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Introduction

In this essay I offer a critique of Rae Langton’s interpretation of Kant’s distinction between
phenomena and things-in-themselves. Langton attributes to Kant the view that things-in-
themselves are objects that have intrinsic properties, and phenomena are the extrinsic properties
of those same objects. Langton’s Kant claims that objects have an unknowable nature, since all
intrinsic properties are unknowable. The thesis that we cannot know the intrinsic natures of
things Langton calls ‘Kantian Humility’. I am concerned with the philosophical coherence of
Langton’s Kant’s position. I argue that the views of Langton’s Kant entail the possibility of a
peculiar sort of object: necessarily: non-spatial, non-temporal, unobservable, non-scientific, unexplanatory,
non-causal, non-relational objects. These objects I'll call Langtonian Objects. 1 argue that Langton’s
Kant faces a dilemma: either there could be Langtonian Objects or Kantian Humility is false.
Langton’s Kant, believing in the truth of Kantian Humility, has to admit the possibility of
Langtonian Objects. The reason this is a dilemma, I suggest, is that we ought to be suspicious of
the possibility of such objects. If it turns out that such objects are impossible, then Langton’s
Kant’s position is incoherent. My aim is to put pressure on Langton’s Kant’s position rather than
offer a knock down argument against it. I want to indicate how, if my suspicions are correct and
Langtonian Objects are not possible, Kantian Humility should be dropped. Furthermore, in my
view (which I discuss, somewhat impressionistically, in conclusion), the kind of position that
emerges once Kantian Humility is dispensed with is a sensible form of realism.

1 Interpreting Kant

1.1 Langton’s Kant'’s Distinction
In the preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason Kant says

[K]nowledge has to do only with appearances, and must leave the thing in itself as indeed
real per se, but as not known by us... (Bxx.)

Kant distinguishes the thing-in-itself from appearance (or phenomena; regarding  this
terminological difference, see the end of this section). This essay is concerned with Rae
Langton’s (1998) reading of Kant’s distinction. Two of Langton’s key interpretative points are

(pp. 12-13)

1. Kants distinction is a one-world distinction.! When Kant talks about things-in-
themselves he is talking about things as #hey are in themselves, and when he talks about
phenomena he is talking about #hose same things as phenomena (see for instance Bxxvii;
B69; A249). This is contra two-world readings® where Kant is understood as postulating

I In the light of interpretative difficulty of deciding between one and two world interpretations (as Kant’s text
doesn’t decide either way) Sebastian Gardner considers a disjunctive view (1999, pp. 294-295).

2 For instance, Strawson (1966), Van Cleve (1999).
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two “worlds” of objects, things-in-themselves and phenomena, the former, somehow,
being the cause’ or ground of the latter.

2. The distinction is a metaphysical distinction between two non-ovetlapping classes of
properties: the intrinsic and extrinsic properties of things. Hence, it is not a distinction
between two types of objects, and it is a distinction between two aspects of things only in
so far as those aspects are genuine metaphysical aspects.” Things-in-themselves are
substances that have intrinsic properties and phenomena are the extrinsic properties of
substances.

Regarding (2) Langton offers various passages for exegesis (pp. 33-34, specifically B67,
A285/B341, A274/B330). As an example consider the following from The Amphiboly of the
Concepts of Reflection,

The Intrinsic and Extrinsic. — In an object of the pure understanding [i.e. a thing-in-itself]
the intrinsic is only that which has no relation whatsoever (so far as its existence is
concerned) to anything different from itself (A265/B231)

For Langton’s Kant a thing-in-itself is ‘an object whose existence is independent of its
relations to other things’, something that could exist ‘even in the absence of those other things’
(p. 17). Accordingly, it existence

does not imply accompaniment. Its existence is compatible with it’s being the only thing: its
existence is compatible with... loneliness (ibid).

A thing-in-itself, Langton tells us, is therefore a substance (p. 18): a thing that exists absolutely or
independently. The idea of a substance is the idea of something that is an ‘ultimate property
bearer, that cannot itself be borne by anything else’ (ibid). For Kant, this is the ‘pure concept’ of
substance (A147/B186) (in contrast to phenomenal substance, i.c. the substances of the material
wortld).’ But if things-in-themselves are substances, where do intrinsic properties come into the

3 See Allen Wood (2005, chapter 4) for a discussion of this point.

4 As Allison (2004) characterises the two-world view, things-in-themselves affect the mind giving rise to appearances,
the empirical world, construed phenomenalistically. Also consigned to this mental realm is the whole spatiotemporal
framework. This, Allison reports, is a problematic picture since ‘among other reasons, it is only with reference to the
spatiotemporal framework that one can intelligibly talk about “affection” (p. 5).

> Allison (2004) disagrees with dual-aspect approaches that are metaphysical; he takes Kant’s main thrust to be
epistemological (p. 16). But, Allison agrees with Langton that Kant’s distinction is to be understood, pace two-world
interpretations. Allison sums up his own interpretation of Kant’s distinction as follows. ‘... sensibility must have
some a priori forms. .. Accordingly, in considering things as they appear, we are considering them in the way in which
they are presented to discursive knowers with our forms of sensibility. Conversely, to consider them as they are in
themselves is to consider them apart from their epistemic relation to these forms or epistemic conditions, which, if
it is to have any content must be equivalent to considering them qua objects for some pure intelligence or “mere
understanding” [i.e. God]’ (pp. 16-17). Langton accuses Allison of trivialising the claim that we cannot know things-
in-themselves, since it follows analytically from Allison’s definition of ‘thing considered as it is in itself” (1998, pp. 8-
12, see also Guyer, 1987). In response, Allison argues ‘that a conclusion follows analytically, once a distinction is in
place, does not render it trivial. This would follow only if the distinction in question were itself obvious or trivial” (p.
19). And of course, Allison doesn’t take the distinction he attributes to Kant to be trivial (see also Allison, 2006, pp.
116-118).

¢ For extensive discussion of this notion in comparison to the ‘pure concept of substance’ see Langton (1998,
chapter 3).
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picture? The answer is that substances have intrinsic properties; hence things-in-themselves are
substances with intrinsic properties. Langton offers the following

A substance is the kind of thing that can exist on its own: it can exist and be lonely. But
nothing can exist without having properties [hence, substance is not to be understood as
a bare substratum|. If a substance can exist on its own, it must have properties
compatible with its existing on its own. If a substance can be lonely, it must have
properties compatible with loneliness. So a substance must have intrinsic properties (p.
19; see also A274/B330).

