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Abstract: The focus of this paper is Cassirer’s Neo-Kantian reading of Kant’s con-
ception of unity of space. Cassirer’s neo-Kantian reading is largely in conformity
with the mainstream of intellectualist Kant-scholars, which unsurprising, given
his own intellectualist view of space and perception and his rejection of the ex-
istence of a ‘merely sensory consciousness’ as a ‘formless mass of impression’. I
argue against Cassirer’s reading by relying on a Kantian distinction first recog-
nized by Heinrich Rickert, a neo-Kantian from the Southwest school, between
Kenntnis (roughly knowledge by acquaintance) and Erkenntnis (roughly proposi-
tional knowledge). Correspondingly, I claim that concepts and categories are
conditions for Erkenntnis of objects as such, namely for thinking of and appre-
hending the pre-existing unity as an object, rather than for the ‘constitution’
of this very unity.

1 Cassirer’s Place in Neo-Kantianism

Classical neo-Kantianism officially begins with Hermann Cohen’s 1885 book,
Kants Theorie der Erfahrung. Historians generally distinguish between two
main schools of Neo-Kantianism. The first is the so-called Marburg School,
whose great exponents are Cohen and Paul Natorp (first generation) and later
Ernst Cassirer (second and last generation)¹. The second is the so-called South-
west School (also known as the Baden or Heidelberg School), whose great expo-
nents are Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich Rickert (first generation) and then
Emil Lask (second generation)².

 It is noteworthy that although Cassirer clearly belongs to the Marburg School, nevertheless he 
did not limit himself to investigating the foundations of the natural sciences, but also developed 
the transcendental analysis of Cohen’s logic of science in the direction of a theory of culture in 
which science is regarded as just one among other forms of symbolization. Cassirer’s intellectual 
development thus shows that the transcendental analysis of the natural sciences can be natu-
rally extended and generalized to a transcendental analysis of culture.
 See Lask 1905; 1923. The sociologist Max Weber also belongs to the school. But as Beiser 
(2015) reminds us, Berlin also became a center of neo-Kantianism later in the 19th and early 
20th centuries with Friedrich Paulsen, Alois Riehl, and Benno Erdmann.
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Otto Liebmann (1912) remains the starting point of any description of neo-
Kantianism. He attacked Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, and Schopenhauer and their
successors as speculative dogmatists and is credited with proposing the famous
mantra: “zurück zu Kant!” He believed that the fundamental ideas of Kant’s phi-
losophy had been eclipsed by Schopenhauer and the speculative metaphysics of
the German absolute idealists. However, Frederick Beiser claims that neo-Kant-
ianism traces back to the 1790s, even before Kant’s death (1804)³. Even at the
end of his life, Kant’s ideas had already been distorted. Jakob Fries, Johann Her-
bart, and Friedrich Beneke were proto-neo-Kantian pioneers by means their re-
pudiation of the excesses of speculative idealism. All defined themselves as
Kantians, and all called for a return to the spirit of Kant’s teachings. They antici-
pated, and laid down the foundations for, defining the distinguishing features of
classical neo-Kantianism.

The first unavoidable question is, in which sense we must understand the
famous mantra “zurück zu Kant!”? In other words, in which sense are neo-Kant-
ians ‘Kantians’ or in which sense do they belong to the Kantian tradition? Wind-
elband, for example, claims that Kant’s “immortal achievement” is the idea that
the world is a product of “synthetic consciousness” (Windelband 2015). In a sim-
ilar vein, Cohen claims that the “transcendental method” is at the core of Kant’s
philosophy,which consists in the discovery of “the formal conditions for the pos-
sibility of experience.” The key idea can be traced back to Kant’s “Copernican
Revolution” whereby he claims, “that we know a priori of objects only what
we put into them” (CPR B XVIII). Instead of regarding a priori knowledge as de-
pendent on the object, neo-Kantians propose that we think of the object as de-
pendent on conditions under which such a priori knowledge is possible, namely
as a logical construction. And their reason for proposing this is that the object is
nothing more than a logical construct of their “transcendental method.”⁴ Given
this, the two main schools of classical neo-Kantianism are divided by two dis-
tinct concerns rather than by two different methods or views about the nature
of philosophy. The Marburg School is concerned with the logic and foundations
of the natural sciences. In contrast, the main concern of the Southwest School is

 See Beiser (2015, 3).
 Two examples (chosen randomly) illustrate the point. In his main work of 1923, Cassirer 
states: “Physical concepts are valid not insofar as they reproduce a given rigid being but 
insofar as they comprise a project for possible postulations of unity” (1923, 427). In a similar 
vein, Wind-elband adds that the idea is of rejecting the commonsense view that the world is 
something ex-ternal to us that we can at best hope to represent or “mirror” in consciousness. 
Instead, “the world that we experience is our deed” (2015, 318).
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with the investigation of the theory of value and the foundations of the cultural 
sciences.

The second pressing question is in which sense they are ‘neo-Kantians’ 
rather than Kantians simpliciter. In this regard, there is a relative consensus in 
the secondary literature. To start with, every scholar agrees that the neo-Kantians 
emphatically reject the assumption that “synthetic consciousness” is to be un-
derstood in psychological terms. Neo-Kantians reject all forms of psychologism. 
However oddly it may sound today, the idea is that “synthetic consciousness” is 
not a mental achievement of the conceptual operations of the human cognitive 
apparatus.

