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Never Mind the Intuitive Intellect:
Applying Kant’s Categories to Noumena

Colin Marshall

Abstract: According to strong metaphysical readings of Kant, Kant believes there are noumenal substances
and causes. Proponents of these readings have shown that these readings can be reconciled with Kant’s
claims about the limitations of human cognition. An important new challenge to such readings, however,
has been proposed by Markus Kohl, focusing on Kant’s occasional statements about the divine or intuitive
intellect. According to Kohl, how an intuitive intellect represents is a decisive measure for how noumena
are for Kant, but an intuitive intellect would not represent using metaphysical categories like those of
substance and causation. I argue that Kohl’s argument does not succeed, since it overlooks the possibility
that the intuitive intellect only indirectly represents certain noumenal facts. In addition, in response to a
secondary argument Kohl suggests, I argue that Kant’s apparently anti-metaphysical statements about the
content of the categories can be read as merely describing the constitution of the categories, instead of what
they represent. Thus, while Kohl advances the debate by raising an under-appreciated question, his
argument against the strong metaphysical reading is unsound.

According to strong metaphysical readings of his mature philosophy, Kant
believes that categories like <substance> and <causation> are applicable to noumena
(things in themselves). On such readings, Kant can allow that there are noumenal
substances and noumenal causes, though he denies that we have any cognition
(Erkenntnis) of them. While such readings were once thought to make Kant’s view
incoherent, recent interpreters have shown that a more nuanced understanding of
cognition (which should not be equated with knowledge) can avoid the most
straightforward problems. For example, Kantian cognition can be understood as detailed,
informative representation, so that one can know the abstract fact that there are noumenal
substances and causes without having any cognition of noumena.' Such interpretive
moves promise to allow strong metaphysical readings to respect Kant’s claims about the
limits of human representation.

A surprising new challenge to strong metaphysical readings has recently surfaced,

however, that focuses on Kant’s claims about non-human, divine representation — what

! For one influential discussion, see Adams 1997. The most extensive recent defense of a strong
metaphysical reading is Allais 2015.



Kant calls the “intuitive intellect.” Markus Kohl, who has provided the most direct
formulation of this challenge, focuses on Kant’s statements that an intuitive, divine
intellect would not represent noumena using the categories (e.g., B148%). Kohl argues
that this shows that, for Kant, the categories are not applicable to noumena, so that there
are no noumenal substances or noumenal causes. The central thought behind Kohl’s
argument is that the intuitive, divine intellect is a decisive measure of how things really
are, so if such an intellect would not apply a category like <cause> to noumena, then
there are no noumenal causes. Kohl’s challenge is not merely novel — it helps direct our
attention to an issue that has received relatively little attention in discussions of Kant’s
metaphysics: the significance of the intuitive intellect.”

My aim here, however, is to argue that Kohl’s challenge to the strong
metaphysical reading is unsuccessful, and to thereby indicate some directions along
which strong metaphysical readings should be developed. A proponent of the strong
metaphysical reading can accept that an intuitive, divine intellect would make no use of
the categories in representing noumena while holding that the (unschematized”)
categories do indeed apply to noumena. In §1, I identify a crucial ambiguity in a key step
in Kohl’s main argument: his claim that an intuitive intellect would represent everything.
In §2, I challenge a secondary argument that can be found in Kohl’s article, which hinges
on the claim that the categories (unlike the representations of an intuitive intellect)
merely contain forms of thought (§2).

I should note that, while Kohl’s aim is to challenge strong metaphysical readings,
he also offers at least the contours of an alternative, more modestly metaphysical reading.
It is not part of my aim here to show that Kohl’s positive proposal about Kant’s

metaphysics is incorrect. Part of the value of his challenge is that it illustrates the

* All references to the first Critique will use the standard A/B format. References to Kant’s other work will
be to volume and page number of the Academy edition. Throughout, I use angle brackets to names of
categories (e.g., <substance>), as opposed to what those categories representation (e.g., substances).

? Arguably, Henry Allison hints at this challenge when he links the intuitive intellect to realism (see, e.g.,
Allison 2004, 28-29).

