
Finlay’s work is particularly pertinent to establishing this role for
aesthetics, for the cooperation of orientations in question is not one
of bland uniformity. We are complex beings bound to the world by a
sensory or aesthetic capacity to take things in, namely, receptivity. But
we are also able to stand back from our environment in a reflective
stance. That which joins aesthetic receptivity with reflection is a third
capacity, Kant tells us, imagination. Imagination makes possible a
unification of what is ineliminably different – that is, our capacity to
be affected and our capacity to reflect on the world. The mediating
faculty does not achieve this by eliminating the distinctiveness of the
two faculties, but by finding a process that allows for a relation
between one side of our disposition and the other, just as the bridge
at ‘Little Sparta’ makes possible a crossing from one side of the stream
to the other. In the philosophical case under consideration in this
book, imagination effects a crossing by making possible synthesis, a
process of connecting something given to our senses with a concept
that aims to make sense of it. I will argue that aesthetic phenomena
allow us to reflect on the process of synthesis that is the condition for
subjects such as ourselves having access to an external world, which
is ours, as our environment, but is not in our possession. This
complex relation is also expressed in Finlay’s heraclitean reflection.

The relation in which aesthetic receptivity stands to reflection is
thus one that occurs across a gap. Synthesis in general and aesthetic
harmony, in particular, are not in plainsong; their harmony is not
uniform. The unity that is a result of synthesis and the harmony char-
acteristic of aesthetic judgement both have difference as a constitutive
moment, just like the bridge at ‘Little Sparta’. Unity and harmony are
constructed out of distinctive ways in which we relate to the world
and yet these orientations could not prevail in isolation from one
another. We can only be receptive and we can only be reflective
insofar as we are both at one and the same time.

The background problem, out of which the particular arguments
in this book emerge, is one of the place of aesthetics within philo-
sophical practice and its relevance for experience in general. The way
in which this problem is viewed can be captured as giving rise to two
responses. In – for want of a better title – the Continental idiom of
practising philosophy, it is widely accepted that aesthetics shares phi-
losophy’s project and has no small part to play within it. Meanwhile
– and, again, for want of a better expression, for there are many dif-
ferent types of philosophical analysis – in Analytical philosophy we
find more of a hesitation in granting a central role to aesthetics.
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Aesthetics or the philosophy of the arts is practised seriously and to
great local effect, but there is little confidence that aesthetics is any-
thing more than a regional activity, secondary to the more essential
sub-disciplines of epistemology, philosophy of mind and moral phi-
losophy. The disciplinary constitution of the aesthetic is sometimes
reinforced by a more general suspicion that aesthetic appreciation is,
after all, an optional activity and may even be a distraction from the
central questions of philosophy and of life.

While I do not pretend that I will be able to answer this general
problem of the status of aesthetics in one book on Kant’s epistemol-
ogy and aesthetics, I do hope to make some progress by establishing
the importance he gave to the relation between aesthetic judgement
and epistemology. Many other writers on Kant – a number of whom
I will discuss – have made significant progress in uncovering the role
played by aesthetic judgement within his philosophical system as a
whole; however, I believe that, as yet, there is no convincing account
of how the systematic link between cognitive and aesthetic judgement
might be defended in a thoroughgoing fashion. My hope is that this
work will help secure the commitment to aesthetics held by many
Continental philosophers. Meanwhile, the way in which I pursue my
account of the link between epistemology and aesthetics may persuade
some of an Analytical persuasion to venture onto the bridge. Ian
Hamilton Finlay’s visual metaphor is useful here, for there is no middle
ground and no well-established territories on either side. ‘Analytical
philosophy’ is a plurality of practices and so too is ‘Continental phi-
losophy’. We fool ourselves to think that one well-defined practice
opposes another. But what we can hope for is that there may be cross-
ings or mediations of the stream. In a heraclitean frame of mind, I am
inclined to think that the different ways of engaging in philosophy
occur on the bridge, while philosophy is the stream.

Why is it important to establish a role for aesthetics? I believe it is
because aesthetics allows for an insight into the plural constitution of
our experience in general and that once we lose sight of this, dogma-
tism threatens. If aesthetics does this – something I will argue through
my interpretation of Kant in this book – it does so indirectly in the
course of a preoccupation with an aesthetic phenomenon or event. I
will argue that the indirectness of the reflection is a necessary one.

There are two ways in which the term ‘aesthetic’ will be used in
this book. The first sense is the common one of a pleasurable experi-
ence arising from the senses – be the event artistic or natural – and
giving rise to a judgement of taste. The second is a more primary one
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referring to any sensory experience whatsoever. In this book I will
seek to show how, for Kant, the two senses of aesthetics are neces-
sarily intertwined.

The second sense of ‘aesthetic’, which figures directly in the title of
this book, marks the status of knowledge from Kant’s point of view.1

Knowledge emerges in space and time, these being the context within
which any sensory affect arises. Knowledge requires not only con-
cepts, but also sensory or aesthetic givens, which he calls intuitions. I
will argue that the wider ramifications of this stance, which is well
known in the philosophical world at least, is that knowledge arises as
a project undertaken over time and across space. Knowledge is not
simply a fait accompli, but a process that marks any achievement that
is reached.2 I will further argue that Kant comes to the view that aes-
thetic judgement – that is, ‘aesthetic’ in the first or common sense of
the word – has the power to reveal this deeper truth about knowledge.
The picture that emerges is one of a subject bearing certain broadly
mental capacities with which he or she is able to take up and make
sense of an environment or world of objects. I thus argue that the
attention Kant pays to what he calls the ‘faculties’ or subjective capac-
ities is not a hindrance for his intent of establishing the possibility of
objective knowledge, but rather the means by which he achieves it.

The engagement with Kant that emerges in the pages that follow
is at times closely textual, but it is not a work in pure descriptive inter-
pretation. I read Kant because he can help me make sense of prob-
lems that exist outside of the technical content that he himself
developed. I believe that Kant also viewed philosophy in this way and
that is why he has a continuing fascination for us. Although it is
impossible to read Kant without entering into a series of technical
debates about competing interpretations, the problem is institution-
ally elaborated, not institutionally constituted.

In what follows, I will give an overview of what may be expected.
I will not enter into the details of my arguments; there will be time
enough for that later. Although my goal is to establish the importance
of Kant’s aesthetics for his epistemology, my initial investigations are
focused strictly on his theory of knowledge. More specifically, I begin
by situating the problems I will address in later chapters within the
context of the very rich interpretative reception of Kant’s epistemol-
ogy that has developed over the last forty or so years. In later chap-
ters I will argue that Kant’s aesthetic formalism – despite it often being
the subject of criticism – provides resources for establishing the char-
acter of his less familiar formalist account of knowledge.

Kant’s Aesthetic Epistemology
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Chapters 1 and 2 establish the centrality of cognitive formalism for
both critics and defenders of Kant’s epistemology alike. A critical
assessment of some of the major contributions to current debates pro-
vides a backdrop against which I will situate my own account of
Kantian formalism. In Chapter 1 I am concerned with the way in
which Kant has been accused of ‘impositionalism’, that is, the posi-
tion that the mind imposes form or order on the world. The problem
that seems to ensue is that, according to this view, knowledge would
be not so much of things in the world, but rather a merely subjective
projection of mind’s own structures. I examine how this criticism
emerges from the readings of Robert Pippin, Paul Guyer, Dieter
Henrich and Peter Strawson. In Chapter 2 I turn to some of Kant’s
major defenders – namely, Gerd Buchdahl, Henry Allison and
Béatrice Longuenesse – and show how they have argued that formal-
ism does not lead to a subjective status for knowledge. While sug-
gesting the beginnings of a way of defending Kant against the charge
of impositionalism, I argue, nonetheless, that his defenders have not
supplied an account of formalism that convincingly rebuts this
charge.

In Chapter 3 I begin my interpretation of formalism, starting
from Kant’s own distinction between formal and material idealism. I
suggest that the commitment to a material correlate of formal ideal-
ism is to be found in the initial paragraphs of the ‘Transcendental
Aesthetic’. This is the material dimension of the aesthetic or sensory
side of the dualist project. In Chapter 4 I turn to the reflective or con-
ceptual side of dualism, as the condition of the possibility of synthe-
sis. I argue that synthesis arises as a cooperation of a plurality of
faculties and offer the ‘Transcendental Deduction’, in both its edi-
tions, as case studies. I conclude that only aesthetic judgement reveals
the deep structure of the cooperative structure of synthesis within
experience. In Chapter 5 I reassess the importance of the subjective
deduction, first mentioned in the Preface to the A edition of the
Critique of Pure Reason. I argue that the subjective deduction is the
necessary corollary of the objective deduction of the categories and
that the full account of the subjective side of cognition can only be
found in certain passages in the Critique of Judgement.

