Reply to Longuenesse

Quassim Cassam

Longuenesse observes that there are different ways, or different tones of voice, in which one may ask “How is X possible?”. Consider this dialogue: 

(A) Question: How can one get from London to Paris in less than three hours?

(B) Answer: By flying saucer.

(C) Question: How is that possible?

On my account, the first step in explaining how X is possible is to identify means by which X is possible. In Longuenesse’s flying saucer dialogue means for obtaining a given result have already been identified and the point of (C) is ‘directly to put into question the very possibility of such means’ (p. 2). She claims that this is how it is with Kant’s how-possible questions. He thinks that ‘the kind of knowledge by means of which mathematical truths or natural causal laws can be discovered is synthetic a priori knowledge’ (p. 2). He asks how this is possible not because he is in search of means by which mathematical truths or causal laws can be discovered but because the very possibility of such means is in question. How can synthetic a priori knowledge be the means by which we come to know anything given the factors that make synthetic a priori knowledge look impossible? 
I see things differently. For example, I do not take Kant to be arguing that geometrical truths are discovered by means of a kind of synthetic a priori knowledge. His view is that our geometrical knowledge is synthetic a priori and that the means by which we acquire it is what he calls “construction in pure intuition”. Constructing figures in intuition – drawing them in the imagination or on paper- is something that geometers do rather than a kind of knowledge they have. Kant takes it as obvious that construction in pure intuition is a source of knowledge that is available to us. In this sense there is no question about ‘the very possibility of such means’. The problem, as Kant sees it, is that it is not clear how the knowledge that it delivers can be both synthetic and a priori. I argue that he responds to this problem by showing how the obstacles to the acquisition of synthetic a priori knowledge by constructing figures in pure intuition can be overcome or dissipated. So there are really two different though related things going on in Kant’s account: first there is the specification of means by which a certain kind of knowledge is actually acquired. This is what I call a Level 1 response to a how-possible question. Second, there is an attempt to show that these means can really deliver the kind of knowledge that they are supposed to deliver. This discussion takes place at what I call ‘Level 2’. 
Longuenesse’s flying saucer example works differently. The issue is not whether flying saucers would be means of getting us from London to Paris in less than three hours. The problem is that flying saucers are, for us, not an option; they aren’t an actual means of travelling. So the sense in which there is a question about the possibility of getting to Paris by flying saucer is quite unlike the sense in which there is a question about the possibility of acquiring geometrical knowledge by constructing figures in pure intuition. The former question arises because the suggested means aren’t real; there aren’t any flying saucers. The latter question does not arise because there is no such thing as construction in intuition. The flying saucer analogy would work better if the proposed answer to the question about the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge were something along the lines of “We get such knowledge by exercising our faculty of rational intuition”. Again, though, the primary issue isn’t whether rational intuition, if there were such a thing, would be a source of synthetic a priori knowledge. Those who appeal to rational intuition can stipulate that synthetic a priori knowledge is precisely the kind of knowledge that the proper exercise of this faculty would deliver. The problem, at least according to Kant, is that there is no reason to believe that we have any such faculty. In contrast, there is every reason to think that we, or at least some of us, have the ability to construct figures in pure intuition.  
Moving on to the Transcendental Deduction, Longuenesse agrees with me that the Kant’s argument in this passage isn’t anti-skeptical. Following Karl Ameriks, I read the Deduction as a regressive argument that starts from the assumption that we have empirical knowledge and then tries to work backwards, as it were, to the necessary conditions of such knowledge. Given that refuting scepticism isn’t the object of the exercise what then is the point of the Deduction? One possibility is that it is a validatory argument whose aim is to legitimate our use of categorial concepts like substance, unity, plurality and causality by showing that they are necessary for objective thinking and therefore necessary for empirical knowledge. 

This assumes that we understand why the categories need to be validated. I argue in my book that Kant fails satisfactorily to explain what the problem is. For example, one might think that the categories need to be validated because they aren’t instantiated in experience but Kant insists categorial concepts are instantiated in experience. The way in which they are instantiated in experience might be different from the way in which other concepts are instantiated in experience but why does that raise a special question about their legitimacy? And even if we understand this question, is a concept shown to be legitimate just by being shown to be indispensable? If we can’t do with a particular concept why isn’t that just a fact about us? What has it got to do with the fact that the concept is, in Kant’s terms, ‘objectively valid’? 
Longuenesse hopes to defend Kant against these criticisms by making the following points: 

(a) Kant is convinced that experience does contain instances of the categories. His worry is that experience does not ‘present us with images of the categories in the way it presents us with images of tables, cups, chipped cups, and so on’ (p. 5). This means that we cannot know that we are presented with an instance of a category just by seeing that we are.

