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Reading the Preface 
 
1. We will visualize Kant’s Preface. To gather our data, please rate each 

sentence (each circle in the figure below), according to this scheme: 
 

Kant’s writing in the sentence is 
 
4 totally clear, lucid; 
3 largely clear, with a few obscure passages or terms; 
2 elusive, murky, or dark, even if the gist or some key ideas are just 

about graspable; 
1 almost impossible to grasp, multiple readings make no difference; 
0 totally obscure, as good as incomprehensible. 

 

 

1. CLASSIFICATIONS (387–8): areas 
of  philosophy, modes of  cognition.

3. PROJECT (391–2): a foundation 
for the metaphysics of  morals.
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2. Sketch the difference between material and formal cognition (Erkenntnis). 
(387.8–16) 

3.* Why can logic have no empirical part? (387.17–21) 
4. The laws of ‘material’ philosophy fall into two sorts. Identify them and 

describe the key distinction. (387.12–6 and 387.21–388.3) 
5.* Paragraph 7 (389.5–23) is central to Kant’s aim in GMS. Identify a range of 

key concepts (e.g., moral law), and describe how they relate. As your 
leading question take Kant’s remarks that something is ‘obvious’ and ‘needs 
to be conceded by anyone’. 

6. What is a ‘pure will’? (389.24–390.37) 
7. Having introduced the necessity for a pure (non-empirical) moral 

philosophy), and a distinction between practical rules and moral laws 
(389.22–3), Kant nonetheless sees a role for experience. What is it? (389.24–
35) 

8.* Explain the difference between a morally good action that conforms to the 
moral law and one that is done for the sake of the moral law. You could use 
an example. (390.4–8) 

9. What is Kant’s goal in the GMS? (392.3–16) 
 
Background Information. (a) Kant argues that logic is completely non-empirical 
(387.17), i.e. purely formal. Yet, note that in the First Section, in a note at 410, 
he mentions an ‘applied logic’. It is unclear whether this is merely an 
inconsistency. (b) Since Aristotle, metaphyics is the study of fundamental issues 
of reality and being. Kant recognises that all of us have a natural inclination to 
asking metaphysical questions, yet he describes metaphysics as a ‘bottomless 
abyss’, and compares it to a ‘dark and shoreless ocean, marked by no beacons’.1 
So, in the Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, one central question is how 
metaphyics, as the science of first principles, is possible at all. In line with 
388.7–8, Kant also characterises metaphysics as the ‘science of the limits of 
human reason’2—one of the key thoughts in GMS is to extend metaphysics to 
practical philosophy, the realm of human action. (c) The GMS was published in 
1785, the promised Metaphysics of Morals (391.16) appeared in 1797–8. (d) For 
Kant, ‘dialectical’ (391. 24) has negative associations, akin to ‘sophistry’: reason 
becomes dialectical when it endorses illusory or contradictory ‘fake’ truths 
gained from conflating pure and empirical concepts. (The central part of the 
Critique of Pure Reason is called ‘Transcendental Dialectic’. See also 
Prolegomena §§40–60.) There is more on dialectic in the First Section (404–5). 
(e) There is some debate over how to understand ‘analytically’ and 
‘synthetically’ (392.19–21); for now, read this as follows: first Kant will tease 
out, or extract, the moral law from naive or quotidian morality, and then he 
will apply and test the moral law in these everyday cases. 

                                            
1  The only possible argument in support of a demonstration of the existence of God (1763), 

Preface (AA II 66). 
2  Dreams of a spirit-seer elucidated by dreams of metaphysics (1766) (AA II 368). 


