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ABSTRACT: According to Kant, there is some doctrine, which he sometimes calls ‘empirical
realism,’ such that it was doubted by Descartes, denied by Berkeley, and endorsed by Kant
himself. The primary aim of this paper will be to reconstruct Kant’s own narrative of the
historical relationship between Descartes, Berkeley, and himself, in order to identify the doctrine
Kant calls ‘empirical realism.’ I argue that the empirical realism that Descartes doubted,
Berkeley denied, and Kant endorsed is the doctrine that the concept of extended substance has
legitimate application.
RÉSUMÉ : Selon Kant, il existe une doctrine, qu’il appelle quelquefois le «réalisme empirique», à
propos de laquelle Descartes aurait exprimé des doutes, qui aurait été niée par Berkeley, et que
Kant lui-même aurait approuvée. L’objectif principal de cet article sera reconstituer le récit fait
par Kant de la relation entre Descartes, Berkeley et lui-même, et ce, afin d’identifier la doctrine
qualifiée par Kant de «réalisme empirique». Je soutiens que le réalisme empirique en question
est la doctrine selon laquelle le concept de substance étendue a une application légitime.
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Idealism (I mean material idealism) is the theory that declares the existence of
objects in space outside us to be either merely doubtful and indemonstrable, or
else false and impossible; the former is the problematic idealism of Descartes,
who declares only one empirical assertion (assertio), namely I am, to be
indubitable; the latter is the dogmatic idealism of Berkeley, who declares space,
together with all the things to which it is attached as an inseparable condition, to
be something that is impossible in itself, and who therefore also declares things in
space to be merely imaginary. (Cr B274)
According to Kant, there is some doctrine, which he sometimes calls ‘empirical realism,’ such
that it was doubted by Descartes, denied by Berkeley, and endorsed by Kant himself.1 It may be
doubted whether there really is such a doctrine or, if there is, whether it takes the form Kant
seems to say it does. For instance, if empirical realism is taken as the assertion that familiar
objects like tables and chairs exist, then this doctrine was neither seriously doubted by
Descartes, nor denied by Berkeley. If empirical realism is the view that such objects are mindindependent, then it was clearly denied by Berkeley, but was neither seriously doubted by
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Descartes, nor straightforwardly endorsed by Kant. Kant’s assertion thus presents us with a
puzzle: what might empirical realism be?
The primary aim of this paper will be to reconstruct Kant’s own narrative of the
historical relationship between Descartes, Berkeley, and himself, in order to identify the
doctrine Kant calls ‘empirical realism.’ Along the way, we will examine Kant’s interpretations of
Descartes and Berkeley. Although I will not defend the correctness of Kant’s interpretations,2 I
will show that they can be seen as arising from plausible readings of specific texts to which Kant
had access.
On the basis of my reconstruction of Kant’s historical narrative, I will argue that Kant
understands empirical realism as the doctrine that the concept of extended substance has
legitimate application. According to Kant, Descartes called the applicability of this concept into
question, and Berkeley argued that it was outright incoherent. Defending the legitimacy of such
concepts is one of the main aims of the Critique of Pure Reason. On the interpretation that
emerges, Kant’s transcendental idealism is a genuinely idealistic thesis and thus involves
genuine points of agreement with Berkeley. In particular, Kant endorses an analogue of
Berkeley’s esse is percipi thesis. Nevertheless, in conjunction with Kant’s theory of experience,
his transcendental idealism yields the anti-Berkeleian thesis of empirical realism, that is, the
(empirically) real existence of extended (material) substance. Kant, unlike Berkeley, holds that
perceived qualities exist in persisting (empirically) external substances. However, unlike
Descartes, Kant denies that the persistence of substance is a feature of reality as it is in itself
and holds instead that this law is part of the a priori structure the understanding prescribes to
experience. In other words, Kant’s theory of the structure of the understanding makes it
possible for him to be at once a genuine idealist and a believer in extended substance.
1. Descartes’s Doubt
1.1 Problematic Idealism
Kant’s argument against Descartes’s ‘idealism’ was completely re-worked between the first and
second editions of the Critique. The first edition places the argument in the Fourth Paralogism,
and the second in the new Refutation of Idealism. The former defines the idealist as “someone
who … does not admit that it [sc. ‘the existence of external objects of sense’] is cognized
through immediate perception and infers from this that we can never be fully certain of their
reality from any possible experience” (Cr A368–369). Later in the Fourth Paralogism, what is to
be doubted is described as “external objects (bodies)” (Cr A370), “matter” (Cr A371, A377), or
“things that are to be encountered in space” (Cr A373). Similarly, in the Refutation, “the
problematic idealism of Descartes” is described as “the theory that declares the existence of
objects in space outside us to be … doubtful and indemonstrable” (Cr B274). This view is
ascribed to Descartes on grounds that he “declares only one assertion (assertio), namely I am,
to be indubitable” (ibid.). A final passage that should be adduced in connection with Kant’s view
of Cartesian ‘idealism’ is his famous footnote in the preface to the second edition: “it always
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remains a scandal of philosophy and universal human reason that the existence of things
outside us … should have to be assumed merely on faith” (Cr Bxxxix).
Setting these assertions alongside Descartes’s Meditations,3 a clear picture emerges.
Having set out to doubt everything that can be doubted, the meditator quickly discovers one
indubitable truth: “I am, I exist” (Med 25). The view to which Descartes wants to lead the
meditator is a substance-mode ontology with two distinct varieties of (finite) substance:
thinking substance and extended substance. In the second meditation, the meditator is allowed
to conclude immediately that a thinking thing (himself) exists. Further, he is allowed to examine
his idea of extended things (bodies). In the famous wax passage, the meditator reasons that he
has from his senses the ideas of various accidents of a piece of wax, but notices that all of these
accidents are subject to change while the wax persists. As a result, he concludes, the idea of the
thing that has the accidents (the substance) must be provided only by the pure intellect (Med
30–32). However, the meditator here refrains from judging that there is a reality corresponding
to this idea: “It is possible that what I see is not really the wax; it is possible that I do not even
have eyes with which to see anything” (Med 33).
In the Meditations, the concept of body, whose application is in question, is an explicitly
geometric concept: Descartes three times affirms that body is “the subject-matter of pure
mathematics” (Med 49, 50, 51); that is, of geometry. Kant clearly recognizes this point in the
Prolegomena where he argues that his view, unlike the views of Descartes and Berkeley,
secures the application of geometry to the perceived world (Prol 4: 291–294).
