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ABSTRACT: In the present paper is analyzed the relationship between Kant's
theses concerning unknowability and non-spatiotemporality of things in
themselves. First of all, it is argued that even by taking for granted that the
Unknowability Thesis does not contradict the Non-Spatiotemporality Thesis,
because the former can be thought as a consequence of the latter, this is not
enough to avoid another problem, namely, that the Non-Spatiotemporality
Thesis is not sufficient to abolish the possibility of thinking consistently of
space and time as empirical or material. It is also remembered that this point
has already been partially envisaged for the first time by H.A. Pistorius (and
later by A. Trendelenburg) and raised as the objection of the "third possibility"
or "neglected alternative." Furthermore, it is maintained that although Kant
tries to eliminate this possibility in the Metaphysical Expositions of Space and
Time (but not in the Antinomies), by attempting to prove that space and time
are only formal necessary conditions of sensibility, he cannot do it
successfully. Hereafter it is argued that his circumstance is not due to the above
objection itself, but to another difficulty that can only be grasped through the
analysis of Kant's main argument in the Metaphysical Expositions of
Transcendental Aesthetic. Ultimately, in order to show this difficulty, it is
argued first that insofar as the Non-spatiotemporality Thesis supposes the
validity of the Singularity Thesis, and this supposes the validity of the
Apriority Thesis, the whole force of proof reposes on this latter. Secondly, it is
shown that, despite his effort, Kant could not justify satisfactorily his claim to
the formal apriority of space and time because of his failure to demonstrate
necessarily the Apriority Thesis.

I
We have already given a detailed account of this question in another place, (1) so that here
we will try to explain only one of the main arguments. The reason why we have chosen the
following one among the others reposes on the fact that it involves an almost unperceived
supposition on Kant's part, whose possible implications we would like to explore.
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The first thing to be said is that Kant says we cannot know the things as they are in
themselves, because in this case they would be essentially neither spatial nor temporal
ones. We could surely ask: how can Kant say that, while maintaining simultaneously the
Unknowability Thesis? How can he say that things in themselves are neither spatial nor
temporal, if he admits that they are unknowable for us? The difficulty was already grasped
in Kant's time. The best answer to the question seems to be that Kant formulates the
Unknowability Thesis as a consequence of the Non-spatiotemporality one. (2) To know how
things in themselves would be, we would need to know how they would be out of its
spatiotemporal condition. We know certainly that things cannot be spatiotemporal in
themselves, because things in themselves are the same empirical things viewed or
considered by abstracting from the subjective conditions of our sensibility, namely space
and time. (3) So, if space and time are the only necessary conditions of giveness of anything
whatsoever to be perceived by rational finite beings, then, insofar as we are also rational
finite beings, we can never know anything whatsoever out of space and time. In other
words: we cannot know the things considered as they would be in themselves, without their
spatiotemporal features, because we can only know something on condition of its giveness
in space and time. So though we cannot know things in themselves, we can, argues Kant,
think them. We can really think how they could be without-"by abstracting from"-the
(inter-)subjectively added aspects, i.e. completely out of spatiotemporal coordinates. (4)
These considerations show that it is impossible that the Unknowability Thesis contradicts
the Non-spatiotemporality Thesis. (5) When we read Kant's Argument correctly, we
perceive the sequence or arrangement of the analysis, in a word, its hierarchy. In fact, Kant
defends the Unknowability Thesis after proving the Non-spatiotemporality one. (6) But this
circumstance is not enough to prove that things in themselves would be necessarily nonspatiotemporal. And moreover, if it is sound, then we ought to acknowledge that Kant
cannot demonstrate the Unknowability Thesis either. So, if we want to know why this
argument does not suffice to prove what Kant claims, we have briefly to examine the whole
argument. That's the aim of the following parts in the present paper.
