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I advance a novel interpretation of Kant’s argument that our original
representation of space must be intuitive, according to which the intuitive
status of spatial representation is secured by its infinitary structure. I defend a
conception of intuitive representation as what must be given to the mind in
order to be thought at all. Discursive representation, as modelled on the
specific division of a highest genus into species, cannot account for infinite
complexity. Because we represent space as infinitely complex, the spatial
manifold cannot be generated discursively and must therefore be given to the
mind, i.e. represented in intuition.

Keywords: Kant; intuition; sensibility; space; infinity; continuum; singular
representation

Space is represented as an infinite given magnitude. (Critique of Pure Reason,
B39)’

Kant’s distinction between sensibility and understanding is arguably the keystone
of his critical enterprise. His detailed account of this dichotomy ought therefore
to be one of the most controversial aspects of his system. Of course, the history of
philosophy abounds with versions of some broad contrast between ‘intellect” and
‘sense’ or between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ cognitive faculties. This historical
prevalence can mask the heterodoxy of Kant’s account, but its strangeness
becomes glaring in light of his unprecedented claim that our knowledge of the
infinite (and, indeed, all our knowledge of pure mathematics) is ultimately
grounded in sensibility. Kant himself was eager to emphasize the originality and
importance of his critical distinction between conceptual and intuitive
representation (cf. A271/B327). Yet one is hard-pressed to find direct and
explicit arguments for the details of these distinctions in Kant’s published critical
writings. Indeed, it can seem that the Critiqgue and the Prolegomena begin by
presupposing, stipulating or otherwise hypothesizing certain robust conceptions
of judgement, intuition, conceptual representation, mathematical cognition, etc.
and then proceed to demonstrate (with more or less success) the fruitfulness of
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these conceptions indirectly, by showing how they (alone?) serve to resolve
various philosophical difficulties.” In what follows, I will resist this impression
and suggest that Kant does, in fact, provide the materials for an extended
argument in favour of his nuanced conceptions of conceptual and intuitive
representation over the course of the Aesthetic and Analytic. I will confine myself
to one brief but crucial stage of that argument, which bears on his account of
sensible, intuitive representation. My focal point will be the penultimate section
of the Metaphysical Exposition of the Concept of Space,®> which argues that our
original representation of space is intuitive. The reason for this focus is simple.
Any argument to the effect that a given representation is intuitive must trade on a
particular conception of what intuitive representation consists in. Accordingly, a
satisfactory interpretation of the latter MEs must spell out Kant’s conception of
intuition at that point in the Critique. And the adequacy of any such interpretation
will depend, in part, on how plausible it is to suppose that Kant is entitled to that
conception at the relevant stage in his argument. I will propose that Kant
articulates a functional conception of sensibility as the ability to be given objects
that exist independently of our spontaneous acts of thought. The penultimate ME,
then, seeks to show that our concept of space must derive from such an object-
giving representation. It shows this, I will argue, by observing that discursive acts
of thought cannot account for the infinitary structure of space — in particular, its
continuity and open-endedness. Consequently, such an infinitary manifold must
(originally) be given to us in order to be thought at all and is, ipso facto,
represented in sensible intuition (insofar as it is represented at all). One advantage
of this reading is that it enables us to identify a stage in Kant’s ‘synthetic’ or
progressive argument for his distinctive account of intuitive representation. If the
argument that spatial representation is intuitive principally turns on the infinitary
structure of space and a conception of intuition as object-giving, and if the
arguments for the apriority of space are sound, it follows that all outer intuitions
are singular representations, because they necessarily represent unique portions of
asingle, essentially unitary space. Thus, assuming parallel arguments can be made
for time, the MEs collectively establish at least one crucial feature of Kant’s
conception of sensibility: namely the singularity of sensible representation. This is
a step in a ‘synthetic’ argument in the sense that it enriches the conception of
intuition with which we began — from object-giving representation to singular,
object-giving representation.

