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Commentary and Explication of the Role of the Antinomies in the Refutation of 

Transcendental Realism 

 

The function of the following discussion will be to explicate the function of the 

antinomies with respect to the refutation to transcendental realism, and to sympathetically 

discuss why they might be seen to serve this function well.  The structure of this paper will be as 

follows.  First, transcendental realism will be introduced, so that the end-goal —the refutation’s 

vindication— will be clear.  Then, the antipode, transcendental idealism, will be introduced, so 

that the full contrast of the two positions might be seen.  Next, the antinomies will be supplied 

with some elucidating commentary, which will generate the palpable avenue of the refutation.  

For the sake of examining the strength of the antinomies in generating a solid refutation to 

transcendental realism, a popular counterpoint to the antinomies shall be explored, the idea being 

to supply additional commentary on behalf of the effectiveness of this part of Kant’s project.  

The conclusion pushed at the end will be that the antinomies do serve well in participating in the 

refutation of transcendental realism. 

 The best place to begin, in explicating transcendental realism, is to take Kant’s own 

words.  He says, 

To this [transcendental] idealism is opposed transcendental realism, which 

regards space and time as something given in themselves (independent of our 

sensibility).  The transcendental realist therefore represents outer appearances (if 

their reality is conceded) as things in themselves, which would exist 

independently of us and our sensibility and thus would  be outside us according to 

pure concepts of the understanding  It is really this transcendental realist who 

afterwards plays the empirical idealists; and after he has falsely presupposed 
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about objects of the senses that if they are apart to exist they must have their own 

existence in themselves even apart from sense, he finds that from this point of 

view all our representations of senses are insufficient to make their own reality 

(A369).
1
 

In short, Kant is effectively saying of transcendental realism that everything in sense experience 

exists without any active participation of the mind needed for its existence.  Kant also puts it 

succinctly, saying, ‘The [transcendental] realist, in the transcendental signification, makes these 

modifications of our sensibility into things subsisting in themselves, and hence makes mere 

representations into things in themselves’ (A491/B519).  The emphasis is on the self-sufficient 

nature that the transcendental realist ascribes to appearances given through sensibility.  Aspects 

of the sensible world, which often exists as a flux, a non-uniform series of representations, in 

Kant’s view, cannot be taken as self-sufficient without threatening concepts that transcend 

experience, such as causality. 

 On the grounds of the foregoing, Kant’s above passage, Henry Allison says, “Kant is here 

arguing that transcendental realism leads to empirical idealism, which is the doctrine that the 

mind can have immediate access only to its own ideas or representations, that is, the familiar 

Cartesian-Lockean theory of ideas’.
2
  Through the assessment of the framework Kant gives, 

which admits conditions of possible experience, Kant would argue that there is no basis to 

suppose that ideas bear an isomorphic relation to contents outside of human experience.  

Furthermore, to the detriment of anyone who will embrace this transcendental realist position, 

such leads to empirical idealism and skepticism. 

                                                           
1
 Note on reference format and citation from the Critique of Pure Reason: All references to the Critique of Pure 

Reason will be cited in text in the traditional A/B pagination format, with all citations coming from Cambridge 

Edition, translated by Wood and Guyer, unless otherwise stated.  All other citations will be found as footnotes. 
2
 Allison, Henry. Kant's Transcendental Idealism: An Interpretation and Defense. New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2004. p. 21 
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 The alternative to transcendental realism offered by Kant is called transcendental 

idealism.  In the second book of “The Transcendental Dialectic,” Kant lays out transcendental 

idealism as follows: 

I understand by the transcendental idealism of all appearances the doctrine that 

they are all together to be regarded as mere representations and not as things in 

themselves, and accordingly that space and time are only sensible forms of our 

intuition, but not determinations given for themselves of conditions of objects as 

things in themselves (A369). 

