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Kant and Strawson on the Objectivity Thesis

Introduction


In the Transcendental Deductions Kant undertakes a project meant to establish the necessary applicability of the categories to what is encountered in experience. The central thrust of the argument seems to be that the transcendental unity of apperception requires our experience to be of an objective world. As I see it the argument is intended to deduce two distinct, but in Kant’s eyes, interrelated claims. The first is that it is a necessity that experience be of an objective world. Call this rough idea the objectivity thesis; it will need to be refined as we explore the argument. The second thesis is that the categories apply only to mere appearances, that is, the world insofar as we structure it. Call this the idealist thesis; we can only know what we put into the world. At first glance, the two theses seem to be independent or even at odds with one another. The first thesis defends objectivity, while the other explains it as arising from a subjective source. However, Kant believed they were mutually supporting and inseparable from one another.
P.F. Strawson, in his enormously influential The Bounds of Sense, attempted to split the two claims in order to save the objectivity thesis from what he saw as its unnecessary idealist trappings. Despite the initial attractiveness of this move I do not believe it succeeds. The thesis of this paper is that the objectivity thesis depends upon the idealist thesis and cannot survive on its own.


This paper should not be primarily understood as an exegesis of Kant. Kant’s Transcendental Deduction is one of the most ambitious and challenging arguments in the history of philosophy. I will not try to settle all the interpretative mysteries that it invokes. Instead, I examine the argument and Strawson’s account of it in The Bounds of Sense, a philosophical classic in its own right, as a case study of the relationship between idealism and objectivity.
 My paper will proceed by first giving a brief synopsis of Kant’s B Deductions. I will lay special emphasis on the idealist thesis, so we can see how Kant thought of the argument as proceeding. Then we will turn to Strawson’s account of the argument for the objectivity thesis. Here we will need to get clear on what exactly is the content of the objectivity thesis. At times Strawson seems to take the thesis to have specific metaphysical implications about the world regardless of how humans experience it. A more charitable reading has Strawson seeing it in a more Kantian light as a thesis about the metaphysics of experience without implications for the non-experiential world.  Then I will propose a thought experiment as a counterexample to the objectivity thesis. It seems to me we can well imagine kinds of experience that provide enough content to ground distinctions without experience of an objective world. Yet, there is still some ambiguity regarding the more modest reading of the objectivity thesis. What does it mean to see the world as objective or take it to be objective? It is unclear what this claim rules out or requires. I intend to show that we are not forced to experience the world as objective. After clarifying these matters, I will briefly turn to Kant and see how the idealist thesis allows him to meet this challenge. However, these two theses are not necessarily a matched pair. A contemporary metaphysician could hold the objectivity thesis and reject idealism, but only if she defends another thesis to do the work of Kant’s idealism.

Kant’s plan in the B Deductions


As Strawson rightly points out the Transcendental Deductions are both an argument and a story.
 Kant intends to show that categories have objective reality and also to explain how this is possible. Kant believes he needs to say how the combination of the manifold comes about by an act of spontaneity. Interpreting what this means is one of the great tasks of Kantian scholarship. At first glance it can sound very mysterious, primarily because it seems to be the kind of thing (a non-appearance), which in the Kantian framework we can know nothing about. However, through the course of this paper I hope to show it can only be dispensed with at great cost. Kant believes human minds make nature, which is the subject of our objective judgments. It is this act of combination that plays a central role in Kant’s explanation of the Deductions. We need to see why Kant thought the story was so important for making the argument convincing.


Kant thinks that the act of combination is the ground of identity. He believes that the necessary unity of apperception “reveals the necessity of a synthesis of the manifold given in intuition” (B 135, my emphasis).
 Reflection on the unity of apperception demonstrates the fact that an act of synthesis is necessary for the possibility of apperception. As we will see identity, as it is revealed by the unity of apperception, is the ground of objectivity. Kant believes we could only be self-conscious if we united all experiencings in one stream of experience. In short, our making of nature is the source of all our knowledge of it. He claims that, “synthetic unity of the manifold of intuitions, as generated a priori, is thus the ground of the identity of apperception itself” (B 134). This act of combining that is not accessible through experience, but makes it possible, is the basis of all knowledge. Kant takes this as the supreme principle of human understanding; all intuitions are products of the combination so they are “subject to conditions of the original unity of apperception” (B 136). Kant readily admits this is not necessary for all possible ways of understanding the world, but for a human understanding which thinks and does not intuit “a special act of synthesis of the manifold” is required (B 139). It is this act of combination, which lies at the heart of the argument in Deductions.