Section 1 surveys the criteria of conceptual and intuitive representation that
are typically invoked in reconstructions of the penultimate ME. I argue that none
of these criteria can fund a textually and philosophically satisfying interpretation.
Section 2 sketches the functional account of intuition Kant articulates and
defends in the Introduction to the Critique. Section 3 deploys this functional
conception in a novel interpretation of Kant’s argument, on which the intuitive
status of spatial representation follows from its infinitary structure. Section 4
concludes by highlighting some consequences of my interpretation for an overall
reading of the argumentative structure of the Critique.
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1. The interpretive challenge posed by the penultimate ME

Space is not a discursive, or, as one says, a general [allgemeiner] concept of
relations of things generally [iiberhaupt], but rather a pure intuition. For, first, one
can only represent a unitary [einigen] space, and when one speaks of many spaces,
one understands by that only parts of one and the same solitary [alleinigen] space.
Nor can these parts precede the unitary, all-encompassing space as, so to speak,
components [Bestandteile] (from which it might be composed [daraus eine
Zusammensetzung moglich sei]); rather, they can only be thought in it. Space is
essentially unitary [einig]; the manifold in it, and thus even the general concept of
spaces as such [iiberhaupt] rests solely on limitations [Einschriankungen]. It follows
from this that, with regard to space, all concepts of it are grounded upon an intuition
a priori (one that is not empirical). (A24f./B39)

This passage clearly presupposes some criterion of intuitive and/or
conceptual representation. For any argument to the effect that a certain
representation is an intuition and not a concept must inevitably trade on some
account of what intuitions and concepts are. Our interpretive challenge is to
determine what the relevant differentiating criteria are and how they bear on the
features of space (or spatial representation) Kant highlights.* To meet this
challenge an interpretation must (a) provide ample and clear textual evidence that
Kant adopted the criteria in question, (b) show that Kant might plausibly have
taken himself to be entitled to invoke these accounts as premises at this point in
the Critique and (c) by combining these accounts with what Kant explicitly says,
yield an argument of sufficient cogency to have been endorsed by someone of
Kant’s philosophical acumen. The chart below outlines the criteria typically
invoked by interpreters, along with citations that are often provided as textual
evidence for them.’

Criteria of intuitive representation Criteria of conceptual representation
Singularity Generality
— Intuitions are essentially singular — Concepts are essentially general
representations, i.e. they intrinsically refer representations, i.e. they are intrinsically
to exactly one object as such. able to refer to indefinitely many objects.

(De Mundi 2:402; Logic 9:91; (Logic 9:91f.; A320/B376t.)
B137; A320/B376f.)

Holistic containment Atomic containment
— The representations contained in an — The representations contained in a

intuition are posterior to the intuition that  concept are prior to the concept that
contains them; i.e. the ‘whole’ is the ground contains them; i.e. a concept’s constituent
of the possibility of the ‘parts’. ‘parts’ (or marks) ground the possibility of
(A169f./B211f.) the ‘whole’.
(Logic 9:35, 58; or ‘traditional

logic’)
Immediacy Mediacy (i.e. discursivity)
— An intuition relates immediately to the =~ — A concept relates to the object(s) to which
object(s) it represents. it refers through mediating marks or features

(A19/B33; A320/B376f.) common to those objects.
(Logic 9:58ft.; B33; A320/B376f.)
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Prevailing interpretations differ only in which of these criteria they invoke
and whether they treat them as necessary and/or sufficient in tracing a valid
argument to the desired conclusion.® Yet I will argue that no combination of these
criteria provides a textually and philosophically compelling reconstruction of
Kant’s argument — i.e. one that meets our threefold interpretive challenge. Let’s
consider them in descending order.

It’s quite natural to suppose that the above passage turns on the criteria of
singularity and generality. First, the opening sentence seems to gloss ‘discursive’
as ‘general’, which suggests that the aim of the passage is to show that our
representation of space is not a general representation. Moreover, the passage is
peppered with phrases that seem to affirm the singularity (or at least
particularity’) of space, as we represent it. For example, Kant claims that ‘one
can only represent a unitary [einen einigen] space’, since any plurality of spaces
represents only ‘parts of one and the same solitary [alleinigen] space’, which he
goes on to describe as ‘the unitary [einigen], all-encompassing space’ and as
‘essentially unitary [wesentlich einig]’.® These features have suggested to many
commentators that Kant’s argument is some version of the following:

(1) Only intuitions are singular. (1") All concepts are general.

(2) Our representation of space is (2") Our representation of space is
singular. singular.

(3) Our representation of space is (3") Our representation of space is
intuitive. not conceptual.

