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Does Kant still have something to say to us after more than 200 years from 
the publication of his major works (the three Critiques, the Groundwork, 
the Metaphysics of Morals, the political writings and those on the philoso-
phy of history)? Can his thinking still serve as a guide to navigate the tur-
bulence of a globalized world, of an imprescriptible social reality in which 
moral values and ethical life models have lost their stability, while sciences – 
even the most exact ones  – are painfully aware of the precarity of their 
foundations, and the borders between domestic and international issues are 
increasingly blurred?

The editors of these volumes are convinced that these questions are to 
be answered positively and that Kant remains a source of inspiration for 
dealing with the latest developments in areas that include ethics, politics 
and the theory of knowledge. Guided by this belief, we have invited Kant 
specialists from different backgrounds to discuss contemporary epistemo-
logical, moral and political issues from a Kantian perspective. Some have 
chosen to stay close to Kant’s texts, and others have used his work merely 
as a source of inspiration; all of them, we believe, have shown how his 
critical philosophy retains a capacity for interpreting reality in salient ways 
and for offering solutions to our problems – be they new ones, which Kant 
himself could not foresee, or old ones, which have haunted humankind 
from its beginning.

Editing these volumes was a journey that began organically some years 
ago, first through personal conversations between us, then through com-
mon projects. The decisive pivot occurred during the 8th Multilateral Kant 
Congress, held in Catania October 11–13, 2018, which was in turn made 
possible by a grant from the European Commission that enabled a four-
year-long structured cooperation between Kant scholars from Europe and 
South America (Marie Curie RISE n.777786 “Kant in South America”). 
The present book constitutes the main scientific output of that project. 
Its articulation in three volumes, devoted separately to knowledge, ethics 
and politics, reflects the three scientific work packages into which that 
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INTRODUCTION

Luigi Caranti and Alessandro Pinzani

Among all classical philosophers, Kant has arguably had the most impact 
on the political studies of the last fifty years. While the relevance of Kant’s 
political thought has been firmly assessed only in the last decades, particu-
larly in coincidence with the end of the Cold War, two major intellectual 
events paved the way for that conclusion. On the one hand, exactly fifty 
years ago John Rawls published A Theory of Justice, a largely Kant-inspired 
book that shaped the contents and methodology of the subsequent politi-
cal philosophy. Targeting the aggregate approach typical of utilitarianism 
through a renewed contractarian methodology, the justice of fairness raised 
the question of how political authority should treat citizens taken as free 
and equal (and separate) individuals. In 1983, Michael Doyle used some 
ideas advanced by Kant in Towards Perpetual Peace to define and defend 
what has been called the theory of democratic peace, that is, the theory 
according to which democracies tend not to enter into armed conflicts with 
other democracies (Doyle 1983). After the fall of the Soviet bloc, liberal 
constitutional democracy, perhaps too quickly identified with the Kantian 
republic (Caranti 2016, 2017), was considered to have triumphed both over 
fascism (in World War II) and over state socialism (in the Cold War), and it 
did appear to represent the only viable political regime. It was furthermore 
claimed that all countries were fated to become liberal democracies sooner 
or later. Francis Fukuyama’s notion of “the end of history” (1992) was vul-
garized into the idea that the end of the Cold War would usher a new era in 
which an irresistible process of global democratization would lead to estab-
lishing a lasting period of peace and prosperity, fostered by increasing eco-
nomic globalization. This hope would reveal itself illusory some years later 
(at latest after 9/11), but, in connection with the theory of democratic peace, 
it led to a renewed interest in Kant’s project of perpetual peace, which was 
even considered to offer a blueprint for a democratic reform of the United 
Nations (Archibugi and Held 1995). In 1995, on the occasion of the 200th 
anniversary of the publication of Kant’s Toward Perpetual Peace, a number 
of publications dedicated to this work appeared in many countries and lan-
guages (Gerhardt 1995; Höffe 1995; Mori 1995; Marini 1995; Merkel and 
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Wittmann 1996; Bohman and Lutz-Bachman 1997). Most of them were not 
purely exegetic but stressed the opportunity to look at the Kantian project 
as a source of inspiration for concrete political action and reform.

