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History of Philosophy 
 51 Introducing Immanuel Kant 

By Dr. Arthur Holmes of Wheaton College 

Abstract:  

In this introductory lecture, Dr. Arthur Holmes examines the philosophical project 
of Immanuel Kant, positioning it as a direct response to the skepticism of David 
Hume. Kant’s work represents a "Copernican Revolution" in thought by shifting the 
focus from objective observation to the way the human subject contributes to the 
structure of knowledge. Through his critical philosophy, Kant explores 
how synthetic a priori concepts, such as cause and effect, act as a mental grid that 
allows us to process experience. This framework leads to a vital distinction 
between phenomena, which are things as they appear to us, and noumena, the 
unknowable reality of things in themselves. Ultimately, while Kant argues that 
absolute metaphysical knowledge is impossible, he suggests that humans are still 
justified in holding metaphysical beliefs based on moral and aesthetic grounds. 

 

 

Briefing Document: 

Introduction to the Philosophy of Immanuel Kant 

Executive Summary 

This document provides a comprehensive overview of the philosophical project of 
Immanuel Kant as presented by Dr. Arthur Holmes. The central thrust of Kant’s work 
is a response to the skepticism of David Hume, which challenged the validity of 
metaphysical knowledge. Kant’s "Critical Philosophy" seeks to establish the 
foundations of knowledge by examining the internal structures of the human mind. 

Critical Takeaways: 

• The Humean Challenge: Hume’s skepticism regarding cause and effect 
"awakened" Kant from his "dogmatic slumbers," forcing a re-evaluation of 
how we understand reality. 
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• Synthetic A Priori Propositions: Kant’s primary mission was to determine 
how knowledge can be both "synthetic" (adding new information) and "a 
priori" (universal and necessary, independent of experience). 

• The Copernican Revolution: Kant shifted the focus of philosophy from the 
object being perceived to the subject doing the perceiving, arguing that the 
human mind provides the formal structures that shape experience. 

• Phenomena vs. Noumena: Because the mind structures experience, 
humans can only know "phenomena" (things as they appear) rather than 
"noumena" (things as they are in themselves). 

• Knowledge vs. Belief: Kant famously "denied knowledge to make room for 
belief," arguing that while metaphysical certainty is impossible through pure 
reason, belief in God, freedom, and immortality is justified through moral and 
aesthetic experience. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

1. The Genesis of the Kantian Project 

Kant’s work is defined by its relationship to his predecessors, specifically the 
tension between Continental Rationalism and British Empiricism. 

The Response to David Hume 

• Skepticism of Metaphysics: Hume argued that we have no knowledge of the 
nature of reality beyond appearances (phenomena). He specifically 
challenged the concept of cause and effect, asserting it was not a product of 
reason but a result of habit or experience. 

• The "Spark" of Inquiry: Kant credited Hume with striking the "spark" that 
kindled his own investigation. He agreed with Hume that the concept of 
cause is not derived from experience, but disagreed with Hume’s skeptical 
conclusion. 

• The Prolegomena: To make his dense Critique of Pure Reason (1781) more 
accessible, Kant wrote the Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, which 
serves as a credential check for any future metaphysical claims. 

The Three Schools of Philosophy 
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Kant distinguishes his work from two previous traditions: 

• Dogmatic Philosophy: Represented by rationalists like Descartes, Spinoza, 
and Leibniz, who made metaphysical assertions without examining the 
epistemological basis for those claims. 

• Skeptical Philosophy: Represented by David Hume, who doubted the 
possibility of metaphysical knowledge entirely. 

• Critical Philosophy: Kant’s own project, which seeks to criticize the 
epistemological foundations of knowledge and examine the conditions that 
make metaphysics possible. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

2. The Three Critiques 

Kant’s philosophical system is organized into three major "Critiques," each 
examining a different area of human reason. 

Work Focus Subject Matter 

Critique of Pure 
Reason (1781) 

Metaphysical 
Knowledge 

Examines the possibilities of reason 
independent of experience (a priori). 

Critique of Practical 
Reason 

Moral Knowledge 
Examines the epistemological status of 
ethics and human action. 

Critique of Judgment 
Aesthetic 
Knowledge 

Examines judgments regarding the 
beauty/order of nature and art. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3. Epistemological Framework 

Kant utilized a specific set of terminological distinctions to analyze how the mind 
processes information. 

A Priori and A Posteriori 

• A Posteriori: Knowledge that is dependent on experience (posterior to 
experience). 
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• A Priori: Knowledge that is independent of experience. For Kant, a priori 
truths must be universal (true in all cases) and necessary (impossible to be 
false). 

Analytic and Synthetic Propositions 

• Analytic: The predicate is logically contained within the subject (e.g., "A 
bachelor is an unmarried male"). These are necessarily true but do not 
provide new factual information. 

• Synthetic: The predicate adds something new to the subject that is not 
logically contained within it (e.g., "Bachelors are miserable"). 