This had better not be Kant’s argument, however. For, as several commentators
have observed, Kant seems to admit a variety of singular representations that are
not intuitive, but conceptual.9 He admits ideas of reason such as the <ens
realissimum > '° (A605/B633; cf. A568/B596), mathematical concepts such as
<sum of 7 and 5 > (B15; cf. A164/B205), pure concepts of the understanding
such as < substance > (or < matter > cf. A182, B224), and empirical concepts
such as < coldest known temperature > (cf. Prolegomena, 4:273). It is important
here to distinguish various senses in which these concepts might be deemed
‘singular’. Clearly, each purports to refer to exactly one thing. But it is also
necessary, in one sense or another, that each refers to exactly one thing (provided it
has reference at all). It is arguably a logical necessity that there can be no more than
one most real being or coldest known temperature; it is a mathematical necessity
that < sum of 7 and 5 > refers to exactly one thing (namely 12); and it is, at least
for Kant, a metaphysical necessity that there is but one (conglomeration of) matter
or substance, which can neither increase nor decrease.

Now Kant famously declares that

it is a mere tautology to speak of general or common concepts — an error that arises
from an incorrect categorization [Eintheilung] of concepts into general, particular,
and singular. Not concepts themselves, but only their use [Gebrauch] can be so
categorized. (Logic 9:91)
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This might suggest that Kant would (or should) treat the concepts listed above,
not as singular representations proper, but as general representations put to a
singular use. Certainly the concept < coldest known temperature > invites such
an analysis. And it is at least plausible to hold that the concept < substance >
intrinsically admits of a plural and is therefore a general representation, even if
philosophical considerations subsequently demonstrate that there can be but one
substance proper (namely matter), so that the only legitimate use of
< substance > is a singular one.

But other concepts do not yield so easily to such treatment. They seem not
merely to have been put to a singular use, as when one accompanies a concept
with the definite article or a demonstrative expression — as in ‘the sage of
Konigsberg’ or ‘this lame example’. They appear to satisfy a more ambitious
notion of singularity, for they necessarily represent exactly one thing as such. The
concept < sum of 7 and 5 > not only refers to exactly one object as a matter of
mathematical necessity; it is also intrinsic to the content of the concept, on Kant’s
view, that it ‘contains nothing more than the unification of both numbers into a
single one [in eine einzige]’ (B15, my emphasis). Now, it is crucial to Kant’s
theory of mathematical cognition that < sum of 7 and 5 > does not represent, as
part of its content, which particular individual it refers to: <12 > is not part of
the content of < sum of 7 and 5 > nor vice versa.'' But such an arithmetical
concept is nevertheless a discursive representation of an individual as such, for it
is part of the content of the concept that it refers to exactly one object (i.e. one
number), even though we rely on intuition to determine which object that is. This
is not a case of a general concept being put to a singular use, for the definite
article in ‘the sum of 7 and 5’ is otiose: one can just as well say (as Kant often
does) ‘a sum of 7 and 5.2 The representation, < sum of 7 and 5 >, owes its
singularity to the content of the mathematical function it invokes (namely
addition), not to the fact that it is (invariably?) put to a singular use."

The essential singularity of <<entis realissimi > is equally difficult to
dispute. Kant is emphatic that the transcendental ideal is ‘the concept of a
singular entity [einzelnen Wesens]’ (A576/B604; cf. A574/B602, A576/B604)."*
But he is also keen to emphasize the oddity of this concept, which is the only ideal
human reason can conceive ‘because only in this unique [einzigen] case is an
intrinsically [an sich] general concept thoroughly [durchgingig] determined
through itself and cognized [erkannt] as the representation of an individual’
(A576/B604). Despite its ‘intrinsic generality’, the ideal is essentially singular
not because it is put to a singular use, but because it contains the idea of
thoroughgoing determination.'> In particular, it is singular because it invokes a
totality of possible predicates and picks out a determinate subset of them —
namely those that express a ‘reality [Realitdt]’ rather than a ‘privation
[Mangel]’. And this ought to alert us to an extensive family of essentially
singular discursive representations: namely those thought through the pure
category of the understanding, < totality > .'® To argue that the singular purport
of every totality concept is merely the result of an essentially general concept’s
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having been put to a singular use is tantamount to banishing < totality > from
the table of pure concepts of the understanding. Kant is adamant that, although
‘allness (totality) is nothing other than multiplicity considered as unity’, the
former cannot be reduced to the latter:

For the combination of the first and second [categories in each heading] in order to
bring forth the third requires a special act of the understanding, which is not
identical to the act performed in the first and second [cases]. (B111)

That is to say, the category < totality > makes a distinctive cognitive
contribution to the content of any concept thought through it — a cognitive
contribution Kant links to the form of singular judgement in the Metaphysical
Deduction.'” If we were to suppose that the singularity of totality concepts is due
solely to their use (rather than to their content), we could perhaps understand the
need for a distinctively singular form of judgement (associated with the singular
use of general concepts), but it would remain unclear what cognitive contribution
< totality > might make to the content of such a judgement, thus meriting it a
place among the pure categories of quantity.

In view of this proliferation of essentially singular discursive representations,
it should be clear that no simple appeal to the singularity of intuition can secure
the sensible, non-conceptual status of spatial representation.'® Even if one is
tempted to explain away the apparent singularity of the sorts of concepts I have
discussed, such explanations will prove extremely complicated and will tend to
draw on argumentative resources outside the Aesthetic. The more complicated
and extraneous these explanations become, the less plausible it is to invoke them
in reconstructing Kant’s argument in the MEs. A natural move, at this point,
would be to augment the appeal to singularity with a further differentiating factor.
And to many commentators, this is precisely the function of Kant’s remarks about
the priority of the whole of space over its parts.

Let us turn, then, to the second pair of criteria I identified: atomic versus
holistic containment structure. The idea is to supplement the foregoing argument
with this one:

(i) The parts (or marks) of a concept are prior to the concept that contains them.
(i1) The parts of our representation of space are posterior to that representation as a whole.
(iii) Therefore, our representation of space is not a concept, but an intuition.

Though there are weighty reasons for thinking,'® as the majority of
commentators do, that Kant accepts some version of (i),%° I would like to explore
a line of thought that suggests it is actually incompatible with fundamental
features of his views about definition.

In the Discipline of Pure Reason, Kant argues that it is impossible to define
either empirical or a priori ‘given’ concepts — that is to say, concepts we do not
consciously invent but simply find ourselves with.?! A definition, for Kant, is the
clear and complete presentation of a concept’s marks.?* It is impossible to define
concepts we simply find ourselves with, in Kant’s view, because we can never be
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sure we have identified all their marks. In the case of given, empirical concepts,
this is because ‘one employs certain marks only so long as they suffice for making
distinctions; new observations remove some [marks] and add others’ (A728/
B756). Similarly, it is impossible to define given, a priori concepts (such as
‘substance, cause, right, equity’) because we can never be sure we have not
‘passed over [certain obscure representations] in our analysis, though we
constantly depend on them in the application [of the concept to be defined]’
(A728/B756). In both cases, whether a certain mark belongs to a concept is a
function of our use of that concept in judgements (cf. A68/B93).%* Use, for Kant,
is the touchstone of analysis, the criterion of markhood.** This suggests that the
marks of a concept that we simply find ourselves with (which is, of course, the
normal case) are dependent on and hence posterior to the concept that contains
them.”®> They are posterior to the whole concept in the sense that the identity
conditions of the marks depend on the identity of the whole concept, whereas the
identity of the whole concept is not determined by its marks, but by something
else — namely its competent use in (its cognitive contribution to) potentially
knowledgeable judgements and cogent inferences.”®

So it is not obvious that Kant would accept that the parts of a discursive
representation are necessarily prior to the whole that contains them. Moreover, it
is not clear how the introductory sections of the Critique could possibly support
such a view. Thus, even if Kant does treat discursive representations as
atomically structured (which I’ve tried to cast some doubt on), it would be a
philosophical weakness of his argument and an interpretive weakness of any
reconstruction of his argument to invoke that (disputable) theory in establishing
the intuitive status of spatial representation.