One way to appreciate the centrality of Kant’s thought is to say a bit more 
about his influence on the two major figures of contemporary political phi-
losophy, John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas. Adding to what we said about 
A Theory of Justice (1971), one should not forget that The Law of Peoples 
(1999) is explicitly presented as a renewal of the Kantian project, which 
the American philosopher interpreted in light of two major hermeneutical 
orientations: 1) Kant remains well within an internationalist approach, with 
scant concession to cosmopolitanism, and 2) his (con)Federation of States 
is to be understood as a sort of club of republics/democracies potentially 
expanding in time to embrace all nation states (for a critical assessment of 
both claims, see Caranti 2018). Rawls took himself to be innovating over 
Kant in that the criteria for accessing “the club” are relaxed to make room 
for the good-enough, “decent” states. At the same time, “rogue states” – 
contrary to Kant’s indication in the fifth preliminary article but perhaps in 
accordance with his account of the unjust enemy from §60 of Metaphysics 
of Morals – became legitimate targets of punitive intervention by the inter-
national community. Finally, intersecting the other major intellectual “Kan-
tian” research plan of our times, Rawls contributed to have a “more precise 
idea of the democratic peace” (1999, pp. 48–51). Rawls listed five condi-
tions of socio-economic justice that strengthen the mechanism underlying 
the first definitive article (republican citizens empowered to stop possible 
warlike tendencies by their leaders). Going over and above the mainstream 
interpretation of the democratic peace and, to a certain extent, innovating 
over Kant himself, Rawls introduced the all-important point that without 
important welfare devices such as public health care, public financing of 
campaigns and job assurance, liberal democratic people may very well fail 
to exercise the expected peace-promoting function.

The other leading figure of contemporary political philosophy, Jürgen 
Habermas, offered two important writings with compelling and interest-
ing readings of Kant’s model of peace. With insights from sociology and 
a keen awareness of the condition of world affairs post-1989, Habermas 
entered the debate among interpreters on the reasons Kant ultimately favors 
the “negative surrogate” of the league of nations over the more ambitious 
and apparently logically required solution of a world republic (Habermas 
1998, 2006). Habermas argued that Kant and many of his interpreters start 
from a false alternative. Between the world “republic” defended in the 1793 
“Theory and Practice” essay and the weak league of nations without coer-
cive powers Kant comes to support from 1795 onwards, there is a neglected 
middle term that would accommodate Kant’s cosmopolitan ambition with-
out any risk of degeneration towards a global autarchy (the famous “soul-
less despotism”). Suggested by the experience we have “at two hundred 
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years remove” from Kant, this is “a politically constituted global society 
that reserves institutions and procedures of global governance for states at 
both the supra- and transnational levels” (Habermas 2006, p. 135). Major 
international organizations (UN, WTO, EU) exhibit a tendency, still in fieri, 
towards taming state power not through the monopoly of force of a supra-
national entity but through the progressive absorption of competencies pre-
viously reserved to the state. In other words, as Habermas puts it, the

democratic federal state writ large – the global state of nations or 
world republic – is the wrong model. No structural analogy exists 
between the constitution of a sovereign state that can determine 
what political competences it claims for itself (and hence possesses 
supreme constitutional authority), on the one hand, and the con-
stitution of an inclusive world organization that is nevertheless 
restricted to a few, carefully circumscribed functions, on the other.

(2006, p. 134)

Needless to say, Habermas’s “third way” is itself problematic in a way 
that the German philosopher does not seem to realize with sufficient clarity. 
A world organization that reserves for itself certain competencies is con-
stantly at risk of being denied by parties no longer willing to be members. 
With just over a decade’s vantage point from Habermas’s proposal (2006), 
we can now say that things like Brexit or Trump’s decision to withdraw 
from the global warming Paris Agreement expose the intrinsic weakness 
of Habermas’s idea of a “global domestic politics” without a world gov-
ernment. Still, Habermas’s reinterpretation of Kant’s league of states with-
out coercive powers as something capable of evolving functionally towards 
stronger and more solid peace-promoting supranational institutions proves 
the point we are suggesting. Kant led Habermas to conceive of this interest-
ing solution in which the binding factor for member states is not a coercive 
power but interdependencies at the economic, political and cultural levels 
that make abandoning the organization too costly.