Establishing the relation between knowledge and aesthetic judge-
ment cannot be achieved in a linear fashion. Just because the relation
is reciprocal, there is no singular point of origin out of which the other
term can be deduced. In Chapter 6 I turn back to the cognitive side of
the relation, looking in more detail at the objective deduction, which
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was addressed in nuce in Chapter 4. Having established the role of
synthetic process in the preceding chapters, I argue that knowledge
arises out of a process of subjective anticipation of a material given in
experience. In Chapter 7 I take up the question of the purposiveness
or systematicity of nature, introduced by Kant in the Critique of
Judgement. The latter addition is important because, as I will show, it
is necessary for empirical cognition. I argue that we can make sense of
Kant’s claims that there is a link between systematicity and aesthetic
judgements, once we distinguish between two levels at which purpo-
siveness operates, while, at the same time, recognising that it combines
a subjective and an objective orientation. I conclude that aesthetic
judgements are exemplary for a general purposiveness of nature. In
Chapter 8 I fine-tune this account, characterising the exemplarity of
aesthetic judgements as contrastive or, as I call it, ‘contrapuntal’.
Aesthetic judgement is not in any sense cognitive; nevertheless, in our
aesthetic appreciation of artworks and of nature we are able to engage
in an implicit reflection on the relation in which we stand to the world.
This relation of subject and object is the fundamental engagement out
of which knowledge emerges.

In my Afterword I make some suggestions as to how I would
further explore the relation in which the harmony characteristic of
aesthetic judgements stands to the Kantian sublime. I return to Ian
Hamilton Finlay’s heraclitean work at ‘Little Sparta’ to explain why,
although the sublime has not been directly addressed in the body of
this book, it still has a necessary role to play. The harmony of the
faculties arises across difference; thus, the possibility of disruption
is always already implicit. The beautiful marks a moment when the
senses make sense of something in the world, while the sublime
arises when the senses fail us. The beautiful is singular and, thus,
indirectly reveals the fragility of our sensory grasp of the world or
the possibility that sense might break down. The beautiful and the
sublime cannot be articulated or experienced without the trace of
the other.

Notes

1. Throughout this book I will refer to ‘knowledge’ rather than to ‘cogni-
tion’, which is the more accurate translation of Erkenntnis. Kant’s
project in the Critique of Pure Reason is to establish the possibility of
objectively valid cognition, which would qualify as knowledge. He is
not concerned with cognitions such as opinions or beliefs. So although
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Erkenntnis has a much broader range than ‘knowledge’, I think it is jus-
tifiable to use a term that is more intuitive and requires less qualifica-
tion than the more technical ‘cognition’.

2. My primary concern will be to establish the anticipatory status of
formal, a priori cognition.
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1

The Centrality of the Problem of Formalism

What is the nature of Kant’s epistemological formalism, as his critics
see it? I will argue that there are several versions, but that in all cases
the criticism of formalism amounts to the charge that the outcomes
of Kant’s method are ultimately subjective. Critics of Kant claim that
his insistence that the form of experience arises from our minds,
finally makes the empirical world of objects dependent on a form of
subjectivity. If our minds introduce the form of experience, so the
argument goes, then the objects we experience are only objects ‘for
us’ and there is no access to a genuinely extra-mental world. In reply-
ing to this in later chapters I will argue that Kant’s formalism is an
attempt to systematically link the subjective and objective conditions
of experience. So while Kant’s critics are right to link formalism with
a turn to the subject, they are telling only one side of the story. The
project of the Copernican revolution is exactly that of showing how
the turn to the subject will secure the possibility of knowledge of an
objective world. But the full version of this project does not involve
reducing objectivity to the subjective conditions of experience, which
are necessary and not sufficient. Later I take up the problem of the
empirical applicability of the subjective forms of thought by empha-
sising the aesthetic dimension of Kant’s critical turn.

In this chapter I will show how formalism has been seen as a
central issue for Kant’s epistemology. All of the authors I examine in
this chapter conclude that Kant’s position is a formalist one. Paul
Guyer and Peter Strawson argue that formalism results in the posi-
tion that mind imposes order on objects.1 This is the thesis that is
referred to as ‘impositionalism’. Robert Pippin and Dieter Henrich
resist this conclusion, although I will show that ultimately both fail
to provide a sufficiently robust defence of Kant’s position.

Paul Guyer has been the most robust defender of the view that
Kant’s epistemology portrays mental formative activity as an imposi-
tion on matter. As I will discuss in detail later, Guyer distinguishes
between two models of the relation between mind and the material
given. If the conformity between mind and reality is always already
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guaranteed – a thesis to which he believes Kant is committed – then
this can only be explained by:

the mind’s ability to impose its rules on a pliable or formless material, or
at the very least on a material any intrinsic form of which is inaccessible
to the mind and can be replaced by a form of the mind’s own making.2

Guyer contrasts this to the view that:

it is possible to think that we can know in advance of successful experi-
ence what objects must be like if we are to experience them but that we
have no special power to make objects be like that, thus to make experi-
ence possible.3

Thus the impositionalist interpretation of Kant attributes to him the
view that mind imposes form on a material given and that this results
in our being able to produce the objects of experience.4

Now why should attributing impositionalism to Kant lead to dif-
ficulties in his account of knowledge? Although none of the inter-
preters discussed in this chapter would deny that the subject plays a
necessary constitutive role in knowledge acquisition, the worry is
that, from the perspective of the formalist method, the subject is faced
only with our own mental structure, in the absence of any real
encounter with an object.

Robert Pippin’s Kant’s Formalism, which I discuss in the first
section of this chapter (pp. 10–17), still counts as seminal for this
debate. His critical, but sympathetic and subtle, reconstruction of
Kant’s epistemology sets the standard for subsequent discussions. His
eventual rejection of Kant’s project arises from the latter’s aim of
establishing an a priori framework for knowledge that relies on a
questionable account of pure intuition. An important aspect of his
account is the claim that reflective judgement amounts to a mental
projection that reinforces the subjectivist status of Kant’s epistemo-
logical project.

Paul Guyer, whom I discuss in the second section (pp. 17–25), is,
in general, critical of the formalist dimension of Kant’s method.
However in his assessment of the latter’s epistemology, his criticism
is, more precisely, of Kant’s ‘impositionalism’. Guyer’s aim is to reha-
bilitate a non-formalist core ultimately to be found only in certain
manuscripts not prepared for publication by Kant. His view is that
Kant often resorts to arguing that the mind imposes form on reality.
In contrast to this, Guyer aims to unearth a ‘realist’ Kant who eschews
the assumptions of transcendental idealism and is committed to the
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independent existence of an extra-mental world accessed by a causal
perceptual process. Like Pippin’s, this criticism amounts to the charge
that Kant’s formalism leads him into an unwarranted subjectivism vis
à vis knowledge.

Dieter Henrich, whom I discuss in the third section (pp. 25–35),
has been hugely influential in the reception of Kant both in the
German and English speaking worlds. His reconstructive argument
has greatly encouraged Guyer and others for whom the absolute
Cartesian certainty of Henrich’s starting place entails impositional-
ism. It is for this reason that I include a discussion of Henrich at this
stage of my account, even though he defends Kant and denies that his
interpretation entails impositionalism.

An earlier critique of Kant’s formalism is to be found in the work
of Strawson, whom I discuss in the final section. He sees the domi-
nant problem with Kant’s approach as his dependence on ‘faculty
talk’. Instead of focusing exclusively on the objective empirical con-
tents of experience, Kant repeatedly expresses his position in terms
of the relations between mental capacities. The danger is that the
critique of knowledge falls into psychologism. Importantly, Strawson
also accuses Kant of impositionalism. The supposed problem, once
again, is that Kant’s formalism – now specifically the claim that
experience is dependent on certain formal mental capacities – results
in knowledge arising from the mind enforcing its patterns onto
reality.

In the course of this chapter we will see that formalism takes on a
specific shape for each of these authors. Interestingly, all of them,
except Strawson, entertain the possibility that there may be an alter-
native version of formalism that does not fall into the impositionalist
trap.

I Pippin’s Critique of Kant’s Formalism

Robert Pippin’s Kant’s Theory of Form offers a thoroughgoing and
systematic account of Kant’s epistemological project. While Pippin is
critical of Kant’s formalism for resulting in a merely subjective legiti-
mation of knowledge, he nevertheless resists interpretations that
accuse Kant of impositionalism, the thesis that order arises in experi-
ence due to the imposition of mental forms.

Kant, as interpreted by Pippin, fails to fulfil his deepest held under-
taking to achieve a formal epistemology applicable to empirical
experience, despite his commitment to ‘empirical guidedness’, that is,
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the thesis that the forms of experience must be applied to empirical
matter.5 Following the transcendental turn, empirical matter guides
experience strictly in accordance with rules we introduce ourselves.6

Consequently, Kant’s position, which combines transcendental ideal-
ism with empirical realism, can only be ‘a comprehensive attempt to
determine what can count as experience of objective reality “for
us” ’.7 While Kant’s idealism is, Pippin believes, defensible, his for-
malism is ultimately subjectivist.

