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CHAPTER I

Kant's Theory of Synthetic a Priori

Kant'; critical philOSOph§ may be_called eSqutially ‘an
enquiry into the nature and function of synthetic & priori
judgements'}. The expression 'synthetic a priori' is
typically Kantian in the sense that no philoscpher before
Kant clearly thought of combining the terms ‘synthetic' and
'a priori' together to form that expression, It 1s not the
case that the idea of combining those two terms somehow
escaped the atténtich of the pre-Kantian philosophérs. . The
fact rather is that they were not ready ta combine. And i€
would not be misleading to say that it is under this
background that the expressioﬂ ‘synthetic a priori' draws
so much atgention from all quarters. It may be said Ehat
though some.of the predecessors of Kant, like Hume and .

Leibniz, hold that all a priori judgments are analytic, all



!
are not of the same opinion. Locke has recognised the

existence of synthetic a priori judgments. Hence.Kant can
not élaim originality in the act of combining the terms
'synthetic' and ‘a priori' together, But this is a gross
mlistake, since Kant does not mean by synthetic a priori
judgments exactly what his predecessors mean when they
affirm or deny synthetic a priori Judgementé. Kant's
predecessors use the term ‘'a priori’', as it is epplied to
judgment, in the traditio?al sense, which is different from
Kant's sense of the term, C.D.Broad observes 'eeo Locke
held that there are in fact‘plenty of judgments which are
both a pfidri in the traditional semsé and synthetic.
Others, e,g., Leibniz held that thié'is a mistake, and that
all judgments which are a priori in the traditional sense
must be analytic'z..

But the use of the expression 'synthetic a priori' is
not clear enough in Kant's philosophy. In the first
‘critique' i.e., Critique of pure Reason Kant has used the

expression with referenge to Jjudgment or cognition.. This does
not mean that the expression can not be intelligibly used
beyonrd that.contéxt even if;we use the terms, ‘synthetic’

and 'z priori* in Kant's seﬁse of the terms. But @Hat is more
importent is that it would not be wrong to hold that Kant's

, - .
use of the expressicn ‘synthetic a priori' in his other two



‘critiques' is not exactly similar to that of the first
‘dritique' I call this 'lmore important' since Kant's own
claim in this respect is aometh ng radically different. In
what follows we shall, of course, coanfine our discussicn of

the ‘synthetic a priori' within the first ‘criticque’,

VA=

With reference to judgment ho philosopher before Kant used
the expression 'synthetic a priori', Judgments are either
ahalytic a priori or synthetic a posteriori, ‘Hitherto, botfx
by the s‘en§ationalists and by'the rationalists, all synthetic
Jjudgments "have been regarded as empirical, and all a priori
judgments a- analy'tic'3, Kant makes an addition to this list
of judgment by recognising a new type of judgment which is
synthetic and a"prioriz at the same uTe. It is, of course,
interesting to note that credit to a great extent for this
discovery of Kant should go to a person who would himself
oppose thé characterisation of judgment as 'synthetic a
priori®*, The brilliant and consistent approach of Humé to
the problem Sf universal caus'ation was a great help to Kant
in hitting upon the idea of synthetic a priori judgment.

This is clear from Kant's own confession that it was Hume's
attack on the law of causation which 'arcused him from his
dogmatic slumbers'4. Let us dwell uL;on this po.int at some-

length.
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Hime makes an exhaustive and exclusive distinction between
two kinds of propositions viz., necessary and'contingent;
"All the objects of human reason or enquiry", Hume holds, -
“may naturaiiy be divided into two kinds, to wit, Relation
.of Ideas, and Matters of Fgct. of thé first kind are the
sciences of Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmatic, gnd in short,
every affirmation which is either intuitively or
demonstrably certain ... propcsitions of this kind are
diécoverable by the mere aperation of thought, without
dependence on what is anyWhafe exlstent in‘the universe ...
Matters of fact, which are the second dbjects of human reason,
are not éscertained in the same manner; nor is our evidence
of their ﬁfuth, however great, of a like nature with the
foregoing. ihe contrary of every matter of fact. is still
possible; because it can never imply.a contradiction, and.
is conceived by ;he mind with the same facility and

distinctness, as 1f ever so conformable to reality"s.

An essential feature of Hume's analysis of the causal
principle, ‘every event has a cause' is that he denies this
principle to be idéntical in 'status with the.mathematical
p£0positions. Mathematical propositions are necessary.