The debate around Kant’s model of peace was just the beginning of a 
renewed interest in Kant’s political and legal thought as a whole. While 
in the second half of the 20th century, the Doctrine of Right had been the 
object only of a major work in English (Gregor 1963) and of some special-
ized monographs in German, mostly focused on Kant’s concept of private 
property (Saage 1973; Kühl 1984), after 1997 (the 200th anniversary of the 
publication of this work), a growing number of commentaries and mono-
graphs were dedicated to Kant’s legal theory, starting from the pioneer-
ing Höffe (1999), followed by the comprehensive essay by Ripstein, “Force 
and Freedom” (2009), and the commentary by Byrd and Hruschka (2010). 
Nowadays, after a very long period of oblivion (caused by the uncritically 
widespread perception that they represented minor works whose coherence 
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had been severely doubted given Kant’s old age), both the Doctrine of Right 
and the Doctrine of Virtue have become two standard works in academic 
syllabi and a frequent object of study for scholars (not only for Kantian 
specialists but also for law theorists and ethicists at large). At the same time, 
this renaissance of Kant’s legal and political thought has provoked interest 
in other works, like Theory and Praxis and his writings on the philosophy 
of history, which have come to be read within the wider context of Kant’s 
political philosophy.

Discussions focused on the metaphysical principles underlying Kant’s 
conception, on the relation between the political and the ethical and on 
the architectonic of the system in general have not been carried out at the 
expenses of analyses more geared towards specific issues of great relevance 
for contemporary politics. Examples of this more practical orientation are 
Lucy Allais’s essay on giving to beggars, Konstantin Pollok’s recent work on 
Kant and climate ethics and Sarah Holtman on Kant and the welfare state. 
The chapters collected in this volume square more with this second orienta-
tion. Our contributors’ different readings often reflect their interest in spe-
cific issues. This generates what – we believe – makes our volume of special 
importance. The focus is on political topics that are of current relevance. 
To give a list that follows the order of contributions, we have: freedom 
of speech, democracy and populism, intergenerational justice, economic 
inequality, money, poverty, international justice and gender/feminism. All 
of these works are based on a thorough analysis of Kant’s text from which 
scholars elaborate originally either on topics and themes that the German 
philosopher did not treat specifically or that he did cover but to arrive at 
considerably different conclusions.

In his chapter, Paul Guyer discusses two different meanings of the concept 
of sovereignty in Kant’s political thought. The first one refers to popular 
sovereignty as it is exerted through representatives in a republic; the second 
one refers to national sovereignty as exposed in the pages on the ius gentium 
(the law of peoples) and in the project for perpetual peace. Guyer insists on 
the central role that free speech plays in both kinds of sovereignty. On the 
domestic level, individuals must have the right to petition in order to move 
their government to revise their decisions (correspondingly, governments 
have a duty to respond and to address the people’s grievance). Free speech 
serves here as an instrument for concretely exerting sovereignty, that is, 
for creating laws in the name of the people. On the international level, free 
speech becomes the basis for grounding the necessity of a right of diplomatic 
representation. Diplomatic representatives play a role not only within the 
context of the ius gentium but also when it comes to the application of what 
Kant understands as cosmopolitan right, that is, the right that regulates the 
relation between individuals and foreign governments. Guyer aims not only 
to reconstruct Kant’s position with regard to these issues but also to make a 
more general exegetic point regarding the fact that, despite its metaphysical 
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character, “Kant’s political philosophy rests on incontrovertible but empiri-
cal assumptions as well as a priori principles”, as other authors in the vol-
ume also defend.