From the outset Pippin disagrees with those critics for whom Kant’s
epistemology amounts to the view that the subject projects or imposes
form or structure onto a material world that, in itself, has no poten-
tial meaning. After the transcendental turn, matter can only have
meaning in relation to conceptual form, but at the same time concepts
are only meaningful insofar as they apply to something given in experi-
ence. This is the force of Pippin’s concern with empirical guidedness,
which explains why Pippin finds himself in opposition to Norman
Kemp Smith, Hans Vaihinger and others who he considers have too
mentalist an interpretation of Kant.8 For Kemp Smith, consciousness
confers meaning and indeed the objects of consciousness are, strictly
speaking, other mental states.9 In particular, necessity and universal-
ity are ‘imposed by the mind’.10 Vaihinger insists that the mind pro-
jects order on the world.11 In contrast, Pippin is committed to the view
that, for Kant, extra-mental reality is not simply the passive recipient
of projections on the part of the subject. The world is given to us,
admittedly in an indeterminate and indirect way. It is indeterminate
because it is given only in sensation and indirect because sensations
without concepts are blind.12 For Pippin, this conclusion is necessar-
ily drawn from Kant’s dualism.

Pippin is equally critical of Guyer’s impositionalist interpretation,
which he sees as rooted in what he calls a literal interpretation of
pure a priori synthesis. Guyer concludes that the latter is responsible
for the subjectivism of Kant’s formalist position. Pippin’s reply is
restricted to consideration of an article published in 1980, which sets
the scene for Guyer’s systematic interpretation of Kant published as
Kant and the Claims of Knowledge seven years later.13 Pippin argues
that although Kant seems to commit himself to an independent syn-
thesis prior to empirical synthesis, this is misleading.14 In contrast,
Pippin reads Kant’s use of the a priori as an adverb.15 The point
Pippin makes is that to talk of an a priori synthesis is not to talk of a
synthesis that literally comes before experience, but rather of a syn-
thesis that is independent of experience and yet serves as a ground for
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our knowledge of it. Elsewhere Pippin further counters the challenge
to Kant’s formalism saying that to assert that the unity of appercep-
tion is ‘formal’ means to assert merely that judgement, cognitive
activity or experience are only possible if the contents of conscious-
ness are brought to a unity.16 He also stresses that formal talk refers
to the activity of mind and not to some special non-material object.17

Pippin agrees with Guyer that the way in which we ultimately
understand what Kant means by a priori synthesis depends on how
we understand the idea of ‘mind-imposed unity’.18 If we read the
latter phrase literally then we are inevitably led to interpret a priori
synthesis as an independent act occurring prior to empirical experi-
ence. But if we adopt Pippin’s adverbial reading, we need only inter-
pret the a priori as the formal condition of any empirical experience
and not as a distinctive act.19 We will see, however, that Pippin retains
worries about the status of a priori formal intuition.

Pippin argues that the impositionalist interpretation cannot be
right because Kant does not simply claim that the categories of the
understanding – the most pure concepts with which we operate in
unifying any object of experience – establish how an object appears
for us, but says that any object that appears for us must appear under
certain formal conceptual conditions.20 This is the notion of ‘com-
prehensiveness’ and is the key to Pippin’s rejection of the imposition-
alist reading. Kant starts by trying to establish our understanding of
the general structure of reality, but he also shows that this is the only
way in which experience could be understood by human subjects. He
thus establishes the necessity of the formal structure we in fact adopt.
‘This formal unity is not imposed; it just is the only type of unity we
could understand in our experience.’21 Pippin thus distinguishes
between a merely subjective imposition of the structure or form of
reality and a comprehensive account that would establish the neces-
sity of this formal structure for our experience. In the end Pippin’s
judgement is that the comprehensiveness claim is not made good, thus
undermining Kant’s commitment to empirical guidedness. But the
fact that Kant aims at the latter goal counts as the major reason for
Pippin’s opposition to readings like Guyer’s.

Importantly, in his defence of Kant, Pippin contrasts ideas and con-
cepts insisting that the latter are not subjectively imposed.22 However,
if concepts are to qualify as empirically guided, then this must be dis-
coverable in their empirical application. Even if a priori concepts are
not subjective, this will count for little if empirical concepts are. The
aim of empirical guidedness will fail, if empirical concepts turn out to
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be instances of subjective projection and this is just what Pippin
concludes, as I will discuss below.

Pippin also disagrees with those interpreters for whom Kant’s
major failing is his insistence on the role of subjective faculties. His
argument here is principally addressed to Strawson’s critique of
Kant’s idiom of the faculties. For Strawson, Kant’s supposed psy-
chologism amounts to the claim that the mind imposes form on
matter.23 While Pippin concurs that Kant’s position is ultimately sub-
jectivist, he insists that it is a concern with the ‘activity of the subject’
and does not amount to psychologism.24 In making this argument he
insists that faculty talk is best understood as a consideration of ‘forms
of our conceiving’.25 However a suspicion of Kant’s faculty talk re-
emerges in his discussion of a priori intuition, especially with refer-
ence to ‘The Schematism of the Pure Concepts of Understanding’.26

Now, despite the distance at which Pippin stands to Guyer and to
Strawson he nevertheless concludes that Kant falls into a subjectivism
that should be ruled out by his commitment to empirical guidedness.
How does this come about?

The crux of Pippin’s critique of Kant is the latter’s formalism, which
he believes counts as an ‘independent analysis of the “rules” for knowl-
edge, prior to and divorced from experience of all kinds’.27 The aim of
achieving comprehensiveness and therefore of avoiding impositional-
ism fails because Kant attempts to secure the legitimacy of claims to
knowledge and their applicability to experience within the sphere
of subjectivity alone. His objective of comprehensiveness, that is, of
showing that knowledge is not simply for us but reveals the necessary
conditions of all possible objects of experience, depends on achieving
formal comprehensiveness as we have seen.28 Pippin does not immedi-
ately conclude that the formality of this move entails impositionalism.
Indeed, on the contrary, he says that the formal status of the compre-
hensiveness claim means ‘not just that we impose’ order, but that this
is the only possible ordering.29 However the distinction between sub-
jective and objective ordering that this claim to comprehensiveness
implies is not delivered: ‘Just how are we to understand this notion of
a subjective unity of consciousness “depending” on, being “derivable”
from, or being “grounded” in an objective unity?’30

Pippin’s adverbial defence of Kant’s talk of a priori synthesis is, as
we have already seen, that it amounts to the claim that there are
certain epistemic conditions for experience. This, he holds, should
not be read as evidence of either impositionalism or psychologism,
but rather reveals the formal, methodological or meta-level status of
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Kant’s project.31 But the solution Pippin offers us now turns out to be
problematic: how do we get from a comprehensive system of the sub-
jective conditions of experience to securing the application of those
epistemic conditions in empirical experience? As he puts it in an
earlier pithy statement ‘If that formal idealism is to be successful, we
must be able to understand its connection with this “material” or
empirical realism . . .’.32 Elsewhere he says that if Kant is to avoid
constructivism, by which he means subjectivism or impositionalism,
he needs a ‘less metaphorical interpretation’ of the relation between
the forms of experience and ‘empirically apprehended “matter” ’.33

The epistemic solution has reintroduced subjectivism by the back
door.

Pippin believes that Kant’s theory of judgement could have pro-
vided a solution to the problem. In the ‘Schematism’ Kant tries to
escape from a strictly formal level of analysis, but fails due to his con-
tinuing to operate at an a priori level.34 It is his reliance on ‘his even
more obscure theory of pure intuition (which itself stresses all over
again a more constructivist theory of phenomenal unity)’ that under-
mines the potential for eventually achieving an adequate account of
empirical guidedness through the strategy of comprehensiveness.35

Thus an attempt at showing how the epistemic subjective forms of
experience genuinely grasp material reality, a problem that was
promised specific attention in the ‘Schematism’, falls back into sub-
jectivism by relying on an unexplained claim that our subjective
power of intuition is capable of constructing reality. Pippin believes
that the ‘Schematism’ chapter is further flawed insofar as it reveals a
‘serious instability in the understanding/sensibility distinction so very
essential to the Critique’.36

While, as I have already mentioned, formalism does not necessar-
ily entail impositionalism in Pippin’s eyes and indeed signals Kant’s
intent of providing an alternative to the latter, a priori formalism is
finally the problem. Thus Pippin says that for Kant ‘the homogeneity
of the manifold is just due somehow to the demand of thought’.37 In
other words it would appear in the end that the charge of imposi-
tionalism is correct. Combination of sensory input comes from
thought alone and there is no effective empirical guidedness from the
side of sense. He then immediately goes on to say: ‘And, if transcen-
dental philosophy is to remain formal and a priori, it is hard to see
how the situation could be otherwise.’38 A formalism that was not a
priori might avoid the fate of impositionalism, but Kant’s version
cannot do so on Pippin’s reckoning:

Kant’s Aesthetic Epistemology

14

M710 HUGHES TEXT M/UP.qxd  29/3/07  8:12 AM  Page 14 Gary Gary's G4:Users:Gary:Public:Gary's J



Once Kant argued for the ‘spontaneous’ nature of the understanding, and
the indeterminate nature of the material of sensibility, we naturally wanted
to know ‘by what right’ the understanding can so spontaneously, a priori,
and with certainty and authority of necessity, legislate, and we are here to
receive Kant’s unique answer: that the ‘ground’ or basis for this legislation
rests in the requirements for a unified, self-identical subject.39

Pippin adds that the unity of the subject must be understood for-
mally.40 Formalism ultimately situates the claimed legitimacy of
the categories in subjectivity and, more precisely, in the unified self-
identical subject.41 It would appear that the distinction between con-
cepts, which are not subjective and ideas, which are, has collapsed.42

Empirical guidedness turns out to be a straw man, insofar as it only
arises in accordance with formal structures that we introduce a priori.

