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PREFACE
FOR

EIRA

It may well be that one of the kinder things that will be said about this book
is that it is one which lacks an audience. It is intended to be a book of
Marxist philosophy, both in the sense that it is about Marxist philosophy
and in the sense that it is itself meant to be an instance or example of
Marxist philosophy. For this reason, the book has two faces: a Marxist
face and a philosophical face. I do not myself find the slightest difficulty in
combining both aspects in one piece of work, but the difficulty with
anything's having two faces is that it doubles the chances that everyone will
find something about its appearance to dislike. Philosophers may find that
the book is 'insufficiently philosophical'. A t various points in the
argument, certain remarks are taken as assumptions, or discussions are
pursued only up to a point. Topics such as meaning, induction, reference
and language, truth, reduction, necessity, correspondence, essence, and
many others, would receive, i n a book with only a philosophical face, a far
more elaborate treatment. A l l of the points i n Chapters IV and V —
causality, theory and observation, the nature of scepticism, naturalism,
foundationalm—would have been given a much fuller and more
extensive development. But this book is, first and foremost, intended to
have a polemical effect within Marxism, and i n particular on Marxist
thought. This has meant that I have tried to tailor the contents of the book
to meet the intellectual needs of, and be readily comprehensible to, those
Marxists who have a high degree of theoretical consciousness and
understanding of their Marxism. This audience will have, as often as not, a
very profound and sophisticated grasp of certain crucial theoretical
questions that bear on Marxism, and a genuine feeling for some of the basic
problems of Marxist philosophy, especially as those problems have been
discussed by philosophers and theoreticians such as Gramsci, Lukacs,
Althusser, or various representatives of the Frankfurt school. But this
audience is not composed of professional philosophers, and I have
attempted to bear this in mind, since the book is primarily addressed to
them. As much as possible, I have tried to argue with, and speak in the
terminology of, various thinkers within the Marxist tradition. Thus, I have
not attempted a general discussion of the various anti-idealist arguments
within orthodox philosophy, but have more or less restricted myself to the
realist-idealist debate as it is situated within Marxism, since it is that debate
which has been my real concern. Naturally, I still hope that professional
philosophers will find the book both competent and philosophically
interesting.
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Whereas professional philosophers may find the book 'insufficiently
philosophical', a converse but more serious problem is that many of the
Marxists for whom the book was written may find the book 'overly
philosophical'. In part, this is a deceptive appearance. Most Marxists have
at least a passing familiarity with philosophy 'in the style o f Lukacs,
Althusser, or Gramsci. Much of the language, jargon, and style of this
continental Marxist philosophy is deeply imbued with the influences of
Hegelian and other bourgeois philosophical traditions which were or are
current on the continent. The style of this book is a product of the
influences of other traditions and discussions. However, I do not believe
that these stylistic differences, between continental Marxist philosophy
and the Marxist philosophy which this book attempts, ought to be very
important. In so far as the effects of continental and Anglo-American
bourgeois philosophy do make some difference to the nature of the Marxist
philosophy produced in their respective intellectual environments, 1 think
that the difference is favourable to the kind of Marxist philosophy
attempted here. But these differences should not be stressed unduly.
Lukacs is of greater interest to us as Marxists than either the contents of
Mind or of the Revue de Metaphysiqueetde Morale. However, familiarity
of philosophical style does not breed contempt, and the unfamiliarity of
style of this book may well put off many Marxists. I think that it would be
disappointing i f this did happen.

first of all, many of my comrades around Critique, who have discussed the
ideas of this book with me from time to time, and who printed early
versions of some of these ideas in Critique Nos. 2 and 4. Professor Roy
Edgley, of Sussex University, kindly read over an early draft of the book in
its entirety, and made very many helpful comments and suggestions. Eva
Schaper, a former colleague in the Department of Logic, Glasgow
University, and N . F. Bunnin, a present colleague at the University of
Essex, read over the chapter on Kant, and made numerous
recommendations. Richard Norman of the University of Kent commented
on the chapter on Hegel. Mark Sainsbury of Bedford College, London, read
over, and discussed at length with me, many of the ideas in Chapter IV. His
comments on Chapter I V were extensive, detailed, and profoundly
influenced much of my own thinking. He will no doubt recognise his
influence in places, and I wish to acknowledge that influence and thank him
for it. John Mepham, general editor of the series in which this book
appears, is also to be thankedfor his advice and help. Geoffrey Hellman, of
Indiana University, made suggestions and comments on the earlier version
of some of the ideas found in this book that appeared in Critique 4. I
profited by Scott Meikle's reply to that article in Critique 6, and also from a
letter from Adam Buick, which brought criticisms against some of these
points I made there. The realism I try to state in this book differs greatly
from the rather foundationalist position I took in Critique 4, and it was
much of this criticism of my earlier article which led me to change many of
my views on this* point. Michael Dummett, in Frege: Philosophy of
Language, claimed that it was unnecessary to say that others are not
responsible for one's own mistakes, for if they were, they would not count
as one's own mistakes at a l l It is worth adding, however, that these people
were not even causally responsible for my mistakes. I feel certain that all of
their suggestions improved the quality of the work immensely.

It is a pleasure to pay intellectual debts, both those of a general and of a
special nature. On the general side of the ledger I wish to express my
gratitude to two of my 'teachers', one.who has helped me to appreciate
philosophy and the other who helped me learn the meaning of my
Marxism. As an undergraduate student of philosophy I had the
opportunity to have Willis Doney as teacher. From him I learned those
standards of clarity, rigour, and intellectual persistence which I have
attempted to make my own. Whether or not I have learned his lesson well,
he remains a far better judge than I . A further debt I wish to pay belongs to
Hillel Ticktin, a former colleague at the University of Glasgow, and a
present comrade on the editorial board of Critique. I went to Glasgow in
1970 a Marxist, but a very ill-educated one. Almost everyone seemed to be
a Marxist in those heady days, as was then the fashion. Fashions changed,
but from Ticktin I learned much of what I know of Marxist economics.
Even more importantly, I learned by his example that not only is orthodox
Marxism not necessarily dogmatic, as many erroneously believe, but on the
contrary that intellectual rigidity and dogmatism are deeply inimical to any
authentic Marxist approach or method. Ticktin's ability to see and state the
problems in what he believed, his flexibility of approach, and his
willingness to follow a thought wherever it leads, makes him a paradigm of
what a Marxist thinker should be like. I have tried, as best I could, to follow
his example.
I have many special debts connected with this book, due to all of which
this book is far less bad than it might otherwise have been. I wish to thank,

I do not wish to lay claim to much original thinking. The basic theme of
Chapter I , Kant's inconsistency, was already a theme that Lenin had
developed, a theme discussed in different ways by Lukacs, Josef Maier, and
others. M y judgements about Hegel and Feuerbach in Chapter I I are
standard for those Marxists who do not engage in any special pleading on
Hegel's behalf. Chapter V I is merely a reminder of those assets of Lenin's
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism which are very often overlooked. I t is
only in Chapters I V and V that I try to make (what I think are) some new
remarks about Marxist philosophy. It is with these two chapters that I am
least satisfied. I make such remarks tentatively, well realising that much of
an erroneous character will be detected in them. Yet, 1 hope they do
occasion much criticism, for with criticism a fuller discussion of the nature
of a Marxist philosophy can begin. The purpose of this book is to begin just
. such a discussion among Marxists.
Finally, I wish to thank F. Cioffi and N . F. Bunnin, professor and senior
lecturer in philosophy respectively, at the University o f Essex, for the
personal encouragement and support they have given me during the
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'Repeatedly, and with quite understandable passion, I
have expressed the opinion that any unclarity in ideology
brings great harm. 1 think that ideological unclarity is
especially harmful for us now, when idealism of all
varieties and shades, under the impact of reaction and the
pretext of revising theoretical values, is holding veritabie
orgies in our literature, and when some idealists,
probably for the sake of spreading their ideas, proclaim
their views to be Marxism of the latest model.'
G. Piekhanov, Materialismus

Millions

It is an irony of history that Marxism, born from the decomposition of the
Hegelian Absolute Spirit and the death throes of German Idealism, and
whose intention it was to provide a materialist theoretical basis for the
struggle of the working class, stands in need of the very same purge that its
inception was meant to provide. Although for the first fifty years of its life
Marxism may have been subjected to positivist distortions, it has in its
second fifty years found itself beset with idealist tendencies. Those
positivist distortions, as they arose within the theory and practice of the
discredited Second International and especially within German Social
Democracy, are now well documented and understood. But the nature and
importance of the idealist tendencies within Marxism have not been
equally understood. Why should they have arisen? What were the material
conditions, either of capitalist society after the first world war, or more
particularly of the workers' movements during that period, which were
responsible for the appearance of those idealist tendencies? We do not yet
have a full answer to those important questions.
But even in the absence of those full answers, it seems salutary now to do
what one can to point out and describe those idealist distortions that have
managed to find their way into the theory and practice of Marxism. There
are at least two related ways in which such distortions arise. Materialism is
an ontological thesis about the nature of reality. But materialism is not a
blind act of faith. It needs a theory of knowledge which underpins it and
gives it plausibility, just as any ontological doctrine does. Materialism
needs a materialist theory of knowledge, and hence we can discern two
points of entry for idealist distortions in Marxism. First, and most directly,
a materialist ontology may be denied and the attempt made to substitute a
more 'refined' ontological basis upon which to build Marxism. The history
of Marxism has been littered with such attempts, often inspired by a
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philosophical creed, whether Hegelian, Kantian, or Machian, with which
Marxism is allegedly to be made compatible. Second, and less directly, an
idealist theory of knowledge might be wedded to a materialist ontology,
generating a theoretical tension which I shall want to describe in this book.
It is especially this second sort of Idealist distortion, in which epistemology
becomes inconsistent with the materialism that is espoused, on which I
shall focus in some detail.
Thus, the central contention of the book is that the acceptance of
materialism places constraints on what can, with consistency, be accepted
as an adequate theory of knowledge. Briefly, the argument will be that a
materialist ontology demands a 'reflection or 'correspondence' theory of
knowledge, and I shall discuss Lenin's Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism
in this connexion in the last chapter of the book. That materialism does
require a reflection theory of knowledge may not surprise professional
philosophers—'Whatever else realists say, they typically say that they
believe in a Correspondence Theory of Truth' —but it may well come as a
surprise to many Marxists, weaned on a diet of denunciation of
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism
for a host of alleged sins. The great
virtue of that much maligned book is that in it, Lenin saw more clearly than
any.other Marxist before or since that such a connexion between
materialism and the theory of knowledge often called a 'reflection theory'
did exist. We may, with our arrogant sophistication with regard to the
philosophical auto-didacticism of Lenin, prefer some more refined name
for such an epistemological theory. Perhaps 'correspondence theory' is
closer to the mark. But that in substance the theory of knowledge which
Lenin defended, however named, is correct must be upheld by anyone who
is a materialist.
1

1

I have said that the central claim of the book will be that materialism has
a need, an affinity, for a reflection or correspondence theory of knowledge.
I do not assert that the need or affinity is one of logical consistency.
Suppose we adopted an interpretive, non-reflective theory of knowledge,
according to which we are bound to impose certain a priori structures or
beliefs on the world, rather than a reflection theory according to which our
beliefs or conceptual structures reflect reality. Further, one could claim
that one of the a priori, imposed beliefs that our minds brought to reality
was the belief that there are mind-independent objects, a reality which Was
independent of the a p r i o r i structures which we inevitably foisted upon it.
Such a view would certainly be formally consistent, however implausible
and however little we could see any reason to believe it.
Rather, the need or affinity is one of something which I call
epistemological implication. The argument, put schematically, runs like
this: Materialism asserts the essential independence of reality from all
thought. On an interpretive theory of knowledge, as I shall try to argue
iater, every object in reality which is known has an essential relation to
thought. Hence, if we are to have any knowledge whatever of the reality to
which materialism commits us (and hence the requirement is essentially
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epistemological), then a materialist must reject the interpretive theory of
knowledge which I associate with Kant. What materialism needs then,
epistemologically speaking, is a correspondence or reflection theory of
knowledge, on which the relationship between a belief or a thought and the
objects or real states of affairs which the beliefs are about is a contingent
relationship. I f the theory of knowledge adopted does not preserve the
contingency of the relationship between known objects and the knower, the
credibility of materialism is undercut, since no known object could then be
essentially independent of mind. There may be such objects, but they would
be unknowable.
2

My discussion of reflection theory in chapters IV and V will explain why
it is that reflection theory, carefully stated, avoids the standard objections
brought against it by many Marxists, and in particular has nothing
whatever in common with the positivism with which it is often wrongly
identified. Indeed, reflection theory has been accused of many t h i n g s Stalinism, political passivity, mechanical materialism, state capitalism,
denial of dialectics, and positivism are only a few of the charges levelled
against it. Thus, my main line of defence of reflection theory will be to show
why it is that these standard objections miss their mark. We shall take care
that the reflection theory which we defend is not associated with misleading
political or epistemological metaphors of passivity.
It is the question of political passivity which suggests at least some of the
political importance that attaches to the abstract problems in the theory of
knowledge which I intend to discuss. The connexion between positivist
methodology and inevitabilist doctrines of historical change, which tended
to lead either to political quiescence or reformism, is part of our welldocumented understanding of the Marxism of fifty years ago. But how
shall we comprehend that opposite deformation, voluntarism, which can
come to characterise the political activity of revolutionaries? One
suggestion may be that idealism, or 'idealist Marxism', given the nature of
its comprehension of history and man's place within history, tends toward
revolutionary voluntarism. Thus it is that any revolutionary activity which
is able to avoid the dual dangers of quiescence and wishful thinking, of
reformism and the terrorism of the exemplary act, must be founded on a
theory of knowledge which is neither idealist nor positivist. Contrary to
several generations of misinterpretation, Lenin provides us, in Materialism
and Empirio-Criticism,
with an initial statement of that theory of
knowledge. Thus, there is a political importance, perhaps even urgency, in
using Lenin to combat some of the idealist distortions which we described
as arising from the adoption of an idealist theory of knowledge. We are
looking for a materialist theory of knowledge, and hence for an adequate
formulation of a reflection theory.
I have used 'idealist' and 'materialist', notoriously protean words, and
'correspondence' or 'reflection' theory, without saying what doctrines I
have in mind. Let us begin by asking what a reflection theory is a theory of?
First, I should like to say that I take 'reflection theory' and 'correspondence
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theory' to be equivalent expressions for the same thing, just as Lenin did. It
is true that 'correspondence' has less misleading associations connected
with it than does 'reflection*, and a far greater familiarity to the
professional philosopher, but I prefer to use the latter term, since that term
i? the one chiefly used by Marxists in the debate about Marxist theory of
knowledge that has taken place since the publication of Lenin's
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism.
Second, for professional philosophers
a correspondence theory is principally a theory about truth. Following the
formulations that have become current within Marxism, I prefer to speak
of a correspondence (or reflection) theory of knowledge. I do not think that
this amounts to any substantial difference, since, on most analyses, truth is.
itself one of the conditions of knowledge, and clearly the one for which
correspondence would be a relevant consideration. Finally, in Chapter I ,
when I come to discuss Kant I shall talk about thought or concepts
reflecting or corresponding to their objects. This is—intentionally—
ambiguous, for a thought could be said to be true when it corresponds to
reality, but a concept isn't capable of truth or falsity at all. The problem I
wish to trace through Kant has to do with the a priori or interpretive versus
the a posteriori or reflective nature of concepts (or categories). But I take it
that i f a proposition is true because it corresponds to reality, then at least
some of the concepts used in that proposition must be a posteriori, must
also correspond to their objects, although the converse may not be the case.
Thus, a correspondence theory of truth presupposes a correspondence
theory of (at least some) concepts, and it is with the status of the concepts
used in expressing truths that I begin.
How am I using 'idealist* and 'materialist'? Since the whole of what
follows can be read as a commentary on just what such labels imply, I
cannot anticipate the results of what will follow by attempting a definition
of them at this point. However, there is one essential clarification I should
like to make here, since confusion is bound to arise unless it is born in mind
throughout all of what follows. 1 am using 'materialism' roughly in the
same sense which both Lenin and Engels give to it. Lenin says that 'the
fundamental premise of materialism is the recognition of the external
world, of the existence of things outside and independent of our mind . . .
for materialism, the object exists independently of the subject and is
reflected more or less adequately in the subject's mind . . .' Lenin's
insistence on the 'materiality' of things is bound up with his attack on
Berkeley, Hume, and the tradition of (what contemporary philosophers
would call) phenomenalism. Generally, the hallmark of that tradition is the
analysis of physical objects into sets of actual and possible experiences
(speaking in the material mode) or the translation of statements about
physical objects into sets of counterfactual statements about experiences
(speaking in the formal mode). The denial of the reduction of the world to
mental experience is usually called 'realism' by contemporary
philosophers, and hence it would perhaps be less misleading to
philosophers to speak of realism rather than materialism, and perhaps less
3
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misleading for Marxists as well, since Lenin's materialism or realism has
little in common with the reductive materialism or physicalism associated
with such philosophers as the Greek atomists, Hobbes, the eighteenth
century French materialists, or the contemporary,school of Australian
materialists, which professional philosophers and many Marxists would
not unnaturally associate with the label, 'materialism'. Put rather
schematically, Marxist materialism, or realism, asserts the existence of
something other than the mind and its contents, whereas reductive
materialism claims that everything, including the mind and its contents,
can be reduced to matter, or the physical. Indeed, one of the distortions of
Marxism so common during the period of the Second International was to
assimilate Marxism to a form of reductive materialism. Bernstein, for
example, defines Marxist materialism thus:
To be a materialist means, first and foremost, to reduce every event to the necessary
movements of matter . . . The movement of matter takes place, according to the materialist
doctrine, in a necessary sequence like a mechanical process.

