The “enlargement of
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the mind” plays a crucial role in the Critique of Judgment. It is 
accomplished by “comparing our judgment with the possible 
rather than the actual judgments of others, and by putting our
selves in the place of any other man.”®® The faculty that makes 
this possible is called imagination. When you read the para
graphs in the Critique of Judgment and compare them with the 
letters just quoted, you will see that the former contain no more 
than the conceptualization of these very personal remarks. Criti
cal thinking is possible only where the standpoints of all others 
are open to inspection. Hence, critical thinking, while still a soli
tary business, does not cut itself off from “all others.” To be sure, 
it still goes on in isolation, but by the force of imagination it 
makes the others present and thus moves in a space that is po
tentially public, open to all sides; in other words, it adopts the 
position of Kant’s world citizen. To think with an enlarged 
mentality means that one trains one’s imagination to go visiting. 
(Compare the right to visit in Perpetual Peace.)

I must warn you here of a very common and easy misunder
standing. The trick of critical thinking does not consist in an 
enormously enlarged empathy through which one can know 
what actually goes on in the mind of all others. To think, ac
cording to Kant’s understanding of enlightenment, means 
Selbstdenken, to think for oneself, “which is the maxim of a 
never-passive reason. To be given to such passivity is called prej
udice,”®® and enlightenment is, first of all, liberation from prej
udice. To accept what goes on in the minds of those whose 
“standpoint” (actually, the place where they stand, the con
ditions they are subject to, which always differ from one individ
ual to the next, from one class or group as compared to another) is 
not my own would mean no more than passively to accept their 
thought, that is, to exchange their prejudices for the prejudices 
proper to my own station. “Enlarged thought” is the result of 
first “abstracting from the limitations which contingently attach 
to our own judgment,” of disregarding its “subjective private 
conditions..., by which so many are limited,” that is, dis
regarding what we usually call self-interest, which, according to 
Kant, is not enlightened or capable of enlightenment but is in 
fact limiting. The greater the reach—the larger the realm in 
which the enlightened individual is able to move from stand
point to standpoint—the more “general” will be his thinking. 
This generality, however, is not the generality of the concept— 
for example, the concept “house,” under which one can then
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subsume various kinds of individual buildings. It is, on the con
trary, closely connected with particulars, with the particular 
conditions of the standpoints one has to go through in order to 
arrive at one’s own “general standpoint.” This general stan 
point we spoke of earlier as impartiality ; it is a viewpoint f rom 
which to look upon, to watch, to form judgments, or, as Kant 
himself says, to reflect upon human affairs. It does not tell one 
how to act. It does not even tell one how to apply the wisdom, 
found by virtue of occupying a “general standpoint,” to the par
ticulars of political life. (Kant had no experience of such action 
whatsoever and could have had none in the Prussia of Frederick 
II.) Kant does tell one how to take others into account; he does 
not tell one how to combine with them in order to act.

Which brings us to this question: Is the general standpoint 
merely the standpoint of the spectator? (How serious Kant was 
about the enlargement of his own mentality is indicated by the 
fact that he introduced and taught a course in physical geogra
phy at the university. He was also an eager reader of all sorts o 
travel reports, and he—who never left Konigsberg—knew his 
way around in both London and Italy; he said he had no time to 
travel precisely because he wanted to know so much about so 
many countries.) In Kant’s own mind it was certainly the stand
point of the world citizen. But does this easy phrase of idealists, 
“citizen of the world,” make sense? To be a citizen means 
other things to have responsibilities, obligations, and rights, a 
of which make sense only if they are territorially limited. Kant s 
world citizen was actually a Weltbetrachter, a world-spectator. 
Kant knew quite well that a world government would be the 
worst tyranny imaginable.

In Kant himself, in his last years, this perplexity comes ^ the 
fore in the seeming contradiction between his almost boundless 
admiration for the French Revolution and his equally boundless 
opposition to any revolutionary undertaking on the part of t e 
French citizens. The passages I shall read to you were all written 
at about the same time. But before we proceed, let me remind 
you that Marx called Kant the philosopher of the French Revo
lution, as Heine had earlier. More important, perhaps, this 
evaluation had a solid foundation in the self-understanding o 
the Revolution itself. Sieyes, famous author of the Tiers Etat and 
one of the founders of the Jacobin Club, who then became one 
of the most important members of the Constituent Assembly, 
the assembly commissioned to draft the French Constitution,
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seems to have known Kant and to have been influenced to some 
degree by his philosophy. At any rate, a friend of his, Theremin, 
approached Kant to say that Sieyes intended to introduce Kant’s 
philosophy in France because “I’etude de cette philosophie par 
les Frangais serait un complement de la Revolution [the study of 
this philosophy by Frenchmen would complement the Revolu
tion].”^"® Kant’s answer is lost.

Kant’s reaction to the French Revolution, at first and even 
second glance, is by no means unequivocal. To anticipate: he never 
wavered in his estimation of the grandeur of what he called the 
“recent event,” and he hardly ever wavered in his condemnation 
of all those who had prepared it. I shall start with the most 
famous of his utterances in this connection; moreover, it contains, 
in a sense, the key to the seeming contradiction in his attitude.

This event [the Revolution] consists neither in momentous 
deeds nor misdeeds committed by men whereby what was 
great among men is made small or what was small is made 
great, nor in ancient splendid political structures which van
ish as if by magic while others come forth in their place as if 
from the depths of the earth. No, nothing of the sort. It is 
simply the mode of thinking of the spectators which reveals 
itself publicly in this game of great transformations, and 
manifests such a general yet disinterested sympathy for the 
players on one side against those on the other, even at the risk 
that this partiality could become very disadvantageous for 
them if discovered. Owing to its generality, this mode of 
thinking demonstrates a character of the human race at large 
and all at once; owing to its disinterestedness, a moral 
character of humanity, at least in its predisposition, a charac
ter which not only permits people to hope for progress to
ward the better, but is already itself progress insofar as its 
capacity is sufficient for the present.

The revolution of a gifted people which we have seen un
folding in our day may succeed or miscarry; it may be filled 
with misery and atrocities to the point that a sensible man, 
were he boldly to hope to execute it successfully the second 
time, would never resolve to make the experiment at such 
cost—this revolution, I say, nonetheless finds in the hearts of 
all spectators (who are not engaged in this game themselves) a 
wishful participation that borders closely on enthusiasm, the 
very expression of which is fraught with danger; this sym
pathy, therefore, can have no other cause than a moral pre
disposition in the human race.

... Monetary rewards could not elevate the adversaries of
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the revolution to the zeal and grandeur of soul which the 
pure concept of right produced in [the revolutionaries]; and 
even the concept of honor among the old martial nobility (an 
analogue to enthusiasm) vanished before the weapons of 
those who kept in view the right of the people to which they 
belonged and of which they considered themselves the guar
dians; with what exaltation the uninvolved public looking on 
sympathized then without the least intention of assisting....

Now I claim to be able to predict to the human race—even 
without prophetic insight—according to the aspects and 
omens of our day, the attainment of this goal. That is, I pre
dict its progress toward the better which, from now on, turns 
out to be no longer completely reversible. For such a 
phenomenon in human history is not to be forgotten. ...

But even if the end viewed in connection with this event 
should not now be attained, even if the revolution or reform 
of a national constitution should finally miscarry, or, after 
some time had elapsed, everything should relapse into its 
former rut (as politicians now predict), that philosophical 
prophecy still would lose nothing of its force. For that event is 
too important, too much interwoven with the interest of hu
manity, and its influence too widely propagated in all areas of 
the world to not be recalled on any favorable occasion by the 
peoples which would then be roused to a repetition of new 
efforts of this kind.... To him who does not consider what 
happens in just one people but also has regard to the whole 
scope of all the peoples on earth who will gradually come to 
participate in these events, this reveals the prospect of an 
immeasurable time.^®^

Eighth Session

In what I READ TO YOU from The Contest of the Faculties (Part II, 
sections 6 and 7), Kant said explicitly that he was not concerned 
with the deeds and misdeeds of men that make empires rise and 
fall, make small what was formerly great and great what was 
formerly small. The importance of the occurrence (Begebenheit) 
is for him exclusively in the eye of the beholder, in the opinion 
of the onlookers who proclaim their attitude in public. Their 
reaction to the event proves the “moral character of mankind. 
Without this sympathetic participation, the “meaning” of the 
occurrence would be altogether different or simply nonexistent. 
For it is this sympathy that inspires hope.
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the hope that, after many revolutions, with all their trans
forming effects, the highest purpose of nature, a cosmopolitan 
existence, will at last be realized within which all the original 
capacities of the human race may be developed.
From this, however, one should not conclude that Kant sided 

in the least with the men of future revolutions. In a footnote to 
the passage from The Contest of the Faculties, he makes this very 
explicit; there are “rights of the people” that no ruler dares to 
contest publicly for fear that the people will rise up against him; 
and this they would do for the sake of freedom alone, even if 
they were well fed, powerfully protected, and had “no lack of 
welfare to complain of.” The rights of men, implying the right of 
the people to be “colegislators,” are sacred. And yet:

These rights ... always remain an idea which can be fulfilled 
only on condition that the means employed to do so are com
patible with morality. This limiting condition must not be 
overstepped by the people, who may not therefore pursue 
their rights by revolution, which is at all times unjust.