One of the most important questions that Pippin raises is that of
the legitimation or ground of empirical concepts. This point is central
to his assessment of Kant’s success in establishing empirical guided-
ness.43 If empirical concepts cannot be shown to arise at least in part
from conditions in extra-mental reality, then their fate is no better
than that of pure a priori concepts. We have already seen that Pippin
distinguishes concepts from ideas on the grounds that the former are
not subjectively imposed while ideas are. However we have also seen
that, on Pippin’s reading, while Kant intended to avoid the conclusion
that concepts impose form on matter, he finally did not succeed in this
aim. Thus, concepts can, in the end, do nothing other than subjec-
tively impose a priori form on the external world. The remaining
question is whether empirical concepts have a ground independent of
pure concepts.

Pippin considers various options; most importantly, for our dis-
cussion, that reflective judgement provides the ground for empirical
concepts. In the Critique of Judgement Kant introduces a distinction
between determining judgement that subsumes a particular instance
or intuition under a universal rule, principle or law and reflective
judgement that seeks a rule or concept for a given particular.44 Kant
argues in the Introductions to the third Critique that reflective judge-
ment provides the principle necessary for the systematic employment
of empirical judgement and, arguably, also for empirical concepts.45

But the problem, as Pippin sees it, is that reflective judgement is a
development of the regulative use of ideas in the Critique of Pure
Reason. As such, reflective judgement, like regulative ideas, is pro-
jected by the mind onto nature. Pippin thus rejects the possibility that
reflective judgement might be the sought-for autonomous ground of
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empirical concepts, as it is simply too subjective to render it capable
of securing the necessary reference to objectivity. ‘While the most
general explanation for our association of markers into concepts,
species, and so forth, it [reflective judgement] is also the furthest
removed from any connection with any “objective” or empirically
based origin.’46

Thus, Kant’s account of reflective judgement could, or even should,
have given us the means for understanding how empirical concepts
(and, we might add, perhaps even indirectly pure a priori ones) are
capable of being empirically guided. This, however, is impossible
because reflective judgement is a subjective projection. Both in his
book and in a roughly contemporary article, Pippin does not argue
for the premise that secures this conclusion, citing only Buchdahl in
defence of it.47

In order to show how far Pippin’s final verdict lies from his initial
defence of Kant, I must cite him again at some length:

In sum, however much Kant intends to avoid the ‘imposition’ interpreta-
tion, it is still the case that, to use his own favourite metaphor for his for-
malism, reason legislates to nature, or even commands to nature, so
formally, so independently of any ‘material’ reflection about nature, that
the very possibility of ‘obedience’ to such laws, or the role of reason’s ‘sub-
jects’ in formulating them seem considerations much too abstractly
excluded. It is not incidental, I would suggest, that something of the same
problem can be said to emerge in Kant’s moral, aesthetic, and teleological
formalism.48

So while Pippin does not state that Kant’s position is impositionalist,
it is clear that, in Pippin’s view, Kant ultimately falls into this trap.

Pippin goes on to say that Kant would have needed ‘a more
complicated account of the relation between form and a perhaps
metaphysical “content” than his transcendental methodology allows
. . .’.49 Pippin’s own alternative, he admits, is only glimpsed at the
margins of his critique of Kant. The principal elements of his own
position are a comprehensiveness that does not fall back into subjec-
tivism;50 an account of subjectivity that is not indeterminate;51 and a
theory that looks for its confirmation within actuality.52 These fea-
tures suggest a broadly Hegelian programme, especially when com-
bined with Pippin’s contrast between idealism and formalism.

Pippin admits the limitations of his own alternative to Kant:

Admittedly, of course, the idea of ‘breaking down’ Kant’s sensibility/
understanding dualism, or ‘opening the door’ to a fuller explanation of the

Kant’s Aesthetic Epistemology

16

M710 HUGHES TEXT M/UP.qxd  29/3/07  8:12 AM  Page 16 Gary Gary's G4:Users:Gary:Public:Gary's J



substantive or metaphysical foundation for pure intuition, concept,
schema, and idea, or even just recognizing the necessity for a substantive
account of the subject which thinks rather than just the rules of its think-
ing, are all fairly abstract conclusions to draw from the problems pre-
sented here.53

I will answer Pippin’s critique by supplying an alternative account
of formalism. We will then be in a position to recognise that Kant is
closer to Pippin than Pippin’s interpretation of Kant would suggest. I
will argue that Kant’s conception of a formal system does not neces-
sarily fall back into subjectivism and that his account of the ‘activity’
of the subject is less rigid than Pippin assumes. I will show how form
arises in anticipation of matter and this allows us to construe empir-
ical guidedness as more than an empty promise. I will not, however,
argue that Kant offered a more substantive metaphysical foundation
for the thinking subject. That would be to go beyond formal idealism
towards the absolute idealism of Hegel. The account of the subject
offered here will, rather, situate the formal framework for thought
within the empirical world.

II Guyer’s critique of impositionalism

Guyer believes that he can uncover within Kant’s writings an alterna-
tive to his official position. Guyer has great sympathy for this unofficial
position, which he believes counts as a transcendental theory of experi-
ence. It is to be found in unpublished manuscripts and in a nascent form
in the ‘Refutation of Idealism’ in the Critique of Pure Reason.54 While
the unofficial position avoids metaphysical dogmatism, the official one
does not and counts as impositionalist. Guyer’s extensive analysis of
Kant’s epistemological project appeared in his book Kant and the
Claims of Knowledge.55 Its core distinction was established in his earlier
article to which, as we saw in the last section, Pippin responded.56

Central to Guyer’s reading of Kant’s epistemology is a distinction
between two orders of necessity. He expresses the first as follows: a
conditional necessity would arise were Kant claiming that if I experi-
ence an object, this requires that I am in fact aware of regularity
among my representations of it.57 All this necessitates is, if I am to
experience an object, it must in fact be of such a form as to be acces-
sible to my means of grasping it cognitively.58 In contrast, absolute
necessity would be required if experience of an object entails aware-
ness of a necessary regularity among my representations of it.59 The
absolute necessity of this condition can only be ensured if the mind
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imposes this form.60 This is contrasted to what Guyer considers a dis-
tinctive metaphysical view of the relation between mind and reality
where the conditions of the possibility of experience restrict rather
than produce what can be experienced.61

Guyer reassesses the so-called overlooked alternative discussed in
the nineteenth century by Adolf Trendelenburg:

Kant assumes that space and time must be features either of our repre-
sentations or of objects but not both, rather than that space and time may
be either properties of objects or both necessary constraints on our per-
ception of objects and genuine features of the objects we do succeed in per-
ceiving.62

Guyer argues that, from Kant’s perspective, space and time could not
be features of both subjectivity and of objects, because in the latter
case they would not deliver the absolute necessity that is required.
Only if space and time are subjective can they give rise to certain
knowledge of appearances in space and time. Thus, the alternative
was not so much overlooked as excluded by Kant.63

I will now sketch Guyer’s argument as presented in his earlier article
before examining in more detail some of its principal claims.64 He con-
tends that Kant is committed to an a priori synthesis of objects in all
cases of knowledge, not just in mathematics.65 This a priori synthesis
amounts to constitution, insofar as it imposes order on the manifold
of empirical intuition.66 Anticipating attempts to interpret the priority
of synthesis as the claim that all empirical manifolds are merely con-
strained by certain a priori conditions, Guyer identifies further pas-
sages to support his reading that a pure a priori synthesis precedes
empirical syntheses. If empirical syntheses were simply constrained by
a priori rules, then we would have the conditional necessity of Guyer’s
preferred transcendental theory of experience. This would mean that
our minds were restricted to a certain range of accessible objects. In
contrast to this, he finds that Kant is committed to there being a prior
pure synthesis that produces its own objects by imposing form upon
matter. This counts as impositionalism and is a consequence of
attributing certainty to the transcendental unity of apperception. He
goes on to argue that Kant’s thesis that we are certain about the unity
of apperception can only be construed as a synthetic and empirical
claim, not analytical and a priori as Kant suggests, and, finally, that it
rests on a conflation of consciousness and self-consciousness.67

Guyer’s alternative strategy is to argue that Kant could have proposed
a transcendental, but not a priori formal theory.
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Despite my disagreement with Guyer’s diagnosis of the identity of
the ‘official’ Kant, my interpretation shares some features with
Guyer’s unofficial transcendental theory of experience, being one in
which mind is responsive to an external world not of its own making.
In this regard, I would agree with Guyer that there is no necessary
conflict between formal idealism and a version of realism. The differ-
ence between our positions is that I do not believe we have to divest
Kant of transcendental idealism and most of his published works in
order to be able to establish this. In later chapters I will show that
there is a way of reading the a priori and formalism that illuminates
the relationship between mind and object, showing their necessary
relation without attributing impositionalism to Kant.