A much more important distancing from Kant concerns the rejection and re-
interpretation of Kantian notions of the ‘thing in itself ’. For Kant, the thing in 
itself, or noumenon in the negative sense, is essentially the unknown object 
as it exists independently of the mind, affects our sensibility, and hence mani-
fests to us humans in space and time as appearances or mere representations. 
Neo-Kantians have two distinct but not necessarily exclusive reactions. Tacitly 
assuming a two-world view (or two-objects view) reading of Kantian transcen-
dental idealism, several neo-Kantians simply reject the existence of noumena in-
sofar as they reject the existence of “another world” as something useless. 
Windelband, for example, says that “the thing-in-itself [is] incoherent and un-
necessary” (Windelband 1911, 323). Yet, even rejecting noumena as a separate 
reality, several other neo-Kantians understand noumena (in the negative sense) 
charitably as the attempt to trace the bounds of possible knowledge. We need a 
negative notion of noumena to remind us that scientific research never ends.⁶

Yet, the third and more important distancing from Kant concerns the topic of 
this paper, namely the Kantian dualism between sensible intuitions and discur-
sive concepts, or between sensibility and understanding. As every Kantian phi-
losopher knows, this duality lies at the very heart of the Critique.⁷ The majority 
of Marburg neo-Kantians reject Kantian dualism simpliciter.⁸ More precisely, they 
reject the Kantian distinction between understanding and what they call “pure 
intuition”, that is, a seeing that is not cognitively penetrated by intellectual pow-

 See Windelband (2015, 323). See aso Windelband 1882; 1894; 1900; 1911; 1915; 1956; 1958a; 
1958b; 1980.
 Strawson put it in this way: “the duality of intuitions and concepts is in fact but one form or 
aspect of the duality which must be recognized in any philosophy which is concerned with 
human knowledge, its object, its expression or communication. These are three directions of 
the same philosophical concern rather than three different concerns” (1966, 47).
 In this regard, Sellars (1968) and McDowell (1994) consciously or unconsciously follow the 
path traced by the Marburg school.
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ers. Again, they conceive objects as merely logical constructions by means of the
transcendental method (the discovery of the formal conditions of experience). In
contrast, the Southwest Neo-Kantians accept the duality between intuitions and
concepts, but also reject the idea that intuitions are the result of things-in-them-
selves affecting sensibility. Moreover, they also hold that there is no pure seeing
that is not cognitively penetrated by intellectual faculties.⁹

The fourth and equally important distancing from Kant is a direct conse-
quence of the third, namely the rejection of the Kantian notion of ‘the
given’.¹⁰ According to the members of the Marburg School, what is given to
thought is already synthesized and as such already takes a propositional
form.¹¹ Therefore, neo-Kantians must embrace some form of epistemic holism
or coherentism in regard of perception.¹² To use Rickert’s distinction (Rickert
2015), what they reject is Kenntnis (acquaintance). The ‘given’ always takes the
form of Erkenntnis, that is, a propositional knowledge of truths.

The fifth distancing from Kant is also noteworthy. From the neo-Kantian per-
spective, Kant makes a basic mistake in conceiving of knowledge in terms of the
‘representation’ of reality. Against this, members of both schools of Neo-Kantian-
ism insist that knowledge is formative or creative, rather than representative in
character, meaning that knowledge does not simply ‘copy’ an externally subsist-
ing reality, but instead actively shapes the objects of the reality with which it is
concerned.

In the light of all of these distancings, it becomes quite clear that one of the
distinguishing marks of Neo-Kantianism is what we today call “conceptualism”
or “intellectualism”.¹³ In this regard, it is noteworthy, however, that neo-Kantians

 In this regard, Rickert has an insightful view. He recognizes the key Kantian opposition be-
tween Kenntnis (knowledge by acquaintance) and Erkenntnis (propositional knowledge), assum-
ing that Kenntnis results from the intuition of particulars: “the task of Kenntnis is evidently to be 
viewed as that which has reflected as faithfully as possible what is given to us in intuition” 
(2015, 389). However, he accuses Martin Heidegger, his own disciple, of attempting to reduce Er-
kenntnis to mere Kenntnis, as if only Kenntnis could capture the essence of things. That is what 
he calls “theoretical intuitionism” (2015).
 In this sense, the neo-Kantians anticipate Sellars (1968) and McDowell’s (1994) criticism of 
the so-called “myth of the given”.
 Cohen, for example, claimed that thinking accepts nothing as given, but rather discovers in 
each generation. Taking these cues from the study of the history of differential calculus, Cohen 
ends up arguing that each fact is generated by thought and determined by its position in a log-
ically necessary system. Regarding this, see also Natorp (1882a; 1882b; 1887; 1888; 1894; 1901; 
1904a; 1904b; 1910, 1912a; 1912b).
 See Cassirer (1957, 11).
 McLear suggests the word “sensiblism” in opposition to intellectualism. “Sensiblism” is 
the claim that sensible intuition places us (or represents or presents) object independently of 
the
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never charged Kant for not being an intellectualist. Instead, their implicit charge
is that Kant is not intellectualist enough.

We can easily locate Cassirer’s great contributions within this broad frame-
work. As a member of the second generation of the Marburg School, Cassirer dis-
tances himself from Kant in all five of the ways I just described. He rejects Kant’s
mentalism, Kant’s notion of noumena, Kantian dualism between intuitions and
concepts,¹⁴ Kant’s notion of ‘the given’, and the Kantian conception of knowl-
edge as representation rather than formation and creation. In a nutshell, Cassir-
er’s neo-Kantianism is by far the best illustration of conceptualism or intellectu-
alism in philosophy of mind and epistemology, namely, as a top-down account
of knowledge according to which objects are ‘constituted’ by the ‘transcendental
method’.