If we had no more than this footnote, we might suspect that 
Kant was cautious when he appended it; but the same warning is 
repeated in a number of other passages. We turn to Perpetual 
Peace, where his position is best explained:

If a violent revolution, engendered by a bad constitution, in
troduces by illegal means a more legal constitution, to lead the 
people back to the earlier constitution would not be permit
ted; but, while the revolution lasted, each person who openly 
or covertly shared in it would have justly incurred the 
punishment due to those who rebel.

For, as he writes in the same vein in The Metaphysics of Morals,

if a revolution has succeeded and a new constitution has been 
established, the unlawfulness of its origin and success cannot 
free the subjects from the obligation to accommodate them
selves as good citizens to the new order of things.

Hence, whatever the status quo may be, good or bad, rebellion is 
never legitimate. To be sure, if

The rights of the people are injured, [then] no injustice be
falls the tyrant when he is deposed. There can be no doubt on 
this point. Nevertheless, it is in the highest degree illegitimate 
for the subjects to seek their rights in this way. If they fail in
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last instance, by God, the omniscient knower of the heart {der 
Herzenskundige).

Man, insofar as he does anything at all, lays down the law, he is 
the legislator. But one can be this legislator only if one is oneself 
free; whether the same maxim is valid for the bondsman as for 
the free man is open to question. And even if you accept Kant’s 
solution as stated here, the precondition obviously is the “free
dom of the pen,” that is, the existence of a public space for 
opinion, at least, if not for action. For Kant, the moment to rebel is 
the moment when freedom of opinion is abolished. Not to rebel 
then is to be unable to answer the old Machiavellian argument 
against morality: If you do not resist evil, the evildoers will do as 
they please. Though it is true that, by resisting evil, you are likely 
to be involved in evil, your care for the world takes precedence 
in politics over your care for your self—whether this self is 
your body or your soul. (Machiavelli’s “I love my native city more 
than my soul” is only a variation of: I love the world and its 
future more than my life or my self.)

Actually, there are two assumptions in Kant that permit him to 
extract himself thus easily from the conflict. He is aware of one 
of them in his polemics with Moses Mendelssohn, who had de
nied Lessing’s “progress of,mankind as a whole”: Mendelssohn 
said, as quoted by Kant:

“Man as an individual progresses; but mankind constantly 
fluctuates between fixed limits. Regarded as a whole, man
kind maintains roughly the same level of morality, the same 
degree of religion and irreligion, of virtue and vice, of happi 
ness and misery.”^

Kant replies that, without the assumption of progress, nothing 
would make sense; progress may be interrupted, but it is never 
broken off. He appeals to an “inborn duty,” the same argument 
that he uses in the Critique of Practical Reason: an inborn voice 
says: Thou shalt, and it would be a contradiction to assume that I 
cannot where my own reason tells me that I should i^ltra posse 
nemo obligatur: what exceeds the possible obliges no one).The 
duty appealed to in this case is that “of influencing posterity in 
such a way that it will make constant progress” (hence progress 
must be possible), and Kant asserts that, without this assump
tion, “the hope for better times to come,” no action is possible at 
all; for this hope alone has inspired “right-thinking men” to “do 
something for the common good.”“® Well, we know today that
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we can date the idea of progress, and we know that men have 
always acted, i.e., long before this idea appeared.

The second and even more important assumption held by 
Kant concerns the nature of evil. Machiavelli assumes that evil 
will spread wildly if men do not resist it even at the risk of doing 
evil themselves. Kant, on the contrary, and somehow in agree
ment with the tradition, believes that evil by its very nature is 
self-destructive. Hence:

The end of man as an entire species... will be brought by 
providence [sometimes he says “nature”] to a successful issue, 
even though the ends of men as individuals run in a di- 

^ ametrically opposite direction. For the very conflict of indi
vidual inclinations, which is the source of all evil, gives reason 
a free hand to master them all; it thus gives predominance not 
to evil, which destroys itself, but to good, which continues to 
maintain itself once it has been established.^

And here again the perspective of the onlooker is decisive. Look 
at history as a whole. What kind of a spectacle would that be with
out the assumption of progress? The alternatives for Kant are 
either regress, which would produce despair, or eternal same
ness, which would bore us to death. I quote the following passage 
to underline once more the importance of the onlooker:

It is a sight fit for a god to watch a virtuous man grappling 
with adversity and evil temptations and yet managing to hold 
out against them. But it is a sight quite unfit... even for the 
most ordinary but honest man to see the human race ad
vancing over a period of time towards virtue, and then 
quickly relapsing the whole way back into vice and misery. It 
may perhaps be moving and instructive to watch such a 
drama for a while; but the curtain must eventually descend. 
For in the long run, it becomes a farce. And even if the actors 
do not tire of it—for they are fools [Are all actors fools?]—the 
spectator does, for any single act will be enough for him if he 
can reasonably conclude from it that the never-ending play 
will be of eternal sameness [Einerlei]}^^

Ninth Session

The ultimate guarantee that all is well, at least for the spec
tator, is, as you know from Perpetual Peace, nature herself, which 
can also be called providence or destiny. Nature’s “aim is to
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produce a harmony among men, against their will and indeed 
through their discord.”'^^ Discord, indeed, is so important a 
factor in nature’s design that without it no progress can be 
imagined, and no final harmony could be produced without

progress. • u-The spectator, because he is not involved, can perceive this
design of providence or nature, which is hidden from the actor. 
So we have the spectacle and the spectator on one side, the actors 
and all the single events and contingent, haphazard happenings 
on the other. In the context of the French Revolution, it seemed 
to Kant that the spectator’s view carried the ultimate meaning of 
the event, although this view yielded no maxim for acting. We 
shall now examine a situation where the opposite somehow 
seems to be true for Kant; a situation where the single events 
offer a spectacle that is “sublime,” and so do the actors, and 
where, moreover, the sublimity may well coincide with the hid
den design of nature; and still reason, which yields our maxims 
of action, categorically forbids us to engage in this “sublime act. 
We are now dealing with Kant’s position on the question of war; 
and while his sympathies in the matter of revolution were clearly 
with revolution, his sympathies in the matter of war are clear y 
and absolutely with peace.

We read in Perpetual Peace that “reason, from its throne ot 
supreme moral legislating authority, absolutely condemns war as 
a legal recourse and makes a state of peace a direct duty, even 
though peace cannot be established or secured except by a com 
pact among nations.”^^" There is not the slightest doubt what 
our maxim for action should be in this matter. However, this is by 
no means what the pure onlooker—^who does not act and re les 
entirely on what he sees—would conclude, and the ironical title 
of the pamphlet more than hints at the possible contradiction. 
For the original title, Zum ewigen Frieden, the satirical inscription 
of a Dutch innkeeper, means, of course, the cemetery. That is the 
place of Eternal Peace, and the innkeeper offers the beverages 
that will bring you to this much-longed-for state even m this lite. 
How about peace? Is peace the stagnation that could also be 
called death? Kant more than once stated his opinion on war, 
formed as the result of his reflections on history and the course or 
mankind, and nowhere does he do so more emphatically than in 
the Critique of Judgment, where he discusses the topic, charac
teristically enough, in the section on the Sublime:
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[W]hat is that which is, even to the savage, an object of the 
greatest admiration? It is a man who shrinks from nothing, 
who fears nothing, and therefore does not yield to danger.... 
Even in the most highly civilized state this peculiar veneration 
for the soldier remains ,.. because even [here] it is recognized 
that his mind is unsubdued by danger. Hence ... in the com
parison of a statesman and a general, the aesthetical judg
ment decides for the latter. War itself... has something sub
lime in it---- On the other hand, a long peace generally
brings about a predominant commercial spirit and, along with 
it, low selfishness, cowardice, and effeminacy, and debases the 
disposition of the people.