Descartes did, of course, attempt to secure the legitimacy of the empirical application of
geometry. In the sixth meditation, the meditator will finally confidently affirm the existence of
bodies, understood as concrete instantiations of geometric natures (Med 61). However, the
argument for the legitimate application of the idea of body depends crucially on the claim that
the meditator and the world were created by a non-deceiving God. Many of Descartes’s
followers found this argument unsatisfactory. For instance, Nicolas Malebranche, one of the
most influential 17th century Cartesians, writes, “I agree that faith obliges us to believe that
there are bodies; but as for evidence, it seems to me that it is incomplete.”4 In a later work,
after rehearsing Descartes’s argument for the existence of extended substance from ‘natural
revelation,’ Malebranche, apparently dissatisfied with this ‘proof,’ writes:
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faith teaches me that God has created heaven and earth. It teaches me that
Scripture is a divine book. And this book, or its appearance, teaches me clearly
and positively that there are thousands and thousands of creatures. Thus, all my
appearances are hereby changed into reality. Bodies exist; this is demonstrated in
complete rigor, given faith.5
Malebranche is quite explicit that the existence of extended substance cannot be proved by
natural reason and must instead be accepted on faith.
In Kant’s own time, the conclusion that the existence of bodies must be accepted solely
on the basis of faith was endorsed (from a perspective rather different than Malebranche’s) by
F.H. Jacobi.6 Jacobi defends a kind of sceptical fideism, arguing that human reason ends in
confusions from which we can extricate ourselves only by a ‘mortal leap’ into religious faith.7
Jacobi saw Kant (in the first edition of the Critique) as holding a similar position,8 an imputation
to which Kant strenuously objected.9 In defending his sceptical fideism, Jacobi writes:
we are all of us born to faith, and in faith we must perforce continue … if
every taking-to-be-true [Fürwahrhalten]10 which does not have its origins in
rational grounds, is faith, then conviction based on rational grounds must itself
come from faith and from faith alone must draw its strength.
It is through faith that we know we have a body and that other bodies and
other thinking things exist apart from us.11
Since Kant denies that the existence or attributes of God can be demonstrated,12 he
regards Descartes’s refutation of scepticism as inadequate (Cr Bxxxix n).13 Yet, Kant holds, as
long as such scepticism (‘problematic idealism’) remains unrefuted, Jacobi’s allegation that
even reason itself rests ultimately on faith must be allowed to stand. It is this conclusion that
Kant regards as “a scandal of philosophy and universal human reason” (ibid.).
In the Fourth Paralogism in the first (A) edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant
simply assumes that the sceptical result reached by Descartes’s meditator is absurd, and sets
out to diagnose the error. Yet such a response is clearly inadequate as a reply to a thinker like
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Jacobi, who holds that human reason does indeed lead to absurd results when not founded on
faith. In the Refutation of Idealism added to the second (B) edition, Kant therefore takes a more
ambitious approach and sets out to demonstrate that the meditator’s position is absurd. I will
discuss each of these arguments in turn.
1.2 The Fourth Paralogism
Kant says that all four paralogisms exhibit the same error, namely, that of equivocating
between ‘transcendental’ and ‘empirical’ uses of the same category (Cr A402). The fallacious
argument that, according to Kant, results in Descartes’s ‘idealism’ is as follows:
[1] That whose existence can be inferred only as a cause of a given perception has
only a doubtful existence:
[2] Now all outer appearances are of this kind …
Thus, [3] the existence of all objects of outer sense is doubtful. (Cr A366–A367)
Although Kant says that the paralogisms equivocate on the categories, the equivocation
he identifies in this argument is actually on the term ‘outer.’14 Kant explains that this term has a
transcendental sense in which it means “something that, as a thing in itself, exists distinct from
us,” but also an empirical sense in which it means “something that belongs to outer
appearance” (Cr A373). Premise [2] is only true if it is taken to refer to appearances that are
‘outer’ in the transcendental sense—i.e., things in themselves.15 However, problematic
(sceptical) idealism affirms [3] in the empirical sense: that is, it doubts whether there are
extended substances.
Because transcendental realism “regards space and time as something given in
themselves (independent of our sensibility),” it guarantees that whatever is outer in the
empirical sense is also outer in the transcendental sense (Cr A369). This is the additional
premise needed to render the paralogism valid. It is in this sense that transcendental realism
leads to empirical idealism. However, according to transcendental idealism, “it is … impossible
that in this space anything outside us (in the transcendental sense) should be given, since
space itself is nothing apart from our sensibility” (Cr A375). Since space is only the form of our
intuition and not a feature of reality as it is in itself, the concept of extension, which depends on
space, can have no applications to objects as they are independent of our representations (i.e.,
objects that are ‘outer’ in the transcendental sense). Hence the extended substances whose
existence is in question could not possibly be anything other than appearances.
Berkeley had responded to the sceptic by arguing that the “immediate objects of
perception … [are] the very things themselves” (3D 244). These immediate objects of
perception are ideas and “ideas cannot exist without [i.e., outside] the mind. Their existence
therefore consists in being perceived. When therefore they are actually perceived there can be
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no doubt of their existence” (3D 230).
In the Fourth Paralogism, Kant adopts a very similar strategy for replying to Cartesian
‘problematic’ idealism. This is clearest in Kant’s footnote on A374–375:
One must note well this paradoxical but correct proposition, that nothing is in
space except what is represented in it. For space itself is nothing other than
representation; consequently, what is in it must be contained in representation,
and nothing at all is in space except insofar as it is really represented in it. A
proposition which must of course sound peculiar is that a thing can exist only in
the representation of it; but it loses its offensive character here, because the
things with which we have to do are not things in themselves but only
appearances, i.e., representations.
According to Kant, it follows from the ideality of space and time that the objects in space and
time must be mere representations or appearances. Such objects, Kant says, exist only insofar
as they are represented. This is the analogue within Kant’s system of the Berkeleian view that
extension is merely an idea and therefore the being of an extended thing consists in being
perceived (its esse is percipi). Further, Kant makes the same use of this principle that Berkeley
does: since the real objects just are the representations, there is no question of whether our
representations correspond to objects and the sceptical argument never gets off the ground.
This, of course, gives rise to the problem of distinguishing real representations from
those that are imagined, dreamed, or hallucinated. Here again Kant adopts a strategy quite
similar to Berkeley’s (see 3D 235): the criterion of truth for judgements about extension—
including the judgement that extended substances exist—must rest in our perception.16 The
criterion, according to Kant, is this: “Whatever is connected with a perception according to
empirical laws, is actual” (Cr A376). The Cartesian sceptical argument is utterly irrelevant to the
question of whether this criterion is satisfied and so, given transcendental idealism, Descartes
has provided no reason for doubting the existence of extended substance.