This aspect of the argument leads Kant to restrict all the claims about the objective validity of the categories to the realm of phenomena. He writes that the categories are “mere forms of thought” that apply to objects, but these objects “are only appearances” (B 151). This leads to the famous neglected alternative objection.
 It is objected that Kant overlooks the possibility that categories might by chance apply to the mind-independent world as well. A critic might object that all Kant has shown is the world must be structured if humans are to experience it, but it might be the world rather than our minds that does synthesizing. However, Kant is committed to the idealism for a number of reasons. First, it would be a remarkable coincidence if material objects, in conforming to the categories independently of human tinkering, should direct themselves according to our needs to experience such a world. Second, Kant is discussing the necessities of experience, which he believes entails a subjective source. Necessary truths must not be grounded in the contingent facts of the world, but in the a priori structure of our minds.
 The application of the categories to experience is intended to show that the world is law-governed. In this process we are prescribing laws to nature and “making nature possible” (B 160). If the world is necessarily causally regular, this must be because of some subjective source of our experience of it. Kant even goes as far as to say “things in themselves would necessarily, apart from any understanding that knows them, conform to laws of their own” (B 164). There are relevant objections to be raised here, but our project now is not one of assessment. All that is relevant is to see the way Kant understood the idealist thesis to be indispensable to his argument.

Strawson on the objectivity thesis


Strawson attempts to defend the objectivity thesis independently of Kant’s transcendental psychology and the idealist thesis. Strawson concedes that to understand Kant we need to keep this aspect of his theory in view, but to learn what is philosophically important about his work we can jettison idealism. Strawson claims that it is a recurrent feature of Kant’s transcendental subjectivism that “it is regularly invoked to support theses which can stand on their own feet”.
 The objectivity thesis is purportedly one of those theses.


The conclusion to be defended is “that for a series of diverse experiences to belong to a single consciousness it is necessary that they should be so connected as to constitute a temporally extended experience of a unified objective world”.
 Strawson sees the argument as fundamentally dependent on the premise that all experience requires the duality of intuition and concept. It is necessary that experience possess the materials adequate to distinguish particular instances to be of a more general kind. Strawson claims that it follows from this that “some at least of the concepts under which particular experienced items are recognized as falling should be such that the experiences themselves contain the basis for certain allied distinctions”.
 Strawson claims experience requires that we be able to separate our subjective grasp of the world from the way it really is. It must be possible that we can realize we have made a mistake about the application of a distinction. If mistakes are not possible, then no distinction has been made. However, the possibility of mistakes implies that there is something for our concepts to fit. This allows us to realize that there something distinct from ourselves that we our applying our concepts to. It is essential to having the concept of a self that we have a concept of the not-self. If we are to make sense of a subject undergoing a continued course of experience, we must posit something distinct from the subject that what experiencing is experience of. Experience necessarily provides material for the thought of experience itself.


I believe the argument for the conclusion regarding ‘certain allied distinctions’ is sound. If we are capable of forming concepts, then this capacity must be ground in the experiential world. However, I do not believe this gets one to the objectivity thesis. Of course, that will depend on what we take the objectivity thesis to be committed to. Originally, I identified it as a claim that it is a necessity that experience be of an objective world. Is this a claim about the experiencing or a claim about the world experience is of? Strawson often paints it as a metaphysical thesis about how the world has to be structured regardless of how anyone experiences it. For instance, Strawson claims what Kant’s argument shows is “the fact that the world is an objective world; and this fact must be provided for in the nature of the subject’s experience of it”.
 At another point he asserts that “experience of objects is possible only if objectively valid judgments are possible”.
 These claims suggest that our experience necessarily tells us something about the world that is entirely independent of our experience.
 This is a distinctly un-Kantian conclusion to draw and at other times Strawson seems to be defending a weaker thesis. Shortly after the first quote I cited Strawson writes, “objects and happenings … are presented as possessing an objective order, an order which is logically independent of any particular route through the world”.
 On the whole it seems more likely that Strawson believed he had only established a thesis about the nature of our experiences, though he might think it tended to support the stronger claim. 
My argument is aimed at both readings.

