is the philosophice! equivale
i he heart of how we ‘moderns’ (amon
ost-moderns') distinguish between fundamentally basic things like
The question frames the boundaries of acceptable public de
e between public and private is drawn. It divides our cultura
sive and conservative forees, : : :

W

ﬁm title question was first asked by a gregarious, though mild-mannered, Pm;;
- German) professor of philosophy by the name of Imimanuel Kant, b

Let’s first start with what a synthetic g priori judgment i,

its of knowledge floating around in a persons head into three types.
alytic a priori judgments,]designate knowledge that are ‘sélf-contained.’ These
- are the sort of judgments that you can make i and 0f Hsel Without reference to anything
S ‘extemnal.” An example of an analytic @ prior? judgment s ‘squarés have four sides” or ‘all
' bachelors are unmarried,’ Squares have four sides. Bachelors are unmarried. If the 'obJe_ct

didn’t have four sides; it wouldn'the 7 Square. The same goes for bachelors: if the man in

question was married, they wouldn’t be a bachelor. They’d be a married man.

P SR Y R

This, of course, doesn’t seem like a very profound revelation. The intellectual traction of ;
Kant’s argument comes when you start coriparing the different forms of judgmeirj ; ;

f;he Lxact opposite of an analytic a priori judgment are rheEynthetic a posteriori jud gments. |

ese judgments that you make with reference to ‘something’ external, Examples would

include; “The sky Ts blue,” “Kant wes bom in 1724,” or ‘Ganc of Thrones is fantasy fiction.’ |

The sky migh e blue. Kantmight have beenborn in 1724. Game of Thrones might :

be fantasy fiction. All these things mightbe-true—Fhe difference in this case is that you will |

- 1@Ve 16790 and find out whether thus and such is actually the case. The sky, for example, i

f mmm Weather conditions. Kant might : f

have been born in 1723 or 1725. The sources that we possess might be wrong. And Game of

Thrones might be better described as a medieval soap opera with fantasy fiction elements {
(like dragons, White Walkers, and shadows that look like Stannis Barathegrﬂ.

Note carefully the differences. Analytic a priori judgments are necessary in that they are
always everywhere true. Synthetic a posteriori judgments are contingent insofar as they can
'@ume as situations change — though they don’t necessarily have 1o, The question that
concerns now us here is whether these two forms of Judgment can account for all of our

knowledge of the world. And evidently they do not. -
B e e ——— T

eclipse will be visible with an amazing degree of ac

Take, for example, the prediction of a solar eclipse. We can predict when and Whe,m:e an s
curacy. Our abiitytopredict




§ is not a sma

re to “heipﬁnﬁhﬁwf » synthetic a e fd ments possiple?.(Thi

s as you should now be able to see.)

~ Kant was fully aware of the significance of his question, In his book The Prolegomena to Any
“Future Metaphysic (1784), he charged all his readers to consider his question carefully before
that made any metaphysical claims. In the tehe included claims about the
O of God (and presumably questions how many angel3 suld dance on the head of pin)

as well as the fundamental constitution of the natural world. If so-called scientists were going

to claim anything with certainty about the world, Kant wanted them to show that they had
understood what was at stake. v i

51‘:111:; f%.l;:S;;C:: évs;hxch was formulated with the help of Newton’s Principia Mathmatica,
Law 6F Gravity) :x’ ?s'_we presently understand them, The Three Laws of Motion and The
e ig atms Wwe no longf:r think of jche planc_ts as moving t'hrough an ether or
R Ie.rms of phlog1s’gon or lthmk of biological species as always and
RS : . In the longer run, it explains why we don’t think the sun, moon, planets
and stars evelve around the earth or that the orbits of *celestizl’ objects are perfectly eirculer.

