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Preface

  

The works in the Central Works of Philosophy volumes have been chosen  because 
of their fundamental importance in the history of philosophy and for the devel-
opment of human thought. Other works might have been chosen; however, the 
underlying idea is that if any works should be chosen, then these certainly should 
be. In the cases where the work is a philosopher’s magnum opus the essay on it 
gives an excellent overview of the philosopher’s thought.

Chapter 1 by Michelle Grier introduces Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Few 
works have been more influential in philosophy. Kant’s transcendental idealism 
attempted to set the limits of what could be known within the bounds of possible 
experiences (phenomena). In this way he could give grounds, contra empiricism, 
as to why the basic assumptions of science such as causality applied to the world, 
and why, contra rationalism, we should refrain from metaphysical speculation 
concerning things-in-themselves (noumena) – things as they are independently of 
how they can appear to us – where no experience could possibly settle the problems 
raised. We know that the world will conform to our basic conceptual categories 
for understanding it because those categories are the structure of any possible 
experience imposed by the mind as a condition for having those experiences, and 
the world just is the sum of possible experiences, if it is anything at all to us. He 
aimed also to leave a realm beyond science, beyond phenomenal  experience, that 
would provide room for moral responsibility and faith in God.

Chapter 2 by Curtis Bowman looks at Fichte’s Foundations of the Entire 
Science of Knowledge. Fichte saw himself as the true heir to Kant. He seeks to 
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rectify two main defects in Kant’s philosophy. The first is the problematic no-
tion of things-in-themselves, necessarily unknowable, but in some sense exist-
ing beyond how things appear to us. The second is the link of theoretical and 
practical reason, left unconnected in Kant. In Fichte theoretical reason cannot 
be understood in separation from its practical engagement with the world; the 
world is a soundingboard for our moral endeavours. Fichte’s solution to the first 
defect starts by examining the pure I or ego. The I is not a thing, but exists in 
virtue of the self-creating normative activity of positing itself – a “self-positing 
I”, where the self-positing activity is the very essence of the I – and in so doing 
it must limit itself by positing a non-I, something not itself. When it is viewed 
through the categories – principally, space, time and causality – the thing-in-
itself is what we call the external world. He goes  further than Kant and holds 
that the thing-in-itself cannot even be thought about, let alone known. The I 
encounters a block at the limits of thought, and that gets posited as the thing-
in-itself.

Chapter 3 by Michael Inwood elucidates Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. 
Hegel aims to show how we can overcome the restriction that we can know the 
world only as an appearance, and thus not come to know things-in- themselves. 
He tries to accomplish this by showing that the mind and the world must in the 
end form an identity in an absolute conception that renders the whole  intelligible. 
The dualism of mind, which does the conceptualizing, and the world, which is 
conceptualized, is collapsed and overcome, as is the dualism of knowledge and 
the object of knowledge. This is not to argue for subjective idealism, where the 
individual mind and the world are one; rather, the world as an intelligible whole 
is a manifestation of infinite mind or spirit, which the  individual mind may 
to some degree reflect through ever-increasing understanding. Hegel presents 
various lesser ways of understanding reality as steps leading to a final absolute 
conception that give a complete view of reality in which mind and world are 
one. The understanding of the world is thus mind understanding the develop-
ment of itself.

Chapter 4 by Dale Jacquette discusses Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and 
Representation. Schopenhauer thought of himself as being true to Kant’s project 
of transcendental idealism, but thought he had found a way of making sense of 
things-in-themselves so that they do not contravene the strictures defining the 
project. He posits that the reality behind appearances or representations is a 
blind striving Will. We have an inkling of this through our awareness of the one 
case of something that is not presented to us as a representation, which unlike a 
representation may not be subsumed under Kantian categories. We are aware from 
“within”, directly and non-representationally, of our will as bodily action, and in a 
different way from how we view from “without” the movement of other  physical 
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objects. This leads Schopenhauer to some grim conclusions about the human 
condition. We are in reality driven, as products of the Will, by a restless striving, 
interspersed with periods of boredom  following the accomplishment of some 
aim, all of which is in the end pointless. Our conscious awareness provides only 
a spurious surface rationale of aims and projects for our lives, and we  mistakenly 
take this appearance for reality.