Kant’s adoption of this Berkeleian strategy—a strategy which, I will be arguing, Kant
continues to employ in the second edition—sheds important light on the nature of
transcendental idealism and the sense in which that doctrine is idealistic. Transcendental
idealism claims that “Time and space … apply to objects only so far as they are considered as
appearances, but do not present things in themselves” (A38/B55–A39/B56).17 Paul Guyer
alleges that, according to this view, “space and time … cannot genuinely characterize those
objects which we experience as in space and time.”18 This allegation, however, misunderstands
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the idealistic strategy employed by Kant and Berkeley. As Guyer elsewhere recognizes, it is
Kant’s view that appearances, not things in themselves, are “the ordinary referents of empirical
judgments.”19 However, space and time do genuinely characterize appearances. What Kant, like
Berkeley, aims to do is to defend the real existence of spatiotemporal objects by arguing that (a
subset of) the appearances just are the real things. To insist that questions about how things
really or genuinely are must be questions about things in themselves is just to assume
transcendental realism. According to transcendental idealism, questions about things in
themselves are irrelevant to the truth of ordinary empirical judgements or the reality of
ordinary empirical objects. This is what it means to place the criteria of truth, reality, and
actuality within our perception or representation.
1.3 The Refutation of Idealism
It has long been recognized that Kant’s strategy in the Fourth Paralogism is similar to
Berkeley’s.20 This section of the Critique was probably responsible for Christian Garve’s
impression that Kant’s system rested on the same foundation as Berkeley’s.21 For this reason, it
is sometimes thought that, despite Kant’s protestations to the contrary (Cr Bxxxvii–Bxli), the
changes to the second edition, where Kant distances himself from Berkeley so emphatically,
represent a rejection of the view taken in the Fourth Paralogism in A.22 Against this view, I will
argue that the Refutation of Idealism represents only a change in strategy. Whereas the Fourth
Paralogism in A was designed to show that transcendental idealism undercuts the basis of
Cartesian scepticism,23 the Refutation of Idealism is designed to show that the meditator’s
position at the end of the second meditation is inconsistent (for reasons having nothing to do
with God). Kant will derive this inconsistency from the meditator’s willingness to apply the
category “Of Inherence and Subsistence” (A80/B106) to inner sense, but not to outer sense.24
The meditator affirms that he is a “thing that doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is
unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory perceptions” (Med 28)—that is, in addition to
affirming the existence of doubting, understanding, etc., he affirms the existence of a substance
in which all of these inhere. Yet he refrains from affirming that there is a thing (empirically)
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external to himself that has the attributes he considers in the discussion of the wax. Kant will
attempt to derive a contradiction from this behaviour by showing that in regarding himself as a
persistent substratum of changing thoughts the meditator necessarily presupposes a persistent
(empirically) external substratum of perceived qualities.
Recall that at the beginning of the Refutation idealism is defined as “the theory that
declares the existence of objects in space outside us to be either merely doubtful and
indemonstrable or else false and impossible” (Cr B274). Kant’s new refutation of this view is
inserted at the end of Chapter Two of the Analytic of Principles, which is entitled “System of all
principles of pure understanding.” Its placement here is not accidental. The aim of this chapter
is “to exhibit in systematic combination the judgments that the understanding actually brings
about a priori” by the application of the categories within the realm of experience (Cr
A148/B187) and to offer “a proof from the subjective sources of the possibility of a cognition of
an object in general” to show the validity of these judgements (Cr A149/B188). The text
appended to the end of this chapter in the second edition begins as follows: “However, a
powerful objection … is made by idealism, the refutation of which belongs here” (Cr B274).
Although Kant does not spell this out, the reason that idealism provides an objection is that in
this chapter the validity of a priori principles was meant to be proved “from the subjective
sources of the possibility of a cognition of an object in general” (Cr A149/B188, emphasis
added), but Kant’s proof for one of the most important principles in this chapter, the Second
Analogy, discusses only the cognition of outer objects, such as a house or a ship (Cr A190/B235–
A193/B237). The idealist, who doubts or denies that we actually have cognition of external
objects, may equally well doubt or deny that such cognition is possible, holding that we have
only inner cognition—that is, cognition of our own subjective states. (Indeed, the ‘dogmatic’
idealist positively asserts that outer cognition is impossible.) Since Kant’s proof of the Second
Analogy rests on the (so far) undefended assumption that cognition of outer objects is possible,
idealism would undermine this proof and thus cast doubt on Kant’s system of synthetic a priori
principles.
In response to this threat, Kant sets out to prove the ‘theorem’ that: “The mere, but
empirically determined, consciousness of my own existence proves the existence of objects in
space outside me” (Cr B275). This theorem has been variously interpreted. However, there are
two powerful reasons for interpreting Kant’s aim here, just as in the Fourth Paralogism, as
affirming the empirical reality of extended substances. First, although Kant extensively revised
the Transcendental Aesthetic for the second edition, he retained its strongly idealistic claim
“that if we remove our own subject … then all constitution, all relations of objects in space and
time, indeed space and time themselves would disappear, and as appearances they cannot
exist in themselves, but only in us” (Cr A42/B59).25 Kant aims to prove the existence of objects
in space, and objects in space are appearances. Second, as we have seen, Kant’s assertion that
the Refutation of Idealism “belongs here” makes sense if this refutation is seen as filling a
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lacuna in the preceding arguments. The lacuna is this: Kant had set out to prove that if we have
cognition of any objects at all, then the synthetic a priori principles are valid, but his argument
showed only that the principles are valid if we have cognition of outer objects. If the Refutation
of Idealism is to fill this lacuna, then it must be an argument that if we have cognition of any
objects at all, then we have cognition of outer objects. But we can have cognition only of
appearances (Cr Bxxv–xxvi). Hence the objects in question must be appearances and not things
in themselves.
In the Refutation, just as in the Fourth Paralogism, Kant’s argument is concerned with
our ability to regard outer appearances as persisting substances. Despite the constant flux of
our representations, we represent objects in space as persisting (Cr Bxli n). What Kant aims to
show is that one cannot coherently call this practice into question. Nevertheless, the persisting
substances in space with which we are here concerned are nothing but appearances that exist
by being the objects of representations.
It may be objected to this weak reading of the conclusion of the Refutation that Kant
attempts, in his proof, to establish the following lemma: “the perception of this persistent thing
is possible only through a thing outside me and not through the mere representation of a thing
outside me” (Cr B275).26 Admittedly, this text requires careful interpretation if it is to be
rendered consistent with Kant’s other pronouncements. However, it is not ultimately in conflict
with the interpretation I have proposed. On my reading, the Cartesian sceptic is taken to fall
into a contradiction by refusing to apply the category of inherence-subsistence to outer sense.