It is sometimes argued that Engels himself is at least partly responsible for
the entry of this reductive materialism into Marxism, although I think it
would be difficult to sustain such an accusation when one looks not just at
isolated quotations but at the overall philosophical thrust of Engels'work.
Still, however we may decide about the relationship between Engels and
the reductive materialism that is expressed, for example, in Bernstein's
definition of 'materialism', it would not be seriously contested, I think, in
the present climate of Marxist theory, that reductive materialism has very
little to do with Marx's own materialism. Reductive materialism in the
nineteenth century had as its spokesmen natural scientists like Buchner,
Vogt, and Moleschott. Not only does Marxist materialism not commit one
to reductive materialism, but throughout their lives Marx and Engels
actively polemicised against its popularisers. In Ludwig Feuerbach, Engels
criticized Feuerbach for conflating materialism in general with
4

the shallow, vulgarised form in which the materialism of the eighteenth century continues to
exist today in the heads of naturalists and physicians, the form which was preached on their
tours in the fifties by Buchner, Vogt and Moleschott.
5

I
i,
f
J
§'
?
*
'#
;
\
I

Engels calls them 'vulgarising pedlars', and Marx wrote a tract against one
of their company, -Herr Vogt. I n Capitalvol I , M a r x specifically rejects'the
abstract materialism of natural science, a materialism that excludes history
and its process'. I shall, then, henceforward use 'materialism' only in the
sense in which Lenin defined i t , the assertion of the existence of some nonmental things, and never in the reductive sense of the denial of any
(irreducibly) mental things whatever. Those Marxist writers who remained
closest to the authentic spirit of Marxism have always appreciated the nonreductive nature of Marxist materialism, and thereby appreciated the
integrity and reality of the social world which is, in a sense, the
'embodiment' of consciousness. Thus, Franz Jakubowski, for example, in

6

MARXISM

his splendid Ideology
comments:

AND

MATERIALISM

and Superstructure,

INTRODUCTION

first published in 1936,

In order to combat a widespread misunderstanding, it must be stressed that the superstructure
is real . . . The superstructure is no less real than its base . . . There are in fact two forms of
reality: the material reality and the 'ideal' reality (i.e. the reality of Imman ideas).
6

Engels' own formulation of philosophical materialism is often in terms of
'primacy': 'those who asserted the primacy of spirit to nature . . . comprise
the camp of idealism... The others who regarded nature as primary belong
to the various schools of materialism'. Lenin's and Engels' formulations
are roughly equivalent, though, since (in the way in which Engels intends
'primary') what is primary relative to another thing can exist without that
other thing. Although I will in subsequent chapters use 'materialism' and
'realism* interchangeably, in the first chapter 1 need to make (what will
prove to be) an arbitrary distinction between them in order to discuss
certain problems as they arise in Kant's theory of knowledge.
7

Once we begin to say clearly what is involved in Marxist materialism,
there is a danger that it may begin to look wholly uncontentious.
Reductive materialism, however wrong-headed it may be, is at least an
interesting and contentious doctrine which deserves discussion. But is
materialism in the sense I wish to use it interesting or contentious? It is true
that the philosophical attempt to build the ontology of the world from the
parsimonious materials of actual and possible experience and only
experience, as well as the philosophical denial of the intelligibility of such
an attempt, has occupied centre stage for much of the life of post-Cartesian
philosophy. But most contemporary philosophers simply take realism for
granted. Not since the phenomenalism of the logical positivtsts died a
welcome death some decades ago have many orthodox philosophers
argued that external reality is mind-dependent or questioned that, in
Lenin's phrase, 'the object exists independently of the subject'. But what
may be uncontentious to the orthodox philosopher is, unfortunately, not
always uncontentious, or clearly understood at any rate, within the
Marxist camp. Encumbered with a Hegelian jargon whose implications are
not always fully appreciated, many Marxists are, perhaps unconsciously,
involved in a denial of materialism. This is the first and most direct way, as I
earlier called it, in which Marxism has been subjected to idealist
distortions, and I shall want to point out, in the course of what follows,
those instances in which Marxists have been involved in an outright denial
of materialist ontology. Moreover, if materialism in this sense is relatively
uncontentious, it becomes even more crucial to understand what sort of
theory of knowledge materialists must adopt, to what kind of theory of
knowledge materialism commits us.
8

Why did Marx think it worthwhile bothering to assert the essential
independence of things, of nature, from mind or thought? The answer is, as
everyone knows, that the independence of things from thought was not
uncontentious in the theoretical milieu in which Marx wrote. That milieu
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had been dominated by German Idealism, by Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, and
others, as it arose out of reaction to and development of the Kantian critical
philosophy. That milieu was also marked by the philosophical attempt to
give substance and credibility to Christianity or some form of Christianlike theism, an attempt which often closely identified mind with Mind and
Mind with God. That milieu set, for Marx, a problematic, a set of
intellectual parameters in which certain questions became 'live' questions.
That intellectual milieu may no longer exist for us, and it may be difficult
for us to understand what Marx says because we can no longer understand
what questions he was trying to answer, Indeed the problem is even more
acute for many contemporary Marxists, who 'know' the answers without
understanding the questions to which the answers are answers. In order
then, to understand the importance and content of Marx's materialism, we
must think ourselves back into the philosophical context which Marx
inherited, a context in which the centra! issues and problems may seem
strange and unfamiliar to us now, but a context which does set the issues
and problems within which Marx formulates his own materialist position,
and through the understanding of which we can come to deepen our
understanding of what Marx says. In short, to understand Marx, it is
necessary to understand the philosophical parameters of the debate in
which Marx was situated. We can begin to re-enter that philosophical
environment by posing for ourselves the Kantian question concerning the
two 'sources'ofour knowledge, thought and reality, and it is to a discussion
of that question and its location within German philosophy from Kant to
Marx, to which I now turn.

Notes: Introduction
1

]

Putnam, Hilary, 'What is Realism?' Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, New Series,
volume L X X V I , 1975-1976. p. 177. See also Hooker, C.A., 'Systematic Realism'.
Symhese, 26, 1973-74, p. 439: T h e Realist is clearly committed to a Correspondence
Theory of Truth'.
It is worthwhile pausing to observe that reflection theory doesnot need materialism in the
same way in which materialism needs it. For a correspondence or reflection theory of
knowledge to be true, the object of a thought or belief must only be essentially independent
of that particular thought or belief. But, even though essentially independent of that
particular thought, the object might not be essentially independent of thought tow court.
It might be, as far as reflection theory goes, that the existence of any object necessarily
presupposes that some thought or other exist but not necessarily the thought of it, and
hence reality would not be essentially independent of thought. We can imagine a nonmaterialist correspondence theory, which would preserve only the contingency of the
relation between an object and Us thought.
But the result is otherwise if we start with materialism rather than with reflection theory.
Materialism asserts the existence of reality independent of all thought, and hence aiany
particular thought too. Thus, it requires (epistemologically) a theory which does not tie
reality to any particular thought either. There cannot be a materialism without a reflection
theory in the way in which there can be a non-ma terialisl reflection theory, unless of course
we agree that none of the objects asserted by materialism to be essentially independent of
thought are ever known. Thus, materialism needs a correspondence theory in a way in
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which correspondence theory does not need it. M y claim, then, is about the need
materialism has tor reflection theory, but not the converse claim about any need of
reflection theory for materialism.
Lenin, V . I , Materialism and Empirio-Criticism,
Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1970, p.
100.
* On the nature of Engels'materialism, and its relation to Marx's, see Donald D . Weiss, 'The
Philosophy of Engels Vindicated', Monthly Review, vol. 28, no. 8, January 1977, pp. 15¬
30. I agree with Weiss' distinction between non-reductive and reductive varieties of
materialism, and agree with the thrust of his argument, which assigns to Engels as well as
to Marx a non-reductive version of materialism.
* Engels, F, Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, Progress
Publishers, Moscow, 1969, p. 23. It is often said that Lenin, in Materialism and EmpirioCriticism, espoused a reductive form of materialism. I think there is little evidence of this;
consider his following remarks: 'As regards materialism . . . we have already seen in the
case of Diderot what the real views of the materialists are. These views do not consist in
deriving sensation from the movement of matter or in reducing sensation to the movement
of matter; but in recognising sensation as one of the properties of matter in motion. On this
question Engels shared the standpoint of Diderot. Engels disassociated himself from the
Vulgar' materialists, Vogt, Buchner, and Moleschott . . .' (pp. 49-50). Elsewhere Lenin
speaks of'the physical world familiar to all' being'the sole objective reality'(p. 291). There
is no hint here of denying, in reductive fashion, the ultimate reality of everything but
matter in motion,
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Jakubowski, Franz, Ideology and Superstructure, Allison & Busby, London, 1976, pp. 56¬
57.
Engels, op. cil, p. 20.
Perhaps it is this which accounts for the bad-tempered review given to Sebastiano
Timpanaro's excellent On Materialism by Professor Philip Pettit in 'The Times Higher
Education Supplement' (14.5.76). Pettit notes the wide sense in which Timpanaro uses
'materialism', a sense roughly similar to the one I am using, and then proceeds to
comment:
If this strikes the reader as a somewhat expanded sense of materialism, he may be assured
that I agree. By the definition offered, the anti-materialist must believe either that man (or
life) was on earth from the beginning—God need not enter the picture—or that man is not
conditioned by 'nature'. , . In other words the anti-materialist must be little short of a
complete ass.
The fact seems not to worry the author for he is quite disposed to believe that he has very
stupid opponents.
These remarks are especially depressing coming as they do from someone who, unlike
many of his British philosophical colleagues, should be aware of the nuances and
differences among different philosophical traditions. What is a problem for one tradition
may be a closed issue for another, nor was it so long ago that anti-materialism was not a
closed issue on this philosophical island, for phenomenalism certainly denied the'priority
of nature over mind' in one sense at least. It is true that phenomenalism thought itself
compatible with science (including geology, presumably), but I take it that Timpanaro
would not give the phenomenaiist this sort of protective shield of doing (merely)
conceptual analysis. Pettit may disagree about this, and such a disagreement would
provide a substantial issue for discussion, i t would certainly have provided a better review
than one composed of insults and innuendoes.

KANT
'The Kantian philosophy is a contradiction, it inevitably
leads either to Fichtean idealism or to sensationalism.'
Feuerbach to Bolin, 26 March. 1858.

Kant: Thought as Interpretation
We can think of the knowledge we possess about the world as having two
independent 'sources', as a joint product of how we, as creatures capable of
conceptual thought, are bound to interpret or conceive of the world, and of
what the world itself is like. One may come to think of the
conceptualisation or interpretation as the form which shapes or fashions
the world of our knowledge, and the world or reality as the content or
matter which comes to bear the forms we press upon it. Like any metaphor,
such an image of the ingredients necessary for knowledge is not without its
pitfalls. It is, after all, only a metaphor. It was an attractive image for Kant,
and an image certainly not without at least some truth in it. Thus, the theme
of the dual sources of our knowledge is perhaps nowhere more clearly
expressed than in Kant's Critique of Pure Reason: 'The understanding can
intuit nothing, the senses can think nothing . . . But that is no reason for
confounding the contribution of either with that of the other; rather it is a
strong reason for carefully separating and distinguishing the one from the
other.'
The knowledge that creatures like ourselves possess 'springs from two
fundamental sources of the mind . . . Through the first an object is given to
us, through the second the object is thought . . .'' The understanding
contributes form, sensibility contributes the matter, of our knowledge, for
'in every cognition there is to be distinguished matter, i.e. the object, and
form, i.e. the manner how we recognise the object'.
Why would Kant have been tempted by the idea that our knowledge
springs from 'two fundamental sources of the mind'? Perhaps the following
remark by Kant about two of his philosophical precursors can motivate the
dual sources idea for us: ' I n a word, Leibniz intellectualised appearances,
just as Locke . . . sensualised all concepts of the understanding, i.e.
interpreted them as nothing more than empirical or abstracted concepts of
reflection. Instead of seeking in understanding and sensibility two sources
of representations which, while quite different, can supply objectively valid
judgments of things only in conjunction with each other, each of these gi eat
men holds to one only of the two . . . The other faculty is then regarded as
serving only to confuse or to order the representations which this selected
2
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faculty yields' (B327). I n Kant's mind, then, only a dual sources claim
about knowledge could take us beyond the rationalist and empiricist
errors of his philosophical forbearers. I f sensibility were the sole source
of knowledge, how might we account then for those features of necessity
and universality in our knowledge, features which classical empiricism has
always been hard put to explain? It is to avoid the dual dangers of
rationalism and empiricism, of intellectually over-rationalising the world
and of sceptically under-rationalising it, that Kant presses upon us the need
for a dual-sources account of our knowledge. It is worth noting here that it
is because of the particular historical figures that Kant has in mind that he
limits the idea of sense experience being the sole source of knowledge to a
special, empiricist version of that idea. That classical empiricist version not
only held that all knowledge was derived from experience, but also
contained a special theory about the simple sense impressions which were
the proper objects of that experience. Kant never distinguished these two,
separable views.
It is indisputable that Kant took his own metaphors seriously. Features
of our experience which are necessary, and which can be known a priori,
are attributed to the cognitive faculty of the understanding, and are said by
Kant to arise by a synthesis of the understanding. In an obvious sense, for
Kant, such features as objectivity, causality, spatiaiity, and temporality are
'in us', contributed to our experience from out of ourselves. Because our
principal object of interest in this chapter is the historical Kant, we have not
attempted to divest Kant of those quasi-psychological images and
metaphors. Recent critics of Kant, most notably P. F. Strawson in his The
Bounds of Sense? have criticised Kant for these metaphorical
formulations, and have tried to recapture the central themes of Kantian
philosophy without using them. Strawson claims about Kant that
'wherever he found limiting or necessary general features of experience, he
declared their source to lie in our own cognitive constitution' (p. 15),
because he regarded 'the necessary unity and connectedness of experiences
as being, like all transcendental necessities, the product of the mind's
operations . . .' (p. 32). 'Kant's idiom is psychological' (p. 20), and such
idiom is treated not as metaphor but as literal truth: \ . . we may be tempted
to interpret the whole model of mind-made Nature as simply a device for
presenting an analytical or conceptual inquiry in a form readily grasped by
the picture-loving imagination. A l l such interpretations would, however,
involve reading into much of the Critique a tone of at least half-conscious
irony quite foreign to its character . . .' (p. 32). Thus, whereas our
historical Kant viewed 'the very possibility of knowledge of necessary
features of experiences . . . as dependent upon his transcendental
subjectivism, the theory of mind making Nature' (p. 22), Strawson
proposes to offer a reformed Kant who can do without such
'transcendental psychology'.
There is no real conflict between Strawson's remarks, and the treatment
of Kant attempted in this chapter. Unlike Strawson, our intention is to
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present an historically accurate picture of those specific features of the
critical philosophy which were taken seriously by his immediate
philosophical successors, and not necessarily to present the most
philosophically plausible rendering of that philosophy. However, it is
worth noting that there are two distinct levels in Kant which Strawson
wishes to jettison. We can distinguish in Kant between the specific
explanation of the 'necessary features of our experience' which he offers,
and the more general requirement that some explanation or other is in
order. I think that there can be no doubt whatever that Kant's particular
explanation, formulated in the long out-dated terms of a faculty
psychology, has nothing but an antiquarian interest. But, as Strawson
himself points out, even after expelling such terminology, we might still
insist upon an answer being given to the Kantian question, 'How is
synthetic a priori knowledge possible?' (or, 'Why does our experience have
certain necessary features?'). Strawson rejects not only the specific Kantian
answer to the question, but also the very legitimacy of attempting an
answer to this request for an explanation: 'To this I can only reply that I see
no reason why any high doctrine at all should be necessary here . . . it is no
matter for wonder i f conceivable variations [to our alternative ways of
looking at the world] are intelligible only as variations within a certain
fundamental general framework of ideas . . . There is nothing here to
demand, or permit, an explanation such as Kant's' (p. 44). However, from
the fact that an explanation of the origins of necessity, or of the synthetic a
priori, 'such as Kant's' is illegitimate, it certainly does not follow that no
account of the origins of necessity is possible. Can we say nothing more
about concepts such as conceivability, intelligibility, or a possible
description, which Strawson invokes so freely in his own reformulation of
Kant's point? There is nothing prima facie illegitimate in, for example, the
current distinction between necessity de re and necessity de dicto. Do the
necessities which limit the ways in which we can describe experience derive
from de re necessities? Or are such 'transcendental' necessities logical, or
linguistic necessities? D o they derive from the meaning and use of
language? And, i f the latter, what sort of account are we prepared to offer
for linguistic necessities? Are they conceptual, or conventional? Do they
derive from human conventions which govern the use of language? Do they
express stipulations? These sorts of questions are not usually considered
illegitimate by professional philosophers, and yet they are all, in a sense,
questions about the 'source' of necessity. The general intent of Kant's story
about the synthetic a priori is to both accept Hume's point that these
necessities are not de re necessities and yet to find an account of them which
does not render them 'mere tautologies'.
Thus, we do not need Kant's particular, out-dated psychology in order to
give substance to a contrast between say, de re necessity and something
else. Now, some of the attempted contrasts do not 'humanise' necessity, do
not show that such necessity arises 'in us'. For example, Platonic theories of
meaning and conceptual truth do not 'humanise' the necessity that might be
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contrasted to de re necessity. But there are, in the philosophical literature,
many plausible accounts of a 'humanised' kind of necessity that might be
contrasted to de re necessity. I am thinking here especially of
Wittgensteinian, and so-called conventionalist accounts. It is no part of
my purpose here to attack or defend these 'humanised* accounts of
necessity. But surely they do offer plausible answers to the sort of question
which Kant tries to answer, and which Strawson all too quickly dismisses
as a question of 'high doctrine'. On a conventionalist account, which might
locate necessity within certain agreed human institutions, practices, or even
within certain very general facts about human beings, there is a sense in
which the source of necessity is 'in us', where that need not be given a sense
by an out-dated theory of psychology. Necessity can still be conceived of as
a human contribution, just as Kant considered it to be. Pace Strawson, we
can easily 'think both sides of those limits' (p. 44), for we can ask, for
example, whether the necessary features of our experience, whatever they
might be, arose from natural necessity on the one hand, or from general
facts about human beings, the meanings of words in our language,
convention, the constraint of retaining the overall simplest conceptual
scheme, or whatever, on the other. There are many possible answers on the
'human' side of the dilemma other than a synthesis of the understanding.
Some'sort of distinction between de re and de dicto necessity will permit us
to draw a Kantian-like contrast between transcendental realism and
transcendental idealism; the contrast between what is in reality and what is
a 'human' (linguistic, conceptual, conventional) contribution retains
enough cogency to allow the discussions in this chapter, and throughout
the book, to hold a philosophical as well as an historical interest. We will
still be able to draw some sort of acceptable contrast between 'two sources',
and we can ask about the essential independence of the world from
language, convention, conceptual schemes, or whatever. Nor do we share
Strawson's aversion to the possibility that this contrast may itself rest on
empirical knowledge. Strawson criticises. Kant's transcendental
psychology on the grounds that it rests on matters of fact. Perhaps this
accusation should have bothered Kant. It does not bother us, for it may
turn out that the underpinning we give to necessity does have a factual
basis. Necessities may derive from general facts about men and their
situations. Whether.or not this is so remains an open question at this point,
but I do wish to mark, it as a genuine philosophical possibility.
4