* Kohl assumes that Kant has a unified conception of an intuitive intellect. For reasons to doubt this, see
Gram 1981.

> The schematized categories have temporal content that the pure (unschematized) categories lack, and so
cannot be correctly applied to non-temporal things in themselves. See A142-46/B181-85.



possibility of a subtle metaphysical reading of Kant that earlier commentators have
largely overlooked. I do not think Kohl’s attack on the strong metaphysical reading
succeeds, but that leaves open that his alternative reading may have comparable textual

and philosophical support as any extant reading.

1. Does an intuitive intellect represent everything?

It is uncontroversial that Kant believed that an intuitive intellect would make no
use of the categories. At B145, for instance, he states that “the categories would have no
significance at all with regard” to the cognition of an intuitive intellect. To generate a
challenge to the strong metaphysical reading, Kohl claims that, for Kant, “Noumena have
categorial properties (i.e., the properties that we represent through the pure categories)
only if an intuitive, divine intellect would represent them as having such properties”
(Kohl 2015, 91). In support of that claim, Kohl argues that “an intuitive intellect would
have a complete maximum of cognition: it would cognize every property of every thing
in itself” (Kohl 2015, 91). This latter claim, however, is ambiguous. Once it is
disambiguated, a proponent of the strong metaphysical reading can sidestep Kohl’s
challenge.

To appreciate the ambiguity, imagine a world in which there are just three
fundamental facts: A, B, and C. Given those fundamental facts, there will also be many
non-fundamental facts, such as the fact that A-and-C and the fact that B-or-D-or-E. These
non-fundamental facts hold in virtue of the three fundamental facts. Now imagine a
subject who makes exactly three judgments, corresponding to each of the three
fundamental facts. Has this subject represented all the facts? In one sense, she has not, for
she has not made judgments corresponding to any of the (many) non-fundamental facts.
On the other hand, there is another sense in which she has indeed represented all the
facts, because she has represented all the fundamental facts, and all non-fundamental
facts hold in virtue of some fact that she does represent. We can say that, in this case, the
subject directly represents the fundamental facts, but indirectly represents the non-

fundamental facts.



Next consider a historical example. In the Ethics, Spinoza distinguishes three
kinds of knowledge (Scholium 2 to Proposition 40 of Book 2). The first is fallible
empirical knowledge, based on the senses and signs. The second is based on “the fact that
we have common notions and adequate ideas of the properties of things.” The third,
which Spinoza dubs scientia intuitiva (intuitive knowledge), “proceeds from an adequate
idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge of the
essence of things.” Spinoza illustrates these different kinds of knowledge with an
example. In solving for x in an equation of the form a/b=c/x, someone with only the first
kind of knowledge might just apply a rule she remembers from school. Someone with the
second kind of knowledge will appeal to “the common property of proportionals,”
namely, that a*x = b*c (for this, Spinoza cites Proposition 19 of Book 7 of Euclid’s
Elements). But for someone with the third kind of knowledge, “none of this is necessary,”
since she will grasp the solution “in once glance.” For example, if a=2, b=1, and c=4, she
will see in one glance that x=2. Both the second and third kinds of knowledge, Spinoza
holds, are infallible (Proposition 41, Book 2). But Spinoza thinks the third kind is more
divine than the second — later in the Ethics, Spinoza locates the “intellectual love of God”
in the third kind of knowledge (Scholium to Proposition 32, Book 5), saying that this is
“the very love... by which God loves himself” (Proposition 36, Book 5). Arguably, then,
Spinoza thinks that divine knowledge would be exclusively knowledge of the third kind.°

For Spinoza, then, would a being with only the third kind of knowledge know or
even represent the common property of proportionals, the representation of which is used
to define the second kind of knowledge? It seems that such a subject would not explicitly
represent that property, since she would only see the relations between particular
numbers. If her intellect were infinite, though, such that she immediately saw all the
relations between all particular numbers, then there would be a sense in which she would
represent that common property by representing all the particular relations it concerns.
Here again, we could say that such a subject would directly represent particular numerical

relations, and indirectly represent the common property of proportionals.