They can not be denled without self-contradiction. But



this is not the case with the causal principle, We have
no right to infer the effect from the existence of an
mtecgdent event, No logical pi:inci.ple justifies our
journey from the cause to the effect, No event in itself,
Hume asse:‘r:t.s, impliea the eXiatence of any other. The

causal principle can be known only a posteriori.

This view of Hume has been anticipated by Spinoza. He
is of the opinion that ‘there is no kind of rec;tprocal
influence between the physical and the mentél and no reason
why bodies should think or mind should have bodies'®,
Leyden rightly holds that if 'this view is generalised one
might argue that there is no more than a concommitance
between ‘csrtain physical event and a corresponding mental

one, but never a necessary or any other kind of connection‘7.

Hime's analysis of the causal principle really boses a
challenge to the validity of science itself., To accept this
challenge is to show éhat we can have;synthetic'a priori
judgments, in the sense in which Hume has denied it, To see
héw Kant performs the difficult gask of combining necessity
or a.priority and syntheticity together let us follow ﬁhe
convenient procedure of discussing certain important

diétinctions and relevant relations. Kant hlas made two
divis:i.ons, one is between a priori and empirical or a
posteriori and the other is between synthetic and -analytiec,

Both these divisions are exclusive arid exhaustive. Let us



start with the first one.
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A priori and a posteriori : Kant is not the first man
to make the.distinction between a priori and a posteriori
or empirical. Albert Saxony has made it in the fourteenth
century. But Kant's .way of making the distinction 1s quite
dif€erent, Of the two forms of knowledge, a priori and
empirical, the former deserves speclal attention since it
crésses the limit of what 18 directly known by sensea ‘
-perceptiaon, Clue to Kanh‘s'diStinctlon bétween a priori
and a posteriori is ¢lven in just two sentences 3 'Iﬁ
respect $f time all knowledge bejins with experience. * But
it does nét therefore follow that it all arises from
eXperience'o; It indicates that there is knowledge which
begins with experience and also arises out of experience,.
and again knowledge which begins with but does not arise
out of, experience.Knowledge of the first kind is empirical

and of the second kind a priori.

Thils distinction like the one betweea analytic and -
synthetic is wvery much importént for Kant's rthesis that

some judgments are 'synthetic a priori. For making this



distinction clear Kant has given definition and also '
critierion of a priori knowledge or truth, But inspite of
this there is reason to doubt whether Kant has been success-
ful in making the concept of 'a priori' clear just with .the
help of this definition and criterion. The fallure may[be
due to the fact that "under the concept of 'a priori! Kent
has included so many charactenistics which do not seem ]
necessarily téE;Ogether“. As we proceed further, it nill be
evident that in fact, in most of the cases, Kant goes beyond
his definition and eriterion to decide whether a given truth

is a priori or not.

N

Kant defines g8 priori knowledge as thau which is o
independent of experience and even of all sense-impressias.
Here the term ‘independent’ should not be interpreted ia the
psycnologica% sensé. Kant has clearly said that tempotally
no knowledge ican precede experience, What KTnt wante te mean
is that an & priori judgment is not sccepted on the evidence
of eXperience. On the contrary, we may say that an emplrical
judgment is that which 1s accepted only on the ‘evidence of

experience,
9

The definition of 'a priori' Judgmant given by Kant
is not as, much clear as is’ required to dist.nquish ;
infalliably a priori from empirical judgments. Perhaps,

Kant was aware of that. He felt the necessity of stating
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some criteria, "[n all changes of the material world, the .
quantity of matter in the universe remains unchanged"9 is-
an example of a priori judgment given by Kant. But uﬁless
we' assume that the concept of 'peérmanency' is deducilhle from
the concept of 'matter' we cénnot necessarily say that theé

proposition can be known to be true without "empirical

evidence.

It is suggested that a priori judgments are 'logicelly’
independent 6f eXperience. But the use of the word
'logically' does not seem to improve the situation. We may
saf that there is- a relation of logical independence between
two propositions if the truth or falsity of the one is not
affected by that of the othgr; .Now to show the relation of
logical independence between a.priori judgments anq
experience we should say that a judgment is a priori if it
is logically independent of all judgments which descfibe
experience, i.e., all empirical judgments. ‘Thus in order
to ascertain that there is a relation of logical
independence between a given judgneut and experience we
have to‘knoﬁ beforehand which judgments are a priori and
which are empirical by some other way. Thus to try to
distingu;sh an a priori judgment from an empirical one by
using the relation of logical independence is to beg the

question.



