
Sapere Aude!   

Immanuel Kant, “Conjectural Beginning 
of Human History” (1786)  



“The Enlightenment” 
(ca. mid-17th through 18th cent.) 
•  Emphasis on power 

of human reason to 
“shed light” on the 
world and ourselves; 
progress in scientific 
knowledge of nature 

Telescope,1673 
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“The Enlightenment” 
(ca. mid-17th through 18th cent.) 

•  Reason as complement to 
religious faith; questioning 
religious hierarchies 

 
•  Revolutions against 

monarchical rule in U.S. 
(1776) and France (1789) 

 
•  Ideals of universal(ish), equal 

human rights & freedoms 



Kant:  1724-1804 
Königsberg, East Prussia 



Königsberg, East Prussia,  
in 1789 and today 





Sapere aude:  
Dare to know/be wise/think for yourself   

•  sapio:  to have good sense, discernment, 
understanding;  sapientia:  wisdom 

•  audacia:  boldness, daring, audacity 
 
•  Kant’s “motto” of enlightenment:  “Sapere 

aude!  Have the courage to make use of your 
own intellect!” (“What is Enlightenment” (1784)). 



Kant’s re-reading of Genesis 

•  What stands out for you in this reading of 
Genesis? What seems most interesting or 
startling or thought-provoking? 



Kant’s re-reading of Genesis 

•  Do you think this reading could have been 
considered dangerous by religious and/or other 
authorities? If so, why/how? 

•  But for Kant, what is really dangerous is reading 
Genesis in a way that encourages dissatisfaction 
with providence (“Conjectural Beginning” 
173-175) 
•  How might Genesis be read this way? 



Kant’s re-reading of Genesis 

How is Kant’s reading of Genesis a potentially 
more “positive” one than how it might seem 
otherwise? 

•  Species gradually progressing; towards what? 
enlightenment 

•  Progress occurs in part through conflict making 
possible freedom & driving us to develop our 
reason & figure out how to live together better 



Kant’s re-reading of Genesis 

•  Shouldn’t pine for some long-lost golden age of 
comfort and peace before the Fall, because we 
couldn’t have stayed there (174)—not enough 
for humans 

•  The “Fall” is actually a step in our overall 
progress towards a better state 



Reading the past to make change in 
the present 

•  We might think of Kant’s reading of Genesis as 
a kind of call to action 
 -- human history is going from worse to better 
(slowly), and we can help move it along (last 
sentence) 
 -- we can do so in part through the free use of 
our reason (so long as we choose morally right 
actions thereby):  Sapere Aude! 



Your turn to think for yourself 
A possible question to discuss in seminars: 
Is the following tension in the text resolvable? If 

so, how? Can you find other tensions? 
 
•  Conflict and war as both the source of ills for 

humanity, as well as being valuable in promoting 
human freedom and progress (172-173) 

 



DARE TO THINK 