From a systematic viewpoint, the evidence favoring non-intellectualism over
intellectualism is overwhelming.¹⁵ But that is not my concern here. I have two
basic reasons for this. First, that would require another paper, leading me far
afield.¹⁶ Second, it makes little sense (at least to me) to criticize neo-Kantianism

intervention of concepts. Intellectualism, in contrast, is the claim that our intentional relation 
with objects crucially depends on conceptualization of the given. See McLear (2011; 2016). I 
use both labels ‘nonconceptualism’ and ‘non – intellectualism’ interchangeably but meaning 
what McLear has in mind.
 Cassirer’s view is that there is no “merely sensory consciousness, that is, a consciousness 
remaining outside of any determination by the theoretical functions of signification and preced-
ing them as an independent datum” (1957, 8). He also goes further and insists that even space 
and time are on the same footing as the synthetic functions generally attributed to thought, or 
the understanding. Rather than passively given “intuitions”, they are parts of the active, cogni-
tive process of determination from which the object of scientific experience is born. See Cassirer 
(1957, 182, 412, 433, 439).
 On the phylogenetic scale, I assume as an empirical fact that genuinely perceptual systems 
appear in animal species well before belief and propositional attitudes. Although bees, frogs, 
pigeons, goldfish, and octopi, for example, lack beliefs and, hence, lack demonstrative concepts 
and singular thoughts, they have low-level visual representational systems. In fact, the best ex-
planations of some of these low-level representational systems attribute perceptions of physical 
objects in space and rudimentary properties.
 In regard to Kantian nonconceptualism, see my papers (2001; 2004; 2010; 2012; 2013; 2014; 
2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b; 2018; 2019). Hanna has listed at least seven compelling pieces 
of evidence against intellectualism. Here they are:
(1) From infant and non-human animal cognition: Normal infants and some non-human ani-
mals are capable of perceptual cognition but lack possession of concepts. Therefore, normal in-
fants and some non-humans are capable of non-conceptual cognition with non-conceptual con-
tent.
(2) From phenomenological fineness of grain: Our normal human perceptual experience is so
replete with phenomenal characters and qualities that we could not possibly possess a concep-
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in general and Cassirer in particular from a systematic viewpoint since neo-Kant-
ianism is one of the great milestones in the history of contemporary continental
philosophy and Cassirer is certainly its most influential and important exponent.

So,what is the aim of this essay? Even when distancing himself from Kant on
many different points, Cassirer never ceased to be a reader of Kant. Given this,
I’ve selected as the focus of this paper Cassirer’s reading of Kant’s conception
of unity of space and the role of imagination. Cassirer’s neo-Kantian reading is
largely in conformity with the mainstream of intellectualist Kant-scholars,
which unsurprising, given his own intellectualist view of space and perception
and his rejection of the existence of a ‘merely sensory consciousness’ as a ‘form-
less mass of impression’. I argue against Cassirer’s reading by relying on a Kant-
ian distinction first recognized by Rickert, between Kenntnis (roughly knowledge
by acquaintance) and Erkenntnis (roughly propositional knowledge). Corre-
spondingly, I claim that concepts and categories are conditions for Erkenntnis
of objects as such, namely for thinking of and apprehending the pre-existing
unity as an object, rather than for the ‘constitution’ of this very unity. In the

tual repertoire extensive enough to capture them. Therefore, normal human perceptual experi-
ence is always to some extent non-conceptual and has non-conceptual content (See Sect. III).
(3) From perceptual discrimination: It is possible for normal human cognizers to be capable
of perceptual discriminations without also being capable of re-identifying the objects discrimi-
nated. But re-identification is a necessary condition of concept-possession. Therefore, normal
human cognizers are capable of non-conceptual cognitions with non-conceptual content (See
Sect. III).
(4) From the distinction between perception (or experience) and judgment (or thought): It is
possible for normal human cognizers to perceive something without also making a judgment
about it. But non-judgmental cognition is non-conceptual. Therefore, normal human cognizers
are capable of non-conceptual perceptions with non-conceptual content.
(5) From the knowing-how versus knowing-that (or knowing-what) distinction: It is possible for
normal human subjects to know how to do something without being able to know that one is
doing it and without knowing precisely what it is one is doing. But cognition that lacks know-
ing-that and knowing-what is non-conceptual. Therefore, normal human subjects are capable of
non-conceptual knowledge-how with non-conceptual content.
(6) From the theory of concept-acquisition: The best overall theory of concept-acquisition in-
cludes the thesis that simple concepts are acquired by normal human cognizers on the basis
of non-conceptual perception of the objects falling under these concepts. Therefore, normal
human cognizers are capable of non-conceptual perception with non-conceptual content.
(7) From the theory of demonstratives: The best overall theory of the demonstratives ‘this’ and
‘that’ includes the thesis that demonstrative reference is fixed perceptually, essentially indexical-
ly, and therefore non-descriptively by normal human speakers. But essentially indexical, non-
descriptive perception is non-conceptual. Therefore, normal human speakers are capable of
non-conceptual perception with non-conceptual content (Hanna 2008, 44). See also Hanna
(2006; 2008; 2011; 2015).

120 Roberto Horácio de Sá Pereira



first step of the B-Deduction, Kant proves that we cannot think of something
given to a sensible intuition in general as an object without categories, while
in the second step he proves that without categories we cannot apprehend the
pre-existent unity of space as an object.

Even though nonconceptualism or anti-intellectualism is a controversial claim as
a reading of Kant’s philosophy, I am not going to defend it directly: the textual
evidence favoring the nonconceptual reading of Kant is overwhelming.¹⁷ My sup-
port of the nonconceptualist reading here is a case of the inference-to-the-best-
explanation. The novelty of this paper is that the nonconceptualist reading pro-
vides the solution of the second step of the B-Deduction (and what makes the A-
Deduction clearer).

