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CHAPTER FIVE 

Faculties in Kant and German Idealism 

Johannes Haag 

i. INTRODUCTION: THE TRANSCENDENTAL 

APPROACH TO FACULTIES 

Although at first glance it might seem as if Kant and his successors en

gaged in the metaphysical project of their predecessors, nothing could 

be further from the truth. In the wake of the methodological turn in

stigated by the newly discovered transcendental apprnzch. to important 

philosophical questions, the cluster of problems surrounding meta

physical categorization in general—and the metaphysical status of fac

ulties in particular—lost its predominance. This development will 

form the focus of this chapter. 

According to the methodological standards set by transcendental 

philosophy, philosophical theorizing—at least in the realm of theo

retical philosophy—is only appropriate in the context of an inquiry 

into the conditions of the possibility of knowledge or, more generally, 
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the possibility of our conscious intentional reference to objects. Such 

an inquiry stands in stark contrast to one that only describes the psy

chological constitution the human mind is presumed to have. The 

modality involved is, consequently, quite strong: for something to 

be established by the method of transcendental philosophy it has to be 

part of the only possible explanation of our capacity for intentional 

reference. 

The existence of faculties, from the perspective of transcendental 

philosophy, likewise has to be established by reflecting on the condi

tions of the possibility of conscious experience. Thus, the metaphysical 

status of the faculties invoked in this type of reasoning no longer car

ries any importance. For it is the function that transcendental reflec

tion reveals as needing to be fulfilled that justifies the introduction of 

a particular faculty. 

The first part of this chapter will examine Kant's critical work and 

show that the concept of a faculty served a twofold mediodological 

purpose. On the one hand it was frequently used to delineate our own 

epistemic capacities/raw within, insofar as faculties were postulated as 

conditions of the possibility of these very capacities. On the other 

hand the concept of faculties proved useful in delineating our epi

stemic capacitiesyrow outside, as it were, insofar as they helped to artic

ulate the conceptual possibility of capacities we—as human beings or, 

broadening the scope of the investigation, as finite rational beings—do 

not and cannot have for principled reasons. 

A case in point for the first methodological strategy is, of course, the 

passive or receptive capacity to receive sensory impressions, a recep

tivity that is ascribed to the faculty of sensibility, and the active or 

spontaneous capacity to synthesize those impressions into conceptu

ally structured representations—a spontaneity that is, in turn, ascribed 

to the discursive intellectual faculty or die understanding. Since neidier 

of these two faculties, as Kant famously argued, can provide us with 

knowledge on its own, it is only in their interplay that these faculties 

become genuinely epistemic faculties—an interplay we consequently 