Hence, a thing-in-itself is a substance with properties that do not imply coexistence with any
other thing (p. 18). These, for Langton’s Kant, are zntrinsic properties.

On the other hand, properties which 4o imply accompaniment and are zzcompatible with
loneliness are the ‘extrinsic, or relational, properties’ (ibid). As such, phenomena are the extrinsic
or relational properties of substances.” An appearance or phenomenon is an object in relation to
something else, not necessarily in a relation to the human mind. Appearances, are what Langton
prefers to call ‘phenomena’, that is, objective rather than subjective appearances — ‘they
[appearances] are thought to be objects, in accordance with the unity of the categories’ (Langton,
p. 19). Hence, for Kant appearances — gua phenomena — are not mind-dependent ideas, as some
phenomenalist readings have it." In what follows I use the term ‘appearances’ in the sense of
objective appearances, i.e. phenomena.’

1.1.1 Transcendental Idealism?

Since, for Langton’s Kant, phenomena have reality independent of perceiving subjects, some
commentators regard Langton’s interpretation as un-Kantian (Falkenstein, 2001, p. 51)."
Traditionally, the notion of phenomena or appearances, for Kant, expresses his ‘transcendental
idealism’."" It is not clear what ‘transcendental idealism’ means. Some commentators take it to
mean that objects as they appear are objects that conform to our epistemic makeup (Allison,
2004), or that phenomena are distinct objects from things-in-themselves dependent for their
existence upon minds (Strawson, 1966), or that phenomena are mind-dependent “virtual
objects” (Van Cleve, 1999). What is important, according to such interpretations despite their
differences, is that, as Sebastian Gardner (1998) puts it, an appearance for Kant ‘s an object

7 Throughout her book Langton uses ‘relational’ and ‘extrinsic’ synonymously for convenience (she discusses this at
p. 39 footnote 28). I don’t think anything hangs on this usage in Langton’s book, but it is worth noting that
philosophers generally distinguish between the two (see Humberstone, 1996 and Weatherson, 2007).

8 Cf. Bennett (1966, 1974) and for a more modern construal in terms of “virtual objects” see Van Cleve (1999).

9 ’'m not sure that Langton has completely captured the force of appearances in her reading of Kant. It seems that
sometimes Kant does mean by appearances, #hings-as-they-appear, but this must mean as they appear # #s. On Langton’s
reading, appearances are objective (phenomena) and appearance to the human mind is a special case. I find it hard
to make sense of an “appearance” that is objective and unobservable. Since Langton’s Kant is a scientific realist, at
the phenomenal level, there could be unobserved things (phenomena), but it would seem rather odd to call #hese
appearances. Perhaps this is just terminological, or perhaps Kant did mean something different by appearances,
contra Langton.

10 See also Walker, (2002, p. 137)

1 Of course, that we cannot cognize things-in-themselves is an essential part of Kant’s transcendental idealism too.
Allais (forthcoming), for instance, argues that Humility can, pace Langton, be understood as a part of transcendental
idealism.
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constituted (in a specifically philosophical sense...) by the subject’ (p. 578)." All of this
disappears on Langton’s interpretation.”” Phenomena are the objects of our knowledge (see §1.3
below) and in that sense for subjects, but in no way are they dependent upon or constituted by subjects.
Hence, Langton owes us an alternate explanation of phenomena being ‘objects, in accordance
with the unity of the categories’ (p.19), in particular the notion of conformity, that doesn’t make
reference 7n an idealist way to human subjects, that is, she owes us a non-Copernican understanding.
Unfortunately such an explanation is not forthcoming in LLangton’s book.

1.1.2 The Relation between Things-In-Themselves and Phenomena

Kant says that if there were no things-in-themselves we ‘should be landed in the absurd
conclusion that there can be appearance without anything that appears’ (Bxxvii).'* He thinks that
things-in-themselves are ‘thinkable’, ‘intelligible entities’. In the Prolegomena he says

In regarding objects of the senses merely as appearances, we thereby acknowledge that a
thing in itself underlies them... [T]|hrough the very admission of appearances, the intellect
[my emphasis| acknowledges the existence of things in themselves as well...the thought of
such beings underlying the appearances is not only permissible but unavoidable."

According to Langton we should understand Kant as saying that those objects that appear need
some intrinsic nature; they must have some intrinsic properties, #bis is why the postulation of
things-in-themselves (i.e. objects with intrinsic properties) is unavoidable. But this is not because
those intrinsic properties ground or cause phenomena. Rather, to say that those things that
appear require some intrinsic nature is just to say that extrinsic properties require independent
bearers and independent bearers are substances that have intrinsic properties.16 Hence, Langton
says

As a general rule, relations, and relational properties, imply the existence of independent
bearers: substances [i.e. objects| capable of existence in the absence of relations to other
things. The inference from appearance to the existence of a thing in itself is an application
of this general rule (p. 22).

Relations and relational properties for Langton’s Kant are extrinsic properties. The relational
property of being loved by Mary, for instance, is what Langton calls ‘ordinarily relational’ (p. 113),
the property is existentially committed (ibid), it implies the existence of something other than its

12 Kris McDaniel (‘Kantian Ignorance’), however, takes Kant’s transcendental idealism to be the view that, simply,
we can have no knowledge of things as they are in themselves — construed as the mind-independent properties of
things that also have mind-dependent properties. Lucy Allais (2003) argues that Kant’s idealism about phenomena
can be expressed as the rejection of experience transcendent reality with respect to phenomena, a view that has
some similarity with modern Dummettian anti-realism (significant differences notwithstanding).

13 See for instance Bird (2000), Carr (2000), Esfeld (2001), Moore (2001) and Rosefeldt (2001). Langton does admit
that for Kant space is ideal, but just formally, hence items, phenomena “in space” are still empirically real, and this is
given a propetly realist reading, such that, phenomena are mind-independent (See the final section of the final
chapter of Langton’s book).

14 Kant must here mean objective appearance (as in phenomena), since one can have an appearance without an object
that appears when one hallucinates.

