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The Precritical Kant and So Much More

Crnneal Commentary on Maron Schonfeld’s
The Philosaphy of the Young Kane: The Precritical Progect (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000)

Seaniter Ko Uleman, Ulseversity of Miae

This is a crulv wonder{ul bonk.

1 confess | hestrated tooagree o adding o my worklosd reading and commentng on
schinfeld's The Phifosapdy of e Yourp Kawto And 1 suppose T wasn't sure whar 1 would ger our of
reading about Kant's precrtical wndngs, Truth be told, 1 am still not sure that I want to read all of
koants precritcal works themsebves, but Tam very happy that Schinfeld did, and 1 am very happy
have read Schinfeld's book, which [ recommend heartly o all of vou, whether or nor vou work on
Kant,

“Whether or not I work on Kaney™ That is a bic much, isn't i In Gaet, no. Schinfeld's cwn
inttoductory descriptions of what the book sets out to accomplish include setting the record straight
on Kant's intellectual  development, bringing  attention o Kant's  considerable  precrideal
philesophical and natural sclendfic achievements, pointing up lluminating condnuites berween
lant's precrideal and edteal works, and motvating the edsis thae led Kant to crnogue. These
descriptions of that book’s aims fail o menoon that his book will also bring the reader up o speed
on the enore intellecrual climare in which Kanr found himself. The book does so by discussing
kanr's engagements wich and conrmbunons o thar cimate—a climare in which rhere was 2 lot going
o, For example, Cartesians and Lethnizians debared whecher there were rwo kinds of maccer, living
and dead, the forces and mechanics of which had o be deseribed by correspondingly different
principles—a debare kant entered wirh his Arese published paper, written when he was twenty-three
vears old, "Thoughts on the True Esdmation of Living Forces." The “metaphyvsicians” and the
“mathemaricians” debated divergent approaches to natre—one group comumitted o irreducibly
qualitanve differences among parts of nature, the other to namrce’s aniform quannfabilice, one
persuaded thar mathemadeal deseriprions of nature were doomed o remain “artificial”™ and pardal,
the other persuaded that mathemancs s the descopive language for things in themselves. Delates
arose about kinds of causality—mechanistic, teleological, and so on—and the proper ways to
investigate each. This period also witnessed arguments about the predse role of God 1n the world:
creator, ves, and sustainer too. But how? Did God wind the wateh? Did He dnker with 107 Did He

patch things up after messy mirscles—miracles designed, after all, by Flim to let us know shour His
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esistence?  Moreover, questions were raised abour the uldmate purpase, ar #fs, of natere: [s
nature’s fefs o reveal God? To susrain buman existence? Oris narare’s end simply the joine order
and diversity of natare itsel{?

There was more: worries that 2 denial of mind/body interaction was antamount to denying
sin, which of course depends on sinful animation of the Qesh: philosophers” dismay at Newton's lack
of engagement with meraphysics, evidenced by a shruggy willingness to invoke God as needed; a
proliferation of “physico-theologic” treatises arguing for God's existence [rom the designs of,
among other things, rocks, thunder, fire, water, snow, grass, and bees. There were discussions of the
isomorphism between logic and onrology, There was racism, Kant's own and that of the Buropean
Folightenment in general, which Schonfeld discusses unflinchingly,  Whether discussing central
debates or repordng on local skirmishes, Schonfeld always rells enough that one can understand
whar 15 ar stake and, for those readers not familiar enough wich Kant's {or Leibniz's, or Newton's, or
Wolff'si work to guess, Schonfeld elegandy describes ramifications.  Amone interested in eacly
modern philosophy, or in any field that owes the terms of itz problematics to early modern
philosophy, 1o sav nothing of anvone interested in Kant—pretty much anvone that is—should buy
this ook,

Hefore T conclude the paid portion of my remarks [smile], ler me also menton how lively,
and how full of rruly engaging derail the book is. 1 learned not only abour 187 century phyvsics and
metaphysics, but also abour the Lishon earshquake of 1755, abour the onlv known female German
philosopher of the age, Johanna Charlorre Unzer, abour tides and coasral winds and the slowing of
the carth's roracoen, and more,

We have been asked to pose questions for the author, 1 have four, Two are rather rechnical,
and ask for pointers on understanding ertical developments in light of precntical claims, and owo are
quite general, asking about philosophical projects, oversll

1. The first technical quesdon bas to do with Kant's willingness to regard teleological
causation as unproblemaric. Schinfeld writes,

[Kant] assumed the divine imposition of goals occurred in rerms of final processes

immanent to pature instead of external divine inrerferences.’

[lant] identiflied] the causal vehicle of purposive evenrs wich the efficient causation

ot physical pro::csscs.:

Flor Kant . .. matter actually contained an urge 1o organize itsell.’

As Schénfeld describes i this urge was meant to work itselt out in remms of atrracton and repulsion
and was describable by the laws of nature. 5o for kant, weleological selfforganizanon, far from
disrupting or compenng with mechanism, was written into the scripr of nature wself. Here s my
guestion: The wills of 2]l hving things, including the wills of animals and other non-rational

creatures, cause the realization of objecrs rhrough represenmnons of those abjects. They do this
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because the represenanions, as goals or ends, puide acton.  Flow mighe chis seemingly releological
causarion of the will fAr into namre?

2. The second technical guestion has ro do with Kant's ultimate resolution 1o the problem
of detrerminism and freedom. Can consideration of Kant's early work point us toward the
preferabibioy, for lane, of either a two-world or two-aspect solution to the problem of freedom and
cansaline? O does 10 point o neither of these?

3. The third gqueston has to do with the conclusions Schonfeld draws from his study, At
the end, we sec kant wonng his review of Swendenborgianism, Oreasere of 0 Spore-Yeer, which
Schémnfeld, 1 rthink aprly, reads as Kant's own halt-laughing, half-crving redectio of his own precrtical
dream of integrating the material and spinmal worlds inro a single ontological realiy, We see Kamt
abandon the dream ol grand synthesis thar charactenzes the preennical period. Shoold we read this
abandonment as a fallure?  And is the crincal philosophy irself, complere with transcendental
wealism and disdnet phenomenal and noumenal realms, also 2 failure—a brilliant one, to be sure, but
a fallure? Or is it truly a move into bigger and betrer rhings: To put the question another way,
should we regard Kant's crideal philosophy as a failure, if one endrely inevitable ar at least well
motvated by the philosophical problems facing Kant?  Or de the modvadons o rranscendental
wealism sull apply todayr

4. The fourth guestion 15 the most general. There was, for me, something unsetding about
reading about the 23-year-old kang, trying, if unsuccessfully, ro broker a peace between competing
and seemingly incompanble views. There was somerhing unsertling in reading ahout his early
aclvocacy of “Bilfinger's rule,” namely, the rule thal

cocit men of good sense, who gither do not deserve the suspicion of ulrerior morives

at all, or who deserve it equally, muntain diametrically opposed opinions, then i

accords with the logic of probability to focus one's attention especially on a cerrain

intermediate claim that agrees to an extent with both parties.

What was unserthog was that these facts abour Kant's intellectual biography threarened o
subordinare Kant's argumenrs, including, ulomarely, his cancal arguments for wanscendental
wlealism. to his own “peace-maker” rendencies. | thought: perbaps this threar, the threat thae life
will be drained out of the arguments rhemselves, diverred into biography, or psyehology, or
historical contingency, is why so many philosophers resist the history of philusophy. 1 wonder whar
Schanfeld thinks about this, and about the benefits and dangers of doing history of philosophy in
genceral,

I think that is all. | am thanktul o Schoateld for wriong an invalaable hook,
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