How will I proceed? After this historical digression, where I have tried to
scrutinize the relations between Kantians and Neo-Kantians and locate Cassirer’s
contribution, the remainder of this paper is divided into three major sections. The
first one is devoted to an exposition of Cassirer’s conceptualist reading of Kant’s
theory of intuition. From the viewpoint of a nonconceptualist reader, every state-
ment by Cassirer about the relation between intuition and concepts is unaccept-
able, in particular his reading of metaphysical deduction. Here I take the side of
the nonconceptualist reader.

However, the real bone of contention is Kant’s concept of unity of represen-
tations.¹⁸ The second section is devoted to refuting Cassirer’s reading.

 Hanna (2011) enlisted the following key passages:
“Objects can indeed appear to us without necessarily having to be related to functions of the
understanding. (CPR A 89/B 122; emphasis added)
Appearances can certainly be given in intuition without functions of the understanding. (CPR A
90/B 122; emphasis added)
Appearances might very well be so constituted that the understanding would not find them in
accordance with the conditions of its unity. … [and] in the series of appearances nothing would
present itself that would yield a rule of synthesis and so correspond to the concept of cause and
effect, so that this concept would be entirely empty, null, and meaningless. Appearances would
none the less present objects to our intuition, since intuition by no means requires the functions
of thought. (CPR A 90– 1/B 122–23; emphasis added)
That representation which can be given prior to all thinking is called intuition. (CPR B 132)
The manifold for intuition must already be given prior to the synthesis of the understanding
and independently from it. (CPR B 145; emphasis added)
Concept differs from intuition by virtue of the fact that all intuition is singular. He who sees his
first tree does not know what it is that he sees.” (V-Lo/Wiener AA 24, 905). See also Hanna (2011,
404–403).
 In view of space limitations, I cannot consider Kant’s conception of the ‘given’ and Cassirer’s
reading of it.

Cassirer and Kant on the Unity of Space and the Role of Imagination 121



2 Cassirer’s Intellectualist Reading of Kant

Cassirer’s account of experience can be divided into two complementary phases. 
In his influential book (1923), Substance and Function, he understands the Kant-
ian notion of experience in the sense of scientific experience. Here, he clearly 
follows Cohen’s interpretation of the first Critique, Theorie der Erfahrung. Accord-
ingly, perception is seen as nothing more than observation in scientific experi-
ments.

In this regard, in Substance and Function, Cassirer assumes a hyper-intellec-
tualism. First, observations are theory laden. An observation in scientific experi-
ments can only have a determinate content if the relevant concepts of a theory 
(and the inferential relations between them) are represented in the particular ob-
servational content in question. But the key claim is the following. There is no 
duality between concepts and observations. Instead, concepts must be seen as 
constitutive elements of what is itself given – of what the very observation in 
question consists in.

In the second phase of Cassirer’s argument, that is, in the third volume of his 
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, Cassirer extended this hyper-intellectualist view of 
sense experience to his account of perception outside science. Consider this:

For there is no seeing and nothing visible which does not stand in some mode of spiritual 
vision, of ideation. A seeing and a thing-seen outside of this “sight,” a “bare” sensation pre-
ceding all formation, is an empty abstraction. The “given” must always be taken in a def-
inite aspect and so apprehended, for it is this aspect that first lends it meaning. This mean-
ing is to be understood neither as secondary and conceptual nor as an associative addition: 
rather, it is the simple meaning of the original intuition itself. (Cassirer 1957, 134)¹⁹

The fundamental idea is again quite clear. First, there is no seeing without con-
cepts. We can see something only with ‘the eyes of the mind’. A bare sensation is
nothing but an empty abstraction. Therefore, there is no given simpliciter.What
we can be ‘given’ is already something sensible but conceptually determined.

 Cassirer’s claim gains some plausibility when we consider what is today called the hypoth-
esis of cognitive penetration. The hypothesis that perception is cognitively penetrable holds that
cognitive states such as beliefs, desires, and possibly other states can causally influence percep-
tual processing in such a way that they end up determining subjects’ perceptual contents or ex-
periences. The philosophical significance of penetrability is easy to grasp: if perception is cog-
nitively penetrable, then what we think literally affects how we see the world. But as I said, my
concern in this paper is not primarily Cassirer’s own philosophy, but rather Cassirer’s intellec-
tualist reading of Kant, in particular his reading of the key Kantian concept of a unity of repre-
sentations in B-Deductions.
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There is no intuition without concepts. The assumption that we could intuit with-
out concepts is an “empty abstraction” or, to put it again in Sellars’s words, a
myth, the so-called “myth of the given” (Sellars 1968). Thus, the extension of Cas-
sirer’s hyper-intellectualism to the non-scientific field of perception in the third
volume of his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms is this:

Applied to the problem of perception, this means that where we are concerned with distin-
guishing the world of prescientific consciousness from the constructive determinations of 
scientific cognition, we may look on perception itself as something relatively simple and 
immediate. In relation to these constructive determinations, it may appear as a simple 
datum, as something “given in advance.” But this by no means deprives us of the possibil-
ity, or relieves us of the obligation, of recognizing it in another context as something thor-
oughly mediated and conditioned. (Cassirer 1957, 10)

His idea that perception is deprived of conceptual determination is illusory. Even 
in the non-scientific field of perception there is always conceptual determina-
tion.