15 Quoted in Langton (1998), pp. 21-22.

16 ’m not convinced by Langton’s reasoning here, I think the notion of substance is doing the work, rather than, as
she needs, substance with intrinsic properties. Why can there not be substances with jusz extrinsic properties?
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bearer. Causal/dispositional properties ate also extrinsic for Langton’s Kant. Such properties
might not be thought to be extrinsic since if x merely has a causal property (construed as a
disposition) this does not imply coexistence; rather, x5 being in a causal relation implies
coexistence. But, for Langton’s Kant, we ought to understand the notion of extrinsicness
broadly, if F'is extrinsic, then its existence implies the existence of something else, but this need not
be another object, it might be a /Jaw of nature. Hence, causal powers ‘do in a sense depend on
something other than the way a thing is, in and of itself... the existence of certain [contingent]
laws’ (p. 118). Therefore, we can amend slightly the notion of intrinsicness such that ‘a property
is intrinsic just in case it is compatible with loneliness and lawlessness’ (p. 119)."

1.1.3 The Irreducibility of Relations

Langton (and, Langton believes, Kan/)'® takes the revised notion of intrinsicness (in terms of
loneliness and lawlessness) to be defensible given the plausibility of the following modal intuition

[TThings could be just as they are with respect to their intrinsic properties, yet different
with respect to their causal powers — in particular... if the laws of nature were different,
things could have the same intrinsic properties, but different powers. In a world where the
laws of nature were different, something could look green, despite having the very same
intrinsic properties that brown things actually have... (p. 118).

The modal intuition supports, Langton thinks, something that is crucial for Kant’s thesis that we
cannot know the intrinsic natures of things (see below): the irreducibility of relations (g#a casual
powers).

For Langton’s Kant,

Matter is constituted by forces of attraction and repulsion, attraction acting at a distance
and uniting all coexisting substances into one world, repulsion filling spaces by hindering
the approach of other things...

Furthermore,

[TThese powers that enable substances to relate to one another are not... ‘rooted in their
natures’ [i.e. grounded in their intrinsic properties]. The powers of substances, and the
causal relations among them are not reducible to their intrinsic properties... (p. 125)

or Langton’s Kant, the causal powers of things do not (strongly) supervene” on the intrinsic
For Langton’s Kant, th 1 f things do not (strongl " on the int

properties of things, that is, they are not reducible to the intrinsic properties of things. Extrinsic
properties are entirely distinct from intrinsic properties: if we hold the intrinsic properties of

17 Langton intends the notion of intrinsicness to be a simpler version of Langton & Lewis (1998) (see also
Vallentyne, (1997); and Langton (1998), p. 119 footnote 30). As it stands to say that an object is intrinsic iff it’s
existence is compatible with loneliness is not quite right, since, as Lewis (1983) argues, loneliness itself is a property
that could belong to something lonely, yet it is not an intrinsic property. Hence, Langton & Lewis (1998) propose
that a property is (basic) intrinsic iff it is independent of loneliness and accompaniment (p. 334). This means that
something can have the property and be lonely, lack the property and be lonely, have the property and be
accompanied or lack the property and be accompanied (cf. Langton, (1998), pp. 18-19, footnote 06).

18 See Langton (p. 118) for exegesis from the New Exposition.

19 The notion of strong supervenience comes from Kim (1984, p. 165). Kim defines strong supervenience as
follows. ‘A class of properties A supetrvenes on a class of properties B if and only if, necessatily, for every object x
and for every property F in A, if x has T, then there exists a property G in B such that x has G; and necessarily, for
every object y, if y has G, then y has I’ (quoted in Langton, 1998, p. 78).
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things constant in two universes those universes could differ in their extrinsic properties (hence,
we have failure of strong supervenience).”

Langton’s talk of ‘causal powers’ and ‘relations’ and ‘extrinsic properties’ is all very
confusing since these are all distinct notions which (often) get lumped together in Langton’s
book.”" So let’s be clear. The physical world (i.e. matter) is made up of forces, which for Kant are
cansal powers or cansal relations. As Langton says, Kant thinks of forces as ‘[causal] relations (of
attraction and repulsion), and as causal powers (of attraction and repulsion [i.e. dispositions to
attract or repel])” (p. 38). Hence, the empirically real world consists of forces, that is, causal
powers/relations, which are often referred to as ‘relations’ since they imply the existence of
something other, i.e. laws of nature (qua causal powers), and causal relata (g#a causal relations), and
‘extrinsic’ since they are extrinsic to substances. It is these causal powers/relations, a fortiors, the
physical world, that Langton’s Kant takes to be entirely distinct from things-as-they-are-in-
themselves. This is cashed out in terms of failure of strong supervenience (i.e. irreducibility)
which is legitimated (Langton thinks) by the modal intuition about the contingency of laws of
nature. This has profound implications for human knowledge, to be considered in (see below) (It
is worth noting that some commentators disagree with what Langton claims follows from the
modal intuition,” and others find the intuition itself problematic.” T intend to continue granting
Langton’s Kant’s claims for the sake of argument, since my argument is based upon the
problematic consequences which follow even if we are sympathetic to Langton’s Kant.)

Finally, regarding the intrinsic properties of things, none of the traditional paradigms
count for Langton’s Kant (i.e. shape or solidity) (p. 40). However, given Langton’s Kant’s
commitment to the unknowability of the intrinsic properties of things, it is hardly surprising that
his account does not yield a single example of one. It is to this epistemological aspect of
Langton’s Kant’s distinction that I now turn.

1.2 Kant’s Epistemology

Kant distinguishes concepts and intuitions, and their respective faculties the understanding and
sensibility (A15/B29). Kant’s epistemology can be understood as an attempted synthesis of
rationalist and empiricist epistemology.” Both schools took the sensory and intellectual aspects

20 Langton interprets Kant’s irreducibility of relations thesis as a reaction to Leibniz (1969, 1989) who held the
following: ‘All the relations between things, and the relational properties of things, are reducible to — i.e. supervene
on the intrinsic properties of their relata’ (Langton, p. 88). But this, as Langton illustrates, is ambiguous between two
senses of reducibility. Langton (pp. 85-87) distinguishes bilateral from unilateral reducibility. An extrinsic property is
bilaterally reducible ‘just in case it supervenes [see note above| on the intrinsic properties of its bearer and on some
salient other thing’. Langton’s notion of wunilateral reducibility is as follows. An extrinsic property is unilaterally
reducible ust in case it unilaterally supervenes on the intrinsic properties of its bearer’. What’s important is how we
are to understand Kant’s claim that ‘relations are irreducible’. He cannot mean that ordinary relational properties, i.e.
loved by Mary are bilaterally irreducible. What Kant does mean, Langton insists, is that relations gua causal
powers/ relations are not bilaterally reducible, a fortori, not unilaterally reducible, and this (supposedly) follows from the
modal intuition that two worlds could have the same intrinsic properties but different laws of nature and hence
objects with different causal powers (Langton, p. 119).

