Abstract
An interpretation of Kant’s first antinomy is defended whereby both its thesis and its antithesis depend on a common basic principle that Kant endorses, namely that there cannot be an ‘infinite contingency’, by which is meant a contingent fact about how an infinite region of space or time is occupied. The greatest problem with this interpretation is that Kant explicitly declines to apply counterparts of the temporal arguments in the antinomy to the world’s future, even though, if the interpretation is correct, such arguments are clearly there to be applied. This problem, it is argued, is surmountable.
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A Note on Kant’s First Antinomy
There is a way of interpreting the arguments in Kant’s first antinomy (Kant (1933), A426–433/B454–461) whereby both its thesis and its antithesis depend on a common basic principle. (I mean that they depend on a common basic principle that Kant endorses. It is uncontroversial that they share a presupposition that he rejects, namely that the physical world exists as an unconditioned whole (Kant (1933), A504–505/B532–533).) After specifying the principle—which I will call ‘P’—I shall outline the interpretation in question, attempt to give it some support, and touch on one or two interesting corollaries.1
First, then, what is P? Let us call a contingent fact about how a region of space or time is occupied a ‘contingency’, and a contingent fact about how an infinite region of space or time is occupied an ‘infinite contingency’. A contingency may entail that parts of the region are not occupied at all; it may also be ‘incomplete’ in the sense that there may be parts of the region about whose occupancy it entails nothing. But it must, if it is to count as infinite, have implications beyond merely how some finite sub-region is occupied. P is the principle that there cannot be an infinite contingency.2
Before I proceed to outline the interpretation, I need to highlight certain features of Kant’s conception of space and time, of which P is an essential part. I shall call this ‘the Kantian conception’. The features in question are in fact well-articulated by Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Remarks (Wittgenstein (1975), §XII) where he endorses a strikingly similar conception. It is worth beginning with three pertinent quotations from there:
We all . . . know what it means to say that there is an infinite possibility and a finite reality, since we say space and time are infinite but we can always only see or live through finite bits of them . . . . Experience as experience of the facts gives me the finite; the objects contain the infinite . . . . [No] experience could be too large for [space] or exhaust it: not of course because we are acquainted with the dimensions of every experience and know space to be larger, but because we understand this as belonging to the essence of space. – We recognize the essential infinity of space in its smallest part. (Wittgenstein (1975), p. 157, his emphasis)
[What] I see presupposes the possibility of seeing further. . . . I could correctly represent what I see only by an infinite form. (Wittgenstein (1975), p. 160)
We are . . . in the same position with time as with space. The actual time we are acquainted with is limited (finite). Infinity is an internal quality of the form of time. . . . Doesn’t it come to this: the facts are finite, the infinite possibility of facts lies in the objects. (Wittgenstein (1975), p. 164)
What these quotations draw out so effectively is how the infinitude of space and time can be part of the form of each contingency, even though each contingency is itself confined to a region of space or time that is finite. This broadly characterizes the Kantian conception too.
Central to that conception (if not to Wittgenstein’s) is the principle that there cannot be a contingency that is not capable of being experienced, either directly or through successive synthesis. That is, for any contingent fact about how things are in space or time, there must be some possible experience, or some possible accumulation of experiences, of that fact (Kant (1933), A491/B520ff). To say that a region of space or time is infinite, however, is to say precisely that there is no possible experience, nor any possible accumulation of experiences, that suffices to survey it exhaustively. It follows immediately that there cannot be an infinite contingency (principle P). But it does not follow that the infinite has no grounding in experience. This is the main thrust of the quotations from Wittgenstein. The point is this: any experience, and any accumulation of experiences, has written into its very form the possibility of further experience, of how things are elsewhere and elsewhen.3 It is in that sense that space and time, the a priori forms of what can be experienced, are themselves infinite, and are known a priori to be such. It is as if each contingency is located in an infinite framework of possibilities, every one of which is implicated in it. But no contingency is itself infinite.
To assume the existence of the (physical) world as an unconditioned whole, in other words, to make the assumption that generates the first antinomy, is to grant an infinite contingency—in direct violation of P. It is to grant that there is a contingent fact about how the whole of space and time is occupied.4 On the interpretation of the antinomy that I am canvassing, both the thesis and the antithesis are derived by (in effect) exposing a commitment to that contingency in the opposite position, then rejecting the opposite position in accordance with the Kantian conception, in particular, principle P.5
There is an immediate and obvious objection to any such interpretation, which ought to be addressed before we proceed any further. The Kantian conception, especially inasmuch as it supports P, includes controversial elements of his transcendental idealism, most notably, the phenomenalism, or quasi-phenomenalism, which disallows experience-transcendent facts. Yet Kant thinks that the arguments in the antinomy will convince anyone, regardless of prior metaphysical commitments. In fact, he offers them in indirect support of transcendental idealism (Kant (1933), Bxx and A506–507/B534–535).
This objection can be countered as follows. Although Kant does himself endorse the arguments—excepting the original assumption that the world exists as an unconditioned whole—he is not offering them in a spirit of persuasion. He is offering them in a spirit of descriptive rational psychology. He takes them (rightly or wrongly) to be arguments that already force themselves upon us as soon as we think about these issues (see e.g. Kant (1933), A339/B397 and A464/B490). Furthermore, he thinks that he can explain why this is so; and that the history of philosophy bears witness to the fact that it is so.6 There is no question here of question begging. All that we, as exegetes, need to ask is how likely it is that Kant should think that transcendental-idealist principles play a role in our thinking, even before we have recognized them as such. It is extremely likely.7