Guyer admits that there are passages that could be interpreted
according to a more modest interpretation of the activity of the mind.
These would be in line with what in his book he calls conditional neces-
sity. In his article he describes this tendency thus: ‘the purely hypo-
thetical and analytic assertion that if the ascription of a representation
to an identical self is possible, then it must also be possible to connect
that representation to others ascribed to that self by a certain kind of
synthesis’.68 But there are other passages that he believes cannot be so
interpreted. These commit Kant to the absolute necessity of trans-
cendental apperception and amount to the ‘thoroughly existential and
synthetic claim that all of one’s representations can be ascribed to
oneself’.69 Only this position requires a theory of imposition.

Is there really a clear distinction between these two sorts of pas-
sages? Guyer supplies three examples of passages that, he concedes,
commit Kant only to the claim that a priori syntheses bear conditional
necessity. The first example Guyer says is concerned with a priori syn-
thesis of the pure intuitions of mathematics, which he concedes
implies no imposition on experiential objects as such.70 Meanwhile,
the second and third examples are concerned with experience yet do
not commit Kant to an imposition of pure synthesis. The second
passage Guyer cites claims that appearances ‘must stand under a
priori rules of their synthetic unity’,71 while in the third Kant says that
appearances ‘are subjected to a priori conditions, with which their
synthesis . . . must thoroughly accord’.72 Guyer is ready to concede
that such passages do not suggest that there is a pure synthesis prior
to empirical syntheses, but rather that certain a priori constraints
govern the latter.

However he insists that there is plenty of evidence for the stronger
claim for absolute rather than conditional necessity. He begins with
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the synthesis of reproduction that Kant says counts as one of the
‘transcendental actions of the mind’ and is ‘grounded prior to all
experience’.73 Guyer then refers to another passage from the first
edition of the ‘Transcendental Deduction’, or A ‘Deduction’ as
opposed to the second edition or B ‘Deduction’. Here Kant says that
apperception is the source of all synthetic unity and that it presup-
poses a productive synthesis of imagination, which is ‘prior to apper-
ception’ and is ‘the ground of all cognition’.74 Guyer sees this as
compelling evidence for Kant’s commitment to a pure synthesis prior
to any empirical synthesis. Finally Guyer turns to a passage from the
B ‘Deduction’ where we are told that the synthetic unity of the man-
ifold ‘precedes a priori all my determinate thought’.75 He does not
comment on the complex relation between the faculties that emerges
in the second of these passages. He is intent simply on insisting that
Kant is committed to certain pure operations of the mind that are
prior to all experience.76

What exactly does Guyer mean by prior in these cases? He clearly
does not mean temporally prior. Nor can he mean apperception is
simply logically prior, for if he did there would be no reason to make
the distinction between passages that express a restriction on our
mental activity and those that supposedly express an imposition of
form on matter. Logical priority would only entail that apperception
was a necessary condition for the possibility of experience of objects,
as we have already seen in our discussion of Pippin’s adverbial
reading. This would be quite consistent with Guyer’s preferred con-
ditional necessity and would not entail that apperception was the suf-
ficient condition of that experience, insofar as it imposed form on
appearances. For Guyer the priority at issue is synonymous with
absolute necessity. This is the real crux of the matter and lies beneath
what Pippin calls Guyer’s literal reading of the priority claim. A pure
synthesis is prior in the sense that apperception produces its own
objects by imposing forms on nature. Thus mind produces forms that
are not only necessary, but also sufficient conditions for the order of
nature.

Is Guyer’s literal reading of the priority of pure synthesis proven
by the textual references he supplies, or is it rather that his indepen-
dent conviction that Kant is committed to impositionalism leads him
to read these passages as literally as possible? The latter view is
encouraged by the next move in Guyer’s argument. He says that even
were the passages initially discussed in his article inconclusive, it
cannot be doubted that Kant is committed to the view that the mind
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constitutes ‘the objective affinity of nature as underlying all particu-
lar empirical investigation’.77 After all, Kant has said that it is we who
introduce order and regularity into appearances or nature.78 How,
asks Kant, ‘should we be able to get such a unity started a priori, if
subjective grounds of such unity were not contained in the original
sources of cognition in our minds?’79 Admittedly, Kant’s account at
this stage of the first edition ‘Deduction’ raises some problems. How,
crucially, is he sure that the unity achieved will be an ‘a priori certain
unity of the connection of appearances’?80 Moreover, the statement
that this certainty is somehow contained in the original sources of
cognition seems to support Guyer’s belief that Kant is committed to
an absolute necessity imposed transcendentally by the faculties on
appearances and ultimately on matter.

Guyer thinks that the evidence is incontrovertible and that we must
read Kant as an impositionalist. This leads him to miss a possibility
latent in the passages just mentioned. Might there not be a tacit dis-
tinction between the subjective and objective grounds of the same
unity? If this suggestion is taken up, then Kant may only be commit-
ted to the view that the subjective conditions of cognition supply nec-
essary, though insufficient, conditions of the formal structure of
nature. The subjective grounds would then only ‘get things started’
[auf die Bahn bringen]: they initiate unity, but they do not achieve it.81

The grounds of necessary unity are contained in our minds only in an
initial fashion.

The original German offers some potential support for my sugges-
tion. The crucial two sentences read:

For this unity of nature should [soll] be a necessary, that is an a priori
certain unity of the connection of appearances. How should we be able to
get an a priori synthetic unity started [auf die Bahn bringen literally means
‘to bring onto the track’82], if there were not subjective grounds of such
unity a priori in our original cognitive powers and if these subjective
powers were not objectively valid insofar as they are the grounds of the
possibility of knowing any object whatsoever in experience.83

The modal verb sollen suggests a task, even an epistemic duty. Kemp
Smith translates ‘soll’ as ‘has to be’. This expression also bears a
future connotation, although it can be mistaken for a simple state-
ment of necessity. The modal verb soll could also be translated as ‘is
to be’, resulting in the claim that the unity of appearances ‘is to be’
constructed as the result of a project. Thus it would not be contained
already, other than in principle, in the initiating conditions, that is, in
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the power of synthesis. And although translating ‘auf die Bahn
bringen’ by ‘to establish’, as Kemp Smith does, is accurate, this
English expression eliminates the future nuance of the German
phrase, which could suggest a task that is only just beginning.
Focusing on the future orientation in Kant’s expression allows us to
reassess the status of the immediately preceding claim that ‘the order
and regularity in the appearances, which we entitle nature,we our-
selves introduce [bringen wir selbst hinein]’.84 While we introduce
order, we may not construct or impose it. So when Kant says that
‘[t]he synthesis of the manifold through pure imagination, the unity
of all representations in relation to original apperception, precede[s]
all empirical knowledge [gehen aller empirischen Erkenntnis vor]’,
the priority in question need only be the initiating condition of neces-
sity.85 While the hints afforded by the text support, but are not con-
clusive as to the correctness of my interpretative suggestion, they
should at least make us pause for thought before concluding that the
priority that Kant seeks to establish entails that the mind imposes
order on empirical matter. And if this is so, these passages need not
commit Kant to impositionalism, although they certainly aim to
secure more than a merely conditional or factual coincidence between
mind and objects.

Guyer’s suspicion is that the only way such an a priori certain unity
could be achieved would be if the mind were capable of imposing its
own necessary structures on objects. At this stage I will simply sketch
a possible alternative solution, which I will develop in greater detail
in later chapters. The key here is to distinguish between two possible
levels at which nature may be unified. When Kant says that there
should be an a priori certain unity of appearances, he may mean that
there must be an a priori framework that guarantees the possibility of
connection among empirical appearances. While the framework is
certain at the a priori level, this does not entail that there is such cer-
tainty with regard to empirical experience. We will see later that in
both editions of the ‘Deduction’ Kant insists that the categories do not
fully determine empirical laws and thus reveals that there is a gap
between the a priori framework and empirical nature.86 If I am right,
Kant is only committed to certainty at the transcendental level as a
framework for the possibility of experience, while at the empirical
level, certainty is an ongoing project rather than a fait accompli.

Are there significant developments in the arguments Guyer pre-
sents in his later book? At the outset of his later account Guyer fails
to mention that Kant’s supposed problem arises from a confusion
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between consciousness and self-consciousness, but otherwise his
argument is the same.87

[Kant] simply assumes that we know certain propositions as universal and
necessary truths; he then argues that such claims to knowledge of neces-
sary truth can be explained only by our antecedent possession of certain
conceptions and capacities which we must, in turn, be able to impose upon
a reality which does not itself, even contingently, conform to these condi-
tions . . . 88

Toward the end of the book he reconstructs the ‘error’ in three stages.
Once again Kant is found to have presupposed the validity of a claim
to knowledge of a universal and necessary truth. Second, we are told
that ordinary experience can never justify such a claim, which must
therefore have an a priori basis. Third, Kant concludes that only
certain forms of intuition, concepts or principles of judgement could
satisfy this requirement.89 This is a more nuanced account than was
provided in the earlier article, but the nub is still the same: namely,
Kant assumes that we are capable of a priori certainty about the unity
of appearances and the only way this can be explained is to posit an
a priori capacity or synthesis that produces such certainty by project-
ing its unity onto the manifold in apprehension. This claim is nothing
other than the impositionalist thesis.

In Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, Guyer declines to answer
critics of his earlier article and presents instead a more detailed
account of Kant’s argument.90 Following an analysis of Kant’s argu-
ments in which he attempts to deduce the validity of the categories
starting from concepts of the object or of judgement, he now returns
to the argumentative territory of his earlier account in analysing those
arguments that start from the self:

[H]e discovered what he thought was a simple but powerful argument
from what he took to be our a priori knowledge of the necessary unity or
identity of the self throughout all of our experiences to the need for an a
priori synthesis of the manifold of intuition, conducted in accord with a
priori concepts.91

Thus the certainty a subject has in its identity throughout experience
entails that it must be able to achieve an equally certain synthesis of
the manifold of apprehension.92 It does so, as we have already seen in
his earlier article, by imposing the forms of intuition onto that man-
ifold in accordance with the categories.

Guyer goes on to say that this ‘supplement[s] his [i.e. Kant’s] in any
case considerable confidence in the deduction of the categories from
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the conceptions of object and judgement’.93 So it sounds as if this
‘powerful’ argument is not an alternative to those other strategies, but
rather complementary to them. Yet in what follows it becomes clear
that, just as Guyer held in his earlier article, what he considers to be
a new argument is, in his opinion, Kant’s primary one.

The linchpin of Guyer’s argument is once again Kant’s claim that
‘the understanding is itself the source of the laws of nature’.94 This is
what convinces Guyer that Kant’s position must be that ‘the mind can
impose an “affinity” on all appearances’ for only this secures Kant’s
conclusion that they must be ‘associable in themselves and subjected
to universal rules of thoroughgoing connection’.95 This, he thinks, is
‘the only possible explanation of the premise of this new argument,
the assumption that unity of apperception is a priori certain or guar-
anteed to obtain under all possible circumstances’.96 Thus only if
there is an a priori synthesis that unifies all experiences, can the
unity of apperception in which we are already confident be validated.
The unity apperception introduces into experience is, moreover, an
absolute necessity. This is so because our minds are capable of synthe-
sising or determining all appearances that arise for us.

I have argued that Guyer’s evidence for claiming that Kant is com-
mitted to the absolute necessity of apperception is not conclusive. He
certainly has evidence that Kant holds that the transcendental unity
of apperception is a necessary condition of any empirical knowledge,
but does he have the further proof that the latter arises from a pure a
priori synthesis that imposes form on matter? In 1987 Guyer’s evi-
dence is similar to that presented in his earlier article. He still insists
that it is Kant’s ‘unequivocal view that we can impose our categories
on any data of sensibility whatever’.97 In other words, we simply must
read Kant’s statements about a priori synthesis literally, because the
passages and the argument would not bear any other interpretation.
For Guyer, this is the crux of transcendental idealism, for it is only the
transcendental ideality of space – that is, its status as a mental form –
that ensures the transcendental affinity of order among objects qua
appearances necessary for the certainty to which he believes Kant is
committed.98

Interestingly, in 1987 Guyer does not oppose what he calls formal
idealism, which he identifies with Kant’s mature position.99 The latter
is ‘compatible with a realistic interpretation of the intended con-
clusion of the refutation of idealism’.100 What he objects to is the
interpretation of form as imposed on objects of experience. This inter-
pretation entails that transcendental idealism counts not as a doctrine
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of epistemological modesty pace Henry Allison, but rather as a meta-
physical dogma.101 Hence Guyer is opposed to the formalism correl-
ative to transcendental idealism, which he takes to be the thesis that
form is imposed on objects by the mind. He remarks that Kant’s
mature position commits him only to the ideal status of the forms and
not of the existence of the objects of intuition.102 I hope to have shown
in a provisional way that even in the admittedly difficult territory of
the ‘Transcendental Deduction’ there is no conclusive reason why
Kant should be consigned to impositionalism. Objects have an ideal
dimension insofar as they are formed, but this does not necessarily
entail that form is imposed on matter. I have suggested that Kant’s for-
malism can be seen as the initiation of order through the synthetic
activity of our subjective cognitive faculties. In later chapters I build
on this suggestion.

III Henrich’s Cartesian Certainty – A Basis for
Impositionalism?

While Dieter Henrich, one of Kant’s most influential contemporary
German interpreters, ultimately aims to defend Kant against the
charge of impositionalism, Kant’s critics have found encouragement
in the interpretation he offers in Identity and Objectivity.103 Guyer, in
particular, relies on Henrich’s reading, something I will establish by
an examination of a review written by Guyer just before his publica-
tion of the article considered in the previous section of this chapter.104

Thus, while it may seem odd to include Henrich among Kant’s critics,
it is helpful to include a discussion of his highly reconstructive reading
at this point.

Guyer’s view that for Kant apperception is apodeictically certain
reveals his debt to Henrich, for whom apperception counts as a sort
of Cartesian awareness of what he calls the numerical identity of the
self.105 Against this Allison argues that knowledge requires only the
awareness of ‘the “fact” that this identity must be presupposed as a
necessary condition of knowledge’, in other words, it requires only
‘the necessity of a possibility’, that is, the possibility of being aware
of numerical identity ‘but not its actuality or necessity’.106 As Allison
also puts it: ‘The consciousness of this act . . . is . . . the conscious-
ness of the form of thinking’.107 Importantly he says that Kant’s
account is ‘a formal model or schema for the analysis of the under-
standing and its “logical” activities’ and concludes: ‘As such, it is
neither a bit of introspective psychology nor an idealistic ontological
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thesis concerning the manner in which the mind “creates” the phe-
nomenal world by imposing its forms upon the given sensible data.’108

Despite the apparent difference between Allison’s formal reading
and Henrich’s Cartesian reading of apperception, we will see later in
this section that the contrast is quite hard to draw.109

Henrich argues that, for Kant, the certainty that we have in the
numerical identity of the self depends on our ability to employ certain
forms of judgement. Guyer agrees with this entailment and the con-
sequent denial of an immediate certainty of self in detachment from
our judgemental capacity. However, while Henrich argues that Kant
is not, or at least should not be, committed to ‘constitution-theoretic
talk’ – that is, to impositionalism – Guyer argues that the latter is a
necessary corollary of Henrich’s correct diagnosis of the basic premise
of Kant’s deduction, namely, certainty about numerical identity:

In fact, we could be certain a priori that we will be conscious of our con-
tinuing identity so long as we are conscious of any representations at all
only if we can always process or force our representations to conform to
the conditions of our consciousness of identity, which is, I take it, the gist
of any theory of constitution.110

So whereas Henrich believes that Kant only slips into impositional-
ism because of an unnecessary confusion, Guyer insists that it is the
unavoidable corollary of the certainty of apperception.111 It is because
the numerical identity of the self can be established only if it is dis-
covered in all appearances, that the former as the transcendental iden-
tity of apperception must impose unity on the latter. Therefore
impositionalism leads on directly from Henrich’s insistence on the
certainty of apperception.

Significantly, Guyer’s core distinction is first aired in response to
Henrich’s interpretation. The theory of constitution arises from what
Guyer calls Henrich’s key argument, that is, ‘that we know a priori
that we will be conscious of our numerical identity in whatever rep-
resentations we will have’ in contrast to the weaker claim that ‘we can
be conscious of our identity in any given sequence of representations
only if they conform to the necessary conditions for our conscious-
ness of identity’.112 This is the by now familiar distinction between
absolute and conditional necessity.113

As we saw, Guyer concludes that Kant’s impositionalism arises
from a confusion between consciousness and self-consciousness.114

Henrich’s insistence that the legitimacy of the categories requires
a priori knowledge of the self – and not just, as Allison argues,
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consciousness of the form of thinking – once again is a point d’appui
for Guyer’s critique.115

It appears that Henrich has set the stakes too high. He concludes
that the presupposition of Kant’s thought is ‘wholly original’, ‘highly
productive’ and ‘exceptionally convincing’ and sums it up thus: ‘one
sees in the notion of the ego [im Ich-Gedanken] a consciousness
which demonstrates the highest degree of certainty and which is, so
to speak, a priori superior to everything.’116

It is not possible to enter into a detailed reconstruction and assess-
ment of Henrich’s argument here. Nevertheless we must consider the
way in which Henrich rejects the impositionalist conclusion Guyer
draws from his Cartesian premise.