.«

The question puts a break on attributing divine eternality, or self-sameness (which takes the
form of an analytic a priori judgment), to anything in the natural world. Once you do that,
you start to observe how things actually behave. The question also directed people to think
more (lzarefully on those fea_t'ures of the world that they could claim to know with certainty.
DW&WM@M to show how we can be
confident in the predictive claims of modern natura scientific inquiry, which are peculiar for
E@h—necessary Tn the sense that they purport to be.always everywhere true, but which
hold good for contingent situations that can change. 1 '
.

e

How are they possible? Kant says: by the a priori forms of perception, space and time, and
the a priortcategories of understanding, quantity, quality, relation, and modality. The latter
categories need not detain us very long. Suffice it to say that they are a straight-jacket on
Kant’s thinking in the way that they suppose the world can be combined and divided in order
to make it intelligible. The former forms, however, are very interesting. To say that space and
tiwb_rﬁo_nlgimtiog is to say that ewmmm\e(fggﬂﬂb‘;
|ocatable somewhere in space and time relzmww and so,

implication, is not divinely self-same).

By every potential object of perception, 1 mean absolutely everything one might come across

in the universe that is 14 billion odd years old and 10s of billions of light'-yeas across. From
the atoms to the primordial soup, t0 the Andromeda Galaxy and everything else in betwegnf




e with Kant's question, as Kant himself well knew, was that mogsf
) thought and action always take the form of an analytic a prio { jud
ns can marshal all the evidence they want to ‘prove’ that something is good Ko

jant, but at the end of the day we think things are good or bad because we think s
¢ is a ‘subjective’ element in a moral judgment that cannot be reduofrd to an qb;ectrye L
tate of affairs. Many reasons can be offered, for example, for why mur‘dv'er is wrong. Egeame ‘
another person’s life ends much too soon. Because you will go to jail. Because it is not
conducive to_social harmony to be arbitrarily off-ing members of a community. And so on,
and so forth. But all of these are synthetic a posteriori reasons, none of which are ultimately
persuasive in every case. If, on the other hand, we say that murder is wrong because it is a
* violation of an intrinsic human right — namely, the right to life — then we have offered an
 analytic a priorireason. It is wrong to murder a person because it is wrong 10 murder a
person.

“The problem of moral judgments is actually a little more difficult than for which even Kant
allowed. His question implicitly assumes that the human world can be divided into two
separate worlds: ‘the starry heavens above’ (by which he meant the natural order of the world
given in space and time) and ‘the moral law within’ (by which he meant something like a
universally accessible, rationally determinabie standard-for rnoral conduct). This distinction
creates a huge problem for moral judgment. Why? Moral judgment is applied to human
thought and action, which is always and everywhere locatable in space and time.

Take he case of murder. Murder is a grossly immoral act against a person’s body. Bodies are
locatable in space and time. They just are. There is no way around it. There is no such thing
are murder in the abstract. Jesus suggested that murder in one’s heart is tantamount to actual
murder, but this is not a prosecutable offence. Same goes from stealing, destroying property,
defaming, and so on. These are all acts committed against the bodies of persons or ‘bodies’ in
a person’s possession. '

So in the case of the moral judgments regarding the specifically human body, you have this
curious situation where divine self-sameness lives on in space and time. Kant doesn’t account
for it. His question, in fact, cannot account for it. We ‘moderns,” who like to think like Kant
i ~ in these matters and pretend there is a hard and fast distinction between facts and values,
aren’t able to identity precisely where the line between them lies either, We ‘modemns’ all can

~can agree in very rough terms about what constitutes a scientific fact. But we disagree

- vehemently about how these relate to our values — and, more specifically, to which set of

ways find reasons, of course, to talk past each other. The reason.é they
critical question. And that may help to shed some light on the



ot doesn't likewise contribute something to
ct contributes can’t be known a priorf.)

ental question in understanding Kant is understanding what he means
 says that we know only appearances and ot things in themselves (that is, in
rstanding what transcendental idealism really means). On some readings of Kant
‘mine) appearances are essentially just collections of ideas that exist only in the

- So, on this reading, Kant's view tumns out to be much like Locke's—i.e., that we
~ directly experience only things that exist in our minds, and merely infer the existence of a
mind-independent reality that causes those appearances in our minds. But on this view,
Kant is subject to the same criticisms as is Locke. If Locke’s view “collapses” into
Berkeleian idealism, then so would Kant’s. ;

But this is a misunderstanding of Kant. When Kant says that we know only appearances
and not things in themselves, he does not mean that the objects of experience are mind-
dependent (that would lead to Berkeley or Hume). Rather, he means that the experience
of objects is (partly) mind-dependent. That is, transcendental idealism (on this reading)
is ot the view that the objects that we perceive are mind-independent, but instead the
view that everything that we can know about them must conform to our subjective modes -
of experience. That is, Kant is not claiming that the objects of experience are different
from what we initially thought (i.c., that they are mind-dependent objects rather than
mind-independent objects), but rather that the experience of objects is different from
what we previously thought (i.e., we do not know-as-they-are objects, but instead only
know-as-they-appear objects).