"Kant believes that necessity and strict universélity,
although noﬁ used in his definitions of a priori Judgménts,
are. jointly and separately, adequate tests of their a
priori character“lo. He has used necessity and stricf
uni#grsality as two sepafate infglliable marks of a priori
judgments with the hope tﬁat by applying these criteria Qe
would be in a position to distinguish ‘between a priori and
empirical judgments. Without examination Kant assumes that
necessity and strict universality can not be derived fran'
experience. - This exactly what Hume also believes. After
making that'assumption Kant goes on to hold that if any
judgment has the characteristic of being necessary and
universal, it is not derived from experiepce. In otherwords,

it is a priori,

Bué what do we achieve here ? We fall to show that
necessitf or universality is a criterion for distinguishing
between a §riori and empirical judgments. First Kant assumes
that necessity or universality is nnt derived from
experienée, Whi;h amaunts to saying that empirical
judgments are not necessary or universal. Then he holds
that necessary or universal judgments are not empirical,
i.e., they are a priori. From this we can not say that a

judgment is a priorli because 1t is necessary or universal.

Let us now come to the meaning of néceséity and

univérsaiity. A judgment is necessary, Kant holds, 1f the



opposite of it 1is inconceivable. and a judgment is strictly
universal;if an éxception to it is impossible. Now let us

apply these criteria upon the following judgments

(@) all metals expand when heafteld; and

(b) .all animals take food.

It can not be denied that these judgments have not yet
been found to be false. We have not met any contrary
insténce. But Kant will not recognise them to be necessary
or univergal.c It %s true that Hume also wil% not take them
to be'necessary. But how are we to decide tﬁat theif
opposite is conceivable or that they do admit of an exception ?
We can not appeal to experience, for experience, accordiang to
Kant, can not teach us necessity. Secondly, in experience

we have not yet found any exception and so just depending

upon experience we can not say that an exception\is poséible.w

Neither can we appeal to the law of contradiction or
any other law. of logle, for the siﬁple reason that accurding
to Kant, ail a priorl judgments are not justified by the law

of contradiction (or we may.say by logical laws).

We thus lead to the position that before we:come to
know any judgmént to be necedsary or universal we know it
to be a priori on the basis of soma ground other than
necessity or strict uhiversality. The uni&ersal'causal

principle, for example, is a priori not because it is
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necéssary; in the sense explained, but rather because it is
an assumpé;on of the possibility of experilence 1tself7‘

This is the stand which Kant:adopts in the case of a priori
concepts also. Space and time, for example, are a priori
and not empirical because they make experience possiblg.u 1t
may be noted}here that warnockll haé ;ecognised the
universal;causal prin;iple to be ‘a p;iori' but he does not
call it nécessary. He has acceptéd'this principle to be a
priori oni a different ground. The causal principle is a
priori since it can not be refuted by experience. But.

experience can not refute it, Warnock holds, not because it

is necessary but because it 1s uninformative| or vacuous,
v 7z

Analytic and synthetic

.All judgments, holds Kant, are either qnalytic or
synthetic, there is no third alternative, In this respect
Kant agrees with Leibnlz and Hume. Though Leibniz and Hume
do not actua@ly use these‘térms, the foreshadow of Kant's
distinctign isifound in the‘distinction betwéén"lruths.bf
Reason and Tfuths off Fact';and also'in'the distiﬁqtiod
between 'Reiations of Ideéé and Matters of Fact;. It:ig

interesting to note that though Kant; Leibnigz énd Hume do

f
i
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not differ on the essentlal nature of analytical judgment and
though éhe.pair of terms in the three distinctions are used
as contraﬁictory'terms, Kant's distinction is different

from that of the others. But let us confine ourselves to

Kant's distinction.

s

Kant holds that in all judgments where the relation of
a subject. to the predicate is thought, this relation is
possibleAin two different ways. ?Either the predicate B
belongs to the subject A, as somewhat which is contained
(though covertly)'in the conception A; or the predicate B
lies completely out of the conception A, although it
stanés in connecticn with it. In the first instance, I
term the judgment énalytical, in the second, synthetical,
Analytical judgments (affirmative) are therefore those in
which the connecticn of the predicate with the subject is
cogitated through identity; those in which this connecﬁion
is cogitated without identity, are called synthetical

judgments"12

3 who do not admit

There are philosophers like Quinel
of the Synthetic—analytic‘distinctién of judqments and gll
who recognise such a distihction'of judgments do not agree
with the Kantian way of making this distinction. The main
objections against the Kantian distinction between

synthetic and analytic judgments are, according to Korner, two,
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wf{rst that Kant considers only subject-predicate judgments
andﬁsecondly that his definition of an analytic judgment as
one whoéeigubject contains its predicate is metaphoripal and

therefore’ too vague"14.