Thus, on the sceptic’s view my experience contains (a sensation of) whiteness, but this is not an
experience of a white object located in space. Kant is arguing here that I cannot coherently
think of myself as a persisting perceiver who earlier perceived some whiteness and now
perceives some greenness without regarding myself as experiencing white and green things or
objects. “An object, however, is that in the concept of which the manifold of a given intuition is
united” (Cr B137). This ‘union’ is the result of the synthesis performed by the understanding. As
products of the structure of our cognition, these objects are appearances and not things in
themselves. Nevertheless, Kant argues (against the empirical idealist), they are genuine
things.27
This, however, does not yet provide a complete solution to the problem, for ‘things’ are
here contrasted with ‘mere representations’ and I have been claiming that, just as in the Fourth
Paralogism, empirically real things are mere representations. This points to a general problem
with Kant’s text: Kant sometimes, as here, contrasts things or objects with representations, but
he also defines ‘transcendental idealism’ as the thesis that “all objects of an experience possible
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for us are nothing but appearances, i.e., mere representations” (Cr A490/B518–A491/B519).28
Note that Kant here makes two identifications: objects of possible experience are appearances
and appearances are mere representations. The identification of empirical objects with
appearances is a fundamental principle of transcendental idealism on any interpretation, and
there are numerous texts identifying appearances with representations.29 However, this is not
the only text that appears to contrast objects with representations (see, e.g., Cr A19/B33,
A92/B124–125, B137, A288–289/B345), and there are texts apparently contrasting appearances
with representations (see, e.g., Cr A19–20/B33–34, A23/B38, A358).
As Hoke Robinson has pointed out,30 a great many of the texts that identify appearances
with representations were deleted in the second edition, and such an identification occurs only
once (at B164) in the new material that was added. Further (though Robinson does not note
this), most of the identifications that are retained occur after the end of the Paralogisms where
Kant says his revisions ceased (Cr Bxxxviii–xxxix).
It seems likely that in the first edition Kant was thinking of appearances as one kind of
representation. However, even in the first edition, the Analogies rely on a distinction between
fleeting representations and stable appearances. This distinction would have been relevant
both to the rewriting of the Transcendental Deduction and to Kant’s response to the charge of
Berkeleianism. Accordingly, in the second edition, Kant attempted to enforce this
terminological distinction consistently, using the term ‘representation’ only for the fleeting
states of perceivers and not for the enduring appearances (i.e., empirical objects).
The clearest and most detailed account of the relationship between representations and
appearances to be found in the text common to the two editions is in the proof of the Second
Analogy. The aim of this section is to explain how enduring objects can be found in our
experience. This kind of endurance, it is argued, requires an objective time-ordering (i.e., a
time-ordering in the objects) distinct from the time-ordering of our representations. Kant
further argues that this objective time-ordering can be found only in necessary causal laws. In
the course of this discussion, Kant writes:
The apprehension of the manifold of appearance is always successive. The
representations of the parts succeed one another. Whether they also succeed in
the object is a second point for reflection, which is not contained in the first …
Thus, e.g., the apprehension of the manifold in the appearance of a house that
stands before me is successive. Now the question is whether the manifold of this
house itself is also successive, which certainly no one will concede … [But] the
house is not a thing in itself at all but only an appearance, i.e., a representation …
therefore what do I understand by the question, how the manifold may be
combined in the appearance itself (which is yet nothing in itself)? Here that which
lies in the successive apprehension is considered as representation, but the
28
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appearance that is given to me, in spite of the fact that it is nothing more than a
sum of these representations, is considered as their object, with which my concept,
which I draw from the representations of apprehension, is to agree. One quickly
sees that, since the agreement of cognition with its object is truth, only the formal
conditions of empirical truth can be inquired after here, and appearance, in
contradistinction to the representations of apprehension, can thereby only be
represented as the object that is distinct from them if it stands under a rule that
distinguishes it from every other apprehension, and makes one way of combining
the manifold necessary. That in appearance which contains the condition of this
necessary rule of apprehension is the object. (Cr A189/B234–A191/B236)
At the end of this passage, appearance is explicitly ‘contradistinguished’ from “the
representations of apprehension,” although earlier appearance had been identified with
representation. The appearance is said to be “nothing more than a sum of these
representations” and yet to be considered as the object represented. The appearance gets to be
an object, and provide criteria of truth for judgements, because and only because it is a
synthesis of representations according to necessary laws. Thus, in this passage, the
representation is a momentary state of a perceiver (e.g., the view of a house from a particular
perspective at a particular moment) and the appearance is an enduring object represented by
those states (e.g., the house), but this object is ‘synthesized’ from the representations. As Kant
had argued in the First Analogy, the concept of persisting substance is an ineliminable element
of such synthesis. Since the representations are the materials from which the object is
constituted, it has no existence apart from them, and it is for this reason that Kant sometimes
(especially in the first edition) says such objects (appearances) are representations. Still, they
clearly differ in kind from the fleeting representations from which they are synthesized.
In the Analogies, Kant argues that sensory cognition of objects is possible only by means
of a synthesis of representations in accord with necessary laws prescribed a priori by the
understanding. In the absence of such a priori laws, Kant says, “we would have only a play of
representations that would not be related to any object at all” (Cr A194/B239). This, however, is
precisely the Cartesian sceptical worry, as Kant understands it: the idealist doubts or denies
“the existence of objects in space outside us” (Cr B274). Thus, when Kant writes, in the
Refutation of Idealism, that “the perception of this persistent thing [the self] is possible only
through a thing outside me and not through the mere representation of a thing outside me”
(Cr B275), he is arguing only that the synthesis of representations that generates outer
appearances and provides the basis for true judgements about them is (logically) prior to our
ability to make judgements about the time-ordering of representational states of a persisting
self. In other words, it is only after I represent to myself a world of persisting white and green
objects that I can regard my experience (representation) of whiteness as coming before my
experience of greenness.
In making this case, the premise Kant asks the idealist to grant for reductio is “I am

conscious of my existence as determined in time” (Cr B275).31 Kant had argued in the First
Analogy for what Henry Allison has dubbed the ‘backdrop thesis,’32 which is here stated as the
claim that “All time-determination presupposes something persistent in perception” (ibid.). In
the second meditation, the meditator asks rhetorically, “Is it not one and the same ‘I’ who is
now doubting almost everything … and is aware of many things which apparently come from
the senses?” (Med 28). The fleeting representations are set against the persistence of the
thinking substance. However, according to Kant, the thinking substance is not “in perception” in
the right way to serve as the ‘backdrop’ to change.33 In the second note to the Refutation, Kant
states quite clearly that there is only one thing that can serve this purpose, namely, matter (Cr
B278). Thus, Kant argues, in attributing a determinate time-ordering to the sequence of
representations the meditator implicitly (despite his protestations to the contrary) attributes
perceived qualities to persisting material objects. This is the sense in which “the game that
idealism plays has … been turned against it” (Cr B276): whereas the meditator had supposed
that he could come to know the existence of material objects only if he could infer them from
his sequence of representations, Kant has argued that the meditator can know that his
representations form a sequence only by presupposing material objects.