Henrich’s rejection of impositionalism emerges principally from
the important distinction he draws between the identity of self-
consciousness and the identity of the act.117 In Henrich’s view, Kant’s
tendency to focus on the act serves as an ‘unfavourable influence’ on
the development of his proof.118 Henrich interprets this development
in Kant’s account as entailing that the act of the mind ‘subjects
appearances to rules’ and concludes that this commits Kant to a thesis
of ‘real constitution’ rather than simply logical derivation.119 Henrich
is referring to the passage from the first edition of the ‘Deduction’
where Kant famously states:

For the mind could never think its identity in the manifoldness of its rep-
resentations, and indeed think this identity a priori, if it did not have
before its eyes the identity of its act which subjects all synthesis of appre-
hension (which is empirical) to a transcendental unity and thereby renders
possible its connection according to a priori rules.120

Henrich comments that this implies a distinction between particular
acts of synthesis and the act of synthesis itself that generates the a
priori rules necessary for any synthesis whatsoever.121 His concern is
that Kant suggests that we can move directly from the identity of the
subject to the act of synthesis and this in turn suggests that the self
‘subjects appearances to rules’.122 I am not convinced that it is neces-
sary to make the distinction Henrich suggests, as I read this passage
as a not yet well-formulated expression of Kant’s view that the tran-
scendental synthesis of apperception entails some awareness of its
own activity. If so, Kant may not be guilty of falling into imposition-
alism as charged.

In my view the real problem lies not in Kant’s focus on the act of
apperception, but rather in the speed with which he thinks he can
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move from a priori synthesis to empirical determination. Kant is not
clear about the level at which his argument operates. This is evident
not only in the sentence Henrich holds up for criticism, where he
already talks about empirical apprehension, but in the preceding one
where Kant claims that the ‘Deduction’ achieves the determination
of objects, without making clear whether he is talking about empir-
ical objects or an object ‘in general’, that is, the conditions of possi-
bility for objectivity.123 There is, however, a way of decelerating his
claim. We can take it to imply that the synthesis of apprehension ulti-
mately falls within the general framework of transcendental unity,
but not that the latter imposes form on empirical objects, there
being further conditions of empirical unity yet to be established.
Nevertheless, it seems probable that at the time of writing the first
edition ‘Deduction’ Kant thought he could conclude his argument
much more quickly than turned out to be the case.124

Henrich responds to the tendency in Kant’s position associated
with the talk of an ‘act’ and which we can identify as impositionalist,
as follows:

Now the subject is certainly the agent [Akteur] of a number of activities.
It can invariably reflect upon itself and initiate syntheses. . . . it still does
not always follow that it is in the subject and its acts that the ground must
be sought of all the conditions without which the concept of the subject
cannot be thought and without which the subject could have no knowl-
edge of itself.125

It is crucial here that not only self-knowledge, which would imply
empirical intuition, but also the very thought of the concept of the
subject, the ‘I’, may require conditions beyond the subject. In an
earlier passage Henrich insists that it is not the case that the subject
autonomously guarantees its own unity through its activity of syn-
thesis.126 This is because ‘the continuance of its activity’ is not depend-
ent on itself.127 What other grounds are there for the conditions of
self-consciousness and self-knowledge? One promising suggestion
may be found in a yet earlier passage where he explains why Kant’s
commitment to the subject’s dependence on what is given to it in intu-
ition, results in the fact that he could not have adopted Leibniz’s strict
conception of identity.128 Drawing out Henrich’s general position in
this way allows us to clarify his distinction between real constitution
and logical derivation. The first of these would amount to the posi-
tion that appearances are directly extracted from subjectivity. The
second would coincide with the more complex thought that while the
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transcendental unity of apperception is the ground of the connection
between subject and world, self-consciousness necessarily stands in
relation to a given and ultimately to objects in the world.

What Henrich means by logical derivation is clarified by the dis-
tinction he draws between numerical identity and the simplicity of the
subject. The deduction of the categories – that is, the proof of their
legitimacy for all appearances – only succeeds through a ‘complex
proof-procedure . . . which must make reference first to the identity
of the subject, but then, necessarily to its simplicity as well’.129

Henrich’s view is that Kant tends to concentrate on simplicity at the
expense of identity. This is what leads Kant to move so quickly from
‘the subject as a principle of identity to the assumption of a priori
rules which apply to all apprehensions’.130 A more mediated relation
between subject and rules is required if Kant is not to fall into a theory
of ‘real constitution’. This supports my suggestion that Henrich is
committed to the subject’s numerical identity arising from a mediate
relation to objectivity. For, surely, the rules are ones that put the
subject in a necessary relation to the possibility of experiencing
objects. However, Henrich’s analysis remains oriented towards sub-
jectivity. Moreover, as we will see, he undermines his commitment to
objectivity, which I do not doubt he holds, by insisting that the rules
that secure numerical identity are pre-temporal. Henrich’s commit-
ment to the link between apperception and objectivity thus remains
problematic.

These passages reveal that, for Henrich, impositionalism is
avoided principally insofar as Kant establishes complexity within
subjectivity. Self-consciousness is certain strictly in the sense that it is
underived from any other consciousness.131 This entails only that self-
consciousness is the ineliminable starting point or origin of all knowl-
edge, but not that it contains the sufficient conditions of the latter.

The crux of Guyer’s dissatisfaction with Henrich’s account and, at
the same time, its productivity for his own attribution of imposition-
alism to Kant, lies at the other pole of the subject–object relation. This
is the implication that we can know a priori that all our representa-
tions will be synthesisable under rules that are the conditions of trans-
ition between different states of the subject.132 The problem, Guyer’s
argument goes, is that this commits Kant to absolute necessity, that
is, to the position that anything we experience is necessarily condi-
tioned by rules that arise from self-consciousness. But the question
here is surely, how maximal or minimal is the condition? Is the
claim that the categories provide the broad framework within which
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experience is possible, or that they determine the shape or form of
any empirical experience whatsoever? Given that Guyer argues that
Henrich’s position entails impositionalism, he clearly believes that
Henrich is committed to the latter of these two options.

In attributing a commitment to absolute necessity to Kant as inter-
preted by Henrich, Guyer represents Henrich’s position as entailing
that ‘all of our representations can be known a priori to be subject to
synthesis into a “nature” or world of objects themselves completely
interrelated by these rules’.133 In the first passage referred to by Guyer,
Henrich states that all objects are subject to universal laws insofar as
they belong to nature, while in the second he claims ‘It is in relation
to this manifoldness of fundamental forms of judgement that the col-
lective unity of objects in One Nature must be thought’.134 In the
latter passage Henrich is explicitly concerned with the question of
objectivity, however there is no reason to think that he is talking
about empirical objectivity. The nature he has in view in both pas-
sages is surely that of the most general order of things in relation to
the transcendental unity of apperception. Nature at this level is not
yet equivalent to the system of empirical nature. This leaves open the
possibility that while nature in general is subject to a priori synthesis,
empirical nature in its particular detail is not. Were Henrich speaking
of nature at the empirical level, this would follow, but we need not
conclude that he is doing so when he has made no mention of the
empirical. My suggestion gains additional plausibility from Henrich’s
insistence that the subject is the underivable starting place for any
knowledge, not its sole condition and from his claim that it is not nec-
essary to read Kant as committed to impositionalism.

Nevertheless, a statement of the limitations of the argument of the
‘Transcendental Deduction’ is sorely missing in Henrich’s account.
My suggested defence of his account in the face of Guyer’s critique
entails attributing to him the position that the ‘Transcendental
Deduction’ is only the beginning of the project of legitimating the cat-
egories and will be supplemented by further arguments showing how
they apply to empirical objects. His insistence on the ‘Deduction’ as
the sole locus of legitimation for the categories tells against such an
extension of his account. As Karl Ameriks reports an observation by
Ralph Walker, Henrich’s reading of the ‘Deduction’ may establish
nothing more than the necessary application of categories to ‘a blue
qualia (sic) that is square’.135 And without an account of the broader
epistemological project within which the ‘Deduction’ arises, Guyer’s
interpretation is far from unreasonable.
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But, what of Henrich’s relationship to formalism? The point at
which Henrich most clearly adopts a formalist position comes in the
course of a discussion of the way in which the mind ‘can ascertain its
identity solely in view of a regulated synthesis’.136 Henrich favours
moderate numerical identity in contrast to Leibniz’s strict identity.
Moderate numerical identity allows for a change in the states of a
thing.137 Henrich argues that it must be possible to know something
about transitions taking place under the subject’s identity conditions
‘without being able, in this knowledge, to refer to any definite trans-
itions in which the subject has found itself’.138 What Henrich means
is that there is a formal knowledge of transitions or changes prior to
any identification of change in the subject at the empirical level. The
functions governed by the categories count as modes of transition
which: ‘must be constant, because it is only in this way that they are
suitable for rendering possible, independently of all experience and in
unconditional universality, the knowledge of the subject’s identity,
which is at all times possible.’139

Henrich concludes that knowledge of such modes of trans-
ition or functions is a necessary condition of the subject’s a priori
awareness of itself as identical. Thus self-certainty will only be con-
firmed as apodeictic insofar as it can be guaranteed that it perseveres
throughout such modes of transition. This process is not to
be understood as empirical, but rather as prior to experience.140

Henrich next considers the objection that too much may have been
derived from a ‘completely formal principle’ and that the mere
thought of a sequence of thoughts in time would suffice.141 The
objection under consideration is that the temporality of consci-
ousness would be sufficient for establishing the numerical identity
of the self. Henrich replies that the transitions he is analysing are
prior to temporality and count as analogous to rules of logical
derivation.142

It might appear that Henrich’s method is formalist in the particu-
lar sense that it is modelled on logic. Yet we have already seen that
logical derivation implies a complex derivation of numerical identity
as opposed to the claim that knowledge is simply entailed in the
subject per se.143 Moreover, Henrich distances himself from ‘a theory
of purely formal principles of knowledge (which can also be called a
logical theory of experience)’.144 He insists on the need to combine
the logical and the real trajectories of Kant’s argument, instead of
choosing between them as, he claims, the latter’s commentators have
done.145 It is only by combining both dimensions in Kant that the
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categories can be grounded and, significantly, Henrich suggests that
this will entail a formal element:

Starting from the fundamental notion of the spontaneous and reflectively
acting subject, one can ground the validity of necessary rules for all
appearances only by means of the other basic notion of the formal and a
priori principle of subject identity.146

There are therefore two basic notions: the real one of the con-
sciousness of the ‘I think’, and the formal or logical one of the numer-
ical identity of the subject over time. This reveals that Henrich’s
position is a hybrid one, combining form with the particularity or
reality of the Cartesian subject. But it is only numerical identity that
secures the validity of the categories. Interestingly, this shows his com-
mitment, once again, to the view that the capacity for self-reflection is
not merely formal, as Allison would have it, but also real. This is but
one of the many complexities of the position he adopts. The interest
of this for my own account is the way in which his, admittedly under-
developed, account of formalism challenges the prevalent equation
between the latter and logicism or mere subjectivism.

