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If the complaints that “we have no insight whatsoever into the intrinsic nature of things” are supposed to 
mean that we cannot grasp by pure understanding what the things which appear to us may be in themselves, 
they are completely unreasonable and stupid. What is wanted is that we should to be able to be acquainted 
with things without senses! What is wanted is that we should have a faculty of knowledge completely 
different from the human, not just in degree, but also...in kind—in other words that we should be, not 
human beings, but beings of whom we cannot even say whether they are possible, still less how they are 
constituted. (CPR A277/B333) 

1. Three Kantian theses and a question 

Ignorance of things in themselves: We have no knowledge of things as they are in 
themselves, i.e. no knowledge of the intrinsic properties of substances. Call this 
‘Humility’. N.b. Humility is not idealism. 

Receptivity: Human knowledge depends on sensibility, and sensibility is receptive: we 
can have knowledge of a thing only in so far as it affects us. 

Distinction: There is a distinction between things in themselves and phenomena, i.e. 
between substances with intrinsic properties, and relational properties of substances. 

Q. Why does Kant think Humility follows from Receptivity? 

3. A fourth Kantian thesis, and an answer ! 

Irreducibility: The relational properties of things are not reducible to the intrinsic 
properties of things. 

Q. Why does Kant think Humility follows from Receptivity?  

A. Because he endorses Irreducibility. 

4. Ameriks’ critique: Langton’s argument is too short! It has virtues: highlights the oft-
ignored metaphysical side of Kant, and his early works; makes Kant a metaphysician of 
contemporary relevance; appears to solve the problem of affection. But: 

4.1. The Aesthetic and Analytic have insufficient weight: these parts of the Critique have a 
central role to play in the argument for Idealism/Humility, but here they look irrelevant. 

Response: Let’s insist that Humility is not Idealism. Kant’s project in the Aesthetic and 
Analytic is to say how knowledge is possible. For this, Receptivity supplies merely a 
necessary condition: we can have knowledge only of what affects us; but this isn’t 
enough for knowledge. For knowledge we also need the arguments in the Aesthetic and 
Analytic. Perhaps for Idealism too, we need those arguments. But while knowledge, and 
idealism, may need these, Humility doesn’t. Receptivity is sufficient for Humility—given 
Irreducibility. 



4.2. Receptivity has too much weight: Idealism/Humility doesn’t follow from it. 

Response. Agreed, idealism doesn’t follow from it: but Humility does. There is textual 
basis for this role of Receptivity. Commentators as different as Strawson and Heimsoeth 
agree that Kant appears to believe Humility follows from Receptivity. 

4.3. Irreducibility is wrong: a strong reading of irreducibility as inertness makes the 
connection between phenomena and things in themselves too loose. 

Response: this is how I read Nova Delucidatio. But note that a weaker reading may also 
work to yield Humility. Cf. David Lewis, ‘Ramseyan Humility’: orthodox view that 
intrinsic properties (‘realizers’) are contingent grounds of powers (‘roles’) still leaves 
fundamental intrinsic properties unknowable. (Cf. also John Foster, Lucy Allais.) 

4.4. Incoherent combination of Idealism and realist Humility. How could Kant be idealist 
about space, yet realist about bodies? This is incoherent and un-Kantian. If space is ideal, 
then so are the bodies we represent in space. We have full Idealism, not Humility. 

Response. Agreed, Kant is an idealist about space. This idealism (a) is not Humility; and 
(b) is compatible with realism about phenomenal things in space. This is admittedly not 
easy. Is this in Kant? Yes, arguably: it has a basis in Kant’s claim that he is an idealist 
about form, but not matter. Matter is the real in space: physical stuff, constituted by 
forces (n.b. isomorphism between dynamical and geometrical properties as an on-going 
theme for Kant.) Is this coherent? Perhaps. An analogy: on a certain account of visual 
perception, we represent objective shapes and subjective colors. Shapes are real, colours 
are ideal. But by parity of Ameriks’ reasoning—if we see everything as colored, and 
colors are subjective, then shapes must be subjective too! No: on this story, we can 
represent real shapes, through the medium of ideal color; likewise, for Kant, we can 
represent real forces through the medium of ideal space. Finally, abandoning idealism 
about space would still leave Humility entirely intact: we would remain ignorant of 
things in themselves. 

