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Understanding and reason are two basic concepts in Kant’ s philosophy,
To explicate their meanings and their relationships is of crucially theoretical
significance for us to deepen our comprehension of his philosophy and its sys-
tem,

It was Kant who definitely distinguished understanding and reason, al-
though the two terms had been differently used in modern philosophy. The
meanings of Kant’s understanding are embodied in three levels. Understanding
1, the understanding in a broad sense, refers to all higher faculties of cognition
in general use (including understanding, the power of judgment and reason).
It represents the logical comprehension of understanding and is applicable to
theoretical, practical and even aesthetic fields. Understanding 2, the under-
standing in a narrower sense, indicates the theoretical reason or all higher fac-
ulties of cognition in the theoretical use. It represents the epistemological com-
prehension of understanding, refers to the facuity of producing and using con-
cepts (categories), and includes the analytic and dialectic of transcendental
logic. Understanding 3, the understanding in the narrowest sense, denotes the
transcendental self — consciousness or the pure apperception constructing object
— consciousness. It comes from cognitive subject (I as I am or I as intelligence
and thinking subject), and represents the ontological comprehension of the un-
derstanding. Kant’s reason also has three levels of meanings. Reason 1, in

terms of its extension, includes all higher faculties of cognition (including un-
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derstanding, the power of judgment and reason) and practical faculty; in terms
of its intension, it refers to the faculty of reasoning in general logic. It is thus
a concept of logic. Reason 2, the reason in a narrower sense, is the highest
cognitive faculty, i e., the faculty of principles. It sets ideas by means of syl-
logism to conduct and regulate our cognitions, belonging to the transcendental
dialectic. This is an epistemological concept. Reason 3, the reason in the nar-
rowest sense, is the roots of the dialectics, leads to the things — in — them-
selves (God, etc. ) and sets infinitely united objects. This makes room for the
practical use of reason although this is merely a “dialectic illusion” in respect of
theoretical cognition, so the essence of reason 3 is practical reason or free will.
It is thus a concept of practical ontology. Among these levels, understanding 1
is basically identical with reason 1. Understanding 2 and reason 2 are epistemo-
logical concepts, but the former denotes “transcendental logic”, that is, cate-
gories and system of its principles, and is the epistemologicalizaton of logic.
Reason 2 refers to the internal use of ideas, serves understanding 2, assists and
instructs the cognitive completeness of understanding 2, and plays a regulative
role. Understanding 3 and reason 3 are mainly ontological. The former is man-
ifested in the ontology of phenomena, that is, the objectively united role of
transcendental apperception to which the deduction of categories traces back,
and it constitutes objects of experience. The latter indicates the ontology of
things—in— themselves, that is, the moral ontology. Understanding 3 is the
ontologicalization of the epistemology, changing cognitive structure into exis-
tential one while reason 3 transits to practical ontology. Therefore, it is in the
third level that understanding and reason are incompatible with and are entirely
barred from each other.

The deepening of the three levels of understanding is firstly reflected in
synthetic a priori judgment. As judgment, it is built not upon the passive sen-
sibility but upon the active understanding. As synthetic judgment, it can never

be comprehended simply on the basis of the law of contradiction. Instead, its
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basis is beyond formal logic, namely, in the epistemology, which thus episte-
mologicalizes the problems of logié and understanding 1 is advanced to under-
standing 2. As a priori judgment, its basis iies in the pure, rather than the a
posteriori, usé of understanding, and ultimately comes down to the original
synthetic unity of apperception, thus understanding 2 being deepened into un-
derstanding 3. The spontaneity of understanding 3 gets prominent in Kant’s
transcendental deduction of categories. This level of understanding (namely,
understanding itself) is the very transcendental apperception, the very faculty
of the original synthetic unity of apperception, and the very action of original
syntheses of apperception. The principle of synthetic unity of apperception is
the supreme principle of all use of the understanding and of the whole human
knowledge accordingly. Kant considers that cognitions consist in the determi-
nate relation of given representations to an object, and that the object is consti-
tuted only by understanding’s combining the manifold of a given intuition, ac-
cording to its concepts in one apperception (that is, understanding 3 itself).
Therefore, the process of cognizing the object is the very forming one of the
cognized object. The object and the knowledge about it being the same, under-
standing 3 is thus the source of the power that forms the object, and is under-
standing in ontological sense. Through categories (the logical functions of the
understanding judgment), intuitive manifold is necessarily subject to the origi-
nal synthetic unity of apperception, and the categories are the rules made by
understanding 3 for its own prescription or the action of synthetic unity. The
objects can only be given by our sensibility, so the categories of understanding
are merely effective on our objects of sense and appearances, and are simply
the conditions of objects of possible experience and knowledge about them.
Now that the sum total of all appearances or objects of experience is nature,
understanding 3 prescribes a priori laws to nature through categories, and can
be characterized as the faculty of rules. However, because of the distinction

between appearances and things—in— themselves, understanding and its cate-
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gories, simply as the formal framework of the world of sense, are confined to
possible experience and can cognize neither the objects as things —in— them-
selves nor the cognitive subjects (I as I am). Thus the spontaneous transcend-
ency of understanding is kept back. As far as its active spontaneity is con-
cerned, the transcendency of understanding is infinite, but at this point under-
standing withdraws into understanding 1 and loses its epistemological signifi-
cance. It is just the distinction between appearances and things — in — them-
selves that reveals another higher faculty of cognition applying itself to tran-
scending the limitation of understanding, that is, reason.