Thus, in this chapter, I continue to use, quite unashamedly, Kantian
metaphors and images. I have no doubt that the particular filling that Kant
gave to 'synthesis', 'understanding', 'sensibility', and so on are no longer
adequate. But 1 do not accept that the enterprise of talking about two
sources or stems of our knowledge is similarly outmoded, and I believe that
there are many ways in which this talk might be fleshed out which
contemporary philosophers might find, wholly acceptable.
I have spoken in the first paragraph of this chapter of 'interpretation', as
well as the more Kantian sounding 'conceptualisation', since

'interpretation' seems to me to catch rather well the a priori flavour of the
Kantian dual sources claim concerning the role of the categories (and forms
of intuition) in structuring our knowledge and experience of the world.
Essential to any dual sources claim is not just the banality that in order to
have knowledge we must think or 'capture' the world in thought, but more
strongly that thought provides an independent (and hence a priori) second
source or 'element', to use Kant's own phrase, for knowledge orexperience,
in addition to the. source provided by what the object of thought is itself
like. Thus, Kant's dual sources claim is a rejection of the classical empiricist
understanding of thought since, for the classical empiricist tradition
generally, thoughts (ideas), far from being an independent second 'source'
of our knowledge, must themselves be traced back to experience, to the
impressions (phenomenal objects) on which they depend, if they are to be
meaningful. For the empiricist tradition, we could say that thoughts,
concepts, ideas are reflective of the world or correspond to the world of
objects, even though such objects are only phenomenal, rather than
interpretive (with the a priori implications associated with that term) of it.
Hence, the empiricists' concern to show how our most general concepts or
ideas, like space, time, unity, infinity, can be got by abstraction from the
objects of our experience, understood as impressions. For them, and their
reflective understanding of thought, knowledge of the external world has
ultimately but a single source. As Hume says:'. . . Let him ask from what
impression that idea is derived? And i f no impression can be produced, he
concludes that the term is altogether insignificant'; and in The Treatise:
'. . . all our simple ideas in their first appearance are derived from simple
impressions, which are correspondent to them, and which they exactly
represent'. There are, of course, complications and sophistications to this
picture, for the empiricists always allowed for 'truths about the relations of
ideas'. But these complications are not important to the issues I wish to
trace out. It is useful then, to speak of 'interpretive thought' and 'reflective
thought' in order to mark the difference I want to indicate between the two
theories or traditions, the Kantian and the Empiricist, the a priori and a
posteriori,
about the possibility of an independent role for
conceptualisation in our knowledge.
5

6

I referred earlier to the banality that in order to have knowledge we must
think, or that we must 'capture' the world in thought. Even this banality has
been denied, for example by those after Kant who, influenced by the
Romantic movement, glorified emotion and intuition and raised them to
the epistemic status of providing a kind of non-conceptual understanding
of the world. For them, a kind of knowledge was possible in which concepts
played no mediating role of any sort. But what I wish to stress here is that
someone who rejects a dual sources claim, as did the empiricists in their
rejection of the claims by the rationalists on behalf of reason or innate ideas
as an independent source of knowledge, is not thereby holding that there is
no conceptual component necessary to thought. We are not interested in
the claim that it would be perfectly possible to conceive of someone who
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could 'think' without the mediation of concepts or categories, or who could
somehow mentally 'grasp' the world without some conceptual
intervention. The possibility of non-conceptual comprehension is simply
not at fundamental issue in the confrontation of these two traditions.
Rather, the issue between them is whether concepts or thought can be
adequately understood as entirely a 'reflection o f or in correspondence
with the world, or whether thought must be assigned an independent, a
priori role to play in the acquisition of knowledge, as both Kant and the
rationalists (and some of the structuralists) have presumed. Both
traditions, the interpretive and the reflective, can agree that concepts have
an integral role to play in thought and knowledge.
Kant's dual sources claim is not just that, in our knowledge as a whole,
some concepts have an a priori role to play. Kant's dual sources claim
applies to each individual 'piece' of our knowledge, to everyjudgment, and
says that, in each individual 'piece' of knowledge, in every judgment,
thought makes an independent, second contribution along with that made
by reality. 1 will henceforward refer to this as Kant's 'interpretation claim':
(IC) To make a judgment
interpretive
thought.

or claim to knowledge necessarily presupposes

the activity of

Again-, it. is the presence of 'interpretive' here that saves (IC) from being a
banality. It may be banal to claim that making a judgment or claim to
knowledge presupposes thinking (in a wide sense), simply because of the
meaning of 'to claim' or 'to judge'. But it is not banal to claim that doing
these things presupposes interpretively thinking, and this is the claim that
(IC) is intended to make.
(IC) brings out the basic epistemic assymetry of thought and reality for
Kant, Ontologically, they are for him a - duality of 'equals'.
Epistemoiogically this is not so, for not every claim to knowledge has, for
Kant, being or reality as one of its sources. There are for Kant, as is well
known, pure synthetic a priori truths which owe nothing to experience. So
all synthetic truths have, necessarily, a formal element, and some have only
a formal element. But no truth, synthetic or otherwise, can have only a
material element.
Although there may be quibbles about the way in which I have
formulated the Kantian interpretation claim, I do not think that it will be
disputed that Kant held something at least very much like the claim as I
have expressed it. This can be seen in his doctrine of transcendental
synthesis of the understanding. Kant's basic premise is that the
consciousness, whose contents are diverse and multifarious, displays a
fundamental unity—'It must be possible for the " I think" to accompany all
my representations, for otherwise something would be represented in me
which could not be thought at all, and that is equivalent to saying that the
representation would be impossible, or at least would be nothing to me' (B
131-132). What Kant seeks to demonstrate is that for the unity of
representations to be possible, for the ' I think' to accompany a
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representation, those representations must be synthesised according to the
categories of the understanding, which amount to the most general a priori
rules of synthesis. Thus, a necessary condition for any content to be
admitted'to consciousness, and hence to knowledge, is that the content, the
representation, be synthesised by the interpretive concepts of the human
mind, the categories. No representation which has not been so synthesised
is either experiencable or knowable. There must be an a priori 'totality of
rules under which all appearances must stand i f they are to be thought as
connected in an experience', Kant reminds us in the Prolegomena (section
36).
Let us look again at (IC). I t might be supposed that one could, through
some procedure of phenomenological analysis, determine what the
interpretive element was in any knowledge claim, and then by 'subtracting'
just that element and no more, one could discover and describe the bare
matter, or uninterpreted content, behind the knowledge claim. Such a
supposition would be an illusion, Since (IC) is a claim about all knowledge
claims, it asserts that, however much analytical pruning away of
interpretation one were to engage in, one would never be left with a
knowable but uninterpreted remainder, the pure given of the empiricists.
Suppose someone, after engaging i n such epistemic trimming finally
asserted that he had reached some bedrock knowledge about an
uninterpreted 'given' in experience, some wholly unvarnished truth. Such
an assertion would be contradictory for anyone like Kant who also held an
interpretation claim. I n no judgment or claim to know something could
there be an absence of interpretative thought and hence no one could ever
know anything whatever about that which isn't interpreted qua
uninterpreted. Thus (IC) is a form of denial of the empiricists' idea of a
knowable, 'unvarnished' given, which was meant to serve for them as an
epistemic foundation stone for the intricate structure of our knowedge. It is
true that some passages, especially in the first edition of The Critique of
Pure Reason, suggest such an empiricist account of given but uninterpreted
data of experience. But it is generally accepted that Kant has an alternative
account, which he uses especially in the second edition, on which no
knowable or experiencable datum could be unsynthesised by the a priori
rules and concepts of the understanding, and it is only this alternative
account of the data of experience which is consistent with his overall theory
of knowledge. On his most plausible account, then, there can be no
knowable uninterpreted given, and only such an account is compatible
with his insistence on the part that both a priori concepts and intuitions
play in the acquisition of human knowledge.
We have already seen why the empiricists, with their reflective
understanding of thought, would reject any interpretation claim about all
judgments, since for them there is at least one class of judgments, those
about the uninterpreted given, for which (IC) does not hold. 1 have already
mentioned how a controversial (IC) can get confused with the banal claim
that thought is involved in all knowledge. Philosophers who accept some
7
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version of (IC) are sometimes guilty of expressing their substantial claim in
a way that does make it seem equivalent to this banality. For example:
What is immediate can never reach the threshold of utterance—any attempt to utter the
immediate by means of any symbols is a relinquishment and a falsification of i t
8

Sometimes it may look as if such a position is merely asserting that one
cannot describe the object without using symbols, or a language, which is
trivially true because of what 'describe' means. Perhaps partly because such
claims are often expressed in such a misleading way, Nelson Goodman has
taken interpretation claims to be banal. In particular, he argues that
anyone who raises a question about uninterpreted entities is 'covertly
demanding . . . that I describe what I saw without describing i t ' . But if it is
so obviously impossible to make any claim about uninterpreted entities,
then the Kantian assertion that all our knowledge is knowledge of
interpreted entities must be banal. I f Kant, or Lo wenberg, is merely saying
that to know implies to think symbolically, how could it be other than
trivially true that we cannot think about the pre-symbolic?
Leszek Kolakowski, in his essay 'Karl Marx and The Classical
Definition of Truth,' has a similar argument.
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The Kantian claim we have labelled as (IC) cannot be reduced to the
assertion that all knowledge involves thought, or concepts, or to the
Goodmanesque triviality that one cannot describe without using symbols,
or Kolakowski's banality that you cannot think about something without
thinking about it. It is, rather, a claim about the role interpretation plays in
all knowledge, a claim whose denial is significant. Kant's interpretation
claim is close to an assertion of what is sometimes referred to as conceptual
idealism, although I shall show .later why his position falls short of a full
conceptual idealism in a rather puzzling way. A n d the last thing one
should say about conceptual idealism is that it is trivially true, that its
denial is an absurdity.
11

9

Kant: The Objects of Thought
Also implied in Kant's dual sources claim, in addition to (IC), is that there
is something which is essentially independent of thought, essentially
independent of the synthesising operations of the mind. I shall call this
Kant's 'independence claim', '(IpC)'. That there is something other than
thought, whose existence does not imply the existence of thought or mental
activity of any sort, is ground shared between Kant and the empiricists. 1
am not now thinking of the difficult and problematic conception in Kant of
noumenon, of the thing-in-itself, for even i f we read Kant with the
noumenon jettisoned, there still must remain, in addition to thought,
whatever it is that sensibility contributes, that second source of our
knowledge. Kant says that these objects spring from one of the 'two
fundamental sources of mind' [my emphasis], so presumably they are not
to be conflated with noumena. I shall refer to these objects, which are
essentially independent of all thought, 'pre-conceptualised intuitions'.^
Kant contemplates the possibility of appearances not bound together by
the process of conceptualisation, and says of such appearances that they
'might indeed constitute intuition without thought, but not knowledge; and
consequently would be for us as good as nothing' ( A l 11), because we could
have no possible experience or knowledge of such appearances. Kant also
remarks about them: *. . . appearances can certainly be given in intuition
independently of functions of the understanding' (A90); 'Objects may,
therefore, appear to us without their being under the necessity of being
related to the functions of understandings' (BI22); 'That which, as
representation, can be antecedent to any and every act of thinking, is
intuition' (B67); and 'That representation which can be given prior to all
thought is called intuition' (B132). Thus, there are for Kant preconceptualised intuitions, and Kant seems equally committed to their
existence in both the first and second editions of The Critique.
12

. . : one can admit the validity of the idealists' traditional argument: ' A situation in which one
thinks of an object that is not thought of is impossible and internally contradictory.'
10

Kolakowski wishes to argue against the empiricist notion of an
uninterpreted given, and does so by arguing that it involves the alleged
logical absurdity of thinking about that which is not thought of.
Goodman's questioner and Kolakowski's empiricist are not committing
such obvious mistakes. Suppose a.philosopher holds that it is impossible
to describe the uninterpreted, on the basis of holding (IC). Thus, the
impossibility of describing the uninterpreted rests on the substantial tie
between knowledge, judgment, or description on the one hand, and
interpretation on the other—the link which (IC) asserts—and this, even if
true, is certainly not a triviality. There is no immediately obvious analytic
connection between 'description' and 'interpretation', for there is nothing
obviously contradictory about the notion of reflective thought, or of a
description which reflects its object. Goodman, before he could reduce (IC)
to the banal demand for a description of the undescribed, would have to
assume that an uninterpreted entity is necessarily an undescribed one,
which is precisely what a reflection theory would deny, since it claims that
we can describe an 'uninterpreted' reality, whether given in experience as
empiricism assumes, or discoverable only by theory. The philosopher who
attempts to describe the uninterpreted is not trying to describe something
without describing it (as Goodman would have us believe) or trying to
think about that which isn't being thought about (as Kolakowski appears
to think), but is trying to describe or think without interpreting. The
argument here is substantial, and one simply cannot dissolve it by seeing
either assertion or counter-assertion as trivially true or contradictory.

Wolff, in his Kant's Theory of Mental Activity, claims to find a shift in
Kant's views on this point. Wolff admits that Kant, at A90, says that there
is a possibility of appearances 'given in intuition independently of functions
of the understanding'.'" He follows this with a series of supposedly
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increasingly conflicting statements by Kant, that the categories 'relate of
necessity and a priori to objects of experience* (A93), that such appearances
'would be for us as good as nothing' ( A l 11), that such perceptions would be
'merely a blind play . . . even less than a dream' ( A l 12), and finally 'for it is
only because I ascribe all perceptions to one consciousness... that I can say
of all perceptions that I am conscious of them' (A122). But i n fact there
does not seem to be any shift within the passages that Wolff cites. Kant is
apparently distinguishing the having of an intuition and the being
conscious of or experiencing of an intuition (i.e. their being something 'for
us').
Kant's position is, then, that although there are such
preconceptualised intuitions, as such they cannot be admitted to the unity
of consciousness and so I cannot be aware of them. There cannot be, for
Kant, an uninterpreted given of which I can be conscious or aware, but it
does not follow from that that there cannot be an uninterpreted given at all
which i f it did come into my awareness, would become interpreted. We
argued i n the previous section that Kant's considered view must be a denial
of the empiricists' uninterpreted given in experience. But it would not
necessarily follow that Kant denied the existence of uninterpreted (but
unexperiencable) given tout court. We noted earlier that there is a shift
between the first and second German editions concerning the knowability
of the uninterpreted, and we said that only the position which seems to
dominate in the second edition, the denial of the knowability of any
uninterpreted given, is compatible with Kant's theory of knowledge..But
there is no accompanying shift, as far as I can see, in The Critique, either
within an edition or between editions, concerning the existence of preconceptualised or uninterpreted intuitions. Kant seems quite committed to
them throughout. Existence seems here to be one question, knowability
quite another.
Kant, then, seems committed to intuitions which cannot be experienced
or thought about or expressed in judgments. Since both consciousness and
experience are clearly on the side of thought—-'For experience is itself a
species of knowledge which involves understanding...' (B X V I I I ) — K a n t is
committed to phenomenal intuitions which are not possible objects of
consciousness or experience. This seems to resolve any appearance of
inconsistency among the quotes that Wolff cites. I t is true that Kant does
say that ' I t must be possible for the " I think" to accompany all my
representations', which might suggest that there could be no representation
independent of the unity of consciousness and hence no representation
independent of conceptualisation, no pre-conceptualised intuitions. It is,
however, worth noting that Kant's argument for the ' I think'
accompanying all my representations is that i f it did not accompany a
representation, that 'representation would be impossible, or at least would
be nothing to me' (B132). But the effect of the final qualification, 'would be
nothing to me', is to change 'accompanying all my representations' to
'accompanying all the representations which are something to me', i.e.
'accompanying all the representations of which I am conscious', and thus
15
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would allow once again for the possibility of pre-conceptualised intuitions,
although not ones of which I could be aware or conscious. 1 doubt whether
everything Kant says in The Critique is consistent with interpreting him
either as saying that there are (or can be) pre-conceptualised intuitions or as
saying that there cannot be such things. But I think the most plausible
interpretation of the matter is the one I have given, and this is reinforced
by seeing how Wolffs opposition to the idea of'an unsynthesised manifold*
as 'an obvious incompatibility with his [Kant's] central argument' is a
confusion, since on Wolffs own understanding, Kant's central argument is
that 'the validity of the categories is a necessary condition of consciousness
itself, [my italics]. That is, Wolff patently conflates the existence of an
unsynthesised manifold, which is not incompatible with Kant's central
argument, with the consciousness of such an unsynthesised manifold,
which is incompatible. The interpretation I have adopted also seems to be
confirmed by what Kant says about consciousness in his Logic: 'all our
cognition has a twofold relation, first to the object, second to the subject. In
the former respect it is related to presentation, in the latter to
consciousness, the general condition of all cognition in general. (Actually,
consciousness is a presentation that another presentation is in me).
Kant's remarks here seem to allow for the possibility of presentations
which are not presented to me, i.e., of which I am not aware. Kant then
proceeds to describe a case in which two men see a house, one man who
knows that it is a house and the other, a savage, who does not recognise
what he sees. I n the"case of the savage, Kant asserts that he is having 'mere
intuition'. Whatever we make of this peculiar example, it does show us that
Kant was willing to conceive of intuitions without concepts, for it is only
the first man who according to Kant has 'intuition and concept at the same
time'.
Therefore, I ascribe to Kant the independence claim, that something
exists independently of thought. I n what follows, I will depart from The
Critique terminology by calling such an independent thing an 'object', as I
have already been doing. For Kant, experience of objects is the result of the
joint operation of the two sources of knowledge, sense and understanding.
But I will use 'object' as that which is essentially independent of thought,
thereby eschewing Kant's own, more technical terminology even when I am
discussing Kant. Let me, then, formulate Kant's independence claim thus:
16

1,7

(IpC) There are objects essentially independent of all thought, or of all interpretive mental
activity.