What Kant attempts in the Refutation is to force the meditator to apply the concept of
substance to the representations of outer sense, and so to affirm the reality of extended
substance. This is clearly an anti-Berkeleian thesis (see §2, below). However, given Kant’s own
understanding of substance, this thesis is not in conflict with the Berkeleian aspects of the
Fourth Paralogism. On the contrary, there are strong reasons for interpreting the Refutation as
retaining these Berkeleian elements. The first point is that, although Kant states his thesis as a
claim about the existence of objects in space, he introduces his discussion with the remark that
“The proof that is demanded must … establish that we have experience and not merely
imagination of outer things” (B275). However, according to Kant, what makes for experience is
“synthesis according to concepts of the object of appearances in general” (Cr A156/B195). In
other words, experience is created by the structuring of appearances into objects that obey
“general rules of unity” (Cr A157/B196; cf. A494/B522). But, according to Kant’s transcendental
idealism, such rules are ‘prescribed’ by the understanding and hence are not found among
things in themselves (Cr B163). The second point is that Kant asserts in the second note to the
Refutation that the persistence of matter is “presupposed a priori as the necessary condition of
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all time-determination” (Cr B278). However, Kant insists that “The possibility of experience is …
that which gives all our cognitions a priori objective reality” (Cr A156/B195). Thus, again, the
persistence of matter must be interpreted as part of the structure prescribed by the
understanding and not as a mind-independent feature of reality we discover. The persistent
material substance the Refutation aims to vindicate is a feature of our experience and is not to
be found among things in themselves. For Kant, as for Berkeley, the reason our claims about
ordinary objects cannot be radically mistaken is that such objects owe their existence to our
representing them.
2. Berkeley’s Denial
Kant’s response to Descartes rests on the Berkeleian thesis that the external objects whose
existence is to be vindicated are only appearances whose existence and properties depend on
our representing of them. This gives rise to two closely related questions. First, Kant protests
vociferously that his view is radically different from Berkeley’s. What are we to make of this
claim? Second, if Kant’s idealism is compatible with empirical realism, why isn't Berkeley’s? A
radical and provocative answer to these questions was famously given by Colin Turbayne, who
argued that Kant did not differ from Berkeley in any important respect, and Kant’s attempts to
differentiate himself from Berkeley involve “deliberate misinterpretations of Berkeley’s
doctrine … prompted by animus.”34 However, no such extreme answer is necessary. I will argue
that Kant’s criticism of Berkeley rests on the claim that Berkeley’s empiricism leaves him with
cognitive resources too sparse for the construction of a genuine world.35 Of particular
importance are space and time as a priori forms of intuition, and the a priori concept of
substance.36 Thus, it will turn out that, although Kant’s system includes an analogue of the esse
is percipi thesis, Kant’s affirmation of matter is a genuinely anti-Berkeleian thesis and not a
mere verbal difference.
2.1 Dogmatic Idealism
In the Fourth Paralogism, Kant had defined the dogmatic idealist as “one who denies the
existence of matter … because he believes he can find contradictions in the possibility of a
matter in general” (A377).37 In Mrongovius’ lecture notes from 1782–1783, the period during
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which Kant was preparing the Prolegomena, Kant defines idealism as the view “that outside
oneself thinking beings are indeed present, but not bodies” (L 29: 928; cf. Prol 4: 288–289). He
goes on to characterize Berkeley38 as eliminating bodies on the basis of Ockham’s Razor. Finally,
it is said, “Bishop Berkeley in Ireland went even further, for he maintained that bodies are even
impossible, because one would always contradict oneself if one assumes them” (L 29: 928).
These remarks show an understanding of two distinct dialectical strains to be found in
Berkeley’s Three Dialogues.39 Kant's later remark about the impossibility of body clearly refers
to the main argument of the first two dialogues, where Hylas tries again and again to construct
a coherent definition of ‘matter’ and fails, finally retreating to a sense of the term he
characterizes as “obscure, abstracted, and indefinite” (3D 225) before giving up on the notion
altogether. The earlier Ockham’s Razor remark is likely an allusion to Berkeley’s treatment of
Malebranche’s occasionalism (3D 217–220). At this point in the Dialogues, Hylas has agreed
with Philonous that matter cannot resemble our perceptions and cannot be a cause of our
perceptions. Instead, it is agreed, God causes our perceptions. Hylas then tries out two
hypotheses in an attempt to reintroduce matter. The first is that God uses matter as an
instrument in causing our perceptions and the second is Malebranche’s view that certain
configurations of matter serve as ‘occasions’ for God to give us perceptions. These hypotheses
are rejected on grounds that God doesn’t need an instrument or occasion to work God’s will;
both hypotheses involve an unnecessary multiplication of entities. In putting forward these
hypotheses, Philonous concludes, Hylas has been “supposing [he] know[s] not what, for no
manner of reason, and to no kind of use” (3D 220).
The Prolegomena similarly manifests familiarity with the Dialogues. After mentioning
“the mystical and visionary idealism of Berkeley,” Kant goes on to ask: “if it is an in fact
reprehensible idealism to transform actual things (not appearances) into mere representations,
with what name shall we christen that idealism which, conversely, makes mere representations
into things?” (Prol 4: 293). A similar remark appears in both editions of the Critique: “The
realist, in the transcendental signification, makes these modifications of our sensibility into
things subsisting in themselves, and hence makes mere representations into things in
themselves” (Cr A491/B519).40 These two passages are a clear echo of Berkeley: “I am not for
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changing things into ideas, but rather ideas into things” (3D 244). The 1756 German translation
by Johann Christian Eschenbach had rendered Berkeley’s ‘idea’ sometimes as Gedanke
(thought) and other times as Vorstellung (representation).41 In both of these passages, Kant
uses the latter. This strongly suggests that Kant has Berkeley in mind.
Perhaps most notorious among Kant’s remarks about Berkeley is the following:
The thesis of all genuine idealists, from the Eleatic School up to Bishop Berkeley, is
contained in this formula: “All cognition through the senses and experience is
nothing but sheer illusion, and there is truth only in the ideas of pure
understanding and reason.” (Prol 4: 374)
This is a rather puzzling assertion, since Berkeley is standardly interpreted as an empiricist who
rejects any faculty of pure understanding. In fact, Berkeley’s empiricism is one of the key points
on which Kant criticizes him.42 Two historical factors help to explain this classification. The first
is that many 18th century commentators classified Berkeley (much to his chagrin) as a hyperMalebranchist,43 and Malebranche certainly accepts this ‘thesis.’44 The second factor is that, as
Kenneth P. Winkler points out, the rationalist/empiricist dichotomy is a relatively recent one. In
Kant’s day, Plato’s rather more colourful division of philosophers into ‘gods,’ who pull
everything up into heaven, and ‘giants,’ who pull everything down to earth, was current.45
Berkeley certainly belongs among the ‘gods.’ However, the passage remains troubling, since
Berkeley does appear to accept Locke’s view that all ideas derive from sensation and reflection,
and not from a Cartesian faculty of pure understanding.
One explanation that has been proposed is that Kant had Siris, rather than the
Dialogues, in mind here.46 As Winkler points out,47 this would help to explain his association of
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Berkeley with the Eleatic school, since in Siris Berkeley himself makes that link. The nature of
Berkeley’s epistemology in Siris, and the relation of Siris to Berkeley’s earlier doctrines
generally, is a vexed question. Regardless of whether Berkeley does affirm a Cartesian or
Platonic faculty of pure understanding in Siris, it is easy to see how Kant might have thought he
did.