Ihus'Kﬁnt's definition of analytical judgment is boﬁh
too‘vague and t?o narrow. These objesctions are not baseless
but they are not very'serious; we may get rid of them, The
definitioh is vague, since a term of a judgment can not be
contained in another term in the sense in which a physical
object can be in anothér physicai object. We may say,
howéver, thaE the 'predicate is contained in the subjecﬁ in
the sense that thq predicate does not go beyond the suﬁject.
To get the predicate we need not depend upoﬁ exXperience; we
get it simply through an analyvsis of the subject, ., This

means that an analytical judgment is-uninformative or

vacuous.,

- The objection of too narrowness can also be removed.
Apart from a. definiticn, Kant has given a criterion of
analytical judgment, An analytical judgment, Kant holds,
ié éuch that it can not be denied'without self-contrauic-
tion. Analytical Judgments.are logically necessary for-
they are justified by the 'law of contradiction'. Thus we
may reconstruct the definition of analytical Judgment aﬁ 3
A judgment is analytical 1f its denial involves self |

-contradiction., This definjtion applies even to those.
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judgments which are not in the'subjectmpredicate form.

Kant, perhaps, thinks that once we have the 'criterion'
we can without difficulty escertain whether the predicate of
a given judgment is contalned in the subject of that
judgmént, i.e., whether the judgment is analytic or not.

But is it really so ? The judgment '7 + 5 = 12' is
analytical according to Hume. Hume thinks that the denial
of it inkolves self contradiction. But strangely enough,
Kant does not think this denial-to be self-contradictgry.
It seems.that whether the denial of a judgment involves
self.contradiction is to be determined by whether the
predicate of that judgment goes beyond the Eubject of it.
Thelcase'being 80, the criterion fails to perform the

function it is supposed to do.

In the case of synthetical judgments the predicate
goes beyond the subject. We can not get the predicate just
through an analysis of the subject. Such judgments e#tend u
our knowledée. They can not be justified by the law of

contradiction (or, let us say, by logical laws).

Kant has not eXplicitly stated any criterion of
synthetical judgments., But. as Kant thinks such judgments to
be contradictory of the analytical ones, we may use a

negative criterion. One might say, a judgment is synthetical
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if its denial 4is not a contradiction in terms. But as it
is not clear when the denial of a judgment involves |
self-contradiction, we are ﬂgain brought to the difficulty -

that we have faced 1in case of analytical judgments.

L V17

Let us now see what Kant means by synthetic a priori
judgments and how they are possible. But before we do that
we may note one interesting point thst though Kant and Hume
agree on sSo many points, one of‘them admits and the cther
denies the possibility of synthetic a priori Judgmenté.

The points of similarities and differencesibetween them
will be of great help in answering the queétion s How does
Kant perform the difficult job of combining the terms

'a priori' and 'synthetic' together or, what does he mean
by synthetic a pripri judgments ? Both of them believe
that experience can not teach us necessity. They believe

a priori judgments to be necessary. Again, they hoid that
all analytical judgments are necessary on the ground that
theilr denial involves self-contradiction., They have taken
'analytical' to be the con%radictory of 'synthefical;-ani

: ' |
'a priori* .of ‘empirical’.

@
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In spite of these points of sgreement Hume does not’
think synthetic a priori judgments to be pdssible, First,
to him all a priori judgments are analytical énd 80 they are
justified by the law of contradictian (or, we should better
say, by laws of logic)., The synthetical judgments, according
to both Hume and Kant, are not so justified. Second,.accord-
ing to Hume, all synthetical judgments are about matters of
fact and so they are emprirical, What|ls empirical can not
be a priori. Third, Hume thinks that there is mly one
kind of necessity, in the true sense of the texrm. This
necessity is intrinslc necessity found in analytical
propositions. The necessity of the analytical judgments

follows from the meaning of the terms occuring in them.