That leaves the criteria of mediacy and immediacy. Kant clearly articulates
and even seems to argue for these criteria in the Aesthetic (A19/B33), but it is not
obvious how they might be combined with Kant’s remarks (at A25/B39) to form
a sound argument for the intuitive status of our original representation of space.
Why, one wonders, should the features of spatial representation Kant highlights
(namely essential unity and holistic structure) prevent us from representing space
mediately? After all, the MEs are expositions of our discursively mediated
concept of space. Far from demonstrating the immediacy of our representation of
space, the features Kant highlights are themselves marks through which that
representation is mediated. Indeed, we must be able to mediately represent
anything we can think about at all, for all thought and judgement involves
discursive representation. Unless one supplements the mediacy criterion with an
account of conceptual representation as general or as atomically structured —
which we have seen would be problematic — it is unclear how mediacy might
play a pivotal role in Kant’s argument.

A more plausible (and, I think, compelling) case can be made for the criterion
of intuitive immediacy. This might seem surprising if one takes immediacy
merely to mean that a representation refers to its object(s) without thereby
referring to any other ‘intervening’ representations.”’ For then the same question
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recurs — why should the essential unity and holistic structure of our
representation of something (such as space) entail that that representation relates
to its object immediately? I will instead suggest that we view the immediacy
criterion as a further (synthetic) specification of Kant’s initial and, I would
maintain, fundamental characterization of intuition as that (type of)
representation through which objects are given to us.

2. Kant’s functional conception of intuition

To bring into view the conception of intuition that is operative in the MEs, one
must look to the introductory discussions preceding them. I will suggest that the
Introduction to the Critique and the opening section of the Aesthetic articulate
and vindicate a distinctive conception of the finitude of the human mind — a
conception which should be acceptable to rationalists and empiricists alike and
which sets the framework for Kant’s critical project.® In theoretical philosophy,
the crucial aspect of our cognitive finitude is that, without experience, we would
have no knowledge at all: “There is absolutely no doubt [gar kein Zweifel] that all
our knowledge begins with experience’ (B1).> This is because, as Kant puts it,
the human mind (‘das Erkenntnisvermdgen’) must ‘be awakened into action’
(B1). That is, even if our cognitive activity (once begun) is spontaneous and self-
sustaining, it must still be triggered, occasioned, or otherwise set into motion by
something distinct from it. And our knowledgeable cognitive activity is
paradigmatically triggered (at least initially) by the objects of which it is
knowledgeable. This is all it means to say, at the outset of the Critique, that our
faculty of intuition is receptive — namely that our capacity to stand in a
potentially knowledgeable relation to objects depends on our being given objects
that exist independently of our acts of thinking about them.*® Such object-giving
representation is, for us, sensible intuition (A15/B29). The opening of the
Aesthetic then further specifies (synthetically enriches) this conception by
arguing that such object-giving representations must be immediate. For a
discursively mediated representation of an object — one which refers to its object
by representing some feature it may share with other objects — applies to
indefinitely many possible objects, some of which may not even exist.>' Thus,
because mediate representations cannot guarantee the existence of the objects
they represent, all object-giving representations must relate to their object(s)
immediately.

This functional conception of sensibility — as that faculty whose (immediate)
representations give us objects that exist independently of our thoughts about
them — is the only conception Kant has articulated and vindicated by the
beginning of the MEs and is, accordingly, the only conception on which they may
legitimately trade.* Thus, if we can show that the latter MEs depend on precisely
this conception of sensibility (and not on notions of conceptual or intuitive
representation justified only later on, or not at all), we will have revealed them to
be impressively well grounded. Moreover, if we can also show that the MEs
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provide the conceptual resources to further enrich this initial conception of
intuitive representation, we will have revealed them to be exemplars of the
‘synthetic’ procedure Kant claims to have pursued in the Critique (cf.
Prolegomena §4, 4:274). Our challenge, then, is to explain why our representing
something as essentially unitary and holistically structured entails that what is
thus represented must be given to us in order for us to represent it at all. The
answer, I think, is to be found in Kant’s grounds for attributing essential unity and
holistic structure to space in the first place. It is precisely because space is infinite
— and, in particular, continuous — that it is essentially unitary and holistically
structured. The finitude of the human mind, Kant reasonably maintains, is
incapable of accounting for such a holistic, infinitary manifold. To the extent that
we can (and do) represent such a manifold, therefore, it must be given to us — i.e.
our original representation of it must be intuitive.