The arguments for the thesis can certainly be understood in accord with this interpretation. Both an infinitely old world and an infinitely big world would involve an infinite contingency. Admittedly, this should give us some pause. For if, as Kant believes, it is a priori that every event has a cause, then it must also be a priori that history is infinite (in the sense that the process of exploring the chain of causes leading up to any given event must be capable of extending indefinitely far backwards): it must be a non-contingent fact about the form of events, like the fact that time itself is infinite (see e.g. Kant (1933), A497/B525 ff.). But the point is this: even if it is a priori that history is infinite, the assumption under attack—that there is an infinitely old world, conceived realistically as an unconditioned whole—still involves an infinite contingency. For it entails not only that history is infinite, but also that there is a contingent fact about the course that this history has taken. What the argument for the temporal half of the thesis does is to draw out the incoherence in this contingency—on the Kantian conception.8 Similarly for its spatial counterpart.
The arguments for the antithesis can also be understood in accord with the interpretation.9 Prima facie, a finitely old world or a finitely big world would involve only a finite contingency. However, there would be an infinite contingency in the fact that the whole of preceding time, or the whole of the rest of space, was unoccupied. As Kant says (cf. Wittgenstein (1961), 1.11):
Even if we suppose the whole of nature to be spread out before us, . . . yet still through no experience could . . . [the unconditioned whole] be known by us in concreto. For that purpose, . . . we should require . . . a completed synthesis and the consciousness of its absolute totality. (Kant (1933), A482–483/B510–511, my emphasis)
The temporal argument is concerned primarily with establishing that this contingency would indeed be a contingency: given the homogeneity of time, there could be no (a priori) reason for the world’s beginning at any given time. (And what else could guarantee that nothing had happened before the world began?) Similarly, nothing could secure the world a position in otherwise empty space (Kant (1933), A521/B549). Most of the effort in the spatial argument, however, is devoted to confirming the inaccessibility to experience of the resultant infinite contingency—and hence, on the Kantian conception, its incoherence. This incoherence is less obvious than in the temporal case, and less obvious than in the case of an infinitely big world. Could one not look out from the edge of a finite world and have a direct experience of infinite empty space? Kant explains why one could not. Space is the form of what is experienced, not its matter. There may indeed be experience of a vacuum, but only as a formal feature of a fact about how some finite region of space is occupied. (And even then, experience could not prove the existence of the vacuum. That would require infinite powers of discrimination (Kant (1933), A172–173/B214). Kant indulges vacua only to a very limited extent (see (1933), A433/B461 note).) Nothing could count as experience of the fact that there was infinite empty space. Its postulation is incoherent.10
The fact that this interpretation helps to make sense of the arguments for the antithesis is one of its primary virtues: these arguments have proved particularly stubborn in resisting efforts to understand them. Another virtue of the interpretation is that it fits well with Kant’s own summaries of the arguments and his subsequent glosses on them.11 But its chief virtue, I submit, is that it involves Kant in a fundamentally correct understanding of the infinite. The concept of the infinite is properly used to characterize the range of possibilities that finite things afford, both collectively and individually; it cannot coherently be used to characterize any one of those possibilities, except insofar as, through their form, the things that occur in that possibility point beyond themselves to the entire range. Kant applies this general scheme to possibilities that concern the occupation of space and time. (I shall not now try to defend this conception of the infinite. It receives possibly its clearest and most forceful expression in that section in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Remarks from which the three quotations above were taken.)
The greatest problem with the interpretation, on the other hand, is that Kant explicitly declines to apply counterparts of the temporal arguments to the world’s future (Kant (1933), A410/B437; cf. 1933, A336–337/B393–394). Yet both the supposition that the world will carry on forever and the supposition that it will have an end involve an infinite contingency—which means that, if this interpretation of the temporal arguments were correct, they could readily be converted into arguments against each of those suppositions.
I think they can be. But the problem is surmountable. On closer inspection, we see that Kant does not, in fact, deny that such counterpart arguments can be constructed; he merely declines to construct them. There is no reason to suppose that he would not recognize such arguments as being every bit as cogent as those he does construct. In saying this, I am in sharp exegetical disagreement with a number of commentators—with some explicitly, and with others, whose interpretations of Kant’s temporal arguments do preclude the construction of future counterparts, implicitly.12 But I think that the text both supports me and, at the same time, helps to explain why Kant confines his attention in this way.
The point is one that I emphasized earlier: Kant is concerned with arguments that he thinks irresistibly impress themselves upon us as soon as we think about these issues. The arguments concerning the world’s past do so, because of our urge to locate something unconditioned in the field of experience grounding what is conditioned. A thing’s temporal conditions necessarily precede it; so our thoughts are ineluctably led backwards. But it is ‘a matter of entire indifference’ to us (Kant (1933), A410/B437) what infinite contingency lies ahead of us. The idea of the unconditioned whole does not, in that case, exercise the same power over our thinking. We are content rather to regard the series of conditioned elements leading on from the present as ‘not . . . given, but only allowing of being given’ (Kant (1933), A411/B437–438). (Our thinking about the future is thus healthier in this respect than our thinking about the past.) The counterpart problem concerning the world’s future therefore does not arise for us. It is ‘gratuitous and unnecessary’ (Kant (1933), A411/B438). The fact remains that we could, if we wished, supply arguments directly analogous to those in the first antinomy, to show that it is false that the world will carry on forever and false that it will come to an end.13
1 I claim no special originality for the interpretation. See in particular Strawson (� HYPERLINK \l "B322" �1966�), Pt. Three, Ch. III, §4, esp. the comment at the top of p. 193. But Strawson is reluctant to press the interpretation because of what seems to me an over-cautious resistance to reading question-begging idealism into Kant’s arguments (e.g. p. 175). I have more to say about this exegetical point below.