II
At the beginning of the Introduction to the Kritik Kant polemically suggests that experience
could be a "composition" (Zusammengesetztes) made, on one side, of the content of
"impressions" (Eindrücke), and on the other side, of the possible contribution of our
"cognitive powers" (Erkenntnisvermögen). (7) Both rationalists and empiricists had
generally admitted there are "sensible" and "non-sensible" components in knowledge, as
well as the existence of so-called "analytical" and "synthetical" propositions grounded upon
them. But they had disagreed with regard to the weight and function of each one of these
elements in the whole process of knowing, and mainly in respect of its origins. Despite his
differences with both positions, in order to prove the possibility of non-trivial (synthetic) a
priori knowledge Kant accepts in principle general features of both points of view. His
procedure, we could say, consists in an apagogical way of arguing against and refuting
them. He begins by accepting trivial non-polemical aspects for the purpose of showing
their limitations, and to guard thereby his thesis: we can know in fact synthetically a priori
because we don't know but about appearances, phaenomena. In other words: we have a
priori knowledge only because we know nothing about things in themselves. (8)
Kant concedes it is certainly true that we have experience, and that experience is par
excéllence the starting-point of human knowledge. But does this mean we have only
empirical knowledge? If so, he thinks we would have no science at all, because all
knowledge would always involve only sensible, empirical and therefore inductive
propositions. Always empirical cognitions, but not universal and necessary ones.
Nonetheless, both the rationalist and empiricist positions admit the existence of scientific
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knowledge, Kant seems to think, so that to accept that all our knowledge comes only from
sensible experience would not follow. So we have in one way or another some knowledge
that is universal and necessary. And if so, then, while experience qua experience gives
neither necessity nor universality, we must admit the existence of non-empirical cognition
or knowledge that cannot have its origin or "fount" (Quelle) in sensible experience.
Thus, by starting from this hypothesis of the composed nature of our knowledge, Kant is
allowed to admit: first, as the empiricists do, that we have actually sensible experience qua
starting-point of knowledge, and secondly, in spite of this chronological "sense-perceptual"
origin of knowledge, that we have "rational" knowledge of some universal principles or
notions which do not have their origin in perception and does not come from experience, as
the rationalists had thought. That's the meaning of Kant's famous statement: "Although all
of our knowledge begins with experience, this does not merely imply that all of it
originates from experience. Because it is quite possible that even our empirical knowledge
would be a composition of what we received from impressions and what our cognitive
powers (occasioned solely by sensible impressions) give by themselves..." (9)
If experience is undoubtedly the temporal "starting-point", but not the "epistemic" principle
of knowledge, then we have in principle the possibility of thinking there are some
principles working as conditions for knowledge of experience, even by starting from senseperceptions. It is also possible that there is universal, necessary and non-trivial knowledge
based on these principles, and if we really have these as conditions, then we will know a
priori something about them. Yet it remains to be proved that these are necessary
conditions of sensibility. We must prove that rational finite beings could perceive nothing if
not under these conditions. When we solve this problem successfully, it appears to suffice
to show that we cannot know things in themselves because of their non-spatiotemporality.
Yet to prove that we are only able to have perceptions of things under these conditions, it is
not enough to take for granted that things in themselves are neither spatial nor temporal. It
is not sufficient, unless we have before proved that space and time are undoubtedly the only
subjective conditions under which we can have sense-perceptions of things as appearances.
In other words, the discussion with the rationalists and empiricists relative to the origins of
human knowledge gives Kant the possibility of demonstrating what he wants, but he has
yet to prove it.
It has been argued, since Kant's time, that his theory of human sensibility in the
Trancendental Aesthetics shows only that we always know the things of experience in
space and time, but not that things cannot be at the same time spatial and temporal in
themselves too. (10) Yet since this is not the supposition we stated at the beginning, it would
have been generally "unperceived". This is the famous objection of the "neglected
alternative", which has been quite early grasped by some contemporaries of Kant. In fact,
the supposition about which we would like to speak appears to be similar to that one, but it
is not so. (11) If, however, we pay attention to the two most frequent replies to this
objection, then we will understand the unperceived supposition with which we want to
deal.
III
There are two possible answers which both originate in one and the same principle. The
first one consists in maintaining that Kant has absolutely not neglected whatever
alternative. The first possibility of answering would consist in arguing that Kant proves in
the Trancedental Dialectic, namely in the Antinomies, that it would be contradictory to
suppose or admit that the things in themselves could be spatiotemporal. (12) The second one
would consist in replying that Kant had already demonstrated in the Transcendental
Aesthetics it is not adequate to maintain that the things in themselves could be spatial and
temporal. When we put away the former, by replying that Kant does not prove in the
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Antinomies that the supposition of knowledge of things in themselves is contradictory,
because Kant himself recognizes the contrast of propositions performs only a "dialectical
opposition" , not an 'analytical' contradiction, (13) and therefore space and time could be still
things in themselves or even their qualities; we can try to answer the question by searching
for Kant's reasons for the impossibility that things in themselves are spatial and temporal in
the Aesthetic. That appears to be rational and quite easy: it's trivial that Kant takes this
point, against Newton and Leibniz, as needing to be answered and refuted.