Reason is the highest faulty of cognition. All our cognition starts from the
senses, goes from there to the understanding, and ends with reason. In its log-
ical use, reason (reason 1) is the faculty of indirect inference. As a transcen-
dental faculty, reason (reason 2), is the faculty of principles, and its aim is to
yield synthetic cognitions from principles (that is, from concepts), thus distin-
guishing itself from understanding 3 as the faculty of rules. Taking under-
standing as its objects, reason 2 unifies rules of the understanding under princi-
ples, and is to seek the unconditioned for the conditioned cognitions of under-
standing. However, this is only a subjective principle of actions of reason and
the concepts of “the unconditioned” produced accordingly are also simply tran-
scendental ideas of the reason. These ideas are solely applied to lead under-
standing to establish the systematic unity of cognitions, so they are regulative
not constitutive principles. If the subjective principles of the reason are passed
off as objective and used in a transcendent or objective way, fraudulent illusion
will be produced and reason 2 will be advanced to reason 3. The synthetic cog-
nitions of reason 3 which come from concepts are merely established on its
practical interest and therefore reason 3 is in fact the practical reason.

In its practical use reason 3 is only concerned with the determining
grounds of the will as causality. While determining the will, reason 3 has cau-

sality. In this sense, reason 3 itself is equal to the will. The will, as the power
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of determining its own causality according to the representation of laws, is in
fact the practical reason. When it provides pragmatic laws, reason 3 is the em-
pirically conditioned or the general practical reason, constrained and concealed,
and what it determines is the general will or free Willkiir. When it provides a

priori practical laws, reason 3 is the pure practical reason and what it deter-

mines is the pure will or free will. General practical reason or free Willkiir has

already involved in itself the pure practical reason(reason 3) or free will as its
essence and the condition of its possibility. The transcendency of reason 3 in
the field of practice is manifested in the continual advancement of the general
practical reason or free Willkiir toward the pure practical reason or absolutely
free and pure will (reason 3). But once the concept of the will is completely e-
quated by Kant with the law of pure practical reason, then the absolute sponta-
neity of reason 3 is changed into general logos and loses its free transcendency,
and so its free spirits will fall off due to this interdiction.

Moral law indicates the logical determination of reason 3 and is the princi-
ple of autonomy of the will. Autonomy of the will means freedom of the will,
so freedom and moral law reciprocally come down to each other. The idea of
freedom of the will makes us recognize that we belong to the world of under-
standing and follow the principle of moral autonomy. Meanwhile, because we
belong to the world of sense, we can only think of ourselves as put under obli-
gation. As a result, freedom provides us with the third that makes possible the
moral law as the categorical synthetic a priori proposition. But the incompre-
hensibility of freedom is the very boundary of the comprehension of reason 3,
and therefore reason 3 withdraws into abstract and empty reason 1. However,
Kant holds that reason 3 is still a “fact”, because moral law or the conscious-
ness of moral law is the sole fact of pure reason (reason3). Moral law, b(;ing a
fact and something in itself positive, affirms the objective reality of pure practi-
cal reason(reason 3)and also practically demonstrates its own objective reality

through the positive concept of reason. By means of this fact, the negative con-
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cept of free causality in speculative philosophy acquires positive determination
in practical philosophy and also becomes a “fact”. The objective reality of the i-
dea of freedom practically puts forward the necessity of the concepts of the im-
mortality of the soul and the existence of God, and thereby enables theoretical
reason (reason 2) to postulate the above three ideas in the field of practice and
for practical purposes, thus reason 3 (practical reason) and reason 2 (specula-
tive reason) being united together here.

However, the domain of the concept of nature (the things of sense, phe-
nomena) under the legislation of understanding 3 is entirely barred from that of
concept of freedom (supersensible things, things—in— themselves) under the
legislation of reason 3. There needs a critique of the power of judgment in or-
der to finish the transition from understanding 3 to reason 3. But the transition
or unity of understanding and reason, i. e., that of theoretical and practical
fields, becomes necessary and possible simply because of their pure “logical
use” for Kant. Therefore it is understanding 1 and reason 1 that are the most
essential standpoint and the final settling place in his whole doctrine about un-

derstanding and reason.

Key words: Kant; Understanding; Reason; Freedom; Moral Law; Will
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the act of understand-
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