2l Obviously, Langton is aware of the differences (p. 34 for instance), but at times it is difficult to keep track of
which notion of ‘relation’ or ‘extrinsic’ is in play. This is partly due to the fact that Kant was ambiguous in his uses
of the terms.

22 Van Cleve (2002, especially p. 228).

23 See Allais (forthcoming, especially §3) for an excellent discussion generally of the irreducibility of relations, and in
particular an evaluation of Langton’s modal intuition.

2 Wilkerson (1998) p. 17.
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of human knowledge to lie on a single continuum.” Kant however, distinguishes the sensory
from the intellectual by kind, not degree. Hence, Kant stands against both schools and puts
emphasis on the essential cooperation of the senses and the understanding:

Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind (A51/B75)

This fundamental interdependence — the synthesis (A78/B103) — of concepts and intuitions is
necessary for experience, itself understood as a form of empirical knowledge.”

For the purposes of this essay, we need to understand a little about intuitions. One
plausible reading of intuitions is that for Kant they are bits of non-conceptual experiential intake,
like “sense impressions”. (Accordingly, concepts are conceived as intermediaries between minds
and intuitions (Brandom, 1994, Chapter 9, §1)).” The faculty of sensibility, for Kant, yields
intuitions in so far as it is the recgptive capacity for receiving objects (for objects affecting the
mind). Kant defines receptivity as follows

[TThe receptivity of our mind, its power of receiving representations [i.e. cognitions] in so
far as it is in any wise affected, is to be entitled sensibility... our nature is so constituted
that our zntuition can never be other than sensible; that is, it contains only the mode in
which we are affected by objects (A51/B75).

The important point is that intuitions are necessary for knowledge, if one is to experience and
have knowledge of an object it is necessary (but not sufficient) that one intuits that object.

1.2.1 Kantian Humility

On Langton’s understanding of Kant’s distinction, the claim that things-in-themselves are
unknowable amounts to the claim that we have no knowledge of the intrinsic properties of things. Langton
calls this Kantian Humility (p. 21), her key quote is

We have no insight whatsoever into the intrinsic nature of things (A277/B333)

But why does Langton’s Kant think this? According to Langton (p. 23), Kant derives Humility
from receptivity, so we cannot know things-in-themselves, because things-in-themselves cannot be
intuited (for instance A36/B52; A33/B62). Only appearances are given to sensibility. Hence, we
are only receptive to appearances, not things-in-themselves, ergo; appearances (that is, phenomena)
are the objects of experience and empirical knowledge whereas things-in-themselves are not. (To
pre-empt a little, in my conclusion I shall question this claim, perhaps for instance, we can
(somehow) /nfer knowledge of things-in-themselves even though they are not themselves given.)
But how can Kant affirm the existence of things-in-themselves and at the same time
deny that we can have knowledge of things-in-themselves? Is this not self-stultifying? No, Kant
is denying that we can have knowledge of things as hey are in themselves, even though we can

% See Bennett, (1974), p. 9.

2 Guyer, (2000) has argued that Kant’s distinction between concepts and intuitions is fundamental in that the
distinction between appearance and thing-in-itself, along with other distinctions, is based on it.

27 Brandom outlines three senses in which Kant conceives of the relationship between concepts and intuitions,
Brandom criticises Kant for running the three together. Clearly ‘intuition’ is by no means a straightforward term for
Kant. As McDowell (1998 in particular Lecture II) interprets Kant, the most important sense of intuition that Kant
is working with is the one in which intuitions are a/ready concept involving. As such they are not like “non-conceptual
sense-impressions” and are representations of determinate things. See also Ellis (2005), pp. 70-73 (and p. 71 fn. 89).
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know (indeed, must concede) that they exist. Hence, Humility is consistent with the claim that
there is a way objects are in themselves (Langton, pp. 22-23).

1.2.2 The Argument for Kantian Humility

P.F. Strawson (1966) complains that it is a ‘fundamental and unargued complex premise of the
Critigne that we cannot know things-in-themselves because our knowledge is receptive (p. 250).
The question is, even if our knowledge is receptive, that is, even if we can only have knowledge
of that with which we ate acquainted in perception (i.e. causal powers/relations), why can’t we
know things-in-themselves? Humility doesn’t follow from Receptivity. To answer this worry
Langton draws upon Kant’s rejection of Leibniz’s thesis of the reducibility of relations (see
above).

According to Langton’s understanding of Leibniz, Leibniz held a similar distinction to
Kant, a distinction between substances with intrinsic properties (monads) and the extrinsic
properties of substances (relations) (A274/B330). Furthermore, Leibniz thought that we could
(confusedly™) know (perceive) things-in-themselves (monads), since the extrinsic properties of
things are reducible to the intrinsic properties of things.” As Langton says ‘Leibniz believed that
the realm of relations offers a mirror for the realm of things in themselves’ (p. 127). In a sense
then Leibniz took appearances to be things as they are in themselves (Langton, p. 72). Hence, in
being receptive to appearances, for Leibniz we (confusedly) have knowledge of things as they are
in themselves. Strawson’s worry, in Langton’s hands, is that Kant has not argued against this
specific tenet of Leibniz’s philosophy. But, Langton responds, yes he has! Langton finds in Kant,
as we have seen, a thesis of the rveducibility of relations: a shattering of the Leibnizian mirror.”
Kant says

It is not that through sensibility we are acquainted in a merely confused way with the nature
of things as they are in themselves [as Leibniz thought]; we are not acquainted with that
nature in any way af a/l (A44/B62, Langton’s italics, p. 131).

If we are receptive only to the extrinsic properties of things (the physical world, gua,
causal powers/relations), and those extrinsic properties are nof reducible to the intrinsic
properties of things, then we can have no knowledge of things as they are in themselves. Hence,
given Langton’s Kant’s distinction, and the premise of the irreducibility of relations, Humility
does follow from receptivity (Langton, p. 127).”'

28 Confusedly (i.e. distortedly) in the sense that gua rationalist Leibniz took intellectual knowledge to be more clear
and distinct than perceptual knowledge (i.e. knowledge through sensibility).