® For a relevant discussion, see Wilson 1996. I remain neutral here on whether Kant was influenced by or
even familiar with Spinoza’s epistemology (for a relevant discussion of Spinoza’s metaphysics and Kant,
see Boehm 2014).



In both examples, the distinction between fundamental and non-fundamental is
naturally understood as being independent of finite minds. It is not merely that we project
some distinction between, say, the fact that B and the fact that B-or-D-or-E. Rather, it
seems to be a mind-independent truth that disjunctive facts are less fundamental than the
disjunct (or disjuncts) that make them true. Similarly (though more controversially),
general principles about proportionals seem to hold in virtue of particular facts about
numbers. Of course, this way of thinking about fundamentality and non-fundamentality
could be challenged, but it is a familiar view.’ This makes room for the idea of noumenal
(and so strongly mind-independent) facts that are non-fundamental.

With the above examples in place, we can see the ambiguity of the claim that an
intuitive intellect would cognize every property of every thing in itself. That claim could
mean either:

(a) An intuitive intellect would directly cognize every property of every thing in
itself.
(b) An intuitive intellect would directly or indirectly cognize every property of every
thing in itself.
For Kohl’s challenge to go through, it must be clear that Kant accepts (a). Otherwise, a
proponent of the strong metaphysical reading can say that, for Kant, the intuitive intellect
directly represents things in themselves non-categorially, but indirectly represents facts
about the substantiality and causality of noumena. This might be because the facts about
noumenal substances and noumenal causes are all non-fundamental (but are facts
nonetheless). Presumably, this would also imply that the intuitive intellect would only
indirectly represent facts about fundamentality and non-fundamentality, such as the fact
that B-or-D-or-E is non-fundamental. This is coherent, at least if facts about non-
fundamentality themselves also hold in virtue of fundamental facts.® (Note that I am
sliding here between talk of representing facts and talk of representing objects, but

nothing substantive turns on this.)

" Many contemporary metaphysicians see the (related) notion of grounding as mind-independent in this
way. For a relevant discussion with some attention to historical issues, see Raven Forthcoming.

8 See deRossett 2013 for a relevant discussion.



While Kohl does not discuss the above ambiguity, he does offer textual support
for the claim that, for Kant, an intuitive intellect would cognize every property of every
thing in itself. We should therefore consider whether Kant’s statements about the scope
of the intuitive intellect support disambiguation (a) over (b). Perhaps the clearest claims
on this point come from the Pélitz lectures, where Kant says that an intuitive intellect
would have “a maximum of understanding” (28:7), would be “unlimited” (28:52), and
would “cognize everything at once” (28:103).” None of these claims are helpful in
resolving the ambiguity, however, since disambiguation (b) can be understood as
describing an intellect that has a maximum, unlimited understanding of everything — after
all, there is no thing that falls outside the scope of its understanding. Similarly, Spinoza
shows no signs of regarding the third kind of knowledge as limited in any respect, even
though it does not directly represent facts about common properties.

Moreover, there are grounds for thinking that Kant must accept (b). Consider the
non-noumenal principle of the Second Analogy: “All alterations occur in accordance with
the laws of the connection of cause and effect” (B232). Kant clearly holds that this
principle is true (at least, true relativized to possible experience — see A156-58/B195-97).
To directly represent it, however, would require using <causation>. An intuitive intellect,
therefore, could not directly represent this truth. However, if, as Kant suggests, an
intuitive intellect would be omniscient, then it would have to represent this non-noumenal
truth without using <causation>, and so represent it indirectly. Kant never suggests the
heretical view that facts about the empirical world would be inaccessible to the divine
intellect. Similarly, Kant takes it to be a fact that subjects like us, with discursive
intellects, represent using categories like <causation>. Directly representing that fact
about us would likewise seem to require using the categories, so an omniscient intuitive
intellect would have to represent this fact about us indirectly. Whether or not this fact is
noumenal, it is not empirical in any straightforward way. God must therefore have some
way of representing the categories that does not itself require use of the categories. Such

indirect representation of representations is not particularly mysterious. By analogy, a

? Kohl 2015, 92-93. The Politz passages are Kohl’s translations.



philosophical anthropologist might successfully but abstractly refer to the set of empirical
concepts that ceased to exist before the invention of writing.