Now let us turn to Cassirer as a reader of Kant. First, he rightly claims that 
the objective Deduction is not only concerned with the foundation of empirical 
ordinary knowledge, but it “is also directed essentially toward the form of objec-
tive knowledge as we find it in the exact sciences, aiming at those principles 
through which the mere rhapsody of perceptions becomes a tightly enclosed 
unity, a system of empirical knowledge” (Cassirer 1953, 7). Yet, quoting the key 
passage of the metaphysical and transcendental B-Deduction (CPR B131– 32)²⁰, 
he claims that:

The ‘I think’, the expression of pure apperception, must be able to accompany all my rep-
resentations: “for otherwise something would be represented in me which could not be 
thought; in other words, the representation would either be impossible, or at least be, in 
relation to me, nothing.” (Cassirer 1957, 8)²¹

It seems obvious to me that on B 131–32, Kant is not claiming that without the ‘I
think’ I would not represent any object, but rather that this representation would
be nothing for me, that is, a blind intuition that would not amount to cognition

 B 131–32 echoes the famous Kantian slogan: without thoughts or concepts, intuitions are
blind (A 51/B 75).
 Kant’s original texts are a little different: “The I think must be able to accompany all my rep-
resentations; for otherwise something would be represented in me that could not be thought at
all, which is as much as to say that the representation would either be impossible or else at least
would be nothing for me.” (B 131–32)
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(Erkenntnis). Quite a strong piece of evidence for this is the sentence that follows
Cassirer’s quote: “that representation that can be given prior to all thinking is
called intuition” (CPR B 132). Likewise, by far the most natural and reasonable
reading of the metaphysical deduction is the idea that we derive the categories
of understanding when we think of the unity of representations in judgment as
the reflection of the pre-existent unity of the manifold of sensible representa-
tions. For example, when “I carry a body, I feel the pressure of its weight”.
Now when I think of this unity between the particular body and the property
“weight,” I think “it, the body, is heavy” (CPR B 142); that is, I think of it on
the basis of the categorical judgment S is P.What emerges is the category of sub-
stance: an object with one or several properties.

However, in support of his intellectualist reading of the metaphysical deduc-
tion Cassirer quotes the troublesome text that constitutes the second step of the
B-Deduction:

When, then, for example, I make the empirical intuition of a house by apprehension of the 
manifold contained therein into a perception, the necessary unity of space and of my exter-
nal sensuous intuition lies at the foundation of this act, and I, as it were, draw the form of 
the house conformably to this synthetical unity of the manifold in space. But this very syn-
thetical unity remains, even when I abstract the form of space, and has its seat in the un-
derstanding, and is in fact the category of the synthesis of the homogeneous in an intu-
ition; that is to say, the category of quantity, to which the aforesaid synthesis of 
apprehension, that is, the perception, must be completely conformable. (Cassirer 1957, 
11– 12)²²

Yet, this passage echoes back to the even more troublesome footnote at B 160:

Space, represented as object (as is really required in geometry), contains more than the
mere form of intuition, namely the comprehension of the manifold given in accordance
with the form of sensibility in an intuitive representation, so that the form of intuition mere-
ly gives the manifold, but the formal intuition gives unity of the representation. In the Aes-
thetic I ascribed this unity merely to sensibility, only in order to note that it precedes all
concepts, though to be sure it presupposes a synthesis,which does not belong to the senses
but through which all concepts of space and time first become possible. For since through it
(as the understanding determines the sensibility) space or time are first given as intuitions,

 Kant’s original text: “Thus if, e.g., I make the empirical intuition of a house into perception
through apprehension of its manifold, my ground is the necessary unity of space and of outer
sensible intuition in general, and I as it were draw its shape in agreement with this synthetic
unity of the manifold in space. This very same synthetic unity, however, if I abstract from the
form of space, has its seat in the understanding, and is the category of the synthesis of the ho-
mogeneous in an intuition in general, i.e., the category of quantity with which that synthesis of
apprehension, i.e., the perception, must therefore be in thoroughgoing agreement” (CPR B 162).
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the unity of this a priori intuition belongs to space and time, and not to the concept of the
understanding (Sect. 24) (CPR B 160n; original emphasis in bold)

In this troublesome footnote, Kant reminds us that in his Aesthetic he claimed
that unity of space and time precedes all discursive concepts, including the dis-
cursive concepts SPACE and TIME, as the form of the sensible intuition. Yet, he
now adds that the unity of space and time presupposes a synthesis that cannot
be given by the senses. The product of this synthesis is what he calls a ‘formal
intuition’, that is, the result of the determination of the sensibility by the under-
standing. The question is: does this ‘formal intuition’ mean the same as the pre-
vious ‘pure intuition’? Has Kant changed his mind in-between the two editions of
the Critique?

Cassirer’s view follows the mainstream of intellectualist readers of Kant in
this regard:

For it is now the function of knowledge to build up and constitute the object, not as an ab-
solute object but as a phenomenal object, conditioned by this very function. What we call 
objective being, what we call the object of experience, is itself only possible if we presup-
pose the understanding and its a priori functions of unity. We say then that we know the 
object when we have achieved synthetic unity in the manifold of intuition. (Cassirer 
1957, 5; emphasis added)

… without the synthesis of apprehension, reproduction, and recognition, we should have 
neither a perceiving nor a thinking ego – there would be an object neither of pure thought 
nor of empirical perception. (Cassirer 1957, 8; emphasis added)

Now, by quoting this passage from B 162 of the B-Deduction, Cassirer is claiming 
that the unity of space underlies the synthesis of the homogeneous according to 
the category of quantity. According to this intellectualist reading, there is no dif-
ference between ‘formal intuition’ and ‘pure intuition’. In both cases, without the 
unity performed by the apperception according to concepts, the world of percep-
tion would be a “mere formless mass of impression” (Cassirer 1957, 8).