2 The passages from the Critigne relevant to Kant’s interpretation of Leibniz on this point ate (A264/B320,
A268/B323, A270/B326) (Langton, p. 129). Kant offers a ctitique of Leibniz in the Amphiboly of the Concepts of
Reflection.

30 Guyer (1987) disagrees with Langton’s interpretation of Kant in relation to Leibniz; he takes Kant to hold a
Leibnizian view of relations in the Critigue.

31 Falkenstein (2001) criticises Langton’s argument philosophically (pp. 57-58), and exegetically. Langton takes B67
to be a key passage from Kant’s later philosophy, in exemplifying the irreducibility of relations and an argument for
Humility (i.e. ‘through mere relations one cannot be acquainted with a thing as it is in itself’ Langton’s translation, p.
128), but Falkenstein takes B67 to offer a different argument for the unknowability of things-in-themselves relating
to the ideality of space and time (p. 58) (But see, Langton (2001)). Langton claims to find the necessary premises for
the argument in Kant’s New Exposition (1755) (Langton, p. 125). Walker (2002) criticises Langton exegetically on the
grounds that the views she attributes to Kant of the 1750’s don’t carry over to the Kant of the 1780’s (pp. 137-138).
(See also Bird (2000, p. 106)).
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1.3 Summary

Langton’s Kant distinguishes things-in-themselves (substances with intrinsic properties) from
phenomena (the extrinsic properties of substances, specifically, forces which constitute matter).
Langton’s Kant’s modal intuition about the contingency of the laws of nature is invoked to show
that extrinsic properties do not strongly supervene on intrinsic properties (the irreducibility of
relations). This serves as a premise in Langton’s Kant’s claim, pace Leibniz, that we cannot know
the intrinsic natures of things. This is not idealism, since phenomena are not mind-dependent
entities, or constituted by the subject. It is not scepticism, since phenomena constitute the
empirically real physical world, apt for being perceived. It is, however, epistemic modesty; there
are just some features of the universe that we cannot know.

2 A Critique of Langton’s Kant

2.1 A Problematic Consequence
In what follows I want to establish the following (given Langton’s Kant’s commitments):

1) If Kantian Humility is true then it is possible that there are objects with necessarily only
intrinsic properties

Obviously, Langton’s Kant believes that Kantian Humility is true, and consequentially, if I am
right, must accept that it is possible that there are objects with necessarily only intrinsic properties. Let’s
call these objects Langtonian Objects.

Is the possible existence of Langtonian Objects problematic? Perhaps not, but I will
indicate why it might be thought to be problematic. The first stage is to show that such objects
are possible for Langton’s Kant (§2.2). In the second stage I discuss why the possibility of such
objects might be thought to be problematic (§2.3).

2.2 The Possibility of Langtonian Objects

The kind of possibility I have in mind is metaphysical possibility. As Gendler & Hawthorne (2002, p.
4) remark, the notion of metaphysical possibilty is ‘standardly taken to be primitive’, and is ‘taken
as the most basic conception of ‘how things might have been’ [...]” So to say that Langtonian
Objects are possible is just to say that things might have been such that there are Langtonian
Objects.

In what follows I argue via two dilemmas. Together the dilemmas entail either the falsity of
Kantian Humility (7P), or the truth of the proposition that Langtonian Objects are possible (Q).
Since 7P v Q is logically equivalent to P — 0,” Langton’s Kant is committed to P — @, in other
words Langton’s Kant is committed to

1. If Kantian Humility is true, then it is possible that there are objects with necessarily only
intrinsic properties

I turn now to the first dilemma.

32 Strictly: 00O, whete Q is the proposition that there are unknowable objects. Hence, we have [P v 0Q] = [P —

Q).
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2.2.1 The First Dilemma
We can ask Langton’s Kant the following question

For any object O, can O exist with no extrinsic properties? In other words, can there be
an object that has on/y intrinsic properties?

This question forces a dilemma because the two available answers “yes” and “no” both have
unattractive consequences.

Homn 1: 1f the answer is “no”, then it seems that having some extrinsic property is an intrinsic
feature of O, since O’s existence depends on it having some extrinsic property or other.
But Humility dictates that we must remain sient on the intrinsic natures of things, hence
by expressing this intrinsic feature Kantian Humility is violated. So Langton’s Kant cannot
answer “no”.

Horn 2: 1f the answer is “yes”, then there could be objects (not just properties) that have
no extrinsic properties.

Thus far, the second answer (the one that Langton’s Kant must accept) reveals that along
with objects with intrinsic and extrinsic features there is the possibility of objects with only
intrinsic features. But why is the possibility of objects with just intrinsic properties problematic,
that is, why is the second horn a genuine horn? In what follows I shall argue that the second
horn is a genuine horn since it features in a second dilemma (see horn 2b below), and the second
dilemma entails either the violation of Humility or the possibility of Langtonian Objects —
objects with necessarily only intrinsic properties. The possibility of such objects, I will later
suggest, is problematic. Before proceeding to the second dilemma, I want to consider an
objection to the first.

One might argue that one ¢z answer “no” to the question without violating Humility.
Surely the property of having some intrinsic property is an intrinsic property of an object, a property
which Langton’s Kant must ascribe to objects. But does this ascription of an intrinsic property
violate Humility? One might think not, since it is a second-order property. Likewise the property of
having some extrinsic property is a second-order property, and hence one can ascribe it to objects
without violating Humility.”> Hence, the objection goes, the scope of Humility must be restricted
to first-order properties only, if the intrinsic properties we ascribe to objects are second-order,
then that’s ok, illegitimate otherwise.

My immediate reaction to this objection is that Langton offers no such restrictions in her
interpretation of Kant. I acquiesce with Adrian Moore (although his is a different context) in the
observation that Langton ‘has a fair amount to say about “intrinsic” but far less to say about
“property’” (2001, p. 118). Furthermore, what is the principled basis for restricting the scope of
Humility to first-order properties? Is it simply to save the position from embarrassing counter-
examples? If so, then this seems rather ad hoc. Maybe Langton’s Kant’s view simply Zs incoherent
in so far as it requires the ascription to objects of the second-order property baving some intrinsic
properties, itself a violation of Humility.”

33 Kris McDaniel in an unpublished conference paper ‘Kantian Ignorance’ has a similar interpretation to Langton’s
(although there are important and subtle differences). McDaniel talks about second-order properties and excludes
them from the scope of Kantian Ignorance (which is his conception of the unknowability of things-in-themselves).