To be sure, it is not obvious how God’s indirect representation of such facts
would work, but Kant emphasizes that our grasp of the workings of the divine intellect is

extremely limited:

One says indeed that the understanding of God is sheer intuition, nevertheless
these are words without a concept, which at least we humans cannot make of an
intuitive understanding, and through which one had wanted merely to place the
operation of the divine being in relation to the faculty of thought of human beings.
(Metaphysics Vigilantius 29:954)

Since an intuitive intellect would not use the categories but would nonetheless be
omniscient, then the intuitive intellect must indirectly represent categorial non-noumenal
facts such as the principle that every alteration has a cause. Similarly, an intuitive
intellect must be able to represent non-empirical facts about the representational
capacities of discursive intellects. If so, then surely the intuitive intellect could also
indirectly represent categorial noumenal facts.

It may be possible to say more about how the intuitive intellect’s indirect
representation works. In some places, Kant suggests that our conceptual representation
differs from intuitive intellectual representation merely in terms of abstraction. For

instance, in Metaphysics Vigilantius, Kant writes:

Only the understanding of God is called intuition: as inexplicable as this kind of
understanding is to us human beings, it is still supposed to indicate that God
would have the faculty for cognizing things as they are in themselves, which is
wholly lacking in human beings. A human being can cognize only through
concepts, i.e., through features that he abstracts from the objects sensed through
intuition, but in order to comprehend only something of the things much of the
things must be set aside by the process of abstraction” (Metaphysics Vigilantius
29:978, see also 29:888).

Here, Kant seems to be saying that abstract representations (all concepts, and hence
including the categories) are the result of the mind’s finitude, having to set aside “much

of the things” in order to cognize them. On this point, at least, Kant’s view resembles that



of John Locke (though Kant of course differs from Locke on the apriority of abstract

representations). In the Essay, Locke writes that,

if every particular Idea that we take in should have a distinct Name, Names must
be endless. To prevent this, the Mind makes the particular Ideas received from
particular Objects to become general... This is called ABSTRACTION (Essay
2.11.9)

Locke thus holds that our limited capacity for names leads us to use abstract ideas and
general terms. That would seem to suggest that an infinite mind would have no need for
abstract ideas (though Locke seems wary of affirming much about the divine mind
beyond omniscience — see Essay 4.10). While abstract ideas do not capture everything
about their objects, Locke does not claim that abstract ideas fail to represent real features
of objects. Abstract ideas, for Locke, accurately capture real similarities between
particular things, though not their real essences (see Essay 3.3.13-15). Hence, like
Spinoza, Locke seems to think that an infinite mind would have no need of abstract ideas,
yet does not think that implies that abstract ideas genuinely apply to the mind-
independent world. God would then indirectly represent abstract facts by directly
representing particular things in all their details. There is therefore historical motivation
to attribute a view along these lines to Kant.

To his credit, Kohl considers something like the possibility just described, that is,
of explaining the difference between human and divine intellects in terms of abstraction.
Kohl rejects this abstractionist interpretation, however, because he holds that “for Kant
general [and so abstract] representations need not be conceptual” (Kohl 2015, 98). To
support this, he appeals to Kant’s talk of synthetic universals in the third Critique: “we
can... conceive of an understanding which, since it is not discursive like ours but
intuitive, goes from the synthetically universal (of the intuition of a whole as such) to the
particular, i.e., from the whole to the parts” (5:407). Presumably, then, Kohl thinks that
this shows that the intuitive intellect could indeed have abstract representations. The
5:407 passage, however, only shows that Kant thinks an intuitive intellect would
represent a whole prior to the parts. That does not show that the intuitive intellect would
represent anything as general or abstract — if anything, it would represent some

particulars (parts) in relation to another particular (the whole). Therefore, I think a



proponent of a strong metaphysical reading could understand the intuitive intellect as
representing all things as particulars, and only indirectly representing the generalities we
represent abstractly. This might bring Kant’s views of divine cognition quite close to
Spinoza’s (and perhaps Locke’s).