In (IpC), the sense of 'independent' is 'not in necessary or essential
relation to'. As I shall argue i n the next section, objects which do exist
within synthesised experience are essentially related to thought or mental
activity, in the straightforward sense that the existence of such experienced
objects, objects of awareness, are necessarily the results of mental activity
or interpretive thought and hence imply the existence of that activity or
thought. The relation between thought and object in those cases is a
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necessary or internal, relation. (IpC) asserts that there are some objects
about which this is not true.
I n (IpC), we are not interested in causal or contingent independence.
Even i f (IpC) were true, it would leave open the logical possibility that
everything in the universe does as a matter of contingent fact stand in some
causal relation to thought. It is plainly the case that there are things which
bear no causal relation to, or no relation of contingent dependence on,
thought, but (IpC) makes no claim about this fact one way or another.
Even if everything were contingently dependent i n some way on thought—
suppose for example man had in fact laboured on every bit of matter in the
universe—it would not thereby be true that everything was essentially
dependent on thought, that it couldn't have been otherwise.
It is easy to confuse the Kantian independence (from mental activity)
claim with another, and apparently similar, claim about the independence
of objects from mind. * Claims about the essential independence of objects
from thought or mental activity, which are the ones we have been
discussing, and claims about the essential independence of objects from the
mind, are far from identical, as one can see i n considering the cases of an
empiricist or of Kant. This is not a familiar distinction i n contemporary
philosophy, yet it is one with which we shall have to work, whatever its
ultimate plausibility, in order to comprehend properly the theories of
knowledge of both Kant and Hegel.
1

For an empiricist, all objects of consciousness are impressions, and
hence have a phenomenal or mentalistic existence, i n that sense, they are
essentially dependent on the mind. But imagine that there are impressions
which do not have corresponding ideas. Many empiricists allowed for
unsensed sensa data, sense data of which I was i n fact unaware,
unconscious. Indeed, since Hume, for example, argues that 'all distinct
ideas are separable from one another*' and since the idea of an impression
and the idea of an idea are distinct, then 'the actual separation of these
objects is so far possible, that it implies no contradiction nor absurdity'.
Hume, then, must allow for the possibility of phenomenal mind-dependent
impressions, upon which no 'mental activity' had been performed in order
to obtain a corresponding idea. Such impressions would be minddependent and thought-(or idea-) independent, for there would i n fact be
no corresponding idea on which they might depend.
19

Similarly for Kant, since we can only know things as they appear to us,
never as they are in themselves. All the ingredients of knowledge are
phenomenal, or have a phenomenal status, both form and content,
structure and matter, of knowledge. This can be seen by Kant's referring to
the pre-conceptualised intuitions as 'intuitions' or 'representations', which
suggests a phenomenal status for them. As I argued earlier, Kant is
committed to intuitions of which a man is not aware or conscious. Thus,
Kant's pre-conceptualised intuitions are phenomenal, or mentalistic, in the
sense that they necessarily relate to how things appear; they are
'appearances given in intuition'as Kant described them. Although they can

21

exist independently of our consciousness of them, and therefore
independently of any mental activity or synthesis, of the categories of the
understanding, they remain phenomenal and cannot exist apart from the
way in which they are related to human sensibility. I n short, the preconceptualised intuitions, thought-independent as they may be, are still de
mente. They are, at one and the same time, perceptual—they are, after all,
intuitions—and yet essentially independent of thought. In both the cases of
Hume and Kant, one can distinguish thought-independence and mindindependence.
What, for Kant, is both thought—and mind-independent? The noumena
are both. Thus, the conception of noumena and of pre-conceptualised
intuitions are distinct problems in Kant, the former being both thought and
mind independent, the latter thought (or mental activity) independent
only. Whatever sense we can make of this distinction, it is one that we need
to make in coming to understand Kant's theory of knowledge. I do not
think that the distinction can ultimately be maintained and I shall say why
that is so when I come to discuss Marx. But I think that it is crucial to
appreciate that the problem which Marx inherited from Kant and Hegel
was formulated in terms of the relation between thought (or mental
activity) and reality. That is not the same problem as the problem of the
relation between the mind (or mental things) and reality, as it was discussed
by the classical empiricists, or latter day phenomenalists for example, and
with which contemporary philosophers will be far more conversant than
with the rather strange sounding formulation of thought and reality.
Lucio Colletti's recent Kantian interpretation of Marx is muddled on
just this point. Colletti rightly stresses Marx's disagreement with Hegel,
and alliance with Kant, on the question of the duality of thought and being.
But for Kant the 'being' in this pair of contrasts, although thoughtindependent since it is being contrasted with thought, need not thereby be
mind-independent as well. The confusion arises from Colletti's unfortunate
tendency to treat 'mind' and thought' as synonyms, and indeed from
Colletti's generalised tendency to treat sets or pairs of oppositions as
equivalent. I f we distinguish, as I think we can, between thoughtindependence and mind-independence i n Kant's theory of knowledge, we
can see why Kant's acceptance of the independence claim is not yet, for
him, materialism, in the sense that Lenin and Engels gave to that term. We
shall, for the present, call the acceptance of the independence claim
'realism', since it asserts the reality of objects (whether the objects are
mental or material) essentially independent of thought, rather than
'materialism*. In this terminology one could either be a materialist realist
(Marx), i f the objects independent of thought exist independent of the
mind as well, or a non-materialist realist (Hume or Kant) i f the objects
independent of thought, namely impressions, do not exist independently of
mind. However, when we come to discuss Marx, I will, as I have already
said, show why for Marx this distinction cannot be drawn, and, thus, for
Marx there can be no distinction between realism and materialism.
20
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Conversely, the' position that rejects the independence claim is, we can say,
'idealism'. For idealism in this sense, no object exists which is essentially
independent of thought. This is Hegel's own definition of idealism in The
Phenomenology
of Mind: 'But qua reason . . . self-consciousness
is . . . certain its self is reality, certain that all concrete actuality is nothing
else but it. Its thought is itself eo ipso concrete reality; its attitude towards
the latter is thus that of Idealism . . . The subsistence of the world is taken
to mean the actual presence of its own truth; it is certain of finding only
itself there'. I t is true that 'realism' and Idealism' are often used differently
from this, but this is no matter for concern as long as we are clear about the
sense in which we intend those terms. In my terminology, for example,
Hume is a non-materialist realist, whereas Hegel is an idealist. This is, I
submit, a welcome conclusion. For the tendency to lump philosophies as
alien as Hegel's and Hume's under a single rubric, 'idealism', even when
qualified by 'subjective' and 'absolute', is to be avoided. A t any rate, on the
question in which we are interested, the relation of thought and object,
Hume and Hegel offer us wholly different answers, and that our
terminology allows us to distinguish them so readily permits us to focus our
question all the more perspicaciously. Hegel did not maintain that reality
was composed of mental objects as many philosophers assume by wrongly
conflating his idealism with the phenomenalism of the empiricists. Objects,
for Hegel, are creations of thought or Idea, and are, as the 'other' of
thought, essentially dependent on it. I n my sense, Hegel denies realism by
denying (IpC). But, once created, such objects are as material or nonphenomenal as anything could be. To put the point rather paradoxically
Hegel is a non-realist materialist, since he accepts both that there are
irreducibly material objects, but that they are essentially related to Idea or
Thought. Indeed, Hegel himself distinguishes his philosophy from
Berkeley's on just this issue of whether there is something thoughtindependent. Berkeley is criticised for allowing something 'alien* to
(essentially independent of) thought, namely sensations or impressions:
23
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. . . by pointing out that in all being there is this bare consciousness of a 'mine', and by
expressing things as sensations or ideas, it fancies it has shown that abstract 'mine' of
consciousness to be complete reality. It is bound, therefore, to be at the same time absolute
Empiricism, because for the filling of this empty 'mine' . . . its reason needs an impact
operating from without in which lies the forts et origo of the multiplicity of sensation or
ideas . . . But it fails to link up its contradictory statements about pure consciousness being
all reality while all the time the alien impact or sense—impressions and ideas are equally
reality.
25

Hegel criticised Berkeley for allowing thought-independent entities. Hegel,
then, I call an 'idealist' and Berkeley a 'realist', to capture this important
difference between them, of which Hegel was so conscious.
Phenomenalism, in our terminology, is a form of non-materialist realism.
Hegel's idealism is a much more vigorous and radical thesis _ than
phenomenalism: there is nothing—phenomenal or material—which is
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independent of thought or Idea, no object essentially independent of
concept.
Indeed, Hegel's problematic takes the problematic of the empiricists and
stands it on its head. For Locke, Berkeley and Hume, what is given, what is
obvious, is the object, albeit as an impression and therefore in the form of a
non-material object. Thought is the problem—either to be reduced to its
object (ideas are the pale reflection of impressions) or to be somehow
comprehended independently on its own (Kant's a priori categories of the
understanding). For Hegel, the object constitutes the problem. The given,
the immediate is thought, and somehow the object is to be comprehended
by it. 'Reason*, says Hegel, 'is the conscious certainty of being all reality.'
My intention here, though, is not to enter into a discussion of Hegel,
which I shall do in the next chapter. I have merely wanted to suggest the
historical accuracy of my use of 'realism' and 'idealism', and to justify the
distinction between materialism and realism which I have drawn in
discussing Kant's theory of knowledge.
Kant: Epistemological

Inconsistency

Let us call two propositions or claims, p and q, strongly epistemologically
inconsistent i f (a) p and q are logically consistent and (b) the truth of p
implies that there can be no possible evidence for believing that q is true. A
person can be said to be strongly epistemologically inconsistent when he
believes both of a strongly epistemologically inconsistent pair of
propositions.
It would be to make no mistake in formal logic to believe an
epistemologically inconsistent pair of propositions. Rather, the mistake is
epistemological, and we have for that reason called the inconsistency
epistemological. I have defined the notion for a pair of propositions, but it
is easy to see how to extend the notion to cover the case of an
epistemologically inconsistent set of propositions.
There is a somewhat weaker form of such inconsistency. We can say that
p and q are weakly epistemologically inconsistent if (a) p and q are logically
consistent and (b) the truth of p implies that there is in fact no evidence for
believing that q is true. Thus, the following two propositions are weakly
epistemologically inconsistent: 'unicorns exist' and 'there is no evidence of
any kind which suggests that unicorns exist'. From the truth of the second
proposition it follows that there is in fact no evidence for believing the first
proposition.
Theists are committed to strong epistemological inconsistency i f they
believe that God exists and that there is no possible evidence for belief in
God's existence. Indeed in the sense in which faith is juxtaposed to reason,
faith is strong epistemological inconsistency, somehow conceived as a
virtue. They believe a proposition, that God exists, and they believe
another proposition, that there is no possible evidence for God's existence,
which implies that it is impossible to know that the first proposition
believed is true.
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Kant's theory of knowledge contains within it just such a strong
epistemological inconsistency. I will argue that his independence claim
(IpC) and his interpretation claim (IC) are inconsistent in just this way.
Now, it is a commonplace criticism that Kant, on the basis of his theory of
knowledge, has no justification for believing that there are noumena. It
would be, in our terminology, strongly epistemologically inconsistent of
Kant to believe both that there are noumena and that all possible
knowledge is of phenomena only. Of course, Kant himself realised that
those two beliefs were strongly epistemologically inconsistent, and so, for
Kant, noumena are posited by reason in its practical rather than theoretical
employment, in fact an article of faith. Indeed, my earlier example of a
strong epistemological inconsistency, belief in God, was deliberate, for the
natural consequence of believing an epistemologically inconsistent pair of
propositions is faith in that for which one can have no possible evidence.
The fate of the noumenal realm in German philosophy after Kant is wellknown. Either, like a social pariah, it was soon dropped from most
respectable speculative systems, or its inconsistent opposite number was
dropped, so that knowledge of noumena was accepted (by intuition, for
example) as possible.
I want to stress that the question of the knowability of noumena is not
the epistemological inconsistency I am referring to, although it does raise
parallel epistemological problems. The inconsistency in Kant's philosophy
goes much deeper than is generally appreciated. I t is inconsistent
epistemologically to hold that there are noumena and that all possible
knowledge is of phenomena. But even if, as I suggested earlier, we read
Kant's Critique with the noumena already discounted, there is still an
epistemological
inconsistency
between
the
interpretation and
independence claims. This inconsistency arises wholly within the
phenomenal realm, and hence is a much deeper and more significant
inconsistency than that which arises from the Kantian problem of the
noumena. Giving Kant a so-called 'one realm' as opposed to 'two realms'
interpretation does not allow him to escape the sort of inconsistency I claim
to find in his theory of knowledge. Kant's (IC) and (IpC) are certainly
inconsistent in the sense which I have explained. They are formally
consistent, for it could be the case, unbeknownst to us, that there is some
thought-independent reality. But we can bring out the epistemological
inconsistency involved in such a supposition in the following way.
Suppose Kant's interpretation claim were true, viz: 'To make a judgment
or claim to knowledge necessarily presupposes the activity of interpretive
thought.' The nub of the tension between (IC) and (IpC) centres around the
nature of the relationship between any experienced or known object and
interpretive thought. What I claim is that, on (IC), any known object is
essentially related to thought and, hence, if (IC) is true, we can never know
any objects of which (IpC) would be true, objects which would be
essentially independent of thought.
For any object, there are an indefinitely large number of descriptions
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which are applicable to it. Consider one such description, 'the thing which
caused the explosion to occur', a description which makes use in an obvious
way of at least one of the a priori categories of the understanding, causality.
Can we say that, under that description, the relationship between object
and interpretive thought is a necessary or essential one? Does the existence
of the object described as 'the object which caused the explosion to occur'
imply the existence of a synthesis using the a priori concept of causality?
It would not be accurate to say simply that, for Kant, the existence of the
object under such a description implied the existence of interpretive
thought. It is certainly logically possible that noumena, for instance, really
do enter into causal relationships, although we could never know whether
or not this was so. It is possible that causal descriptions are true of
noumena, and noumena are essentially independent of thought. Kant
never says, or ought to say, that this is not possible. But what Kant does say
is that the a priori categories of the understanding have legitimate
application only within experience, to phenomenal objects. They may have
a logically possible application to noumena, but not a legitimate one, not
one to which we could ever be entitled.
Once we restrict our scope to phenomena, to objects which are objects of
knowledge and experience, we can be assured that their causal properties
arise from the application of the a priori category of causality. What
descriptions, i f any, may or may not be true of unexperienceable and
unknowable things can only be a matter for speculation. But the
descriptions true of* phenomena which assign causal properties to them
arise from the workings of the understanding. So, the upshot here is that
although the existence of objects correctly described as 'the thing which
caused . . .' does not logically imply the existence of a synthesis of the
understanding using the category of causality, what we can say is that,
under that description, the implication does hold i f the object is
phenomenal, one which is an object of our knowledge. Thus, for all objects
which we experience or know, their existence under causal descriptions
implies the existence of interpretive thought. For a causal object in the
realm of phenomena to exist, it is necessary and not contingent that there
be a synthesis of the understanding.
Now, because of (IC), what is true for the causal description I have been
using as an example must also be true for any possible description available
to us, as long as the description is restricted in application to phenomena. I f
there were a description available to us such that, under that description,
the existence of the object did not imply the existence of interpretive
thought, a synthesis of the understanding, then (IC) would be false, since
we could make a judgment about an object such that the activity of
interpretive thought was not necessarily presupposed. So, if (IC) is true, it
must be the case that no description, no knowledge, is available to us about
any object whose existence does not necessarily presuppose the existence of
a synthesis of the understanding. The existence of any object which is an
object of knowledge, under any description available to us, implies the
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existence of interpretive thought. Or equivalently, for all objects about
which we have some knowledge, their existence implies the existence of
interpretive thought. We can drop the qualification, 'under any
description available to us', since any object which only failed to imply the
existence of interpretive thought when described in a way unavailable to us
would, to that extent, be unknowable and hence not a phenomenal object
at all. So, we can say that for all objects of knowledge, their existence
implies, for Kant, the existence of interpretive thought.
Finally, i f my argument thus far is valid, its conclusion means that we
cannot know or experience an object which is not essentially related to
interpretive thought. But this is just to say that we cannot know that (IpC)
is true, even though it may be: 'There are objects essentially independent of
interpretive thought'. Holding (IC) undermines any possibility of knowing
that (IpC). They are, then, epistemologically inconsistent. There might be,
as Kant says, two distinct sources of our knowledge, thought and
sensibility, form and content, consciousness and being, 'two stems', as Kant
says. We could never come to know this, since we could never know or
experience one stem which did not show it to be in essential relation to the
other. We might then wonder if there were really two independent sources
of our knowledge at all.
'That it is the interpretation claim which generates the unknowability
not just of noumena but of any reality essentially independent of thought
can be seen by reminding ourselves of a correspondence theory account of
the relations been thought and reality. Once again it would be a banality to
assert that one cannot come to know or judge an object without bringing it
into some relation with thought, just as one cannot describe an object
without using words or symbols. But because of the nature of
correspondence or reflection, the relation between an object and thought is
a contingent relation. Even for all objects which are in fact known, on a
reflection theory their existence does not necessarily presuppose the
existence of the thought in which they are reflected or to which they do
correspond. Known or experienced objects under reflective (rather than
interpretive) descriptions stand in no necessary dependence to thought; the
object as it is reflected could exist apart from the contingent relation it may
come to have to reflective thought. So we can hold onto (IpC), at the price
of abandoning (IC), with which it is epistemologically inconsistent, in
favour of a reflection theory. On a reflection theory, an object's being in
fact knoWn does not put it into an essential relation to thought. I t is
interpretive thought only which is responsible for tying known objects to
thought with this necessary or internal relation.
There is, then, no special difficulty for the empiricists in knowing what
the object is like independent of thought, for one has every reason for
supposing that the object one knows would be essentially the same i f one
were not engaged in the act of knowing or thinking about it. Ceasing to
actively think about it or know it, on a correspondence theory, does not
essentially change the object; it only removes one accidental relation in
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which it stands. More graphically, since thought on a correspondence
theory is not interpretive, there is no reason to suppose that the thinking is
making an essential difference, as it were, to the object of knowledge.
But for Kant the matter is otherwise, and this difference springs from the
interpretive, a priori nature which thought has for him. The relation of
thought to object is essential for any object of knowledge or experience. It
is essential, for any object about which we judge or about which we claim to
know, that there be a synthesis of the understanding. Thus, known objects
stand in essential relation to thought and cannot be independent of mental
activity. Kant's interpretive claim is epistemologically inconsistent with
realism, with the belief in a thought-independent reality, in a way in which a
reflection theory is not. Both noumena and pre-conceptualised intuitions,
as equally interpretive-thought independent, are therefore equally
consigned to unknowability.
Kant's Materialism:

Independence versus Creation

In the section of The Critique of Pure Reason called 'Anticipations of
Perception', Kant refers to sensation as 'the matter of perception', and says
that it is sensation which 'can never be known a priori and which therefore
constitutes the distinctive difference between empirical and a priori
knowledge' (B209). And so here, i f anywhere, we should be able to find
what it is about our experience that should convince us that it has two
sources rather than a single source. Now, Kant tells us that sensation itself
is capable of a further internal analysis. There is the intensity of the
sensation, and the quality of the sensation. Thus, 'Every sensation,
therefore, . . . has a degree, that is, an intensive magnitude . . .' (B211),
and 'The quality of sensation, as for instance in colour, tastes, etc., is always
merely empirical, and cannot be represented a prior? (A176). Wolff
suggests that the intensive magnitude and quality are related as form and
matter, and thus, since knowledge is always of form and never of matter,
'there would appear, therefore, to be a possibility that even the subjective
content of perception might have cognitive significance, in its degree of
intensity, i f not in the quality'. I f this is so, as it transpires, even the matter
of perception has a form and matter.
27

Intensity, or intensive magnitude is treated as form, for it is a
constitutive, a priori concept of the understanding, and it is for Kant a
synthetic a priori truth that all sensation has intensive magnitude. Kant
finds his own results surprising. One would think, he says, that a priori
knowledge about sensation ought to be impossible. 'For it does indeed
seem surprising that we should anticipate experience precisely in that
which concerns what is only to be obtained through it, namely its matter.
Yet, none the less, such is actually .the, case' (B209). Since all a priori
knowledge comes by way of a synthesis, Kant even invents a bogus
synthesis for 'generating the magnitude of a sensation from its beginning in
pure intuition = 0, up to any required magnitude' (B208), and he tells us that
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we can 'determine a priori, that is, can construct, the degree of sensations of
sunlight by combining some 200,000 illuminations of the moon' (B221).
Sensation is the matter of perception, but it turned out to be matter only
relativity, for it too had a form and matter. With the quality of the
sensation, though, we seem to have arrived not just at matter relative to
some form, but at what Kant took to be bedrock matter epistemologically,
the substratum of our knowledge. This ought to be what, out of all else, we
do not just inject into or project onto our experience of reality; it ought to
be what reality is itself l i k e . ' . . . in all quality (the real i n appearance) we
can know a priori nothing save their intensive quantity . . . everything else
has to be left to experience' (B128). The quality of the sensation—that it is a
certain colour or taste—cannot be anticipated and is in that sense a
posteriori.
Thus, not every feature or item of our knowledge is put there, or created, i
by the understanding. Kant does not lack a concept of the 'purely
empirical'. ' I f we remove from our empirical concept of a body, one by one,
every feature in it which is merely empirical, the colour, the hardness or
softness, the weight even the impenetrability . . .' (B6), its '. . . existence
cannot be constructed . . .' (B222). But although the 'purely empirical* is
not a creation of thought, it is not in Kant something that is independent of \
thought either. The quality of the intuition, Kant tells us, is its matter, and }
is not brought into being or created through a synthesis of the
j
understanding in the way in which the intensive and extensive magnitudes {
of the intuition are generated.
But this quality as the matter of intuition, the purely empirical, is not
thought-independent either, for Kant provides us with some knowledge of
it, and we have already shown that, on the basis of (IC), where we have an
object which is known (or experienced), i n this case the quality of the
intuition, then the existence of that object stands i n a necessary relation to
thought, to the synthetic activity of the mind. This shows, I think, that
Kant's concept of matter plays a peculiar role in his theory of knowledge,
although it may well play a different role in his philosophy of science. The
hallmark of matter is, for Kant, that it is the 'purely empirical'. It is not
created or generated or produced by the understanding in the way i n which
he claims causality or intensive and extensive magnitude are. But because
such sensory qualities are knowable, they are not independent of thought.
Thus, the role matter plays in Kant's theory of knowledge is by itself
insufficient to make Kant a realist and a fortiori insufficient to make him a
materialist. For any object which is known or experienced, its existence
under the description 'This is heavy' or 'This is hard' implies the existence of
thought just as much as it does under the description T h i s was the cause of
the explosion'. There is no judgment we can make about an object which
does not necessarily presuppose the application or involvement of the a
priori categories of the understanding, and hence no description available
to us of what pre-conceptualised intuitions might be like. We do not put
'heaviness' or 'hardness' into what we experience i n the way in which, for
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Kant, we do put 'causality' there. But even though not put there by us, it is
not essentially independent of our putting things there either. Matter must
be distinguished, then, from pre-conceptualised intuition. Unlike the latter,
matter is knowable and hence not essentially independent of the synthesis
of the understanding.
Some commentators of Kant have misunderstood the nature of the
Kantian intuitive sensory qualities, wrongly identifying them with the
subective appearances or sense data of the empiricists, which are essentially
independent of thought or mental activity. Stefan Kbrner, for example,
argues that Kant's central aim is to show the conditions which are necessary
if we are to have objective experience.
According to Kbrner's
interpretation of Kant, it is the application of the categories which is the
necessary condition for the possibility of objective experience, for their
unifying function upgrades subjective experience to objective experience.
But if this were accepted it would allow for the possibility of subjective
experience, e.g. this seeming heavy to me, to which the categories have not
been applied. 'This seems heavy to me' could then be a judgment about the
pre-conceptual intuitions, a judgment made wholly in terms of reflective
rather than interpretive concepts. If Kbrner were right our interpretation of
Kant would be seriously wrong.
29

Kbrner's evidence for this as Kant's position is taken primarily from the
Prolegomena: 'This, of course, conforms to Kant's view, a view expressed
most clearly i n the Prolegomena, that the Categories which are embodied
in the logical forms of judgment are not applied i n merely perceptual
judgments'. Kbrner interprets Kant as saying that the only concepts
which are contained in perceptual judgments about subjective experience
are those 'which are abstracted from sense-perceptions', and thereby
excludes all a priori categories. Clearly, i f Korner were right, objects under
those 'perceptual' descriptions would not, even when known, imply the
existence of interpretive thought. Such 'perceptual' objects could be
described and known, and yet their existence would not necessarily imply
the existence of a synthesis of the understanding.
30
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The difficulty with this interpretation is that it cannot account for Kant's
central and singly most important claim that the T think' must be able to
accompany all the contents of my consciousness, and that a necessary
condition for this being so is that the categories have been applied to all
those contents. It is legitimate to ask, then, of Kbrner's interpretation: Can
the ' I think' accompany subjective presentations? If so, then on Kant's own
argument the categories must apply to them, and Korner then would be
wrong i n holding that these presentations are experiences minus the a
priori or interpretive categories. I f not, if the T think' does not accompany
these presentations, then such presentations cannot enter the unity of
apperception and hence are not such that I can be conscious of them. I f I
cannot be conscious of them, then 1 cannot make judgments about them—
whether these judgments be objective or subjective, or whatever. Kbrner is
inclined to answer the question i n both ways at once: ' A manifold without
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synthetic unity might be perceivable but could not be thinkable—at least
not in objective terms.' But such an unconnected manifold could not be
thinkable (and hence not experiencable in the full sense i n which for Kant
that does imply thought) in any sort of judgment. Since Kant does clearly
make judgments about these sensory qualities, the ultimate matter of all
intuition, i.e., since for Kant these sensory qualities are clearly thinkable,
then they cannot be independent of the application of categories and hence,
pace Kbrner's interpretation, they cannot be the same as the subjective.
appearances of the empiricists, a notion wholly inimical to the central
thrust of Kant's theory of knowledge. Unlike the subjective appearances,
the sense data of the empiricists, Kant's qualities are not categoryindependent entities, since Kant, unlike those empiricists, denies the
possibility of any experienced or known object—whether an objective or
subjective 'object'—whose existence is not necessarily related to the
activities of the understanding. Happily, most commentators do not share
Kbrner's interpretation. Kbrner's interpretation rests on the distinction
between judgments of experience and of perception, the latter of which do
not demand the application of the categories. Kant makes this distinction
in The Prolegomena of 1783, and such a problematic distinction should not
be transposed to the Kant of The Critique without more ado, especially
since i't makes nonsense of the main thrust of Kant's argument, which
demands a necessary link between the application of the categories and the
making of any judgment whatever, in short, the interpretation claim. As
we have argued previously there are, for Kant, pre-conceptualised
intuitions. The point to mark here is that these are not the same as the
quality or matter of sensation, which are necessarily related to the synthesis
of the understanding. Such pre-con.ceptualised intuitions, unlike sensory
qualities, are unknowable and unexperiencable because they stand in no
relation to a synthesis of the understanding. As I said earlier, they are as
unknowable as things-in-themselves.
32
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Finally, we might permit ourselves to speculate that Kijrner has not yet
separated sufficiently in Kant the question of what thought producesivom
the question of what is independent of thought, and that his failure to do so
might be what accounts for this misinterpretation of the presentations
which serve as the matter of perception and on which the categorial forms
are imprinted. Sensibility, for Kant, is the source of what is 'other than'
thought. Insofar as we can judge or make claims about this 'other', it can
only be an other in the sense of being the empirical element which thought
does not put there. But it cannot be 'other' in a fuller sense of being
essentially independent of thought. Failure to draw this distinction may be
what is responsible for mis-attributing to the Kantian empirical element in
sensation the sort of thought-independent status which sense data have for
the empiricist.
It may be difficult to understand how something, matter in this case,
could be dependent in its existence on thought but not created by the
thought or mental activity on which it essentially depends. I referred earlier
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to Kant's (IC) as falling somewhat short of'conceptual idealism'. For if it is
to be called 'conceptual idealism' then it is one of a peculiar sort. If we think
of conceptual idealism as either the position that (put formally) all of the
categories or concepts which we employ to organise and structure our
experience are put there by us, or as the position that (put materially) all
known objects or objects of which we are conscious arise from our
conceptual projection onto raw experience, then Kant is not a conceptual
idealist. Sensory qualities are there, unlike causality, and not there because
of our mental activity; presumably the category of heaviness or hardness,
to rehearse Kant's examples, is not an a priori concept, but a wholly a
posteriori one. Button the other hand, the interpretation claim is still true
about heaviness or hardness or about judgments about them, for such
'matter' of experience stands in essential relation to the synthetic activity of
the mind, and judgments about it presuppose necessarily the existence of
the a priori categories of the understanding. Perhaps we should call Kant's
position not one of conceptual idealism, which has built within it the notion
of thought putting everything into reality, but conceptual dependecism.
Many critics of Kant conflate conceptual idealism proper with the Kantian
conceptual dependecism I have described. Gareth Stedman Jones, for
example, i n his article on the early Lukacs, claims that 'critical
philosophy based itself on the idea that thought could only grasp what it
itself had created and strove to master the world as a whole by seeing it as
self-created'. But this is, as I have argued, to misunderstand the given (but
concept- or thought-dependent) role that matter as the quality of sensation
plays in Kant's theory of knowledge. In short, it confuses creation and
dependence. I f it is difficult to understand how something can be
dependent for its existence on thought, but not put there or created by
thought, this is Kant's difficulty, and one which German philosophy after
Kant had to face, as we shall soon see.
35

One of the few Kantian commentators to have discussed this particular
problem in Kant's philosophy is W. H . Walsh, in his recent Kant's
Criticism of Metaphysics.,
How are we, after all, to account for the
epistemic role of sensation in Kant's philosophy? Walsh notes that
sensation cannot play for Kant the same role as it did for the empiricist, for
whom sensation is 'a species of knowledge'. Kant did toy with such a view,
but 'it was clear even then that the main theory of knowledge advocated in
The Critique, according to which knowledge demands both a sensory and
an intellectual component, must rule out any doctrine of immediate
knowledge . . . and so would exclude thinking of sensation as a form of
knowledge by acquaintance'.
What is Walsh's alternative suggestion for understanding sensation in
Kant's philosophy?
36
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To fit in with the rest of The Critique, sensation must be conceived of as a form of experience
which is .swge'jem. There can be no knowledge . . . without sensory input, but sensation is an
experience to be enjoyed rather than a matter of contemplating objects: bare sensing conveys
no knowledge, but simply qualifies the subject . . . Sensation without judgment is not a form
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it does not involve awareness of an object which is essentially

3B

and earlier, in a similar vein,
. , . sensation is not
experience which is
though it is false to
'intuitions', as Kant

strictly a form of awareness, since it has no true objects, but a mode of
sui generis; without it experience of particulars would be impossible,
describe it as presenting particulars for description. Sensory content—
calls them—are not objects of any sort, public or private.
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Walsh takes seriously Kant's dictum that there are 'two stems of human
knowledge'. He sees that Kant holds a 'doctrine of the separate nature of
concepts and intuitions', and correctly concludes that such conceptindependent intuitions would not provide 'a form of awareness'. As we
have maintained throughout, they would be as unknowable as noumena.
M y only objection to Walsh's discussion is that he tends to collapse
sensation into pre-conceptualised intuitions. I think that one has to admit
that Kant's sensations, the matter of experience, are possible objects of
awareness and hence do not have a 'separate nature' from concepts at all
since they are essentially dependent on the a priori concepts of the
understanding. Insofar as Kant does insist on there being something with a
'separate nature' from concepts, these can only be the unknowable and
unexperiencable pre-conceptualised intuitions, and these latter are not the
same things as those odd Kantian sensory qualities, features of an
experience essentially dependent on a thought which is not itself
responsible for having put them there. But Walsh is correct in insisting that
whatever it is that the 'other' source of knowledge provides us, it must be, in
its independence of the a priori categories, something which cannot be an
object of awareness.
Kant: Concluding

Remarks

I have tried to show that (IC) and (IpC) are strongly epistemologically
inconsistent. Kant then is faced with an obvious dilemma. Let us return to
the preconceptualised intuitions of which (IpC) speaks. Either we can be
conscious of, or have some knowledge about, such intuitions as they exist
apart from synthesised experience, or we cannot. Each form of the
dilemma shows how there is a deep tension within the very heart of the
Kantian critical philosophy.
To take the first horn of the dilemma, suppose that we could have such
knowledge, make some judgements about, be conscious of or experience
(in the full Kantian sense), these pre-conceptualised entities whose
existence is essentially independent of interpretive thought. On this horn,
we could retain the epistemological credibility of the independence claim.
We could be realists, but we would have to sacrifice the interpretation
claim, for we could make at least one judgment or claim about entities
which are not essentially related to the activity of the mind even though, of
course, they would have to stand in at least a contingent relation to the
mind if we were to make a judgment or claim about them, and we could
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make also at least one judgment which did not necessarily presuppose, an
interpretive, a priori contribution. We would have to sacrifice the heart of
Kant's epistemological insight. Since some knowledge or some judgments
would not arise as a result of a synthesis, some knowledge would therefore
lack an interpretive element. Behold, it transpires that not all intuitions
without the a p r i o n concepts of the understanding would be blind (B76).
Short-sighted perhaps, but not totally blind. In a sense, it would not be true
that 'the senses can think nothing', for one could know something about
these pre-conceptualised intuitions apart from the occurrence of any
synthesis of the understanding. I f we could know about-something which
did not stand in essential relation to thought, then it is not true that 'only
through their [a priori understanding and sense] union can knowledge
arise' (B76), for we would have achieved some knowledge without the
employment of the a priori understanding. Indeed, on this horn, Kbrner's
empiricist interpretation of Kantian presentations would have been
correct, but of course at the price of jettisoning the interpretation claim,
and jettisoning the necessary condition for the transcendental unity of
apperception, the application of the a/jn'on'categories to all the contents of
consciousness. Kant's epistemology would in this respect become
indistinguishable from that of an empiricist, whose foundational
knowledge comes by direct acquaintance with the objects of perception. In
short, some of our knowledge would be reflective of reality rather than
interpretive of it. Finally, i f we admit to getting knowledge of some sort
about these preconceptualised intuitions directly from experience, it raises
the possibility that other knowledge might also arise from the senses
without any contribution from the understanding. Perhaps Kant has been
overparismonious in his cognitive allotment to sensation and overly
generous i n what he has given to the a priori understanding. The object
which exists, essentially independent of thought, may be fuller and richer
than Kant has allowed. Once our realism is allowed a toehold, Kant may
find it difficult to prevent its expansion. We retain (IpC) but only by paying
the price of jettisoning (IC). We can be realists, but with a correspondence
or reflection theory of thought.
On the other hand, to take the second horn of the dilemma, suppose that
we can have no knowledge of what exists apart from the synthetic activity
of the mind, from thought. We continue to take Kant's epistemological
programme seriously by retaining (IC). What is independent of thought,
such as pre-conceptualised intuitions, must be as unknowable as the
noumena! realm itself. Retention of (IC) is epistemologically inconsistent
with (IpC). We retain our interpretive claim about knowledge, but jettison
realism. What is perhaps alone surprising in Kant's position is that Kant,
on the one hand, so readily admits when he is thinking of noumena that
there can be no possible knowledge of even the existence of that which
exists independent of our synthesis of the understanding and forms of
intuition, and yet on the other claims to know that our experience of the
world has two separate sources, is the product of our interpretation of pre-