In fact, however, Kant’s remark can be explained without the assumption that he was
referring to Siris. First, consider the following passage from the Dialogues:
Hyl. But what say you to pure intellect? May not abstracted ideas be framed by
that faculty?
Phil. Since I cannot frame abstract ideas at all, it is plain, I cannot frame them by
the help of pure intellect, whatsoever faculty you understand by these words.
Besides, not to inquire into the nature of pure intellect and its spiritual objects, as
virtue, reason, God, or the like; thus much seems manifest, that sensible things
are only to be perceived by sense or represented by the imagination. (3D 193–
194)
It is easy to dismiss this passage. The pure intellect is introduced as an objection to Berkeley’s
critique of abstraction, and Philonous at first isn’t sure what the term means (“whatsoever
faculty you understand by these words”). Philonous rejects the suggestion by pointing out that
the discussion is supposed to be about sensible things, and everyone agrees that what can only
be apprehended by the pure intellect is not, strictly speaking, sensible. This passage therefore
does not provide strong evidence that Berkeley believed in pure intellect (in any sense).
However, this dismissal would be too quick. A similar passage occurs in De Motu, where
Berkeley asserts that absolute space “escapes the pure intellect. That faculty is concerned only
with spiritual and unextended things, such as our minds, their states, passions, virtues, and the
like” (DM 53, translation modified).48 In both of these passages, Berkeley associates the pure
intellect with the knowledge of those things that are fundamental to his ontology. In the
Dialogues, this seems to take the form of a concession, but in De Motu it is positively asserted.
Whatever Berkeley’s intention may have been, these two passages, especially when combined
with the contextual factors indicated, are surely adequate to explain Kant’s remark without
appeal to Siris.49
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G.J. Mattey has argued that the appropriateness of an appeal to Siris here is further
supported by a passage from an earlier draft of the Prolegomena that Kant left out of the final
version50:
Berkeley found nothing constant, and so could find nothing which the
understanding conceives according to a priori principles. He therefore had to look
for another intuition, namely the mystical one of God’s ideas, which required a
two-fold understanding, one which connected appearances in experience, and
another which knew things in themselves.51
However, this too can be explained in terms of the Dialogues.52 In that work, although Berkeley
denies a direct ‘intuition’ of the divine ideas (3D 213–214), the divine ideas (or ‘archetypes’ as
Berkeley calls them) are apparently introduced to deal with the problem of persistence, and so
to help return a world that is “strictly speaking” composed only of fleeting perceptions to the
kind of orderly structure posited by common sense and natural science (3D 248).53 As I will
argue below (§2.2), the success of this project is precisely what Kant set out to attack.
In the same section of the Prolegomena, Kant goes on to describe his similarities and
differences with Berkeley with respect to space:
Space and time, together with everything contained in them, are not things (or
properties of things) in themselves, but belong instead merely to the appearances
of such things; thus far I am of one creed with the previous idealists. But these
idealists, and among them especially Berkeley, viewed space as a merely empirical
representation, a representation which, just like the appearances in space
together with all of the determinations of space, would be known to us only by
means of experience or perception. (Prol 4: 374–375)
This view of space is most likely derived from De Motu, though it could be inferred from the
Dialogues. If Kant read the New Theory of Vision, this would have reinforced his
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interpretation.54 In that work, Berkeley describes at length how we acquire the (different)
concepts of visible and tangible distance and magnitude from experience. Berkeley explicitly
and repeatedly denies that we can have an abstract idea of space in general that is not tied to
either touch or vision.55
In addition to the characterizations in the Fourth Paralogism in A and the Prolegomena,
two characterizations of Berkeley were added to the second edition of the Critique. The first
occurs in the additions to the Transcendental Aesthetic:
For if one regards space and time as properties that, as far as their possibility is
concerned, must be encountered in things in themselves, and reflects on the
absurdities in which one becomes entangled, because two infinite things that are
neither substances nor anything really inhering in substances must nevertheless
be something existing, indeed the necessary condition of the existence of all
things, which also remain even if all existing things are removed; then one cannot
well blame the good Berkeley if he demotes bodies to mere illusion. (Cr B70–71)
The only text where Berkeley explicitly makes this argument is in De Motu:
It would be easy to confirm our opinion [i.e., the rejection of absolute space] by
arguments drawn, as they say a posteriori, by proposing questions about absolute
space, such as whether it is a substance or an accident, or whether it is created or
uncreated, and showing the absurdities which follow from either answer. But I
must be brief (DM §57, translation modified).56
Although Berkeley does not use this argument in the Dialogues, and even in De Motu says he is
omitting the details for brevity, Kant regards this as Berkeley’s most important argument, an
argument that excuses the absurdity of his other conclusions. Kant even uses Berkeley’s
argument for the benefit of his own theory (Cr A39/B56–A40/B57).
The second added characterization is at the beginning of the Refutation:
Idealism (I mean material idealism) is the theory that declares the existence of
objects in space outside us to be … false and impossible; … [this] is the dogmatic
idealism of Berkeley, who declares space, together with all of the things to which
it is attached as an inseparable condition, to be something that is impossible in
itself, and who therefore also declares things in space to be merely imaginary.
Dogmatic idealism is unavoidable if one regards space as a property that is to
pertain to the things in themselves; for then it, along with everything for which it
54
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serves as a condition, is a non-entity. (Cr B274)
This is essentially the same characterization as before. Kant’s claim is that Berkeley recognized
the absurdities involved in the transcendental realist picture, especially with respect to space
and time. Berkeley responds, Kant says, by “declaring the existence of objects in space outside
us to be … false and impossible.”
In the Dialogues, Berkeley found absurdities in the concept of matter. In De Motu, he
found similar absurdities in the concept of (absolute) space. These absurdities were derived
from the assumption that matter and space, if they are to exist, must be mind-independent
objects made known to us in empirical representations (i.e., in Berkeley’s terms, ‘ideas of
sense’). Kant consistently credits Berkeley for having discovered these genuine absurdities, and
even takes over some of Berkeley’s arguments as his own: most importantly, the sceptical
argument against representative realism, which Kant gives in the Fourth Paralogism, and the
dilemmas against absolute space, which Kant employs in the Aesthetic and which provide the
argument structure he goes on to deploy in the Antinomies. Furthermore, Kant knows perfectly
well that after rejecting the concepts of matter and space Berkeley goes on to attempt to
restore the common-sense world by making representations into things, a strategy that very
nearly mirrors Kant’s own. Nevertheless, Kant argues that Berkeley’s position has the effect of
“demot[ing] bodies to mere illusion” (Cr B71). The reason for this, I will be arguing, is Berkeley’s
denial of matter. Kant holds that, in turning ideas into things, Berkeley is rejecting the notion of
a persisting substratum of perceived qualities and therefore rejecting the existence of things or
objects in space. Thus, on Kant’s interpretation, the thesis that Descartes doubted is indeed the
same as the thesis that Berkeley denied.