This is the judgment of the spectator (i.e., it is aesthetical). 
What does not enter into the account of the onlooker, who sees 
the sublime side of war—^which is man’s courage—is something 
Kant mentions in a different context in a joke: nations engaged 
in a war are like two drunkards bludgeoning each other in a 
china shop.^^^ The world (the chitia shop),is left out of account. 
But this consideration is taken care of in a way when Kant raises 
this question: What are wars good for with respect to “progress” 
and civilization? And here, again, Kant’s answer is by no means 
unequivocal. To be sure, nature’s “final design” is a “cosmopolitan 
whole, i.e., a system of all states that are in danger of acting 
injuriously upon one another.” Yet, not only can war, “an un
intended enterprise . .. stirred up by men’s unbridled passions,” 
actually serve, because of its very meaninglessness, as a prepa
ration for the eventual cosmopolitan peace (eventually sheer 
exhaustion will impose what neither reason nor good will have 
been able to achieve), but

In spite of the dreadful afflictions with which it visits the 
human race, and the perhaps greater afflictions with which 
the constant preparation for it in time of peace oppresses 
them, yet is it... a motive for developing all talents service
able for culture to the highest possible pitch.

In short, war “is not so incurably bad as the deadness of a uni
versal monarchy.”^24 plurality of nations, together with
all the conflicts this engenders, is the vehicle of progress.

These insights of aesthetic and reflective judgment have no 
practical consequences for action. As far as action is concerned, 
there is no doubt that
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moral-practical reason within us pronounces the following 
irresistible veto: There shall he no war. . ,. Thus it is no longer a 
question of whether perpetual peace is really possible or not, 
or whether we are not perhaps mistaken in our theoretical 
judgment if we assume that it is. On the contrary, we must 
simply act as if it could really come about... even if the 
fulfillment of this pacific intention were forever to remain a 
pious hope ... for it is our duty to do so.^^^

But these maxims for action do not nullify the aesthetic and 
reflective judgment. In other words: Even though Kant would 
always have acted for peace, he knew and kept in mind his 
judgment. Had he acted on the knowledge he had gained as a 
spectator, he would, in his own mind, have been criminal. Had 
he forgotten, because of this “moral duty,” his insights as a 
spectator, he would have become what so many good men, in
volved and engaged in public affairs, tend to be an idealistic
fool.

Let me sum up: In the sections I have read to you, two very 
different factors were present almost everywhere—two factors 
closely interconnected in Kant’s own mind but by no means 
otherwise. First, there was the position of the onlooker. What he 
saw counted most; he could discover a meaning in the course 
taken by events, a meaning that the actors ignored; and the 
existential ground for his insight was his disinterestedness, his 
nonparticipation, his noninvolvement. The onlooker’s dis
interested concern characterized the French Revolution as a 
great event. Second, there was the idea of progress, the hope for 
the future, where one judges the event according to the promise 
it holds for the generations to come. The two perspectives coin
cided in Kant’s evaluation of the French Revolution, but this 
meant nothing as far as principles of action were concerned. But 
the two perspectives also somehow coincided in Kant s evalua
tion of war. War brings about progress—something no one can 
deny who knows how intimately the history of technology is 
connected with the history of wars. And war even brings about 
progress toward peace: war is so awful that, the more awful it 
gets, the more likely it is that men will become reasonable and 
work toward international agreements that will lead them 
eventually to peace. (Fate guides the willing ones, it 
nonwilling along: Fata ducunt volentem, trahunt nolentem.y^^ But 
for Kant it is not fate; it is progress, a design behind men’s backs,, 
a ruse of nature or, later, a ruse of history.
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The first of these notions—that only the spectator but never 
the actor knows what it is all about—is as old as the hills; it is, in 
fact, among the oldest, most decisive, notions of philosophy. The 
whole idea of the superiority of the contemplative way of life 
comes from this early insight that meaning (or truth) is revealed 
only to those who restrain themselves from acting. I shall give it 
to you in the simplest, least sophisticated form, in the form of a 
parable ascribed to Pythagoras:

Life... is like a festival; just as some come to the festival to 
compete, some to ply their trade, but the best people come as 
spectators [theatai], so in life the slavish men go hunting for 
fame [doxa'\ or gain, the philosophers for truth.

The data underlying this estimate are, first, that only the 
spectator occupies a position that enables him to see the whole; 
the actor, because he is part of the play, must enact his part—he 
is partial by definition. The spectator is impartial by 
definition—no part is assigned him. Hence, withdrawal from 
direct involvement to a standpoint outside the game is a condi
tion sine qua non of all judgment. Second, what the actor is con
cerned with is doxa, fame—that is, the opinion of others (the 
word doxa means both “fame” and “opinion”). Fame comes 
about through the opinion of others. For the actor, the decisive 
question is thus how he appears to others {dokei hois allois); the 
actor is dependent on the opinion of the spectator; he is not 
autonomous (in Kant’s language); he does not conduct himself 
according to an innate voice of reason but in accordance with 
what spectators would expect of him. The standard is the spec
tator. And this standard is autonomous.

Translating this into the terms of the philosophers, one ar
rives at the supremacy of the spectator’s way of life, the bios 
theoretikos (from theorem, “to look at”). Here one escapes from the 
cave of opinions altogether and goes hunting for truth—no 
longer the truth of the games in the festival but the truth of 
things that are everlasting, that cannot be different from what 
they are (all human affairs can be different from what they 
actually are) and therefore are necessary. To the extent that one 
can actualize this withdrawal, one does what Aristotle called 
athanatizein, “to immortalize” (understood as an activity), and 
this one does with the divine part of one’s soul. Kant’s view is 
different: one withdraws also to the “theoretical,” the onlooking, 
standpoint of the spectator, but this position is the position of
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the Judge. The whole terminology of Kant’s philosophy is shot 
through with legal metaphors; it is the Tribunal of Reason be
fore which the occurrences of the world appear. In either case: 
absorbed by the spectacle, I am outside it, I have given up the 
standpoint that determines my factual existence, with all its cir
cumstantial, contingent conditions. Kant would have said: I have 
reached a general standpoint, the impartiality the Judge is sup
posed to exercise when he lays down his verdict. The Greeks 
would have said: we have given up the dokei moi, the it-seems- 
to-me, and the desire to seem to others; we have given up doxa, 
which is both opinion and fame.

There is joined to this old notion in Kant an altogether new 
one, the notion of progress, which actually provides the stan
dard according to which one judges. The Greek spectator, 
whether at the festival of life or at the sight of the things that are 
everlasting, looks at and judges (finds the truth of) the cosmos of 
the particular event in its own terms, without relating it to any 
larger process in which it may or may not play R part. He was 
actually concerned with the individual event, the particular act. 
(Think of the Greek column, the absence of stairs, etc.) Its 
meaning did not depend on either causes or consequences. The 
story, once it had come to an end, contained the whole meaning. 
This is also true for Greek historiography, and it explains why 
Homer, Herodotus, and Thucydides can give the defeated 
enemy his due. The story may contain rules valid for future 
generations also, but it remains a single story. The last book, it 
seems, that is written in this spirit is Machiavelli’s Florentine 
Stories, which you know under the misleading title of The History 
of Florence. The point is that, for Machiavelli, History was only 
the huge book that contained all the stories of men.

Progress as the standard by which to judge history somehow 
reverses the old principle that the meaning of a story reveals 
itself only at its end {Nemo ante mortem beatus esse did potest [No 
one can be called blessed before his death]). In Kant, the story s 
or event’s importance lies precisely not at its end but in its opening 
up new horizons for the future. It is the hope it contained for 
future generations that made the French Revolution such an 
important event. This feeling was widespread. Hegel, for whom 
the French Revolution also was the most important turning 
point, always describes it by metaphors like “a splendid rise of 
the sun,” the “dawn,” etc. It is a “world-historical” event because 
it contains the seeds of the future. The question here is: Who,
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then, is the subject of the story? Not the men of the revolution; 
they certainly did not have world history in mind. World history 
can make sense only if

something else results from the actions of men than what they 
intend and achieve, something else than they know or want. 
They accomplish their interest; but something else is accom
plished which was implied in it, which was not in the con
sciousness and the intentions of the actors. To give an anal
ogy, a man may set fire to the house of another out of re
venge. . . . [The] immediate action is to hold a small flame to a 
small part of a beam---- [What follows had not been in
tended:] a vast conflagration develops__ This result was
neither part of the primary deed nor the intention of him 
who commenced it.... This example merely shows that in the 
immediate action something else may be involved than is con
sciously willed by the actor.

