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Chapter 3: Categories 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter, I argued that Kant’s formulation of the a priori gives us 

the principle of the connection between necessity and universality, and therefore, 

a complete certainty54. In Kant’s transcendental philosophy, the objective 

validity (sufficiency) is a certainty, that is, valid for everyone. I have argued for 

material necessity (objective necessity) as necessarily connected with synthetic a 

priori propositions (judgments) of physics. I have also explained how a priori in 

relation to a principle is incomplete without experience (because both pure 

physics and empirical physics presuppose experience) and how a clear 

understanding of the concept of a priori leads one to a correct understanding of 

Kant’s philosophy of physics. According to Kant, categories as a priori concepts 

or fundamental thoughts give rise to principles in physics. Categories as 

‘knowledge a priori’ are epistemologically meant to be applied to the objects of 

experience. The previous chapter is closely connected with the present chapter 

because the categories given by Kant have a priori origin (pure form of thoughts) 

and ultimate applicability to objects of experience. 

 

 
54Such kind of certainty is not possible in metaphysics because it cannot construct its objects. 

And the fact that no two metaphysicians agree on fundamental points shows that there is no 

certainty in metaphysics. 
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In this chapter, my main aim is neither to criticize nor to defend Kant’s 

derivation of categories in reference to the form of judgments, but to bring out 

their epistemological (philosophical) implications in physics. I argue for Kant’s 

view that the categories cannot be applied to transcendental objects and things-

in-themselves. In connection to them, I shall critically reflect upon Andrew 

Chignell’s exposition of Kuhn’s limitation of the movement of categories from 

one paradigm to another paradigm. I also examine the subsumption of categories 

under the synthesized (temporalized) categories and the role of categories in the 

formulation of principles and laws of nature. 

 

3.2 Tables for Categories and Judgments 

 

Kant held that we can discover the essential categories that govern human 

understanding. The discovered categories are the basis for any possible cognition 

of phenomena. We have knowledge of phenomena only because of categories 

being applicable to them. H. J. Paton (1936, p.258) makes this clearer, “We can 

have a priori knowledge by means of the categories, only if the categories are 

due to the nature of the mind and are imposed by the mind on the objects which 

it knows.”Kant has given a table containing a list of twelve categories 

distinguishing them from Aristotelian categories55. But corresponding to these 

twelve categories there are twelve forms of judgments (which also include 

Aristotelian categories). The following table of categories is formed with the four 

 
55We get the traditional view of the categories from Aristotle’s Organon. In this book, Aristotle 

has given ten categories which are: Substance, Quantity, Quality, Relation, Place, Time, Position, 

State, Action and Affection. 
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classes of categories imposing four different forms of unity on the object known. 

We may separately inquire after an object’s quantity, quality, relation and 

modality, receiving one of the three answers in each case on the way to a more 

complete characterization of the object. I am presenting the tables of categories 

and judgments below for making my arguments mentioned in § 3.1 above more 

convenient to understand: 

 

(a) Table of Categories56 

 

  1. Quantity—  (i) Unity,  

    (ii) Plurality, and 

    (iii) Totality 

  2. Quality— (i) Reality,  

    (ii) Negation, and 

    (iii) Limitation 

  3. Relation—  (i) Inherence and Subsistence,  

    (ii) Causality and Dependence, and  

    (iii) Community  

  4. Modality— (i) Possibility-Impossibility,  

    (ii) Existence-Nonexistence, and  

    (iii) Necessity-Contingency 

 

 
 

56Kant, I., Critique of Pure Reason, N. K. Smith (Tr.), London, Macmillan & Co Ltd, 1963, 

p.113. 
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(b) Table of Judgments57 

 

  1. Quantity— (i) Universal, 

    (ii) Particular, and  

    (iii) Singular 

  2. Quality— (i) Affirmative, 

    (ii) Negative, and  

    (iii) Infinite 

  3. Relation— (i) Categorical,  

    (ii) Hypothetical, and     

    (iii) Disjunctive 

  4. Modality— (i) Problematic,   

    (ii) Assertoric, and  

    (iii) Apodiectic 

 

We get Kant’s categories in the chapter ‘Analytic Principles of Understanding’ 

of the CPR and according to Kant, there are twelve categories corresponding to 

twelve ‘forms’ of judgments (as given above). Before proceeding to discuss the 

proposed points above I begin with Kant’s conception of categories in the next 

sub-section. 