2.2 Kant’s Criticism of Dogmatic Idealism
Although it is clear that Kant believes he has refuted Berkeley’s position, it is not totally clear
where this refutation is supposed to have occurred. In the Fourth Paralogism in A, Kant had said
that the “following section of dialectical inferences” (i.e., the Antinomies) would “help us out of
[the] difficulty” raised by the dogmatic idealist (Cr A377). In the Refutation of Idealism in B, Kant
said that “the ground for this [dogmatic] idealism … has been undercut by us in the
Transcendental Aesthetic” (B274). Turbayne has argued that Kant resorts to misdirection; he
does not refute Berkeley anywhere, because he cannot refute Berkeley without refuting
himself.57 However, Turbayne’s radical conclusion is, again, unwarranted. First, to ‘help us out
of the difficulty’ is different than to ‘undercut the ground.’ Second, the Antinomies are
intimately related to the Aesthetic since, according to Kant, it is the ideality of space and time
(established in the Aesthetic) that solves each antinomy.
A structural overview of Kant’s argument against Berkeley, which relies on both the
Aesthetic and the Antinomies, is provided in the Appendix to the Prolegomena. In that text,
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Kant, fuming over the Göttingen review, sets out to show, once and for all, that Berkeley is
badly mistaken and that the Critique of Pure Reason proves it. After the previously discussed
passage in which Berkeley is characterized as viewing “space as a merely empirical
representation,” Kant draws a sharp contrast:
I show, on the contrary, first: that space (and time as well, to which Berkeley gave
no attention),58 together with all its determinations, can be cognized in us a priori,
since space (as well as time) inheres in us before all perception or experience as a
pure form of our sensibility and makes possible all intuition from sensibility, and
hence all appearances. From this it follows: that, since truth rests upon universal
and necessary laws as its criteria, for Berkeley experience could have no criteria of
truth, because its appearances (according to him) had nothing underlying them a
priori; from which it then followed that experience is nothing but sheer illusion,
whereas for us space and time (in conjunction with the pure concepts of the
understanding) prescribe a priori their law to all possible experience, which law at
the same time provides the sure criterion for distinguishing truth from illusion in
experience. (Prol 4: 375)
Berkeley, like Kant, holds that reality is distinguished from illusion by its connectedness
according to laws (3D 235; Cr A218/B266). However, Hume had shown that necessary
connections could not be gleaned from experience alone.59 Since laws must be universal and
necessary, Berkeley’s empiricism prevents him from discovering any lawful connections, and so
leaves him with nothing but illusion.60
In order to avoid illusionism, one must first show that space and all its ‘determinations’
are cognized a priori (the doctrine of the Transcendental Aesthetic); then one can understand
how the structure of our cognition prescribes laws a priori for all possible experience (the
doctrine of the Analytic of Principles, and especially the Analogies of Experience). These laws
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Berkeley discusses time in Principles, §§97–98 and in a letter to Johnson, March 24, 1730, §2. Neither of these
texts was available to Kant.
59
Hume, Enquiry, §7. Earlier versions of this argument can be found in Malebranche (Search, 660–661; for
discussion see Kail, “Hume, Malebranche, and ‘Rationalism,’” 320–327) and Leibniz (New Essays, 49–51).
Berkeley was much influenced by Malebranche and certainly would have been familiar with this line of
thought. His response (following Malebranche and other occasionalists) is to deny that laws involve necessary
connections and hold instead that they are merely a matter of God’s customary mode of action and that we
“cannot evidently know” that God will in fact continue to observe these laws (Principles, §107). (On Berkeley’s
theory of laws and causes, see Pearce, Language and the Structure, 188–192.) Kant does not seem to recognize
that Berkeley was aware of this problem for his view and attempted a solution to it. This is not surprising, since
the treatment of the problem is less explicit in the Dialogues (which Kant read) than in the Principles (which
Kant did not read).
60
Kant is not quite fair to Berkeley here: the requirements of universality and necessity are Kant’s, not Berkeley’s.
Berkeley only says that real ideas are “connected, and of a piece with the preceding and subsequent
transactions of our lives” (3D 235). Although he sometimes refers to laws in the context of the distinction
between real and imaginary objects, Berkeley’s laws are not necessary connections (see previous note).

provide the criteria for truth, and so make veridical perception possible.61
Among the a priori laws, one is especially important in this context: the persistence of
substance. In the First Analogy, which was also crucial to Kant’s response to Descartes, Kant
argued that it was a necessary law of our cognition that “All appearances contain that which
persists (substance) as the object itself, and that which can change as its mere determination”
(Cr A182). Berkeley cannot introduce anything that genuinely persists into our perception;
lacking either Descartes’s pure intellect or Kant’s a priori laws, he must confine perception to
fleeting ideas. In fact, the fleeting nature of ideas is a consistent Berkeleian theme:
How then is it possible, that things perpetually fleeting and variable as our ideas
should be copies of anything fixed and constant? (3D 205)
Strictly speaking, Hylas, we do not see the same object that we feel … What
therefore if your ideas are variable; what if our senses are not in all circumstances
affected with the same appearances? It will not thence follow, they are not to be
trusted, or that they are inconsistent either with themselves or anything else,
except it be with your preconceived notion of (I know not what) one single,
unchanged, unperceivable, real nature. (3D 245)
as our ideas are perpetually varied, without any change in the supposed real
things, it necessarily follows they cannot all be true copies of them. (3D 246)
if the term same be used in the acceptation of philosophers … it may or may not
be possible for divers persons to perceive the same thing. (3D 247)
The rejection of any persistent external substratum of perceived qualities is a central principle
of Berkeley’s immaterialism. Further, Berkeley explicitly rejects the view that, in constructing
objects from ideas, we are constrained by necessary a priori laws, holding instead that we have
considerable freedom in assembling objects. Thus, Berkeley writes:
suppose a house, whose walls or outward shell remaining unaltered, the
chambers are all pulled down and new ones built in their place, and that you
should call this the same and I should say it was not the same house. Would we
not for all this perfectly agree in our thoughts of the house, considered in itself?
And would not all the difference consist in a sound? If you should say, we differed
in our notions; for that you superadded to your idea of the house the simple
abstracted idea of identity, whereas I did not; I would tell you I know not what
you mean by that abstracted idea of identity. (3D 248)
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Here I am in agreement with Dina Emundts, whose account of Kant’s argument against Berkeley focuses on
Kant’s conception of truth. See Emundts, “Kant’s Critique.”

The example of a house is, of course, the same example Kant employs in the Second Analogy.
Berkeley here denies that we have any concept of a persisting, self-identical house itself distinct
from our sensory ideas. There is simply the flux of sensory ideas and the decision to apply or
not apply the word ‘same.’