As soon as the Aesthetic begins, Kant definites basic terms and introduces the distiction
between mediate and immediate knowledge. The latter is named by Kant "intuition"
(Anschauung). (14) Kant analyses this notion in its elements and explains it in contrast with
some others like "to be given", "to be affected by objects", "sensation", etc. We have
intuitions, he teaches, when objects have been given to us, to our senses before; and this
occurs only when we have sensations qua effect of their action upon us. The sensibility
itself is defined as the "ability of being affected by objects". (15) So that there are always
sensations for us, when we have been affected by things. Later he draws a distinction
between empirical intuition (i.e. that given through sensation), and "pure" intuition,
negatively defined as the one without any element or remainder of sensation. Afterwards he
introduces the concept of appearance (Erscheinung), as well as those of matter and form of
appearance. Appearance is defined as the "indefinite object of the empirical intuition" (der
unbestimmte Gegenstand einer empirischen Anschauung), sensation as its matter, and form
as its non-sensible possibility of ordering. Form, in opposition to matter, says Kant, ought
to be a priori, because the ordering relations of matter cannot have its origin in sensation
itself. (16) With this elements, after having put aside all mediate components of knowledge,
Kant entertains the task of isolating within immediate knowledge the sensual components
from the formal ones. In order to be allowed to say that space and time are neither things in
themselves nor qualities of them, Kant first raises the question about the essence of space
and time. He found two unsatisfactory and contrasting answers and tried to give another
alternative. (17) With this aim he tries to prove against Newton that space and time are not
concepts empirically acquired from experience, and against Leibniz, that they are not
relational or general concepts either. Only after these arguments, Kant presents the thesis
space and time are pure intuitions; and only after that can Kant defend the Ideality Thesis,
namely, that space and time are the forms of sensibility and hence the unique conditions
under which objects can be given to us. According with this line of argument, the whole
question has been decided by Kant principally within the Metaphysical Exposition of space
and time. (18) We think it occurs, on the whole, in points 1 and 2 of both expositions.
Independently of determining if the first through the forth points of the metaphysical
exposition of space, and if the first through the fifth points of the metaphysical exposition
of time, are themselves different "arguments" or successive "steps" of one or two
arguments, (19) we can say that Kant needs first to prove the "Apriority Thesis" and second
the "Singularity Thesis"; so that the "Ideality Thesis" as well as the "Non-spatiotemporality
Thesis" follow from those first ones. Finally, the Unknowability one is logical implication
of this latter. That's the reason why, if Kant could not prove successfully any of the
previous theses he undertakes to prove, he could not prove the Unknowability Thesis either.
The most important point to prove is therefore the Apriority Thesis, because Kant must
prove it first of all to be allowed to prove that space and time are not empirical. If space
and time would be empirical, then they could not be pure forms or intuitions. And if it
would be so, then Kant could not prove that we can not know things in themselves. The
points to be proved are: 1) that space and time are not empirical concepts; 2) (taken for
granted that (1) has been satisfactorily proved) that they are not a priori concepts either; 3)
that (taken for granted that (1) and (2) have been proved) they are a priori intuitions.
Taken for granted that (1), (2), and (3) have been proved, Kant can implies that: a) we can
know only objects given to us in space and time; b) things in themselves could not be
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spatial neither temporal; and c) hence we cannot know things in themselves, but only
appearances. If so, then we see that the force of the whole argument reposes on (1). Kant
must demonstrate first of all that space and time could never be empirical to show they
must be viewed as a priori. The Apriority Thesis is then the crucial point to discuss. And
we make it in the next part.
IV
The Apriority Thesis was been presented and justified by Kant at points 1 and 2 of both
metaphysical expositions. So let's examine it to show the hidden supposition mentioned at
the beginning of our analysis.