Kant is fleshing out the above remark made about aspects, namely, that experience provides 

representations, which are appearances, not the thing in itself.  It may be a handy way of thinking 

about the collection of appearances as a collection of different experiential aspects of the thing in 

itself, whatever the minor inaccuracies this manner of thinking might induce, or interpretation of 

transcendental idealism it may otherwise commit one to.
3
  The emphasis Kant places, in regard 

to transcendental idealism, is on appearances as mere representations, the intention being to 

make clear the ontological status of objects in experience, as well as to distance this doctrine 

from the doctrines of earlier philosophers.  The remark on ontological status, here, alludes to the 

fact that one should not predicate self-sufficiency, because experience qua experience does not 

allow (i.e., provides no reason or grounds) one to think that the way things are perceived is the 

way that they actually exist and that they should do so independently of the faculties of 

cognition.  Kant’s thought, ‘space and time are only sensible forms of our intuition,’ cited above, 

is important to transcendental idealism, so the attention turns to this thought. 

                                                           
3
 This is said with a mind toward the causal and identity interpretations of the relationship between the noumenal 

and phenomenal world, as one consideration motivating this qualification. 
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 Kant’s notions of space and time (as forms of intuition) are first developed in the 

“Transcendental Aesthetic,” and it is here that Kant provides variations of the traditional notions, 

thus allowing space and time to be something other than characters of the external world —a 

remarkably novel move.  For Kant, space is the external form of intuition, time the inner form.  

This is what Kant says of space: 

By means of outer sense (a property of our mind) we represent to ourselves 

objects outside us, and all as in space.  In space their form, magnitude, and 

relation to one another is determined, or determinable. … Space is not an 

empirical concept that has been drawn from outer experiences. For in order for 

certain sensations to be related to something outside me (i.e., to something in 

another place in space from that in which I find myself), thus in order for me to 

represent them as outside one another, thus not merely as different but as in 

different places, the representation of space must already be their ground.  Thus 

the representation of space cannot be obtained from the relations of outer 

appearance through experience, but this outer experience is itself first possible 

only through this representation (A22/B37-A23/B38).   

He’s saying that the spatial (and temporal) nature of appearances come by way of the structure 

found in cognition.
4
  One of the features of this structure, which transcends experience, is the 

fact of space’s geometric a priority, which is what Kant thought was so lacking in the Leibnizian 

and Newtonian accounts of space, and thus were unsatisfactory.
5
  Not only does the 

transcendental realist have an issue with asserting a second contradictory ontological status to 

space —i.e., asserting the transcendental reality of a condition of experience—, but also the 

difficult of explaining the a priori geometric nature of space.  More generally, that the forms of 

intuition constitute the conditions of possible experience, space and time serve as the mode of 

                                                           
4
 Allison. p. 107 

5
 Wood, Allen. Kant. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005. p. 35 
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organizing and formatting experience, and therefore, additionally, constitutes the means of 

access to objects.  Then, under transcendental idealism, the mind is the origin of space and time, 

through which appearances are (re)presented. 

  What has been presented in transcendental idealism, just in sketching it in a little detail, 

might be taken as an argument that does some work in making transcendental realism 

implausible and untenable.  However, Kant seeks a definitive refutation, even of the possibility, 

of transcendental realism.  The strategy for undermining this possibility is to employ antinomies, 

each one consisting of a thesis and an antithesis.  For instance, the first antinomy runs with thesis 

and antithesis as follows: 

1) ‘The world has a beginning in time, and in space it is also enclosed in boundaries’ 

(A426/B454). 

2) ‘The world has no beginning and no bounds in space, but is infinite with regard to both 

time and space’ (A427/B455). 