Experiential world of Alan and Betty

 
What I will attempt to show is that we can conceive of a sort of experience that provides adequate materials to make the necessary distinctions, but does not result in an objective world. The distinctions necessary are those that can provide for mistakes, allowing the agents to judge that they have a made a mistake regarding the application of their concept. Consider a world occupied by exactly two creatures each belonging to a distinct species with radically different perceptual capacities. Call one creature Alan. Alan projects a certain property, call it A-property, wherever he casts his attention. This is not a staining of the natural world by his sentiments, but a fully natural property directly caused by his attention. A-properties are spread across the world in strong our weak degrees depending on Alan’s attention, but are so constituted that Alan can never be perceptually aware of them. This property is not objectively in the world; it is not causally independent of any subjective course of experience. It depends entirely on Alan’s will and persists so long as he chooses to direct his attention in some way. Another creature named Betty can observe and interact with A-properties. In fact A-properties are all she interacts with, and stronger or weaker A-properties create different results for her. She cannot ever perceive Alan since he is not made of A-properties and everything that is not an A-property is outside the scope of her perceptual abilities. Interestingly, an entirely analogous set of conditions holds for Betty. She also produces a set of properties, B-properties, that are wholly dependent on her will, yet entirely unknown to her. However, these properties are readily apparent to Alan and just the sort of thing he takes notice of, though he never experiences Betty.


It seems to me that such creatures could undergo experience and have the necessary unity of consciousness without their experience being of a unified objective world. First, Alan and Betty would both have experience of a world that is not dependent on their wills. The properties they are aware of will have careers of their own distinct from the way they experience them. For instance, the existence of B-properties is dependent on Betty and will have the structure it does regardless of Alan’s judgments about it. It also seems reasonable that Alan could make a mistake about B-properties if he isn’t being careful. Perhaps, if he worries too much about never finding the right sort of B-properties he will overlook them when he comes across them. Second, Alan and Betty could both form conceptions of self-identity. The awareness of A- or B- properties is a proper foil for creating the notion of a self with a distinct point of view. They can serve as a not-self, which allows experience to be of something distinct from the course of experience. It must be admitted that Alan and Betty are not in ideal conditions for survival or sanity. If Alan constantly changes the course of his attention, Betty’s world would be close to a Heraclitean flux. However, we can assume that Alan and Betty are rather deliberate creatures who only very slowly change the focus of their attention. Perhaps, the changes even take place according to some law-like process. As long as Alan has a fairly steady object of his awareness Betty may come to see if she previously overlooked some A-properties. Alan and Betty can intelligibly have the idea ‘how these properties appear to me’, which is distinct from ‘how these properties really are’. As such, this experience grounds certain distinctions without the experience being of an objective world.


My thought experiment is necessarily posed in a very austere and abstract form. I have said nothing specific about the content of the experiences, nor anything else about the features of the world Alan and Betty occupy. I think this is all perfectly permissible, all that is required is that I offer a coherent sketch of such an experience. One might grant that this is a possible form of experience, but that it does amount to experiencing an objective world. A critic might object that color properties are objectively in the world though they are not causally independent of minds. Yet, these properties are not mind-dependent in the standard sense of obtaining just to the extent an observer takes them to obtain. Assume this is correct. However, there are important differences between A-/B-properties and color properties. Color properties supervene on objective physical facts. A-/B-properties are projected onto a subject’s object of attention. They are not constituted by any objective physical facts that can be specified without mention of a subject. If there were no creatures with minds, still the physical facts that colors supervene on would exist. However, as soon as Alan dies, there are no A-properties. So, color properties have some grounding distinct from minds, while A-/B- properties do not. Strawson defined objective world as one that is independent of any experiential route through it. According to that account my imagined world is non-objective. The existence of A-/B- properties depends on how Alan or Betty respectively attend to the world and thereby project properties. As such, the experiential world is not independent of subjective attendings to it. In an important way the world of Alan and Betty is not mind-independent. The properties any agent experiences are independent of that agent’s mind, but those properties are not objectively in the world in the traditional independent of all minds sense of objective.