(b) It is because experience doesn’t present us with images of the categories that these concepts need to be given a transcendental deduction. So the intuitive problem to which the Deduction is responding is that we have no empirical way of knowing that the categories are instantiated.

(c) The Deduction proceeds by showing that the categories are instantiated in experience. As Longuenesse puts it, ‘the Transcendental Deduction is an argument to the effect that the categories are instantiated in experience (necessarily, all objects of experience fall under the categories)’ (p. 5).
I don’t see how this helps. Suppose that we grant that there is some interesting sense in which (a) is correct. It still isn’t clear why, as (b) implies, this raises a special question about the validity of the categories. After all, there are lots of non-categorial concepts of which experience doesn’t present us with images. Bachelor or neutrino might be examples. In general, I cannot know that someone is a bachelor just by seeing that he is. Bachelor isn’t, in this sense, an observational concept but it is presumably not being suggested that all non-observational concepts need to be to given a transcendental deduction. This is not to say that there is nothing to the idea of an illegitimate concept, or one whose legitimacy needs to be proved, only that these are notions which Kant doesn’t properly explain.

Turning to (c), the first thing to note is that the claim that all objects of experience fall under the categories is not equivalent to the claim that the categories are instantiated in experience. In general, to say that an object a falls under a concept F is simply to say that the judgment ‘a is F’ is true. To say that F is instantiated in experience is to say that one can know that ‘a is F’ is true by perceiving that it is true. So, for example, there are objects of experience – people- that fall under the concept bachelor but it doesn’t follow, and might not even be true that, one can know that someone is a bachelor by perceiving that he is. By the same token, one could think that objects of experience fall under the categories without thinking that these concepts are instantiated in experience.

Longuenesse agrees that we cannot know that some thing is an instance of this or that category by perceiving that it is. How is this to be reconciled with what she takes to be Kant’s insistence that the categories are instantiated in experience? On the account of what it is for a concept to be instantiated in experience that I have just given, the claim that a particular category C is instantiated in experience would be equivalent to the claim that one can perceive that objects or events fall under C. Yet this is something that both Kant and Longuenesse must deny since it amounts to the view that experience can present us with images or the categories. Clearly, then, some other account is needed of what it would be for a concept to be instantiated in experience.       
Longuenesse says that ‘Kant’s proof that the categories are instantiated consists in showing that no object of experience at all would be presented to us unless categorial thinking were at work in the very perception of objects’ (p. 6). A lot depends here on the sense in which categorial thinking is at work in the very perception of objects. After all, babies and some animals can perceive objects but is categorial thinking at work in their perception of objects? One might also wonder how it follows from the fact that a concept like substance is involved in structuring our perceptions that there really are substances, let alone that substances are presented as such in experience. On these issues, Longuenesse’s discussion raises rather more questions than it answers and leaves me unconvinced that my criticisms of Kant in the book are unfounded.
In the last section of her comments Longuenesse focuses on one particular argument for the thesis that categorial thinking is what I call a ‘background enabling condition’ for perceptual knowledge. As it happens, the argument in question is one that I extracted from her influential book Kant and the Capacity to Judge. The argument goes like this: to have empirical knowledge one must have empirical concepts. Empirical concepts are formed by analysing the contents of our intuitions, that is, by comparing, reflecting and abstracting. According to Kant, these three logical operations of the understanding are the universal and essential conditions for the generation of any concept whatsoever. But for analysis to be possible our intuitions must be susceptible to analysis and so must be prepared for analysis by a prior synthesis of their manifold. The categories come into the story because they direct the syntheses that make analysis possible. Without them there would be no synthesis, without synthesis there would be no analysis, and without analysis there would be no empirical concepts and no therefore empirical knowledge.