Luigi Caranti’s chapter focuses on Kant’s criticism of democracy, which, 
Kant warns, is not to be conflated with the republic. While interpreters usu-
ally settle on the appeasing view that Kant could not be an enemy of democ-
racy but only of its controversial direct version, Caranti argues that this view 
conceals the great value of Kant’s analysis. In this new reading, the problem 
Kant identifies has to do with the tendency, peculiar to democratic systems, 
to legitimize an opportunistic approach to political life in which citizens 
are not only allowed but encouraged to voice and protect their individual 
or group interests through the exercise of their share of political power. In 
contrast, the republican attitude presupposes that whoever rules takes up 
what Caranti calls “the burden of representation”, that is, the responsibility 
to make decisions from the perspective of the general will. Interpreted in this 
way, Kant’s criticism appears to convey an important lesson for contempo-
rary democratic theory and reveals where one should intervene to prevent 
the degeneration of democratic systems towards the populist forms of des-
potism that we have been experiencing in this historical phase.

Joel T. Klein’s chapter represents a direct attempt at looking in Kant’s 
writings for arguments that might help us to tackle contemporary problems, 
in this case, questions of intergenerational justice and of duties towards 
future generations, particularly – but not exclusively – with regard to envi-
ronmental issues. In doing so, Klein identifies “two different, yet comple-
mentary perspectives”. The first one is genuinely Kantian insofar as it has 
metaphysical character. Klein insists on the advantage of such a perspective 
when it comes to discussing the normative claims of rightsholders who do 
not yet exist, as in the case of future generations, and whose “physical, 
biological and cultural characteristics” as well as preferences, interests and 
desires are totally unknown to us. The second perspective, too, is genuinely 
Kantian insofar as it recurs to Kant’s philosophy of history in the attempt 
to find “a single and coherent practical and historical meaning” in the his-
tory of humankind from a cosmopolitan perspective. It is this philosophy of 
history that, according to Klein, offers the normative context within which 
it is possible to develop a conception of intergenerational justice based on a 
metaphysical concept of right.

A similar attempt at looking for normative arguments in Kant’s metaphysi-
cal philosophy of right can be found in the chapter by Alessandro Pinzani 
and Nunzio Alì. They discuss the relation between economic and political 
inequality both in Kant’s writings and in general terms. According to many 
interpreters (and to both authors), Kant’s treatment of this issue is unsatis-
factory, since it leads to creating a two-tiered society through the notorious 
distinction between active and passive citizens; for this reason, it has been 
proposed to either consider this distinction incoherent with the republican 
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view defended by Kant or to give a more charitable reading of the notion of 
independence on which it is based. Pinzani and Alì follow both suggestions 
and elaborate on four resulting strategies that, taking Kant as their starting 
point, lead to formulating four different ways of thinking about the relation 
between economic inequality and political participation in general. The first 
strategy coincides with the position of both libertarianism and classical lib-
eralism: it claims that one should not tie political representation to economic 
independence while at the same time defending that economic inequality is 
politically irrelevant; the second one tries to keep economy and politics apart 
but, nonetheless, differently from the first strategy, aims to establish some 
form of economic equality. These two strategies simply reject Kant’s posi-
tion on the relation between economic independence and political participa-
tion. The last two ones, on the contrary, take Kant’s argument seriously but 
interpret it as a claim for granting every individual the possibility to become 
economically independent (and so an active citizen). The third one, which 
they call “neoclassical liberalism”, is not interested in economic equality, 
though, while the fourth one, which aims for a “structural dispersion of pri-
vate ownership”, claims that political equality presupposes a certain degree 
of economic equality. The authors’ sympathy clearly goes to the last strategy.

Thomas Mertens explores a theme that is not very much present in Kant 
and, consequently, has been quite neglected by Kantian interpreters: money. 
Mertens collects Kant’s remarks on money that are scattered through his 
oeuvre, particularly in his moral and legal philosophy and in his writings 
on anthropology. He then refers to Aristotle’s distinction between “natu-
ral” and “unnatural” forms of economic activities and, based on Aristotle’s 
ethical negative judgment on the latter form (which is called chrematistics), 
he tries to come to a better understanding of Kant’s condemnation of greed 
that, nonetheless, leaves space for great economic inequality (as we have 
seen in Pinzani and Alì’s chapter). Mertens is well aware of the limits of 
Kant’s position with regard to money; nevertheless, he is convinced that we 
can learn something from it when it comes to reflecting on the meaning and 
the final goal of a modern economy, in which money (as well as the desire 
for it) plays a crucial role.