3 Moore (2001) considers the view that having intrinsic properties, for Langton, isn’t itself a property, since it amounts
simply to merely existing, which isn’t a property for familiar Kantian reasons (p. 118). But Langton is not explicit on
the issue and Moore finds this alternate suggestion problematic.
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But let’s be more sympathetic to Langton’s Kant. Suppose that second-order properties
are excluded from the scope of Humility. Still, can Langton’s Kant answer “no”, that is, can he
say that every object must have some extrinsic property or other? No, because this would be to
say that o object can exist alone, but this flies in the face of Langton’s insistence that things-in-
themselves are objects that have properties the existence of which is compatible with loneliness
and lawlessness. Surely all this means is that we can consider (and it is possible for there to be)
objects that don’t have any extrinsic properties. To put it another way, how can we make sense of
Langton’s conception of things-in-themselves if it is a necessary feature of every object that it
cannot exist alone? I’'m not sure how. Hence, answering “no” to the question is unavailable to
Langton’s Kant, ergo; Langton’s Kant is committed to the possibility of objects with just intrinsic
properties. I turn now to the second dilemma.

2.2.2 The Second Dilemma
We can ask Langton’s Kant another question

Can any object O from the (possible) set of objects with only intrinsic properties have
(or acquire) an extrinsic feature?

This question forces a dilemma because the two available answers “yes” and “no” both have
unattractive consequences.

Hom 1: To answer “no” is to say that for any O from the (possible) set of objects with
only intrinsic properties, it is not the case that O could have an extrinsic property. It
follows that it is possible that there is a set of objects with necessarily only intrinsic
properties (i.e. Langtonian Objects).

Homn 2a: To answer “yes” to the question is to say that it is a feature IF of any object with
only intrinsic properties O that it could have (or acquire) an extrinsic feature. 1f ¥ is an intrinsic
feature then Kantian Humility is violated. Hence, the answer “yes” in this sense is not
available to Kant. But there is another sense in which one can answer “yes”.

Homn 2b: To answer “yes” to the question is to say that it is a feature IF of any object with
only intrinsic properties O that it could have (or acquire) an extrinsic feature. If ¥ is an extrinsic
feature then since we know that objects can exist without extrinsic features (as horn 2 of
the first dilemma shows) we know that it is possible for any object O to lack F. But to
say that it is possible that there are objects that lack F is just to say that it is possible that
there are objects such that they couldn’t have (or acquire) extrinsic features — since F is the
feature that makes it possible for objects to have or acquire such features. In other
words, it is to admit the possibility of objects with necessarily only intrinsic features —
Langtonian Objects.

We have arrived at the possibility of Langtonian Objects by noting how for Langton’s
Kant objects with only intrinsic properties cannot have or acquire extrinsic properties; to say
otherwise would be a violation of Kantian Humility. I admit that all of this might just be a plea
for clarity on the concept of a ‘property’, or the scope of Kantian Humility. But we don’t have
that from Langton, so, to apply the pressure further, I'll continue as if Langtonian Objects are
possible given Langton’s Kant’s commitments. But first, a summary.

2.2.3 Summary

The argument of the two dilemmas is as follows
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1) Assume Kantian Humility is true. Therefore,

2) The First Dilemma: Either (1) Kantian Humility is false or (2) it is possible that there are
objects with just intrinsic properties

3) Itis possible that there are objects with just intrinsic properties. Therefore,

4)  The Second Dilemma: Either (1)/(2b) it is possible that there are Langtonian Objects or (2a)
Kantian Humility is false

5) Fither [Kantian Humility is false| or [it is possible that there are Langtonian Objects] is
logically equivalent to if [Kantian Humility is true], then [it is possible that there are
Langtonian Objects] — ["Pv O] [ [P — (] — therefore

6) If Kantian Humility is true, then it is possible that there are Langtonian Objects
7) TFor Langton’s Kant: It is possible that there are Langtonian Objects

Since (6) is what I wanted to establish in §2.1, I take it that the first stage of my critique is
complete. In what follows, I indicate why (7) is not such an attractive conclusion.

2.3 Unknowable Objects

As we've seen in {1, Langton’s Kant does not posit unknowable objects only unknowable
prqberz‘z'ex.35 But, Langton’s Kant must think that unknowable objects are possible, since,
Langtonian Objects are unknowable objects. Given that only the extrinsic properties of objects
are intuited, if objects necessarily lacked all extrinsic properties, as Langtonian Objects do, then
they would be unknowable.

Let’s pause for a moment to consider the force of ‘unknowable’. The unknowable
objects that are possible on Langton’s Kant’s account are nof like the ‘unobservables’ or
‘theoretical entities’ of science. Such scientific entities, one might think, are beyond human
perception, but none the less explanatory and related (in some way) to perceptible (“macro”)
objects in so far as they are a proper part of the physical world. We are quite entitled to ascribe
predicates such as ‘spatial’, ‘temporal’ and other predicates relating to the laws of natural science
to such entities. But no such predicates can be applied to Langtonian Objects. Langtonian
Objects lack, necessarily, extrinsic properties and for Langton’s Kant all spatial properties are
extrinsic. As Langton says,

If the spatial properties of an extended object depend on the parts of the object [and
Langton’s Kant thinks that they do], and if the part is a distinct thing for the purposes of
Kant’s notion of intrinsicness [for Langton’s Kant, a proper part of an object is a dstinct
thing, even though not wholly distinct], then spatial properties are extrinsic properties
[that is, they depend for their existence on something distinct]

Hence, Langtonian Objects are non-spatial. Furthermore, we cannot talk of Langton’s Kant’s
unknowable objects as in anyway related or connected to perceptible/expetiential objects, or the

% An interesting question, pointed out to me by Fiona Ellis, is what would Langton’s Kant make of God? It seems
quite odd that God might be an unknowable property. Regarding the point that Langton’s Kant doesn’t posit
unknowable objects, this requires some qualification. At the phenomenal level, Langton’s Kant is a scientific realist,
and this means that there are unobservable features of the phenomenal world (not to be equated with unobservable,
unknowable intrinsic properties), for extensive discussion see Langton (1998, Chapters 7-9).
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physical world, since they necessarily lack extrinsic, that is relational, properties. Hence, Langtonian
Objects are necessarily: non-spatial, non-temporal, unobservable, non-scientific, unexplanatory, non-causal etc. ..
Talk of “objects” suddenly sounds out of place.