My evaluation of Kohl’s challenge does not hinge on the above characterization
of the intuitive intellect, however. What is it does hinge on is the fact that none of Kant’s
statements about an intuitive intellect support disambiguation (a) over (b). If so, then a
proponent of the metaphysical interpretation need not be worried by Kant’s statements
that the intuitive intellect would not represent using the categories, and can therefore
sidestep Kohl’s main argument. Of course, that does not show that the strong
metaphysical interpretation is correct, but it does show that a successful argument against
it must come from elsewhere.

There are two responses that an opponent of strong metaphysical readings might
make at this point. First, she might deny that there are any non-fundamental noumenal
facts. Since Kant arguably does not have a distinct term for the notion of fundamentality |
appealed to above, he never explicitly addresses the question of whether there are non-
fundamental noumenal facts. That makes room for a reading on which all noumenal facts
are fundamental, or on which the concepts <fundamental> and <non-fundamental> do
not apply to noumena. After all, the notions of fundamentality and non-fundamentality
seem to concern a sort of dependence, and Kant thinks at least one sort of dependence is
captured by the relational categories (see A80/B106). That, however, would pose a
problem for the strong metaphysical reading only if we already assumed that the
categories did not apply to noumena — but that would be to beg the question against the
strong metaphysical reading. The present issue is not whether there are defensible
alternatives to the strong metaphysical reading, but whether Kant’s claims about the
intuitive intellect generate a problem for the strong metaphysical reading. Kant’s lack of
any explicit rejection of non-fundamental noumenal facts is thus enough for strong
metaphysical readings to be safe from Kohl’s challenge.

Perhaps a proponent of the strong metaphysical reading could go further than this.
For example, in the second Critique, Kant says that freedom is the ratio essendi (essential

ground) of the moral law, where both freedom and the moral law seem to be noumenal



(5:4n.). At least in his early work, Kant is explicit that a ratio essendi is metaphysically
prior to what it grounds, calling it an “antecedently determining ground,” “the reason
why,” and “the ground of being” (Nova Dilucidato 1:392). This suggests that Kant
believes in at least one instance of a non-fundamental noumenal fact.'’

The second response an opponent of strong metaphysical readings might make
here would be to deny that omniscience requires any representation of empirical facts or
facts about subjects’ capacities. If so, then an intuitive intellect need not even indirectly
represent these facts, which would partly undermine my case for there being a distinction
between direct and indirect representation in Kant. Kant does say, after all, that we can
speak of space and time “only from the human standpoint” (A26/B42) and that “the
temporal condition is nothing” for an eternal being (5:123), so perhaps there is room to
deny that God represents any spatiotemporal facts, even indirectly. This, however, would
be a radical break from the theistic philosophical tradition, according to which God
certainly knows the spatiotemporal world. In the second Critique, Kant says that God’s
omniscience is a quality that is found in finite creatures, but “raised to the highest degree”
(5:131). That seems to imply that God knows (and therefore represents) everything that
creatures know, and more. A proponent of the strong metaphysical reading would
therefore have significant textual support for holding that God must indirectly represent
various facts, and could read the relevant passages as saying that only humans directly
represent temporal matters. The possibility of indirect representation and non-
fundamental noumenal facts therefore undermines Kohl’s argument against the strong
metaphysical reading.

Even though Kohl’s primary argument is not successful, Kohl offers a secondary
argument that does not appeal to the scope of the intuitive intellect, but rather to how
Kant contrasts the categories themselves with the representations belonging to an

intuitive intellect.

Fora reading on which Kant takes noumenal moral facts to reduce to noumenal non-moral facts, see
Marshall Forthcoming. In some passages (e.g., second Critique 5:29, 5:42) Kant appears to entertains the
idea that freedom and the moral law are identical — in which case one could not be more fundamental than
the other. We can read these passages, however, as stating that consciousness of freedom is identical to the
moral law, not that freedom itself (that much is clear in 5:42). A full discussion of this issue would require
a much longer discussion, of course.
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2. Is the content of the categories too subjective to represent noumena?

