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What is Kant’s transcendental idealism? 

 

Here, in a nutshell, is the basic interpretation I worked out and argued for in my book 

Kant and the Foundations of Analytic Philosophy.1 

 

In Kantian terminology, something is “transcendental” when it is part of, or derived 

from, our innate spontaneous cognitive capacities.  

 

Everything transcendental is also a priori. 

 

Correspondingly, Kant’s thesis of representational transcendentalism says that all the 

forms or structures of the representational contents of human cognitions are imposed a 

priori by our innate cognitive faculties. 

 

Kant’s thesis of cognitive idealism says that all the proper objects of our specifically 

human sort of cognition are nothing but appearances or phenomena, and never things-in-

themselves. 

 

Notice that Kant’s cognitive idealism is sharply distinct from both Berkeley’s 

metaphysical or dogmatic idealism, which says  

 

(i) that matter is impossible, and 

 

(ii) that necessarily (x) (x is either an idea in a conscious mind or x is a conscious 

mind), 

 

and also from Cartesian skeptical or problematic idealism, which says 

 

that possibly nothing exists outside my own conscious states. 

 

In sharp contrast to Berkeleyan metaphysical or dogmatic idealism,  

 

(i) Kant’s cognitive idealism does not apply to all objects whatsoever,  
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(ii) Kant’’s cognitive idealism does not say that matter is impossible, and  

 

(iii) Kant’s cognitive idealism does not say that all the proper objects of all human 

cognition are nothing but ideas, i.e., objects existing merely in inner sense. 

 

And in sharp contrast to Cartesian skeptical or problematic idealism, Kant’s cognitive 

idealism does not imply that it is possible that nothing exists outside my conscious 

states (i.e., inner sense). 

 

On the contrary, Kant’s cognitive idealism implies that, assuming my empirical 

apperception or self-consciousness of my own conscious states (i.e., inner sense), then 

necessarily, something really and truly exists outside my conscious states in space, which is the 

explicit conclusion of The Refutation of Idealism.   

 

More generally, then, Kant’s thesis of transcendental idealism says that the 

spatiotemporal structures of the natural or physical world of appearances or phenomena 

necessarily conform to the mentalistic structures of our innate spontaneous cognitive capacities. 

 

This is also known as Kant’s “Copernican Revolution.” 

 

Now, what does Kant mean by “appearances” or Erscheinungen?  

 

In her 1947 novel, Manservant and Maidservant, Ivy Compton-Burnett makes an 

extremely profound observation about the concept of appearances: 

 

 Appearances are not held to be a clue to the truth. But we seem to have no other.2 
 

As I read her, she is saying three philosophically important things:  

 

(i) that the concept of appearances is ambiguous, 

 

(iii) that according to the first or “falsidical” concept of appearances, the very 

idea of “an appearance” means a mere seeming, which is consistent with falsity 

and illusion, and 

 

(iii) that according to the second or “veridical” concept of appearances, the very 

idea of an appearance means that we have no clue to the truth about reality 

except appearances and that appearances are the truth about reality.  
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More precisely, according to the second or “veridical” concept of appearances, the very 

idea of an appearance means that things appear to be a certain way, precisely because they 

really and truly are that way. 

 

For example, if I am Sherlock Holmes and have just solved a very subtle case and I say 

by way of conclusion, “it appears that Professor Moriarity is the culprit,” then Professor 

Moriarity really and truly is the culprit. 

 

But even less dramatically, generally speaking, necessarily, under ordinary 

circumstances, if Tom or Dick or Mary appears at the door, then Tom or Dick or Mary 

really and truly is at the door.   

 

Appearances that fall under this second or “veridical” concept of appearances are what 

I call authentic appearances. 

 

In ordinary German, the term that corresponds to the first or “falsidical” concept of 

appearances is Schein.  

 

Correspondingly, then, I hold that Kant’s term Erscheinungen is a technical term that 

means authentic appearances.  

 

What is my argument for this thesis? 

   

In Kant and the Foundations of Analytic Philosophy, Kant, Science, and Human Nature,3 and 

Cognition, Content, and the A Priori,4 I argued for the following four Kantian doctrines: 

 

(i) what I call the Two Concept or Two Property theory of things in themselves 

(TC/TP), 

 

(ii) what I call Weak or Counterfactual Transcendental Idealism (WCTI), 

 

(iii) what I call Kantian Radical Agnosticism about things-in-themselves (KRA), 

and 

 

(iv) what I call Kantian Methodological Eliminativism about things-in- themselves 

(KME). 

 

TC/TP says that Kant’s distinction between empirically real, directly perceivable 

manifest objects (comprising both “appearances” and “objects of experience”) and 

things in themselves (= positive noumenal objects of the understanding, i.e., 
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Verstandeswesen, such that, if they were to exist, would be non-empirical, non-

spatiotemporal, and constituted by intrinsic non-relational properties) is best captured 

by a corresponding concept-dualism and metaphysical property-dualism, with no 

further ontological commitments as to the instantiation or non-instantiation of positive 

noumenal properties. 

 

WCTI says that Kant’s transcendental idealism is best captured by the synthetic a priori 

counterfactual thesis to the effect that, necessarily, the manifest world exists only if, if 

cognizers like us (i.e., “human” cognizers in the sense that they possess essentially the 

same sorts of innately specified cognitive and practical faculties/powers as we do) were 

to exist, then they would be able to know that world directly through sensible intuitions, 

objectively valid concepts, and judgments of experience, and through also analytic and 

synthetic a priori judgments/propositions, to some non-trivial extent. 

 

KRA says that we can and do know a priori that we cannot know either the nature of 

things in themselves or whether things in themselves exist or do not exist, nor can we 

cognize  (in the narrow, B edition sense of Erkenntnis) any facts about things in 

themselves or their negations, nor can we prove (in the strict scientific sense) any facts 

about things in themselves or their negations. 

 

And KME says that for the specific purposes of working out a philosophically adequate 

anthropocentric, “human-faced” metaphysics of transcendental idealism, i.e., WCTI, we 

can completely ignore things in themselves.  

 

Let us suppose, just for the purposes of argument, that TC/TP, WCTI, KRA, and KME 

are all correct as specific interpretative claims about Kant’s transcendental idealism.  

 

Then their conjunction also perfectly supports Kant’s empirical realism:   

 

[The] empirical realist grants to matter, as appearance, a reality which need not 

be inferred, but is immediately perceived (unmittelbar wahrgenommen). (CPR 

A371) 

 

Every outer perception … immediately proves (beweiset unmittelbar) something 

real in space, or rather [what is represented through outer perception] is itself the 

real; to that extent, empirical realism is beyond doubt, i.e., to our outer intuitions 

there corresponds something real in space. (CPR A375) 

 

Given TC/TP, WCTI, KRA, KME, and these two texts about empirical realism, we can 

conclude two things. 
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First, when we eliminate thing-in-themselves as possible objects of human sensible 

cognition, then even though we remain capable of thinking about them abstractly, if we 

focus exclusively on appearances instead, and identify them with the real material objects 

in space, it follows that we perceive real material objects in space through our senses 

without any further intermediary. 

 

I call this Kant’s direct perceptual realism. 

 

Second, all the essential properties of real material objects in space are macrophysical 

directly perceivable or observable properties. 

 

I call this Kant’s manifest realism.   

 

So, in view of Kant’s empirical realism, including both his direct perceptual realism and 

his manifest realism, for Kant the classical “veil of mere appearances” becomes the field 

of authentic appearances, in which all directly perceived things are really and truly are just 

what they appear to be.  
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