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On Kant’s Freedom

B/ o Ermomlsd

In “What is Freedom?”, Hannah Arendt argues that
what political freedom is concerned about is practical
freedom, not metaphysical one; it should be “freedom
inherent in action.”® As people who are continuously
engaging in political activities locally or globally, we
understand how political freedom is the freedom to act
and the freedom to defend. Although it is often
neglected, the fact that it is neglected accounts toward
that the political freedom as such, with which we have
come to live and therefore of which we have become
unaware, is the core of our political life. While the task
of arousing people’s political acuteness and activeness
is the center of today’s agenda, it is equally important, |
reckon, to inform or to review for the moderns (or the
so called post-moderns) the meaning and the essence of
freedom, for the problem we are facing is probably less
of the awareness of freedom but more of the aimlessness of
freedom. The three books that are reviewed here are
being juxtaposed because together they demonstrate a
broad view of how we can conceive and therefore
re-establish the meaning of freedom, and the fact that
these three books all center or partly discuss Kantian
freedom shows that 1 am here exemplifying Kant as
(one of) the key role(s) of who tries to further political
freedom on the base of a theory of metaphysical
freedom.

The three books are On Kant and Hegel (KH) (%
B2 2§ ) by Richard Kroner and edited and

1 Arendt, “What is Freedom?” in Between Past and Future. p. 153
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translated by Kwan Tze-wan B &+ * |
Between Kant and Hegel: Lectures on
German Idealism  (later referred as
BKH) (B2 2/ 2 F I ERA
@ #-4% ) which is a collection of
lectures by Dieter Henrich, edited by
David. S. Pacini and translated by Pong
Wen-Berng #;~ 4, and Freedom and
the End of Reason (FER) by Richard
Velkley. Despite the fact that they appear
to be purely philosophical works and
that emphasizing on freedom or Kantian
freedom arguably misinterprets the
original intentions of their (at least two
of them) intended systematic works, it is
still worth comparing them in search of
a better understanding of the philosophical
background of our (modern) conception
of freedom. In this review | would like
to introduce each of them, focusing
primarily on the part pertaining to Kant,
and at the same time to illustrate the
differences in terms of their theses and
structures.

Richard Kroner on the development
of German idealism and on Kant

On Kant and Hegel is composed of
three essays selected by the editor from
different Kroner’s works: the introduction
to Von Kant bis Hegel,
magnum opus, Kant’s Weltanschauung,
and “Hegel’s Philosophical Development.”
The introduction can also be read as the
introduction of this very book, if we
realize that the other two essays are
about those who respectively represent

Kroner’s

FOeAE F3 2008#6

the beginning and the end of Kroner’s
German idealism. Kroner was born in
the nineteenth century, and KH was
therefore written in the era which was
not as far from the end of the surge of
German idealism. As one who was at the
end of this surge but at the beginning of
the attempt of systemizing the ideas and
thoughts of this period, Kroner differentiated
himself from those of Marburg School
by interpreting Kant in terms of Kant’s
whole philosophical enterprise which
consists of both metaphysical and
epistemological examinations and thus
equipped himself with a more holistic
panorama for a systematic research on
German idealism. Kroner represented
the Heidelberg School whose aim was
not different from its counterpart (whose
motto was “back to Kant”) but with a
different route. “[The Heidelberg] school,
instead of getting lost in the intricacies
of Kant’s epistemology and (so-called)
scepticism, insisted that the raison d’étre
for Kant’s entire outlook on life, and
therefore the key to his philosophy, was to
be found in his ethical interest and in what
Kant himself had called the “primacy of
the practical (i.e., moral) reason.”” But it
also contrasts to the Marburg school,
which eventually led to positivism and the
kind®, by its conception of the historical
approach. Although Kroner distinguished

2 Schilpp, Paul A., book review of Kroner’s
Kant’s Weltancshauung in The Jounal of
Philosophy, Vol. 54, No. 15 (Jul. 18, 1957), pp.
478-480.

% That positivism was not anti-Kantian (in terms
of objection to synthetic a priori) but resembled
Kantian program was first proposed by Lewis
White Beck.
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himself from Windelband-Rickert School
(also called the Freiburg School, the
Heidelberg School, or the Southwest
German or Baden school)(26)*, we can
say that he was nonetheless regarded as
more related to it than against it.”

