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IMMANUEL KANT

IMMANUEL KANT. Born in 1724 in Kdnigsberg (now Kaliningrad, Russia), Kant was a central
figure in modern philosophy. His influential works on metaphysics, ethics, and political theory
shaped Enlightenment thought. In this essay, Kant envisions human history as progressing toward
a cosmopolitan future, where individual freedom and collective moral development align. Kant’s
essay was originally published in Berlinische Monatsschrift in 1784. While it is often overshadowed
by his “Perpetual Peace” essay, which is more detailed in its political policy proposals, the “Idea
for a Universal History” essay develops Kant’s teleological rationalist ideas to argue that the
‘crooked timber of humanity’ must be made straight by a universal reason - the problem that
occupies much of Kant’s Critical and also political thinking.

INTRODUCTION

Whatever concept one may hold, from a metaphysical point of view, con-
cerning the freedom of the will, certainly its appearances, which are
human actions, like every other natural event are determined by universal
laws. However obscure their causes, history, which is concerned with
narrating these appearances, permits us to hope that if we attend to the
play of freedom of the human will in the large, we may be able to discern
a regular movement in it, and that what seems complex and chaotic in
the single individual may be seen from the standpoint of the human race
as a whole to be a steady and progressive though slow evolution of its
original endowment. Since the free will of man has obvious influence
upon marriages, births, and deaths, they seem to be subject to no rule by
which the number of them could be reckoned in advance. Yet the annual
tables of them in the major countries prove that they occur according
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to laws as stable as [those of] the unstable weather, which we likewise
cannot determine in advance, but which, in the large, maintain the growth
of plants the flow of rivers, and other natural events in an unbroken
uniform course. Individuals and even whole peoples think little on this.
Each, according to his own inclination, follows his own purpose, often
in opposition to others; yet each individual and people, as if following
some guiding thread, go toward a natural but to each of them unknown
goal; all work toward furthering it, even if they would set little store by
it if they did know it.

Since men in their endeavors behave, on the whole, not just instinc-
tively, like the brutes, nor yet like rational citizens of the world according
to some agreed-on plan, no history of man conceived according to a plan
seems to be possible, as it might be possible to have such a history of
bees or beavers. One cannot suppress a certain indignation when one
sees men’s actions on the great world-stage and finds, beside the wisdom
that appears here and there among individuals, everything in the large
woven together from folly, childish vanity, even from childish malice and
destructiveness. In the end, one does not know what to think of the human
race, so conceited in its gifts. Since the philosopher cannot presuppose
any [conscious] individual purpose among men in their great drama,
there is no other expedient for him except to try to see if he can discover
a natural purpose in this idiotic course of things human. In keeping with
this purpose, it might be possible to have a history with a definite natural
plan for creatures who have no plan of their own.

We wish to see if we can succeed in finding a clue to such a history;
we leave it to Nature to produce the man capable of composing it. Thus
Nature produced Kepler, who subjected, in an unexpected way, the eccen-
tric paths of the planets to definite laws; and she produced Newton, who
explained these laws by a universal natural cause.

FIRST THESIS
All natural capacities of a creature are destined to evolve completely to
their natural end.

Observation of both the outward form and inward structure of all
animals confirms this of them. An organ that is of no use, an arrangement
that does not achieve its purpose, are contradictions in the teleological
theory of nature. If we give up this fundamental principle, we no longer
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have a lawful but an aimless course of nature, and blind chance takes the
place of the guiding thread of reason.

SECOND THESIS

In man (as the only rational creature on earth) those natural capacities
which are directed to the use of his reason are to be fully developed only
in the race, not in the individual.

Reason in a creature is a faculty of widening the rules and purposes
of the use of all its powers far beyond natural instinct; it acknowledges
no limits to its projects. Reason itself does not work instinctively, but
requires trial, practice, and instruction in order gradually to progress
from one level of insight to another. Therefore a single man would have
to live excessively long in order to learn to make full use of all his natural
capacities. Since Nature has set only a short period for his life, she needs
a perhaps unreckonable series of generations, each of which passes its
own enlightenment to its successor in order finally to bring the seeds of
enlightenment to that degree of development in our race which is com-
pletely suitable to Nature’s purpose. This point of time must be, at least
as an ideal, the goal of man’s efforts, for otherwise his natural capacities
would have to be counted as for the most part vain and aimless. This
would destroy all practical principles, and Nature, whose wisdom must
serve as the fundamental principle in judging all her other offspring,
would thereby make man alone a contemptible plaything.