 

 

 

 

 
57ibid., p.107. 
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3.3 Kant’s Conception of Categories 

 

A Category is a pure concept or fundamental concept. It is not derived from 

experience. It has its source in human reason. It is meant to be applied to objects 

of experience. We have knowledge of objects of an experience only because of 

categories. This means that the categories are general concepts of objects and 

without them, no object can be thought of. The categories taken in the sense of 

scientific experience must be recognized as a condition of the possibility of 

experience. They are the mode of synthesis. The categories as pure concepts 

synthesize the representations of possible experience. This synthesis contains its 

objective validity. As for instance, the categories of substance and accident and 

cause and effect are nothing but the way in which representations unite with one 

another. These categories make experience and knowledge of the object possible. 

 

Transcendental deduction shows that the a priori categories, though not derived 

from experience, are still valid for the object of experience. On the contrary, the 

empirical concepts derived from the empirical deduction, and their objective 

validity is not valid for a priori deduction. Now, a question may arise in our 

mind—how is the application of categories, as pure concepts of understanding, to 

be understood? Kant maintains that categories can be applied to the objects of 

experience because the experience involves thought; the thought of an object is 

possible only through categories. Categories are our fundamental vehicles and 

have a subjective origin. Apart from them, we have certain principles and laws in 

physics which are prescribed to nature. These principles and laws incorporate 

categories. This implies that the categories as pure concepts of understanding 
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have a subjective origin. I discuss how categories have a subjective origin in § 

3.5. In § 3.4, I discuss T. K. Seung’s view in brief because he has tried to give a 

critical picture of Kant’s concept of categories in his paper ‘Kant’s Conception of 

the Categories’. 

 

3.4 T. K. Seung’s View 

 

T. K. Seung58 considers Kant’s conception of the categories to be partly novel 

and partly traditional59. It is partly traditional in the sense that it accepts some 

features of the categories as the ultimate generic concepts like in the Aristotelian 

tradition. Moreover, it is 'partly novel' in the sense that its generic concept can 

perform both formal and material functions. The novel element in Kant’s 

conception of categories is his claim of logical concepts. The logical concept of 

categories is quite different from the general concept. 

 

The logical forms of judgment are produced by the supposed understanding of 

analytic. The use of categories is supposed to produce its synthetic unity. Both 

the analytic and synthetic unities are performed by the same set of pure concepts. 

This has a double function: each of the twelve pure concepts provides one form 

of analytic unity known as a ‘judgment form’ and one form of synthetic unity 

known as ‘category’. There is a one-to-one mapping relationship between the 

tables, and one table can be used as a guide for the discovery of the other. The 

 
58T. K. Seung is a Korean American philosopher and literary critic. He was born in the year 1930. 

59Seung, T. K., ‘Kant’s Conception of the Categories’, The Review of Metaphysic, Vol.43, No.1, 

1998, pp.107-9. 
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analytic function of unity is called the logical function of understanding and the 

synthetic function of unity is called its real or transcendental function. The 

judgment forms of the categories are the logical functions of categories and the 

concepts of the objects are their real or transcendental function. The former is 

abstract from the content, the object of experience, but the latter becomes 

possible only in contact with the object of experience (pp.109-11). The latter 

constitutes the content of judgments but the former only their forms. The logical 

set belongs to general logic and the real set belongs to transcendental logic. 

However, Seung thinks that Kant’s conjunction (or determination) of the two 

functions in the same set of categories complicates his picture of the categorical 

scheme. 