Before delving into the details of Kant’s argument, it behooves us to reflect for
a moment on the sort of argument the MEs are supposed to embody. Kant writes:

By exposition (expositio) I mean the distinct (if not complete) representation of that
which belongs to a concept; an exposition is metaphysical when what it contains
exhibits the concept as given a priori. (B38)

The argument we are considering is engaged in a particular kind of
conceptual analysis — an investigation of the content of a concept, which reveals
that concept to have an a priori origin.*® It is natural to wonder what sorts of
considerations may legitimately be invoked in arguing that a concept contains a
particular mark. The answer, I think, is that everything — every thinkable content
— is fair game. As I argued above, the criterion of markhood is our competent use
of concepts in judgements. In analysing a concept, therefore, we may call upon
any potentially knowledgeable judgement which competently uses the concept in
question. It may be that, for such purposes, false judgements are relatively
uninformative or downright misleading, while knowledgeable judgements are
most illuminating. But, in principle, it should not matter whether the judgements
guiding our analysis are true, false, analytic, synthetic a priori, or empirical, so
long as they perspicuously exhibit aspects of the concept’s cognitive contribution
to the judgements and inferences in which it figures. This approach undermines a
widely held view of Kant’s method in the Aesthetic. Some commentators seem to
think that Kant’s strategy of ‘isolating sensibility’ (A22/B36) culminates in
something like a phenomenological inspection of our bare, unconceptualized
intuitions of space and time (as though there were such things). This
misconceives Kant’s self-avowed task. Kant is not engaged in introspective
phenomenology or any other attempt to tap into conceptually unadulterated
sensible representations: he is engaged in conceptual analysis. And that means he
may freely bring to bear the full range of our conceptual apparatus. The goal, of
course, is still to show that the origin of our representation of space must be
intuitive. But this does not mean we must (or can) enjoy such intuitive
representations (or have knowledge of them) independent of our conceptual
activity, nor that such originally intuitive representations are themselves
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unconceptualized. Why should we start by assuming that the MEs run afoul of
Kant’s famous claim that ‘thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without
concepts are blind’ (A51/B75)?**

Kant’s strategy in the MEs is thus to exploit our judgements about space in
determining what belongs to our concept of it.>> His argument that our original
representation of space must be intuitive will then turn on the claim that some of
the features revealed in the course of this investigation — some of the marks of
our concept of space — could only have an intuitive source. The marks he
highlights are the essential unity and holistic mereological structure of space, to
which we now turn.

3. The essential unity and holistic mereological structure of space

Kant offers two considerations in favour of his conclusion, each of which is
supposed to capture an essential aspect of our concept of space. First, we can only
represent one single space; any plurality of ‘spaces’ is conceived to constitute
only parts of that single space.*® Second, these spaces cannot be conceived as
prior to the whole of all-encompassing space, as though space could be
constructed out of them.?” Rather, any plurality of spaces must be represented as
in one, essentially unified space. These are related observations. The first says
that space is a single whole containing a plurality of parts, while the second
clarifies the notions of ‘part’ and ‘whole’ at issue. These reflections are then
summarized in the remark that ‘[space] is essentially unitary [einig], the manifold
init[...]rests solely on limitations’ (A25/B39). It is at this point that Kant draws
his conclusion: ‘it follows from this that [...] an intuition a priori [...] must
underlie all concepts of [space]’ (A25/B39). If, as I have argued, the only
conception of intuitive representation available to Kant at this point is the idea of
a representation which gives us an object that exists independently of our mental
activity, then we can interpret Kant’s argument here as claiming that the essential
unity and holistic structure of spatial representation shows that space could only
be given to us — i.e. that anything we represent as having these characteristics
could not be a product of our own discursive mental activity.

There is a fairly straightforward and by no means unprecedented line of
thought which might lead Kant to assert this. After all, our faculty of thought is
limited in extent and acuity — that is, our thoughts can only ever be finitely
complex. That is not to say that we cannot think or know anything about things
that are infinitely complex. It is just to say that our thoughts and concepts of those
things will not themselves be infinitely complex, i.e. they will not consist of or
contain an infinite (much less non-denumerable) manifold of representations: ‘no
concept, as such, can be thought as containing an infinite collection [Menge] of
representations in itself’ (B39-40).