THIRD THESIS
Nature has willed that man should, by himself, produce everything that
goes beyond the mechanical ordering of his animal existence, and that
he should partake of no other happiness or perfection than that which he
himself, independently of instinct, has created by his own reason.
Nature does nothing in vain, and in the use of means to her goals
she is not prodigal. Her giving to man reason and the freedom of the will
which depends upon it is clear indication of her purpose. Man accordingly
was not to be guided by instinct, not nurtured and instructed with ready-
made knowledge; rather, he should bring forth everything out of his own
resources. Securing his own food, shelter, safety and defense (for which
Nature gave him neither the horns of the bull, nor the claws of the lion,
nor the fangs of the dog, but hands only), all amusement which can make
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life pleasant, insight and intelligence, finally even goodness of heart-all
this should be wholly his own work. In this, Nature seems to have moved
with the strictest parsimony, and to have measured her animal gifts pre-
cisely to the most stringent needs of a beginning existence, just as if she
had willed that, if man ever did advance from the lowest barbarity to
the highest skill and mental perfection and thereby worked himself up
to happiness (so far as it is possible on earth), he alone should have the
credit and should have only himself to thank-exactly as if she aimed more
at his rational self-esteem than at his well-being. For along this march of
human affairs, there was a host of troubles awaiting him. But it seems
not to have concerned Nature that he should live well, but only that he
should work himself upward so as to make himself, through his own
actions, worthy of life and of well-being.

It remains strange that the earlier generations appear to carry through
their toilsome labor only for the sake of the later, to prepare for them a
foundation on which the later generations could erect the higher edifice
which was Nature’s goal, and yet that only the latest of the generations
should have the good fortune to inhabit the building on which a long line
of their ancestors had (unintentionally) labored without being permitted
to partake of the fortune they had prepared. However puzzling this may
be, it is necessary if one assumes that a species of animals should have
reason, and, as a class of rational beings each of whom dies while the
species is immortal, should develop their capacities to perfection.

FOURTH THESIS

The means employed by Nature to bring about the development of all the
capacities of men is their antagonism in society, so far as this is, in the
end, the cause of a lawful order among men.

By “antagonism” I mean the unsocial sociability of men, i.e., their
propensity to enter into society, bound together with a mutual opposition
which constantly threatens to break up the society. Man has an inclination
to associate with others, because in society he feels himself to be more than
man, i.e., as more than the developed form of his natural capacities. But
he also has a strong propensity to isolate himself from others, because he
finds in himself at the same time the unsocial characteristic of wishing to
have everything go according to his own wish. Thus he expects opposition
on all sides because, in knowing himself, he knows that he, on his own part,
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is inclined to oppose others. This opposition it is which awakens all his
powers, brings him to conquer his inclination to laziness and, propelled by
vainglory, lust for power, and avarice, to achieve a rank among his fellows
whom he cannot tolerate but from whom he cannot withdraw. Thus are
taken the first true steps from barbarism to culture, which consists in
the social worth of man; thence gradually develop all talents, and taste is
refined; through continued enlightenment the beginnings are laid for a
way of thought which can in time convert the coarse, natural disposition
for moral discrimination into definite practical principles, and thereby
change a society of men driven together by their natural feelings into a
moral whole. Without those in themselves unamiable characteristics of
unsociability from whence opposition springs-characteristics each man
must find in his own selfish pretensions-all talents would remain hidden,
unborn in an Arcadian shepherd’s life, with all its concord, contentment,
and mutual affection. Men, good-natured as the sheep they herd, would
hardly reach a higher worth than their beasts; they would not fill the
empty place in creation by achieving their end, which is rational nature.
Thanks be to Nature, then, for the incompatibility, for heartless com-
petitive vanity, for the insatiable desire to possess and to rule! Without
them, all the excellent natural capacities of humanity would forever
sleep, undeveloped. Man wishes concord; but Nature knows better what
is good for the race; she wills discord. He wishes to live comfortably and
pleasantly; Nature wills that he should be plunged from sloth and passive
contentment into labor and trouble, in order that he may find means of
extricating himself from them. The natural urges to this, the sources of
unsociableness and mutual opposition from which so many evils arise,
drive men to new exertions of their forces and thus to the manifold deve-
lopment of their capacities. They thereby perhaps show the ordering of a
wise Creator and not the hand of an evil spirit, who bungled in his great
work or spoiled it out of envy.