34

MARXISM

AND

KANT

MATERIALISM

conceptualised intuitions which as the second of the 'sources' exist
independently of thought. When Kant discusses the thing-in-itself, he
denies the possibility of knowing that it exists. However, when he mentions
the pre-conceptualised intuitions, that second source of our knowledge,
Kant speaks as if we could know that this second source existed. Yet the
problem of the thing-in-itself and that of the pre-conceptualised intuitions
raise substantially the same epistemological difficulty, namely the problem
of how one could even knowihat such a thing exists, let along what it is like.
Since both are independent of the concepts of the understanding and forms
of intuition, there could be no possible experience or knowledge of either
the one or the other. Kant faces up to this problem with the thing-in-itself
by denying the possibility of any knowledge of it whatever, but he never
came to similar terms with the doctrine that there is something in our
experience independent of thought, the second 'source' of our knowledge,
although that doctrine ought to share precisely the same fate as the thingin-itself at his hands. Kant's epistemology gives him no right to be a realist,
empirical or transcendental. It seems simply inconsistent of Kant to resort
to a form of fideism about the existence of things-in-themselvesand at the
same time to assert with such confidence that our knowledge has two
independent sources, Indeed, one can take Hegel's many explicit criticisms
of the Kantian thing-in-itself and apply them outright to the problem of the
second source of knowledge, since they raise, as I have already said, the
same epistemological difficulty.
We can surmise that perhaps some implicit feeling for this inconsistency
led Kant to add the suggestive but wholly unexplored qualification to his
two-sources theme:'. . . there are two stems of human knowledge namely,
sensibility and understanding, which perhaps spring from a common, but
to us unknown root* (B30). Kant may say that '. . . our empirical
knowledge is made up of what we receive through impressions and of what
our own faculty of knowledge . . . supplies from itself (B2), but it is
difficult to see how, on his own programme, Kant could be entitled to such
claims. It may be worth saying again that Kant is entitled to speak of a form
and a matter or our experience, matter being that which is not created by
thought: 'That experience contains two very dissimilar.elements, namely,
the matter of knowledge from the senses, and a certain form for the
ordering of this matter, from the inner source of the pure intuition and
thought . . .' ( B l 19). This matter of experience need not be collapsed into
pre-conceptualised intuitions, as Walsh does, If that had been all that was
implied by the two sources claim, neither source created by the other, there
would not be the same objection to knowing that our knowledge has two
sources. It is when the sources are conceived of as essentially independent
of one another that epistemological difficulty develops, for at once one
source becomes as unknowable as the noumenal realm, and one then
wonders how Kant is entitled to suppose that our knowledge arises from
two independent sources at all, unless it is by the same sort of act of faith to
which he resorts in the case of the noumena,
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The lesson I hope to have extracted from Kant is simple and clear. A
realist (and a-fortiori a materialist) ontology, for example that expressed in
Kant's (IpC), is epistemologically inconsistent with the interpretive
understanding of all thought. To make realism epistemologically plausible,
one needs a 'reflection' or correspondence theory of thought or knowledge.
Kant's own critical philosophy was never able to overcome this deep
tension. The following judgment by Josef Maier, from his On Hegel's
Critique of Kant, accurately summarises quite succinctly that tension:
The greatness, the tragedy, and the paradox of Kantian philosophy consist in the fact that he
did not allow the given to disappear behind the grim architectonic of rational forms produced
by the understanding, but, on the contrary, posited and held to the irrational character of all
content (the given) and yet, in spite of this, strove to erect a system.
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Maier's remarks correctly evaluate, I think, the importance and the lesson
of Kant's philosophy from the point of view of Marxist materialism. There
can be no 'return' to Kant's materialism (or realism), as many have urged
throughout the history of Marxism, without serious re-evaluation of
Kant's theory of knowledge, with which materialism (or realism) is
epistemologically inconsistent. Lenin too, long ago, spoke of a tension
within Kantian philosophy, although he was speaking of the tension
between Kant's theory of knowledge and his retention of the idea of
noumena. But, as I have said before, although the problems of noumena
and pre-conceptualised intuitions are different, the tensions they generate
for Kant's critical philosophy are the same. Hence, it is worthwhile to recall
Lenin's evaluation as a fitting conclusion to a discussion on Kant which I
hope will have a relevance for Marxists:
The principal feature of Kant's philosophy is the reconciliation of materialism with idealism, a
compromise between the two, the combination within one system of heterogeneous and
contrary philosophical trends . . . Recognising experience, sensations, as the only source of
our knowledge, Kant is directing his philosophy . . . towards materialism. Recognising the
apriority of space, time, causaiity, etc., Kant is directing his philosophy towards idealism.
Both consistent materialists and consistent idealists . . . have mercilessly criticised Kant for
this inconsistency . . .
4 I

Lenin recognised Kant's attempt to wed materialist ontology to idealist
epistemology, and it is 'this inconsistency' which we too, in this chapter,
have tried to underscore.
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BETWEEN

CHAPTER I I

BETWEEN KANT AND MARX
In this chapter I want to describe and discuss two very different responses
within post-Kantian German philosophy to the tensions 1 have referred to
within Kant's critical philosophy. The responses are those of Hegel and
Feuerbach. I do not want to give the impression that I believe that it was
only Hegel and Feuerbach who are to be distinguished for their response to
Kant within the German philosophical environment of the early nineteenth
century. On the contrary, the whole of the German idealist tradition, for
example, was in part at least a development in reaction to Kant's
philosophical influence. The philosophies of Fichte and Schelling, Schiegel
and Novalis, Jacobi and Schleiermacher, are part of this general movement
that set itself the task of working through the problems and difficulties
bequeathed by Kant. Each represents a different and unique resolution of
some of t hose Kantian difficulties. I have chosen Hegel, for example, rather
than Fichte and Schelling, to represent an example of the 'idealist'response
to Kant. Naturally this is not in the least to suggest that Fichte and
Schelling are not interesting or important in their own right. But the
chapter is not intended as a short excursion into the history of German
philosophy during this intensely interesting period. Rather, it is only
intended to portray two examples of different responses to Kant's
philosophy.
This chapter is not historical in another sense. I am primarily interested
in Kant, and the two responses to Kant, as a way of situating the thought of
Marx. In the next chapter I shall argue that, with regard to the specific
philosophical questions I shall be and have been discussing, Marx follows
Feuerbach in being a realist. Thus I shall argue that Marx, from at least the
period of Vie Critique of Hegel's 'Philosophy of Right', rejected the
alternative, idealist response to Kant, I am, then, less interested in what the
real, historical Hegel said than I am in what Marx's Hegel said. In a sense,
this chapter could just as well be about Feuerbach's and the pseudo-Hegel's
response to Kant. I n fact, however, I claim something more than this, since
I think that Marx's interpretation of Hegel is essentially correct. Therefore,
I am willing to offer what I say as an accurate portrayal of what the real
Hegel (and the real Feuerbach) had to say in response to the Kantian
philosophy. But it is still worth remarking, I think, that my real interest in
this is the comprehension of Marx, and for that reason I am less interested
in the historical accuracy of the Hegel I present and more interested in the
Hegel that Marx imagines, even though in fact I think these are the same
Hegel. In order to understand Marx, it would be more important to
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understand what Marx thought Hegel had said, rather than what he really
did say, should these be different things. Happily, I do not think that they
are substantially different.
Hegel, as is well known, read Kant and expelled, banished, the Kantian
unknowables. Hegel's critique of unknowability in the critical philosophy
is directed against the whole conception of the noumena! realm. Kant
denied the possibility of knowledge of things in themselves, and limited
knowledge to knowledge of phenomena, of things as they appear. But, asks
Hegel, by what right do we call knowledge of phenomena knowledge at &W1
Since . . , this knowledge knows itself to be only knowledge of appearances, it admits to be
unsatisfactory. Yet, it is assumed at the same time that .things, though not rightly known in
themselves, are still rightly known within the sphere of appearances, as though only the kinds
of objects were different, and one kind, namely things in themselves, did not fall within
knowledge, but the other kind, namely appearances, did. How would it be to attribute accurate
perception to a man, with the proviso that he was not able to perceive truth but only untruth?
As absurd as that would be, a true knowledge which did not know its object as it is in itself
would be equally absurd.'

To know something is to know what it truly is. But to 'know' something
only as it appears is to fall short of this, and thus to fall short of knowledge.
According to Hegel, the Kantian philosophy is a refined version of
epistemological scepticism, for it in fact denies the possibility of
knowledge.
What, asks Hegel, are noumena, knowledge of which is being denied? No
qualities can be attributed to them. But this is to make noumena
unqualified. But that which cannot be qualified, determined, in any way is
mere abstraction, unreal. Thus we cannot have knowledge of noumena
because there is nothing more about them to know, for they are merely
ideal.
. . . it is indeed impossible to know what the thing-in-itself is. For the question 'what'
demands that determinations should be indicated; and since it is postulated that the things of
which these are to be predicated must be things-in-themselves, that is, indeterminate, the
question, in sheer thoughtlessness, is so put as to render an answer either impossible or selfcontradictory . . . Things in themselves . . . are mere abstractions, void of truth and
content.
3

Hegel's criticism of the unknowability of noumena would apply in equal
measure against the unknowability of the pre-conceptualised intuitions.
They, too, could have no determinations, and must therefore be 'mere
abstractions'. But abstractions are concepts, and so pre-conceptualised
intuitions, like noumena, as only concepts, are 'only a product of thought'.
Hegel was aware that, according to Kant, there is something which is not
necessarily related to thought: 'there is a surplus . . . which is . . . foreign
and external to thought, namely the thing-in-itself, and that, on the
Kantian theory of knowledge, to be 'external' to thought was a passport to
unknowability. What is knowable is internally or necessarily related to
thought. Hence, both noumena and pre-conceptualised intuitions, on
Hegel's argument would be equally unknowable, since both are 'external'
to thought.
3
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I am not claiming that Hegel ever dealt explicitly with the problem in
Kant's critical philosophy of the pre-conceptualised intuitions, but only
that, had he done so, they would clearly have been dispatched to the same
fate as the noumena. Hegel's arguments about the noumena can be
transposed to the question of pre,-conceptualised intuitions. Whatever is
'foreign' to thought is unknowable. I n The Phenomenology of Mind, at the
end of 'Reason's Certainty and Reason's Truth', Hegel criticises those
doctrines, presumably including Kant's, that hold that reality can be
divided into 'the unity of apperception and a "thing" as well, whether a
thing is called an alien impact, or an empirical entity, or sensibility, or the
"thing in itself. . .'. Hegel may here be distinguishing between Kant's
noumena and preconceptualised intuitions, and including them both in his
critique, although this is not a distinction he elaborates or explains
elsewhere.

'unconscious', non-deliberate, executed by Spirit working behind the
mental backs of finite consciousness. For those elements in our knowledge
which thought creates in such a way, knowledge of them must remain a
posteriori. But a creation of thought nonetheless. A l l of the elements in our
experience must have some source or principle of explanation. We cannot
on Kant's philosophy give matter or sensibility a source or principle of
explanation independent of thought, and so it would seem that, ultimately,
thought itself must be the source or principle of explanation of matter. We
may well begin to doubt that there really are two independent sources or
constituents of our knowledge at all. In a sense, then, matter would remain
'purely empirical', since it provided us with'a/wfm'oHknowledge, but not
in any way inconsistent with its being a thought-creation. Hegel would
explain its knowability by its being a product of the thought which knows
it.

What then, Hegel may have asked, remains for us i f we do read the
Kantian philosophy with unknowables banished? Hasn't Kant left us in an
unsatisfactory position? Thought, for Kant, can have an 'other' only in the
attenuated sense that there is something in our experience which the
understanding does not itself create. We distinguished, in our discussion of
Kant, the 'matter' of our experience, the 'purely empirical' element from
pre-conceptualised intuitions. I f we banish the unknowable preconceptualised intuitions, 'matter' still remains. But we also saw that this
Kantian matter of our experience has a peculiar status. It is necessarily
related to thought, internally related to thought (simply because it is
knowable) without having been created or put there by thought. Unlike the
pre-conceptualised intuitions, it is not even supposed to be an 'other' to
thought in the full sense in which it might be supposed to exist even if there
were no thought to which it could be related. But how, Hegel might have
asked, can we understand the idea that there might be something uncreated
by thought but necessarily related to it? Hegel ties unknowability not just to
whatever is external to thought (noumena and pre-conceptualised
intuitions), but to whatever is not a product of thought: 'there is in Kant's
philosophy a surplus , . . which is not posited and determined by thinking
self-consciousness and is foreign and external to thought . . .' So, for
Hegel, even matter would turn out to be an unknowable i f it were not
ultimately a determination or product of thought. What is necessarily
related to thought fares, for Hegel, no better than what is wholly foreign to
thought, unless its being necessarily related indicates that it is thought's
creation. What Gareth Stedman Jones earlier mistakenly accused Kant of
is true of Hegel: thought can only know what it itself has created.

We agree, then, with Richard Norman's recent discussion of Hegel on
this point:

3

Thus, if the matter of our experience is not fully independent of thought,
if it is necessarily related to thought, might this not be because it is
thought's creation? Of course even if, following Hegel, matter is conceived
of as a creation of thought, it might still be what yields a posteriori
knowledge. We might accept, perhaps, that there is a posteriori knowledge,
and that even matter is created by thought, for some creation may be

It is in this context, I think, that we can also understand what Hegel means by 'that point
where knowledge is no longer compelled to go beyond itself, where it finds its own self. I
would interpret this too as an essentially Kantian claim: Hegel accepts Kant^s view that the
pure a priori concepts are the product of the intellect, so that in encountering them
'knowledge . . . finds its own self; and i f Kant's residual'things-m-themselves'areeliminated,
it will then be the case that 'knowledge is no longer compelled to go beyond itself. In knowing
reality, the intellect knows itself, because it knows what it has itself put there,
4

Although Norman's account of Hegel's position, that the intellect can only
know what it creates, seems to us correct, Norman does not appreciate the
extent to which Hegel's position moves beyond Kant's, even apart from the
question of noumena. For Kant the intellect can know what it does not
itself put into reality, namely the matter of experience, the 'purely
empirical* element of sensory qualities. For Kant the intellect can only
know what is necessarily related to it, and that might not be what it has
created. For Hegel, there is no longer any distinction one can draw here.
Whatever is knowable is a thought creation. Hegel's philosophy moves
from Kant's conceptual dependicism, as we earlier called it, into being a
conceptual idealism in the fullest sense. Insofar as Hegel banishes
unknowables, he banishes everything except thought and its creations.
We can pose this problem for Kant, not in a way which he would have
countenanced, but using his terminology all the same. Kant toyed with the
idea of an intellectual intuition. Sensible intuition is intuition in which 'the
subject's faculty of representation is affected by the object'. Sensible
intuition is that appropriate for creatures whose knowledge has dual
sources or constituents. But intellectual intuition, the awareness of thingsin-themselves, is a creative awareness in which thought produces its own
objects, a kind of awareness, as Kant says, that 'can belong only to the
primordial being'. I n God's mind concepts 'would be self-specifying down
to the level of individuals', the concepts themselves would determine what
particulars fell under them, rather than wait around for application to any
5
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6

suitable particulars that might turn up', Such concepts would be, as Kant
calls them, 'synthetic universals' since such concepts particularise
themselves, or synthesise or manufacture their own application, rather
than merely wait around—in Walsh's metaphor—for their application in
the manner of the analytic universals which feature in our non-divine
understanding.
It is true that Kant says that we are wholly incapable of comprehending
even the possibility of such a sort of awareness, and so clearly Kant is not
himself going to tolerate an attempt to answer many questions about the
nature of intellectual awareness, or synthetic universals. But suppose we
asked Kant: how can we be so sure that we are not just that sort of creature
whose thought creates its object? How is Kant justified in his claim that
only a 'primordial being', but not we, have an awareness such that it is
capable of intellectual intuition? It is true that not ail our universals could
be synthetic ones, since some of our concepts have no instances. But
consider all those concepts of ours which do have instances or application
to something. Perhaps those concepts are synthetic. Perhaps they have
created their own application. How could we tell the difference between
those concepts with application which have and those which have not
created their own instances, particularised themselves? Perhaps the
difference between. God and us is just that all of his concepts are synthetic
ones, and only some of ours are.
If we were such creatures, some of our knowledge at least would be
singie-sourced, for those objects which fell under synthetic universals
would have their source in thought and hence another, independent source
would not be needed in order to account for knowledge of them. Would the
experience of creatures with intellectual and those with sensible intuition
have any differences at the phenomenological level? Could any of us tell
whether any of our concepts which did have instances had them because the
concepts were analytic or synthetic? I f both kinds of experience, the
intellectual and the sensible, both kinds of knowledge, that which arises
from analytic and that which arises from synthetic concepts, had just the
same 'feel' to it, how could any of us ever tell which kind of creature he was?
A m 1 a sensible or an intellectual intuiter? Are my instanced concepts
analytic or synthetic? Perhaps I have no knowledge about an object apart
from any essential or internal relation to thought because al! objects are
products of thought. Perhaps knowledge has but one source, and not two
sources after all. Maybe thought creates its own objects.
Kant never took such questions seriously. But Hegel did, and this leads
us on to certain difficulties and controversies in interpretation of Hegel's
philosophy. We have seen how, in Kant, any knowable object is essentially
related to thought or concept. It is easy to show that Hegel, too, accepted at
least this, for it was the task of the Hegelian philosophy to demonstrate the
internal, necessary connections between that which we might have
otherwise taken to be related only inessentially, contingently. Indeed, this
constitutes the very heart of that strange sounding Hegelian formulation,

identity-in-difference. I f two 'things', a and b, are internally or essentially
related, then each is necessary for the existence of the other. Thus, in an
obvious but metaphorical sense, one can say that part of the very being or
essence of a is in b, and conversely. In this Hegelian sense of identity,
subject and object are shown to be identical. ' I t is ordinarily supposed that
the subjective and objective are blank opposites; but this is not the case.
Rather do they pass into one another'. Clearly, Hegel has rejected the
Kantian independence claim (IpC), and he explicitly states this to be the
case. He says:
7