Given these, if space and time are as the transcendental realist proposes, existing independently 

of the human mind, then both the antithesis and thesis shall be reasoned correct, the consequence 

being that what is left are two well-argued assertions that are at odds.  Arguing on the basis of a 

reductio for each thesis and antithesis in the antinomies, Kant concludes with a valid proof for 

each thesis and antithesis the falsity of the alternative statement.  These mutually exclusive, 

contrary statements yield no further resolution, transcendental realism accepted, being that both 

the thesis and antithesis have been proved validly.  Adding a bit of detail, Kant goes about 

proving the thesis of the first antinomy by taking the alternative to the thesis (i.e., that the world 

has no beginning in time), and applying some crucial piece of reasoning.  In this case, the 
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reasoning is that an infinite series would never arrive at now, because the infinitude of the states 

prior to now will never be exhausted.  In Sebastian Gardner’s words, 

The successive synthesis of an infinite series cannot however be completed, since 

an infinite length of time is required to complete an infinite task.  And yet the 

synthesis must be complete, for if it were not, the present would not be possible.  

So the series of events in time must be finite; the world must have a beginning in 

time.  The thesis’ proof regarding space is symmetrical: to suppose the world 

infinite in space is to presuppose an infinite synthesis of its parts, which it is again 

impossible to complete; so the world must be limited in space.
6
  

 

The correlation between Gardner’s and the wording prior to the passage comes in the inability to 

completely synthesize the series (Gardner) and the inexhaustibility of the states (mine).  The key 

here is that, regardless of the terms of the language utilized, is that an incomplete synthesis and 

inexhaustibility oppose the assumption that the world had a beginning in time.  This reduction to 

absurdity proves the validity of the thesis.  As Gardner points out, there is a symmetry in the 

argument for space and time.  Because an argumentative format of the reductio ad absurdum is 

being used, one must realize that what has been done is that the antithesis has been disproved.  

Therefore, it is necessary for Kant to complete the dual reductio, obliging similarly on behalf of 

the antithesis. 

 The antithesis asserts that the world has no beginning in time, and so Kant begins the 

second reductio in the first antinomy by assuming that the world did have a beginning in time.  

He says,  

                                                           
6
 Gardner, Sebastian. The Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Kant and the "Critique of Pure Reason". New York: 

Routledge, 2000. p. 235 
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‘Since the beginning is an existence preceded by a time in which the thing is not, 

there must be a preceding time in which the world was not, i.e., an empty time.  

But now no arising of any sort of thing is possible in an empty time, because no 

part of such a time has, in itself, prior to another part, any distinguishing condition 

of its existence rather than its non-existence (whether one assumes that it comes 

to be of itself or through another cause).  Thus many series of things may begin in 

the world, but the world itself cannot have any beginning, and so the past time it 

is infinite (A427/B455). 

The issue in the time prior to the world is that there does not seem to be a way to generate a state 

with a world, as that time is empty.  This rules out a temporal beginning to the world, because, as 

Kant’s argument goes, a worldless state can’t instantiate one with a world. 

 The structure of the remaining three antinomies —thesis, antithesis, and reductio for 

each— is that same as the first.  The second antinomy states in its thesis that, ‘Every composite 

substance in the world consists of simple parts’ (A434/B462), which is to say, there is a limit to 

the number of times the substance of an object may be partitioned.  The antithesis is that, ‘No 

composite thing in the world consists of simple parts’ (A435/B463), which is to say, that the 

substance of any object may be partitioned ad infinitum.  The thesis of the third antinomy states 

that laws of nature do not constitute the only kind of causality, and that there is an ulterior 

causality, called “freedom” (A444/B472).  The antithesis, naturally, is that there is no freedom, 

and all goings-on in the world come about by way of causality in accordance with natural laws 

(A445/B473).  Finally, the fourth antinomy’s thesis is: ‘To the world there belongs something 

that, either as a part of it or as its cause, is an absolutely necessary being’ (A452/B480).  The 

corresponding antithesis is: ‘There is no absolutely necessary being existing anywhere, either in 

the world or outside the world as its cause.’  The idea presented earlier should be a little clearer, 

at this juncture: left to the devices of dialectical reason, the assumption of the transcendental 
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realist —i.e., that space and time exist independent of cognitive faculties— results in a deadlock 

between contrary points, theses and antitheses.  There is an underlying assumption that deserves 

treatment, but is well beyond the scope of the present explication and commentary, namely, that 

Kant is, in fact, assuming that the refutation of transcendental realism necessarily attests to the 

veracity of the doctrine of transcendental idealism, that there is no middle ground or third 

position. 