FIFTH THESIS
The greatest problem for the human race, to the solution of which Nature
drives man, is the achievement of a universal civic society which admi-
nisters law among men.

The highest purpose of Nature, which is the development of all the
capacities which can be achieved by mankind, is attainable only in society,

— 47



48

Immanuel Kant

and more specifically in the society with the greatest freedom. Such a
society is one in which there is mutual opposition among the members,
together with the most exact definition of freedom and fixing of its limits
so that it may be consistent with the freedom of others. Nature demands
that humankind should itself achieve this goal like all its other destined
goals. Thus a society in which freedom under external laws is associated
in the highest degree with irresistible power, i.e., a perfectly just civic
constitution, is the highest problem Nature assigns to the human race;
for Nature can achieve her other purposes for mankind only upon the
solution and completion of this assignment. Need forces men, so enamored
otherwise of their boundless freedom, into this state of constraint. They are
forced to it by the greatest of all needs, a need they themselves occasion
inasmuch as their passions keep them from living long together in wild
freedom. Once in such a preserve as a civic union, these same passions
subsequently do the most good. It is just the same with trees in a forest:
each needs the others, since each in seeking to take the air and sunlight
from others must strive upward, and thereby each realizes a beautiful,
straight stature, while those that live in isolated freedom put out branches
atrandom and grow stunted, crooked, and twisted. All culture, art which
adorns mankind, and the finest social order are fruits of unsociableness,
which forces itself to discipline itself and so, by a contrived art, to develop
the natural seeds to perfection.

SIXTH THESIS
This problem is the most difficult and the last to be solved by mankind.

The difficulty which the mere thought of this problem puts before our
eyes is this. Man is an animal which, if it lives among others of its kind,
requires a master. For he certainly abuses his freedom with respect to
other men, and although as, a reasonable being he wishes to have a law
which limits the freedom of all, his selfish animal impulses tempt him,
where possible, to exempt himself from them. He thus requires a master,
who will break his will and force him to obey a will that is universally
valid, under which each can be free. But whence does he get this master?
Only from the human race. But then the master is himself an animal, and
needs a master. Let him begin it as he will, it is not to be seen how he can
procure a magistracy which can maintain public justice and which is itself
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just, whether it be a single person or a group of several elected persons.
For each of them will always abuse his freedom if he has none above him
to exercise force in accord with the laws. The highest master should be
just in himself, and yet a man. This task is therefore the hardest of all;
indeed, its complete solution is impossible, for from such crooked wood
as man is made of, nothing perfectly straight can be built.? That it is the
last problem to be solved follows also from this: it requires that there be
a correct conception of a possible constitution, great experience gained
in many paths of life, and — far beyond these-a good will ready to accept
such a constitution. Three such things are very hard, and if they are ever
to be found together, it will be very late and after many vain attempts.

Notes

1 Astatement in the “Short Notices” or the twelfth number of the Gothaische Gelehrte
Zeitung of this year [1784], which no doubt was based on my conversation with a scholar
who was traveling through, occasions this essay, without which that statement could not
be understood. [The notice said: “A favorite idea of Professor Kant’s is that the ultimate
purpose of the human race is to achieve the most perfect civic constitution, and he wishes
that a philosophical historian might undertake to give us a history of humanity from this
point of view, and to show to what extent humanity in various ages has approached or
drawn away from this final purpose and what remains to be done in order to reach it.”]

2 The role of man is very artificial. How it may be with the dwellers on other planets
and their nature we do not know. If, however, we carry out well the mandate given us by
Nature, we can perhaps flatter ourselves that we may claim among our neighbors in the
cosmos no mean rank. Maybe among them each individual can perfectly attain his destiny
in his own life. Among us, it is different; only the race can hope to attain it.
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