In a later article, Henrich distances himself from logical formalism
such as the neo-Kantian project to establish ‘a merely formal property
of thoughts which can itself never become an instance of conscious-
ness’ in contrast to an actual thought of self-identity.147 The position
he favours insists once again that, although formal, self-consciousness
is a ‘real act’ of consciousness.148 But this is not to say that it is actual
at all times: ‘it is always possible for self-consciousness to become
actual, it does not have to be actual’.149 The form of consciousness is
constant and I can be certain of it a priori. The fact that I achieve this
level of self-consciousness is, however, not known a priori.150 It is now
clear that Henrich’s Cartesian certainty is the formal, but not merely
formal, possibility that I can be conscious of my identity in relation to
any representation.

How great a distance, then, is there between Allison’s account of
formal possibility and Henrich’s Cartesian position? We have seen
that in Henrich’s account of the apodeictic certainty of apperception,
he insists that a Cartesian reflection must be possible on at least some
occasions. Allison, we have seen, states that what is at issue is in no
sense introspective, being only a form of thought. But it is arguable
that self-reflection on the activity of thinking is not introspection. And
now it seems that Henrich would be happy with Allison’s claim for
the necessity of a possibility of such self-consciousness, for, as we have
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just seen, the former holds that we are a priori certain only of the
form of consciousness. Henrich insists that actual self-consciousness
cannot remain a mere possibility and must be capable of actualisa-
tion. But does not Allison’s claim for the necessity of a possibility
commit him to the same position? To say this is surely to say more
than that only a formal awareness is possible and to commit to the
actualisation of that form as a possibility. A fine distinction remains
and it seems to be one of emphasis: while Henrich insists the actual-
isation of the possibility must be possible, Allison says only that the
possibility and ‘not its actuality or necessity’ is necessary.151 The final
distinction is not as clear-cut as Allison seems to think and is very dif-
ficult to pin down, but we can say that, for Henrich, consciousness is
referenced to self-consciousness more explicitly than it is for Allison.

An assessment of the structure of Henrich’s Cartesianism goes
beyond the scope of this discussion. Nevertheless, we have seen that
the formal moment in Henrich’s approach aims to establish a set of
rules prior to experience and to time. In my opinion this is where the
real problem lies. The formal Cartesian status of apperception may
not in itself lead to impositionalism, but a-temporal a priori rules
appear to do so. While the subject’s identity can only be established
in relation to a range of possible judgements, this occurs prior to any
actual application within experience. Now in a sense, from a Kantian
position, this is uncontroversial. The categories are the formal frame-
work for experience and as such are prior to any actual experience.
But the question is: is this a set of, in principle, formal moves that will
only be fully worked out in relation to experience, or are they fully
formed prior to any application? Their being a priori leaves open both
options, but in the second case the order in intuition is imposed. There
are two ways in which we can develop the idea that the rules operate
in principle. In the first case, the categories, although a-temporal,
require temporal schematisation if their full objective validity is to be
established.152 But this would mean that the forms as presented in the
‘Transcendental Deduction’ are only provisionally stated. Henrich’s
insistence on the primacy of the ‘Deduction’ does not suggest he
would wish to adopt this strategy. A stronger position would involve
arguing that even apperception stands in some relation to temporal-
ity, which is fine-tuned in the ‘Schematism’ and ‘Principles’ chapters
of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Thus the categories, while a priori,
are temporal at a formal level and are only the first stage of the deter-
mination of the rules for the unity of apprehension. It is clear that
Henrich would not want to accept that apperception is in any sense
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temporal, so this option is definitely not open to him. Once again, it
would appear that the additional moves that Henrich could make in
order to avoid impositionalism are not ones he could or would take.

But is Henrich’s insistence on the pre-temporal status of the rules
that express the possible modifications of numerical identity, in effect
the categories, not wholly faithful to Kant? After all, is it not the case
that, for Kant, apperception is distinct from temporality? It would not
be possible to supply a thorough answer to this complicated question
here, but I will provide a sketch developing the second interpretative
option just mentioned. The transcendental unity of apperception is
the form of thought and thus is peculiarly linked to the understand-
ing. However, apperception is a synthetic unity and what it synthe-
sises is the manifold in intuition. All intuition, without exception, is
temporal. Thus apperception is the exercise of the understanding in
relation to intuition. The initial condition of apperception lies on the
intellectual side of dualism, which taken in abstraction from the
activity of synthesis counts as a-temporal. But this initial condition
initiates a synthesis that is necessarily temporal. The transcendental
unity of apperception is the synthetic unity of the temporal achieved
by the understanding. This synthesis operates at a formal level and
thus entails no empirical time consciousness, but it counts as the form
of temporality that necessarily precedes any particular temporal
determination.153

We can conceive of a version of this account more closely modelled
on Henrich’s interpretation. Self-certainty is only achieved in relation
to a number of rules that govern appearances, including, ultimately,
empirical ones. These rules are nothing other than the rules for syn-
thesis of the manifold of intuition. Certainty attaching to appercep-
tion thus arises only in relation to a synthesis that necessarily has
intuition as one of its terms. In effect, as in my original account of this
version, apperception entails the exercise of understanding on intu-
ition. The certainty of apperception cannot be established in detach-
ment from this synthesis.

It is neither Henrich’s intention, nor is it a necessary corollary of his
Cartesian interpretation of Kant, that his account results in imposi-
tionalism. We have seen, however, that insufficient attention to the
levels at which Kant is concerned with nature encourage interpreta-
tions such as Guyer’s. I have argued, nevertheless, that the real danger
of impositionalism derives from Henrich’s insistence that experience is
based on an a-temporal a priori set of rules. Apperception is thus set
outside or at the limits of the spatio-temporal world. In a more recent
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publication he goes so far as to suggest a reciprocal relation between
subject and world: ‘But the source from which a world originates is
equally dependent on that world.’154 Both mind and world are co-
originary, yet Henrich does not sufficiently develop the object pole of
the subject–object relation. The result has been that his Cartesian posi-
tion has been able to serve as a basis for impositionalist readings of
Kant despite Henrich’s strong intentions to the contrary.

IV Strawson’s critique of transcendental psychology

I now turn to consider the interpretation of Peter Strawson, whose
Bounds of Sense (1966) has been so influential within the English-
speaking world. The distinctive contribution of his interpretation is
his diagnosis of faculty talk as characteristic of Kant’s formalism and
as the source of the latter’s ‘impositionalism’.

For Strawson, impositionalism and formalism are inextricably
entwined. Kant’s epistemology rests on the distinction between a
world of appearances and a world of things in themselves, while his
account of our knowledge of the world of appearances depends on a
metaphysics of mind, that is, a faculty theory. The latter is what
Strawson calls ‘the idiom of the faculties’.155 According to Strawson,
it is the second thesis that does all the argumentative work. It is
because Kant insists that the world is only accessible to us through the
apparatus of the faculties that he relies on a ‘two-worlds’ metaphysics.

Strawson adopts an approach that has become common within
Anglo-American approaches to Kant and other systematic thinkers.
Some supposed kernel of critical philosophy is defended, while an
array of other, apparently central, theses are rejected. A general sus-
picion of ‘systematicity’ supports this approach. Strawson intends to
retain Kant’s commitment to ‘the principle of significance’. This is the
maxim that ‘there can be no legitimate, or even meaningful, employ-
ment of ideas or concepts which does not relate them to empirical or
experiential conditions of their application’.156 According to this
principle, transcendent metaphysics is rejected because of its lack of
empirical significance. It is therefore replaced by a transcendental
‘investigation of that limiting framework of ideas and principles the
use and application of which are essential to empirical knowledge,
and which are implicit in any coherent conception of experience
which we can form’.157 Strawson claims that empiricism is in broad
agreement with the principle of significance and with its rejection of
transcendent metaphysics.
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