 While perhaps somewhat clearer, the function of the antinomies in their participation in 

the refutation of transcendental realism is far from being explicit.  The antinomies bring to the 

fore a rationale that is elucidated by what Kant says quite a bit after the antinomies: 

Appearances require to be explained only insofar as their conditions of 

explanations are given in perception, but everything that can ever be given in it, 

taken together in an absolute whole, is not itself any perception.  But it is really 

this whole for which an explanation is being demanded in the transcendental 

problems of reason (A483/B511-A484/B512). 

The qualification regarding series of conditioned conditions is that only states in perception 

require explaining, and that those, say, states, which are not the subject of perception, will then 

be subject to transcendental problems of reason.  Kant provides his readership with a much more 

conclusive analysis, when he says, 

[O]ne sees that the above proofs of the fourfold antinomy are not semblances but 

well grounded, that is, at least on the presupposition that appearances, or the 

world of sense comprehending all of them within itself, are things in themselves.  

The conflict of the propositions drawn from it, however, uncovers a falsehood 

lying in this presupposition and thereby brings us to a discovery about the true 

constitution of things as objects of sense (A507/B535). 
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In other words, the presupposition that the world of appearances are grounded upon themselves, 

qua things in themselves, is undermined by the transcendental problems of reason; and so 

transcendental realism, per se, is undermined.  Gardner goes a little further in expounding the 

argument, insofar as what is at stake: ‘As the argument may be restated: if transcendental realism 

is true, then world exists as a whole’ —a conditional proven untenable by the antinomies.
7
 

 Gardner also presents a fairly reasonable criticism often brought to the antinomies, which 

is that ‘for each antinomy some more or less ad hoc set of assumptions can always be drawn up 

which will allow contradiction [sic] to be avoided.’
8
  Gardner considers this a weakness in the 

proofs of the antinomies.  However, this might not only be unconvincing, it may be missing the 

point.  While it is true that adding “more or less ad hoc” assumptions can alter the outcome of 

the proof, additional ad hoc assumptions can sway the proof right back.  The antinomies appear 

in the second division of the Transcendental Logic, in the Transcendental Dialectic, which deals 

with dialectical reason, following the first section, which deals the Transcendental Analytic 

(pertaining to understanding).  This being so, it seems that these ad hoc emendations to the 

proofs suit whim (or dialectical reason), proving the point.  As a matter of fact, the parsimony (of 

theses and antitheses) and aforementioned symmetry in the reductios suggests that, perhaps, 

Kant presented the bare minimum for each antinomy; and this would be relevant because, if at 

their most parsimonious and equivalent (by virtue of the symmetry) the proofs in each antinomy 

yielded no headway, then any additional supplement to the reasoning would be in vain.  

Therefore, Gardner’s weakness may be an overlooked strength, and that would mean, in fact, that 

this demonstrates the strength of Kant’s argument. 

                                                           
7
 Gardner. p. 249 

8
 Ibid. p. 250 
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 When examined within the ambit the entire work, Kant’s antinomies seem to serve well 

in refuting transcendental realism.  The assumption sewn into this argumentative swathe of 

Kant’s first Critique is that of transcendental realism’s primary tenet, that representations exist 

independent of cognition.  However, in recognizing the nature of formal intuitions as conditions 

for experience, Kant attacks transcendental realism where it is weakest, namely, beyond the 

bounds of sense, where transcendental problems of reason enter in.  The antinomies’ role, here, 

is to illustrate the manifestation of these transcendental problems of reason, where human 

experience is not.  Kant’s evaluation of appearances, the capacity for explanation, and condition 

relations concludes rather firmly, through the antinomies, that transcendental realism is not a 

tenable position, because the objects of experience prove not to be self-sufficient. 