Now, according to Kant, knowledge of an object must always have a “sensible” aspect
and a conceptual aspect. Kant believes that in each case, there is a subjective :
contribution that can be known a priori. Space and time, Kant says, are the pure forms of
sensible intuition. That is, space and time are not parts of reality in itself, but are simply

 due to the ways that we organize the sensory “data” that we receive in sense experience.
So, in Kant’s language, space and time are transcendentally ideal. ;

But there is another subjective contribution to experience. Once we have organized the
sensory data into a spatio-temporal array, we must still interpret it as an experience of
objects. Kant thinks that there are rules for how we must necessarily do this interpreting.
These rules lie “in us” and are necessary for the possibility of any experience. These are
what are known as the “Categories of the Understanding.” Their origins, Kant thinks, are
in (what you might call) the categories of judgments, i.¢., of statements or propositions.
Kant claims that all expetience involves judgment (i.e., “judging” that this thing is a cup,
for example). So, the forms of experience will mirror the forms of judgments. And
 consequently, knowledge of the necessary forms of judgments (i.e., of statements) will

lead to knowledge of the formal conditions necessary to experience something as an
object.




conradetoy $oetiens e saements whose negatons oo
something substaeote eents aré fiot “41i¢ by definition,” bii
: 10stantive (non-trivial) about how the world is. :

logical

o ——

- We have a prior : il

a : o
experience It):l?n l-mowledg‘{ of a statement when we do not need to consult sense

~ofa Statementlil;‘stlf:),dour belief that the statement is true. We have a posteriori knov

we do need ; bt o

statement is trye, eed to consult sense experience to justify our bellgf that the

}‘;\Z)csct:; fi(;;ligk? K?nt, one thing that Hume has correctly shown .igﬂ that we do not have a
o owledge of ar}y.clmmmty or universality, e.g., that

en b1 lgrd ball B hits billiard ball A, A necessarily moves; or that all events have 1
:}? utses (um‘,’emal‘if}’)- Kant agrees with Hume that sense experience can only show us

= so'mthmg did happen (not that it happened necessarily) a
never justify any claim purported to be universally true, since we
eV?‘fﬁhmg . So, Kant thinks that any claim that purports to be necessarily true or
universally true must be known a priori, if known at all.

1
nd that experience can i
have not experienced |
i
i
|

Apalyﬁc statements (if true) are n&cessarily true, so they must be known a priori. The.
disagreement between Kant and Hume concerns whether or not we have a priort.
- knowledge of any synthetic statements. Hume did not see how this could be possible.

Kant’s goal is to explain how it could be possible.

knowledge, -if we have any-, would be synthetic a priori

Finally, metaphysical
lity that can be justified without appeal to

knowledge—non-trivial knowledge about rea
sense experience. So, if Kant can show how synthetic a priori knowledge is possible, he

will have shown how metaphysical knowledge is possible. But not all synthetic a priori
knowledge is metaphysical. The claims of arithmetic and geometry are synthetic a priori,

but not metaphysical.)

Kant’s answer: Synthetic a priori knowledge is possible because all knowledge is only of
appearances (which must conform to our'modes of experience) and not of independently
real things in themselves (which are independent of our modes of experience). This
claim, that we know only appearances and not things in themselves, is known as Kant’s
ranscendental idealism. So Kant’s claim is that if in experience we knew things as they
were in themselves, then Hume would be correct, and there could be no synthetic a priori
knowledge. But since we know instead only appearances (i.c., how things appear to us),
' and since how things appear to us must conform to our subjective modes of experience,
we can know in advance of experience that these experiences will (necessarily and
: u;;?v,crsally) conform to the only ways in which we could possibly know or experience
ects. S.o, synthetic a priori knowledge is possible, but only because certain aspects of
crience of objects reflects something that we (i.e., our mind’s) contribute to ﬂm& |
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