These are Hegel’s words, but they could have been written by 
Kant. Yet there is a distinction between them, and it is twofold 
and of great importance. In Hegel, it is Absolute Spirit that 
reveals itself in the process, and it is this that the philosopher, at 
the end of this revelation, can understand. In Kant, the subject 
of world history is the human species itself. In Hegel, further
more, the revelation of Absolute Spirit must come to an end 
(history has an end in Hegel; the process is not infinite, hence 
there is an end to the story, only this end needs many genera
tions and centuries to come about); not man but Absolute Spirit 
is finally disclosed, and the greatness of man is realized only 
insofar as he is finally able to understand. But in Kant, progress 
is perpetual; there is never an end to it. Hence, there is no end to 
history. (In Hegel, as well as Marx, the notion that there is an 
end to history is decisive; for it implies the inevitable question 
What, if anything, is going to happen after this end has come 
about?—leaving apart the rather obvious inclination of each 
generation to believe that this eschatological end will come about 
in its own lifetime. As Kojeve rightly put it, driving to its inher
ent extreme the part of Hegel that influenced Marx: “After the 
end of history, man can do nothing but perpetually rethink the 
historical process which has been completed.”^^® In Marx him
self, on the other hand, the classless society and the realm of 
freedom, based on abundance, will result in everyone’s indulg
ing in some sort of hobby.)

To come back to Kant: The subject that corresponds to world
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history is the human species. The design of nature is to develop 
all of mankind’s capabilities—mankind being understood as one 
of nature’s animal species, with this decisive difference: Species 
in animals “means nothing more than the characteristics in virtue 
of which all individuals must directly agree with one another.”^^® 
It is altogether different with the human species. By it,

we understand the totality of a series of generations pro
ceeding into infinity (the indeterminable).... [This] line of
descent ceaselessly approaches its concurrent destination----
[It] is asymptotic in all its parts to this line of destiny, and on 
the whole coincides with it. In other words, no single member 
in all of these generations of the human race, but only the 
species, fully achieves its destination.... The philosopher 
would say that the destination of the human race in general is 
perpetual progress.

From this, let us draw a few conclusions. History, we would say, 
is something built into the species man; the essence of man can
not be determined; and to Kant’s own question. Why do men 
exist at all? the answer is: This question cannot be answered, for 
the “value of [their] existence” can be revealed “only in the 
whole,” that is, never to any man or generation of men, since the 
process itself is perpetual.

Hence: In the center of Kant’s moral philosophy stands the 
individual; in the center of his philosophy of history (or, rather, 
his philosophy of nature) stands the perpetual progress of the 
human race, or mankind. (Therefore: History from a general 
viewpoint.) The general viewpoint or standpoint is occupied, 
rather, by the spectator, who is a “world citizen” or, rather, a 
“world spectator.” It is he who decides, by having an idea of the 
whole, whether, in any single, particular event, progress is being 
made.

Tenth Session

We were talking about the clash between the spectator and 
the actor. The spectacle before the spectator—enacted, as it 
were, for his judgment—is history as a whole, and the true hero 
of this spectacle is mankind in the “series of generations pro
ceeding” into some “infinity.” This process has no end; the “des
tination of the human race is perpetual progress.” In this pro
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cess the capabilities of the human species are actualized, devel
oped to “the highest pitch”—except that a highest one, in an 
absolute sense, does not exist. The ultimate destination, in the 
sense of eschatology, does not exist, but the two chief aims by 
which this progress is guided, though behind the backs of the 
actors, freedom—in the simple and elementary sense that no 
one rules over his fellow men—and peace between nations as the 
condition for the unity of the human race. Perpetual progress 
toward freedom and peace, the latter guaranteeing free inter
course between all nations on the earth: these are the ideas of 
reason, without which the mere story of history would not make 
sense. It is the whole that gives meaning to the particulars if they 
are seen and judged by men endowed with reason. Men, though 
they are natural creatures and part of nature, transcend nature 
by virtue of a reason that asks: What is the purpose of nature? 
By producing one species with a faculty for asking such ques
tions, nature has produced its own master. The human species is 
distinguished from all animal species not merely by its posses
sion of speech and reason but because its faculties are capable of 
indeterminable development.

Up to now we have discussed the spectator in the singular, as 
Kant himself often does, and with good reason. First, there is the 
simple fact that one onlooker can behold many actors, who to
gether offer the spectacle that unfolds before his eyes. Second, 
there is the whole weight of tradition, according to which the 
contemplative way of life presupposes withdrawal from the 
many; it singularizes one, as it were, because contemplation is a 
solitary business or, at least, can be carried on in solitude. You 
remember that, in the Parable of the Cave,^^^ Plato says that its 
inhabitants, the many, who watch the shadow-play on the screen 
injront of them, are “chained by the legs and also by the neck, so 
that they cannot move and can see only what is in front of them, 
because the chains will not let them turn their heads”; hence 
also, they cannot communicate with one another about what 
they see. It is not only the philosopher returning from the light 
of the sky of Ideas who is a completely isolated figure. The 
spectators in the cave are also isolated, one from the other. Ac
tion, on the other hand, is never possible in solitude or isolation; 
one man alone needs, at the very least, the help of others to carry 
through whatever his enterprise may be. When the distinction 
between the two ways of life, the political (active) way and the 
philosophical (contemplative) way, is so construed as to render
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them mutually exclusive—as it is, for instance, in Plato’s political 
philosophy—one gets an absolute distinction between the one 
who knows what is best to do and the others who, following his 
guidance or his commands, will carry it through. This is the gist 
of Plato’s Statesman: the ideal ruler (archon) does not act at all; he 
is the wise man who begins and knows the intended end of an 
action and therefore is the ruler. Hence, it would be entirely 
superfluous and even harmful for him to make his intentions 
known. We know that for Kant, on the contrary, publicness is 
the “transcendental principle” that should rule all action. What
ever act “stands in the need of publicity” in order not to defeat 
its own purpose is, you will remember, an act that combines 
politics and right. Kant cannot have the same notions as Plato 
about acting and mere judging or contemplating or knowing.

If you ask yourself where and who this public is that would 
give publicity to the intended act to begin with, it is quite obvious 
that in Kant’s case it cannot be a public of actors or participators 
in government. The public he is thinking of is, of course, the 
reading public, and it is the weight of their opinion he is ap
pealing to, not the weight of their votes. In the Prussia of the last 
decades of the eighteenth century—that is, a country under the 
rule of an absolute monarch, advised by a rather enlightened 
bureaucracy of civil servants, who, like the monarch, were com
pletely separated from “the subjects”—there could be no truly 
public realm other than this reading and writing public. What 
was secret and unapproachable by definition was precisely the 
realm of government and administration. And if you read the 
essays from which I have quoted here, it should be clear that 
Kant could conceive of action only as acts of the powers-that-be 
(whatever they might happen to be)—that is, governmental acts; 
any actual action from the side of the subjects could consist only 
in conspiratorial activity, the acts and plots of secret societies. In 
other words, the alternative to established government is, for 
him, not revolution but a coup d’etat. And a coup d’etat, in contra
distinction to a revolution, must indeed be prepared in secrecy, 
whereas revolutionary groups or parties have always been eager 
to make their goals public and to rally important sections of the 
population to their cause. Whether or not this strategy has ever 
brought about a revolution is another matter. But it is important 
to understand that Kant’s condemnation of revolutionary action 
rests on a misunderstanding, because he conceives of it in terms 
of a coup d’etat.
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We are used to thinking about the difference between con
templation and action in terms of the relation between theory 
and practice, and though it is true that Kant wrote an essay on 
this matter, “On the Common Saying: ‘This May be True in 
Theory, But It Does Not Apply in Practice,’ ” it is also true, and is 
best demonstrated by that essay, that he did not understand the 
issue as we understand it. Kant’s notion of practice is determined 
by Practical Reason; and the Critique of Practical Reason, which 
deals with neither judgment nor action, tells you all about it. 
Judgment, arising out of “contemplative pleasure” and “inactive 
delight,” has no place in it.^®^ In practical matters, not judgment 
but will is decisive, and this will simply follows the maxim of 
Reason. Even in the Critique of Pure Reason Kant starts his discus
sion of the “Pure Employment of Reason” with its practical im
plication, although he then provisionally “sets aside practical 
[i.e., moral] ideas to consider reason only in its specula
tive ... employment.”^^"* This speculation concerns the ultimate 
destination of the individual, the ultimate of “the most sublime 
questions.”^^^ Practical means moral in Kant, and it concerns the 
individual individual. Its true opposite would be, not theory, 
but speculation—the speculative use of reason. Kant’s actual 
theory in political affairs was the theory of perpetual progress 
and a federal union of the nations in order to give the idea of 
mankind a political reality. Whoever worked in this direction 
was welcome. But these ideas, with whose help he reflected on 
human affairs in general, are very different from the “wishful 
participation bordering on enthusiasm” that caught the spec
tators of the French Revolution and “the exaltation [of] the un
involved public” looking on in sympathy “without the least in
tention of assisting.” In his opinion, it was precisely this sym
pathy that made the revolution a “phenomenon... not to be 
forgotten”—or, in other words, that made it a public event of 
world-historical significance. Hence: What constituted the ap
propriate public realm for this particular event were not the 
actors but the acclaiming spectators.