 

3.5 Subjective Origin of the Categories 

 

The pure concepts of understanding constitute the a priori foundation of 

empirical knowledge. These pure concepts called categories which apply to 

physics are dependent on empirical knowledge. In this, we must be able to 

understand the fact that categories apply to physics only because physics is 

dependent on empirical knowledge (empirical knowledge of pure and empirical 

physics). This becomes obvious when we remember that physical thinking is one 

type of objective thinking. The thinking of the objects of experience through 

categories is the fundamental concept of objective thinking, and hence the 

categories necessarily enter in physical thinking. The categories as pure concepts 

of understanding have a subjective origin. How is it possible to show that we 

already have empirical and rational knowledge? The problem is one of uniting 
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homogenously two heterogeneous elements, namely sensibility and 

understanding. The former is an immediate representation and the latter is 

mediate which thinks of an object employing its categories (a priori concepts). 

However, in Physics and Philosophy60, one of Heisenberg's intentions was to 

build a system of concepts in physics that can explain everything of reality. In 

The Grand Design61, Hawking intended to design an ultimate theory of 

everything that can explain the world and universe at the scientific level. In the 

same way, in Critique of Pure Reason, Kant has tried to build a system of a 

priori concepts and principles in the human cognition level of science. Thus, a 

question knocks our heads—what is the justification for thinking of empirical 

objects (physical objects) in terms of categories which are a priori? 

 

For Kant, empirical consciousness of intuition is possible only by a combination 

of representations in an empirical intuition by the synthesis of apprehension. 

Kant is justified in saying that without applying the categories to empirical 

objects, we cannot have empirical knowledge. Here, it should be noted that Kant 

is not concerned with the question of certainty and validity of empirical 

knowledge but the philosophical reflections that presuppose the causality and 

validity of empirical knowledge. Further, when the categories are actually 

applied to empirical objects, they are the synthetic and material representation of 

objects given in empirical intuition. If they are derived from objects or 

considered in abstraction from objects they are nothing but analytical and formal 

 
60Heisenberg, W., Physics and Philosophy: The Revolution in Modern Science, London, Penguin 

Classics, 2000, pp.138-’40. 

61Hawking, S. & Mlodnow L., The Grand Design, London, Bantam Books, 2010, pp.215-’28. 
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concepts. The categories must be applied to the objects of experience and this 

means that they should be made temporal concepts. Thus, the substance should 

be regarded as co-existent with time, i.e., permanent. In other words, the 

categories are to be subsumed under the synthesized categories. As we know, 

Kant talks about transcendental objects, empirical objects and objects-in-

themselves in his critical (transcendental) philosophy. And importantly, the 

categories are meant to be applied to objects. When we talk about the application 

of categories to objects, a question obviously comes to our mind—‘Can 

categories be applied to all kinds of objects?’ The answer would be ‘No’ because 

categories have their significance only in relation to empirical objects.  

 

3.6 Categories and Transcendental Employment 

 

Transcendental is that which is neither given in experience nor derived from 

experience. It is not of sense experience. A priori concepts (categories) are 

examples of transcendental objects. The transcendental object has a subjective 

origin and objective employment. It also means that it is not entirely subjective 

(logical) but objective (material) for it is to be applied to experience or possible 

experience. 

 

What is transcendental is the understanding and the reason. The reason as the 

faculty of understanding is the source of the transcendental. It is pure and formal. 

It can be known only through our understanding. Transcendental object as an 

object is that which is without qualities or not in space and time. The 

transcendental object is not a determinate object like an empirical object. The 
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transcendental employment of categories is not of the principles of understanding 

because outside the field of possible experience, there cannot be synthetic a 

priori principles.  

 

The non-empirical employment of categories is to be called transcendental 

employment. This kind of employment is not conditioned (i.e.not conditioned by 

space and time, the forms of human sensibility) and hence it amounts to the 

application to things-in-general and things-in-themselves. But no such object is 

available to us because we never come across things which are not in space and 

time. We confront objects (things) only in empirical intuition. The transcendental 

employment of categories is not real employment at all.  