Since, then, everything material is overcome by the action of the mind implicit in Nature, this
triumph being consummated in the substance of soul, the latter emerges as the ideality of
everything material . . . so that everything called matter, no matter how much it conveys to
ordinary thinking the illusory appearance of independence, is known to have no independence
relatively to mind.
M

What is startling and novel in much of post-Kantian German philosophy,
and in Hegel's philosophy in particular, is not just the thesis of the essential
connection between subject and object. As we have already seen, this is
something to which anyone who holds fast to an interpretive thought claim
is committed willy-nilly, as the status of matter in Kant's philosophy should
have convinced us. What is novel is that Hegel, and others, offered some
sort of account or explanation of this essential connection. Why shouldthe,
matter of knowledge be essentially related to thought, to form? In what
sense can we retain a dual-sources account of knowledge if the two 'sources'
are in essential connection? Can we find a single unifying principle to
account for these two essentially connected elements of our knowledge,
form and matter? How could we know something unless we ourselves had
created it?
Hegel seeks to provide us with an answer: '. . . the emptying of selfconsciousness itself establishes thinghood . . .' For Hegel, thought, in
being related to matter, is only being related to what is essentially its own
creation, as I have already claimed. It is the creative or productive function
of thought which is to account for the essential relation that holds between
producer and product. Thus, like others in the German idealist tradition
which followed Kant, Hegel takes subject or consciousness as the single,
unifying, explanatory principle to account for both subject and object.
There remains no irreducible duality, no externa! datum or given, no
irrational surd inexplicable by the principles of form and system alone,
For Hegel, this means that content or object must itself be a creation or
projection of the subject. The object is in essential relation to the subject
because it is the subject in its otherness; it is a projection or creation by the
subject.
9

10

Mind is the only reality. It is the inner being of the world, that which essentially is, and is per
se; it assumes objective determinate forms and enters into relations with itself—it is
externality, and exists for itself, yet in this determination and in its otherness, it is still one with
itself. . . i i
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Why should creation suggest essential relation between creator and
created? We do not normally think of creation in this way. I f I create a
painting or build a chair, or produce a book, the painting, chair or book is
not essentially connected to me. Each can continue to exist when I cease to
exist. But we must understand the peculiar nature of Hegelian creation.
Creation must be taken together with the notion of identity-in-difference.
It is not that one thing, a subject, creates another thing, an object. It is
rather that something, a subject, creates 'itself in otherness . The object
created by the subject is only the subject taken in apparent externality. The
relations of the creator to the created are, ultimately, relations to itself. But
everything is necessarily identical to itself. Now that is not the 'abstract
identity' of orthodox philosophy. For Hegel, necessary self-identity applies
to identity-in-difference also, and thus there is a necessary relation between
creator and created, since the created is just the self-same creator in its
otherness. Creation then, for Hegel, is a kind of continuous self-impelled
development. The creator cannot, before creation, be fully itself, since its
full development and completion is only achieved through its creativeacts;
what it creates is itself in its full development or fulfillment. It exists, but
only inadequately, before its creative acts; it exists fully adequately only
when its inner dynamic, its self-impelled creative tendency, has finally been
worked'out. But since what it is related to in its creations is only itself, it is
necessarily or internally related to its creations, and for Hegel this would be
so whether the creations were mundane objects like tables and chairs or
were of rather more cosmic proportions, like the universe as a whole.
12

1

The creation of object by subject occurs in the Hegelian system both at
the human, phenomenological level, and at the metaphysical level. It is true
that Hegel does not intend that these two levels be ultimately distinct or
different. Hegel's philosophy is in intention an immanentist one, in the
sense that he thinks that absolute Idea, or Spirit, or M i n d , Geist, only exists
in and through the thoughts, minds, ideas, spirits of historical individuals.
It is controversial whether or not Hegel's philosophy is susceptible of a
purely immanentist reading, whether he does manage to dispense with
transcendent elements altogether. Regardless of which side of this debate
we choose, the transcendental or immanentist reading of Geist, it will be
useful to discuss creation at the phenomenological and metaphysical levels
separately.
First I should like to discuss the human level, the level of what things are
like for us. The Phenomenology of Mind is the logical history of the
consciousness of men. I t is divided into three principle sections,
'Consciousness', 'Self-consciousness', and 'Reason'. In the early stages of
consciousness objects are taken to be particular, external existences. Hegel
describes and comments upon the progression of consciousness through
increasingly sophisticated stages of its attitude toward the object of its
awareness. In 'Self-consciousness' consciousness, frustrated in its attempts
to grasp and explain the object, is turned back on itself. The objects of
consciousness are now the self, and other selves. In this sphere, too, the self
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is confronted with contradictions, divisions, which result finally in 'the
unhappy consciousness*. So it is then only in the sphere of Reason that the
self can find the reconciling and satisfying truth. What is that truth, the
truth of the subject and its objects, toward which The Phenomenologyhas
been moving? What is Reason, this synthesis of the objectivity discussed in
'Consciousness' and the subjectivity investigated in 'Self-consciousness? It
is the absolute knowledge achievable in its most adequate form by the
philosopher:
The surmounting of the object of consciousness in this way is not to be taken one-sidedly as
meaning that the object showed itself returning into the self. It has a more definite meaning: it
means that the object as such presented itself to the self as a vanishing factor; and furthermore,
that the emptying of self-consciousness itself establishes thinghood . . . self-consciousness
knows this nothingness of the object because on the one hand self-consciousness itself
externalises itself; for in doing so it establishes itself as object, or, by reason of the Indivisible
unity characterising its self-existence, sets up the object as itself. On the other hand, there is
also this other moment in the process, that self-consciousness has just as really cancelled and
superseded this self-reiinquishment and objectification and has resumed them into itself, and
is thus at home with itself in its otherness as such.
This totality of its determinate characteristics makes the object per se of inherently a spiritual
reality; and it becomes so in truth for consciousness when the latter apprehends every
individual one of them as self . . J
3

That truth, achievable only at the level of Reason and, in its most fully
adequate form, only by philosophy, is that the object of awareness is the
self, is a something created by the self or subject and which is only the self in
its other appearance. This is the reconciling truth, the satisfying truth, for
nothing remains that is alien to the self. The self is fully at home because it
has domesticated all strangeness. This 'makes the object per se or
inherently a spiritual reality'. Consciousness then 'apprehends every
individual . . . [object] as self
In an earlier part of the third division, 'Reason', entitled 'Reason's
certainty and Reason's Truth', Hegel specifically criticises Kant and Fichte,
and describes something which we might call the 'mechanics' of such a
creation, for he offers a description of how it is that content or object is
produced by thought or concept. Hegel's criticism of Kant in this passage
shows, I think, that Hegel takes what he is doing as an alternative account
of the dual sources of knowledge claim that one finds in the critical
philosophy, 'To put it otherwise, the category means this, that existence
and self-consciousness are the same being, the same not as a matter of
comparisons, but really and truly in and for themselves. It is only a
onesided, unsound idealism which lets this unity appear on one side as
consciousness, with a reality per se over against it on the other.' Hegel is
clearly involved in a rejection of any sort of epistemological dualism.
M

What has Hegel to say about Fichte? For Fichte, all experience must be
accounted for by the subject, the Ego or I , which produces that experience
out of itself. In intellectual intuition the pure ego posits itself as pure ego
and as non-ego. Pure ego establishes itself and its other from itself.

46

MARXISM

AND

MATERIALISM

BETWEEN

KANT

AND

MARX

47

Moreover, pure ego posits a plurality of finite selves and non-selves within
itself. But the single principle for all of this (individual selves, individual
things (non-selves), and the pure non-ego) is the spontaneous activity of
pure ego. Now, as we shall also see later when we come to discuss
intellectual intuition, Hegel's principle criticisms of Fichte do not concern
matters of substance but rather concern matters of methodology. For
Fichte, this activity of pure ego is expressed in undemonstrable
presuppositions. Fichte begins his philosophy with an account of the
activity of ego. Herein lies his methodological divergence from Hegel. For
Hegel, knowledge of the spontaneous, self-generating activity of the self is
the result of The Phenomenology of Mind, the truth at which the book ends
and not from which it begins. Phenomenologically speaking,
consciousness initially apprehends reality as otherness. It feels certain that
its object is other than itself. This is why Hegel begins The Phenomenology
from that level of apprehension. 'The consciousness which is the truth, has
forgotten the process by which this result has been reached; the pathway
thereto lies behind it . . . It merely gives the assurance of being all reality; it
does not, however, itself comprehend this fact.' There is, in all this, no
intimation of a substantive disagreement between Fichte and Hegel.
Hegelian and Fichtean views of creative thought are substantially the same;
they differ only on whether creative thought is a starting-point or result in
philosophy,

of otherness. But there remains nothing which is truly other to thought.
'Difference, therefore, is, but completely transparent, a difference that is at
the same time none. It appears in the form of a plurality of categories . . .'
In truth, 'Consciousness . . . qua essential reality, is the whole of this
process of passing out of itself qua simple category into individuality, and
the object, and of viewing this process in the object, cancelling it as distinct,
appropriating it as its own, and declaring itself as this certainty of being all
reality, of being both itself and its object'. Of being both itself and its object.
This recognition appears at the level of Reason to man's consciousness. It is
the truth at which philosophy aims, for all true philosophy is idealism, In
the Introduction to The Science of Logic, Hegel summarises the results he
has already achieved in The Phenomenology thus:

Thus, Hegel takes us through a logical history of the development of
consciousness, from its 'certainty' that the object is other, to its absolute
Knowledge that the object is only itself. It is in the section 'Reason's
Certainty and Reason's Truth' that Hegel offers an account of the
'mechanics' of this spontaneous creative act. In ordinary, finite
consciousnesses, there appears to be an 'other' to thought, a given which is
different than thought. This is a phenomenological fact about our
awareness. How can idealists explain this? Self-consciousness is 'the
category bare and simple'. But reality is a determinate reality, complex,
with many determinations. How are we to account for this complexity and
richness by an abstract concept, which is 'bare and simple'?

Secondly, we can discuss this creation, or creative activity, at the
metaphysical level, although much of what Hegel says at the human
phenomenological level cannot be ultimately understood or made
intelligible without presupposing this metaphysical level of interpretation
of creativity and concept as well. There are passages throughout Hegel's
philosophy in which he makes metaphysical points which parallel the ones
which I have already quoted. For example, in The Science of Logic Hegel
remarks: 'this definiteness (of concept) . . . is what appears as content',
and '. . . it is Form itself which changes only into the show of a content, as
also into the show of a something external to the show/ Again, in the
Introduction to The Science of Logic Hegel is arguing that logic is a logic of
matter as well as a logic of concepts: 'But Logic is not on this account a
mere formal science . . .'. Why is not Logic merely formal? How does
Hegel's logic come to be a logic of reality as well? 'The content which we
miss in the logical forms, is nothing other than a solid foundation and
concreting of those abstract forms . . . But it is just logical Reason which is
that substantial or real, which holds together in itself all abstract
determinations, and is their solid, absolutely concrete reality. Thus, we do
not need to seek far afield for what is usually regarded as a filling or
content; it is not the fault of the subject-matter of Logic i f it is supposed to
be without content or filling, but of the way in which Logic is conceived'.
Dialectical logic, for Hegel, is a logic of thought and matter, because matter
is an expression of thought and, as such, obeys whatever laws thought
obeys.

Hegel explains that there is negation in the pure concept—there is
nothingness in being. But to negate is to determine, make more
determinate, and thus within the pure concept are 'many', a plurality of
determinate concepts: '. . . the many categories are species of the pure
category, which means that the pure category is still their genus or essential
nature and not opposed to them'. Yet this plurality of concepts is all that
one needs to account for the phenomenon of otherness in our experience.
These many concepts'. . . are indeed that ambiguous being which contains
otherness, too, as opposed to the pure category in its plurality'. Strictly
speaking, 'we can no longer talk of things at all', since the plurality of
concepts are not truly other than thought. Thus, it is merely the
differentiating activity of concept into a plurality of concepts, and finally
into the concept of individual singleness, which makes for the appearance

The concept of pure Science, and the Deduction of it, are assumed in the present treatise so far
as this, that the Phenomenology of Spirit is nothing other than the Deduction of this concept.
Absolute knowledge is the Truth of ail modes of consciousness, because , , , it is only when
absolute Knowledge has been reached that the separation of the Object of Knowledge from
Subjective Certainty is completely resolved . . .
So pure Science presupposes deliverance from the opposition of Consciousness. Pure Science
includes Thought insofar as it is just as much the Thing in itself as it is thought, or the thing in
itself insofar as it is just as much pure Thought as it is the Thing in itself Truth, as Science, is
pure Self-consciousness unfolding itself . .
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Nowhere is Hegel's treatment of self-creating thought or concept at the
metaphysical level in sharper focus than in his overall plan in The
Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences:
. . , philosophy is subdivided into three parts:
I . Logic, the science of the Idea in and for itself.
I I . The Philosophy of Nature, the science of the Idea in its otherness.
I I I . The Philosophy of Mind: the science of the idea come back to itself out of that
Otherness."
1

Hegel views these divisions as stages in the advance of the Idea.
Consequently at the end of the Logic, the Idea has reached its fullest,
richest stage as 'Idea', namely absolute Idea. Hegel then tells us that:
The Idea which is dependent or for itself when viewed on the point of this its unity with itself, is
Perception or Intuition, and the Percipient Idea is Nature. But as Intuition the Idea is,
through an externa! reflection, invested with the one-sided character of immediacy or
negation . . . The Idea . . . resolves to let the 'moment'of its particularity . . . go forth freely
as Nature.'
9

This is something which Hegel repeats elsewhere. He anticipates this result,
for example, in the opening section of The Science of Logic:'. . . we see
that absolute Spirit . . . at the end of its evolution freely passes beyond
itself and lapses into the shape of an immediate being; it resolves itself to the
creation of a world which contains everything included in the evolution
preceding that result . . . '
Thus, both in the overall plan to'Hegel's philosophy, and in numerous
passages, Hegel takes seriously what were only suggestions in the Kantian
philosophy. In the company of others in the post-Kantian German
philosophical milieu, thought or concept has the logically prior and
generative role to play in the explanation of matter, reality. Principally in
The Phenomenology, this is considered at the human, phenomenological
level, the level of individual and social consciousness. But the underpinning
for the doctrine about man's consciousness is given by Hegel's parallel
metaphysical position: Idea or Concept produces nature from itself, and is
thus capable of a genuine creative act.
20

The problem of interpreting what Hegel meant by Thought creating
Nature, Creation at the metaphysical level, has occasioned a great deal of
•controversy within Hegelian scholarship. Many commentators and critics
of Hegel, Feuerbach and Marx foremost amongst them, have interpreted
Hegel's views in the obvious theological way, and understood 'Idea passing
over into Nature' as a disguised way of talking about God's creation of the
world. Nor is there any doubt that sometimes Hegel himself offers this
interpretation. Hegel ascribes divinity to the Idea:
The divine idea is just this: to disclose itself, to posit the Other outside itself and to take it back
again into itself in order to be subjectivity and spirit.
11

In an early work, Hegel is even more explicit:
The absolute ever plays with itself a moral tragedy in which it ever gives b i r t h to itself in itself
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in the objective world, then in this form gives itself over to suffering and death and raises itself
to glory from its ashes.
n

At the end of the discussion of the 'materiality' of his logic, from which 1
have already quoted, Hegel concludes:
Logic is consequently to be understood as the System of Pure Reason, as the Realm of Pure
Thought . . . One may therefore express it thus: that this content shows forth God as he is in
his eternal essence before the creation of Nature and of a Finite Spirit.3

Finally, again in the Philosophy of Nature, Hegel tells us:
God has two revelations, as Nature and as Spirit. Both these divine formations are temples of
God that He fills by His presence. God as an abstraction [the Idea in itself—DHR] is not the
true God: only as the living process of positing His other, the World (which conceived in
divine terms is His son) and first in the union with His other, as spirit, can He be subject."

