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The starting point of our discussion is the theory of ideas as presented
in the Critique of Pure Reason. Kant occupies the position of a transi-
tional thinker within the history of western philosophy. He is deeply
attached to the tradition of rationalist metaphysics, but the epistemolog-
ical position he propounds in the first Critique is one of the most
trenchant critiques of that very same tradition. Torn between the limits
imposed upon reason and knowledge by his own epistemology and his
unwillingness fully to relinquish rationalist metaphysics, Kant searches
for some way of reconciling these conflicting demands. The theory of
ideas is the means by which Kant attempts to effect this reconciliation.

Kant quite self-consciously appropriates the term ’idea’ from Plato,’
and employs it as a technical term with two distinct senses that corre-
spond to Kant’s division between theoretical and practical reason. I shall
postpone discussion of the theoretical employment of ideas until later and
restrict myself to their practical employment at this point in my exegesis.
Insofar as we are concerned with practical reason, an idea is constitutive
of an end for moral agents. It is inherent in the nature of an idea that
nothing in experience “is ever to be met with that is coincident with it.”*
But even though such an ideal can never be fully realized, we can
gradually approximate it through our collective efforts and are obligated
to do so.

The relevant example here is the idea of the social contract, which
defines the ideal state or civic commonwealth that is the appropriate goal
of moral action. The ultimate end of a moral politics is the abolition of
war and the establishment of an enduring peace among rational agents.
This is achieved by replacing the arbitrary violence of the state of nature
with a juridical condition in which disputes are settled by appeal to
public law, i.e., by the establishment of civil society as defined by the
idea of the social contract. In the first Critique, Kant describes the ideal
commonwealth as “a constitution allowing the greatest possible human
freedom in accordance with that of all others.”* This constitution is in
turn possible only within the context of a lasting and secure peace
guaranteed by a league of states.

This leads one quite naturally to wonder whether history is friendly
to such activity. Is the course of history such that all our best efforts to
improve society will come to naught or does it favor us in this regard?
If the former is the case, then Kant presents us with an impossible task;
but if it be the latter, then we may take heart in spite of all our setbacks
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a whole to be a steady progressive though slow evolution of its original

endowment.*

The “Idea for a Universal History,” then, represents Kant’s attempt
to lay out a philosophical framework for the interpretation of history
, from the perspective of the establishment of the perfect civic constitution,
a point he alludes to in the footnote to the title of the essay,” while
remaining within the constraints of his determinism. This political ideal
is the “standpoint” from which the history of the “human race as a
whole” is seen to be “a steady progressive though slow evolution of its
original endowment.”
In order for the idea of the social contract to be practical, Kant must
demonstrate that civil society can be gradually transformed into a closer
and closer approximation of the ideal defined by the contract. Since one

is not obligated to do that which one cannot do, one would not be

obligated to promote the end of perpetual peace if one’s actions could not

possibly contribute to its realization. Thus Kant must demonstrate that it
is possible to establish an enduring peace if one’s actions could not
possibly contribute to its realization. Thus Kant must demonstrate that it

blish an enduring peace in accord with the social

is possible to esta

contract, or at least its gradual approximation. But given his thorough-
going determinism, the entire course of history is determined in
accordance with universal laws of nature, and consequently any thing or

event that is contrary to the operation of those laws is impossible, not
logically impossible but causally impossible. Thus, in order to prove that
perpetual peace can be achieved, Kant must demonstrate that the process

of history will inevitably lead to a closer and closer approximation of the
his is to come about, the historical process

ideal. In order to show how t
must be described purely in terms of natural necessity, which is what

Kant sets out to do in his “Idea for a History.”

III.
ssion, I have used the term ’idea’ in its

been concerned with ideas of practical
and Kant’s conception of history, we
must examine the theoretical employment of ideas, for this is the sense
in which the term is used in the title of Kant’s essay. In their theoretical
use, ideas are not constitutive but regulative in that they provide “a rule
or principle for the systematic unity of all employment of the understand-
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are eventually forced to submit themselves to public law backed up by
irresistible force in order to overcome their perpetual discord and
maintain the continued existence of society. This is reinforced by
external pressure from other peoples, which makes civil society
necessary for mutual self-defense against external aggressors.

Similar forces are at work with respect to different states. Every state
exists in a state of nature with every other state. By its very existence,
each state constitutes a threat to its neighbors, which must constantly
prepare to defend themselves against that threat. Eventually, open
warfare amongst neighboring states breaks out. The continual devastation
of recurring wars and the bankruptcy generated by constant preparation
for war will eventually lead states to the conclusion that they must leave
the state of nature prevailing in the international arena and construct
political institutions that will rectify that situation. Thus, states will
slowly be led to enter into a federation of states from pure self-interest
and not from any considerations of right.

The establishment and spread of republicanism serves to strengthen
and greatly advance this process, for republican regimes are inherently
inclined against war. Further, Kant argues that no state “can neglect its
internal cultural development without losing power and influence among
the others,” a loss that in the prevailing state of nature among states
could threaten its very existence. Thus, rulers are forced to reform the
governments of their respective states not from good intentions but out
of concern for their own survival. These reforms inevitably lead to the
organization of existing civil societies in accordance wit the principles of
right, thus greatly increasing the freedom of individuals with beneficial
effects for the entire society. Kant adopts the position of Adam Smith
here: the private pursuit of self-interest is coordinated by the invisible
hand of the market to produce the greater good of the whole. Any
interference with personal freedom would have dire consequences for the
strength of the state, for “when the citizen is hindered in seeking his
own welfare in his own way, so long as it is consistent wit the freedom
of others, the vitality of the entire enterprise is sapped, and therewith the
powers of the whole are diminished.”" In order to strengthen their

economic position, then, existing states will undertake to reform
themselves by adopting republican constitutions, the only constitutions
that accord with the principles of justice, and republicanism will slowly
spread across the face of the Earth.
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The transition from freedom to nature is provided by the concept of the
telos or purpose of history. Through this concept, we are provided with
no theoretical knowledge, rather, it serves as the basis for a practical
faith in the prospects for the success of our historical endeavors, a faith
that is necessary for action.

Kant stakes out the same position in Perpetual Peace, where he
maintains that we possess no theoretical insight into the direction of
history for “we do not infer or observe this providence in the cunning
contrivances of nature.” Such insight would require an understanding of
the supersensible that is beyond our reach. Instead, we must supply the
design from our own minds, in accordance with the ends specified by
practical reason, and “conceive of its possibility by analogy to actions
of human art.” Thus, while the telos of history “is transcendent from a
theoretical point of view, from a practical standpoint, with respect, for
example, to the ideal of perpetual peace, the concept is dogmatic and its
reality is well established, and thus the mechanism of nature may be
employed to that end.”™

Our thinking about the teleology of history, then, is regulated by our
need to assume the possibility of the ideas and ends specified by practical
reason. Thus, Kant’s conception of the telos or direction of history
provides us with the hope that our actions will be efficacious in
contributing to the slow and gradual evolution towards peacetul

coexistence within ideal civil society.
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