As I point out, there are lots of problems with this argument. One is that it is hard to understand how synthesis is supposed to prepare the ground for analysis. Another is that it isn’t clear why Kant thinks that anything is needed to make synthesis possible. Finally, it is doubtful that concepts can only be acquired by means of what Kant and Longuenesse call ‘analysis’. Analysis looks like a rational process but, as Fodor argues, the relation between a concept and the experiences that occasion its acquisition can also be ‘brute-causal’ (1981: 148). For these reasons I suggest that we should seek an argument for the indispensability of the categories that is synthesis-free and that doesn’t rely on Kant’s abstractionist account of concept formation. My suggestion is that ‘concepts like cup, tree or chipped are such that one must be able to think categorially in order to possess them…. regardless of how one acquired them’ (2007: 148). For example, sortal concepts are linked with sets of conditional expectations about the things that fall under them and this means that, as Strawson puts it, such concepts are ‘always and necessarily compendia of causal law or law-likeness’ (1966: 145). So the claim is that to have empirical knowledge one must have some sortal concepts and that such concepts are only available to those who are capable of causal thinking. Yet this argument has nothing to do with the theory of synthesis or with abstractionism.
Longuenesse thinks that my objections to Kant’s theory of concepts are misguided. Specifically, she maintains that:

(d) In order for intuitions to be analysed ‘their features need to be brought together and kept in view together’ and ‘there is nothing more than this to the notion of synthesis’ (p. 8).

(e) The amenability of the sensible given to synthesis is taken care of by the fact that objects affect us in various ways; ‘the buck has to stop somewhere, and it does’ (p. 9).

(f) Objects and their features are kept in view according to various rules of combination that are provided by the capacity to judge and its logical forms. Without their schemata the categories ‘are nothing but the logical forms of judgement, which are the forms of analysis’ (p. 10).
The account of synthesis given in (d) is surprisingly deflationary, and looks more like an account of ‘empirical’ than of ‘transcendental’ synthesis.
 Yet when Kant says that the categories are ‘original pure concepts of synthesis’ he means that they are concepts of synthesis in the latter sense (A80/ B106).
 He thinks that by transcendentally synthesizing the manifold the understanding ‘determines the sensibility’ (B161n.) and thereby makes perception possible. Doing these things is presumably more than just a matter of bringing together and keeping in view features of intuitions. What more is not at all easy to say without a much more detailed examination of Kant’s texts than is possible here. However, I remain sceptical about the claim that there is a genuine problem to which the theory of synthesis is a solution, at least if synthesizing is understood as the kind of thing that subjects do as distinct from something that goes on sub-personally. 
As far as (e) is concerned, it is perfectly true that the buck has to stop somewhere in explaining how empirical concepts are possible. The problem is to justify stopping at one point rather than another. If it can be a brute, inexplicable fact that the given is amenable to synthesis why can’t it also be a brute, inexplicable fact that it is amenable to analysis? In that case, there is no need to posit a form of mental activity – synthesis- that ‘must occur prior to analysis’ and whose role is ‘to make analysis possible’ (Longuenesse 1998: 143). This leaves it open that the unschematized categories are involved in analysis because they are, as (f) claims, the forms of analysis. But this doesn’t address the worry that concepts can be acquired without analysing intuitions. Imagine acquiring a concept as a result of being hit on the head or having one’s cortex surgically rewired. If analysis isn’t strictly necessary for the acquisition of empirical concepts, then it wouldn’t follow from the fact that the categories are necessary for analysis that they are necessary for acquiring empirical concepts.

One of the claims of my book is that there are many different pathways to empirical knowledge and that what might be necessary for acquiring empirical knowledge in one way might not be necessary for acquiring it in some other way. Categorial conditions for coming to know are significant because they appear to be both substantial and highly general. My view remains that while Kant’s conception of the indispensability of the categories for empirical knowledge has something going for it once it is detached from the theory of synthesis, the search for highly general transcendental conditions of knowledge is, by and large, misguided. Better to focus on the multiplicity of different means of knowing about the world around us and on what I call ‘means specific’ background conditions for the acquisition of such knowledge. 
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� It also fits Longuenesse’s account of reflection as the keeping together of various intuitions in one consciousness. See Longuenesse 1998 for a distinctly non-deflationary account of transcendental synthesis.


� All references in this form are to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.
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