Throughout the Transcendental Deduction of the Categories, Kant emphasizes
that the role of the categories hinges on the fact that our intellect is not intuitive. This
provides the basis for a second, related challenge that Kohl offers to strong metaphysical
readings. Kohl holds that some of Kant’s statements about the nature of the categories
show that, by their very nature, the categories could not be applied to things in
themselves. If so, then Kohl might still offer an important argument against strong
metaphysical readings, even if his main argument about the intuitive intellect is
unsuccessful. To be clear, the main reason Kohl himself draws on these statements is to
show why the categories would not be used by an intuitive intellect, and I think he makes
this case convincingly. However, Kohl also thinks that they show why categories would
not apply to noumena (the objects of an intuitive intellect), and it is this further argument
that I believe is problematic. Seeing why, however, sheds light on the nature of the
categories.

Kohl draws our attention to some striking statements Kant makes about subjective
nature of the categories. Kant says that the pure categories “contain exclusively the
synthetic unity of apperception” (B148), that, in the unschematized categories, “nothing
can be found other than the mere form of thought” (A567/B595), and that the pure
category “can contain nothing but the logical function to bring the manifold under a
concept” (A245)."" As Kohl reads these passages, Kant is saying that the categories
“signify purely discursive features” (Kohl 2015, 99), that is, that the categories are only
about features of a discursive mind such as ours (apperception, forms of thought, and
logical functions all being tied to discursivity). As such, they would be incapable of

representing noumena outside our mind.

! These are Kohl’s translation (Kohl 2015, 99). Kohl’s translation of B148 could be challenged. The key
phrase here is “die synthetische Einheit der Apperception, die jene allein enthalten.” The question is what
the “allein” modifies. While Kohl translates this as “contain exclusively the synthetic unity of
apperception,” Guyer and Wood translate it as “the synthetic unity of apperception, which they alone
contain.” The interpretation implies in latter translation suits Kohl’s purposes less well.
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This reading of Kant faces at least three complications. First, Kant’s claims about
the connection between reason and our noumenal sides (e.g., A546-47/B574-75) suggest
that discursive faculties are noumenal (noumenal powers). In that case, the categories
would be about noumena in virtue of being about our discursive faculties. Second, even
the claim that Kohl takes Kant to be making (that the categories signify purely discursive
features) is ambiguous between direct and indirect representation. It could be read as
saying that the categories directly signify only features of a discursive mind, but might
indirectly signify other things, such as non-mental features of noumena. Third, part of
Kohl’s support for this reading comes from Kant’s claim at B149 that the categories
could not be applied to “an object of non-sensible intuition” (similar passages appear
elsewhere (e.g., A287/B343)). That claim, however, can be read in the way that
metaphysically-inclined interpreters now standardly read Kant’s claims about the
limitation of the categories: saying that the categories do not yield cognition of such
objects, which is consistent with the possibility of us having true thoughts about such
objects using the categories (see, e.g., Adams 1997, 807-08).

All that said, I think Kohl’s reading of these passages is defensible. If it were the
only defensible reading, then proponents of the strong metaphysical reading would
indeed face another important challenge. But the passages have at least one other

defensible reading. Contrast these two claims:

(1) The Hobbit contains nothing but events in Middle Earth.
(2) The Hobbit contains nothing but words.

(1) makes a claim about what the novel represents (its ‘content’). (2) makes a claim about
what constitutes the novel (the ‘vehicle’). The constituents of a representation may or
may not set any limits to what it can represent — being made out of words, a book can
arguably represent anything whatsoever, whereas the constituents of a painting (paint)
might keep it from representing some non-visual properties. To be sure, the nature of the
content/vehicle distinction, as well as the question of what exactly constitutes things like
novels, are controversial. Yet it is hard to deny that there is some distinction along these

lines. (There may be additional analogous claims worth considering — for instance, that
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The Hobbit contains nothing but escapism, or that it contains nothing but J.R.R. Tolkien’s
ideas.)

