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Kant’s Assessment of Leibniz and Locke

Kant is best known for his efforts in reconciling metaphysics and epistemology by stressing the importance of both courses of thought. He criticized Leibniz and Locke for being too extreme in their philosophies: “In a word, Leibniz intellectualized the appearances, just as Locke totally sensitivized the concepts of understanding in accordance with his system of noogony, i.e., interpreted them as nothing but empirical or abstracted concepts of reflection.” (372) Kant neutralized the positions of Leibniz and Locke by embracing indifferentism in which he does not reject metaphysical doctrines but denies the idea of them being systematically argued for without the use of experience. His views on space and time and how conceptual information arose are the foundations on which he criticizes Leibniz and Locke. 

Leibniz put forth the theory that the truth is knowable only through what concepts and objects ultimately are. Experience is not the way truth can be reached. Rather, all truth is within the self: “We have all these forms in our mind; we even have forms from all time… And nothing can be taught to us whose idea we do not already have in our mind...” (28) Locke has the opposing view that the mind is empty and offers this challenge: “Let anyone examine his own thoughts, and thoroughly search into his understanding, and then let him tell me, whether all the original ideas he has there, are any other than that of objects of his senses” (35) Kant believes that both of these views are conjunctively necessary to make accurate judgments. He therefore criticizes Leibniz and Locke of strictly adhering just to one method, and point to how they ignorantly believe that conceding to the other method somehow contradicts their basic philosophies: “Instead of seeking two entirely different sources of representation in the understanding and the sensibility, which could judge about things with objective validity only in conjunction, each of these great men holds on only to one of them, which in his opinion is immediately related to things in themselves while the other does nothing but confuse or order the representations of the first.” (372) His criticisms may start with the basic nature of substances and how the human cognition operates.

For Leibniz, a substance is held together by its internal principles and the monads it comprises of. Anything that can be conceived of must be divisible according to Leibniz and thus must be derivative of imperceptible monads: “…there is no conceivable way in which a simple substance can begin naturally, since it cannot be formed by composition.” (68) Kant believes Leibniz to have drummed up the monad theory in order to save his idea of the complete notion of substances. Space is composed of monads too.

 Kant claimed that while formulating his theory on monads, Leibniz did not forgo all experience. Leibniz’s imagination of monads assumes two experiential mediums, space and time. To even conceive of monads in his head, Leibniz had to have thought of space. The idea of internal principles within substances was a result of Leibniz experiencing time. For Kant, a substance appears through space and time. The only way the substance can be judged when it appears is by empirically experiencing it. The empirical judgment involves thought that generates useful concepts: “Objects are therefore given to us by means of sensibility, and it alone affords us intuitions; but they are thought through the understanding, and from it arise concepts.” (155) Kant clearly wants to maintain the active process of thinking that Leibniz overlooked. Objects can be referred to only by how they appear, not by what they may be in themselves. 

Appearances of substances are possible through space and time. These are the only two pure forms of intuition that are known without experience. For Kant, space and time are empirically real, but transcendentally ideal. They are real because objects are represented through them, but they are ideal because they are not objects that exist in themselves. They are not objects themselves because there is no need to experience them. In fact, all experience is based on their presumption: “For in order for certain sensations to be related to something outside me, 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.” (157) 

Space is thus not empirically attainable in the mind because it always has to be assumed even when one imagines something. Also an external object is known to be outside the body because of its spatial relation to the body. Kant criticized Leibniz for thinking of space as an object itself for this reason: “…we can well say that space comprehends all things that may appear to us externally, but not all things in themselves, whether they be intuited or not, or by whatever subject they may be intuited.” (160) Objects are contained within something, but space is not contained. 