In her chapter, Nuria Sánchez Madrid critically discusses Kant’s views 
on poverty and on social vulnerability. Do poor people have a legal claim 
to receive public support? Do they have a moral right to private charity? 
Is a basic income for needy citizens justifiable from a Kantian perspective? 
First and foremost, however, how can “the little and cold attention that 
Kant devotes to the poor of the earth” be reconciled with the value that 
he attributes to human dignity? Sanchez Madrid finds Kant’s answers to 
these questions unsatisfactory in the context of the section on public right 
in the Doctrine of Right and in the section on beneficence in the Doctrine 
of Virtue. Therefore, she looks elsewhere in his legal and political theory for 
mechanisms aimed at relieving social suffering, and she finds them in the 
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context of Kant’s cosmopolitan philosophy. Accordingly, individuals have 
as Erdbewohner, as inhabitants of Earth, an equal social right.

Macarena Marey defends that Kant’s conception of popular sovereignty 
can be a useful tool in the attempt to build what she calls a “transnational” 
system of Right as opposed to an international one. She chooses this term to 
refer to the way in which Kant thinks of state right, law of peoples and cos-
mopolitan right as forming a complex system of interrelated forms of right. 
Focusing exclusively on the domestic level would mean missing the system-
atic character of Kant’s theory of law. By taking into account the interaction 
of the different layers of right, a new political subject arises: a complex com-
munity formed by different communities across borders. Correspondingly, 
new forms of collective praxis are conceivable, ones that might counteract 
the existing asymmetries of power among states and which manifest them-
selves primarily in imperialism and colonialism.

Monique Hulshof uses criticism that feminist thinkers have advanced 
against Kant’s concepts of practical reason and autonomy as the starting 
point of her text. In particular, she focuses on Seyla Benhabib and Amy 
Allen. According to Hulshof, the former suggests modifying these concepts 
in order to make them more inclusive, although they remain Kantian in 
spirit, even in this reformulation. Allen is more radical in her critique, par-
ticularly with regard to the notion of autonomy. Both authors agree, how-
ever, in claiming that Kant excludes women from his conception of practical 
reason and autonomy. Hulshof proposes that we go back to the Kantian 
text to verify whether this is really the case. She suggests that the two con-
cepts are not so formal, abstract and insensitive to gender as claimed by 
Benhabib and Allen. Kant’s supreme principle of morality itself is not as for-
mal as it might appear on a first reading, as it demands that subjects assume 
a connection to a context in which the others play an essential role. There 
is therefore a collective and intersubjective dimension of the will that critics 
do not consider satisfactorily. Furthermore, Hulshof claims that both our 
practical reason and our capacity to judge moral actions must be developed 
and exercised “under historical and empirical circumstances”, principally 
through interaction with other agents. Kant’s practical reason has therefore 
a dialogical dimension that many critics (among them Habermas, whom 
Allen follows in her criticism) have not perceived. This dialogical aspect 
becomes particularly evident in Kant’s writings on politics, right and his-
tory, in which he describes practical reason as a faculty that goes through 
a historical development involving not only individuals but different gen-
erations. In the second part of her chapter, Hulshof discusses Kant’s sexist 
claims concerning women’s incapacity to fully use reason. She first observes 
that these claims are connected to the use of reason under historical and 
empirical circumstances. Second, she suggests that Kant’s position repre-
sents more a concession to common views on male domination than a neces-
sary element of his conception of practical reason.
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From this short summary, it can be evinced that Kant’s practical thought 
still has much to say when it comes to discussing contemporary issues. We 
are convinced that the chapters collected in this volume give evidence of this.
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