2 Cf. Wittgenstein (� HYPERLINK \l "B370" �1975�), p. 163; and, for reservations about infinite contingencies of a somewhat different kind, Wittgenstein (� HYPERLINK \l "B369" �1974�), p. 456. (Cf. also the intuitionistic recoil in the philosophy of mathematics from the idea of an ‘infinite co-incidence’, that is, the idea that every member of an infinite domain might have some mathematical property though no general reason could be given as to why.) I shall be returning several times to similarities between Kant and Wittgenstein.


3 So Kant thinks that whatever we encounter in space or time is conditioned, not just because of what we can encounter beyond it, within it, before it, and after it, but also because the question of what we can encounter beyond it, within it, before it, and after it must so much as arise (e.g. Kant (� HYPERLINK \l "B167" �1933�), A487/B515).


4 In a phrase borrowed from Wittgenstein (� HYPERLINK \l "B372" �1979�), p. 83, it means viewing the world sub specie aeternitatis, not in space and time but together with space and time. Cf. Kant’s argument for the second half of the antithesis (Kant (� HYPERLINK \l "B167" �1933�), A427/B455).


5 But there are, of course, explicable variations of emphasis from one argument to the next.


6 Cf. Moore (� HYPERLINK \l "B220" �1988�), p. 214. <<CE: Reference Al-Azm (1972 has not been provided in the Bibliography. Please check.>>Al-Azm (1972) argues that what Kant principally has in mind are arguments put forward in debates between Newtonians and Leibnizians.


7 If he does, the fact that he also thinks that transcendental-realist principles play a role in our thinking merely indicates the confusion to which he takes us to be prone. But it is then not as straightforward as he suggests to adduce these arguments in support of transcendental idealism. We need some reason for rejecting the realist principles rather than the idealist ones. The asymmetry, I take it, is supposed to derive from explaining how we are led astray in the first place. See further Moore (� HYPERLINK \l "B220" �1988�), p. 215.


8 The argument has frequently been criticized on the following grounds. Kant says that the world’s history cannot be infinite, because it is now over. He appears to overlook the possibility that it can still be infinite in the following sense: there is (or was) no possibility of surveying it in a successive synthesis of experience, however far back that experience may reach (or might have reached). The point, however, is that nothing that was infinite in that sense could be the world’s history: the world’s history, like any other contingency, must be capable of being experienced, either directly or through successive synthesis. It is difficult to cast the argument in a way that does not make it look question-begging because, on the Kantian conception, the principal inference is such an immediate one.


9 Of course, if it is a priori that history is infinite, then there is another (quite different) argument for the temporal half of the antithesis. But this is not the argument that Kant thinks most immediately forces itself upon us (perhaps because it so readily calls to mind the argument for its contrary). So it is not his concern here.


10 It is an interesting question how well this squares with what Kant says in Kant (� HYPERLINK \l "B167" �1933�), A24/B38–39 (just as it is whether Kant should indulge vacua even to the extent that he does).


11 See e.g. Kant (� HYPERLINK \l "B167" �1933�), A486–487/B514–515 and ‘The Antinomy of Pure Reason’, Section 9, §1; and Kant (� HYPERLINK \l "B168" �1950�), §52c.


12 A commentator of the first sort is Bennett (see Bennett (� HYPERLINK \l "B18" �1982�), pp. 180–181)—though I should add that I think his essay casts a great deal of interesting light on asymmetries that exist between the past and the future. Commentators of the second sort are Strawson, in his discussion of the thesis (Strawson (� HYPERLINK \l "B322" �1966�), p, 176); and Guyer, in his discussion of the antithesis (Guyer (� HYPERLINK \l "B137" �1987�), p. 408).


13 I have been greatly helped by the comments of an anonymous referee.