The careful reader must remember that in the Transcendental Aesthetic, Kant 
not only claims that space and time are the forms of sensible intuition. He also 
claims to have proven that space and time are pure intuitions; that is, they are 
not only the form of what appears to our outer and inner sense, but also imme-
diate and singular representations of space (CPR A 25/B 39) and of time (CPR A 
32/B 47), that is, immediate and singular representations of the spatiotemporal 
forms. In the particular case of space, Kant quite clearly claims that without 
any concepts whatsoever, including the concept of space, we are already able 
to represent an ‘‘infinite magnitude’’ (CPR B 40), the object of our outer sense.
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The pure intuition of space is a paradigmatic case of nonconceptual content:
without the category of quantity or any other spatial concept whatsoever, the
subject is able to represent an infinite magnitude, but unable to represent it
as an infinite magnitude, that is, without recognizing what ‘‘an infinite magni-
tude’’ means in discursive terms. Kant goes beyond this and wonders how
such pure intuitions are possible. It is at this moment that he introduces a fur-
ther crucial concept: forms of human sensibility. We can only immediately rep-
resent a priori the forms of what appears to our outer sense and inner sense be-
cause those forms of appearances lie a priori in us as formal constitutions of our
human sensibility (CPR B 41).

Be that as it may, the intellectualist/conceptualist reader has the onus of ex-
plaining why Kant characterizes the Deduction as unavoidable as follows:

Objects can indeed appear to us without necessarily having to be related to functions of the
understanding. (CPR A 89/B 122; emphasis added)

Appearances could after all be so constituted that the understanding would not find them
in accord with the conditions of its unity…. [and] in the succession of appearances nothing
would offer itself that would furnish a rule of synthesis and thus correspond to the concept
of cause and effect, so that this concept would be entirely empty, nugatory, and without
significance. Appearances would nonetheless offer objects to our intuition, for intuition
by no means requires the function of thinking. (A 90– 1/B 122–23; emphasis added)

To begin with, a distinction must be made here between strong and weak forms 
of conceptualism. According to the first, sensible intuitions already involve con-
cepts, that is, there is nothing sensible that is not conceptually determined. In 
contrast, according to the second, there are sensible intuitions without concepts. 
However, without concepts, sensible intuitions are nothing more than a manifold 
of sensations without reference and devoid of representational content. While 
the Southwest School seems to embody a weak form of intellectualism, the Mar-
burg School clearly endorses a strong form of intellectualism. Yet, in this regard, 
Cassirer seems to hesitate. On one hand, he claims that there is no seeing with-
out the eyes of the intellect, clearly assuming a strong intellectualist view and 
reading of Kant’s philosophy. On the other hand, he seems to admit that the ex-
istence of a “mere formless mass of impressions” (Cassirer 1957, 8) is at least 
conceivable.

The question now is: what does Cassirer have in mind with a “mere formless 
mass of impressions” (Cassirer 1957, 8)? In his own words:

For the reality of the phenomenon cannot be separated from its representative function; it
ceases to be the same as soon as it signifies something different, as soon as it points to
another total complex as its background. It is mere abstraction to attempt to detach the
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phenomenon from this involvement, to apprehend it as an independent something outside 
of and preceding any function of indication. For the naked core of mere sensation, which 
merely is (without representing anything), never exists in the actual consciousness; if it ex-
ists at all, it is the prime example of that illusion which William James called ‘the psychol-
ogist’s fallacy’. (Cassirer 1957, 141)

The ‘mere formless mass of impressions’ is a case of what James called the psy-
chological illusion, namely the fallacy, of reading into the mind he is examining 
what is true of his own; especially of reading into lower minds what is true of 
higher ones. That entitles us to assume that for Cassirer, Kant’s statements on 
A 90– 1/B 122– 23 show that he’s not contemplating a real metaphysical possibil-
ity (nonconceptualism), but only an epistemic possibility (namely that the world 
could appear to us as a “mere formless mass of impression” without categories) 
that must be excluded at the end of the B-Deduction. Without this assumption 
the intellectualist cannot make sense of what Kant states on A90 – 1/B122– 23, 
let alone of the second step of the B-Deduction.²³ Given this, the main role of 
the Deduction is to show that even if it is conceivable that objects can appear 
to us without necessarily having to be related to functions of the understanding 
(the existence of a “mere formless mass of impression” (Cassirer 1957, 8), this 
epistemic possibility is only a conjecture to be ruled out in the Deduction.

That echoes Allison’s reading of the Deduction (Allison 2015). Allison’s as-
sumption here is that without categories, our experience would undergo a radi-
cal phenomenological change. It would be reduced to a “mere formless mass of 
impressions” or, to use the famous words of William James, to a great blooming, 
buzzing confusion.²⁴ Why does Allison think so? Because as a conceptualist, he 
truly believes that the understanding is not only the power that makes us under-
stand what is given to our senses but also the power that makes us understand 
that what we intuit and perceive exists mind-independently as an object. As the 
rule-giver for a synthesis of imagination, the understanding is also the power of 
creating intentional objects out of the chaotic sensory manifold given to our 
senses. It is as if the unification of the manifold of sensory states in accordance

 According to Gomes, Kant is contemplating “a mere epistemic possibility to be eliminated
later (in the Deduction) as an unreal metaphysical possibility” (Gomes 2014, 6). Gomes reminds
us (2014, 6) that Kant uses the indicative “can” (können) in the formulation on A 89/B 122, as
opposed to the subjunctive “could” (könnten) on A 90–1/B 122–23. The first is a stark hint sig-
naling that he takes the possibility of objects appearing without categories as real, while the sec-
ond is a mere epistemic possibility to be eliminated later.
 That is exactly what Strawson (1966) called the “sense-datum theory” or “sense-datum hy-
pothesis”.
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with rules were a real mental act that assembles the pieces of a puzzle to form a
picture of reality.