Still one might protest that the world of Alan and Betty is objective in an important sense. The experiential world of Alan has to count for Alan as being objective. Even if it is not objective in the fuller sense, it is not in any way dependent on the subjectivity of the one who experiences the world. The objection claims that this is all that Kant or Strawson needed to establish for the objectivity thesis. Such objectivity seems to have a reduced sense. All that is required is that the targets of experience count for the subject as objective, though they may not be so for other subjects in the same world. As long as the distinctions made are somehow forced on the subject, we have the requisite sort of objectivity. Different agents may make different objective distinctions as long as they are indexed to their particular type of experience. Understood in this way the objectivity thesis still might be a defensible and interesting thesis.

Unique distinctions?


In light of this objection I will propose one more counterexample to Strawson’s claim. The objectivity thesis now seems to only claim that if a subject is to make the kind of distinctions needed to conceive of experience and an enduring subject of experience the subject must base those distinctions on what he experiences. He no longer has to have experience of a mind-independent world, but needs to understand some distinctions as based on more than his particular experience of the distinction. It is not necessary that these distinctions are universal and it seems they could possibly hold only for a single subject (i.e. Alan or Betty). As such, objectivity could be parochial. To retain any sense of objective it seems one set of distinctions must be forced on the subject. Yet, Strawson’s argument has not established the uniqueness of a set of distinctions for any experience.


It seems possible that the distinctions used by a subject could be largely determined by pragmatic or other considerations. All that is necessary is the distinctions be binding in some sense after they have been made. The difference between ‘how things appear to me’ from ‘how things are conventionally seen’ or ‘how things appear to me given my earlier framework’ can carry the conceptual load. If this is true, it seems the objectivity thesis is compatible with ontological relativity. For instance, take the rule of goal-tending in the game of basketball. In most American leagues if a defender interferes with a shot on its way down, that is a violation and the offensive team is awarded the basket. In many European leagues this is a legal play and no violation has been committed. Within each set of rules there is an answer to whether a violation occurs. Any observer can be mistaken about what happened and have their judgment corrected by a better-informed observer. As such, their judgments are based on ‘certain allied distinctions’. However, it seems clear to me there is no objectivity here in any interesting philosophical sense. This seems to be all the objectivity that Strawson’s argument has established. Some aspects of my experience I must use to be the basis on which I ground the distinctions within experience that I make. It is not necessary that I must see these elements as objective or as enduring standard always to be followed. This would involve some kind of commitment or value judgment. It is possible that the subject could view his distinctions as arbitrary, though having some notable implications once made. In fact, there are schools of thought, particularly in Daoism and Buddhism, which view the tendency to take distinctions as objective as the fundamental problem in human life, but they would not deny the importance of knowing the difference between edible and inedible objects.


In closing I would like to suggest why Kant is on better grounds than Strawson for advancing this thesis. All Strawson can conclude is that subjects of experience must make some distinctions in order to be the kind of entities that can have experience at all. The distinctions must be taken to have some binding force, but this force need not be that of an objectively correct standard. Kant, however, can ground these distinctions in the act of synthesis that combines the manifold. The distinctions we must recognize are those which all experience must conform to given the demands of transcendental psychology. The act of combination is what grounds the claim to objectivity. We must abide by certain distinctions because they are necessary for us having any experience at all. When Strawson did away with this aspect of the Kantian framework he removed the necessity of any particular distinction. What I believe my argument shows is that if a metaphysician wants to defend the objectivity thesis she needs to supplement it with an account of why some set of distinctions is objectively selected.
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� This element of Strawson's work, at least as it appears in Individuals, An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics (Doubleday; New York, 1959), has been sharply criticized by Barry Stroud. In Stroud's  paper "Transcendental Arguments"(Journal of Philosophy, Vol. LXV, No. 9, May 1968 241-256) he argues that Strawson's argument for a similar conclusion refuting skepticism relies on what Stroud calls a "verification principle". Strawson seems to take on this point by limiting his claims to the necessary structure of our conceptual schemes in later work. For instance, his Skepticism and Naturalism (Columbia: New York, 1985). Michael Friedman offers a nice summary of this debate and its implications for Kantian scholarship in "Kantian Themes in Contemporary Philosophy" (Aristotelian Society 1998; Supp. (72) 111-129). My attack also extends to the weaker reading of a subject's experiential world regardless of the underlying metaphysical reality.
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� It is interesting to note that such religious-philosophical traditions often take a loss of self, perhaps the transcendental unity of apperception, as just the sort of thing one should strive after. 


� Acknowledgements





