
Kant  |  Prolegomena	   3 

OUDCE Trinity Term 2015 Peter Wyss 

1. The Opening Sentence 
 
Kant’s first sentence sounds like a puzzling warning: 
 

 

 
“These prolegomena are not for 
the use of apprentices, but of future 
teachers, and indeed are not to help 
them to organise the presentation 
of an already exisiting science, but 
to discover this science itself for the 
first time.” (emphases added) 

 
Here is some background that may illuminate the opening sentence. 

Göttingen Review.1 Kant reacted angrily and hurt to this 1782 review of the 
CPR. He accuses the author (Garve; see his letter to Kant of 13 July 1783) of 
being unable to think beyond school metaphysics [Schulmetaphysik]; which is 
characterised by self-conceit (see below), rashness, sophistry, and shallow pseudo 
knowledge (Appendix, 4:382–3). The dogmatic speculation of the schools can be 
rebutted, and overcome, only by true, or ‘future’ teachers trained in critical 
philosophy. 

Pedagogy. In his lecture notes on pedagogy2, Kant claims that we can become 
human only through education; and, indeed, humans are the only creatures that 
have to be educated. But education can to be done properly only by those who are 
themselves educated (or perhaps even enlightened): and these are the (future) 
teachers. An educated person reasons well, and can think autonomously. Hence, 
since good teachers master their subject, they can teach metaphysics only if they 
can think independently (undogmatically), and have developed their own 
understanding of the subject. Since Kant also suggests that the most effective means 
for understanding something is to ‘do it’, or to create it, for oneself (learning by 
doing), this means that ‘future teachers’ should think through the very possibility 
of metaphysics for themselves in order to be able to instruct others about it. 

Lecture Announcement.3 Kant writes, “There is always a certain difficulty involved 
in the instruction of young people, and it is this: one finds oneself forced to 
outstrip their years with the knowledge [Einsicht] that one imparts to them, and, 
without waiting for the maturity of the understanding, one ought to teach them 
knowledge [Erkenntnisse], that could only be grasped by a reason that is more 
practised and experienced [versucht, tried out]. Hence spring the endless prejudices 
of the schools, which are more intractable and often more absurd [abgeschmackter] 

                                                
1  See Appendix (4:372); reprinted in the Hatfield edition, pp. 201ff. 
2  Immanuel Kant über Pädagogik, Ed. by Rink (1803). Akademieausgabe Bd. IX, pp. 441ff., see 

http://korpora.zim.uni-duisburg-essen.de/kant/aa09/441.html. 
3  See M. Immanuel Kant’s announcement of the programme of his lectures for the winter semester 1765–

1766. Akademieausgabe Bd. II (2:305). In Theoretical Philosophy 1755–1770, Ed. D. Walford & 
R. Meerbote (2002). The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (transl. altered). 
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than common prejudices, and the precocious prating of young thinkers that is 
blinder than any other self-conceit and more incurable than ignorance.” Kant then 
suggests that the teacher ought to educate first the understanding, and then reason. 
But the traditional method works the other way around, which is why “the pupil 
picks up a sort of reason before his understanding is developed, and he wears 
borrowed science, which only sticks [geklebt] to him, so to speak, but has not 
grown on him” (2:306). Such students expect to learn philosophy; but in fact, Kant 
suggests, they ought to learn to philosophise. They ought ‘not to learn thoughts, but 
thinking’, so that their understanding ‘will be able to walk alone.’ So, the 
Prolegomena are not for ‘apprentices’ of this sort, since they might expect to learn 
metaphyics, but this is precisly what does not work—for in order to do this, there 
ought to be a completed science of metaphysics. But this is exactly what is not 
available (2:307). Book learning is not possible. Hence, the effective philosophy 
teacher encourages learners to think for themselves, and to draw their own 
conclusions (2:307). This is the skill that is pedagogically most valuable, and thus 
for educating reason Kant also recommends the Socratic method (9:477). This 
echoes two further points: (i) in What is the Enlightenment? (1784) Kant promotes 
the idea that everybody can be capable of using their own understanding without 
direction from somebody else. The motto is: dare to know (sapere aude); be confi-
dent to use your own head. (ii) In Prolegomena, Preface (¶7; 4:256), he explicitly 
alludes to the reader who ‘thinks for himself’ as his target audience. Kant shares this 
attitude of ‘epistemic individualism’ with Locke and Descartes. 

The Message. So, the Prolegomena are for those who are willing seriously to 
engage with an issue that in effect undermines the traditional philosophy and 
school metaphysics. Those who understand Kant’s revisionary project as a 
challenge will be best equipped to become teachers for the new ‘reborn’ (4:257) 
metaphysics, for they have critically thought through the matter for themselves. 
That is, they understand that there is a problem with the foundation of meta-
physics, and they see how it could be possible to make it a science, even though 
they disagree with Kant’s particular solution to the challenge (4:264), i.e. critical 
idealism (cf. Note III, 4:293) or transcendental idealism (cf. Appendix, 4:372).  