The reason for his methodological
aspect to be illustrated is that we then
can compare Kroner’s to Henrich’s, who
was a figure of the Heidelberg School as
well, in terms of their historical
interpretations for this philosophical
wave of German idealism. But before
we go
explicated his systematic approach and
what his stand toward Kant’s influence

into Henrich’s, how Kroner

is in need of clarification. Kroner was
labeled as a neo-Hegelian for he considered
that the history of philosophy between
Kant and Hegel is actually from Kant to
Hegel; in other words, it is to be seen as
a one-line progressive historical course.
(According to Pong, Henrich terms this
kind of theory as “stair-step theory.”)
Kroner thought that the systematic method
is the only route that is able to hang on to

* The page numbers in this review are not
followed by book names due to the fact that this
review is with exactly three sections and each
section focuses respectively on each of the three
works. So the page numbers in each section
should be read as the numbers of the very book
that is being reviewed in the section.

> Kroner disagreed with those of the Baden
school due the fact that they “looked back and
down at” Kant with “conceited attitude” and
referred Kant’s philosophy of reflection as “the
work of a prejudiced and closed mind.” While
their catchy phrase was “understanding Kant is
to go beyond Kant,” Kroner proposed to reverse
the order: to go beyond Kant requires
understanding Kant better than he did himself.
@7)

the core of the philosophical substance of
the historical object (20). And the route
from Kant to Hegel was actually led by an
immanent rule (22) which was the attempt
to answer Kant’s question: what is
metaphysics and is it possible? (26)

However, in Kant’s Weltanschauung
(the second part of the book), Kroner
departed from the view that the
metaphysical problem is the main
problem of Kant. Kroner tried to point
out that Kant’s critical philosophy
should be seen as a whole and as the
attempt to propound an idea — “the
primacy of the willing subject over all
knowledge and all speculative constructions
of reality” (46); in Kroner’s words, it is that
“gpistemological  subjectivism is a
consequence of the ethical [moral] and not
the reverse.” (110) ® In this way Kroner
sided with the Southwest school for he
accentuated Kant’s moral theory by
arguing that Kant’s main argument is
that the moral field points toward Being
and the ultimate foundation of Being
and that the moral life is the higher unity
of the tension between nature and
freedom. This unity of nature and
freedom is to promise the credit of our
moral choices and actions: only when
we believe that there is something more

® The English translator of Kant’s
Weltanschauung translated as Kant’s “ethical”
theory or “ethical” dualism and so on, but the
Chinese translator of this book, under the
circumstance that he did not have German
version in hand, speculated that the original
phrases are “moral” theory, “moral” dualism,
and so on. For more detailed explanation, see p.
72,n.1)
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than nature, can we choose and act; only
when we according to moral law subject
both our and outside nature to reason, do
we believe that we have the freedom to
do what we ought to do. But on the other
hand, Kant’s Weltanschauung must take
root in the separation of nature and
only when there is the
separation of nature and freedom, can

freedom:

we ascribe meaning to our moral efforts
and actions.

Dieter Henrich’s (re)vision of the
interpretation of the development of
German idealism and that of Kant’s
freedom

Contrast to Kroner, Henrich proposes
that Kant was greatly influenced by
Rousseau, and the result of the encounter
between Kant and Rousseau was the
redefinition of philosophy: philosophy
was no longer the answer to the riddle of
metaphysics (what is metaphysics and is
it possible) but the justification of
freedom. How does Henrich justify this
justification of freedom as the core of
Kant’s philosophy? Henrich first points
out that Kant’s philosophical stance
(“critical philosophy is the determination
of the origin, the scope, and the limits of
any possible a priori insight into objects”(62).)
made him distinguish between intuition and
concept and between sensibility and
understanding. And Henrich suggests
that there is a possible theory which can
explain this duality. At first Henrich

FOeAE F3 2008#6

proposed self-consciousness, but Henrich
later rejected this idea as the solution to
Kant’s problem of dualism. In order to
grasp Kant’s system, two decisive steps
in Kant’s theory have to be identified:
the duality of thing-in-itself and appearance
and that of understanding and reason; but
Kant’s self-consciousness (cognitive
structure) in the end belongs to neither
side  (neither  thing-in-itself  nor
appearance) of Kant’s own ontological
presupposition. For Kant’s self-cognitive
structure — self-consciousness - is
actually empty; it requires “the given” to
be its content (69). Therefore, Henrich
believes that although Kant himself
stated that the self is the link between
the two worlds, it is still unqualified to
successfully combine the two. Henrich
then proposes that “it is Kant’s theory of
freedom opens the prospect of a feedback
from the ontological framework of the
two worlds to the foundation of theory
in mental activity” (70); in other words,
Kant’s theory of freedom could be the
key to the comprehension of Kant’s
systematic philosophy.