However, the intellectualist hypothesis that without concepts our cognitive
life would be reduced to a “mere formless mass of impression” lacks textual sup-
port. There are only a few passages in the A-Deduction that could,when misread,
suggest Allison’s skeptical scenario. One of them is Kant’s statement on A 107
that “inner perception is empirical and forever variable”. But this certainly
does not mean that without apperception and categories our introspective self-
knowledge would be a chaotic manifold of sensory states. Nevertheless, the
most important passage is this one:

Unity of synthesis in accordance with empirical concepts would be entirely contingent,
and, were it not grounded on a transcendental ground of unity, it would be possible for
a swarm of appearances (ein Gewühle von Erscheinungen) to fill up our soul without expe-
rience (Erfahrung) ever being able to arise from it. But in that case all relation of cognition
(Erkenntnis) to objects also disappear, since the appearances would lack connection in ac-
cordance with universal and necessary laws, and would thus be intuition without thought,
but never cognition (Erkenntnis), and would therefore be as good as nothing for us. (CPR A
111; emphasis added)

On a closer look, however, Kant’s swarm of appearances is not Cassirer’s “mere
formless mass of impressions” devoid of representational content. Kant is clearly
assuming that a swarm of appearances can fill up our souls, that is, that objects
can appear to our senses without Erfahrung and Erkenntnis. Cassirer’s mistake is
to take Erkenntnis to mean mere representations of objects. Instead, ‘Erkenntnis’ is
a technical term.²⁵ Erkenntnis is neither the representation of objects nor the rep-
resentation of mind-independent particulars. Instead, it is the realization that
what we represent nonconceptually and mind-independently by the senses in
fact exists mind-independently.

3 The Nonconceptualist reading of the
B-Deduction

Let me now provide you with a sketch of the B-Deduction in light of my noncon-
ceptualist reading of Kant. The starting point must be the exact statements on A
89/B 122 and A 90– 1/B 122–23 taken as a real metaphysical possibility. However,
independently of any concepts, we do not experience a “mere formless mass of

 See Rickert, 1888; 1896; 1899a; 1899b; 1900; 1902; 1907; 1909; 1910; 1911; 1913, 1914; 1921; 1924a; 
1924b; 1926; 1928; 2015.

128 Roberto Horácio de Sá Pereira



impressions” devoid of reference. Instead, we mind-dependently directly repre-
sent (kennen) mind-independent particulars, albeit without knowing that they
exist mind-independently. The first thing to note is that if this really is Kant’s
starting point, Cassirer’s assumption that on A 89/B 122 and A 90– 1/B 122–23
Kant is not contemplating an epistemic possibility to be ruled out later makes
littles sense. Moreover, since according to nonconceptualism we do possess di-
rect access to objects, it makes little sense to assume that for Kant the relation
to object is always mediated by a synthesis according to concepts.

Let us remember why the Deduction seemed necessary to Kant. Since we do
not possess an intellectus archetypus, there is no direct link between the catego-
ries of the understanding and our sensible intuition: the understanding cannot
create an object, which means that its concepts can be empty. Likewise, sensibil-
ity cannot make sense of what it represents, which means that it can represent
blindly. That is the problem with the Deduction: since categories are not condi-
tions of the nonconceptual representation of objects by sensible intuition and
vice-versa, how can we prove that categories apply to the object nonconceptually
represented by the senses? How can we prove that objects nonconceptually rep-
resented by the senses fall under categories? In the face of the heterogeneity of
intuitions and concepts, the transcendental Deduction requires a tertium quid
(third or intermediate term) that links categories to the appearances of the sen-
sibility: cognition (Erkenntnis) or the possible experience of objects.

In the first step of the B-Deduction, this tertium quid first assumes the form
of the transcendental apperception. If mind-independent objects could indeed
be represented nonconceptually by sensible intuitions without necessarily hav-
ing to be related to functions of the understanding, then “something would be
represented in me that could not be thought at all, which is as much as to say
that the representation would either be impossible or else at least would be noth-
ing for me”(CPR B 132).

But the pressing question is: why does the B-Deduction need a second step?
Let us take a further look at the passage of §24:

The pure concepts of the understanding are related through the mere understanding to ob-
jects of intuition in general, without it being determined whether this intuition is our own or
some other but still sensible one, but they are on this account mere forms of thought,
through which no determinate object is yet cognized. (CPR B 150; emphasis added)

In the first step of the B-Deduction, the tertium quid that links the categories of
the understanding to objects nonconceptually represented by the senses is the
propositional thought that those objects represented by the senses exist objec-
tively or mind-independently. Thus, concluding the first step of the B-Deduction,
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I could think of those objects represented by the senses only as existing objec-
tively or mind-independently, e.g., by judging that bodies are heavy if I think
of them according to categories. For, as Kant put it in his Prolegomena, catego-
ries are just “the condition for determining judgments as objectively valid” (Prol,
§39, AA 04: 324). According to the example provided by Kant, my categorical
judgment that bodies are heavy can only be objectively true or false if I think
of bodies as material substances in space and heaviness as one of their proper-
ties (CPR B 142). Until now, Kant has proven (if anything) that the nonconceptu-
ally directly represented objects of a sensible intuition in general must fall under
categories whenever I think about them and make judgments about them.