The products of our spontaneous, discursive, mental activity may be
arbitrarily complex, since there is no ‘lowest species’ and we may accordingly
contrive concepts as complex as we please. But there is, for Kant, a ‘highest
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genus’ — namely the concept of (merely) something [Etwas]. So no concept or
thought is infinitely complex, for every concept results from a finite number of
specific differentiations of the highest genus.*® Therefore, if Kant can show that
we represent space to be infinitely complex, he will have shown that space (as we
represent it to be) could not be a product of our power of thought, and must
consequently be given to us in order for us to know or represent it as such.>® And
since sensibility is precisely our capacity to be given what is independent of our
mental activity, Kant would thereby have shown that our representation of space
(as an infinitely complex manifold) can only have its source in our faculty of
sensibility: ‘when it comes to space, an intuition a priori underlies all concepts of
it” (A25/B39).

That this is indeed the argumentative route Kant favours is strongly suggested
by the opening line of the final ME: ‘Space is represented as an infinite given
magnitude’ (B39). Yet questions remain about how this claim relates to Kant’s
explicit observations in the penultimate ME. Emily Carson has argued that the
essential unity and holistic character of space are meant to establish that space is
infinite in expanse and divisibility:

The boundlessness of space is shown by the fact that any given space, however
large, is given as bounded by more of the same. Similarly, particular spaces are
given only as limitations of the all-encompassing space. These latter two facts seem

to me to underlie Kant’s claim that the progression of intuition is limitless . . . in both
directions [i.e. outward and inward]. (Carson 1997, 499)

The textual evidence for this aspect of Carson’s reading is quite strong.** Kant
often seems to take the fact that every determinate space is surrounded by still
more space to imply that space is infinite in expanse, in the sense that the whole of
space is strictly greater than any space that can be determined in it.*' Similarly,
Kant seems to take the fact that all determinate spaces are (or ‘rest on’) mere
limitations of the whole of space to imply its infinite divisibility.** However, both
these views are philosophically problematic. As Parsons (1998, 53) observes, it
can be true that every space is surrounded by still more space even while the
whole of space is finite in size — provided that space is dense and that the size
difference between each space and the space surrounding it converges to zero as
one proceeds further out. Similarly, the idea that determinate spaces rest on
limitations of an all-encompassing space only entails the latter’s infinite
divisibility if one assumes the boundlessness of such phenomenological
‘zooming in’. But this assumption is dubious, for we seem to enjoy a finite
fineness of phenomenological grain, and this notion of limitation simply begs the
question against a sceptic about infinite divisibility. Carson’s reading thus saddles
Kant (not without textual grounds) with several dubious, unsupported
assertions.*?

One obvious way to support these assertions would be by appeal to certain
results of geometry or assumptions of mathematical physics. This would
effectively reverse the inference Carson portrays Kant as making. Instead of
concluding that space is infinite (in both directions) on account of its essential



Downloaded by [Daniel Smyth] at 06:20 03 December 2014

12 D. Smyth

unity and holistic mereological structure, Kant would instead be relying on
precisely this twofold infinity of space to justify those characterizations of it.
There is ample historical precedent for the latter inference. Most notably, Leibniz
holds that the infinite — and, in particular, the continuum — is prior to its parts and
therefore cannot be ‘composed’ out of parts, since its parts, considered in
themselves, are indeterminate. This is because any determination of its parts
depends on reference to the whole in the same way that determining a quantity
through a fraction (e.g. ‘half of my paycheck’) depends on reference to the whole
quantity.** Leibniz reasons that anything with infinitely many parts has more
parts than can be expressed in a determinate number. Accordingly, there is no one
determinate set of parts out of which one can say that such a thing is composed.
In the case of the infinitely large, composition is impossible because it cannot
come to an end; in the case of the infinitely small, composition is impossible
because it cannot find a place to begin, i.e. a basic unit of composition.*’ To
maintain that the parts of the spatial continuum are prior to the whole, one must
contend either that its ‘parts’ are extended, or that they are unextended. If they are
extended, then they too are continua and thus depend on their parts, and so on ad
infinitum — a regress Leibniz and Kant quite reasonably take to be vicious.* If,
on the other hand, the ‘parts’ of space lack extension, one must explain how
points of zero measure can ‘sum’ or ‘aggregate’ to a non-zero magnitude. Kant
follows his major interlocutors in denying that thi