Since Kant did not write his political philosophy, the best way 
to find out what he thought about this matter is to turn to his 
“Critique of Aesthetic Judgment,” where, in discussing the pro
duction of art works in their relation to taste, which judges and 
decides about them, he confronts an analogous problem. We— 
for reasons we need not go into—are inclined to think that in 
order to judge a spectacle you must first have the spectacle—that
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the spectator is secondary to the actor; we tend to forget that no 
one in his right mind would ever put on a spectacle without 
being sure of having spectators to watch it. Kant is convinced 
that the world without man would be a desert, and a world 
without man means for him: without spectators. In his discus
sion of aesthetic judgment, Kant makes a distinction between 
genius and taste. Genius is required for the production of art 
works, while, forjudging them, for deciding whether or not they 
are beautiful objects, “no more” (we would say, but not Kant) is 
required than taste. “For judging of beautiful objects taste is 
required ..., for their production genius is required.”^^® Genius, 
according to Kant, is a matter of productive imagination and 
originality, taste a mere matter of judgment. He raises the ques
tion, which of the two is the “more noble” faculty—which is the 
conditioning qua non “to which one has to look in the judging of 
art as beautiful art?”^®’^—assuming, of course, that most of the 
judges of beauty lack the faculty of productive imagination, 
which is called genius, but that the few who are endowed with 
genius do not lack the faculty of taste. And the answer is:

Abundance and originality of ideas are less necessary to 
beauty than the accordance of the imagination in its freedom 
with the conformity to law of the understanding [which is 
called taste]. For all the abundance of the former produces in 
lawless freedom nothing but nonsense; on the other hand, the 
judgment is the faculty by which it is. adjusted to the under
standing.

Taste, like the judgment in general, is the discipline (or 
training) of genius; it clips its wings ..., gives guidance ..., 
brings clearness and order [into the thoughts of genius;] it 
makes the ideas susceptible of being permanently and gener
ally assented to, and capable of being followed by others, and 
of an ever progressing culture. If, then, in the conflict of these 
two properties in a product something must be sacrificed, it 
should be rather on the side of genius.^®®

Kant allows this subordination of genius to taste even though 
without genius nothing for judgment to judge would exist. But 
Kant says explicitly that “for beautiful art... imagination, intellect, 
spirit, and taste are required,” and he adds, in a note, that the 
three former faculties are united by means of the fourth,” that 
is, by taste—i.e., by judgment.^®® Spirit, moreover—a special 
faculty apart from reason, intellect, and imagination—enables 
the genius to find an expression for the ideas “by means of which
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the subjective state of mind brought about by them... can be 
communicated to others.”In other words, spirit—namely, 
that which inspires the genius and only him and which “no sci
ence can teach and no industry can learn”—consists in express
ing ‘the ineffable element in the state of mind [GemiitsztLstandY 
that certain representations arouse in all of us but for which we 
have no words and would therefore be unable, without the help 
of genius, to communicate to one another; it is the proper task of 
genius to make this state of mind “generally communicable.” 
The faculty that guides this communicability is taste, and taste or 
judgment is not the privilege of genius. The condition sine qua 
non for the existence of beautiful objects is communicability; the 
judgment of the spectator creates the space without which no 
such objects could appear at all. The public realm is constituted 
by the critics and the spectators, not by the actors or the makers. 
And this critic and spectator sits in every actor and fabricator; 
without this critical, judging faculty the doer or maker would be 
so isolated from the spectator that he would not even be per
ceived. Or, to put it another way, still in Kantian terms: the very 
originality of the artist (or the very novelty of the actor) depends 
on his making himself understood by those who are not artists 
(or actors). And while one can speak of a genius in the singular 
because of his originality, one can never speak, as Pythagoras 
did, in the same way of the spectator. Spectators exist only in the 
plural. The spectator is not involved in the act, but he is always 
involved with fellow spectators. He does not share the faculty of 
genius, originality, with the maker or the faculty of novelty with 
the actor; the faculty they have in common is the faculty of 
judgment.

As far as making is concerned, this insight is atjeast as old as 
Latin (as distinguished from Greek) antiquity. We find it ex
pressed for the first time in Cicero’s On the Orator:

For everybody discriminates [dijudicare], distinguishes be
tween right and wrong in matters of art and proportion by 
some silent sense without any knowledge of art and propor
tion: and while they can do this in the case of pictures and 
statues, in other such works, for whose understanding nature 
has given them less equipment, they display this discrimina
tion much more in judging the rhythms and pronunciations 
of words, since these are rooted [ir^xa] in common sense, and 
of such things nature has willed that no one should be 
altogether unable to sense and experience them [expertus].^'^^
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And he goes on to notice that it is truly marvelous and remark
able

how little difference there is between the learned and the 
ignorant in judging, while there is the greatest difference m
making.^

Kant, quite in the same vein, remarks in his Anthropolo^ that 
insanity consists in having lost this common sense that enables us 
to judge as spectators; and the opposite of it is asensuspnvatus, a 
private sense, which he also calls "lo^cal Eigenstnn, imp ymg 
that our logical faculty, the faculty that enables us to draw con
clusions from premises, could indeed function without com
munication—except that then, namely, if insanity has caused the 
loss of common sense, it would lead to insane results precisely 
because it has separated itself from the experience that can be 
valid and validated only in the presence of others.

The most surprising aspect of this business is that common 
sense, the faculty of judgment and of discriminating b^ween 
right and wrong, should be based on the sense of taste. Ot our 
five senses, three clearly give us objects of the external world and 
therefore are easily communicable. Sight, hearing, and touc 
deal directly and, as it were, objectively with objects; throug 
these senses objects are identifiable and can be shared with 
others—can be expressed in words, talked about, etc. Smell an 
taste give inner sensations that are entirely private and in
communicable; what I taste and what I smell cannot be ex
pressed in words at all. They seem to be private senses by dehni- 
tion. Moreover, the three objective senses have this in common, 
they are capable of representation, of making present somet mg 
that is absent. I can, for example, recall a building, a melody, 
the touch of velvet. This faculty—which in Kant is called 
Imagination—is possessed by neither taste nor smell. On t e 
other hand, they are quite clearly the discriminatory senses: one 
can withhold judgment from what one sees and, though less easily, 
one can withhold judgment from what one hears or touches. 
But in matters of taste or smell, the it-pleases-or-displeases-me is 
immediate and overwhelming. And pleasure or displeasure, 
again, are entirely idiosyncratic. Why then should taste--not be
ginning with Kant but ever since Gracian—be elevated to and 
become the vehicle of the mental faculty of judgment? And 
judgment, in turn—that is, not the judgment that is simply cog
nitive and resides in the senses that give us the objects we have in
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common with all living things that have the same sensual equip
ment, but judgment between right and wrong—why should this 
be based on this private sense? Isn’t it true that when it comes to 
matters of taste we are so little able to communicate that we 
cannot even dispute about them? De gusUbus non disputandum est.

The solution to this riddle is: Imagination. Imagination, the 
ability to make present what is absent, transforms the objects of 
the objective senses into “sensed” objects, as though they were 
objects of an inner sense. This happens by reflecting not on an 
object but on its representation. The represented object now 
arouses one’s pleasure or displeasure, not direct perception of 
the object. Kant calls this “the operation of reflection.”