The Central Question: Synthetic A Priori 

The crux of Kant’s philosophy is the question: "How are synthetic a priori 
propositions possible?" He argued that certain fields—Mathematics, Physics, and 
potentially Metaphysics—require truths that are both informative (synthetic) and 
universally necessary (a priori). 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

4. The Transcendental Method 

The transcendental method is Kant’s approach to uncovering the "inner resources" 
of the human mind. 

• Definition: Transcendental refers to an inquiry "occupied not with objects but 
with a priori concepts." 

• A Priori Structures: Kant argued that the mind is not a passive recipient of 
information (the "spectator theory"). Instead, it possesses an internal "grid," 
"mold," or "lens" through which experience is filtered. 

• Formal vs. Factual: These a priori concepts (such as cause and effect) 
are formal principles. They do not tell us what the world is like in itself; 
rather, they provide the rational form that allows us to order and structure our 
thinking. Kant identified twelve such concepts or categories of the 
understanding. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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5. The Copernican Revolution in Philosophy 

Kant compared his shift in perspective to Copernicus’s realization that the Earth 
revolves around the sun. 

• Shift to Subjectivity: Previously, philosophers assumed knowledge must 
conform to objects. Kant proposed that objects must conform to our 
knowledge—or specifically, to the formal structures of our minds. 

• Phenomena and Noumena: 

o Phenomena (Ding für mich): The "thing for me." The world as it 
appears to us after being processed through our mental "grid." This is 
the only world we can know. 

o Noumena (Ding an sich): The "thing in itself." The reality that exists 
independently of our perception. This remains forever inaccessible to 
pure reason. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

6. Conclusions on Metaphysics and Belief 

Kant’s critique of pure reason led to a negative conclusion regarding traditional 
metaphysical knowledge: 

• Denial of Certainty: Objective, logical certainty in matters of "philosophical 
psychology, cosmology, and theology" (Mind, Nature, and God) is impossible 
because reason cannot transcend the limits of phenomena. 

• The Room for Belief: Kant argued that while we cannot know God or the soul 
through pure reason, we are "constrained to believe" in them for practical 
reasons. 

• Basis for Belief: Metaphysical beliefs are not grounded in logical 
demonstration but are justified through the requirements of moral 
knowledge (Practical Reason) and aesthetic knowledge (Judgment). 

• Quotes of Note: Kant stated his intention was to "do away with knowledge to 
make room for belief." He distinguished this sharply from the Platonic 
tradition, viewing belief not as a lesser form of knowledge, but as a separate, 
practically-necessitated conviction. 
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Study Guide: 

Comprehensive Study Guide: Introducing Immanuel Kant 

This study guide provides a detailed overview of the introductory philosophical 
project of Immanuel Kant, as presented in the lectures of Dr. Arthur Holmes. It 
explores Kant’s response to David Hume, his restructuring of metaphysical inquiry, 
and the core terminology essential for understanding the "Critical Philosophy." 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part I: Short-Answer Quiz 

Instructions: Answer the following questions in 2–3 sentences based on the 
provided source context. 

1. What was the primary purpose of Kant writing the Prolegomena to Any Future 
Metaphysics? 

2. How did David Hume’s skepticism influence Kant’s philosophical 
development? 

3. According to Kant, what was the specific "misfortune" Hume suffered at the 
hands of his opponents? 

4. What is the defining characteristic of "Dogmatic" philosophy as Kant 
describes it? 

5. How does "Critical" philosophy differ from the skeptical and dogmatic 
traditions? 

6. Distinguish between "Analytic" and "Synthetic" propositions. 

7. What does Kant mean by the term "A Priori"? 

8. Explain the "Transcendental Method" in the context of Kant’s work. 

9. What are the three specific areas of metaphysics addressed in 
the Transcendental Dialectic? 

10. How does the "Copernican Revolution" change the relationship between the 
subject and the object of knowledge? 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part II: Answer Key 

1. What was the primary purpose of Kant writing the Prolegomena to Any 
Future Metaphysics? Kant wrote this work to provide a more accessible and 
"popular" version of the complex ideas found in his earlier, more difficult 
work, the Critique of Pure Reason. Its specific goal was to define the 
prospects and conditions under which any future metaphysical knowledge 
might be possible following the skepticism of David Hume. 

2. How did David Hume’s skepticism influence Kant’s philosophical 
development? Kant famously stated that reading Hume awakened him from 
his "dogmatic slumbers," referring to the uncritical acceptance of 
metaphysical assertions. Hume’s attack on the concept of causality forced 
Kant to investigate whether metaphysical concepts could be justified a 
priori rather than being derived from experience. 

3. According to Kant, what was the specific "misfortune" Hume suffered at 
the hands of his opponents? Hume suffered the misfortune of not being 
understood by his opponents, such as Thomas Reid, who missed his point by 
appealing to "common sense" as an oracle. These critics demonstrated 
things Hume never doubted—such as the utility of the concept of cause—
while failing to address his actual problem: whether such concepts possess 
an inner truth independent of experience. 