But must we take what Hegel says at the metaphysical level concerning
the creative relation of thought to being in this literal, and hence
theological, sense? Even i f Hegel sometimes weakened his own case by
introducing such elements of theological interpretation, the possibility still
remains that we could offer, on his behalf, a more plausible, nontheological elucidation of what he means. Various writers have in fact
argued that this is so, that it is not necessary to read Hegel in the way in
which I (following Feuerbach and Marx) read him, and have suggested
alternative accounts of Hegel's views on the 'transition' from thought to
being in Hegel's philosophy.
I want to discuss three such examples of Hegel interpreters who attempt
to offer some sort of non-theological interpretation. None are, I think,
successful in the sense that none of the accounts are plausible as expositions
or interpretations of what Hegel said. I do not dispute that such accounts
have a sort of Hegelian 'feel' about them, nor that they do represent some
part of what Hegel was attempting to say. I do dispute them as accurate
accounts of Hegel's own philosophy. These accounts may be sympathetic
ways of stating a Hegelianesque message, but they are simply not accurate
accounts of Hegel.
J. N . Findlay is known for his non-theological interpretation of Hegel's
philosophy. How does Findlay interpret the transition from Idea to
Nature? In particular, what, permits Findlay to conclude that ' I n spite,
therefore, of much quasi-theological mystification, there is nothing but the
utmost intellectual sobriety in Hegel's transition from the Idea to nature.'
Findlay seems, at least in his essay 'Hegel's Use of Teleology', to rest his
case on the following sort of argument:
25

Infinite teleology is therefore the central notion of the Hegelian Logic. How does it operate in
the Philosophy of Nature . . . Here it might seem that the transition from the Absolute Idea
to the Concrete sphere of Nature and Spirit was precisely not teleological, for does not Hegel
say that the Absolute Idea freely releases its moment of particularity, thereby giving rise to the
concrete, intuitive idea of Nature and does not all this suggest the generation of the world by a
ready-made, pre-existent perfection, which generation has all the purposeless gratuitousness
of Thomistic creation. Hegel certainly tried hard in this passage and in some others to mislead

50

MARXISM

AND

MATERIALISM

his readers into believing that he held something like Christian theism, a doctrine that is not
through and through teleological, that explains things by their origins rather than by their
ultimate goal, He provides however, the materials for his own demythoiogization . . . He
there makes perfectly plain that the transition at the end of the Logic really involves the
breakdown of an abstraction rather than a creative advance to anything more comprehensive.
We simply see that the idea of infinite teleology to which we have advanced is so far a mere
idea, an abstract logical shadow, rather than an actual concrete achievement, and that it is
only insofar as it can also be a concrete achievement that it can be a genuine idea at all.
Hegel tells us that the realm of logic is the realm of shadows, of though-forms stripped of
sensuous concretion. The Absolute Idea may be the noblest shadow in the realm of
shadows . . . It is however nothing at all except as worked out in the realm of Nature and
Man.
26

Findlay is without any doubt right in stressing this teleological aspect in
the transition from Idea to Nature. In order to be, Idea must become
instantiated or concretised in a world. In part, Hegel is making the perfectly
plausible point that there can be no ultimately complete or actual Idea or
Spirit without a world, a material world, which bears or instantiates it. In
order to be, there must be a nature for Idea to be in.
But where Findlay errs is his assumption that a theological and
teleological point of view are mutually exclusive. It is true that orthodox
Christian doctrines of creation are not teleological, for on those accounts
God is perfect before creation and hence does not 'need' the created world
for any purpose whatever. But Hegel's theology is not orthodox, and
Hegel's doctrine of creation is not the same as 'the purposeless
gratuitousness of Thomistic creation'. What Hegel envisions is a theology
in which God needs the world in order to complete or perfect himself. God
before creation is not truly or fully God. Thus, in a passage from the
Philosophy of Nature which Findlay cites: 'God as an abstraction is not the
true God, but is only as the living process of positing his other, the
world . . .' What we can attribute to Hegel then, in order to make sense of
the transition from Idea to Nature, is not a Thomistic doctrine of creation,
but rather a highly unorthodox, teleological doctrine of creation, a
teleological theology
In his foreword to Hegel's Philosophy of Nature, Findlay explicates the
transition again thus:
The Absolute Idea leads on to the greater coricreteness of Nature and Spirit, because
instantiation, concrete embodiment is part and parcel of its sense: it would not be the Absolute
were it not thus instantiated and embodied, and it may in this sense be credited with a power of
self-release, of ideal or formal causality.7

This short recapitulation of the transition by Findlay shows, I think, that in
the end Findlay too ascribes an unorthodox theology, but a theology
nonetheless, to Hegei. The teleological strand in Findlay's interpretation is
clear. In order to be, the Absolute Idea is necessarily instantiated. But
Ideas, normally understood, even if they are necessarily embodied, do not
have the power of self-release or of ideal or formal causality. There are no
ideas which embody themselves. Thus an accurate interpretation of Hegel
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must include both the elements of teleology and of self-creation, and this
can only be done, I submit, by ascribing to Hegel a very unorthodox (by
Christian standards) theological doctrine. The reader must then decide for
himself whether Findlay's judgement can stand: ' I n spite, therefore, of
much quasi-theological mystification, there is nothing but the utmost
intellectual sobriety in Hegel's transition from the Idea to Nature.'
Copleston also argues for a non-theological reading of Hegel. Copleston
acknowledges that Hegel himself sometimes preferred theological
interpretations of what he was doing, but he concludes:
But consideration of the Hegelian system as a whole suggests that this passage represents an
intrusion as it were, of the way of speaking which is characteristic of the Christian religious
consciousness, and that its implications should not be pressed. It seems to be clear enough that
according to Hegel the doctrine of free creation by God belongs to the figurative or pictorial
language of the religious consciousness.
28

Once Copleston has de-theologised Hegel's message, what by way of an
alternative does he offer us? What Copleston seems to find objectionable in
the 'theological' interpretation of Hegel is the notion that the creation, or
derivation, as he begins calling it, of Nature is portrayed as 'free' and
accomplished in time. Thus, Copleston wishes to replace the idea of free
creation by the idea of necessary manifestation:
From the strictly philosophical point of view, the Absolute in itself manifests itself necessarily
in Nature. The necessity is an inner necessity of Nature.
29

Further, this necessary derivation of Nature from Idea must be
understood, he claims, non-temporally: 'and from this it follows that from
the philosophical point of view there is no sense in speaking of the absolute
in itself as existing "before" creation. I f Nature is derived ontologically
from the Idea, the latter is not temporally prior to the former.'
But what is not clear on Copleston's account is what sense can be made of
the idea of a necessary, non-temporal derivation of Nature from Idea, if a
theological interpretation of this is forbidden us. If Idea freely creating
nature in time is theological, how is Idea necessarily manifesting itself as
Nature non-temporally any more acceptable? This too seems to need a
theological interpretation, although once again we can see that it will be an
unorthodox one. I t is true that Hegel, as Copleston interprets him, will
have abandoned a Christian God who freely creates the world, but
abandoned it in favour of an unorthodox God who necessarily does so.
When Copleston then tries to explain Hegel's conception of the relation
between Idea and Nature in a way which does not rely on any theological
doctrine, he does so by producing a doctrine which simply fails to capture
Hegel's philosophical intentions. Copleston claims that on his nontheological interpretation 'it is perfectly reasonable to speak of the Logos
as expressing or manifesting itself infinite things'. How does Lagos express
or manifest itself in finite things? Simply in the sense, Copleston informs us,
that Logos, Spirit, is 'the universal of universals; even though it exists only
in and through the particulars, it itself persists whereas the particulars do
30
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not. Hence it is perfectly reasonable to speak of the Logos as expressing or
manifesting itself in finite things.' Thus, the universal, or Logos, 'is in a
certain sense logically prior to its manifestations'.
But i f this interpretation of the Idea-Nature relation as one between
universals and particulars is plausible, it buys this plausibility only by
abandoning Hegel. What Copleston omits from his account is essentially
the same point which was omitted by Findlay. The point is that, for
Hegel, the Universal is self-particularising, it particularises itself. This is no
ordinary universal. What Copleston imagines is that i f the connection
between Idea and Nature is taken as one of necessity, rather than 'free'
contingency, then this will itself provide an adequate interpretation of selfparticularisation. Thus, T h e Idea concretises itself would simply be taken
as T h e Idea necessarily implies a material embodiment'. I do not wish to
deny that this is a not unreasonable reinterpretation of Hegel, but I do deny
that this accurately captures all of what Hegel, the historical Hegel,
intended. Hegel insists not just that Idea necessarily implies that there is a
nature, but that the 'existence' of nature can be accounted for, explained
by, Idea. Indeed, in the Philosophy of Nature Hegel stands Copleston's
interpretation on its head by elucidating universal-particular talk by means
of a theological model:
31

How does the universal determine itself? . . . A more concrete form of the question is: How
had God come to create the world?
32

Of course, what Hegel would claim is that, in such a passage, he was merely
'elucidating' in the sense of rephrasing a philosophical truth in a religious,
more popular, and hence more readily comprehensible, manner, but that
the philosophical formulation must be intelligible in its own right, without
depending on a translation into religious language. Such is, no doubt,
Hegel's position. But what I am asserting is that, whatever Hegel's position
on the relation between religious and philosophical language may be, the
latter does not in fact carry its own intelligibility, and Hegel's tendency to
reformulate the remark about the self-determining universal into religious
language, in the above quote, is itself symptomatic of the difficulty
involved in giving such a formulation independent sense. Thus, Hegel does
not j ust claim that the existence of Idea necessarily implies the existence of
a material embodiment. Hegel asserts more strongly that Idea determines,
or produces its own material embodiment. The necessary relation which
arises between Idea and object is itself explained as an outcome of the
Idea's self-determination, and is not therefore a full and adequate
rendering of what Hegel intends the relationship between Idea and Nature
to be. Finally, we can ask Copleston, then, what sense are we to give to the
notion of a universal concreting or instantiating itself 'if not a theological
one?
We noted in our opening remarks about Copleston's interpretation that
he stressed two features: the necessity of the transition from Idea to Nature,
and its non-temporality. It is worthwhile mentioning that the question of
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time is irrelevant in deciding whether Hegel's message is ultimately
theological or not.. Copleston imagines that temporal creation is a
necessary part of the 'myth of creation. It is not. At least one theological
tradition holds that God as eternal exists outside time. No act of his can be
temporally dated, and hence creation did not happen at a time either.
Creation of nature explains in some non-temporal way the beginning ol
time, but the creation itself stands in no temporal relation to that
beginning. Thus, Copleston's argument that the ontological derivation in
Hegel is a non-temporal one goes no distance at all in distinguishing the
Hegelian derivation from (some) theological creations, as Copleston
appears to assume.
All such 'plausible' but 'anemic' interpretations of Hegel, such as
Findlay's and Copleston's, in the end come to grief on precisely the same
point: the self-creative or generative power of idea. Both Findlay's
teleological and Copleston's universal-particular interpretations of the
transition from Idea .to Nature omit this and hence both, although they
stress ideas which are genuinely at play in Hegel's philosophy, cannot
pretend to be accurate accounts of what Hegel himself intended. I have
argued that nothing short of a theological reading can account for the
creative or generative power of Idea to effect its own transition, but I have
also admitted that this theological reading commits Hegel to a very
unorthodox deity, who creates and perfects himself by effecting this
transition. Findlay is right then to say that Hegel rejects a Thomistic or
neo-Platonic doctrine of creation, which assumes a perfect God who
creates an inescapably 'other' nature which is not needed to accomplishes
perfection. Copleston is right to stress the element of necessity in the
transition from Idea to Nature, since in any case by 'free' Hegel meant only
'self-necessitated' or 'not necessitated externally'. But both Findlay and
Copleston are wrong to conclude from any of this that Hegel is not to be
interpreted theologically. It is God who provides, for Hegel, the unifying
explanatory principle which accounts for form and matter, Idea and
Nature. It is God who ultimately justifies Hegel in rejecting an
epistemology committed to dual sources of knowledge.« Again looking
back at Kant, one can see just how apt this theological interpretation of
Hegel's philosophy proves to be. In intellectual intuition, thought does
literally bring forth its object out of itself. Kant restricted such activity to
the Primordial Being and Hegel too is speaking not so much of the
intellectual activity of individual men, but rather of the intellectual activity
or movement of God, or Idea, and of men only secondarily insofar as they
are manifestations of Idea. Hegel's philosophy is a quasi-philosophical
cloak for an unorthodox version of the religious myth of creation, and both
Marx and Feuerbach saw the theological import of Hegel's philosophy
although they do not seem to have appreciated its highly unorthodox
nature.
Richard Norman's recent book on Hegel's Phenomenology comes
surprisingly close to this theological interpretation of Hegel, but then
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quickly shies away from its own conclusion. Norman begins by recognising
that:
Hegel . . . is a more consistent idealist than Kant. The difference between the two could be
formulated as follows. Although 1 have suggested that Hegel is akin to Kant in being a
transcendental'idealisl he would not follow Kant in asserting his idealism to be a purely/orma/
idealism. The suggestion that the categories determine only the 'form' of experience
immediately invites talk of some independently specifiable 'matter'to which the categories are
applied . . . Hegel calls it a 'onesided unsound idealism', an 'abstract empty idealism'. . .
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suggest that he did not take intellectual intuition as seriously as I have
suggested. Hegel's remarks on intellectual intuition evidence the nature of
his disagreements with Fichte, a problem which I have already mentioned
in passing. These disagreements do not in the least suggest that he did not
take intellectual intuition seriously, for they are ones of method but not of
substance. Like Fichte, Hegel accepts intellectual intuition. Thus, Hegel
remarks:
37
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Norman then proceeds to describe some of the 'acceptable' features
involved in Hegel's idealism. He notes, however, that there might be a
further strand in Hegelian idealism which is less 'favourable':
So far I have been presenting Hegel's idealism in what I would regard as a favourable light. I
have been focusing on that strand in his thought which seems to me to constitute a plausible
and indeed attractive form of idealism—a position which could be described as 'Kantianism,
minus the thing-in-itself, plus a social theory of mind'. It has to be admitted, however, that
there is another important strand in Hegel's idealism, and one which I regard as much less
attractive . . . But there is also a much stronger sense which could be given to the assertion
that the world is the work of reason, so that Hegel would then be saying something like this:
T h e world is created by God, it is the product of divine reason' . . . and the notion of divine
creation would be further elaborated by giving a stronger sense to the talk of mind
'objectifying itself; the divine mind, it would be said, creates the world by thinking it. On this
interpretation, then, Hegel's idealism would be a form of theism."

Norman concludes that he is 'reluctant to attribute such a position to
Hegel', although there is no doubt that Hegel does, sometimes, lapse 'into
an acceptance of the misleading model'.
Where Norman goes wrong, I think, is in his belief that it is 'acceptable'
to describe Hegel as an idealist of both form and content, and
'unacceptable* to ascribe a theological interpretation to him. What couldit
mean to say that the categories, for Hegel, unlike for Kant, determine both
the form and matter of experience, if we do not understand this as a way of
speaking of God's creation of the world? Form, normally understood,
cannot create or determine the material for its own application. We must,
then, go back to intellectual intuition and synthetic universals, and I cannot
see what sense we can possibly give to this if not a theological one. Part of
Norman's problem here is that he, like so many other commentators on
Kant, conflates noumena and the content of experience. It is one thing to
say that Hegel is Kant minus the unknowable thing-in-itself, but quite
another to say that Hegel is a Kant who permits his idealism to be an
idealism of form producing its own content. The former claim may be
unobjectionable; the latter is a philosophical rendering of theological
creation. I f it is acceptable to Norman that Hegel is an idealist of form and
content (and not just that Hegel dispenses with Kant's noumena), then it
must also be acceptable that Hegel holds'a pantheistic view of reality as the
emanation of a divine m i n d .
36

it is true that when Hegel comes to discuss intellectual intuition he
appears dismissive of it. His treatment of intellectual intuition in the
Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, and in The Science ofLogicmight

The absolute principle, the one real foundation and firm standpoint of philosophy is, in the
philosophy of Fichte as in that of Schelling, intellectual intuition or, in the language of
reflection, the identity of subject and object . . . Fichte's philosophy, therefore, is a genuine
product of speculation.
35

But methodologically, Hegel insists that the truth of intellectual intuition is
a philosophical result and not a place at which one begins philosophical
argument. This is the general point which Hegel makes at both of the places
in which he explicitly discusses intellectual intuition. Hegel rejects
intellectual intuition as a starting point, as a beginning in philosophy, for it
is something concrete, mediated, 'something which contains within itself
diverse determinations'. ' In philosophy one begins with what is simple and
immediate, and since pure knowing, 'even in the shape of intellectual
intuition*, 'is not immediately present in the individual consciousness', it is
a result and not a beginning in philosophy. Again,
39

. . . although the ego could in itself or in principle be characterised as pure knowing or as
intellectual intuition and asserted as the beginning, we are not concerned in the science of logic
with what is present only in principle . , .

In the Preface to The Phenomenology Hegel asks whether, on Schelling's
view, 'this intellectual intuition does not fall back into that inert, abstract
simplicity, and exhibit and expound reality itself in an unreal manner'.
Hegel goes on to tell us that the truth is to be found in the subject, but only
as result and not as beginning:
True reality is merely this process of reinstating self-identity, of reflecting into its own self in
and from its Other, and is not an original and primal unity as such, not an immediate unity as
such. It is the process of its own becoming, the circle which presupposes its end as its purpose,
and has its end for its beginning: It becomes concrete and actual oniy by being carried out, and
by the end it involves.
40

Thus in both passages Hegel has in mind by 'intellectual intution' the
doctrine that this Ego is where one begins, and this he rejects as improper.
Since intellectual intuition is the self which creates and contains its Other, it
is a mediated result and not an unmediated simple beginning. The truth of
philosophy may be intellectual intuition, but truth is a result and not a
beginning.
Hegel's dismissive attitude, then, is not directed against intellectual
intuition in principle ('an sich') but rather only against a certain
philosophical use to which it may be wrongly put. Indeed, intellectual
intuition as result is the final truth of his philosophy, the projection of the