Chapter 5 by Jonathan Riley introduces Mill’s On Liberty. This is the classic 
statement of the principles of a liberal society. Because he is a utilitarian Mill 
cannot base his account of liberal society on a presumption of inalienable natural 
rights, but has to justify liberal values, in particular personal liberty, by showing 
that they increase overall happiness both for the individual and for society as 
a whole. Mill insists that happiness should be considered in its broadest sense, 
and not be identified with mere animal pleasure. Indeed Mill’s  notion of hap-
piness is best taken to mean full human flourishing. Mill’s outline of society is 
then quite simple: people should be allowed to do as they choose so long as it 
does no harm to others. The utilitarian justification of this, which would give 
rise to various “experiments in living”, is that it propagates the happiness of 
both the individual and society. Liberty within the constraint of not harming 
others propagates individual happiness because it is essential to the fulfilment of 
 human nature that we do not just have a certain sort of life, but that we choose 
the certain sort of life that we have. It propagates the  happiness of society 
 because it releases and promotes talent, facilitates the discovery of the truth and 
reveals better ways of living.

Chapter 6 by Stephen Evans discusses Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments. 
Kierkegaard is an anti-systematic iconoclast. He extols the irreplaceability of 
religious faith over bloodless fragile rational philosophical systems, which are in 
any case rationally incompleteable. In particular, he is concerned with Christian 
religious faith, which could not, he argued, be replaced, dressed up as a rational 
philosophical system, as Hegel attempted to do. Kierkegaard emphasizes that in 
the end one’s life must be a personal choice without ultimate rational justifica-
tion, and not something one can live out by simply clothing it in a philosophical 
system. Priority is given to the self, to subjective personal experience, taking 
responsibility and choosing for oneself; making what one lives by a part of one’s 
nature, and not following, by merely reading them off, a system of abstract rules. 
It is a delusion to think that one may hand over the decision as to how to live to 
something external to oneself. In this, he battled against depersonalized mass 
opinion, and for an independent authentic self that has truly chosen its life.

Chapter 7 by Tom Rockmore discusses Marx’s Capital. Marx in his youth 
studied and was inspired by Hegel’s ideas. It is debatable to what extent Marx’s 
thought constitutes a continuity or discontinuity with Hegel’s philosophy. What 
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is clear is that Marx’s ideas have a deep philosophical underpinning. The most 
prominent factor here is a developmental and directional view of human  history 
built on a material base, whereby each epoch – including bourgeois capitalism 
– gives rise to an ideology, a way of thinking and values, that reinforces the 
economic and social system as being inevitable and natural. The conditions of 
man are chiefly determined by the material economic structures of the society, 
where men are to a considerable degree blind pawns of economic forces that 
arise as a function of the economic structures. The structures contain within 
them forces that precipitate change between epochs. This motion of history is 
not endless, however. It will culminate inevitably in communism, which will 
mark the end of history. In that communal state people will be truly free – as 
opposed to the illusion given by political liberty – through regaining a relation 
to labour in which they are no longer alienated through their work being either 
unworthy or something to which they are driven by economic forces over which 
they have no control.

Chapter 8 by Rex Welshon gives an account of Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy 
of Morals. Nietzsche is highly suspicious of philosophical systems. His approach 
is iconoclastic, and seeks to free us from our sense that there must be a single 
system that may give a final true picture of reality. Rather he  emphasizes the 
 diversity of perspectives on the world, and the senselessness of the attempt to 
talk about the world independently of a perspective. It is not as if there is “a 
world” that the perspectives are all perspectives on. The striving for absolutes 
is an attempt to replace God following His death, by which “death” Nietzsche 
means the demise of the work that the idea of God once did in our beliefs. 
In the book discussed here, he seeks out the philosophical and psychological 
grounds of the dominant morality, the unquestioned “herd morality” around 
us that we take for granted. He seeks to rewrite the story, according to which 
our current morality developed out of, and is a culminating improvement on, 
previous moralities. “Herd morality” has not grown, as Nietzsche’s story goes, 
from our final recognition of there being a universally valid moral order, but 
in fact from a hidden process whereby a morality has arisen through which the 
weak may overcome the strong and noble by making a virtue of the charac-
teristics of the weak and an evil of the characteristics of the strong individual. 
Thus, Nietzsche’s account opposes, and is even an  inversion, of the traditional 
account of morality.

 John Shand
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Transcendental idealism and the Copernican turn in philosophy
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The sensible conditions of knowledge: Kant’s transcendental aesthetic
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The critique of metaphysics: Kant’s transcendental dialectic
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Magnetism and inversion
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Moral pessimism: the hungry Will, suffering, salvation
and saintly denial of the Will to life
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The role of the interlocutor: seeing the irony
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The absolute paradox and its relation to reason
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Marx, Hegel and political economy
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Prefatory materials to Capital
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Marx’s political economy and contemporary economics
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Conclusion: Marx and contemporary economics
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Further reading

Collected works by Nietzsche in German
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Books about Nietzsche’s views on morality and books on The Genealogy
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