Eleventh Session

Let me repeat, to remind you of what we were talking about 
before the vacation: We found that in Kant the common distinc
tion or antagonism between theory and practice in political 
matters is the distinction between the spectator and the actor, 
and to our surprise we saw that the spectator had precedence: 
what counted in the French Revolution, what made it a world- 
historical event, a phenomenon not to be forgotten, were not the 
deeds and misdeeds of the actors but the opinions, the en
thusiastic approbation, of spectators, of persons who themselves 
were not involved. We also saw that these uninvolved and non
participating spectators—who, as it were, made the event at 
home in the history of mankind and thus for all future action— 
were involved with one another (in contradistinction to the 
Pythagorean spectator at the Olympic games or the spectators in 
the Platonic cave, who could not communicate with one 
another). This much we got from Kant’s political writings; but in 
order to understand this position we turned to the Critique of 
Judgment, and there we found that Kant was confronting a simi
lar or analogous situation, the relation between the artist, the 
maker, or the genius and his audience. Again the question arose 
for Kant: Who is the more noble, and which is the more noble 
quality, to know how to make or to know how to judge? We saw 
that this was an old question, one that Cicero had already raised, 
namely, that everyone seems to be able to discriminate between 
right hnd wrong in matters of art but that very few are capable of 
making them; and Cicero said that this judging was done by a
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“silent sense”—meaning, probably, a sense that otherwise does 
not express itself.

This kind of judgment has, ever since Gracian, been called 
Taste, and we recalled that the phenomenon of taste was what 
actually led Kant to produce his Critique of Judgment; in fact, as late 
as 1787, he still called it a Critique of Taste. This then led us to ask 
ourselves why the mental phenomenon of Judgment was de
rived from the sense of taste and not from the more objective 
senses, especially the most objective of them, the sense of sight. 
We mentioned that taste and smell are the most private of the 
senses; that is, they sense not an object but a sensation, and this 
sensation is not object-bound and cannot be recollected. (You 
can recognize the smell of a rose or the taste of a particular dish 
if you sense it again, but in the absence of the rose or the food 
you cannot have it present as you can any sight you have ever 
seen or any melody you have ever heard, even though they are 
absent; in other words, these are senses that cannot be repre
sented.) At the same time, we saw why taste rather than any of 
the other senses became the vehicle for judgment; it was because 
only taste and smell are discriminatory by their very nature and 
because only these senses relate to the particular qua particular, 
whereas all objects given to the objective senses share their prop
erties with other objects, that is, they are not unique. Moreover, 
the it-pleases-or-displeases-me is overwhelmingly present in 
taste and smell. It is immediate, unmediated by any thought or 
reflection. These senses are subjective because the very objectivity 
of the seen or heard or touched thing is annihilated in them or at 
least is not present; they are inner senses because the food we 
taste is inside ourselves, and so, in a way, is the smell of the rose'. 
And the it-pleases-or-displeases-me is almost identical with an 
it-agrees-or-disagrees-with-me. The point of the matter is. I am 
directly affected. For this very reason, there can be no dispute 
about right or wrong here. De gustibus non disputandum est there 
can be no dispute about matters of taste. No argument can per
suade me to like oysters if I do not like them. In other words, the 
disturbing thing about matters of taste is that they are not com
municable.

The solution to these riddles can be indicated by the names ot 
two other faculties; imagination and common sense.

Imagination, that is, the faculty of having present what is ab
sent, transforms an object into something I do not have to be 
directly confronted with but that I have in some sense inter
nalized, so that I now can be affected by it as though it were
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given to me by a nonobjective sense. Kant says: “That is beautiful 
which pleases in the mere act of judging it.”^^^ That is: It is not 
important whether or not it pleases in perception; what pleases 
merely in perception is gratifying but not beautiful. It pleases in 
representation, for now the imagination has prepared it so that I 
can reflect on it. This is “the operation of reflection.” Only what 
touches, affects, one in representation, when one can no longer 
be affected by immediate presence—when one is uninvolved, 
like the spectator who was uninvolved in the actual doings of the 
French Revolution—can be judged to be right or wrong, im
portant or irrelevant, beautiful or ugly, or something in be
tween. One then speaks of judgment and no longer of taste 
because, though it still affects one like a matter of taste, one now 
has, by means of representation, established the proper distance, 
the remoteness or uninvolvedness or disinterestedness, that is 
requisite for approbation and disapprobation, for evaluating 
something at its proper worth. By removing the object, one has 
established the conditions for impartiality.

As for common sense: Kant was very early aware that there 
was something nonsubjective in what seems to be the most pri
vate and subjective sense. This awareness is expressed as follows: 
there is the fact that, in matters of taste, “the beautiful, interests 
[us] only [when we are] in society. ... A man abandoned by him
self on a desert island would adorn neither his hut nor his per
son. ... [Man] is not contented with an object if he cannot feel 
satisfaction in it in common with others.”^"*® Or: “We are 
ashamed if our taste does not agree with others,” whereas we 
despise ourselves when we cheat at play but are ashamed only 
when we get caught. Or: “In matters of taste we must renounce 
ourselves in favor of others” or in order to please others (yVir 
miissen uns gleichsam anderen zu gefalien entsagen).^^^ Finally, and 
most radically: “In Taste egoism is overcome”; that is, we are 
“considerate,” in the original meaning of the word. We must 
overcome our special subjective conditions for the sake of 
others. In other words, the nonsubjective element in the nonob
jective senses is intersubjectivity. (You must be alone in order to 
think; you need company to enjoy a meal.)

Judgment, and especially judgments of taste, always reflects 
upon others and their taste, takes their possible judgments into 
account. This is necessary because I am human and cannot live 
outside the company of men. I judge as a member of this com
munity and not as a member of a supersensible world, perhaps 
inhabited with beings endowed with reason but not with the
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same sense apparatus; as such, I obey a law given to myself 
regardless of what others may think of the matter. This law is 
self-evident and compelling in and by itself. The basic other- 
directedness of judgment and taste seems to stand in the greatest 
possible opposition to the very nature, the absolutely idiosyncratic 
nature, of the sense itself. Hence we may be tempted to con
clude that the faculty of judgment is wrongly derived from this 
sense. Kant, being very aware of all the implications of this der
ivation, remains convinced that it is a correct one. And the most 
plausible thing in his favor is his observation, entirely correct, 
that the true opposite of the Beautiful is not the Ugly but “that 
which excites disgust And do not forget that Kant originally 
planned to write a Critique of Moral Taste, so that the 
phenomenon of the beautiful is, so to speak, what is left of his 
early observations about these phenomena of judgment.

Twelfth Session

There are two mental operations in judgment. There is the 
operation of the imagination, in which one judges objects that 
are no longer present, that are removed from immediate sense 
perception and therefore no longer affect one directly, and yet, 
though the object is removed from one’s outward senses, it now 
becomes an object for one’s inner senses. When one represents 
something to oneself that is absent, one closes, as it were, those 
senses by which objects in, their objectivity are given to one. The 
sense of taste is a sense in which one, as it were, senses oneself; it 
is an inner sense. Hence: the Critique of Judgment grows out of the 
Critique of Taste. This operation of imagination prepares the 
object for “the operation of reflection.” And this second 
operation—the operation of reflection—^is the actual activity of 
judging something.

This twofold operation establishes the most important condi
tion for all judgments, the condition of impartiality, of “dis
interested delight.” By closing one’s eyes one becomes an im
partial, not a directly affected, spectator of visible things. The 
blind poet. Also: by making what one’s external senses perceived 
into an object for one’s inner sense, one compresses and con
denses the manifold of the sensually given; one is in a position to 
“see” by the eyes of the mind, i.e., to see the whole that gives 
meaning to the particulars. The advantage the spectator has is 
that he sees the play as a whole, while each of the actors knows

A
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only his part or, if he should judge from the perspective of 
acting, only the part of the whole that concerns him. The actor is 
partial by definition.

The question that now arises is this: What are the standards of 
the operation of reflection? The operation of imagination has 
made the absent immediately present to one’s inner sense, and 
this inner sense is discriminatory by definition: it says it-pleases 
or it-displeases. It is called taste because, like taste, it chooses. But 
this choice is itself subject to still another choice: one can ap
prove or disapprove of the very fact oipleasing: this too is subject 
to “approbation or disapprobation.” Kant gives examples: “The 
joy of a needy but well-meaning man at becoming the heir of an 
affectionate but penurious father”; or, conversely, “a deep grief 
may satisfy the person experiencing it (the sorrow of a widow at 
the death of her excellent husband); or ... a gratification can in 
addition please (as in the sciences that we pursue); or a grief (e.g. 
hatred, envy, revenge) can, moreover, displease.”All these 
approbations and disapprobations are afterthoughts; at the time 
you are doing scientific research you may be vaguely aware that 
you are happy doing it, but only later, in reflecting on it, when you 
are no longer busy doing whatever you were doing, will you be 
able to have this additional “pleasure”: of approving it. In this 
additional pleasure it is no longer the object that pleases but that 
we judge it to be pleasing. If we relate this to the whole of nature 
or the world, we can say: We are pleased that the world or 
nature pleases us. The very act of approbation pleases, the very 
act of disapprobation displeases. Hence the question: How does 
one choose between approbation and disapprobation? One 
criterion is easily guessed if one considers the examples given 
above; it is the criterion of communicability or publicness. One is 
not overeager to express joy at the death of a father or feelings 
of hatred and envy; one will, on the other hand, have no com
punctions about announcing that one enjoys doing scientific 
work, and one will not hide grief at the death of an excellent 
husband.