The first step of the argument-or, if one prefers, the first argument-declares space and time
could not be empirical concepts abstracted from empirical things, because we must always
suppose both of them before having experience of any object. (20) This amounts to
admitting space S and time T are conditions of the experience of the objects A, B, C, and so
on. And this is equal to saying that space and time are conditions of experience or senseperception, and therefore, that they are both a priori. Nonetheless, we can certainly ask: is
Kant allowed to say that? May this claim be applied justifiably to this purpose? We think
not, because this claim was just the aim of the whole argument: if space and time are not
empirical concepts abstracted from sensible impressions, they can only be representations
preceding experience, i.e. a priori. From which follows that it is not enough to say that
space and time are empirical concepts because they are representations a priori. That is
precisely what was to be demonstrated! By itself, this step is a petitio principii. In spite of
this problem, we could still think it would be only the statement of the thesis; and then we
could consider the other step or argument (21) (2.) as the proper proof. (22)
The second step of argument (23) is well known. Kant explains it by saying that we can
perfectly represent an empty space and an empty time, but nothing whatsoever out of space
and time. (24) On the basis of the consideration that we cannot abstract space and time
notions from experienced (perceived) things, Kant concludes its apriority. If space and time
were empirical, it appears that we could represent any object without space and time or any
of their properties, and space and time might not exist. But though we can think of space
and time without any object whatsoever, we cannot represent objects without having to
suppose them to be spatial and temporal. Apparently from this we can derive the Aprioriry
Thesis: we need to suppose a priori space and time to have experience on the whole. Yet
the apriority that we find in Kant's argument is not sufficient to justify the claim that space
and time are "formally" a priori. Let's try to envisage why.
The argument for the apriority consists on the whole in arguing that Space and Time are in
themselves neither empirical things nor their properties because the experience or
perception of things is only possible on condition that one supposes both of them before
experiencing or perceiving anything, and this is so because if Space and Time were not a
priori, then we could represent at least one thing out of space or time, or even the nonexistence them. But we cannot really represent anything out of them, including the
possibility of the non-existence of space and time. Ergo, both of them are a priori
representations.
Now, we must still remember that Kant takes part in the discussion between Leibnizians
and Newtonians concerning the nature of space and time; and that he wants to prove
against them his alternative. So that, in relation to those opponents, Kant needs to prove his
point of view in a necessary way, i.e. apodictically. That's why we might always ask if Kant
can do this. To answer the question, we must first know how he could do it: he could only
do it, if he could prove necessarily that the contrary option is a contradictory one, and
therefore no option at all. That's why the question is: does Kant really prove that the
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contrary alternative is contradictory? Apparently he does; but not actually. Because it is not
contradictory to think of these representations as apriori and at the same time abstracted
from experiences.
It is quite possible the representations of space and time are acquired by successively and
unconsciously contrasting a lot of experiencies, which were used to understand things and
relations between each other. I can perfectly think of space and time as "psychological" a
priori but not "pure" a priori; so I can think that I must suppose space and time a priori but
only because experience has taught me that things are themselves spatiotemporal.
To prove necessarily that space and time are a priori representations in the "strong" senseas "pure" a priori-Kant needs to demonstrate that we cannot absolutely think of them but as
a priori. Given that this task implies the impossibility of a non-contradictory thinking of a
contrary alternative, and that we can really think free from contradictions that space and
time are empirical, we must infer that Kant could not prove the contrary alternative is
contradictory. If Kant could do that, then the argued "necessity" of the representations of
space and time would be logical. But it is only "psychological" and "subjective": we must
always suppose space and time in order to have experiences, but this does not imply
necessarily that it is so because space and time could never be empirical things (and our
representations derived from them) or properties of them. It's possible to think the contrary
possibility out of any contradiction.
There exist at least two possible responses to the argument presented here. The first is that
based on the argument of the Antinomies, which is already mentioned above. The second
consists in arguing that this necessity is neither logical nor psychological but
transcendental. A full response to this point is beyond our present scope, but we can at least
suggest our line of the argument: Kant can only speak transcendentally after proving the
Ideality Thesis, yet he can only establish transcendentality (through the Ideality Thesis)
after having proven the Apriority Thesis.
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