Henrich suggests that there are
three ways how Kant defined his own
system, and Henrich considers the third
to be the most inspirational.” In the third

" “The first way in which Kant described his
system (which is the standard description) is that
itis “critical’[, which] means... that it solves the
problem of metaphysics, and that it does so
entirely and systematically, leaving no concept
undetermined and no problem unsolved.” Kant’s
second definition of the system is in the Critique
of Judgment. In it “Kant shows that there is a
continuous transition from elementary acts of

E;;—-'—/\EP
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kind of definition, “[Kant] argued that
reason itself has a destination, and that
the system of philosophy has to be
structured in such a way that it justifies
the ultimate destination reason has
defined for itself.” Kant discarded the
idea of *“organized totality” as the
metaphor for reason but posited the idea
of freedom as the end of reason
instead — “freedom as the keystone to
the vault of reason.” It is not that from
the idea of freedom Kant’s philosophy
can be derived; it is that “as soon as we
insert the keystone [into the system], the
structure becomes self-supporting” (71).

Freedom is not only the origin of
the specific laws which rule free actions,
but also the origin of the laws of
distinguishing right from wrong. In
other words, “freedom is autonomy: it is
the self-originating of law” (75). For
Kant, freedom is a rational principle,
because it is the origin of general goals
that makes all possible actions compatible.
Freedom belongs to reason; for “it requires
the idea of the totality of a person’s
volitions, not just the idea of a present
set of actions that might be compatible
with each other.” Freedom is also
practical: it is not only the origin of laws
of action, but also the origin of the
actions that are law-abiding. Freedom

knowledge, from understanding through reason
and culminating ultimately in practical
reason...In this definition the form of Kant’s
system depends on the systematic account of the
accomplishments of the mind rather than solving
the problem of metaphysics” (70; underlines
added).

according to Kant is therefore a kind of
causality: not only does it determine the
laws belonging to the intelligible world,
but it also determines those actions
whose effects are to be known in the
sensible world (75-76).

However, to subordinate everything
under the concept of freedom, according
to Henrich’s Kant, is the result of
philosophy, not the first step of it. Philosophy
has to be a kind of investigation;
philosophy cannot begin with the principle of
the system, for the philosophical system is
the result. Henrich points out that Kant
believed that “[critical philosophy] can
never develop a deductive form that
believes it needs one single principle or
some highest proposition (axiom)” (80).
Philosophy, for Kant, is not the deduction
from an ultimate principle downward;
conversely, philosophy is to arrive at this
ultimate principle in the end. This view and
method differentiates Kant from his
successors. While many of them regarded
the aim of their philosophical works was
consistent with Kant’s, Kant himself did
not agree. While Kant’s philosophical
system is called by Henrich the
“multi-dimensional system,” his successors
are categorized into different philosophical
routes by Henrich: philosophy of
immediacy represented by Jacobi,
doctrine of unity of man represented by
Schiller,  post-Kantian  skepticism
represented by Maimon and Schulze,
and post-Kantian one-dimensional system
represented by Reinhold. These four

23
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routes also appeared in combinations in
some of philosophers’ thoughts, such as
Hegel and Fichte. How Henrich
understands the philosophical movement
during the period of the surge of German
idealism thus greatly differs from how
Kroner did.

Henrich terms Kroner’s one-lined
progressive historical view as “stair-step
theory.” It assumed a temporally one-lined
procession and argued that each philosopher
in this procession successfully solved the
inner difficulties of the philosophical
enterprise of his predecessor. However,
this view is not without blind spots;
according to Pong, it ignored the fact
that while the predecessors were being
criticized, they were still developing their
philosophies and thus could respond to
the attacks; it also marginalized a lot of
other philosophers of the same period
(such as Herder, Reinhold, Jacobi,
Schulze, and Schopenhauer, etc.) by
highlighting specific philosophers with
one line of thought.® This difference of
the two historical approaches also can be
detected in the names of the books —
Henrich’s Between Kant and Hegel and
Kroner’s Von Kant bis Hegel (From
Kant to Hegel, the introduction of which
is the first part of the book that is
reviewed in this review).

Richar Velkley’s emphasis on freedom

& Pointed out by Pong, the Chinese translator of
Between Kant and Hegel, in the translator’s
introduction.