The criterion, then, is communicability, and the standard of 
deciding about it is common sense.

Critique of Judgment, §39:
“Of the Communicability of a Sensation”

It is true that the sensation of the senses is “generally communi
cable because we can assume that everyone has senses like our 
own. But this cannot be presupposed of any single sensation.”
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These sensations are private; also, no judgment is involved: we 
are merely passive, we react, we are not spontaneous, as we are 
when we imagine something at will or reflect on it.

At the opposite pole we find moral judgments. These, ac
cording to Kant, are necessary; they are dictated by practical 
reason. They might be communicated, but this communication 
is secondary; even if they could not be communicated, they 
would remain valid.

We have, third, judgments of, or pleasure in, the beautiful: “this 
pleasure accompanies the ordinary apprehension [Auffasung; not 
“perception”] of an object by the imagination... by means of a 
procedure of the judgment which it must also exercise on behalf 
of the commonest experience.” Some such judgment is in every 
experience we have with the world. This judgment is based on 
that common and sound intellect {gemeiner und gesunder Ver- 

slMnd] which we have to presuppose in everyone.” How does this 
common sense distinguish itself from the other senses, which 

we also have in common but which nevertheless do not guaran
tee agreement of sensations?

Critique of Judgment, §40:
“Of Taste

as a Kind of Sensus Communis”
The term is changed. The term “common sense” meant a sense 
like our other senses—the same for everyone in his very privacy. 
By using the Latin term, Kant indicates that here he means 
something different: an extra sense—like an extra mental capa
bility (German: Menschenverstand)—that fits us into a community. 
The common understanding of men ... is the very least to be 
expected from anyone claiming the name of man.” It is the 
capability by which men are distinguished from animals and
from gods. It is the very humanity of man that is manifest in this 
sense.

The sensus communis is the specifically human sense because 
communication, i.e., speech, depends on it. To make our needs 
known, to express fear, joy, etc., we would not need speech. Ges
tures would be enough, and sounds would be a good enough 
substitute for gestures if one needed to bridge long distances. 
Communication is not expression. Thus: “The only general 
symptom of insanity is the loss of the sensus communis and the 
logical stubbornness in insisting on one’s own sense {sensus 
privatus), which [in an insane person] is substituted for it” [“Das
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einzige allgemeine Merkmal der Veriicktheit ist der Verlust des 
Gemeinsinnes {sensus communis) und der dagegen eintretende 
logische Eigensinn {sensus privatus)”\^^^ The insane pepon has 
not lost his powers of expression to make his needs manifest and 
known to others.

[U]nder the sensus communis we must include the idea of a 
sense common to all, i.e., of a faculty of judgment which, in its 
reflection, takes account {a priori) of the mode of representa
tion of all other men in thought, in order, as it were, to com
pare its judgment with the collective reason of humanity.... 
This is done by comparing our judgment with the possible 
rather than the actual judgments of others, and by putting 
ourselves in the place of any other man, by abstracting from 
the limitations which contingently attach to our own judg
ment. ... Now this operation of reflection seems perhaps too 
artificial to be attributed to the faculty called common sense, 
but it only appears so when expressed in abstract formulae. In 
itself there is nothing more natural than to abstract from 
charm or emotion if we are seeking a judgment that is to serve 
as a universal rule.^®®

After this, follow the maxims of this sensus communis: Think for 
oneself (the maxim of enlightenment); Put oneself in thought in 
the place of everyone else (the maxim of the enlarged 
mentality); and, the maxim of consistency. Be in agreement with 
oneself (“mit sich selbst Einstimmung denken”).^^'^

These are not matters of cognition; truth compels, one doesn’t 
need any “maxims.” Maxims apply and are needed only for 
matters of opinion and in judgments. And just as, in moral mat
ters, one’s maxim of conduct testifies to the quality of one s will, 
so the maxims of judgment testify to one s turn of thought 
(Penkungsart) in the worldly matters that are ruled by the com
munity sense:

However small may be the area or the degree to which a 
man’s natural gifts reach, yet it indicates a man of enlarged 
thought if he disregards the subjective private conditions of his 
own judgment, by which so many others are confined, and 
reflects upon it from a general standpoint (which he can only 
determine by placing himself at the standpoint of others).^®®
After this we find a clear distinction between what usually is 

called common sense and sensus communis. Taste is this “commu
nity sense” {gemeinschaftlicher Sinn), and sense means here the 
effect of a reflection upon the mind.” This reflection affects me
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as though it were a sensation, and precisely one of taste, the 
discriminatory, choosing sense. “We could even define taste as 
the faculty of judging of that which makes generally communi
cable, without the mediation of a concept, our feeling [like sen
sation] in a given representation [not perception].”

Taste is then the faculty of judging a of the communica
bility of feelings that are bound up with a given representa
tion. ... If we could assume that the mere general com
municability of a feeling must carry in itself an interest for us 
with it... we should be able to explain why the feeling in the 
judgment of taste comes to be imputed to everyone, so to 
speak, as a duty.^®^

Thirteenth Session

We now conclude our discussion of common sense in its very 
special Kantian meaning, according to which common sense is 
community sense, sensus communis, as distinguished from sensus 
pnvatus. This sensus communis is what judgment appeals to in 
everyone, and it is this possible appeal that gives judgments their 
special validity. The it-pleases-or-displeases-me, which as a feel
ing seems so utterly private and noncommunicative, is actually 
rooted in this community sense and is therefore open to com
munication once it has been transformed by reflection, which 
takes all others and their feelings into account. The validity of 
these judgments never has the validity of cognitive or scientific 
propositions, which are not judgments, properly speaking. (If 
one says, “The sky is blue” or “Two and two are four,” one is not 
“judging”; one is saying what is, compelled by the evidence 
either of one’s senses or one’s mind.) Similarly, one can never 
compel anyone to agree with one’s judgments—“This is beauti
ful or “This is wrong” (Kant does not believe that moral judg
ments are the product of reflection and imagination, hence they 
are not judgments strictly speaking); one can only “woo” or 
court’ the agreement of everyone else. And in this persuasive 

activity one actually appeals to the “community sense.” In other 
words, when one judges, one judges as a member of a commu
nity. It is in “the nature of judgment, whose right use is so 
necessarily and so generally requisite, that by the name of‘sound 
understanding’ [common sense in its usual meaning] nothing 
else but this faculty is meant.”^^®
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Critique of Judgment, §41:
“Of the Empirical Interest in the Beautiful”

We turn now, briefly, to §41 of the Critique of Judgment. We saw 
that an “enlarged mentality” is the condition sine qua non of right 
judgment; one’s community sense makes it possible to enlarge 
one’s mentality. Negatively speaking, this means that one is able 
to abstract from private conditions and circumstances, which, as 
far as judgment is concerned, limit and inhibit its exercise. Pri
vate conditions condition us; imagination and reflection enable 
us to liberate ourselves from them and to attain that relative 
impartiality that is the specific virtue of judgment. The less 
idiosyncratic one’s taste is, the better it can be communicated; 
communicability is again the touchstone. Impartiality in Kant is 
called “disinterestedness,” the disinterested delight in the Beau
tiful. Disinterestedness is actually implied in the very words 
beautiful and ugly, as it is not in the words right and wrong. If, 
therefore, §41 speaks of an “Interest in the Beautiful,” it actually 
speaks of having an “interest” in disinterestedness. Interest here 
refers to usefulness. If you look at nature, there are many natu
ral objects in which you have an immediate interest because they 
are useful for the life process. The problem, as Kant sees it, is 
the superabundance of nature; there are so many things that 
seem literally good for nothing except that their form is 
beautiful—for instance, crystals. Because we can call something 
beautiful, we have a “pleasure in its existence,'' and that is “wherein 
all interest consists.” (In one of his reflections in the Notebooks, 
Kant remarks that the Beautiful teaches us to “love without 
self-interest [ohne Eigennutz].") And the peculiar characteristic of 
this interest is that it “interests only in society”:

If we admit the impulse to society as natural to man, and his 
fitness for it, and his propension toward it, i.e., sociability, as a 
requisite for man as a being destined for society, and so as a 
property belonging to being human and humaneness [Humani- 
tdt], we cannot escape from regarding taste as a faculty for 
judging everything in respect of which we can communicate 
our feeling to all other men, and so as a means of furthering 
that which everyone’s natural inclination desires.