Space and time are known a priori: “…it can be understood how the form of all appearances can be given in the mind prior to all actual perceptions, thus a priori, and how as a pure intuition, in which all objects must be determined, it can contain principles of their relations prior to all experience.” (159) Space and time are necessarily presupposed before anyone can begin to judge objects based on their appearances. Although Kant agrees with Locke that there are no innate principles prior to experience, it is not an entirely passive phenomenon. To experience something also involves the activation of one’s own consciousness to reach out to the object under investigation. Locke proposes that the idea of space between two bodies is perceived by sight and touch but this is so obvious that it is silly to go about proving space: “… we get the idea of space, both by our sight, and touch; which, I think, is so evident, that it would be as needless, to go to prove, that men perceive…” (69) Kant would quick respond by saying how sight and touch are made possible because of spatio-temporal relations and this is really why Locke considers it unfruitful to prove the phenomenon of perception.

Kant’s transcendental logic is the science dedicated to determining the mental faculties, cognitions, which enable the understanding of a priori objects. He is not concerned so much with the content of the objects themselves, but more with how they can be understood. Kant distinguishes between synthetic and analytic judgments and reveals why some judgments do not need experience to be known. He demonstrates how Leibniz and Locke must necessarily reconcile with each other by proving that synthetic a priori judgments exist. In the statement ‘Space is real but does not exist’, space is known a priori to be able to realize that it does not exist in itself, which is known from experience. 

Kant encourages Leibniz’s idealistic metaphysical scheme by agreeing with the idea that metaphysics is the natural way of human reason: “For human reason, without being moved by the mere vanity of knowing it all, inexorably pushes on, driven by its own need to such questions that cannot be answered by any experiential use of reason and of principles borrowed from such a use…” (147) However, he also expresses how metaphysics should not be dealt with purely from an analytic basis because there is no direct way of attaining metaphysical ideas: “…for what is analytic in one or the other of them… is useless for this end, because it merely shows what is contained in these concepts, but not how we attain such concepts a priori in order thereafter to be able to determine their valid use in regard to the objects of all cognition in general.” (148) He agrees with Locke on the importance of experiencing objects but more importantly, how they are experienced and what is the right way to experience them, i.e., what categories should ideas be placed in. 

Kant clearly indicates that the content of objects, what they really are, cannot be known analytically. External things have to be attributed to it to know more about the object and this can be done only through a synthesis: “Prior to all analysis of our representations these must first be given, and no concepts can arise analytically as far as the content is concerned.” (210-211) In order to have understanding, various judgments from experience need to be synthesized to generate concepts. The judgments are from representations put into conceptual categories of quantity, quality, relation, and modality. While making judgments, categories are presupposed accordingly: “Now this is the listing of all original pure concepts of synthesis that the understanding contains in itself a priori, and on account of which it is only a pure understanding…” (213) The categories appeal to the active faculty of the mind while space and time appeal to the passive faculty of receiving appearances. 

Locke would not presuppose categories as synthetically a priori. Kant would compare him to Aristotle and accuse him of inductive reasoning: “Aristotle’s search for these fundamental concepts was an effort worthy of an acute man. But since he had no principle, he rounded them up as he stumbled on them…” (213) Kant admits that his categories were an amalgamation of sensible as well as a priori concepts so that judgments are not made out of pure experience or pure analytic alone: “The categories combined either with the modis of sensibility or with each other yield a great multitude of derivative a priori concepts, to take note of which and, as far as possible, completely catalogue would be a useful and not unpleasant but dispensable effort.” (214) These categories allow for the possibility of experience because objects are grounded in them. 

Leibniz would not entertain the ideas of categories because of his principle of the Indescernibility of Identicals. He trusted the appearances of objects to be how they actually are and believed truth to be conceptual not based on spatio-temporal grounds. Leibniz believed in the idea that no two things could be exactly alike due to their own unique internal principles. Kant thought that it is not the concepts that are to be compared, but the spatial relation of the two apparently identical concepts should be looked at to detect that they are different: “…there his principle of non-discernibility could surely not be disputed, but since they are objects of sensibility, and the understanding with regard to them is not of pure but of empirical use, multiplicity and numerical difference are already given by space itself as the condition of outer appearances. For a part of space, even though it might be completely similar and equal to another, is nevertheless outside of it…” (368) Again, Kant proves that experience is necessary to attain knowledge of objects and shows Leibniz how his principle is true not only on analytic grounds. 
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