 

3.7 Relation of the Categories to Things-in-themselves 

 

In the case of things-in-themselves (Noumenon) and where the unity of time is 

not found, all employment and the whole meaning of categories vanishes. As we 

have no power of intellectual intuition to know that there are things-in-

themselves because they cannot be given to us and so we cannot apply our 

categories to them. Our categories are significant as ‘forms of thought’ only for 

the material supplied by sense. We understand their meaning only in terms of 

spatial and temporal appearance. So, they cannot be applied to things-in-

themselves, and we have no definite knowledge of them. A. J. Ayer clarifies the 
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concept, “The unperceived object, the thing as it is in itself if we have any 

concept of it at all, is bound to be a creature of theory”62. 

 

According to Kant, the distinction between things and things-in-themselves 

(Phenomenon and Noumenon) is methodological and its function is to curb the 

pretensions of sensibility. We cannot consider Kant’s things-in-themselves as 

nobler objects which we can intuit and think of by means of pure a posteriori for 

the function of our pure understanding. In the general sense, categories do not 

give us knowledge of things-in-themselves. They are applied to the objects of 

sensibility (experience).  

 

Categories are not applicable to things-in-themselves, which also mean that they 

cannot be thought through categories. William F. Bristow, in the article ‘Are 

Kant’s Categories Subjective?’ does not agree with Ameriks and Guyer’s view 

that we cannot think of things-in-themselves through pure categories63. Bristow 

defends George William Friedrich Hegel’s acceptance of the subjective origin of 

Kant’s categories. However, Hegel differs from Kant in many ways. Hegel 

declares that Kant’s categories remain enclosed within the circle of the subject, 

within the pure I of self-consciousness, within the sphere of the thinking (p.567).  

 

 

 

 
62Ayer, A. J., The Central Question of Philosophy, London, Penguin Books Ltd., 1973, p.109. 

63Bristow, W. F., ‘Are Kant’s Categories Subjective?’ The Review of Metaphysics, Vol.55, No.3, 

2002, p.570. 
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3.8 The Act of Synthesis 

 

Knowledge becomes possible only when there is a totality of compared and 

connected representations. If any representation is estranged, isolated and 

separated from the rest of them, then knowledge would not be possible. These 

compared and connected representations are not sufficient but there must be a 

synthesis of multiple representations in intuition. The act of synthesis of multiple 

representations in intuition is spontaneous at the time of the reception of 

cognition. This spontaneity is the foundation of a threefold synthesis as discussed 

in the following sub-sections. 

 

3.8.1 The Synthesis of Apprehension in Intuition64 

 

Apprehension is a synthetic act that subjects the sensory elements of perception 

to the formal conditions of time and space. In the synthesis of apprehension in 

intuition, our representation may arise from any a priori and empirical sources: 

whether they originate a priori or empirically, they must belong as phenomena to 

internal sense. They all are ordered, connected and brought into relation in time. 

 

Every intuition contains in itself a multiplicity, which is represented as such 

because mind distinguishes time (unit of time) in the sequence of impression one 

 
64Kant, I., Critique of Pure Reason, N. K. Smith (Tr.), London, Macmillan & Co Ltd, 1963, 

p.131. 
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upon another. For without this, we could not have the representation of either 

space or time a priori.  

 

3.8.2 The Synthesis of Reproduction in Imagination65 

 

The function of the faculty of imagination is to enable us to go beyond the data 

of sense. In Kant’s own words: “Imagination is the faculty of presenting in 

intuition an object that is not itself present” (CPR, B152). The data of sense are 

the actually presented materials of knowledge, but our imagination adds 

something to these materials. This ‘something’ is the object distinct from the 

materials of knowledge. Again, this distinct object relates to actual or possible 

experience by positing or postulating the object given. Kant, therefore, has gone 

beyond the meaning of imagination in a different sense. 