Jn “Conjectural Beginning of Human History” Kant states that 
“the highest end intended for man is sociability,”^®® and this 
sounds as though sociability is a goal to be pursued through the 
course of civilization. We find here, on the contrary, sociability as
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the very origin, not the goal, of man’s humanity; that is, we find 
that sociability is the very essence of men insofar as they are of 
this world only. This is a radical departure from all those 
theories that stress human interdependence as dependence on 
our fellow men for our needs and wants. Kant stresses that at least 
one of OUT mental faculties, the faculty of judgment, presupposes 
the presence of others. And this mental faculty is not just what 
we terminologically call judgment; bound up with it is the notion 
that “feelings and emotions {Empfindungeni are regarded as of 
worth only insofar as they can be generally communicated”; that 
is, bound up with judgment is our whole soul apparatus, so to 
speak. Communicability obviously depends on the enlarged 
mentality; one can communicate only if one is able to think from 
the other person’s standpoint; otherwise one will never meet 
him, never speak in such a way that he understands. By com
municating one’s feelings, one’s pleasures and disinterested de
lights, one tells one’s choices and one chooses one’s company: “I 
would rather be wrong with Plato than right with the Pythago
reans.”^®^ Finally, the larger the scope of those to whom one can 
communicate, the greater is the worth of the object:

[AJlthough the pleasure which everyone has in such an object 
is inconsiderable [that is, so long as he does not share it] and 
in itself without any marked interest, yet the idea of its gen
eral communicability increases its worth in an almost infinite 
degree.
At this point, the Critique of Judgment joins effortlessly Kant’s 

deliberation about a united mankind, living in eternal peace. 
What interests Kant in the abolition of war and makes him an 
odd kind of pacifist is not the elimination of conflict, not even 
the elimination of the cruelty, the bloodshed, the atrocities of 
warfare. It is, as he sometimes even grudgingly concludes 
(grudgingly, because men could become like sheep; there is 
something sublime in the sacrifice of life; etc.), the necessary 
condition for the greatest possible enlargement of the enlarged 
mentality:

[If] everyone expects and requires from everyone else this 
reference to general communication [of pleasure, of dis
interested delight, then we have reached a point where it is as 
if there existed] an original compact, dictated by mankind 
itself.^®®

This compact, according to Kant, would be a mere idea, reg
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ulating not just our reflections on these matters but actually 
inspiring our actions. It is by virtue of this idea of mankind, 
present in every single man, that men are human, and they can 
be called civilized or humane to the extent that this idea becomes 
the principle nof only of their judgments but of their actions. It 
is at this point that actor and spectator become united; the 
maxim of the actor and the maxim, the “standard,” according to 
which the spectator judges the spectacle of the world, become 
one. The, as it were, categorical imperative for action could read 
as follows: Always act on the maxim through which this original 
compact can be actualized into a general law. It is from this 
viewpoint, and not just from love of peace, that the treatise 
Perpetual Peace was written, that the “Preliminary Articles” of the 
first section and the “Definitive Articles” of the second section 
were spelled out. Among the former, the most important and 
also the most original is the sixth:

No state shall, during war, permit such acts of hostility which 
would make mutual confidence in the subsequent peace im
possible.^®"*

Among the latter, it is the third that actually follows directly 
from sociability and communicability:

The law of world citizenship shall be limited to conditions of 
universal hospitality.*®®
If such an original compact of mankind exists, then a “right of 

temporary sojourn, a right to associate,” is one of the inalienable 
human rights. Men

have it by virtue of their common possession of the earth, 
where, as a globe, they cannot infinitely disperse and hence 
must finally tolerate the presence of each other.... [For] the 
common right to the face of the earth ... belongs to human 
beings generally.... [All of which can be proved negatively by 
the fact] that a violation of rights in one place is felt through
out the world, [from which Kant concluded that ] the idea of a 
law of world citizenship is no high-flown or exaggerated no
tion.*®®

To come back to what we said before: One judges always as a 
member of a community, guided by one’s community sense, 
one’s sensus communis. But in the last analysis, one is a member of 
a world community by the sheer fact of being human; this is 
one’s “cosmopolitan existence.” When one judges and when one
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acts in political matters, one is supposed to take one’s bearings 
from the idea, not the actuality, of being a world citizen and, 
therefore, also a Weltbetrachter, a world spectator.

In conclusion, I shall try to clear up some of the difficulties. 
The chief difficulty in judgment is that it is “the faculty of 
thinking the particular”;but to think means to generalize, 
hence it is the faculty of mysteriously combining the particular 
and the general. This is relatively easy if the general is given—as 
a rule, a principle, a law—so that the judgment merely subsumes 
the particular under it. The difficulty becomes great “if only the 
particular be given for which the general has to be found.”^®® 
For the standard cannot be borrowed from experience and can
not be derived from outside. I cannot judge one particular by 
another particular; in order to determine its worth, I need a 
tertium quid or a tertium comparationis, something related to the 
two particulars and yet distinct from both. In Kant we find actu
ally two altogether different solutions to this difficulty:

As a real tertium comparationis, two ideas appear in Kant on 
which one must reflect in order to arrive at judgments. The first, 
which appears in the political writings and, occasionally, in the 
Critique of Judgment, is the idea of an original compact of man
kind as a whole, and derived from this idea is the notion of 
humanity, of what actually constitutes the humanness of human 
beings, living and dying in this world, on this earth that is a 
globe, which they inhabit in common, share in common, in the 
succession of generations. In the Critique of Judgment one also 
finds the idea of purposiveness. Every object, says Kant, as a 
particular, needing and containing the ground of its actuality in 
itself, has a purpose. The only objects that seem purposeless are 
aesthetic objects, on the one hand, and men, on the other. You 
cannot ask quern ad finem?—for what purpose?—since they are 
good for nothing. But we saw that the purposeless art objects, as 
well as the seemingly purposeless variety of nature, have the 
“purpose” of pleasing men, making them feel at home in the 
world. This can never be proved; but purposiveness is an idea by 
which to regulate one’s reflections in one’s reflective judgments.

But Kant’s second, and I think by far more valuable, solution is 
exemplary validity. (“Examples are the go-cart of judgments.”)^®® 
Let us see what this is. Every particular object—for instance, a 
table—has a corresponding concept by which we recognize the 
table as a table. This can be conceived of as a “Platonic” idea or 
Kantian schema; that is, one has before the eyes of one’s mind a
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schematic or merely formal table shape to which every table 
somehow must conform. Or one proceeds, conversely, from the 
many tables one has seen in one’s life, strips them of all secon
dary qualities, and the remainder is a table-in-general, contain
ing the minimum properties common to all tables: the abstract 
table. One more possibility is left, and this enters into judgments 
that are not cognitions: one may encounter or think of some 
table that one judges to be the best possible table and take this 
table as the example of how tables actually should be: the 
exemplary table (“example” comes from eximere, “to single out 
some particular”). This exemplar is and remains a particular 
that in its very particularity reveals the generality that otherwise 
could not be defined. Courage is like Achilles. Etc.

We were talking about the partiality of the actor, who, because 
he is involved, never sees the meaning of the whole. This is true 
for all stories; Hegel is entirely right that philosophy, like the owl 
of Minerva, spreads its wings only when the day is over, at dusk. 
The same is not true for the beautiful or for any deed in itself. 
The beautiful is, in Kantian terms, an end in itself because all its 
possible meaning is contained within itself, without reference to 
others—^without linkage, as it were, to other beautiful things. In 
Kant himself there is this contradiction: Infinite Progress is the 
law of the human species; at the same time, man’s dignity de
mands that he be seen (every single one of us) in his particularity 
and, as such, be seen—^but without any comparison and in
dependent of time—as reflecting mankind in general. In other 
words, the very idea of progress—if it is more than a change in 
circumstances and an improvement of the world—contradicts 
Kant’s notion of man’s dignity. It is against human dignity to 
believe in progress. Progress, moreover, means that the story 
never has an end. The end of the story itself is in infinity. There 
is no point at which we might stand still and look back with the 
backward glance of the historian.