FOeAE F3 2008#6

as the moral foundation of Kant’s
critical philosophy

Richard Velkley’s Freedom and the
End of Reason, instead of being a
contrast to Henrich’s point of view,
concurs with its interpretation of Kant’s
philosophy. The title of this book
justifies this statement — freedom as the
end of reason is what Henrich proposes
as the core of Kant’s philosophy. Velkley
argues that the influence of Rousseau on
Kant is more profound than what is
normally  conceived (“Rousseauian
formulations about self-legislative freedom,
in the Social Contract, to the related Kantian
formulation about the supreme moral
law, the categorical imperative” (7)).
What V\elkley is arguing is that “one
must go beyond the usual view that
Rousseau’s impact on Kant, apart from a
few ideas taken from the Social Contract,
is transient or merely a matter of
emotional provocation” (170, n. 6). In
this work, his main thesis is to suggest
that “Rousseau’s critique of the possibility
of subordinating reason to any notion of a
determinate human nature is basic for
Kant’s whole conception of reason not only
as moral, but as the architectonic principle
for philosophy” (39). He refers to Henrich
for support on his thesis that Rousseau’s
influence altered Kant’s view of the aim
of philosophy. (But it can also be
reasonably argued that it was because of
Rousseau’s influence on Kant’s moral
philosophy that Kant changed his view
of the architectonic principle for

E;;—-'—/\EP
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philosophy. Thus it somehow requires
the author to be more specific on
whether it is that he and those who do
not appreciate Rousseau’s influence as
much as he does estimate differently
about the scope of Rousseau’s impact on
Kant or their different interpretations of
how Kant’s epistemological and moral
philosophies interact or are consistent
with each other differentiates his own
view from others’.) Velkley argues that
Henrich “has observed that one outcome
of the Rousseauian revolution of 1765 is
Kant’s notion that moral philosophy is
of higher dignity and systematically
prior to theoretical philosophy[;] Kant
comes to the view that the aim of
philosophy above all other aims is to
show the possibility of morality” (188,
no. 26). From here we can recall how
Henrich’s view on the status of freedom
in Kant’s systematic philosophy was
illustrated in this review. Velkley further
helps to complement and refresh our
memory on Henrich’s viewpoint: “the
demotion of the material world to a mere
phenomenon is a necessary consequence
of the primacy of justifying the reality of
freedom, since that justification presupposes
the limiting of deterministic-mechanistic
causality to mere appearances...after his
Rousseauian turn Kant himself ascribed
to transcendental philosophy only an
instrumental role” (ibid.).

According to Velkley’s own words,
this work not only aims to revise “the
usual scholarly estimate of Rousseau’s

importance for Kant,” which was discussed
in the previous paragraph, but also aims to
revise “prevailing estimates of ‘the
primacy of the practical’” (6-7). About
the latter | intend to briefly discuss and
take it as part of the concluding remarks
for this review. Velkley regards Kant’s
philosophy as “transcendental practice.”
He argues that the instrumental use of
reason would divert us from the
understanding that only free
self-legislative will entitles us, finite
rational beings, to be considered as ends
in themselves. “Reason must find the
principle of such legislation in itself,
since principles taken from external
sources result only in contingently
binding maxims” (40). Velkley thus
expounds his description of Kantian
philosophy as transcendental practice:
“[it] refers, in the first place, to Kant’s
statements that the fundamental critique
of the rational powers ‘levels the ground’
of reason ‘to render it sufficiently secure
for moral edifices’... [and secondly to the
fact that] by arguing for the sufficiency of
the deliverances of common reason and
by drastically reducing the possibilities
for theoretical knowledge, Kant would
undercut the ‘ascent from the cave’
“(42-43). But this turn to the primacy of
practice is not antiphilosophic, Velkley
claims. It is a new principle of the
practical — the autonomy of reason.

and

Velkley’s “transcendental practice”
echoes the argument of this review’s
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introduction where how Arendt defined
political freedom is defined and re-thought.
Freedom should be defined as practical but
also with the conception of the end and
the moral responsibility of it. Although
the word “practical” is in need of further
clarification in terms of its criterion —
due to the fact that while in the political
realm what is to be done and decided is
about actual actions in the public realm,
Kant’s practical is nevertheless about the
concept of autonomy — what we need,
however, is not a set of rules telling us
what to do or follow, but a belief that
propels us to search for, or to choose, the
good. From Kroner’s will of a subject to
Henrich and Velkley’s freedom as the
end of reason and “freedom is legislating
for oneself (autonomy),” Kant’s freedom is
the belief that we are free and capable of
utilize our active rational powers to carry
out the self-agreement of the will which is
followed by moral consciousness. From
Kant’s philosophy we as (post-) moderns
can again learn the essence of freedom
and re-realize that what it implies is
more than what it appears to be.

FOeAE F3 2008#6
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