 

3.8.3 The Synthesis of Recognition in a Concept66  

 

The unitary consciousness combines the successively intuited manifold and 

thereupon reproduces them into one representation. For instance, in counting, 

without the recognition of addition of units in concept, one would not be able to 

know the total produced only from the successions. The knowledge of objects is 

altogether impossible without this consciousness (recognition) of manifolds of 

the representations in concept. It has been already mentioned that the objects are 

 
65ibid., p.132. 

66ibid., p.133.  
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not capable of existing outside our power of representation (appearance as only 

sensible representation). Hence, an object has to be thought of only as 

“something in general = x”. This means, outside our knowledge of the object, we 

have nothing to correspond to it. 

 

3.9 Movable Categories 

 

Movement of categories from one paradigm to another paradigm67 is not a real 

change or transformation of categories. Andrew Chignell is not in support of 

Thomas Kuhn’s notion of Kant’s categories as moveable in a scientific 

revolution. This means a change of categories in the so-called ‘paradigm shift’ is 

not commensurable to Kantian concepts of categories. According to Chignell, the 

moving categories which constitute principles and laws in the Kantian sense 

survive the shift. The applicability of a category in a paradigm may be obsolete 

in another paradigm68. For example, the category ‘causality’ which is applicable 

in the Newtonian theory is not applicable in the Theory of Relativity (both 

special and general), Quantum Theory and M-Theory (The Theory of 

 
67Thomas Kuhn introduced the expressions like ‘Paradigm’, ‘Scientific Paradigm’, and ‘Paradigm 

Shift’ in 1962, in his The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). According to Kuhn, a 

paradigm is a set of universally recognized achievements that provide model problems and 

solutions, for a community of practitioners, for a time, which is to be observed and scrutinized. 

And, a paradigm shift is a shift from the older paradigm to a new paradigm, but it is not an 

indication of the superiority of the new paradigm over the old one. The new paradigm has higher 

puzzle-solving power than the previous one. The Kuhnian term ‘Paradigm’ is brought here to 

show how the theory of every paradigm shift presupposes a priori concepts and principles.  

68Chignell, A., ‘Neo-Kantian Philosophers of Science: Cassirer’, Synthesis, p.43. 
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Everything). But in the Kantian case, there is not much change in 

epistemological and conceptual applications and functions of categories in every 

paradigm shift. 

 

Kuhn’s ‘moving categories’ is derived from his view of ‘Paradigm Shift’. It 

means that the application of the categories of a paradigm to another paradigm. 

In application, some categories that are valid in one paradigm are not valid in 

another paradigm, but the Kantian categories are equally valid in the past, present 

and future. To Kant, there are applications of forms of a priori principles in pure 

physics. Einstein’s theoretical physics or Theory of Relativity incorporates 

intellectual insights. Their references to objects, events and phenomena are 

theoretical framework-based, but there is no final proof.  All the references are of 

the objects of possible experience. According to Kant, a theory of theoretical 

physics cannot be empirically and logically proved. Hence, a theory aiming at 

systematization is bound to be tentative and never final. 

 

Kuhn’s philosophy of science is historically based on the progressiveness of 

science because to him; there is no final truth in empirical science. This view is 

also expressed by Kant and scientists like Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, Max 

Plank, Werner Heisenberg, Henry Poincaré and Stephen Hawking69. We all agree 

that there are continuous developments in empirical and theoretical science with 

developments in every field of human knowledge. These developments bring lots 

of changes and movements in all the connected fields of human life and the 

 
69Even scientists cum philosophers like Thomas Kuhn, Paul Feyerabend, Karl Popper, Emery 

Lakatos, Lawrence Maxwell Krauss and Michio Kaku have endorsed this view. 



62 
 

world. The principles and laws of a theory might get changed over time, but 

some of the categories as pure and fundamental concepts will remain the same. 

The scope and function of the categories might change as per the demands of the 

theoretical frameworks. However, Kant’s a priori categories remain unchanged. 

There might be movement of a priori categories but not real changes in 

themselves.  