1. [The] object as appearance is to be distinguished from itself as object in itself. 
(B69) 
 

2. The understanding, when it entitles an object in a relation mere phenomenon, at 
the same time forms, apart from that relation, a representation of an object in 
itself. (B307)  
 

3. Concepts of relation presuppose things which are absolutely [i.e. independently] 
given, and without these are impossible. (A284/B340)  
 

4. Substances in general must have some intrinsic nature, which is therefore free 
from all outer relations... (A274/B330)  
 

5. It is certainly startling to hear that a thing is to be taken as consisting wholly of 
relations. Such a thing is, however, mere appearance. (A285/B341)  



 
6. Besides external presence, i.e. relational determinations of substance, there are 

other, internal, determinations, without which the relational determinations would 
not be, because there would be no subject in which they inhered. (Physical 
Monadology, 1756)  
 

7. The receptivity of our mind, its power of receiving representations in so far as it is 
affected in any way, is to be called sensibility...Our nature is so constituted that 
our intuition can never be other than sensible, that is, it contains only the way in 
which we are affected by objects. (A51/B75)! 
 

8. (Human) intuition...is always sensible, that is...affected by objects. (A35/B51)! 
 

9. The receptivity of the subject [is] its capacity to be affected by objects. (A26/B42)! 
 

10. Our way of intuiting is dependent upon the existence of the object. So it is 
possible only if the subject’s faculty of representation is affected by that 
object....However universal this may be, it does not cease to be sensibility. (B72) ! 
 

11. Properties that belong to things as they are in themselves can never be given to us 
through the senses. (A36/B52)! 
 

12. It is not that through sensibility we are acquainted in a merely confused way with 
the nature of things as they are in themselves; we are not acquainted with that 
nature in any way at all. (A44/B62)! 
 

13. Matter is substantia phaenomenon. I search for that which belongs to it 
intrinsically in all parts of the space which it occupies, and in all the actions it 
performs, and these of course can only be appearances to outer sense. So I have 
nothing that is absolutely intrinsic, but only what is comparatively intrinsic, and 
that is itself again constituted by external relations...The transcendental object 
which may be the ground of this appearance that we call matter is a mere 
something. We would not understand what it was, even if someone could tell 
us...(A277/B333)  
 

14. Everything in our knowledge which belongs to intuition...contains nothing but 
mere relations... What presents itself in this or that location, or, beyond this 
change of location, what activities occur within the things themselves, is not given 
through these relations. Now through mere relations one cannot be acquainted 
with a thing as it is in itself. We may therefore conclude that since external sense 
gives us nothing but representations of mere relations, this sense can contain in its 
representation only the relation of an object upon the subject, and not the intrinsic 
properties that belong to the object as it is in itself. (B67)  
 

15. The Principle of Co-existence. Substances by their mere existence are unrelated 
and are obviously not involved in interaction except to the extent that they are 



maintained by the common principle of their existence, namely, the divine 
intellect... Demonstration. Single substances...have a separate existence, i.e. an 
existence that is certainly intelligible without all the others. Therefore if simply 
the existence of anything is posited, there is nothing that proves the existence of 
other substances different from it. Indeed, since relation is a determination that 
looks toward something else (i.e. it will not be intelligible in a being viewed 
entirely by itself), the relation...cannot be understood through the existence of the 
substance as posited in itself. If, therefore, nothing more is added to this 
existence, there would be no relationship among beings and clearly no mutual 
involvement (413). [The] mutual connection of substances requires a conceptual 
plan in the divine intellects's...efficacious representation, a representation which, 
by the way, is obviously arbitrary on God's part and can therefore be omitted or 
not omitted at His pleasure (414). Even if, over and above substance A, God 
created other substances B, D, E, to infinity, their mutual dependence in regard to 
determinations would not immediately follow from the fact of their given 
existence (413,4). A substance never has the power through itself to determine 
others different from itself. Its own intrinsic properties are not adequate, as has 
been proven. It only has the power in so far as substances are held together in a 
dynamical nexus through the idea of an infinite being. (415) (Nova Dilucidatio, 
1755)  
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