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Philosophy makes me want to die. Excuse the melodrama, and excuse the candor, but the study of the metaphysical seems to me an intellectual dead end. This isn’t coming from the standpoint of a student who does not wish to make the effort to absorb or engage with admittedly “lofty” material. Nor does this come from the standpoint of a naysayer who denies the material’s relevance on the basis of its abstraction. As a subject so deeply entwined with the nature of our world, it seems to have few answers to show for itself. 

I am someone who has become so entirely disenchanted with any attempt at forming “absolute” characterizations of the nature of existence or human life, that the only “logical” or acceptable conclusion at which I can arrive is one that states that the essence of human knowledge does not and will never amount to anything definable. 
The strict use of reason in attempts to uncover the “true” nature of anything will always result in a single rather pessimistic realization: no matter how many “relative” truths we establish about the nature of our being, it seems that pure logic is inherently incapable of leading us to “absolute” realities. Any answers it is capable of generating will always be plagued by further questions and contradiction.

The inevitable pitfall here lies within the idea that thought itself is futile—a belief to which the rational individual cannot subscribe. The assertion that “higher” thought is somehow in vain all on its own is entirely nihilistic, yet must be confronted and conquered. Through my analysis of the problem I could not find thought itself to be futile, but rather the notion of the metaphysical, insofar as it attempts to justify or provide meaning to our existence, to be unattainable. By forcing cold deductive reasoning upon the world in which we live, we are able to squeeze a few valuable answers from the system. However, the knowledge we can derive from these applications of logic is an exhaustible commodity.

To me, there is an overwhelming amount of vanity in the assertion that humanity’s faculty of reasoning can come anywhere near grasping the order of all things. What, for me, marks the beginning of a truly “progressive” or “modern” era in thought is the discussion of the theoretical “bounds” of human knowledge. Instead of investing an unchecked amount of enthusiasm in the ability of then-current methods of thought and philosophy to make consistent “social progress,” Immanuel Kant seems to instead define the limitations of these systems. 

Among Kant’s goals in a Critique of Pure Reason is a refutation of the rigid empiricism of 17th century Scottish philosopher David Hume. Hume proposed the idea that the faculty of human reasoning itself cannot provide us with “should” statements. In other words, reason alone cannot deduce a “proper” aim or goal. Instead, Hume puts forth the notion that our goals are merely the bi-products of the “passions” (lust, hunger, greed, etc). Put simply, reason does not provide us with ends, but instead, the means by which to achieve ends as provided to us by these passions. 

When Kant applies the study of the metaphysical to the system Hume has put forth, the latter’s argument seems to unravel quickly. What passion could be held responsible for man’s desire to study his own reason? Surely it is no faculty of survival, of hunger or thirst. It is a peculiar area of reflexive reasoning that serves as a unique instance of the use of reason as an end unto itself. Though, if Hume truly is defeated, a question lingers: “These unavoidable problems set by pure reason itself are God, freedom, and immortality. The science which, with all its preparations, is in its final intention, directed solely to their solution is metaphysics; and its procedure is at first dogmatic, that is, it confidently sets itself to this task without any previous examination of the capacity or incapacity of reason for so great an undertaking” (III). Again, Kant seeks to illustrate a gap between reason and what we might define as “final” knowledge. 

What if a given thinker were to arrive at some sort of “ultimate” conclusion? I myself believe this may have already happened. Surely the excitement and glory of such a discovery would soon be overwhelmed by the loneliness and frustration that this hypothetical philosopher would encounter had they tried to relate their epiphany through the use language or symbols. I think such a person would go mad, kill themselves, or both. If a “design” education has taught me anything, it’s that common tools of communication are almost totally inept in transferring even the simplest forms of knowledge. Language is a blurry, hairy monster that shrouds meaning in ambiguity and opens so-called “absolutes” to interpretation. Language is far from a transparent window to thought. And so, even airtight reasoning, once filtered through dialect, becomes subject to vaguery.

Kant’s “transcendental critique” aims not to “extend knowledge, but only to correct it” (VI). For Kant, consciousness is inseparable from the nature of universe and the universe is inseparable from the nature of our consciousness. Kant’s “idealism” is as follows: as far as conscious beings can posit, the universe has no quality outside their understanding of it. This is his first check on the extent of knowable things—that they must “conform to the structures of our mind” before they become knowable. This, he says, is the basis of experience. 

Curiously enough, it is true that we possess certain types of knowledge that are in no way “resulting” from any given experience or interaction with the universe—what Kant identifies as a priori knowledge—knowledge that is somehow inborn or self-evident. As he says, even the “common understanding” works upon a number of a priori constructs that are entirely unique to the human experience. The notions of space and time, Kant says, are idiosyncratic constructs of the human mind, that are fundamental to our understanding of nature. Space and time are not characteristics of the universe “in-itself,” but are instead, “intuitions” that help us to organize and quantify our experiences and interactions with the facets of our world. According to Kant, it is impossible to conceive of any being or object existing outside the confines of these structures. Thus, it is not within the capacity of human reasoning to discuss the nature of God, the doctrine of freedom or free will from whom it allegedly comes forth, or the nature of immortality, the idea of a human who is not subject to these confines.

Returning to dilemma that metaphysics posits, it would seem that the “natural disposition” towards the study of metaphysics further clouds the nature of reason. Metaphysics itself​​​ is an extension of a priori thought to which reason binds itself naturally. According to Kant, it is not in keeping with the nature of human reason to “rest satisfied with the mere natural disposition to metaphysics, that is, with the pure faculty of reason itself, from which, indeed some sort of metaphysics (be it what it may) always arises” (VI). 

Whereas Kant goes on to examine the theoretical bounds of humanity’s metaphysical understanding, our dilemma is this: can man’s faculty of reason be called upon to make such an assessment reliably? Is reason itself simply another a priori confine in which our experience is contained? Is reason, like space and time, simply another coping mechanism to help us organize and quantify these experiences?

The alleged purpose of a university education, or for that matter, the institution of education as a whole, is the cultivation of intellect—almost always through the logical examination of empirical facts and processes. In a sense, this essay seems to be a rational exposition on the futility of rationality. Then, in a sense, the effort this essay represents is an instantly self-defeating contradiction. If its aim is to argue that the entirety of human knowledge and the tradition of logical thought itself is a wasted effort with no measurable goals, then the use of an “essay” to do so would make me the worst kind of hypocrite. 

​​Logical thought is not worthless. But, as demonstrated by Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, the faculty of human reasoning alone cannot shed light on truth. It is important that we first determine the bounds in which humanity’s “truths” can operate. At the time being, the nature of the metaphysical confines in which these truths are observable cannot be fully scrutinized given man’s capacity of thought.