If we agree with Hume's beliefs and assumptions, we
have reason to accept his conclusion that there is no

synthetic a priori judgment,

Let us see how Kant differs from Hume., (1) For Kant
all analytical’ judgments are a priori but all a priori |
judgments are not analyticai. He uses the concept of
'‘a priori' in such a wide sense tha@ it does not necessarily
exclude synthetical judgments. (2) Kant does not use the
, words ‘synthetiéal' and 'empil;'ical' as identical.. The '
Judgménis which state the general &onditicng or princilples

of the possibility of experience are synithetical,.but the&



are -not empifical. So synthetic judgments can Ee a priori.
(3) Kant recognises a new kind of necessitylwhich is
different.from the necessity found in the analyticai |
judgments. This is what is called 'transcendental nece-
ssity'. The general principle of causation is synthetical
but it is;necessary too, in the sense that it is one of the
organisinb pfinciples of experience, and, fof that matter,
of the physical sciences. We can not have the physical
sciences without this principle. This necessity, it might

be sald, is imposed upon something f£rom without.
VAN * T4

Kant's synthétic a priori judgments can not be logically
necegsary for the'simple reason that they are not analjtic.
They must:be necessary or a priori in a different sense, a
new sense. This new sense can be made clear if we £ollow
his treatment of the principle of unive;sal causation,
‘every event has a cause', which is recognised by him as a
synthetic a priorl judgment. It is clear that Kant's

synthetic a priori judgmenfs; in the Critique of Pure

Reason, are not self-evident truths., If they were so, Kant
would not: have to take so0 much pain to prove them. Proof,

of course, does not mean here what it generally means.

©
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Kant's proof of synthetic a priori judgments does not start
f¥0m some self-evident premises, but from some contingént,
though very genéral, facts about the way ln which human
mind works. Thus Kant'g synthetié a priocrd judgmen'ts are
'transcendentally a priori' and not ‘absolutely a priori!t,
This, of course,' does not mean that Kant's synthetic a
priori judéments are transcendentally a priori in his other

'critiques' ‘also.

Though we have synthetic a priori judgments, the range

of such judgments, Kant admits in the Criticue of Pure

Reason, is very limited., We have synthetic a priori
Jjudgments so far we are concerned about dbjects of poSsible
sense-perception.. 'The moment you try to apply these a
priori propositions to objects like God and the soul, which
coula not péssibly be perceived by the senses, they lose all
intelligible meaning'. This 1s because Kant's synthetic a
priori propositions are ‘principles'of organiéation or
connexion wﬁich éogvert a chaotic mass of sensations into
the perception of ostensibly a world of permanent extended

law-abiding objects'ls.

The judgment 'every event has a cause' 1s synthetic
for in the donception of an event we do not, Kant asserts,,

|
cogitate the conception of a cause. But thig judgment is

not necessary in the sense that its denial is a contradiction

t
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in terms. ihis universal law of causation is necessary or
a pfiori in;the sense that it states a condition or assumﬁ-
tion of the possibility of the objects of perceptiocn, of
theoretical knowledge, The'way.we are dopstituted, we. must
assume the causal principle to.be true if we are to explain
the possibility of human experience. Thus the caus;l
principle has no intrinsic necessity of its own; it is
necessary Qr a-priorli only in the transcendental sense.
Kant's synthetic a priorl judgments are statements o©f thgi

" conditions of the possibility of cbjects themselves.

" VIII 7

Now if we are to reach any conclusion from the above
considerations of Hume and Kant, the reasonable conclusion
seems to be that two different but not opposed thesesthave
been upheld by Kant and Hume on different sets of. premises;
SO none can be proved false on the strength of the other, .
Kant has not done, as it is sometimes thought, what Hume
has failed to do, remaining within the same framework in
which Hume Qorked. Kant has been successful and Hume has
failed, to éombine the terms ‘synthetic' and ‘a priori!
tOgetherjOnidifferent grounds. But we may mention one

point which ‘will, perhaps, add an extra weight to Kant's
' o I ' -

[ , . ©
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thesis, 'some judgméﬁts are synthetic a priori'. This point
'is that knowledde 1is something more than unconnected brute
facts of expérience. It is something to be organised. - This
stand has also been taken by -the -Gestalt psychologists who
interprgtApefception to be a case of organisétion. This
organisation requires a principle which is not itself_one'of
the items?tolbe organised. It 1is to be supplied by the
organiser hiamself., Every organisation points to a beyond,
Kant's synthetic a priori judgments are principles of
organisation,;cohstituyive principles of human experience.
This fact oflorganisation may be counted as a point for
prefering Kant's thesis that there are synthetic a priori

judgments.
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