Now, according to Kant, the new tertium quid is the so-called figurative syn-
thesis or synthesis speciosa “as an effect of the understanding on the sensibility”
(CPR B 154). Now, if intellectualists have the problem of making sense of Kant’s
statement on A 90– 1/B 122–23, the non-intellectualist finds an insuperable ob-
stacle in the role of the imagination in the B-Deduction. For one thing, for non-
intellectualist readers, every synthesis of Kant’s must be nonconceptual and as
such independent from categories. Indeed, in the transcendental B-Deduction,
Kant places imagination under the control of the understanding. In § 24 Kant re-
fers to a pure and a priori synthesis of sense representations, which he names
figurative synthesis, or alternatively, transcendental synthesis of the imagina-
tion, and states that this synthesis of the imagination is an “effect” (Wirkung) re-
sulting from the action of the understanding on sensibility, meaning with this
that the transcendental synthesis necessarily conforms to concepts of the under-
standing (CPR B 152). Commenting on the parallel passage of the A-Deduction,
Cassirer is clear in this regard:

Yet this transcendental function of the imagination is not grasped in its core even where an 
attempt is made to reduce it to apperceptive rather than mere reproductive processes. True, 
this seems to constitute a decisive step beyond any sensationalist foundations, for apper-
ception not only signifies the apprehension and subsequent synthesis of given impressions 
but also represents a pure spontaneity, a creative act of the spirit. (Cassirer 1957, 159)

Moreover, even in the metaphysical deduction, Kant seems already to subordi-
nate the syntheses of imagination to the understanding. In this regard, Cassirer
states:

The same action which imparts unity to the different representations in a logical judgment
also gives to the mere synthesis of different representations in an intuition a unity which,
expressed in general terms, is the pure concept of the understanding. The categories on
which the system of mathematical and physical cognition is founded are accordingly the
same as those on which our concept of the natural world rests… This right is grounded in
the supposition that every synthesis – even the synthesis which makes objective perception,
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the perception of ‘something’ possible – is subordinated to the pure concepts of the under-
standing. (Cassirer 1957, 11; emphasis added)²⁶

If Cassirer is right, then (i) Kant’s doctrine on imagination in the first edition
does not seem to be coherent with his doctrine in the second edition, and (ii)
even in the first edition, there seems to be a contradiction between the metaphys-
ical and the transcendental Deductions: while in first Kant claims, according to
Cassirer, that every synthesis is subordinate to categories, in the A-Deduction he
seems to admit the possibility of apprehension and reproduction without recog-
nition through concepts.²⁷ The easiest way to deal with these incongruent scenar-
ios consists in claiming that Kant simply realized that his A-Deduction was a mis-
take: there is no apprehension without concepts. Yet, for some reason he missed
the opportunity to revise the metaphysical deduction.

However, the revision had to go deeper. If the claim that objects can appear
to us in space and time without necessarily having to be related to functions of
the understanding is metaphysically impossible, why did he write his Transcen-
dental Aesthetic? Longuenesse (1998) is the only conceptualist reader who is co-
herent in this respect. She clearly sees that if Kant’s statements on A 89/B 122
and A 90– 1/B 122–23 are metaphysically impossible, we face the challenge of
rereading the Transcendental Aesthetic. Now, considering that Kant rewrote his
Deduction several times and his Refutation dozens of times, why did he never
rewrite his Transcendental Aesthetic? Pace Longuenesse (1998), any reading of
the second step of the B-Deduction that entails a rewriting of the Transcendental
Aesthetic is self-refuting.

However, the obstacle is removed when we bear in mind that what is in ques-
tion in the Deduction is not the possibility of representing objects or the possibil-
ity of representing what is subjectively given to the senses as existing mind-inde-
pendently. Instead, what is in question is the possibility of Erfahrung and of
Erkenntnis. In the first step of the B-Deduction, Kant states that categories are
necessary for thinking that something given to an intuition in general is an ob-
ject. Yet, Erkenntnis requires more than thinking. It requires intuition. Thus, in
the second step, this Erkenntnis requires that the sensible form of the apprehen-
sion of something given to our senses as something that exists objectively or
mind-independently is subordinate to categories. This is Kant’s figurative synthe-

 Kant’s original texts are a little different: “The same function that gives unity to the different
representations in a judgment also gives unity to the mere synthesis of different representations
in an intuition, which expressed generally, is called the pure concepts of understanding” (CPR B
104–5).
 In this scenario, the synthesis would be possible, albeit “in vain” (CPR A 103–4).
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sis, defined metaphorically as “an effect of the understanding on the sensibility”
(CPR B 154).

The key phrase for making sense of the footnote is what Kant emphasizes in
boldface: “as an object”. Kant must provide the grounds for natural science and
geometry.Without showing that categories are conditions for the sensible appre-
hension of objects as objects, natural science and geometry would be ground-
less. That is what in the second step he calls formal intuition (in opposition to
pure intuition), that is, the sensible apprehension of a pre-existing unity as a
unity (as an object). From this, it follows that: (i) formal intuition and pure in-
tuition are different concepts, (ii) Kant never changed his mind about the role of
the imagination, and (iii) even though the sensible apprehension of space as an
object requires that the synthesis of the homogeneous is determined by the cat-
egory of quantity, we can apprehend unities without categories.

Kant’s main argument of the second step of the B-Deduction can be formu-
lated in a very simple and persuasive way. The first premise is the factual one
according to which we do in fact apprehend space as existing mind-independ-
ently (figurative synthesis). The second is conditional: we do apprehend space
as a mind-independent particular if we represent it as a homogeneous magni-
tude according to the category of quantity. Now, by applying modus ponens to
both premises, we are entitled to conclude that the category of quantity applies
to space and a fortiori to everything in it.

This insight also provides an easy reading of the troublesome footnote.What
Kant had in mind with “space, represented as an object as is really required in
geometry” (CPR B 160n, Kant’s own emphasis in bold) is not space as the inten-
tional object of our outer sense, neither is it space as a particular existing mind-
independently. Instead, what he meant is the apprehension of space as some-
thing existing mind-independently. Likewise, “the formal intuition that gives
unity of the representation” (CPR B 160n) is not a replacement for pure intuition,
the representation of the form of intuition, but rather the apprehension that the
representation of space is as a mind-independent object.
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