In light of that, we can see that Kant’s statements about the subjectivity of the
categories can be understood on analogy with (2) instead of (1). Kant would not, then, be
saying that unschematized categories merely represent features of a discursive mind, but
rather that those categories are constituted by certain features of a discursive mind. This
constitution claim would be consistent with the categories representing features of mind-
independent things, just as words can represent non-linguistic entities. Moreover, this
reading seems to me to be more attractive. It sounds prima facie absurd to say that, when
I think about causes, I am thinking about apperception or logical functions to bring the
manifold under concepts. On the other hand, it does not sound absurd to say that when I
think about causes, I am employing a representation constituted by a form of self-
consciousness or a logical function (though that’s not to say it sounds immediately
plausible, either). Because Kant’s statements can be read on analogy with (2), therefore,
these statements by themselves pose no direct threat to strong metaphysical readings of
Kant. As before, this does not prove that Kohl’s reading is incorrect, but it does provide a
way for a proponent of the strong metaphysical reading to sidestep his challenge.

Perhaps anticipating a response along these lines, Kohl notes Kant’s claims about
space and time being mere forms of intuition (e.g., “Space is nothing other than merely
the form of all appearances of outer sense, i.e., the subjective condition of sensibility”
(A26/B42)), where these claims seem intended to bear on why space and time are not
features of things in themselves. That is, it would be because space and time are
constituted by subjective forms that they do not apply to things in themselves. This may
be a defensible reading of Kant’s argument in the Aesthetic (one that resembles Allais
2010). However, Kant makes a point of separating his claims about the constitution of
the representation of space and time from his claims about their content — e.g., “Space
represents no property at all of any things in themselves” (A26/B42), which is listed as a
separate conclusion from the claim about space being a subject condition of sensibility.
No comparably clear separation appears in Kant’s claims about the categories, so the

comparison with space and time is dubious.
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An opponent of the strong metaphysical reading might offer two responses at this
point. First, she might object that the ‘vehicle’ reading I have suggested would make
Kant’s claims about the categories trivial. After all, what else could categories be
constituted by except something like forms of thought? The claims would not be trivial
on this reading, though. For one, the categories being solely constituted by forms of
thought would preclude them from having sensory representations or marks as
constituents (in contrast with empirical concepts). For another, it is not trivial to say that
certain concepts are constituted by forms of judgment. On some pre-Kantian views,
fundamental concepts are prior to any judgments, thoughts, and/or self-consciousness.
Kant, however, would be surprisingly (and so, non-trivially) reversing the order of
metaphysical priority here.

Second, an opponent of the strong metaphysical reading might push back on the
apparent absurdity of glossing thoughts about causes in terms of thoughts about self-
consciousness or forms of judgment. After all, the relevant form of thought for
<causation> is the hypothetical form of judgment, and “if... then” thoughts do seem
intuitively related to thoughts about causes. There is an ambiguity here, however. Having
an if-then thought about some objects could be a matter of thinking that those objects are
connected in an if-then way, or it could be a matter of thinking that / think of them in an
if-then way. Kohl’s challenge requires the second and less attractive gloss. As before, this
reading may be defensible, but it is unattractive enough that the strong metaphysical

reading remains a live option.

Conclusion

Kant’s claims about the intuitive intellect suggest two important challenges to
strong metaphysical readings. I have argued, however, that neither of these challenges
ultimately threaten strong metaphysical readings, though both require a proponent of a
strong metaphysical reading to take a stand on what might have seemed like independent
issues: the possibility of non-fundamental noumenal facts and a specific vehicle/content
distinction with respect to the categories. I think proponents of the strong metaphysical

reading would do well to consider these topics more closely.
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Independently of what I have argued here, I think Kohl’s argument can be taken
as the basis for a novel, less metaphysical reading of Kant, one that is (surprisingly)
motivated by the metaphysical possibility of an intuitive intellect. For those are
dissatisfied with the strong metaphysical reading on other grounds, therefore, Kohl’s

alternative might provide a welcome interpretive option.'?

"2 For helpful feedback concerning this paper, I am grateful to Ruth Boeker, Markus Kohl, Mike Raven,
and the editors of Kantian Review.
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