2.4 Are Langtonian Objects Possible?

In this section I want to put further pressure on Langton’s Kant’s position by offering some
(interconnected) prima facie reasons as to why one might think that Langtonian Objects are not
possible. As I have emphasised in the introduction, I am not trying to prove that Langtonian
Objects are impossible; I think such a conclusion would be very difficult to reach. I am certainly
open to responses to the reasons for suspicion I offer. I want to at least offer some remarks such
that Langton’s Kant is compelled to either (a) reject what I have argued thus far (ie. the
dilemmas), or (b) make something of a case for the possibility of Langtonian Objects rather than
leaving their possibility as an unexplained, unaccounted-for consequence.

(1) Intelligibility. As we have seen Kant thought that things-in-themselves were ‘thinkable’
or ‘intelligible’, despite being unknowable. Langton’s reading of this is that things-in-themselves
(i.e. substances with intrinsic properties) are intelligible g#a property bearers of extrinsic
properties. But now, we are focused on substances with necessarily oz/y intrinsic properties, not
even potential property bearers of extrinsic properties, as such, in what sense are they thinkable?
Certainly not in the sense in which things-in-themselves, on Langton’s reading of Kant, are
intelligible.”

(2) Concervability. Some philosophers hold that conceivability is a guide to, i.e. defeasible
evidence for, metaphysical possibility.”” Such a philosophical dictum has an intuitive core, as
Gendler & Hawthorne (2002) put it

When we engage in... conceivings, the things we depict to ourselves frequently present
themselves as possible, and we have an associated tendency to judge that they are possible.
Indeed, when invited to consider whether something is possible, we often engage in a
deliberate effort to conceive of it; upon finding ourselves able to do so, we conclude that
it is. We may even decide that something is impossible on the basis of our apparent
inability to conceive of it (pp. 1-2).

I am not about to argue that Langtonian Objects are inconceivable and therefore impossible. I
shall take a more cautious step; I shall suggest that their modal status is wndecidable, in Yablos’s
(1993) technical sense of the term (see below). But first, what about conceivability?

‘Conceiving’ is a loose, perhaps a family resemblance, concept covering various
activities.” Hence if one is to claim that conceivability is a guide to possibility, one has to be
careful. Here, I shall use Yablo’s (1993) notion of conceivability. Yablo says

3 In my view, Kant’s point about thing-in-themselves being “intelligible” has to be given a different reading than
Langton offers. Kant, I think, is talking about how they are objects of intuition for God. This is interesting, it opens
us up to the idea (admittedly difficult (perhaps impossible) for us to understand) of a kind of experience and
knowledge fundamentally different to our own, and perhaps we are to understand things-in-themselves as just be
objects of that kind of experience (it’s almost paradoxical to talk of us “understanding” them as such). Perhaps this is
how we are to understand Langtonian Objects — but, to emphasise the paradoxical nature of what’s being said, how
would this ever be our understanding them?

37 For an excellent defense of this thesis (qualified in all sorts of respects) see Berglund, (2005), see also Yablo (1993)
and Chalmers (2002). Bealer (2002) thinks that modal intuitions, that is, intuitions as to what is neceesary and
possible, are good sources of evidence for modal claims, but prefers to talk in terms of intellectual seemings, rather
than conceivings (or imaginings), since the latter he he finds problematic in various repsects (see §1.2 of his paper).
Also, Langton’s Kant, evidently, holds some such these given the modal intuition in §1 above.

3 See Wittgenstein (1953) for the notion of a family resemblance concept (in a different context), §§65-66.
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[Clonceiving is in a certain way analogous to perceiving. Just as someone who perceives
that p enjoys the appearance that p is #ue, whoever finds p conceivable enjoys something
worth describing as the appearance that it is possible... conceiving involves the appearance of

possibility (p. 5).”

Furthermore, Yablo is concerned with a notion of philosophical conceivability, a notion that
‘adyertises itself as a guide [to possibility]” (ibid), as such, other kinds of conceivings that do not
portray p as possible need not worry us.

After carefully rejecting various candidates for philosophical conceivability (see p. 26),
Yablo comes up with the following, p is conceivable for me if

Philosophical Conceivability: 1 can imagine a world that I take to verify p (p. 29).
From this, Yablo offers the following (which will be my focus)

Undecidability: 1 cannot imagine a world that I take to verify p and I can imagine worlds
that I don’t take to falsify p (p. 31).

Yablo’s gloss on this technical notion is that p’s modal status is undecidable if ‘in attempting to
conceive that p, I find myself imagining worlds such that it is obscure to me whether they verify p
or falsify it... in clearly imaginable worlds p’s truth value seems somehow uncertain’ (ibid).

Let’s say our proposition p is the proposition that Langtonian Objects exist. The point I'd
like to make then, is that p is undecidable (that is, p’s possibility is undecidable), since in clearly
imaginable worlds, whether or not Langtonian Objects exist is obscure.

So what is it to imagine? Some philosophers require that imagination involves mental
imagery, so imagination is more like imaging’.*’ Quite how to understand the notion of a mental
image is a matter of some debate." If we understand the notion as anything like a guasi-perceptual
experience and the having of such an experience is what imagining is, then cleatly we cannot
imagine a world that verifies p, since any world we can imagine will have a gwasi-perceptnal
phenomenology, and Langtonian Objects are not perceivable. But, ought one to take such
imaginings to falsify p? No, because they don’t falsify the existence of the fundamental particles
of physics, even though I can’t “quasi-see” such particles in my imaginings. Hence, the modal
status of p is undecidable on that evidence alone.

But we don’t have to understand imagination in this quasi-perceptual sense. Perhaps to
imagine a wotld (or a situation in a world) is to imagine #hat such and such is the case. Say we
imagine a wotld by describing it, listing all sorts of features that we might not, in principle, be
able to encounter in perception. Can such a world verify p? No, the only features we are entitled
to list given Kantian Humility are extrinsic features, and Langtonian Objects have (necessarily) no
extrinsic features, hence our imagined world will not offer us a description capable of verifying p.
But still, one might think, some things are just beyond description and hence, it would be too

% Yablo intends a non-factive use of ‘conceiving’ such that ‘although 1 found p conceivable, it turned out to be
impossible’ is in order, but ‘although I veridically conceived that p, it turned out to be impossible’ is not (p. 5 note 12).