According to Kant, sense experiences of this sort could never hope to be anything other
than illusion. In the First Analogy and the Refutation of Idealism, Kant attempted to show that
our thinking about the world, or even the self, depends on applying the concept of extended
substance, a concept that, according to Berkeley, is full of contradictions. Kant addresses the
contradictions engendered by the transcendental realist conception of the world in the
Antinomies, and attempts to show that transcendental idealism provides a solution.
This approach shows the consistency of Kant’s remarks locating the criticism of Berkeley
in the first and second editions of the Critique. According to Kant, Berkeley had made empirical
objects into illusions by discovering contradictions in the concepts of matter and space. In the
Transcendental Aesthetic, Kant had attacked transcendental realism about space and time,
which was the assumption necessary to generate those contradictions. Following the Aesthetic,
in the Analogies and elsewhere, Kant had shown how transcendental idealism could provide the
sort of structure required to generate a genuine empirical world.62 Finally, in the Antinomies,
Kant exhibited the paradoxes following from transcendental realism, and showed how
transcendental idealism prevents them from arising.63
This reading also helps to make intelligible Kant’s frustration with the Göttingen review.
From Kant’s perspective, nearly the whole Critique is, in one way or another, a refutation of
Berkeley. This is not to say that Berkeley was Kant’s primary target; the primary target is surely
the Leibnizian-Wolffian tradition. However, Kant understands Berkeley as being a victim of
precisely those errors the Critique sets out to correct.
2.3 The Thing in Itself
Several scholars have argued that Kant’s doctrine of the thing in itself is the key difference
between Kant and Berkeley,64 and there is support for this claim in Kant’s text (Prol 4: 289).
However, this interpretation does not make sense of Kant’s claims about his differences from
Berkeley.
First, Kant claims that Berkeley “demotes bodies to mere illusion” (Cr B71) whereas Kant
can maintain that our body perceptions are veridical and not merely illusory. However, the
Kantian thing in itself cannot be used to distinguish veridical perception from illusion, since it is
unknowable (or, knowable only as it appears to us). Additionally, as James Van Cleve points
out,65 since (on Kant’s view) we cannot know what things are like as they are in themselves,
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That Berkeley recognized the problem of giving structure to the world within his view, and developed a
sophisticated solution to that problem based on his philosophy of language, is my central thesis in Language
and the Structure.
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Kant does not use the same paradoxes as Berkeley, but it is reasonable to suppose that Kant believed the same
strategy would apply to Berkeley’s paradoxes.
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See, e.g., Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, 414–415; Emundts, “Kant’s Critique,” 134–141.
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Van Cleve, Problems from Kant, 137; also see Walker, “Idealism,” 110; Emundts, “Kant’s Critique,” 135–137;

they may well be Berkeleian spirits or Leibnizian monads. Hence, the existence of the thing in
itself is not, by itself, a difference between Berkeley and Kant.
More importantly, this interpretation does not pay sufficient attention to Kant’s own
remarks about the interpretive errors contained in the Göttingen review. Kant strenuously
objects to the review’s claim that the Critique of Pure Reason “is a system of transcendental …
idealism” (Prol 4: 373–374). According to Kant, this is a mistake on par with regarding Euclid’s
Elements as a guide to drawing. Although he admits that a version of idealism “runs through
[his] entire work” he denies that this idealism “constitute[s] the soul of the system” (Prol 4:
374). After clarifying the nature of transcendental (or, as he there prefers to put it, ‘critical’)
idealism, Kant complains that the reviewer has completely missed the point because “he did
not say a word about the possibility of synthetic cognition a priori, which was the real problem
… to which my Critique (just as here my Prolegomena) was entirely directed. The idealism … was
taken up into the system only as the sole means for solving this problem” (Prol 4: 377). A
difference over the status of things in themselves simply does not get at the ‘soul’ of Kant’s
system, in the way Kant thinks his disagreement with Berkeley does.
On the other hand, the concept of extended substance and the manner in which we
apply that concept in experience is part of the ‘soul’ of Kant’s system. In the Prolegomena, Kant
emphasizes his differences with Berkeley over space and time: Berkeley takes them to be
empirical, Kant a priori. Kant insists that only if space and time are a priori forms of intuition can
we be assured of the application of geometry in experience (Prol 4: 287–288). Further, it is only
if subsistence-inherence is recognized among the a priori categories presupposed by the very
possibility of experience that we can know that it is legitimately applied to experience. My
interpretation therefore explains why Kant would regard the assimilation of his view to
Berkeley’s in the Göttingen review as implying that the author had completely misunderstood
his system, despite the fact that Kant still held the idealistic views put forward in the Fourth
Paralogism.
3. Kant’s Empirical Realism
Kant is an empirical realist insofar as he holds that there are extended substances given in
experience about which we can make true assertions. Kant’s task is to show how the
problematic notions of matter and space can be understood in unproblematic idealistic terms.
In order to do this, however, these concepts must be given a priori and imposed on or
prescribed to nature, and this is a course of action Berkeley the empiricist cannot take.
This interpretation requires Kant to be a genuine idealist: his response to Descartes
turns on the claim that assertions about empirical objects are made true (or false) by facts
about our representations and our cognitive apparatus. At the same time, this interpretation
sees Kant as radically different from Berkeley. The fundamental point is this: for both Descartes
and Berkeley, experience consists solely of sensations. Sensations, like the experience of seeing
white, are unstructured. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is an investigation of the structure of
experience and the manner in which we gain knowledge from experience. A central thesis of

Winkler, “Berkeley and Kant,” 169–170.

the Critique is that experience itself exhibits robust structure, and hence is not exhausted by
sensation. We do not only experience sensations of whiteness or greenness; we experience
white and green objects, positioned in space and time, interacting causally according to laws.66
Because, on Kant’s conception, experience is so rich, Kant can secure the existence and reality
of objects located in space without the need to infer something beyond or behind experience.67
4. Conclusion: A Kantian Narrative
According to Kant, Descartes assumed that if there were to be extended substances they would
have to exist (and be extended substances) independent of my mind. However, I have
unmediated epistemic access only to items that are dependent on my mind, namely, my own
representations. As a result, the existence of extended substances must somehow be inferred
from my representations. This is possible only if my representations can somehow be shown
not to be deceptive, as, for instance, by showing that they are the product of a non-deceiving
God. This argument fails, leading to the view of Malebranche and Jacobi, according to which the
existence of bodies must be taken on faith.
Berkeley went farther than Descartes: he argued that, on the assumption that space and
matter must be mind-independent if they are to exist, it can be shown conclusively that neither
of them does exist, since both concepts contain contradictions. Thus, what was doubted by
Descartes was denied by Berkeley.
Kant saw himself as having finally discovered the key to resolving this difficulty: by
recognizing space and time, along with the pure concepts and especially substance, as
necessary conditions for human cognition, Kant could resolve the contradictions located by
Berkeley and banish the doubt introduced by Descartes. The structure of our cognition
guarantees that the objects of outer sense are extended substances.
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