 

3.10 Formation of the Laws of Nature 

 

Kant’s table of categories has an essential role in our understanding of the 

possibility of synthetic a priori nature of the principles and laws of nature. 

Nevertheless, a question might arise in our mind: how do the categories give rise 

to the laws of nature? The categories giving rise to the laws of nature depend on 

higher principles of pure understanding. This means the categories give rise to 

the principles and the principles give rise to the laws of nature. Why the 

categories do not directly give rise to the law has been explained by Kant in the 

CPR (B164, pp.172-3). The empirical laws are not derived from the categories 

but based on them because both pure and empirical physics are in some way 

based on pure concepts. 

  

Kant’s pure understanding is a faculty of rules according to which we determine 

objects. Here, it needs to be pointed that without such rules, appearance would 

never produce knowledge of the object corresponding to it. In fact, the laws of 

nature apply the higher principles of understanding to particular cases furnished 

by experience. The instances given by experiences stand under the rule. Thus, 
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categories as giving rise to laws of nature depend on higher principles of 

understanding. The principles of pure understanding are not derived from pure 

concepts but from pure intuition. These principles, as derived from pure intuition, 

are intuitively certain and evident.  

  

To Einstein, a law is either true or false and adequate or inadequate. This implies 

that the laws and theories are a matter of scientific construction, subjects of 

choices and social consensus. This further implies that they demand applicability, 

adequacy and logicality. This urges us to say that there is no final theory in 

science or an absolutely complete theory in science. But Kant has often been 

criticized for rationalizing science. From Einstein, we understand the following 

two things: 

 

 1) We search for certain relations which are independent of experience. 

 

 2) The laws of science and scientific statements possess one characteristic 

 in common: they are either true or false or adequate or inadequate. 

 

The above statements are quite similar to Kant’s views of fundamental concepts 

and principles in science. However, there are some differences between Kant’s 

concept of laws and that of his detractors. He never said that the law is always 

true but when a law ceases to be true, adequate and valid it fails to be worthy of 

being called the ‘Law’. He rather tries to show how a principle becomes a law 

and how a law remains a law. If a law fails to be a law due to its falsity, 

inadequacy and invalidity it ceases to be a law. Science is cognitively active and 
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progressive. But we can always differentiate between law and non-law. To Kant, 

only a true, adequate and valid law is a law and this might be one of the reasons 

why Kant is seen to be rigid. I think Kant’s critics should have to understand that 

his a priori laws are original and pre-scientific. The original laws make nature 

possible because through them, the experience itself becomes possible. Thus, 

they are not like the laws that are derived from experience through science. 

 

3.11 Conclusion  

 

In this Chapter, I have tried to show how the categories are necessary for having 

any cognition of phenomena and how they make experience and knowledge of 

objects possible. I have argued that the categories are the mode of synthesis, and 

they synthesize the representations of possible experience. I argued that Kant’s 

categories form the main part of his Architectonic Plan as a system of his 

philosophy of science. I have critically presented T. K. Seung’s view on Kant’s 

table of categories and judgments. I also argued that the categories as our 

fundamental vehicles or pure concepts of understanding have a subjective origin. 

I have argued that it is not intelligibly possible to apply categories to all kinds of 

objects, including things-in-themselves and transcendental objects in § 3.6 and 

3.7. I have also shown that things-in-themselves are not similar to transcendental 

objects. In the section ‘The Act of Synthesis’ (§ 3.9), I have argued that the act of 

synthesis, at time of the reception of cognition, requires some multiple 

representations in intuition with spontaneity, together with the compared and 

connected representations in intuition. I have argued that Kant’s categories 

survive Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm shift. I have also defended Kant’s argument 
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that the categories give rise to laws of nature depending on some higher 

principles of understanding. In the succeeding two chapters, I shall critically 

explain the role of the categories in formulating the a priori principles and laws 

of nature. Kant’s forms and judgments of categories, as the integral constituents 

of his Architectonic Plan, are a system of concepts constitutive of his philosophy 

of physics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