4. What is the defining characteristic of "Dogmatic" philosophy as Kant 
describes it? Dogmatic philosophy involves making metaphysical assertions 
without first examining the epistemological basis or foundations for such 
claims. This tradition, exemplified by continental rationalists like Descartes, 
Spinoza, and Leibniz, sought to deduce systems of reality from axiomatic first 
principles without a critical critique of reason itself. 

5. How does "Critical" philosophy differ from the skeptical and dogmatic 
traditions? Unlike the dogmatic tradition which asserts without proof, or the 
skeptical tradition which doubts the possibility of knowledge, Critical 
philosophy seeks to examine the very conditions that make knowledge 
possible. It functions as a critique of the epistemological foundations of 
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metaphysics, specifically looking at what the mind contributes a priori to 
experience. 

6. Distinguish between "Analytic" and "Synthetic" propositions. In an 
analytic proposition, the predicate is logically contained within the subject, 
such as "a bachelor is an unmarried male," making it necessarily true by 
definition. In a synthetic proposition, the predicate adds new information to 
the subject that is not logically tied to it, such as "bachelors are miserable." 

7. What does Kant mean by the term "A Priori"? For Kant, a priori refers to 
knowledge or concepts that are independent of experience. More 
specifically, a priori truths are characterized by being "universal and 
necessary," meaning they are true in all cases and could not possibly be false. 

8. Explain the "Transcendental Method" in the context of Kant’s work. The 
transcendental method is a way of identifying the "inner resources" or 
structures of the human mind that are brought to the quest for knowledge. It 
focuses not on the objects themselves, but on the a priori concepts—like a 
grid or a lens—that order and structure human thinking. 

9. What are the three specific areas of metaphysics addressed in 
the Transcendental Dialectic? The Transcendental Dialectic examines the 
traditional metaphysical pursuit of three specific domains: philosophical 
psychology (the mind), philosophical cosmology (nature), and philosophical 
theology (God). Kant concludes that while we cannot have objective 
knowledge in these areas, they remain significant as bases for metaphysical 
belief. 

10. How does the "Copernican Revolution" change the relationship between 
the subject and the object of knowledge? The Copernican Revolution shifts 
the perspective from a "spectator theory" where the human is a passive 
recipient of objective data to one where the human subject is a participant. It 
posits that the human mind contributes formal structures and a 
priori concepts to experience, meaning the world we know is the world as we 
have shaped it. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part III: Essay Questions 
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Instructions: These questions are designed for deeper reflection and synthesis. 
Use the source context to build comprehensive arguments. 

1. The Crisis of Metaphysics: Discuss why Kant felt it was necessary to "fire all 
the metaphysicians" until they could answer how synthetic a 
priori propositions are possible. What is at stake for the future of metaphysics 
according to the Prolegomena? 

2. Knowledge vs. Belief: Analyze Kant’s statement that he had to "do away with 
knowledge to make room for belief." How does this distinction allow him to 
reject traditional natural theology while still maintaining a basis for religious 
and moral convictions? 

3. The Three Critiques: Compare and contrast the objectives of the Critique of 
Pure Reason, the Critique of Practical Reason, and the Critique of Judgment. 
How do these three works collectively map out the "Critical Philosophy"? 

4. Phenomena and Noumena: Explain the distinction between the "thing for 
me" (Ding für mich) and the "thing in itself" (Ding an sich). Why does Kant’s 
"Copernican Revolution" lead inevitably to the conclusion that we can only 
know appearances? 

5. The Structure of the Mind: Using Kant’s terminology of "grids," "lenses," or 
"ice cube trays," explain his view of a priori structures. How do these formal 
principles order experience without providing factual information about the 
world independently of that experience? 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part IV: Glossary of Key Terms 

Term Definition 

Analytic 
A proposition where the predicate is logically contained within 
the subject; it unpacks existing concepts. 

A Posteriori 
Knowledge or concepts that are dependent on and derived 
from sensory experience. 
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A Priori 
Knowledge or concepts that are independent of experience and 
characterized by universality and necessity. 

Copernican 
Revolution 

The shift in philosophy from the view that the mind conforms to 
objects to the view that objects must conform to the structures 
of the mind. 

Critical Philosophy 
Kant’s project of examining the preconditions and 
epistemological foundations that make knowledge and 
metaphysics possible. 

Dogmatic 
Philosophy 

The practice of making metaphysical assertions about reality 
without first examining the limits and basis of human reason. 

Noumena 
The "thing in itself" (Ding an sich); reality as it exists 
independently of human perception and categorization, which 
Kant argues is unknowable. 

Phenomena 
The "thing for me" (Ding für mich); objects of knowledge as they 
appear to us after being structured by the mind’s a 
priori categories. 

Synthetic 
A proposition where the predicate adds information to the 
subject that is not logically contained within it. 

Transcendental 
Pertaining to the internal resources and a priori concepts of the 
human mind that allow for the structuring of experience. 

Transcendental 
Aesthetic 

The section of the Critique of Pure Reason dealing with the 
basis for mathematical knowledge and sense perception. 

Transcendental 
Dialectic 

The section of the Critique of Pure Reason that critiques the 
possibility of traditional metaphysical knowledge regarding the 
soul, the universe, and God. 

 