40 For a modern perspective on the role of mental imagery in imagination see Kind (2001).

4 See for instance Block, (1983a, 1983b), Kosslyn, (1983), Tye, (1988) who in some way view mental images as
pictorial, and as an example of someone who doesn’t, but sees them as more like descriptions, see (Dennett, 1969).
Thomas (2002) argues that pictorialist/descriptionalist positions present a false dichotomy, for general discussion
see Thomas (2005).
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quick to conclude that we have falsified p. If we accept this final point, again, it seems that the
modal status of p is undecidable.

(3) No Entity without Identity. In ‘Entity and Identity’ Strawson examines the slogan No
Entity without Identity’ and suggests the following gloss

you cannot talk sense about a thing unless you know, at least in principle, how it might
be identified... you do not know what you mean by ‘telepathy’ unless you know how to
identify it, i.e. how you would tell that you have a case of it. You do not know what souls
are unless you know how to tell one from another and to say when you have the same
one again. (1997, pp. 50-51).

If we take Strawson’s advice, then we cannot even make sense of Langtonian Objects, unless we
can specify how, at least in principle, we might identify them. It’s difficult to see how we might
identify a Langtonian Object. How, for example, could we tell that we have an instance of a
Langtonian Object when such objects are non-spatiotemporal and can have no kind of
spatiotemporal manifestation. Moreover, talk of ‘the same one again’, that is re-identification
doesn’t make sense in regard to Langtonian Objects, because they are non-temporal.”

2.4.1 Summary

Above, 1 have offered prima facie — in the sense of inconclusive — evidence, (1)-(3), that might
suggest that Langtonian Objects are not possible. The considerations, Intelligibility,
Conceivability and Identity, are connected in that that in each case I have tried to show how it is
hard to make sense of Langtonian Objects. This, I take, gives a little substance to the view that
Langtonian Objects are absurd, problematic, entities. If one doesn’t take this to be sufficient to
establish their impossibility, then the considerations, I hope, are at least sufficient to force
Langton’s Kant to either make something of a case for the conceivability of Langtonian Objects,
or argue (contra the dilemmas) that they are not possible.

Conclusion

In §1 of this essay Langton’s Kant’s distinction between phenomena and things-in-themselves
was presented. In §2 it was argued that (1) If Kantian Humility is true, then objects with
necessarily only intrinsic properties (Langtonian Objects) are possible, and (2) we have prima facie
evidence that Langtonian Objects are not possible. If we accept the prima facie evidence, then
Langton’s Kant’s position is incoherent, it entails the possibility of objects that are impossible.
The only alternative, if Langtonian Objects are impossible, is to drop Kantian Humility, since
negating the consequent of (1) above, entails negating the antecedent, that is, it entails the falsity
of Kantian Humility.

Dropping Kantian Humility need not entail a complete overhaul of every thesis held by
Langton’s Kant. The question is, can a sensible position be maintained if we drop Kantian
Humility? I think so, and I’d like to indicate briefly what this would involve.

421 think, given more space, this point can be strengthened. I've drawn on the problem of identifying, but, one might
think there are similar problems identifying abstract objects or quarks, which, we might think (and I do think) are #oz
problematic entities (although, I think these entities are different, since there is a sense in which our concepts and
concept use relates us to abstract objects). Perhaps then, regarding Langtonian Objects, the problem is more to do
with identity. We cannot meaningfully talk about the difference between one Langtonian Object and another, and we
cannot meaningfully talk about counting such objects, other such points can be made, perhaps, to the point where talk
of numerical identity becomes meaningless.
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We can still keep a distinction between phenomena and those things as they are in
themselves, a#d maintain it as a distinction between the extrinsic and intrinsic features of those
things.

It is intuitive that in our experience of objects we are not fully acquainted with every
intrinsic feature that those objects happen to have (for instance, perhaps amongst those features
are the unperceivable features postulated by theoretical science). In #his sense we cannot “know”
(some of) the intrinsic features of things, because some of them might be unobservable. But
unobserveability is not unknowability. It is not true, pace Langton’s Kant, that the only
knowledge of objects/properties that we have requites acquaintance with those
objects/properties. We can know of intrinsic properties that they are spatiotemporal, causal,
scientific, explanatory etc, even though we can still admit that they (or some of them) are
unobservable, unperceivable, non-sensory etc. This is what rejecting Kantian Humility amounts
to. Perhaps we can have such knowledge by (somehow) inferring it from our experience, or
perhaps it is conceptual, i.e. comes from our concept of an object.

Langton’s Kant has epistemic modesty at the cost of metaphysical mystery; we can have
epistemic modesty without that cost, that is, without the possibility of peculiar Langtonian
Objects. Clearly, the position is less modest than Langton’s, but that’s the cost of metaphysical
stability: If we are going to have a coherent one-world philosophy, according to which there is only
one type of object but two types of properties, then we had better admit one of the following
(both contra Kantian Humility): (1) necessarily: objects have extrinsic azd intrinsic properties. If
this is too strong and one can make sense of objects with just intrinsic properties, then we had
better admit: (2) necessarily: if objects have just intrinsic properties, then they are still intelligible
as objects. My suggestion is that we can retain some epistemic modesty in allowing that we may fail
to be acquainted with the intrinsic properties of things, yet still have general knowledge of the
intrinsic properties of things, since we can characterise them (as, say, spatial). Unless we allow
such knowledge, we end up confronting the possibility of Langtonian Objects, the metaphysical
mystery that, as I argued above, we have prima facie evidence to be suspicious of.

Allowing such knowledge allows us to reject Kantian Humility. This will inevitably
involve an overhaul of what one takes intrinsicness to be, since to know that intrinsic properties
are, say, causal, means that the existence of such properties cannot be compatible with
lawlessness.

So, I conclude, if one accepts (a) that for Langton’s Kant Langtonian Objects are
possible, and (b) the prima facie case 1 made against the possibility of Langtonian Objects, then
one must reject Kantian Humility, and re-think Langton’s Kant’s notion of intrinsicness. What
emerges is a coherent one-world philosophy, where objects are mind-independent, and we can
freely admit, in principle, that there are some features of reality beyond human perception (all of
which should be acceptable to Langton’s Kant). Since on this alternative we don’t have the
metaphysical mystery, I submit, it is sensible form of realism.
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